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This dissertation explores cultural and political aspects of the relationship
between Russia and Georgia, through the lens of Classical allusions. Since ancient Greek
and Roman times, Classical myths and tales have been re-written by successive
generations to reflect on critical political and social issues, including questions of empire
and national identity. In Russia and Georgia, such a use of the Classics has been perhaps
even more marked than in Western Europe. Straddling Asia and the West, Russians
appreciate access to the western Classics as a touchstone of their belonging to Europe.
Georgia, on Russia’s southern border, is actually home to several famous Classical
mythological characters, including Prometheus, Medea, and her father Aeétes, and its
claim to these figures provokes a sense of cultural competition with Russia. In
negotiating political and cultural control in the Caucasus, Russia, imagining itself as a
neo-Roman Empire, may lay claim to ruling the physical space, imaging itself as a
harbinger of civilization for the “uncultured barbarians” on its southern border. Georgia,
however, has developed its own sense of nationhood, claiming a spiritual hegemony as an
empire of humanism, embracing its ties to Hellenism.

Applying a thread of post-colonial theory both to think about Empire from within
the hegemonic empire itself, and to listen to voices from the margins, my dissertation is
structured on the process of veiling, unveiling, and self-unveiling, and how the use and
manipulation of Classical allusions aid in this process.

From the common language of Classical references emerges an intellectual space
in which the authors I study, the Russians Andrei Bitov, Liudmila Ulitskaia, the
Georgian-Armenian, Bulat Okudzhava, and the Georgian, Otar Chiladze, articulate their
hopes, passions and desires, a space for their various voices to be heard. Read together,
they tell a larger story about the relationship between Russia and Georgia. Touching
upon how empire is conceived, imagined and generated, they reflect their countries’
shared and intertwined history that includes conflict, disappointment, the problem of
dealing with Stalin’s legacy, and a strong desire from both parties to be accepted as full
and active members in the increasingly complex post-Soviet world.
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Introduction
Classical Allusions and Imperial Desire: Problems of Identity in Georgian and
Russian Literature.

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, many of us who study Russia felt a need to
explore beyond the forbidding and forbidden border of Russia itself, to explore the
peripheral republics that comprised the “Friendship of Nations.” My own attempt to
grapple with Russia outside of the centers of Moscow and St. Petersburg began with a
project I started in 2005, “Legends of the Black Sea: Traces of Classical Culture in
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Contemporary Russian Literature and Culture.”” As a Classicist, I was interested in
exploring the contemporary presence of Classical Greek and Roman culture in the Black
Sea region, extending my study of the Classics beyond the traditional borders of Troy and
the Bosphorus. As a Slavicist, [ hoped to better understand how Russia relates to the
lands on her southern border, and how Russia and the West relate to each other along an
extended East-West border.

In an attempt to understand Russia’s southern periphery, to explore what is East,
what West, and how the two relate, the Black Sea region beckons as fertile ground: its
shores touch Bulgaria, Romania, Ukraine and the Crimea, Southern Russia near Sochi,
Abkhazia, Georgia, and Turkey, all of which lay claim to being at one time or another the
border between East and West. Bulgaria, once part of Thrace, is studded with Ancient
Greek ruins, shows signs of Ottoman influence, and is now part of Europe. Romania was
home to the Greek colony of Istria, and the Roman outpost at Tomis, site of Ovid’s exile.

It has been part of both Ottoman Turkey and the Austro-Hungarian Empire; and in the

late-19™ and 20" centuries, with Bucharest known as the Paris of the Black Sea, it was



claimed by the Romanians to be “an island of Latinity in a sea of Slavdom.” Ukraine and
the Crimea were also part of the Greek empire, whose trading centers at Olbia,
Chersonesus and Theodosia were meeting grounds for Greeks and the “barbarian”
Scythians, Sarmatians, and other nomadic tribes. Further east, Georgia has been at the
epicenter of overlapping empires, with its ancient Greek trading posts of Dioskurias and
Phasis; Hellenistic Greek artifacts found just outside of its capital, Tbilisi; Roman vases
from the hills above Batumi; and castles overrun by the Persians in the 170 century, in
the Alazani Valley. Georgia, in particular, lays claim to being at the very crossroads of
East and West, with the Caucasus Mountains separating it from Russia in the north and
west, and the lands to the east and south opening out to the plateaus of Iran and Iraq, the
Mesopotamian basin. But where is the ever-vanishing border between East and West?
Rather than defining a distinct border between East and West, I have found it far
more helpful to think of the Black Sea region as an extensive border zone. Over the
centuries, all of the countries have indeed been on, close to, or within a political line of
demarcation between East and West; they have all felt the effects of being in an area of
sustained convergence of various external forces. In such a border zone, turbulence
seems inevitable, and the job of a cultural scholar, whether anthropologist, historian, or
literary critic involves reading and interpreting patterns within the turbulence. The
primary pattern I have chosen to read is that of the traces of and references to the ancient
Greek and Roman Classics. Once we have identified cultural particulates, in this case the
retellings, adaptations, allusions and references to Classical myths and culture, we can
then watch how patterns develop: how the Classical tales and myths spin and refract,

how they change in different environments, and take on different hues of meaning.



Although my original interest in such a border zone concerned the Black Sea
region as a whole, I have narrowed my scope for this dissertation. The patterning of
Classical allusions is particularly marked in the turbulent zone of the Caucasus, in the
relationship between Russia and Georgia, and in this dissertation I explore how allusions
to Classical myths and legends in selected literary texts have been and continue to be
used to articulate issues of national identity, to bring into relief the less than peaceful
relations between the two countries; and to express personal identity and trauma felt by
authors caught within the forces of authoritarian governments, and the turbulence and

tension they have bred.

The General Landscape

More than twenty years after the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia and its
former republics are still engaged in a process of redefining themselves: Russia
attempting to regain its glory as a world player; the republics trying to maintain the
independence they established after the collapse, and to re-articulate their relationships
with Russia and with each other. All the while, their eyes have a global focus, to both
East and West: towards the United States and the European Union, but also towards the
rapidly-changing Middle East of Turkey and Iran, and the east of India, China, and
beyond. The world at large is trying to understand this redefinition and the current geo-
political and geo-cultural contours of a landscape that has known many changes over
time, yet has stayed in some ways much the same.

One small portion of that landscape, Georgia, has garnered a lion’s share of
attention, especially in the years since its Rose Revolution in 2003 and the August 2008

war with Russia. Relations between Georgia and Russia, however, have been complex



for centuries.” As early as the 17" century, Georgia was caught as a pawn between
Russia and both the Ottoman and Persian Empires, and in the 18" century found itself
parceled out between the Persian Empire, which had overrun much of its Eastern territory
in the 17™ century, and Russia, as a result of Peter the Great’s southern expansion to
compete with Persia for rights to the Silk Trade commerce routes that ran through
Georgia.” By 1801, Georgia had requested Russian protection against Persia, but got
more than it asked for: during the course of the 19" century Georgians found the power
of both their aristocracy and the Georgian Orthodox Church dismantled; and their country
serving as the outpost for Imperial Russia’s Caucasian Wars, carried on to subdue the
fiercely independent mountain dwellers, primarily Moslem, including the Chechens,
Daghestanis, and Adyges, and to secure its southern borders with both Turkey, and
Persia.® Although Georgia was considered to be a military outpost by the Russians,
cultural relations developed. Russia’s leading Romantic authors, Pushkin and
Lermontov, exiled to the Caucasus and traveling with military units, sang the glory of its
natural beauty and their personal freedom from the strictures of life in St. Petersburg.
Members of the Georgian aristocracy were educated in St. Petersburg and Moscow, and a
long tradition of Georgian literature continued to flourish.” Georgia enjoyed a few years
of sovereignty after the Great October Revolution, from 1919-1921, but was quickly
taken over by the Soviet Army and included in the fold of the Soviet Union. In the
1930’s, Abkhazia was made a separate Soviet socialist republic, but still united with
Georgia, and South Ossetia was made an autonomous province.® In addition to, or in
spite of being home to Joseph Stalin, né Jugashvili,” Georgia became a haven of relative

intellectual freedom and artistic creativity. It gave the Soviet Union one of its favorite



bards, Bulat Okudzhava, and provided it with wine, citrus, and tea. Its cinema flourished,
and its Black Sea shores provided resorts for elite and non-elite alike to enjoy the warmth
and sunshine missing in the northern reaches of the Soviet Union. It also, however,
maintained a strong sense of its own culture, in many ways distinct and separate from the
supposedly dominant Soviet culture. Georgia produced entertainers and film directors
with a Soviet bent, such as Mikhail Kalatozov, but its traditional, national culture was
also kept alive by artists and their audiences, by film directors such as Tenghiz Abuladze,
Sergei Paradzhanov, Eldar and Giorgi Shengelaia; and authors writing both in Russian
and their indigenous tongues: prose writers, such as Nodar Dumbadze, Erlom
Akhvlediani, and Otar Chiladze; and poets, such as Galaktion Tabidze, Terenti Graneli,

Ana Kalandadze, and Lado Asatiani.

The Classics in Post-Soviet Identity

Georgia’s relationship with Russia or the Soviet Union over the centuries has
never been easy, and it is handy to have a variety of intellectual tools by which to
interpret that relationship. For this dissertation, I have chosen to use the lens of the
Classics as a means to help read that relationship. How the Classics are reinterpreted
and conceptualized often provides clues about what is actually going on in a specific
culture at a given time, and is particularly useful when looking at Georgia and Russia in
the current climate. As Charles King noted in his recent work, The Ghost of Freedom,
the various countries of the Caucasus have looked to the ancient past to legitimize viable,
newly independent states. His own formulation of the matter is a slightly stretched

simile, but captures the rhetoric of the Classics in the process of nation- building:



How might a set of diminutive, irascible states provide for

their own security and prosperity? How might they bind

themselves, Ulysses-like, against the siren calls of nationalism,

chauvinism, and militarism? How might they pool their political

and economic resources and reclaim their destiny from two

global powers, the United States and the Soviet Union?"
This use of the ancient Classics to define national interests and identity is not limited to
the Caucasus, or Georgia alone, but is shared with Russia as well, as if laying claim to the
Classical heritage is for both countries a key to being distinctly themselves, as well as to
belonging to the greater European world.

This use of the Classics can be seen in two works, published in 2000 and 2005, in
Georgia and Russia respectively, that illustrate the degree to which each country’s
relationship to the Classics interfaces with larger processes of cultural redefinition. Even
in a globalized world, the educated elites of both countries are grappling with their
readings of the Classics, those foundations of Western Culture, and how these readings
help articulate their relation with the West and with each other; how the intellectual elites
of the two countries understand and describe their past helps to articulate an aspect of
their national identity, and situate themselves in the present world.

The two publications are: Askold Ivanchik’s lengthy and scholarly work, On the
Eve of Colonization (Haxanyne xononuzayuu) ; and the proceedings of a conference held
in Thilisi, Georgia, “Hellenic Studies on the Verge [sic: at the Turn] of Centuries [sic:

the Century].”



Ivanchik’s volume, published in both Berlin and Moscow in 2005, is a fascinating
study of the Ancient Greeks’ penetration past the Hellespont, and the extent of their
knowledge about the peoples and tribes of the Black Sea region, from the time of Homer
through the Hellenistic era. Ivanchik has amassed a wealth of information about the
Scythians, from their earliest mention in the archaic lyric poet Alkman and Homer, to
descriptions of them in Hellenistic authors such as Ephorus and Poseidonius; from the
XII century BC, to a period between 626 and 616 BC, before the founding of Rome,
when the Scythians held sway over large swaths of Asia and carried out campaigns as far
as Palestine and the borders of Egypt.'® His is a thoroughly scholarly volume, researched
at leading Russian and Western centers of Classical scholarship: The Institute of Eastern
Studies (MactutyT BoctokoBenenus) and The Center for Comparative Studies of Ancient
Civilizations of the Russian Academy of Science (LleHTp no cpaBHUTEILHOMY H3yUEHUIO
npeBHUX IuBMIM3anuil Poccuiickoit Akagemun Hayk); the University of Freiburg; and
the Center for Hellenistic Studies in Washington, DC. The volume’s references are
current, footnotes extensive; many of the poets and ancient scholars he refers to are
notably arcane, and his quoting of Alexandrian scholia, exquisite.

Yet, for all of its scholarly precision, certain biases emerge that seem to beg the
question of what Ivanchik’s overall purpose is in researching and writing his volume:
how do his biases about the Scythians color his own research? Southern Russia has
been identified as the historic land of the Scythians, from Herodotus, Histories, Book 1V,
to Minns’ Scythians and Greeks, which documents the Scythian archeological finds from
the Carpathian Mountains to the Kuban River. A few poets in Russia during the

Revolution also identified Russians as Scythians, for example, Blok in his poem, “The



Scythians.” Ivanchik continues to identify southern Russia as the lands of the Scythians,
but his new readings of Homer, Ephorus, and others, in their ambiguity, are more
conflicted and complex. Ivanchik’s biases emerge most clearly in his concluding pages,
where he claims to be trying to correct a blind spot in history, arguing that while the
presence of the Scythians was known on the eastern and northeastern borders of Assyria,
their role in this region had been marginalized in scholarly studies up until the 1970’s."!
His job has been to de-marginalize this role, and to reconstruct the image created of them
in ancient writers.

While this may be his stated goal, there emerges, however, a kind of confusion
about the Scythians which I believe comes in part from a deep ambivalence about
admitting that the eastern part of the Black Sea region, the Caucasus, the land of ancient
Colchis that is part of present day Georgia, was civilized during the time of Homer, might
even have been known by the ancient Greeks, and played an active role in shaping their
world. What bothers Ivanchik most is the idealization of the eastern Scythians by the
Hellenistic scholars Ephorus and Strabo. He suggests that the Greeks knew about the
eastern nomads, but argues at length against their idealization; and concludes in the first
part of his book that the Homeric Greeks had but scanty information about the tribes on
the eastern side of the Black Sea:

...the Greeks of the most ancient epoch thought of the Black Sea as

the Ocean. They did not suspect the existence of the north and eastern

shores of this sea, and had no kind of contact with them.

...TPEKH IpEeBHEMUIIEH AMOXU BocpuHUManu YepHoe mope kak OkeaH.

OHM He MoA03peBaU O CYIIECTBOBAHUU CEBEPHOIO M BOCTOYHOTO
noOepekuii ITOro Mopsi U He UMET HUKaKUX KOHTAKTOB ¢ HUMH. (108)



This is a confusing conclusion to a hundred pages of arguments about Homer’s
references to the Scythians, and is used to call into question positive descriptions of the
Scythians. The crux of his worries seems to be which of those nomadic tribes could
possibly have been called “milk-eaters and the most just”? Could one of the Scythian
tribes, usually thought of as lawless and barbarian, have been peace loving, even
vegetarian? Could there really have been a tribe on the eastern shores of the Black Sea
that Homer thought of as most just? He seems to want to allow a Homeric knowledge
about certain Scythians, i.e., those in the central and northern plateaus of southern Russia,
but not about others, i.e. those farther to the east, in Georgian territory; and he is
particularly unwilling to believe that they could have been peaceful, or even blessed.
Rather, he suggests that the “blessed ones” in Homer are not Scythians at all, but the
Hyberboreans who lived further to the north, and were closer ancestors of the Slavic
peoples.'? In the end, Ivanchik’s contradictory arguments seem to disassociate the
northern, Slavic Scythians from the eastern, Colchian tribes.

Another curiosity in Ivanchik’s text is the paucity of works by Georgian or
Ossetian scholars, or anyone from the Caucasus. Although a large part of his discussion
is about the Scythians who inhabited the territory of Georgia, Abkhazia, and Ossetia,
Ivanchik includes in his bibliography only two Georgian scholars: Otar Lordkipanidze,
from a family of prominent archeologists, authors, and historians; and one G. A.
Melikishvili."> In this oversight, as well as the general lack of mention of Caucasian
legends and myths,'* and the complex reality of the sharing and influences that took place
in the region, Ivanchik betrays a certain blind spot in his own scholarship. My purpose

here is not to dispute Ivanchik’s arguments in detail, and indeed they are impressive, but
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rather to note that the very nature and subject of his scholarship play into the continuing
contest between Russia, Georgia, and other Caucasian countries as they vie for
sovereignty and dominance in the region.

The second work in question, the conference proceedings published in 2000 by
the Institute of Classical Philology, Byzantinology and Modern Greek Studies at Tbilisi
Javakhashvili State University, has its own curious biases. One in particular parallels
Ivanchik’s work: of the scholars who participated in the conference on “Hellenic Studies

(13

on the Verge [sic] of Centuries [sic],” (i.e. “... at the End of the Century”), only one was
Russian, while others were from the United States and Europe, including England, Italy,
France, and Greece."” It showcased, rather, a wealth of Georgian scholars whose
interests ranged from ancient Greek excavations near Tbilisi, to the function of myth in
G. Seferis’ poetry, and all of whom reflected a strong desire to be part of the European
scholarly community, western intellectual currents, and in particular, to strengthen ties
between Georgia and Greece, the home of democracy. Indeed, the welcoming addresses
for the conference were signed by no less than the countries’ respective presidents,
Konstantinos Stephanopoulos and Eduard Shevardnadze, who noted that scholars from
Greece and Europe were convening in Tbilisi, Georgia, to celebrate “a significant
conference on Hellenic studies,” and the “long history and intensity of the Greek-
Georgian relations, [which] have very few analogies in the world.”'® Shevardnadze
praised Stephanopoulos, noting Georgia’s move towards becoming part of Europe:
“Now that Georgia starts to establish its place in the European and world communities,

the friendly support of the Hellenic Republic acquires special significance.” (5) Why

would the two nations’ presidents have offered addresses at a scholarly conference, on
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the Classics no less, if the conference and the topic were not significant in building
national identity and attempting to reshape the geo-political, geo-cultural landscape of
Georgia?

The conference papers themselves also reveal how that identity is being shaped.
Those delivered by scholars from the United States and Europe showed no particular
interest in Georgia per se, but had an interest in religious topics, highlighting the cultural
continuity between the Classical Greek and Christian heritage.!” The papers presented by
leading Georgian scholars, however, reflect a concerted effort to connect with
contemporary European intellectual trends, moving beyond Soviet-era Marxist criticism,
and to emphasize Georgia’s connection with the Western literary and cultural heritage.
Some embrace recent critical work in philosophy and feminism that has opened up new
interpretations in the work of Western classicists: Nino Dolidze’s “A New Interpretation
of Man and its Function in the Teaching of Sophists (from a Modern Point of View” (95-
97); Keti Nadareishvili’s “The Conception [sic] of Woman in Greek Tragedy in the
Context of the Binary Oppositions of Sex Roles” (300-306). Others reflect an effort to
demonstrate literary ties between the Greek Classics and Georgian culture: Elguja
Khintibidze’s “An Example of Classical Greek Thought in Old Georgian Literature”
(194-197); Zaza Khintibidze’s “Parallelism of Scenes in Homer’s Epic and Shota
Rustaveli’s The Man in the Panther’s Skin” (198-200); and Rusudan Tsanava’s
“Mythoepic Aspects of the Dismemberment of the Human Body in Ancient Greek and
Georgian Literature (Aeschylus, Sophocles, Vazha-Pshavela)” (395-404). Yet other
essays emphasize the extent to which the ancient Greek presence was felt in Georgia:

Vakhtang Licheli’s “Greeks (“Hellenism™) in the Hinterland of Georgia (4™-1° cent.
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B.C.)” (246-249); Otar Lordkipanidze’s “Classical Archaeology in Georgia (In the
Context of History of Relations with the Greek World)” (260-263); Guram Kvirkvelia’s
“Hoplite Armour in Colchis” (232-241).

These efforts do, however, produce some curious results as the pendulum of
interest swings towards Europe and America. For instance, in emphasizing Platonic
thought in Shota Rustaveli’s The Man in the Panther Skin, Elguja Khintibidze minimizes
the influence of Persian literature on the Georgian national epic. It should be understood,
however, that the Persian influence has been researched in Georgian literature, and that
linking the work to more Western intellectual concerns represents a recent departure, and
at the moment, a more urgent intellectual challenge.'®

These two works, Ivanchik’s volume on the Scythians, and the conference
proceedings, suggest that the Classics do matter: they offer one more lens for reading the
current relationship between Georgia and Russia, and how those countries are grappling
with redefining themselves in the era of post-Soviet Russia, and European-Unionized
Europe.

Particularly fascinating is that the ways in which these contemporary scholars of
Russia and Georgia deal with each other and their Classical materials are part of a much
larger pattern of how the Classics have been used and manipulated in these two countries.
The rhetoric and importance of the Classics is notable in histories dealing with the
Caucasus and Russia, and in works of literature set in the area. It is as if the Classics have
been used to express an intense rivalry between the two countries, in which establishing a
secure link to the shared inheritance of the Classical world of Greece and Rome is

tantamount to belonging to the club of the civilized European community. Georgia has
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long claimed an extensive connection with the Classical world, beginning with figures
from Greek mythology such as Prometheus, Medea, Aeétes, Hecate, and the Amazons,
who all hail from the Caucasus. Russia’s claim to a direct link to the Classical world is

more tenuous, based solely on its southern area having been home to the Scythians.

Previous Scholarship, Present Scope

A basic premise of this dissertation is that the Classics provide a critical
instrument in studying the turbulence that marks the relationship between Russia and
Georgia. The ancient Greek and Roman myths, literature, and history that provide the
foundation of Western European culture have staying power, and how this material is
retold and reused, in different eras and different places, offers a window into the society,
culture and times doing the retelling. Indeed, the beauty of the Classical myths is that it
seems incumbent on subsequent generations to reinterpret the myths in ways that reflect
the realities of their own time and place. Although the myths have an original form at
some distant point in time, the multiplicities of retellings have their own nuances of
mythologizing, as different historical and cultural needs dictate how they are used and
manipulated, and the multiple retellings allow authors to carry on an allusive dialogue
about issues in their world.

Authors may use and manipulate references to ancient tales to comment on
contemporary issues for a variety of reasons: they may find the mythic material familiar
from childhood, a known framework about certain characters, the role of fate, shared
human experience, etc. Or, in a closed and closely monitored cultural environment where

they might not be able to discuss certain issues as openly as they like, authors can
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manipulate the Classical tales, seemingly innocent, familiar cultural material, to provide a
kind of code that allows allegorical reading of a text, and thus to engage in oblique
discussion, a muted dialogue about current controversies.

Interpreting the reception and use of the Classics is also familiar in European and
American literary studies. To name but a few, Simon Goldhill’s Who Needs Greek,
offers a discussion of how the staging and re-staging of the Greek Classics reflected
political controversies in 19" century Europe. James Clauss’ Medea includes essays on
variations of the Medea myth in Western Europe and America; Edith Hall’s Medea in
Performance: 1500-2000, reviews performances of the play, Medea; George Steiner’s
Antigone discusses the many Antigones that have appeared in world literature, and why.
Recently, Oxford University Press has issued several works on the reception of the
ancient world in Europe, including Raphael Lyne’s Ovid’s Changing Worlds.: English
Metamorphoses 1567-1632, and David H.J. Larmour’s and Diana Spencer’s The Sites of
Rome. And, any one who follows contemporary renditions of the Classics, whether stage
productions or film, will easily see how these are often produced to reflect contemporary
issues: Peter Sellar’s version of Euripides’ Trojan Women addresses homelessness and
refugees in the 1990’s; and a 2008 staging of Eurydice at the Seattle Repertory Theatre,
told from Eurydice’s point of view, explores the father/daughter relationship rather than
that between Orpheus and Eurydice. The list of variations and studies is endless.

This tradition of re-interpreting the Classics for a given political or social purpose
extends beyond Western Europe and America, into Russia and its near neighbors. While
a number of books and articles have been published on the use of the Classics in Russia,

the topic has not been exhausted within the field of Slavic Studies, especially as a lens for
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understanding the relationship between Russia and Western Europe; Russia and its near
neighbors, especially Georgia and the Caucasus; and for exploring other countries around
the Black Sea that shared direct contact with the Ancient Greece and Rome. "’

The purpose of this dissertation is to explore the use and manipulation of
Classical myths and other Classical allusions in selected works of late- and post-Soviet
Russian and Georgian literature. I discuss works which refer to the Classics and use them
to address a variety of issues of national importance: to define imperial drives, critique a
given political practice or regime, or assert national identity, and air concerns about
aesthetic and personal freedom. In order to understand how parts of this pattern work in
the late- and post Soviet period, I have found it helpful to understand how the Classics
function in selected works of early and late 19" century Russia authors, in particular
Pushkin, Gogol, and Saltykov-Shchedrin. 1 have then applied practices gleaned from the
19™ century to the late- and post-Soviet authors: to the Russians Andrei Bitov and
Liudmila Ulitskaia, who write in Russian; the Georgian-Armenian, Bulat Okudzhava,
who wrote in Russian; and the late Georgian author, Otar Chiladze, who wrote only in
Georgian. Part of my goal is to explore, first, examples of the use of Classical references
in 19" century Russian literature, and second, how the use of the Classics has survived
from Imperial Russia, through the late-Soviet period, and continues in post-Soviet times.

Previous works that provide relevant background to my dissertation include Susan
Layton’s Russian Literature and Empire: Conquest of the Caucasus from Pushkin to
Tolstoy; Harsha Ram’s The Imperial Sublime: A Russian Poetics of Empire; Monika
Greenleaf’s Pushkin and Romantic Fashion: Fragment, Elegy, Orient, Irony; Stephanie

Sandler’s Distant Pleasures: Alexander Pushkin and the Writing of Exile; and more
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recently, Katya Hokanson’s Writing at Russia’s Border, and Judith Kalb’s Russia’s
Rome. Layton and Ram focus on Russia’s expansion into the Caucasus in the 18" and
19™ centuries, and the interaction and inter-dependency of politics and literature,
primarily poetry. Sandler and Greenleaf look more closely at aesthetic elements of
Pushkin’s poetry, paying less attention to the political. Hokanson, building on her fellow
scholars’ work, focuses on the intersection of poetry and politics, and how Russian
literature about the Caucasus helped to forge Russian national identity in the 19" century;
in that she devotes much of her discussion to Pushkin’s use of the Roman poet, Ovid, her
work is perhaps the most relevant and similar to the kind of study I have undertaken.
Judith Kalb’s Russia’s Rome: Imperial Vision, Messianic Dreams, 1890-1940, focuses on
references to Russia as the Third Rome, exploring the role images of Rome play in
Russian Modernists’ and Symbolists’ portrayal of Russian national identity, and includes
discussion of Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita. All, with different emphases, deal
with Classical allusions and their relations to the power structures and political context of
the literature they discuss.

Layton, in her 1985 work, examines 19™ century Russian literature on the
conquest of the Caucasus, exploring how literature was often used both to support the
project of imperialism, and allow dissenting opinions about imperialism held by some of
Russia’s leading authors, in particular Pushkin, Lermontov, and Tolstoy. Part of her
discussion, dictated by the content of the material, is framed in terms of the Classical
genres and classicizing forms then prevalent in Russian literature. She focuses on the
Caucasus as a Russian Parnassus, a fertile ground for poetic inspiration. Driven to the

Caucasus by exile or restless desire, the poets, in particular Pushkin and Lermontov,
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found their equivalent of Byron’s and Shelley’s Swiss Alps in the mountains and wild
landscape of the Caucasus; and, Layton argues, they also found the Caucasus to be a
place where they could be free from the strictures of Russian Court society and tsarist
bureaucracy. Layton’s comments on the Classics are limited to general trends. She
mentions, for example, that Pushkin found his Parnassus in the Caucasus, and that
Lermontov likened the Highlanders to Homeric characters, but does not look at specific
references within specific texts.

Building on Layton’s work, Ram further explores the interplay between ideology
and literature, politics and poetry during Russia’s expansion into the Caucasus. He first
examines the early 18" century, tracing what he calls the growth of the “imperial
sublime,” from its beginning in the French-inspired neo-classical Odes written in support
of imperial expansion, through “sublime dissent” and the “elegiac sublime” found
primarily in the works of Lermontov and Pushkin, which express a more critical, yet
ambiguous attitude towards Russia’s imperial expansion:*° the ode was first used to
praise the monarchy, but developed into a vehicle for expressing opposition, with the
introduction of autobiographical elements into the ode through which a “lyric self”
emerged; concomitantly, the ode became sacred, and the poet came to be regarded as a
prophet, with a voice that would claim the “holy power of the king”:

With the rise of critical Enlightenment values and the growing

independence of educated society through the eighteenth century and

beyond, the sacred ode would ultimately create the terms and frame

e . . .. 21
for an incipient literary discourse of opposition.
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Ram explores the link between language, metrics, and the poetics of empire, and how,
taken together, they articulate Russia’s sense of itself as a country, and specifically one
that is defined vis-a-vis Western Europe. Ram quotes L.V. Pumpianskii, as someone
who understood the relationship between Lomonosov’s innovative syllabo-tonic metrical
system and Russia’s post-Petrine desire to be both Russian, and European:
‘To understand the origin of the affair of genius that took place in 1739 [i.e.,
Lomonosov’s revolution in Russian prosody], one must try to imagine that
first moment when rapture at the West suddenly (explosively) became rapture
at oneself as a Western country... Hence it was possible to profess belonging
to both Europe and Russia with the same rapture! ... The awakening of rhythm
in linguistic consciousness is connected to this very thing, i.e. the rapturous
profession of selfhood.’*
Ram notes that selthood, for Pumpianskii, means national self, “an intuition of Russia’s

2
> 23 and elaborates how Lomonosov’s

greatness that provoked the discovery of ‘style,
sublime ode became the rhetorical basis for a poetics of imperial nationhood. The odic
form, taken from the Pindaric Ode, the Classical Greek poem of praise par excellence,
and absorbed through the mediation of French translations, is adapted and made Russian,
with Russian rhyme and content, and this transformation constitutes a crucial juncture in
Russia’s process of self-definition. What is important in Pumpianskii’s evaluation is the
interdependence between the literary form and the understanding of national selthood;
that Russia first admired the Western forms, and then rejoiced when it successfully

adapted and adopted them: internalizing the external Classical forms of the West makes

Russia one with the West.
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Ram expands his study of the “imperial sublime” to explore how the ode of praise
evolves into the voice of dissent, and eventually into the Elegiac, mourning the lost glory
of the original impetus of the Russian imperial expansion. He notes briefly how Pushkin,
unlike Ovid, refuses to write the kind of self-pitying elegiac that Ovid wrote to Augustus
Caesar:  “In the poem ‘Iz pis’ma k Gnedichu,” (‘From a letter to Gnedich,” 1821)
Pushkin distinguishes the ‘free voice’ of his own pipe which ‘does not sing flattering
hymns of gratitude’ to Tsar Alexander, from Ovid, who ‘faint-heartedly dedicated his
elegiac lyre’ to his ‘deaf idol” Augustus Caesar (2:35). In Pushkin’s hands, then, the
historical elegy became a vehicle of dissent or disenchantment.”**

Ram discusses other Classical forms, but in passing, and this is an area that could
be explored further. He mentions that the epic was never to take hold in Russia,” yet
suggests that Pushkin’s later poems, the romantic Poemy were “epic,” but given the scope
of his project, does not elaborate. He also makes only passing comments about Roman
elegies as precedents to the Russian elegy, and ignores forms other than the ode and
elegy. Further, Ram’s account of Lomonosov’s prosodic breakthrough makes it sound as
if Russia’s acceptance of the Classics, in particular the Ode, and its relationship with the
West were a fait accompli. 1 would like to explore, however, the idea that acceptance of
the Western Classics was, and continues to be, a point of tension within Russia; and that
discerning the role of the Greek and Roman Classics in Russian literature brings with it a
history of ambiguity and debate which affects reading the Classics in the relationship
between Russia and the Caucasus.

Other scholars have explored the presence and significance of the Classics in

Russian literature, several working on Pushkin’s identification with Ovid, and the
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extended allegory of Russia as imperial Rome and the Third Rome. Stephanie Sandler, in
Distant Pleasure: Alexander Pushkin and the Writing of Exile, interprets Pushkin’s poem
“To Ovid” (K OBuauto) and Pushkin’s account of Ovid’s exile in “The Gypsies”
(IIpiransn), exploring both Pushkin’s identification with Ovid, and the ways in which he
chooses to differentiate himself from the Roman poet: Pushkin understands Ovid’s
sorrow, but will not shed tears for that sorrow. Rather, identifying himself as a Slav,
accustomed to the northern clime, by poem’s end he identifies more with the Greek
rebellion of his own era.”® Sandler notes that by apostrophe and imagined quotations,
Pushkin can both point to the sorrow he shares with Ovid of being in exile, and also
articulate his own intention to appropriate for himself, rather than just repeat, Ovid’s
words and experience. While Sandler gives a finely nuanced reading of Pushkin’s poem,
she reads in isolation, and does not compare, for example, Pushkin’s dialogue with Ovid
with Gogol’s allusions to Ovid, or explore how Ovid is a fulcrum of discussion not only
for the trope of exile, but also about the controversies of what it means to imitate, adopt,
or appropriate the Western Classics into Russian culture, and what that means in turn for
defining Russia’s sense of national and cultural selthood. Sandler also discusses a major
contrast between the Roman and Greek references in Pushkin’s “To Ovid” (K OBumuto):
Pushkin clearly identifies Russia with the Roman Empire and the Third Rome, and
searching for freedom elsewhere, follows Byron’s example and looks to the Greek war
against the Turks for inspiration. Pushkin’s identification of Russia as the Roman Empire,
and Greece with a sense of freedom and authentic civilization, is not limited to Pushkin,

or the 19™ century: it will emerge again in the late 20" century in Bulat Okudzhava’s
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late-Soviet novel, Dilettantes’ Journey, (Ilymewecmesue ounemanmos), discussed below
in Chapter IV.

Monika Greenleaf, in Pushkin and Romantic Fashion: Fragment, Elegy, Orient,
Irony, discusses the adoption of the Classics in the Golden Age of Russian literature,
offering several line by line comparisons between Pushkin’s poetry and their Classical
precedents, again, mediated through French translations and adaptations. She mentions,
but then veers away from the political implications of the Classical references, arguing
that focusing on them offers too simplistic a reading of Pushkin. She traces Pushkin’s
elevation of the poetical fragment as a genre to the German re-discovery of the Classics
ushered in by Schlegel and Winkelmann, and the intellectual group “The Atheneum,” and
to the influence of Lord Byron: “...[his fragments] were poetic exercises in the new mode
of the anthological fragment... and at the same time excerpts from Pushkin’s “southern”
notebook, “fragments” of his creative life... [were written] much in the manner of the
exiled Byron.””" By association, Pushkin’s readers could understand the pathos of the
Romantic exile that underlies the fragmentary works, including the nature of censorship
the fragments had to endure, the poet’s distance from St. Petersburg, and the reasons for
that distance.

Greenleaf assumes as a given the Aesopian nature of various authors’ use of
Classical allusions, but tends to dismiss this kind of linkage between poetics and politics
as simple minded. She offers an excellent overview of Russia’s cultural milieu imbued
with neo-classicism, of Count Sergei Uvarov and others’ efforts to bring Enlightenment
via Classical education to Russia, and of the subversive use to which the Classics were

put: from Pushkin’s cynical reference to the tsar as Augustus, to Uvarov’s homosexual
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circle encouraging his preoccupation with Greek antiquity, the Classics were often a
means for expressing personal, libertarian freedoms. And yet, she seems to dismiss the
importance of research by the Soviet scholar D. P. Iakubovich, who explores the specific
teaching of N. F. Koshanskii at Tsarskoe Selo Lyceum.”® Koshanskii, sharing Uvarov’s
belief that knowledge of the Classics was essential to Russia’s enlightenment, encouraged
the young Pushkin and other pupils, first of all to imbibe the Classical texts, but also to
read them allegorically: if one understands the most important equation of Augustus
Caesar as Alexander I, other parallels fall into place. But he also offered, in his textbook
anthology of ancient authors, extensive examples of original Latin and Greek works, so
that Pushkin, although he claims to have been bored by Latin classes and that Latin was
out of fashion (Eugene Onegin, 1.11), would have had relatively easy access to works both
of those who have become 21* century canonical authors, Homer, Aeschylus, Virgil,
Horace, Ovid, Tibullus, as well as to lesser taught authors such as Sappho, and the
Hellenistic poets, Moschus, Bion, and Theocritus. Takubovich also provides a table of
Horace’s poems which Pushkin “translated.”*’ Greenleaf, again, expresses skepticism
about lakubovich’s work, yet notes that one of Pushkin’s poems is, for example, closer to
Ovid than to Parny, his presumed model, and that “perhaps” Pushkin had access to the
original Latin, or at least a dual language text.”® After her first chapter and her close
readings of specific poems, she then branches into more theoretical concerns, discussing
Freudian and Lacanian psychological implications of the poems. But it is the “perhaps”
of her observations about Pushkin’s use of Ovid, and the abundance of specific Classical
references others have identified in Pushkin that are intriguing, and provide a background

for my discussion of Classical references found in Pushkin, Zhukovsky, Gogol, and
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Saltykov-Shchedrin; and reason for continuing to pay close attention to Classical
references, both subversive and otherwise, in 20™ and 21° century Russian and Georgian
authors.

Katya Hokanson, in “’Barbarus hic ego sum’: Pushkin and Ovid on the Pontic
Shore” and Writing at Russia’s Border, works from a theoretical point of view inspired
by Edward Said’s idea of “Orientalism” and Mary Louise Pratt’s ideas of how writing
from imperial peripheries often influences the center of the Empire, in fact often defines
it.>! Combining this theoretical approach and borrowing from previous scholarship about
Pushkin’s identification with and differentiation of himself from Ovid, Hokanson writes
about Pushkin’s “southern” poems, “The Captive of the Caucasus,” “The Fountain of
Bakhchisarai,” and “The Gypsies,” suggesting that while Russia had been considered
Eastern and Other in Europe, Pushkin, in writing about Russia’s imperial expansion into
the Caucasus, and describing the Caucasian Other, actually helped define Russia as more
European: it was a colonizer like European countries, and civilized when compared to its
southern neighbors. She expands on distinctions between Pushkin and Ovid: where Ovid
continued to feel he was a stranger in exile in Tomis, forever faithful to Rome and his
emperor Augustus, Pushkin, especially in “The Fountain of Bakhchisarai” and “The
Gypsies,” was more comfortable in exile, and described the Chechens, Circassians, and
Georgians with more sympathy and understanding than Ovid had the Dacians; and, while
supporting the project of imperial expansion, also allowed himself to be more critical of
autocratic Russian rule.

My research has been inspired by that of Layton, Greenleaf, Sandler, Ram,

Hokanson, and Kalb, and part of my goal in this dissertation is to extend their work on
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Classical references in Russian literature in three directions. First, I intend to expand the
scope of the genres discussed, to include not only the ode, but also lyric, tragedy, epic,
history, and philosophy, as these forms or allusions to the forms present themselves in the
authors about whom I’ve chosen to write. Second, I expand the discussion
geographically, extending beyond the Caucasus range to Tbilisi itself, including one
Georgian author. And, I intend to expand the discussion chronologically, into the late
20™ and early 21% centuries, exploring how Russian and Georgian authors continue to use
Classical allusions to explore and define their national and personal identity, and to
articulate the complex relation between Russia and Georgia.

My contribution to the field will, I hope, be three-fold, demonstrating how the
ideology of imperialism and authoritarian government, and the struggle with that
imperialism and authoritarianism, expressed via the use and manipulation of the Classics,
can result in a rich, varied, allusive, often inter-textual dialogue. For background, I
provide additional examples from the 19" century of how Classical allusions resonated as
a kind of shorthand, or code, in writers who wrote both in Russia proper, and in and about
the Caucasus. It is not just a matter of Pushkin and others finding aesthetic and personal
freedom in a Caucasian Parnassus; or that the Ode first expressed the “imperial sublime,”
and then became a voice of dissent and elegiac loss for authors writing in and about the
Russian empire and the Caucasus, but that Russian authors were also engaged in a much
larger discussion about the Classics and Western culture within Russia itself; that it was
not just a single genre or form that was adopted as a vehicle for a particular ideological
bent, but that the Classics themselves were of vital importance as a vehicle through which

issues of imperial and national self-definition were expressed and debated. For example,
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through allusions to and manipulations of Ovidian references, Gogol engages with
Pushkin in an active literary debate about Russian identity and nationhood, about
Western perceptions of Russia, Russia’s efforts to outdo the West, as well as personal and
aesthetic freedom. Pushkin in turn, while identifying with and differentiating himself
from Ovid, also offers in a “translation” of a Horatian ode sharp criticism of elements of
Russian culture, responding to Gogol’s particular nationalism, expressing his own, and at
the same time defending his personal artistic freedom. I also expand the scope of the
previous research by bringing in Classical authors and genres others do not discuss at
length. By understanding the variety of Classical references used, we see that while
Russia is often thought of as a backwater, access to the Classics has given and continues
to provide its citizens a referential framework that connects them to a more liberal
European worldview, and allows them to carry on a fuller dialogue about human values
and freedom than has often been assumed. In bringing the discussion into the late 20™
and early 21% centuries, I explore the continuation of a practice. If the language of the
Classics informed the ideology and rhetoric of Imperial Russia’s 18™ and 19™ century,
including the expansion into the Caucasus, and at the same time provided a subversive
code for its authors, what kind of use of the Classics persists in late- and post-Soviet
Russian and Georgian literature — does it reflect ideological, political, and aesthetic
concerns about the Soviet empire, as well as about a resurgent Russia, seemingly intent
on re-establishing its role as a leading world power, re-claiming its former sphere of

interest in the Caucasus?
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Why Greece and Rome? The Grecian Caucasus: The Cradle of Whose Civilization?

One might ask, why are the Greek and Roman Classics so important in reading
the relationship between Russia and Georgia, and in particular between Russia and the
Caucasus? After all, Russia and Georgia both have mythological traditions of their own,
with their own pantheons of native gods: why do they not celebrate these, and not worry
about the Western canon? Why the compulsion to frame their relationship in terms of the
Classics?

Historically, at least as far back as the 17" century, at the time of Russia’s intense
awakening as a national state, and in debates about how Russia should enter into an
active relationship with the West, modernize itself, and experience an Enlightenment in
its own territory, establishing a direct connection to the Classical world became an
obsession. As Richard Wortman has documented, Peter the Great, his father, and their
descendents borrowed heavily from the imagery of Imperial Rome to legitimize their
power, going so far as to import Latin instructors from the Academy in Kiev, to Moscow,
to explain the Latin used in pamphlets about inaugurations, and the symbolism of that
literature.”® Russia’s conception of itself as the “Third Rome,” a complex imagining that
actually began after the fall of Byzantium in Bulgaria, reflects an understanding of the
continued importance of the Classical heritage in Europe, as well as the conflicting
desires both to compete with the West, and to participate more fully in European history
and mythology.™

In addition to Russia thinking of itself as the “Third Rome,” imagining that it
inherited the cultural legacy of ancient Greece was also significant in Russia’s efforts to

participate in European Enlightenment. In the early years of secularization, and in
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debates about establishing an appropriate literary language for a modernizing Russia,
Slavophiles laid claim to Russia’s deep connection to the Classical heritage of Greece:
because of the purported linguistic similarities between Russian and ancient Greek,
Russia’s proximity to ancient Greek settlements around the Black Sea, Russia, it was
argued, shared in the mother-lode of Classical heritage. The desire to identify with
ancient Greece, and thereby legitimize Russia’s own claim to being a civilized nation is
intense. Greenleaf aptly quotes the German romantic Herder (from 1793): “If we do not
become Greeks, we will remain barbarians,” a sentiment felt perhaps more intensely by
the Russians in their attempt to modernize and become more European.”* As Hokanson
notes, no less a figure than Karamzin, in his History of the Russian State, a cardinal work
that helped define Russian national identity in the early 19" century by giving it a sense
of a legitimate history, stresses the importance of the Greek and Roman histories about
Russian lands:

Only in the histories of the Greeks and Romans have been preserved

information about our ancient fatherland... The singer of the Odyssey

also names these [Cimmerians]: ‘There is a Cimmerian people,’ (he says);

and a city of Cimmerion, covered in clouds and fog: for the sun doesn’t

light this sad country, where deep night reigns constantly.” The

contemporaries of Homer also had such a false understanding of

the countries of southeastern Europe [i.e. the Caucasus]; but the fable

about the gloom of the Cimmerians turned into a common place of

centuries, and the Black Sea, most likely, received its name for this reason.>
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Already, with Karamzin, Greece and Greek sources were crucial for including Russia in
the European sphere, and for identifying the Caucasus, i.e. Georgia, as ancient Colchis, as
the barbarian Other, about which Homer himself was misinformed.

As mentioned above, in Ram’s study, the successful adaptation of a Greek meter
into a Russian syllabo-tonic meter that allowed an adequate mode of expression for
developing the Pindaric ode, was a pivotal moment in the process of Russia’s self-
definition as being both Russian, and yet part of Europe.

The claim, then, to being heirs of both Rome and Greece was a significant part of
the reception of the Classics in Russia, and literary figures in their “Classical dialogues”
play with an oscillation between Greek and Roman allusions and references. As noted
above, the first ode to gain prominence was the Pindaric, which, even if mediated through
the French translations and theorists such as Boileau, nonetheless allowed Russians both
to identify with Ancient Greece via the cultural authority of its literary forms, and to
legitimize the new Russian forms. As more lyrical modalities emerged and subjective
voices of doubt and dissent began to be articulated, the preferred form to emerge was the
elegy, the hurt and personal voices of Ovid, Propertius, and Tibullus.*® As the Classics
became more widely taught and assimilated during the 19" century, historians and
literary figures alike would borrow from Greek or Roman forms and heritage to fit
rhetorical and political exigencies of the moment.

If intellectuals in Moscow and St. Petersburg desired to claim both the Greek and
Roman cultural heritage as their own, in the Caucasus we see a similar appeal to the
Classics, but with a distinct preference for ties to ancient Greece and the Hellenistic

world. The Caucasus, and Georgia in particular, are considered to be the home of enough
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Greek mythological and historical figures that the region as a whole has a natural,
legitimate claim to a close tie to ancient Greece. An American’s 1856 account of Imam
Shamy!’s fight against the Russians offers one of the most complete catalogues I have
found so far of Classical figures that hail from the Caucasus:®’

The Caucasus is celebrated as the scene of some of the most popular fables
of Grecian antiquity, as well as of some of the earliest traditions of the race.
For while the ark of Noah is said to have grounded on the top of Mount Elbrus
before reaching its final resting place on the neighboring Ararat, it was on
Kasbek that Prometheus was chained to a rock for having stolen the fire of
the gods and given it to mortals. In the mountain land of Colchis, Jason
carried off the golden fleece, and Cadmus reaped a harvest of armed men
from sowing serpent’s teeth in furrows turned by the fire-breathing bulls of
Vulcan. Hither wandered that primitive race of men who were driven by the
Pelasgi from the regions of Olympus; on an island off the coast the poets
located the palace of Aurora, wherein were kept up the perpetual dances and
songs of the hours, and where was daily reborn the sun; and finally, between
the present Little Kabarda and Svanethi existed, say the traditions, the gallant
state of the Amazons, until the heart of their otherwise unconquerable
prophetess was taken captive by Thoulme, chief of the Circassians, while
long afterwards the famous Nina continued to rule over the heroic sisterhood
in Immeritia. (5-6)

Scholars may argue about whether Prometheus was chained to Mt. Elbrus or Mt.
Kazbegi, but his home in the Caucasus is nonetheless deeply imbedded in Western
culture.

Mackie intertwines the rhetoric of the Classics with the politics of the day,
identifying the Caucasian mountaineers as inheritors of Grecian culture, as fighters for
democratic liberty against the Russian imperial, authoritarian rule:

The inhabitants of the upper and more inaccessible mountains have

held their independence above all price, fighting for their homes as the

mountaineer only will... and the Chieftains who have been tempted by

preferment in the Russian army and the glitter of its epaulettes, by the
honors of the parades at Tiflis, and even by the imperial champagne, and

the sight of the ballet dancers of St. Petersburg, have disdained to sell a

birthright of freedom inherited from a thousand generations in exchange
for these high-flavored sops of an overreaching foreign despotism....
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An intense interest of humanity, therefore, still hangs over this

prolonged contest between the force of civilization and those of the

primitive state of nature, between the battalions of imperial authority and

the bands of democratic liberty... (14)

Further, a current anthropological study of the region is also imbued with terms of
the Classics. Bruce Grant, in The Captive and the Gift: Cultural Histories of Sovereignty
in Russia and the Caucasus, (2009), explores the ramifications of the Prometheus myth
and the significance of gift exchange to frame his theory of “the gift” as a tool to
understand the history of the Caucasus, from Russia’s “gift” of Empire to the Caucasus;
to various iterations of “The Captive of the Caucasus” that have appeared in Russian
culture (from Pushkin’s poem, to Russian opera and film, to modern Azeri cinema); to
the persistence of what appears from the outside to be violent traditions of thieving,
kidnapping, and bride-napping.*®

Even if Grant’s use of Prometheus to frame his arguments is not completely
convincing, his phrase, “The Trade in Famous Ancestors,” certainly applies: as Georgia
lays claim to famous Greek figures, including Prometheus and Medea, the trade in their
representations has offered plenty of rhetoric and material for study. This attempt to gain
understanding, fame, and legitimacy by association with Classical ancestors is shared by
Georgian politicians, scholars, and literary figures, as well as American Kartvelologists.
Scholars have variously attempted to show similarities and differences between the Greek
Prometheus and the Georgian-born Amirani, depending on which side they are keen to

promote.39

Kevin Tuite, in “Achilles and the Caucasus,” has suggested that Georgia is
the home of proto-typical Greek heroes; and has argued for the “agonistic” nature of

toasting at supras (traditional Georgian feasts), using anthropological terminology drawn

from the culture of Ancient Greece.* Georgian scholars and government alike, in trying
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to promote Georgia’s identification with the West, both the United States and Europe,
and to bolster its independence from its Soviet past and a newly emergent Russia, have
actively been using Georgia’s ties to the ancient Classical world. Witness a new statue in
the main square of Batumi, Georgia’s largest port, featuring Medea holding a golden
fleece: in the background is an equally large mural portraying Georgia as already part of
the greater European Union.*! Witness as well the 2007 international conference on “The
Argonautica and World Culture,” hosted by Tbilisi State University, with generous
support from the Greek government. Scholars, including two Russians, were invited
from major European countries; the entire proceedings were published, with papers on a
variety of aspects of the myth of Medea, Jason and the Argonauts, from Early Greek to
New Wave Italian film.** Georgia’s promotion of itself as a full player in the West is
bolstered by an emphasis in plastic, literary and scholarly arts on the close ties between
Georgia and key founding myths of specifically ancient Greek Classical heritage.
Georgia’s active engagement of the rhetoric of the Classics comes at a time when
Russia, too, has taken renewed pride in its proximity to the Classical past; again, as if
finding parallels in, and proving proximity to and ownership of that history could give
either country a greater sense of legitimacy, either by belonging to western European
culture, or owning the history as part of its authentic cultural heritage. Thus, Russia has
seen a 2002 glossy, abbreviated reprint of highlights from Rostovtsev’s 1917 work
documenting the ancient Greek settlements in the Crimea and Black Sea region.*
Further, in various accounts published by the Russian government, which attempt to
justify Russia’s continued efforts to wage war in the Caucasus, especially in Chechnya,

we see a harking back to Russia’s historical role in the Caucasus, and republishing of late
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19" century materials. Two works in particular clearly reference the military glory of
both Greece and Rome. One, The Caucasus in the Heart of Russia (Kaska3z 6 cepoye
Poccuu),44 is a slim volume that includes selections from Lermontov and Pushkin, as well

as a chapter entitled: “The Caucasus — one of the cradles of Russian culture” (“Kaskas —
ozHa U3 KomsiOereit pycckoit Kymsrypsr”) (182-183); and a section: “Why did 19"

century writers and historians call the subduing of the Caucasus an oral Russian /liad?”
(“TTouemy nucarenu u ucropuku XIX Beka Ha3pIBaiIM ycmMupenue KaBpkaza nuzyctHoi
pycckoit Unuaooii”’?) (300). Identifying Russia’s Caucasian campaign with the most
glorified battle of ancient Greece, this quote situates Russia on the Western side of the
divide, and yet a difference exists between the Greek //iad and the Russian: the people of
Russia do not yet understand the significance of the fight, as the Russian //iad has not yet
found its Homer:
“Here came entire generations of heroes,” says V. A. Sollugub, “here were
legendary battles. Here arose an entire chronicle of dashing exploits, an
entire oral //iad, still awaiting its bard... The Russian people can be proud of
its Caucasian soldier, of the height to which a Russian man’s strength can rise.”
TyT nponuty 1esbie MOKOJIEHUs TepoeBs, -- roBoput B.A. Commyry0,
-- TYT ObLIM OUTBBI OaCHOCTIOBHBIE. TYT CIOXKUIACH Least JIETOIUCH
MOJIOJICTIKMX TIOJIBUTOB, IIeJIast U3ycTHas pycckas nnaza, eme oxXumaronas
CBOETO TIECHOTIEBIIA... PyCCKHIT HApOJI MOXKET TOPIUTHCS KABKa3CKUM COJIIATOM,
JI0 KaKOW BBICOTHI MOKET MOJTHUMATHCSI CHJIa PYCCKOTO denoBeka. (185)
Before mentioning the /liad, the author also invokes the Roman Empire, comparing the
battle Russia faces in the Caucasus with the battle Rome faced in its attempts to subdue

the wild provinces of Britain and Germany, hoping to bring civilization to the northern

tribes:
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In the midst of constant danger and war these “highly militarized people”

for decades were tempered in selfless courage, unexampled in history and

recalling only the Roman legions, sent by the “Eternal City” to carry Roman

civilization to the forests and mountains of Germany and Britain, dying or
reaching their goals, alone among the hostile tribes, spreading Roman power
and Roman thought from whatever kind of small fortification.

Cpey NOCTOSHHOW ONAaCHOCTH M BOMHBI ATOT “BOWCKO-HApOX”

JECSITUICTUSIMU 3aKaISIICS B 0€33aBETHOM MYKECTBE, OECTIpUMEPHOM

B MICTOPUH ¥ HATIOMUHAOIIIEM Pa3Be TOJIBKO PUMCKHE JISTHOHBHI,

ITOCJIAHHBIE “BEYHBIM T'OPOJIOM~ BHECTH PUMCKYIO [IMBUIIM3ALNIO B

neca v ropsl ['epmannu u bputanuu, ymuparonye uiv TOCTUTAIOIINE

CBOWX IIEJICH, OJJMHOKUE CPEIN BPAXKICOHBIX TUIEMEH, PACIIPOCTPAHSIONINE

PHMCKYIO BJIACTh M PUMCKYIO MBICITb U3 KaKOTO-HUOY/Ib MaJICHEKOTO

ypekmienus. (182)

These references to the Classics come amid discussion of Russia’s role as an Imperial
colonizer, the amount of Russian blood shed thus far, and the difficulties and yet
importance of the Caucasus for Russia. These passages reveal the ease with which
Russia fluctuates in its identification between Greece and Rome, depending on which
side is seen as a dominating force.*’

Equally curious is that while this passage is quoted in one government volume
from V. Potto’s The Caucasian War in Individual Notes, Episodes, Legends, and
Biographies (Kasxaszckas 60iina 6 0moenbHbIX 04epKax, dnu300ax, le2eHoax, u
ouoepaguax), written in 1885, and Potto is held up as one of the great military historians
of the late 19" century, this very same passage referencing the //iad and Roman legions is
reprinted in 2005, in The Annexation of the Caucasus to Russia, (Ilpucoeounenue

Kasxasa k Poccuu), as the preface to a work devoted to the unification of Russia with the

various countries and peoples of the Caucasus, in order of treatment: Georgia,
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Azerbaijan (the “musul’manskie khanstva”), Abkhazia, Armenia, Chechnya, Dagestan,
the Adyge people, and Ossetia.*

Yet another contemporary work on the history of the Caucasian wars illustrates
one Russian’s intense desire to identify with some form of Classical myth. Iakov Gordin,
in a 2008 work, Why Russia Needed the Caucasus: Illusions and Reality (3auem Poccuu
Hyoicen ovin Kaskaz: unniozuu u peanvnocmy), argues for the historical unity of Russia
and the Caucasus, and in a chapter entitled “Cherkessia — a Caucasian Atlantis”
(“Yeprecus — KaBkaszckas Atnantuaa’) quotes a fragment of Aeschylus in Russian
translation:*’

And to this evil, time-honored,

Horrible, my body became accustomed;

And out of it, from the heat of the sun

Drops of blood ooze continuously

And fall on the crags of the Caucasus.

H ¢ otum 3JIOM, BEKaMH OCBAIICHHbBIM

V3KacHBIM, TEJIO CBBIKIIOCS MOE;

A W3 HETO OT COJTHEUHOTO XKapa

Couarcs Katuin KpOBH ITOCTOSIHHO

N na ckanel KaBka3za ynajgaror.
The point of this quote is not to question or affirm Gordin’s credentials as a Classical
scholar, but to note how Gordin casts Russia as a victim, like Prometheus, and has gone
to great lengths to trace a quote from a play by Aeschylus play that has come down to us
only through a quotation, and from the Roman, Cicero, at that:

The verses cited belong to the second part of Aeschylus’ trilogy about

Prometheus. Only the first part has come down to us — “Prometheus
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Bound,” and a small fragment of the second. The verses, quoted in

an epigraph, were included by Cicero in his Tusculan Disputations, and

have been preserved thanks to that.

IIpoumTHpOBaHHBIE CTPOKHU MPHUHAIEKAT BTOPOH YACTH TPUIIOTUU

Ocxuna o [Ipomeree. [lo Hac monuia TonbKo nepsas 4actb — “IIpomereit

MPUKOBAHHBIN 1 HeOoJbIIHe (PparMeHThl BTOpod. CTUXU, BEBIHECEHHBIE B

snurpad, Obuth BKITtoueHb! [{unieponom B ero “TyckynaHckue 6ecensr” u

Oyraroapst 5TOMY COXPaHHIUCH. (65)
The weight lent by the Classical allusion is important not only for the rhetorical effect it
creates, but for the legitimacy it bestows on those who can do the quoting. The drive to
identify with a Classical figure leads authors to track down obscure references, stretching
the Classical canon. And, the Classical figures are flexible. Russia can be identified as
either a Greek and Roman conqueror; or, as we see here, cast as the heroic Prometheus,
victimized by, we suppose, Zeus, in his role of the greater god of the Caucasus.

As Georgians erect a statue of Medea to reflect their desired position vis-a-vis the
West and Russia, and find alternate readings of the Medea myth that more closely align
with their idea of their national identity, we here see the Russians, too, casting about in
ancient mythology to help support, define, and redefine their history. The Classics matter,
and are used and manipulated by respective governments and intellectuals to define and
promulgate national interests, identity, and nationhood, as well as personal and artistic
freedom within and against Russia’s system of authoritarian government. The currency

and coinage of the Classics in building a national narrative, in articulating imperial and

counter-imperial narratives, is still, so to speak, gold.
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The Presence of the Classics in Russian and Georgian Literature

If the rhetoric of the Classics plays a role in current historical, anthropological and
political narratives, it is equally, if not more prominent in literary works, and it is the
specific purpose of this dissertation to explore how Classical allusions, beginning with
coded references in 19" century Russian literature, and extending to Soviet, Russian, and
Georgian literature from the 20" and 21* centuries, become a vital commodity for
articulating Russian and Georgian national identity, touching both the self-definition of
each country, the relationship between them, and personal and aesthetic freedom within
the larger socio-political arena. By paying attention to and understanding the references
to the ancient texts in later literature, and comparing how different authors treat this
material, we find a lens for exploring the authors’ attitudes towards their country, and
how they fit into world culture. Most fascinating so far has been to track such a consistent
use of the Classics: slight references are not to be dismissed, and if you follow them
closely, across time, over boundaries and borders, subtexts surface, and meanings
emerge.

In many countries on many occasions, the adaptation and reception of the Classics
has never been a completely neutral, apolitical process, and this is no exception in Russia,
Georgia, and the Caucasus.®® References to the Classics in Russian literature are often
loaded even beyond what one might expect in other European literatures. Given the
extensive use of Classical material in Renaissance and Modern Europe and America, to
say that someone is like Apollo or Adonis, Athena or Diana, seems relatively
straightforward. However, widespread adoption of the Classics was more problematic in

Russia, and more often than not, when a Classical figure or trope is mentioned in Russian
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literature, a comment is being made about a contemporary issue that an author may not
want to comment on openly.*’ Thus, in Russian literature, the Classics serve as a kind of
code which can be used by those who understand the references, as a suitable vehicle for
commenting on political issues allusively. These references appear in a wide range of
genres, including novels, poems, literary criticism, popular detective novels; they
oscillate between Roman and Greek, and can vary from a fleeting mention that reveals
only the tip of an iceberg of controversy, or can involve the translation of an entire poem,
or the restructuring and recasting of an entire myth or mythic cycle.

Rather than focusing on a single genre, such as the ode, or a single author, such as
Ovid, and although the task of this kind of interpretation has provided an inspiring
challenge, I discuss various genres and authors. I include Classical references as they
appear in the texts I discuss: not only Ancient Greek myths as found in Homer and
Hesiod, but also material that has been filtered through poets of the Classical period of
Athens, such as Pindar and Sophocles; of the Alexandrian period, such as Apollonius
Rhodius and Callimachus; and of the Roman poets, in particular Horace and Ovid, but
also Catullus and Tibullus. I also treat references to minor, and later Classical writers, for
example, Bion of Smyrna, and Appian. I include the wide range of references because
these are what the Russians and Georgian authors have chosen to reference, reiterate, and
retell, and I try to explore what motivates their choices: how the Classical allusions are
manipulated at moments in Russian and Georgian history when their national identity is
in question, or when a writer addresses issues of national importance, be it in the midst of

empirical expansion, national consolidation, or in re-orienting vis-a-vis the West.
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To demonstrate how the use of Classical allusions took shape in Russia, I provide
a background in Chapter I, beginning with the early 19" century, in the period after the
Decembrist movement, December, 1825, when Russia was redefining itself under the
banner of Orthodoxy, Autocracy, Nationality, noting the underlying ambiguity towards
the Classics, and a sense of conflicted loyalty towards Russia. I discuss the work of
Sergei Uvarov, and his project of bringing Enlightenment to Russia via importing
Classical education into Russia, and reverberations of that program in Zhukovsky and
Pushkin. Reflecting on Pushkin and Ovid’s differing sense of loyalty to Russia, I explore
how Pushkin identifies openly with Ovid, while Gogol, feeling himself in competition
with Ovid, wrote his national epic, Dead Souls, as an attempt to outdo the Roman author;
and yet in his short story “The Old World Landowners” shares both an affinity with and
distance from Ovid. T also discuss an example from the late 19™ century, during the
major upheavals of the abolition of serfdom and a concomitant decline of the traditional
social structure, where Saltykov-Shchedrin uses a distinctly Greek tragic subtext in The
Golovylov Family to identify ills within the body politic of Russia.

I do not elaborate on the use of the Classics in the late 19" and early 20" century,
as there have been several previous studies on this material.”®

I instead explore how specific authors engage the Classics in late- and post-
Soviet Russia, re-iterating old issues, re-using tropes from the previous century, and
adding contemporary usages and contemporary concerns. In discussing the late- and post-
Soviet times, and the relationship between Russia and Georgia, I suggest that the tensions
between the two countries have inspired larger, competing mythologies and

interpretations of the Classics, and what they mean for each country.
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In Chapter II, from the Krushchev and Brezhnev eras, when Russia was opening
up to Western influences and becoming increasingly exposed to both European and
American culture, I examine Andrei Bitov’s short story, “Penelope” (“Ilenenona’), and
selections from his 4 Captive of the Caucasus (Knuea nymewecmesuii no Mmnepuu)
which reflect respectively on his understanding of various Classical figures, and his
attachment, as a Russian author in the tradition of Pushkin and Lermontov, to Georgia
and the Caucasus.

In Chapter II1, focusing on post-Soviet Russia, | examine Liudmila Ulitskaia’s
novel, Medea and her Children (Meous u ee oemu), and briefly mention a collection of
stories, The Connecting Line (Cxeosnas munus),” both written during the 1990’s when
Russia seemed to be in a cultural and political free-fall, vacillating between an initial
desire to democratize and identify with the West in the Yeltsin years; and heading
towards the early 2000’s, with its apparent retrenchment under Putin, who, encouraging
Russian nationalism and attempting to reassert a Soviet era sphere of influence in the
Caucasus, also seems to be reclaiming a pre-Soviet identity closely related to tsarist
Russia.”” Ulitskaia, like Bitov, includes a host of Classical figures in her portrayal of both
late- and post-Soviet Russia, and these references, primarily to Medea, but also to
Penelope, Odysseus, and other vaguely defined “pagan” characters suggest Ulitskaia’s
conception of a post-Soviet Russia that involves a reiteration of the Soviet Union as a
family of nations, with Georgia and Georgian descendents at the heart of the Soviet-
Russian Empire, disregarding any sense of Georgia’s independent nationhood, in fact

denigrating Georgians, and obliquely confronting the legacy of Stalin.
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In Chapters IV and V, I discuss two historical novels, both written in the late-
Soviet period: Bulat Okudzhava’s Dilettantes’ Journey (Ilymewecmeue ounemanmog)

and Otar Chiladze’s A Man Walked Down the Road (3 bs>bg9 9600 3530 o@OMs).

Both novels lend themselves to allegorical readings, through varied references to the
Classics, the first to the image of Russia as the Third Rome (among others), the second to
the myth of Medea (among others); and reflect two Georgian authors’ different
approaches to dealing with Russia, and to understanding Georgian national identity.
Okudzhava’s novel, I hope, helps to unify the chronological scope of this dissertation.
Written in the late-Soviet period (1980), it is set in the time of Nicholas I, and recalls the
use of the Classics made by Pushkin, Gogol, and others. It also deals with Russian-
Georgian relations from the 19" century on, addressing Russia’s continued occupation of
Georgia and the issue of territorial integrity, both of which deeply concern Chiladze.
Chiladze’s novel, a nominal retelling of the myth of Medea, Jason, and the Argonauts,
confronts Russia’s aggression towards Georgia, and is a testament to Georgian identity
and culture. Discussion of these two novels is particularly topical, as the tension
between Georgia and Russia, simmering since the fall of the Soviet Union, continues to
threaten the stability of the Caucasus.

To reiterate, the use and manipulation of Western Classics to comment on
contemporary controversies has been marked in Russian literature from their introduction
into Russia, and continues to this day. Such use is not limited to Russia as such, but is
found as well in its near neighbor, Georgia, where it has become prominent as Georgia is
trying to renegotiate its old relationship with a supposedly “new” Russia and establish

independent contact with the West. It is particularly fascinating to see the continued use
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of the dialogue of Classical allusions in the articulation of the relationship between
Georgia and Russia -- from Imperial, to late- and post-Soviet times. The battle over
who claims closer ties to the Greek and Latin Classics seems to be a matter of heightened
concern when either country is facing a crisis of national identity, or about its relation
with the West. Allusions to the Classics and how they are manipulated can help us read

the turbulent relations between the two countries.

"In the two decades since of the fall of the Soviet Union, interest in the Black Sea region has exploded,
along with the number of scholarly and more popular books about the area, including: Neal Ascherson’s
The Black Sea: the Birthplace of Civilization and Barbarism (1996); Charles King’s The Black Sea: A
History (2004); and James Romm’s The Edges of the Earth in Ancient Thought: Geography Exploration,
and Fiction (1992).

? See Charles King, The Ghost of Freedom: A History of the Caucasus (2008), for a history of the
Caucasus, including the relations between Russia, the Ottoman and Persian Empires, and the Caucasus,
with discussion about Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia.

3 See Solov’ev’s The History of Russia from Ancient Times (Mcmopus Poccuu ¢ Opesneriux epemer)
(366-373), for an example of how Peter the Great’s military leaders maneuvered between the Persians and
the Georgians, some of whom converted to Islam and served as leaders in the Shah’s army. One in
particular, the Georgian prince Vakhtang Leonovich, found his loyalty split: he had converted in order to
survive Persian rule, but when the Russians began to move south, requested forgiveness, claiming that in
his heart he had never abandoned Christianity; he acted as a mediator between the Russians and the
Persians.

* King, The Ghost of Freedom, chapters 1-3. Ronald Suny, The Making of the Georgian Nation.

> Keldysh, M. V. “The Russian Academy of Science and the Development of Georgian Science in the Pre-
Revolutionary Period” (“Poccuiickas akageMust HayK ¥ pa3BUTHE TPY3HHCKOM HAYKH B JOPEBOIIONNOHHOM
nepuoze”) (16-40).

% King, Charles, The Ghost of Freedom, (188-189).

7 Jugashvili is an Ossetian name, Jugae, to which Stalin’s grandfather had added the “shvili” to make it
more Georgian. Personal communication from John Colarusso, Professor of Anthropology, McMaster
University, CAN, January, 2010.

¥ King, The Ghost of Freedom, (245).

? My translation of the title. The work itself has not been translated into English.

19 See Ivanchik, On the Eve of Colonization (Hakanyne xononusayuu) (243). All subsequent references to
Ivanchik’s work are noted by page numbers in parentheses. All translations of Ivanchik’s work are my
own.

" Ivanchik, op.cit., (243).

2 Ivanchik, op.cit., (81).

" Ivanchik, op.cit., (249).

' See Colarusso, John, Nart Sagas of the Caucasus, for discussion of proto-Iranian, Ossetian mythology
that influenced Homer; and Tuite, Kevin, “Achilles and the Caucasus” (289-343), for the influence of
ancient eastern Black Sea culture on the Greek Classics.

15 The absence of Russian scholars was also noticeable at a conference held in Tbilisi in 2007, on “The
Argonautica and World Culture,” mentioned later.

'S Shevardnadze, “Hellenistic Studies on the Verge of Centuries,” August 31, 2000, (5).



42

'7 These papers included: David Kovacs® “The ‘Grammar’ of Divine Intervention in Greek Tragedy” (224-
227); Judith Kovacs’ “Paideia, the Care of the Soul, and Concealment in Clement of Alexandria” (228-
231); Chiara Ombretta Tommasi Moreschini (Pisa) on “Androgynous Divinities in Classic and Christian
Antiquity” (283-288); and Claudio Moreschini (Pisa) on “The Christian Platonism of Gregory of
Nazianzus” (289-294).

'8 Personal conversation with Maka Elbakidze, lecturer at the Shota Rustaveli Institute of Georgian
Literature, Thbilisi.

1 See for example, Judith Kalb’s Russia’s Rome: Imperial Vision, Messianic Dreams, 1890-1940; Peter
Barta, ed. Russian Literature and the Classics; Catriona Kelly’s dissertation, I.F. Annensky and the
Classical Ideal; F.T. Griffiths and S. J. Rabinowitz, Novel Epics, Gogol, Dostoevsky, and National
Narrative, “Tolstoy and Homer,” and The Third Rome: Classical Epos and Russian Novel (from Gogol to
Pasternak).

2 Ram, Imperial Sublime, (121).

2! Ram, op. cit., (60).

22 Ram, op. cit., (61), quoting Pumpianskii, “K istorii russkogo klassitsizma,” (310).

23 Ram, op. cit., (61).

¥ Ram, op. cit., (186).

23 Ram, op. cit., (40).

26 Sandler, Distant Pleasures, (45-50; 225; 194).

*" Greenleaf, Pushkin and Romantic Fashion: Fragment, Elegy, Orient, Irony, (13-74).

*® Greenleaf, op. cit., (60). For an excellent overview of Russia’s adoption of Classical materials, see (56-
107); for a summary of the prevalence of neoclassical references as a subversive code, see (61-69).

%% Jakubovich, D. P., “Antiquity in the Works of Pushkin” (“AxTtiarocts B TBopuectBe [lymkina™) (92-
159).

3% Greenleaf, op. cit., (98-102).

3! Hokanson, Katya, “ ‘Barbarus hic ego sum’: Pushkin and Ovid on the Pontic Shore,” and Writing at
Russia’s Border.

32 Wortman, Richard, Scenarios of Power, vol. I. esp. “Part Two: Olympian Scenarios” (81-168).

33 Russia often seems to define itself in the terms of the West, and can never be just itself; at times it desires
to be a European nation, rather than the orientalized Other; at others, it is proud of its Eurasian identity. I
am aware of Edward Said’s theories about “Orientalism,” but think they become very circular when applied
to Russia and Georgia: Russia, Oriental to the West, has in turn tried to Orientalize the Caucasus, which
sees itself as closer to Europe. More applicable, it seems, are the works of Mary Louise Pratt, “Arts of the
Contact Zone” (33-40), and Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, esp. her discussion of
contact zones and how the periphery often becomes the center of an empire, given 1) how the Russians
describe the Caucasus as the “heart” of Russia, see below; and 2) the importance of the Caucasus in
Russia’s literary and political history in the 19" century, and during the Soviet Stalinist times.

3* For discussion of the importance of Greek Antiquity in Russia’s self-conception, see Greenleaf, op. cit.,
(62-63).

3% Hokanson, “’Barbarus hic ego sum’: Pushkin and Ovid on the Pontic Shore,” (26), quoting Karamzin, N.
M., Istoriia gosudarstva rossiiskogo, 5t ed., 3 vols. St Petersburg: I. Einerling, 1842-4: kn 1, t I, II, IIT, I'V.
3% See Sandler, op. cit., (16-76); Greenleaf, op. cit., (62). See Ram, op. cit., (121 ff.), on “Sublime Dissent,”
where he discusses elegy, but mentions the Roman authors only by name.

37 See Mackie, Life of Shamyl, (5-6). Although outside the scope of this dissertation, it would be
fascinating to research further Mackie’s sources for his comments about the Caucasus. Note whose side he
is taking: “The principal authors who have recently written on Circassia are Bodenstedt, Moritz Wagner,
Marlinski, Dubois de Montpereux, Hommaire de Hell... and from their pages chiefly has been filled the
easel with the colors of which I have endeavored to paint the following picture of a career of heroism
nowise inferior to that of the most famous champions of classical antiquity, of a war of independence such
as may not improperly be compared with the most glorious struggles recorded in the annals of liberty, and
of a state of society perhaps the most romantic and the most nearly resembling that described in the songs
of Homer which the progress of civilization has now left for the admiration of mankind.”

3% Grant, Bruce, The Captive and the Gift: Cultural Histories of Sovereignty in Russia and the Caucasus,
esp. chapters 1 & 7. I think Grant’s attempt to explain so much under the rubric of Prometheus’ “gift” of
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fire to mankind falls short for a number of reasons, not least of which is that although he claims he is trying
to understand the Caucasus from the Caucasian point of view as well as the Russian, he frames his work
around an image of Prometheus that is grounded in imperial Athenian Greece; although he addresses this in
the early part of his work, he seems to forget that he has chosen as his framework a point of view that has
already obscured or occluded that of the opposing side he is supposedly trying to include. His argument
works better for explaining Russia’s “gift of Empire,” but falls short of explaining clearly how the myth
applies to Caucasian customs of theft, kidnapping, and bride-napping.
3% Grant, op. cit., (68-71).
* Tuite, Kevin, “Achilles and the Caucasus” (289-343); “Extreme Banqueting: Positive and Negative
Agonism at the Georgian Supra;” “Highland Georgian paganism — archaism or innovation?”” (79-91).
*I'See appendix, image of the statue of Medea, in Batumi.
2 See “The Argonautica and World Culture,” 2007. Interestingly, one of the two Russians at the
conference was Askold Ivanchik, whose interest in the Caucasus and eagerness to meet with international
colleagues seemed to trump biases found in his earlier work; he currently teaches in France. The other was
M.V. Bibikov, from Moscow, whose paper was entitled: “A la recherche... D’ Argonautique Byzantine
perdue.” (14-19). See Nadareishvili, Keti, “Medea in the Context of Modern Georgian Culture.” (222-
229).
* Rostovtsev, M.N., Hellenism and Iranianism in South Russia (nauncmeo u upancmeo na ioze Poccuu)
(2002), from a series, “The Cradle of Civilization” (Koxp16ens nuBmIm3amum).
* The Caucasus in the Heart of Russia (Kasxas & cepoye Poccuu) (182-183; 300). My translation of the
title and other quotes from this work.
* The Caucasus in the Heart of Russia, (182-183). Other quotes advocating Russia’s continued presence in
the Caucasus and praising the sacrifices of the Russian people refer to the number of victims and the
cultural importance of the Caucasus: “The Caucasus! What Russian heart does not respond to this name,
linked by a link of blood and with both the historical and intellectual life of our motherland, speaking about
her uncountable victims, and at the same time of her poetic inspirations.” (KaBka3! Kakoe pycckoe cepaie
HE OT30BETCS Ha 3TO UM, CBSI3aHHOE KPOBHOM CBA3BIO M C HCTOPUYECKOM, M C YMCTBEHHOM JKU3HBIO HAIlIEH
POIMHEL, TOBOPSIIEE O HEM3MEPHMBIX )KEPTBAX €€ U B TO XKe BPeMsI O TO3THIECKHUX BIIOXHOBEHMX.) (182).
The work also explains the Caucasus as a broad, safe border zone between Russia and Asia: “The
Caucasus was the key, without which it would have been impossible to take possession of the wide plains,
and to block them off from the invasions of ever new tribes and peoples.” (KaBka3 Obu1 Kiitouom, 6e3
KOTOPOTO HEBO3MOXHO 6BUIO OBJIAZIETH O6HII/IpHBIMI/I PpaBHMHaMH 1 3aI€PETh UX OT BTOp)KeHI/Iﬁ BCE€ HOBBIX
¥ HOBBIX IJIeMeH 1 HapoaoB.) (183); and the difficulties of subduing the periphery: “But the Caucasus was
settled by militaristic, proud, and freedom-loving tribes, besieging the peoples who in turn occupied the
foothills, and Russia still faced an age-old, persistent [or stubborn, or unyielding, or dogged] battle, from
which only the people, and no government, could emerge as victor.” (Ho KaBka3 6511 HaceneH
BOWHCTBCHHBIMU, TOPABIMU U CBO60}10J’I}O6I/IBLIMI/I IDIEMCHAMHU, OCaJIkaMX HapOJ10B, ITIOOYECPETHO
3aHUMABIIHX TIOJHOXKUS TOp, U Poccuu mpencTosiyia emie BeKkoBas yrnopHas 00pb0a, u3 KOTopoi
nmoOeuTeNIeM MOT BBIMTH TOJLKO HApOJI M HUKaKoe Tocynapctso.) (183).
% See Makarov and Makarova, (7-10). My translation of the title.
*" Gordin, (65). My translation.
8 See Goldhill, Who Needs Greek?, for discussions of political and cultural ramifications of reworked
Classical productions in Europe.
* See others, including Greenleaf, on the Aesopian character of references to Classical materials.
Essentially, in Aesopian readings, the Classics serve as a kind of code which can be used by those who
understand the references; as a suitable literary vehicle for commenting on political issues that need to be
discussed covertly, given the presence of government censors and domestic spies. I am suggesting that
some of the references were rather well known, allowing for freer dialogue among the educated elite than is
usually assumed.
%% Studies on the Classics in poets of the Silver Age have been treated in greater detail. See Catriona Kelly,
Innokenty Fedorovich Annensky and the Classical Ideal: Poetry, Translations, Drama and Literary Essays,
Judith Kalb, Russia’s Rome: Imperial Visions, Messianic Dreams, 1890-1940.
> This work has not yet been translated. I have given it a working title, but the Russian term, “skvoznaia”
(cxBo3Has), is enigmatic, and has no single English equivalent that captures its full meaning.
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52 Anders Aslund, in a talk given in Seattle, WA, 2008, gave an economic analyses of Putin-era Russia in
which he argued that Putin desires to return Russia to kind of 19" century tsardom.
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Chapter |
The Classics and National Identity: Use and Manipulation of Classical Allusions in
19™ Century Russian Literature
Kykosckomy
Korpna, k MedTaTreibHOMY MHPY
CTpemsich BO3BBIIICHHOMN TyIION
TBI ACPXKUIIb HA KOJICHSX JIUPY
HerepnennBoro pykoi;...
TwI IpaB, TBOPHIITH THI JJIT HEMHOTHX,
He nns 3aBUCTIMBBIX CyJIEH,
He nns coupateneit yoorux
YyKux CyKIEHUN U BECTEH,
Ho nns apy3elt TananTa CTporux,
CBAIIEHHON UCTUHBI JPY3€EH. ..
(ITymxun, Tom 1, 336)
The Classics and Russia’s Enlightenment in the Early 19" Century: Uvarov,
Zhukovsky, Pushkin, and Gogol.

In order to fully appreciate the continued use of Classical allusions in late- and
post-Soviet Russian and Georgian literature, it is important to appreciate the use and
manipulation of the Classics in 19" century Russia, a period of simultaneous imperial
expansion and domestic change, when Russia was extending its role as a world player in
the West, and Russians were negotiating their sense of freedom within a government that
oscillated between liberality and authoritarian rule. The tendency to use the Classics to
reflect on issues of empire and national identity, established in the early 19" century by
authors such as Zhukovsky, Pushkin, and Gogol, continued to grow throughout the

century, into the early Soviet period, and beyond to late- and post-Soviet authors.

Though the late- and post-Soviet authors I study tend to make more general allusions to
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the Classical materials, and fewer, if any, close quotations than the 19" century authors,
the dialogue of the Classics continues, as more contemporary authors negotiate personal
and artistic freedom, and address topics such as the Stalinist legacy in post-Soviet Russia
and Russia’s re-emergent imperial tendencies towards the former Soviet republics,
especially in the Caucasus. It may thus be instructive to look more closely at a few 19"
century examples of how Classical materials are used, so that in turning to the late- and
post-Soviet authors, we can see that although how the Classics are used may change, they
still form a touchstone for reflecting on issues of national and personal identity.

Throughout the 19" century, using Classical references to debate issues of
Russian national identity, offer criticism, and engage in an allusive dialogue about
difficult subjects, flourished. Early in the century the educated elite, at least, possessed
an adequate knowledge of Classical materials, to some degree from the original Greek
and Latin, to allow the references and allusions to take on significant meaning.' Using the
Classical materials as a kind of allegory, and the ancient figures and tropes as models and
mirrors of their contemporary political actors and social situations, the elite created works
that offered both engaging stories of Russian life, and a parallel world of allusive
commentary on that life.

In the early years of the 19" century the adaptation and reception of the Classics
in Russia involved a synergetic mix of neo-classicism, sentimentalism, and romanticism,
and it was time of intensely creative literary activity among the poets surrounding
Pushkin. Greenleaf and Hokanson have explored Pushkin’s use of the Classics,
imagining himself as Ovid, in reflecting on his own exile, both on the Western edge of

the Black Sea in Tomis, and transported to the Crimea, and casting Russia as a Third
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Rome, with the tsars as the Romans Caesars.” Layton has also explored the idea of
Pushkin’s exile in the Caucasus as a sojourn in a Russian Parnassus, a space for more
personal and political freedom than he could experience in the northern capital of
Moscow.” Pushkin and his contemporaries’ use of the Classics, however, ran deeper
than these few instances,’ and it is worth looking at other examples to explore the topics
on which the allusions touch: Zhukovsky, in an ode to Pindar, humorously comments
about the importance of the Classics to the general Russian populace and in Russian
culture; Pushkin’s version of Horace’s Ode 111, 30, “exegi monumentum,” offers biting
criticism of both the Tsar’s repressive policies towards members of the Decembrist
Revolt, and the fate of Pushkin’s own poetry under the censorship of Sergei Uvarov, and
possibly Count Benckendorff, then head of the Third Department; his reference to
Horace Satire II, vi, raises questions about Russia’s Enlightenment, which are in turn
explored by Gogol in “The Old World Landowners,” who, while focusing on his
competition with Ovid, and apparent loyalty to Russia’s primacy over the West, also
raises the specter of Europe’s image of Russia as a cold, backward, repressive country. In
their allusions to various Classical materials, all reflect on critical issues facing Russia,
and on their own relationship with their motherland: the repressive nature of the Russian
social and political structure, especially under Nicholas I; the hypocrisy and decay of the
land-owning classes; the authors’ own ambiguous loyalty towards Russia. Having been
exposed to liberal Western ideas of civil society and personal freedom, they feel a tension
of being pulled simultaneously towards the European West, and towards Russia’s less
than liberal leanings: and they are drawn to express this tension in the Classical allusions

they use.
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Uvarov, Zhukovsky, Pushkin, and Gogol

The fate of the Classics in 19" century Russia is encapsulated in the life of Count
Sergei Uvarov (1786-1855), who well understood the role the Classics played in the
Enlightenment in Europe. Uvarov, who served as the minister of education in the reigns
of Alexander I (1801-1825) and Nicholas I (1825-1855), returned from his years as a
diplomatic attaché in Vienna, (1807-1809), with the idea that for Russia to reach the same
state of development and enlightenment as he had observed in Austria, Russians needed
to become truly educated, i.e. to be as versed as their European counterparts in the
Classics, Greek in particular. Uvarov was tutored in Ancient Greek for 15 years, wrote
scholarly monographs, and corresponded with Europe’s leading intellectuals, classicists
and classical enthusiasts, including Goethe and the Humboldt brothers.”

Desiring to bring Russia to the level of Europe after the Renaissance and
Enlightenment, Uvarov was instrumental in instituting education reforms to ensure that
Greek and Latin were taught in Russia’s leading gymnasia, including the Tsarskoe Selo
Lyceum, attached to the Summer Palace outside of St. Petersburg, where Pushkin studied
along side children of the elite. The educational reforms he promoted, however,
embodied a conundrum: they were based on a policy of using European material within a
Russian system, with the aim of creating and fostering a Russian national literature .’
Referring to praise given by the German classicist Heine, that of all European languages
Russian is the closest to Greek, Uvarov argued that Greek literature, more than Latin,
could serve as a basis on which Russia could create its own literature, but understood as

well the importance of Latin. Adding further complexity to his ideas, Uvarov also
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believed in an eastern provenance of Russian culture, and drew up plans for the first
Institute of Asiatic Studies. His own classical scholarship reflects an interest in eastern
influences, as seen in his monograph that discusses the Eleusinian Mysteries in terms of
Dionysian ritual, a reading that aligns his interpretation of the Greek religious rituals with
tenets of Russian Orthodoxy that emphasize communality and ecstatic religious
practices.” Uvarov’s personal interest in the Classics influenced his overall project for
restructuring Russian education, and reflected a tension felt by many Russians between
wanting to be fully Europeanized, and yet feeling themselves somehow different, Other,
partially Eastern.

Uvarov’s efforts to reform the Russian educational system had paradoxical
results which played themselves out both in Uvarov’s life and in the literature of the time
that bears witness to the success of and resistance to his reforms, as well as to the perils
that come with adapting a European style Enlightenment into Russian form.

Over the course of Uvarov’s life and career, the study of the Classics suffered the
vicissitudes of its particular Russian fate. After the 1848 disturbances in Europe, that in
Russia were blamed on the influence of the French Revolution, Uvarov’s beliefs fell out
of favor: both Latin and Greek were both considered unnecessary, and Greek was seen as
radically dangerous, capable of fomenting revolution; actual class hours devoted to the
Classics in the curricula of leading gymnasia were reduced.® By the end of his life,
Uvarov was forced into retirement, obliged to indulge his enjoyment of the Classics in
the privacy of his country estate, in a study that housed one of the most extensive
Classical libraries in Russia, and a large sarcophagus.’

Uvarov seems to embody a paradox inherent in the very project of bringing
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Enlightenment to Russia via educating people in the Classics.'” Despite his enthusiasm
for encouraging Enlightenment in Russia, Uvarov was also known as the author of the
reactionary nationalist motto adopted by Alexander I, “Autocracy, Orthodoxy,
Fatherland,” the tri-partite slogan that is at odds with so much of what the Classics have
to teach about democracy and civil society: the cultivation of rational philosophy and
debate, the importance of an individual, lyric voice; and the exploration of extremes of
human passion. Significantly for Russia, however, even though Latin was deemed non-
essential, and the authorities eliminated Greek in the gymnasia in the 1850’s, only to
reinstate it during the Tolstoi reforms of the 1880°s (as a means to discipline young
minds, and keep them from “materialism, nihilism, and a most ruinous egotism”),"' a
great deal of Classical literature had been translated into Russian or could be read in
French translation, and people were reading, understanding and engaging with the
materials, though not without conflict and ambiguity."> Once exposed to the ideas of
ancient Classical Greece and Rome, to the tenets of European civilization, educated
Russians seemed to feel the need to define themselves vis-a-vis the Classical materials,
both measuring themselves against Classical authors and heroes, and using them to
discuss issues close to their hearts. At times they would see close parallels between
themselves and the Classical figures; and at others, if they found a comparison
unflattering, or perhaps at odds with Orthodox faith or a desired image of Russia, they
did not shy away from adapting the Classics to fit their Russian context. They understood
the Classics well, and used the sources as the ancient authors had used them in their own
time, to discuss issues of politics, culture and identity, including moments of personal

vengeance that resulted from the national political climate.
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Zhukovsky’s “Ode to Pindar:” Loving and Questioning the Classical Models

As Ram and others have discussed, during the 18" century one of the most
prominent literary genres in Russia was the ode, developed from French neo-classical
models based on the Pindaric ode. At first a standard for the civic ode used for praising
the state, it then yielded place in the early 19" century to the lyric elegy, which served as
a vehicle for more personal expression and to voice gentle political criticism.”” This
trajectory for the ode, however, is not as simple as Ram suggests, and even at a time
when the lyric elegy offered a means of expressing subdued dissent, the ode, both
Pindaric and Horatian, served to articulate the ambiguity felt about adopting western
Classics into a Russian context, and to offer pointed political criticism. Creating poems
about ancient authors, including Pindar, using Classical terms to frame their poetic
manifestos, rendering versions of specific Classical poems, contrasting and comparing
Russian and ancient figures, the leading authors kept up a lively discussion dedicated to
the fate of freedom and humanity in Russia.

The ambiguity felt about importing the Classics into Russia can be seen even in
the works of Zhukovsky, who served as tutor to the Tsar’s children.'* Zhukovsky was
known for his elegies and as the romantic singer of sadness and sorrow, as seen in his
poem “Aeolian Harp,” among others. Steeped in German Romanticism and encouraged
by Count Uvarov, he was also involved in the Homer Project, and by the end of his life
had completed a Russian version of Homer’s Odyssey.” His translation method, though,
is interesting, and illustrates how the Classics were often adapted into Russian.

Zhukovsky himself did not know Greek, but relied on an interlinear prose translation
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provided by a German colleague to create his version of Homer’s poem. Translation is
difficult to begin with, but this method allows for more creative interpretation, as well as
for a greater margin of error than if a translator knew both languages and could translate
directly from the original text. Facing these challenges, Zhukovsky nonetheless
persisted, with Uvarov’s encouragement, and by 1849 has produced a rendition of the
epic poem.'® Despite, or perhaps in part because of his dedication towards the Classics,
Zhukovsky was also capable of writing a poem of biting satire about Pindar that
questions Russia’s very need for the Classical models, drawing himself, a court poet, into
the controversy over the place of the western Classics in Russian culture.
The poem, “Pindar: A Lament” (“Ilnau o [Tunnape: bwuis”), dates to December

20, 1814." The lament begins with a conversation between a poet, not the author, who is
“a stubborn devotee of Apollo,” discussing his poetry with “some sort of learned lady.”
Sitting on the veranda of a country estate, they compare this Russian poet’s verse with
that of the ancients. When the discussion turns to Pindar, the poetry turns both mock-
rhetorical and sentimental:

Friends! Although it is not entirely news

that Pindar was a glorious poet

and that he died when he was 30 years old

all the same, they started to feel sorry for Pindar.

Pindar the great! A Greek! A singer!

Pindar, the creator of lofty odes!"®
Hpy3bs! XoTsi cOBceM HE HOBO,
Yro cnasubii Ob1 [InHgAp moaT

W 4yTo OH ymMep B TpUaLATS JIET,
Ho vm [mnnpapa xxanko crano!
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IMuupap Bemmukwmit! I'pex! Ilesen!
[Tunpap, Beicokux o TBopen! (172)

The Russian is in iambic tetrameter, lending the poem a rollicking, mocking tone, and as
the poem continues to describe how the poet and his companion think of Pindar as a
living human being, feeling sorry for him rather than revering him as an unassailable
cultural icon, the diction becomes increasingly inflated, with a flourish of Classical
tropes, including anaphora and repetitions. When the author asks the rhetorical question,
“Why, why did fate send / Pindar to the Styx at 30?” (3a uro, 32 uyT0 cynbba cocmana /
[Muapapa k Ctukcy B TpuanaTh JeT?), the entire household begins to wail, from the
servants to the nanny, to the poet himself, who notes: “And I confess, my friends, /|
myself scarce keep from crying” (Jla npu3Hatocst Bam, ipy3bsi, / €iBa U caM He Tady ).
The crying attracts the attention of a neighbor, who, when he hears that someone has
died, responds with curiosity and sympathy:

Well, what about this amazing man?

Where was your Pindar born?

How old was he? Young? Old? ...

Married, widowed? Did he want to marry? ...

Did he have time to repent?

In a word, who in the heck is Pindar?

Jla 4To 3a YeaoBeK UyecHOn?

Orkyna pogom Bawl [Tunpap?

Kakux on set 66117 Monon? Crap? ...

Kenar 66117 Boos? XoTten skeHUTbCS? ...

Wmen nu Bpemst npuyacTuTheA? ...

U cnosoM — kTo Takos [Tunpap?

Learning that the Pindar under discussion lived among the Ancient Greeks, wrote odes,
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and died 3,000 years ago, the neighbor grabs his sides and bursts out in loud, contagious
laughter. Two lines later, the entire household is laughing with him. The catalogue of
people who laugh at the preposterous sorrow for Pindar includes some specifically
Russian servants, wielding particularly Russian implements. The lady and poet join in,
and even the author admits that he would have been happy to restrain himself, but he just
has to confess that he, too, joined in their laughter.

While this scene could represent the author ridiculing his characters’ ignorance
and sentimentality about Pindar, the poem expresses more sympathy towards the
neighbor than towards the poet or the learned lady, and hints at the difficulty of
implementing Uvarov’s project for introducing European Enlightenment into Russia,
based on knowledge of the Classics. Zhukovsky, himself, seems to join in with his
fellow countrymen laughing at the absurdity of weeping over Pindar’s premature death:
what sane person, particularly a self-respecting Russian, no matter what rank, could
really weep over a foreign poet who has been dead so long, and Greek, at that? He seems
rather to be laughing at the poet’s intellectual pretensions: “And he drank down his
nonsense with cranberry water,” (1 B3y1op cBO# KITFOKOBHO# BOJIOH)/ ... 3ammBai,” and
includes as objects of his derisive laughter the poet, the learned lady, and others like
them, perhaps even himself.

Given Zhukovsky’s dedication to translating Homer’s Odyssey and his many
poems on Classical themes, such as “Cassandra,” “Achilles,” and the “Aereopagus,” not
to mention “Theon and Eschine,” written December 1-11, 1814, and claimed to be an
auto-biographical manifesto of his poetic beliefs, replete with references to the Penates,

the river Alpheus, Erotes, Bacchus, and thanks to life-giving Zeus, clearly he was not
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hostile to the westernizing influences of the Classics. Rather, that an author such as
Zhukovsky could write a poem like “Pindar: A Lament” alongside his other works,
indicates the ambiguous and paradoxical role the Classics played in Russian culture. A
simple, jocular poem about Pindar suggests that although the Classics are the foundations
of Western culture and civilization, Russia, in fact, has a character and depth of its own
that does not depend on imports from abroad; and given the foreignness of the original
Greek sources to Russian culture, and misinterpretation that arises from ignorance about
those sources, the attempt to create national forms of Russian literature from the ancient
sources is perhaps bound to fail. And yet, a further paradox exists: despite the
ambiguous role of the Classics in Russian culture, knowledge of the Classics provides an
unspoken, yet vibrant code for those educated enough to understand the allusions to

discuss the very issue of the influence of Western culture in Russia.

Pushkin: Internal Exile, Censorship, Love, and Empire

While Zhukovsky was engaged in rendering a version of the Odyssey that would
bring a version of the Greek epic within reach of the mass of Russian readers, Pushkin
deeply supported this effort, understanding the value and the ambiguous role of the
Classical materials as well as either Uvarov or Zhukovsky.'” Pushkin, in turn, had his
own relationship with the Classics: while his general references included a wide variety
of Greek and Latin names, he did not know Greek well, and tended to favor Latin, which
he had studied in greater depth at the Tsarskoe Selo lyceum, for its potent elegance,
which he put to use in allusions with biting political criticism.*

A famous expression of the ambiguous role of the Classics in Russian culture is
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found in a locus classicus, so to speak, in Eugene Onegin, written during the turbulent
years of 1823-1830.”' In Book I, vi-viii, Pushkin comments on the state of his hero’s
Classical learning. The narrator claims that Latin has gone out of fashion in high
society: Onegin doesn’t take his learning too seriously, can’t tell an iamb from a
choriamb, but is schooled enough to quote a few lines from the Aeneid, though with
mistakes; he curses Homer and Theocritus, and prefers Adam Smith. But this flippant
dismissal of the Classics, and Latin in particular, is Pushkin’s own recusatio, a rhetorical
ploy that belies the deeper attention he, his contemporaries, and successor, Gogol, pay to
Classical allusions that touch on the ambiguous relationship of the Classics to Russian
culture, and put into relief issues of power, politics, and personal freedom. It is
particularly interesting that one of the more detailed studies of Pushkin’s use of the
Aesopian language of the Classics was written by the Soviet scholar Iakubovich, in 1941:
through studying Pushkin and his contemporaries, the Classics, their lessons and their
politics, were kept alive, as we will see when we turn to late- and post-Soviet works.

As others have noted, the one Classical author Pushkin is unwilling to abandon in
the opening lines of Eugene Onegin is Ovid, and Pushkin clearly identifies with the
narrator and his character. Onegin may not know his Theocritus and Homer, but his one
true genius is “... the science of tender passion” (... Hayka cTpacTu HeskHoi) of which
Ovid had sung, and for which he was most likely exiled:

Why did he end his time on earth,
His brilliant and rebellious age, as a martyr
In Moldavia, in the backwoods of the steppes,

Far from his Italy.”
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3a 4To cTpajasiblieM KOHYWII OH

CBol1 BeK OJECTSIINI 1 MSITEKHBIN

B MounpaBuu, B rityim crenei

Bpam WUtamum coeit.”
Pushkin here draws pointed parallels between his own and Ovid’s temperament, fate, and
early exile in Tomis; Pushkin’s identification with Ovid has been explored by both
Western and Russian scholars, as mentioned above. In addition to referring to Ovid as
“Naso,” or “The Nose,” from the least well-known element of Ovid’s full name, Ovidius
Publius Naso, Pushkin captures the Ovidian spirit of thumbing your nose at authority, a
spirit which Pushkin imbibed, and which he could share obliquely by his naming of
Ovid.** Pushkin will identify with, and yet differentiate himself from Ovid again in “The
Gypsies,” a poem from his later exile in the Crimea: he identifies as a poet in exile, but
finds he has less praise for his Augustus than did Ovid, who made frequent requests for
clemency and expressed his sense of isolation in Dacia.

Other issues, however, including a concern for the quality of Russian rural life,
and Pushkin’s own internal exile, also emerge from a Latin allusion. Pushkin’s bilingual
pun in the epithet for Chapter II: “Oh country-side! Oh Russia!” (O rus! / O Pycs!), begs
a comparison between Horace’s Roman country estate with his own, invoking Horace’s
Satire, Book II, 6, that extols the virtues of a simple country life over the luxury and
corruption of the city. Appreciating the context of Horace’s quote, Pushkin’s more
knowledgeable peers would have been able to read the implications of his epithet:

My whole day is wasted like this, except for when I pray:
Oh, country home, when will I see you? And when drink in

from old books, from sleep, from the passing lazy hours,

forgetfulness of the troubled life I'm leading now?>
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perditur haec inter misero lux non sine votis:

o rus, quando ego te aspiciam? quandoque licebit

nunc veterum libris, nunc somno et inertibus horis,

ducere sollicitae iucunda oblivia vitae?*°
They would have understood that Horace considered his estate an escape from the
hubbub of Rome, and in particular from the political pressures of his close relationship
with powerful figures. In Rome, Horace faces questions he can not answer, such as ‘Will
we be able to defeat the Thracians?,” ‘What’s going on in Dacia?,” with their clairvoyant
reference to Ovid’s place of exile and falling from court favor. Horace claims he is far
from bored, and eschewing local gossip and chatter, discusses philosophy, but notably, he
does not discuss Roman philosophy such as the Epicureans or materialists like Lucretius,
but the old books, i.e. the Greeks, including Pythagoras, who espoused a doctrine of the
transmigration of souls and encouraged vegetarianism. The satire also includes the
parable of the country-mouse and the city-mouse, warning about the dangers of indulging
in a rich diet of Roman food, i.e. politics.”’” Horace looks to his estate as a refuge and
reward, not as a place of exile; as peace and leisure, not boredom, and certainly not a
place to engage in politics.

In Eugene Onegin, 11, Pushkin creates his own Horatian satire, taking his readers
away from the high society of St. Petersburg to the village where Onegin encounters
Lensky and Tatiana. The issues he raises are not simple. Although Horace praises his
Sabine estate as a space where he and his friends eat simple foods and discuss
philosophy, Pushkin expresses ambivalence in the first lines: “The village / countryside,

where Evgenii was bored, / was a pleasant little corner.” ([lepeBnsi, rie ckyuyan Eprenwii, /

Boina npenectubiil yronok). Evgenii, and Pushkin, must find their own amusement in the
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rural setting; and Lensky, the image of a European-educated Russian who, steeped in
romantic philosophy, also seeks to unite himself with the Russian soul, embodies
Uvarov’s ideal, and provides a suitable object for derision. Pushkin satirizes this version
of Russian Enlightenment: “Enlightenment just hasn’t taken hold / In our case, for ever
since / All we have learnt is how to mince. ” (Ham npocselienbe He npectaino, / I Ham
JoCTaJIoch OT Hero / 2KeMaHCTBO, -- 6onbiie Hudyero) (11, 24). He further characterizes
this failed project of Enlightenment through Tatiana’s mother: as a young woman she
was a slave to Rousseau and Richardson, but once married, against her wishes to a man
she did not love, she was moved by her husband to her country estate where she lost her
European name, Pauline, in favor of Praskovia. Abandoning thoughts of Romantic love,
she settled into the habitual traditions of ancestral, patriarchal Russia. Further reflecting
on Horace, Pushkin does not seem to consider the Russian countryside as noble as the
Roman. Although Evgenii and Lensky discuss philosophy, they also indulge in many
luxuries of the gentry, riding, playing cards, attending balls: even though they live at a
distance from St. Petersburg, they can not escape its influence.”® Nor can they escape the
politics: while Horace was free to travel to and from Rome, rather than being sent to
internal exile at his country estate, Pushkin was exiled to his family estate Mikailovskoe,
and to the south of Russia; and wrote this particular satire in exile in Odessa and
Kishinyov.

For all his posturing in Eugene Onegin about how Latin may be out of fashion,
Pushkin belies this stance elsewhere, as he uses both Ovid and Horace as touchstones for
his own investigation of the ways of love, for the trials and tribulations of living in his

own, contemporary Russia.” While he seems to deride the Classics, at the same time he
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uses them well, opening up a space to question the backwardness of the Russian
countryside, and Russia itself: contrasting, once again, Western European civilization
founded on a long history of the Classical material, and the Russian imitation and partial
adaptation of it, he questions Russian identity and culture, criticizing his fate as a poet
within that culture, yet in a language imbued with the very Classics that are so
problematic.

Knowledge of the Classics was spread widely enough among the educated class
so that specific imitations and references could be made with a pointed political purpose,
and to confront issues of empire and power. In addition to the numerous allusions to
Ovid’s exile on the Black Sea, Pushkin used Classical allusions to take potshots directly
at Uvarov, who, as chief of the department of National Enlightenment, was also the chief
Censor, and in the 1830’s came into direct and vitriolic conflict with Pushkin. As O.A.
Ivanov points out in “The Moscow Observer ” (MockoBckuii HabmoaTesn), December,
1835, Pushkin wrote and published a vindictive poem, “On the Recovery of Lucullus:
Imitation of the Latin” (Ha Bbi3goposnenue Jlykyma: nogpakanue JJATUHCKOMY ),
mocking Uvarov’s legendary greed in his premature attempt to claim part of Count D. N.
Sheremetov’s estate. The count had fallen ill in Voronezh, was rumored to be on his
deathbed, then recovered fully, but not before Uvarov had presented himself as the
count’s heir. This poem enacted Pushkin’s vengeance against Uvarov, who, in 1828, had
personally gone over the head of Nicholas I to censor eight lines of Pushkin’s poem,
“Andzhelo;” and in 1835 had ruled that Pushkin’s works were subject to the rules of the
General Censor. Pushkin was also worried about the prospects of publishing his work,

Journey to Arzrum (Ilymewecmsue 6 Apapym). The effect of “On the Recovery of
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2% ¢

Lucullus” “exploded like a bomb:” all of St. Petersburg understood the references, and
the quarrel .

Consider too, Pushkin’s 1836 translation of Horace’s Ode III, 30, “exegi
monumentum.”" This poem was familiar enough to Pushkin’s audience to be translated
in at least one lady’s album. ** Pushkin, however, “translates” Horace’s poem into
something entirely his own, turning it upside down and giving it a biting political twist.
At first glance he seems to have translated the ode almost line for line, thought by
thought, and in a specifically Russian idiom. Horace’s Egyptian pyramid becomes
Alexander’s Column in St. Petersburg. He concurs with Horace in that, as a poet, not all
of him will die, but that his poetry will outlive him. But unlike Horace, Pushkin does not
bow to the current political machine, and the term of his immortality is not as long as a
pontifex shall climb the Capitoline steps with a silent vestal virgin, but rather, as long as
there is one true poet still alive. Curiously, however, Pushkin does not denounce the
project of the Russian Empire: rather than being known to the entire Roman and
Mediterranean world, his fame will extend to all of Russia, to all of the people who speak
all of the languages spoken therein: to Slavs and Finns in the north, and to the Kalmyks
of the southern steppes. Where Horace suggests that he will be remembered for
introducing Aeolian songs to Italian verse, Pushkin claims that his legacy will be of a
moral nature, that of awakening a sense of nobility in the Russian people: “That I awoke
noble feelings with my lyre” (Uto uyBcTBa f00pbIe s aupoii npodykpaamn). At the end of
his poem, Horace asks for the laurel to crown his head. At this point of his “translation,”
Pushkin veers into openly political territory, underlying his role in extolling freedom

under oppression: “That in my cruel century I sang the praises of freedom” (Uro B moit



62

SKECTOKMI BeK BOCCABMII s cBOOO/y); and in urging mercy, “And I called for mercy for
the fallen” (M munocTs K majmmm npusbiBai), referring to the support he was ready to
give to those who had been killed or exiled for participating in the failed Decembrist
uprising of December, 1825.

Pushkin’s final stanza invoking the Muse adds yet more to the Horatian original.
Where Horace makes a rather standard plea to the Muses, Pushkin asks a single Muse to
be obedient to a divine behest: not to fear offense, not to ask for a laurel crown, to accept
praise or blame with equanimity, and last but not least, “And don’t fight with a fool,” (1
He ocnopuBaii raymnua). The last line in particular seems a direct insult aimed at the tsar,
Nicholas I, who assumed the throne in 1925 after the Decembrist uprising; and the
preceding three lines present an exhortation to the Muse to hold her moral ground against
the excesses of power the tsar was wont to exercise, and is a strong statement of
sympathy from Pushkin, who had been exiled at least twice before he wrote this poem in
1836, and was in exile at the time of the revolt. And, given Pushkin’s recent quarrel with
Uvarov, the fool could just as well be the Tsar’s chief Censor. In all, Pushkin’s rendering
of this Horatian Ode presents a sophisticated use of the Classical material: Horace’s
model had been assimilated and understood on many levels, political and literary.
Pushkin is able to insert himself in a dialogue of one court poet to another; and Russia
into a more fully integrated dialogue with the West, including sympathy for the rebels
and criticism of authoritarian government. Thus, although Pushkin does not renounce the
project of the Russian Empire, he does offer barely cloaked criticism of the tsar and the
tsar’s exercise of power, and in a form, the Ode, that had once been used largely for

praise.
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Gogol and “The Old World Landowners:” Love, Death, Gluttony and Starvation in
Russia

Although Fugene Onegin’s narrator may pretend that Latin has gone out of style,
the debate among poets and prose writers about Russia’s Enlightenment and their use of
the Classics to articulate that issue is very much alive, and Gogol, too, participates in the
dialogue. If Pushkin had used Horace and Ovid to express criticism of Russia’s politics
of internal exile and censorship, of the backwardness of Russia’s rural life, and why
certain poets might hesitate to live there, Gogol, in “The Old World Landowners,” echoes
Pushkin’s concerns, though in a far more defensive, seemingly patriotic tone. In Gogol,
the desire to help forge and claim a specifically Russian national identity is more
pronounced and conservative, and this is reflected in his conflicted sense of competition
between Russia and the Western originals, especially with Ovid.

While Pushkin identifies with Ovid and uses Horace respectfully for political
criticism, Gogol, at the beginning of Dead Souls claims that he will outdo Ovid; and this
in a work which he wrote as a national epic that he hoped would help lead Russia on to
greatness and Slavic glory, but which, ironically, he felt he could only write in exile, in
the cafés and villages outside Rome.” In part, Gogol’s relationship with the Classics
recapitulates the conflict between the conservative members of his intellectual milieu,
such as Uvarov, who favored Greek language and literary forms as models for forming
Russian literature, and the more liberal, westernizing authors, exemplified by Pushkin,
who preferred to emulate and alludes to the Latin models, which exist for Gogol to be
outdone. An expression of the conservative view, extolling the virtues of ancient Greek,

is found in 1834, in the first issue of Uvarov’s magazine, The Journal of the Ministry of
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National Enlightenment (Kypunaa Munucmepcmea Hapoorozo Ilpoceewjerus): .. .the
literature of the ancient Greeks presented us with the first and excellent model of
nationality ( ““...ClIOBECTHOCTb JJPEBHUX I'PEKOB MPEJCTaBUIIA HAM TIEPBbIii U MPEKPACHBIi
o6pasen HapogsocTn).”  Adhering to this belief, while Gogol claims to vie with Ovid, he
more freely takes inspiration from Homer, and the standards of traditional, heroic epic.
Various critics point to the likeness in Dead Souls between Gogol’s similes and Homer’s:
riffs on the flies buzzing around a loaf of sugar break out into larger meditations, as do
Homer’s similes which compare the lives of men to the ants or bees that work the
meadows.” In his story about Cossack warriors, “Taras Bulba,” Gogol consciously tried
to include epic elements, and in fact re-wrote the work to include more pointed classical
references: the soldiers look down from the ramparts with a remarkable Homeric flair,
and the horse-hair crests of their helmets distinctly recall certain Trojan heroes.™

If Gogol emulates Greek models in “Taras Bulba,” a story that celebrates the
Cossacks as national Russian heroes, and announces his competition with Ovid in Dead
Souls, he takes this competition to yet a further degree in his short story, “Old-World
Landowners,” creating a Russian version of Ovid’s Philemon and Baucis from
Metamorphoses, Book VIII. And yet, nestled in this story, in the specificity with which
he alludes to passages from Ovid, we see veiled conflict within Gogol himself about
issues he was facing in his own experience of being Russian, and living in Russia.
Gogol may indeed have wanted to adhere to Uvarov’s code of “Orthodoxy, Authority,
Fatherland.” He was one of Uvarov’s first co-workers, as a result of which he was
appointed in 1834 to a brief tenure as adjunct professor of history at St. Petersburg

University. He also contributed four articles to Uvarov’s Journal of the Ministry of
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National Enlightenment (Kypnaa Munucmepcmea Hapoownozo Ilpoceewerus), including
a “A Plan for the Teaching of Universal History” (“Ilnan npenogaBanust BceoOiein
uctopun’’) which outlined goals supporting Uvarov’s ideology: “My goal...is to form the
hearts of young students...so that they will not betray their duty, their Faith, their noble
honor and their oath — to be loyal to the Fatherland and to the Sovereign.” (“...llenn
MOs1,<...>00pa30BaTh Cepyilia IOHBIX CIyIIATeNeN<.. >YTO0bI<...>He U3MEHUJI OHU CBOEMY
noary, ceoeit Bepe, cBoeit 6J1aropoiHON Y€CTU U CBOEN KIISITBE — ObITh BEPHBIMU
Oreuectsy n I'ocynapro™).”” However, despite his attempts to support Russia, writing his
national epic, defending his motherland against the negative characterization of Russia in
Western authors, Gogol can not escape the problems of authoritarian power, and the
expression of personal and political freedom, both for himself and for those he represents
in literature emerge in subtle reading of the Classical references he engages.

That Gogol used Ovid as a literary touchstone has been acknowledged by the
American scholars Griffiths and Rabinowitz, who comment on the rich variety of
discourse in Gogol’s Dead Souls:

This mixed form, narratively fantastic and psychologically acute, goes back at

least as far as Ovid, whom Gogol occasionally acknowledges (“such a

transformation will overtake our Prometheus as even Ovid himself could never

think of”...)... and pervasively imitates.>®
While Griffiths and Rabinowitz comment in passing that Gogol imitates Ovid, they do
not go into detail, and it is instructive to look more closely at an extended instance where
Gogol imitates Ovid, comparing his story “Old-World Landowners” and a cluster of

Books VIII-X of Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Beginning his tale, Gogol pointedly comments
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that if a painter were to paint a scene from Ovid’s tale, he could do no better than to paint
these two Russian Landowners: they personify the ideal. And yet, when we read the
story, we see traits which make Pulkheria and Afanasy very non-Roman, but rather, most
Russian. Instead of observing the ancient Roman ideals of piety, austerity and poverty,
and a certain degree of equality in the couple, we see an abundance of cherry trees and
pears, a larder stuffed for the winter, servants who pilfer, a wife who hovers over her
husband as over an overgrown child, and finally, superstition that reigns as a black cat
presages Pulkheria’s death.

However, like Pushkin’s seemingly flippant remarks about Latin in Fugene
Onegin, Gogol’s almost off-hand remark that Pulkheria and Afanasy are his Russian
version of Philemon and Baucis, cannot be taken at face value. Rather than expressing a
desire to outdo Ovid, as found in Dead Souls, the competition with Ovid in “The Old
World Landowners” reveals an identification with Ovid: despite his outward
conservative political affiliations, Gogol too, like Pushkin, was a critic and a rebel. The
simple mention of Pulkheria and Afanasy represent the tip of an iceberg of Classical
references that comment obliquely on a host of conflicts Gogol experienced as a human
and creative writer in Russia, of conflicts about Russian national character and the image
of Russia in the West.

Despite his nationalistic leanings, Gogol was personally torn between Russia and
the West, and conflicted in his loyalty to Russia. In reading the Latin and Russian texts
side-by side, one can see Gogol indulging in the time-honored tradition among Classical
authors, including Ovid, of allusiveness by which literature is offered as both a work of

art and as an invitation to social commentary.”” As we have seen in our discussion of
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Pushkin, re-writing a text allows an author to show off his or her particular artistry, and
also allows an author to suggest, and readers to enjoy, veiled commentary on issues in the
original text which may have parallels in the writer’s own life and times. Understanding
the method and details of Gogol's engaging with Ovid, reveals a subtext to Gogol’s work
which is not immediately apparent. The reading that emerges supports Karlinsky’s
insights about the subtext of repressed sexuality in many of Gogol’s stories which reflect
the latter’s grappling with the personal freedom to come to terms, or not, with his own
sexuality, and with erotic energy in general in a repressive society.* In alluding to
Ovid’s negative portrayal of the Scythian lands that are considered part of southern
Russia, it also points to the mixed love Gogol felt for both Italy and Russia, and to his
ambiguous feelings toward his country which troubled him, but which he could not, or
did not want to write about openly, given Russia’s system of censorship, its generally
conservative cultural climate.

Thus, although Gogol expresses outward competition with Ovid, perhaps desiring
to distance himself from the rebellious Pushkin who identified so openly with Ovid, it is
actually no wonder that Gogol himself also felt an affinity to Ovid, but which he could
not express it openly. Indeed, parallels and inverted parallels between Gogol and Ovid
abound, some of which they share with Pushkin: like Pushkin who wrote Eugene Onegin
while exiled in the Crimea, Ovid and Gogol wrote their respective national epics, The
Metamorphoses (and The Fasti), and Dead Souls, separated from their native lands.
Gogol was self-exiled, for many years living in and around Rome where, as mentioned
above, he felt free to write Dead Souls. Ovid was state-exiled from Rome after writing

his Amores and Ars Amandi, and spent the rest of his life in Tomis, writing works
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extolling the Emperor and celebrating Roman mythology, works that he hoped would
earn Augustus’ favor and the right to return to Rome.*' Politically, both loved their
countries, and yet were in conflict with the existing power structures: Gogol was able to
return to Russia, Ovid was never allowed back to Rome. Aesthetically, both loved to
play with their narrators’ voices, create digressions, mix genres and discourses. Ovid’s
Metamorphoses is replete with the vagaries of characters struggling with uncontrollable
passions, of those same characters being transformed into trees, flowers, works of natural
and literary art. Gogol began his career by writing stories from the countryside, full of
human passions, demons, folk legend, and ended with the attempt to write a national epic
in Dead Souls. In both we see a complex understanding of human nature, and the
transformation of that understanding into a highly literate form of art.

Gogol’s love for Rome was apparent in many of his writings, which Griffiths and
Rabinowitz have noted:

Gogol himself compared living in Rome to reading an epic and savored

the palimpsestic quality of the city... one half of it gives off the aroma

of the life of paganism, the other half the age of Christianity, and both

are the two greatest ideas in the world.*
Indeed, Ovid exists as such a palimpsest in Gogol, especially in the story, “The Old-
World Landowners.” However, the palimpsest is not the kind found in Western
manuscript traditions, where later Christian texts were written over and all but obliterated
earlier pagan, often scurrilous, non-allegorizable texts, but of a kind which allows the
pagan and the Christian, or in this case, the pagan and the Orthodox Russian, to exist

almost side-by side. It is a palimpsest that mimics Rome itself, where one can go from
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Church to Palazzo to museum, and in a single room see Christian imagery on the walls,
and lifting one’s head, see images, equally beautiful, from the Classical pagan tradition.
Although Gogol does not praise Ovid as a love poet, as does Pushkin, given Gogol’s
struggles with his sexuality and the expression of human passions in a country such as
Russia, to live in a culture with a relative harmonious mix of a pagan past and a Christian
present, and which was less repressive than his own, may indeed have been a welcome
relief, a feast for his tortured soul.

Renato Poggioli, in his article “Gogol’s ‘Old-Fashioned Landowners:” an Inverted
Eclogue” argues that Gogol’s tale offers a subversive reading of Ovid’s idyllic version of
the story of Philemon and Baucis. Gogol begins his tale with a close resemblance to
Ovid’s original couple, but turns it on its head. Thus, instead of the pious couple,
Philemon and Baucis, whom we see in Ovid living the Roman ideal of noble poverty and
marital fidelity, by the end of Gogol’s story we see a picture of gluttony, sexual
wantonness, and superstition. Poggioli contends that earlier critics such as Belinsky
misunderstood the story because they took the comparison of the two couples at a
realistic, face value, and “interpreted all too simply and literally its highly complex
literary relation with its classical model.”* Part of Poggioli’s assessment that Gogol is a

3

conundrum rings true: “...Gogol, despite his conservative and even reactionary leaning

in politics and religion, was one of the greatest subversives of literature, and iconoclasts

of art 2944

Yet, I would argue with his statement that Gogol “has destroyed the spirit of
the fable, while following the letter of pastoral convention and form.”* However

innovative and subversive Gogol may have been, his iconoclasm includes a certain

reverence for previous literary forms: he was an iconoclast not by breaking Ovid’s
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forms, but by being a sensitive and sympathetic reader of Ovid, by understanding that
Ovid himself was subversive and iconoclastic in his own time, and incorporating this
understanding into his own work.*® And, Gogol has much more of Ovid in his mind than

the episode of Philemon and Baucis when he writes his story.

Gogol’s relationship with Ovid’s works is not a question of a single negative
inversion, but of multiple inversions, elaborations, resulting in his own original work
which incorporates and alters parts of the original. It was common practice in Rome to
incorporate pieces of the ancient Roman buildings into more modern ones: pagan
columns were cut to make mosaics for Christian churches; whole columns and capitols
are found embedded in newer buildings. It is as if Gogol employs this same technique
with particular intensity in “Old-World Landowners,” taking elements of Ovid,
elaborating and combining them, adding his own material to form a particularly Russian
story. All the while, the Ovidian allusions glimmer and resonate beneath Gogol’s text, as
Gogol senses the imbalances, the slippage between discourses, the playing with language
beneath the surface of Ovid, and puts them to work. A few threads serve to illustrate

how complexly, and how closely intertwined the two authors appear to be.

As a framework for reading the two authors, note the sentence in which Gogol
makes an explicit comparison between his characters, Afanasy and Pulkheria, and Ovid’s

Philemon and Baucis:
If I were a painter and wanted to portray Philemon and Baucis on
canvas, [ could choose no other models [originals], besides theirs.*’

Ecnu Ob1 51 OBLT )KMBOMHCEI] M XOTEJ M300pakaTh Ha MOJOTHE
®dunemona u baBkuy, s 661 HUKOTAa HE U30pajl APYTrOro
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opuruHana, kpome ux.*
Gogol’s language here is very strong: “theirs” refers to Afanasy and Pulkheria, as if he
were suggesting that his Russian couple were in some way more original than Ovid’s,
that they could indeed provide the model for imagining and painting Ovid’s couple. This
passage reflects one of the many ways in which Gogol wants to out-do Ovid, anticipating
his allusion to Ovid in Dead Souls, expressing an underlying conflict about Russia’s
claim to sharing fully in the cultural heritage of the West.

In this specific reference to Ovid, Gogol problematizes the question of what is
original, what secondary, in such a way that his characters are neither original nor copy,
but both. This is a confounding thought, but essential to understanding Gogol. One need
only think of The Inspector General, which is neither pure parody nor satire, nor pure
tragedy, but all simultaneously. Another way to look this phenomenon is in Gogol’s own
terms. He is painting his version of Ovid’s characters in strong enough colors to enter
into a full-fledged dialogue with Ovid. He is repainting Ovid for a Russian audience, and
for himself. But in mentioning Ovid he is performing a kind of Classical recusatio: he
brushes Ovid aside, and yet by mentioning him at all, keeps Ovid’s presence in mind, and
Ovid rarely presents a neutral figure.

Ovid tells the story of Philemon and Baucis in Book VIII of his Metamorphoses.
It is, on first glance, a fairly straightforward, moralistic account of an extremely pious
couple who provide food and shelter to Jupiter and Mercury after everyone else in their
neighborhood has turned them away. As reward for their piety and services, they are first
made keepers of a temple and then transformed into a pair of trees.

The parallel between Gogol’s and Ovid’s rural settings provides an initial point of
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comparison. Both sites are in a state of ruin by the time the authors tell their stories, and
share remarkable similarities. In Ovid, we find:
...An Oak-tree stands
Beside a linden, in the Phrygian hills.
There’s a low wall around them. ...Not far off
A great marsh lies, once habitable land,
But now a playground full of coots and mergansers.*’
...tilliae contermina quercus
Collibus est Phrygiis, medio circumdata muro:...
Haud procul hinc stagnum est, tellus habitabilis olim,
Nunc celebres mergis fulicisque palustribus undae.™
The two trees that were once Philemon and Baucis are surrounded by a low wall, which,
one imagines, formed the precincts of the sanctuary these humble, pious, people tended
while they were alive. In Gogol, the presentation is more complex, but with stunning
references to Ovid. Gogol gives a similar picture of the ruins and the loss, but it is
delayed until he has created his own temple, his own picture, for his own characters.
Thus, two pages into his story, he writes:
To this day I am full of regret, and it sends a strange pang to my
heart when I imagine myself going sometime again to their old,
now deserted dwelling, and seeing the heap of ruined huts, the
pond choked with weeds, an overgrown ditch on the spot where
the little house stood—and nothing more. (2) (My italics.)
...HO JyIIia MOS TIOJTHA €IIIe J0 CUX IO KAJIOCTH, U IyCTBa MOU
CTpPaHHO CXKUMAIOTCS, KOT/1a BOOOpaxy cede, 4To Mpuey co
BPEMEHEM OIISITh Ha UX TPEXKHEE, HBIHE OIMYCTEN0e KIITUIIIES, U

YBUKY Ky9y Pa3BaHMBIINAXCS XaT, 3aTJIOXIIHHA MPY/I, 3aPOCIIHIA POB
Ha TOM MECT€, TJIe CTOSUT HU3KUU JJOMHUK — B HI4Uero oosee. (8)
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To complete the picture, their house and buildings, their temple, as it were, are
surrounded by a low, modest, wooden fence.
Where in Ovid the couple is present, transformed into trees, in Gogol they are

transformed into the houses and yards they once lived in. They are old, familiar:

... like tumble-down picturesque little houses, delightful in their

simplicity and complete unlikeness to the new smooth buildings

whose walls have not yet been discolored by the rain, whose roof

is not yet covered with green lichen and whose porch does not

display its red bricks through the peeling stucco. (1)

... KaK JpAaxXJIbI€ )KUBOIMMCHBIC TOMUKH, XOPOIIHN CBOCHO MECTPOTOIO

N COBCPIICHHOIO IMTPOTHUBOIIOJIOKHOCTBIO C HOBBIM I'JIaICHBKUM

CTPOCHUEM, KOTOPOI'0 CTCH HC IMMPOMBIIT €IC JOXKAb, KPBIII HE

MOKPBLTA 3eJIeHas TUIECHB, ¥ JIUIICHHOE MEKOTYPKH KPBLILIO HE

MOKa3bIBACT CBOMX KPACHBIX KupIHIei. (7)
In this first image, Gogol has captured the larger sense of an Ovidian transformation, but
in a very strange configuration. First, he likens the old couple to the old houses; then,
through a series of negatives, executes a reverse transformation: they are not the new
houses, but, if you imagine little houses with peeling stucco, covered with lichen,
suggestive of bark and other coverings, you get back to the old, original couple, who
seem still to live and breath within the decrepit structures. This is suggestive of so many
Ovidian transformations where the soul of the human owner is still conscious within the
transformed shape, and which often occur at moments where the pain of loss or
unfulfilled love is still felt, even after the physical metamorphosis separating lover and

beloved has taken place.

Gogol expands on this elegiac moment by way of a hymn, one of his many
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inversions of Ovid, which is a hymn to the Russian countryside, to his own art, and also
to his own conflicts with Russia. His trees are part of an entire orchard, the catalogue of
which begins with plums and apples, mentioned first, in the orchard, in Gogol, but only
later in Ovid’s account of the story, when he describes the modest feast Philemon and
Baucis offer to the gods. (1l. 675). Gogol then expands his list of flora to include
cherries, willows, elders, and pear trees. Where Ovid mentions nuts, figs, and dates,
Gogol paints far more Russian fare. In further imagining this lost world, he expands his
description to include, “a fragrant bird-cherry, rows of dwarf fruit trees, drowned in a sea
of red cherries and amethyst plums, covered with lead-colored bloom... a spreading
maple in the shade of which a rug is laid...” (2). He punctuates his sense of loss of this
scene with highly rhetorical exclamations: “It’s sad! I feel sad in advance!” (2)
(I'pyctrno! Mnue 3apanee rpyctHo!) (8). He is creating, in short, his own idyllic, yet
elegiac, Russian, and yet also Ovidian, setting. As an added touch, the goose which
Philemon and Baucis scramble to sacrifice when they realize divinity is in their midst,
Gogol has preserved and multiplied: she appears in the courtyard, not as a single goose,
but as a mother with a string of goslings.

Another thread to follow is that of the presentation of narrators and the
commentary they offer about the events of the story. Ovid is above all highly conscious
of his art and artifice, and loves to play with the narrators of his Metamorphoses. In the
episode in question, a dinner party is in session, and the guests are taking turns outdoing
each other in telling stories. The question of piety is in the air, as is the question of an
author’s role in creating such pictures and stories about piety and outrage. In Ovid, one

Pirithous has just complained about the previous story, critiquing the gods’ powers:
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“These are fairy tales / the gods have no such powers, Achelous, / to give and take away
the shapes of things.” (200) (Ficta refers nimiumque putas, Acheloe, potentes / Esse
deos,” dixit “si dant adimuntque figuras.) (1. 614-615). Ovid then offers Lelex’s
rebuttal, telling his story in order to defend the Gods:

...the old man, Lelex, mature in mind as well as years,

rebuked him: ‘the power of Heaven has no bound or limit;

Whatever the gods will is done, believe it. (200)

Ante omnesque Lelex animo maturus et aevo

Sic ait: “inmensa et finemque potentia caeli
Non habet et, quidquid superi voluere, peractum est. (1. 617-619)

At the beginning of their stories, both Ovid and Gogol make a point of establishing the
trustworthiness of their narrators: Lelex is characterized as having a mature mind; he has
seen the place with his very own eyes: “I myself saw the place.” (Locum vidi ipse.) (In.
622). Gogol makes a similar claim when he begins with a positive statement: “I am
very fond of the modest manner of life of those solitary owners of remote villages”, (7)
(A ouens M00II0 CKPOMHYIO JKU3HB T€X YeIUHEHHbIX Bragerenei) (1), and then proceeds
with the picture he has created in such convincing detail.

However, Gogol puts a spin on Ovid, while seeming to understand the complex
narrator behind Ovid’s text. Ovid has split himself, his narrator, into many players: host,
Lelex, Theseus, and other guests who add their stories. Gogol consolidates the narrator,
and yet loses none of Ovid’s multiplicity, enfolding many of those characters into himself
and taking on the role of a very complex narrator: he is one of the many people who
have visited the couple and experienced their extraordinary hospitality (like Jupiter and

Mercury); he is the person who has seen the place and is now telling about it (Lelex); and



76

he is the creator of his story (Ovid). Further, where Lelex is an old man, particularly to
be believed because of his age, in younger, less mature company, Gogol’s narrator was
young when he first saw the site, but is now presumably older: he actually presents
himself as almost ageless, as he both visited Afanasy and Pulkheria in their prime and is
acquainted with their heir. He becomes witness, narrator, deity and demiurge wrapped
in one.

Further, Ovid, for the most part, has the framework of mythic characters given to
him by his culture. He can then manipulate them to suit his story. Gogol must create his
mythic Russian characters almost out of whole cloth, which he does by a series of
negations and incantatory repetitions. He begins with a simple statement: “I am very
fond of the modest manner of life... I like sometimes to descend for a moment into the
sphere... ” (1) (51 oueHs 10010 CKPOMHYIO JKU3HB... S HHOTA JIFOOJII0 COUTH HAa MUHYTY
B cepy...) (7). He at first refers to the place in the country with the adverb, “ordinary,
usual” (oOeIkHOBEHHO), but with the second repetition, of “I like” (mr06:110) he calls it
“unusual,” (He0OBIKHOBEHHO), suggesting the place is un-ordinarily removed from real
life. A rhythmic repetition lulls us into the calm and peace of the idyll: “... so quiet, so
quiet...” (... Tak THXa, TaK THXa...). And Gogol moves from the personal, direct account,
“I saw.” to the more general, impersonal ‘“you, one” (TbI):

...that for a moment you are lost in forgetfulness and imagine
that those passions, desires, and restless promptings of the evil
spirit that trouble the world have no real existence, that you have
only beheld them in some lurid, dazzling dream. (4)

...4TO HAa MUHYTY 3a0BIBacIIbCS U AyMaclib, 4TO CTPACTH,
JKEJIaHUS M T€ HECIIOKOMHBIC MOPOKACHUA 3]I0T0 JyXa
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BO3MYyHIAr0Oue€ MUpP, BOBCC HE CYLICCTBYIOT, U Thl UX BHUJCII
TOJIBKO B OJiecTAIeM, cBepKarorieM cHoBuaeHUH. (10)

Gogol reverses the evils of the real world with a dream. These evils are the fictions of
Ovid, which Gogol counteracts with his own created, idyllic world. As Lelex verifies his
personal vision, “Locum vidi ipse,” so Gogol’s narrator reports from his own experience:
“I see from here” (S orcroma Bmky). With his own mature mind, the mind of the writer,
Gogol ushers his readers into mythic, ideal realm. Just in case we have missed the point
that he is creating characters of mythic proportions, he waxes elegiac in describing them:
he looks for their faces in the crowds of St. Petersburg, in the ladies and gentlemen in
their frock coats. He expresses pity and sadness at the ruin of their home, and has to
wrench himself back to the story, signaling a narrator’s intervention to recall himself to
the present day of his story telling: “But let’s return to the story.” (2) (Ho obpatumcs
pacckasy.) (8).

Gogol’s rhetoric reflects the doubt that is implied in Ovid. Ovid had created the
character of Lelex, who, even with a mature mind had to work hard to convince his
audience of the truth of the upcoming story. His introduction anticipates his audience’s

(13

disbelief, when he says: “... and so that you will doubt it less.” (... quoque minus
dubites. ). And, at the end of his story he reiterates:
The ones who told me
The story, sober ancients, were not liars
Why should they be? And my own eyes have seen
the garlands hanging on the branches... (204)
Haec mihi non vani (neque erat, cur fallere vellent)

Narravere senes; equidem pendentia vidi
Serta super ramos... (11.721-723)
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Thus Ovid, too, begs the truth of his story. In Ovid, the events of the “real world,” the
excesses of evil are accused of being fiction, and Lelex tells his idyll, while at the same
time undercutting its truth. Gogol understands this and accomplishes a similar picture:
the ordinary becomes unordinary, it is so calm and peaceful in the country that the evils
of the real world seem like a dream, and yet the rhetoric lets the reader know this picture
is a work of art, not necessarily reality.”’

As another point of comparison, Gogol understands how Ovid mixes lyrical and
epic within a single work, and uses this mixing of genres to express his own concerns,
which take on epic proportions in Russia. He thoroughly understands the lyrical moment
in Ovid’s briefly elegiac description of the couple’s humble house, and the meal they
offer to the gods. The hut is far from epic, and falls under the rubric of neoteric,
following the path of slender, lyric and personal poetry practised by Callimachus, and
espoused later by the Roman lyric and elegiac poets, Catullus, Tibullus, and Propertius,
who wrote in opposition and protest to the epic writers, such as Virgil, who sang the
praises of Rome’s founding in his Aeneid. Ovid’s version, it seems, echoes, with its own
modifications, Callimachus’ “Hecale,” where Hercules visits an old woman and feasts in
remarkably similar form to Jupiter and Mercury.”> We see the same attention to details of
humble, prosaic life. And yet, as in Callimachus, Ovid’s description of Philemon and
Baucis_is also part of a monumental epic. Gogol understands the Ovidian lyric moment,
makes his own lyrical contribution, and yet will soon give epic proportions to the
characters who have such humble beginnings.

Finally, after Gogol has created his own, elaborate version of the Ovidian setting,

established his own condensed and complex narrator, he mentions the characters by
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name. But, it is just when he mentions /is characters that he begins to pull away from
the close intertwining of the two texts, and the major inversion of the texts begins:
Ovid’s original is short and concise:

A good old woman, Baucis, and her husband,

A good old man, Philemon, used to live there.

They married young, they had grown old together

In the same cottage; they were very poor,

But faced their poverty with cheerful spirit

And made its burden light by not complaining. (201)

Sed pia: Baucis anus parilique aetate Philemon

Illa sunt annis uincti iuvenalibus. illa

Consenuere casa paupertatemque fatendo

Effecere levem nec iniquia mente ferendo. (1. 631-634)
Commentators have noted the brevity and balance of these lines, and how they reflect the
harmony of the couple's relationship.”> But Gogol contrasts with Ovid at this point, and
differences begin to emerge about the quality of his couple's relationship.

To begin, in Ovid, the couple is “of the same age” (parilique aetate). In Gogol,
they are not: Afanasy is sixty-five, Pulkheria fifty-five. In Ovid, both partners work
equally to entertain the visiting deities. In Gogol, Afanasy lifts his fingers only to eat.
In Ovid, the two share jokes, or make light of their situation to help each other endure
their poverty. Gogol’s couple resembles the original couple in that they share jokes to
lighten their “poverty,” but as their poverty is not the same, neither is their humor, and it
transpires that Afanasy teases Pulkheria quite heartlessly. He almost always laughs; she

is rather serious and almost never laughs. In Ovid, Philemon and Baucis have no

servants or slaves: together the two of them form the household and their piety and
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marital fidelity seem pure. Afanasy and Pulkheria, however, have many servant girls
who get pregnant quite regularly, and although Gogol does not accuse him outright, given
that Afanasy is the only male around except for a young adolescent, and given the habit
of landowners to take liberties with their servant girls, Afanasy is a prime suspect.
Further, the difference in how the two couples die reveals a complete inversion.
Philemon and Baucis die at the same time, turning into the revered Oak and Linden trees
mentioned at the beginning of the episode. In Gogol, however, Pulkheria, dies before
Afanasy, and despite the fact that she has appointed a servant to feed and clothe him after
she dies, he suffers the indignities of old age, drooling food on himself while his estate
deteriorates around him. Thus, although Afanasy and Pulkheria are one of the happier
married couples in Gogol, they do not live in complete bliss and harmony, and certainly
not with the noble simplicity of their Roman counterparts.

Many readers assume that the two couples provide rare instances in both authors
of relative harmony between the sexes. Others, notably Karlinsky and Poggioli, have
detected the imbalance in Gogol and pointed to the unnatural, almost total absence of
sexuality or erotic energy in an otherwise thoroughly fertile landscape.”® They both see
the gray cat as the emergence of such an energy, which in fact throws off the harmony
and leads Pulkheria to decide it is her time to die. This imbalance, however, begins even
earlier. And Gogol, again, seems to have been a keen reader of Ovid, sensing the former
passion implied beneath the surface of Ovid’s story, which can be found in the characters'
names. In Greek, Baucis’ name derives from the verb: “Bavkilo” (baukidzo), “to be
chaste; either piously, or carried to a prudish extreme,” a fitting name for one half of the

pious Roman pair. Philomen’s name is more suggestive, with its root, “@1roc,” “love.”
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And a related word, “euAinua” (philema), “a kiss,” coyly implies the sexual energy the
couple shared in their youth. Their two names complement each other, suggesting that
their erotic energy has been kept in balance over the course of their lives, and within the
confines of the immediate story: the couple dies at peace and in harmony, with each
other and with nature as well, turned into companion trees.

In Gogol, however, “Afanasy” and “Pulkheria” are more suggestive, and the
imbalance of their names explodes any potential harmony between them. Afanasy has at
its root the adjective “a@avng” (afanes), or “retired, out of the way,” but also
“concealed, hidden:” his sexuality has been hidden, suppressed in the country, under
the layers of food he and Pulkheria consume. Pulkheria's name calls to mind the
Latin root “pulcher,” or beauty, pulchritude, but rather than being a ravishing beauty, she
is an icon of idyllic piety, the picture of idealized, traditional and maternal devotion in a
patriarchal society.

Two things seem to be emerging here: both the hidden depth of Gogol’s
unresolved difficulties with and attitude towards his own sexuality, and to human passion
in general; and the development of a glorified picture of an aspect of Russia which is at
odds with a Western representation of Russia found in none other than Ovid’s
Metamorphoses. Thus, while Ovid says nothing about Philemon’s youthful passion,
except the hint contained in his name, Gogol briefly mentions that Afanasy was a hussar
in his youth, and in true hussar fashion, had carried off Pulkheria against her parents’
wishes: lurking behind their mythic peace is an abduction and possible rape. And Gogol
lets us know that Afanasy has not forgotten his past: “But he really thought very little

about this, at least he never talked about it.” (3) (Ho 06 3TOM y>ke OH 04eHb MaJIO
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MMOMHUJI, TI0 KpaiiHel Mepe HuKoraa He roBopui o HeM.) (9). Gogol moves from positive
to negative, creating a moment for the reader to question the surface reality of his story.
Behind a simple change of verbs, Gogol suggests that neither will he talk about the
passion which lies elsewhere, well known in Ovid’s texts, but in this text left only to
circumstantial evidence. However, if Gogol’s readers knew Ovid even a fraction as well
as Gogol appears to, they could not but have wondered about all that was being unsaid:
all of the evils and sins which Gogol has left out of this particular bit of creative dream,
passions about which he is not allowed to talk. In Ovid, the tales which surround
Philemon and Baucis abound with the vagaries of human passion: hermaphrodites,
rivaling the gods, rape, incest, betrayal, patricide, to name but a few. Surrounded by such
stories, Philemon and Baucis are a counterbalance and morally positive example to the
“fictions” which are, perhaps, actually more real.

However, as Gogol suppresses the racier parts of the extended Ovidian text, he
builds a fabulous picture of the natural abundance of Afanasy and Pulkheria’s estate:
they live not a life of noble Roman poverty, but one of “noble Russian abundance,”
which is not flattering for Russia. It is fascinating, though, that while so many of the
details of the two stories have changed, the subtext of both suggests criticism of a
similarly corrupt and decadent life in their respective cities and courts. Ovid’s reminder
that Philemon and Baucis use clay bowls rather than the silver and gold found in the
luxurious capital finds its way into Gogol’s story in off-hand comments about the
nouveau-riche: the country folk have clay floors that outshine any parquet in the capital
that lackeys fail to keep clean.

Rabinowitz and Griffiths mention in passing that the gluttony and impiety of the
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second half of Gogol’s story could have been inspired by Ovid’s story of Erysicthon.”
This seems an accurate observation: the episodes of Baucis and Philemon, and
Erysicthon follow each other in Ovid, and comparing this sequence with “Old-World
Landowners,” once again we see Gogol altering and reversing Ovid, this time reminding
his readers of uncomfortable truths about Russia as he confronts Ovid's unflattering
reference to Russia. Paradoxically, though, Gogol contrasts his picture of Russia’s
abundance with Ovid’s implication that Russia is cold and infertile, and yet at the same
time implies criticism of his motherland. In Ovid, all the guests are moved by Lelex’s
story and his simple conclusion about Philemon and Baucis’ piety: “...let the gods look
after [good people] still, and let the cherishers be cherished...” (Cura deum di sint, et qui
coluere, colantur) (724). Another guest then asks for more stories, and the host obliges,
and tells the story of Erysichthon, which, as much as being an account of the gods’
powers to alter peoples' shapes, is also a picture of complete gluttony and greed. In
Gogol, the two episodes are combined in the one story at hand, beginning with Afanasy,
who, we are told repeatedly, is gluttonous — not just for food, but for stories as well, as he
listens endlessly to his guests, feeding on the entertainment they provide him.

The Latin verb “colo,” which means “to cherish,” and in a more fundamental
sense, “to till and tend the earth,” is a fulcrum between the two stories, which turn around
caring for the earth, or not, in pursuit of human gluttony. In Ovid’s original, Philemon
and Baucis tend the earth properly, but Erysichthon’s first act of impiety is to cut down a
tree sacred to Demeter, for which he is punished by suffering eternally unsatisfied
hunger, which culminates in auto-cannibalism. The picture is more complex in Gogol.

Against a backdrop of the miraculous abundance of nature, it is Pulkheria who oversees
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the estate, making sure enough food is preserved for the winter months. She is painted as
a goddess of fertility, and yet everyone, including herself, is also an Erisychthon.
Afanasy is presented as someone who ignores his duty to his estate, and to Demeter, and
is duly punished. No matter how much he eats, he cannot eat enough, and suffers
continuous stomach-aches and indigestion. While he is humorous in the story, if you
remember the noble couple in Ovid, you may sense a veiled criticism in Gogol’s text.

If Afanasy has sinned by ignoring his estate, Pulkheria, as a Russian Demeter, is
also guilty of misusing the resources of the earth. Gogol recounts the food supplies she
hoards, emphasizing how they mold and go to waste in her over-stocked larders and store
houses. As in Ovid, felling trees is also presented as an outrage, when the couple's
stewards cut down the actual trees on the outskirts of the estate, where Pulkheria rarely
visits. The supposed stewards pilfer, steal, and sell sleds they make from the trees, just as
the servant-girls and everyone else steal food. When Pulkheria does notice that some
hundred-year old oaks are missing, her own complicity is marked, as she rebukes the
stewards only lightly through a proverb. “Why is it, Nichipor... that the oaks have been
so thinned? Mind that the hair on your head does not grow so thin.” (7)(Ot4ero 3to y
te0s1, Huuunop... 1y6ku caenanuch Tak peakumu? ['nsau, yToOsl y T€0s BOJIOCH HE
osu11 peaxu) (13). In response, Nichipor lies, saying they had fallen in a storm; Pulkheria
appears to accept his ruse, but then proceeds to put up a watch around what appear to be

(13

her favored trees: “... near the Spanish cherry trees and the big winter pears.” (7) (okomno
HIMAHCKUX BUIIEHb U OONBIINX 3UMHUX Jtyneid.) (14). It is a pure Gogolian inversion that

she prefers to save the edible fruit trees, emblems of her gluttony, imported and out of

place in Russia, rather than the oaks, symbols of strength and truth, which the original
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Erysichthon cut down; and which Ovid describes in detail,*® giving epic fury to
Erisychthon’s violence against the ancient oaks.

Despite the outrages against the earth and implied criticism of the supposed ideal
Russian landowners, Gogol’s image of an abundant Russia contradicts the image of
Russia found in Ovid, where Fames, or hunger, comes from the outer edges of Scythia.
His portrayal of southern Russia, and by association the country to the north as well, is of
a cold, inhospitable, and sterile landscape:

... There is a place, on the outer rim

Of icy Scythia, a dismal soil,

A barren land, a treeless land, a land

Where no corn grows, but sluggish Cold lives there,

And Pallor, Fear, and the skinny goddess Famine. (206)

Est locus extremis Scythiae glacialis inoris,

Triste solum, sterilis, sine fruge, sine arbore tellus

Fruges iners illic habitant Pallorque Tremorque

Et ietuna Fames... (788-791)
It is as if Ovid’s Fames dwells on Afanasy and Pulkheria's Russian estate, driving their
insatiable consumption and storing of food. In Ovid, at Demeter’s behest, Famine comes
from the north to torture Erysichthon:

To Erysichthon’s palace, where the king

In the dead of the night, was lying sunk in slumber.

She twined her skinny arms around him, filled him

With what she was, breathed into his lips, his throat,

And planted hunger in his hollow veins... (207)

Ad 1ussam delata domum est et protinus intrat
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Sacrilegi thalamos altoque sopore solutum

(Noctis enim tempus) geminis amplectitur ulnis

Seque viro inspirat faucesque et pectus et ora

Adflat et in vacuis peragit ieiunia venis... (816-820)
Ovid’s character was so ravenous that after spending all his treasure on foodstuffs, he
sells his daughter for money. She is saved by Neptune, who gives her the gift of being
able to change shapes, but her father then sells her in various forms, “now mare, now
heifer, now bird...” (atilla/ Nunc equa, nunc ales, modo bos...) (873). Finally, he has
nothing to gnaw upon except his shrinking self. Gogol represses the grotesqueness of
Ovidian text in his own, softening the criticism it would imply about his Russians'
gluttony. The negative picture of Scythian lands is not limited to this reference to
Erysicthon, but is mentioned by Pushkin as well, in his poem, “To Ovid” (K OBumuto):
“There the fierce sons of chilly Scythia... ” (Tam xmagHo# Ckubun CBUPETIBIE CHIHBL.. ).”
These images, so it seems, were present in the minds of reading Russians: others authors
had read their Ovid carefully, perhaps noticing the discrepancies between Ovid’s picture,
Pushkin’s, and Gogol’s. Gogol creates a lovely picture of an abundant Russia, with a
slightly humorous picture of noble overindulgence. For those who knew their Classical
allusions, however, a remarkable amount of potential criticism is embedded in the same
text. The differences between Ovid’s original, and Gogol’s re-writing indicate, perhaps,
the deep layers of anxiety and guilt Gogol felt about his conflicting love for and loyalty to
both Italy and Russia; about his conflicted relationship towards the western Classics:
understanding them, competing with and appropriating them the same time, but feeling
the difference and distance between the original and his own creations.

Both Gogol and Ovid are very conscious of their works as art, but leave the door

open for them to be read as social commentary. In Gogol the Ovidian subtext is topsy-
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turvy, and Gogol’s art lies in the details and the rhetoric. Rather than dismissing Ovid,
Gogol uses the Ovidian subtext in a way that is very Ovidian: not wanting to be disloyal
to Russia and a Russian way of life, he can satisfy his nationalistic and moralistic readers,
creating a picture of a Russian ideal, yet in the slippages in the text he is able to articulate
criticism of that same picture. The tale confirms simultaneously Gogol’s apparent
disregard for and yet very deep appreciation for Ovid, his loyalty to Russian, yet deep
admiration for the western Classics, for a more liberal society he saw in those texts. He
saw, or felt, many of Ovid’s concerns as his own, and brought them “in nova forma... ad

sua tempora.”

Saltykov-Shchedrin’s The Golovlyov Family: Aristotelian Satire and Tragedy in the
Mid- to Late- 19" Century

Towards the second half of the 19" century, the reception and study of the
Classics in Russia becomes even more complicated. Uvarov and others, understanding
the benefits of a Classical education in the process of bringing Enlightenment to Russia,
experienced relative success at integrating the study of Latin and Greek into the lyceums
and gymnasia, and Latin in many Seminaries. Leading intellectuals and writers
understood the Classics well, and were able to use them freely to create meaningful
allusive dialogues. After the 1848 Revolutions in Europe, however, Classical education
was actively discouraged as a potential source of radical, democratizing ideas. Curricula
show that the number of hours devoted per week to Latin decreased, and Greek became
more restricted.”® Instruction in the Classics was reinstated in the educational reform of
1871, under the ministry of D. A. Tolstoi, and for the first time, not only Latin, but also

Greek was compulsory. The intent, however, behind teaching the Classical languages was
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to discipline the minds of youth who might otherwise be drawn to nihilistic and radical
elements in society.” Grammar was emphasized: if the youth could keep Greek grammar
in their brains, extemporize and write flawlessly, their minds would be sufficiently
formed for their future tasks in the service of the fatherland. For a period, only Orthodox
texts were allowed, which had not happened before in Russian Classical studies, and
which, perhaps, led to a distaste for the Classics, especially Greek.”*” As Kelly notes,
given the compulsory education in Greek and Latin in the late 19" century, the Classics
became a tool of repression rather than one of inculcating liberal, humanistic views; the
resulting lack of enthusiasm for the subject resulted in a lackluster development of
Classical studies in Russia, especially at a time when they were blossoming in Europe, in
particular in Germany and England.”'

However, as distasteful as Greek and Classical studies may have become to the
authorities during the reign of Alexander II and after his assassination in 1881, and to the
educated public between 1871 Tolstoi reforms and the end of the century, knowledge of
the Classics did not disappear from the culture, but had taken firm hold, and continued to
provide a touchstone for criticism of Russian culture, as well as a means to claim an
original truth for Russian culture that would set it above European Catholic and
Protestant rationalism. Social critics such as Saltykov-Shchedrin reveled in the events of
the French Revolution, and an analysis of the Classical themes in his novel The
Golovlyov Family illustrates the subversive and explosive potential of the Classics as
subtext in tsarist Russia, used to turn an instrument of repression against those who
would repress. It also illustrates differences in how Latin and Greek references are used

and interpreted: where Pushkin and Gogol found Ovid and Horace important
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touchstones, Saltykov-Shchedrin, a supreme satirist, mentions Ovid only in passing, and
prefers allusions to Greek tragedies as a mode of criticism; following an Aristotelian
teleological model with an idea of history as progressive, rather than cyclical, he is far
more unwaveringly critical of Russia’s backwardness.

Since its publication in 1880, critics of Saltykov-Shchedrin’s The Golovlyov
Family have puzzled over its genre: is it a parody of the traditional 19" century Family
Novel, or a tragic tale of the fall of the Golovylovs, with Porfiry Golovlyov as the main
protagonist? For some, Porfiry is an anti-hero; for others he is the victim, albeit
despicable, of his own times, an example of the decline of the gentry class, an Oblomov
taken to greater depths. Given that Saltykov-Shchedrin wrote in a century when Pushkin
created a novel in verse, and Gogol an epic in prose and a comedy of critically biting
satire, it was perhaps incumbent upon Saltykov-Shchedrin to pursue this tradition, and
indeed mix genres.®* V.V. Prozorov notes how tragedy and satire go hand in hand:

This is the tragedy of a man, who, even if unconsciously, expends to the

full his spiritual stock, loses his moral props in life, and ceases to be his

own master....Saltykov-Shchedrin has presented a brilliant example of a

satirical work in which laughter dies on the lips, falls silent, and readers

are moved to think seriously about the terrible consequences to which moral

defects and moral atrophy can lead them.®
Prozorov also formulates the question I would like to pursue: “Is it possible to speak of
tragedy in respect to a nauseating liar, a man who has lived without conscience or
decency?” Of interest here is that while critics consider the tale a tragedy and mention in

passing Shakespeare and Dickens, it seems fruitful also to explore the subtext of Greek
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tragedies.

Looking at the novel in terms of a Greek tragedy may help us further understand
the novel, and see yet again, how the Classical allusions are intertwined in Russian
literature as a touchstone for criticism. We can ask a series of questions: Does Porfiry
arrive at any real recognition of his sins and failings? How well motivated is his last
reckoning? Further, although the setting is late 19" century Russia, to what extent do his
characters resemble those of a full-blown Greek tragedy? If ancient, pagan models are
lurking in the background, why is no more specific mention made in the novel, or more
pointedly, why have any direct references to ancient, pagan plays been suppressed? Does
Saltykov-Shchedrin, like Pushkin and Gogol, like the Classical authors they had studied
well, indulge in the art of allusion to maneuver around the censors, sprinkling additional
salt on already obvious satire?®*

Saltykov-Shchedrin, born in 1826, attended the Moscow Institute for the sons of
the Nobility until 1836, and Tsarskoe Selo Lyceum until 1844. Although his education
may not have been perfect, he was a member of the last generation of the elite to benefit
from a Classical education that was not curtailed after the European upheavals of 1848,
and was drawn into the Westernizing camp of Russians, enamored of the French
Socialists Saint-Simon and Fourier. A comparison of the novel with Greek tragedies, in
both broad similarities and a few particular details, suggests that Saltykov-Shchedrin had
absorbed some Classical education, and had Classical models in mind when he wrote his
novel. For example, at the end of The Golovlyov Family, Porfiry Vladimirych walks out
into a stormy night to beg forgiveness of his mother who has lain in her grave for about a

year, and finds himself in an extreme situation: he has been driven close to madness,
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induced in part by drinking; his children have all died; and he has alienated most
members of his household. He does not return alive from his graveyard visit, and his
death and the imminent death of his niece bring the family saga to a close. (The novel is
on record as one of the most depressing of all times.) He could indeed be a Russian King
Lear, and yet the novel at this point also calls to mind the denouement of a grand Greek
tragedy.®

Aristotle, in his Poetics, argued that Greek tragedy involves the fall of a noble
man, a fatal flaw in the hero who falls, hubris, and a moment of anagnorisis, or self
recognition, which signals the turning point, or end of the tragedy.®® The Goloviyov
Family partakes of these elements, albeit in its own particularly Russian way. Porfiry is a
member of the gentry, rather than the aristocracy, and has a multitude of flaws which
bring about his downfall. He does, in the end, realize that he has committed some grave
errors, and although this recognition comes too late to save his family, he does attempt to
beg his mother’s forgiveness before he dies. As a purely structural matter, it is
traditional wisdom that in a Greek tragedy death occurs off stage, behind closed doors,
and is reported to the audience only by a messenger. We see this formality closely
observed in Saltykov-Shchedrin’s work, with a twist: Porfiry’s death is reported to have
happened, and Anninka’s is reported as imminent.

Contemporary interpretations of Greek tragedies tend to look beyond the general
schematic elements Aristotle describes, and admit the plays also involve incest,
extramarital affairs, uncontrollable passion, road rage, infanticide, patricide, matricide,
and suicide — some of the worst stuff of human life. We also see discussions of gender

issues which involve a certain amount of parody, and a healthy discussion of the politics
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of power.®” The Greek tragedies also provide an excellent source of tyrannical patriarchs
who meet their doom, partially ordained fate, but also brought about by personal failings.
The Golovlyov Family, in step with contemporary criticism, includes many of these
elements.

While The Golovlyov Family may not immediately strike one with its Classical
elements, as does, for example, Gogol’s “Taras Bulba,” where Cossack heroes look down
from the ramparts with oddly Homeric helmets, the novel is not without references to
Classical literature. Saltykov-Shchedrin mentions by name two of the more obvious
classical authors, Homer and Ovid, both with a purpose. Early on, he describes the
endless meals Porfiry’s family indulges in as Homeric, and the reference is cryptic, yet
seems to include both a touch of parody, and a jab at how the Classics were being treated
and taught in Russia. Indeed, the meals are epic only in the debased sense of the word, of
being endless. Perhaps a stock literary clich¢, the meals serve as a refrain to the
Golovlyovs’ daily life, yet share nothing of the traditional Homeric epic feasts which
celebrate the community of heroes fighting for the honor of their kings, who in turn make
solemn offering to the gods. Rather, they underscore the anti-heroic qualities of Porfiry
and his family: Porfiry uses the meals to torment his household, eating slowly and
nattering on in his endless, mindless chatter. As the study of Greek grammar would
become associated with mindless torture in schools, the Golovlyovs’ epic Russian meals
are no more enlightening. No one goes to sleep afterwards particularly satisfied; the only
battle they wake to fight is against Porfiry and his endless greed, treachery and
despicableness. Although Porfiry is a master of pettifogging greed, and reaches royal

moments of madness in his calculations, he is no Achilles. Parody cuts with a two-edged



93

sword: it recalls the real Homeric heroes, comparing them to their contemporary
opposites, and Saltykov-Shchedrin accomplishes a multiple edged attack. While
appearing to deflate Homer a notch by the clichéd, sardonic tossing off of a name,
discrediting a foreign, Greek, Western hero for the benefit of a Russian, he yet mocks his
fellow citizens, his government, their system of education, and level of culture: Could a
slow-witted public possibly confuse Porfiry, even for a moment, with some outlandish
home-grown hero truly comparable to an ancient Greek hero?

The second reference to a Classical author, Ovid, is equally fleeting, but equally
suggestive. More than mid-way through the novel, in a flashback to a time before Arina
Petrovna’s death, it transpires that the maid, Yevprakseyushka, had become pregnant by
Porfiry. Arina Petrovna is shown to reminisce fondly about the number of servant girls
she has caught pregnant out-of-wedlock: “this tracking down of her lustful servant girls
was the sole romantic element which touched a living chord within her.” (167)
(cocnexuBaHUE BOXKICICIONINX TBOPOBBIX JICBOK OBLJIO €IMHCTBEHHBIM POMAaHUYECKUM
3JIEMEHTOM, 3aTParuBaBIIMM KaKylO-TO kKUBYIO cTpyHy.) (178). This comment is
followed by a seemingly irrelevant observation:

It was the belles-lettres of the sort to be found in a thick journal
where the reader expects to meet up with studies into fog formation
and the place of Ovid’s burial—and suddenly, instead of this, he
finds: Lo, a distant troika rushes on... (167)

D710 OBITIAa CBOETO POJia OCIIIETPUCTHKA B CKYYHOM >KypHAJIe,

B KOTOPOM YHUTATCIIb OKUIACT BCTPETUTHCA C UCCIICAOBAHUSAaMU O
CyXHUX TyMaHax U 0 MecTe norpedenust OBuaus -- U BAPYT, BMECTO

TOTO, unTaeT: BoT Muercs Tpoiika ynanas... (178)

The reference to a thwarted interest in arcane knowledge about Ovid’s grave recalls two
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well-known moments in Russian literature, and invokes Pushkin and Gogol, their
complex and conflicted attitudes towards Ovid, and the larger cultural questions they
invoke. The first part of Dead Souls, in which Gogol tries to outshine Ovid, famously
ends with the image of a Russian troika rushing to glory in the distant skies. These two
moments, Gogol’s attempt to glorify a native Russian soul, nationality and destiny, and
Pushkin’s identification with the exiled Ovid, are juxtaposed to Arina Petrovna’s venal
interest in her servant girls' sexual behavior, and draw attention to how low the
Golovlyovs have fallen, how far rural Russia has fallen from pursuing the ideals of
Enlightenment that had brought so much hope at the beginning of the century. In a deft
line, Saltykov-Shchedrin calls to mind at least a century of conflict over the Classics, and
points to the disjunction between progressive elites, who, with a more refined and
grounded knowledge of the Classics, were trying to transform real Russian life as lived
by the likes of Arina, Porfiry, and Yevprakseyushka. Saltykov-Shchedrin’s reference,
though allusive and fleeting, helps to mourn the loss of Russia’s progressive politics,
mourns as well, perhaps, the Russian authorities’ move away from pursuing the use of the
Classics to foster Enlightenment.

As due literary revenge, Saltykov-Shchedrin pours his venom into a grand
display of Classical Greek forms and references that underlie his novel.

As in Gogol’s “Old World Landowners,” names in The Golovlyov Family are
important, and suggest a lesson well learned from Greek tragedy. Oedipus, or
“Oidipous” in its more Hellenized form, means swollen-foot, referring of course to the
fact that Oedipus’ feet were bound and deformed when he was exposed on the

mountainside as an infant.® Porfiry and Anninka’s names are equally suggestive,
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derived, or borrowed directly from ancient Greek. Porfiry’s name is the more obvious,
from the word for a purple, which, extracted from a rare purple-fish, is the color
associated with members of an aristocratic or royal family.” In Aeschylus’ Agamemnon,
the ill-fated king walks on purple cloth as he enters his palace to meet his death.
Clytemnestra, in her response, reaffirms that yes, the sea shall forever yield purple:

The sea is there, and who shall drain its yield? It breeds

precious as silver, ever of itself renewed,

the purple ooze wherein our garments shall be dipped.”

€0tV Badaooa, TLo O€ VIV KataoBeoel

TPEPOVOA TTOAANG TTOPPUPAS LOAPYPOV

KNKLS A TTLYKAVLGTOV, ELATOV Bagag.”
Clytemnestra at this key moment exhibits hypocrisy and utters unctuous words, both
traits associated with Porfiry and his “royal” house that is doomed to fall. Further,
“porphiry” is used, primarily in Homer, of the roiling sea, and of both gushing blood, and
death rushing towards one in battle. As Porfiry’s nickname is Judas, otherwise glossed as
“the blood- sucker,” his full name and moniker could be translated as ‘“the Royal Bloody
Bloodsucker.” Could the reference to royalty also yield a subtext of criticism of Russia’s
autocratic figures, and not just a parody of a localized gentry tyrant?

Anninka’s name reveals further tragic roots, albeit with a more suggestive

etymological connection than “Porfiry.” Although in Russian her name is a diminutive of
“Anna,” in Greek it is suggestively close to the word for “unconquered” and

29 ¢¢

“unconquerable,” “avikn.” Not surprisingly, the name reflects Anninka’s character:
she, more vocally than other members of his household, stands up against Porfiry, and is

instrumental in hastening his collapse, convincing Yevprakseyushka that Golovlyovo is a
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truly desolate, and loveless place to waste her life. Again, in a suggestive coincidence,
the Greek term, “avikn” is rare, but used in Sophocles’ Antigone, in the ode where the
chorus sings of the unconquerable power of love, of how it twists the minds of gods and
mortals alike, and leads to family quarrels and death. The chorus sings this ode at a
crucial juncture, just after Kreon and Haimon have argued for a last time, and
immediately before Antigone is lead out to sing of her betrothal to Hades and death,
before she is lead to the cave where she will hang herself in protest against Kreon’s
treatment. Although the chorus sings of unconquerable love, it is Antigone’s
unconquerable will to resist Kreon that hastens the end of the play: with the death of the
last members of his family, Kreon experiences his anagnorisis, and is led away in
disgrace, like a woman. In a similar spirit of resistance, Anninka encourages
Yevprakseyushka's alienation from Porfiry, hastening his isolation; and, is the one who,
returning to Golovlyovo, Anninka is the one to entice her uncle to drink. Their final
evenings together bring about his self-recognition, desire for forgiveness, and his fateful
trip to his mother’s graveside.

A third character also deserves linguistic attention. While Arina Petrovna’s name
is not particularly remarkable, her death chamber yields a curiosity, a rare and borrowed
word “miasma:”

... The air was heavy and stinky; the stuffiness from the hotly
heated fires, from the fumes, spread by the small icon-lamps,

and from the miasmai, had become intolerable. (128)"*

...B03/1yX OBLI TSDKE U CMPAJICH; AyX0Ta OT KapKO HATOIICHHBIX

TIeYei, OT Yaja, pacpoCTPaHAEMOro JJaMIaJKaMH, 1 OT MHa3MOB
crosuta HeBbIHOCHMAS. (137)
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This room, with the stench and heat from the fire, the smoke from the lamps, sounds like
hell itself. While miasma can mean “plague” in Russian, it is also the Greek word par
excellence, especially in tragedy, for stain, defilement, and pollution. It is the unknown
cause of the pestilence that hangs over the land and causes barrenness of both the crops
and the women in the beginning of Oedipus Tyrannus. 1t is the collective guilt and
defilement from the murder and incest Oedipus has committed and must confront two
thirds of the way through the play. And, it is also the blood-guilt that Kreon is hoping to
avoid when he decides to entomb Antigone alive rather than execute her outright for her
act of civil disobedience.” Tt is not too strong a word for the kind of crimes Porfiry, and
to some extent his mother, have committed within their family circle, and their kind have
committed within Russia.

In addition to these linguistic points, as the Golovlyov family approaches its
demise, the novel shows more general parallels with, in particular, Sophoclean tragedies.
We have a curious overlapping in the cast of characters: a tyrannical uncle, two outcast,
orphaned sisters, two dead brothers, and a host of dead or absent mothers. Porfiry, often
called “uncle” by his niece Anninka, is not unlike Kreon who, in his insensitive rigidity
lords over his family until everyone but he has died. Porfiry and Kreon are, in many
ways, twins. Both insist on reinforcing the letter of the “law,” use religion as a crutch to
enforce their rule, show no sympathy whatsoever towards family members, all in an
effort to hold on to absolute power over their respective domains. In Antigone, Kreon,
seems incapable of experiencing any feelings that would restore or repair his family, but
in tyrannical blindness refuses to allow Antigone to bury her brother, refuses to bless

Haimon’s marriage to Antigone, and refuses to listen to the townsfolk and his servants
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whispering that he is a fool. His family members can escape his grip only by death: all
told, three suicides accrue to Kreon’s account by the end of the play.

These gruesome family facts sound all too familiar when we think of Porfiry and
the Golovlyovs. Porfiry, too, lacks any human sympathy that would allow him to
maintain his family’s health. He, too, refuses to bless his one son’s marriage, which
leads his son to commit suicide; his own brother, Stepa, who returns home to die, openly
accuses Porfiry of murdering his son by his lack of forthright communication about his
intentions to cut off support. In discussing how best to deal with the family reprobates,
Porfiry counsels his mother against setting Stepa up in yet another house of his own. We
see here, perhaps, a conflict between a tradition of supporting family unconditionally, and
a commercialized attitude toward family ties. While Arina realizes that twelve thousand
rubles is a lot to lose, she would not intentionally leave any of her children homeless and
uncared for. Porfiry, however, ever a slave to making a profit, advises against any kind
of human generosity, and Stepa, unable to fend for himself, dies a miserable death.
Further, Porfiry refuses to pay off the substantial debt incurred by his son, causing yet
another senseless death. When the news finally reaches him of Petya’s death, he wants
nothing to do with it: “No, no, no! I don’t want to know, I didn’t hear and I don’t want
to hear! [ don’t want to know about his filthy affairs!” (131) (“Her, net, ner! U He 3Hat0,
U He cIbIXall, U ciblmath He xouy! He xouy s ero rps3ubix gen 3Hath!”) (140). Porfiry,
protesting perhaps too much, exhibits a remarkable, indeed tragic, deafness, and when
members of the household accuse him of wrongdoing, he cannot hear their claims. This
echoes the chorus in Antigone which lets Kreon know how unreasonable his demands

are.”* Porfiry and Kreon vie with each other in the realm of being deaf to their families’
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pleas. Kreon’s autocratic rage makes the Chorus cower and retreat from their earlier
criticism; Porfiry’s unctuous chatter only shuts others up. However, unlike Porfiry’s sons
who are too cowardly to resist, Haimon, a true Greek, taunts his father with hot-blooded
advice which further enrages and alienates his father.

The Golovlyovs share yet two other characteristics with Greek tragedy: the
perversion of family relations, and the power of the curse. Some legendary families are
cursed from their beginnings, and the houses of Atreus, and Oedipus provide famous
examples. Laius thought he would escape his fate by exposing the infant Oedipus, but
his plan backfires on him, and the ancient curse, that he will die at his son's hand, comes
true. As if in a Greek tragedy, the only thing Porfiry truly fears is his mother’s curse.
Innocent messengers, the orphans, had told her of the power of the curse, which she
keeps as a secret weapon until she is pushed to the brink by her son’s stinginess: she is
finally driven to curse Porfiry when he refuses to help her grandson, Petya. Ironically,
however, the curse Porfiry most fears is not the specific curse which fells him, but one
that is much larger. Porfiry reacts first with horror at his mother’s curses, but then,
thinking he is safe, expresses surprise that the results are not as dire as he had anticipated.
Irony enters when Arina Petrovna takes a turn for the worse: the force of her hatred
towards her son drives her to utter another curse, and the emotional energy of uttering the
curse saps her will to live. She retires to solitude, and her last, dying wish is see the two
orphans, the two living beings who might have cared for her had she treated them more
kindly. After her death Porfiry’s life begins to crumble rapidly, and her curse calls forth
the larger curse upon the family. Like Oedipus, Porfiry does not understand the full

meaning of the curse until he has lived his life blindly, nearly to the end.
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Two other victims of Porfiry’s greed and stinginess, the orphans Anninka and
Lyubinka, play out the tragic theme of incest; and the young, unprotected girls invite yet
another level of Classical allusions. Incest is, of course, a constant theme in Sophocles.
Antigone and her father are also sister and brother, children of the same mother, and there
are hints that Kreon did not have the best of intentions vis-a-vis his nieces. Porfiry
clearly feels attracted to Anninka, and to her credit she resists him and leaves Golovlyovo
as quickly as she is able. She is not as successful in warding off unwanted attention once
she is out in the world, and her uncle does nothing to save or protect either of the girls.
Once cast out, the orphans are despoiled as provincial actresses, and reach such misery
that they feel decide their only option is to commit suicide. Lyubinka, the more desperate
of the two, goes through with her suicide, an acceptable end for a Classical heroine:
Antigone hangs herself in the stone cave where Kreon has entombed her alive.

Indeed, had the orphans not left to seek acting careers they might as well have
been entombed alive on their estate of Pogorelka. As it is, Anninka feels a living death
when she returns to pay respects to her grandmother. Although she did not have the
courage to kill herself with her sister, she returns to endure a slower death on her uncle’s
estate, and she laments that she had not committed suicide earlier: “She should have died
then, together with Lyubinka, but for some reason, she remained.” (236) (Hamo 65110
mo2oa KoOH4aTh, BMecTe ¢ JIIoOMHBKOM, a OHa 3aueM-To octanack.) (250). As Anninka
thinks about her fate and the number of recent deaths in her family, she reflects:

Golovlyovo — that was death itself, malicious, spiritually empty;
that was death eternally lying in wait for a new victim ...

poison, all the sores — everything originated from here. (235)
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["onoBneBo — 3T0 cama cMepThb, 37100HasA, MyCTOYTPOOHAs; 3TO
CMepTh, BEYHO TOCTEpErarolas HOBYIO JKepTBy... Bce cmepTH,
BCE OTPABBI, BCE SI3BBI — BCE HJIET OTCIOA. (249)

She also compares herself to a worm, making its way from beneath a stone:
And what kind of miserable worm did one have to be in order
to come crawling out from under such a heap of rocks all cast

at her at the same time? (236)

W xak1M HUYTOXHBIM YEPBEM HYKHO OBITh, YTOOBI BBITIOJI3TH
U3-TI0J1 TAKOM IpyJbl pa3oM HajeTeBIINX kamMHei? (250)

Curiously, the complaints of being buried beneath stone and dying childless are also
crucial themes in Antigone’s final odes:

Pitiful was the death that stranger died,

Our queen once, Tantalus’ daughter. The rock

It covered her over, like stubborn ivy it grew,

Still, as she wastes, the rain

And snow companion her.

Pouring down from her mourning eyes comes the water that

Soaks the stone.

My own putting to sleep a god has planned like hers....

No marriage-beg, no marriage-song for me,

And since no wedding, so no child to rear,

I go, without a friend, struck down by fate... (824-920)
Antigone and Anninka are spiritual twins, each caught in her own era and country, but
suffering similar inescapable fates.

In this depiction of the utter decay of Russian rural life, the few references to
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Classical themes reflect the degradation of culture and life in the provinces. Anninka and
Lyubinka have been acting in provincial theaters, where Anninka has specialized in
playing “la nouvelle Heléne:”

“In ‘La Belle Helene' ... she plays the role of Heléne in the Theatre.”

“Ah yes ... Heléne ... and Paris? 'Being handsome and young,

he enflamed the hearts of the goddesses.” Yes, we know it, we do!”

Lyubinka rejoiced. (77)

“B 'TIpekpacnoii Enene' ... ona Ha teatpe Eneny urpaer.”

“Ax na ... Enena ... ato Ilapuc? 'Bynyie npekpaceH u Moo,

OH pa3xer cepana 6oruns', 3HaeM! 3Haem!” — oOpagoBanach

JlroOunbKa. (83)
Sharply satirizing a provincial ignorance of the Classical originals, which the sisters play
only in bowdlerized form, this allusion also comments on the tragedy of the girls’ lives.
When Anninka returns to Golovlyovo a second and final time, we learn more sordid
details of the orphans’ life in the theatre. They have been playing bawds, and their
acting is dreadful; collectively they haven’t enough talent to be hired in Moscow. Before
Anninka dies, all the roles she has played swim in front of her eyes, including “La Belle
Heléne” (“Ilpexpacnas Enena”), and she recalls Menelaus being called in from the
wings. While acting in second and third-rate burlesques on Classical themes, she is yet
living out her own, very real tragedy. Saltykov-Shchedrin, a master of satire, uses a
subtext of Classical allusions to reveal the tragedy of Russian life he witnessed
surrounding him.

The question comes then, what of catharsis? What do we gain from reading such

anovel? What do we gain from reading and re-reading the ancient Greek plays?

Traditional wisdom from Aristotle to the present day says that we should feel cleansed
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after watching such a production.” Part of the “catharsis” of the Oedipus cycle comes
perhaps in seeing two tyrannical kings, hereditary brothers, destroyed by their own selfish
blindness. And there is a beneficial effect in seeing all of the gory details of Porfiry’s
fall, which Saltykov-Shchedrin had articulated in his introduction to Provincial Sketches
(I'yoepnckue ouepku): “But I can think that revealing evil, lies, and vices is likewise not
without use, the more so that it proposes a full sympathy towards goodness and truth.”
(Ho cMero mymath, 94TO 0OHaApYKEHUE 3714, JDKU U TTOPOKA TaK)Ke HEe OECIOIe3HO, TEM
GoJiee YTO MpeIoIaraeT MOMHOE COYyBCTBHE K 00py 1 uethre.) ' Saltykov-Shehedrin
thought his satire would benefit Russia, and the subtext of an ancient, near-canonical
tragedy adds weight to the bite of satire.

The question remains, why would Saltykov-Shchedrin not make the tragic
references more obvious? It is always possible that he, and others, assumed that the
references would be clear to those who cared to see them, and that others could glean
enough from the text as parody and satire, both adequate forms of criticism in
themselves. Another answer to this may also explain why a nod is given to the Homeric
nature of the meals, but it is not a theme that is developed, or why Ovid, hugely
influential in other debates, is mentioned only in passing. As we have seen with Gogol, a
brief mention of Ovid in Dead Souls, or an innocent comparison between two characters
in “The Old- World Landowners,” may have more depth and history concerning the
political debates of the time. It looks, as we read The Golovlyov Family, as if we are
reading a truly Russian epic, a uniquely Russian tragedy, but perhaps there is more to the
story: oblique references to the literature of pagan Greece offer an additional angle from

which Saltykov-Shchedrin can critique his fellow countrymen, his country, and his tsar.
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' See Takubovich, D. P., “Antiquity in the Works of Pushkin.” (“Antuunocts B TBOpuecTse Ilymikuna”), for
a study of the evolution of Pushkin’s familiarity with and use of Classical materials as an Aesopian
language, beginning with Pushkin's education under Koshanskii at the Tsarskoe Selo Lyceum, up to
February 1825, when Pushkin was placed in internal exile at his estate, Mikhailovskoe, where he turned to
deepening his understanding of the Classics, particularly the Roman historians, including Tacitus, Nepos,
Livy. Also, see Greenleaf, Monika, Pushkin and Romantic Fashion: Fragment, Elegy, Orient, Irony, (61),
for mention of the Classics as a code of “Aesopian language” in Pushkin's correspondence.

? Greenleaf, op. cit., (60-62); Hokanson, Katya, Writing at Russia's Border, (106-119).

3 Layton, Susan, Russian Literature and Empire: Conquest of the Caucasus from Pushkin to Tolstoy, (36-
37; 48-49; 230).

* In addition to Iakubovich’s article, see Amutsin, I. D., “Pushkin and Tacitus.” (“Ilymkun u Tanur”) 160-
180; and Gippius, V., “Alexandr I in Pushkin’s Notes on The Annals of Tacitus” (Anekcanyp I B
MyIIKWHCKMX 3aMevYaHrax Ha aHHaJbl Tanura”).

* Whittaker, Cynthia, The Origins of Modern Russian Education: An Intellectual Biography of Count
Sergei Uvarov, 1786-1855, (28-29; 183-185; 240-242).

¢ Whittaker, op. cit., (100-103); Frolov, “Count Sergei Semenovich Uvarov and Academic Classicism.”
(“T'pa¢ Cepreit CemeHOBHY YBapoB U akaZeMUIeCKHN Kiaaccumsm”), (273-275).

" See Uvarov, Sergei, Essai sur les mystéres d’Eleusis for a fascinating interpretation of the Eleusinian
Mysteries.

¥ Whittaker, op., cit., (146).

° Whittaker, op., cit., esp. her final chapter, “The Fall from Power,” (212-243).

1% See Frolov, E. D, op. cit., (259), for a re-assessment of Uvarov’s appreciation for and role in the spread
of Classical education in Russia. Curiously, Frolov credits Whittaker’s study for inspiring his post-Soviet
interest in “re-habilitating” Uvarov, de-emphasizing his reactionary politics and praising his efforts to
promote the Classics and Classical Studies in Russia.

" See Whittaker, op. cit., (146-147) for mention of the reforms of Dimitri Tolstoi.

12 Takubovich, op. cit., (97-110), details many of the works Koshanskii taught at the Tsarskoe Selo Lyceum,
many translated by Komanskii himself, and others translated by Batiushkov; he also discusses translations
by Andre Chenier, Parny, and bilingual Russian-Latin, and French-Latin editions that would have made the
Classics approachable and familiar to Pushkin and his contemporaries. See Whittaker, op. Cit., (19-29), for
further discussion of knowledge of Classical materials, for example, that in 1820, Uvarov, Batiushkov and
Dashkov had all published editions of the Greek Anthology; and in 1824 Uvarov wrote, “Memoire sur les
tragiques greques,” on the works of Euripides, Sophocles, and Aeschylus.

13 Ram, The Imperial Sublime, (197-201).

' See Lokotnikova, I. G. “V.A. Zhukovskii and the Tsar’s Family in the Palace of His Imperial Majesty
(from Material of the Chamber Journals from 1826-1841. (“B. A, 2KykoBcKuil 1 IapcKOe CEMENCTBO B
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17 Zhukovsky, V., Poems. (Cmuxomsopenus), (172-174).

'8 My translation. I offer literal translations, without presuming to recreate Zhukovsky’s poetic effects.

' Takubovich, op. cit., (158). Other contemporaries shared this passion for the Classics, and the early
Decembrist society met in groups to discuss Greek and Roman history.

 Jakubovich, op. cit., (110-118) on the depth and evolution of Pushkin’s interest in the Classics; and (158)
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on Pushkin’s appreciation of the genius of the Romans, versus his relative lack of knowledge of Greek; but
his overall “deep attention” to the Classical sources, knowing for example, Horace and Virgil’s
predecessors, Nevius and Ennius.

2! These would be the years leading up to and following the Decembrist Revolt of December 1825.

22 Pushkin, Eugene Onegin. All translations in English are from, Pushkin, Eugene Onegin, 1963, with
exceptions noted in the endnote. Here, I have amended Nabokov’s translation, which reads, “With what
suffering did he end / His brilliant and rebellious age,” to more closely reflect the question, “Why...” in the
original Russian.

2 All Russian quotations are from Pushkin, Eugene Onegin: A Novel in Verse. (Eseenuti Onezun, pomar 6
cmuxax), 1984.

* My thanks to Professor West, for pointing out this further Classical reference and witticism.

2% English translations are from Fuchs, Horace’s Satires and Epistles. (41)

2% Latin quotes are from Horatius Flaccus, Opera. (Sermonum Lib. II. VI, 59-62).

*" For a recent study of how different foods are equated with various political figures, see Mary Jaeger’s
paper, “Blame the Boletus? Demystifying Mushrooms in Latin Literature,” presented at the annual
Classical Association of the Pacific Northwest Meeting, March 2010. See also Hokanson, op. cit., (114-
119) for a different interpretation of Pushkin’s use of Horace.

28 Jakubovich, op. cit., (110) mentions that Pushkin would have read this satire during his days at the
Lyceum, and references the pun, but does not discuss it in detail.

? Takubovich, op. cit., (105-116), offers a table of Horace’s poems with which Pushkin was familiar; and
discusses a number of poems and authors, including Homer, Sappho, Catullus, Tibullus, Virgil, Bion,
Plutarch, Theocritus, and others Pushkin would have known from his days at the Lyceum. Pushkin’s
dismissal of Latin and Classical literature was indeed a rhetorical ploy.

% Tvanov, O.A., “On the Question of the Interrelations of S.S. Uvarov and A. S. Pushkin in the 30°s of the
19th Century.” (“K Bompocy o B3aumootHomenusx C.C. YBaposa u A. C. [Tymkuna B 30-¢ rr. XIX
Beka”), (52-53). A few of the offending lines include: “U mexmy Tem Hacaequuk TBoi/Kak BOpoH, K
MpeTBeunHe najkuil,/biennen u Tpsicest Haf To60M,/ 3HOOMM CTsKaHbs mxopaakoit.”(Pushkin, 1957,

vol .III (348-349).

31 Horatius Flaccus, Opera, (Carminum Liber ITI, XXX). As the editors of Iakubovich’s article note, (159),
death prevented Iakubovich from writing the chapters on Pushkin’s lyric poems of the 30’s, including
“exegi monumentum” (“TlamMsITHUK).

32 Goscilo and Holmgren, Russia: Culture: Women, (297-320).

3 After a vehement reaction to his play Inspector General, Gogol fled Russia to live for twelve years in
Italy. He actually wrote Part I of Dead Souls while in Rome, in the company of a colony of Russian artists
and their patrons, including Madame Volkhonskaia, who is buried in the Church opposite the Trevi
Fountain, and whose family villa now houses the British Embassy.

** Vinogradov, op. cit., (85).

3 Griffiths, Frederick and Stanley Rabinowitz, Novel Epics: Gogol, Dostoevsky, and National Narrative,
67).

3 Fanger, The Creation of Nikolai Gogol, (97). Griffiths and Rabinowitz, op. cit., (44-49) discuss other
points of comparison between “Taras Bulba” and Homer’s liad.

37 Vinogradov, op. cit., (83)

38 See Griffths and Rabinowitz, op. cit., (65-66); Judith Kalb, in Russia’s Rome, also notes this
phenomenon in the intellectuals and artists, including Vyacheslav Ivanov and Solov’ov who visited Rome
in the 1890’s and later and were able to see Classical and pagan art, religion, side by side, in living color.
% See Hinds, Stephen, Allusion and Intertext, Dynamics of Appropriation in Roman Poetry.

“ Karlinsky, Simon, The Sexual Labyrinth of Nikolai Gogol, (25-30).

*I The exact reasons for Ovid’s exile remain a mystery to this day: some say Augustus was scandalized by
the content of Ovid’s Amores; others suggest that Ovid had stumbled on some indiscretion by Julia,
Augustus' daughter. Whatever happened, Ovid was never allowed back to Rome.

*2 Griffiths and Rabinowitz, op. cit., (42).

# Poggioli, “Gogol's 'Old-Fashioned Landowners:' an Inverted Eclogue,” (70).

* Poggioli, op. cit., (70).

* Poggioli, op. cit., (70).
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T do not mean to suggest that Gogol was a fully trained Classical scholar, but he had, as did Pushkin and
others, a remarkable familiarity with Ovid, whether from the anthologies and texts available to him at the
Gymnasium, or by further reading later in his life.

4 Gogol, N. V., “Old-World Landowners,” (3). All quotes in English are from this edition, with exceptions
noted in the endnotes.

* Gogol, N. V., “Old-World Landowners” (“Crapocserckue nomemmnnku”) Collected Works. (Cobpanue
coyunenutl) (8-9). All quotes in Russian are from this edition, with exceptions noted in the endnotes.

¥ Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Rolfe Humphries, (200). All English quotations of Ovid are from the
Humphries' translation. I have emended his text at the suggestion of Professor West, who kindly pointed
out that a “mergus” is in fact a merganser, a diving duck, rather than a diver, which is in fact is a loon.

%% Ovid, Metamorphoses, ed. W.S. Anderson. (Book VIII, 621-625). All Latin quotes from Ovid are from
Anderson’s edition.

>t is interesting to remember here some of Gogol’s other, questionably reliable narrators, to see an
Ovidian text lurking beneath the surface.

52 Callimachus, Aetia, lambi, Hecale and other Fragments, (181-193).

>3 Anderson, W. S., ed, op. cit., (392).

> Karlinsky, op. cit., ( 62-67); Poggioli, op. cit., (64-65).

>3 Griffiths and Rabinowitz, op. cit., (159).

%% Ovid, op. cit., Book viii, 11. 738-765.

7 pushkin, A. S. Selected Works. (M36pannsie couunenus), (197).

8 Kelly, Innokenty Fedorovich Annensky and the Classical Ideal : Poetry, Translations, Drama and
Literary essays, esp. appendices to Chapter 1, (75-78).

¥ Kelly, op. cit., (18-21).

% See Anton Chekhov’s story, “The Man in the Case,” for a satirical picture of the fate of a Greek
instructor in rural Russia.

% Kelly, op. cit., (23-25); (28-31).

62 See Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin, a parodic novel in verse; Gogol's Dead Souls, an epic in prose, which is
both parody and satire; and Gogol's The Inspector General, which offers such biting satire and caused such
an uproar after it was first staged that Gogol felt he had to to flee Russia and find refuge in Rome.

63 Saltykov-Shchedrin, op. cit., (74).

5 See Auer, A.P. Saltykov-Shchedrin and Poetics in Russian Literature of the Second Half of the 19th
Century. (Canmvlkos-wedpun u nodMuKa pycckoi iumepamypul smopoi noaosunwvt XI1X eexa). (44-47), for
a discussion on the use of allusive language in the correspondence and publications of Soloviev and
Saltykov-Shchedrin.

65 Shakespeare’s modeling his own play on Greek tragedies and themes is another topic, well studied, and
not unrelated: educated Russians were well-versed in Shakespeare in translation.

66 Aristotle, Poetics. NB: However, because Aristotle wrote the Poetics in outline form, scholarly
questions remain about using his work to define tragedy: Many a good men fall, but the definition of
“good” hinges on the definition of “kaAog” (kalos), which can mean both good (in moral sense), and
noble (i.e. a man of high social standing, but not necessarily “good”). Porfiry may fit into the canon
with this latter definition in mind.

57 Recent criticism of Sophocles’ plays has focused on these more “post-modern” concerns. A presentation
at a recent American Philological Association meeting, rumored to have brought cheers, was entitled
“Oedipus the Queen.” Feminist critics (and others) have written on the gender reversals in “Oidipous
Tyrannus,” between Jocasta and Oedipus in particular, and Kreon’s and Haimon’s heated insults, each
accusing the other of acting like a woman. Other critics have focuses on the political of the time between
autocratic Sparta and more democratic Athens. See commentary in Blondell, Ruby, Women on the Edge:
Four Plays by Euripides; and Blundell, Mary, Sophocles' Antigone.

8 NB, Percy Bysshe Shelley borrowed this name and plays with is in his parodic work, “Swell-foot the
Tyrant,” a scathing indictment of King Charles and his treatment of his wife in what was known as “The
Caroline Affair.” A main player in this drama is also Famine, which turns a family dispute into public,
political debate. The work was censored almost immediately by the powers that be, and published only
posthumously, with a profuse apology, by Shelley’s wife, Mary Shelley. See The Complete Poems of
Percy Bysshe Shelley.
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%91 thank Professor Jose Alaniz, for suggesting the association of Porfiry's name with the Greek word for
purple. Further interpretation is my own.
70 Aeschylus, Agamemnon, in Greek Tragedies, I, (34, 1. 958-960).
' Aeschylus, Agamemnon, ed. Denniston, John Dewar and Denys Page, (11 958-960).
21 have altered the translation here, substituting “miasmai” for “stench” in Cioran’s translation to
emphasize the rare use of the Greek-based word in Russian.
3 Sophocles, Oedipus Tyrannus, Jebb, Sir Richard, ed., (Il. 1012. 97, 353). “Miasma” is found in
Antigone as well: ... Take her away at once, and open up/the tomb I spoke of. Leave her there
alone./There let her choose: death, or a buried life./No stain of guilt upon us in this case,/but she is exiled
from our life on earth. (885-890).
" This interpretation of the chorus’ intent is open to debate, but it seems judging from Haimon’s exchange
with his father, public opinion is opposed to Kreon:.
Kr: You don’t think she is sick with that disease?
Ha: Your fellow-citizens maintain she’s not.
Kr: Is the town to tell me how I ought to rule?
Ha: Now there you speak just like a boy yourself.
Kr:  Am I to rule by other mind than mine?
Ha: No city is property of a single man.
Kr. But custom gives possession to the ruler.
Ha: You’d rule a desert beautifully alone.
Kr. Tt seems he’s firmly on the woman’s side.
Ha: Ifyou’re a woman. Itis you I care for. (732-741)
> I would like to emphasize that is it not exactly clear what Aristotle meant by the term catharsis, but
contesting its meaning is not within the scope of this dissertation.
7% Auer, op. cit., (39), my translation.
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Chapter 11
Lessons from Greece and Rome: Andrei Bitov’s “Penelope” and Reflections on
Empire, Nature, and Georgia

As I have tried to show in Chapter I, the use of the Classics to help articulate
contemporary problems and questions of empire was firmly established in Russia by the
early to mid 19™ century. In the late 19" century, interest in the Classics continued to
grow after the Tolstoi educational reform reinvigorated the teaching of both Latin and
Greek in the gymnasia, the number of archeological excavations in the Crimea and
Southern Russia grew, and Western scholars were brought in to Russia to share their
expertise with their colleagues.' At the end of the 19™ and in the early 20" century,
Symbolist writers such as Innokentii Annensky, Andrei Bely, Valerii Briusov, and in
particular Viacheslav Ivanov were well versed in the Classics and used Classical
allusions, both Latin and Greek, widely in their works.”> The following generation of
poets, including Marina Tsvetaeva, Anna Akhmatova, and Osip Mandelstam were also
steeped in the Classics, the presence and use of which in their works have been relatively
well been studied.” As Judith Kalb has argued, the practice of using the Classics to
reflect on matters of empire continues up to 1940, when the image of Soviet Russia as a
further manifestation of Russia as the Third Rome was a thriving mode of propaganda
and an entrenched way of debating issues about Soviet Russia, well understood and
utilized by Mikhail Bulgakov in his Master and Margarita.*

In this and the following chapters, I turn to late- and post-Soviet Russia and
Georgia, exploring how the use of Classical references, despite vast changes in the

political landscape from the 1930’s to the 1960’s and beyond, and although knowledge of
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the Classics may not be as wide-spread as in the Golden and Silver Ages of Russian
literature, still serves as a touchstone for questions of empire and nation. Although
interpretation of the Classics was influenced by Marxist ideology, as seen in at least one
Soviet textbook on the history of Greece, which I discuss below, contemporary authors
still value the Classics enough to use them as an Aesopian language for reflecting on
contemporary problems. As seen in Pushkin scholarship from the early 1940’s, discussed
in the previous chapter, the practice of interpreting the Classics as a veiled means of
discussing political and cultural issues was thriving during the early to mid years of the
Soviet Union: lakubovich’s and others’ nuanced understanding of Pushkin and his
contemporaries’ use of Classical allusions offers testimony to the rigor of at least some
Classical scholars in the Soviet Union.’

In this chapter, I focus on Andrei Bitov’s short story, “Penelope,” written in 1962,
and a collection of essays, 4 Captive of the Caucasus, written between 1960 and 1986
and compiled in 1999, which mix philosophical and cultural reflections from Bitov’s
travels around the Soviet Union. In “Penelope,” using a constellation of Classical
references, including Odysseus and Penelope, Bitov articulates concerns about the moral
degradation that permeated his experience of Soviet life. As a result of the sense of
moral degradation within the Soviet Union, Bitov turned to the Caucasus, in particular
Georgia and Armenia, for spiritual sustenance. In discussing 4 Captive of the Caucasus,
I focus both on the nature of that spiritual sustenance, and on imperial attitudes towards
the Caucasus that, formed during the 19" century, remain imbedded in Bitov’s Russian
consciousness, and which we will see articulated as well in Liudmila Ulitskaia’s Medea

and her Children. Like many colonial powers that cannot see or hear the voice or voices
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of its subjects, Russia’s attachment to the Caucasus, and Georgia in particular, is deeply
conflicted. Bitov, articulating that conflict, compares his feelings for Georgia and the
Caucasus to that of a lover who sees his beloved as his own, and will not allow that
beloved to speak; who cannot let that beloved go free.

Andrei Bitov, born in Leningrad in 1937, at the height of the Stalin Purges, is an
acclaimed inheritor of the traditions of 19" and 20" century Russian literature, from
Pushkin, Gogol and Dostoevsky to Nabokov, and in the late 1950’s and early 1960°s
made an impressive debut as a new Soviet writer of Krushchev’s Thaw.® His work
appeared sporadically and in censored form in Soviet publications during the early 70’s
through the early 80’s, but flourished again in the late 80’s, and during glasnost’ and
perestroika.” He has recently been hailed as one of the former Soviet Union’s leading
postmodern authors; and is one of the literary elders in contemporary post-Soviet Russia.®

Andrei Bitov’s 1962 short story, “Penelope” (“Ilenenona’), offers a prime
example of how the Classics can be used to unveil reflections on the Soviet Empire.”
When first published, “Penelope” quickly became a hallmark of the new Soviet prose of
the 1960’s, and its Classical references reflect many troubles facing the late-Soviet
Union. Suggesting comparisons between his Soviet hero, Lobyshev,'® and Western
heroes, primarily from Homer’s Odyssey, the story highlights Lobyshev’s consciousness
of the degradation of better human values that he participates in daily, in his specifically
Soviet existence. Comparing himself with both Classical and contemporary Western
heroes as models for moral behavior, Lobyshev expresses his shame and regret about his
degradation, yet gives no sense that he can break the pattern in which he is trapped, even

when presented with an opportunity to do so. What he does gain, however, is a clear
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consciousness of the pervasive moral degradation in which he lives. He wants to be
heroic in his Soviet world, but does not measure up to the standards set by Homer and
other Classical models; yet it is contact with the Classical figures that helps bring about
his new consciousness.

Although this chapter focuses primarily on “Penelope,” it is helpful to understand
that other of Bitov’s works, in particular Pushkin House (Ilywkunckuu dom) (written
between 1964 and 1971) and A Captive of the Caucasus (Knuea nymewecmeuii no
umnepuu)'' share a preoccupation with Russia’s literary heritage, posing questions about
the fate of the Soviet Russian empire. In 4 Captive of the Caucasus, Bitov describes trips
he took around the Soviet Union; those to Georgia and Armenia, in particular, are part of
his attempt to find a spiritual and intellectual core to replace the sense of an authentic
Russia that had been lost in the Soviet transformation, to find values and heroes for
himself and his country, and a space that would allow for ideals, beauty and wonder, and
a sense of self. '* These longer works represent Bitov’s personal odyssey, a process that
can already be seen in “Penelope,” where Bitov looks, if fleetingly, to replace his
illusory, prevaricating Soviet existence with something more wholesome, whole, and
untainted.

Bitov finds this space for moral health and wholeness in the Caucasus, and yet a
paradox emerges, not unlike that met in Count Uvarov, Pushkin, and others in the 19"
century. Although Bitov expresses liberal tendencies in critically examining his Soviet
existence, as he does in “Penelope,” he nonetheless feels loyal to Russia and believes in
its Empire. Though willing to see the beauty and cultural advantages offered by the

Caucasus, he is not willing to let go of Russia’s claim to this space. Bitov’s sense of the
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Caucasus as an inalienable part of the Russian and Soviet Empires is an attitude shared
by Liudmila Ulitskaia; one with which Bulat Okudzhava seems to reconcile himself, if
reluctantly; and which Otar Chiladze adamantly denounces. Although 4 Captive of the
Caucasus contains only a few specific Classical references, they are pointed, and reflect
the state of spiritual emptiness Bitov finds in the ruins of the Soviet Union; over all, his
use of the Classics reveals a Soviet-era arrogance towards the ancient cultures. His
dismissal of them as a source for spiritual sustenance in turn denies the Caucasus’, and in
particular Georgia’s, belief in the importance of their Classical heritage, and the work as
a whole helps to illuminate the cultural dimension of the tensions between Georgia and

Russia.

Who Art Thou, Penelope and Odysseus: Confronting the Classics

In “Penelope,” Bitov uses Classical figures to help navigate a time of personal and
social growth, of change, if not yet crisis in the Soviet Union. Although the Soviet Union
would not officially collapse until 1991, its foundations were shaking earlier, and Bitov’s
story is example of how non-ideologues, artists whose creative impulses were formed in
the relative freedom of Krushchev’s Thaw,'” were pushing the bounds of Soviet Realist
literature.'* Bitov uses an array of Classical figures, mythical and historical, to explore
his relationship to positive human values, to assess Soviet interpretations of Western
cultural roots, and in turn to reflect on Soviet Russia’s relationship with the West: who
are the founding heroes of the West? How does Bitov’s fictional character, Lobyshev, a
Soviet Russian, measure up to those Classical Western heroes? Are they relevant
models? In asking these questions, Bitov also seems to suggest other, underlying

questions: how has the Soviet state deformed Lobyshev’s sense of what makes an



113

ordinary human heroic? How has it deformed basic human values of respect, honor, and
honesty?

Like Saltykov-Shchedrin who offers insight about the fate of women in 19"
century patriarchal Russia, Bitov, in portraying his male hero also reflects on the gender
issue: after 70 years of social engineering, what has the Soviet Union done to improve
relations between the sexes? By the early 1960’s, have men and women achieved
equality as Soviet citizens, or do they still identify with paradigms from ancient myths?
As Saltykov-Shchedrin uses the beleaguered orphaned sisters, cast as players in
vaudeville productions of the Classics, to highlight the plagues of late 19" century
Russia, Bitov uses a female outcast, a later-day Penelope, to shed light on the troubles of
the Soviet body politic.

Other scholars have noted the Classical references in “Penelope,” but have
focused on the negative aspects of Lobyshev’s character, on the lies he lives by in his
Soviet existence, and on Bitov’s search for positive heroes in his late-Soviet life.

Stephen Hagen, for example, has suggested that Bitov’s purpose “is a plea for literature
to include the stories of everyday life and characters,” as counterpoised to the overblown
heroes of the Odyssey Lobyshev watches, who are “akin to the protagonists in Soviet
Realist works.”"> Peter Barta, interpreting the story as an intertextual dialogue with
Plato’s “Allegory of the Cave” in the Republic and Homer’s Odyssey that “turns the story

. . 1
into a literary monument of unfreedom,”"®

notes that while most scholars agree on the
story’s exploration of the devaluation of moral behavior, “...[it is] in Bitov’s re-

articulation of ancient Greek works that the gravity point [sic] of the story’s impact is to

be found,”!” and suggests that more attention needs to be paid to the Classical references.
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Barta’s suggestion is compelling, and in this chapter I explore further than he has
done the implications of the story’s Classical references: they are the warp of the veil
Bitov weaves to make his revelations about his Soviet life. But it is also necessary to add
the woof: these Classical references are woven into an even richer allusive context
which includes at least three Western films.'® The Classical figures Bitov mentions
include many from the Odyssey: Penelope, Odysseus, Circe, the Sirens, Nausicaa, and
Polyphemus. He also includes figures from Greek culture, such as Heraclitus, Herodotus,
Sophocles, and Euripides. Romans are included, in particular the rebel slave, Spartacus,
as found in Rafaello Giovagnoli’s late 19™ century revolutionary novel, Spartaco. In
addition, Bitov filters many of the Classical figures through the lens of a more
contemporary portrayal, that found in Mario Camerini’s 1956 film version of the
Odyssey, Ulysses, starring Anthony Quinn, Kirk Douglas, and Sylvana Mangano, which
is the film Bitov’s hero, Lobyshev, just happens to watch in Leningrad."® Lobyshev, in
turn, reflecting on both Soviet and the ancient Western heroes, offers his own suggestion
for a more suitable heroic model: Charlie Chaplin, perhaps from City Lights. And I
suggest that Bitov found in Gelsomina, from Federico Fellini’s La Strada, a model for his
version of a Soviet anti-Penelope, transformed from Homer’s loyal, clever wife into a
lonely, abandoned outcast; deformed, like the male heroes, by living in Soviet Russia.”’
Through his characters, Bitov suggests the impossibility of ever finding either a Soviet
Odysseus or Penelope who would measure up to the Homeric models.

Short yet multivalent, “Penelope” encompasses a broad span of Western culture,
from the ancient Greeks to the newly “independent” country of Italy in the late 19"

century; to contemporary film culture of the 50’s and 60’s, both American and Italian. It
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contrasts elements of Classical Western culture with Russian and Soviet realia,
questioning the cultural life of the Soviet Union at a time when it was beginning to come
undone, and exploring representations of Western culture, in the midst of the West’s own
turmoil of the 60’s. All of this transpires through an allusive dialogue of the Classics,
inviting comparisons between the Greeks and the Moderns, between the supposed heroes
of Bitov’s late-Soviet life, and the unsung, conflicted heroes who worried about human

values in inhuman times.

The Plot

For all its allusive complexities, “Penelope” follows a fairly basic story line. The
hero, Lobyshev, works as a foreman of a crew outside Leningrad, and comes into town to
collect money for his workers; when the money is late arriving, he finds he has three
hours to kill. He contemplates going to a park, the Summer Garden; or to a movie. He
decides on the movie, which happens to be Ulysses. In the ticket line, Lobyshev strikes
up a conversation with a young woman who is out of work. Over lunch, she asks him to
find her a job of any kind, and he promises to help. They watch the movie. After the
movie she again asks for his help, and Lobyshev, lying, gives her a false work address
and tells her to visit him. End of story: he realizes he has been a total cad for lying to the

girl, but misleads her all the same; reflecting that he lies all of the time, he goes on his

merry way.
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The Real Story

On one level, Bitov’s story is a wistful, bittersweet portrayal of a would-be
Odysseus and a want-to-be Penelope who never manage to consummate their fleeting
relationship. However, though the title of the story hints at Classical themes, the
opening pages reveal no overt, immediate signal about the Classical referents, presenting
instead the first layers of the veil through which Bitov plays cat and mouse with his
reader, laying the groundwork for the interplay of literary allusion and political illusions.

The story involves an apparently typical young Soviet hero, Lobyshev, who has
come into Leningrad and decides to play hooky one fall afternoon when he has to wait for
the money he needs to pay his workers. Although clearly Soviet in the opening
paragraphs, Lobyshev also recalls other, more distant Russian heroes.”' Like
Dostoevsky’s Raskolnikov or Underground Man, lurking through the streets of St.
Petersburg, Lobyshev skulks through the dark corridors of a Leningrad office building,
keeping a close watch out for his boss. He skulks like earlier heroes, but in 1962, he
does so to avoid having to answer for his portion of the Soviet Plan, to avoid having to
explain why he is shirking his duties. He is highly self-conscious, even paranoid,
imagining various conversations with his boss and fellow workers. Drawn in part from
Gogol as well, Lobyshev decides to walk down Nevsky Prospect. As he does, he
contemplates the beautiful girls, and how he has grown too old to enjoy them all. And
yet, he notes ironically, from habit, he still looks. Here he recalls Gogol’s story “Nevsky
Prospect” in which one of the male protagonists meets a young woman on said street, and
is utterly disillusioned when he discovers she is a prostitute. Gogol’s story, among other

things, is a meditation on the illusive beauty of Nevsky Prospect, and on the illusive
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nature of St. Petersburg, which, built by slave labor over northern swamps, offered
Russia an eye to the West in Peter the Great’s efforts to Westernize rapidly in the early
18" century. Bitov’s allusion to Gogol is a nod to the illusive fagade of Soviet realities,
as well as a prelude to the girl Lobyshev will meet, who will reveal to him further
illusions about his own character and life.

Before looking closely at Bitov’s more explicit Classical references, it is
important to consider how Lobyshev invites reflections on Classical characters.
Lobyshev is cast as a philosopher of sorts, and is preoccupied with the process of
thinking; he constantly reflects on his own thought processes, and in the course of the
story, changes from thinking about his life obliquely, to finally being able to think
clearly.”” A critical element of Lobyshev’s psychological make-up, which casts him as
both Russian and Soviet, blending echoes of Dostoevsky and Gogol with Bitov’s own
role as a member of the Soviet intelligentsia, is his compulsive need to think. Cast as a
philosopher, Lobyshev is a character who, on his break from Soviet duties is headed for
an encounter with the Classical world.>> As others have noted, the park Lobyshev thinks
about visiting is the Summer Garden founded by Peter the Great, and known for its paths
lined with neo-classical sculptures imported from Europe, physical manifestations of the
European Renaissance and Enlightenment that would have been familiar to Pushkin and
later generations of Russians, and which will appear again in Okudzhava’s novel,
discussed below. Bitov sets Lobyshev up as a potential philosopher who contemplates
going to think about greater things, surrounded by the closest equivalent he can find in

Leningrad to the Classical setting of an agora or academia.
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Lobyshev, however, both literally and symbolically, never makes it to the
Summer Garden. Instead, he remains caught in his own Soviet thinking, which is
curiously circular, mechanical, and irrational. How he thinks and the moral quality of his
thoughts are intertwined: it is as if the unreflective acceptance of his Soviet way of being
makes his thoughts become swinish. Indeed, a major leitmotif of the story comprises
various forms of the verb “to think”: ‘“he thought,” “he was thinking” (o qymai); and a
significant part of the plot is the development of Lobyshev’s ability, or lack thereof, to
think clearly. In depictions of Lobyshev’s thinking, the verb is almost always
accompanied by the word translated as “in passing,” or “obliquely” (Bckonb3p). This is a
word that brings up a major problem in Lobyshev’s life: in thinking about his Soviet life,
he thinks mechanically, and it is about the very quality of his thoughts that he does not
wish to think, or can do so only “in passing:”

Still, he thought it strange that these sensations already arose so mechanically,

that you don't even think about them, that they pass as if part of a dream,

unpleasant and rotten, and then it is as if they had never been. He thought

about all this, but, as it were, in passing... (66)

OH emie moymal, 94To CTPAHHO, YTO TAKOH YK€ BO3ZHUKAET MOTOP ITHX

OHIYHIeHHﬁ, 4TO O HUX M HEC AyMacllb, YTO OHU KaK OBI BO CHE mpoxoasT,

HENPUATHBIE U CBUHCKHE, U TIOTOM OyaTo Obl X U He Ob110. OH 000 BceM

9TOM TIOJTyMaJl, HO KaK ObI BCKOJIB3b... (183)

When thinking about daily Soviet realities he must face, or the girls on Nevsky Prospect
with whom he would like to sleep, Lobyshev is unable to think either clearly or at length.
His thoughts arise “mechanically,” a trope which recalls many Soviet images of

mechanized life, from the early films of Eisenstein, Vertov, and Room, of finely working

motors and machines, to the photographs of Rodchenko, and to novels such as Valentin
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Kataev’s Time Forward! The mechanical nature of Lobyshev’s thoughts makes them
Sovietized thoughts, and their unpleasant nature is emphasized throughout the story.

While Lobyshev’s actual thought process offers a critique of the effects of being
Sovietized, what he thinks about is also revealing. Bitov contrasts how free and healthy
Lobyshev feels, walking down Nevsky Prospect in the fresh air and fall sunshine, with
how conflicted he becomes, unable to finish a thought or think about a topic in detail,
when his thoughts turn to the trivial tasks that await him at work.

Although cast as a philosopher, Lobyshev is caught in the nightmare of
mechanized, Sovietized thought, and the inability to think as a philosopher should is
portrayed as evil. Deciding whether he should go to the Garden to think, “...perhaps,
happy thoughts...” (68) (...xopomue, ObITh MOXKET, BeH...) (185), or to a movie, where
he doesn’t necessarily have to think, the thought of the futility of the very process of
thinking is likened to a snake, slithering into his brain:

This seemed somehow to be pointless...however beautiful your thoughts

may be, in itself, thinking things out is in the last analysis unsatisfying.

This painful idea slid through Lobyshev’s mind like a snake... (68)

becuieabHO 3TO Kak-To...pa3MBIIUIATh KaKue Obl OHU OBLIO IPEKpaCcHbIE BEIlH,

caMo co0oii, 6e3 yIOBICTBOPECHUSI B KOHIIE KOHIIOB Pa3MBIILIAT. JTOT

JKYTKOBATBII OMBIT MPOCKOIB3HYJ B TosioBe JIoObimeBa, kak 3mes... (185)

The upshot of Lobyshev’s troubled thought process is that he decides to go to the movies.
There, however, instead of not having to think, he confronts Classical western models,
and seeing himself as Odysseus, meeting his Penelope, he will actually be able to reflect

on, and think beyond the Soviet nightmare.



120

Although Lobyshev’s decision to see a movie seems to happen by chance or on a
whim, the cinema plays a critical role in providing insight into Lobyshev’s character and
his reflections on the Soviet empire. It is not just coincidence that the theatre he stumbles
upon is called the “Coliseum,” named after the site of gladiator contests and mock naval
battles, of Christians being thrown to the lions and other spectacles in ancient Rome.
Although “Coliseum” is an utterly common name for a theatre, a heightened sensitivity to
Classical references signals that this particular Soviet theatre suggests the image of Soviet
Russia as the Third Rome, comparing the grandeur of Rome to that of the Soviet Empire
that has brought power and glory to its people. Reflecting on issues of empire, the
association of the “Coliseum” with Rome is a double-edged sword. For Roman
emperors, the Coliseum embodied the greatness and power of Rome. For the participants
of the spectacles, and particularly the victims, the Coliseum was less friendly; and it is in
this kind of cinematic coliseum that Bitov throws Lobyshev into a host of contemporary
battles; hostage and slave to the Soviet system, Lobyshev meets his “Penelope,” an
outcast from that system, and both are caught in the onslaught of Soviet lions and wolves.

Although Lobyshev enters what is marked as a Roman space, the “Coliseum,”
when he actually goes into the cinema, it is as if he enters a Greek theatre; his thoughts
turn to Greece and begin to take on a more positive tone. Unlike out in the streets of
Leningrad, in the theatre, Lobyshev’s thoughts are likened to owls, the symbolic animal
of Athena, patron goddess of Athens, war, the hearth, weaving, and wisdom.

Confronting the mythic dimension of the theatre itself, and the Classical characters in the
film, Lobyshev’s own thoughts take on unaccustomed wisdom, so that by the last line of

the story, he is finally able to think clearly: “And it was like a long-forgotten feeling to
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think, not ofthandedly, not ‘as it were,” not forgetting, not while half-asleep.” (79) (U
KaK JJaBHO 3a0BITOE OMIyIIeHUE OBIJIO, YTO AyMall HE BCKOJIb3b, HE KaK ObI, HE BpOJIE, HE
3a0b1Bas, He B monmycHe.) (197). Lobyshev comes alive in the mock battlefield of the
cinematic coliseum, finds himself in the role of a reluctant contemporary combatant, and
must meet his enemies and find heroic value in his life as he is able.

Lobyshev’s first reaction to seeing that the film playing in the “Coliseum” is
Ulysses 1s one of ironic dismissal, and he exhibits a remarkably entrenched ambiguity
towards the pagan, Western characters; a strong desire to reject and deride them, and yet
an equally strong desire to identify with them. Ultimately, he recognizes their lasting
psychic power, but refuses to accept them as moral models. Swoboda has translated the
film’s title as Ulysses, the name of Camerini’s actual film. Bitov, however, uses the
Greek name throughout his story: “...so it's the Colosseum, wide-screen cinema. They
were showing the Odyssey, the wanderings, y' know, of this guy Odysseus.” (67)**
(Konuzei, uto 1 — HIMPOKO3KpaHHOE KUHO. A B HeM “Ojaucceil,” CTpaHCTBUS, UTO JIH,
atoro Omuccest.) (184). It seems essential in discussing the story to keep Bitov’s original
Russian use of the Odyssey and Odysseus, (which I do in my modifications of Swoboda’s
translation). Bitov’s point is that what Lobyshev confronts is not a Roman copy that
could be associated with the image of Russia or the Soviet Union as the Third Rome, but
with an image that is somehow closer to the original Greek, more authentic than a
Romanized version of Homer’s epic, and which could possibly provide alternative insight
into his Soviet Russian existence.

When Lobyshev approaches the theatre, he wonders what kind of a film he will

see: a thoroughly modern, Sovietized remake, with a working-class hero, or a Classical
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rendition, togas and all? A skeptical Soviet citizen, Lobyshev assumes the film will be

laughable: “Yes, he also thought about how this movie would inevitably be idiotic.” (68)

([a, eme oH gymai o TOM, 94TO KapTHHA Ta Hen30exHo ayparkas.) (185). He imagines it

might be a black and white neo-realist, Soviet-inspired version of the story, but is

confronted with a Technicolor production, one step closer to the original Greek reality:
At first he hoped that it was just a title, the business about Odysseus, but that it
was about some Italian peasant, or American traveling salesman, or poor French
kid, and he was the one, the peasant, the salesman, the kid, who did the wandering
as though he were Odysseus, though actually it was in our time: cars and long
limousines drove up to their cafes and then a solitary figure, rain, a turned-up
collar, cigarettes, then these outdoor shots in black and white, a wasteland,
petroleum storage tanks on the horizon, leaves on the asphalt and the black trees
of empty parks ... it became clear; it was not a matter of “as though” he were
Odysseus, but it actually was Odysseus... (68)
CHauvana OH HaJesJICs, 9YTO 3TO Tak ceOe, Ha3BaHUe Takoe rnpo Oxawmcces,
a Ha COMOM JIeJIe 3TO BOBCE KaKOW>HUOYIb UTAIbIHCKUI KPECThSHUH,
WM aMEPUKAaHCKUN KOMMUBOSDKEp WIH (paHIly3cKuil OeHBIH MalbuuK, U 3TO
HMCHHO OH, KPECbTAHUH, KOMMH, MAJIbYNK, CTPAHCTBYCT U BPOJIC KaK OBl
Onucceit, a Ha CaMOM JIeJie Hallle BpeMsi, MAIlIMHbI, IJTMHHBIC TAKUE TUMY3HUHBI,
MOIBE3KAIOT K CBOUM Kade, U OIMHOKAs PUTypa, T0XK b, IIOTHATHII BOPOTHUK,
curapera, IpoCTOPHbIE TaKHe YepHO-0esble KaJpbl, MMyCThIPb, U Ia3rojbAephl Ha
TOPHU30HTE, JIUCThS Ha acallbTe M YePHBIE IEPEBbS MTyCTHIX MTAPKOB, ... BCE CTAJIO
SICHO, 4TO 3TO He cioBHO ObI Oprcceil, a Ha comom aene Omuccei ... (185)

As Lobyshev muses about the film, he voices a conflicted, double-edged Soviet-era

longing, both to see beyond the Iron Curtain, connecting his Soviet reality with a

founding mythic figure of Western civilization; and yet to have the film inspired by
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Italian neo-realist films, themselves inspired by Marxist ideology, with a more proletarian
and humble hero than Odysseus.”’

Lobyshev experiences an even deeper ambiguity when he suggests he doesn’t
want to see an ancient version of the epic, but is still captivated by the myth. He feels a
similar conflict about the filmic medium itself: he wants to enjoy the film, but is highly
aware of film as a tool for manipulating his consciousness. His reflections on the
Classical content of the film belie a deep suspicion about the extensive use of film as a
mode of propaganda in the Soviet Union,*® and he implicitly compares the two
experiences. On the one hand, the deep mythic experience of the story will grab him, and
despite the disgust he feels knowing that his emotions and consciousness are being
manipulated, he will derive pleasure from it and not be able to separate himself from it.
Similarly, Soviet propaganda, in the form of film media, with which he and so many
others have been fed and manipulated, is so successful that he can not escape its lure; he
knows it is bad, doesn’t want to believe it, but he believes it in spite of himself: the siren
call of cinema has compromised many a Soviet filmmaker and viewer.”” Lobyshev
blames that effect on the directors’ ability to manipulate their audiences’ baser instincts
to respond to sentimentality, even of the vulgar kind:

But in the end, he would go into the theatre all the same. And all the same

he would enjoy it, however much he might deride it later. Because the

jerks who make these films have some way of getting hold of something

inside you, so that only for appearance’s sake, only to uphold your standards

of taste, you will deride it, when actually you will enjoy it. Because there

is a banal sort of sentimentality on which these jerks zero in. (68)
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Ho, B KoHIIE KOHITIOB, BCE paBHO OBl OH MoIIen B KWHO. M Bce paBHO

OH TTOJIYYHT yJIOBOJILCTBHE, Kak OBl He TuIeBajICs oToM. [loTomy 4uTo

9TH Tajibl yMEIOT KaK-TO YTO-TO TaKOE B TeOe 3aJ€Th TaK, YTO ThI TOJIHKO

C BUAY, 4TOOBI MOJIEPKaTh CBOM BKYyC, Oy/IeNIb MJI€BAaThCS, @ HA CAMOM

JIeJIe TIOJTYYHIITh YIOBOJILCTBUE. [10TOMY 9TO €CTh K€ M 3TO MONUICHBKOE,

Ha YTO OHM Tajbl U ObIOT. (185)
Adding the suffix “-en’koe” (-enpkoe) to the adjective “poshlyi’, (mouusrii) [vulgar,
common,; trivial; trite, banal], which makes the “banal sort of sentimentality” even more
banal in the Russian, Lobyshev senses the double bind presented by the cinema.
Suspicious of the film medium, he resists admitting that he shares in a common ground of
“sentimentality.” And yet it is this common ground of human emotions in which the

mythic figures such as Odysseus and Penelope participate that will assist him in

recognizing and battling his Soviet ills, and bring about what moral insight he achieves.

Inside the “Barrel:” Classics and the Soviet Empire

In addition to feeling suspicious of the film medium itself, Lobyshev is also
conflicted about the very nature of the Classics. Before he enters the cinema, the poster
outside the theatre sparks reflections about the Classical world. Bitov telegraphically
relates Lobyshev’s thoughts, which are complex, and contrast how, as a typical Soviet
citizen, Lobyshev might be expected to interpret the Classics, with how, as a non-Soviet
humanist, he might actually understand them. Glancing at the poster, Lobyshev realizes
he is about to watch some remake of the Odyssey, and almost walks out; as noted above,
his attitude seems callow and skeptically derisive:

....s0 it’s the Colosseum, wide-screen cinema. They were showing the

Odyssey, the wanderings, y’ know, of this guy Odysseus. That’s Homer, the
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lliad. Never read it. Sophocles, Euripides. Heraclitus, Herotodus.

Demosthenes. The barrel. Giovagnioli’s Spartacus. Romulus and Remus.
Men of genius. A name. People don’t read them, but everyone knows the
name. And what’s more: what we do read, we don’t even know the names.

No men of genius. Yet the geniuses we don’t read. One can think about all

that too — in a casual way. (67)

...Konuzeit, 4To 11 — MUPOKOIKpAHHOE KMHO. A B HeM “Onmccent,”

CTpaHCTBUA, 4TO JiH, 3Toro Oaucced. ['omep tam, Ununana. Hukorma

He yntas. Codoxi, Ospurna. ['epakmut, ['eponot. Jlemochen. bouka.

Cnaprak /[>xoBanponu. Pomyn u Pem. I'enmansnbie monn. Mmsa. Bor

BE€Ab HC YHUTAJIN, a UM BCSIKMH 3HaAeT. A TO CIIe: 4yurTajiru, a UMCHU

MOJKEM U He 3HaTh. HerenuanabHble JIFOOU. A reHuaJbHEBIX MBI HE YHUTAEM.

006 >TOM 000 BCEM TOXE MOKHO TTOYMAaTh — BCKOJIB3b. (184)

Not unlike the young Eugene Onegin’s flippant remarks claiming that Latin is out of
fashion in early 19™ century Russia, yet which belie a much deeper understanding of
Classical allusions, Lobyshev’s thoughts, although brief and seemingly dismissive, reveal
a rather complex relationship of this Soviet man to the Western Classics.

Bitov has Lobyshev think in his characteristic manner, in abbreviated,
contradictory sound-bytes, with the tell-tale “in a casual way” “in passing” (BCKOJIb3b)
indicating that his knowledge of the Classics, and his ability to judge what is good
writing and what is not, is a subject Lobyshev finds difficult to think about clearly. Thus,
although Lobyshev claims not to have read some of these authors, his language is
contradictory and confusing: “haven’t read...have read” (...He yuTanu...yutanu...),
“geniuses...not geniuses...” (reHUaJIbHBIC. .. HeTeHHaNbHBIE). It is as if the dictates of

Soviet culture do not allow him to think openly, seriously, or in depth about the Classical

authors, and yet despite his Soviet training, he knows they are important. Although
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Lobyshev drops many names, it is not immediately clear whom he has read, or what he
really thinks about them: we have all heard of Homer, but who’s read him; the geniuses
(whoever they may be is not clear), we don’t read. Yet, the list includes canonical names
from at least one Soviet era textbook of ancient history, so any Soviet child could be
expected to have at least passing knowledge of the names.

Lobyshev’s reflections are convoluted, and it is difficult to tell who the geniuses
are, and who are not: but this may be a deliberate tact to obfuscate or veil Bitov’s, and
his character’s, knowledge of the Classical material that contradicts standard Soviet-
textbook interpretations. As Gogol, Pushkin, and Saltykov-Shchedrin had found in the
Classical materials more liberal attitudes towards human passions, political and aesthetic
freedom than they were able to express openly, so the Soviets who read the Classical
texts undoubtedly saw much more in them than a Marxist critique would allow: pagan
acceptance of sexuality, luxurious material possessions, not to mention Democratic
thought, and reflections on ideals and the absolute values of truth and beauty. Were
Bitov to praise the Classics openly, to admit having read and understood them in an
alternative, subversive light, he would be guilty of knowing and even praising their
content: it is no wonder that he tries to hide his deeper understanding in cryptic sound-
bytes.

And indeed, for Bitov and his homines sovietici, many Classical authors were a
potential source of conflict, as the catalogue in his “barrel” illustrates. An entire
dissertation could be written on Soviet Marxist/Leninist readings of the Classics, but a
few examples from one Soviet textbook, published in 1962, the year Bitov wrote

“Penelope” will perhaps suftfice for now. The History of Ancient Greece (Mcmopus
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Opesneii epeyuu)” illustrates the kind of Marxist readings the Classics received, which
might indeed have provoked the conflicted attitude, indifference and disdain, and
supressed longing, that Bitov’s Lobyshev expresses. Critiquing bourgeois interpretations
of Greek culture, the History of Ancient Greece offers its own example of the multi-
valence of the Classics, and how rewriting the texts is an important step in attempting to
own them, and make them part of your own heritage: if Soviet ideologues can interpret
the Classics to suit their needs, then they, too, can lay claim to being heirs of these
foundational texts. Yet the textbook is so ideologically slanted that it begs someone with
liberal ideas to look for a more humanistic, Western reading of the texts it presents. It is
in part this relativistic rewriting of the myth figures that Bitov explores, and his
understanding of the Classical materials at times seems to counter that relativism, tending
towards a more essentialist interpretation, seeking a more universal meaning.

Predictably, the History of Ancient Greece explains history from a progressive,
Marxist point of view:

In bourgeois historiography, the Homeric period of Helladic history is

usually called “the Greek Middle Ages.” This definition, introduced by

the proponents of the theory of cyclical history, is in essence incorrect.”

B OypsxyasHoi ncropuorpadguu roMEpOBCKHUMA MEPUOT UCTOPUH IILTA b

0OBIYHO HA3BIBAIOT “TPEUECKUM CPETHOBEKOBBEM.” ITO OIpEICIICHHE,

BBCIACHHOC B O6I/IXO)I CTOPOHHHUKAMH TECOPHU LMUKIU3MA, HCIIPABUIIBHO 10

CYLIECTBY. (126)30
Attempting to correct bourgeois interpretations, the History reveals a preoccupation with

Homeric references to slavery, and a tendency to praise those who side with the workers,

slaves, and women, and fight against the tyranny of the ancient aristocracy:
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Both male and female slaves are often mentioned in the //iad and
especially in the Odyssey. The terms referring to slaves occur in the
Homeric epic more than a 100 times in all. As noted above, about 50
slave women worked in a king’s “oikos.”
B “Unuane” u ocobenno B “Opmuccee” 4acTo UAET peyb 0 pabax u
pabbiHsax. TepMuHsbl, 0003Havaromue paboB, BCTPEYAIOTCS B TOMEPOBCKOM
anoce, B o01Iel coKHOCTH OoJiee COTHH pa3. Belllle yka3bIBaloCh yxkKe, YTO
B OifKo11ax OacuseeB paboTaio Mo NATUAECATH padbiHb. (124)
The discussion about Socrates is starkly black and white, and not particularly
sympathetic:
If the Sophists concluded it was impossible to give a positive answer to a
question posed to them about the criterion for truth, then their contemporary,
the ideologue of the Athenian oligarchic and aristocratic circles, the idealist
philosopher Socrates (471-399 BC) considered this possible, and even suggested
he had found the criterion for truth. In this way, he elevated the oligarchs’ ethical
views to an absolute, since in fact he considered they alone were noble people.
Econ CO(l)I/ICTI)I IMPUIIIN K 3aKIFOYCHUIO, YTO JaTh MMOJ0KUTEIbHBIN OTBET Ha
MMOCTaBJICHHBIN MU BOITIPOC O KPUTEPHUU UCTHUHBI HEBO3MOKHO, TO UX
COBPEMEHHUK — UJI€0JIOT a()UHCKUX OJIMTapKUX U apUCTOKPATHUECKUX KPYTOB
dbunocod-uneamuct Cokpat (471-399 1. 10 H.3.) cUHUTAT ITO BO3MOKHBIM U JaKe
rmoJiaraj, 4To KpUTepuii UICTUHBI OH Hamén. TakuM crmocoOoM OH BO3BOIWI B
a0COMIOT-dTHYECKHE B3I ABI OJIMTapXOB, TaK KaK CbaKTI/I‘ICCKI/I TOJBKO UX CHUTAJI
0OpoeTeTbHBIMU JTIOABMU. (358)
Further comments about Socrates reveal even stronger anti-oligarchic sympathies in the
textbook. And yet Bitov’s allusions to Plato in “Penelope” and “Pushkin House” suggest
that, as a young rebel during the Thaw, Bitov was not unsympathetic to or unfamiliar

with the Platonic canon.”’ How did he manage not to be indoctrinated by Soviet

interpretations of Classical writers, especially the playwrights, Socrates and Plato?
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Not all Classical authors are equally reviled in the Soviet textbook, but they are
given a Soviet Marxist twist. For example, Pindar, unabashedly aristocratic in Ancient
Greece, is seen to devalue the individual and emphasize the common good, making him
quite acceptable to Soviet ideology:

This anti-oligarchic process had a clearly expressed slant....

Usually Pindar praised the athlete-victors not as separate individuals,

but as the best representatives of the polis, of which they were citizens.

OTOT aHTUOJIOTAPXUYECKHI MPOLIECC UMEIT IPKO BHIPAKEHHYIO

OKpacky.... O6sruHo [TuHgap MPOCIABIISIT ATIAETOB-TIOOEANUTENTEH

HE KaK OTACJIBHBIX MHAUBUAYYMOB, a KaK JTy4YIINX HpeHCTaBHTeHeﬁ

MoJInca, TpaKJaHAMU KOTOPOTO OHU SIBIISTUCK. (358-359)

Sophocles is interpreted in a similar light: “Sophocles represented people as they aught
to be: ideal people of the polis, for whom the personal was closed linked with the
public.” (Codoxi nzobpakasn jqroaei TaKUMH, KAKUMH OHU JIOJKHBI ObITh: HICATbHBIX
JIOZIeH monuca, y KOTOPBIX JIMYHOE TECHO CBA3aHO ¢ o0mecTBeHHbIM) (362). The
emphasis placed on the heroes’ role in the collective social group contrasts sharply with
standard Western interpretations of both authors. For example, Pindar is generally
known for singing the praises of heroic individual athletes, in victory odes such as Pythia
IV.>> Sophocles’ Theban cycle, Oedipus Tyrannus, Antigone, and Oedipus at Colonus,
in turn celebrate Oedipus’ individual questioning intellect, the responsibility he takes for
his own actions, and the inescapability of his fate; pit Antigone’s individual
consciousness against Kreon and his insistence on following the Law of the State; and

explore the isolated pain of the blind and elderly Oedipus before his assumption into the

heavens.>*
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Given the interpretations of the Classics found in the History, what Soviet youth
with a tendency to liberal bourgeois thought and a longing for Western freedoms would
be drawn to those ancient sources? Alternatively, who could dare admit openly that he or
she saw them in a different, non-Marxist light? Armed with a few examples of standard
Soviet interpretations of the Classics, it is interesting to see which authors Bitov includes
in Lobyshev’s “barrel,” and consider why Lobyshev might mention these specific
authors, and why he feels the need to express his understanding of the Classics in such
veiled, cryptic, and ambiguous language.

Among the Greeks, the first is Homer, whose //iad, which Lobyshev claims not to
have read, provides the ultimate paradigm of the archaic, aristocratic way of life the
ancient Greeks, singing the rage, passion, and strength of individual warriors, and was
used in its own time both for entertainment and as a textbook for inculcating proper
behavior. While Homer was invoked as providing an ideal model for Soviet citizens,’*
the best the History culls from it is the number of times oppressed slaves are mentioned;
and yet, the //iad’s ancient models of individual heroism still might have tempted a writer
like Bitov, looking for replacements for his Soviet heroes. Sophocles and Euripides are
next on the list, and while they themselves may have critiqued elements of Athenian male
hegemony®” and could thus more easily be interpreted in a Marxist light, their
explorations of individual resistance to tyranny, as in Antigone, and the destructive forces
of Dionysian passions (Hippolytus, The Bacchae), would also present appealingly
alternate models of behavior for the mechanized Soviet citizen Lobyshev feels he has
become. Fourth on the list is Heraclitus, who, most likely born in Ephesus, was an

aristocratic, pre-Socratic philosopher known for his obscurity and haughty behavior, and
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espoused ideas about the unity of all things, (“the path up and down is one and the
same”); the necessity of strife as the source of change that dominates life; and that life is
in constant flux (“you can would not step twice into the same river”).*® Quoted by
Plato, Aristotle, and Theophrastus, among others, Heraclitus is a philosopher whose
teachings seem not to invite a Marxist interpretation, and yet he was considered a
materialist, and thus not completely suspect.”” He would be another ambiguous Classical
figure, an attractive, yet forbidden object of intellectual curiosity for a Soviet
“philosopher” such as Lobyshev: it is no wonder he can barely allow himself to think of
his name.

Curiously, despite the implied liberal understanding of the above-mentioned
Greek authors, Lobyshev reveals a characteristic Russian bias in mentioning Herodotus,
but not Thucydides. Both are foundational Greek historians, but distinctly different.
Thucydides, considered the father of history and a promoter of Athenian democracy, also
found subtle ways in his account of the Peloponnesian War to illustrate that Athenians
who urged gratuitous violence to control restless colonies were not always in the right, as
found in his description of the revolt of Mytilene, and the ensuing Mytilenian Debate.®
And, as we have seen in Chapter I, because of the ancient Greeks’ perceived emphasis on
democracy, his texts were considered objectionable in late 19" century Russia;
Thucydides’ interests and politics might have cut too close to the quick in Soviet Russia,
that was far from democratic and had its own history of violence. Herodotus, on the other
hand, born in Halicarnassus, Caria, or present day Bodrum, Turkey, wrote about the
peripheries of the Greek empire, describing the life of various peoples, including both the

Scythians of southern Russia in his Histories, (Chapter IV, 3-27), and the Colchians on
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the Eastern shore of the Black Sea (I, 103; IV, 34). Although not all he writes about the
peoples of the steppes north of the Black Sea is positive, he at least writes about them,
with curiosity and some sympathy.>> And this interest is dear to Russians who at various
times, considering themselves Asiatics, have identified in particular with the Scythians,
as articulated by Alexander Blok in his poem, “The Scythians” (“Cxkudsr”), written in
January, 1917.*° As an historian who traveled around his Greek world, Herodotus is a
more appropriate model than Thucydides for Bitov, who may feel a sense of pride about
the Scythian heritage in Southern Russia which has helped Russians feel connected with
Greece;"' and who, in his capacity as a journalist traveling around the Soviet Empire,
writing about the Caucasus, could feel himself a later day Herodotus.

The last Greek Lobyshev mentions is the Athenian orator, Demosthenes, whose
name could be translated as “the peoples’ strength,” and who is known for urging the
citizens of Athens to fight for their independence and democracy against the encroaching
power of Philip and Alexander of Macedon. Unlike other orators such as Antiphon,
Gorgias, or Isocrates, famous for composing with elaborate rhetorical flourishes of the
“Eastern style,” and writing speeches about fictive subjects, such as the defense of a
javelin, or suggesting that Helen of Troy had actually spent the years of the Trojan war
safely in Greece, Demosthenes wrote about real cases, people, and politics, and
eventually committed suicide rather than accept being ruled over by Alexander the
Great.*

The Greek authors Lobyshev mentions include a mixture of those who explore a
more individualistic view of humans, express curiosity about other peoples, and defend

real people and cases, as well as democratic Athenian practices against tyrants from the
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East. And yet, they are in some ways safe authors — not Aeschylus, not Pindar, and
certainly not Plato. It is telling that Bitov presents his “barrel” in such a cryptic fashion,
as if suggesting there is an alternative, more humanist, non-Marxist way to understand
them, but unable to discuss in greater detail the role these Greek authors play in Soviet
Russian culture.

While the multiple Greek references reflect a conflicted attitude toward more
humanist interpretations of the Classics, Bitov has Lobyshev mention only two Roman
references, both of which recall the familiar trope of Russia and the Soviet Union as the
Third Rome. First, Lobyshev mentions Romulus and Remus, the twin brothers who
suckled at the wolf’s teats, and whose internecine battle led to the founding and naming
of Rome. Within the Soviet context, Lenin and Stalin were also twins of a sort, feeding
on the tenets of Marx, and their internal struggles led to the founding of the Soviet Union,
a Russian-Soviet-Roman Empire.

The second Roman reference is Lobyshev’s mention of Rafaello Giovagnoli’s
Spartaco, a work that represents yet another instance of the Classics being recast to
bolster causes in yet other eras. As early as 1750 in France Bernard Saurin wrote a play,
Aménophis, which was “the first in a long line of artistic creations of the slave rebel as
symbol of the age’s assertion of the freedoms of the individual citizen.”* In 1874,
Rafaello Giovagnoli wrote an immensely popular novel, Spartaco, which, in retelling the
story of the Roman slave, reflects the ideals of Italy’s liberator, Giuseppe Garibaldi, who
showered praise on the novel. It was translated into French, German, Finnish, and
Chinese, but not English. By the late 19" century in Europe, ...Spartaco had acquired

sufficient notoriety to be enshrined at the center of socialist and then Marxist
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. 44
discourse.”

Within Russia and the Soviet Union, however, the novel was first serialized
in the Russian magazine Delo in 1880. Controversial in Tsarist Russia, according to
Shaw, it was:

subject to heavy deletions by Tsarist censors, and was first published in

full only after the October Revolution; between 1918 and 1952 it appeared

in no less than thirty-four editions in all the eleven official languages of the

Soviet Union, amounting to almost a million copies in print, and the figure

of Spartacus was a leading icon of the Marxist communist ideologues, from

Rosa Luxemburg, to Lenin and Stalin.*’

But the novel also served a dual purpose. Though it was popularized in Jewish circles by
Vladimir Jabotinsky, who translated it into Hebrew and published it in Odessa, in 1913,
Jabotinsky came to favor the heroic figure less for his communist or socialist ideals than
as “a romantic icon linked to the struggle for the formation of a national self-identity.”*°
Thus, the figure could also serve as an icon for the opposition.

The meaning of Giovagnoli’s Spartaco in Bitov’s text is thus ironically ambiguous.
While first created as a populist text supporting the Italian people’s fight against French
control of Italy, in pre-revolutionary Russia it was read as a revolutionary text against the
Tsarist regime. During the high Stalinist Soviet period, it was, as Shaw notes, read
widely as a staple of Marxist ideology. But by 1962, a young writer of the Thaw had
begun to see through the “Classics” of the Soviet Union: the allusion to Spartaco in
Bitov’s text has the potential to be fodder against the new authoritarian masters, the new

tyrants — the Soviet apparatchik and the Soviet system — against the ideology of those

who popularized it in the first place.*’
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The contents of the “barrel” and Lobyshev’s side-comments bespeak a complex
and conflicted attitude towards the Classics, their interpretation, and value in Bitov’s
Soviet Union. The list of authors, which is perhaps both a parody of and an homage to
the “Catalogue of Ships” in the lliad, or the “Catalogue of Women” in the Odyssey,
betrays an attitude that sounds defensively dismissive and derisive, and yet is tinged with
respect and regret: we know these are the great writers of all time, but given the current
state of our politics and education, we are allowed to know them only by name, or by
sound-bytes found in textbooks such as the History of Ancient Greece that distort and
trivialize their meaning: “No men of genius, those. Yet the geniuses we don’t read.”
(Herenmnanbuple mroau. A reHuanbHbIX MBI HE unTtaeM.) The “barrel” Lobyshev thinks
of reflects a sanitized canon of Classical authors who could more easily than others be
treated to a Marxist interpretation; and those who are sympathetic to a more populist
point of view. Yet the list also articulates the conflict felt by a person who seems to
know there is far more to the Classics than found in a typical Soviet explanation, and who
understands the underlying voices of a free flowing exchange of philosophical ideas,
scientific and historical inquiry. Caught in a double bind, Lobyshev thinks about what
he is allowed to read, and what he does read, “in passing.” Soviet life, with its censors
and the demands to conform to the canons of Socialist Realism, would not let him dwell
on difficult issues for too long; and yet, perhaps his own Russianness would not let him
dwell too long on the full riches of the Western tradition. Even in a seemingly simple list
of Classical references, Bitov has Lobyshev simultaneously veil underlying criticism of

Soviet culture, and unveil his longing for real connection with the original Greek sources.
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Outside the “Barrel:” Soviet Realia vs. the Odyssey

Once Lobyshev has telegraphically expressed his complex attitude to the contents
of the Classical “barrel,” Bitov has him focus his reflections on various characters from
Homer’s Odyssey, and meet the woman who would be his Penelope. As mentioned
above, although Camerini’s Ulysses promises to represent the real thing, togas and all,
Lobyshev overcomes his initial revulsion to the “farce he was going to see.” He
understands that once he steps inside the theatre he will be manipulated by the filmic
medium, yet he is willing to submit himself to this aspect of Soviet depravation, and
confront yet others, namely, what he will see in his Penelope and what she will teach him
about his own moral degradation. Standing in line, Lobyshev is drawn into conversation
with a young girl who does not compare to the beauties he has been ogling on Nevsky
Prospect. She is, it transpires, out of work, famished, and an outcast of the Soviet system.
She is, however, his would-be Penelope, and once he enters into a conversation with her
he is unable to break off their relationship: it is their encounter that drives him to
recognize that he is a “swine-hero,” in so many ways unlike either the Odysseus of the
film he is about to watch, or the more original Greek hero; and that his Soviet life is

sustained by a web of lies and deception.

Penelope: “A guy can look nice — and be a brute.” (69) (“bbiBaeT, u cMuMNaTHYHBII
—a ckot.”) (187)

Other critics have failed to fully appreciate the significance of the girl’s role in
Lobyshev’s emotional and social maturation. Barta, for instance, notes that the narrator
is silent about the girl’s identity and background. He comments:

Barbara Heldt writes in Terrible Perfection: “The heroines of male fiction
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serve a purpose that ultimately has little to do with women: these heroines

are used lavishly in a discourse of male self-definition.”(3). Thus, the role

of Bitov’s heroine is primarily to complement her male companion to

facilitate a better psychological description of him.**
The story, however, is entitled “Penelope,” and I would like to suggest that the girl is no
mere complement to Lobyshev, but functions as an active agent who helps bring about
his growing consciousness and self-awareness. The importance of her role is signaled in
their initial encounter: she may not be exactly like Homer’s Penelope, a Siren, or even
Calypso, but she could definitely be a Circe, whose words and gaze first draw Lobyshev
into conversation, and then rivet him in an unspoken, magical bond; that bond, and
Lobyshev’s reaction to it, are what bring about his moral revelation.

In cinema scholarship there has been much discussion of the “male gaze” by
which men objectify women, assessing their beauty, their sex appeal, freezing them into
subject-less objects of male desire.*” As if anticipating and engaging with such criticism,
Bitov problematizes this interpretation of the “male gaze,” putting Lobyshev in the
position of both gazing and being gazed upon, and giving the unnamed girl and other
anonymous members of Soviet Leningrad the power of the gaze to compel, objectify, and
embarrass him. For example, when Lobyshev thinks about going out on Nevsky Prospect
to ogle the girls, he worries that dressed as he is like a provincial, no one (i.e. no woman)
will look at him; he will be the only one looking:

... but it would pay to dress better... now no one would give him as

much as a second look, he did all the looking... In any case, he didn’t
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look like a provincial, and as far as being inconspicuous, lord! What a

thing to worry about! (66-67)

... HO OJIETBIM CTOMJIO OBI OBITH TIOJTYYIIIE... TETIEPh HA HETO U He

CMOTPSAT — TOJBKO OH CMOTPHT... BO BCSIKOM CITydae, MPOBUHITHATIOM

OH HE BBITJISAMT, a YTO HE3aMETEeH, TO TOCHo Iy, epyHa kakas! (184)

Lobyshev’s obsession with his appearance signals a first critique of the Soviet system in
which he lives: despite the supposed classlessness of the Soviet Union, he has a complex
about his appearance that rivals the class-consciousness any healthy bourgeois might feel.
He is, in fact, far more obsessed with appearances than the girl he meets in the cinema,
whose looks mortify him. Though Soviet, or perhaps because of being Soviet, Lobyshev
is not a typical male hero: he is not just a viewer, but also a viewee; and he is sensitive to
other viewers’ and viewees’ sensibilities, which allows him to respond to the girl, at least
initially, with sympathy and understanding. As their relationship develops, several key
moments play off their mutual assessment of each other: his male gaze, looking at and
judging her, rebounds to mortify him and lead to his final moral failure; and her female
gaze, focusing the power she wields over him, direct, unveiled, and intelligent, reveals to
him negative elements of his Soviet life he does not want to confront.

The importance of the girl’s gaze and Lobyshev’s susceptibility to it is signaled in
their first encounter, which breaks the standard pattern of the “male gaze,” and with it,
the unshakableness of the Soviet system in which they live. Thus, rather than seeing her
and being attracted to her physically, Lobyshev first notices her disembodied voice as she
reacts to hooligans stealing 20 rubles from an old lady: “Brutes! Ugh, brutes!” (69)
(Cxotsl! Ax, cxotsl!) (186). Her comment invites a repartee from him, resulting in her

flirting comment that with eyes like his, he could not possibly look nice, but be a brute.
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It is precisely her disembodied voice that catches Lobyshev’s attention, provokes his
sympathy, and draws him into the relationship by which he is made to confront his own
brutishness and her helpless situation in the Soviet system.

But appearances matter in the Soviet Union, and although Lobyshev initially
responds with sympathy when he hears the girl’s voice in the darkness of the ticket line,
he reacts with caution when they step into the day-lit courtyard: “But whatever it was
that he had noticed in the light and hadn’t yet figured out had already begun to put him on
his guard.” (70) (Ho, T0, 4TO OH yBH/IE] Ha CBET U MOKA HE TIOHSJI, YXKe CTajo
HacTopakuBath ero.) (186). Sensing his hesitation, she notices his eyes, and looks at him
with her powerful glance: “... ‘Could it be?’ — here she paused — ‘With eyes like that?’ --
and she gave him a glance which was both devoted and admiring, one might even say
amorous, or inviting... who the devil knows how it was she glanced at him.” (70) (Pa3Be
MOYET OBITh, -- TYT OHA CJIeJaja Maysy, -- C TAKHMHU-TO TJIa3aMu?...-- ¥ 3arJsTHyJa Ha
HETO ¥ PEAaHHO U BOCXHIIEHHO, MOJKHO CKa3aTh JIIOOOBHO, WJIH MPHU3BIBHO...Y€PT 3HACT
Kak oHa Ha Hero B3rysAHyNa.) (187). Although they have just met, her gaze has the power
to immediately sunder his world, drawing a line between his personal desires and
society’s condemnation of those desires:

At this point Lobyshev began to feel torn in half: one half which, as it

were, no one saw, already, as it were, slept with this girl, and no one, as is

proper, saw them, but the other half dug in its heels and dropped behind,

people stared at this other half, many people, going into the theatre they

looked and condemned, this second half of him was ashamed and

uncomfortable, it wanted to efface itself, to disappear. (70)
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Tyt ke JloObImIeBa cTaio pa3auparh Ha JIBE MOJOBUHBL: OIHA

MOJIOBUHA, KOTOPYIO Kak Obl HUKTO HE BUJEIN, y)Ke KakK ObI criaa

C OTOH JIEBYIIKOM, MprUeM UX 000MX HUKTO, KaK U MOJIO0KEHO,

HE BHJIEI, a IpyTas y)Ke yIHpaiack ¥ OTCTaBalia, Ha 3Ty JAPYTYIO

CMOTpEJIH BO BCE TJIa3a JIFOIU, MHOTO JIFO/ICH, OHM UAYT B KHHOTEAT,

CMOTpEJH U OCYK/IaJIH, 3TOM BTOPOI MOJOBUHE OBIJIO CTHITHO U HEJIOBKO,

OHa XOTeJa CTYIIeBaThCA, NCUE3HYTh. (187)

Before seeing the girl in full daylight, he feels an immediate sexual attraction to her, but
which he will not be able to act on because of his feeling of shame — not of his desire, but
of her appearance and who she is. When he looks at her in full light, he is shocked and
embarrassed to be seen next to her. He feels as though everything is happening in a
dream where he finds himself in public without his clothes: his gaze objectifies her to
some extent, but its real effect is to undress 4im in public, and this humiliation is
compelling — “.. .there is even something delightful about that dream™ (70) (...ecTb xe
YTO-TO ¥ CJIAJIOCTHOE B 3TOM cHe.) (188)

Although Lobyshev is embarrassed to be seen with the girl, understanding in a
glance who she is and what she represents, (he has “seen everything now,” (pa3risinen
terieps Bee -- ) (188)), he doesn’t leave her. She has already, like a Circe, bewitched him,
and is determined to get him to watch the film, even walking backwards into the theatre
to draw him in with her eyes. Her gaze, here direct and unveiled, continues to rivet him,
and she will help reveal negative elements of about his Soviet life: the lack of personal
and artistic freedom, the presence of the gulags and prisons, and the plight of those less
fortunate, or who choose to live outside the pale of Soviet respectability. In the early
moments of their relationship, he reflects on his own lack of autonomy: he realizes he
does not have any real control over his life, but has merely been following along in a pre-

set pattern.”’
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And he is controlled not only by his society, but also by the moral power exerted
by the girl: her gaze is strong enough to make him fear embarrassing her by abandoning
her; so he continues to stand beside her, although increasingly embarrassed by what her
appearance reveals to him about the truth of her condition and Soviet society:

What he had seen was that her hair was styled short -- and it was not as

though it were really a hairdo, rather it was like hair that had recently

grown out; moreover, it was so bleached as to be almost brittle; that --

there was a blazer, close-fitting, as though it were a man’s sport jacket

with turned-down, old fashioned lapels which resembled dogs’ ears, and

beneath the jacket—a cowboy shirt, again, like a man’s, which had not

been laundered for a long time... well then, there was a sort of skirt, of

course,-- a skirt; but on her feet, these impossible things: with heels worn

down, shapeless -- and no stockings. (71)

A pasrisen oH, 9To KOpOTKas ee Mpuvecka -- U He TIpuYecka Bpoje, a

HE/IaBHO OTPOCIIHE BOJIOCHI, K TOMY JK€ TIePEKpaIleHHbIE 0 JIOMKOCTH,

YTO — 3a/IpUNIaHHbIN, B OOTSKKY, BpoJe Obl MY»KCKOM MUJKAK C

33FH63IOIIII/IMI/IC$I, Kak co0auybu yuid, CTapoOMOJHBIMU JIAlIKaHaAMHU, a IO

MUIKaKoM — KOBOOIiKa, Toxke Bpojie Obl My’KCKasi U JaBHO HE

CTHpaHHasi, Hy I00Ka-TO KOHEYHO, -- 100Ka, HO Ha HOraX 4To-TO

HEBO3MOJKHOE: CTONTAaHHOE, OechOpPMEHHOE, U UYJIOK HET... (188)

It dawns on Lobyshev, and on Bitov’s readers, that this girl has recently been released
from prison: her shorn hair is just beginning to grow back, and her clothes are those of a
homeless person. The topic of the gulags and prisons, and of what happened to people
who survived them, though not discussed openly in the Soviet 60’s, was certainly on

everyone’s mind, and a source of much pain and anguish.”'  Although uncomfortable,

Lobyshev, desperate for both human contact and truth about his Soviet society, is drawn
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to her, curious to learn what she will reveal. For Bitov, as a young rebel of the 60’s, the
girl represents that subaltern, suppressed voice of unspeakable thoughts that helps him
articulate his own frustrations and desires to escape from his Soviet confines.

Bitov further depicts Lobyshev’s discomfort in terms of the filmic medium. Once
Lobyshev has scrutinized the girl, he feels a desperate need to hide, but she drags him
into the cafeteria, where he becomes the object of others’ gaze, experiencing scorn for
himself both as a spectator, and as an embarrassed object manipulated by others’
condemning eyes:

... Various people were already sitting there drinking soft drinks or beer.

The audience. This was definitely not the place where Lobyshev wanted

to show himself just now. “Audience,” he thought venomously... (71)

Tam y»e cuzieny U MUJIA CBOM JIMMOHAJ] ¥ TIMBO Pa3HBIE JIFOJIH.

3perenu. U 310 OBLTIO HE TO MECTO, T/I€ OBI CeiYac XOTeNl OKa3aThCs

JloGprmies. “3purenu...” mogymai oH sioBHTO. (189)

As if participating in the nightmare of a Soviet film he has no desire to watch, he
nonetheless must respond to the girl’s real needs. Although he wants to flee, her
elemental need for food trumps his desire: (“I really want something to eat.”) (71)
(“KyTtko xouy uTo-HUOYIb checTh,”) (189); unwilling to stay, but equally unable to
leave, he is drawn further inside the theatre, first to the cafeteria, where he begins to
confront his conscience and feel wisdom dawning:

During this brief time, ponderous thoughts rose in his brain, thoughts

big and rustling. Like owls. These thoughts, these owls, were connected

with the same subject as before; yet earlier he had been but dimly aware

of them. Now, however, they stood out more sharply in his mind; at
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the very least, it would no longer do to doubt their existence: Did they exist,
or didn’t they? They did. These thoughts concerned the girl: why was he
ashamed of her, ashamed even to walk beside her? How shameful it was, that
he was more ashamed of someone in front of others than he was ashamed of
himself in front of his own conscience. (72)

H B 310 HEOOJITO BpEMs, UTO OH HICJI, TAXKECIOBATHIC MBICIIU BCIIApXHUBAJIU B

€ro Mo3ry, OOJIBIIINE U ITyPIIAIINE, KAK COBBI. DTH MBICIIH, 3TH COBBI, OBLIIN O
TOM, YTO U paHbLIC OBIBAJIO BCKOJIb3b, HO TCTICPb OHU ObLIH mope3ue, Tak, 4To,
10 KpailHeN Mepe, He MPUXOAMIOCH YK€ COMHEBATHCS B MX CYIIECTBOBAHUH:
OBUIH OHU WX He ObpuTH. beutn. Beuiy oHH O TOM, IMOYEMY K€ OH CTBIIUTCA STOU
JACBYIIKH, pa3 yK C Heu HICT, U KaK 3TO IMO30PHO CTBIAUTHECA KOT'O-TO IEPEC KEM-
TO ¥ TOpa30 cuiibHEe, 4YeM cebst mepen coboit. (189)

These thoughts, like the owls of Athena, come to him as an individual human being

confronting his own conscience, in direct contact with another human, penetrating to a

level of his consciousness that is free, for a moment, from Soviet ideology.

Yet part of the shame and revulsion he feels is precisely about the uncomfortable

truths her position in Soviet society implies. Over lunch, during which Lobyshev reflects

that a single ruble may be her full day’s salary, she asks what he does for a living;

hearing that he directs a crew of workers, she immediately begs him to get her some kind

of a job. She is desperate, and placing her hand on his knee, assures him that she can do

anything:
“Oh,” she said, “I can do plenty of things, I can operate a lathe, I’'m

a house painter, a cook, and -- (all this time she had not withdrawn

her hand from Lobyshev’s knee) — a woman... > She broke out laughing. (73)

-- ¥, -- cKa3ana OHa, -- cieualbHOCTEN y MeHs XxBaTuT! I mory
OBITh TOKapeM, MaJSIPOM, TIOBAPHXOM U, -- OHA BCE HE CHUMAJIa PYKY C
JOOBIIIEBCKOTO KOJIEHA, -- )KEHIIUHON... — OHa 3acMesiach. (191)
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Listing jobs that one might consider masculine, but that in Soviet times have fallen to
women, she lets Lobyshev know she will do anything, even prostitute herself to him or
any other male to earn some money.’> Lobyshev laughs with her, as if at a joke, but feels
the moral depravity of his situation and responds by hedging a promise:
In the meantime, some little demon inside Lobyshev just went limp. It
was as though he couldn’t see anything anymore. He just said,
“I’1l have to check it all out,” and he laughed in a nasty tone, and
nasty in a way that he no longer noticed it, because to notice it would be
too difficult for him...>’
“T’Il have to check it all out,” he said...
“So you’ll take me? asked the girl.
“It’s possible,” he said, and wanted to ask something, or add
something. (73)
A Kako#-To yepTuk Bce packucai B JIoosimese. OH Bpojie Obl
HUYETO M HE BUJIEN. A TOJBKO IPUTOBAPUBAIT:
-- DTO cHavasa HaJl0 MPOBEPHUTE... -- U CMESIICS
raJICHBKO, TaK TaJIeHbKO, YTO YK€ HE MOT OBl 3aMETUTH 3TOTO, IIOTOMY
YTO 3aMETUTH ATO — OBIIIO OBbI CIIUIITKOM JJISI HETO TSXKENO.....
-- DTO CHavaJa HaJlo MPOBEPHTH, -- TOBOPHJI OH.
-- Tak Bo3pMeIIb? CKa3aja JEBYIIKA.
-- DTO MOXHO, -- CKa3aJl OH ¥ XOTEJ YTO-TO CIIPOCHUTh, WIIH
n00aBUTh, WK IOAYyMaTh... (191)
The girl is an uncomfortable mirror. In offering to prostitute herself to Lobyshev, she
reminds him that he has prostituted his moral and spiritual integrity to being a functioning
member of the Soviet state; his moral depravation has become so normal that he is

desensitized to it, and cannot let himself feel its weight. He feels acutely embarrassed to

be seen with the girl, since she reflects unspeakable evils of the Soviet system: prisoners,
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gulags, and prostitution; about which Lobyshev is just beginning to think, and about
which young authors such as Bitov were just beginning to write.

The girl’s power over Lobyshev does not end at lunch. Rather, she escorts him
into the theatre, where together they confront the mythic models, Odysseus, Penelope,
and others; are reminded of non-Soviet ideas about ancient standards of beauty and truth;
and reflect on their contemporary Soviet realia, especially the suppression of aesthetic
freedom of the human spirit. During a short about Chinese vases, Lobyshev is drawn to
confront his inner bourgeois tendencies, and like an illuminated being in the darkness of
the theatre, she is allowed to utter words that draw out his desire for the beauty of the
vessels:

And he liked the vases.

“Really beautiful,” she said.

“Really.”

“I bet you’d like to have one like that in your house,” she said. (74)

W Ba3pl eMy HPaBUIIKCH.

-- IIpaBna, kpacuBas, -- Cka3ajia OHa.

-- IIpaBna.

-- TrI OBI XOTET UMETH TAKYIO JJOMa, -- CKa3ana oHa. (191)
After she articulates his desire to actually own such a vase, he reflexively thinks the
unthinkable in his Soviet world — that he could never hope to earn enough money to buy
one in his entire lifetime of working. Bitov’s point is accentuated in the Russian, where
the word Swoboda translates as “really” is “pravda” (mpaBna), which also means “the
truth,” but which here has nothing to do with the Communist daily newspaper, “Pravda”

(ITpaBna), which would, on December 2, 1962, publish an article recounting Krushchev’s

hostility to the abstract and formalist art he had seen the day before at the Manezh
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Gallery in Moscow.>* This article ushered in an era of Stalin-like censorship of the arts,
and reestablishment of the canons of Socialist Realism that insisted that art should
portray positive events and heroes, enthusiasm for labor, and not repressed desires for
unobtainable foreign vessels.

This simple discussion about the true beauty of a Chinese vase and the
impossibility of owning anything like it in one’s own home is uncomfortable enough for
Lobyshev, but the girl challenges his Soviet sensibilities one step further, asking him
what he thinks of abstract art, another taboo of Soviet life.”> Her question strikes him
dumb, and disrupts any directness of his “male gaze:”

For a few moments he was stunned. He gaped at her.

“It’s okay,” he said. My god, he thought, so it’s come to this.

What kind of terrible experiences has she had that she starts talking to

me about abstract painting? (74)

OHn Heckonpko obanmen. [TocMoTpen nckoca.

-- Huuero oTHOMIyCh, -- CKaszai oH. boxe, mogaymai oH, BeIb 10 YeTOo

JOTLTH... UTO e ITO )KYTKUN OOBIT TAaKOW OHA MPUOOpEIa, 9TO CO MHOU

po abCTpakTHYIO KUBOMHCH 3aroBapuBaet? (192)

Alluding to the fate of abstract artists in the Soviet Union, to those who did not subscribe
to the canons of Socialist Realism,’® Lobyshev is particularly aghast when the girl
expects some kind of sympathy from him, “I had a friend once...” she said, pressing his
hand.” (74) (Y meHs ObuT OIMH 3HAKOMBIIL...CKa3aJla OHA U MoKajia eMy pyKoil.) (192).
He reacts to her touch with horror, and again, wants desperately to flee, proving himself

to be a thoroughly conservative Soviet citizen as he cringes from any hint of contact with

the freedoms that were reemerging from Russia’s past and seeping in from the West.”’
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The girl, however, has sensed her power, and as an agent who will bring him face
to face with the truth of his Soviet being, is determined to make him see the film and its
mythic characters. Although their tickets are for opposite sides of the theatre, she insists
they sit together, and physically draws him to her seat, where he feels the utmost
revulsion; the two are about to sit in one seat when another man, more decent than
Lobyshev, offers up his ticket so they can sit side by side. During the movie, she
attempts to continue the physical relationship with Lobyshev, placing his hand on her
knee, but as the movie progresses, they individually become engrossed in the film: she
with Odysseus, he with Penelope and the other characters, all of whom become

touchstones for reflections on the nature of a contemporary Soviet hero and heroine.

The Movie: Penelope, Circe, Nausicaa, Odysseus, Antinoos

A few comments about the film, Ulysses, are in order to fully appreciate its role in
Bitov’s story. Although Bitov embroiders a few details, he describes other elements of
the film clearly enough that you can recognize scenes from Mario Camerini’s 1955 film,
which while not a masterpiece of cinematography, attempts to capture events of Homer’s
epic and replicate the costumes and architecture of Ancient Greece. For example, when
Odysseus remembers his home and identity, highlights from Homer’s Odyssey are
included: Odysseus intoxicates and blinds Polyphemus; is tied to the mast so he can
listen to the Sirens; lives with Circe; and visits the underworld to meet his dead
companions and his mother. Shot on location in Greece, with sumptuous costumes,
scantily clad men, and diaphanous gowns on Nausicaa and her friends, the film

undoubtedly offered Soviet eyes a welcome change from Soviet Realist fare.”®
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In addition to the film’s elaborate costumes and settings, one can also see in this
retelling of Homer’s epic some of the turbulence that was simmering in the 50’s in the
West, in particular a greater openness about erotic energies, both male and female. For a
Soviet viewer, this B film may have presented a glimpse of Western decadence, both in
its portrayal of a permissive attitude towards fidelity and infidelity, and a stronger hint of
feminist stirrings for woman’s agency than was openly acknowledged and condoned.”
Odysseus’ philandering on his way home to Penelope is emphasized. For example, while
his men, dressed in rags, suffer and pine for their own families and wives, Camerini’s
Ulysses lives in sybaritic, self-indulgent happiness with Circe, and in one undeniably
corny line, comments that the six months he has spent with her seem but a warm
summer’s eve: indulging his senses, he has ignored his men and any sense of duty to
progress; he is certainly in no hurry to help build Socialism.

Although Camerini’s film retells episodes of the ancient epic, it, too, is updated
for its time, strengthening the women in a relatively open portrayal of their desires and
agency, seen not only in Circe, as expected from a sorceress, but also in Nausicaa and
Penelope. Nausicaa is not just an innocent young princess; rather, her active desire to
secure Ulysses as a husband is fore-grounded far more than in Homer, where her desire is
balanced by her sense of modesty when she first spies him naked on the beach; and where
she only wishes to herself she might have such a man for her husband.®’ In the film, she
and Odysseus are clearly attracted to each other, actually kiss, and become engaged. She
openly manipulates her father, Alcinoos, into arranging her marriage to the mysterious
stranger; on her wedding day taunts him, asking what good it is to have a king for a father

if he can not break tradition and let her see her groom before the wedding. She is indeed
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dressed sumptuously for her wedding on the very day Odysseus remembers his love for
Penelope. Her desires are explicit, but despite this twist in the Homeric plot, when
Odysseus remembers his home and hearth, her father does make the traditional call to
give Odysseus a ship to get home, and the previous, long standing marriage trumps
current desire. Odysseus deals with Nausciaa’s tears in noble fashion, saying he will take
them home with him as a sign of all the love he has encountered on his journey.

While feminist critics may see this episode as an instance of male domination and
the double standard, back in Ithaca, Penelope is also shown to be both stronger and more
inclined to act on her passions than in her Homeric iteration. She actually wavers in her
loyalty to Odysseus, and visibly tempted by one of the suitors, Antinoos (played by a
young Anthony Quinn), meets him alone and partially returns his embrace. She averts
her head so their lips don’t touch, but appears willing to marry him the next day, as it
seems to be her fate. Expressing her own erotic energy, Camerini’s Penelope expresses
desires beyond that of Homer’s paragon of a loyal wife. She differs from Homer’s
Penelope in other ways as well: with more maternal strength, she convinces Telemachus
not to leave Ithaca to seek of news of his father, but to stay and protect her; she herself
addresses her suitors, instead of asking her maid to deliver messages. Further, once
Odysseus returns home, she lets him know of her bitterness at his absence, but then
proves her resolve to be as unwavering as he is when he strings the bow and takes
revenge on the suitors: she knows her husband is hiding beneath the beggar’s cloak, and
plays her part without faltering. Unlike Homer’s Penelope, she is also shown at the end
of the film praying to Athena, lamenting all the blood that has been shed in her house.

The end of the film also differs significantly from the “original” Odyssey, in that this
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Odysseus swears that he will stay home with Penelope to make up for her years of
loneliness, rather than follow the gods’ dictates to carry his oar until he meets people who
mistake it for a winnow.

With this film running in the background of his creative mind, it seems that Bitov
is also thinking about the gender issue, and, in spite of himself, is rather forward thinking.
Among his various asides about the film, Lobyshev notes that the same actress plays both
Circe and Penelope. Indeed, Sylvana Mangano plays both roles in the film, suggesting
that both a seductive witch who turns men into swine, and a faithful, chaste wife can
reside in one person, and gives the film’s Penelope the depth of a complex, real character.
After watching the film, Lobyshev reflects that one of Penelope’s more obvious virtues is
that she does not cuckold her husband. While spoken from a seemingly traditional
patriarchal point of view, given the wholeness of her character, his reaction is perhaps
less callow and more complex than his comment suggests: Bitov has understood a
Western 1955 version of the Odyssey that has kept some of the essential traits of the
traditional male character, yet updates those of the female into his Soviet story. Bitov’s
nameless girl is a complex figure: she transfixes Lobyshev like a Siren, offers herself to
him like Nausicaa, turns him into a swine like Circe, and yet senses that he would like to
find his own Penelope. She herself would like to be that Penelope, wrapping all of these
characters into one whole, very real, human being with the power to touch and positively

effect another human being, while helping to reveal the evils of the Soviet state.
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The Girl and Gelsomina: A Soviet Penelope?

A further influence on the portrayal of this Soviet “Penelope” can be found in
Fellini’s film, La Strada, from which elements of Gelsomina’s character are woven into
the girl’s more Classically inspired traits. Bitov began writing fiction after seeing La
Strada and feeling inspired by a sense of freedom embodied in the film.®" Fellini’s film
has itself been seen as an Odyssey-type tale: “The quest motif, from Homer’s Odyssey
on, usually embodies a journey of self-discovery, and Fellini’s La Strada follows this

venerable literary tradition.”®

While insight about the journey of self-discovery is not
shockingly new, it is important that Fellini himself was a rebel when he made his film,
breaking away from the neo-realist film theorists of post-War Italy who argued for a
Marxist ideological content in films.”® Bitov, a quiet rebel of the Soviet era, in exploring
the psychological realities of his Soviet hero and heroine, draws inspiration from a fellow
iconoclast, Fellini. Yet he is ever caught as a Soviet citizen, and continues to express
ambiguity about the Classical models: although the girl possesses insight and
intelligence that bring Lobyshev to self-awareness, and could potentially be a positive
Penelope figure, Bitov, by casting her as a Soviet Gelsomina, seems to suggest that
Lobyshev is not worthy of a true, Homeric Penelope, or that such a Penelope could not
survive in Soviet Russia.

It seems that Bitov, consciously or not, modeled the girl in “Penelope” on
Giulietta Masina’s portrayal of Gelsomina in La Strada. One striking similarity between
the two is their appearance, ironically so, given Lobyshev’s obsession with “looking

good.” If I were to draw a picture of “the girl,” she would resemble Gelsomina, but

bleaker: both have short, blond, unkempt hair, wear ill-fitting clothes, and something
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“totally unthinkable” on their feet. Their short, blond hair is particularly evocative. As
noted above, the girl’s hair has most likely been shorn in prison, and is just growing
out.** Their life circumstances are also similar, that of women willing and able to do
anything to survive. Commenting on playing Gelsomina, Masina remarks:

... with Gelsomina I had the responsibility of portraying a typical Italian woman

from the lower classes who has to adapt herself to any kind of job in order to

survive, and who suffers from hunger, solitude, and a sense of uselessness.®
The passage recalls Bitov’s girl’s plea to Lobyshev: she is beneath working class,
famished, and desperate for human companionship; she, too, is a woman who is ready
and willing to do anything to take care of herself.

But Bitov’s language tells us more about “the girl:” she is not simply blond, but
illuminated, almost iconic, and does not easily release Lobyshev from her gaze: “She
was very easy to pick out, all lit up.... She didn’t move -- she just watched.” (78) (Ona-
TO OBLJIa OYEHB XOPOIIIO BUIHA, OCBEIICHHA. ... OHa He ABUTANach — cMoTpena) (196).
A figure reflected from one film to another, she is a source of light and truth, a spiritual
quality she shares with Gelsomina.

Both women are agents of change, and share traits that allow them to play an
active role in their male counterparts’ self-discovery; as the girl’s gaze wields a positive
power over Lobyshev, so, too, Gelsomina, with her large, trusting eyes, has an impact on
Zampano. Although Gelsomina may appear less than intelligent in Fellini’s film, Masina
describes the positive qualities she embodies:

... Gelsomina was and is an “active” character. A character, in other words,

who never gives up, who is attached to life, I would say, with both hands and
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feet, and who is engaged in difficult relationships that she does not succeed in
resolving.”®

This passage echoes the psychological relationship between the girl and Lobysheyv, as if
Bitov understood Gelsomina’s relationship with Zampano and translated it into his story.
Masina further explains Gelsomina’s role in the difficult relationship:

... she feels the need to speak with everything and with everyone... Yet all of this

i1s more a lump in the throat than anything else, merely the dream of a harmonious

life.... In my relationship to Zampano, I always tried ... to express the difficulty
of communication with others, which often becomes transformed into an artificial
vivacity or into the feeling of not being in the proper place, but rather, being

trapped inside a deep sense of embarrassment. (192-193)

The girl’s actions in the theatre mirror Masina’s articulation of this aspect of Gelsomina’s
character: she stubbornly pursues some kind of communication, insisting that she and
Lobyshev sit together, despite the embarrassment it causes. In twists on Masina’s
character, Bitov lets Lobyshev, and not the girl, feel trapped in embarrassment; and the
failed communication results in a lump in the throat for both Lobyshev and the girl.

In the end, however, although the girl is active in bringing about Lobyshev’s self-
discovery, a Soviet Gelsomina can no more survive than an Italian one, and in her Soviet
environment loses her potential for being a Penelope. Like Gelsomina, who dies in the
course of her encounter with Zampano, Bitov’s girl finds no hope for actually
transforming Lobyshev, and disappears like a speck of fading light. The final lies
Lobyshev tells the girl bring about her tragedy: we are left with the sense that she will

continue to live on the margins of Soviet society, thinking about abstract art and beauty,
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understanding what it means to be a real Penelope, but knowing she cannot survive as
such in Soviet Russia. She is someone who cannot live within the bounds of Soviet
society, and may indeed end up a prostitute, for not prostituting herself to the Soviet
system. A would-be Penelope, she is reduced to playing an unfortunate Gelsomina, and
reveals a Soviet world so darkened that her illuminating effects seem ephemeral. Yet like
Gelsomina, whose memory plagues Zampano when it dawns on him how terribly he
treated her, the girl has the potential to live on, provoking pangs of conscience in her

male counterpart, a lingering threat to those like Lobyshev who live in Soviet mode.

The Male Heroes: Odysseus, Polyphemus, Charlie Chaplin

If Bitov modernizes the girl, giving her a degree of agency that turns her into an
understated heroine, he deals with Lobyshev by reflecting on both positive and negative
traits he sees in Western mythic heroes, searching for a model his characters can live by.
Exploring the terms “human being” (uemnoek) and “humanity” (demoBedHoCTS), the
story is very much a quest to understand what makes a decent, but not necessarily
everyday, or ordinary, human being. Watching the film, Lobyshev is finally free to think
about his life, drawing a comparison between Homeric times and his own, and initially at
least, he finds fault with Camerini’s Odysseus:

But there was no getting away from the grotesqueness of this whole effort

from a purely human point of view, though there was something

strangely similar to the original in it. Not without reason is it said that we

live in an epic period. Only it is not the pomposity which is the measure of

epic stature. Take a look at wily Odysseus — what a low-down, treacherous
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fellow they make him. The perfect modern playboy. The epitome of

selflessness -- to tie yourself to the mast so as to listen to the Sirens. That kind

of selflessness is nothing more than a taste for thrills; he enjoys doing it. (75)

XOTsl HUKaK HE OT/eNaThCs OT 6€300pa3HOCTH BCETO 3TOTO C TOUKHU 3PEHUS

YHCTO 4YeJoBeYeckor. M 1o ctpaHHOCTH KOoe-4To cxoxe. Hemapom ke Mbl

JKMBEM B SIIUMYCCKOC BpEMAI. ToJbpKO HE IIOMIIE3HOCTE MEpa SIMMYHOCTH. A BoT

9TO XaMCTBO U MPENaTeNbCTBO XUTpOyMHOTO Ouiccest. CoBepIIeHHO BeIb

UIPOBOM COBPEMEHHBIN MMapeHb. MaKCUMyM CaMOOTBEPKEHHOCTH — IIPUBA3ATh

ce0st kK MauTe, YTOOBI OCIyIIaTh CUpeH. CaMOOTBEPKEHHOCTH 3Ta — HE OOJIbIIIe

YKaX bl OCTPHIX ONTYIICHU: HaclaxAeHUe TO ecTh. (193)

Despite his condemnation of Camerini’s version of the epic, and Odysseus’s selfish
motivation for his adventures, Bitov has Lobyshev recognize Homer’s greatness:

However ineptly this box-office smash was put together, despite all

its school-boy over-doneness, still, Homer was clearly not famous for

nothing. If nothing else, just the basic plot has so much in it... (76)

Kak Hu 6e3mapHo, O-IIKOJIBHOMY CTapaTeilbHO, JeNIa ATOT OOCBHK,

Bce-Taku ['omep, HaBepHO, HEAAPOM TTPOCTABUIICS... B3sTh XOTs OBI

CIOKET: 3a HMM BCTaBajio MHOToE... (193)

As if he cannot openly express appreciation for the Ancient Greek epic as it is adapted
and embellished by the Western cinematic imagination, Bitov has Lobyshev praise at
least Homer's plot: that much can be allowed in his Soviet framework.

However, although Bitov's Lobyshev sounds as though he would like to
appreciate Homer more and be able to accept the values the ancient heroes represent, he
betrays a characteristic ambiguity Russians tend to feel towards the Greek heroes and
mythic sources. Rather than seeing the Homeric Greek characters as true heroes, he

critiques their value, offering his own alternative. For example, critiquing Odysseus’

canonic cleverness, he expresses sympathy for the Cyclops rather than Odysseus.
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Camerini’s film portrays Odysseus and his crew stamping grapes and intoxicating the
giant, and though the actual scene is not as gruesome as Homer’s original, Odysseus does
taunt Polyphemus as they sail off. Lobyshev reflects:

Wine for that one-eyed devil Polyphemus -- they managed to wade

through that bit well enough. Only it was too bad that the poor creature

got his eye burned out, and that he didn’t crush the heroes. (76)

Buno muist aToro ogHornazoro yepra [lommdema Toxe MecsST HEIIOXO.

Tonpko KaIIKo €ro, 6GJIH$[Fy, 4ToO Tj1a3 €EMY BBIXKTJIM U OH HE IEPEAABUII

repoes. (193)

One wonders if there is a hint of perceiving himself, as a Russian, as being like that
lawless Cyclops, outdone by crafty, yet civilized folk: a cultural imagining which might
make a loyal, if liberal, Russian defensive.

Working through his ambiguous feelings about the ancient heroes, Lobyshev
finds more to criticize in what is traditionally the culminating scene of the Odyssey.
Thus, he thinks the episode when Odysseus, dressed as a beggar, wreaks havoc on the
suitors who have been despoiling his home, is particularly non-heroic. (76) (194).
Reflecting that the Greeks had it all wrong, he offers an alternative choice of a real hero
for the modern era, Charlie Chaplin:

In our day, in the present epoch, true humanity is finally able to surface.

Chaplin, for example. While back then -- as though that was what they

needed, as if that was the best part of a person -- their strength; they bragged

about their muscles. While in the essential things they were extraordinary

weaklings. (76)

YV Hac X0Tb, OT HAIIIETO-TO 3M0CA, KaKas-TO YEJIOBEUHOCTh OUEBUHOMN CTATh
MOeT. YammuH, K mpuMepy. A TyT — CJIOBHO TaK M Ha/l0, OyJITO 9TO-TO U
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€CTh YTO-TO JIyUlllee JKe B JIIOJsIX — uX cwiia. Crmabakd, B CYIIHOCTH, OHU
ypecBbruaiinbie. (193-194)

For Bitov, via Lobyshev, to offer Charlie Chaplin, the proverbial Tramp, as a modern-day
hero is striking, though not unprecedented.®’ In a film such as City Lights, Chaplin,
though comically foolish, is indeed a hero. With sympathy and sensitivity, he first saves
a wealthy New Yorker from throwing himself into the Hudson, and then, by working as a
dung-collector and appealing to his wealthy friend, he saves a poor flower girl, securing
funds both to pay her back-rent and for an operation to cure her blindness. After being
falsely accused of stealing the money from his “friend” and spending time in prison, the
Tramp stumbles across the girl, now sighted and prospering in her own shop, who at first
treats him like the tramp he is, but then recognizes him through his voice and the warm
touch of his hand. The final scene, capturing the rewards of treating a fellow human with
love, sympathy, and respect, could well be a definition of deep and true humanity;
Chaplin is indeed a worthy hero for Lobyshev’s Soviet world.

Chaplin, however, is Lobyshev’s opposite, and it is ironic that Lobyshev,
exploring the differences between modern and ancient heroes, invokes Chaplin as a hero,
but then himself destroys a young woman’s hopes. He is unlike Chaplin, unlike the
canonical view of the ancient Homeric heroes, and more akin to the suitors of Homer’s
epic, who are portrayed as appropriately swinish in Camerini’s B-rated movie. Lobyshev
admits as much, and bows again to Homer’s authority:

Even though he was a swine himself — and remained a swine. Only

Odysseus — the swine-hero, the king of the hill -- is justified, the blind

genius Homer has sympathy for him. That’s how it is. (76)

A cam ObuT XaMOM -- xaMoM U octajics. Tonpko Oaucceit — xaM-repoi,
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OH -- HaBEpXY, ONPABJAAH, EMY CUMIIATU3UPYET TeHUAIBbHBIN ciaenou ['omep.

Bor kak. (194)

Lobyshev’s choice of Chaplin as the perfect modern hero points out Lobyshev’s
confusion about his own moral worth, and continues to highlight his ambiguous, tortured
relationship to the Classical models.

Despite his initial criticism and disdain for the characters in Homer’s epic, once
the movie begins, Lobyshev recognizes the magical, sympathetic attraction they exert on
his consciousness, the identification he feels with them, as well as the discrepancy
between the film and his “everyday epic actuality:”

You watch. And you feel like Odysseus -- just as strong, brave, and hand-

some. He doesn’t go under, and he doesn’t get killed. Women love him.

They love you in the image of Odysseus. And everything ends happily for

you. And you embrace faithful Penelope, who by chance did not make a

cuckold of you. And the lights come on. And you have to go out of

the theater. Into your everyday epic actuality. (76)

Cwmotpumis. U uyctByemb cebs Onucceem. TakuMm ke CUIBHBIM, H XpaOphIM,

u KpacuBbIM. OH He ToHeT U He THOHeT. Ero mobst 6absl. OHu 1100T TEOS B

obpaze Omucces. U Bce y Te0s 3m0poB0 KOHYaeTcs. M Thl 0OHMMaeIh BEpHYIO

[Tenenomy, koTopasi o0kpaii He HacTaBuiia Tebe poros. U 3axkuraercs cer. U

HAJIO BBIXOJIUTH M3 KHHOTEaTpa. B TBOXO 0OBIIEHHO-3MTNYECKYIO

JEHCTBUTEILHOCTS. (194)

Lobyshev’s Soviet epic reality, however, brings out his true, non-heroic character:
although he had originally felt sympathy and sexual attraction for his Penelope, he, unlike

Chaplin or Odysseus, cannot deal with desperate truths she reveals about him, herself,

and the society in which they live; and he will prove himself the cad he has become.
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At the film’s end, after all of Lobyshev’s reflections, it is as if both he and the girl
have internalized the basic elements of the epic, recognizing themselves in the film, but
the power of the girl’s gaze, the salvation she offers by drawing him into the theatre to
confront the mythic paradigms, has been broken, and their Soviet reality intrudes. Like
Penelope and Odysseus, who after twenty years of separation share a sympathetic
intuitive understanding, Lobyshev and the girl, mediated by the mythic cinematic
representation, seem caught together in a similar mutual understanding, but theirs is
transitory. Bitov communicates the tentativeness of girl’s feelings: “It was as though she
understood that Lobyshev shunned her; but she still hoped.” (76) (Ona cioBHO ToHsUTa,
yTo JIoOBIIIEB OTHANIIETCS COBCEeM, HO elie Hanesack.) (194). Understanding his
loneliness and her own needs, she also understands the impossibility of attaining the kind
of relationship portrayed in the film; yet like Gelsomina pursuing her dreams, she presses
him about his reaction to the film, asking, “Would you like to have a woman like
Penelope?” (77) (A TbI OB XOTETI UMETh TAKYIO JKEHINUHY, Kak [lenenomna?) (194). Bitov
notes his response: “Lobyshev was overwhelmed with misery and compassion. He
hesitantly touched her hand. But this gesture was not understood; it was slurred,
incomplete.” (77) (JIoOpIeBy cTaNIO TUIOXO U XKAJTOCTIUBO, OH JJaXKe HEYBEPEHHO
TPOHYJI ee 3a pyKy. Ho IBMKEeHHe Tak U 0CTaIOCh HETIOHSATHIM, CMa3aHHBIM,
HecoBepuieHHbIM.) (194-195). A connection exists between this late-Soviet, would-be
Odysseus and Penelope, they share in the human sentiment expressed in the film, but
their relationship is flawed and incomplete: Lobyshev, overwhelmed by the weight of

her sorrows, cannot act as he knows a hero should.
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The failed consummation of their relationship is signaled by the shift in the girl’s
gaze, which itself seems broken by her confronting the mythic reality in which she will
never fully participate. Her newly oblique gaze is mentioned three times as the couple
emerges from the theatre and before her hopes are finally shattered:

The girl walked at his side and glanced at him out of the corner of her eye.... (76)

“Well, how did you like the movie?” she said, casting a quick glance at him....

The girl glanced at him out of the corner of her eye, waiting for something. (77)

JeBymika nuta cOOKy | 3ariisiipiBaia cOoky.... (194)

“Hy xak Tebe moHpaBuiIach KapTuHa?” CcKaszajia OHa, 3aryIsTHYB COOKY.... (194)

JeBymika 3arnsiasiBania cOOKy, 4ero-to skaymas... (195)

Emerging into the sunlight from the theatre, which Barta likens to humans emerging from
Plato's cave (“But the blazing sunlight struck their eyes.” (77) (Ho conHeunsIii cBeT
ymapun B rasa) (195),°® the two come face to face with the true harshness of their Soviet
realia. For the first time in the story, the girl feels embarassed at herself:

She looked around, as though she didn't understand where she was. There

was something childlike about her expression now, it was perplexed and

piercing at the same time. She was, it seemed, ashamed of herself, she felt

guilty -- that was what her face expressed. All these people, the passers-by

and he, Lobyshev, were in the right, while she — was not... The world had cast

her out -- that was what her face expressed. (77)

OHa o3upanachk, CIOBHO Obl HE TOHUMas, Ky/a momnajna. UYTo-To meTckoe

OBLTO ceifyac B ee JIHIle, IIOCTEPSTHHOE U MpoH3uTeNnbHoe. Kasamock, oHa

CTBIIMJIACH ce0s1 M YyBCTBOBAJIAa BUHOBATOM — Takoe ObLIO Jnilo. Bcee 3T

JIOJH, TPOXO0XKHe, U OH, JIoObIIIeB, ObLIN MpaBkl, a OHA -- HeT. U Mup
BBITAIKMBAJI €€ U3 ce0s — Takoe Obu10 uIo. (195)
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If Lobyshev had been embarrassed by the girl’s appearance before the film, after
watching it and confronting the sumptuous images of Odysseus, Penelope, and Circe, he
becomes even more critical of the girl, whom Bitov portrays ever more abjectly:

Just then he caught sight of something in her hand he hadn’t seen before.

Some green material. Where would she have gotten hold of that... he

wondered. The green thing was a little knitted cap. The cap was full of

hair-curlers. The girl took the hair-curlers out of the cap and stuffed them

into her various pockets. Her jacket was close-fitting, and the pockets

bulged in an unsightly way. When the cap had been emptied, the girl

pulled it onto her head and assiduously hid her short hair beneath it.

It was hard to imagine where she’d dug up this treasure. It was awful to

look at -- Lobyshev didn’t know where to escape to. (77)

OH yBUIeT TOTA B €€ pyKe YTO-TO, YETO PaHbIIe HE BUICT. 3eJICHYIO

Tpsinuiy. OTkyna Obl OHa ee JjocTana... mogymai oH. Tpsnuna Obuia

BsI3aHOM 1mamoykoi. B mamnke Oputn Ouryau. JleBymka moctaBan Ouryam

M3 [IAITIKK U paCCOBBIBAJIA UX 11O KapMaHaM. HI/IJI)K&K OBLI B O6T$DKKy, n

KapMaHbI yPOUTHBO OTTOMBIPHBAIMCH. Koraa mamodka ormycrena, AeByIiKa

HaTsHYJIa ee ceOe Ha TOJIOBY M CTapaTeNbHO CIpsTAlIa IO/ Hee KOPOTKUE

CBOM BOJIOCHI. TpyIHO OBUTIO TPEACTAaBUTH, I/I€ OHA 3TO COKPOBUINE OTKOTANIA.

Crpanrao 0bu10 cMOTpeTh. JIoOBIIMIEeB He 3HAMN, Kyna AeThes. (195)
Perhaps sensing the comparison between herself and the Western actresses, the girl tries
to make herself presentable; but looking even more bedraggled than Gelsomina, she can
not hide her female self that has been so disfigured by her Soviet experience. Lobyshev,
blindsided by the filmic images and the reality of the girl’s trauma, yet again, wants only
to escape. Despite the influence of her gaze, her desire and willingness to work, even

“put out” for him, she, as a single individual, is not strong enough to change his Soviet

consciousness. And he, like the swine-heroes he derides in both Homer’s epic and
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Camerini’s film, is not brave enough to help another human being: he, too, has been
disfigured by the Soviet system.

Rather than enjoying a homecoming at the end of his “odyssey,” after the movie,
Lobyshev experiences the impossibility of such a homecoming. Rather than finding his
“Penelope,” it is as if he has encountered a twisted, Soviet version of a Nausicaa. In
Homer, Odysseus’ encounter with Nausicaa takes place in the domain of Alcinoos
(Sharp-minded) and Arete (Excellence), and prepares Odysseus for his final return home.
Meeting Odysseus on the shore, Nausicaa thinks to herself how she would like a husband
like him, as mentioned above. He understands her desire and is moved by her beauty to
think of the benefits of matrimony: “And for thyself, may the gods grant thee all that thy
heart desires; a husband and a home may they grant thee...For nothing is greater or better
than this, when man and wife dwell in a home in one accord, a great grief to their foes
and a joy to their friends...”® Inspired by Nausicaa’s beauty, Odysseus feels the call of
home, and begins the final steps in his journey back to Ithaca: listening to the bard,
Demodocus, sing tales of the Trojan War, he breaks down in tears that make him reveal
his identity, and lead Alcinous to provide him with a ship for the voyage home. In
Bitov’s story, Lobyshev, as a modern day Odysseus, is tempted by momentary sympathy
and desire for the girl, but refuses the girl for much less noble reasons than Odysseus.
Rather than feeling loyalty to his “Penelope,” Lobyshev, in Leningrad in the 1960’s, feels
acute embarrassment at the girl and what she represents, and an extreme lack of the moral
fortitude that would allow him to find a true home. Further, it is implied, he has nowhere

to return, and no leaders like Alcinous and Arete to provide him with the means of return.
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And yet, the encounter with the girl provides a fleeting awareness of Lobyshev’s
potential for bravery:

The world had cast her out -- that was what her face expressed. And

were it not for him, Lobyshev -- her expression would have been quite

different. Lobyshev understood all this now in one single sensation. (77)

W Mup BeITaNIKMBAT €€ u3 cedst — Takoe ObuIo Jnio. U ecnm ObI HE OH,

JloGpImieB, -- Takoro Okl HE ObUTO y Hee Juiia. Bcee 3To, TOMBKO B €MHOM

omrymieHuu, ypujaen ceituac Jloosmmes. (195)
Finally aware of the impossibility of her plight and the hope she is pinning on him, he
reaches a moment where he could act heroically, but slips back into his pathetic Soviet
mode of being:

But this insight was too weighty for the Lobyshevian consciousness to

handle — it burst in upon him and immediately toppled over. Anyway,

the central fact remained, that he was ashamed to stand next to her on

Nevsky Prospect. And when these two things were taken together,

Lobyshev felt terrible. (77)

Ho 3T0 OBUIO CAUIIKOM TPaHAMO3HO JJIS JIOOBIIICBCKOTO CO3HAHUS —

BBIPBAJIOCH W OTIPOKHUBIBAIO. U riIaBHBIM BCe-TaKU OCTaBajIOCh TO,

YTO €MY CTBIHO CTOSITh C Hel ceituac Ha HeBckom. U xorma v To u

3TO cMemaiock BMecte, JIoOkImeBy crano crpamntHo. (195)
Her situation is too much for him to handle, and he has the gall to imitate the negative
aspects he had noticed in Odysseus; he lies his way out, as a modern swine-Odysseus,
master of crafty lies, might do: “’I’ll try,” he said. ‘Since you don’t have a passport, it
will be pretty hard, of course, but I’ll try.” What a swine I’ve become! He thought

hopelessly.” (78) (S mombITarocsk, -- cka3ain oH. — be3 macmopra 3To, KOHEYHO, OYCHb

TPYZIHO, HO 5 TTOMBITatOCh. Kakoif Jke 51 cTan cBuHbeH! — 0e3HaekHO Toxymal oH.) (196)
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His treachery is heartbreaking, and reveals the most cowardly element of his character,
his inability to deal with the truth of Soviet citizens who live outside of the system, who
have had the courage to believe in abstract art, in decency, in Western-inspired ideals.

Although he feels hopeless deceiving the girl, Lobyshev still struggles to be a
decent human, and the awareness of his failure torments him. Even though he lacks the
courage to tell her outright he cannot help her, he hopes that she will understand his lie,
but is not reassured even by his own sense of hope:

Where was it, that station at Kilometer 53, where he had never even

been?... Had she understood, or not? He recalled her parting expression

and decided that she’d understood. This thought did not relieve him...

I do this kind of thing every day! (79)

I'ne ona, sta mnatdopma 53-ro KMUIIOMETpPa, HA KOTOPOU OH M HE ObLT

HU pa3y?...IloHsAna ona win He nmoHsna? OH BCIIOMHUII €€ MTOCIETHEE

JIMLIO Y TTOJyMaJl, 4TO MOHsUIa. DTO €ro He yCIoKauBasio...Benb 310 xe

s Iearo Kakpii aeHs! (196)
The essence of Lobyshev's epic reality is that he tells lies every day, deceiving both
himself and others; and his life is full of painful contradictions. He perceives the distance
between the Classical figures and himself, as their contemporary late-Soviet Russian
counterpart. Although he had initially wished to see a modern-day Odysseus, such as a
down-trodden youth or an American salesman, he walks out of the theatre to play one
character he had not imagined: a Soviet cad of the early 1960’s, conflicted about the
proletarian Soviet heroes he was supposed to admire; and about himself. Through his

brief, seemingly chance encounter with a woman who offers to be his Penelope, but who

is also his Circe, Nausicaa, and Gelsomina wrapped into one complex figure, Lobyshev
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experiences conflicting feelings of sympathy and shame, as well as consciousness about
how constantly he lies and deceives.

As a modern Soviet Russian Odysseus, Lobyshev, makes an heroic effort to reach
the state of awareness he does, and to battle his helplessness in face of the system he
cannot change. Exposing Lobyshev’s everyday epic battles, and his encounter with his
would-be Penelope, Bitov is able to reveal, though obliquely, certain truths about the
degradation of Soviet existence: the gulags and prisons, the inequality of the sexes, the
suppression of aesthetic and intellectual freedom, and above all the prevalence of
falsehoods and the lies that wrap the Soviet people in an impenetrable web. These
revelations are brought about by the presence of the girl, who embodies and brings to
light so many of society’s ills, but who also hints of non-Soviet ideas of truth and beauty,
of older ways of life, based on the foundations of Western culture that are so at odds with
his characters’ Soviet realia.

By the end of the story, Lobyshev, despite his failures, has absorbed some of the
illumination the girl sheds on his life:

He walked on, and it seemed to him that everyone saw him, all lit up

by the sun, and that everything that had happened was written all

over his face... And it was like a long-forgotten feeling to think, not

offthandedly, not “as it were,” not forgetting, not while half-asleep. (79)

OH men, u eMy Ka3ajoch, 4TO BCE €T0 BUIST, CTOJIb OCBEIICHHOTO

COJIHIIEM, YTO BCE 3TO y HEro Ha JI0y HamucaHo... M kak JaBHO

3a0BITOE OIIYIIIEHHUE OBLITO, YTO TyMajl He BCKOJIb3b, HE KaK ObI, HE

Bpojie, He 3a0bIBas, He B moycHe. (196)

Tellingly, the word Swoboda translates as Lobyshev's “face” is in Russian the word for

“forehead” — “lob” (7100), the root of Lobyshev's name, suggesting that not only is
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Lobyshev guilty, but so is the entire Soviet intelligentsia, for not to having done more in
facing up to the truths of their collective, Soviet life. Lobyshev, and others like him who
read Bitov's story, can finally think clearly and directly, but their thoughts are only an
insight about life, and do not translate into the active ability to change or modify that life.
Lobyshev, like other members of the Soviet intelligentsia, is stuck in his corrupt, Russian

Soviet being.

Reflections on Empire and Nature, or Paradise Regained, Soviet Style

The sense of corruption and decay in the Soviet way of being pervades several of
Bitov’s works. As we have seen, “Penelope” in particular articulates this dissatisfaction,
using Classical figures to reflect on the manipulative nature of the filmic medium and the
kind of heroes or non-heroes who exist in the Soviet Union, and confronting various
problems of the Soviet Union: the pervasiveness of lying, the presence of the gulags and
alienated citizens, as well as the lack of moral probity and spiritual wholeness. Bitov,
sensing these problems growing in the 60’s and 70’s, was willing to expose them in his
stories. But rather than facing his spiritual crisis within the boundaries of Russia proper,
he went to the Caucasus: in 4 Captive of the Caucasus (Knuea nymewecmsuii no
Hmnepuu),” with its own share of literary and cinematic allusions, Bitov turns to both the
art and nature he encounters in the Caucasus to find a sense of a wholeness that
encompasses spirituality, individualism, and authenticity that he found so lacking in the
Soviet Union.

As a young journalist and intellectual, Bitov had several opportunities to travel to

the Caucasus, and his essays about his travels continue to articulate Russia’s fascination
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with Georgia, the small country just beyond Russia’s southern border that has been an
alluring alternative space for Russia since the 19" century. Bitov has been called a master
of an “ecological prose” which draws inspiration from and mimics organic shapes found
in nature.”' While his works do seem organized in an organic, flowing form, it is also
important to read them within the socio-political context of the late-Soviet Union,
exploring Bitov’s attitude, as a Soviet Russian, towards the Caucasus, and especially
Georgia: why was Georgia important then, and why is it still so important in post-Soviet
times that Russia has taken action to essentially retain it in its sphere of influence.”

The relationship between Georgia and Russia is of intense interest to at least three
late- and post-Soviet authors discussed in the subsequent chapters of this dissertation:
Liudmila Ulitskaia, a Russian Jew, converted to Orthodoxy; Bulat Okudzhava, the
Soviets’ beloved bard of Armenian and Georgian descent; and the Georgian nationalist,
Otar Chiladze. All four authors are drawn into a literary dialogue exploring Russia and
Georgia’s relationship, which I have chosen to examine in part through the lens of the
Classics. Although Bitov’s allusions to the Classics in 4 Captive of the Caucasus are
few, they are significant, revealing nuances of Bitov’s attitude towards the Caucasus, and
Georgia in particular.

In “Choosing a Location: Georgian Album” (“Bsi0op narypsr: ['py3unckuit
anpooM”), Bitov unquestioningly describes Georgia as part of the Soviet Union, and also
as an inalienable part of the Russian Empire.”> Life is different there, but still, it belongs
unequivocally to the larger, northern country. Acknowledging differences between

Russia and Georgia, but asserting that Russia is the dominant, parent figure, Bitov
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articulates his ambiguous, liminal place as a travel writer, caught between the two
countries:

The traveler’s empire is another planet. A different sun illumines the

parent state [metropolis] and the province. The dual sun blinded me in

both directions; I cast two shadows... (155)

Himnepus myTemecTBeHHUKA -- IpyTas IuTaHeTa. Pa3Hoe cosHie

OCBEIIIAET METPOMOJIUIO U TPOBUHIINIO. J[BOMHOE COMHIE CIETUIIO

MEHS U OTTYJIa U OTCIO/Ia; 51 oTOpackiBai /iBe TeHH. (528)

Although Bitov does not refer to any specific mythology, simply mentioning the sun as a
standard of comparison carries its own cultural weight. Given that Aeétes, king of
ancient Colchis, was the son of Helios, the sun god in the Greek pantheon, and that
Georgia’s history includes elements of Zoroastrianism and pagan sun worship, Georgians
have a strong sense of their country’s intimate ties to the power of the sun.”* Bitov,
suggesting that Russia’s sun, that of the metropolis (which Brownsberger translates as
“parent state™), is stronger, and that Georgia’s, merely provincial, is weaker, expresses a
sense of cultural superiority fueled, perhaps, by a real sense of inferiority that in Russia,
the sun, literally and figuratively, does not shine as brightly as it does in the Caucasus. In
“Penelope,” the sun that illuminates the girl and sheds light on truths about Lobyshev and
Soviet life, is momentary at best. In the Caucasus, this light seems to shine always.

But before Bitov can stare directly into that sun, the symbolic source of Georgia’s
spiritual superiority, he expresses what it means to him to live in Russia, and be Russian.
Even though Bitov claims that a “traveler’s empire” is a different planet, he still feels that
he is Russian, and questions neither his right to import cultural goods from Georgia, nor

that Georgia belongs within the Russian empire:
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Spy and invader! I wanted to carry home with me something they still

had: the sense of belonging to oneself. No such luck! Only from there

could I see my home, only from there could I feel that I was in it. At

home I began to pine because I had lost this feeling. In truth, only in

Russia can one feel homesick without leaving one’s country. A great

advantage! (155)

JlazyTumk m 3axBaruuk! S XoTen UMIOPTUPOBATH TOMOM TO, YTO y

HUX OCTaBaJIOCh: TPUHAIJICKHOCTH ceOe. ... TOIbKO OTTyIa MOT s

YBHUJIETh CBOM JIOM, TOJIBKO OTTYy/a — B HEM ceOs omryTuTh. Jloma s

HAYMHAII TOCKOBATh IO yTPATe ATOTO YyBCTBA. BOWCTHHY TOJNBKO B

Poccun MOKHO ONIYTHTH HOCTANIBIHIO, HE TIOKUAAs ee. Benmkoe

npeumytiectso! (528)

Accepting Russian and Soviet conquest of the region, he believes that having a right to its
expansive territory is one of the benefits of living in Russia.

Bitov affirms his deep-seated sense of being Russian, claiming Pushkin,
Lermontov, and Tolstoy as his specific Russian literary predecessors, yet notes a
weakness inherent in Russia:

Having invaded, I kept finding myself trapped. This traditional Russian

capacity to be penetrated by an alien way of life (Pushkin, Lermontov,

Tolstoy...) proved Russian, came full circle... We can write something

down, no matter what our topic... but strength of spirit cannot be borrowed

from a neighbor: the spirit fills with strength only on its own soil, poor

though that soil may be. (155)

3axBaTHB, 51 OKA3BIBAJICS MOMMaH. JTa TPAJAUIIMOHHO -- PyCCKasl CIIOCOOHOCTh

MpOHUKaThes 4y uM cyniectBoBanueM (Ilymikun, JlepmonTos, ToncToil. .. )

OKa3bIBAJIaCh POCCUICKOM, 000OpaunBaiiack.... Hamucats -- MoxHO. O yem Obl

MbI HU mucainu... Ho cuity nyxa He 3aiiMenib y coceia: JyX HAIMBAETCS CHIION
JUIIH HA CBOCH, IMMyCTh CKOJIb YTOAHO OeaHoM mouse. (528-529)
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In claiming his literary ancestors, Bitov betrays Russia's perennial anxiety about its
borders (that it will be invaded from outside), which over the centuries has caused it to
insist on keeping the countries of the Caucasus and other border states within its sphere
of influence for protection, yet has resulted in a constant state of tension with many of
these satellite states.

Bitov is quite aware of the complex relationship between Georgia and Russia,
which he describes in military and erotic language. Like Lobyshev in “Penelope” who
was both subject and object, gazer and gazee, Bitov plays with trope of being both captor
and captive of the Caucasus, seeing himself and his country as both the invader and the
invaded. This dual perception of self as Self and Other, invader and captive, calls
particular attention to Russia’s perception of the vulnerability of its Caucasian border.”
Bitov frames this vulnerability as a Russian capability of absorbing other cultures, yet
does not see that perhaps Russia had taken the first the aggressive steps, invading its
neighbors, calling upon itself some of its troubles; that if it had a stronger sense of its
own core and center, it would not need to invade its neighbors, or depend on them as
protective boundary states.

Bitov interweaves this military language of the paradox and pain of the Russian--
Georgian relationship with erotic terms. He knows full well that he, a Russian, is
invading Georgian space, and yet that is just what he wants and claims as his right: he
wants to embrace the entirety of Imperial Russia and the Soviet Union, assuming that the
Georgians will yield to him, precisely because of the love he professes for Georgia.
Describing his first visit to Georgia, he seems to understand the moral dilemma of his

position:
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I didn’t want to understand. I wanted to seize. Anything added to

someone’s fame (even by me), any recognition (however well deserved!)

from an outsider, is a portent of the end. An invasion and appropriation.

For some reason, love is acknowledged to have an incontestable right.

But, in fact, the person we love should be asked whether he needs this, whether

he is flattered by our unrequited right to him... The rights of the loved one are

neglected. He is a victim of our passion. (155)

S ve xoren mocturHyTh. S XOTEN -- OTTOPTHYTH. JI060€ HoOaBIEeHNE K

ciaBe (B TOM YHCIIE ¥ MOg€), JTF000€ (CKOJIb YTOHO 3aciTyKeHHoe! )

IMPU3HAHUEC CO CTOPOHBI -- €CTh NPEABECTUC KOHIIA, €CTh 3aXBaT U

npucBoeHue. [Touemy-To 3a I0OOBBIO MPU3HAHO HEOCTIOPUMOE TIPaBO.

Mexay TeM ciaeayeT CIpOCHTh TOT0, KOTO JIOOHUIITE: HYKHO JIH €My 3TO,

0e30TBEeTHOE, TLCTUT JH... [IpaBa mobumoro He yuteHbl. OH -- )KepTBa

Harei ctpactu. (529)
Bitov sees himself as a Russian writer who loves Georgia, and realizes that in singing
praises of Georgia he will colonize the country further, imposing his Russian will upon
the country, appropriating it, and preventing it from speaking its own needs and
identity.”® In using the rhetoric of love, however, he seems to be rationalizing Russia's
domination of Georgia as an event that springs from natural desires, for which he need
not take responsibility: “For some reason, love is acknowledged to have an
incontestable right.” (ITouemy-To 3a T1000BBIO MPU3HAHO HEOCTIOPUMOE TIpaBo.) The
Georgians, when allowed to speak, as we will see in both Okudzhava's and Chiladze's
novels, have very different opinions.

Trying to exonerate himself as a colonizer or destructive lover, as one who has

sacrificed another country, Bitov turns to aesthetic cover, attempting to strip away the



172

political meaning in works of Pushkin and Tolstoy that deal critically with the Russia’s
role in the Caucasus:’’

...with what military sub-unit can 4 Captive of the Caucasus or Hadji

Murad be equated? The essential thing is impeccability of artistic form —

to carry on the standard. (155)

KakoMmy BOMHCKOMY MOJIpa3IeICHUI0 MOKHO MTpUpaBHATH “‘KaBka3ckoro

rwieHHuKa” uin “Xamxu-Mypara”? CyiiecTBeHHa 0e3ypedyHOCTb

XYJI0’K€CTBEHHOU (pOpMBI -- HE BBIOUTHCS U3-1107 00pasua... (528)

Maneuvering his interpretation of Pushkin’s poem “A Captive of the Caucasus” and
Tolstoy’s story “Hadji Murad” to avoid confronting or acknowledging the harsher
realities of Russia’s military and political takeover of the Caucasus, Bitov attempts to
embrace political innocence, substituting aesthetic standards where earlier military ones
had prevailed.

Part of the aesthetic standards he employs are references to the Classics, but these,
perhaps predictably, are fraught with conflict and ambiguity. As Pushkin and others
before him, Bitov is drawn to describe the Caucasus in terms of pagan imagery and its
connection with ancient Greece,”® yet as in “Penelope,” he feels ambivalence towards the
Classical heritage that plays into the feelings and desires he projects onto the Caucasus.
Even as a visiting Russian, his aesthetic standards are defined in Western Classical terms:
after experiencing the awe-inspiring, Apollonian heights of the monastery at Haghartsin,
(which I discuss below), Bitov experiences drunken revelry at Garni, where he reflects on
the Dionysian aspects of the Caucasus:

Garni is the Soviet Union’s only pagan temple. The ruins of it. Garni is

splendid... But here you can eat, drink, dance, sing. It’s a pagan temple.
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We sat on cyclopean rubble, drank chacha obtained from the temple

watchman...winked, chortled, guffawed, whooped, hooted... (101-102)

I"apnu -- 310 equHCTBEeHHBINA B COI03€ SI3BIYECKUI XpaM.

Pas3Banunel ero. ['apan -- 310 pekpacHo... Ho TyT MOKHO ecTb, IUTH,

IJIICATh, METh. JTO A3BIYECKHN XpaM. MBI CHIENT HA IUKIOMUYECKUX

00JIOMKaX, TIHJIK Yaqy, KOTOPYIO JOCTAII Y CMOTPUTENS Xpama. . .

MOIMUTHUBAITH, TTOAX0XATHIBAIIN, PIKAJHU, YIIOJIKAIH, THKAIH. .. (478)

Presenting Garni as a pagan temple, the site of Dionysian drunkenness sanctioned by the
temple guardian, Bitov projects a Soviet Russian desire for freedom, which seems to
translate into not much more than the license to drink excessively even in sacred places.
But Bitov, as a Russian, must maintain his sense of superiority over his southern
neighbors. Noting specifically that Garni is in ruins, and that he sat on “cyclopean
rubble,” Bitov suggests that the Caucasus is far from the civilized centers, implying that
Leningrad and Moscow should perhaps be identified as Ithaca and Athens. The
association of the Caucasus with intoxication and ecstasy will surface again in Ulitskaia’s
and Okudzhava’s novels in their portray Russian perceptions of the Caucasus; and will be
downplayed in Chiladze’s novel, which will offer a picture of more deeply conservative,
though still pagan, elements in Georgia.

Knowing that the Caucasus, both Armenia and Georgia, is the closest he will
come to direct contact with an ancient civilization that could offer him the sense of
authenticity and balance he desires, Bitov expresses ambivalence about the shaky
Western foundations of his Soviet Empire. Reacting to the moral and social decay of his
world, he suggests that the current state of the Soviet Union belongs to a time when two

major icons of the Classical world, this time both Roman and Greek, had never existed in

their full glory:
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Here’s an image for you: a beautiful capital lying around without a

column -- as if the Coliseum and the Parthenon were being created directly

as ruins, bypassing their intended purpose. The seductive economy of

abbreviating the technological process -- and right away the product:

nothing. Worse and worse: the macaroni factory accidentally turns out

matches, the caramel factory cigarettes. (156)

Bot Bam 00pa3: BansieTcs Kakas-To MpeKpacHasi KaluTeab 0e3 KOJTOHHBI

-- CJIOBHO yXe co3fatorcs pa3Banunbl Konuzes u [lapdenona,

HEMMOCPECACTBCHHO, MUHYS Ha3HAUCHUC. 3aMaH4uuBast DKOHOMUS Ha

COKpAIIIEHUH TEXHOJIOTUIECKOTO MPOoIecca, -- U cpa3y pe3ysIbTar:

Hu-ye-To. [lanpie -- 6onble: MakapoHHas (adpuka BBITYCTUT

CIIy4yailHO CIIMYKH, KapaMebHas -- ManmupocKH... (530)
In this image of a world born in ruins, in which the foundational structures of both the
Greek and Roman Empires had never existed, Bitov seems to be lamenting Russia’s lack
of “normal” European ties to the ancient past: it has inherited only the capitals, the ruins,
and has no claim to the entire structures, or even the supporting columns. In an
associative leap, he then connects that lack to the rapid industrialization in the Soviet
Union under Stalin, which had deteriorated from a political system that promised to help
its citizens by feeding them pasta and candy, to one that produces nothing but matches
and cigarettes. This critique would be devastating for any society,”” but is far more so for
the Soviet Union of the 1960°s and 1970’s, when the benefits of Sovietization were
quickly beginning to diminish.

After juxtaposing these references to iconic Classical structures with the godless
ruins and devastation of his contemporary Soviet Union, Bitov articulates his desire for a

sense of balance and wholeness, specifically on the border between Georgian and

Armenia, where he finds a living spirituality, Biblical abundance, and his individual self,
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all in an idyllic world of unspoiled nature. “Georgian Album,” written in stages between
1970-1973 and 1980-1983, is very much philosophy masquerading as travel writing, in
which Bitov’s “ecological prose” is not just inspired by natural forms, but also reflects
the importance of nature in shaping national identity and even spirituality. In the
landscape of Georgia, and in the humans, their dwellings, and churches he encounters in
that landscape, Bitov experiences an epiphany both of God and of himself as an
individual, which, coming from a late-Soviet writer, working in a time when religion and
the individual were supposedly banned, is stunning.

Although the rhetoric of the Classical world is present in Bitov, his relationship
with the Western Classics is vexed, and there is a sense in which he looks to the Caucasus
for an experience of reality that would be different from, or deeper than that provided by
the models of the pagan West. He looks for this reality by trying to find the perfect
definition of the word “norm,” or “normal.” In Georgia, scouting for a film location, he
reflects on the vicissitudes of the word “norm” within his lifetime: from his childhood,
when it indicated superlative praise, to his young adult years, when it means “nothing
special.” Bitov longs for a sense of “norm” that is neither of these, but is something that
i1s whole, natural, and combines the human and divine:

... it was complete... everything was normal... This was the divine norm.

The same norm as in nature -- the Norm of Creation... the higher,

palpitating norm, the delicate balance, the pause in flight... you go on

living in this unstable and dynamic equilibrium. The form of feeling in

which you almost lose your senses. Happiness.” (157)

... OHA OBIIa 8¢A... BCE OBIUIO HOPMANBLHO. .. DTO ObIIA OodHCeCmMBeHHASA
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Hopma. Ta xe camasi, 4TO ¥ B IPUPOJIE, -- HOPMA MBOPEHUsL. .. O BBICIIEH,

TPETEeTHON HOpMe, TOHKOM OajlaHce, OCTAHOBKE B TIOJIETE. .. POJI0KALIIIb

... XHUTb B 3TOM HEyCTOMYMBOM U MOJIBUKHOM PaBHOBECHH, -- O TOH popme

YyBCTBOBAHHUS, IPU KOTOPOI pa3Be YTO HE CXOAMIIB C YMa, -- 0 cyacTbe. (531)
He finds the “norms” he seeks in divine creations found in nature: contact with them
results in an indescribable flight of his earthly being which, equated with happiness, hints
at the mystical epiphany he experiences in the natural landscape of Georgia.

We are first made aware that nature plays a pivotal role in the work through the
full title of the section on Georgia: “Choosing a Location: Georgian Album” (“Bei6op
HaTypsbl: [ py3unckuit ans6om”). Brownsberger translates “Vybor natury” (“Bei6op
HaTyphl”) as a cinematic term for “choosing a location” for a film, which it is, but it could

also be translated more literally as “The Choice of Nature” or “Nature’s Choice,”*’

an apt
title for both the subject matter and the “ecological” character of Bitov’s prose, rambling
through the landscape it describes without gelling into the form of a more traditional
novel, or even an organized travelogue. Indeed, the work’s seemingly haphazard
structure is like an unkempt park in which philosophical reflections on the origin of ideals
are interspersed with descriptions of nature; accidental meetings with authors are
interlaced with comments on cinema and art, which sit side by side with descriptions of
the large open-air market in Tbilisi. Despite the work’s rambling, natural form, I will
turn to one episode: “Reminiscence about Haghartsin (in Anticipation of Zedazeni)”
(“Bocnomunanue 06 ArapruHe: B oxxunannu 3egazenn’) to highlight Bitov’s sense of
how the natural landscape intertwines with, and is a platform for, a feeling of religiosity
and individuality.

Although “Recollection of Haghartsin (in Anticipation of Zedazeni)” is the

second entry in “Georgian Album,” the monastery complex it describes, Haghartsin, is
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actually located in Armenia, on the Georgian border. What seems to be a minor
geographical inconsistency recalls various times when the borders and ethnic make-up of
the Caucasus were different than in the late 20™ or early 21 century: when Georgia was
not a unified state; when Armenians were the leading citizens of Tbilisi; and most
pointedly, when the Caucasus was just coming under Russian domination, after the
Georgian kings had asked for Russian protection from the Ottomans in the late 18"
century.”!

Calling attention to the shifting borders in the Caucasus encourages a reader to
think back to other Russian authors, in particular Pushkin and Lermontov, who, once in
the Caucasus, were able to reflect on Russia. Bitov clearly signals his identification with
Russia’s Romantic writers in the preface quote from Mikhail Lermontov’s 4 Hero of our
Time: “I traveled by post-chaise from Tiflis. My entire baggage consisted of one small
suitcase, which was half stuffed with travel notes on Georgia.” (151) (4 exan Ha
nepekiagabix U3 Tuduuca. Bes mokmaxka Moell TEIEXKH COCTOsIIA U3 OJTHOTO
HEOOIBIIETO YyeMo/1aHa, KOTOpBIﬁ A0 ITOJIOBUHBI ObLI HAOUT IMYTCBBIMU 3aIlIUCKAMU O
['py3un.) (526). Lermontov, traveling in the Caucasus with the Russian military
expeditions sent to conquer the unfriendly Chechens and mountain highlanders,
articulates the ennui of a member of the aristocracy, Pechorin, who seeks a more
emotionally honest life in Russia’s southern climes. Bitov’s passage about Haghartsin
also alludes to Pushkin’s last visit to the Caucasus, ‘“Beyond Pushkin Pass, where the
biblical landscape of Armenia begins to give way to the warm, moist breath of
Georgia...” (158) (3a [IymkuackuM miepeBajgom, riae Oubaeickmii nmei3ax ApMeHUH

HAYMHAET YCTYIaTh TEIJIOMY U BIaXHOMY AbixaHuto ['py3umn...) (531), referring to
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Pushkin’s “Journey to Arzrum,” reflections from the poet’s unauthorized 1829 trip to
Erzurum in the retinue of General Paskevich, and witnessing Russia’s battle against the
Ottomans.™

Despite the fact that Lermontov and Pushkin were both exiled to the Caucasus,
and spent most of their time in the company of military troops, or perhaps because of this
circumstance, the Caucasus became the location par excellence in the Russian Romantic
imagination. Like the Alps for the English Romantics Byron and the Shelleys, the
Caucasus was a place to commune with the awesomeness of nature, and where nature and
reflections about culture were inextricably intertwined.® Bitov participates in this
Romantic tradition, collapsing time and underscoring his identification with Russia’s
literary past when he observes mid-way through the sketch that in visiting Haghartsin, he
feels an entire century younger:

... it was easy to breath, and I felt like someone in an engraving, in a

cloak and a broad-brimmed hat, with a tall alpine walking stick, as

though I were a whole century younger than my real self. (159)

... JIETKO JBIIAIOCh, U TyBCTBOBAJ 5 C€Os CIIOBHO Ha IrpaBlOpe --

B IIJJAIIE U [UPOKOMOJION IIJIAIE ¢ BBICOKON JIBIIMICKON TPOCTHIO,

Oynro OBLT ST MOJIOJKE caMoro ceOs Ha TebIi BeK. (533)
Finding similarities with Pushkin, Bitov notes that it is easier to breath in a different time
and place, but he also carefully notes differences between his own and Pushkin’s
interpretations of the local landscapes: “Like negative and positive.” (158) (Kak meratus
u no3utuB.) (532). Hinting at self-criticism, he suggests that Pushkin was the positive
pole, and he, a lesser, Soviet being, the negative. But by evoking the writers of the

previous century Bitov defies his Soviet times; and by re-connecting with 19" century
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Romantic history, he himself grows younger and more robust, inviting his readers to do
the same.

Reveling in the natural setting of Georgia and enjoying the spiritual company of
Pushkin and Lermontov, Bitov explores experiences that fall outside the Soviet canon:
religious ecstasy, the epiphany of God, and of himself as an individual. Although
traveling through the Soviet Union, a supposed bastion of socialist atheism, he takes
pains to visit a monastery, and re-constructs his visit carefully. One of his first
observations is that the monastery has not been working for a long time, and you assume
the church has long since been abandoned. However, it soon becomes clear that the
grounds have a guard and are being taken care of: although the monastery “... had not
functioned for a long time, of course...” (160) (... KOHeUHO, TaBHO HE JACHCTBOBAI...)
(533), “... the family of watchmen, made gracious by peace and health, has established
themselves here with a cow, a calf, sheep, bees, a grandmother, and children.” (160) (...
OyarocTHast OT 3J0POBBS M IIOKOSI CEMbsI CTOPOIKEH pa3Bea 371ech KOPOBY, TEICHKA,
oBeIl, muen, 6adymky u aereid.) (533). Not only are the guard and his extended family
thriving, but they are living in a kind of pastoral paradise: “These people and their
bashful smiles were redolent of something warm and milky, fresh from the cow.” (160)
(qu-TO TCIJIBIM, MOJIOYHBIM -- ITIAPHBIM -- IIaXJIO OT 3THUX HIOHefI N NX CMYIICHHBIX
yibI00K.) (533). A subsequent observation about the monastery’s refectory, which the
guard points to with “greater liking and special good humor” (160) (c 6ombIIeH
cuMIiatueit u ocodbm Onaroaymenm) (533), causes Bitov to note: “So that’s how they
ate here...”) (Bot Ttak onu 31ech kymanu...) (533), hinting at Georgia’s legendary

cuisine and wine, as well as at its hallowed tradition of treating guests with utmost
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respect and care, as if divine visitors. Although the monastery does not appear to have
been working as a religious center, it is in fact quite healthy; and its people dwell in
pastoral bliss, upholding key elements of Georgian national traditions.

Bitov further explores the spiritual side of the monastery in its natural setting, and
his comments reflect both the deep animism and the Orthodoxy that are part of Georgian
religious life. When Bitov first sees the complex, he describes it as very much alive; as
he and his host arrive at the monastery, the buildings take on both human and animal
qualities:

This was a monastery. It rose up on the path to meet me, like a man

coming around a bend... It had a lived-in look. And if it blocked my

path with the suddenness of a live creature, as though the curiosity

were its and not ours, the creature was benevolent. (159)

210 6611 MOHACTBIPE. OH BCTAN MEpeI0 MHOU Ha JOPOTE

TaK HaBCTpeuy, Kak YeJIOBEK M3-3a TOBOPOTA... OH Ka3aJycs KUIIBIM.

U ecnu oH meperopori MHE JOPOTY ¢ BHE3AITHOCTHIO JKUBOTO CYIIECTBA,

OyaTO 3TO OBLIO €ro, a He Hallle JTFOOIBITCTBO, TO CYLIECTBO ATO

ObUTO T0OpOXKeEnaTenbHo. (533)

Plants, too, come to life, and interact with human desires: “The tree blocked our view —
we wanted to look and see what was there, beyond the yard...” (160) (lepeBo 3acnmonsio
B30p -- XOTEJIOCh 3arjIsTHyTh, YTO TaM, 3a TUIOIIAA04YKOH. ..) (534). And religious
practices and feelings are very much intact: the humans light their thin wax candles, an
essential ritual of Orthodoxy, as they hover in the dusty twilight that has gathered around
the monastery buildings. The entire setting is so natural that the building, and the

people are positively calming: “Everything here was so very scrupulous, plain, and so

tranquil — there was nothing to excite us, and we felt sleepy.” (160) (Bce 651110 31€CH
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O4YeHb TOOPOCOBECTHO, MMPOCTO ¥ TaK YMHUPOTBOPEHHO -- BOJTHOBATHCS OBIJIO HUYEM H
XOTEeJIOCh craTh.) (533).

As Bitov focuses on the natural beauty of the location, he moves more explicitly
towards an experience of finding a heaven on earth that is not supernatural: “No, there
was nothing supernatural.” (160) (Ho HeT, Huuero ceepxbectecTBEHHOTO.) (534). In turn,
he re-discovers a much earlier identity, one that is linked closely with existing simply and
in harmony with nature:

We found ourselves in the place where we had lived our whole lives,

where we and no one else in our stead, had lived. We found ourselves in

the world we lived in. But this whole world, all of it, was placed within

our view, as if we had just arrived in it, as if we had fallen from the sky.

We had flown, we were exiles... As if we had just been led here by the

hand and told: “Be fruitful and multiply.” (160)

MBI OKa3aanuch Tam KE, TAC YKE IPOKUIIN BCIO )XKU3Hb, II’IC MMCHHO MBI U

HUKTO 32 Hac He XWi. MBI OKa3aJIuCh B TOM MUpE, IIC MBI )KUBCM. Ho on

BECh, BECh OBLT IIOMCIIICH K HaM BO B3I, CJIOBHO MbI TOJIBKO YTO B 3TOT

MUp NpUObUIH, Kak ¢ HeOa ynanu. [lpunerenu, Obutn U3rHaHsl... byaro

3TO TOJILKO YTO HAC 3a pyKy MpHUBENH, ckazanu: “Ilmogurech u

pasMHOXKanTech.” (534)

The biblical reference is clear, and provides one of many examples of Georgia being
described as paradise; and it is here that Bitov finds his sense of his individual self.

After contemplating the monastery’s setting, Bitov describes a ravine that opens
out before him like a “horn of plenty” (161) (por nzooumnus) (534), and how he himself is
integrated mystically in nature:

In its shape, in its flare and curve, the whole valley spreading out below

me seemed to resemble that horn. As though the horn had been
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dropped on the ground, and its upper arc had become transparent, like the

sky. I had been put into the very bottom of the horn, and spilling out from

under me were all the riches that filled my view. (161)

Kak Ol Bcsl pacmmpuBIiasicst epeio MHOKO BHU3Y JIOJIHHA IO (opMe,

10 PaCIIMPEHUIO U THYTOCTH HAallOMUHAJA 3TOT por. byaro 3ToT por

OOpOHIITM Ha 3eMITIO, M BEPXHHI CBOJ] €TO CTaJl IPO3PAYHBIM, KaK

He0o. f ObuI 3achllaH Ha caMO€ JJOHBIIIKO pora, U3-1moj MeHs

MPOCHITIATIOCH BCE TO, YeM M300MIIOBATI MO B3I, (534)
The natural landscape of Georgia is part and parcel of this abundance: the earth is soft,
fruitful, and peaceful; blue fir-trees stand out above the alpine meadows.** Bitov can’t
see himself in this landscape, but he fixates on his hand, which he suggests is the hand of
someone living in paradise, of an infant that does not yet know work. Yet even this
infant’s hand is animated with desire: the fingers of the hand gape at the world that
awaits their touch. Bitov reaches further mystical heights when he looks at the palm of
his hand:

As if I had been brought here, let here by the hand... I looked,

exclaimed -- but when I remembered and glanced back He was

already gone. Only my empty hand still preserved the touch of Him

who had led us here, and the palm was empty. (161)

CI0BHO 3TO 32 pyKy MEHS CIOJIa TIPUBEIH, TTOABEIH. .. S TIIAHy,

OXHYJI; a KOTJ]a BCIOMHUJI U OTJIsiHyJcs -- Ero yxe He Opu10. U

TOJIBKO MOA ITyCTas JIaJOHb XpaHHJia €€ IPUKOCHOBCHUEC TOTO,

KTO TipuBen Hac. Jlagonp Obuta mycTa. (535)
This meditation leads straight to a perception of God as immanent in the body of the
church, and to an epiphany of both God and the human individual. Bitov frames God as

an architect who created this particularly inspiring church:

But never had I encountered a church so subordinated to the idea of
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dissolving in Creation. A church so absent. As calmly, as inconspicuously
as possible... in a whisper... the builder led his lines away from our eye,
led our eye away, so that we would not see the church — no, this is a
trivial human affair, a building. So that where the church stood, were
we lived, we would see the reflection of God’s face in His own creation. (162)
Ho Hu pa3y ermie He BcTpeyal 51 Xpama, HaCTOJBKO IMMOYMHEHHOTO UIee
pacTBOpEHMS B TBOPEHUHU. Takoro oTCyTCTBUA 4 elle He BcTpeyan. Kak
MOYKHO He3aMeTHee, CIIOKOIHEE, IIEMOTOM... YBOJIUII CTPOHUTENb CBOH
JIMHUMW OT HAIICTO B3IJIAJ4a U YBOAWJI HAIIl B3TJIAM, 4TOOBI HE XpaM MbI
YBHUJIENH, HET -- 3TO IyCTOE, YEIOBEUECKOE JETI0, TIOCTPOHKA, -- @ YTOOBI
MBI yY3p€Jik, IA€ OH CTOUT, I'’I€ MBI JKUBEM, OTPAKCHUC JIMIIA bora B ero
cobcTBeHHOM TBOpeHUH. (536)
Immersed in nature, Bitov sees divinity.*’
What Bitov takes from this encounter with God is an imperative to relearn how to
speak, to find a language that can articulate this new sense of where he lives, who he is:
Here we had to learn language anew, generate it, barely unstick
our lips -- with the same effort, full of courage, with which I had
dared to open my eyes — and pronounce a first word, one word, to
name what we saw: world. (163)
3nech Hazo OBLTO 3aHOBO YUUTHCS SI3BIKY, 3aPOAHTH €T0, PA3JICHUTh C
TPYZOM T'yOBl, TEM K€ UCTIOJTHEHHBIM OeccTpalliis yCUIIueM, KaKuM
OCMEJTHJICS pacTiaxHyTh IJ1a3a, ¥ MPOU3HECTH NIEPBOE CIOBO, OJTHO,
yTOOBI HA3BaTh TO, YTO MBI BUAUM: MuUp. (536)
That would be, the natural world in its divine beauty and plenitude. But to perceive the
natural world as God created it, Bitov must take care of himself, and in closing this

passage he articulates an idea that was at antipodes to the supposed Soviet communist

ideal: the individual.*® Bitov breaks the world as if into new phrases, and in finding new
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relationships in the world, between words, he finds, or re-finds, the building blocks of his
own identity:

The world opened before me. I stopped on the threshold. Stood

still in the doorway. The gateway to the world. Gates of the

world. I stand on the threshold. It is I who stand. Itis 1. (163)

ITepeno MHOM oTBOpHics Mup. S 3acTeul Ha mopore. 3amep B ABEPSX.
Boporta B mup. Bpara mupa. S ctoro Ha mopore. 3t1o 1 cToro. 710 -- 5. (537)

In the natural setting of the monastery of Haghartsin, on the remote border between
Armenia and Georgia, Bitov is able to reclaim elements of his identity, namely his sense
of God and individuality that the Soviet system had tried so hard to suppress.

Traveling to the Caucasus, the Romantic destination of past great Russian writers,
Bitov finds that it is not just the wine and food of Georgia and the Caucasus, but also the
spiritual qualities accompanying these manifestations of nature that provide him with a
renewed spirituality: contact with God, and sense of himself as an individual in God’s
world. The importance of nature in sustaining the intimacy between the divine and
human, in redefining a homo sovieticus into a homo sapiens et sentiens cannot be
underestimated. Nature, as found in Georgia, provides a Russian writer such as Bitov
with a warm heart, the missing pulse of his northern, Slavic soul. Recalling the rhetoric
of his literary ancestors, Lermontov and Pushkin, who saw Georgia and the Caucasus as a
land of freedom and aesthetic inspiration, using biblical rhetoric to describe Georgia as an
earthly paradise, Bitov feels empowered to create language anew, correct the many
wrongs wrought by his Soviet life, and step forth a transformed man.

However, in the process of undergoing his spiritual transformation, Bitov seems

to have forgotten the premise of his journey -- that he is a visitor in this amazing land.
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He still thinks like a colonial conqueror, assuming that because he has fallen in love with
Georgia and the Caucasus, and with the spiritual nourishment they offer him, he has the
right to claim them as his own. As he himself comments in his opening reflections, any
fame he might bestow on the region, as an outsider, is “a portent of the end,” and would
lead to “invasion and appropriation.” Rather than casting the Caucasus as a
predominantly Muslim land as his 19" century literary ancestors had done,*” Bitov
extends his appropriation of Georgia to include some of its more sacred spaces, the
churches and monasteries nestled on hills, hidden from view of the general public. This
invasion and appropriation of Georgian culture, spirituality, and lands, is indeed part of
the tension and competition that has been so intertwined in the political relationship
between Georgia and Russia, from the 19™ century to the present.

While Bitov felt troubled by much of his Soviet existence, with its corruption and
lack of viable heroic models, as seen in “Penelope,” when he travels to the Caucasus, he
feels he finds answers to some of the problems spawned by the Soviet system.
Dispensing with the models provided both by Homer’s and Camerini’s versions of the
Odyssey, he imagines a place where the cultural monuments of the Parthenon and
Coliseum are nothing but ruins: bypassing the foundational structures of specifically
Western culture, he imagines himself immersed in a landscape and culture where God is
immanent in the architecture of the churches, in Nature itself. In this re-claimed space,
Bitov re-enacts the Romantic poetic traditions of Pushkin and Lermontov: thinking
himself anew, he nonetheless recreates his past, including an imperial Russian attitude

towards former colonial spaces; he is conscious of his violation of that space, but does
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not seriously question what seems to him to be a God-given right to take the Georgian
land on his own terms.

In articulating the cultural relationship between Russia and Georgia, Bitov’s
ambiguous attitude towards the Classics tends to diminish the real cultural heritage of
Georgia. As a Russian, his connection with the Classical materials is ambiguous and
tenuous, and by imagining a space without Rome or Greece, by desecrating the ancient
temple site, Garni, with Soviet-style drunkenness, he projects that tenuousness on to
Georgia, Armenia, and the Caucasus, stripping it of a rich culture that is in fact
historically intertwined with the Classical heritage. As I will discuss in the following
chapter, Liudmila Ulitskaia promulgates this colonial attitude in her novel, Medea and
her Children, appropriating and co-opting yet another aspect of Georgian culture, the
ancient Colchian figure, Medea, transforming her into a Crimean Medea who attempts to
re-unite the disparate ethnic groups and nationalities that have emerged after the collapse

of the Soviet Union.
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5 9
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part of a Russian reader, would not have been able to produce.” I hope my discussion calls into question
this sense of confidence about some Russians’ depiction of Georgia.
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Chapter 11
Liudmila Ulitskaia’s Medea and her Children: A Modern Russian Medea, Stalin,
Georgia, and the Limits of Tolerance.

[Harlampy’s] blood proved strong, however, not yielding to other lines,

and those of his posterity who were not winnowed by the bloodthirsty

times inherited robustness of spirit and talent from him, while his

renowned avarice manifested itself in his male issue in great energy and

a passion for building. In the women, as in Medea, it turned into thrift,

a heightened attention to material things, and a practical resourcefulness.

(Medea and her Children, 6)'

Ho xpoBb [Xapnammnero] okazanach CUJIbHOM, HE pacTBOPSUIACh B APYTUX

MOTOKAX, M T€ U3 €r0 TOTOMKOB, KOTOPBIX HE TIEPEMOJIOTHIIO KPOBOXKATHOE

BpEMs, YHACIICAOBAINU OT HET'O U KPEIIOCTh HATYPEI, U TAJIaHT, 4 BCEM

M3BECTHAsS €ro KaIHOCTh B MY KCKOW JIMHUH MPOSBIISTIACH OOJIBIION SHEpTUeit

U CTPACThIO K CTPOUTENILCTBY, a Y JKEHIINH, Kak Y Meneu, obopadynBaiach

6epe)I(J'II/IBOCTBIO, IIOBBIIIICHHBIM BHUMAHHUEM K BECIIIU 1 I/ISBOpOTHI/IBOfI

MPaKTUYHOCTHIO. (Medes u ee demu, 8)

In post-Soviet Russia the pattern of using Classical myths to address issues of
national identity and contemporary social concerns has in no way diminished.” Liudmila
Ulitskaia, exploring the history and contemporary lives of characters living in late- and
post-Soviet Russia, manipulates the trusted vehicle of Classical figures to both veil and
unveil pressing issues of her age. Rather than using in-depth quotations, pointed re-
translations, or extensive satirical allusions, as do Gogol, Pushkin and Saltykov-
Shchedrin, or a complex of suggestive allusions and counter-allusions as does Bitov,
Ulitskaia uses much broader strokes to rewrite ancient mythic figures such as Medea,
Odysseus and Penelope, creating a new mythology in a resurgent Russia, a mythology
that provides a framework for dealing with the post-Soviet legacy of Stalin, the

emergence of multiple nationalisms, Russia’s relationship with the West, as well as for

offering insight into Russia’s ongoing relationship with Georgia.’
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In many ways, Ulitskaia shares similar concerns with other cultural figures from
the late- and post-Soviet eras who continue to use the Classics to articulate their thoughts
about Russia and about its relationship with Georgia and the Caucasus: Andrei Bitov,
who, as we have seen in the previous chapter, found solace in the Caucasus as an
alternative Greece, a site of Eastern spirituality; Bulat Okudzhava, the Soviet bard, poet
and novelist who, ethnically Armenian and Georgian, was beloved in the Soviet Russia
but scorned by many in Georgia; and Otar Chiladze, an ardent Georgian nationalist who
refused to speak Russian on his death bed, but whose novel, A Man Walked Down the
Road, (gzaze erti katsi midioda), was translated into Russian and read widely.* As if in
response to Bitov, who held the ancients up as both positive and negative models for his
Soviet hero, Ulitskaia, too, uses Penelope and Odysseus as models against which to
contrast her late- and post-Soviet Russian characters. She plays with the trope of Russia
as the Third Rome, drawing out contrasts between Rome and Greece. She mentions
Okudzhava in his role as a bard who united the different ethnic groups of the Soviet
Union with his songs; he, however, wrote an historical novel, The Dilettantes’ Journey,
presenting the last decade of Nicholas I’s reign as a fallen Roman state and Georgia as a
Grecian haven controlled by Russia, and used these tropes as an extended allegory for the
political conditions in Soviet Russia. Further, Ulitskaia’s image of Medea both evokes
and competes with Otar Chiladze’s Medea as described in his novel, 4 Man Walked
Down the Road: although she claims her Medea is an emanation of Eastern Wisdom, her
text in many ways contradicts this claim, revealing instead an image of Medea who is an
icon of nostalgia and longing for the better days of both pre-revolutionary, and even

Soviet Russia, a supposedly politically neutral figure who, while claiming to be tolerant,
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nonetheless betrays a sense of Russia’s superiority over its imperial subjects and
holdings.’

Liudmila Ulitskaia trained as a geneticist, and worked as a researcher at a
biological institute in Moscow. After losing her position, she turned first to theatre and
children’s literature, finding work in 1979 at the Jewish Chamber Musical Theatre, where
she began writing, and after three years began publishing. Since then she has enjoyed
great acclaim as one of Russia’s leading authors.® Although she claims to be apolitical
and interested in people’s personal lives, she is also noted for promoting tolerance and
understanding of women’s rights, sexual diversity, and Russia’s multi-ethnic diversity in
her literary creations and through her involvement with the Institute of Tolerance, an
NGO funded in part by the Open Society Foundation.” Many of Ulitskaia’s characters
reflect elements of her biography, and the line between her self as author and her fictional
characters is sometimes blurred.® She is Jewish by upbringing and ethnicity, but has
converted to Russian Orthodoxy; her Medea is Orthodox, married to a Jew, who is also a
card-carrying Communist. Both she and many of her characters exhibit a passion for
essentializing their genealogical makeup, and her characters’ lives and personalities often
seem genetically determined by their national or ethnic backgrounds, making them sound
at times like stereotypes that verge on parody, rather than fully developed characters.’

As Russia moved into the post-perestroika years and the tumult of the Yeltsin era,
Ulitskaia published her first full length novel, Medea and her Children (Meodes u ee
demu), in 1996, in which she clearly adapts the ancient Greek figure of Medea to late-
and post-Soviet times, continuing the dialogue about the importance of the Western

Classics in Russia, displaying as well the urgent need to alter those very Classical models
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to fit their Russian environment. Structured as a family chronicle that unfolds from the
spring of 1976, the novel’s narrative is not strictly chronological, but interweaves history
and contempory life, explaining events and characters with a logic of its own that reveals
much of Ulitskaia’s intent.

Her name notwithstanding, Ulitskaia’s Medea is the polar opposite of Euripides’
crazed barbarian from Colchis who kills her children in a jealous rage. She is a much
kinder version of Ovid’s Medea, who does not stop at concocting herbal potions for Jason
and his clan, but yields to Jason’s wish to restore youth to his aged father, and urged on
by Bacchus, sets off on a killing-spree, tricking Pelias’ daughters into hacking him to
bits, and commiting more heinous deeds which are stopped only when Aegeus strikes
poison from his son’s lips: “Mischief is hard, it seems, to put an end to.”'® Unlike her
ancient predecessors, Ulitskaia’s Medea is childless, kills no one, but instead acts as the
caretaker for her extended family that vacations in her home in the Crimea; as a guardian
who watches over the ebb and flow of both time and history, and the passions and erotic
energies that surge through her various family members.'" Selfless, nearly sexless, yet
tolerant and accepting, she holds together a vast family through the ancient Greek
bloodlines she embodies, and from which flow the “...many tribes [of the former Soviet
Union], from Lithuania, Georgia, Siberia, and Central Asia.” (49) (...pa3HorIeMeHHOE
MHOkeCTBO — U3 JIuTBbI, 3 [ py3un, uz Cubupu u Cpenneit Azun.) (42).

Further, Ulitskaia echoes Bitov’s use of the Classical figures, especially
Odysseus and Penelope, to engage with the traditional Western models, contrasting them
with new and improved Russian versions, both in Medea and her Children, and in a

collection of connected stories, first published as Skvoznaia liniia (Cxeosnas aunus) in
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2002."* Sharing Bitov’s concern for the moral degradation and lying in Soviet society
that he explores in “Penelope,” Ulitskaia focuses on the nature of women’s lies. She
experiments with Western European and American developments in feminism, for
example, deriding Penelope for her lack of imagination in waiting so long for Odysseus
to return; and contributes to the development of Russian feminism in her daring portraits
of womens’s lives, affirming the importance of women’s literature in post-Soviet
Russia.”” Ulitskaia, like Bitov, is concerned as well about artistic and personal freedom
within the Soviet context, and the nature of women’s lies provides a metaphor for
exploring the sources and limits of creative freedom in her own era.

Curiously, in a 2004 edition of Skvoznaia liniia (Cxeo3nas nunus), included in a
larger collection entitled Iskusstvo zhit’ (Mckyccmeo scums), the Classical figures that
framed the 2002 edition are excised, a move that highlights a retrenchment from the
earlier edition that openly challenges the ancient models, betraying, perhaps, the
influence of growing nationalism in the Putin era in the late 1990’s and early to mid
2000’s. Ulitskaia has her characters experience what may be seen as the destructive
influence of capitalism and other Western ideas, for example, an adolescent who indulges
in sexual fantasies with an older man (a wishful, would-be Lolita),'* and a mature female
journalist who travels to Geneva to investigate a ring of Russian and Ukrainian
prostitutes. As if to counter the exposure to these negative elements, however, Ulitskaia
has the stories’ main character, the journalist, Zhenia, eventually return to a more
traditional life in Moscow, settling down with her former husband, embracing her
Orthodoxy and Jewish roots, and magnanimously hiring a Chechen refugee as a

household helper. The Classical references are not completely lost, however, and Zhenia,
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in passing, is likened to a solid Odysseus rather than a flamboyant and profligate
Penelope: she is still a strong feminist figure, but the Classical references reflect an
image that is subdued, reflecting a conservatism that is also seen in the earlier work,
Medea and her Children.

Considering these examples, it seems that the Classical figures Ulitskaia uses are
vehicles to reflect on a number of pressing issues Russia currently faces.'” Through the
figures, primarily of Medea, and secondarily of Odysseus and Penelope, Ulitskaia’s novel
reflects on issues of ethnic resettlements during the Soviet era and ethnic conflict after the
collapse of the Soviet Union; on the relationship with Russia of the breakaway regions
and nations, especially Latvia, Uzbekistan, and Georgia and the Caucasus. Through the
figures of Odysseus and Penelope, she reflects on more personal issues: political, sexual,
and artistic freedom in Soviet Russia, and by association and contrast, in post-Soviet,
Putin/Medvedev times.

But Ulitskaia’s Medea is a complex figure who raises many questions: does she
represent nostalgia for the good times of the Soviet Union and pre-Revolutionary
Russia?'® Is she a supra-national figure, innocent of politics, who just happens to
peacefully unite the newly formed countries of the former Soviet Union, who just
happens to include all corners of Russia’s “sphere of influence” in her genetic pool? Is
she truly tolerant of all ethnic groups, or is she a more ambiguous figure, playing on
ethnic stereotypes, re-writing aspects of Crimean history to foster feelings of national
pride and identity for a new Russia that help restore Russia to its former imperial glory?

Previously, scholars have interpreted Ulitskaia’s Medea in nothing but a positive

light:
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Her Medea Mendez could almost be called an anti-Medea. Childless, she
becomes a surrogate mother for many of her relatives, and especially for
the sensitive poet Masha. An archaic matriarch without children of her own,
rooted in the Caucasus region far from modern Moscow, Medea Mendez is
drawn as a humane, compassionate role-model. Allusions to myth are enforced
[sic: ’'m quoting Grothe] through the novel’s setting in present-day Georgia, the
modern equivalent of Colchis..."”
I suggest, however, that Ulitskaia’s Medea is not rooted in the Caucasus, but rather has
been up-rooted to the Crimea, in many ways appropriated and then cut off from her
Georgian roots and mythic ancestry. I argue that rather than being a matriarch who takes
care of her extended family, she is essentially a passive figure, a guardian in a tower
watching and recording, but not interfering or actively helping; she is an icon who seems
calm and accepting, but who, perhaps wearily indifferent, actually chooses her favorite to
ensure the continuation of her particular Greek heritage, while her offspring that would
continue Russian lines, in particular Masha, a scion of Russian literary heritage, actually
dies out.'® Further, overall, the novel presents a picture of Russia and the Soviet Union
as a multi-cultural country in which all remaining ethnic groups seem to get along
relatively well. Ulitskaia chooses not to dwell on the harsh times, on the difficult ethnic
issues involved in the geo-politics of the Crimea and the Caucasus, or other countries of
the former Soviet Union. She creates a picture of love and tolerance, but the tolerance
her characters enact is one that erases ethnic differences and the deep nationalist pride in
the newly independent states that have emerged since the collapse of the Soviet Union.

Reading the clues in her characters linked to Classical figures helps uncover a less
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utopian vision, revealing a sense of Russia’s lingering imperial interest in influencing and
even controlling its peripheral countries and ethnic groups, including Tatars in the
Crimea, Uzbeks in Tashkent, Lithuanians, and in particular, Georgians in the Caucasus.

Medea, as a character created in 1996, in the turbulent years after the break-up of
the Soviet Union, thus serves as a new mythological figure for new times, as an icon to
help Ulitskaia’s readers, as post-Soviet citizens, navigate the terrors and collapse of the
Soviet Union; deal with the loss of territory once integral to the Soviet Union, such as the
new, yet still fragile and vulnerable independent Baltic States and Georgia, which having
capitalized on the sense of national identity encouraged and celebrated during the years
of Soviet rule, have now emerged to claim and further cultivate those identities."’
Ulitskaia’s image of Medea and her extended family, while seeming to portray an island
of tolerance and acceptance, contains within it a host of contradictions and tensions that
reflect troubles in the current Russian body politic, including a lingering resentment of
and hostility towards Georgia and all Georgians, an underlying immorality masked by the
glorification of a pseudo-pagan veneer, and an entrenched competition for cultural
ascendancy.

The excision of the Classical figures in Skvoznaia liniia is a slight change, but
signals a conundrum, a tension in Ulitskaia’s work that manifests itself in her earlier
work, especially Medea and her Children. Although she is known for being a positive
force in post-Soviet literature, a radical exponent of women’s sexual liberation, and for
celebrating the moral probity of her characters and the tolerance they display, there is a
slippage in that tolerance, an ambiguity that makes one wonder if the tolerance she

exhibits could also be a sign of turbulence underlying her characters and Russian society,
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one that is not as well controlled as she would like to portray, no matter what she hopes
for Russia as it continues to evolve, or revolve to older ways of thought and behavior. It
is a turbulence fueled by a basic tension inherent in the post-Soviet period.

Indeed, although the novel chronicles Medea’s extended, supposedly happy
family, not all family members are treated equally, and it is curious to see a distinct
prejudice emerge against the Georgian branch of the family, several of whom are
portrayed as ignorant, unfortunate, or crazy. This prejudice seems to stem from guilt by
association with the legacy of Stalin and his cohort of Caucasian henchmen (such as
Sergo Ordzhonikidze and Lavrentia Beria, to name but two), who ruled the Soviet Union
in the early days.”® It is a prejudice that deserves deeper investigation, especially in post-
Soviet Russia, which Donald Rayfield suggests has not yet come to terms with the trauma
of the Stalinist legacy: “The Soviet Union and its successor states have never achieved

521

what psychiatrists call closure.”” And where, in fact, many say they would vote for a

man like Stalin, were he to enter politics today. *

However, while denouncing Stalin and the Soviet period, Ulitskaia is susceptible
to expressing a sense of nostalgia towards a time that was at least physically and
economically more secure. As others have noticed, her novel reads like a utopian dream
of a Soviet Union that never existed.” But it is a utopian dream that has been
reconfigured for a post-Soviet, resurgent Russia in search of its own boundaries and
national identity. The tension, turbulence, and hostility to Georgia in particular can be
seen in Ulitskaia’s re-inscription of Medea and her entire family, which emphasizes her

Greek heritage, appropriating and yet dismissing her Georgian roots; whose traditions are

carried on by a male figure in whom Armenian, Greek, and Russian lines dominate, to the
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detriment of the Georgian bloodlines.** It is a hostility that runs counter to the impulse
elsewhere in her writings towards freedom, democracy, tolerance, and inclusiveness.”
On first reading, the hostility towards Georgia and Georgian characters seems to
be non-existent. Ulitskaia’s Medea lives in a Soviet Union that includes Georgia within
its boundaries, that does not even consider that Georgia could be an entity independent
from Russia or the Soviet Union. Medea’s ancestors are Pontic Greek, but also from
Georgia, and several characters find refuge from their northern Soviet life in the warmer
and freer southern climes of Tbilisi. In Ulitskaia’s fictive world, Georgia has been fully
integrated into the Soviet empire, yet the picture of Georgia and Georgians does little to
go beyond stereotypes of the country and its people, and in fact does much to belittle the
independent traditions Georgians would like to claim as their own. Descriptions of a
Caucasian restaurant in Theodosia and of a character’s involvement with Georgian actors
in Tbilisi and Moscow, while inclusive, do little to dispel the image of Georgians as
creative and passionate bohemians, and of the Caucasus as nothing but a source of wine,
good food, and an alternative space for Soviet citizens from the north. Formed in part by
Russians writing about the area, and in part by the relative freedom that Georgians did
enjoy during the Soviet period, these images are ones that Okudzhava will explore, and

Chiladze soundly contradict.
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Confronting Soviet History and Politics
In an interview in November, 1996, discussing how her novella, Sonechka, was an
attempt to understand the people of her parents’ generation, and how they lived through
and are slowly coming to terms with the horrific years of Stalinist times, Ulitskaia affirms
her belief that it is possible in some way for people to separate politics from their
personal, interior lives:
The 50’s and 60’s, preserved in my memory, left a heavy imprint on that
generation of Soviet people. I know, I remember, the extent to which my
parents’ generation was painfully touched. Only now, in recent years,
peoples’ souls have slowly begun to straighten out: in the midst of
all of the difficulty, complexity of contemporary life in Russia they have begun
to take on a genuinely human character... Sonechka and the heroine of Medea
and her Children are very important for me precisely because, living in a difficult
time, in an uneasy social environment, they deal with it, as if... to the weather, to
an atmospheric event. Their pupose in life, moral positions were deeper than
. . . 2
that layer where the interactions of man and society usually take place.?
Coxpanusmmecs B Moelt namsatu 50e, 60e robl HaIOXKUIN TSHKEIIBIN OTIIEYaTOK
Ha TOTJaIIHee ITOKOJICHNE COBETCKHX TIOACH. 3Ha[0, MOMHIO, O KaKOI CTCIICHH
OKa3aJIoCh OOJIE3HEHHO 3aTPOHYTO U MOKOJICHUE MOMX poauTenei. Jlumb ceitvac,
B [TOCJIETHHE TOJIbl, HAYAJIM TOTUXOHBKY PacHpaBisAThCA AYIIN JHOJAEH: TPH BCEH
TSDKECTH, CII0KHOCTH HBIHEIITHEH )KU3HHU B Poccuu OHU cTaimu mpeoopeTarTh
OJTMHHO YeJIOBeUeCcKuid xapakrep...CoHedKa ke, KaK U TePOUHS... KHUTH
((Melleﬂ u €€ AT, OUYCHDb BAXKHBbI JJIA MCHSI UMCHHO TEM, YTO, )KUBS B TAXKEIIOC
BpEMsi, B HEJIETKOM COLIMAIbHOM Cpeie, OTHOCHINCH K HUM, KaK K... IOr0JIe, K
aTMOoc(epHBIM ABIIEHUSM. VX )KM3HEHHbIE YCTAHOBKU, MOPAJIbHbIE MTO3ULIUN

OBLITH TITY0Ke TOTO CJIOS, T/Ie OOBIYHO MPOMCXOMAT B3aMMOJICHCTBYS YeIoBeKa U
2
obmecTBa. >’
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She specifically notes that the separation between the personal and political layers applies
to her novel, Medea and her Children. However, although Ulitskaia claims to be
interested primarily in the personal, internal lives of her characters, in reading her work,
it is clear she cannot avoid the political and larger social questions of her age. Although
she would prefer the political context behind her characters’ lives to be like an
“atmospheric event,” the weather, like geography is physical fact, and cannot be divorced
from the larger phenomenology of characters’ or their authors’ lives. Rather, these stories
are in many ways morality tales for very difficult times: how did people manage to
survive the upheavals of Soviet history: the Revolution and ensuing Civil War, the years
of forced migrations of peoples, collectivization, the forced friendship of nations, the
breakup of traditional family structures, the loss of old fashioned, humanistic, bourgeois
values of love and meaning, all supposedly lost in the process of creating the ideal Soviet
state and citizen?

Rather than being immune to the turbulence of politics and history around them,
however, each of her characters deals with the terrors in his or her own way. As Ulitskaia
notes in the first paragraph, Medea was saved from being deported as a Pontic Greek
thanks to her husband’s Spanish surname. Medea’s own husband, the jolly philanderer
Samuel, a Jew who was a party member from the Revolution until his death in 1952,
decides to marry Medea because she offers emotional protection from hysterical fits he
first suffered when he was unable to order his soldiers to kill peasants hiding food from
the Soviet Red Army. The family as a whole makes its political statement by not being
involved in politics. The mythic aura Ulitskaia gives her characters tends to mask the

contradiction that she cannot avoid political issues, despite her declared intention to focus
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on the personal, and has the effect of veiling the political realities of their lives, and

perhaps veiling as well Ulitskaia’s deeper concerns and beliefs.

Genetics and the Nation: Whose Medea? Georgian? Greek, or Crimean?

One of the most striking elements of Ulitskaia’s novel is its insistence on the
importance of the ancient Greek blood that flows through all of Medea’s “tribes”
scattered through the Russian and the Soviet Empire. The novel begins and ends with
praise of the Greek blood that flows through Medea and her ancestors to their
descendents in Lithuania, Latvia, Uzbekistan, Georgia, and Siberia. Indeed, written after
the Soviet Union had dissolved as a political entity, the novel creates, or re-creates the
picture of the Soviet Union as an ideal family of nations, united through the ties to
ancient Greece as they are expressed in the character of Medea, who is first introduced as
one of the few remaining speakers of the ancient language:

Medea Mendez had the maiden name of Sinoply and was, if we disqualify

her younger sister Alexandra who moved to Moscow in the late 1920’s,

the last remaining pure-blooded Greek of a family settled since time

immemorial on the Tauride coast, a land still mindful of its ties with Ancient

Greece. She was also the last member of the family who could speak

passably the medieval Pontic Greek which survived only in the Tauride

colonies and lagged one thousand years behind modern Greek, the same

length of time it was separated from the language of antiquity. (3)

Menes Menpaec, ypoxaenHass CUHOIUIH, €CJIM HE CYUTATh €€ MIIAJIIECH CECTPhI

Anekcanapsl, epedpasiieiicss B MOCKBY B KOHIIE JIBa/IIIATHIX TOJ0B, OCTAIACh

MOCJIEHEN YUCTOMIOPOIHOM IPEYaHKON B CEMbE, MOCEIMBIIEHCS B HE3aNIaMSITHBIE
BpEMEHa Ha POJICTBEHHBIX JJUTajie TaBpUUYECKUX Oeperax. bwina oHa Takxke B
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ceMbe MocieIHel, COXpaHUBIIEH MPUOIN3UTEIBHO IPEYECKUH SI3bIK, OTCTOSBILNN

OT HOBOTPEUECKOTO Ha TO K€ THICSIUENIETHEE PACCTOSTHAE, YTO U IPEBHETPEUCCKUN

OTCTOSIJT OT 3TOTO CPETHEBEKOBOTO MOHTUHCKOTO, TOTBKO B TABPUYECKUX

KOJIOHHSIX COXPAaHMBIIETOCS Hapeuws. (5)
Described as a “pure-blooded Greek,” even though her mother is Georgian, not only does
Medea have linguistic ties to Ancient Greece, but she looks the part as well, sitting in a
“... little garden with her classical Greek profile silhouetted against the whitewashed
wall...” (64) (“... B... caguke cO CBOMM JApeBHETpedecKuM npodusiem Ha ¢poHe OeneHoi
crensbl...”) (54). Her sister, Alexandra, shares this ennobling heritage:

... from the Pontic seafarers she had probably inherited a drop of royal

blood and honorary kinship with those queens who always had their

profile toward the spectator as they spun wool, wove tunics, and made

cheese for their husbands, the kings of Ithaca and Mycenae. (143-44)

... a 9Yepe3 MOHTHICKUX MOPEXO0B OHA TIOIYYHIIa, BEPOSTHO, KATLTIO

[ApCKO# KPOBH, IOYETHOE POJICTBO C TEMH LAPUIIAMH, BCETIa 0OpaIieHHBIMU

K 3pUTEIIO B MPOQPMIIb, KOTOPBIE MPSUIN MIEPCTh, TKAJIM XUTOHBI U

BBIJIETIBIBAIIN CBIP JIJISl CBOUX MYyXkeil, napeit Utaku u Muken. (118)
Emphasizing the sisters’ ancient Greek heritage, Ulitskaia lends an exaggerated glamour
and legitimacy to the Sinoply family, otherwise simple, seafaring Pontic Greeks. **

It is essential to Ulitskaia’s story, told to mend Russia after the fall of the Soviet
Union, to emphasize her heroine’s Greek identity, and to weave that identity into a
greater Russian identity. Even though Medea’s father was a Pontic Greek, and her
mother a Georgian, it is paramount for Ulitskaia to have her Medea maintain her roots in
the Crimea, close to her Greek heritage, diminishing her ties with Georgia, the site of

ancient Colchis. Indeed, several years after Medea’s parents die within ten days of each

other, (her father on a boat, The Empress Maria, sunk in 1916 by sabotage; and her
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mother during the birth of her 14" child), it transpires that one of Medea’s sisters,
Anelya, is living in Tbilisi, happily married to a successful musician. Although Anelya
urges Medea to visit her, hoping to introduce her to a suitable widower, Medea delays her
trip; history and fate take over, ensuring the continuation of Medea’s line in the Crimea:

If Anelya’s plans had come to fruition, this house, possibly the last Greek

house in the Crimea, would not have survived, and the next generation of

the Sinoply family, Greeks in Tashkent, Tbilisi, and Vilnius, would have

forgotten its seafaring heritage. But things turned out differently.(60)

U ecnu 661 AHENMHBI IJIaHBI OCYIIECTBUIIUCH, HE COXpaHMIOCh Obl B Kpbimy

ATOTO TPEUECKOTO, MOXKET OBITh, ITOCIEIHETO, TOMA H CIEIYOIIee ITOKOJICHHE

CHHOIUIH BBIPOAUIIOCH ObI B CyXOMYTHBIX I'PEKOB, TAIIKEHTCKUX, TOUIHCCKUX,

BwieHCknX. Ho Bce mpowusomnnio nunaye. (51)
Instead of moving to Georgia, Medea meets her husband, Samuel Yakovlevich Mendez,
the revolutionary, card-carrying member of the Communist party, and Red Army officer
who been re-trained as a dentist after collapsing in a fit of nervous hysteria while
requisitioning wheat. Medea remains safe in the Crimea, concealed and protected by her
husband’s name and party credentials; along with her, her house and the happy multi-
ethnic family continue to survive in her ancestral home. Again, it is the Greek side of her
heritage, the Sinoply name, rather than the Georgian (her mother was from Batumi), that
1s emphasized, and that seems essential to Ulitskaia’s portrayal of her Medea’s ability to
survive Soviet times, and to emerge as a post-Soviet icon who embraces so many distant
corners of the Russian and Soviet Empires.

In Ulitskaia’s insistence on her Medea’s Greek heritage, we can see a

continuation of the battle between Georgia and Russia about which country has deeper

claims to ancient Greece, and significantly, which nation has a legitimate claim to the
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lands and nautical heritage of the Black Sea. Recall here the importance Russia has
placed on its ties to ancient Greece via the Crimea, a pattern strengthened in the late 19"
century. As Kelly and others have noted, since Russian archeologists were not allowed to
travel freely to Greece to carry out research, many of them turned to the rich
archeological sites of the Crimea, both to further professional activities in the field of
Classical and Archeological Studies, and to boost a sense of connection between Russia
and the Classical world, which also brought Russian scholars into the fold of European
intellectual inquiry and achievements.”

Ulitskaia acknowledges this role of the Crimea, and a further significant element
of her Medea’s Greek heritage, which draws a negative contrast with her Georgian
heritage, is the Greeks’ renown as sailors. Sea-faring skills are a noted trait of the
Sinoplies living in the Crimea, which just happens to have been Russia’s link to the
greater Mediterranean, not to mention home both for Russia’s Navy in the 19" century,
and currently for its Black Sea Flotilla.*® While Greeks have plied the Black Sea since
time immemorial, the Georgians, in contrast, have never enjoyed a reputation as sailors.
Traditionally, they do not look on the sea as a beckoning expanse: the Georgian word for

the sea, “zghva” (B®g3v), shares its root with the word for border, limit, bound:
“zghvar1” (B035600). Although the Georgians have enjoyed living on the eastern shore

of the Black Sea, they have not traditionally used the sea to cross to other lands. Rather,
others have come from afar to invade their shores and coastal cities, from Dioscuri
(present day Sukhumi), to Bathys (now Batumi), places built up by invading imperial
forces, whether Greek, Roman, or Ottoman, but which do not figure as a core part of the

Georgian national identity.”' Though this may seem an overly dogmatic interpretation of



208

this particular trait of Ulitskaia’s Medea, Chiladze, in A Man Walked Down the Road,
exploits the trope of the dangers brought by the sea, of the shore as the site where waves
of invading armies enter ancient Colchis, destroying its Eden-like countryside. Ulitskaia
1s not the first to sense the importance of keeping Russia’s ties to Greece centered in the
Crimea, to hold on to the sense of entitlement and ownership of those lands and the sea
which surrounds them.

Although Medea is introduced as a scion of the ancient Greeks, she is not without
her own ethnic mix, and how this mixture is described raises questions about what
Ulitskaia ultimately believes is the best blood to be maintained in Russia’s genetic pool.
As noted above, Medea is from a family of Pontic Greeks on her paternal side, and this is
what Ulitskaia most emphasizes and praises. However, on her maternal side, Medea is
very Georgian: she inherited her coppery red hair from her mother Matilda, from
Batumi, and received her name, Medea, from her mother’s sister, details of whose life she
chooses to hide from the rest of the family and of which we learn only later in the novel
as the family’s “scrupulously kept secrets” (183) (“Hepasrnacumeie Taitabr”’) (150) are
slowly revealed. Batumi, of course, is currently Georgia’s main port, and the capital of
present day Adjara, home to the resorts of Kobuleti and Kvariati near the current Turkish
border. Batumi is also located just south of the Rioni River, in ancient times called the
Phasis, the river up which Jason and the Argonauts sailed to capture the Golden Fleece,
somewhere in the vicinity of Vani, a town that was most likely a religious and political
center of the eastern Black Sea area, the homeland of ancient Colchis.*

Despite this geographical connection with her character’s mythological namesake,

Ulitskaia diminishes the status of both of Medea’s maternal forebears. Her mother, when
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first introduced, provides a vitality to the Greek line that was about to die out, but it is a
vitality tinged with a hint of transgressive sexuality which could have resulted either from
female licentiousness or rape, or a combination of both: “Or perhaps his [Harlampy’s]
son’s fecundity came from the scrawny redheaded bride, Matilda, whom he had brought
from Batumi and who entered the house already scandalously with child....” (6) (“A
MOKET, MHOTOTIOAME €T0 [ XapiaMIus| CbIHA IIIJI0 OT PhDKEH, TOIHEH HEBECTKH
Martuiibabl, IPUBE3CHHON UM M3 batyma, Bolleamen B uX J0M CKaHIAJIbHO
HeropoxHer...”) (8). Matilda is also the source of the coppery red hair that highlights
the uncontrolled sensuality inherited by some of her offspring, playing off stereotypes of
Georgians as unbridled and passionate, ignoring the reality of more conservative
Orthodox Georgians. Further, Medea’s Georgian mother is described as kind, but
unworldly and close-minded, especially when compared with her daughter who marries a
Jew and befriends Tatars in the Crimea:

Redheaded Matilda, a good Christian in every respect, was zealously

Orthodox, had no time for Muslims, feared the Jews, and had an

aversion for Catholics. Her views on sundry Buddhists, Taoists, and

the like are not known, if indeed she had ever heard of them. (18)

Peokas MaTwiibia, ToOpast BO BCEX OTHOIIICHUSAX XPUCTHAHKA,

MCTOBAs TPaBOCIaBHAS, HEIOMIOOIMBAIA MyCyJIbMaH, 00s1ach €BpeeB

¥ Iapaxajach OT KaTOJMKOB. Hem3BECTHO Takke, YTO OHA lymasa O

mpourx Oy AMCTaxX U Jaocax, €CJIM O TAaKOBBIX cibixana. (17-18)
This description links the clearly Georgian Matilda with a more nationalistic, narrow-

minded strain of Orthodoxy, which contrasts negatively with Medea’s more tolerant

Crimean strain.*?
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Further denigrating Medea’s Georgian lineage, her mother’s sister, Medea, is
described as a semi-literate barbarian, whose letter describing her husband’s drowning, is
“written in extremely bad Russian, and signed with the Georgian name Medea,” (183)
(“‘HammCcaHo... Ha OYEHB IJIOXOM PYCCKOM SI3BIKE U TIOANMCAHO TPY3HHCKUM UMEHEM
Menes”) (150), and quoted, ... with its spelling and grammar corrected...” (183) (“... ¢
BbINpaBieHHOU opdorpadueii...”) (150), emphasizing both her illiteracy in Russian, and
her role as the wife of failed sailors, unworthy to be acknowledged in a family of Greeks.
Ulitskaia further notes: “It was in her honor that Medea had received her own name,
which was unusual among Greeks.” (183) (“HmenHo B ee yecTh u nmomyuusia Menest cBoe,
CTOJIb HEOOBIUHOE /TS TPEeKOB, uMs...” ") (150). While these negative traits are narrated in
a cursory fashion, scattered in the novel like breezy tidbits of history, they build upon
each other, and rather than creating a sense of positive tolerance for ethnic differences
that existed in pre-Soviet and Soviet Russia, seem to denigrate them. Rather than
celebrating ethnic differences or erasing old stereotypes, Ulitskaia, with her fictive
genealogy, ends up reinforcing an image of the Georgians as undereducated barbarians
who muddy the Greek bloodlines, and are unworthy to participate further in the genetic
lineage. This is an image that has come down in Western culture from Euripides’ original
play, written at a time when Athens was trying to secure its own ascendancy over the
Asian forces on the eastern edge of the Greek empire: Ulitskaia in re-writing her Medea
betrays a similar vulnerability that insists, perhaps too much, on the enemy’s negative
otherness.**

Insisting on Medea’s distance from her Georgian forebears, Ulitskaia clearly

wants to separate her Medea from the mythic Greek character as well, referring to the



211

mythic Medea only once, and even then only to dismiss her significance. Describing a
trip Medea takes to the sea with her family, Ulitskaia makes a point of telling us that her
Medea is a current, Crimean iteration, known only to the local population:

...these coves and the rocks in the sea had had their names changed on

many occasions, but in recent decades it had become increasingly common

to refer to them as “Medea’s.” At first they had been given the name by

Medea’s young relatives. From them the new name was adopted by the

postwar settlers, and subsequently also by other people they didn’t know,

who, if they had heard of a Medea, knew only the other, mythical one. (79)

U 6yxTouKu, 1 MOPCKHE KaMHH MEPEKUITA MHOXKECTBO UMEH, HO B TIOCTIETHHE

JCCATUIICTHUS UX BCC Halll€C HAa3bIBAJIN MeJIeI/IHI)IMI/I. CHayaJia ux Tak

OKpecTmiia MezienHa MoJIoAast pOAHS, OT HUX TIEPEHSUTH 3TO HOBOE MMS

MIOCJICBOSHHBIE TTEPECEIICHIIBL, @ CJISIOM U IPYTHE HE3HAKOMBIE JIFOIH, €CITH

Y CJIBIIIABIIKE O CYIIECTBOBAHUU MeJieu, To 0 Ipyrou, Mupudeckou. (66)
Ulitskaia pointedly lets us know that she is creating a localized, Crimean Medea, far from
her Euripidean incarnation. In addition to barbarically killing her children, Euripides’
Medea was also a gifted herbalist, and it is this trait that Ulitskaia definitely appropriates
for her own figure, creating an image of a very local Medea, a fit steward of her Crimean
lands, far removed from her mythic home:

For local people Medea Mendez had long been a part of the landscape.

When she was not sitting on her stool in the white frame of the registration

window, her dark figure was to be seen out on the eastern hills or on the

rocky slopes to the west of the Village. She was not strolling idly but

gathering sage, thyme, mountain mint, barberry, mushrooms, and rose

hips, and she did not neglect the carnelian, the layered and structured
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rock crystal, or the dark antique coins with which the dull soil of this
minor arena of world history was brimming.

She knew the region near and far like the inside of her own buffet,
and not only remembered when and where a useful plant could be picked,
but also noted to herself how the green mantle was gradually changing
over the decades....

She could feel the goodness of this land through the soles of her feet. (4-5)
Jlst MmecTHBIX xuTeneit Menes MeHiec J1aBHO yKe ObliIa acThIO Mer3axa.
Ecnu He cunena oHa Ha cBoeM TabypeTe B Oelloi paMe perucTpaTypHOro OKHa,
TO HEMIPEMEHHO Masyuiia ee TeMHas (urypa Jubo B BOCTOUHBIX X0JIMax, JTM00 Ha
KaMEHHCTHIX CKJIIOHAX K 3amany ot [Tocenka.

Xomawia oHa He TIpa3aHo, OblIa cobupaTenpHuIleh mandes, 4adpera, TOpHou
MsTBI, OapOapuca, rpudoB, IKUIIOBHUKA, HO HE YITyCKaa TakKe U CEpAOIUKOB, U
CJIOMCTBIX CTPOWHBIX KPUCTAJUIOB TOPHOTO XPYCTAJIS, M CTAPUHHBIX TEMHBIX
MOHET, KOTOPBIMH ITOJTHA ObLJIa TYCKJIast TOYBA dTOW CKPOMHOMN CIIEHUYECKOM
IJIOIIAJIKH BCEMUPHOU HCTOPHH.

Bcest okpyra, OkHAS U AanbHsS, ObUIa U3BECTHA €M, KaK COJIEPKUMOE
cobctBeHHOTro Oy(era. OHa HE TOJIBKO MIOMHMIIA, TJI€ U KOT/1a MOXHO B3STh
HY>KHOE pacTeHHe, HO U OTMeYaja Mmpo celsl, KaK C JeCSITUICTUIMHU MEUIEHHO
MEHSIETCSI 3eJIeHas OJCKIA. . ..

CBonMH MOIONIBAMHU OHA YyBCTBOBAJIA 0JIATOCKOHHOCTH 3/EIINX MeCT. (6-7)

Although this picture of Medea as a gifted herbalist and naturalist may be positive and
alluring, it is not one that belongs only to the Crimea. Rather, the Georgians have a long
tradition of seeing Medea as a healer. In Greek mythology, she is the niece of Hecate,
also from Colchis, and an herbal healer par excellence; and contemporary Georgians take
great pride in this heritage.”> Many of Medea’s positive traits are found in Chiladze’s
novel, written in 1973, and which I discuss in greater detail in Chapter V.*® Ulitskaia’s

Crimean Medea also appropriates another noted Georgian national trait, viticulture: not

only is she familiar with the location and use of all of the local herbs, she also keeps her
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private vineyard well tended, in marked contrast to the vineyards around her that have
been destroyed by the Soviets (13,19).

While Ulitskaia appropriates for her Medea key traits Chiladze attributes to his
Georgian Medea, Ulitskaia’s portrayal of Medea tries to separate those traits from their
Georgian roots. Whether or not Ulitskaia has read Chiladze’s novel, it seems an act of
injustice and slightly less than tolerant to create an image of Medea that circumscribes
her domain to the Crimea, remaking her into an iconic Russian Greek, limiting her
Eastern roots to the hills east of her native village; to appropriate only the positive traits,
erasing and hiding the Georgian precedents and connections, finding in Medea’s
immediate female forebears an ancestry shameful for its ignorance and scandal, rather
than the glory of her mythic dimensions, or the positive traits the Georgians themselves

are wont to see.

Politics, History, and the Nation: Religion, Soviet Power, Re-writing History

In many ways, Ulitskaia has created a thoroughly Russian, Soviet Medea, one
who professes not to be interested in politics, but has maintained a strong yet flexible
Orthodox faith in the midst of the Soviet strictures against religion, a faith which has
helped her survive the vicissitudes of the Soviet years. A seeming model of selfless
perfection, she is even called a “holy fool”” by her brother, the only person who speaks
to her in Pontic Greek. Her ties to the Greek mother-lode, her ancient lineage, seem to
excuse her from becoming involved in the politics times in which she lives, yet if you
listen to her asides, she is anything but disinterested in politics; seemingly neutral, she

reveals her own prejudices in quiet one-liners that can, on cursory reading, be easily
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dismissed. This combination of seeming indifference to the politics which rage around
her yet leave her alive, if not unscathed, is captured in the first paragraph of the novel:

The other Tauride Greeks of Medea’s generation had either died or

been deported, but she had lived on in the Crimea by the grace of God,

as she supposed, but partly no doubt also because of the Spanish surname

bequeathed by her late husband, a jolly Jewish dentist... (3)

TaBpuueckue rpeku — poBecHUKH Menen 1100 BbIMEpIIH, JINO0 ObLIN

BBICEJICHBI, & camMa OHa ocTtayiack B KpbiMy, Kak cama cuutana, no boxeei

MUJIOCTH, HO OTYACTH 0JIaroapsi CBOeH BJIOBbEH UCITAHCKOUN (haMUIINH,

KOTOPYIO OCTaBWJI €if TTIOKOMHBIN MY, BECEJIbI €BpeU-TaHTHUCT... (5)

Medea is protected by her Orthodox faith, which however much it gives her strength and
shields her from the harsh realities of ethnic deportations and other Soviet injustices, also
causes her to turn away from active involvement in politics, and to re-write certain
elements of Russian and Soviet history.

Indeed, in the middle of a family argument about politics, Medea gets up abruptly
to go to bed. Her favorite nephew, Georgii, criticizing Masha for her progressive politics,
defends Medea: “For you, everything evil in the world comes from Soviet power...
What does power mean to her? She’s a believer, a different authority stands over her.
And never say again that she’s afraid of anything.” (“Y Bac Bce MupoBoe 3710 — coBeTCKast
BIacTh...UTo s Hee BnacTh? OHa BEPYIOIIMI YETIOBEK, Apyras HajJ Hell BinacTte. U He
TOBOPHU HUKOT/[A, 9TO OHA 4ero-To Gomrest...”) (43).%® This allegiance to a “different
authority,” which could be interpreted as God, but also perhaps as pre-Soviet, Orthodox
Russia, combined with her selfless devotion to her family and to her work as a nurse,

allows Medea to help others where she can without endangering herself, as if shielding

herself from complicity in the events unfolding around her.
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Protected by her religion, she is free to comment silently to herself and to her
bosom friend, Elena, about the destruction and death that surround her, and to assert her
“different” authority, and yet her seemingly courageous acts and thoughts are tinged with
a sense of self-protection. For example, at one point she stands up to the police who have
come to arrest a young man, Ravil Usupov, who has knocked at her door, a descendent of
one of the local deported Tatar families and an activist eager to help the Tatars return to
the Crimea. She spends an evening with Ravil, at his request recording their conversation
about what life was like in the Crimea before the Tatars had been deported. Recounting
this incident in a letter to Elena, she criticizes Soviet rule, yet casts the local politicians as
Soviet, but with human sympathies: a local Party boss was “crying buckets” (10)
(“mnakana B Tpu pyubs’) (11) while helping the Tatars pack their bags before being taken
away, and suffered a stroke the following day. She also recalls the destruction brought by
the Soviets, especially the razing of an old hazelnut grove planted by the Tatars: “... we
sat and cried, watching that barbaric bonfire.” (11) (“... MBI cumenN U TIAKaIH, TSI HA
aTOT BapBapckuit kocrep.”) (11-12) When the Soviet authorities, two young men, arrive
at her gate ostensibly to check for illegal guests, incensed at their impudence, Medea
asserts her older, local authority: “... how dare you burst into my house at night... I have
a guest, and let them go wherever they like, just don’t disturb me till morning.” (11)

(“. ..KaK TbI CME€€IIb B 1OM KO MHC HOYbBIO BJIAMEIBaTLCA? ... Y MCHA I'OCTb, U ITYCTHh OHH
OTMPABJISIFOTCS KyJla UM OyJIeT YrOHO U 70 yTpa MeHs He OecrokoaT.”) (12). Ravil
quickly throws the tape with their conversation into the fire, to protect Medea from
trouble; and she remembers when, as the sole medical practitioner during harsher times,

she had lanced furuncles in the young officers’ ears. Ravil and Medea do what they can
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in the face of the very real Soviet authority, and sit up all night, she reminiscing, and he
listening intently to her stories. The police are polite enough, or awed enough by
Medea’s alternative authority to leave them in peace for a few hours: parking their car at
a respectful distance, they wait till dawn to take Ravil away.

This scene shows a moment of defiance, but also softens and diminishes so much
of the horror of the Soviet purges. Medea’s sense of a “different authority,” which here
also includes an Eastern sense of protecting a guest in her house, alters the officers’
behavior for a few hours, but does not erase the full horror of what they are about to do.
Ulitskaia’s emphasis on Medea’s humanity is curious, showing the moral ambiguity of
those who were not taken: Medea knows full well what is going to happen in the
morning, and even offers Ravil some supplies for the road, which he refuses, knowing the
authorities “will take them away” (12) (“ot6epyt”) (13). Her attitude towards him is
kindly and tolerant, but also patronizing, as he does not blame her for the politics of the
times, but instead praises her, diminishes the reality of what awaits him in the morning,
reassuring her about the transience of political systems and the permanence of his
belonging to his native lands:

But my young Tatar boy, Ravil, smiled peacefully: “Thank you, Medea

Georgievna, you are an unusually courageous human, and rarely do you

meet such people. It’s a pity that you won’t be able to show me either the

valleys, or the eastern hills tomorrow. But I will come here again, the times

will change, I’'m sure.” (12)

A Manmpuuk MO TaTapckuid, PaBumiib, ynpibaercst criokoitHo: “Cracu6o,

Menest ['eoprueBHa, Bbl HEOOBIKHOBEHHO MY KECTBEHHBII U€I0BEK, PEKI0
Takue BcTpedaroTcs. Kasib, 4TO BBl MHE HE ITOKAYKETE 3aBTPA HU JOJIVHBI,
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HU BOCTOYHBIE X0IMBl. Ho 5 crofa npueny emnie, BpeMeHa epeMEHsTCs, s
yBepeH.” (13)

She walks Ravil to the gates of her property, where the authorities are waiting with their
car doors open. Reflecting on the event, she does not express any anger or desire to have
helped him more, but is willing to trust to the greater forces of history and God. Her
sense of justice at this point is limited to thinking that she might at some time give Ravil
back the hat he has forgotten: “Perhaps... the Tatars will come back, and I’ll be able to
return his hat. It would be no more than simple justice. Well, God’s will be done.” (12)
(“Moxer,... BepHYTCA TaTapbl U OTaM 5 eMy manky-to? I[IpaBo, 3To 66110 OB IO
crpaBeqmBocTH. Hy, kak bor paccynr.”) (13). Despite her kindness at letting Ravil in
and sharing her memories, is Medea really such a courageous, marvellous person?
Knowing what awaits Ravil in the morning, why doesn’t she suggest that he flee in the
night over the hills? Would she have taken the heat, lost her job, perhaps herself have
been taken away? Ulitskaia’s portrayal of her Medea as tolerant, here in particular, begs
the question about the complicity of citizens who claim to be disinterested in politics.
Part of Medea’s seeming holiness and innocence also comes from the naiveté and
romantic coloring of her perception of Crimean history. Further in her letter to Elena
about Ravil’s visit she notes that Ravil has asked her for a “secret favor: to buy him a
house in the Crimea, but in my name, because apparently houses can’t be sold to Tatars.
There is a special government decree on the matter which dates back to Stalin’s time.”
(11) (“U TyT OH MHe BbICKa3aJl CBOIO TailHyI0 MPOChOYy — KyNUTh eMy oM B Kpbimy, HO
Ha MOE€ UM, IIOTOMY YTO TaTapaM, OKa3bIBaeTCs, IOMOB HE MTPOAAOT, €CTh Ha ATOT CUET
CIeNMaIbHBIN YKa3 OT CTAIMHCKUX eme BpeMeH.”) (12). She seems ignorant (“because

apparently”) (oxa3siBaetcs) of what would have been obvious laws, and villainizes
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specifically Stalin-era treatment of the Crimea. While Medea is thus cast as a liberal,
tolerant, caring individual who remembers history (“Thank God my memory is still
good.”) (11) (“TlamsTe y MeHs1, cinaBa bory, emie xopomas...”) (12), she nonetheless
seems to have forgotten earlier episodes in the history of the Russian Empire, such as the
mass deportations of the Circassians in the Caucasus, and other episodes in the
colonialzation of Southern Russia.”> She rhapsodizes on the beauty of the Crimea,
idealizing the Tatars:

Do you remember, Elena, what the Eastern Crimea used to be like when

the Tatars were here? And Central Crimea? What orchards there were

in Bakhchisarai? And now as you travel the road to Bakhchisarai, there’s

not a tree to be seen: they’ve flattened them all, destroyed the lot. (11)

[Tomuums, 1, Enenouka, kakoB 0611 BocTtounsiit Kpeim nipu Tatapax? A

Buytpennuit? Kakue B baxuncapae Obutu canpl! A ceifuac mo gopore B

baxuucapail Hu nepeBLa: Bce CBENH, BCE YUUUTOXKIIU. .. (12)
In mentioning the name Bakhchisarai, Ulitskaia invokes Pushkin’s poem, “The Fountain
of Bakhchisarai,” written in the time of Russia’s active conquest the Crimea, which was
anything but peaceful; when Russian armies carried out a scorched earth policy in the
Caucasus under General Ermolov, cutting down entire forests.** The tone of her letter,
however, is one of utter praise, allowing no hint that there might be complex attitudes
towards Russia’s 19" century campaigns, or anything objectionable to Pushkin’s right to
have been in Bakhchisarai writing his poem in the first place. She sees no similarity
between Soviet and Russian imperial actions in the Crimea and the Caucasus, but

villanizing the former, romantizes the second.
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She further evokes the romantic conquest of Russia’s southern lands, alluding to
the story “Tamara” in Lermontov’s A Hero of our Times: “Once upon a time, a hundred
years ago, there had been a road here which the local smugglers had used to ferry their
precious goods out through the coves...” (77) (“Korma-to, cTo et Tomy Ha3aj, TyT Oblia
JI0pora, 1Mo KOTOPOH 3/IeNTHUE KOHTPAOaHIUCTHI TIEPETIPABIISIIN Yepe3 3TH OyXTHl CBOU
JparorieHHbie ToBapkl...”) (65). Although Medea comments on the existence of corrupt
officials in both tsarist and Soviet times, ... their descendants had either been deported
or become bureaucrats, first in the old tsarist council, then in the district soviet,
exchanging one form of criminality for another.” (77) (... a noromku ux 1160 O6bUTH
BBICEJICHBI, JTMOO CEIaNCh YNHOBHUKAMH, CHaYajia B yIpaBe, a IOTOM B PaiiCOBETE, TO
€CTh CTaJIM 3aHUMAThCS IPYTUMH BUAaMu OaHauTusMa.”) (65), the crime here is one of
petty smuggling, not the wholesale deportation of people and the destruction of the
natural world. In evoking these two great authors of Russia’s 19" century, Pushkin and
Lermontov, Ulitskaia seems to be drawing a line: it is tolerable to criticize corruption as
a universal human weakness, and to fault Stalin’s deportations of the 40’s, but not to
attack Russia’s long, difficult, and continuing conquest of the Caucasus. Medea may
remember history, but it is selective, and betrays a priviledging of imperial Russia.

Ulitsakaia does not limit Medea’s re-envisioning of history to the Crimea and the
Caucasus, but has her exhibit a similar bias in Uzbekistan as well, furthering yet another
myth of the extent and inclusiveness of Russian Soviet power. That same bosom friend,
Elena, an aristocratic Armenian, had married Medea’s brother, Fyodor, for protection
during the revolution. The couple subsequently moves to Tashkent where they raise their

own harmonious, ethnically mixed family. (Their daughter marries a Korean man).
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When Medea visits them after Samuel’s death, (after discovering his affair with her
sister, Alexandra), she notes that all traces of Uzbek culture had completely disappeared,
and that Tashkent had become thoroughly Russianized. This portrayal of Tashkent is
limited, at best. Medea, for all of the cosmopolitanism and mixed ethnicities in her
family, and although she mentions that she had not taken the time to go to the old section
of Tashkent, fails to recognize that the very dwelling in which Elena and Fyodor live,
with its several smaller houses surrounding a garden, the raised platform in the center for
drinking tea, and an outdoor stove, is a traditional Uzbek structure. Houses of this sort
were still in use in the early 1990’s, and certainly would have been in use in the 1950’s
when Medea visited the city.

Further, Medea attends the Russian Orthodox Church in Tashkent, but fails to
look beyond her Russianized environs. Wrapped in a bubble of her own Orthodoxy, she
observes that the only people in the church are old women, not unlike herself and Elena.
But if she had looked around her at all, beneath the surface of that Soviet Tashkent, she
could easily have seen more signs of the Islamic land in which her family members were
living. Again, as late as 1990, there were many signs of traditional Uzbek and Islamic
culture to be found in Tashkent: intact mosques and madrassas, well maintained and
staffed museums of ethnic arts and crafts; an entire neighborhood filled with traditional
homes, in which books of Uzbek authors stood next to the collected works of Marx and
Engels.*' Ulitskaia, creating her late-20™ century Medea, gives her blinders that erase the
evidence of ethnic diversity beneath the smooth Soviet surface and the happy family of
nations. Her Russian Crimean Medea, though seemingly tolerant and accepting, is still

only able to see what her Russianizing eyes allow her to recognize. Portrayed as an icon
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of unity, she fails to register ethnic differences that were actually encouraged during the
Soviet period, only to emerge as nationalism in the years since the break up of the Soviet
Union.

It is only at her death that Medea acts to help restore some of the wrongs done in
her lifetime. Yet even then, Ulitskaia, in seeking to have her iconic figure right at least
some of the wrongs of the Soviet empire, again asserts her characters’ sense of Russia’s
superiority over its subject ethnic nationalities. In her will, Medea leaves her house to
Ravil, the young Tatar whisked away at dawn, whose family had been deported even
before Stalin’s time. Again, Medea’s sense of history is cited as a cause for her
magnanimity, in contrast to her fellow Crimeans who are of a generation that has
forgotten the longer history of the Crimea, when it did not belong to Russia. Her
generosity and sense of justice are contrasted starkly with her relatives and neighbors’
disbelief at her actions, and only Georgii, who has long desired to leave Moscow and
move to the Crimea, understands, and eventually goes out of his way to help Ravil claim
the house. In yielding up Medea’s ramshackle house, however, Georgii does not
relinquish his Russian superiority over the Tatars, but reasserts his Russian Greek

superiority, in an episode which I discuss in further detail at the end of this chapter.

Further Repudiations: Stalin, the Caucasus, and Medea’s Georgian Family

As Ulitskaia has her Medea rewrite the histories of the Crimea and Uzbekistan,
allowing Georgii to inherit Medea’s Crimean lands, another major legacy to deal with in
post-Soviet Russia is its specifically Stalinist heritage, a vexed question, to say the least.

Donald Rayfield has commented on the lingering tensions and trauma:
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In the USSR, neither the shooting of a dozen of Beria’s men, nor

Nikita Khrushchiov’s twentieth Communist Party congress speech

of 1956 brought the Soviet population face to face with the realities

of the past...Despite all the revelations in ten years of perestroika,

Stalinism remains a deep-seated infection in Russia’s body politic,

liable to flare up at any crisis.**

While Ulitskaia is fairly consistent in having Medea express anti-Soviet sentiments in
multiple asides, she is less sanguine about condemning Stalin outright, and instead
expresses her characters’ anti-Stalin sentiments cautiously, presenting both pro and con,
couched in a characteristic Soviet sense of black humour. She does, however, or at least
her characters do, seem to project any negative judgment of Stalin, as a man from the
Caucasus, directly or indirectly onto other Georgians.

Not only does Ulitskaia co-opt and deracinate Medea from her Georgian roots,
but she also has her characters denigrate other Georgians in the novel, all seemingly
guilty or tainted by association with “the Great Leader.” Stalin’s connection to Georgia,
despite his efforts to equalize the various republics in the Soviet Union, was, and is not
easy to erase.”” Stalin, born to a Georgian mother and Ossetian father, was born Iosef
Jugae, and added -shvili (“son of”) to his name to make himself sound more Georgian.**
But to the general public he was seen as ethnically Georgian, and as leader of the Soviet
period helped usher in the spread of supposed Georgian, or generalized Caucasian,
culture to Moscow, enjoying evening supras, the lengthy feasts overseen by a tamada, or
toastmaster, and cultivating the taste for Georgian cuisine. He also brought with him a

Georgian clan-like network that came to dominate the political and cultural life of the
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Soviet Union, including Sergo Ordzhonikidze, and Lavrenti Beria, who rose to head of
the NKVD, and is currently held largely responsible for the terrors of the Stalin Purges.
And, while building the Soviet Union, Stalin did not treat all republics equally: favoring
his dacha outside of Sukhumi, currently in Abkhazia, then part of Georgia, Georgia came
to enjoy the position of favored Republic, its culture and influence flourishing as it
became one of the Soviet Union’s wealthiest republics. That Stalin, relying in the early
days of the Soviet Union on the Abkhaz leader, Nestor Lakota, declared Abkhazia an
autonomous region, angering Georgians, (and helping to fuel some of the conflicts seen
in the region today), did not deter others from thinking of him as Georgian, through and
through.®

But, while elements of Georgian or Caucasian culture may have become
widespread and even enjoyed in the Soviet Union, the wider population felt a troubled
and ambiguous response to the Great Leader: from guarded adoration, to fear, and
abhorrence. Ulitskaia, of course, is not alone as a late-Soviet Russian expressing distaste
for the Sovietized Russia cultivated by Stalin.*® Georgians, too, as will be seen in
Chiladze’s novel, are not fond of tyrants, but have been more reluctant to denounce
Stalin. As a favored son of Georgia, his statue was removed from the main square in
Gori only on June 25, 2010, under cover of night, and not destroyed but moved to the
grounds of the Stalin Museum, one of the most well tended museums in contemporary
Georgia that charges by far the highest entrance fees, and has a ready supply of English
speaking guides.*’

Ulitskaia’s condemnation of Stalin takes on a passive-aggressive tenor: she

presents a balanced response to Stalin’s death, but has little patience with or sympathy for
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other Georgian characters. Indeed, she articulates a certain amount of tolerance towards
some of the Soviet Union’s other minorities in the Caucasus and Russia’s greater sphere
of influence, for example, when her heroine in 7he Transparent Line hires a Chechen
domestic helper, and in Medea and her Children Butonov, a healer, cures victims of
Russia’s Afghan War. However, while reminding her readers indirectly of the atrocities
perpetrated in those two lands at the hands of the Russian army, she is less liberal and
understanding in her treatment of Georgia. As if blinded by hatred of Stalin and his
process of Sovietizing Russia, she does not see Russia’s aggression against that country;
nor does she, although writing in 1996, even hint that Georgia could possibly be
independent of Russia. She acknowledges the presence of Caucasian culture in Soviet
life, but dismisses its importance for her characters’ personal lives: she speaks
disparagingly of other Georgian members of Medea’s family; and show’s Medea drawing
a clear line between Stalin and her family, juxtaposing the larger social trauma brought
about by his death with a moment of her personal self-discovery that enfolds her within
the Russian Orthodox faith, contrasting the Soviet power structure with her own,
alternative, Russian Orthodox authority.

Although Medea has mixed Greek and Georgian heritage, when Samuel Mendez
decides he must marry Medea, he courts her by appealing to her Georgian side, and their
courtship demonstrates an ambiguous attitude to elements of Georgian and Caucasian
culture brought in during the early years of Stalin’s power. Dressing to take Medea to
dinner where he will make his marriage proposal, Samuel puts on a “Caucasian belt” to
hold up the trousers that envelop his skinny Jewish body. For the dinner itself, he invites

her to his favorite place, called simply the “Caucasian restaurant” (61) (“pecTopan
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199

'KaBkaz"™) (54), where, consuming lavash and chakhokhbili (a spicy chicken and tomato
stew) with thick kvanchkara wine, he finally proposes. Curiously, it is here that Samuel
thinks about Medea with her “classical Greek profile” (“apeBHerpeuecknm npodunem”)
(54), and reflects on the difference between the orthodox simplicity of her upbringing and
his revolutionary youth. Medea has imbibed the good manners from her Greek heritage;
he, the Bolshevik revolutionary, has none, implying that the Caucasian restaurant, the
highest form of culture he has experienced as a Soviet citizen, can only be inferior to
Medea’s more noble culture: indeed, the chakhokhbili turns sour in his mouth when he
notices how crudely he eats (54).

Samuel’s proposal consists of revealing why he needs to marry Medea. He feels
no passion for her and actually prefers plump, Russian women, but her presence calms
the hysteria he suffers from having been traumatized as a Red Army officer during the
grain requisitions. Although Medea finds the evening delightful, the Caucasian
accoutrements are foreign to her, and she is touched by Samuel’s quirkiness rather than
impressed by his display of supposed high Soviet culture. She is not convinced that her
ability to calm his Soviet-induced trauma is sufficient reason to marry him, and tells him
he must wait for her answer, which comes only after he proves his affection on her own
terms, nursing her through a mysterious flu she contracts immediately after the proposal.
The sequence of events suggests that the very contact with the clear symbols of
Georgianized Soviet culture causes Medea to fall ill, and only after Samuel has proved
himself to be a fit part of her culture, nursing her for an entire month, using her teas and
herbal remedies, does she agree to marry him. The Caucasian elements prominent in

their courtship, the restaurant, the food, and the belt were intended to impress Medea, not
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to become part of their daily life, and do, in fact, disappear from their shared life in
Medea’s Crimean home.

As for the Leader himself, Medea draws a clear line between Stalin and her
family, emphasizing Stalin’s power of coercion, penchant for illegal activities, and
apparent indifference to the consequences of his actions:

As for the Great Leader, the family had long had a bone to pick with

him. Well before the Revolution, in Batumi, he had turned the head of

her aunt’s husband Iraklii, and landed him in a thoroughly unsavory

episode involving a bank robbery from which he had to be extricated by

his family putting together a very large sum of money. (210)

YT0 ke KacaeTcs BEIIMKOTO BOX/s, TO 3@ HUM YHUCIHJICA }IaBHI/Iﬁ

CEeMEWHBIN cueT. 3a10JT0 A0 PEeBOIOINHY, B batyme, oH cOU ¢ TONKY

TETYIIKHUHOT'O MYyKa I/IpaK.]'H/Iﬂ, U TOT II0ITIaJI B HerHfITHeI\/’IIHYIO HUCTOPHUIO,

CBSI3aHHYIO C orpadyieHreM O0aHKa, M3 KOTOPOUW BBITSHYJIA €T0 POIHS,

cobpasmu 6onbmre aeHsru. (173)

Again, Medea’s sense of history, while hinting at real events, is not as accurate as it could
be. Ulitskaia’s Medea paints Stalin’s criminal activities as having nothing to do with the
Revolution, while in fact, Stalin committed at least one robbery to support the
Democratic Socialists in the early stages of the Revolution.”® Skewing history in this
way, Medea is able to distance herself and her family from Stalin’s activities. Yet, while
to Medea this family history seems like “... the distant echo of someone else’s life...”
(211) (*“... oTmameHHBIM TYJIOM Uy a0H xu3HHU...”") (173), it is nonetheless very personal,
begs the question of who Medea will admit belongs to her family, and defines her

relationship to the political power structure of the Soviet Union; while she can separate

her family from Stalin, hoping to keep him clearly outside the bounds of her extended
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clan, it is best to criticize him through the distance of time. Portraying this caution,
Ulitskaia paints an ambiguous picture of Medea’s complicity in trying to deny historical
realities of her times: is Stalin, or is he not part of the Georgian family? Does distancing
herself and her family from Stalin lessen her complicity?

Ulitskaia’s treatment of Stalin’s death, filled with a posturing of indifference to
political power that belies deeper concern, is further striking for how she relates Stalin
both to Medea’s family and to the Russian people as a whole. Stalin dies while Medea is
en route to visit her friend in Tashkent, and Ulitskaia’s narrator comments on the
mourners, reflecting on Medea’s tolerance of all points of view, and on Stalin’s role as
pater sovieticus:

Her present traveling companions, individuals who collectively

constituted the Russian people, were now loud in their anxiety, fearful

of their future as orphans, weeping; others, unspeaking, were quietly

rejoicing at the tyrant’s death; but all of them had now to resolve things in

a new way, and to learn to live in a world which had changed overnight. (211)

TenepenrHue TOPOKHBIE TOIYTYUKH, STH OTIEIBHBIE JIIOU, 00pa3yromue

HapO/I, TeTIEPb TPOMKO TPEBOKHIIHACH, OOSITUCH CBOETO CHPOTCKOTO OYAyIIero,

IJ1aKajiv, Ipyruc, MOJI4aJuBbIC, TUXO paJOBaAJIMCh CMEPTHU TUPAHA, HO U TC U

APYyruc H0JIKHBI ObLIN TEIIEPh UYTO-TO P€IIaTh 3aHOBO, HAYUYUTCH KHUTH B

W3MEHUBIIIEMCS 32 OJIHY HOUBb Mupe. (173)

Able to acknowledge that not everyone appreciated Stalin equally, she suggests that
Medea’s “traveling companions” (“momyTanxuy), all those who had survived the purges

and other terrors, still have to deal with Stalin’s death, a decisive event that will shift

politics and invariably impact their lives.
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Medea, herself, is far from immune to Stalin’s death, and experiences a sense of
change similar to that of her “fellow travelers,” but which in her case aligns her even
more closely with her Orthodox faith. Visiting Tashkent to deal with a supposedly
personal problem, her response to Stalin’s death is to plunge into Orthodoxy, taking on
the role of Ulitskaia’s particular version of the “holy fool.” Intending to seek comfort
from her sister-in-law Elena for her recent discovery of her husband’s infidelity, she
instead finds her own brother has fathered an illegitimate son, of whom he is extremely
proud. When they discuss his new progeny in the Pontic Greek that only the two of them
can understand, he comments on her fate as well: ‘“’Everyone knew, but she is a “holy
fool,” like you and sees nothing,” he said in an unexpected mean and harsh tone.” (225)
(“Bce y3nanu, a oHa, CBATas Aypa, KaK Thl, HHYETO HE BUIUT, -- CKa3aJ OH HEOKUJAAHHO
3110 1 ropbko.”) (185).*” Embracing what is presented as a deeply Orthodox sense of
tolerance and forgiveness, she resolves to keep her suffering to herself; neither she nor
Elena openly acknowledge to each other their spouses’ illegitimate children.

Medea’s reaction to Stalin and the sovietization of Russia is further captured by
her husband, Samuel, who on his deathbed, while Stalin is still alive, refers to Stalin with
wry humor, contrasting Stalin’s formulation for the multiplicity of nationalities in the
Soviet Union with the alternate reality that Medea has managed to maintain in her interior
life. Having come to understand the deeper aspects of his own Jewish faith, encouraged
by Medea’s example of giving herself over to and living by the laws of the Orthodox
Church, he notes:

“National in form,” Samuel smiled, paraphrasing Stalin, “and divine in content.”

Even now he couldn't stop joking. (189)
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“HamumonanbHoe o dhopme, -- yiasidancs CaMmyui, -- 00’)KECTBEHHOE 11O
’ 50
conepskanuto...” Illytun no npuskruke. (155)

Paraphrasing Stalin's motto, “National in form, Socialist in content,” Samuel contributes
to the picture of Medea as a sainted figure, strongly suggesting that the laws of religion
and Orthodoxy are immune to the vagaries of politics, and that indeed, Medea's Orthodox
faith allowed her to live through Stalinist terror and repression, contravening the dictum
by which Stalin had tried to reform and restructure pre-revolutionary, pre-Soviet Russia.

As we have seen, Ulitskaia begrudges Medea her mythic background and
Georgian namesake, removes signs of Georgian culture from Medea’s Crimean home,
and rather than criticizing Stalin openly, fills in the gap left by his death with traditions of
the Orthodox Church. But Ulitskaia’s portrayal of conflicted emotions about Georgians
does not stop with Medea, but is found in other characters as well.

Indeed, other members of Medea’s family may revel in the relaxed cultural
climate of Soviet Georgia, but they do not in the end respect Georgia’s older culture, its
Orthodox customs, or the Georgian language. One incident in particular displays the
havoc wreaked by a Soviet Russian, Medea’s niece Nika, visiting Georgia, as well as
Medea’s seemingly ineffective means of influencing the immorality of her family. Even
though Nika shares her aunt’s bloodlines, her visit to Tbilisi reminds readers that the
cultural circumstances have changed from the days when Elena’s generation of
aristocratic Armenians ruled that city. Nika, to reiterate, is Medea’s niece by her sister
Alexandra, and her, Medea’s, husband, Sam, the knowledge of which Medea was
blissfully and blessedly ignorant until a year after her husband’s death. Nika is a niece,
but like a daughter as well, and in this family situation Ulitskaia, incidentally, has created

a situation that could be from a Greek tragedy, complete with adultery that seems like
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incest, which Medea discovers because of her own curiosity, but to which she must then
blind herself, as Oidipous in the Theban plays blinds himself so as not to look on the sins
of his house.”’

Clearly part of her aunt’s family, Nika has inherited her mother’s free spirit, and
her personal life is turbulent, to say the least. At one point she takes up with a Georgian
actor, and visiting him in Tbilisi has one of her many scandalous affairs. In this
particular case we hear about the betrayed wife’s reaction, and witness a scene that
exploits many stereotypes of Georgians: passionate, partying, creative males; traditional,
hard-working females, dressed in obligatory black; and generally explosive, crazy
behavior:

She again recalled Nina’s account of how Nika had turned the life of a

famous actor’s family upside down. She had embarked on a wild romance

in full view of the citizens of Tbilisi, sparkling, dazzling, chortling, and

the actor’s poor wife, dressed in black and consumed by jealousy, had

rushed around to her husband’s friends at night, trying to force her way

through closed doors in the hope of catching her faithless spouse in flagrante

delicto. Which, in the end, she did. There was smashing of crockery, and

people leaping out of windows; there was screaming and passion and a total

breakdown of all propriety. (270)

U onsite oHa BermomuHaa HUHOYKMH pacckas o ToM, kak Huka nepemnosiommia

CEeMbIO 3HAMEHUTOT0 TOMJIMCCKOTO aKTepa, 3aBeia IIyMHBIH pOMaH Ha BUY Y

BCETO ropojia, CBepKasa, OmcTana, X0XoTana, a OeTHas akTepoBa )KeHa, BCS B

YECPHOM, C)KHUTraeMas p€BHOCTHIO, HOCHUJIACh HOYAMHU I10 JPY3biAM CBOCI'O MYiKa,

JIOMUJIACh B 3aKPHITHIE IBEPH B HAJIEK]IE 3aCTaTh HEBEPHOTO HA MECTE

MPECTYIUIEHUS — U 3acTaja B KOHLEe KOHIOB. U Obuta OuTast mocyna, v MpbIKKU
U3 OKHA, U BOIUIM, U CTPACTH, U NoJIHOE Henpuinyue. (220)
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Interestingly, it is Nina, Medea’s niece visiting from Tbilisi, who lets Medea know after
the fact about Nika’s behavior, and her opinions open a partial window on a Georgian
perspective of Nika, a Russian visitor from Moscow: she is indifferent to and destructive
of the local social bonds and structures, seeing Georgia as nothing more than a land of
unlimited license and sunnier weather. Yet, as a member of Medea’s family, living in
Tbilisi, even Nina portrays the Georgians stereotypically, as passionate and uncontrolled.
Medea, though she notes the difference between the two points of view, is
characteristically calm: as the supposed guardian of her extended family, she is safely
removed from Nika’s outrageous behavior, a saintly contrast to the younger generation.
However, there is a tinge of discomfort in Medea’s calm and Ulitskaia’s use of Tbilisi as

2 (13

a setting for exposing Nika’s “evil” behavior. Recalling this episode, Medea comments

(13

that she had earlier prayed for Nika: “... protect Nika from all manner of evil. The girl is
following a dangerous path, such a good girl, so bright, show her the way, Lord.” (270)
(““... Huxa coxpaHu oT BCAKOIO 371a, ONTACHO XOJUT JIeBOYKA, Takasi 1o0pasi, Takasl spKas,
Bpazymu ee, ['ocriogun...”) (220). However saintly Medea may appear, her prayers have
not proven particularly effective. And it is problematic why Ulitskaia feels she must use
Georgia as a backdrop to highlight Nika’s evil behavior, as if scandals like she caused
could only happen in Tbilisi, as if similar “evil” did not occur in her home in the Crimea,
or in Moscow.

Medea reconnects directly with her Georgian side only near the end of her life, in
an episode that plays even further to negative depictions of Georgians, their language and

culture. Shortly after Medea retires from her post as a nurse, her Tbilisi niece Nina

comes to visit the Crimea; the very day after her arrival, as if Nina had brought with her
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an evil Caucasian wind, Medea falls ill with the same illness she had suffered
immediately after Samuel’s Caucasian-inspired courtship. Nina, however, is a proficient
herbal healer, and nurses her aunt for eight days before returning to Tbilisi. For the first
time in the novel, we hear of Georgian actually being spoken, but rather than it being
included as part of the family, Medea perceives it as a foreign language she doesn’t
actually need to understand:

Nina helped her up from the pillow, gave her the fragrant drink, and said

something, but the meaning didn’t quite get though to Medea, as if she were

speaking a foreign language: “Yes, yes, Georgian,” Medea remembered.

But the intonation was so rich and clear that she could understand

everything just from the expressions on Nina’s face, the movements of her

hand, and also from the taste of the drink. (268)

Hunouka npunoJHruMalia €€ OT NOAYIIKH, IMOrJIa AYHIUCTBIM ITUTHEM, TOBOpHUIIA

YTO-TO, HO CMBICJT CKa3aHHOTO HE COBCEM JIOXOJIWII 10 MeJer, CIIOBHO SI3bIK OBbLIT

WHOCTpaHHbIM. “‘/la, a, Tpy3uHCKUi,” — BcmoMuHana Menes.

Ho nnToHamus Obl1a Takas 6orartas, Takas sCHasl, YTO BCE IOHUMAJIOCh U3

OJIHUX JIBWYKEHUH NI, pyKH, U U3 BKyca MUThs Toxke. (218)
In praising the vocal beauty of the Georgian language which can be understood as if
magically by the expressiveness of Nina’s face, Ulitskaia feeds the assumption that
Russian was and should be the universal language of the Soviet Union: others,
particularly Georgian, are too difficult, merely a memory of a distant, different past.
Ulitskaia’s Medea’s attitude is a direct slap in the face to those Georgian patriots who
believe strongly that the Georgian language is the cornerstone of Georgian culture, and

must be maintained if Georgia is going to survive, an attitude which we will see

articulated in great detail in Chiladze’s novel.
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As if these episodes were not enough to convey a negative attitude about
Georgians, Ulitskaia adds insult to injury in her portrayal of Medea’s relatives who live
in Thilisi, the offspring of her sisters who moved away from the Crimea after their

(13

parents’ death. As the narrator notes, ... the Tbilisi relatives were a grafted branch of
the family.” (268) (... Bcs TOmnMcckas poHa Obla MpUBUTOM BeToukoil.”) (218). But
the grafting, it seems, has not been successful. The branch has not thrived on the host
tree, and produces deformed fruit: it is a branch of the family that couples mental
disability and illness with Georgia’s own conflicted loyalty to Stalin. One sister,
Anastasia, “... had left a son, Robert, who was unmarried and seemed to be slightly
touched in the head. Medea had no contact with him.” (268) (*... octancs ceia PobGepr,
HEXEHATHIN, KaXKEeTCs, ClIeTKa TPOHYThIN. Mees ¢ HUM HUKoraa He obmanack.”) (218).
While Medea will help her Lithuanian relatives who have a disabled child, holding that
child lovingly on her lap, stroking his head and neck when they visit her in the Crimea
(241), she has no such sympathy for her Georgian nephew, who is never shown to visit
her.

Her second sister, Anelya, is married to a Georgian whose family is portrayed
even less positively. Like Medea, Anelya has no children of her own, but with her
husband adopted his niece and nephew, Nina and Timur, after their parents were arrested
in 1937 during the height of Stalin’s purges. Despite a blood relationship, Ulitskaia’s
description demonstrates little sympathy or family feeling for the imprisoned parents:

Lado’s brother Grigol and his wife Susanna were an absurd and unhappy

couple: he was a fervent champion of a fair trade deal for traditional

craftsmen; she was the city’s madwoman, with a penchant for Communist
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Party work. (268)

Bbpar Jlago I'puron u ero xena Cro3aHHa ObUTH HEJIETION ¥ HECUACTHOMN

MapOYKOi: OH — IUTAMEHHBIH OOpEIl 3a KyCTapHYIO CIIPaBeIITMBOCTh, OHA —

ropoJIcKasl cymaclIleas ¢ TapTUUHBIM YKIOHOM. (218-219)
Indeed, Lado had been a functioning member of Soviet society, who, ... a musician and
professor at the Tbilisi Conservatory... had nothing in common with his brother, whom
he had hardly seen since the mid-1920’s...” (268) (“... My3bIKaHT, Ipodeccop
TOunucckoil KOHCepBAaTOPHUH... HE UMEJ C OpaTOM HUYEro OOIIEro U He 00IIacs ¢ HUM C
cepeanHbI ABAIIAThIX To/10B.”) (219), and was presumably equally distant from the
politics that had caused his brother and his sister-in-law to be imprisoned. Within the
family structure, however, they are obliged to adopt the two young children, althouh
raising these “neglected children” (268) (“3anymennsie netn’) (219) hastens their deaths.
Nina’s biological mother, Suzanna, returns from exile in 1957, four years after Stalin’s
death, a date which is presumably understood, but not brought to the readers’ attention.
Suzanna, it turns out, was further deformed by her years in prison: “... [she was]
completely demented. Nina was a young woman by then, and had a much loved
stepmother replaced by her natural mother, a one-eyed harpy full of spite and paranoid
devotion to the Leader.” (269) (“... [ona Obuta] coBepmieHHo 6e3ymHON. HuHa, yxe
MOJIO/1ast JKEHIIIMHA, TIOTYYIIIa B3aMEH JTJFOOMMOM MavyeXH POJHYIO MaTh, OJJHOTJIA3yIO0
rapruio, MOJHYIO 3JI00BI U TTapaHOWIAILHON TIpenanHocTh BoxAr0.””) (219). Ulitskaia’s
attitude here is full of contradictions. Unlike Medea’s previous criticism of the Soviet
system and her sympathy for victims of Soviet purges in the Crimea, when talking about
the Georgian relatives, she praises those who live quietly within the bounds of Soviet

society but displays no sympathy for the victims of Stalin’s purges. She evinces little or
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no sympathy for the fact that Stalin’s purges affected Georgians as well as Russians. And
curiously, she exhibits little understanding or tolerance for the fact that despite the
horrors, Georgians might indeed feel deeply conflicted about Stalin and his legacy: he is,
after all, a native son, and while he committed great evils, he was also the supreme ruler
of Russia, leading the Soviet Union to victory over the Germans in World War II.
National pride runs deep, as Ulitskaia herself seems to understand when it benefits her
Russian Greek lines. While Ulitskaia’s sympathies seem clear in the Crimea, she seems
far more conflicted when describing Medea’s Georgian relatives.

When we meet Nina in the Crimea nursing Medea, she has been looking after her
own mother for twenty years, and the structure of the family has come to resemble that of
the larger Soviet family, and the Russian Empire. Nina has learned some positive skills
from her Georgian ancestors, such as her knowledge of herbal medicine. But the
goodness she attempts to bring with her is tainted by the seemingly inescapable
inheritance of her country’s intimate relationship with Stalin, one that has driven its
natural inhabitants mad and diminished her own role as a healer, who in turn infects the
“better” parts of the Union: after Nina returns to Tbilisi, Medea is not completely cured,
but still has to apply her own, Crimean remedies.

The role the Caucasus and Georgia play in the novel speaks directly to Russia’s
attitude towards Georgia: it had become such an important part of the Empire in the 19"
century, and its integration was taken for granted in the 20th. That Stalin hailed from
Georgia and ruled the Soviet Union as supreme leader for close to three decades bolstered
the sense of the Caucasus as an integral part of Russian territory. This novel, written in

1996, however, for all of the inclusiveness depicting the Soviet Union as a large, happy
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family, ignores the issue of Georgia’s long struggle for independence from Russia,
treating the Georgian family as second class, a grafted branch. Though Ulitskaia will hint
of dismay at the wars in Chechnya and Afghanistan, and suggest that the Lithuanians
never really cared about being part of the political structure of the Soviet Union,
(“Lithuanians have always taken their smoked sausage, eels, and beer more seriously than
meetings of the Communist Party, that’s for sure.” (50) (“/{ns tuToBIIEB BCE ke KoI0acka
KOITYeHAas1, yTOpbh, MMBKO BCET/a MOBAXKHEE MAPTCOOpaHUs, 3TO YK TouHO.”) (43), this
novel avoids depicting any hint of Georgia’s desire to be independent and sovereign. In
terms of family politics, it is as if Georgia and Russia, in the course of the past two
centuries, have become a dysfunctional family, with Russia and or Russians unable to see
Georgia as a separate country, and its people with their own identity; it is perhaps, then,
the pain of separation, of redefinition, that is a large part of what we see played out in the
current politics and literature, and what informs much of Ulitskaia’s portrayal of her
Medea and the Georgians in her extended “happy” family.

At the end of the day, the novel also begs the question of Ulitskaia’s idea of
tolerance: does she express a Russian tolerance that includes Georgia in the greater
Soviet family, while hating it for having given birth to Stalin, who helped bring Russia
into the 20" century, creating a new Soviet culture, while destroying old Russia?’* Or
Georgians’ tolerance for Russian occupation of their lands, and destruction of their
culture?”® T am not sure that Ulitskaia or her ardent supporters would welcome such
question about her claims to promoting liberalness and tolerance, and yet it seems that a
close reading of the novel reveals just how difficult it is to eradicate deep-seated

prejudices, especially racial ones involving the politics of the Stalinist legacy. Rewriting
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the myth of Medea for her post-Soviet audience, however, Ulitskaia not only deals with
the lingering Stalinist legacy, gently probing psychic wounds, but also turns her attention
to the more clearly Russian members of her extended family, both those who emigrate,
and those who remain in the Crimea and Moscow, closely connected with traditions of

Russian culture, especially literature and theatre.

Who Inherits the Land: Russians, Tatars, and the Illusion of Pagan Pleasures

Shortly after describing Medea’s Tbilisi relatives, Ulitskaia turns to Medea’s
more immediate family and to the dramatic love triangle that results in the suicide of the
young poetess, Masha, the inheritor of the Russian intellectual heritage, and possibly
Ulitskaia’s most closely autobiographical figure in the novel.>* Setting the stage for
Masha’s suicide, describing those who stay in post-Soviet Russia, and others who
emigrate, Ulitskaia articulates concerns about the borders of the new Russian empire, and
how Russians relate to the West, and to different ethnic groups; once again, Classical
references are interwoven in her depictions of empire.

While Medea is the figure in Ulitskaia’s novel whose ancient Greek ancestry is
most easily identified, (deprived though she is of the mythical Colchian aspect of her
character), other major characters are also connected with the pagan world, and populating
Medea’s world as quasi-pagans, they help give it its moral and ethical shadings. A
sprinkling of Classical references that at times seem essential and at times gratuitous
reflect political, emotional and metaphysical issues Ulitskaia’s late-Soviet characters face
as they confront corruption in the Soviet body politic; and the choice of emigrating to the

West, or staying in Russia, loyal to Russian traditions. It is thus worthwhile to look in
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greater depth at Georgii, who inherits Medea’s home; and others, in particular Nika,
Masha, and Butonov, to understand more fully who it is Ulitskaia portrays as inheriting
the Crimea and post-Soviet Russia. These late-Soviets are still ethnically mixed, but in
addition to Medea’s specifically Greek blood, Armenian, Tatar, and Slavic traits are
clearly privileged. Georgians and Georgia continue to be denigrated: although the
Georgians are listed as one of the many “tribes” in the epilogue, they have been marked as
evil, and as seen above, are essentially deprived of direct bloodlines to the family tree.

As the personal lives of Ulitskaia’s characters unfold against the backdrop of 20"
century history, their moral and political lives are intertwined with their sexual, and the
“sexual politics” encompass not simply the battle of the sexes, but a complex expression
of competing religious and political systems, as Ulitskaia explores the limits of political
and sexual promiscuity within Russian Soviet lands, broaching old questions about
Russia’s identity, and its relationship with Western Europe.

The exuberant sexuality of Medea’s family is attributed in part to post-World War
IT Soviet culture, as Medea comments that she doesn’t understand the younger
generation’s behavior, in which she notes a lack of seriousness: she describes young
mothers visiting her house with their children, lovers arriving in the absence of spouses;
and the divorces, remarriages, and sharing of children and step-children that ensue (53)
(45). However, as high Soviet times fade into the late- and post-Soviet era, the rampant
promiscuity also calms down, and those who survive in the Crimea and post-Soviet Russia
find a way of regulating their sexual and emotional turmoil: they settle down to traditional
lives, embracing traditions of Russian culture that date back to the time of the Mongols.

Those who do not, emigrate or die. Masha, touched by a quasi-pagan desire to embrace
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the co-existence of both rational and irrational, commits suicide on the eve of her
departure to America; her husband and son emigrate without her. Her sensual aunt
Alexandra, once over fifty, marries a stolid woodworker who, raised an Old Believer,
insists that she, like Medea, has lived the life of a saint. Georgii, a pagan who embraces
Russia’s Tatar heritage in the Crimea, settles into his new home with a woman of
distinctly Slavic blood.

Although Ulitskaia has been praised for her celebration of female sexuality, the
rampant promiscuity that affects many characters in Medea and her Children, is, in the
end, portrayed as a destructive force of the Soviet system; although it seems like a desired
and natural human freedom, when unregulated, it spells the destruction of the very system
that gave it birth and the people who engage in it. While open expression of sexuality in
the Soviet era was taboo, eros, as ever, was still a force to be reckoned with, and continues
to be one of the issues Ulitskaia grapples with in post-Soviet times.”> In exploring the
forces of human desire and irrational passion, Ulitskaia engages with lessons learned from
the Classical world, both from Homer’s Odyssey, and Euripides’ plays. One of the lessons
of Euripides’ plays, especially The Bacchae and Hippolytus, is that if you suppress erotic
energies, specifically female, or treat them with disrespect, they have the potential to
destroy: Hippolytus is dragged to his death beneath a chariot after he refuses the advances
of his step-mother; Pentheus is torn limb from limb by the Bacchantes after he has
forbidden their practices in the city, and yet spurred by curiosity, spies on their secret rites
they still hold. And Euripides’ Medea, par excellence explores the destructive force of
passion: Medea, the Colchian princess, in her love for Jason kills her brother and betrays

her homeland; when Jason’s desire for political alliance turns his passion towards
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Chrysias, the young Corinthian princess, Medea murders her two young children, Jason’s
sons, as well as the princess. For avenging her husband’s betrayal, however, Medea is not
punished by Euripides, but is transported like a goddess, ex-machina to Athens, where she
is accepted by the polis. Called upon to help cure Athens’ king of infertility, her skills as
an herbalist remain intact, and her sense of moral outrage at Jason’s behavior seems to be
forgiven. But this part of Euripides’ play is not what is best remembered; rather, Medea’s
passion, and her acts of betrayal and vengence are the staple elements of her fame.

Invoking Medea and other Classical figures, Ulitskaia engages with larger
questions of human behavior. Importing pagan mores into the framework of Russian,
Orthodox culture, she seems to be searching for workable models for post-Soviet Russia;
referencing Classical figures, both specific and generally identified, she also seems to use
the Classics awkwardly, to add luster, a veneer of grandiosity to her characters.

Thus, the celebration of female sexuality for which Ulitskaia initially gained a
certain notoriety is actually quite complex, and in the final analysis paves the way to
confirming aspects of Russia’s patriarchal spiritual and religious traditions, including a
trend towards mystic striving to overcome the mind/body binary, and the tradition of
dvoeverie, a form of religious practice that reflects both Orthodox Christian and pre-
Christian pagan beliefs. Ulitskaia strategically exploits Medea’s Greek heritage, blurring
the lines between Classical, Pontic, and Orthodox: if the “alternative authority” to which
Medea answers is a reincarnation of imperial, Orthodox Russia, her Greek heritage helps
legitimize older Russian traditions which might seem basically immoral in another
Christian culture. Interestingly, the women who are most flagrant in their pursuit of

sexual pleasure are more inclined to the West, and wreak havoc on their Slavic sisters;
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despite the daring expression of female sexuality in this family chronicle, male erotic
power is in the end privileged over female. For all of the veneer of Medea overseeing a
happy extended family, the battles of the sexes, culture, and religion are far from over in
post-Soviet Russia.

Despite, or perhaps because of Medea’s Orthodox faith, her selfless devotion to
her extended family and unquestioning loyalty to her husband, she is nonetheless a
witness to erotic energies that surge through her extended family. Although Medea tries
to accept the rampant promiscuity of her Soviet times with an Orthodox understanding of
the vagaries of human nature, she herself is a victim of it, and contributes to the ongoing
licentiousness in her family that is masked as freedom and the triumph of her Greek
lineage. Indeed, her treatment of the immoral behavior of her Soviet world seems in part
legitimatized by her ancient Greek heritage, reinforced by multiple references to quasi-
Classical elements, tragedy and epic. Ulitskaia, however, unlike Saltykov-Shchedrin who
used figures from Greek tragedy to denounce the transgressions of his age, Ulitskaia is
more circumspect in her criticism, seemingly unwilling to admit the “barbarity” of her
Soviet Russian characters.

Indeed, Medea’s acceptance of illicit human passion and of her own humiliation
leads her to be called a “holy fool,” and reflects an immoral core of her extended family
that appears to be justified by her Greek heritage. As mentioned above, Medea learns
after his death that her husband, Samuel, the object of her unwavering loyalty had an affair
with her younger sister Alexandra and was the mysterious father of her favorite niece,

Nika, whose name recalls that of the Greek goddess of victory, Nike. Medea is crushed by
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her discovery, and the next day takes off to visit her friend and her brother, Elena and
Fyodor, in Tashkent, imagining herself to be even greater than the epic hero, Odysseus:

Standing at the bus stop with the rucksack on her shoulders, Medea felt

herself a second Odysseus. Probably, indeed, even more heroic, since

Odysseus standing on the shores of Troy, while not guessing that it would

take him many years to return home, did at least have a fairly good idea of the

distance separating him from home. (201)

Crost Ha OCTaHOBKE aBTOOYCa ¢ PIOK3aKOM 3a ryiedamu, Mees onrymiana

ce0s He menee yem Opaucceem. BepostHo, gaxke Oosee, mockoiabky Omaucceit

y OeperoB Tpou, He HOrabIBasiCh O MHOTOJIETHEM BPEMEHHU, KOTOPOE

MIOHAJI00MTCS €My ISl BO3BpAIIEHHS, JOCTATOYHO TOYHO MPECTABIISIT

cebe paccrosiHue, oTaeNsBIIee ero oT AoMa. (164-165)
This characterization of Medea as Odysseus is startling, and seems trite or gratuitous,
verging, perhaps, on an awkward parody. Ulitskaia, however, proceeds to use the
comparison to rewrite Homer’s epic, belittling Odysseus and his famous return to Ithaca:
he was only an adventurer who “... did not pass up any opportunity to delay his return,
mostly just pretending that his ultimate destination was the crude habitation in Ithaca
called a king’s palace and the embraces of his aged and domesticated wife.” (201) (*...
BOBCE HE YITyCKaJl BO3MOKHOCTH OTCPOYUTH CBOE BO3BpAIllEHHUE, OOJIBIIE Jiesast BU/I, 9TO
IIeITb eTo -- Tpy0oe xuuie B Mtake, Hazpi0aeMoe apCKUM JBOPIIOM, J1a OOBATHS
npecrtapenoil u xo3siictBeHHOM keHbl.”’) (165) Diminishing the Homeric sense of Ithaca’s
grandeur and Penelope’s noble spirit, she in turn elevates the significance of Medea’s
Crimea, even describing it with the Greek term, “oikomenos:” “Arriving... in Kerch, she

found herself on the frontiers of her oikomene, which had the ancient Pantikapeia at its

easternmost point.” (202) (“IIpuexas... B Kepub, 0Ha OKa3anack Ha TpaHUIIE CBOCH
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ONKyMeHbI, fpeBHsis [aHTHKamest ObLIA ee caMoif BOCTOUHO#T Toukoit.”) (165)°
Transforming a seemingly off-hand reference into a loaded comparison, she suggests that
Medea’s journey, her longest time away from her home in the Crimea, is a nonetheless a
personal odyssey that allows Medea to become a model of a Russian Odysseus, who gains
an understanding both of her self, and of her country’s history: the trip comes just days
after Stalin’s death, and as Medea rides first a freighter and then a train to Tashkent, she
relives, albeit with the distance of time, the travels of many peoples who were subjected to
forced migrations around the Soviet Union, but which she herself had been spared.

In Tashkent, specific allusions to Medea as a heroic Greek warrior disappear, but
she gains the bitter glory of a being “holy fool,” and confirms even more deeply her faith
in the Orthodox Church. As mentioned above, rather than finding sympathy from Elena,
she discovers that she is not alone in having been made a fool. Elena and Fyodor have
living with them an “adopted” son, who is in fact Fyodor’s son by a Russian woman
working at his research station. Medea, amateur geneticist that she is, recognizes family
traits in the young Shurik: his curly hair, and the foreshortened little finger on his left
hand. When Fyodor asks Medea how she likes the latest addition to the family tree, he
speaks in the language only the two of them understand, Pontic Greek, with its roots in
ancient pagan Greece (223) (183). With the cruelty of both Greek tragedy and an eastern
Pasha, he lets her know that the entire family has known about Samuel’s affair, and that
life goes on despite these small personal traumas. She assumes Elena knows the truth
about Shurik, but she and Elena never discuss the fact of their illegitimate children:

ignorance is a large part of their holiness and their bliss. Faced with this reality of
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illegitimate children she must continue to love, Medea notes that life within the Church is
the only way for her to lead her life (224) (184).

Medea, reconciled to this small tragedy, returns home to live the rest of her life in
perfect loyalty to Sam, actually feeling as if she grows closer to him spiritually over time.
She assigns no guilt to her husband, but instead blames her sister Alexandra for the act of
betrayal, and cuts ties with her for 25 years. Nor does she see the proverbial sins of the
fathers in the children. Instead, she feels a palpable, almost incestuous closeness to her
husband through Nika, as if it were not so bad being a member of a quasi-harem. She
seems reconciled to human folly, and caressing the copper-haired Nika who has just
returned after a late night tryst, reflects: “She liked Nika’s head: her hair is just as
springy and slightly crackly as Samuel’s.” (134) (“Ona nmro6mna HukuHy TOJ0BY: BOJOCHI
ee ObUIM TaKUMHU K€ MPY>KUHUCTBIMU U UyTh TpeCKyuuMH, kak y Camymna.”) (111).
Medea’s reaction suggests a contrast between her Eastern Orthodoxy and the westernized,
Euripedean version of her Colchian mythical forebear: it seems to be part of her Orthodox
Greek heritage that men will have the freedom to scatter their seed wherever they like,
living in knowing, silent triumph, while the women suffer in silent acceptance of their
situation. Her reaction is totally unlike that of Euripides’ Colchian Medea, the
westernized model of confrontion of betrayal. Ulitskaia’s Medea’s does not attempt to
take revenge on Nika, but accepts her, rejoices in her presence and tolerates her
profligacy, and even sees something divine in the expression of male sexual energy, even
though it contributes to Masha’ destruction.

As one Russian critic has noted, Medea, Alexandra, and Samuel’s relationship is

repeated in a parallel love triangle that emerges in the younger generation between Nika,
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Masha, her cousin who is raised as a sister, and their shared lover, Butonov.”’ Although
the characters of this second generation do not share Medea’s specific mythic dimension,
they are associated with their own Classical references and reflect many troubles plaguing
the Soviet system and Soviet mentality, including Ulitsakaia’s vacillation between one
loyalty to Russian Orthodoxy, and another to Western models of behavior and systems of
belief. The Classical references used are often inconsistent and confusing, and this
slippage suggests that Ulitskaia herself feels conflicted about those models. Like Bitov,
she is drawn to the clarity they are supposed to represent, but finds them incompatible
with her system of belief, unsuited to express the realities of her late- and post-Soviet
Russian life.

As noted above, Nika’s name recalls that of the Greek goddess of victory, and she
indeed is triumphant in her triangle, which ends in Masha’s suicide just a few months after
she discovers that Nika and Butonov have had a parallel affair that started just 24 hours
before her own affair with Butonov. Yet this younger threesome does not simply form a
love triangle, but triangulates as well the intertwining forces of personal, intellectual, and
artistic expression within the Soviet political system. The two women, though equally
part of Medea’s family, are almost polar opposites. Nika’s Greekness, although
genetically linked to Medea’s, is quite different: she is a pagan incarnate, flamboyant and
purely physical, accepting of her self and her physical desires; possibly the unspeakable
pagan underbelly of Russian Orthodoxy that is projected onto transgressions allowed by
the Roman Catholic West: when she matures, she moves to Italy, settles down with a rich,
fat Italian, and takes delight ... when relatives from Russia come to visit her in her

luxurious house in Ravenna.” (310) (“... korga B ee 6oraTsiii oM B PaBeHHE Mpre3kaoT
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poactBeHHukH U3 Poccun.”) (252). In contrast, Masha, a sensitive Soviet intellectual and
poet whose maternal grandfather is a well-connected general, is married to a gifted Jewish
scientist who after her suicide will emigrate to the US to gain his moment of academic
glory at MIT. Masha, however, seeks spiritual and emotional fulfillment with the athlete
turned healer, Butonov, who with near divine stamina when it comes to pleasing women,
and whom Masha calls a centaur in one of her poems, spurns the idea of leaving Russia,
and finally settles down with his phlegmatic Russian wife and their three children.
Although scholars have commented on Ulitskaia’s daring writing about female
sexuality, in this novel male erotic energy surges as well, and verges on being a quasi-
divine force in the figure of Butonov. The combination of Classical references Ulitskaia
uses to describe him, however, confounds any logical sense, and thus seems to reflect her
own confusion about how the Classical models fit into her Russian Soviet context.
Butonov is cast as a pagan god, as a kind of Zeus, but one who in his dual role as lover
extraordinaire and god of healing, is also a centaur who trained Apollo. He is someone
who should perhaps be sensitive to the art of poetry, but who, blinded by the force of
physical pleasure, actually helps to destroy Masha, failing to appreciate the poetry she
writes to him about the mystic union of the spiritual and material she experiences in her
relationship with him. He is also the one character who, as a gifted healer, comes closest
to being compromised by the Soviet system. A masseur to elite Soviet athletes and
ballerinas, he gains all the wealth and independence he could desire: he earns good
money, travels to Prague, and he enjoys many of the priviledges of the Community Party
elite such as access to theatre tickets and special restaurants. Despite these benefits, his

proudest achievement is helping a circus colleague regain his ability to walk after being
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caught physically and metaphorically in the nets of circus politics. Skillful and intuitive
with his hands, he is so dense, or indifferent, that he does not recognize that his mentor,
Pseudo-Ivanov,”® on the surface a gifted teacher “imbued with teachings of Eastern
wisdom that were then coming into fashion...” (117) (“OH 3Haj TOJK B BOCTOUYHBIX
eIMHOO0PCTBAX, KOTOPBIE TOT/Ia BXOAWIN B MOAy...”") (96), is a government informer who
wore the “invisible epaulettes” (“moronsr HeBuauMBIE™) (97) of the secret police.

Butonov, intellectually, sprititually, and politically dense, but intuitive and
physically gifted, is cast as a kind of pagan god, or a parody of one. A talented knife-
thrower in his youth, he becomes a gymnast who enjoys all of the perks of the Soviet
system, then an acrobat, before eventually becoming a healer. After discovering women,
he likens his physical and amorous gifts to flashes of the divine, taking on the aura of Zeus
hurling a lightening bolt:

From then on, Butonov never refused a woman. He knew that miracles

don’t happen, but if you kept on the edge of the possible, at the limit of

your concentration, then here too, in the physical depths themselves, lightning

strikes and everything is lit up, and that same feeling flares within you of a knife

hurled at a target, which shudders and dies right there in its heart. (128)

C tex nop ByToHOB >keHIIIMHAM HE OTKa3bIBajl. 3HAJN, YTO UyJ/IeC HEe ObIBAET, HO

ceCiin Hpe6I)IBaTI) Ha Ir'paHu BO3MOJKHOT'O, Ha MPEACIIC KOHUCHTpAllWu, TO U 31€Ch, B

CaMOM TEJIECHOM HHU3Y, TPOOUBAET MOJIHHUS, M BCE 03aPSIETCS, M BCIIBIXUBAET TO

CaMO€ YyBCTBO — HO, HAIIPABJICHHBIN B 11€JIb, B3J]POTHYB, 3aMHPAET B CAMOU €€

cepanesune... (106)
Although Butonov’s “discovery of women” reads like soft pornography (125-126) (104-

105), the presence of which can perhaps be explained as artistic freedom of expression in

the early 1990’s,”® Butonov is also given the qualified dignity of a Classical athlete:
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A physical giftedness, so much admired in the classical world, and just

as rare as musical or poetic talent, or a talent for chess, became apparent in

Butonov. He didn’t know that the modern world rated his talent lower than

intellectual gifts... (103)

B ByToHOBe OTKpBIJIach aHTHYHASI TEJIECHAS OaPEHHOCTD, CTOJIb )K€ peaKasd,

Kak My3bIKaJIbHas, TIOATHYECKAs WM TaxMaTHas. Ho Toraa oH He 3Hal, 94To

€ro TaJaHT IICHUTCS HUXKE, YeM JapOBAHUS MHTEIUICKTYalbHEIE... (85)
Although isolated within the bubble of his Classical gift, he does understand its value in
his Soviet society, and his near divine status provides Ulitskaia with an opportunity to
critique the Soviet system of corruption and favoritism. She uses a clichéd Classical
reference, but does equate Olympian heights with a divine realm of freedom, so lacking in
the Soviet Union:

... he was profoundly aware that at the very peak of artistry in the

Soviet Union, in the zone where you are totally master of your profession,

there is a tiny platform of independence. Up there, on the summit of Mount

Olympus, were the stars of the circus, who freely crossed frontiers into other

countries, and wore unimaginably beautiful clothes, and were rich and

independent. (107)

...[oH] rmyOOKO MOHMMAI, YTO Ha BEpUIMHE MAacTEPCTBA, B IPOCTPAHCTBE

a0COITIOTHOTO BJIaJIeHHS MPpOoecCHel pactoIoraeTcsi KpolIeyHast 30Ha

He3aBUCHMOCTH. Tawm, Ha BepmmHe OmMna, HaXOIUIHCh 3BE3]IbI ITUPKA,

CBOOOJTHO TIEpeCceKarOIINe TPAHUIIBI CTPaH, OJIEThIE B HEBOOOPA3HUMO

MIPEKPACHYIO OJICKTy, OOoTaThie, He3aBUCUMBIE. (88)

Following that trite image, however, Ulitskaia also corrects Butonov’s innocent

perceptions, revealing the double edge to those Olympian heights: along with the
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potential freedom, the Party hierarchy was rigid, and ironically, Stalin and other party
leaders considered themselves to be divine controllers of the Soviet Union:

The boy had intuited something crucial, although in many respects the

circus was exactly the same as other Soviet institutions—the warehouse,

the bathhouse, or academe. It had its Party committee, its local committee,

its official subordination to superior institutions—and its unofficial

subordination to any telephone call from the mystical heights. (107)

B uem-TO CYHICCTBCHHOM MaJIbYUK OBLI ImpaB, XOTd BO MHOTMX OTHOIICHUAX

UPK ObUT COBEPLIEHHO TaKUM K€, KaK MPOYNEe COBETCKHE YUPEKICHUS —

ckian, 6ans wian akagemus. CyliecTBOBaJI MApTKOM, MECTKOM, OHUITHATEHOE

MOTYMHEHHE BBIMIECTOSIINM OPTaHU3alHUsIM B HeO(PHUITHAITBHOE — JIF0OOMY 3BOHKY

C MHUCTHYECKOTO Bepxa. (88)
Striving for the freedom of the gods, Butonov, innocently at first, enjoys the benefits of
the Soviet system such as special training, food and clothing, not to mention the promise
of that tiny moment of freedom to travel outside the Soviet Union. When he does learn
how serious the intrigue can be, witnessing a fellow acrobat plunge to near death in a
plotted accident, he decides to become a healer. If he cannot be Zeus, he can perhaps play
the role of Apollo; if he cannot change the Soviet system and the Soviet pantheon, he can
at least attempt to heal some of its victims; and as a healer, he reflects the wounds of the
nation.

When Butonov enters the circle of Medea’s family, dressed in tight white pants, a
bright pink tee-shirt and a pony tale, he is at his quixotic best, transformed into a Crimean
centaur who fits well into Medea’s Greek world. He meets Medea’s family, literally,

leaping down a slope like a mountain goat, possessed of such a divine, radiant energy that

when he briefly touches Masha’s forearm, she feels the spot burn for hours afterwards and
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falls ill that evening. Nika has already marked him as her own, calling him a “Some
hunk!” (76) (“Xopom 3Beprora”) (63), and warning Masha away; but Masha has been
touched by his quasi-divine fire, and their triangle begins to unfold in near comedic, yet
epic proportions.

The contrast between Nika and Masha, between physicality and spirituality, takes
on the dimension of a differentiation between West and East, between European
sensibilities and Russian. Nika’s physical sensuality asserts itself as she makes her
conquest the first night after she meets Butonov; when Masha confesses her own
infatuation with Butonov, irritated at the rivalry, she suggests that Masha “Give him one
and calm down.” (171) (“dait emy u ycnokoiics.””) (140). Masha does not know exactly
what her cousin means, but manages to find herself alone with Butonov in town. As they
stroll along the street, Masha articulates the distance she senses between her emotional
and her physical being in terms of seeing herself in a film, with guarantees of freedom that
seem prescribed by a set of cinematic clichés, and because of that, unreal:

Everything took on the expansiveness of cinema and at the same time

the flatness of a movie... Oh yes, a movie allowed you to act, allowed

easy ways, passion, the bursting of champagne bubbles, he and she,

a man and a woman, the sea at night... (173)

Bce nmprobperano kuneMarorpaduieckuii 0XBaT U OJHOBPEMEHHO

KMHEMaToprapu4ecKyro MpUILTIONIEHHOCTb....J]a, 1a, KuHO pa3pelaer

UTPY, pa3pemaeT JeTKOCTb...CTPACTh...OpbI3TH MaMIaHCKOT0..0H H OHA...

MY’KYMHA U KEHIIMHA...HOYHOe Mope... (142)

Seeing herself with a filmic eye, she draws a contrast between herself and her cousin,
emphasizing the differences between a Soviet intellectual with Slavophile leanings, and

her idea of a liberal, westernized woman:
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Nika you are a genius, you are so gifted, no heaviness of being, no forced
striving toward self-cognition, toward self-improvement....Clever Masha,
educated Masha, Masha the first in their entire company to begin reading Berdyaev
and Florensky, who loved the commentaries to the Bible, Dante,
and Shakespeare more than the originals... (173-174)
Huka, TeI TeHHATbHAS, THI TAJITAHTIINBAS . .. HUKAKOH TSHKECTH OBITHSI. . .
HUKAKMX HaTY)KCHHBIX JIBIDKEHUH K CAMOITO3HAHUIO, K CaMO-
COBEpUICHCTBOBAHMUIO. ... Y MHasg Maria, oOpa3zoBaHHast Maina,
repBasi U3 BCe KOMITAHWM HavaBllasi yntaTh bepnaseBa u @aopeHcKoro,
moOuBIIas kommeHTapun K bubnm, [lante, u lllekcnepy 6ombine, uem
MEPBOUCTOYHUKH. .. (142-143)
This exquisitely educated, intellectual Soviet poetess comes face to face with the
elemental force of nature, which happens with a canned cinematic touch and the sordid
overtones of a harlequin romance. Her initial tryst with Butonov takes place on a naked
hillock, and when it is over, it is as if they are caught in the limelight:
...the air was lit up with a bluish light and every blade of grass was
visible. There was no searchlight: high in the sky a round moon
was riding, enormous, completely flat and silver-blue....Sorry, the show’s
over.” He slapped her on the hip. (177)
...BO3JIyX CBETHJICSI TOJyOOBaTHIM CBETOM M BHIHA ObLIA KaXK/1ash TPAaBUHKA.
Huxkakoro mpoxeKkTopa He ObIIO — ocpeny Heba KaTuilach Kpyriias JIyHa,
OTPOMHAsI, COBPEIICHHO TUIOCKas U cepeOpsiHo-roryoast... “M3Bunn, HO
npejacTaBieHne okonueHo.” OH nuienHys ee mo oemapy. (146)
Butonov returns home to find Nika in his bed, waiting for what duly comes her way.
If a reader is tempted to wonder what has become of Butonov’s supposedly divine

qualities, Medea’s reaction to this promiscuity provides some answer, and gives a nod to

the presence of dvoeverie in this quasi-Orthodox passion play. When Nika returns at
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dawn, Medea is already drinking her morning coffee, and Nika accepts without a qualm
that Medea might have seen her return: “Actually there was really no need to try to hide
anything from Medea: the young people were always sure she knew everything about
everyone...” (179) (“Bnpodem, ckpbiBaTh uTO ObI TO HU OBITO OT Mezien Hy Kbl HE ObLIO:
MOJIOJZISKb BCera ObuTa yBepeHa, uto Mezes 3HaeT Bce mpo BceX...”’) (147). Medea does
not know as much as her young relatives assume, and her confusion is telling. Finding
herself awake at two in the morning, peering out her kitchen window, she had seen a
naked couple and heard Masha return to the house:

Now, seeing Nika return, Medea was puzzled for a moment: there was,

after all, only one young man to go around the entire neighborhood, the

athlete Valerii with his iron body and the long, priestly hair pulled back

in a pony tail. (179-180)

Teneps, Buas BepHyBIiIyroch Huky, Menes Ha MUHYTY 3aymManacs:

MOJIO/IOH YeJI0BEK, COOCTBEHHO TOBOPS, ObLT OJMH Ha BCIO OKPYTY —

cropTcMeH Banepa ¢ xene3HbIM TeJIOM M MOMOBCKOM MPUYECKON

XBOCTUKOM. (148)
It is as if Medea has witnessed a divine act, but one which draws a curious line between
Eastern and Western religions, between Orthodoxy and Roman Catholicism. On the one
hand, Medea likens Butonov’s ponytail to that of a priest: in her Orthodox worldview, he
is indeed near divine, and there is no shame in the sexual act. Masha, however, boasting
to Nika the following morning, emphasizes the cinematic touch of her drama that is
inspired by Western influences: “At the Hub! It all happened right at the Hub. Like in an
Italian movie. Now we can put a cross there in memory of my unshakable fidelity to my

husband.” (181) (“Ha ITynke! ITpsmo ma Ilynke Bce mpousomno. Kak B utaabsHCKOM

KMHO. Tenepb Ha TOM MECTE€ MOKHO IIOCTaBUTh KPECT B MaMsITh O MOel Hecrnubaemon
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BepHOCTH MYXKy.”) (149). She, the Russian Soviet intellectual who has suffered from
Soviet repressions, separated from yet striving for the West, needs an image of Western
decadence to liberate her from her state of Orthodox purity. The effect of this dual
striving, to experience a Western sense of liberation, and yet be Russian in essence, will
destroy her. Nika, though chagrined at Masha’s involvement with Butonov, has relatively
few moral qualms about her own behavior, and leaves for Moscow the next morning as
planned, predicting that Masha will now have fodder for her poetic endeavors. Indeed,
Masha’s poetry dominates the last third of the novel, drawing a further contrast between a
mystic, spiritual Russia, and a rational, scientific West.

The fallout of this younger triangle, however, happens in real time, with real
consequences, and the original divinity of the sexual act is complicated by its fallout — the
the negative effects on the humans involved — a Classical theme, tragic indeed for Masha.
When Masha she discovers Nika’s affair with Butonov, she falls into a rage, while Nika,
in contrast, views her own relationship with Butonov with scientific rationality, as
something simply “... to be measured in centimeters, minutes, hours, the level of
hormones in the blood.” (280) (*“... 3TO u3MepseTCcs CAHTUMETPAMH, MUHYTaMHU, YaCaMU,
KOJIMYECTBOM TOPMOHOB B KpoBH.”) (228). Masha reacts with an outpouring of poetry, and
in one poem to Butonov includes images from Western culture, but also veers towards a
mysticism that bridges the body/mind divide:®

Play on, centaur, play on, chimera of two breeds,
Burn, fire, along the boundary dividing
The human soul and its immortal needs,

The stallion, his lusts unbridled riding.
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Your destiny it is to mediate, to ferry,

To ply shores which forget how close they used to be,

And heedlessly you plunge into those waters merry

Which care no more than you if you remember me.

Masha Miller. (281)

Urpaii, keHTaBp, Urpam,

XHMepa JBYX MOPOJI,

TOpH, OTOHb, 110 JIMHUH pa3Jiena

OeccMepTHON YelloBEeYeCKON TN

¥ KOHCKOTO HEB3HY3J[aHHOTO Tela.

HacnencTBeHHBIH yaen — HCKYCCTBO TIepeBo3a,

JBa Oepera jexar, 3a0bIBIIU O POJCTBE,

a ThI OIIATH B IIOTOK, B OeccriaMsITHBIE BOJbI,

B KOTOPBIX A HUKTO — HU MHUPY, HU Tebe.

Marma Mumep (229)

With Butonov, Masha experiences a physical, embodied love which defies her esoteric
learning: “The heavens were again rent for [her], and the gate into them proved to be not
at all in the place where she had diligently and consciously sought it, leafing through
Pascal, Berdyaev, and the cinnamon-scented wisdom of the East.” (236) (... Hebeca
OIIATH Pa3bsUTHCh, © BOPOTA B HUX OKA3aJIUCh COBCEM HE B TOM MECTE, e OHa
TPYAOIIOOMBO M CO3HATENILHO UX MCKaa, ucTas To [lackas, To bepasesa, To
MIPOIAXIITY 0 KOPHIIEH BOCTOUHYI0 MyApocTh.”) (193). Despite his impressive physique,
Butonov comes to Masha at night like a god, squeezing in through the window, and “...
filled all of Masha’s body and soul with his being, and departed at dawn, leaving her each
time immersed in a tingling sensation of the newness of her whole being and of renewal of
her life.” (243) (*... 3amonHsa cOOOM. .. Bce MalmHO Teo BMecTe ¢ AyIION U YXOIMI Ha

paccBETE, OCTABJIAA €€ Ka)K,ZIHﬁ pa3 B OCTPOM OIIYIICHWH HOBU3HBI BCCTO CYLICCTBA U

oOHoBieHUs KU3HU...”) (199). When he leaves the Crimea to return to Moscow, she
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comments after one last visit that he left, “The way gods depart. As if he had never
existed.” (245) (“Kak yxoxasat 6oru... Kak 6yaro ero Hukornaa u He 0s110...7") (200).

The purpleness of Ulitskaia’s prose and the glib use of Classical references may
make it difficult to take these characters and their experiences seriously, but their clichéd
erotic experiences are intertwined with serious issues about emigration, the suppression of
late-Soviet writers, and a Russian writer’s need to stay in Russia to maintain his or her
spiritual heritage. Masha is clearly well versed in the traditions of Russian and Soviet
literature, and as an adolescent in the 1960’s reads Andrei Siniavsky in samizdat copies,
and both listens to Joseph Brodsky and reads her own poetry at unofficial gatherings
(253, 257) (207, 210). She cites include Rozanov and Daniel Kharms as other influences
on her poetry (257) (210). She eventually becomes reconciled to her love triangle,
claiming that Butonov “has united them [her and Nika] now in some mysterious way”’
(286) (...oH coeTMHUII UX Tereph KAaKUM-TO TAMHCTBEHHBIM 00pa3om) (233); and finds
comfort that their situation has a precedent in Cherneshevsky’s 19™ century utopian work,
What Is to Be Done? (Ymo denams?): “And she smiled thinking about utopian
Chernyshevsky and the grand brothel in one or other of the dreams of his heroine in What
Is to Be Done? * (286) (“U cama ke ynpIOHYIaCh: BETUKHI O0paens YepHBIIEBCKOTO,
kakoii-to Tam coH Beps [TaBnoBubl.””) (233). In Ulitskaia’s presentation, Masha, in her
mind and in her work, participates fully in Russian culture.

As she prepares to leave for America with her brilliant husband, Alik, Masha
begins to suffer what her husband’s friend, a psychiatrist, after her suicide will call “an
acute manic-depressive psychosis” (304) (““... MaHHaKaJIBHO-JETIPECCUBHBIN MICHXO03 B

octpoit hopme”) (247). This psychotic breakdown intensifies with the approach of her



256

departure from Soviet Russia, manifesting itself in mystical visions and an outpouring of
lyric poetry. While her husband is frightened of her poetry, Masha believes it is precisely
her poetry that bridges the divide between rational and irrational: “In her case, however,
the realm of poetry lay between medicine and mysticism, and there she was the ruler.”
(295) (“Ho B ee citygae MeX 1y MUCTUKONW U METUITMHOMN TIPOJIETIIO TIOJIE TT033UH, Ha
KOTOpOM OHa Oblta x03siKkoil.””) (240). One Russian scholar, studying Masha’s verse into
the context of Russian poetry, finds allusions to Bruisov and other symbolists.®’ Her
suicide is also clearly symbolic: unlike her husband, the rational scientist, who is eager to
leave for America, she, the poet, cannot leave Russia and survive.

And indeed, Masha’s poetry and suicide play a crucial role in giving the novel its
pro-Russian slant and confirming various characters’ loyalty to Russia. At Masha’s
funeral, Medea and her estranged sister Alexandra are reconciled: despite personal
betrayal, Medea finally remembers that her sister, who has settled in Moscow with her
stolid Russian husband Ivan Isaevich, is the dearest person to her on earth, and she can not
understand what has kept her away from her sister for twenty five years. Even Butonov,
who perhaps should feel partially responsible for Masha’s suicide, is exonerated, and his
role is that of a priest who attends a necessary sacrifice. Faced with Masha’s imminent
departure, he voices understated support for Russia: “Forever? Well, of course, you're
right, Masha, quite right. Life here is crap compared to the West, I’ve seen that. But
forever...” (291) (“Hacerna? Boobuie-To npaBuibHO, Mai, nmpaBuiibHO. JKu3Hb y Hac
XpEeHOBas TI0 CPAaBHEHHMIO C 3aIaHoM, st moBuaain. Ho HaBcerna...”) (237). Although
never fond of her poetry, when faced with losing her “forever,” he forsakes his other

lovers to spend time with her, hastening her madness, which descends like an angel
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visiting her to teach her about other realms; the freedom she had found in an Italian movie
was a mere prelude to a more real, spiritual sense of freedom:

Masha experienced a superhuman freedom and an unearthly joy...

which came from regions and spaces the angel had revealed to her...

she intuited that the extremes of pleasure she experienced when she was

closest to Butonov derived from the same root and were of the same nature. (294)

HeuenoBeueckyro cBOOOy 1 HE3€MHOE CHacThe Mailia UCIIBIThIBAIA OT 3TOTO

HOBOTO OIBITa, OT 00JacTell U MPOCTPAHCTB, KOTOPHIE OTKPHIBAJI €1 aHTell...0Ha

JIOTaIbIBaJIach, YTO 3aMpeIeIbHOE CYACThE, IEPEKNUBACMOE €10 B OJIM30CTH C

ByTOHOBBIM, MPOUCXOET M3 TOTO K€ KOPHS, TOH k€ mopoibl. (240)

In the angel’s absence, she talks to the “almost non-existent Butonov” (294) (“noutu ne
cymectByromniemy byronoBy”) (240) in “miserable monologues” (294) (“TockiuBsIMH
monozoramu’’) (240) that are highly symbolic of the mystical eternity she is poised to
enter: “So dazzling, the light of Tabor daunts us, but far harder to gaze upon the disk
whose empty blackness taunts us through all the following days.” (294) (“daBopckuit
CBCT HaM BBIHCCTH €/IBa JIKM, HO BO CTO KpartT pr}IHeI)’I — IIyCTOro 1uCKa TECMHOC CUAHBC
BCEX CJIENYIOMUX JHEH...”) (240).

Shortly before Masha’s suicide, as Butonov’s passion for her mysteriously
increases, one of Masha’s most intense mystic experiences occurs simultaneously with the
linked promiscuity of sex and politics. Nika, advising Butonov to stay out of Soviet
politics, quotes Samuel, her own father and Medea’s husband:

...I'had a close relative, a Jewish dentist, who put it splendidly: ‘In my

heart I love Soviet power so much, but my body just won’t react to her.’

If you take this job, you will have to spend all your time cuddling that body. (299)

YV MeHs ObuT OMH OJTU3KUN POJICTBEHHHK, €BPE-TaHTHCT, Y HETO OblIa
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yyjecHas myTka: 'lynioi s Tak 100110 COBETCKYIO BJIACTh, a BOT TEJO

MO€ €€ He MpUHUMAET.' A ThI Ha 3TOM paboTe Bce BpeMs OyIemb ee 3a TeJo

THCKATh... (243)

Nika’s advice for Butonov to distance himself from Soviet politics coincides with Masha’s
deepest experience of spiritual intimacy with Butonov and Nika. After Nika gives
Butonov the astute political advice they head off to Rastorguevo, Butonov’s dacha, and
Masha, suffering intense insomnia, experiences a moment of clairvoyance, having a vision
one moment of her dead parents, the next of sliding, in spirit, to join Nika and Butonov,
seeing Nika’s smile and running an unnoticed finger down Butonov’s chest. Her sense of
clairvoyance is strong enough to penetrate Nika’s consciousness, and Nika asks Butonov
to return her home, finally breaking off their relationship. Moments later, invited by the
angel and compelled by a demon, Masha jumps to her death.

Although Ulitskaia insists that she writes about personal experience on a level
removed from politics, moments like this seem to suggest otherwise: her characters,
including extended members of Medea’s family, are never far removed from the context
and conditions of their country’s politics and culture. The political problems and cultural
conditions of the country cause moral and emotional suffering that is visited on the people.

In Masha and her fate, symbolically linked with the fate of Russia and its culture,
Ulitskaia addresses a seemingly eternal question: how to define the difference between
Russia and the West. Beginning with a western-inspired experimentation with sexual
freedom she admires in Nika, Masha crosses over to a different realm of sexual energy
enjoyed by Medea’s brother, her husband, and Butonov, and which is tinged with the
divine. She comes face to face not only with an erotic energy she cannot handle, but also

with an equally destructive clash of two cultures. It is as if the sexual and spiritual
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freedom she wants to experience as a kind of melding of body and soul, inspired in part by
Western culture (“it was just like an Italian film”), confuses and destroys her. She would
have done well to have heeded the words of Anna Akhmatova:

With closest friends there is a secret line...

Passion and love can’t cross it or deny it....

Those who strive for it are mad...And those who

Gain it are stricken by anguish and yearning.

Ectb B Omu30cTH TTI0/ICH 3aBeTHAs yepTa,

€€ He TIepeTH BIFOOJICHHOCTH U CTPACTH. ...

Crpemsmuecs Kk Hell 6e3yMHBI, a ee

JocTturmme — nopakeHsl Tockoro..”
Masha, however, disregards the boundaries between self and other, body and soul, West
and East, and pays the price.

It is as if Masha, caught between two systems of thought, her own, tortured
Russian intellectual soul and Nika’s, Butonov’s, and her husband’s easy acceptance of
Western mores, is crushed as a sacrificial victim whose death makes others’ decisions
easier, and reflects on the course of post-Soviet Russia. Her husband Alik and their young
son emigrate to America; Butonov returns to his Russian wife, dedicating his medical gifts
to healing victims of the Afghan and Chechen wars; and Nika eventually takes her
westernized spirit abroad, settling in Italy with an Italian husband. Although the Soviet
Russian Orthodox church refuses to give Masha a proper funeral, Medea finds a Greek
Orthodox priest who will administer the rites. Masha’s funeral becomes a celebration
reuniting the family, as Medea forgives her sister Alexandra, wondering how she could

have allowed the rift between them over a simple, single act of sexual transgression, and

she finally hears news of her long lost brother who, also harking back to earlier roots, had
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avoided the Soviet era altogether, becoming a hermit on Mt. Athos (305) (248). The
significance of Masha’s suicide is complex. As the death of Ulitskaia’s most auto-
biographical figure in the novel, her death becomes a catalyst for all the various ways in
which Russians come to terms with their complex post-Soviet reality.

It is interesting to think of Tarkovsky’s most autobiographical film, The Mirror,
completed in 1975, a year before the events of Medea and her Children unfold, and his
quotation from Pushkin’s 1836 letter to Chaadayev about Russia’s history, its isolation
from Western Europe, and his decision never to leave Russia.” Ulitskaia seems to echo
this sentiment: her Russia, its religion and culture are different from Western Europe’s.
Although her characters may have the names of Classical characters, such as Medea and
Nika, or are likened to Odysseus, a Mycenean princess, a centaur, or even Zeus, these
suggested resemblances seem strained and confused. Her characters, like Bitov’s, may
think they are acting out events perceived in Western films, but these characters and their
actions do not make full and coherent sense in their Soviet Russian context; they are still
at their core Orthodox and Russian as they continue to populate the post-Soviet Russian
Empire. Thus, despite her supposed tolerance and liberality, writing the novel in 1996,
Ulitskaia seems to have caught the wave of anti-Western feelings that were flowing back
into Russian culture in the late 1990’s, following the first intoxication with Western
culture after the collapse of the Soviet Union.** The question remains, who rides in on

this wave to further populate Medea’s supposed utopian Crimean realm?
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After Masha’s Suicide: St. George and Beyond

Of Medea’s immediate family members and those who intermingle by sexual
involvement, her favorite is Georgii, the nephew who will move permanently to the
Crimea, leaving Moscow, his mediocre career as a geologist, as well as his first wife, an
engineer who is a solid part of the Soviet structure. It is almost too obvious to mention,
and heavy-handed on Ulitskaia’s part, but he shares his Orthodox name with St. George,
patron saint of both Russia and Georgia; and he clearly choses the Russian side. As the
relative Medea has chosen to be her successor, Georgii has many desirable traits: he is a
pagan, feels at home in the Crimea with its Tatar heritage, has the right genetic mix, with
Greek and Armenian blood predominating, and chooses as his second wife the mild-
mannered Nora from St. Petersburg who thrives with an infusion of southern sunshine and
carefreeness. And, his suitably anti-Soviet sentiments combine with a desire to reclaim
the land for its rightful historical heirs, i.e., himself and his family:

He loved looking at this land, with its weathered mountains and its

rounded foothills. It had been Scythian, Greek, Tatar, and although now

it was part of the Soviet farming system and had long been languishing,

unloved and slowly dying from the ineptitude of its masters, history had

not forsaken it but was hovering in this blissful springtime, every stone,

every tree reminding him of its presence. (16)

On mo0oBascs 3Toi 3emiiel, €€ BHIBETPEHHBIMHU I'OpaMu U CTIIa’KEHHBIMU

penropbsiMu, OHa ObuTa cKU(CKasi, rpeueckas, TaTapckasi U XOTs Ternepb

CTaJjla COBXO3HOM M TaBHO TOCKOBaJIa 0€3 YeIOBEUECKOM JTFOOBH U MEUIEHHO

BBIMHpaJia OT 0€37JapHOCTH X035€B, UCTOPHS BCE-TaKH OT Hee HE YXOHJIa,

BHUTAJIa B BECCHHEM OJIAKEHCTBE M HAITOMMHAJIA 0 ce0e KaKAbIM KaMHEM,
KaX]IbIM JIepeBOM... (16)
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Understanding Crimean history with its admixture of Scythian, Greek, and Tatar
influences, Georgii also loves his ancestral lands, “as one loves a mother’s face, or a
wife’s body... forever.” (19) (“Kak M0xHO JTHOOUTH JTUII0 MaTEPH WITH TEJIO SKCHBL. . .
HaBcerna.”’) (18). Combining these various traits, he presents a picture of an ideal post-
Soviet Russian citizen who in his supposed tolerance and acceptance of the native Tatar
inhabitants, as mentioned above, will eventually assert his Russian, patriarchal dominance,
taking on the time honored role of pater familias; or in his Greek guise, the Odysseus of
his oitkomenos.

Georgii, raised in Tashkent with Greek and Armenian parents, (Medea’s brother
Fyodor and her best friend Elena), is a more subtle figure than Medea, but is nonetheless
marked as pagan, and the right kind of pagan, a Greek. Ulitskaia takes care to emphasize
that Medea calls him “Georgiou... in the Greek way.”(14) (““... I'eopruy... Ha TpedeckHii
nan.”) (14). Nora, who will become his new wife in the Crimea, re-articulates, if rather
naively, the old debate about which ancient culture it is better to be aligned with, Roman
or Greek. On first seeing Georgii stride along the hilly paths near Medea’s home, Nora
comments to her young daughter that he looks like a Roman legionary (21) (20). After
encountering him a few more times and feeling a guilty yet domestic erotic confusion
when he asks if he can pick up something for her at the market, she changes her mind:
“Neither potatoes nor dill had that handsome man brought her who looked, she now
realized, not in the least like a Roman legionary, but like Odysseus.” (47) (“Hu xapromku,
HU YKpPOIIa HE NIPUHEC €M ATOT KPACUBBINA YEIOBEK, IOX0KHUI — TEIEPh OHA HAKOHEI]
JI0IyMajiach — BOBCE HE Ha pUMCKOTO JieTHOHepa, a Ha Oucces.”) (40). The motivation

for the change in her description is not explained, but she does reject the image of Georgii
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that would cast him as a foreign invader in the Crimea and link him with the metaphorical
army of the Soviet Union as the Third Rome. Shortly after this scene, Nika, with her
hunter’s instinct for sexual attractions, notes that they are a perfect pair: the elemental
attraction between them allows her to sense they are meant to live together on Georgii’s
homestead, as Penelope and Odysseus in their Crimean Ithaca.

Georgii is further marked as a pagan in the way he imparts his knowledge of
nature. On a day trip to swim in the Black Sea, a day marked by the erotic energy, “...
the languor of love... the subtle stirring of hearts and bodies” (87) (... mo6oBHOE
TOMJICHHE... TOHK[0€] nBrkeH[ue] aym u Te”)(73), that result in Masha’s suicide,
Ulitskaia notes:

Georgii, without the least pedagogical intention, year after year gave all

the family’s children incomparable lessons in the art of survival. He

versed the boys and girls in a pagan’s exact and subtle knowledge of how

to treat water, fire, and wood. (74)

['eopruii, BoBce He CTaBsl mepesa cO00M HUKAKUX Mearoruueckux 3ajad,

U3 TO/1a B TOJI AaBajl BCEM JETSIM CBOCH POJIHU HU C Ye€M HE CpaBHUMBIE

YPOKH KHM3HU Ha 3emiie. OT HETO NEPEHUMAIN MAJIBYMKH U IEBOYKH

SI3IYECKH TOYHOE M TOHKOE OOpallieHne ¢ BOJOU, C OTHEM, C AepeBOM. (62)
Complementing Medea with her knowledge of herbs and plants, Georgii is a pagan who
understands the natural world, and is a very suitable choice to carry on Medea’s legacy.

In addition to the elemental pagan teachings he has imbibed, he respects Medea’s
unwritten laws, but is also willing to change them to accommodate his needs. Signaling
his unspoken intent to carry on Medea’s legacy, he and his son Artyom are the first to

arrive for the season of 1976. He is the first and only adult visitor shown to make a

pilgrimage the local cemetery, and he arrives with a spade to tidy up the spiritual home of
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his ancestors. He also makes the greatest effort to maintain the physical house, thinking
twice during the first two days that he should investigate digging an artesian well to
replace the old system, enforced by Medea’s “inexplicable law,” of bringing buckets of
water only during daylight from a cistern of imported water; and mentioning that he wants
to run a wire from the main house to the summer kitchen so the family can stay up for
their late chats by electricity, rather than by candle light. Medea welcomes his
suggestions, sensing and sharing the spiritual bond Georgii feels to the Crimea.

Medea’s house contains many elements of Tatar culture, and Ulitskaia presents it
as only natural for Georgii to retain some of these, while not wholly imbibing the culture.
For example, he buys bottles of sweet Crimean wine to supplement Medea’s homemade
apple vodka, whereas “The old Tatars...wouldn’t touch wine.” (11) (“Crapsie
Tatapsl...BuHa He Opann.”) (12). The old water cistern that Georgii wants to replace was
built by the Tatars in the late nineteenth century, but is now seen as outdated (37).
Although wishing to make changes to the exterior amenities, inside the house he more
readily accepts the Tatar influence. Indeed, the house itself is traditional: “The kitchen
was constructed of natural stone after the manner of a clay saklya.” (21). (“Kyxus Obuia
CJIO’K€HA W3 IUKOTO KaMHs, Ha MaHep cakin.”) (20). And though he was raised in
Tashkent, his aesthetic seems almost preconditioned by his Crimean blood: “...with a
keen and slightly ascetic eye...” (38) (“... oOmamarommii riaa3oM BEpHBIM B HECKOJIBKO
ackernueckuM...”’) (33), he prefers the simple, rustic Tatar copper pots to their Uzbek
counterparts, ““... with all their lavish craftwork and garrulous Asiatic ornamentation.”
(38) (*“... MHOTOPaOOTHBIM, TTOJTHBIM OOJITJIMBOTO a3MaTCKOTO opHaMmeHTa.”) (33). Last

but not least, despite his Greek and Armenian heritage, at home Georgii takes on the
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aspect of a traditional Russian aristocrat. Settling into Medea’s home, he revives the
symbolism of the Tatar robe, a khalat, shared with his nineteenth century Russian literary
ancestor, Oblomov.” On a cool May evening, “he dons a Tatar robe [khalaf] which had
been serving all Medea’s family member for many years...” (21) (“... a [oH] HakuHYT
TaTapCKUK XajaT, KOTOPBIA YK€ MHOTO JIET CIY>Kuil Bced Menennoit poane...”) (20). The
khalat Oblomov puts on at key moments in Goncharov’s novel signals his return to a state
of dreamy slothfulness connected with the Eastern, Asiatic aspects of Russian culture, and
his turning away from the Western-looking life in St. Petersburg. For Georgii, the khalat
signals turning away from his life in contemporary Moscow, and turning towards the
traditional ways of life in the Crimea that are shown to be increasingly Orthodox and
Russian.

Georgii, the paragon who will carry on Medea’s lines, exhibits his own complex
genetic makeup and sexual preferences, which curiously align his praiseworthy Armenian
and Greek blood with pure Russian, slighting, again, like Medea, his Georgian ancestry.
This results in a family arrangement that masks more serious social issues, a microcosm of
what were and are more searing political realities. Georgii, interestingly, has more
Caucasian blood than many of Medea’s relatives, but it is his aristocratic Armenian lines
that dominate. His mother, Elena, Medea’s bosom friend since childhood, was born into
an Armenian aristocratic family and spent her childhood traveling between Tbilisi,
Theodosia, and Geneva, where she learned to appreciate finely-made baklava and to speak
perfect French. In descriptions of her Armenian childhood, Tbilisi is called Tiflis, the
city’s older, Persian name, recalling the cosmopolitan, pre-Soviet times when Armenians

held most of the city’s political and economic power, and the majority of the Georgian
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population lived in the countryside either as peasants, or as landed aristocracy ruling over
their estates.®® Her father had been a member of the White parliament in the Crimea and
was certainly no Soviet revolutionary. Elena, however, married Medea’s older brother,
Fyodor, to keep her safe during and after the revolution, hiding her aristocratic lines
behind Fyodor’s outward compliance with the new Soviet powers. Ulitskaia showers
further praise on Georgii’s Armenian mother for her positive influence in Medea’s family
for maintaining her home in aristocratic fashion, even in far-flung Tashkent; and for
continuing to correspond with Medea in the flawless French of their adolscent years in the
Russian Empire.

Beginning to take an interest in Nora, Georgii reflects on the European Russian
traits of her facial structure, and on the music being sung around him, drawing further
lines between Russia and Georgia. Unlike others of his generation who adore Bulat
Okudzhava, the Soviet bard of Armenian and Georgian heritage who in many of his
poems celebrated the beauty of human friendship shared around the warmth of Georgian
wine, Georgii distances himself from his influence:

At the time, everyone was singing Okudzhava, but Georgii, unlike the rest

of them, did not like his songs. They irritated him with their cuffs and

their velvet camisoles, their blues and their gilding, their smells of milk and

honey, with all their romantic charm; but mainly, perhaps because they were

captivating, and crept into your heart uninvited, and because you could still

hear them long afterward and they left a residue in your memory. (130-131)

Torna Bce menu OkypkaBy, a ['eopruii, eIMHCTBEHHBIN U3 BCEX, HE JIIOOUIT

aTux neceH. OHM pa3pa)xaind ero MaH)XeTaMHu B 0apXxaToM KamM30J10B, CHHEBOU U

M030JI0TOM, 3aImaxamMu MOJIOKa U M€J1a, BCE POMaHTUYECKOM MPEJIECThIO, a
TJIaBHOC, MOXKET 6I)ITB, TEM, YTO OHH ObLIH IJICHUTCIIBHBI, ITPOTHUB BOJIX BITIOJI3AJIN
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B AyLIy, AOJTO €Il 3By4aly U OCTaBJIsUIM B NaMATH Kakoii-to cien. (107)
Georgii rejects the songs of the quintessentially Soviet bard Bulat Okudzhava, who, barely
tolerated by the Soviet powers, seemed to embrace and pacify the potentially warring
ethnicities of the Soviet Union in singing the human sorrows of the Soviet citizens,
making their lives seem warmer and more endurable than they were. Although of
Armenian and Georgian heritage, he never spoke Georgian fluently, but was nonetheless
considered to be Georgian and celebrated aspects of Georgian culture in his songs and
poems.®” Tt is curious that of all the offspring of Harlampy and Medea, known for their
ability to survive the harshest of political times, Georgii alone prefers both material and
music with hard structures, such as fossilized seashells and Shubert’s Lieder. 1t is as if, in
order to be the inheritor of Medea’s traditions, Georgii needs to resist the captivating
charm, the romantic, Georgian part of himself that Okudzhava projects in his songs.

However, surrounded by the ambiance of the family singing, and, as Ulitskaia
suggests, of the inevitable effects of Okudzhava’s songs which link yet another Georgian
to sexual licence, Georgii succumbs to the erotic stirrings that beset all of Medea’s young
people. He falls in love with Nora, who, infantilized, is cast as both Germanic and
northern Slavic. She has a high, pale forehead, “found in babies and medieval German
Madonnas, and this fault made her face seem even sweeter.” (130) (*...kax ObIBaeT y
MaJIbIX JIETEH U Y HEMEIIKHX CPETHEBEKOBBIX MaJIOHH, M ATOT HEJAOCTATOK JIEJall €€ JIUIIO
emte mutei.”’) ( 107). Georgii notes her Slavic traits, to which he responds sexually:

“She’s a real northern girl, and not very happy by all appearances,” he

mused. “A Petersburg girl. There is an anemic blonde type with

transparent fingers, fine blue veins, slender ankles and wrists. Her nipples
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are probably pale pink too...” He suddenly felt hot. (131)

“Takas ceBepHas I€BOYKa, HE OYEHb CYACTIMBAS C BUNY, -- Pa3MBIIUISII OH, --

“merepOypikeHKa. EcTh Takoil T aHEMUYHBIX OJOHAMHOK, C MPO3PAaYHBIMU

MaJbIIAMH, C TOJIyOBIMU BEHKAMH, C TOHKUMH JIOABIKKAMH U 3aISICThIMU. .. 1

COCOK Yy Hee, HaBepHOe, 07 JHO-po30BEIi...”" 1 ero o6xano Bapyr xapom. (108)
She, too, feels his pagan heat, but unlike Masha at Butonov’s touch, blushes modestly.
Although Georgii is Medea’s favorite and subject to the erotic energy his aunt observes
and seems to condone, Ulitskaia nonetheless subjects him to ethnic stereotyping that
dictates his character and behaviour:

From an Armenian mixture of stubbornness and lethargy, but also because

he adhered to the mythology of family life instilled in him by his mother,

despite the universal acceptance of promiscuity and all the habits of his

circle and the derision of his friends, he preserved a grim fidelity to fat

Zoyka, but could never remember, no matter how hard he tried, what it

was about her that had attracted him fifteen years ago. (131-132)

W3 apMsIHCKO# cMecH yIpsIMCTBA U JICHH, a TAK)Ke W3-32 IPUBEPKEHHOCTH

cemeitHol Mu(oJIoTUY, BHYILIEHHOW MaTepbio, HarepeKkop oOUIeNpUHATON

JIETKOCTH, BCEM MPHUBBIYKAM €T0 KpyTa, HACMEIIIHBOCTH IPy3€i OH XpaHUIT

YIPIOMYIO BE€PHOCTH TOJICTOM 30iKe, HO HUKOTIa HE MOT BCIOMHHUTb, KaK

HU CTapajics, 4YeM K€ OHa eMy MMOHpaBUJIACh MSTHAAUATH JieT ToMy Haza. (108)
Under the influence of the quasi-pagan Crimea, however, Georgii eventually leaves his
Zoyka, a model Soviet citizen, and marries his Penelope, Nora.

It is revealing to see what Nora brings to Medea’s extended family: a touch of St.
Petersburg, a shadow of Medea’s skills, and more than a bit of traditional, patriarchal
order. A mediocre artist, mild mannered and timid, yet Slavic, Nora is initially drawn to

Medea’s family by its seeming normality: “’Lord, what incredibly normal human

relationships. There’s nobody demanding anything from anyone else, not even the
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children,’ she sighed.” (86) (“’T'ocriogu, kakue ke HOpMaJIbHBIC YEIIOBEUECKHIE
OTHOIIIEHHUS, HUKTO HUYETO APYT OT Apyra He TpeOyeT, axe JAEeTH, -- B31oxXysa oHa.”) (70)
She finds this normality in particular in Nika’s unconstrained and natural behavior: “She
doesn’t think twice about screwing up her beautiful face, contorting it with her fingers... ”
(86-87) (“Kak ona G6eccTpairHo MHET CBO€ KPaCHUBOE JIUIIO, PACTITUBAET €T0
nanbiamu...”) (72). While Nora finds Nika’s behavior both “amazing and beyond
comprehension” (“yauBUTENHHO U HEMOHATHO ) she 1s drawn almost involuntarily into
Medea’s “tolerant” family, responding, in fact, to Georgii’s role as patriarch and her own
traditional role as mother and caretaker.

As she had responded with guilty confusion to Georgii’s earlier offer to shop for
her in the village, when they are on the beach amidst the swirling erotic energies, she
responds similarly to his taking charge about serving food: “’Some more for Medea,
please, Nora,” Georgii said, proffering Medea’s empty bowl... Nora leaned over the pot in
confusion.” (84-85) (“’Hopa, Haneiite, moxanyicra, -- npoTsHyJ [ eopruii mycryio
Meneumy mucky Hope... OHa pactepssHHO ckiloHMIach Haa kotenkoM.”) (71). Nika
notices the exchange, and makes her prediction: “They are a couple... a real couple.” (85)
(““/A onu mapa... ouens gaxe mapa.”) (71). Unlike the freespirited, liberated Nika,
however, Nora is a misogynist vision of a submissive Penelope to Georgii’s Odysseus: a
pale shadow who first ventures out into the hot Crimean sun in long sleeves and skirt, with
a leaf tucked under the bridge of her glasses to protect her nose from the scorching rays.
In addition to “giving Georgii two daughters” (310) (“Ona poauna ['eopruto 1Byx go4ex’)
(251), thereby bringing into the family more northern, Slavic blood, she also takes over

Medea’s role as herbalist: “Nora has learned to gather the local herbs, and bunches of
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drying herbs hang from the walls just as they used to.” (310) (“Hopa nayuniacbk coOuparth
MCCTHBIC TpaBbl, M TAK K€, KaK B CTApPbIC BPEMCHA, CO CTCH CBUCAIOT ITYUYKH
noceixaromux Tpas.”) (252). Taking on Medea’s role as herb-gatherer, she establishes a
crucial link between pre-Soviet and Soviet times. In doing so, however, she has also
appropriated the most positive role Medea’s Colchian mythic predecessor possessed,
thereby cutting this new incarnation of Medea more deeply from her Caucasian roots,
transferring her to a suitably Russian vessel.

Thus Georgii, as Medea’s heir, is like his aunt an ambiguous figure. Although his
house is still a meeting ground for an ever-expanding multi-ethnic family, there is a clear
hierarchy of nationalities, and the Greek and Armenian, with the new admixture of
Russian blood, reign supreme. Combining elements of European Russia and its former
territories to the East, Georgii is a multi-ethnic Russian who has appropriated and
dominated his Eastern half. As noted earlier, he generously returns Ravil’s house to him,
but manages to build a newer house on the hill above the old Tatar structure, of which his

(13

neighbors, fellow Russian Crimeans, approve: “... the villagers have changed their
opionion and now say Georgii was fiendishly cunning: instead of getting Medea’s
ramshackle old house, he has a new one twice as big.” (310) (*“... mocenaxoBbIe
IIEPEMEHNIIN CBOE MHEHHUE U TENEPb FOBOPAT, YTO ['€Opruil CTpamHo XUTPBI: BMECTO
BETXOT0 JJoMa Me/en moJydiT HOBBIH, B IBa pa3a 06ombimmii.”’) (252). Not only does he
build the house, but Ravil and his family, acquiescing to their place in the new order, help
him build the new structure: “He was given a lot of help in building his own house by

Ravil and his brother.” (310) (“IIpu noctpoiike 1oma eMy MHOTO iomMorai Pasuib ¢

Oparom.”) (252). As mentioned earlier, Georgii further signals his domination of and
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intent to stay in the Crimea by boring an artesian well, penetrating, as it were, into the core
of the Tatar land, changing a fundamental structure of Tatar traditions that not even Medea
had dared to change. He is, thus, indeed an ambiguous figure. His neighbors think he is
crazy for going through two years of legal battles to return the house to Ravil, and
compared to them he does seem to exhibit a liberal ethnic tolerance. However, Ulitskaia’s
description of the location and construction of the house seems to suggest otherwise,
opening the possibility that beneath the veil of tolerance, he instead strengthens Russia’s
sense of its dominance, and plays a part in a system that may serve “to justify colonialism,
to legitmate neo-colonialism, and to stir up racist attitudes.”®®

Indeed, the novel’s epilogue suggests that nationalist, if not racist, attitudes are
actually increasing as Medea’s family spreads in numbers and influence across the globe,
growing and mutating up to the time the novel was actually written. As always, Medea’s
legacy continues to be articulated through the Sinoply, Greek side. The unidentified
narrator comments after she visits the village in 1995: “My husband is a Sinoply too, not
from Harlampy’s branch, but from that of his younger sister Polixena.” (309) (“Moii myx
Toke 13 ceMbu CHHOIUIN, HO HE OT XapjamIusi, a oT ero miajauieit cectpsl [lonukcens.”)
(251). She offers updates on other family members, noting not only how some Russians
have integrated into the West, but also how others have reclaimed more nationalist roots.
Although Nika has moved to Italy, only one of her daughters, Liza, has stayed with her.
The other, Katya, has returned to Russia and reclaimed her Russian heritage: “As
sometimes happens with children of dual nationality, she has become a raging
Russophile.” (310) (“Kaxk 3To nHoraa ciay4aercs ¢ moJyKpoBKamH, OHa CTpaliHas

pycodmika.”) (252). It is through this Russophile that Medea’s coppery-red hair
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manifests itself: “She came back to Moscow... and the red-headed little girl who was
making such a scene in the courtyard was her daughter.” (310) (“Bepnynacs B Mocksy...
Y pbDKEHBKas JAeBOYKa, KOTOpas CKaHaaluia B IBOpE, -- ee Jouka.”) (252). Masha’s
husband Alik, a member of the American Academy of Sciences, is developing a drug
against old age; his son Alik, however, has become an Orthodox Jew, moved to Israel, and
published a volume of his mother’s poems. Even Butonov, the miracle-working
doctor/centaur who does not share Medea’s direct blood line, is doing work that calls to
mind the ethnic tensions that have emerged since the collapse of the Soviet Union:

and he works with spinal patients, of whom he has had a regular supply first from the war
in Afghanistan and then from the war in Chechnya.” (311) (... u pabGoTtaet co
CHUHAJIbHBIMU OOJIbHBIMH, KOTOPBIX OecriepeOoiHO MOoCTaBIIsIeT eMy To AraHcraH, TO
Yeuns.”) (253). Medea herself is beatified, in her Orthodox incarnation: “Ivan Isaevich
considers both sisters [Alexandra and Medea] to be saints, but Alexandra smiles...and
corrects her husband: ‘Only one of us was a saint.”” (311) (“UBan UcaeBuy cunurtaet
o0enx cecrep mpaBegHUIIaMU, HO CaHIPOYKA yIIBIOACTCS. ... M TIOTIPABIISIET MYyKa:
‘[IpaBennuiia y Hac Obuta ofHa. .. ) (253).

The narrator of the epilogue expresses her love for being part of Medea’s large family
in a description that repeats, yet again, the image of the happy Soviet family of nations,
but one that has expanded to include black Americans:

I am so glad that through my husband I became a member of this family, and
that my children have a little Greek blood, Medea’s blood, in them. To this

day her children come to the Village: Russian, Lithuanian, Georgian, and
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Korean. My husband hopes that next year, if the money can be found, we will
bring our little granddaughter here, the child of our older daughter-in-law, a
black American born in Haiti. (311)

51 odeHb paja, 4TO Yepes MyKa OKazajgach MPHOOIIEHA K ATOH ceMbe U

YTO MOM JIETH HECYT B ce0e HEMHOI'O I'peyecKoil KpoBH, MenenHON KPOBH.

Mo cux nop B [Tocenok nmpuesxaroT MeaenHbl TOTOMKH — PYCCKHE,
JUTOBCKHE, IPy3UHCKHE, Kopelickre. Mol My MeuTaeT, uTo B Oyayiiem
TOJy, €ci OYIyT JICHBI'H, MBI TIPUBE3EM CIOJIa HAIITy MAJICHBKYIO BHYYKY,
POJMBILIYIOCS OT HAalIEH CTapIIell HEBECTKHU, YEPHON aMEPUKAaHKHU POJAOM C
[antn. (253)

Is it intentional or simply ironic that this image calls to mind one of Stalin’s favorite
films, “Circus” (ILlupk), in which a white American woman, a circus entertainer, unable to
marry her black lover in the US, moves to the Soviet Union where interracial marriages
are tolerated and approved, and the final shots include a vision of the triumph of a utopian
dream, of the mother and her biracial child marching in a propagandistic, Soviet parade?

What kind of impact does this grand finale, with its image of a sainted Medea and
her blessed, extended family, have on a contemporary Russian reader? What does this
novel suggest to Russia trying to re-structure itself after the collapse of the Soviet Union,
trying to define, yet again, its relationship with Western Europe? On the one hand, it
offers a positive image of Russia, immune to the ethnic tensions and prejudices that have

emerged since the collapse of the Soviet Union and continue to fester, and it encourages a
sense of tolerance about including all comers in one’s extended family.

On the other hand, if one reads more carefully, connecting various dots, it also
sends the not so subtle message that Russian blood, mixed with a cleansing, bracing dose

of Greek, will prevail. In the end, it is not so subtle nationalistic propaganda, not unlike

that created by Stalin: the man about whom many post-Soviet citizens feel ambiguous, the
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scapegoat for and perpetrator of much that was wrong in the Soviet times; and yet, a
strong leader whom, as recently as 2005, many young and adult Russians regard as a
“wise leader,” and say they would vote for should he run for office.”” As Rayfield has
commented, Stalin’s legacy is still an open wound: “The Soviet Union and its successor

states have never achieved what psychiatrists call closure,””

explaining how various
efforts at “destalinization” have failed, noting that those in the Krushchev era who would
have brought accusations were themselves “up to their neck in [the] blood” of complicity
with Stalin’s programs; and that after perestroika, the KGB, and the subsequent FSB, put a
halt on revelations being made by historians and scholars who tried to publish archival
secrets. !

In the context of post-Soviet Russia, Medea and her Children, if read closely, is a
novel that can open a dialogue about difficult questions in the history of Soviet Russia. It
can and has been read and interpreted as a seductively utopian family chronicle that
appears to bring Russia, with its ties re-established to the cultural heritage of Greece, into
the cultural fold of Western Europe. It is, however, a romance that holds within it, nearly
invisible beneath the veil of Classically-inspired figures such as Medea, Odysseus,
Penelope, and vaguely defined gods and centaurs, the more complex reality of the horrors
of the Soviet Union: the complicity of supposedly innocent citizens; the still-open wounds
of the Stalinist legacy; a lingering sense of Russia’s superiority over its former territories
and colonies, in particular, Georgia; and Russia’s cultural isolation from and competition
with Western Europe. Ulitskaia’s re-inscription of Medea as a Crimean, Pontic Greek
who denies her mythic, Georgian past, contributes to the anti-Caucasian feelings prevelant

in contemporary Russia, and does nothing to acknowledge Georgia’s rich, complex history
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or its status as an independent state freed from its Russian occupiers.”” Georgii,
masquerading as an Odysseus who has migrated to the Crimea, while adopting some of its
customs, in the end reasserts Russian superiority. Masha’s death, representing the death
of a true Russian intellectual, is the result of clashing values and civiliations, disrespected
boundaries, and as such, is a national tragedy, encouraged, if indirectly, by Medea’s calm
Orthodox acceptance of the moral chaos that surrounds her.

Rather than promoting a sense of tolerance for different nationalities, the novel
seems to reinforce stereotypes, challenging the limits of Ulitskaia’s very notion of
tolerance. It suggests a sense of wounded chauvinism: all are welcome as long as we,
Russians, are more than tolerated, are in fact, recognized as the natural leaders of the
world. The picture of Medea and her family does indeed seem to express nostalgia for the
utopian dream of the Soviet Union, perhaps echoing agreement with the sentiment that the
greatest tragedy of the 20" century was the collapse of that dream. If we can begin to see
through the veil of illusions Ulitskaia creates in her use of Classical references, we might
yet be able to see the complex questions that post-Soviet Russia must face in order to

move forward, or at least come to terms with its past.
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even a Jewess.”” (238) (“Muade HaM He BBDKUTH. TOJBKO MO-TUTOBCKH W BO3MOYKHO, -- TIOJTBEPINI OH, H
OHa, KOPEHHAs JINTOBKA C IIPOXKMIIKOI TEBTOHCKOH KPOBH, BAPYT 0XKIIIACh HEOOBIYHBIM YyBCTBOM: ‘BEITH OB
MHE TPY3UHKOM, UM apMsHKOH, HITK XOTh eBpetikoii!”) (195). Ulitskaia, in her attempt to promote tolerance,
seems to believe that genetic makeup determines character; while this helps one to understand others’
characters and possibly to point out the roots of intolerance, it also reinforces stereotypes that breed
intolerance. Further examples will be discussed throughout this chapter.

' Ovid, Metamorphoses Bk. VII, (153-167, 296).

"' Goscilo, Dehexing Sex, (80, 105-110). Goscilo appraises Ulitskaia’s openness in foregrounding
descriptions of female sexuality: “In general Ulitskaia credits women with a rich range of sexual appetites,
her stories teeming with the kinds of sexual encounters that under the Soviet regime would have been
unimaginable for a woman.” Few scholars discuss the negative consequences of her female characters’
promiscuity.

"2 Two stories from The Transparent Line (Ckeosnas aunus) have been translated into English as “Women’s
Lies” in Nine of Russia’s Foremost Women Writers, (237-281). These excerpts include “Diana” (240-270)
and “End of Story” (270-281), as well as a short introduction with a bold invocation of Odysseus and
Penelope as models, or anti-models, for the characters in the subsequent stories: “Behold the regal couple,
Odysseus and Penelope. Not much of a kingdom, perhaps.” (238) (“Bot napcrBennast mapa, Onucceit u
ITenenomna. IlapctBo, mpaBaa, He Benuko.”), The Transparent Line (7).
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13 See Goscilo, op. cit., (80, 89), and Sutcliffe, The Prose of Life (19), on Ulitskaia’s contribution to Russian
feminism. For a discussion of feminism in Russia, see Goscilo, op. cit., (5-27), “Perestroika or
Domostroika? The Construction of Womanhood under Glasnost.”

' Ulitskaia, “I Take Everything That’s Given,” (IIpurnmaro Bcé, uro xaéres) (215-237). Ulitskaia notes
that Nabokov is one of her favorite authors.

15 Grothe, op. cit., (230) discusses Ulitskaia’s contemporary, Liudmila Petrushevskaia, for whom the “use of
ancient mythology is not a comprehensive reworking of mythic stories. She used them as ‘templates’ to
enhance the allusive capacity of the conflict she is about to describe.” Grothe also quotes Goscilo on
Petrushevskaia’s use of antiquity: “’Such a reading, however, fails to account adequately for
Petrushevskaia’s extensive reliance on antiquity as cultural referent [...] far from merely serving as a vehicle
for social commentary, family in Petrushevskaia, as in Greek tragedy, metonymizes the human condition.
The exalted tone of tragic doom in Euripides and Sophocles that Aristotle deemed requisite for catharsis,
however, undergoes radical debasement in Petrushevskaia’s modern world in extremes. What Greek tragedy
casts as elevated cosmic drama, she decrowns as shabby everyday prosaics. Substituting low-key horror for
noble grandeur, she capitalizes on associations with classical antecedents to convey the full magnitude of
experiences that her style, by contrast, ironizes and degrades.” Goscilo, Mother 103f.” Ulitskaia so
thoroughly alters her Medea from the Euripedean or Ovidian originals and shows so little interest in ‘cosmic
drama,’ that one is encouraged to read the use of ancient myth in her works as a “vehicle for social
commentary.”

16 Ulitskaia, “I Take Everything that’s Given,” (216), describes her sense of nostalgia for her own childhood
in the 50’s: “My childhood was wonderful.” (“JlercTBO MO€ OBLITO TIpeKpaCHBIM”).

'7 Grothe, op. cit., (225). Grothe also comments (280-281): “Looking back in time, Ulitskaia finds in the
figure of Medea a symbolic character suitable to represent cultural grounding and roots. Among all other re-
inscriptions, hers is the most removed from ancient models, but also the least displaced. It is no u-topia, as
Medea has found her place. Her otherness becomes a utopian enclave, wherein those close to her can escape
estrangement. It is not Medea who travels, rather others travel to her to discover their own fears and desires.
Medea is presented as an epiphany of cultural origin, embedded in a context of humanist compassion.” NB:
The novel takes place in the Crimea, though some passages refer to characters who live or visit Georgia.

'8 Grothe, op. cit., (267) suggests further biographical links between Ulitskaia and her character Masha, a
poet schooled in the classics of Russian literature. See also Ulitskaia, “I Take Everything that’s Given,”
(217), where she notes that two of the three poems she has published (of many she has written) are those
attributed to her fictional character, Masha, confirming an autobiographical connection between herself and
Masha.

Y See Slezkine, Yuri, “The USSR as a Communist Apartment, or How a Socialist State Promoted Ethnic
Particularism,” (414-452) for a seminal study in how ethnic nationalites were actually encouraged to develop
in the Soviet Union. For the struggle for independence in the Caucasus, see Goldenberg, Susan, Pride of
Small Nations: The Caucasus and Post-Soviet Disorder; de Waal, Thomas, The Caucasus: An
Introduction, with their suggestions for further reading.

% See Rayfield, Stalin and his Hangmen: The Tryant and Those Who Killed for Him, and Simon Sebag
Montefiore, Stalin: The Court of the Red Tsar, for relatively recent assessments of the number of fellow
Caucasians in Stalin’s entourage.

! Rayfield, Stalin and his Hangmen (469).

22 Vujacic, Veljko, “Stalinism and Russian Nationalism, a Reconceptualization,” (49, 69).

3 Sutcliffe, “Family, Doom, Hope: Everyday Life and the Ties that Bind in Liudmila Ulitskaia’s Medea and
Her Children.” Though Sutcliffe broaches the possibility of less than utopian elements of the novel, such as
Masha’s suicide, which he aligns with tragedy, he concludes that Medea remains a mediating, tolerant force
(3, 15). Goscilo & Lanoux, Gender and National Identity, (3-27) discuss Ulitskaia in terms of Russia’s post-
Soviet search for national identity.

* Sutcliffe, “Liudmila Ulitskaia’s Literature of Tolerance” (497), interestingly enough does not include
Georgians in his list of ethnic groups to whom Medea extends her hospitality: “A Russian-speaking Greek
living in what will later become independent Ukraine, Medea’s hybrid ethnicity is mirrored by the Jews,
Russians, Armenians, Lithuanians, Ukrainians, and Tatars among her friends and relations — childless
herself, she becomes a mother figure because of the everyday tolerance of her home.” As if blinded by the
idea of tolerance, sympathetic critics can miss an important gap in Ulitskaia’s tolerance.

> Goscilo, Dehexing Sex (160-163), on “The Porn of Politics: Airbrushing a Myth.”
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It is interesting to see the deep hostility to Stalin, especially in Goscilo’s discussion about the surge of
pornography in post-Soviet Russia, and the pornographic element in Soviet posters and other images of
Stalin: “If Western pornography is the political product of the capitalist economic system, in Soviet Russia
politics has been the pornographic product of a utopian imagination unrestrained by ethics...If the pinup (or
her “tamed” relative, the model) represents the “ideal” of the Western billboard, her Russian analogue is,
unquestionably, Stalin.”

26 Ulitskaia, “Literature Arises from Life,” (Jluteparypa nporcxoaut u3 xu3am...) (16). My translation.

*7 Ulitskaia, “Literature Arises from Life,” (16). My translation.

2% Goscilo, Dehexing Sex (17), comments that some women writers tend to produce texts “littered with
pretentious references to pseudolegitimating sources from Heraclitus to Kant.” T think Ulitskaia uses her
Classical references in a variety of ways within this novel: some do seem “pseudolegitimating,” even
unmotivated and superficial, (see below, on the character Butonov); others have more depth; and yet others
are in between, as here with Alexandra.

*% Kelly, Catriona, “Innokenty Fedorovich Annensky and the Classical Ideal: Poetry, Translations, Drama
and Literary Essays,” (9-79). Kelly analyzes the system of Classical education in Russia from 1870-1910,
describing Russian classicists’ attempts to popularize their subject.

3% For the current importance of the Crimea as a home for Russia’s Black Sea Fleet, see
WWW.acus.org/natosource/russia-plans-major-build-black-sea-fleet, (Accessed June 7, 2011).

3! Goltz, Georgia Diary, (19-43) presents an informed journalist’s review of Georgia’s coastline as a site of
invasion, and the changing names of the coastal cities.

32 Braund, David. Georgia in Antiquity: A History of Colchis and Transcaucasian Iberia 550 BC-AD 562,
offers the best study in English on this topic. See also Martin L. West, who has suggested an alternative
provenance: “the topography of the Argonautic poem related to a northerly sector of the Black Sea from the
Crimea to the Straits of Kerch and the Sea of Azov,” in “The Argonaut Legend in Early Greek Poetry,”
Phasis, 10 (1), 2007 (200). He published these ideas first in “Odyssey and the Argonautica,” Classical
Quarterly 55, 2005, (39-64), so it is unlikely Ulitskaia was influenced by his scholarship.

33 Sutcliffe and Elizabeth Scamp, at the 2010 ASEEES Conference, October 2010, on a panel on Ulitskaia,
raised the question of what kind of Orthodoxy Ulitskaia presents in Medea and her Children. Sutcliffe
suggested she is actually trying to create something he is tentatively calling “orthopraxis,” which is different
from traditional Russian Orthodoxy. Sutcliffe and Scamp’s comments invite interesting future discussions.
34 Blondell, Ruby, Women on the Edge, expounds this post-modern explanation of Euripides’s Medea.

3% Khelaia, Nani, Ramaz Shengelia, Revaz Gagnidze, and Nino Chikhladze, “New Information about the
Plants from Medea’s Garden and Their Use for Medical Purposes in Traditional and Modern Medicine,”
Phasis 10, 1(201-208), present a contemporary Georgian assessment of Medea’s knowledge of herbal
medicine, and her role in modern medicine.

31 do not know if Ulitskaia has read Chiladze’s novel, which was translated into Russian in 1978, published
in Thilisi, and reissued by EKSMO Press, Moscow, in 2000, with a new forward, but given the descriptions
of Medea as a gifted herbalitst, it seems she was at least aware of some earlier, Georgian version of Medea.
371t is important to note that Ultiskaia seems to be creating her own definition of a “holy fool,” which in her
Russian text is “sviataia dura” (cBsitas mypa). This phrase could also be translated as “holy silly woman,” or
even “sainted silly goose,” and has little to do with the traditional Orthodox “Holy Fool,” or “Fool in
Christ.” The Russian Orthodox term for “Holy Fool,” “iurodivyi” (fopomussrit) or “radi Khrista urod” (pamu
Xpucra ypon) refers to a person who practices an extreme form of religious asceticism and self-denial in
dedication to the Church. Ulitskaia, perhaps in experimenting with feminist ideas, has created a female
version of a “holy fool” in which suffering the humiliation of others' immoral acts is a trait. She reinforces
the idea of Medea being some kind of “holy fool” or “blessed idiot” in having Medea comment about her
blindness to her husband’s infidelity: “There, in the Beatitudes, they forgot to say: blessed are the idiots.”
(247) (Tam, B 3anoBemsx bnaxeHcTs, 3a0bITH Bee-TaKy cka3aTh: OnaxxeHHBI nauoThl.) (202). Elsewhere in
the novel Medea is described as ascetic because of the straw mattress she sleeps on, but otherwise does not
fit the role: she is definitely not homeless, nor does she live in voluntary poverty. I have therefore altered
Tait's translation slightly, using “holy fool,” but without capital letters.

3* I have altered Tait’s translation in this passage. Tait’s translation: “For you, everything evil in the world
comes from Soviet power... What does it matter to her who’s in power? She’s a Christian, her allegiance is
to a higher authority. And never say again that she’s afraid of anything.”(51). Tait seems to over-interpret
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Ulitskaia’s words, “veruiushchii” (Bepyrommuii) and “drugaia” (nqpyras) which I read as slightly more neutral,
though in the context they imply “Christian” and “higher.”

3% King, Charles, The Ghost of Freedom: A History of the Caucasus (92-98) offers an account of the
Circassian deportations and massacres in the 1860’s.

% Kelly, Laurence, Diplomacy and Murder in Tehran, discusses Russia’s 19" century campaign in the
Caucasus, including both Russia’s military exploits and Alexander Griboedov’s courtship of Nina
Chavchavadze, and his murder in Tehran.

! personal observations, March 1990, when I visited Uzbekistan, and was invited into a variety of
dwellings, both traditional and Soviet-era apartments in Tashkent. As a woman, I was chased out of several
madrasas, but also shown Islamic rites performed by women in the privacy of their homes. The
ethnographic museums were well kept and extensive, the mosques in Bukhara and Samarkand undergoing
significant restoration.

2 Rayfield, op. cit., (xii).

* Goltz, Thomas, op. cit., (33) discusses Stalin’s distaste for and lack of special treatment of his native land;
compare with Montefiore’s account of Stalin’s love of his dachas in Abkhazia, in Stalin: The Court of the
Red Tsar.

* Personal communication from John Colorusso, Professor of Anthropology, McMaster University.
Rayfield, op. cit., (5), however, dismisses the importance of Stalin’s “possible” Ossetian heritage.

* This is a case of “the periphery penetrating the center,” which has been the topic of growing research. See
Sebag-Montefiore, Stalin: The Court of the Red Tsar for a study of Stalin’s family life and the number of
Georgians and Armenians in Stalin’s inner circle.

* Andrei Tarkovsky’s film The Mirror (3epkano) offers a scene in which an image of Stalin hangs on the
walls of a printing press, and where the hushed fear of a single mis-print in reference to the “Great Leader”
moves the characters to hysteria and tears. See Vida Johnson and Graham Petrie, The Films of Andrei
Tarkovsky: A Visual Fugue (120-121), for a discussion of this scene depicting the effects of Stalinism in
Soviet life.

" See www.eurasianet.org/node/61409, (accessed June 7, 2011) concerning the secrecy and politics
involved in removing Stalin’s statue from the town square in Gori. Personal visits to Gori and the Stalin
Museum in 2009 and 2010.

8 Rayfield, op. cit., (26-33), discusses Stalin’s early revolutionary activities in Batumi, Baku and Thbilisi,
including a 1907 robbery in Tbilisi, as well as early involvement in terrorist acts.

* To reiterate, I have altered Tait’s translation of “Holy Fool” to “holy fool,” as explained above in endnote
38.

3% Tait's translation, which I keep here, identifies the source of the allusion which Russian readers, it is
assumed, would automatically understand, but which a general audience may not.

> See Blondell, Ruby, Oidipous the King, for justification of the Hellenized spelling of Oedipus’ name.

32 Kotkin, Stephen, Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism as a Civilization (14), discusses the idea that the Soviet
period and the Stalin Revolution resulted in “a new civilization called socialism.”

>3 Lest my readers think I am completely alone in questioning Ulitskaia’s idea of tolerance, let me clarify: at
a panel on Ulitskaia and maternity at the 2008 AAASS Annual Conference, which included papers delivered
by Elizabeth Scomp and John Sutcliffe, an unidentified member of the audience raised the question of whose
idea of tolerance Ulitskaia portrays. The question lingered in my mind and has helped spur my closer
reading of the text -- my thanks to that anonymous comment.

> Grothe, op. cit., (265-267), reiterates that Masha is Ulitskaia’s most autobiographical figure in the novel,
and suggests that Medea and Masha are “two sides of the same coin” who experience many of the same
emotions because of their parallel love triangles, but Masha expresses them in her poetry, while Medea
keeps them to herself. This paring suggests that Medea, too, is a spiritual double of the author, and that
Ulitksaia may indeed share some of her attitudes.

% See Goscilo, Dehexing Sex (135-170), “New Members and Organs: The Politics of Porn,” concerning the
explosion of pornography Russia in the 1990°s.

3¢ For a foundational study of the ancient Greek settlements around the Black Sea, consult Minns, Ellis,
Scythians and Greeks: A Survey of Ancient History and Archaeology on the North Coast of the Euxine from
the Danube to the Caucasus.
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" Bologova, M. A., “The Birth of Lyric from the Spirit of Parody: L. Ulitskaia. The Funeral Party vs
Medea and her Children, Sonechka and Kukotsky’s Case,” (PoxxaeHue nTupuku u3 nyxa napoguu: Jl.
Vunkas. “Becenbie moxoponsr” vs “Menes u ee netu”, “Coneuka” & “Kasyc Kykorkoro™).

581 have altered Tait’s translation of Butonov’s mentor’s name from “Deutero-Ivanov” to “Pseudo-Ivanov,”
which seems to reflect more accurately Ulitskaia’s name for him: “Psevdo-Ivanov” (IlceBgo-lBaHoB).

%% Goscilo, Dehexing Sex, (135-170), again, on the explosion of pornography that swept the Soviet Union in
the 1990°s.

60 Goscilo, op. cit. (109-110), discusses Ulitskaia’s character, Lialia, as an earlier example of a woman’s
sexuality being used to bridge the mind/body gap. Goscilo argues that Ulitskaia makes no judgement about
Lialia’s fulfillment of her sexual drive; Masha, however, seems to present a different case, as her affair, and
the striving to overcome the duality results in her psychotic breakdown and suicide.

51 Bologova, M.A., “The Birth of Lyric from the Spirit of Parody,” (139), explores allusions in Medea and
her Children to the topos of “three women” in the works of Mikhael Bulgakov and Pasternak, and particular
in Briusov’s 1912 poem “Stoiat v moei zhizni...,” (CToaT B Moei#i xu3HH...) about “three women — white,
black, crimson” (Tpwu >KeHIIUHEI -- Oemas, YepHasi, ajas...).

62 Akhmatova, Anna, “With closest friends there is a secret line.. .”(EcTb B OIM30CTH JIFO/ICH 3aBETHAS
gepra) (1915), included in Modern Russian Poetry, ed. Vladimir Markov and Merrill Sparks (270-271).
Ulitskaia commented in “I Take Everything that’s Given” (219) that in her youth she saw Pasternak, Anna
Akhmatova and Joseph Brodsky in person, and was particularly awestruck in Akhmatova’s presence.

53 Johnson and Petrie, op. cit., (110-136), discuss this scene: “The extract is from [Pushkin’s] famous letter
to Chaadayev in 1836, which was a key text in the Slavophile-Westernizer controversy raging in the second
quarter of the nineteenth century: should Russia adopt the West as its cultural and political model or look to
its own indigenous religious and historical traditions? Recognizing Russia’s significance, Pushkin states
that he would not, for any reason, change his country or choose a different history. It is not surprising that
some Soviet critics have praised Mirror, like Andrei Roublev before it, for being a thoroughly nationalist,
Russian film.”

%Rosalind Marsh, “The Nature of Russia's Identity: The Theme of ‘Russian and the West’ in Post-Soviet
Culture,” (568-72), discusses others authors who helped foster the nationalistic, anti-Western sentiments that
began recurring in Russia after a brief period of openness to the West, both America and Europe, in the early
1990’s. Marsh mentions Ulitskaia’s The Funeral Party (Becenvie noxoponst), published in 1997, for its
depiction of the “wholesale transplantation of Russian values and relationships to a Western setting”(565);
and Kukotsky’s Case, (Kazus Kukotskogo) (2002) for the anti-Western and anti-commercialism of two of her
nationalistically minded characters (569). Marsh does not discuss Medea and her Children.

65 Goncharov, Oblomov.

% Suny, The Making of the Georgian Nation, (115-119).

57 For an autobiographical account of Okudzhava’s life, see his The Abolished Theatre: A Family Chronicle
(Vnpazonenunwviii meamp: cemeiinas xponuka). For comments about the Georgian elements in his poetry, see
Lominadze, Sergo, “...And from My Own Fate I Pulled Out a Thread — a Georgian Thread.” (“...11 u3
COOCTBEHHOM CY/IbOBI s BEIAEPTUBAJ 1O HATKE -- Tpy3uHcKast HUTH ) (130-139); and Abuashvili, Aida, “Two
Sources: Notes about the Lyric Poetry and Prose of Bulat Okudzhava.” (“/IBa uctoka (3aMeTKH 0 JTHPUKE U
npo3e bynara OxymxaBy)”) (57-58). Personal information from Aida Abuashvili Lominadze about Bulat
Okudzhava's lack of fluency in Georgian.

68 Shnirelman, Victor, “New racism, “clash of civilizaion,” and Russia.” Russian Nationalism and The
National Reassertion of Russia, (125-144) (133).

% Vujacic, Velijko, “Stalinism and Russian Nationalism, a Reconceptualization.” Russian Nationalism and
The National Reassertion of Russia, (49-74) (49).

7% Rayfield, op. cit., (469).

"I Rayfield, op. cit., (469-471). Rayfield further notes that the police of today’s FSB “take pride in their
Cheka ancestry,” fostering “the cult of themselves as Dzierzynski’s samurai, this time protecting the
Russian nation, rather than the working class, against its enemies.” (470); and that in a nation, led by a man
whose career began with the KBG, “...any genuinely democratic politician or journalist...has not much
more life expectancy today than under the Bolsheviks.” (471)

7 Marsh, Rosalind, op. cit., (565), notes that prejudice against the Jewish oligarchs and people of Caucasian
blood is quite common in popular literature. She also discusses the current messianic mission of Russia’s
more nationalisti writers (566-568), but does not directly suggest that Ulitskaia is among these.
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Chapter IV

Bulat Okudzhava’s Dilettantes’ Journey: Lovers Flee to Freedom in Georgia
In the following chapters I discuss two novels, Bulat Okudzhava’s Dilettantes’
Journey (Ilymewecmsue ounemanmos) and Otar Chiladze’s A Man Walked Down the

Road (3 bsbBg 9000 3530 dooms), continuing to explore the Classical references

which help frame and critique Russian society and imperial power in late- and post-
Soviet Russia, and explore the fate of Georgia and the Georgian people in the face of that
power. Both works, written in the late-Soviet period, are allegorical, historical novels,
the first set during the reign of Nicholas I and after his death; the second set in ancient
Colchis, in the time of the mythological Aeétes and Medea. While both novels describe
the vulnerability of Georgia as an abundant, heavenly paradise that welcomes lovers and
friends, in contrast to the repressive, destructive force of Russia, they also reflect how the
authors themselves negotiated the complexities of living in the Soviet Union, and of the
relationship between Russia and Georgia. Okudzhava, whose father was Georgian and
mother Armenian, wrote his poems, songs, and novels in Russian, sharing a warm sense
of humanity with a wide Soviet audience. Chiladze, a Georgian who never lived in
Russia proper, wrote primarily in Georgian and passionately defended the imperative of
maintaining a clearly defined Georgian identity." Read together, these two novels offer
literary strategies for negotiating a turbulent time in late-Soviet life, and a troubled border
in the Caucasus.

These novels are particularly fruitful when read side by side because their authors
take different approaches to dealing with Russian imperial interests in the Caucasus, and

do not always see eye to eye as Georgians. Written in the 1970’s, both novels were
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available, in Russian, to the general Soviet public by 1979; and both were controversial
and popular when they first appeared.” Dilettantes’ Journey had been serialized between
1976 and 1978 in the Soviet journal, Druzhba narodov, and published as an entire novel
by 1979.> 4 Man Walked Down the Road was published in Georgian, in Tbilisi, in 1973,
and translated into Russian and published in Moscow in 1978.* Chiladze was a staunch
defender of Georgian culture, and championed the role of the Georgian language to
uphold that culture: he wrote 4 Man Walked Down the Road in a decade in which the
Soviet government, dominated by ethnic Russians since Krushchev’s denunciation of
Stalin in 1957, tried to restrict the use of Georgian.” Although his novel was widely read
in Russian, the Georgian text, at crucial moments, tells a very different story than the
Russian translation. Chiladze actually cut off personal relations with Okudzhava,
believing that the latter, in particular, had betrayed the Georgian language, the country,
and its people.® Other Georgians from Tbilisi have more recently expressed their disdain
for Okudzhava and his role as a popular bard in Soviet culture.’

As a preeminent Soviet bard from the late 1950’s through the 1970’s, the heyday
of guitar poetry, Okudzhava was beloved by Soviet citizens across Russia, and for many
was “a mighty resource in their daily struggles with Soviet life.”® He sang of life in
Moscow, his experiences in World War I, and love, and even his early songs from 1956
to 1957 were felt to be a protest against Soviet canons, and contained political allusions.’
He celebrated Georgia in several of his poems, focusing on its wine and reverence for
friendship and family, but having grown up in Moscow on the Arbat, home to many of
Moscow’s elite, he wrote in Russian and was well schooled in Russian literature.'

Although it is acknowledged that his command of Georgian was not strong,'' some
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scholars have argued that he nonetheless maintained his love for and connection to
Georgia, and trace Georgian threads of his songs and poems, finding oblique references
to his family tragedies of the Stalin era.'?

While Okudzhava sang for the entire Soviet Empire, in Russian, praising human
values in inhuman times, he also confronts complex political issues, including his
ambiguous, conflicted position within Soviet Russia.'> As a child he felt the unfortunate,
yet all too typical torment of Soviet youth. When his father, who had grown up in the
epicenter of Kutaisi’s revolutionary fervor and worked in various capacities in the
Communist Party in Tbilisi from 1931 to 1932, was arrested and shot in 1937,'* and his
mother was sent to Siberia, where she stayed in the Gulags from 1937 to 1955, ... he of
course felt sad, because he loved his parents; but at the time, a 12 year old boy, he loved
and respected Stalin more than his own parents.” (... eMy, KOHEYHO, OBLJIO TPYCTHO,
MOTOMY YTO OH JIFOOWJI CBOMX POIUTENCH; HO TOT/Ia OH, IBEHAIIATUIICTHUN MaJTbUHK,
06w u yBaxan CranuHa Gonbire, deM cBoux pomureneii).” He joined the Communist
Party in 1955, and though he would become involved in opposition activities, be expelled
from the Party in 1962 and reinstalled shortly thereafter, he was relatively well tolerated
within the Soviet system.'® His novel, Dilettantes’ Journey, however, in the guise of
historical fiction, ventures into a critical assessment of the Soviet system, reflecting the
struggles of a free-spirited soul in a drab, repressive Soviet life, and the tensions between
Georgia and Russia. Although he suggests that the myth of Georgia as a paradise is just
that, a myth with little reality behind it, he nonetheless draws a sharp line between Russia
and Georgia, delineating an equally sharp contrast between the fate of Russians living in

the Empire, and of Georgians, living, as it were, under the Empire.
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Despite the differences in their overt loyalty to Georgia, it is my sense that
Chiladze and Okudzhava share an underlying love of and grief for their motherland, as
well as a deep sense of the humanity it has to offer. Together, they celebrate human
freedom, mourn the loss of Georgia’s original state as a paradise, as well as its historical
lack of independence. Both celebrate characters who seek personal freedom and rebel
against the Russian machine, whether represented as ancient Greece, 19" Imperial
Russia, or the Soviet Union. Both also express their characters’ impotence to alter their
own and their countries’ history. Okudzhava’s Russian hero, Count Sergei Miatlev,
retires to internal exile on his rural Russian estate; his female heroine, Lavinia, leaves
Russia forever near the end of her life; and his Georgian interlocutor, Amiran
Amilakhvari, emigrates to America. Chiladze’s Georgian hero, Pharnaozi, named after
Georgia’s first king, Parnavaz, accepts being sacrificed so that his dream of personal
freedom and Georgia’s glorious past and future can live on.

It is no coincidence that both authors wrote non-traditional historical novels that
do not attempt to show historical truth, but rather use history as a basis for fiction that can
be read as allegorical commentary.'” Given the trans-temporal nature of this kind of
historical fiction, the allegory extends beyond the time of its creation to include
comments on current issues, including continuing restrictions on civil rights in both
countries, continued Russian influence in the Caucasus, and the contested nature of the
border between Russia and Georgia. The allegory is aided by the Classical references,
which are used as an Aesopian language, and help both to veil criticism and to reveal

truths otherwise difficult to discuss.
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The Classical dialogue is prominent in both of these works, which, however, use
the Classical allusions paradoxically. Okudzhava adopts tropes from 19" century
Russian literature, including the intellectual construct of Russia as an iteration of the
Roman Empire, and Georgia as a Grecian haven. Chiladze’s novel takes this imaginary
identification in a different direction, presenting Crete as a symbol of a perfidious Russia,
and creating a vision of ancient Georgia and Georgian culture as a phenomenon
independent of the imperial, aggressive aspects of Cretan Greece, but allied with its
poetic, creative culture embodied in the figures of Daedalus and Icarus.

Previous scholars have noted the historical facts that inspired Okudzhava’s novel,
as well as references to Lermontov, and allusive dialogues with Pushkin and even Leo
Tolstoy. Krechkova and others discuss how Okudzhava uses the story of Lermontov’s
friend (and second in his fatal duel), Count Sergei Trubetskoi, as an inspiration, in
particular his abduction of a married woman, Lavinia Zhadimirovskaia, and his flight
with her to the Caucasus.'® Further, Gordin explores Okudzhava’s debt to Lermontov’s 4
Hero of Our Time in terms of the structure of the novel, especially the use of found
diaries and an older interlocutor like Maxim Maximovich. ' Krechkova, in turn, notes
how Okudzhava amplifies that structure, including diary entries by multiple characters;
and emphasizes Okudzhava’s identification with the Georgian interlocutor, Amiran
Amilakhvari, and the latter’s, and therefore Okudzhava’s, identification with Miatlev
himself.** Gordin notes Okudzhava’s shared interest with Tolstoy, in Dilettantes’
Journey, in the “Society of Independents” (“O0miecTBoO HE3aBUCUMBIX ), Who were ““ —

not revolutionaries, and not even Frondeurs, but people who wanted to have nothing to do
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with imperial power” (“-- He peBOJIIOIMOHEPHI, U TaXke HE (POHIEPHI, a JTIOIU, HE
JKeJaroe UMETh HUYETO 00IIEero ¢ MITEPCKOM BJIaCTbIo.)21

Fewer scholars have discussed the significance of the Classical references in the
portrayal of the era as a whole, or in the novel’s allegorical depiction of Soviet times, or
in articulating the relationship between Russia and Georgia. Krechkova notes
suggestively how negative descriptions of Georgia and the Caucasus are offered by the
tsar’s agent von Miufling, and the positive by Amiran Amilakhvari and another Georgian,
Gogi Kikvadze, but draws no further conclusions.””  She refers to the Classical allusions
in passing, quoting the epithet from Marcus Tullius Cicero to explain the characters’
striving for freedom; and observing that Miatlev adopts his belief in Fate from his
favorite Greek philosophers;” but she does not explore in greater detail how these and
other Classical references, albeit passing, contribute to the text. She does, however,
discuss the topos of flight within the novel, suggesting that almost all of the characters,
including Nicholas I, are in flight towards freedom of one kind of another. Although
Krechkova’s observation about the basic topos of flight towards freedom is sound, my
goal is to explore how the subtext of the Classics amplifies the meaning of the novel,
revealing implied criticism of Russia, and a sympathetic interest in Georgia’s fate, that
Okudzhava, despite his professed disinterest in politics,”* and having described himself as

“a Georgian bottled in Moscow, > offers to sympathetic, receptive readers.
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Dilettantes’ Journey: Russia’s Rome in the 1960’s - 1980’s

Okudzhava’s novel, while not set in the ancient world, nonetheless engages
Russian authors’ use of the Classics to address political and social issues, and to express
oblique criticism. Okudzhava’s particular issues include a government’s restrictions on
the personal freedom of its people;*® Russian military expansion, whether into Poland,
Moldavia, or the Crimea; and Russia’s relationship with Georgia. Set in the mid-19"
century, the novel captures Russia’s fascination Classical culture, including the equation
of Nicholas I with Caesar Augustus, the Russian state with the Roman Empire, and the
identification of Russia’s capital at the time, St. Petersburg, as the Third Rome.”’ It
articulates the conflict between Russia and Georgia in terms of Rome and Greece, and
describes the Caucasus as both hell and heaven: a place of exile for criminals and
political miscreants; and yet a Grecian Parnassus for a poet such as Pushkin, who
identified with Ovid, even in exile in the Caucasus;*® and a realm of relative freedom for
a poet such as Lermontov, who is referred to throughout the novel. For other misfits in
their northern environs, Georgia is presented as a haven for personal freedom, a place of
hope and inspiration that comes, however, with severe restrictions.

Engaging with literary practices familiar from 19" century Russian literature,
Okudzhava imbues his novel with a historically appropriate sprinkling of passing, yet
significant references to the Classics. His male hero, Count Miatlev, is cast as a latter-
day Ovidian figure; and his female heroine is graced with noble Roman name, Lavinia.
Describing Tsar Nicholas I in a masquerade as Caesar Augustus, Okudzhava shows the
Russian leader as a failed imitator of ancient imperial power, one who relishes that

power, but also senses its limitations. And yet, Okudzhava’s characters reveal as well an
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impotence to resist imperial power. Although his Ovidian, freedom-loving characters
flee the hell of Russia’s police state to Georgia, Russian influence extends well across its
porous southern border, and the Georgians themselves in their Grecian haven are
ultimately unable to secure for their guests the promised freedom, and question the nature
of their haven.

It is not surprising that Okudzhava chose the era of Nicholas I, with its notorious
Third Section, as an allegory for his Soviet times. Krechkova notes: “It seems that
Okudzhava’s choice of precisely this period of Russian history was not made by chance.”
(Hdymaercs, uto Be1O0Op OKyTKaBOM UMEHHO 3TOTO MEPHO/Ia B PyCCKON UCTOPUHU CIETaH
He ciIydaiino.),” and cites at least one parallel between the reigns of Nicholas I and of
Stalin: in both periods, literature flourished, and yet the writers who wrote so well ...
were killed, exiled, and poisoned.” (... youBaiu, ccsutany, tpamm).”” In discussing
Okudzhava’s works, Soviet-era scholars (themselves subject to censors and self-
censoring), even working in post-Soviet times, are cautious about discussing
Okudzhava’s implied criticism of the Soviet system under which he wrote;*' and have
suggested that although another of his historical novels, A Meeting with Bonaparte
(Csuoarnue ¢ bonanapmom), lacks overt criticism, Okudzhava himself was considered
with suspicion.> Once again, understanding the significance of the Classical allusions, I
hope, will help give us a clearer appreciation for what Okudzhava really felt about his
Soviet Caesars and his role in their empire.

As Judith Kalb has discussed, imagining the Roman Empire as an allegory for the
Soviet Union was thriving up to 1940, and continues to survive.>> It was definitely alive

in the 1970°s and 1980’s, as seen in Okudzhava’s poem, “The Roman Empire at the Time
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of its Decline” (“Pumckas mMmeprst Bpemerd ynanka™).”* The opening lines suggest a
parallel between the Roman authorities who did not see the decay around them, and
contemporary Soviet leaders:

The Roman Empire, at the time of its decline

Preserved the appearance of strict order:

The Chief was in his place, his comrades by his side,

Life was wonderful, judging by the reports.

But critics will say, that the word “comrade” — is not a Roman

detail,

That this mistake deprives the entire song of sense...>>

Pumckas mMriepust BpeMEHH yIiaaKa

CoxpaHsijia BHIUMOCTH TBEPJIOTO MOPSIKA:

['maBHBIN OBUT HA MECTE, COPATHUKH PAJIOM,

JKuzup ObLT IpeKpacHa, CyIs IO AOKIIa1aM.

A KpUTHKHU CKaXyT, 4TO CJIOBO “COpaTHUK -- HE pUMCKasl 1eTalb,

9TO 9Ta OMMOKA BCIO [ECEHKY CMBICIa jmmaer. .. (1-6)°°
Expanding the allegory, Okudzhava compares the myth of Imperial Roman extravagance
with a picture of the alcoholism that was a reality during the late-Soviet Union:

The Romans, at the time of the Empire’s decline,

Ate what they could get, got stinking drunk,

And everyone, hung-over, craved pickled cucumbers,

Apparently, they didn’t know they were in decline.

PumiisiHe mMIiepun BpeMeHH yraaKa

€JIM, YTO JOCTAaHYT, HAITMBAJIICH TaJIKO,

a C OXMeJIbsl KaX/Ibli Ha paccoll ObUI Na/l0K,-
BUJUMO, HE 3HAJIM, YTO Y HUX ynaaok. (9-12)
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He further mentions the allure of military service,”’ and continuing efforts to protect and

expand the Soviet empire:

The youth, at the time of the Empire’s decline

Constantly dreamed, now of their rolled greatcoats, now of skirmishes,
Sometimes attacking, sometimes in the trenches,

Sometimes in Afghanistan, and sometimes even in Europe.

IOHomamM nMepuy BpeMeMHu ynajka

CHHJIUCH ITOCTOSIHHO TO CKaTKa, TO CXBaTKa,

TO OHU B aTake, TO OHU B OKOIIE,
T0 B Adranucrane, a To u B EBporne. (17-20)

While the poet comments that his critics complain that “comrade” (copaTthuk), “pickled

cucumbers” (paccoinsl), and “rolled greatcoats” (ckatku) are not Roman details,

“Afghanistan,” too, stands out as extremely non-Roman, and turns the work into a poem

protesting the Soviet war in Afghanistan, begun in the late 1970’s at a time when many

Soviet citizens were suffering deprivations, while members of the elite enjoyed Party

perks and imports from the West, and the body politic was in decay.*® Okudzhava’s

reaction to the critics echoes Pushkin’s voice in “exegi monumentum:™° he does not care

what the critics or authorities will say, because he will gain his poetic glory from the

poem:

It may be, perhaps, it may be, that it’s not Roman — too bad.
This doesn’t bother me at all, and even uplifts me.

Mo3xeT ObITh, MOKET OBITh, MOXKET U HE PUMCKas — HE JKaJlb.
MHe 3T0 coBceM He MEIaeT, a Jake MeHs Bo3BbImmaeT. (7-8, 15-16, 23-24)

Okudzhava is joined in using similar Classical references by Anatoly Rybakov,

who, in his novel Children of the Arbat, (written between 1966 and 1988, but set in
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1934), explores the pain involved in building the Soviet Union. Rybakov depicts Stalin
contemplating his increased power and the Russian people’s need for authoritarian rule,
and drawing an implicit comparison between himself and Caesar: “Only Caesar,
possessing individual power, could defeat the barbarians... The supreme power had to be
majestic in a tsar-like way... Only such authority was capable of inspiring fear and
trembling in the people.”** Stalin also implies an equation between the Soviet Union and
Rome: “All... nations had submitted to Rome and preserved themselves as nations.”
(347). Clearly, allegorical use of the Roman Empire was alive and well in the Soviet
Union from the 1960’s to the 1980’s, and Okudzhava extends the trope, interweaving it

with other Classical references in Dilettantes’ Journey.

Count Sergei Miatlev: An Ovidian Rebel in the Hell of Imperial Russia

Set in the mid-1800’s, Okudahava’s the novel encompasses the years from the
beginning of Nicholas I’s reign, which coincided with the Decembrist uprising on
December 26, 1825; to the tsar’s death, on March 2, 1855; and into the early years of the
reign of Alexander II. The putative action of Dilettantes’ Journey, then, is roughly
contemporary with the era of Pushkin, Lermontov, and Gogol. The period was, as
discussed in Chapter I, a time of ambivalence about how the Classics of Western culture
fit into Russia, and Russia into Europe. Classical studies and instruction in Greek and
Latin had been adopted as a means for bringing Russians to the level of their educated
European peers, and neo-classical elements had found their way into many areas of art
and culture. The reign of Nicholas I, however, saw a retreat from embracing Classical

studies in Russian education as encouraged by Count Uvarov, that dutiful Minister of
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Education and amateur Classicist who understood the need for Russia to gain European
enlightenment via the Classics. Nicholas I and other conservative figures, in contrast,
saw the potential threat of democratic ideas and pagan morals that education in general,
and intimate knowledge of the Classics, Greek in particular, could impart to subjects they
preferred would remain loyal to the Tsar’s Credo of “Autocracy, Orthodoxy,
Nationality.” Nicholas I was so afraid that the 1849 revolutions in Europe, which he
blamed in large part on an educated public, would spread to Russia that he ordered the
numbers of university students to be reduced from 4,467 to 1,800.*' While this order,
which would have eliminated many non-elite students, was not fully implemented, it
ushered in a period in which university attendance dropped by about 25 percent.** And
yet, as seen in Chapter I, Classical texts had been adopted into their Russian context and
were thriving, used as an Aesopian language to critique the regime, and widely deployed
to frame discussions of difficult problems in the Russian body politic.

Okudzhava researched the historical period of his novel well, and although the
Classical allusions in Dilettantes’ Journey are neither as specific nor as numerous as
those found in Gogol, Pushkin, and other 19" century authors, they capture the spirit of
the era, in particular engaging the trope of a hedonistic, Ovidian rebel in a repressive
society. Rather than referencing exact quotes from Ovid, they create the picture of a
generalized Ovidian character, Count Miatlev, who would live by the precepts of books
such as Ovid’s Ars Amatoria and Amores. Okudzhava’s Ovidian character, however,
encompasses a larger scope of allusions, and by invoking the Roman neoteric elegists
Catullus, Tibullus, and Propertius, and their indebtedness to earlier Hellenistic poets,

Okudzhava, projecting aspects of himself, weaves together an image of an educated,
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Hellenistic pastoral, neoteric character, singing his “trifling” lyrics in his own epic times,
in Soviet Russia.*’

While we understand by the end of the novel that Okudzhava may have imagined
his work as a latter-day Metamorphoses, other Classical allusions help to align Miatlev
with the voice not only of the Roman elegists, but also of those who flourished in the
Library at Alexandria, during the Hellenistic period under the Ptolomies, in particular
Callimachus and Theocritus. Known for their knowledge of arcane Classical materials
and for shunning what they saw as the bombastic epic poetry of Homer, these poets
followed a “slender muse,” writing highly polished, allusive poetry that celebrated the
everyday events of traditional heroes, but that also contained political overtones.** The
Hellenistic age was also a period when “philosophy was at its richest in terms of
diversity, interschool debate, and educational influence,”* and it is only fitting that in
representing a period in Russian history when philosophy was taboo, Okudzhava portrays
Miatlev as a character who turns to ancient philosophy for guidance.

These varied Classical associations create an image of Miatlev as an outsider, a
rebel, sympathetic to Greek culture, who is trying to live in an alien, Roman-like Russian
world. Indeed, the novel’s two antagonists are framed in terms of the Classics: Count
Miatlev, an Ovidian figure, a man of radical, Western leanings, revels in pagan freedom,
Classical statues, and the comfort of relatively obscure Classical philosophers; his
nemesis, Nicholas I, dressing as Caesar, relishes his role as the “Most August Monarch”
and indulges in a re-enactment of the image of Russia as the Third Rome, desperate to

preside over a well-oiled, repressive police state.
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Okudzhava signals the prominent role the Classics will play in the novel,
beginning with a triple epithet that invokes Roman philosophy:

But nature, having made all other living beings bend down to earth

to obtain their food, raised up man alone, and encouraged him to look at

the heavens. Marcus Tullius Cicero®®

...M160 pupo1a, 3aCTaBUB BCE JIPYTHE )KUBBIC CYNIECTBA HAKIIOHATRLCS K 3eMJIe,

YTOOBI MPUMHHATH MUILY, OJJHOTO TOJILKO YeJIOBEKa MOIHsJIa U MOOYAuIa ero

CMOTpPETTh Ha HEOO... Mapk Tynuit Hunepon

When you move, try not to push anybody. Laws of Good Behavior.

Korpa neuraerecs, crapaiiTecb HUKOTO HE TOJIKHYTh.  [IpaBui1 xopolero ToHa.

Sometimes you want to scream, but good upbringing does not allow it.
Lavinia Ladimirovskaia

WNHorna xouercs KpU4aTh, Ja XOpOLIEe BOCIUTAHUE HE TIO3BOJISIET.
JlaBunus JlagumupoBckast.

Without knowing the exact source of the quote from Cicero, a reader, confronting the
divergent voices of the epithet, may sense a tension inherent in the construct of Russia as
the Third Rome: Rome itself was not a monolithic empire; so, too, cracks may appear in
the Russian empire, and people may be driven to scream in protest against its strictures.
Quoting an ancient philosopher is subversive enough in a novel set in a time when
“the usefulness of philosophy has not been proven, but the possibility of its being harmful
is a fact.”*” But Okudzhava’s choice of quoting Cicero, seemingly a solid Roman citizen,
is also significant. Although the lines may be from Cicero’s Laws,* they could be taken
as well from the Tusculan Disputations, which Cicero wrote from the quasi-exile of his
Tuscan villa after the fall of the Republic, the rise of the Empire, and Caesar’s
consolidation of power. Tusculan Disputations is a work in which Cicero introduces

Greek philosophy to Rome, drawing on Plato and the Academic tradition to argue for the
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immortality of the soul: humans should indeed raise their eyes to heaven, listen to the
harmony of the spheres, and find themselves free beings.*” Turning to Greece for
inspiration, Cicero used philosophy for comfort in facing both the death of his favorite
daughter and his own old age, and also for seeking happiness when political means were

no longer options for him.”

Within Dilettante’s Journey, the quote from Cicero acts as
an attempt to infuse a Greek sensibility into a Roman context, which is also a significant
part of Miatlev’s journey to Georgia: after kidnapping Lavinia and fleeing with her to
Georgia, he becomes increasingly associated with Hellenistic tropes as he approaches that
supposed outpost of Hellenism. The high spirits expressed in Lavinia’s epithet also
suggest that although the Classics may offer wisdom about how to deal with
philosophical questions and the powers that be, should that ancient wisdom fail, a
suitable alternative is to do as she does when she faces off with the Russian guards at the
Georgian border: scream in protest, despite your good upbringing; and when that fails,
learn to live disguised within the system. The combined attitudes expressed the triple
epithet, indeed, hint at Okudzhava’s approach to dealing with the Soviet authorities, his
own Caesars.

As the epithet anticipates, Okudzhava’s novel is openly sympathetic to the
difficulties freedom-loving citizens suffer in a police state that through surveillance and
coercion attempts to control the comings and goings, not to mention the moral fiber, of its
citizens. Count Miatlev, the novel’s hero, is a debauched misfit in St. Petersburg, and his
eternal love, the young Lavinia Ladimirovskaia, née Bravura, is equally free-spirited and
misplaced. Before his involvement with Lavinia, however, Miatlev has been involved in

a number of scandals. He is peripherally involved in the Decembrist movement, and as a
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result his house is frequented by various “friends” from the Third Section, including his
servant Afanasy, and his “trusted” acquaintance Hektor von Miufling. He has been
romantically involved with a number of young women, gaining a reputation that
accentuates his Ovidian persona: first, with Fraulein Annette Frederiks, who, already
married, will aid and abet his affair with the young Lavinia; second, with the 16 year old
Alexandrina Zhil’tsova, whose father was mistakenly exiled to Siberia because of his
supposed association with the Decembrists; and who disappears mysteriously, having, it
transpires, eloped to the Caucasus with the doctor who had treated her in Miatlev’s home;
and finally, with Natalia Rumiantseva, whom he marries at the behest of the tsar, but
whose attempts to integrate him into Russian society fail.

Miatlev’s behavior certainly troubles Nicholas I, who, praising the well-oiled
machine of his empire, seems to scorn its supposed little people. Full of ambitions, the
tsar boasts of his expansive empire secured by military exploits, but also expresses doubt
lurking in his mind:

Wherever the interests of the government demanded it, the troops

were victorious: in Transylvania, in the mountains of Dagestan, and

in Moldavia. Everything was working like a glorious machine, if you

didn’t count the small group of diseased and slacking madcaps,

mired in their personal caprices, renegades, freaks, who consider

themselves exceptional, but are in fact insignificant egotists,

useless... those, like Miatlev.

Besne, re Toro TpeboBai HHTEPECHl TOCYAapCTBa, BOMCKA COBEPIIATH

noaBuru: W B TpaHcuneBaHuM, U B ropax Jlarecrana, u B Monnasun. Bcee

paboTaiio, KaK CJiaBHasi MalllMHa, €CJIM HEe CUYUTATh MAJION KyUKH OOJIbHBIX U
BSJIBIX CyMacOpO0B, OTPSI3IIMX B JIMYHBIX KalpHu3ax, OTLIETICHIIEB,
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YpPOOOB, MHAIINX ceos HUCKIIIOYECTCIIBHBIMH, @ HAa CaMOM JI€JIE HUYTOXHBIX
SrOMCTOB, OECIOJE3HBIX... TAKUX, Kak MsTieB... (256)

In his doubt, he brings himself to ask what seems like a rhetorical question: “The
Miatlevs? But really, can they mean anything in s u ¢ h an enormous state?” (MsiTieBsi?
Ho pa3Be oHM MOTYT 4TO-HHOY/Ih 3HAYUTH B T @ K O M TPOMaJHOM rocyaapcTtse?) (256).
Okudzhava, depicting Nicholas I, could just as well be talking about the Soviet leaders,
worried about him, and others like him, who wrote poems, songs, and novels in protest
against the Soviet machine.”'

The Miatlevs, and Count Miatlev in particular, however, do mean quite a bit in
Nicholas’ empire. In considering the construct of Russia as Rome and in comparing
Nicholas I with Caesar Augustus, one must remember that while Augustus, in the process
of restoring peace after years of civil war and leading the Roman Empire to glory, also
attempted to consolidate his power by tyrannizing his aristocracy, trying to control their
morality, or at least curb their immorality. To do so, he implemented laws that upheld
the sanctity of the marriage: the Lex lulia de adulteriis coercendis, punishing adultery,
and the Lex lulia de maritandis ordinibus, encouraging the raising of families. Ovid, in
both Ars Amatoria and Amores, advocated the opposite. The opening poem of Amores, 1
announces his intention to turn away from the iambic hexameter of epic that celebrates
“arms and war and violence,” to the elegiac couplet, created when Cupid stole a metric
foot from epic’s second line. Subsequent poems celebrate his battles in love, and his
affair with Corinna, encouraging her to deceive her husband, even in the quasi-public
space of a dinner party.”> The Ars Amatoria includes light-hearted lessons for men about
how to seduce women at the Games; and for women, how to find the best mascara and

attract the most desirable men. And Ovid, to reiterate, for reasons that are still uncertain
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today, but most likely because of the Ars Amatoria, or because he witnessed something
he should not have, or a combination of the two, having upset Augustus, was sent into
exile in Dacia, to Tomas, currently Constanta, Romania.” There, he finished writing his
extensive works, Metamorphoses, with its compendium of myths, and the Fasti,
celebrating Roman religious practices; and wrote the Epistolai ex Ponti and Tristia to
Augustus, pleading for clemency and the right to return to Rome.”* Miatlev, as an
Ovidian figure like Pushkin, is a significant enough part of the construct of St. Petersburg
as Rome to trouble the tsar; unlike Ovid, however, although he is eventually exiled, for
the first part of the novel he lives in close proximity with his tormenters.

The narrator indicates that Miatlev thinks of St. Petersburg as his Rome, using the
Roman term penates in its variety of meanings. The term is first used to refer to his
ancestral home, when Miatlev returns to St. Petersburg after seeking refuge at his country
estate, and after the disappearance of his second love, Alexandrina:

And so, Miatlev had only to return to Petersburg by the first light

snow to his own penates, he had only to escape the terrible memories,

to board up the superfluous doors, to take in his hands a book that

had grown cold, with its description of others’ tragedies and passions.

Ja tak BoT, cTomio nuis MstineBy Bopotutbes B [letepOypr no nepsomy

CHECXKKY K CBOUM II€HATaM, CTOUJIO JIMIIb n30aBUTHCA OT CTpalIHbIX

BOCHOMI/IHaHI/II\/’I, 3aKOJIOTUTH JIMIITHUE APCBH, B3ATH B PYKU OCTBIBIIYIO

OBLIO KHUTY C OMUCAHUEM YYXKUX Tpareaui u 9yxux crpacreid... (109)

Returning to his own penates, his ancestral household gods in St. Petersburg, Miatlev
hopes to free himself from the memories of his love for the young Alexandrina, the

daughter of the mistakenly exiled Decembrist sympathizer, whom he has rescued, cared

for, and eventually lost.
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But penates are also associated with the union of households, i.e., the
government, as seen when Aeneas, fleeing Troy, takes his penates with him to found
Rome.”” Reflecting this meaning, penates are referred to again when Miatlev, having
fled the madness of St. Petersburg to his estate, is ordered to return to the city after being
implicated in the scandal with Natalia Rumiantseva. The order has come from no less
than Count Orlov, Tsar Nicholas’ right-hand man:

And Miatlev did not tarry, for the preparations were light, and the

invitation of the all-powerful aide to the tsar was not to be crossed.

And they returned to their penates.

MsitneB 1 He MeUTHIT, OO COOPBI OBLITH JIETKH, a TPUTJIANIEHNE BCECHIIBHOTO
MOMOITHHKA rocyJaps HerpeKkocaoBHO. Y oHu Bopotunuck k nexaram. (137)

Although the use of the term penates is a slight touch, it adds depth to Okudzhava’s
depiction of Russia as an incarnation of the Roman Empire, and helps to identify Miatlev
as a lyric, elegiac figure in St. Petersburg imagined as Rome, an identification which
contributes to the negative portrayal of the Nicholas I as Caesar Augustus; and by

analogy, offers a negative assessment of Okudzhava’s Soviet tsars.

Nicholas I as Caesar: Charades and the Illusions of Empire

In contrast to Miatlev, the elegiac, Ovidian character, is Tsar Nicholas I, whose
connection with the Classical world is highlighted by charades of him as August Caesar,
but which also indicate the illusory nature of his Empire. In the overall structure of the
novel, Okudzhava has included inserted chapters,’® which, as he explains in the post-
script, he added to give historical context to the events described, and in particular, to

give a more complete picture of Nicholas I:
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I considered it interesting for the reader to include several episodes

of the life of Nicholas I, and so I’ve called them inserted chapters, which

should, in my opinion, add to the characterization of the man whom

Miatlev for a long time considered guilty of his personal misfortunes.

S mocuuTan HHTCPCCHBIM JJIS YUTATCIA BCTABUTh HCCKOJIBKO 3IIU30/10B U3

xxn3uu Hukomasa I, TaK U Ha3BaB UX BCTaBHBIMU I'JlaBaMH, KOTOPBIC

JOJIDKHBI 6I)IJ'H/I, Ha MOH B3I, HECKOJIBKO JOIIOJHUTD XapaKTCPUCTUKY

YCJIOBEKA, KOTOPOTO Msrties J0JIro€ BpEMA CUUTAJI BUHOBHBIM B CBOUX

HecyacThsx. (493)

The various chapters describe Nicholas in private, family settings: drinking tea, showing
affection for the tsarina; reflecting on Russia’s failed military efforts in the Crimea; and
his death. All of these, as Krechkova comments, render the tsar more human than one
might expect.’’ But if the tsar is somehow more human, he is also more vulnerable to
criticism, which is revealed in the masquerade of him as Caesar, which points to the
illusory nature of Russia as an Imperial power.

A large portion of the third inserted episode, Chapter 67 (308-317), is dedicated to
Nicholas’ preparations for a summer masquerade, and is heavily laden with references to
Imperial Rome, drawing a contrast between the charade of Russia as Rome, and the
reality of Russia; exposing the hypocrisy and doubt that plague the tsar; and revealing
discontent among his people. The chapter begins by contrasting the winter and summer
masquerades, the first capturing the beauty of Russian aristocratic balls, with their
glittering lights and music, and the sense of privileged isolation from the cold and misery
outside the palace: “The ability to see into the distance does not always bring happiness.”

(Ymenue BuneTh gajieko He Beeraa mpuHocHuT cuacthe) (308). The summer masquerade,

however, is a “festival of a different kind” (mpazguectBo nnoro pona) (308). Lit by the
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lamps of the Summer Palace, it has the magical air of a pagan, neo-classical celebration
that brings the tsar and his ministers closer to the people:

... throughout the entire enormous park, along the shores of the ponds,

in the follies and grottos, and the hollows of the ancient elms, and in the still

hands of marble Venuses and Apollos, and the quivering hands

of the exultant guests... Somewhere on this unbelievable field, in the pale

light of green lamps, -- suddenly a coachman appears, not of this world,

in a hat with feathers, with the habits of Count Orlov, surrounded by a

crowd of ruslakas, nymphs, and chimeras, and you feel like rushing towards

him to help, to divert him, so he doesn’t perish...

... IO BCEMY TPOMAJIHOMY TIapKy, IO OeperaM Mpy10B, B OeceaKax,

U TPOTax, U B AyIJIaX BEKOBHIX BSI30B, M B HEIOJIBIKHBIX PYKaX MPaMOPHBIX

BEHEP U all0JUIOHOB, U B IPOKAIIUX pyKaX JIMKYIOIIKUX FOCTEH .... [ 1e-To

Ha HEBEPOSATHOMW MOJIsTHE B OJICITHOM CBETE 3€JICHBIX (pOHApEH -- BAPYT Kydep

HE OT MHPO CETO0, B IIUISIE C MEePhsIMH, C ToBagkaMu rpada Opiosa,

OKPYXCHHBIH TOJION pycayoK, HUM(} ¥ XUMEP, U XOUETCSI KHHYThCS K HEMY

Ha TTOMOIIlb, OTBJIEYb €T0, HE JJaTh €My MOTHOHYTh... (308)
The park seems overrun with neo-classical decorations that are part of the trappings of
Empire, albeit with mixture of Russian folklore in the form of a rusalka.’® A key word
that follows this description, however, is “illusion” (nmo3us), recalling other
descriptions, from Dostoevsky to Bitov, of St. Petersburg and its environs as an illusion
behind which lurk Russian realities:

Nature, that is the earth and the sky, muffle, extinguish, calm everything...

the darkness, the semi-darkness, the twilight, the mystery, the illusion...

Behind every tree trunk — was an enigma, and if suddenly, a wood-goblin

and a witch tumbled out from the gloom, from the bushes, breathing
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heavily, snorting, mumbling curses, enticing, well then, please under-

stand: whether disguised, in masquerade, or natural, they’re drawn in

by the solemn festivities of a monster.

[Tpupona, To ecTh 3eMJIst U HEOO, BCE MPUTITYIIAIOT, TacsT, yTUXOMUPHUBAIOT. ..

TemeHsb, mOIyMpaK, MOJTYCBET, TaHA, WJITIO3HU... 3a KOKIBIM JIPEBECHBIM

CTBOJIOM -- 3araJika, U €l U3 MpakKa, U3 KyCTOB, COIIs, OT(QBIPKUBAsACH, O0pMova

MIPOKJIATHS, COOJIa3HsIsA, B3ABIIUCH 3a PYKH, BAPYT BEIBAJTMBAIOTCS JICTITHI C

BEBMOM, TO cpa3sy, MOXKaIyi, U He BO3bMEIIIb B TOJIK: PSDKCHBIC JIH 3TO,

MacKapaKkHBIC JIH, WU HaTypaJbHbIC, IPUBJICYCHHBIC MPA3HICCTBOM

gynosumia. (308-309)

Okudzhava teases his readers with the contrast between the neo-classical illusion and the
Russian reality, in the forms of the wood-goblin and witch, and the word “enigma”
(3arazka), often used to characterize the depths of the Russian soul.

Okudzhava is quick to clarify the nature of the “monster,” as the narrator explains
how the magic of this masquerade, combining pagan, neo-classical, Western, Imperial
Roman, and Russian elements, works upon the minds of its participants, creating a sense
of the vastness of the Russian empire:

And it begins to seem, to be believed, that now, no matter how long you

walk — a day, a month, a year, -- all the same, the trumpets, the flutes,

and the violins will sound, the drum will beat, and the lamps twinkle,

and no matter how far you walk — whether to Voronezh, Irkutsk, or the

ocean — the semi-dark park, painted, adorned, over-saturated with cosiness,

love, promises, with the fragrance of nocturnal violets, French perfume,

the mud of the warm puddles, the Finnish pines and delight...

W HauMHAET Ka3aThCs, BEPUTHCS, UTO TEIEPh YK CKOJIBKO HU WITH -- U

JI€Hb, U MECSLI, U TOJI, -- BCE TaK k€ OyIyT 3By4aTh U TPyObl, U (QJIECHTHI,

U CKPHIIKH, U TTIOCTYKHUBaTh OapabaH, MepuaTh (OHAPHUKH, /1, CKOJIBKO
OBl HU UJITHU -- XOTh 10 BopoHexka, 10 UpkyTcka, 10 okeaHa -- MOIyTEeMHBIN
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napK, pacKpalleHHbIH, pacliBeUeHHBIH, IEPEHACHIILIEHHBIH YIOTOM, JTI000BbIO,

00eIaHusIMH, apOMaTOM HOYHBIX (PHaJIOK, GPaHITy3CKUX JYXOB, THHBI B

TEIUIBIX MpYJaX, GUHCKUX COCEH U HachnaxeHwus... (309)

However, it is only an illusion that these festivities celebrate a truly great empire
stretching from St. Petersburg,to the Pacific Ocean, encompassing the scents of French
perfume and Finnish pines.

The passage recalls Pushkin’s description of the Russian empire in his version of
Horace’s “exegi monumentum,” discussed in Chapter I, where, while critiquing
Alexander I, Pushkin still supports the idea of the empire. Differing from Pushkin,
however, Okudzhava, by the end of the inserted chapter questions the tsar’s strength, and
confirms the illusory expanse of his empire. As the tsar looks into a mirror, sensing both
his age and the burdens of running the empire, he reflects that he could have taken part in
such revelry only in his youth:

“Perhaps,” said Nicholas Pavlovich, looking in the mirror, “although

it’s already difficult for me to remember how I presented this when I

was young. You can only act like this when you are young, when almost

nothing burdens you.”

-- MoxeT ObITh, -- cka3an Hukomait [1aBnoBuy, rmisiast B 3epkaio, --

XOTSI MHE YK€ TPYJHO BCTIOMHHTD, KaK 5 TIPEJACTABIISUT 3TO B MOJIOJIBIC

rofpl. Tak MOXHO TPEICTABIATh TOJIBKO B MOJIOJIBIE TOJIBI, KOT/A ThI

MOYTH HUYEM HEe OOpEMEHEH.

Okudzhava underscores the illusion of the tsar’s power by using two different meanings
of the verb “to present” (mpencraBuTth), both “to offer, present,” and “to act,” as in a
theatre.

It is also telling that the genius behind the masquerade is not the tsar himself, but

his make-up artist, [Ivan Shumskii, and that it is Okudzhava, the Soviet Georgian-
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Armenian bard, who as the putative author of this inserted chapter, acknowledges the
artifice and pageantry of staging the tsar to his people. His third-person knowledge of
Shumskii suggests, perhaps, an appreciation for what Shumskii might have had in
common with Soviet artists who helped the machine; and perhaps offers an apology for
his own artistry, which helped create an image of the possibility of finding human
comfort in the Soviet Union: popular and tolerated, Okudzhava sang to the masses to
make them feel more comfortable in their Soviet skins, was unable to do more to alleviate
his own or their pain, but that was, perhaps, enough.

Shumskii’s role sheds light on the role of the artist in the Soviet Union. The
narrator comments that among the tsar’s underlings, the make-up artist has come to
occupy a privileged place. Ivan Shumskii, whose name contains the word “noise” (1rym),
and gives him the moniker “Ivan the Noisy” or “Ivan the Sensational,” dresses in the
latest fashion, and is presented as confident enough of his talent to be able to address the
tsar with a touch of humor and insolence. Though he is “lazy and apathetic” (1eaus u
anatuuen) (309), his eyes reflect “... concentration and even inspiration, and not the
servility and fear of an insignificant servant.” (... cCOCpeTOTOYEHHOCTh U TaXKe
BJIOXHOBEHbE, a HE MOA00CTpacTHE U yKac HUITOKHOTO cinyrH.) (309), which the tsar
appreciates: “It was as if Nicholai Pavlovich even liked this: he did not try out the
incinerating strength of his glance on Shumskii.” (Hukonaro [TaBnoBudy 310 gaxke kak
OynaTo HpaBwiioch: Ha lllymMCKOM OH He MCTIBITHIBAJ HUCTIETIEISIONIEH CUITBI CBOETO
B3rsaa.) (309). In this way, perhaps, similar to Shumskii, Okudzhava understood the

power of his own songs, and his position in the Soviet Union: while suspect, he was
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tolerated, and maybe even welcomed as a positive foil to the underlying evils of the
Soviet regime.

Shumskii’s expertise in staging the masquerade is unparalleled, and described
with Classical references which, while drawing a contrast between Roman dignity and
Greek inspiration, reflect on the fallacy of equating Russia with an incarnation of Rome.
Although his competitors’ creations are noteworthy and affect their spectators, the latter’s
reactions are expressed in terms of ecstatic rituals: “They... fell into an ecstasy, which
looked like agony...” (OHu... Bnagaau B 3KCTa3, HAIOMUHAIOUINI aroHuio... ) (309),
using vocabulary with ancient Greek roots which are presented as if they had no real
thought behind them, but that ... like an ephemeral butterfly, flew in for only a short
moment.” (... m0100HO 6a00YKe-0JHOTHEBKE, B3JIETAJIA JIUIIIh HA KOPOTKOE MTHOBEHHE. )
(309). Shumskii’s works, on the other hand, are presented as having intellectual weight,

(13

articulated in neo-classical terms: “...and in his enlightened mind was formed a
geometrical figure with a square foundation, penetrating to the heavens with its sharp
peak, at the top of which the triumphant silhouette of the Emperor was clearly visible.”
(... ¥ B €r0 MPOCBETIICHHOM MO3Ty BBICTPaMBaJIaCh TeoMeTprudecKkas Gurypa ¢
KBaJpaTHBIM OCHOBaHUEM, TIPOH3AOIIas Hebeca CBOCH OCTPOM BEPIIMHOMN, HA KOTOPOM
OTYETIIMBO IPOCMATPHBAIICS TOPKECTBEHHBIN CHITYIT mMmeparopa.) (310).”°

The apogee of Shumskii’s efforts to portray the tsar as Caesar Augustus is
described with a tension that paradoxically, both asserts and questions the absolute
authority of the tsar. Emphasizing the foreignness of the event, the masquerade unfolds

on “soft, evening English grass... ” (Ha Msarkoi BeuepHeit aHTuiicKkoi Tpase... ) (310):

When the ancient Roman chariots, sparkling with gilt, slowly drawn
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by heavy horses, drowning beneath horse-clothes, heavy like

rugs, sailed out through the park from the arsenal to the esplanade

of the Aleksander Palace in the illumination of blinding fireworks...

widely opened eyes caught every movement of Caesar and those

surrounding him. The light-blue tunic of Caesar, rising up in the first

chariot, was like a continuation of the sky; a wreath of noble laurel

framed his high forehead...

Korna npeBHEpUMCKHE KOJIECHHIIBI, CBEPKAOIIUE ITO30JI0TOM, MEIJICHHO

BJICKOMBIE TSDKEJIBIMHU KOHSIMH, YTOTIAIOIINE 1101 KOBPOBBIMH TIOTTOHAMH,

MOTUTBUIH Yepe3 MapK OT apceHala 10 ACTUIaHa bl AJIEKCaHIPOBCKOTO

JIBOPIIA B 03apEHUH OCIIENUTEIBHOTO (peliepBepKa... IIMPOKO pacaxHyThIe

TJIa3a JIOBWIM Kaxkaoe asrokeHue Llezaps u ero okpyxarommux. [omyOast

TyHuKa Lle3aps1, BO3BBIIIAIOMIETOCS B TIEPBOI KOJIECHUIIE, Ka3alach

MPOJIOJDKEHNEM HeOec; BEHOK U3 0J1aropoIHOTO JIaBpa 00pamIIsiT €ro

BBICOKOE Yeo... (311)
Complete with chariots, laurel wreath, and tunic, the masquerade is a staging of imperial
glory inspired by the Roman Empire, and the glory and its seeming reality linger in
Nicholas’ memory: “Nicholai Pavlovich remembered that evening well. The feeling of
the authenticity of what had happened had not left him the entire way.” (Hukonai
[TaBTOBMY XOpOIIO MOMHMI ATOT Beuep. OmurynieHne o UIMHHOCTH MTPOUCXOISIIETO HE
MOKU/IaJ €To Ha MpoTshKkeHnu Beero myTu.) (311). And yet, the masquerade gives only
the feeling of reality, and doubt battles with belief as Nicholas anticipates one person’s
smirking disdain:

Most likely, he thought, some solitary, despicable person, worn out

with sarcasm, some Miatlev, despising the general exultation, is

hiding in the depths of the glade, curling his lips and pretending

to be indifferent...
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Hagepnoe, nyman oH, Kakoi-HUOYIb OJTUHOKH, ITFOraBbli, N3MYyUEHHBIH
capKa3MOM YeJIOBEK, KaKoW-HHOY b TIPe3npaoIIHii BceoOIee TNKOBaHHNE
MsTneB yKpbpIBaeTCs Ha TIYXOH MOJISTHKE, KPUBHT POT U TIPUTBOPSIETCS
paBHOIYIIHBIM... (311)
Even though the masquerade in question happened four years earlier, the praise that
drowned out the fleeting doubt still resounds in the tsar’s ears, and his sense of being
Caesar is still very much alive: “... and he himself — is Caesar, called upon to make
happy, purify, and uplift his bitter, rebellious, servile and great people...” (...u oH cam --
[le3app, MpU3BaHHHBIN OCYACTIUBUTH, OYUCTUTH, BO3BBICUTH CBOM TOPHbKUIA, MATEXKHBIH,
1o/1000CTpacTHBIN U BeMUKUI Hapol...) (312). Sensing the criticism lurking in the likes
of Miatlev, Nicholas clings to the image of himself not just as tsar, but Caesar; and is
indeed an apt image of Stalin, Krushchev, or Brezhnev, clinging to the helm of the Soviet
state.

Four years after the Roman masquerade, Ivan Shumskii is again required to help
uphold Nicholas’ reign, but the empire’s decline is already apparent. In those four years,
“Vanni Shumskii has grown a bit pudgy... ” (u3psigHO pacTosicteBmmii Banbka
[Mymckuit... ) (312), and the masquerade he creates for Nicholas to appear as a medieval
Russian knight fails. Indeed, the identification of Nicolas with Caesar is starting to fade.
Rather than call Nicholas “Caesar,” the latter’s name is used only as an adjective: he was
called upon “to uphold the stability of the Caesar-like institutions” (yTBepauthb
He3bi0emocth llecapeBsix ycranoBnenuii) (312). Nicholas, dressed in the heavy
costume of the knight, still wanting to think of himself as Caesar yet sensing his waning
powers, is drawn to reflect on his 25 years as ruler of the Russian Empire. Contrasting

the servile many with the rebellious few, he articulates his feeling of responsibility

towards a new generation of servants who surround him, and who, “businesslike, upright,
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fulfill his will without any doubt...” (1em10BbIX, YETKUX, HECOMHEBAIOIIIUXCS
ucroiHUTeNeH ero Boiu... ) (312). He contrasts them with the ill-wishers:

... that for the pitiful handful of immoral, embittered failures, wishing

his empire all kinds of trouble with their hostile villainy and spirit of

defiance, well, there was nothing for them to do but lay down their arms.

... UTO K€ JI0 JKaJIKOH TOPCTKHA OE€3HPABCTBEHHBIX, 037100JIEHHBIX

HEYJIAYHUKOB, YKEJTAFOIINX €T0 UMITCPHH BCIYCCKHUX TATOT M3

BPOXKJICHHOTO 3JI0CHCTBA U AyXa MPOTHBOPEUHS, TO U IM, B KOHIIE

KOHIIOB, HE OCTAHETCSl HUUETo APYTOro, Kak CIOXKHUTh opyxHe... (312)

Nicholas’ fears of potential rebellion and dissent mirror an autocrat’s worst nightmare; he
sees his relationship with his subjects in military terms.

The new masquerade also provokes Nicholas to evaluate his reign less positively,
including thoughts about the negative effects of non-Russian influences on his sons, and
the cracks in his iron grip. The description is accompanied, again, by Classical allusions,
in which Miatlev emerges as a prime embodiment of rebellion and dissidence. Sensing
his age, Nicholas I notes that the metal helmet he wears feels heavy, whereas his sons
wear theirs lightly, like the sham they are: “It seemed that their helmets were made of
paper.” (Kazanock, 4To ux mocmexu coopykeHsl u3 0ymaru.) (312). He associates the
weight of his helmet with his upbringing, which he contrasts with his children’s, and his
reflections speak to a tension between Russia and external influences, both Western and
Eastern, which are associated with his children’s tutor, Vasily Zhukovsky, the poet who,
as discussed in Chapter I, helped bring Western education and enlightenment to Russia
through the Classics, translating Homer’s Odyssey in his later years. In Okudzhava’s

text, Nicholas was raised by General Lamsdorf, whose ... chief task was to beat out of

the small Grand Duke the spirit of rebelliousness.” ([Ero] rmaBHoii 3agaueii 66110 BEIOUTH
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13 MaJICHBKOTO BEJIMKOTO KHS3S TyX HEMOKOpHOCTH.); and, “The whip was his main
instrument.” (Po3ra 6bL1a ero riaBHbBIM HHCTpYMeHTOM.) (313). Pitting power versus
poetry, Nicholas reflects on this education, its result, and the nature of governmental
power: “The fate of government, in the end, is determined not by poetic passages from
Vasily Zhukovsky, but by the might of the army, which he, an autocrat beaten with rods
in childhood, had created to frighten his enemies.” (Cynas0a rocymapcTsa, B KOHIIE
KOHIIOB, OIIPEIEIISIach He MOITHYECKUMU MaccakaMu Bacumust JKyKoBCKOro, a MOIIbI0
apMUH, KOTOPYIO OH, CAMOJEPIKII, ONTHIN pO3raMu B IETCTBE, CO3/IaBAJ HA CTPax
Bparam.) (313).

His children’s education, particularly that of his designated heir Alexander, leaves
Nicholas conflicted. Zhukovsky, known for his translations of Homer and his sympathy
for Western culture, was also of Russian and Turkish descent, and it is an education from
such a man that Nicholas laments, yet praises: “Alexander was a bit soft; a poet with
Eastern blood in his veins and bliss in his eyes had brought him up... Among other

2

essential qualities, he had cultivated magnanimity in his heir...” (Anexkcanap mMsarkonar,
€ro BOCIIUTHIBAJ MO3T ¢ BOCTOYHOM KPOBBIO B )KMJIaX M HETOM BO B30pe... Cpen mpounx
HEO0OXOAMMBIX KaueCTB OH BOCITUTHIBAN B HacJIeIHUKE Benukoaymue... ) (313). Worried
about Zhukovsky’s lasting influence, he tries to assure himself that Alexander has had
sufficient military training: “Aleksander was a very worthy officer, and in spite of
Zhukovsky’s soft and brief influence on him, he had taken in the military arts with the
necessary love and zeal...” (Anekcanjap -- BecbMa JOCTOWHBIN oduLiep U, HECMOTPS Ha

MATKOC U KPOTKOC BIIMAHUC HA HETO >KYKOBCKOI‘O, BOCIIPpHUHSAJ BOCHHOC UCKYCCTBO C

JIOJDKHOM JTF000BBIO0 U TiianueM.) (313); with one qualification: he has allowed himself



310

to criticize his father’s tactics, and with an inexplicable stubbornness, suggested that the
army should rely less on pageantry, and more on updating its weaponry. (313). The
potential of Zhukovsky’s negative influence is reflected most strongly in the tsar’s
recollection of the young Alexander, who at seven years of age broke down in tears when
he learned that he was heir to the throne. Despite these weaknesses, however, the tsar
still does not wish his own teacher’s strictures upon his child: “Remembering with
disgust the furious face of his former teacher...” (C oTBpamenremM BcrioMuHas
paszbApeHHyI0 (pU3nOHOMUIO CBOEro ObuToro Bocturtarens... ) (313), he seems to accept
that a certain amount of Enlightenment could perhaps be mixed into his military blood;
he seems to understand, if grudgingly, the necessity of the Europeanized education his
son was given.

And yet, Nicholas still feels uneasy about how best to teach his son to be a proper
tsar. His thoughts turn to Miatlev, and he is led to confront a basic hypocrisy of his rule.
Waiting for the pageantry to begin, thinking of what will happen after his death, Nicholas
watches his sons through the window, wanting them to notice the “understanding smile”
(monumaromast yemerika) (314) on his face as he imagines, and even hopes they are
talking about women. While experiencing a moment of human weakness, wanting to
connect with his sons, he reflects on his recent actions, and remembers that Alexander
had not approved of his sending Miatlev into internal exile for having run away with
Lavinia to Tbilisi. He recalls the lecture he had prepared, but decided not to deliver
aloud:

Do you really not know that every person, man or woman, who has

thrown down a challenge to society, having tried to cross the moral
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boundaries established by the nature of this society, by the centuries,

by god, can not remain unpunished, and my dispensation in this case

-- 1s not a caprice, but an expression of this higher will, and if at some time

you are tempted in a similar situation to rule by the flights of your soul,

you will then resemble that sad ruler, who tried to forbid the

flocks to eat the flowers in the field because they are beautiful.

Pa3Be Tebe HEM3BECTHO, YTO BCSIKUN YEJIOBEK, MY>KUMHA WIJIH JKCHIIMHA,

OpOoCHBIINIA BEI30B OOIIECTBY, MOMBITABIINNACS IPECTYIUTh HPAaBCTBEHHbBIE

TpaHUIIBI, YCTAHOBIICHHBIE IPUPOJION ATOTO OOIIECTBA, BEKaMHU, OOTOM, HE MOYKET

ocTaThCs Oe3HaKa3aHHBIM, U MOE paclOpsDKEHUE B JAHHOM CJIydae -- He Karpus, a

BBIPAXKCHUC STOU BEICIIEN BOJIU, U €CJIN ThI KOI‘}Ia-HI/I6y2]B BO3HAMCPHUIILCA B

Mo00HOM ClTydae pyKOBOJICTBOBATHCS MOPBIBAMHU CBOEH JYIITH, Thl TOTYAC

yn0)1061/11111,cs1 TOMY II€YAJIBHOMY BJIACTHUTECIIIO, KOTOpI)IfI MBITAJICA 3alIPCTUTD

CKOTY MOKHpPATh LIBETHI B M0JI€, TOTOMY YTO OHH KpacuBhlL... (314-315)
Continuing to identify with Caesar and Rome, Nicholas never delivers this speech,
realizing that it was merely a “justification” (onpasnanue) that his son would see
through: “... he could present his speech before the senate, despising in advance its silent
agreement, but his son would say politely: ‘It’s the real truth.” And this would be more
terrible than an objection.” (... 3Ty peub MOXHO ITPOU3HECTH TIEPE/ CEHATOM, HaTlEPe/T
npe3upasi ero MOJYaJInuBOE COrJIacue, a ChIH BEKIIMBO CKaXKeT: ‘ITO UCTUHHAs npaBaa.’ U
910 OyAeT y»)acHel, yem Bo3pakenue.) (315). By using the Roman word “‘senate”
(cenar), the place where, in the days of the Republic issues were debated in democratic
fashion, but which lost its importance after Caesar consolidated power, Nicholas
concedes the autocratic, arbitrary nature of his rule, as well as his vulnerability to well
placed criticism.

Nicholas’ thoughts, following the moment when he had been hoping his sons

were talking about women, reflect an underlying hypocrisy in his own behavior and in
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the treatment of his subjects: as autocratic ruler, he would allow himself and his sons the
right to sexual pleasure, but deny that right to his subjects, in particular Miatlev and
Lavinia, who as Ovidian, neoteric figures born for love, are perfect foils for his role as
Caesar Augustus.

Soon after these reflections, weighted down by his helmet, as if signaling the
discomfort he feels about the hypocrisy of his rule, the tsar snaps at Shumskii: “And
what if [ fall, hey, Shumskii?” (A exenu s ynany, a, lllymcknii?) (315). Shumskii is
silent, as if anticipating the crowd’s apathy and disbelief, as if suggesting that he knows
the Russian masquerade cannot live up to the authority of Augustus’ Classical model.
The narrator, instead of calling Nicholas “Caesar” (ILle3aps), ironically uses the term
“most august riders” (aBrycreiimue Bcaguukm) (316) to describe the people who surround

(13

the tsar as the sycophants they are in their Russian context: ... all this smiling, bowing,
venerating, agreeable army, with respect took a step aside, and froze, as is fitting, waiting
for this historical procession to begin.” (... Bcs 9Ta yiboaronascs, KIaHsroIasics,
OyaroroBeroInas, CorjJacHas apMus ¢ MOYTSHUEM OTCTYIHIIA Ha IIar U 3aCThUIa, Kak U
nmojo0aeT, OXKuast, Korjaa HaHdeTcs cei ncropuueckuit Beie3n.) (316). And historic it is,
the first failed masquerade of Nicholas’ reign. As anticipated by Shumskii’s silence, it is
perceived as complete artifice:

Meanwhile, the masquerade, contrary to expectation, failed completely.

From the start, the knightly procession was taken as a crowd of actors,

but then the excusable frenzy sounded so improbable that there

was nothing to do but take the most desperate events as deception

and stupidity... Apparently, something had happened...



313

KcraTtu, Mackapasa, npoTHB 0KUaHUs, COBCEM HE yaaics. Peiapckuit
BBI€3]1 OBLT TOHAYAITY TIPUHSIT 32 TOJITY aKTEPOB, a YK TTOTOM U3BUHUTEIHHOE
HEHCTOBCTBO MPO3BYYAJIO CTOJIb HEMPABOMOJ00HO, UTO BIIOPY OBLIO BHICEUYD
CaMbIX OTYAasSHHBIX 32 (PaJIbIIb U TIIYTIOCTh...BuaumMo, 4T0-T0 IpOU301ILI0. .

(316-317)
This image of Nicholas in the trappings of an historical Russian leader suggests
Okudzhava’s low estimation of what the tsar had become, and he likens the scene to an
“... ill-conceived picture in an expensive frame” (...3J70MOTyYHOE TIOJIOTHO B OOTaTOM
pame) (317) that is tucked away in Gatchina Palace, originally a sumptuous neo-classical
structure built by Catherine the Great’s favorite, Count Orlov, but which had had been
disfigured by her son, Paul.®’ Although the masquerade of the tsar as Caesar, evoking
Russia as Rome, is a temporary illusion, it commands more belief than a charade of

Russian power.

Miatlev: Metamorphoses and the Importance of Love

In contrast to Nicholas I as Russia’s autocratic ruler, Count Miatlev is a man who,
at odds not only with the tsar, but the government and Russian society as well, has
embraced the effects and mores of liberal, enlightened Europe. He reflects these tastes,
surrounding himself with neo-classical accoutrements; as an Ovidian figure with the soul
of a neoteric, elegiac poet, he is a man who endures metamorphoses, both his own and
those of people around him; and caught within the strictures of an authoritarian state, tries
to live in accordance with his desires.

Although Miatlev is an Ovidian inspired figure, Okudzhava, unlike his 19"
century predecessors Pushkin and Gogol, does not specifically name Ovid in his work,

but only hints at Miatlev’s spiritual predecessors, using three instances of the word
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“metamorphosis” to describe mysterious shifts in emotions, or transformations of
character. Though fleeting, these references suggest that the author has been writing his
own Ovidian text, both light-hearted and serious, combining elements of the
Metamorphoses, Ars Amatoria, Amores, and creating a composite character — an Ovidian
figure combined with elements of a neoteric poet such as Catullus, and an elegiac poet
such as Tibullus. As a tongue-in-cheek hint, the narrator, Amiran, describes Miatlev’s
last police guard as a sympathetic young man who, while initially afraid of Miatlev’s
reputed immoral behavior and dangerous political activities, feels comfortable sharing his
own affairs: “... and he starts to confess his own amours.” (... TyT ke HauHEeT
MCIIOBE/IOBAThHCS B aMypPHBIX Jiefax.) (484).

One of the basic themes of this Ovidian text is that love is mysterious and can
inexplicably alter the lives of humans: all three instances of “metamorphosis” refer to the
transformations the characters suffer, emphasizing the waywardness of human emotions
and the importance of loving whom you will. The word first appears at a brunch in
Tbilisi, where, having run into his companions from St. Petersburg, Koko and Berg,
Miatlev is not bothered by having to face his former cohort:

... but time, evidently, is truly able to heal, and human passions are

so inclined to metamorphoses, that these figures... called forth

neither anger nor distress.

... HO BpeMsi, OY€BHUIHO, U BIIPSIMb CIIOCOOHO BpaueBaTh, a UEIOBEUCCKUE

MPUCTPACTHSI CTOJIb CKJIOHHBI K MeTaMopd03aM, YTO HU THEBA, HU OTOPUYECHHUS

HE BBI3BIBAJIBI 9TU (UTypHL... (366)

Referring to the fluctuations in his own passions, he is so transformed by his love for

Lavinia that he no longer feels anger at the two reprobates for the part they played in his
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ill-fated relationship with Natalia Rumiantseva, discussed below. The second mention of
a “metamorphosis” occurs when Amiran Amilakhvari is reflecting on Lavinia’s
transformation after she has been captured in Tbilisi, namely, her decision to travel with
her legal husband to Italy, seeming to forsake Miatlev:

The blow was so sudden, that for a long time I could not collect my

thoughts, to somehow imagine this wild metamorphosis. I applied

non-human efforts to this, and Margo called on all of her feminine

acuity, and our memory was astir...

VY nap ObuT Tak BHE3ATEH, YTO S I0JITO HE MOT COOPAThCS C MBICIISIMHU, YTOOBI

XOTh KaK-TO BOOOpa3uTh cede ATy MUKyt Mmetamopdosy. S mpumaran kK Tomy

HEYCIIOBCYCCKUC YCUIIUA, U Mapro IMpu3biBajia B IOMOIIHUKH BCHO JKCHCKYIO

M30LIPEHHOCTh, U TIaMATh Haia Obi1a BO30ykIeHa... (461)

Amiran feels Lavinia’s decision had been so unexpected that it warrants using the term
“metamorphosis.” He could have used other phrases, such as “change of heart” or
“inexplicable decision,” but chooses to use “metamorphosis,” emphasizing a dramatic
shift in Lavinia’s behavior which is beyond his human ken, suggesting that a magical or
divine force has caused the shift, in keeping with many transformations that occur in
Ovid’s tales.

The third instance suggests Okudzhava’s intention to have been writing some kind
of Metamorphoses. After the epilogue, Okudzhava inserts himself as the character in the
novel who had “found” Amilakhvari’s original bound volume, and who had discovered,
tucked between the last page and the leather binding, two letters Amilakhvari had not
included in the original text, but which he, Okudzhava, deems significant: “After I read

them, I let out a cry of wonder: in them was concealed an explanation of the most

mysterious of the metamorphoses which the heroes of the notes had endured.”
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(ITpounTaB ux, s axXHyJI: B HUX TaWjach pa3rajka caMoil TAMHCTBEHHOH U3 MeTaMopdo3,
KOTOpBIE IIpeTepnenu repou 3anucok.) (493). Okudzhava’s novel, indeed, is a study of
the mysterious transformations his characters undergo in their service of love and the
pursuit of freedom.

The first found letter is from Elizabeta Miatleva, Miatlev’s sister, who, with a
touch of wicked irony is also known as Cassandra, and who, accusing Lavinia of having
caused her brother’s demise, implores her to spare him her egotistical caprices by acting
responsibly, as a married woman should. The letter explains Lavinia’s sudden departure
to Italy with her husband, Ladimirovsky: believing this “Cassandra’s” false words that
she is saving Miatlev from further persecution by the tsar, Lavinia disappears from
Miatlev’s life for 20 years. The second is from Lavinia’s mother, who, in a surprising
shift from the woman who married off her high-spirited daughter to Ladimirovsky in the
first place, finally praises Lavinia for being a “true Bravura:”

Only I alone can know how we, the Bravuras, are able to serve love

selflessly; and we value nothing so highly or so triumphantly as this

ability... I cannot atone for my guilt towards you! Prohibitions kill

the likes of you, and you felt this when you were still just a child...

I bow down before you, and your love, and your choice, and if I dare

once more to wish you peace in the repellent embraces of your

lawful spouse — curse me!

TonbKo st 0JTHAa MOTY 3HaTh, KaK MbI, bpaByphl, yMeeM camM03a0BEHHO

CIIY)KUTh .]'IIO6OBI/I, 1 HUYETO MBI HE I€HUM CTOJIb BEICOKO U TOPKECTBCHHO,

KaK 3TO yMeHue ... Moero rpexa nepej To0010 He 3aMOJIUTh! 3ampeTsl
yOMBaIOT TaKMX, KaK Thl, ¥ Thl 3TO UyBCTBOBAJIA €III€ COBCEM PEOCHKOM...
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S mpexsoHsrock Tiepe To00M, U Tiepe] TBOSH JTF000BbI0, U TTepe]] TBOUM
BBIOOPOM, ¥ €CJIH S €IIIe pa3 OCMENIOCH TTOXKENaTh TeOe MOKOsI B TIOCTBUTBIX
00BATHIX TBOETO 3aKOHHOTO CyNpyTa -- TPOKJISTHA MeHs! (495)
The spirit of Madame Bravura supports her daughter’s pursuit of love, and at the end of
the novel Okudzhava confirms what we suspected all along: Miatlev and Lavinia are
indeed Ovidian rebels in an Augustan Russia, suffering metamorphoses at times brought
about by their own passions, and at times imposed on them by the powers that try to
control them.

Miatlev, in his dual role as an Ovidian character and Hellenistic-inspired neoteric,
engages topoi from the ancient poetry, most notably the drive to live in accordance with
his own desires, and yet suffer the poet-lover’s helplessness in the face of those desires.’'
In his Russian context, Miatlev blames part of his helplessness on political causes.
Lamenting the impossibility of reversing time and fate, he complains about not being
allowed to have tea with Lavinia, and faults his country’s intrusive domestic spying:
“It’s impossible, impossible... the spy appeared in my home again, as if it were nothing,
and the first thing he did was to sit himself down to drink tea in the family circle.”
(Heﬂb35[, Henp3d... lIInnoH nmosBuicsa B MoeM JOME€ BHOBb, KaK HU B UEM HEC 6I)IBa.]'IO, )51
TIEPBBIM K€ JIEJIOM YCeJICsl TUTh Yail B cemeitHoM kpyry.) (173). The spy in question,
Hektor von Miufling, is not insensitive to the conflict between government service and
poetry, and comments on Miatlev’s fate:

Of course, he will perish... in our time they call service to society not

the passion to share your inspiration, but the ability to s e e m irreplaceable,

along with, naturally, a familiar obedience... Moreover, I sometimes think

that perhaps his destiny is precisely to burn in the fire of love and suffering,
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and warm our icy hearts... But, this is comes from the realm of fantasy and

poetry, where I, a bureaucrat, have never stuck my snout.

KoneuHo, OH THOHET... B HaIlle BpeMs CITy>)KEHHEM OOIIeCTBY

Ha3bIBAIOT HE CTPACTh OT/IaBaTh CBOE BJIOXHOBEHHE, a CIOCOOHOCTh

Ka3aThCS HE3aMEHUMBIM, ITPH, HATYPAITbHO, N3BECTHOM TIOCITYIIaHUH. . ..

Marto Toro, s {ymMar0 WHOT/IA, 9TO, MOXET OBITh, €r0 MpeTHA3HAYCHUE

UMEHHO B TOM U COCTOUT, YTOOBI CTOPETh B OTHE JJFOOBH U COCTPAIaHUS H

OTOTPETh HAIM JISASHBIE CepAla... BrpodeM, 3To yxe 13 00nacTu haHTa3uu

Y TI033UH, a sl IOKYJa YUHOBHUK M PBUIOM, KaK U3BECTHO, HE BhILIEN... (341)
Recalling imagery found in Gogol and Pushkin’s Ovidian allusions to Russia as a frozen
wasteland, von Miufling’s comments emphasize how foreign Miatlev is in his native

Russia; and reflect on difficulties Miatlev shares with poetic souls like Okudzhava, living

in a world of Soviet bureaucrats and other insidious “apparatchiki.”

Miatlev: Ovidian Misfit in St. Petersburg, Russia

Miatlev, misfit that he is in the Russia of Nicholas 1, is of aristocratic lineage, and
his house is furnished with signs of his attachment to Western culture: an extensive
library with Classical texts, pictures on the walls, and copies of ancient sculptures.®* His
connection with European culture, expressed through the Classical references, is not
without the wit and irony of a neoteric. His home, referred to as a dying, three-story
fortress, comprises a park and house decorated with neo-classical statues, predominantly
Greek copies, the description of which serves a dual purpose — through gentle parody, to
emphasize the ambiguity of Russia’s adoption of neo-classical effects, and more
seriously, to explore the moral decadence and political subversion associated with the
Western figures. For example, when Miatlev and his libertine friends, Koko and Berg,
enter the vestibule, they confront a “hilarious picture” (yMOpHUTENBbHYIO KapTHHY), a

description that pokes fun at Russians who surround themselves with copies of original
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works of art, and who, in the absence of real works of art, have been known to resort to

painting their servants white to resemble marble statuary:
In the vestibule they met a hilarious picture: the servants, bursting with laughter
and voices, as in a picture, had become rooted among the marble torsos, which
had long been unused to the gaze of unruly crowds within the walls of the dying
house. Red-haired Aglaia, like Diana of Ephesus, stood with her hands apart,
leaning against the Lateran Marsyas. Afanasii looked out from behind the
shoulder of Apollo Kithara, like a Wounded Gaul, trying in vain to protect
himself with his hand; and others, whether footmen or toppled Lapiths, whether
alive, or sculpted, were scattered here and there...

“What a delight!” Thought Miatlev, making an agonizing attempt to stop.
And he was dragging Natalia up the stairs, hoping her amazing nephews would
disappear ... Koko Tetenborn was already hanging over red-haired Aglaia,
pretending he took her for a marble figure, and his brother, in the meantime, had
taken off who knows where.

B BecTHOr0JI€ 3acTaN OHU YMOPUTEIHHYIO KAPTHHY: YeTsb,
BBICHITIABINAS HA TPOXOT ¥ T'0J0Ca, KAPTHHHO OIICTICHENa CPeh MPaMOPHBIX
TYJIOBHIII, TABHO OTBHIKHYB OT JINIIE3PCHUS Pa3HY3aHHBIX OPJI B CTEHAX
yMmuparomero goMa. PepxeBosnocast Arnasi, monooHo Juane
Ddecckoi, ¢ pa3BeIeHHBIMU PYKaMH CTOSIIA, TPUCIOHUBIIUCH CIIMHOMN K
Jlatrepanckomy Mapcuio; AdaHacuii BBITTISIBIBAN M3-32 TUIer4a ATOJIJIOHA
Kudapena, c10BHO paHeHBIi rajiji, NbITAIOMIUICS HATPACHO MPUKPHITHCS
JIaIONIKOM; U OCTaJIbHBIE -- TO JIU JIAKEU, TO JIU MOBEPKEHHBIE AU, TO JH
YKHUBBIE, TO JI U3BASIHUS -- TAM U CSIM...

“Kaxkas npenects!” [Togyman MsTiieB, My4UTENBHO MBITAsICh
ocraHoBUTKCS. U moTann Haraspro 1Mo JeCTHUIE, HAACSCh, YTO Y IUBUTEIHHBIE
TUIEMSIHHUKH 3aTepsAIoTCs U uc4e3HyT....Koko TeteHOOpH yke moBHC Ha

PBDKEBOJIOCOM ATJiae, /ieyast BUJl, 9TO IPUHUMAET €€ 3a MpaMopHyto purypy, a
ero OpaTtel] TeM BpeMeHeM MPOBAIUIICS HeU3BeCcTHO Kyza. (131-132)
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In addition to creating a charming, if chaotic picture, the eclectic but specifically named
statues set the stage for the pagan tenor of events that transpire at Miatlev’s home, a
bastion of scandalous behavior and supposedly rebellious activities.

Although the servants seem oblivious to the meaning of the statues surrounding
them, more educated readers might appreciate the associations they evoke. For example,
Diana of Ephesus refers to a statue of the goddess imported to Rome from Asia Minor,
with lunar attributes, who is recognized by the ependyte that swathe her body, giving her
the appearance of having multiple rows of breasts or testicles.”> She looks strange in
Rome, would have seemed outlandish in enlightened Russia, and positively out of place
in Orthodox Russia. The Lateran Marsyas is a sculpture of the satyr who, as described
by Ovid,** was flayed alive by Apollo for challenging the god in the art of playing the
flute; and who, in Rome in the Republican era became a symbol of freedom of speech,
and during the Empire, a supporter of the common people, or populares, and symbol of
opposition to Augustus. Together, these two statues suggest the non-Orthodox, foreign,
rebellions forces that attract renegade visitors to Miatlev’s home.

The Apollo Kithara could be any of a number of statues representing the god of
poetry with his kithara, and represents both patron saint and, perhaps, a tongue-in-cheek
equivalent of Okudzhava himself, a contemporary bard with a guitar. The Wounded Gaul
(a Hellenistic sculpture also known as the Dying Gaul), is one of the more bathetic
statues of native subjects facing imperial violence, and provides an incongruous,
humorous foil to Apollo. Positioned as they are, they evoke two sides of Okudzhava’s
existence in the Soviet union: both bard par excellence, and yet at the same time, an

outsider in Soviet Russia, having to protect himself from imperial authorities who might
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wish that he produce more canonical forms of art. The Lapiths present another touch of
irony. They are known, again from Ovid, for their fight with the Centaurs at the wedding
of Hippodamia and Pirithous, where the Centaurs, intoxicated, attempt to rape
Hippodamia and the other women.*’ Their struggle came to represent a battle between
civilized peoples and barbarians. Here, with the Lapiths toppled to the ground, mingled
with the Russian footmen, and Koko poised over Aglaia, it seems that the barbarian
centaurs of Russian society are winning the battle. And, mention of this battle anticipates
questions about the charge of rape and kidnapping Miatlev will face regarding Lavinia:
who is the centaur -- he who truly loves her? Who are the Lapiths -- her lawful husband,
from whom she cringes, and the tsar who upholds a legal, but loveless marriage?

In addition to representing foreign deities, oppositional figures who defend
freedom, and being reminders of the conflict between the civilized and the barbarians, the
statues seem to influence the moral fiber of those around them. Natalia, who had earlier
been riding alone in the carriage with the three men, emerges from this episode pregnant.
Miatlev, as master of the house, is held responsible, and it is after this evening and his
subsequent departure to his estate that Miatlev is recalled to St. Petersburg to face his
penates. As Count Orlov explains, although “It is not among our duties to watch over the
private predilections of the inhabitants of the empire...” (B Hamu 00s3aHHOCTH HE
BXOJIMT HAOJIIOATh 32 YACTHBIMHU NMPUCTPACTUAMH kuTenel ummnepun... ) (138), the tsar
has nonetheless heard of Miatlev’s activities, and wants him reprimanded. The
carousing at Miatlev’s ancient, aristocratic house reflects the ambivalent influence of and
response to Western Classical culture in Imperial Russia: the freedom and lax morals the

Classical myths inspire, and the politics the statues imply, are not in harmony with the
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myths and morals expounded by Orthodoxy, especially as embodied in the authority of

the tsar.

The Elegiac Battle: hic ego dux milesque bonus: vos, signa tubaeque
ite procul, cupidis vulnera ferte veris
ferte et opes: ego composito securus acervo
despiciam dites despiciamque famem.
Tibullus, 1.2 (75-78)

The behavior the tsar would like to see curbed continues to be framed in the
vocabulary of Rome’s elegiac, neoteric poets, but with ironic twists, as the narrator
understands both the glory of imagining Russia as Rome, and its limitations. If Ovid had
felt like a “barbarian” in exile in Tomis, and Pushkin had felt a similar estrangement from
life in St. Petersburg,”® Miatlev, as a neoteric elegist in St. Petersburg during the
militarized reign of Nicholas I, becomes a soldier for love, freedom, and the simple life of
a pastoral philosopher. As Miatlev gives in to Natalia’s expressions of love, which stem
as much from her desire to save her reputation as any real feeling for him, their
relationship is conveyed in terms that echo the vocabulary of the elegiac poets who
describe love as a battle.” In Russia, that battle has the potential to be fatal, and Cupid is
neither refined nor gentle. Playing to Miatlev’s neo-classical tastes, Natalia gives him
“... adelightful, small picture by Natoire, in which a sly, spoiled Cupid brandished a
crude arrow, fully suited for real murder...” (...mpenecTHOE HEOOIBIIOE MOTOTHO PAOOTHI
Haryapa, Ha KOTOpOM JTyKaBbIi N3HEKEHHBIH AMyp HaTauuBall TPyOyIO CTpeNy, BIOJHE
MIPUTOIHYIO JJIS MOUTMHHOTO yOuiicTBa...) (144). Further, Natalia is such a “marvelous

conquistador-ess” (mpekpacHast koHKHcTagopia) (145), that with every kiss she moves

further into Miatlev’s territory, and will try, in marrying him, to move him from his realm
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of sybaritic freedom into one where he serves the tsar. These allusions, though brief,
recall a significant trope of Catullus, Tibullus, Propertius, and Ovid, whose many poems
about love as a battle, often subversive and laced with learned allusions, reflect the
politics surrounding them, and were often protest against them.®®

But Miatlev’s identification with ancient Western culture and the Roman elegiac
poets is fragile in his Russian context, and his endless battles with Russia and its
authorities find their way into the sanctity of his home. At first flattering Miatlev’s
cultural tastes, Natalia quickly shows her inner loyalty to Russia. As if responding to the
negative influence of neo-classical figures to which she succumbed, she anticipates
becoming the mistress of Miatlev’s house, and insists that the Classical statues must go,
to make “... the entrance wider and more elegant.” (... 4ToObI BeCTHOIOIB OBLT MIHUPE U
anerantHeil.) (145). As Mr. Sverbeev, whose name recalls the verb “to itch, irritate”
(cBepbOeTn), Miatlev’s acquaintance and tailor who doubles as an agent of the tsar, leads
her out amidst the marble figures, he explains their worth, yet laughs and assures her that
the servants will fulfill her desire. When Miatlev tries “to stand up for the mute little
marble nation” (BcTymuThcst 3a 6eCCIIOBECHBIN MpamMopHbIi Haposen) (145), Natalia cuts
him short, deriding his neo-classical haven, and Sverbeev agrees with her:

“No, no, mon chére, all of this will be moved there, what’s needed here is

distance.”

“Distance,” concurred Mr. Sverbeev.

“You’ve become so accustomed to it that you don’t see how ugly it is,” she

continued...

“They feel sorry for you,” the noble spy backed her up.
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Herymku, mon chére, 3To Bce pa3MecTUTCS TaM, a 371eCh JOIDKHO OBITh

POCTPAHCTBO.

-- [IpoctpancTBO, -- MoMakuBai rocrnoauH CeepOeeB.

-- BbI kK 93TOMY TaK yke MPUOBIKJIM YTO HE BUAUTE, KaK 3TO IyPHO, TPOI0KaIIa

OHA...

-- OHH Bac XaJeroT, -- MOACPKUBAI OJIArOpOIHBIN mIHOH. (145)

Significantly, Natalia says the house needs “distance” (mpoctpancTBo), the perfect word
to describe the great expanses of her native Russia, and used elsewhere to emphasize the
distance Lavinia must travel through Russia to return to Miatlev.

In the context of Miatlev’s house, a contrast between Miatlev’s moral integrity
and Russian hypocrisy arises when he learns the real reason Natalia has been courting
him. Because of carousing with Toto, Berg, and Miatlev, her good name has been
compromised, and she claims Miatlev alone can save her. Only after she thinks she has
snared him does she let him know she’s pregnant, and that “...we will have a charming
baby” (...y Hac OyzeT ouapoBaTenbHbIN baby) (146), using the English word for child, as
if this 1llegitimacy is a fashion imported from the West. Miatlev’s reaction to her news
reflects his moral integrity. He recoils as if he’d been struck, and realizing that either
Berg or Koko, or anyone else could be the “guilty party of this happiness” (BUHOBHUKOM
atoit pagocTH) (146), tells her that he is not meant to be a father, or a stable member of
society: “’Natalie, you’re joking, I’'m not fit for the role you’ve set for me,” and he
gulped down some vodka.” (“Natalie, BbI ITyTUTE, 51 HE TOXKYCh I POJIH, KOTOPYIO BBI
MHE TIpeAHa3HavYmIM,” -- ¥ 0TXJIeOHy Boaku.) (147). Miatlev, anathema in the tsar’s
court, is also a voice of its conscience: he will not participate in the masquerades

demanded by society to cover up the basic corruption of its leading citizens, including

himself. Natalia’s domestic skirmishes with Miatlev, while presented in a lightly
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humorous tone, are part of a battle that reflects the real battles Miatlev experiences living
in 19" century Russia.

Emphasizing his learned, neoteric nature, Miatlev makes historical and
philosophical allusions, and the authors he mentions seem to have been chosen
purposefully. Battling to survive within the strictures of his St. Petersburg life, as
Krechkova has noted, Miatlev turns to ancient philosophy for solace.”” While still in St.
Petersburg, for example, besieged by Natalia and his sister, Elizabeta (or Cassandra), to
marry the former, Miatlev recalls an episode from the Roman historian, Appian, which
helps him in his immediate situation, but also anticipates his later flight to Georgia with
Lavinia. The story is one of flight and capture, in which the victim, released by one set
of captors, is mistakenly caught by a second, and dying, wishes the first set had finished
him off earlier. (164). Casting himself in a pastoral setting, he applies the story to
himself, seeing a fatalistic prediction about his own life:

I can't refuse myself the pleasure of copying out this episode from Appian,

which so prophetically anticipated our fate, although we are living eighteen

centuries later. I read it with a shudder, but can't imagine how to act

otherwise. While I am running towards the woods through the dewy grass,

behind my back, voices and the barking of the hounds are drawing nigh.

He mory oTkazath cebe B y10BOJILCTBUU BBIIMCATh 3TOT AMU30/1 U3 AIHaHa,

TaK MPOPOUYECKU MPETyraJaBIIero Hally Cyb0y, XOTs MbI IPOKUBAEM CITYCTS

BOCEMHA/INIATh CTOJICTHHA. S 4UTar0 3TO C COAPOTaHNEM, HO HE TIPEICTaBIISIO,

KaK MOXKHO TTOCTYNHTh HHa4de. [Tokyza s 6ery K jiecy mo TpaBe, OKpOTUICHHOU

POCOIA, 3a MOEH CTIMHOM BCE BPEMSI CIBIITHBI IPUOIIIKAIOIINECS TOJI0ca U JIai

nicoB. (164)

He clearly appreciates the past, recognizing there are lessons to be learned from history,

if only humans could assimilate them:
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If only people had not just one life, then experience of the first would

be enough to not goof up in the second. However, every new

generation learns anew, and perishes from its own ignorance.

Ecnm Ob1 y mionieit Oblia HE OJTHA KU3HB, TO OIBITA TIEPBOM XBAaTAIO OB

Ha TO, YTOOBI B CJIEAYIONIEH HE TTonaaaTh Bpocak. OJIHAKO KaXa0e

HOBOE TIOKOJICHUE YUYHUTCS 3aHOBO M THOHET OT COOCTBEHHOTO HeBexkecTBa. (164)

Although he is speaking about his sister harassing him to marry Natalia and
become a respectable servant of the tsar, the passage introduces the idea of fleeing to
Georgia, and anticipates a scene where he and Lavina are hounded by the tsar's agents.
Miatlev in fact associates this passage from Appian with Georgia, as at this particular
moment of crisis he imagines that he would do well escape the looming wedding and
recover from his wounds in Georgia:

For now, I’'m too lazy to move, but in the critical minute I’ll flit out

the window like a moth, and fly away, if only to that heavenly country,

which Amiran Amilakhvari has been buzzing about in my ear.

IToka neHp ABUTaTHCS, HO B KPUTHUECKYIO MUHYTY s BBIIIOPXHY B OKHO,

MoI00HO MOTBUTBKY, H yJedy, Hy XOTs Obl B PaiiCKyI0 CTpaHy, O KOTOPOit

MHE MPOXKYAOKa Bce ymu AMupad Amunaxsapu. (164)
It seems only logical that in the given context Miatlev thinks of a story of flight and
capture, and then of Georgia as a refuge.

However, Appian is an interesting choice for Miatlev to quote. Appian is not a
well-known Roman historian. He was, in fact, not Roman, but a Greek from Alexandria,
Egypt, who died around 160 AD, and wrote a history of Rome, focusing on the expansion

of the Roman Empire. Only one chapter of this work has survived intact, but

significantly, that chapter is the Wars of the Romans in Iberia, or Iberike.”” Writing from



327

an outsider’s perspective, in Greek rather than Latin, Appian does not always praise the
Empire, but is willing to criticize the Romans, as he does bitingly of Galba, contrasting
the Roman’s behavior with that of supposed barbarians:

[Galba] hurried on and killed the second and third groups in the same

way while they were still in ignorance of what had happened to the

other. Thus he paid back treachery with treachery, imitating barbarians

in a way that was unworthy of the Romans. (61(253))
J.S. Richardson, in his introduction to the /berike, notes that Appian’s criticism resembles
that leveled by Tacitus about the Romans’ push into Germany. If we recall from the
introduction of this dissertation, the 19™ century Russian military historian Potto alluded
to Tacitus for the opposite reason, to justify the Russian attempt to conquer the Caucasus,
rather than to question its validity. Okudzhava, having Miatlev quote Appian, suggests a
reading of history that would corroborate the first reading of Tacitus, suggesting the
Russians were just as barbarous as the Romans in their conquests of their imperial
provinces, especially Georgia, the eastern half of which in ancient times was also called
Iberia.

It is further curious that several of Appian’s comments about the Iberians could
apply to Georgia, and especially to the Caucasian highlanders:

Such was the love of liberty and of bravery in a city that was both

barbarian and tiny. Although they were only about eight thousand

strong in time of peace, they inflicted so many and such great defeats

on the Romans... (97(419))
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Indeed, the mountain people of Georgia, small in number but fiercely independent,
inflicted similar losses on the Russians; as mentioned above, one of Potto’s complaints
about the war in the Caucasus was that the Russians had already lost too much blood to
give up the battle and not bring the benefits of Russian “civilization.” In having Miatlev
quote Appian, Okudzhava not only alludes to the barbarity of the “Roman” conquests of
Iberia, (i.e., the Russian conquest of Georgia), but also underscores the seeming
inevitability of that conquest: “I read this with a shudder, but can’t imagine how to act
otherwise.” (S uuTaro 3TO ¢ coporanueM, HO He MPEJCTABIIAI, KAaK MOYKHO MTOCTYIIUTh
uHaue). Miatlev, in recalling Appian’s words as he imagines his escape from Natalia and
flight to Georgia, seems locked into the idea that his and Lavinia’s fates are already
inscribed in history. One of the lessons of Appian’s history seems to be: if you think of
Russia as Rome, there is little escaping a similar fate in a similar province. Veiled in
Miatlev's Roman meditations are some of Okudzhava's concerns about his own native
land.

In another brief Classical allusion with larger implications, Okudzhava reminds us
yet again that Miatlev is a quintessential neoteric who spurns public service to pursue his
own desires. As part of her strategy to reclaim their family’s reputation, Elizaveta
convinces her brother to apply for government service so he can “clean himself up in the
eyes of society,” (ounctuThes B raazax obmectsa) (165). In an appointment with one
Count Nessel’rod, Matliev is described in terms of pastoral poetry that could be inspired
by one of Theocritus’s Idylls about a rustic shepherd living far from the demands of court
life. Nessel’rod conducts the interview with diplomatic charm, but makes little

impression on Miatlev, who was:
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... unused to government service and looked over the refined gestures

of the official with the spontaneity of an ancient shepherd.

... HEe TIPUBBIKIIIETO K TOCYAAPCTBEHHOM CITy)KO€ M Pa3TJIsiIbIBAIOIIETO

YTOHYCHHBIC TCIOABUKCHUA JOJIPKHOCTHOTIO JIMIA ¢ HCTIOCPEACTBEHHOCTBIO

aHTUYHOTO macTyxa. (165)

Like an ancient shepherd with neoteric leanings, Miatlev is not destined to work in any
Ministry, but given that he lives in Russia, he falls immediately into a more politically
compromising situation, the allegory of which extends into Soviet times.

Leaving his interview with Nessel’rod, Miatlev notices the sign for the tailor,
Sverbeev, his “friend” who works as both tailor and spy; and he stops in to order his new
government suit. When Miatlev’s name is mentioned, another customer emerges, half
dressed and barefoot: Adrian Simeonovich Kolesnikov, a collegiate secretary who has
heard all kinds of fantastic tales about Miatlev. While Kolesnikov talks in conspiratorial
tones about the recent 1849 revolutions in Europe, advocating for similar action in
Russia, Sverbeev, fiddling with their clothing, listens in on their conversation.
Espousing revolutionary ideas, Kolesnikov is incensed about rumors that the Government
is going to abolish reading and restrict education: “They think that the events in Europe
are the result of reading books and being interested in the sciences, and therefore, so that
we avoid all kinds of cataclysms here, they have to abolish reading and science as much
as possible.” (IIpunsiTo cunTaTh, 4TO COOBITUS B EBpOIIE -- pe3yapTaT YTCHUS KHUT U
yBJIEUEHUS HAyKaMH, a IOCEMY, YTOOBI y Hac n30exaTh BCIKUX KaTaKIM3MOB, CIEIyeT
HAYKy U YTeHHe [0 BocMoxHoctH yrpassauts!) (169).”' He whispers that Europe had
“raised its head” (mogusina ronoBy) (169) against arbitrary rule, and hints that Russia

might do the same. He reveals his liberal belief that Russia’s ability to stand up against
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arbitrary rule depends on its education: “When we suffocate in ignorance, we groan
beneath the canes, we lose our human dignity...” (Korma MbI 3ap1xaeMcst B HEBEKECTBE,
CTOHEM TIO]T TIaJIKaMH, TepPsieM YeJIoBeUecKkoe TOCTOUHCTBO...) (171). Lest Okudzhava’s
readers forget that they are reading an allegory of their own times, embedded in
Kolesnikov’s utterance is the word “suffocate” (3amoxHyThcs/3aap1xaThes ), which Smith
has noted was a code word for enduring the difficulties of living under Soviet
conditions.”

Reflecting real historical restrictions on the study of the Classics and
philosophy,” Kolesnikov flaunts his own subversive erudition, tossing off a quote: “It’s
better to fight along with a few good people against a multitude of bad, than with a
multitude of bad against a few who are good!” (JIydme cpaxxarbcsi cpeii HEMHOTHX
XOPOLIMX JIIOJ€H IPOTUB MHOKECTBA TYPHBIX, YEM CPEIU MHOKECTBA TYPHBIX IPOTUB
HemHorux xopomux!) (170). Miatlev, true to his enlightened character, immediately
identifies that the quote is from Antisthenes (445-365 BC), a devoted student of Socrates:
“’That’s Antisthenes!” laughed Miatlev. ‘Do you know him?’” (3to AuTucden!
3acmesuics MstineB. Bwr ero 3naere?) (170). Kolesnikov does, and hints that having such
knowledge, and from a Greek whose name suggests opposition (anti-“sthenos” or
“power, strength”), implies he has even more radical knowledge: “I do, and even
something more...” (5 3Hat0 1 koe-uto emre... ) (171). Miatlev declines to join in
Kolesnikov's revolutionary fervor, but reveals his true leanings by his familiarity with the
Greek philosopher.

In a touch of cruel irony, Sverbeev drapes the green fabric for Miatlev's

government uniform over him, like a toga: “Sir Sverbeev brought out a bolt of the dark-
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green fabric... unwound it, and threw the free end over the Count's shoulder, as if
dressing him in a toga...” (I'ocmogua CBepOeeB MpUTAITIIT MITYKY TEMHO-3€JIEHOTO
CYKHA... pa3MaTbIBasi, 1 CBOOOHBII KOHEI] OPOCHIT KHS3I0 Yepe3 TIeH0, CIIOBHO HapsDKall
ero B Tory... ) (170). With this simple gesture he reminds them all of the reality of their
situation: he is paying close attention to their every word; Miatlev, though he may have
knowledge of Greek philosophy, may soon be assuming a role in the Empire; Kolesnikov
should perhaps watch his tongue, and pick his friends and allies more carefully.
Kolesnikov hastily retreats, turning the conversation to a safer topic, though one still
tinged with rebellious overtones: the possibility of Miatlev writing memoirs of his
friendship with Lermontov. The incident leaves Miatlev musing about the emptiness of
the word “liberalism,” as well as about the fragile state of his corrupt country:

Everyone is saying almost out loud that our country is on the verge

of disaster, that thieving and bribery have reached such a height,

and if we should hear tomorrow that the tsar has fallen, then someone

would steal him, to exchange him for a medal, or for something else.

Bce mouTu BeityX roBopsIT, YTO Hallla CTpaHa Ha TpaHHU KaTacTpodbl, UTO

BOPOBCTBO M B3ATOUYHHUYCCTBO JOCTUTIIN allOTres, U €CJIN 3aBTPa BbIAICHUTCA,

YTO I1aph MPOIAJI, CTAJIO0 OBITh, €0 YKpau, YTOOBl OOMEHSTH Ha OPJICH WIIH

erie Ha 4To-HuOy b, (173).
These words must have resounded loudly in the ears of Okudzhava's Soviet
contemporaries, where “liberalism” was a vexed idea, stealing from the state coffers had
reached amazing levels, and bribery was endemic.”

Like his younger contemporary Bitov, who, as we saw in Chapter II, turns from
Soviet Russia to the Caucasus for spiritual renewal, imagining himself as a 19th century

Pushkin or Lermontov, Okudzhava reiterates this move: Miatlev, faced with troubles in
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19th century St. Petersburg, turns to the Caucasus, singing praises of his Georgian friend,
Amiran Amilakhvari, and his inborn sense of humanity and freedom:
The free spirit, absorbed by him since childhood in his heavenly Georgia,
does not allow him to judge others. It must be, there, in his country, there is
really something impossible to learn, but which you can acquire only through
your mother’s milk.
BousibHBIN 1yX, BIUTAaHHBIA UM C JIETCTBA B CBOEH paiickoil ['py3un, He
MO3BOJIICT ¥ €My OBITh HaJI APYTHUMH Cyibed. J[0IKHO OBITH, TaM, B €r0
CTpaHe, ¥ B CaMOM JIeJIe €CTh HEUTO, YeMY HEJIb3s BRIYUHUTRCS, 2 MOYKHO
MPUOOPECTH JIUIITb ¢ MOJIOKOM Matepu. (174)
Miatlev, an Ovidian misfit, choosing his battles with all the care he is allowed within his
Russian world, is poised to enter the service of imperial Russia, yet dreams of the
freedom Amilakhvari promises in the Caucasus. In order to make his escape, however,

he must have a partner-in-crime, and this will be his poetic muse, the love of his life,

Lavinia Bravura Ladimirovskaia, and her alter ego, Sir van Shonkhoven.

Lavinia: Love and Inspiration

Although Natalia wins her immediate battles with Miatlev, she dies in childbirth,
and her death serves as a narrative convenience that frees Miatlev to pursue the true love
of his life, the gentle Lavinia, a curiously classicized figure, subversive in her own right,
who, as Miatlev’s soul-mate, craves freedom and love as much or more than he does, and
is also connected with Western culture, in particular Italy and ancient Rome. As a child
she travels to Italy, the desired destination for many of Russia’s elite, and like those lucky
enough to travel abroad, is exposed to the southern Mediterranean mores and air.”

When Miatlev meets Lavinia, she is in her guise of a young boy, Sir van Shonkhoven,
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who, dressed in a “peasant coat of heavy cloth” (apmsuek), black felt boots, a raspberry
colored hat, and armed with a cardboard sword, plays freely in the St. Petersburg snow.
Despite the difference in their ages, she is drawn to Miatlev. She relates how, after a
separation of a summer spent in Rome and Genoa, and a fall in the Russian countryside,
she convinces her mother to return to St. Petersburg, so she can play in the park and visit
Miatlev: “...maman scolded me the entire way, but I had one thing in mind: we are
arriving, and I’m running through the park to you... Are you happy?” (...maman pyrana
MEHSI BCIO JIOPOTY, a y MEHSI B TOJIOBE OBLIO OJHO: TpHE3IIaeM, U s OeTy depes mapk K
BaM... Bol panpi?) (116). Their relationship, from the beginning, is tinged with a
subversive affection, that of a younger boy for an elder man. which in ancient Greece
would have been tolerated, but in Orthodox Russia, is strictly taboo.

When Miatlev first begins to realize that van Shonkhoven is a girl, he comments
on her non-Russian qualities, marking her identity with a Classical allusion that aligns her
with the poets of Russia’s Golden Age:

Yes, but whom did he resemble, with his delicate hands, straightening

his disobedient, dark-red hair, which hung down over his narrow

shoulders, opening wide his grey, deep set eyes, lavishing a soft light?

No, he’s not one of us, he’s from a different country, a son of Aeolus...

Jla, HO KOro OH HaltOMUHAJ IPHU 3TOM, TOHKUMHU PYUYKAMH OIPaBIIss

HETIOCITYIITHBIE TEMHO-PYChIE BOJIOCHI, HUCTIAAIOIINE HA y3KUE TIUICYH,

HIMPOKO pacraxuBas cepble Ty0oKue ria3a, pacToyaroue MIrkuii cBet?

Her, on He Ha1ll, OH U3 IPyTO# CTpaHbl, D0I0B ChIH... (119)

Miatlev identifies van Shonkhoven as stranger to Russia, a son of Aeolus, the god of the

winds who plays on the harps of the poets, including Pushkin’s and Zhukovsky’s. She is

just thirteen, the age when she is beginning to define her sexuality. Here, she is
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scandalously transgendered and fully aware of the transgression of her guise: when
Miatlev asks her if she isn’t interested in any of the girls at the children’s ball, she bursts
out in laughter, and soon reveals her real identity, asking Miatlev’s forgiveness for her
own personal masquerade. Her transgressions, however, are part of her nature, and as
their love transgresses the laws of the court of Nicholas I, she will continue to appear to
Miatlev as the young van Shonkhoven, bringing inspiration and hope in moments of
crisis and despair.

Having heard her name, Miatlev, well versed in both the literature of Augustan
Rome and the politics of imperial Russia, immediately recognizes the source of her
names, both first and last:

Everything, everything gave her away, and only when the dark red

locks were concealed beneath the raspberry colored woolen hat, the

faint image of Sir van Shonkhoven arose for a moment, but immediately

faded away. Lavinia — Aeneas’ wife! Lavinia Bravura, the daughter of

the émigré from Poland.

Bce, Bce BhIIaBaso ee, v JIMIIb KOT/a MO/ MAn0oYKOW MaTMHOBOIO CYKHa

YKPBUIUCh TEMHO-pPYChIE MPSAIU, CMyTHBINH 00pa3 rocrioguHa BaH IllonxoBena

BO3HMK Ha MIHOBEHHE, HO TYT K€ pacTtasi. JlaBuHus -- xxeHa JHes!

JlaBunus bpasypa -- n1oub Bbixoaa u3 [oasmmu... (120)
Lavinia's mother, a Bravura by marriage, as a young widow re-married a Russian named
Tuchkov, and after his death tries to reclaim her original married name, to no avail. Her
efforts remind the reader of the tensions between Poland and Russia, both in 1981 ,76 and
in the mid-19th century, when Nicholas I, after the Poles had deposed him as King of

Poland in response to his limiting the liberties of Poland's constitutional monarchy, had

sent troops into Poland in 1831, leading to his repression the country's Catholics, and by
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the 1840's, the reduction of the Polish nobles to commoner status.”’ This hidden history
suggests that Madame Bravura might have had other motives than love for wanting to
reclaim her Polish name:

The young widow tried to fight for the right to reclaim her earlier last

name, but this was impossible, and even fraught with unpleasantness;

therefore, remaining Tuchkova, she would say “We — are Bravuras,”

paying tribute in this way to her first love.

Mornoniast BioBa nbITajlach UCXJIONOTAaTh ce0e MpaBo BEPHYTH NEPBYIO HaMUIIHIO,

HO 3TO OBLTO HEBO3MOXKHO, JIa M YPEBATO HETIPUSTHOCTSMH, IIO3TOMY, OCTaBasICh

TyukoBoii, roBopuna “Msl — bpaBypsl,” BO3/1aBasi TEM CaAMBIM JTOJDKHOE CBOEH

nepBoit 1rooBu. (120)
It seems that Okudzhava has kept Lavinia’s name, taken from the historical case of
Trubetskoi, for a purpose. The original Roman Lavinia became Aeneus’ wife only after
significant struggle, and Virgil’s Aeneid, Book 12, narrates the battle about who will rule
Italy and take Lavinia as wife: the eastern, foreign usurper, Aeneus, who had fled the fall
of Troy, bringing his father and son with him to found Rome, transforming a rural city
into an imperial capital; or Turnus, a native son of Latium. Okudzhava, in giving Lavinia
her name, playfully suggests that Russia participates in a similar struggle in the battle
over Lavinia fought between Ladimirovsky and Miatlev. Ladimirovsky, her legal
husband, a solid citizen of Russia and servant of the tsar, will take her, re-captured and
miserable, to Italy, the inspiration for Russia’s incarnation as the Third Rome. Miatlev,
who knows Lavinia as the free-spirited van Shonkhoven and desires only to rescue her
from her tyrannical husband, flees to Georgia. Miatlev, in winning Lavinia’s love,

reverses Virgil’s tale: he is not Aeneus who will found or help maintain his Rome, but

her more true spiritual spouse.
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Okudzhava plays with yet another convention of the neoteric poets in giving
Lavinia a double identity. Catullus, Tibullus, Propertius, and Ovid gave their lovers
(whether fictive or real), the poetic names, respectively, of Lesbia, Cynthia, Delia,
Corinna, to hide their true identities from their Roman audiences.”® Okudzhava, playing
with the trope, has Lavinia escape her Russian identity when she adopts the persona of
van Shonkhoven. For the neoterics, the assumed names allowed the real women (or
multiple women) to play the role of muse. Lavinia, in her incarnation as van
Shonknoven, is like a muse, providing Miatlev with the inspiration he needs to live his
life in imperial Russia.”’ Lavinia is further connected with the West by her assumed
name. As a child she had adopted the identity of van Shonkhoven from a Dutch painting
that hung in her room. She had wanted to be like the Dutch woman in the picture,
beautiful, in a white pinafore and a high bonnet, with a peaceful visage, as if she had
reached mysterious heights, which she did not yet understand. She achieves this state as
van Shonknoven. Amilakhvari, his wife, Margo, and Miatlev will all come to think of
van Shonkhoven as Lavinia’s true spirit, an angel with transparent wings (456), not
meant for such a wet, cold climate as Russia (463); and of her living in Russia as if living
in Hell (483). She is, indeed, a foreign-born, rebellious mystery, caught in the Roman
masquerade of 19" century Russia, the perfect companion for Miatlev, the keeper of his

poetic soul.

Flight to the Caucasus
Miatlev’s identification as a rebellious, neoteric pastoral figure with a penchant

for quoting ancient philosophy recurs throughout the novel, continuing to highlight the
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contrast between Russia associated with the Roman Empire and Georgia as a Hellenistic,
Grecian haven, but also hints how that haven will not prove permanent. A pastoral
element appears when Miatlev and Lavinia first escape from St. Petersburg, in a brief
idyll near Tver’. Passing beyond the schlagbaum that marks St. Petersburg's border, the
couple stops frequently, “so that they can walk along steep shores of unnamed streams,
and hide in the woods... ” (4TOOBI OHM MOTJTI OPOJUTH MO KPYTHIM OeperaM Oe3bIMSIHHBIX
pedek, 3adupathes B jec... ) (281). Here, Lavinia expresses her gratitudefor her escape:
“... Lavinia, bending down on her knees, could proclaim triumphantly, in a singsong
voice: ‘Lord, you have deigned to listen to my tears, you have saved me’.” (... JlaBuaus
MOTJIa, OIYCTUBIINCH HAa KOJIGHH, TPOBO3TJIAIIaTh TOPKECTBEHHO, Hapactes: ‘['ocmonwy,
THI CHU30IIIeNI K MOUM cJie3aM, Thl criac MeHs.” ) (281). She praises Miatlev for his heroic
behavior, and notices how he has taken on a youthful, pagan aspect: “His thinning curls,
as before, were beautiful, like a golden fleece, his childish lips were ready to quiver into a
smile...” (Ero mopeaeBmme Kyapy mo-nmpeKHEMY XOPOIIH, KaK 30JI0TOE PYHO, €T0
JIETCKHE T'yOBl TOTOBBI IPOTHYTH B YIBIOKE... ) (281), referring to the mythic Golden
Fleece in anticipation of their arrival in Georgia. In their happiness, they sleep in barns
on last year's hay, “in the company of young grasshoppers and very old bats.” (...B
cO00I1IeCTBE C FOHBIMU KY3HEUHMKAaMU U MPECTapeIbIMU JETYYUMH MbIaMu.) (280).
Curiously, Amiran, in his final recollections about Miatlev, refers to a grasshopper
appearing before Miatlev as a reminder of a better world:

The familiar face of a grasshopper arose suddenly in the grass...

Miatlev had met this grasshopper once in spring, on a riverbank,

when he lay on the fresh green rug, sinking into the stalks, petals,
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and ringing sound. This ancient messenger from an unknown,

happy world rose up before him unexpectedly and without a sound...

Ky3Heunka 3HakOMO€ JIMIIO BAPYT BBIPOCIIO CPEAN TPABBI... MATIEB BCTPETUI

9TOTO Ky3HMUYKA OJTHAKIIBI BECHOI Ha Oepery peKH, KOoT/a Jie)kasl Ha 3eJICHOM

CBEKEM KOBpE, yToIasi B CTEOJISX, JIeTIeCTKaxX, 3BOHE. DTOT CTAaPUHHBIN

TIOCJIAHUI] U3 CYACTIMBOTO HEBEIOMOTO MHPE BO3HUK NEpe] HUM HEOXKHUIAHHO

1 OecuryMHo. .. (466)

There is no better image than of a man lying on a grassy riverbank, listening to the
whirring of a grasshopper, to recall the image of a Hellenistic shepherd seeking the
inspiration of poetic ecstasy and promise of philosophical insight.*

Further, the narrative following the inserted chapter about Nicholas’ failed
masquerade transitions immediately to Miatlev and Lavinia, who, having escaped St.
Petersburg, are drawing close to Georgia. The very landscape of the Caucasus promises
freedom: “But already the threshold of earthly Paradise was felt in the breath of the
southern wind.” (Ho yxe B AbIXaHUH I0’)KHOTO BETpa OIIYIIAIOCH TIPEJIBEPUE dEMA.)
(317), and Okudzhava regales us with signs of the southern lands: the smells of walnut
trees and pressed dung, the whistling sound of waterfalls, laden ox-carts, hunting horns,
“or even of a delighted human voice.” (uau ga’ke BOCXUIIICHHOTO Y€TIOBEYECKOTO
rojsoca.) (317). But the narrator anticipates that Miatlev, although a count, will not live
easily in this heaven: “... his boundless rights and priviliges — this is all nothing but a
Christmas illusion, because it is not they that determine freedom and happiness, but the
possibility of managing without them.” (... ero 6eckpaiinue mpaBa U TPUBUIIETHH -- BCETO
JIMIIG POKACCTBEHCKAS HIUTIO3MSI, TOTOMY YTO OTIPEICISIFOT CBOOOIY M CYACThE HE OHH, a

BO3MOKHOCTh 0e3 Hux 00xoauthes.) (317). Despite this warning, or in the face of it,

Lavinia, sensing their closeness to Georgia, gives voice to her favorite refrain: “’And all
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the same, long live freedom!’ said Lavinia stubbornly.” (U Bce e aa 3ApaBCTBYET
cBoGoma! — ckasana JlaBuauas yrpsivo.) (317).%

Classical allusions continue to dot the narrative, not without humor and
poignancy, suggesting Lavinia’s likeness to Venus, and the inadequacy of Roman
philosophy to offer comfort in a Russian context. Miatlev and Lavinia, having endured
dusty roads and discomfort in their haste to reach the promised land of Georgia, see the
Caucasus Mountains in the distance, and Lavinia is described as a marble statue, one
assumes a Classical goddess, perhaps Venus: her dark red hair gives her ... the likeness
of the lady, to whom fathers and sons alike prayed, sculpted out of marble, and brought to
life by the efforts of genius.”) (... cX0ACTBO ¢ TO# camMoil M3BasTHHOW U3 MpapMopa
OXUBJICHHOU CTapaHHUAMU I'CHUSA HaMOﬁ, Ha KOTOPYIO MOJIMJIUCh OAHOBPEMCHHO U OTIbI
u aetn.) (318). Lavinia, however, unlike a goddess, begins to suffer from heatstroke,
and Miatlev stops for water, at which point their driver and carriage vanish.

Although Lavinia and Miatlev are enjoying a near blissful idyll, the reader is
aware of reality pursuing them from St. Petersburg in the form of von Miufling, the tsar’s
agent who has been tracking them down. At this moment, Okudzhava mentions his first
name: “Beyond him, ready for victory, emerged his devoted friend, Hector) (“3a aum,
TOTOBBIM Ha TIOJIBUT, BHICTYMAJ npeaanHbiu [ ekrop.”) (320), which curiously recalls
Homer's Trojan hero in this allegorical battle between Rome and Greece, Russia and
Georgia. The mention of his Greek name recalls scenes from Homer's //iad which evoke
the pathos of war, both in Hector's farewell to Andromache and Astyanax in Troy, and in
Priam's pleading with Achilles for humane treatment of his son's corpse. Coincidentally,

Hector von Miufling, as noted above, is one of the more sympathetic of the tsar's agents.
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Acting on orders from the tsar, he pretends to rescue Lavinia and Miatlev, taking them to
a Russian fort on the Caucasian line, but does not arrest them there. Rather, he will track
them to Thilisi and be responsible for returning them to Russia, but not before he allows
both himself and the ill-fated couple a modicum of freedom, a taste of heaven in the
Hellenistic land Miatlev has imagined. One wonders, if, given the associations of his
name, he shouldn’t have acted with even more sympathy to his victims’ very human
plight.

At the fort, Miatlev again turns to ancient philosophy, which, however, fails to
provide solace; and curiously, it is the Roman, Marcus Aurelius, who fails to provide
wisdom:

Then he lit a candle, drew out of his traveling bag a small, worn

volume of Marcus Aurelius, but on this occasion, the Roman’s

recherché, calm wisdom seemed sarcastic and empty. He

wanted healing combinations of words, but there weren’t any.

Toraa oH 3aXer CBevy, U3BJICK U3 CAaKBOsKA 3aTPEIIAaHHYI0 KHYKHILY

Mapka ABpenusi, OTHAKO U3bICKAHHOE CIIOKOMHOE MYAPCTBOBaHUE

PUMIISTHHHA TTOKa3aJI0Ch €My Ha Ceil pa3 HAaCMEILTUBBIM H ITyCTHIM.

XoTenock HeaeOHbIX COUETaHUN CII0B, HO UX HE OBLIO.

Although his copy of Marcus Aurelius is well-used, Miatlev finds no comfort in the
words of an ancient Roman at this moment in his Russian environment; following the
inserted chapter describing Nicholas I’s masquerade as Caesar Augustus, this episode
suggests that although the image of Russia as Rome is an illusion, the reality of its power

1s not, and no amount of Roman philosophy will help free one from Russia’s deep reach

in the Caucasus.
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Georgia as the Capital of Hellenism: Myth, Ecstasy, and Tragedy

As Okudzhava moves the narrative out of Russia, he continues to emphasize
Miatlev's Hellenistic, neoteric persona both as he approaches Georgia and once he is in
Thilisi, as if he were indeed in the Hellenistic capital of the Russian Empire, joining
Pushkin and others, in spirit, in the Caucasian Parnassus. Okudzhava, however, contrasts
the image of an earthly paradise with many realia; and deconstructing the myth of
Georgia as a Grecian haven is one of the central tasks of the novel, revealing Russians'
prejudices about and their attraction to the Caucasus; as well as Georgians' feelings
towards their homeland, how and why they have fostered certain myths about their
country, and how they negotiate Russia's overpowering presence in the area.

Okudzhava has hinted at doubt about the construction of the Caucasus as a haven
earlier in the novel. When Miatlev is trying to help cure his first love, Alexandrina, he
thinks of Amilakhvari's advice to take her somewhere far away from St. Petersburg,
perhaps to the Caucasus, and even then expresses disbelief in the myth:

And where is further? Maybe, I can hide myself from your pashas

beyond the Caucasus range? And that's the trouble, that “maybe,”

after all, may not be.

Ha u xyaa nogansiie? beith MoXeT, 3a xpedTom KaBkasa ykporoch

OT TBOMX Hamei?.. B ToM-To 1 1ej1o, 4To “OBITh MOXKET,” a BEIIb

MOXET 1 HE OBITh. (72)

It is the “may not be,” the impossibility of finding the desired refuge in the Caucasus, that
Miatlev and Lavinia face when they finally reach Georgia.
Okudzhava's ambiguous feelings about the myth of Georgia as refuge and haven

are also seen in early comments by Count Amiran Amilakhvari, who, singing Georgia's
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praises to Miatlev, focuses on stereotypical elements of traditional Georgia — its natural
beauty, its connection with Greek legends, its cuisine and wine. He understands,
however, that in reminiscing about Georgia, he articulates both the dream and a
recognition of its unreality: “... speaking about Georgia, I imagined the devil knows
what, but not my true native land.” (... roBops o I'py3un, BooOpakain cebe uepT 3HaeT
YTO, a HE UCTUHHYIO CBOIO poanHy.) (231). Despite this sense of unreality, Amiran can't
help but romanticize Georgia, comparing the detrimental effects of the bustle in St.
Petersburg to the benefits Georgia's natural beauty bestows on humans:

But in Georgia, realizing that you are immortal, you gain the lightness

of a bird, the confidence of a snow leopard, the wisdom of a snake, and

the stability of snow on the mountain peaks... and everything human

mulitplies ten-fold...

A B I'py3un, oco3HaB ce0s 6eccMepTHBIM, Thl TPHUOOpPETaLIIb JETKOCTh

NTHUIBI, YBEPEHHOCTh Oapca, MyIpOCTh 3MEH M HEKOJICOMMOCTh CHETa

Ha BEpIIMHAX... ¥ BCE YeJIOBEUECKoe yaecsaTepsercs... (231)
His dream, fed in part by his nostalgia for his homeland, mixes realistic touches with
mythology:

In the mornings, the transparent wafts of cool mountain air surround

you, innumerable in their multitude: the aroma of smoke from the hearth,

of thick yellow bread and kindzi*; the guttural voices of the birds, the people,

and the rivers; the rivers of wine, breaking forth from the earth; the earth,

trembling with a light wind... and, finally, the sea, approaching this land,

covered with white crests, overflowing with life, recalling Jason, and

changing color like the fish-like scales of the Golden Fleece...
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[To yTpam mpo3padHbie TIABIOBI IPOXJIATHOTO TOPHOTO BO3/IyXa OKPYKAIOT

TeOsI, X MHOXECTBO, OHA OECCUETHBI: apOMaT OYa)KHOTO JbIMa, TYCTOTO

KENTOro XJjieba ¥ KMH/3bI, TOPTaHHBIE TOJIOCA TITHIL, JIIOJIEH U PEK; PEeKU

BHMHA, OBIOIINE WU3-TI0]] 3eMJTH; 3eMJIsI, KoJieOemasi JISTKIUM BETPOM...H,

HaKOHEII, MOP€, MOCTYIAIOIIee K ITOU 3eMJIe, TOKPHITOE OeIBIMH IPEOHSIMH,

MIEPENOJIHEHHOM KU3HbI0, IOMHsIIIEe S30Ha 1 nepenBaronieecs Yenryikamu

30JI0TOTO pyHa... (231)
Describing his homeland as a haven, replete with the alluring glitter of the Golden Fleece,
he fills in details of the picture with further references to Georgia's antiquity, and its fame
as a natural paradise:

... the milky muslim... revealing the furnishings of the rooms and the inhabitants,

frozen in ancient poses, as if they were portrayed on canvas. The music, and

the proud sound of the mountain deer, and squeal of the wild boar, the

burbling of water, and the monotonous rustling of the chonguri...**

... MOJIOYHAs KUCEsl... 0OHa)xast yOpaHCTBO KOMHAT W HETIO/IBHKHBIX,

3aCTBHIBIIMX B aHTUYHBIX 1103aX WX OOUTATENIeH, CIIOBHO N300PaKEHHBIX

Ha xoJcTe... My3bIKa, U POT/IBIN TJIaC TOPHOTO OJICHS, M BENPS BU3P, U

KJIOKOTaHHE BOJIbI, U OJTHOOOPA3HBIN MIENECT YOHTYPH... (232)
Although he realizes he is mythologizing Georgia, Amilakhvari defends himself for
exaggerating the country's allure to Miatlev, acknowledging the influence of love, and the
touch of madness and make-believe in his descriptions:

I swear, only love, only it moved me to that ancient and seductive wild

behavior, and Miatlev seized hold of that motley, aromatic and proud

hope with the frenzy of one doomed... and the pinkish trout became

dark-violet and like a fairy tale...

KnstHyCh, TOTBKO JTF000BB, JIMIIb OHA TIOJIBUTHYJIA MEHS Ha TO JJaBHEE U

000JIBCTUTENHHOE CYMacOPOICTBO, 1 MSATIIEB BIETIUJICS B ATy MECTPYIO,

apOMaTHYIO U FOPAYIO HAJEKy C HEUCTOBCTBOM OOPEUEHHOTO
... 1 po3oBas ¢popeb CTAaHOBUTCS TYCTO-JIHJIOBON M CKa304HOM... (231)
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He reflects on the role Georgia has played for Russians who have found solace there, and
not incidentally, what he thinks ails the Russians:

What else could God think up to console the northern sufferer, straighten

him up, breath into him the feeling of immortality and love, and with

harmony cure him of a ruinous passion, of the blind necessity to save

himself from others by flight, spite, or a fit of insanity?

Yro xe emie MOT mpuyMaTh 00T, 9TOOBI YTEIIUTh CEBEPHOTO CTpaaliblia,

pacIpsIMHUTB €T0, BIOXHYTh B HETO OIIyIICHHE OECCMEPTHS U JIF0OOOBBIO U

TapMOHHEH HCIEUTh OT MaryOHOTO MPHUCTPACTHUSA, OT CJICTION MOTPEOHOCTH

cracaTbCsl OT IPYTUX OErcTBOM, 310001 Wi ymornompaueHuem? (232)

While it is Amilakhvari's dreams that inspire Miatlev to flee Russia with Lavinia,
Okudzhava does not shy away from describing the country's realities once they are there.
Lavinia first expresses her dismay and disbelief on the Georgian Military Highway:

“And thisis heaven? You were telling me about t h i s heaven?”

The border between West and East, North and South, Asia and Europe, the

mixture of Orthodoxy and Islam, the heart-rending cries of mullas and the

Greek songs of the Christians, the blood, vengeance, robbery, kidnaping,

repression, slavery, and the mocking whisper of Sir van Shonkhoven:

“T his is what you promised me, you madman, when you tore me away

from the cool Finnish crags and saved me from the granite captivity... ”

“D 1o wuecth pair? Bor 00 5 T 0 M pae roBopwiH, 1a?...” ['pannma 3amanga c

Bocrokom, Cesep ¢ FOrom, Azun ¢ EBpormoii, cMelnienne mpaBocaaBus ¢

MaroME€TaHCTBOM, UCTOIIHBIC KPUKU MYJII U TPCYECKUEC IIECHOIICHUSA XPUCTHAH,

KpOBb, MECTb, Pa300ii, 3aXBaT, MOJaBICHUE, paOCTBO, 1 HACMEIUIUBBINA MIETTOT

rocroauHa BaH lllonxoBeHa: “3 T 0 Bbl MHe o0erianu, 0e3yMell, Korja OTpbIBalIu
OT (UHCKHX XJIATHBIX CKaJI U CIIacaliy U3 TPAHUTHOTO 3aToueHus?... ” (346)
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The road from Mtskheta to Tbilisi is equally picturesque,*® if less than idyllic, filled with
dryness and dust, stray dogs, and women dressed in black, selling fruits and vegetables.
Confronting the geo-socio-ethnic realities of Georgia, the couple faces the
political realities of the area as well. Arriving in Tbilisi, Miatlev and Lavinia are met by
Amilakhvari's distant relative, Giorgii Petrovich Kikvadze, known to his Georgian
friends as Gogi.*® On their drive through the city he regales them with an overview of
Georgia's tragic history, citing the major invading empires: Persian, Ottoman, Mongol.
He does not mention the Russians by name, but Okudzhava has him repeat the words
Lavinia's husband uses to defend his legal right over her, the words of a condescending
imperial conqueror:*®  “After all, each one of them probably said: ‘Am I really concerned
about myself? I am struggling because of you, or don't you know what's truth, and what's
a lie, and I do have to make sure you understand.”” (A Bexnpb KakIblii U3 HUX, HABEPHOE,
roBopui: ‘Jla pasBe s 0 cebe nmexycr? S paau Bac cTaparoch, HOO BBl HE 3HAETE, YTO €CTh
WCTHHA, a 9TO -- JIOKb, U 5 JOJDKEH Bac Bpa3yMHTh M HacTaBuTh.') (352). Lavinia
understands the meaning of his words only too well, and answers with her favorite
refrain: “Long live freedom!” (Ila 3apaBcTByeT cBoOOma!) (352), to which Gogi agrees
with immense irony: “‘Precisely,” laughed Gogi Kikvadze, ‘and it shines on the people,
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like the face of a radiant sun.”” (Bot umenHno, -- 3acmensuics ['oru Kuksanze. -- [la
CBETHUT HapoJIaM OHa, KaK JIUK Jryde3apHoro coiHIa.) (352): the Soviet machine was often
referred to as the Sun shining on its people.

Although the Russians see themselves as liberating protectors, to a Georgian they

are no different than any of the other conquerors who have invaded Georgia over the

centuries. And Okudzhava subtly shows his support as a native born Georgian: “... the
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memory of it [the past] was alive only in the blood, and could be transmitted only by
blood, and, invisible to an outsider’s glance, raged in the depths of souls...” (... mamMaTh 0
HEM [HpOI_HJ'IOM] ObLIa )KMBAa JINIIE B KpOBH U I€PEaAaBaTHCA MOTJIa TOJIBKO C KPOBBIO U,
HEBHIUMasi TOCTOPOHHUM TJ1a30M, OyIieBasna re-To B riayounax aymr... ) (351).
Although he says nothing outright, it seems that he, too, feels a genetically conditioned
love for his homeland.

In confronting the question of the Russians’ role as liberators of Georgia, and the
Georgians’ sense that they are yet one more imperial force, Okudzhava intensfies the
presence of Classical references. In the portrayal of Georgia as a Grecian haven, we find
an implied competition between St. Petersburg and Georgia as the true repository of
Hellenism which articulates again the battle about which culture is more worthy of being
considered European. In the course of the novel, St. Petersburg is referred to twice as the
Northern Palmyra, referring to Palmyra, Egypt, which when first discovered was touted
as a perfect example of the wisdom and beauty of Ancient Greece. While this may be a
common moniker for St. Petersburg, reiterating Peter the Great’s desire to create a
Russian city that would rival European capitals, these repeated comparisons draw
attention to the fact that St. Petersburg is neither Venice, nor Palmyra, and certainly not
Athens, but an artificial construct in far northern climes.

But, although Okudzhava feels a deep connection with Georgia, he also seems to
be asking whether Georgia is any closer than St. Petersburg to actually being a second
Athens. And he gives us competing, conflicting answers. Describing a traditional
Georgian dinner, or supra, in celebration of Miatlev and Lavinia’s arrival in Tbilisi,

Okudzhava, he suggests that this is indeed an ancient custom, worthy to be called a
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Hellenistic feast. First, he uses the ancient Greek word for table, “trapeza” (Tpamesa”,
(which perhaps not incidentally, Ulitskaia boasts that her Medea uses, from her medieval
Pontic Greek): “The evening dining-table recalled a dream...” (Beuepnas tpamnesa
HaroMuHaza coH... ). Further, the wine flows from a vessel made “of pure gold” (u3
YUCTOTO YePBOHHOTO 30J10Ta), and “...the phrases around the oval table sound like
poetry.” (...bpa3sl 32 OBATILHBIM CTOJIOM 3By4aiH Kak cTuxu.) (354). And, it is not simply
any poetry, but rather, verses that praise both Miatlev's defiance of St. Petersburg: “How
brave you are, my children, that you did not bow down before St. Petersburg...” (Kak

MY KECTBEHHBI BBI, TUTS MO€, uTO Tiepen [lerepOyprom He CKIIOHUIHUCK... ); and Lavinia's
beauty: “Isn’t it true, Maria, she’s so much more lovely than Amiran portrayed?” (He
npasja jau, Mapusi, CKoJIb IpeKpacHel oHa, yeM AmupaHn >xuBonucan?) (354). Miatlev
1s so moved by the feast that he is inspired to join in the toasting. His creative efforts
result in a dithyramb, the ancient Greek meter associated with ecstasy and inspiration, in
which he celebrates his new found freedom: “Variko, Variko, St. Petersburg is far away.”
(Bapuxko, Bapuko, [letepoypr nanexo.) (354).

Beneath the fagade of this fantastic Hellenistic feast, however, lurks danger, of
which the Georgians are already aware. In the midst of the festivities Maria reminds the
couple that life in Georgia is not heaven: “There remains still for you to know sadness:
after all, our life, is not heaven, painted by a childish hand...” (Eme Bam npeactour
MO3HATH TeYajb: BeJb Hallla )KU3Hb -- HE pail, YTO HAPHCOBAH PYKOIO JIETCKOM... ) (354).
While she assures Lavinia that she will be forgiven all of her trespasses — for abandoning
her husband, casting aside her mother, loving Miatlev, a stranger comes to the door,

bearing news that troubles both Maria and Gogi, and about which the reader is already
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aware: Russian agents are in Tbilisi, intending to arrest the couple. Although Maria and
her brother try to act calmly, their guests suspect something is amiss. Gogi makes an
appropriate threat, in Russian, about dealing with the trouble-maker tomorrow, and then
speaks in Georgian, which Miatlev can not understand, but which bodes ill: “Then he
started to speak in Georgian, and this sounded like tragic verse.” (3aTem OH 3aroBOpIII
MO-TPY3UHCKH, U 3TO CBYYaJlo Kak Tparudyeckue ctuxu.) (356). Although moments
before Miatlev had felt himself almost able to understand the Georgian spoken around
him, this time he catches the tenor, but would have done well to better understand the
details.

While Miatlev basks in the illusion of freedom inspired by Georgia’s connections
to ancient Greece, his shadow, von Miufling, who had rescued him in the North
Caucasus, counters the myth of Georgia as a Hellenistic haven in a letter to his brother in
St. Petersburg:

Don’t believe anyone who, with rapture, describes the local beauties,

the churches and monuments of the past, the graceful Georgians and

the feasts in ancient Hellenistic style.

He Bepb HUKOMY, KTO OyZleT Tebe BOCTOPIOM ONMCHIBATh MECTHBIE

KpaCoOThI, XpaMbl U MIAMATHUKHA MTPOILIOTO, I'PAlMO3HBIX I'PY3UHOK U

MUPIIECTBA TIO0 IPEBHEIUIMHCKOMY 00pasiry. (358)

Critiquing Georgia, he finds Tbilisi “dirty, dusty, fetid...” (rpsa3HbIi, TBUTHBIH,
3M0BOHHBIMN... ) (358), and attacks many things of which Georgians are particularly proud:
their Orthodox churches, the multi-ethnic richness of their physiognomy, the traditions of

the supra, and Georgia's polyphonic singing:



349

The churches are absurd, shabby buildings; it's impossible to tell the

Georgians from the Armenians or the Tatars; they all have black eyebrows,

black eyes, aquiline noses, a peevish character and child-like curiosity;

the feasts are set with suspicious looking food, tedious toasts, and deafening

music.

XpaMel -- HeJeTble 0 BUAY 00JIe3IIbIe TIOCTPOWKH, OTIIMIUTH TPY3UHOK OT

apMSTHOK HJTH TaTapOK HEBO3MOJKHO; Y BCEX UEpHBIC OpOBH, YEPHBIE IJ1a3a,

OpJIMHBIC HOCHI, CBAPJIMBHIN XapakTep, U IETCKOE JIFOOOIBITCTBO; MUPIIECTBA -~

3aCTOJIbS C OJIO3PUTEIBHOMN MUILEH, YTOMUTEIBHBIMHA 3IPAaBUIIAMH U

OTJTYIIUTENLHON My3bIKOH. (358-359)
And he expresses a strong sense of Russian chauvanism:

We, Russians, ought to thank God for our closeness to Europe. Or rather,

the Georgians ought to thank God that we saved them from the Turks,

though I'm not in a position to differentiate them from the Turks.

Me1, pycckue, JOIKHBI 0JaroapuTh 00ora 3a CBOI0 TPHOOIICHHOCTH K

EBpone. Bnipouewm, rpy3uHBI TOJKHBI TakKe O1arogapuTh 00ra, 9TO MBI

CIACJId UX OT TYPOK, XOTS 51 U OT TYPOK UX OTJIMYUTH HE B COCTOSHUU. (359)
After insulting Georgian national cuisine yet again, von Miufling finishes his letter by
saying that were he Miatlev, he would have fled with Lavinia through Finland to Europe,
calling the Count an “absolute fool” (cymuii nypak) (359) for choosing Georgia.

Curiously, Okudzhava complicates this portrayal of Russian chauvanism, as if
sugesting that those who express it may not be completely responsible, or guilty towards
the Georgians. Despite belittling Georgia for not living up to its reputation as a
repository of Hellenistic culture, von Miufling has a soft side to his character, and finds

himself drawn in by what he encounters in Tbilisi. As mentioned above, although he had

caught up with Miatlev and Lavinia en route, he felt sympathy, and let them continue to
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Thilisi. Gogi, realizing why he is in Tbilisi, pleads with him not to arrest the couple,
reminding him of the Georgian tradition of treating guests as sacred.®” von Miufling is
influenced less by the reality of that tradition than by his perception of Gogi's
helplessness, but promises not to arrest Miatlev and Lavinia. In return, he is treated to his
own supra, where in spite of his prejudices, he is taken in by the mythic dimension of
Georgian hospitality, and he, too, sees himself in terms of a pagan Greek as he drinks
Georgia's wine: “I drank ambrosia from a golden goat horn!” (I min U3 mo3on04eHHOTO
Typbero pora amoposuro!) (362). Having fallen temporarily under the spell of the deeply
rooted mythology of Georgia's Hellenism, he keeps his promise for about a month from

mid-June, to mid-July, when reality intrudes.

The Reality: Meeting the Guards, Dealing with Power and Fate

The reality confronting Miatlev, Lavinia, all of the Georgians, and many of the
Russians, soon becomes all too apparent: Miatlev’s ecstatic dithyramb, “Variko, Variko,
Petersburg is far away,” proves absolutely false. Even von Miufling feels a sense of
insecurity that undermines his trust in the Georgians and the local codes of honor.
Although he believes he has kept his mission secret, a taxi driver, taking him to
Mtatsminda to pay his respects to Griboedov's ashes, telling him who lives where along
the road, he also tells him in broken Russian about his mission, the news of which has
spread throughout Tbilisi: “A Russian prince is livin’ here. She runned away from
Petersburg. Now they wants to arrest to him.” (313Ch )XHBET ajiHa pycCcKu KHsI3b. OHa
yoerans u3 [lerepOypr. Toameps emy xouuT apactaBats...) (360). He, indeed, does not

speak proper Russian, confusing genders, which don’t exist grammatically in Georgian,
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and using the dative for the accusative, also a trait of Georgian. Asked who knows about
this, the driver answers: “And who don’t know?” (... A xto H? 3HauT?) (360). The
Russians, Miatlev, Lavinia, and von Miufling, seem alone in their ignorance about how
life in Thilisi really works.

The claws of St. Petersburg, thus, reach into this Georgian haven, and despite the
tradition of treating guests as sacred and the feasts to secure promises, Russia’s imperial
power seems inescapable, asserting itself in the insidious forms of betrayal by the closest
of friends and brute force. Koko and Captain Berg have also arrived in Tbilisi, and have
been asked to breakfast at the Amilakhvaris’ apartment. Their rude conversation causes
Gogi and Maria to argue under their breath in Georgian, and sets off an alarm in Maria,
who hastily tells Miatlev and Lavinia they must depart for the country before dawn the
next day, reassuring them that they must move to escape the heat of the sun, and go under
cover of darkness so as not to alarm the neighbors. Clearly, in imperial provinces,
distance from St. Petersburg means little in the way of security or protection.

Miatlev and Lavinia, mystified by their departure, have a premonition of evil, but
seem to have no other alternative: they are guests in Georgia, and thus blessed with the
double-edged gift of being both sacred, and already captive. Captivated first by the
tradition that treats them as sacred, they are further captive to the mythology of
Georgians as fairytale heroes. As they leave Tbilisi, their retinue assumes a magical air:
“There was something mystical in what was happening... It began to seem that the
squeaky phaeton was an enormous golden landau, surrounded by an escort of many
thousands of sullen riders on winged horses.” (bbl10 4TO-TO MUCTHYECKOE B

npoucxozsimeM... Haunnano kazatbcs, 4To CKpUIy4dHid (pasToH -- TpOMaJHOE 30JI0TOE
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JJaHJ0, OKPYKCHHOC MHOT'OTBICAYHBIM 3CKOPTOM YI'PIOMBIX BCAAHUKOB Ha KPbIIAThIX
KOHsX... ) (377). In fact, they are accompanied by Maria, Gogi, and the legendary bandit
Barnab Kipiani,* stories of whose heroic deeds they have heard during their stay in
Thilisi. As if anticipating trouble, Kipiani and his small, armed cohort have been called
to Thilisi to help them escape, and Kikvadze’s face is “unsmiling and intense”
(HeynpI0uMBO U cocpenoToueHHo) (377).

What seems inevitable happens, and Appian’s history seems to come true. Ata
mere six versts’° outside Thilisi, their journey is interrupted. The Russians, informed
about their departure, have set up a post, with a soldier and the lieutenant Katakazi to do
von Miufling’s dirty work. Our travelers are met by the soldier, who does not allow them
to pass, but invites them, none too kindly, into the guardhouse. The shadow of a line,
cast by the Russian and his rifle in an open square, leads to their arrest, and none,
especially the Georgians who had been boasting just the day before of their prowess as
warriors, can do anything. Rather, one wonders what kind of collusion is happening:
who is the informer, and why do none of them resist?

The characters’ personal reactions to the shadow cast by the soldier’s rifle differ,
and speak to how they deal with their punishment, and to the fate of Russians compared
to Georgians living within the bounds of the Empire. Lavinia is the most spirited as she
bursts into a rage, breaking out in a torrent of her native Polish curses,”’ taunting the
soldiers for the stupidity of the accusations leveled against her -- of having fallen in love
with Miatlev as a child, with an eternal love. Pounding her fists in frustration and rage,
she goes kicking and screaming, but will never accept her place in tsarist regime. She

will eventually be returned to her husband, miserable, but will escape yet again to return
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to Miatlev, and disguised as a nurse, care for him until he dies. Miatlev, after his heroic
efforts to reach Thilisi, slumps over in exhaustion. He looks much older, having done all
he thought possible to save Lavinia by fleeing to the Caucasus. He tries to calm Lavinia,
but realizes his personal inability to alter their history. He will face internal exile, first at
a military outpost in the Caucasus near Vladikavkaz; and then, eventually pardoned by
Nicholas’ son, Alexander II, will retire to his country estate.

Returning to the border, however, the most the Georgians can, or seem willing to
do is to feel pity, protest, and plead. Maria, the least willing to express her horror openly,
advises the Georgians not to resist: “Gogi... don’t you see who’s standing in front of
you?” (I'orwu... ThI pa3Be HE BUIUIIB, KTO CTOUT Tiepea T000ii?) (382). She mutters two
Georgian words under her breath, “shame” (cupuxsunn) and “pity” (canxanm) (381), and
answers Kikvadze’s Russian exclamation “Murder!” (Y6wuiicro!) with the Georgian,
“ravkna” (paBkHa) (381), discussed below in greater detail. Kikvadze puts up the
strongest opposition, protesting at first that von Miufling had promised not to arrest the
coupld, but when that tact is brushed aside, comes the closest of any to telling the
Russians off, in anger that is mixed with beseeching impotence:

“I implore you... take your amazing war and go down to the city... it’s

a misunderstanding... as if nothing had happened... as if you had met

no one... [ implore you!”

“S1 Bac ymossto...3a0epuTe Balllero 3aMeyaTesIbHOr0 BOMHA U CITyCKalTech

B TOPO/I...9TO HEIOpa3yMEHHE... KaK OyJTO HUYETO HE CIYYHIIOCh... KaK OyITO
BBl HUKOT'O HE BCTPETUIIH... YMOJsito!” (382)
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But all of the Georgians, at some level, know they are helpless before the will of the tsar,
and perhaps beholden to their desire not to shed their own blood in their sacred hills, their
stronghold, and especially not for two Russians.

When the shadow of the soldier’s rifle stops them on the square, the lieutenant is
helpless, too, in his own way, defending himself with his most powerful weapon,
invoking the tsar by wagging a piece of paper. When Katakazi calls to the soldier to
fetch the carriage, the Georgian warriors close in on him: “The riders spurred their
horses, and started to draw near. Their hands lay on their kinjali. Their eyes were
focused on the lieutenant...” (Bcaguuku TpoHyIM KOHEH W Havaiau npubamxaTtbes. Ux
PYKH JIeKalld Ha KMHKanax. [J1a3a ObLIn ycTpeMyieHbl Ha Topyyuka... ) (383). At this
moment the representatives of the two cultures come head to head, stripped of their
respective mythologies. The potential for bloodshed is palpable, and it is curious to see
how the conflict is resolved: Katakazi pulls a piece of paper out of his cuff, and wielding
its symbolic authority, cries out for mercy: “Sirs, I’'m not to blame! It’s an imperial
order, sirs! An imperial order!” (I'ocriona, s TyT Hu npu yem! Bricoydaiiiiee noseneHue,
rocnioga! Bricouaiimee nosenenwne!) (383). His order from the tsar is like a white flag of
surrender, a signal for both sides to back down, and it is a surrender to which the
Georgians are the first to respond. Invoking the tsar's will returns the square to its
previous stasis: “At once the earlier balance was established on the square.” (Ha
TJIOMIAIKE TOTYAC YCTAaHOBUIIOCH MpekHee paBHOBecue.) (383); and yet the Georgians are
the first to yield, and admit defeat, or wise restraint: “The horsemen stepped aside. Sir
Kikvadze covered his face with the palms of his hands.” (Bcanuuku orctynmnu.

INocniogma KukBanze 3akpsut auiio gagonsmu.) (383).
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Before Lavinia bursts into a final round of protest, Kikvadze makes one last
attempt to foster a feeling of sympathy between the two hostile parties, trying to resurrect
the image of a Hellenistic Georgia, tempting Katakazi with an invitation to an idyll,
where they can drink away their hostilities, and forget the tsar and his empire:

“...we’ll head for Manglisi, or, as you understand, Manglis; and there,

somewhere on the shady banks of the Algeti, or, as you say, Algetki,

beneath a pine-tree, like brothers, we’ll taste some wine. Here, Barnab

Kipiani will carry a whole wineskin of excellent ‘Napareuli’...”

“... MBI OTHIpaBUMCSI B MaHIIMCH, WK, KaK Y Bac NMPUHATO, MaHruc; n

TaMm re-HuOy b Ha TEHUCTOM Oepery AJNTeTH, WiH, KaK Ballld TOBOPSIT,

AJNTeTKH, I0/1 KaKOH-HUOY/Tb COCHOM MO-OpaTCKU MOMpoOyeM BHHO, BOT

bapna6 Kunmanu Beset nemnsiii Oyparok oTimuHoro ‘Hanapeyu'...” (383)

Replete with linguistic barbs, however, with the language of us vs. them, of Georgian vs.
Russian pronunciation of the place names, this appeal reveals the depths of hostility on
the part of at least one Georgian, and is the last straw before Katakazi orders his soldier to
call the carriage. The legendary Barnab Kipiani, known for fighting off entire bands of
raiding Lezgin in Kakheti, remains seated on his horse, “a silent giant” (...MoI4aIMBBIHA
ruranT) (383). Having appeared at the last minute to increase the strength of Miatlev
and Lavinia's escort, he does nothing to help them, as if the sacredness of guests applies
when they are literally in a Georgian home, but not on the road, where they are
vulnerable to the laws of the Russian empire. In this episode, Okudzhava acknowledges
the indesputable power of the Russian empire, and also expresses pity for his countrymen

and his country, and an understanding of the Georgians' desire to preserve themselves, in

so far as they are able.
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When appeal to the mythology of Georgia's Hellenism fails, there is little else the
Georgians can do, little strength they actually have. The Georgians are allowed to
maintain control over their own domain, but that is restricted to the domestic realm.
Maria Amilakhvari, indeed, may be queen of her home, but the men of Georgia have
been emasculated — her brother, Amiran Amilakhvari, as he explains early, was torn from
his homeland and nourishes his ties to it through romanticized memories that even he
knows have little connection with reality. Barnab Kipiani can fight the Lezgin, but can
not lift a finger against the tsar's men; and Gogi can only howl at the wind in protest.
One of Georgia's most cherished customs, treating guests as sacred, is a limited promise,
at best.

Significantly however, the Georgians are not arrested, as if the Russians know all
too well the power they wield, and the impotence of their imperial subjects. The mighty
Kikvadze runs to the top of a hill, where he sobs, not unlike a character in Chiladze’s
novel, Bedia’s wife, who will howl to the wind on the shores of ancient Colchis. He is
portrayed as the king of nature, who can not control the events in his own house:

He looked from the dizzying heights on the winding road, saw two

clouds of dust moving towards Tiflis, and started to cry, shedding

tears, cursing his helplessness and impotence... helplessness and

impotence... impotence... impotence and helplessness...

On TJIAHYJ C FOHOBOKPY)KHTGHI)HOP'I BBICOTEI HAa U3BUBAIOIIYIOCS

JIOpOTY, YBUEIN JIBa 00JIauKa MBUTH, IBUTaoImecs K Tudmaucy, u

3aKpuYall, OOJUBAACH ClI€3aMU, TPOKIMHAS O€CTIOMOIITHOCTh U OECCHUITHE. ..

GECIIOMOIIHOCTD 1 GECCHIINe. .. GeCCHITHE. .. GeCCHIINe 1 GECIIOMOIIHOCTD. ..~ (384)

Okudzhava clearly identifies Kikvadze's pain and humiliation as one of the worst

experiences a man can suffer:
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You just listen to these words, to the whistling and hushing mixture
of whistling and hushing sounds, especially intended by nature to express
all of the horror, despair, and fury of a man to whom it has befallen to
experience the bitterest of all experiences...
BBl TOJTEKO BCITYIIIAMTECH B 9TH CJIOBA, B 3TO CBUCTSIIIEE U MIMIISAIIIEE MECHBO
CBUCTSIIUX U IIUISIIUX 3BYKOB, CHIEIIMATBHO MPETHA3ZHAYCHHBIX IPHPOJIONH,
YTOOBI BRIPA3HUTh BECh Y)KAC, OTUYASHUE W HEHCTOBCTBO YEIOBEKA, KOTOPOMY
BBITIAJIO OBITh HCTIBITAHHBIM CaMBbIM TOPHKHM M3 BCEX UCTBITaHUI... (384)
It is a specifically Georgian sorrow, recalling the natural beaurty and wealth of Georgia:
And he cried, and yelled out his guttural, eagle-like, seething curses and
shook his fists, shedding tears, which poured forth like mountain streams --
Helplessness and Impotence...
W oH mmakan U BEIKPUKUBAJI CBOW TOPTAaHHBIE, OPJIMHBIC, KJIOKOTYIIINE
NPOKJISITHS M TTOTPsICAIT KyJIaKaMH, TIPOJIMBAsI CIIe3bl, KOTOPHIE BIUBAINCH
B TOpHBIE TIOTOKH -- becrmomonHocTh 1 beccmnue... (384)
An yet, despite the pain, Okudzhava sounds resigned to Georgia's place in the Russian
empire:
You just meditate on the meaning of this hushing sound and whistling,
reminding you, how you, the tsar of nature, are insignificant beneath
another's sky, before your own fate, in the midst of tragedies, pretending
to be vaudeville.
BBl TOJTEKO BIlyMalTECh B 3HAYSHHE ITOTO IIUIICHUS i CBUCTA, HATTOMHUHAFOIIETO
BaM, KaK BbI, Iaph IIPUPOJIbI, HIYTOXHBI ITO/I STHM 9yKHM HEOOM, TIepe JTUIIOM
cBOEH CyabObl, MOCPEIN Tpareauii, MPUTBOPSIOMNXCS BOACBUIIMU. (384)
Okudzhava's attitude towards his fellow Georgians may, indeed, be ambiguous: we are

unsure as to whether Kikvadze’s fate has been written by the geo-political condition of

his country, or by his own character, his own unwillingness, or inability to live up to the
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legendary bravery, chivalry, and hospitality that is deeply imbedded in the mythology of
Georgia as a Grecian, Hellenistic haven. What is clear, however, is that he is a lord in a
country that may be a near paradise, but in which he is held an essential captive, both to
the more powerful Russian forces, and to the beauty and traditions of the country that is

his home, a theme Chiladze visits in his novel as well.

Miatlev’s Lessons from Georgia

Despite Okudzhava’s sympathy for, and yet potential ambiguity about the causes
of Georgia’s fate, Miatlev’s third recourse to ancient philosophy further explores his
condition as a rebel in Russian society, and highlights positive lessons he learns from
travels in Georgia, and in particular from his Georgian hostess, about how to survive in
autocratic Russia. Reflecting on his fate, Miatlev expresses his admiration for the regal
character of his hostess, Maria Amilakhvari, who lives in Tbilisi, loyal to the memory of
her beloved husband. Miatlev attributes her stoicism to the meaning he ascribes to the
Georgian expression, “ravkna” (paBkHa), which is translated into Russian as “what can
you do” (uto moaenaems?) (373). This expression, coming from Maria, fills him with
hope:

...and her rare “ravkna, genatsvale” fills me with light. On other lips

this could have sounded like a weakness, but on hers, it was always

like an agreement with nature.

..M €€ peIKoe “paBKHA, TeHalBaje” HAIOJIHSAET MEHS CBETOM. B HMHBIX

yCTax 3TO MOTJIO OBI MPO3BYYaTh Kak c1aboCTh, HO B €€ -- BCET/Ia KaK
coryacue ¢ mpupoaoi. (373)
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This reflection, written on a page of Miatlev’s diary before he and Lavinia are arrested,

is presented following Maria Amilakhvari’s revelation that Miatlev and Lavinia must
depart quickly from Tbilisi. Reflecting how best to deal with the worst, Miatlev quotes
Bion: “The inability to endure misfortune— is the greatest misfortune of all, said Bion.”
(Heymenue nepeHOCHTH HECUACThE -- CAMOE BEJTMKOE U3 HecuacTHil, cka3an buown.) (373).

It is curious: given the emphasis on Georgia’s Hellenism, one might expect
Miatlev to have made an allusion to Bion of Smyrna, the Hellenistic poet know for his
portrayal of the death of Adonis. Here, however, Miatlev quotes Bion the Borysthenes
(c. 325-250 BC), born in the ancient Greek colony of Olbia, near the shores of the
Borysthenes River (now the Dnieper), who is a perfect foil for those who live in Russia’s
southern borderlands; his words, like Appian’s, spoken by an outsider to the empire,
provide more appropriate consolation than those of the Roman Marcus Aurelius. And
Miatlev appreciates Bion’s philosophy: “We study this ability hastily and awkwardly all
our lives, only with age do we reach some kind of perfection.” (Ml yunmcst 3ToMmy
YMEHHUIO TOPOIUIMBO M HEYKITIOXKE BCIO CBOIO JKU3HB, TOJILKO C BO3PACTOM JOCTHTAs JIUIIIb
HEKOTOpPOT0 coBepIeHcTRa.) (373).

Miatlev contrasts himself with Maria, who at 27 already seems to have reached
that state of wisdom. Returning to the phrase, “ravkna, genatsvale” (paBkHa, TeHarBaie),
he remembers a moment when he had called her a fatalist:

Yes, you are a fatalist! I said to her once, — here it is, the worth of your

ravkna: we are not able to live by our desires, and eternally someone’s

painful palm reaches for our throat, and dangers always fall to our fate.

Ha Be1 patanuctka! Ckaszan s eit omHaxasl. -- BoT oHa, 11eHa Bamemy
paBKHaZ MBI HC CMECEM XKUTH 110 CBOUM HpI/IXOTI/IaM, 1 BCYHO YbiIA-TO
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TATOCTHAaA JJIaHb TAHCTCA K HAIIEMY I'OpPJIy, U BCCrJa OMMAaCHOCTHU BhINMaaar0T
Ha Hary f1oio. (374)

Maria, however, corrects his understanding of “ravkna,” explaining that it is not a phrase
of helplessness before fate or the powers that be, but rather a phrase that means to be
proactive and protect yourself: “No, my dear, you need to defend, save, and respect
yourself... This ‘ravkna’ is not about w h a t has fallen on you, but w h a t you are
obliged to do. ‘Ravkna,” my happiness...” (“Her, renamBaie, Hao ceost 3anIUIIaTh, 1
criacath, ¥ yBaXkaTh...OTO ‘paBKHA’ HE O TOM, U T O Ha T€OsI CBAIMIIOCH, @ O TOM, U T O ThI
BBIHY)KJICH COBepINTh. PaBkHa, MOs pajocTs.”) (374). Miatlev takes Maria’s words to
heart: “...from the first day of my acquaintance with her she inspired me with
confidence in the justice of my actions.” (...c mepBoro e JgHs 3HAKOMCTBA C HEIO
BHYIIIMJIA MHE YBEPEHHOCTh B CIIPABEUIMBOCTH MOoUX JieicTBuil.) (373), as he gathers
strength to endure his and Lavinia’s misfortune, suffering the will of the tsar, whose
agents pursue and retrieve them from Georgia. The lessons of loving whom and what one
will, whether Lavinia, Poland, or Georgia, and standing up for that love in the face of all
odds, is a lesson Okudzhava, in turn, conveys to his readers.

At the end of his life, Miatlev does what he can to protect himself, and his love
for Lavinia, ever noticing when her spirit, as Sir von Shonkhoven, soars through the
leaden skies of Russia. Classical elements that have been part of his life throughout the
novel reappear: after he is pardoned by Alexander II, he sequesters himself on his estate
in rural Russia, where surrounding himself with his books and favorite neo-classical
statues, symbols of a freer, enlightened European world, he waits for Lavinia:

Miatlev sank so sweetly into the comfort of Mikhailovskoe, licking his

wounds, that at first time he didn’t suffer from the ban on leaving
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his uezd.”® His books, brought from St. Petersburg long ago, were

standing on their shelves. The statues — witnesses of his past — were

arranged among the trees. In the evenings, he would cry, not

understanding such a long absence of Sir van Shonkhoven...

MsTneB Tak clagko NOrpy3uics B MUXAMIOBCKUH YIOT, 3aJIU3bIBas

paHBbI, 9TO TIEPBOE BPEMs AaXKe HE CTPaJajl OT 3alpeT MOKUIATh Ye3]1.

Knuru, BeiBe3ennblie u3 [letepOypra erie B JaBHUE BpeMEHa, CTAHOBUIIUCH

no mkadam. CTaTyu -- CBUACTENH €ro ObUIOTro -- yI00HO PACIIONOKUINCH

cpenb nepeB. OH TUIakai BedepaMu, He TIOHUMAsl CTOJb JIOJITOTO OTCYTCTBHUS

rocrnioguHa BaH [llonxoBeHa... (484)

The symbols of Miatlev's former life, and his Ovidian, elegiac nature return to him, as he
is finally free to long for Lavinia in old age.

Okudzhava, reminding his audience again of the autobiographical nature of this
novel, has Miatlev suggest that his guard listen to the romances he sings to his guitar
(485), and manages to charm and disarm the guard with those songs. His guard, that
young man interested in “amours” (amypsi), mentioned above, has been informed by the
Third Section about Miatlev's former activities, but expresses disbelief that he has to keep
this “lame, old, balding, but dangerous™ (XxpoMo#, TTOKUITO#, JILICEIOIITUI, HO OTTACHBIH )
(486) man from causing further damage. He is sympathetic to Miatlev's activities, even if
he does not fully comprehend their significance:

Whom did I see in front of me? An old man, wounded in the Caucasus,

with a simple walking stick in his hand, in a light grey, very old-fashioned

frock-coat... I found him in a strange activity. He had ordered his people

to carry out of a shed all of these marble figures, representing ancient gods

and heroes, and to arrange them in the park amidst the bushes. Of course, it

looked beautiful: white on green, but what an undertaking!
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Koro xxe yBuzaen nepez co6oit? I1oxMI0ro My>K4MHbBI, OXPOMEBIIIETO Ha
KaBkase, ¢ MpOCTOI0 NAJIKOIO B PYKE, B CBETIIO-CEPOM CIOPTYKE I10 TaBHO
MUHYBIIEH MOJI€... 5] ero 3acTain 3a CTpaHHBIM 3aHATHEM. OH MOPYYHII JIOASAM
BBIHECTHU U3 capasi BCSIKUE MPaMOpPHbIE PUTYpbI, H300paKarolue
JPEBHETPEUECKUX OOTOB U IepOeB, U PaCCTaBUTh X B MapKe CPeau KyCTOB.
KoHeuHo, BBITIAAEN0 3TO KpacuBO: 0€JI0e Ha 3€JIEHOM, HO 4TO 3a 3aTesi?
(485-486)

Surrounded again by his Classical gods and goddesses, Miatlev is in his element when
Lavinia returns to him disguised as a housekeeper. As far as the guard is from
understanding the significance of the statues, as a young, male, he is also far from
recognizing the housekeeper's identity, and the nature of the love Miatlev and Lavinia
share:
...the woman had been old for a long while, barely medium height, noticably
thin, dressed in a dark dress of grey stout Neapolitan silk, not even a dress,
but a rag, and a light-grey shawl lay on her shoulders, something unfinished,
as if clipped... Maybe, at sometime, someone had even adored her...
...3TO OBIJIO JKCHIIIMHA YK€ TaBHO HEMOJIO/Asl, 9y Th MOBBIIIE CPEIHETO POCTA,
3aMEeTHOH XyI0OBI, OJIeTast B TIYX0€ TUIAThe U3 CEPOTO TPOICHATLIS, TaXKe,
MOXalyi, He TUIaThe, a IJIATHUIIKO, U Ha TIedax JIesKall TEHO-CEPhIi TIaTOoK,
HEOKOHYEHHBIM KaKOK-TO, Oy/ITO 0Ope3aHHBIM... MOXKET ObITh, U €€, KOHEYHO,
KOor1a-HUOyAh KTO-HUOYAh 000Kall... (489)
As a final confirmation of Miatlev's rebellious, Hellenistic, pastoral way of being, the
grasshopper, that chirping being from another world, also reappears:
The familiar face of the grasshopper suddenly arose in the grass... that
ancient divinity — witness of Miatlevian childhood and adolescence...
a chirping, merry fellow...
Ky3Heunka 3HakoMOe JTUI0 BAPYT BBIPOCIIO CPENIU TPABHI...TO TPEBHEE

00KECTBO -- CBUJIETEIh MATIEBCKOTO JIETCTBA U OTPOYECTBA... XOXOTYH,
CTPEKOTYH...(490)
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He is a being who, laughing and chirping, might defend himself as Miatlev had defended
himself to his tsar, his August Caesar: “I am guilty of everything, and the only thing of
which I do not repent, is my immeasurable love...” (S BuHOBaT BO BCEM, U
€IMHCTBEHHOE, B YeM HE pacKauBaloOCh, -- B CBOEH Oe3MepHOI JII00BH... ) (403).

Miatlev, as an enlightened, Ovidian, elegiac soul and a soldier in the battle of
love, speaks for Okudzhava and the battles he and his contemporaries fought in the
Soviet Union, speaking for the freedom to love and live in accordance with his desires,
aesthetic and otherwise. Okudzhava, through Miatlev’s adventures and metamorphoses,
reveals the persistence of the human spirit to pursue freedom in the face of authoritarian,
repressive regimes. Exploring and exploding the mythologies of both Russia as an
incarnation of Imperial Rome, and Georgia as a Grecian haven, Okudzhava, aided by his
multiple Classical allusions, also unveils a deep love for his native land, and a complex

understanding of the difficulties of being a Georgian in the Soviet Union.
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Ovid did not, though his family continued to live in Rome, and he corresponded with his wife until his
death.

>3 See Virgil, The Aeneid, Book 1, 68; Book 2, 293, 320.

%% The supplemental chapters are: 23 (85-100); 58 (253-257); 67 (308 317); 89 (468-480).

37 Krechkova, op. cit., (45-48).

% A rusalka is a kind of mermaid in Russian folklore.

%% This vision also suggestively links the tsar with Masonic imagery, itself inspired by neoclassical
architecture.

5 Hamilton, George H., The Art and Architecture of Russia, (294-295).

8 Recall Catullus, poem 85: “odi et amo, quaere id faciam, fortasse requiris / nescio, sed fieri sentio, et
excrucior.” (I love and I hate; why do I do this, you might ask / I don’t know, but I am made to feel, and am
tortured.) (My translation).
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62 See Whittaker, Cynthia, op. cit., (239-243). The description of his home is not unlike that of Count
Uvarov’s “beloved summer estate,” Porech’e, which its frequent guests called the “Russian Athens,” and
which housed one of the most extensive Classical libraries in Russia, and boasted a sarcophagus decorated
with figures of Dionysius, Ariadne, Pan, and Hercules, which Uvarov had found at an abandoned Jesuit
church. Most fascinating, perhaps, is Whittaker’s footnote (298): “Apparently, the Soviet government is
restoring Porech’e and making it a national museum. An archival worker gave me this information, later
denied by officials; the area around Mozhaisk [near Porech’e] is closed to foreigners because of its military
importance..”

53 Turcan, Robert, The Cults of the Roman Empire, (254-258).

64 Ovid, Metamorphoses, Book vi 383-400, and Fasti, vi, 649-710.

55 See Ovid, Metamorphoses, xii 209-532, for a vivid, extended description of the battle between the
Lapiths and the Centaurs.

% Hokanson, Katya, op. cit., (74-75).

57 The metaphor of love as a battle is already a cliché in many of the Roman poets; see Ovid, Amores i.1,
Tibullus, 1.2, 1.3.

5% Martin, Charles, Catullus, (28-29).

%9 Krechkova, op. cit., (33).

70 Richardson, John S., Wars of the Romans in Iberia: Iberike, (1-3).

! See Whittaker, op. cit., (228- 238), on the attack on education during the late 1840’s and early 1850’s.

72 Smith, Gerald, op. cit., (137), notes: “...when Soviet writers speak about their situation, they most often
use the metaphor of breathing to express their sense of the difficulties that surround them: ‘There’s no air...
,” “We’re choking....”.”

3 See Whittaker, op. cit., (229-230; 238) for specific references to the study of Latin and Greek, ancient
history, and philosophy.

74 Kotkin, Stephen, op., cit., (25-29).

73 Recall discussion from Chapter I, that Gogol traveled to Italy in the 1830’s, and wrote Dead Souls while
there; a sizeable colony of Russians resided in and near Rome, including artists such as Alexandr
Andreevich Ivanov, and Zinaida Volkonskaia, who hosted salon in her home near the Trevi Fountain, and
whose descendents are buried in the church across the square, Santi Vincenzo ed Anastasio, which is
currently used by the Bulgarian Orthodox community in Rome.

76 See Bykov, op.cit., (666), for Poland as a symbol of proud and doomed independence.

77 Pipes, Richard, Russia Under the Old Regime (181).

78 Martin, Charles, op.cit., (38-39;41-45).

7 Bykov, op. cit., (666), has suggested that van Shonkhoven shares many traits with Okudzhava’s wife,
Ol’ga Okudzhava, of Polish ancestry, to whom he dedicated the novel, and whom he represented as a boy
in a 1964 poem, “You are my young boy, my white light”) (Tsr -- Manbumk Moii, Mo¥i OeTBIif CBET).

%9 See Theocritus, Idyll VII, replete with philosophical overtones from Plato’s Phaedrus, about the poetic
investiture of Simichidas, in which the pastoral locus amoenus, by the bank of a cooling stream, with plants
and the sound of cicadas is a locus crucialis. See also T.E.V. Pearce, “The Function of the Locus Amoenus
in Theocritus’ Seventh Poem” (277-297).

#! Tronically, Lavinia's phraseology mimics and mocks that of Soviet propaganda, in which “Long live ... ”
was followed by any number of Soviet slogans: “... the workers of the world,” “... the proletariat,” and
even “freedom,” though with a very different meaning.

%2 Kinzi is a commonly used spice in Georgian cuisine, similar to coriander, or cilantro.

% A Georgian folk instrument, resembling a guitar, but smaller and with three strings.

8 Mtskheta, the capital of eastern Georgia, Iberia, from the 3™ century BC to the early 6™ century AD, lies
about twenty kilometers north of Tbilisi.

% Reminding his audience of the contemporary ramifications of his novel, and that these are real Georgians
about whom he is writing, Okudzhava seems to have given Gogi a family name: Vasilii Kikvadze was
Okudzhava’s father’s cousin, and as noted above, Kikvadze, Vasilii, op. cit., (129-132.), has written about
Shalva Okudazhava’s childhood in Kutaisi.

8 Krechkova, op. cit., (34) notes the repeated use of this imperial justification throughout the novel, from
“the lips of Nicholas I, Sir Ladimirovsky, Lavinia’s mother, the widow Tuchkova,” though I would add that
latter utters this phrase before her metamorphosis leads her to praise her daughter as a Bravura.
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87 See Callimachus, Hecale, for one of the earliest and most widespread Hellenistic poems celebrating the
tradition of hospitality to guests.

% See Kelly, Lawrence, Diplomacy and Murder in Tehran, (187-195), on Alexander Griboedov’s death and
the return of his corpse to Tbilisi.

% Kikvadze, Vasilii, op. cit., (130-131). Again, we see names taken from Shalva Okudzhava’s childhood,
which give a historical depth to the fictional character: Samson Kipiani was one of his teachers at the
Kutaisi Gymnasium; Barnab Adamadze, whom Kikvadze describes as “warm, understanding, kind”
(TeruTbIil, MyIIEBHBIH, MIJIBIN), Was a member of Kutaisi’s youth Communist organization, “Spartak.”

%0 A verst is a Russian measure of distance, approximately 3,500 English feet.

?! Krechkova, op. cit., (51) notes Lavinia’s stream of Polish words but cites them as an example of
Okudzhava’s use “colorful language.” She refers to the Polish, as well as the Georgian words in the text, as
“barbarisms” (BapBapu3msbi). Bykov, op.cit., (653) calls her outburst the emotional culmination of the
entire novel.

92 Krechkova, op. cit., (50) cites this passage for its aesthetic use of sibilants and hushers, noting that they
draw attention to the scene, but does not explicitly explore the political ramifications of the passage.

%3 Russian for the lowest administrative region, now called a region (paiio).
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Chapter V
Otar Chiladze’s A Man Walked Down the Road: Medea Made Georgian, Captivity
as Freedom

In the cultural dialogue between the Russian empire and its citizens and
neighbors, Chiladze, like Pushkin, Gogol, Bitov, Ulitskaia, and Okudzhava, has chosen to
use the Classics as a common allusive language for discussion. In the cultural skirmishes
between Russia and Georgia, Chiladze uses Classical allusions to wage his battles,
revealing his deeply felt agenda to defend Georgia’s cultural integrity and political

autonomy. In his efforts to help defend Georgia, Chiladze, in 3bobg 9000 3560
dowoms (A Man Walked Down the Road),' attempts to define what it means to be

Georgian, and in the process challenges a number of the stereotypes about Georgia and
Georgians that we have seen in the works of Bitov and Ulitskaia, as well as in
Okudzhava’s novel. He begins this process by creating an image of Medea and a host of
other characters, all imbued with traits, positive and negative, that he feels embody the
essence of Georgian identity and at the same time help connect the Georgians with a
sense of humanism founded on the principles of personal honesty and freedom.

Unlike Okudzhava, who was born in Moscow in 1924, lived in Tbilisi, Moscow,
the Urals, and Kaluga between 1930 and 1955, and settled in Moscow after 1956,2 and
was a cosmopolitan Soviet citizen, Chiladze spent his life deeply rooted in Georgia. He
was born in 1933 in the town of Sighnaghi, a cultural center of the Kakheti region in
eastern Georgia located close to Bodbe Monastery where St. Nino, who brought
Christianity to Georgia in the 320’s, is buried. He attended school and university in

Tbilisi, and lived there until his death in 2009. Steeped in Georgian culture, with its
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secular literary tradition dating back to lakov Tsurtaveli’s The Passion of Saint
Shushanik, written between 476 and 483 AD,3 Chiladze was an ardent Georgian and has
been honored as such. After his death in late September 2009, he was buried in the
Georgian Pantheon on Mtatsminda (“Holy Mountain”) in Tbilisi, along other great
figures of Georgian culture and history, including Alexander Griboedov and Nino

Chavchavadze, Ilia Chavchavadze, Vazha-Pshavela, and Zviad Gamsakhurdia.*

A Classical Conundrum: Russians as Greeks, Georgians as Themselves

As discussed in Chapter IV, Bulat Okudzhava, relying on literary tropes inherited
from 19th century Russia, frames his dissent and criticism of his Soviet times in Classical
allusions, presenting himself and his heroes as rebellious Ovidian, neoteric, and neo-
Hellenistic figures trying to survive in a Russia imagined in terms of the Roman Empire
under Augustus. Otar Chiladze, in contrast, in A Man Walked Down the Road, bypasses
the concept of Russia as Rome and frames his tale of nation and empire in terms entirely
Greek, as if refusing to engage with Russia’s imagining itself as either Augustan Rome,
or a Christian Third Rome. Indeed, Chiladze shares his compatriots’ interest in Georgia’s
ties to ancient Greece, primarily through the myth of Jason and the Argonauts, and other,
archeological evidence of Colchis’ ancient culture and its existence as a political entity.’
He differentiates, however, between the Greeks on Crete,” whom he identifies as alien
and hostile, equivalent of present-day Russians, and the Colchians, the ancient inhabitants
of Georgia, who enjoy a culture that predates and in ways is superior to the Greek culture
found on Crete. Drawing on elements of Apollonius of Rhodes’ Hellenistic epic The

Argonautica and other Classical literary and mythical tropes, Chiladze focuses on
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Georgia’s ties with the Classical Greek world, yet significantly re-constructs some of the
basic Greek mythological characters from a Georgian perspective, defining for himself
and his country a cultural space separate from Crete’s, i.e. Russia’s identity. With that
bold move, ignoring Russia’s identification with Rome and undercutting Russia’s claim
to ties with the cultural heritage that comes from ancient Greece, he denies Russia two of
its sources for legitimizing its power via close association with the Classical world.
Georgia is no stranger to various ties to ancient Greek culture, especially to the
myth of Jason and the Argonauts. As discussed in the introduction, European, American,
Russian, and Georgian scholars alike have explored the tendrils of Greek culture that
have spread and grown in Georgian soil. In the mid-to-late 1880’s, after subduing the
Caucasus and establishing Tbilisi (then Tiflis) as their Empire’s capital in the Caucasus,
the Russians were portrayed as bearing civilization to the Caucasus. When the British
diplomat Oliver Wardrop visited the Caucasus Museum in Tiflis in 1887, he witnessed
such an example: “Above the staircase, he saw a painting, ‘the ‘Arrival of the Argonauts
in Colchis,’ the figures in which are all portraits, the Grand Duke Nicholas Mikhailovich
[Romanov] being represented as Jason,’” bringing civilization to the ancient inhabitants
of Colchis.”  Also as noted, in 1856 the American writer J. Milton Mackie used the
Classical figures who found their home in Georgia to suggest that Imam Shamil, the
Islamic leader who carried out campaigns against the Russians in Chechnya and Dagestan
from the mid-1820’s to his capture in 1859, was in fact fighting for democratic freedom
in a harsh and autocratic Russian environment.® The Soviet period was not without its
allusions to The Argonautica, as seen in Konstantin Lordkipanidze’s Socialist Realist

novel, The Dawn of Colchis, which borrows the ancient name for a story about the heroic



371

efforts taken to found a kolkhoz named “Colchis” in western Georgia, though
Lordkipanidze refers to the Golden Fleece only once in the entire novel.” And in the
early 21st century, Georgian scholars and government officials alike have eagerly
emphasized Georgia’s ties to both contemporary and ancient Greece, hoping to bolster
their country’s connections with Western Europe in their efforts to establish
independence from Russia’s influence.

Chiladze, too, is no stranger to manipulating the Greek myths, especially that of
the Argonauts. An epic length novel, A Man Walked Down the Road begins as a nominal
retelling of the Argonautica, Jason’s pursuit of the Golden Fleece, and the history of
ancient Colchis, the legendary land of Medea and her father, Aeétes. Beginning from the
moment the first Greek sets foot on the territory of Vani, the supposed capital of ancient
Colchis, and humbly asks for asylum, the story follows the fate of Colchis after the
inhabitants of Vani accept the asylum-seeker, Phrixus,'® and casts Jason as leading the
second of four waves of invaders who, rather than bringing civilization to an “ancient yet

somewhat backward kingdom,”"!

wreak havoc on a civilization that has been thriving for
millennia. As with Okudzhava’s Dilettantes’ Journey, this historical novel can be read as
political allegory, and Chiladze, on his deathbed, insisted that the Greeks from Crete who
invade Colchis are to be identified as Russians, and that the novel is indeed, specifically
about Russian aggression against Georgia.'> When asked about the 2000 Russian
language edition of the novel printed in St. Petersburg, he commented that he thought it
was in part an admission of Russia’s guilt before Georgia, and that thinking, reading

Russians would understand the allegory, and the nature of Russia’s continued

: 1
aggression.”
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Although published in 1973, the novel offers prophetic insight into the current
relationship between Georgia and Russia, and problems of political and cultural identity
Georgia faces today. Its characters experience the loss of territory they feel is integral to
their country, as many Georgians feel about what has happened in Abkhazia and South
Ossetia. Waves of invading armies appear on their shores, and we are reminded that after
the August 2008 War, Russia has installed a sizeable military infrastructure in both of the
contested areas.'* In the once rich and vibrant culture destroyed by geo-political forces,
we see a reminder that Georgia in the post-Soviet world faces many challenges of
restructuring and rebuilding its cultural institutions -- educational, artistic, medical,
political, and military alike. In the picture of Vani, ruled by a native son working in
collusion with an external enemy, and where the people are terrified to speak out in
protest, we also see signs of some of Georgia’s contemporary domestic tensions."

The novel is far more complex than a simple political tract, however, and in its
full scope celebrates moments of Georgian culture, reveling in arcane Georgian
vocabulary,'® allusions to folksongs, and imbedded images of Georgian country life. The
result of these complexities is the expression of an underlying humanity that points to a
space of shared human understanding, creating not a black and white picture of
hostilities, but a multi-hued tapestry in which the final hero of the novel, Pharnaozi,
embodies a sense of the ideals and freedom that Chiladze believes his country must
embrace in order for it simultaneously to hold on to its history, deal with its near
neighbors, especially Russia to the north, and move forward, continuing to assert its place

in geo-political time and space.
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Chiladze’s use of the Classical referents helps to create a complex picture of the
ancient Greek world, and by extension, the allegorized present. Although Chiladze
adamantly identifies the invaders from Crete as Greeks (i.e. as Russians) and thus
different from his native Colchian heroes, this distinction is complicated as his native
characters intermarry and intermingle with the Greeks, and share characteristics with
their Greek literary predecessors, especially those filtered through the Hellenistic literary
tradition. For example, the chief villain, Kusa, is a native of Colchis who works in
collusion with the Greeks as their local executioner. And Chiladze’s hero, Pharnaozi,
named after Georgia's legendary first king Parnavas, is thoroughly Georgian, but like
Okudzhava’s Miatlev, as a Hellenistic figure, or a pastoral misfit, also embodies aspects
of ancient Greek myth, saving Daedalus’ son Icarus in the final paragraphs of the novel.

In contrast to Okudzhava, however, who portrays Georgia as a haven that proves
to be primarily a nostalgic mythical construct that veils the harsh realities of Georgia’s
position in the Russian empire, Chiladze, ardent nationalist that he was, affirms the myth
of Georgia as a paradise in a more positive fashion. He is not afraid to criticize or
question aspects of Georgian culture or of its mythology, but he does so as an insider, in
Georgian, as a member of the family he does not abandon or forsake. His characters
embody aspects of Georgia’s identity and history, shaped by its geo-political location at
the crossroads of so many empires, Greek, Roman, Byzantine, Mongol, Ottoman,
Persian, Russian, and some would argue, now American; and through all this complex
history, Georgian culture has survived remarkably intact, in large part thanks to the
Georgian language, which Chiladze insists on using to the fullest.'"” Through re-

imagining the ancient Greek myths, and creating characters who weave together
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Georgian traits with strands of Hellenism and older Greek culture, Chiladze’s novel is a
celebration of the Georgian language, an assertion of the independence and durability of
Georgia, and of what Chiladze feels is best in Georgian culture.

Chiladze’s novel, thus, is not nationalistic in the sense that it represents
stereotypical elements of Georgian culture, examples of which we have seen in Bitov’s,
Ulitskaia’s, and even Okudzhava’s works discussed above. It is not a novel that
celebrates excessive drinking, or the supra, the lengthy, extravagant feasts enjoyed by
Stalin and his entourage, and discussed today as a defining element of Georgian life.'®
Nor does it cultivate unquestioningly the myth of sacred hospitality towards guests, the
myth of Motherhood, or that of the invincible Georgian warrior; or find any tolerance for
harsh, tyrannical leaders. Instead, there are only a few supras, none described in detail;
and rather more underground gatherings of hushed and frightened voices. Pharnaozi’s
true love is a knock-kneed, pig-tailed prostitute; his wife and the mother of his child is a
conniving, if well-intending neighbor girl. The novel’s heroes, Aeétes, Ukheiros, and
Pharnaozi are ineffective, emasculated, or dreamers, or a combination of all three. The
invading Greeks are deceitful or disabled by nostalgia, and the men who posture as lords
and kings bring nothing but fear and loathing to their subjects’ hearts. It is a novel that
demythologizes one set of national myths, creating instead a vision of Georgian life lived
within its historically integral borders, recognizing elements that are not perfect, and yet
portraying a life firmly dedicated to human honesty, to personal and political freedom. In
many ways, the novel explores the “what” of Maria Amilakhvari’s interpretation of the

expression “ravkna, genetsvale” (“What can you do, dear?”), that is, what Georgians
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need to do to maintain their language and their culture, their humanity, and their self-

respect.

Interwoven Threads: Unveiling Georgian Hellenism

In expressing the novel’s sense of humanism, national dignity, and the pursuit of
freedom, Chiladze interweaves two major threads. First, that of the text above all as a
Georgian novel, written in Georgian at a time when other authors from the Caucasus,
such as Fazil Iskander from Abkhazia, and Bulat Okudzhava, had elected to write in
Russian."” Chiladze, however, chose to write in Georgian, and although his work was
translated into Russian in 1978, moments of contrast between the two versions offer
additional depth to reading his novel, helping to identify and preserve a sense of
Georgian national character that Chiladze simultaneously helps to create in his work.
Second, rather than being Classical in the Homeric sense, or in the tradition of Athenian
tragedy, the text resembles far more an extended Hellenistic poem, playing freely with
inversions, additions and diversions from the original texts; and replete with
philosophical and political overtones so characteristic of Hellenistic literature. When
asked about why he used Hellenistic myths in his work, Chiladze just smiled, and said he
had always been drawn to them, as if they were a natural part of his cultural heritage.’

Adding to the discussion about Hellenism in Chapter IV, it is important to recall
that the Hellenistic period of Greek literature flourished after the center of the Greek
world had shifted from Athens to Alexandria, Egypt, under the reign of the Ptolomies. It
was an active and creative period. The authors, whose works have been preserved, such

as Theocritus, Callimachus, Apollonius of Rhodes, Moschus and Bion, were highly self-
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conscious, mixing genres, creatively altering canonical mythologies, making allusions,
and focusing on the aesthetics of the text. It was also a period of humanizing the archaic,
Homeric superheroes.”’  In Apollonius’ Argonautica, for example, Heracles is left
behind in Greece at the beginning of the epic, and Jason emerges as a new hero, but he is
weak compared to Heracles, treacherous, dependent on Medea for his ultimate success in
obtaining the Golden Fleece, and a traitor to Medea once back in Greece.

Although Chiladze's novel is based loosely on the story of the Argonautica, as a
fractured fairy tale, the roles and character of the canonical Greek mythological figures
are often inverted and redrawn, relatively minor characters are brought to the fore, and
shown in domestic, everyday situations.”> For example, in the Argonautica, Jason loses a
sandal in the mud, and when he appears before Pelius with a single sandal the king
remembers an ancient prophecy that his ruin will follow upon the arrival of a man with
one sandal, and so sets Jason the difficult task of retrieving the Golden Fleece. Chiladze
has altered the story, foregrounding Phrixus, the son of Athamas, king of Boetia, as the
stranger who arrives in Vani with one sandal: “He was dressed in a short tunic with gold

trim. He had a sandal on one foot, with lacings crisscrossing his calf; the other sandal
must have been lost.” (“0m3wg ¢v6030 9339, @JO®L LOMGOOM FofYMdOO. 35¢0
LobOEO 335MMS, FgMMg LobEEPOL MOLAGdO 30 3039 X 39MgE0bs®
d90mgbg0s.”) (13). A large part of the novel’s first section, “Aeétes,” is dedicated to

Phrixus’ inter-ethnic marriage to Medea’s sister, Karisa, who is mentioned in passing in
the Argonautica, where her name is Chalciope. There has been no specific prophecy, but
being the first Greek to visit Vani, Phrixus eventually brings ruin to ancient Colchis, and

not to the Greeks on Crete. Further, unlike Jason who travels from Greece to Colchis in
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search of the Golden Fleece which will help him regain his rightful kingdom, Pharnaozi
travels from Colchis to Crete and back again, returning with nothing but a clay
identification tablet hanging around his neck, an intense love for his native land, and a
stubborn hope that he has not lived his life in vain.

Other Hellenistic traits are reminiscent of Theocritus’ cycle of bucolic poems,
where mighty heroes are further diminished or humanized, the everyday is celebrated,
and there is a subtle sprinkling of philosophy with political overtones. For example, Idyll
I, in which the shepherd Thyrsis sings the praises of a rustic cup, “raises a popular song
tradition to the level of high art.”* Further, as mentioned above, Idyll VII, with Plato’s
Phaedrus as a literary precedent, presents a rustic shepherd, Simichidas, who waxes
philosophical on the banks of a babbling stream, dispensing political advice about the
traits an ideal king should embody. In Idyll XIII, Heracles’ heroic stature is diminished
when he deserts his men to search for his lost lover, Hylas. In Idyll XI, Polyphemus, in
Homer the picture of a lawless, man-eating Cyclops, appears as a bathetic, lovelorn
shepherd who finds his medicine and solace in singing poetry that is highly stylized and
heavily laced with philosophy. Other “lesser” Idylls, such as II, XIV and XV, include
witches’ charms, lovers’ laments, snippets of drinking songs, as well as domestic and
street scenes.”* Theocritus’ poems are written in an extremely learned style, replete with
arcane allusions and archaic language. The political implications of this kind of poetry
are subtle, but present: in the welter of allusions to Classical Greek texts and the
imbedded philosophical buzz-words, as court poetry it offers subdued, yet lively political
commentary when more open criticism was not encouraged.” It provides a vehicle for

allegorical reading of characters who at the same time are very real and down to earth.
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Chiladze seems quite conscious of this Hellenistic tradition, borrows from it, and plays

with it on many levels.

The Novel, its Reception, and the Importance of the Georgian Language

Written in the decade that saw the 1977 protests in Tbilisi against Russian Soviet
attempts to suppress the use of the Georgian language in schools and government
institutions,*® Chiladze’s novel is above all a testament to the endurance of the Georgian
language as a means to ensure the survival of the Georgian people and their culture. The
novel was first published in Georgian in 1973, translated into Russian by 1978, and the
prefaces of the two versions promise very different stories.”” The novel was widely read,
yet controversial. One of the novel’s earliest reviewers, the Georgian A. Bestavashvili,
noted that while it is based on the Argonautica, it is also full of Georgian folk elements,
and predicted that it would become an object of controversy, which it did.*® Subsequent
Soviet critics became embroiled in questions such as: does it represent reality, is it
mythology, or is it an attempt to create an anti-mythology, deconstructing the old myths,
recreating new ones to replace them, an exercise in “mythmaking” (mudorBopuectso)?*’
One critic focuses on the first part of the novel as being more colorful and having most to
do with re-writing the ancient myths — after all, Jason and Medea disappear at the end of
Part I, at page 194 of a 613-page novel.* Another attributes Pharnaozi’s cowardly,
dreamy character to his political leanings, and suggests that he represents a contemporary
problem: “The moral deficiency of the hero turns out to be linked also with his social-
political inferiority: a fully contemporary collision!” (“HpaBcTBeHHass HEAOCTATOYHOCTh
repost OKa3bIBACTCS CBSI3aHHOM M C €T0 HETIOTHOIICHHOCTHIO COIMATBHO-TTOTUTHYECKOM:
KOJUTH3MS BrionHe coBpemennas!”).”’ Post-Soviet criticism has tended to avoid the
political implications of the text. In his introductory essay to the 2000 Russian language

edition, Lev Anninskii emphasizes the lyric, emotional aspects of the novel, and suggests
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that it is “mythological,” or “magical” realism,** a definition which Chiladze did not
endorse.” And even Georgia’s primary Chiladze scholar interprets the novel in
structural terms influenced by theories of semiotics, eschewing any political ramifications
of the novel.**

Above all, the Soviet critics accuse Chiladze of not creating a hero suitable for a
Socialist Realist novel, which Pharnaozi, a dreamer and social misfit, clearly is not.
Interestingly though, the Soviet Russian edition’s preface tries to mask this fault, and
written in a tone that hails the good and hearty, emphasizing the striving towards
progress, highlights Chiladze’s use of Classical mythology and the hyperbolic range of its
characters’ emotions, its “...full-blooded heroes, full of deep feelings, powerful
emotions, lofty thoughts, base intentions.” (*“...MMOJTHOKPOBHBIE TEPOU, UCTIOTHCHHBIC
[IyOOKHUX YyBCTB, MOTYUUX CTPACTEH, BBICOKUX MBICIIECH UM HU3MEHHBIX IIOMBICIIOB.”)
3).3

The Georgian preface, in contrast, has none of the Russian version’s hyperbole,
and reveals instead a preoccupation with the word, “the people” (bsgobo) which appears
three times in the first short sentence, and six times throughout the preface. This term is
translated as “the people” in Russian, (Hapon), but rather than having the familiar ring
from the vocabulary of international communism, as in “the friendship of peoples”
(Ipyx0a HapoaoB), it here begs the question of what the term means, in its own context,
in Georgia. And indeed, the entire novel explores what “the people” (bserbo) means, in
many of its manifestations. The Georgian preface mentions little “about the dream and
the faith of the people in a bright future” (‘o meuTe u Bepe B cBeTsIOE OymyIee Hapoa™),
but rather promises us the story of the “pain” ($3030¢0), the “happiness”
(Lobs®eo), the “dream” (m3690s5) and “faith” (©fdgbos), specifically, of the people
of Colchis. The Georgian preface also offers a more realistic picture of the novel’s
actual content. Its three parts center on three men, Aeétes, Ukheiro, and Pharnaozi, who

are in turn a king, a warrior, and a stonemason: three faces of one people. We are told
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outright that the main hero, not just a character, but a “hero” (3do®0) is again, the
people. Finally, the Georgian preface concludes with a long, convoluted sentence that
does not exist in the Russian version, but which expresses the essence of the novel, “This
is the novel’s main idea.” (“qls sG>0l G360l YIsHBMO”): “If you can keep your
humanity on the long road of life that is full of trouble, then your existence will be united
with an eternal phenomenon — the people.” (“0v30 (3bMm3Md0L bogsmgdom bogly
3H5b7g 90059056MO dMe I d90bsMBMBIds, F5F0b Tgbo s®BYdS G990 YdS
3565000 139bMI9bL -- boewbl.””) (4). Again, we see the word, “the people.”

Further, the Georgian preface has very little to do with ancient mythologies.
Rather than emphasizing Greek stereotypes of Aeétes as a threatening king or Medea as a
barbarian princess, or even mentioning Jason, it promises that we will see the traditional
canon “anew” (“sbgngdw®s¢”), and that before our eyes we will see the “source,
foundation, root” (“fysmmU, boggmdzganl, gqgbgl”) (4) of the ancient, canonical
myths. Thus, many of Chiladze’s characters, though familiar from Greek mythology, are
modified to represent his vision of Georgian reality behind the myths. In addition to the
major figures of Bakha and Medea, and elaborations on those lesser known, such as
Phrixus and Karisa, Medea’s sister, there are other, real Georgians, both men and women,
who could have been taken from the streets and courtyards of Tbilisi: Ukheiro and
Pharnaozi themselves; black-eyed Malalo, the local Madame, and her seven identical
daughters; Popina and Kaluka, Pharnaozi’s sisters; Ino and Tina, respectively Pharnaozi’s
beloved and wife; and Kusa, the king's henchman and executioner. All are characters who
capture many aspects of Georgian culture and life, including, in Hellenistic fashion, the
lofty and dreadful, as well as the domestic and mundane. Chiladze is willing to be his
country’s conscience, show its sorrow, and hint how the two are intertwined.

Before turning to the characters inspired by Classical figures, it may be interesting
to address Chiladze’s stylistic habit of embedding folk elements in the text and wedding

them to Greek literary structures, which begins with the novel’s title. The Georgian title,
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gzaze erti katsi midioda (g ©sbg 9000 3530 dooom@y), can be translated literally as
“On the road, [or path, or way] one man was walking [or going].” A key word here is
“erti” (90m0), “one” or “a.” While the title in Russian, Shel po doroge chelovek (Lllen
no dopoee uenosex), attempts to replicate the beginning of a fairy tale, as in “Once upon a
time a man was walking down the road,” the Georgian has a specifically Georgian
reference. It is part of a children’s counting game, which anyone growing up on the
streets of Tbilisi, Kutaisi, or Poti, would recognize: “One man was walking down the
street, how many? Two men were walking, how many? Three men....”*® The extended
meaning of the title comes full circle at the end of the novel, when Pharnaozi walks down
the same road in Vani as he had at the beginning of his life, suffering intense shame, but
managing to keep his humanity. This structure gives the entire work a very neat,
Classical ring composition, a special trait of the ancient Lyric poets, and which Chiladze
uses more than once in the novel.”” Thus, the title itself is marked by multi-valence. It
can be translated into a rather neutral title in Russian or English, but for a Georgian
reader it smacks of hometown, of childhood, of identity as a Georgian; it gives the
philosophical meaning to the text; and it wraps the entire novel into a neat aesthetic
bundle. It also gives a first clue to the overall polyphony of the text. As one Soviet
critic has noted, a trademark of Chiladze’s style is the use of montage: he will present a
lyrical passage, next to a philosophical one, next to a humdrum domestic scene, with little
connecting them, and yet they flow together almost seamlessly; and he will often weave
many tones together in a single sentence.”® These are also, however, literary traits found
in the Hellenistic poets that Chiladze so admired.

Blending Georgia’s literary heritage with its ancient culture, Chiladze weaves in
key emblems of Georgian national identity, including Colchis’ famed goldworkers, as
found in the descriptions of Vani’s goldsmiths’ quarter; and its tradition of humanistic
animism, as seen in Aeétes youngest son, Aphrasoni, who shares traits with Vazha-

Pshavela’s Mindia in his poem “The Snake Eater.” Led by Otar Lordkipanidze,
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archeological excavations at the site of ancient Vani have revealed tombs holding golden
treasures that rival Scythian gold found in tombs on the northern shores of the Black Sea,
and Greek and Etruscan metalwork from the fifth century BC.** Chiladze’s description of

the goldsmiths’ quarter pays tribute to the industry and fame of the Colchian goldsmiths:

It’s true, every neighborhood in Vani had its unique spirit, its own
coloring, but the goldsmiths’ quarter stood out among them all...

From morning till evening the tapping of little hammers, the whine of
grinding wheels and the scratching of chisels echoed through the
goldsmiths’ quarter; from morning till evening gold was forged, stamped
and engraved... the noble metal sparkled and laughed, turning to blood

and flesh, like a girl transformed overnight into a woman.

o509, 3560L 43905 MBBL Mog30L9dMEMO, 2obLSIMMEMIOEO
9890 3Jmbs, 33650 mJHMFFJwgdol Mdsbo ds0b3 bgs ogm...
©O0H LMY OLIMPS MMM FIGIOL ¥YBBOWIB 35BOMS
BogdBgdolL Bo3o-330, BoMbgdol mmmbo s LsFMgomwrgdol fMmodobo;

QO00EH LosdmBg 0ffbgbgdms, 0FMHIOMPS WS 0GHZOBOIOMS

MdOH@L WsLiBHYoo...30L3090s s BIObMEOEF0m 03LgdM©s

39000 dMI00 omMbo, 9O 059989 o gdME FmamLisgom. (9)
Chiladze describes the allure of the gold dust that coats visitors until they feel like golden

men, and that was so plentiful “that even if a herd of elephants were led in, it would turn

gold from head to toe.” (“L30WML M0 OHMA 25393>MO0bsm, M93839b0sBs©

dmmdMH™m3090m..) (10). This description, in addition to enhancing the glory of

Colchian craftsmen, also helps explain the source of the mythic Golden Fleece in
everyday, Georgian terms.*® Chiladze makes it very clear that the ram on which Phrixus

arrives is bedraggled, snorting, and anything but golden. Jason, when he arrives, actually
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refers to the fleece as mangy and worthless. But we, Chiladze’s readers, are led to
appreciate how and where the fleece gained its luster.

Chiladze, borrowing from Georgia’s rich literary heritage, further weaves
Georgia’s animistic heritage into the mythology of its Hellenistic past, in the character of
Aeétes middle child, Aphrasioni, who like Mindia in Vazha-Pshavela’s long poem The
Snake Eater, is able to understand the language of nature:*'

When they lit the fone*?, tears always appeared as the buds on the

brushwood crackled... He really did understand what the bird said,

or the grass, or the cricket hidden in a crack, or the rain beating on the

leaves...

00mbgl H™A 2o5H9M90bI6, 330600 BIRLOL 3353533 MEGYY
36990 3m5RJOMEs beaendy... Aol FoOMEs GLIMS, Bl SAdMDOS
BO0, 56 doesbo, 0BsMTo BsdsEr Mo FH0F0bs v BmmEgdby

59036 gd Mo 3300s... (27)

Medea and Others Made Georgian

Living along side native Georgian figures are those inspired from Greek sources,
yet transformed into their Georgian versions. One of them, clearly inspired from Greek
mythology, is Bakha, the wine merchant. He is obviously Bacchus, but differs from the
Greek god, so often portrayed as a youthful, sensual figure, or associated from Euripides’
play, The Bacchae, with wild maenads practicing their rituals on mountain tops.
Chiladze has transformed Bakha into the owner of a tavern, located forty steps down,
who sells Georgia’s legendary wine: “Anyone who hadn’t had the chance to visit the

wine-merchant Bakha’s cellar, forty steps down, did not know the taste of true wine. A
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2

single cup of wine drained here was equal to a whole collection of kvevri®... ” (“g0B

030600 35356 dobol MOIMELIRIHYO06 Lotrsgdo 56 ogm bsdymao, sb

659300 03060l 293M 56 O(3MS. 0 IGO0 JOMO X sd0 ©306M J3936M9gd0L

3905b3Mbos...”), which people remember “like the love of a single night ...” (“g®mo

0590l boyzsMmgErogom...”) (6), and for which, when remembered, they drop all

business at hand and head for Vani.

Refusing to mix water with his wine, Bakha prefers to observe his customers and
listen to their conversations rather than make an enormous profit. He loves his cellar,
where the voices, mixing under the vaulted roof, form a polyphonic choir that rises and
falls like traditional Georgian songs.** Bakha takes particular pride in the daily mixing of
dampness, darkness, and blinding light, and the sunlight shining down his stairs has a
divine quality illuminating the minds and hearts of his customers. The sacred and the
profane blend in his tavern in the philosophical and political discussions of the men, who
are likened to timid rabbits huddled in warrens to escape from enemies, and who
reminded one Georgian reader of Zviad Gamsakhurdia and his followers, huddling in
bunkers in the early 1990’s, during Georgia’s first days of independence from the Soviet
Union.*’

The wine that Bakha serves in his tavern at the beginning of the novel, before the
Greeks (read Russians) invade, is thick, undiluted, literally the life-blood of his country,
and one can see in it the deep rootedness of viticulture in Georgian life. Chiladze
incorporates folk elements in the description of Bakha and his wine, using a string of
terms for specifically Georgian vessels:

The wine merchant Bakha could not without anxiety watch how the
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wine flowed from a kasri to a koki, from a koki to a doki, from
a doki to a jami, and from a jami to a stomach, this rich wine that had
escaped unscathed tumbling from one vessel to another, from a kasri

to get a respite...

030600 35356 dobOL 9MWY3gdSE 96 F99dwm 93JoMs, MMYME
39005Q0MES 03060 35O 33580, 3300056 MJdo mJosb
%5030, %5906 30 LEGH™MIsddo, gb O0IOEO, LEBJOTMbZWS

96O®0 FMMF0sb IgmE9do, 35UMH0B M93wINHIM ©30bmL
Lol dmbsmngdgwsc... (17)

The passage evokes the rhythm of a children’s folk song, the Georgian equivaent of “The
House that Jack Built:” “Who ate the grapes? A goat. Who ate the goat? A wolf. Who ate

the wolf? A gun. Who ate the gun? Rust,” and so on, included in lakob Gogebashvili’s

primer Mother Tongue (©09c0s 9bs), published in 1912 to help promote Georgian

literacy.*® The Russian translation of this passage is particularly interesting in that it
loses the crisp rhythm of the Georgian, substituting Russian terms and the adjectives
“large” and “small” to denote the different sizes and shapes of the Georgian vessels:*’
The wine merchant Bakhe could not without agitation watch how the
wine flowed from a cask to a large pitcher, from a large pitcher to a small
one, from a small one into a cup, and from a cup into a human throat.
Bunoroprosien baxe n He Mor 6e3 BOJIHEHHSI BUJIETh, KaK MEPETHBACTCS
BHUHO M3 00YKH B OOJIBIIION KYBIIUH, U3 OOJIBIIETO KyBIIMHA B MaJblH,
W3 MaJIOTO B YaIlly, a U3 4allu B yesoBedeckoe ropio. (10)

Significantly, it also substitutes “human throat” (ropso) for the Georgian “stomach”

(bLE™Asdo), verbally mimicking the Russian gesture for getting drunk, a slight tap of the

finger to the neck, emphasizing the slaking of thirst, rather than the more substantial, life-

sustaining value of the wine that is conveyed in the Georgian text.
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In a single mistranslation, the Russian version significantly diminishes the role
wine plays in Georgian culture, where the cultivation and image of grapes is integral to
Georgian Orthodoxy. Examples of the sacredness of wine in Georgia are plentiful, from
the stories of St. Nino, the young woman who brought Christianity to Georgia in 303 AD,
more than half a century before Russia adopted Christianity in 988, who, according to
legend, made the first Georgian cross by tying two grape vines together with a locket of
her hair; to icons of the infant Christ in his mother's arms, holding a bunch of grapes; and

the traditional religious hymn, “You are the Vineyard” (“996 bo® g9b6sbo”), sung in

praise of Christ.*®

Chiladze knows wine is a sensitive topic for Georgia, that its wine has become a
key source in its national pride, and he actually seems to question this facet of Georgian
identity. He draws attention to the potential misuse of the importance of wine when he
uses wine to distinguish the Cretan Greek and Colchian cultures and draw battle lines
between them. For example, when Phrixus rejects the wine Bedia offers him in an
attempt to revive him from near drowning, Bedia immediately identifies him as a
foreigner:

Bedia put the boy’s head on his lap and poured a sip of wine into

his mouth from a kheladi.*® The boy made a face and spat it out.

“You can tell right away he’s not from our part of the world!”

joked Bedia.

09050 30 3L 1539398 Ibeo STMBEM s B SOO0I6
©306m dmslidgz0bs. 030 ©s0dsbFs s ©306M ©935639 STMslbe.
“639690996M0 56 ymzoErsm,” 50bwydMs 39w0sa. (13)
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Further, one of Karisa’s more uncomfortable moments in her marriage with Phrixus
occurs during a discussion of the wine they are drinking, in which a reference to the
Homeric epithet for the sea, “wine-colored,” points to the sharp competition the Greek
father and the Georgian mother feel for their children’s loyalties, and the underlying
domestic hostility:

One day, when the whole family was sitting down to dinner,

Phrixus’ oldest son, Argosi, took a sip of wine from a bowl and

said: our sea is the color of wine. The other three boys stared at

their mother with questioning eyes. Karisa involuntarily tensed up...

96Mm EL, OHMES FNJLO MR IHBO LOIOWSE 0K, BFOHOJLIL
2ROMBIS 355985 5MHRLAS 0L V306M FMFBM3s s ;Mdgo:
B3960 B35 03060L89M0M. EIBIMBIBO Lo 39590 WYL Ol
55069000 3059E M9, J5OOLS MbBYdIMI© I0TDs... (52).

Phrixus picks this moment to consolidate his sense of superiority, noting that the wine in
Greece is different:

Then he himself tasted the wine, moved the bowl aside, and said

to Argosi: but not of this wine — our wine is of a different color.

3969 03000mbs3 IMZs 306M, Molio 39MDY gosBmbs s
3OMLL MObMS: mOMbE 59 3060Ls 56, B39690M ©30bMULsE
Lbgs B39O0 a3 36ogLm. (52)

Karisa understands she has lost the battle for her sons’ loyalty and affection: when she
realizes they are talking about Greek wine, and the Greek sea, she grows momentarily

weak and smiles “... bitterly... like a man who had been deceived.” (“0fo®9c0 ...

dm@Yym9dIeo 353030m...7) (52). Although she then reacts in anger, pounding her

fist on the table, she also realizes that her children have the right to understand their
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father’s culture, and that despite her native pride in Colchian wine, in Colchian culture,
she needs to find other means to keep the peace besides exploding in anger. This is a
curiously reflective moment in the novel: while Chiladze clearly acknowledges that wine
is an important element in Georgian culture, it seems he is also suggesting that instead of
using myths about the superiority of Georgian wine as a basis for Georgian cultural
superiority, Georgians would be wise to develop other aspects of their culture to
strengthen and secure its continued existence.

And Chiladze does express the fragile stability of his country, as seen when a
further image of native, traditional Georgia is suppressed in the Russian translation of the
description of Bakha sitting on his favorite three-legged stool. The Georgian passage
reads: “He stood the round-headed cornelian walking stick between his knees, laid his

hands, swollen and chapped by the sun and wind, on the head of the stick like tiles...”
(“9mbgdl ImGOL 30600 IMAZ5W 030560 X Mmbo hsgys, FoL03909o,
3009 9 5600 T M0 bgegdo XMmbol M3y 3M530EHId030m
d90m9fym...”) (17), repeating the word used in the opening description of the roof tiles
of Vani. With his arms and legs, Bakha forms the shape of a traditional Georgian home,
built around a central post, a “mother pillar” (cogs d™do), originally a live tree, and
later a column or pillar.”® The Russian translation subtly, but significantly, alters the
meaning of the Georgian: “... having squeezed the cornelian walking stick with its
rounded end with his knees, and having layed on it his big hands, rough and brown from
the sun, at an angle, like two tiles... ” (... 3aaB KOJEHIMHU KU3UIOBYIO TAJIKY C

KPYTJIbIM KOMJIEM, CJIOKHMB Ha Hel OOJIbIlNe, IIepIliaBble, KOpUYHEBBIE OT COJIHIA PYKU

yrJioM, Kak jBe uepenuiibl... ) (11), and effectively squeezes out, or suppresses, the
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image of the traditional Georgian home. The Georgian original conveys the sense of
vulnerability Georgians feel, even in their domestic architecture. Bakha holds his hands

over the rounded knob of his walking stick, “and places his chin on top, as if he were

afraid that the tiles might come crashing down.” (“99m@sb 30 603530 ©o9dx0bo,

00mJmb §03Mmd©, 3M530E 900 56 Bsdm3303glm.”) (17). The Russian version

softens this fear, substituting a rather bland “so that ... not” for the Georgian “fearing:”
“... he leaned his chin on them, as if to keep the tiles from falling down.” (“... ynepuuce
B HUX CBEPXY MOJA00POIKOM, KaK OBI ISl TOTO, YTOOBI Uepenuilbl He cBaminch.”) (11).
Bakha is the keeper of the Georgian soul, life-blood, and hearth, keeper of the sacred
wine that spreads happiness throughout the people. His hands may be swollen and
chapped from the wind and the sun, but he sits like a pagan god at the door of his very
Georgian temple.

Another key ancient Greek mythological figure Chiladze recreates is Medea, who,
along with Prometheus, is arguably one the world’s most famous Georgian literary
figures. Known best from Euripides’ play Medea, and Apollonius’ Argonautica, her
story has been re-written in hundreds if not thousands of renditions since her early Greek
inception,”’ including that by Ulitskaia. Within Georgia, however, there has been a long-
standing prejudice against the character from Greek tragedy, who, demonized as a
passionate barbarian, kills her two sons in revenge after Jason, the Greek, abandons her
for the Corinthian princess. For the better part of the 19™ and 20" centuries, Euripides’
Medea was not staged in Georgia. Directors refused to produce it and actresses refused
to play the part of a mother who kills her children, or insisted on changing the plot of

Euripides’ original play. The Georgians have emphasized instead a version of the story in
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which the Corinthians, and not Medea, kill her children. All protest that such a character
does not represent a real Georgian woman, whose primary role is that of a loving and
devoted mother.>

When Chiladze takes up the figure of Medea he follows this national tendency,
significantly altering and softening her character, and does not focus on her at all as a
mother. In a 2003 essay, he defends his Medea against charges of betraying her family
and country, and praises her instead as a young woman who stands up for her passions:
she falls in love with Jason, agonizes about whether or not to help him, but then leaves
with him once she decides to help him obtain the Golden Fleece.”®> Chiladze defends
Medea’s actions, and rather than trying to re-script Euripides’ play, or condemning her
for betraying her homeland, he accepts the Greek version of the heroine and sympathizes
with her agony, noting how awful she would feel, standing on stage, holding forth her
hands dripping with her children’s blood.

Brushing aside the ancient Greek portrayal of Medea as a jealous and crazed
sorceress, Chiladze portrays his Medea as a young woman who is a gifted herbalist and
healer, protégé of her aunt, the Goddess Hecate, but who has never used her herbs for
harm in her native environment, until she falls in love with Jason. Chiladze, rather, is
interested in portraying her as a young woman on the cusp of discovering her sexuality,
who falls innocently in love with Jason.>® He paints a psychologically realistic picture of
a young girl who has had a prophetic dream of meeting a stranger, and is immediately
attracted to Jason, who seems much stronger and more handsome than the local boys in
Aeétes’ court. With this picture Chiladze also emphasizes the perceived difference

between the local Colchian, i.e. Georgian boys, and the Greek, i.e. Russian invaders who
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appear in their bronze greaves and shining gold helmets. Seduced by the glitter of the
Greeks’ supposed higher culture, Medea is led astray, misuses her knowledge of potions
and herbs, feels tormented before she makes her decision, and eventually betrays her
country.

Chiladze, however, is not particularly interested in further details of her story.
She is born, in fact, only after her older sister marries the Greek, Phrixus. After she leaves
Colchis, she is mentioned only once, in passing, as being fated to become mythical
because of the strength of her passion; and we hear nothing about her murdering her
children.” Chiladze is far more interested in describing the fourth wave of Greeks from
Crete who invade Colchis literally in the wake of Medea’s departure. The real betrayal of
her country has come from the attack planned by Oq’ajado, Aeétes’ estranged cousin,
who has been driven out of Colchis to Crete and works in collusion with “the all-
powerful king” Minos.

More important for Chiladze than Medea’s character or fate, then, is what happens
to the women and men who remain in Colchis, and who deal with the consequences of
multiple foreign invasions of their homeland, inter-ethnic marriages, and issues of
personal freedom and love. Thus, though called “Aeétes,” much of Part I is dedicated to
Medea’s older sister, Karisa, the first Colchian woman to have fallen in love and entered
into an inter-ethnic marriage, with Phrixus, the first Greek foreigner to set foot in
Colchis. We eventually learn that as a young man Phrixus had been sold by his
impoverished parents to the “all powerful king” Minos, who sends him as the first spy to
Colchis. He arrives and is taken in under the pretext of seeking asylum, as the “all

powerful king” had been careful to plant an olive leaf in his palm.>® Their marriage
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eventually fails when Phrixus falls ill with a fatal case of homesickness; after his death,
their four boys desert Karisa and their “mother land” and travel to Greece to rediscover
their own “father-land.” The Colchians’ first experiment in inter-ethnic marriage has far-
reaching, negative consequences.

Chiladze draws a picture of Karisa and Phrixus' domestic strife as that of an inter-
ethnic, specifically Georgian-Russian marrriage. We see Karisa as a young girl, a woman,
and a noble wife who tries to hold her family together. As a young girl, she is renowned
for an independent streak, outdoing her brothers in “knavery” (;39crdo), and showing no
interest in learning the traditional healing techniques, or being like her brother,
Aphrasioni. Rather, her nanny thinks of her as the “wild Karisa... who needed to be tied

with a rope” (“oligg “oboddgeo” Jo®obs. .. §ybsdls s 1306096L”) (28). She is
known for her peals of laughter: “...Karisa laughed from her heart.” (**...Js6obo
23990565 30L30L90s.”) (29), which ring through the palace; and she represents a

typical, dedicated mother and loving Georgian woman.”’ After realizing that she cannot
fight her husband’s nostalgia, she attempts to become reconciled with him, and takes on
the role of a peaceful matron: “One evening Karisa was sitting in an easy chair and

knitting. The cat was playing with a ball of yarn that rolled on the flagstone floor.”
(“960 LML JoMoLS BOg3MdJET0 0K S JuM3S. BoSJobbBY FogaMmEMIdMEn
ool MMl 3539 900535090Ms.”) (54), who goes so far as to express an interest
in visiting her husband’s native land: “Let me not die before I see my husband and
children’s homeland.” (“olg 56 dm3d3es, Bgdo JaGOLS s 930¢gd0L LHTIMdM GH™JI

56 3bsbmm.”) (54). Phrixus responds to Karisa’s statement with incredulity and more
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excitement than he has exhibited in months: “Are you telling the truth?”” asked Phrixus,

bending forward, and leaning with his palms on the edge of his throne.” (“dstGongns
533Md?” 330mbs, bgeroliyegdoom @Hob@ol 30gbHg IYHEbMdOETs s fob
25003mbMods 3Modugd.”) (54); and their four sons respond with obvious pleasure to

their mother’s interest in their father’s native land.

Karisa’s efforts to become reconciled with her husband, however, fail, and their
experience gives Chiladze a chance to question the wisdom of inter-ethnic marriages, and
to explore conflicts involved in multiple allegiances. Their sons, “Argosi, Kitisore,

Melasi, and Phrontisi” (“s6gbo, 30GH0obmGg, Igerslio s 3OmbE0Lo”) (31), who
have all been given Greek names “in honor of their father” (“8590l bso®0»”) (31),

listen with rapt attention to the stories of his homeland, which leave Karisa indifferent.
Phrixus eventually dies of nostalgia and estrangement, and soon after his death the four
boys steal a ship and sail off to Crete. After her husband dies and her boys abandon her,
Karisa rebels against being a dutiful wife, and lamenting the falsity of her relationship
with her foreign husband, and the time wasted raising their sons, thrusts an over-ripe
muskmelon towards her father in her disappointment, and asserts her feminie agency and
her freedom:

“I, too, am rotting like this melon on its stalk,” said Karisa...

“I no longer have a husband, and I no longer have children,” sang out Karisa.

“T am free like a maiden.”

“d93 99 bgbgzogz0m ymb{Hg 3a3900,” ™335 JoEOLST. ..
“5056(3 J8s60 3Yo3L QO SO I30gd0.” [o0dMgMs JoGolsa.
“Joefmeoz300m mogolma3so 356.” (96)
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She is a Georgian woman, yet is anything but the stereotype of a submissive,
nurturing mother.

Aeétes, in turn, loses his rage, one of his defining traits in Euripides’ Medea. He
protests weakly, and feels “He could no longer be angry, as if he had no right to anger,

while he held this soft and fragrant fruit in his hand.” (390563 365HBOdM>,
00mJMb 3506M3Hg00L MBgds3 96 3JMbBs, LB gl HBOEO S LMbgermgzsb0
Bogmazo 9FoMs bgendo.”) (96). He pities his child beyond what he should as an

omnipotent king: “Aeétes’ heart contracted, his own child’s sadness and distress crawled
toward him like an unprotected child, and he stiffened involuntarily, so as not to frighten

that child with an unforeseen, awkward movement.” (“509®&U g0 Bsfys, 9300l

1935-Mbowo M35@GHMmMbM 0538303000 TYo3MEES BIHYdDY s oLoE MbgdMGS©
390939, 39m35¢obfiobgdgo, Eesbdo dmdMsmdom Mg HMT 56 9B30bs
dobomgol.”) (97). With Karisa’s earthy, prosaic act of thrusting the melon in his face, he
finally understands that his daughter is running away from a dangerous fire, and we
realize that he, too, feels the tensions of living under the pressure of Greek/Russian
invasions. He is portrayed as a typical Georgian father who loves his children and
grandchildren unconditionally, and to a certain extent unwisely, as in his kindness and

lovingness he inadvertently betrays his land and kingdom.*

The Double Bind of Tradition
Karisa’s failed marriage further allows Chiladze to question two of the deepest

traditions of Georgian national identity, that of treating guests as sacred, and of living by
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a hero’s or king’s code of honor. While Okudzhava questions the Georgians’ ability to
fulfill the promise of unconditional hospitality towards guests and to maintain their word
because of their place in the Russian empire, Chiladze seems to question the very wisdom
of the Georgians’ glorification of the tradition of hospitality in the first place, and points
to difficulties of living by a hero’s code. Both of these come into play when Jason arrives
in Colchis. Phrixus and Karisa’s sons eventually return after their father’s death, but
bring with them Jason and his sailors, who pretend to have rescued the boys. Aeétes,
known from Euripides and Apollonius as a wrathful figure, rejoices in seeing his
grandsons, yet knows he should not trust Jason and the Greek sailors who have brought
them home. Doubt and a feeling of obligation battle within him, as he questions the
Greeks’ real motives, and whether they are bandits who have forced his grandsons to tell
them about the Golden Fleece, in which case he is free to burn them along with their
ships; or if they have truly rescued them, in which case he must treat them well and
uphold his kingly code of honor, even if he does not trust them. Interestingly, he
blames the Greeks and their aggression:

The 12-oared Greek ship stood in the giant reeds of the river, high

with water. From his grandsons’ roundabout conversation he already

knew that the ship had saved them from ruin; otherwise fish would

long ago have feasted on their flesh. Thus, Aeétes was already obliged

to this ship, which had stormed into his country without permission.

But the debt needed to be paid. “Its amazing,” thought Aeétes, “what

these sons of bitches knew, what advice they’ve given to my grandsons.”
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Chiladze shows Aeétes yielding to what some may call his Georgian way of life,*’
which brings ruin. Overcome by his grandsons’ playfulness as he watches them jump
over the castle’s low stone walls, he suppresses his doubt, forgets his mythical anger, and
transforming into a simple peasant who wipes his dirty hands on his smock, welcomes
the strangers according to the local laws of hospitality. The boys, however, have been

contaminated by their exposure to foreign ways and foreign warriors: “but they had

already tasted this fruit, and their father’s illness had infected them.” (...953(53 ol

Bogmazo domsi 9399650 99339 9 5053 9L YdM©om dodol gho.”) (99-100).

They follow Jason and his crew, and after Jason and Medea’s departure, the fourth wave
of invaders, sent by Minos under the leadership of Oq’ajado and justified as avenging the
supposed insult to Jason by making him kidnap Medea as a wife, is followed by hordes
who settle in Colchis, bringing poverty and the ruin of the Colchians’ prosperous and
peaceful paradise. To emphasize the complexity of collusion between the Russians and
native Georgians who sell out to them, Chiladze embeds a Georgian proverb: “It is said,
a small mosquito can overcome a horse, if a large wolf helps it. And so it happened.”

(“6501d35805, 3bgbL 35@9MS 3ML FMgeM935, M) OO Yo J0gdzgEgdsMm.

3bgoE 8mbs.”) (192).
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The fact that Phrixus had been rescued by the elder fisherman, Bedia, welcomed
into Aeétes and Karisa’s family and treated as royalty according to the ancient customs of
hospitality, yields Chiladze a further opportunity to question the limits of the myth and
the wisdom of fully implementing that custom. It reflects, in part, the double bind that
Chiladze sees in the best of Georgians’ traditions: that which is their strength and source
of pride also brings them ruin. Thus, while Chiladze illustrates the traditions of treating
guests as sacred and upholding ancient codes of honor, he also suggests that his country
perhaps needs to be more careful about whom it welcomes into its fold if it hopes, again,
to preserve its traditions and customs.

Karisa’s marriage to Phrixus also speaks to a thorny strain of Georgian
nationalism that would claim Georgia for Georgians, and not allow for any successful
migrations of peoples. Chiladze addresses this briefly in reflections on the problem of
refugees, and how they will never feel at home in another country:

Such is the nature of a refugee. He, of course, is thankful that

you’ve shared your bread with him, given him refuge beneath your

roof, that you’ve found him a place next to the fire, but at the same

time his heart fills with envy, because he has neither his own bread,

his own ceiling, nor his own fire.

boHsbob 8969353 bma sbgmos. ob, Mo mgds Mbs, s MdIE0s,
3960 OHMA 259530, F9MJ390 M Jg0RMY, 393bL b sYowo
™A 25dmmbobyg, 35360, 53539 OHML 9o FYYHom 93LYdY,
50000 3oL 5O BO3MMIMO 320, SO BOZMIMO FIOO O SO
15390500 393bo Q59Bb0s. (175)

If we remember that Bitov, in describing his journey to the Caucasus, had said that one

sun shines on the capital, i.e. Moscow, and another in the provinces, i.e. the Caucasus, it
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is interesting to see Chiladze use the same image of the sun to frame the sense of place to
which a person swears allegiance, and to suggest the impossibility of living in another
country, as if excluding Russians, or any foreigners, from living in Georgia:

In the first place, because a foreigner, whoever he is, brought into

a family, will never swear allegiance to your sun, in so far as

he prefers a pumpkin seed from his own sun to yours, and although he

has come to you, he has his own sun, and now that sun, which still

exists somewhere, becomes 100 times more beloved and desired because

of distance and inaccessibility. Your sun can never replace that sun.
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While some would like to see racial purity among the Georgians,®' the Caucasus has long
existed at the crossroads of so many empires and peoples that mixed marriages are
common and inevitable.*” The myth of there being pure Georgians may be just that, a
myth, to which Chiladze is drawn but which he also knows is not real. In 2006, he
expressed concern over the fine line that the younger generation must tow: they need to
live in and adapt to a multi-ethnic, post-Soviet world, but must also understand and
appreciation elements of their national character, embodied in their language and

literature.%
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Georgia’s Fate: Bedia and the Sea

To draw a more detailed picture of Georgian life, Chiladze creates a cast of
thoroughly Georgian characters who reflect the country’s social and political realities.
Although they are not Greek mythological figures such as Medea, Jason, and Aeétes, all
are connected with the ancient Greek world through Pharnaozi, who, playing the role of a
Georgianized Hellenistic shepherd in the final days of his life, is closely associated with
Chiladze’s recreations of his hero’s kindred spirits, Daedalus and Icarus.

One character who speaks closely to the novel’s political allegory and Georgia’s
contemporary political situation is Bedia, Vani’s elder fisherman. Bedia is responsible
for having saved the young Phrixus and welcomed him to Colchis, and his name derives

from the Georgian bedi (d900), or “fate, destiny, lot.” The sea is his home, and is one of

the most important factors in his and his country’s fate. The cover of the 2006 Georgian
edition of the novel features a fishing boat on the shore, signaling that the sea, the site of
the influx of invaders, is both a character and a source of Georgia’s sorrows. In the
novel’s first paragraph we learn that the minute the ancient Colchians welcomes the first
foreigner on their shore, the sea itself reacts as if to a sin committed by the inhabitants of
Vani, and begins to recede:**

This is a story about those times when the city of Vani still stood

on the shores of the Black Sea, when the first Greek set foot on the

land of Colchis and meekly asked for asylum. That same day, after

a long vacillation, the sea finally made up its mind and took a step

away from the shore.
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Foregrounding a Georgian sense of animism, Chiladze accentuates the sea’s animate
nature, comparing the sea’s action to that of a husband who deserts his family.
Complicating the sense of human agency involved in history, of the Colchians
responsibility for having welcomed Phrixus in the first place, he also suggests that the
sea’s decision, and thus the course of history, is also a natural phenomenon:

It was a first step, and the most difficult one. After that everything

was supposed to keep rolling on its own. And who could hold

back the sea anyway? Even if all the inhabitants of Vani, from the

very young to the very old, had tied its waves to their garments,

the sea still would have taken off and slipped away, for no force

can resist what nature has in mind.
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The sea responds as if it were partially human and partially natural; and once Vani has
committed the sin of accepting Phrixus, reacting in anger, turns into a brackish swamp
and backwater.

The picture of Vani before the first Greek invasion is one that Georgians would
love to see for their country today -- as a hub for thriving trade routes, where its people
mingle freely with the sailors who come from all corners of the earth; and the visiting of

which is an experience that breeds envy, and even confers a sense of immortality:
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Anyone whom fate or desire brought to Vani could not wait to see
with his own eyes all those things he had heard so much about and
which made a long trip to the faraway lands truly worthwhile.
Even before he got there, he knew that back in his homeland there
would be a hundred girls seduced by jewelry from Vani and ready
to marry him; that half the city would be cross-eyed with jealousy
when he strolled down the street with a Vanian dagger hanging
from his belt, or rocked his baby in a cradle made by a master
from Vani. That was nothing! If a dying man were told that he
would be resting in a Vanian sarcophagus, he would be so overjoyed
that he would easily forget the fear of approaching death, as if a

sarcophagus from Vani could protect him from that death.
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Such hyperbole inflates the Georgians’ pride in their mythic capital, and may indeed be
tongue-in-cheek on Chiladze’s part.
As succeeding invasions occur, the sea continues to recede, and the once vibrant

capital of Vani becomes nothing but a pile of rubble. The bountiful Colchian sea
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becomes a fetid swamp whose stench reaches the doors of the local inhabitants’
dilapidated huts; the gold dust of Vani’s famous goldsmiths is replaced by dust and spider
webs in the palace of its foreign-backed king. Chiladze here presents a none too subtle
estimation of what Russia has done to Georgia, starting from the 19th century campaigns
to subdue the mountain people, transforming Tbilisi into an imperial outpost,
disenfranchising the clergy of the Georgian Orthodoxy, sending members of the Georgian
nobility to St. Petersburg to be educated, and in turn bring so-called civilization to
Georgia.” The novel’s 2006 edition also coincided with the Saakashvili government’s
efforts to encourage nationalism in the midst of Russia’s efforts to cripple the country’s
economy, when it restricted the import of Georgian wine and mineral water to Russia,
depriving Georgia of its traditional market for these goods; and after it closed its borders
to Georgia in the wake of a spy scandal, seriously restricting those with economic ties
between the two countries. ®°

At different points in the novel, images of Bedia mirror his country’s progressive
demise. Early, as the elder fisherman and master of his home, the sea, he is described
like a god as he stands on the prow of his boat:

What a pleasure it was to watch Bedia in pursuit of a shoal of sturgeon,

when, leaning from the prow of the boat he raised a trident above his head,

his arm naked to the shoulder and bronzed by the sun! At that moment

Bedia looked like a sea-god out on a hunt, in vain did the wind press

against his chest, in vain did the wrathful waves rock the boat...
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Significantly, Chiladze does not call Bedia “Poseidon,” and in fact refers to the Greek
god only when Pharnaozi is leaving Crete (400), but presents Bedia, like Bakha, as a
local, Colchian god.

As a god of the sea, Bedia articulates the Georgian tradition of being a master of
his house who feels responsible for his actions; he is obligated both to save Phrixus in the
first place, and to deal with the long-term consequences:

Had it not been for him, a tragedy would have happened. And

wouldn’t he have been responsible for the boy’s death? Wasn’t

the host responsible for everything that happened in his home?

ol M3 565, FsOMG VOO (M35 PIGHOOIOIIMS.
3965 Bolio 8GO0 56 0dbxdM., 8030 MHMI VMM OYM,
3965 Lobeol 35GMMBAs 56 Mbs sgml 3o y39esx3gHBY,
o3 dob bLoberdo bgds? (22)

Once he rescues Phrixus, Bedia feels as if someone has shifted one of the walls of his
house, as well as an immediate, personal responsibility for the decline of his country. He
uses a rope to measure how far the sea recedes each day, with each invasion, and coils
that rope around his neck like a noose every time he takes the measurement. He is not
alone in his grief, and his wife, standing at the edge of the sea, gives voice to their
country’s collective sorrow. She howls at the wind, but no matter how loudly she howls,
she can neither erase nor turn back what history has done:

Bedia’s wife took her husband’s worry upon herself. As soon as evening

fell, she threw a shawl on her shoulders and stood alone on the shore

of the pounding sea, which had already moved a good distance away from
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their small hut...
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The shifting border of the seashore, which he measures and on which they stand,
represents the loss of territory Georgia has suffered, which most Georgians, of all
political stripe and hue, feel passionately. The conflicts over Abkhazia and South Ossetia
are a source of unsolved tension which erupted in August 2008, and which the
government continues efforts to alleviate.”” Chiladze felt this loss of territory
passionately, and was involved in a long-standing feud with the British linguist, George
Hewitt, after the latter married an Abkhaz woman and began to voice sympathy for the
Abkhaz desire for independence.®®

But it is a loss that seems written by the fate captured in Bedia’s name. Perhaps
surprisingly, the people of Vani pay little attention to Bedia’s cautionary words; and it is
here that Chiladze articulates further complexities of the Russian-Georgian relationship.
As Bedia walks through the city with the rope around his neck, crying out warnings of
the sea’s retreat, proclaiming the loss of territory as the end of the earth, he is ignored as a
lunatic and at his death becomes the laughing stock of the city:

Bedia was losing his peace of mind, as so much of the sea was slipping

away in front of him, but in the city they considered him crazy, no one

believed him. From respect they listened to him, they bowed their

heads to him, and barely restrained themselves from laughing in the

face of such an elder. In truth, Bedia came to resemble a madman.
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After his death, even Bedia’s wife, who spends a full day trying to get the sea to accept
his body, is free to admit her fear of the sea; after finally burying Bedia by tying a stone
to his chest, she desires nothing more than to return to solid ground and her simple hut on
shore. Her initial sorrow, and then indifference to her husband’s and Georgia’s fate
complicate the picture of who is guilty of welcoming the first Greek, who is guilty of
giving in to the invading forces, and also asks a very real question that echoes the
confrontation between the Georgians and the Russians in Okudzhava’s novel: how much
resilience and strength do the people really have to fight off the effects of Russian
invasions once they have happened? What kind of hero does it take to survive and keep

alive the hope of an independent Georgia, a distinctly Georgian culture?

Georgian Heroes: Aeétes, Ukheiro, Pharnaozi

Although Chiladze’s novel shows the effects of multiple foreign invasions and the
destruction of a peaceful and bountiful countryside, in the end it also articulates a
humanistic point of view, and ultimately questions the myth of the warrior in Georgian
culture. The novel’s final hero, Pharnaozi, as mentioned earlier, named after Georgia’s
first king Parnavaz, who according to legend created the alphabet, is paired with his
father, Ukheiro, and together they reflect on what it means to be a contemporary
Georgian hero, offering both criticism of traditional images of superhuman warriors and
possible alternatives. One of the great myths about the Caucasus is the strength of its

men as warriors, and the historical reality of near-constant war is embedded in the
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language: the word for “hello,” gamarjobat (35856xmdsm), translates literally as “may

the victory be yours,” and is answered with the traditional response gagimarjos
(3930056xmU), which confirms — “may you be victorious as well.” Indeed, to refer

again to the 19th century historian Potto, Russian military leaders in the campaigns to
subdue the Caucasus complained bitterly about the wildness and lawlessness of the
mountain peoples. And we have seen how Okudzhava portrays his Georgian bandit,
Kipiani, as superhuman hero who can fight off a band of marauding Lezgins
singlehanded.

Both Okudzhava and Chiladze present their heroes’ masculinity as compromised
by their basic impotence as subjects within the Russian Empire, but there is a difference
between them. Okudzhava suggests that the Georgians, in dealing with the Russian
military presence in the Caucasus, have learned to restrain themselves in acting out their
roles as fighters; although they may suffer a crisis of faith in their traditional ways of
settling disputes, and the pain of being deprived of ruling their own land, they are still
physically healthy, and do what they can to maintain the appearance of their mythological
stature. Chiladze, in contrast, seems far more strident, accusing Russia of truly
deforming and emasculating Georgia’s heroes in the process of conquest, and of
feminizing the Caucasus and its men.®” Tt is tempting here to see the trope that Russia has
raped the Caucasus, and while Chiladze may feel that this is what Russia has done
historically, it casts the Caucasus, and Georgia in particular, in the role of victim, which
Chiladze in the end rejects. Pharnaozi’s father, Ukheiro, may be crippled, but he is
portrayed as master of his house and intentionally keeps his son from becoming a

warrior. Pharnaozi, in turn, is crippled at the end of the novel, but the final vision of his
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resurrection, as well as that of the Garden of Dariachangi, and the return of the sea to
Vani, reasserts Pharnaozi’s moral strength, and confirms his ideal of freedom and belief
in goodness in the world, and the strength of the Georgian people to survive.

As others have noted, the majority of male characters in Chiladze’s novel are
crippled, emasculated, or otherwise ineffective in their lives.”” While this may be true,
would like to suggest that Chiladze offers a picture of heroes who incorporate both
masculine and feminine traits, who are not afraid of being tender as a mother or innocent
as a young girl, but who are equally unafraid of being martyred for their ideals; it is the
morally positive male characters who are particularly maimed, and their psychic strength
balances out and conquers their physical deficiencies. As mentioned above, Aeétes, the
eponymous hero of the first part of the novel, is anything but the fierce hero of ancient
myth, but is rather a tender father and an indulgent grandfather. As he pities his eldest
daughter, Karisa, he is also sensitive to his youngest daughter’s needs. When Medea
sails away with Jason, his primary concern is what she will do without his help:

And what amazed everyone was that Aeétes did not worry about

his own defeat, his son, murdered slyly, or his court and home,

completely destroyed, but he cried for his youngest daughter,

who in all his unhappiness was the cause of his sorrow.

“What will happen to you, without me, my unhappy daughter,”

cried Aeétes, like a woman.
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At the end of Part I he is captured by Oq’ajado’s forces, and comes to resemble a child:
Helpless like child, whimpering like a child, Aeétes was separated
forever from his native city. And whoever, in the end, heard his
sobbing did not forget it until death; who could think that such

an enormous and ferocious man was able to cry.
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Aeétes, helpless and impotent like Okudzhava’s Kikvadze, is left to cry at his fate, but he
is not left alone, alienated, on a hilltop. Rather, he is joined in spirit by his offspring and
other Georgians Chiladze presents as suitable heroes.

Ukheiro, Pharnaozi’s father, is even more obviously crippled, ineffective, and
feminized. His name in Georgian means “ne’re do well,” or “useless,” and it may indeed
be that as a soldier, especially for a foreign king, he is useless in fighting for Georgia. An
outstanding soldier in his youth, he is an example of a Colchian warrior who proves
himself in the service of the foreign “all-mighty king” Minos. After his final battle,
returning to Vani, his legs are crushed by the wheels of a wagon, and he spends the rest
of his life in bed like a woman, embroidering a coverlet “the size of a sail” that tells the
story of his life and deeds:

Time passed. The children grew up. But Ukheiro embroidered.

He sat in the bed, leaning up against the wall, and on his legs lay a

canvas the size of a sail, and on it he depicted the story of his

turbulent life with the multi-colored threads.
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He uses the embroidery as therapy, which provides time to reflect on his life, and learn

lessons of the heart: “Embroidery lightened the sadness and bitterness gathered on his
heart, humbled him; in turn, he learned to think, to turn his eye towards his heart...”
(9963359 2B RMM300 dMETs O B5W39E0 3MEIMO Jos3YsM,
39990050965; Bods30gMHMO RoJOL 0305, M350 e do homdMH«Ybs...”) (207).

The embroidery helps him atone for all the blood he has shed, and signals a
development of his conscience, recalling Vazha-Pshavela’s Aluda Ketelauri,”' who
undergoes a similar revelation about the inhumanity of shedding human blood:

And he began to embroider because his memory, full of corpses, disturbed

him. Now, until death, he somehow needed to have the time to bring

out the corpses, and take care of them. Since he could no longer kill,

he needed to show respect to those who had died earlier, to bury them,

to give them to the earth.
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Ukheiro is further feminized, bringing out a positive aspect of Georgian hospitality:
And indeed, every event or story, however insignificant, brought

so much memory with it that Ukheiro worried like a poor little

housewife; he no longer knew where to put so many unexpected



410

guests. The helplessness even made Ukheiro wise.
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It is curious that although Ukheiro is not named after a particular Greek mythological
figure, one he calls to mind is Philomela, who is left to weave the story of her rape into a
tapestry after her sister’s husband, Tereus, cuts out her tongue so she cannot speak openly
of his violating her. The revenge Philomela and Procne then wreak on Tereus, feeding
him his only son while pretending to celebrate the rites of Bacchus, is as violent as
Medea’s murder of her children.”” Chiladze’s portrayal of Ukheiro as being like a
woman who can only describe her sorrow, in needlework at that, rather than act to defend
himself, but in whom lies untold depths of sorrow, suggests a pacifist side of Chiladze’s
humanism: he is a nationalist, but will use words as weapons rather than fight on the
streets. His picture of Ukheiro embroidering his story embodies what armed conflict in
the region has done to Georgia and Georgian manhood: taken the best of its youth from
their native land, exploited then crushed their strength, but also taught respect for human
life and wisdom they need to share with subsequent generations.

Indeed, Ukheiro has come to understand the uselessness of bloodshed, and at
home exerts only a show of force, shouting orders to his daughters and terrifying the
household by shaking his javelin in impotent anger. His transformation is expressed in
his love for his son. Although he ordered Pharnaozi to be killed after his wife dies in
childbirth, he secretly rejoices when he realizes his family has defied his irrational orders:

He had long understood the domestic slyness, and deliberately
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turned a deaf ear, because his first rage had passed, and now he even
rejoiced that they had ignored his orders. Silence and feigned
deafness were the only means by which he could save his son’s

life, and for that reason, he pretended to be deaf.
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After he dies, his javelin, stuck in a wall in his room, is used to dry churchkhela” which
Pharnaozi eats with delight after he returns from exile in Crete, and which later, also
serves as a drying rack for his grandson, Little Ukheiro’s diapers. Over all, Ukheiro
recalls far less a Homeric warrior than a soldier suffering from post-traumatic stress, and
he certainly does not encourage Pharnaozi to follow in his martial path.

Estranged from his father for most of his life, Pharnaozi becomes an artisan, a
stonemason, and the real hero of the novel. Though kept apart from his father, he shares
some very Hellenistic characteristics with him, as he becomes a dreamer, and a pastoral,
idealizing, and bedraggled lover. Although a warrior in his youth, Ukheiro has a tender
side. He courts his wife by inscribing an apple with the phrase “I love Ukheiro,” and
rolling it on the ground at a temple; when his beloved picks it up, she reads it aloud,
declaring her love for him in public, for all to hear. While at war, he had insisted on
sending her letters inscribed on heavy stones. Pharnaozi, as a stonemason, recycles these
love letters, carving them into images of his beloved Ino and his dog, Tsuga. Also, after

returning from Crete, Pharnaozi sees his father’s finished coverlet and realizes finally that

he and his father are very much alike, sharing a basic love for humanity: it is at this point
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that Pharnaozi runs away from his family to live a quasi-pastoral life of a Georgian,
Theocritan shepherd.

Embodying much of what Chiladze feels is best among his countrymen,
Pharnaozi also reflects some of the real difficulties Georgian men face in their lives,
which Chiladze explores through the institutions of prostitution, marriage, and the family.
As an adolescent, Pharnaozi falls in love with Ino, the youngest daughter of black-eyed
Malalo, originally from Babylon, who speaks to all her guests in their own tongues. In
black-eyed Malalo, we see again how Chiladze blends Classical allusions and Georgian
reality: black-eyed Malalo is always mentioned with her near-Homeric epithet, and yet
“black-eyed” is also a common theme in Georgian folk music.”* She and her daughters
are also local sirens who lure men to destruction in their home that bursts with song when
they entertain strangers. And Pharnaozi is warned about them; although the men frequent
black-eyed Malalo’s house regularly, he hears a different story from the women:

Before Pharnaozi met Ino, he had heard that an evil woman lived

in their city, not a woman, but a devil, who made men foolish,

then made them sleep and drank their blood.

15653 BoMbsMBO 0bM Fgbgzgdms, 04599 3Jmbs 493900,

™A 350 Joe59ddo 9MmM0 dMOHME0 Joeo 3bM3ZOMBP, Jsewro 30

305 5¢dox 0, ®MIY03 39(390L SL¥IEgegds, IgMg 5d0bgd

Q5 Lolbls Bmgs. (255)
Although black-eyed Malalo and her daughters are a known presence in Vani, their social
class as prostitutes prohibits Pharnaozi from marrying Ino, and his forbidden love for her
blesses and ruins his life. His emotional trauma reflects his country’s political trauma:

Ino, the prostitute who has passed through the arms of the entire city, serves as a

metaphor for Georgia, which has passed through the hands of several empires. As
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Pharnaozi refuses to contaminate his feelings for Ino by buying her love with foreign,
earned money, Chiladze will not compromise in his vision of the innocence and purity of
Georgia, prostitute though she may at times be to Russia. An interesting parallel
emerges: just as Pharnaozi will not be courageous enough to save Ino, Chiladze will not
fight with arms, and is left to nurture his idealization of Vani and Colchis as a means of
preserving the vision of an independent, flourishing Georgia.

As Chiladze suggests that the traditions of hospitality and a hero’s code of honor,
the best of Georgian life, can also bring destruction, he also suggests that the innocence
and purity of Pharnaozi’s love for Ino keep him from living within the bounds of
traditional society. Again blending pagan allusions with Georgian realities, Chiladze
describes Pharnaozi as a youth falling in love with Ino, who is skinny, knock-kneed, and
pig-tailed; and their young love is a pagan, yet innocent celebration of human sexuality,
of the best impulses of attraction and affinity.”> In contrast to her mother and sisters, Ino

1s described as “Not a witch, but a lamb, a white lamb...” (“serdoxo 30 969, 893939,

09060 893935... ) (255); and her relationship with Pharnaozi is compared to the purity

of snow:
Involuntarily, little by little, she gathered in this other child’s soul
and consciousness unnoticed, like snow fallen in the night.”® And
one day Pharnaozi woke up and saw how the snow had made every-

thing white, everything, as far as his eye could see.
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The entire town knows that he and Ino play together, and theirs is a friendship of a boy
and his best friends, Ino and his dog:"’

After this, Pharnaozi remembered Ino more often, or rather, when

he thought about Tsuga, somehow or another, he also remembered

Ino. His anxious nature was looking for a companion, and as soon as

he saw her, Pharnaozi recognized her. Ino was wearing a red dress,

and red ribbons were woven into her small braids which stuck out

from her head.
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He and Ino are friends for two years, meeting in the Garden of Dariachangi, Vani’s
Garden of Eden: “And the aroma of apples wafted from them, apple flowers were
scattered in their hair, as if they had been born in this garden, at the same time, before

2

each other’s eyes.” (“05m5(3 3990l LMbYPO SLWOMPOIM, 35TEPOL Y39300

9956500 1035DYg, oMMl 59 d50do Q5Bgboe0y3696, gONOHMMS,
96mIsbgmobmgzaw(job.”) (259). They live in a perceived eternity that allows them
childish laughter, and they indulge their curiosity about the physical world:

Everything was funny, and they, too, laughed; everything was

interesting, and they tested everything with great attention; like kestrels

they inspected a stick or a shell washed ashore,” multi-colored pebbles,

or a dung beetle, rounded like a drop of tar, everything their feet and
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eyes fell upon along the road home.
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Participants in the wealth of Georgia’s natural world, they lie side by side on the warm
sand, playing childish games with the waves and seaweed, as the sea breeze caresses their
youthful bodies. As they approach puberty, Ino is described as a pagan goddess: “And
Ino kept walking towards him, walking, walking, and wrapped in the rays of the morning
sun, she glittered enchantingly, like a idol carried from a temple.” (“0bm 3o dmoms,
dMOMY, IMEOMEs s 0ol Bol Lboggddo gobzgmero, mgzsols-
93 FMH95© dMFY30590, HMYMOF 39006 Qodm@sbowo 39030.”) (267).
Reality intrudes on their pagan paradise, however, and Pharnaozi and Ino learn
some of the unpleasant aspects of Georgian life, which Chiladze is not afraid to portray:
the confines of domestic tradition, and the legacy of political terror. They are
“discovered” in the Garden of Dariachangi when Pharnaozi’s illegitimate nephew, Kusa,
is born. Kusa is a counterpoint to Pharnoazi and his purity and idealism, and his name
means “with squinty eyes,” from kusavs (329b53V), “to look with squinty, popping eyes.”

Kusa demeans both Pharnaozi and Ino, betrays his homeland, and he is an ambiguous,
disturbing character, as if Chiladze wants us to realize how people, born with an evil
streak, can become even more compromised by their life situations. Marked at birth as
corrupt, Kusa is the illegitimate son of Popina, Pharnaozi’s sister, who is raped by

Philomele.” As an adolescent, when he decides to marry one of Bakha’s daughters
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simply from a desire to become rich, Bakha tells him to get a job first, and he apprentices
as a butcher. At first fascinated by the blood that flows over the chopping block and
splatters his apron, he grows fearful, and goes to work for Oq’ajada, the local tyrant, who
in turn is servant of “the all-powerful” king, Minos who rules Colchis from Crete.

As an adult, Kusa’s corruption becomes more manifest. He terrifies the town,
walking around with a leather bag full of instruments slung over his shoulder that jangles,
warning everyone of his approach. He frequents black-eyed Malalo’s home, and
assuming his uncle shares the same needs, repeatedly reminds Pharnaozi of Ino's easy
accessibility. All that is needed is money, which Kusa gains in spades by serving
Oq’ajado in a dubious position: although he reports daily to the castle, he feels he is a
fraud -- sometimes his services are needed, sometimes they are not, and it is not quite
clear what he does. His evil is further marked by his lack of progeny. Although
relatively wealthy, an owner of one of the few two-storey houses in Vani, his successive
wives bear him three stillborn children: he participates in and preserves no Georgian
traditions worthing of passing on to future generations.

And yet because of his position at the palace, and the strength of his own evil, he
holds a kind of psychological power over the inhabitants of Vani, and in particular, over
Pharnaozi, who feels beholden to him by a bond of blood and basic humanity. Kusa is
both part of Pharnaozi’s immediate family, and part of a larger family of human beings,
and this sympathy for the devil implicates all, so that when Ino later reflects that every
living creature deserves at least a minute of happiness in its lifetime, we understand that

this includes even someone as evil as Kusa. With a characteristic sense of humanity,
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Chiladze seems to suggest that all humans participate in, or have the potential to
participate in evil.

Against the backdrop of this understanding, however, Chiladze presses forward to
identify a positive force to counter the evil, letting Pharnaozi emerge as a hero who works
through despair, captivity, to eventual freedom. In despair over his unrequited love for
Ino, Pharnaozi exiles himself to Crete. Leaving his impoverished homeland with all of its
imperfections, he seeks to make some kind of existence in the land of the conqueroring
Greeks, i.e., the Russians, and spends ten years helping to build Minos’ marble palace. In
Crete, echoes of conditions in both imperial Russian and the Stalin era blend together.
For instance, Pharnaozi finds his individuality erased when he joins forces with others
building the palace:

In the course of these ten years no one was interested in him as an

individual. When he first got to Crete, they did not even ask his

name; the supervisors were only interested in his profession, and when

Pharnaozi said, “I am a stonecutter,” 40,000 men called out in a single

voice: come here, you are one of us. Nothing more than that, and after

that day, Pharnaozi disappeared among the 40,000 stonecutters, turned

into 40,000 Pharnaozis...
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One of 40,000 men, sweating to build Minos’ palace, he represents all those in the Stalin
era who helped build settlements across Soviet Russia. Putting his heart into his work so
the rhythm of the physical labor takes away more troubling thoughts, he is also a
brooding Tolstoyan figure, finding solace in manual labor, given to contemplating
philosophical questions. The term used to describe him in this context is “superfluous”

(993 0): “Everyone lay in this tar, but Pharnaozi was still alone, still a stranger and
superfluous.” (“yz9wsbo 08 3793M 3o 0fj369b, Boa53 BsMBsMBO Fo0bE FoMGH ™ 0ym,
35063 M)3b™ s Bgdg@0.”) (387). In the Russian translation, the term used is

“lyshnyi” (abimnblit), the word used to describe an entire category of men such as
Lermontov’s Pechorin, living in imperial Russia with no clear or positive purpose. In this
curious linguistic moment, it is as if Russians who read the novel may identify Pharnaozi
with Russian heroes of the Caucasus. For Georgians, however, Pharnaozi is superfluous
in Crete, i.e., in Russian society, and must return home to Georgia to be counted as an
individual and a hero.

Indeed, life in exile does not satisfy Pharnaozi, and following the reverse path of
Jason and the Argonauts, he returns from Greece to his homeland in Colchis, in a journey
that reveals much about a Georgian attitude to living in Russia, or perhaps, anywhere
outside of Georgia. Before he finds a ship home, Pharnaozi’s life in Crete is not easy: in
the workers’ dorms, he is beaten up for being too dedicated to his work. Like his father
who found solace in embroidering, Pharnaozi finds solace in working with the stones,
which gives him time to dream of Ino and Tsuga. He thinks briefly about settling down
in Crete, but imagines an idealized Georgian life -- building a house, a fence, and

planting fruit trees -- and realizes he could never recreate his native way of life there.
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Part of his discomfort comes from the fact that Crete is filled with deported people, and
the description is reminiscent of both imperial Russian and Stalinist deportations:

Crete was full of deported people, like him, and each in his own

way tried to adjust to it, to join with it, to blend into their new

surroundings. They were brought by force, or they came by themselves...

each one brought his own pain, and the eye that could see another’s

misfortune was already filled with the fog and dust of the country left

somewhere beyond the sea: each one mourned for his dead, and his

neighbors seemed to him to be only sleeping.
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One does not have to read too deeply to see a portrayal of how difficult it has been for
Georgians to live abroad, to adjust to a different culture. Pharnaozi understands he must
return home when he recognizes Kusa’s illegitimate father, Philomene, who falls to his
death while working on Minos’ palace. He feels only pity for his sister’s rapist, Kusa’s
absent father, and realizes that despite all of the imperfections and pain that come with
his extended Georgian family, he must return home to his life in the Caucasus.

Before Pharnaozi returns to Vani, however, Chiladze has him meet a Greek with
whom he has much in common — Daedalus, a fellow exile and dreamer, and icon of

artistic freedom. Suggesting that salvation is to be found in aesthetic endeavors, Chiladze
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has Daedalus shelter Pharnaozi after he is beaten by his fellow stoneworkers. Daedalus,
the Athenian painter, sculptor and inventor, whose most canonical version is found in
Ovid, Metamorphoses, viii 183-235, is presented by Chiladze as an artist whose studio
and home are filled with sculptures, and who is busy painting frescoes in the palace
ballroom for an adolescent Ariadne, before she helps Theseus conquer the Minotaur. As
happened with Medea, Chiladze is not interested in the mythical figure Ariadne, though
he mentions her briefly, but is far more interested in presenting Daedalus’ “normal”
domestic life, describing his wife cooking soup, and knitting. (408-409). The artist-in-
exile expresses a desire for freedom, an interest in flying, but seems reconciled to his fate
in Crete, and helping to secure Pharnaozi’s passage to Colchis.

In a significant change from Ovid’s version of the myth, Chiladze presents
Daedalus’ son, Icarus, as a paraplegic who will appear in the novel’s grand finale as
Pharnaozi’s spiritual and moral companion. Rather than presenting Icarus as the one who
flies to his death, Chiladze presents Daedalus as the one who wishes he could fly, but
cannot escape Knossos, and who instead fashions wings for his son, who will fly to
eternal life in a resurrected Vani. The sympathy and similarities between all of the
novel’s “incorrigible dreamers,” between Pharnaozi’s father Ukheiro, Pharnaozi himself,
Daedalus, Icarus, and Pharnaozi’s future son, Little Ukheiro, are telling: as the novel’s
moral heroes, they are all in some way crippled or disabled, and their disabilities, to
reiterate, are a measure of their moral strength. Whether it is Ukheiro’s amputated legs,
Pharnaozi’s inability to defend his love for Ino, Icarus’ inability to walk, or Little
Ukheiro’s love for his father and his desire to imitate Icarus, all have their ability to move

curtailed, and are kept from walking along the road of life. But, it is the force of art and
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the aesthetic endeavors, and the desire for freedom embodied in the persons of Daedalus
and Icarus, that bring succor, suggesting Chiladze’s effort to portray Georgia as a haven

of aesthetic and spiritual freedom.

Captivity as Freedom

Pharnaozi’s return to Colchis is no easier than his stay in Crete, yet reveals his
deep love for his homeland, addressing how far Georgians will go to maintain their
country’s traditions, as well as the limitations those traditions impose on their
practitioners. In Knossos, Pharnaozi must wait months before he finds a ship to carry
him home: the infrequent sailings to Vani signal the vast change in the country since the
Greeks, 1.e. Russians, have taken over. As described in the opening pages of the novel,
Vani had been a port that beckoned ships from all over the world, with the fragrance of
the Garden of Dariachangi wafting miles out to sea. When Pharnaozi finally meets a
fellow Colchian and boards a ship, overwhelmed with joy, his first act is to tear off the
clay identification tag he has been forced to wear around his neck, telling everyone of his
status as a foreign worker from the Caucasus.

Chiladze describes Pharnaozi’s return with the elements he feels represent his
country: its language, its bloody history, and its natural beauty. He calls attention to the
particular moment when Pharnaozi, approaching Colchis, hears Georgian being spoken
for the first time in ten years:

In all this time, no one had spoken Georgian on the ship, and Pharnaozi

shuddered involuntarily. No, it didn’t just seem, but in reality, the rower

sitting next to him said in Georgian: “Look, Aphrasioni’s Islands.”
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It is no accident that the first sighting of his homeland refers to Medea’s bloody betrayal

of her family, the islands named for her brother, whom she killed while fleeing with

Jason. Shortly after passing the islands, Pharnaozi smells a familiar aroma, and spying an

eagle soaring high above the clouds, catches sight of the Caucasus Mountains and cannot

restrain his joy:
“The Caucasus! The Caucasus! The Caucasus,” cried out Pharnaozi,
and he wiped his eyes, filled with tears either from excitement
or from the wind, so that he could more clearly see the round dance
of the black, jagged, proud, and magnificent mountains...*
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He reflects that the mountains represent his homeland, and Chiladze emphasizes that like

animate beings, the mountains share both Pharnaozi’s sense of being grounded in the
Caucasus, and sharing a fated captivity that is at the same time freedom:
And they, too, were attached by this invisible rope to the Caucasus,
and consciousness of this is precisely what delighted them, the
consciousness of the captivity, eternal, decreed by fate, which for
them was also freedom, because here everything was like one’s parents,
familiar, natural, ordinary, understood, and easy to endure.
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Calling to mind once again his Georgian literary ancestor, Vazha-Pshavela, who also
refers to the Caucasus Mountains as sentient beings,8! it does not matter that the
first sight to greet him are the islands, with their rocks died red from Aphrasioni’s
blood: he is home, in familiar territory, and will make his peace on his own terms,
under his own sun.

It may be instructive to compare, if briefly, Chiladze’s description of Pharnaozi’s
response to seeing the Caucasus with that of Russians who have approached the
mountains from the north, in particular Lermontov, Potto, and also Okudzhava.
Lermontov's Pechorin, in 4 Hero of our Time, from his window in Piatagorsk, sees the
romanticized exoticism of the Caucasus, and the mountains’ offer of adventure and
escape from the social oppression of living in St. Petersburg, Russia. The novel’s
narrator, however, gives a less positive account of his journey into Tiflis, as he complains
about the local Ossetians, the dust and the dirt, and notes that his “tea kettle” is his only
comfort on his journey.* Potto, referred to in the introduction, begins his 19" century
history with a cry, “The Caucasus!” (Kaska3s!), only to cite the blood Russians have shed
fighting to capture the Caucasus as one of the many reasons Russia should maintain its
hold on the area, offering no sympathy for blood shed by the Caucasian peoples. And
even Okudzhava, as discussed above, exudes a marked ambivalence about the Caucasus,
as he has Lavinia express incredulity that what she sees along the Georgian Military
Highway could possibly be called paradise, and when she and Miatlev are ultimately

deported from their supposed haven. All of these figures are far removed from sharing
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Pharnaozi’s sense of a Georgian homecoming. Pharnaozi embodies an ardent nationalist
who deeply loves his native land, despite its limitations or harsh realities; he has been
abroad, but found that he is too rooted in the Caucasus to be able to live away from the
land and its culture that he knows so well.

While the trope of “The Captive of the Caucasus” has also been well used among
Russians writers, from Pushkin, to Tolstoy, Bitov, and Makanin,83 Chiladze’s captive
Pharnaozi is distinctly different, as Chiladze is writing as a Georgian, and his hero’s
“captivity” is that of a person living within a traditional society. For Pharnaozi, part of
his “captivity” involves returning home to fulfill his role as pater familias in a Georgian
home, once again eating churchkhela, sleeping in the cot left vacant by his father,
Ukheiro, who has died five years earlier, marrying the girl his sisters have chosen for
him, and fathering a young Ukheiro.

Yet, though he loves his native land, Pharnaozi is compelled by his nature to
search for personal truth and freedom within his native captivity, but outside the bounds
of his traditional marriage. The girl who becomes his wife, Tina, a neighbor since
childhood, is shown growing up in a typical, lively, tight-knit Tbilisi courtyard, or ezo
(9Bm). She sits for hours in a fig tree planted by Pharnaozi’s uncle, and hidden in its

wide, rough leaves, sings at the top of her lungs, spying on her future husband until her
mother, cursing, calls her home.* Having plotted to marry Pharnaozi from childhood,
she befriends his sisters, happily shelling beans and grinding garlic with a wooden mortar
and pestle at their side. In Pharnaozi’s absence in Crete the sisters have begun to treat her
like family, calling her “bride,” and joking that she will marry their brother. Tina,

although she longs for love, is happy to settle for the respectability of having her own
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home, a husband and child; and experiences her relationship with Pharnaozi as a
prolonged battle in which she wins a series of skirmishes, and prevails as far as she does
by the sheer force of her patience and endurance. Presented as such, Tina and her sisters-
in-law may indeed provide Chiladze’s personal critique of the traditional structure of a
Georgian marriage.*

Although Pharnaozi returns home and tries to settle into a traditional Georgian
life, it is his fate to meet with his childhood sweetheart, Ino, the woman he cannot defend,
yet the ideal he cannot betray, who embodies the essence of human worthiness: their
meeting allows Chiladze to reflect on what he sees as the meaning of being human, the
experience of an eternal, pure love. After Pharnaozi’s return to Vani, his marriage, and
the birth of his son, the two finally meet on a road, where Pharnaozi has stubbed his big
toe. In Pharnaozi’s absence Ino has become a beggar, dressed in rags, living in a hovel.
When they meet, however, Ino becomes instantly radiant: “The woman was happy, and

could not hide it. Everything was painted on her face, like the reflection of a flame on

someone standing by a bonfire.” (“Jsgno d9bogMo ogm s 3963 o3¢,
4390939600 LobgBg gbo@s, MHMYMOE 5S¢0l 56560930 303MmbMB FYSML.”)
(474).3¢ After dressing Pharnaozi’s wound with vinegar, she reveals her thoughts: “In
her opinion, every being, no matter how frightful or insignificant it might be, had the
right to one happy minute.” (“dobo sHMom, gOHM0o dgbogMo fmmol Mgargds
g4m3z9e sOBYGOSL 3JMmbos, MHMyMEO LsJobgoEs s «98bodzbgwrms o6 Mbs
ymxa0eoym 00.”) (474). She includes herself as one of those beings, and this belief

has kept her alive during the many years of being a prostitute: “She felt with all her

being that she had the right to this one minute, which, above all, would be the support and
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confirmation of her humanity.” (“dogeo 56LJd0m 4OHABMDOS, XYRwds 3Jmbs od
9600 {00obs, HMIYEoE, 13003909l ymgerobs, dolo 5@s80sbMdOL
Q5L5YMOIBO S WIILEMYOS3 0d69dMs.””) (474-475). Sensing her moment of
happiness, she remembers the love she and Pharnaozi experienced in the Garden of
Dariachangi as a gift of eternal light:

She had a star, given to her by a small boy, silly and naive like her.

Her heart, torn by the points of this star, burned continuously; and

what could she think, she trembled like a leaf, if this light the size of a

leaf, turned out to be so heavy, so inexhaustible, so unspent.

9ol 390133530 3dMmbo, 35BHoMS d0F0l, Fologzom bvyegwro

Q9 3B¥MHY30M 00 F0L Bobrydo®o. 08 g3s1i3zergol Jodgdom

Babggo 3awo pebafiggadewos gfiamaws; 36 Gob 0godhgdws,
ROOME0300 InEsbEsbY, BemEolbgws Lobsmeng, sigmo ddody,

SBYMO WHMEIZIEO S PIMBIOXR IO 01¢) 50MhBEGdM.. (475)
If Pharnaozi has been unable to forget her, Ino, too, has harbored an image of the young
Pharnaozi and recognizes in his eyes the boy “who drew dogs for her in the sand with a
dry stick, who gathered apples for her in the Garden of Dariachangi, competed with her
in swimming, who threw jellyfish, soft and slippery like boiled starch, on her naked

body.” (“bdgero BboMom Lo sHg dsgdls HMA MbEH9309, IM0BIBROL dswdo

359l OHMI M3M9BPY, (37)M3500 MM g 0dMIOMY, BOG3J G9bbg 89 BIL
60 52009009, IMOMMIOE0 bbsdgdIE030m MMBMEIMLS s LEPo3obsl.”)

(475).
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Chiladze calls the purity and innocence of their childhood love their one true
refuge, removed from the unclean desires felt by most of the men who visit Ino; and it is
also a refuge from the troubles that plague their country:

The world stood on the shoulders of these two children, a girl and

a boy, on the shoulders of belief and love, and they, the woman and

man, locked in the room fearing a witness, shared with these two

children the last goji®” of land, the last place where they could place

their feet.

93994965 M0 053830, 4MyMUs s d0F0l, GHIgbols s Loyzs®yeols
dbemq0bg 0y, olobo 3o, dmfjdol Jodoo mmsbdo 3sdmaHyzwgeo
o0 s 35330, 00 M6 B5333L M 35651 3bgEo ofiols ymxLse,
396503690 539gbols Mo 30gdge 5YOELYE SOMI)3b9b. (481)

As a refuge, their love, based in the ideal past, also provides a space for purification:
They shared this past with each other, the most hope-giving refuge,
where, tired and crushed from life, they could take shelter, and not
only take shelter, but also find renewal, purification, because from
that past floated the aroma of an apple, and the wings of a quarrlesome
seagull.
obobo FoOlml 5600T93bgb 9H»TbgML, y39esBHg bLyodgm

05309055350, Boog 3BM3MYIOLYID WIWEOEGIL S FoMgEPoEgdlL
05300 995356935 9999 M0o s 965 FBMEPME 1030l F9356M9ds,

3650900 9bsbgd53, 29b609boEs o 90YIBIE, MY 0d
DLl 35900l Bmbo SbEOMPS S FMALBIGO MM OOl
3600900 3Jmbs. (481)

But theirs is a tenuous refuge, and as a sign of how low they and their country have

fallen, and also as a reminder of Colchis’, and Georgia’s past glories, Bakha’s walking
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stick with its rounded knob reappears in Ino’s room, left by none other than Kusa, in lieu
of payment.

Repeating words from the opening pages of the novel as an ode to Vani’s lost
glory, Ino wishes Pharnaozi would reenact Bakha’s favorite pose: to set the stick
between his knees, cover its top with his hands like a roof, and lean his chin on his hands.
At this moment, filled with inexplicable loathing, Pharnaozi feels he should break the
stick over Ino’s head as she describes the disgrace and disgust she feels when impotent
old men undress her. Overcoming his anger, however, he realizes that Ino’s fate is
precisely what should concern him: she is everything to him, mother, sister, lover, and
wife. He feels his own impotence and guilt, that he has been unable to be either son,
brother, friend, or husband, and feels he should beg her forgiveness for making her the
victim of his indifference, his lack of understanding, and above all, his cowardice. If he
had had the courage, he would never have abandoned her, and by association, would
never have abandoned his beautiful, beloved country. The two share a brief moment of
contact, as he caresses her forehead. Their physical touch effects a kind of tactile
memory that recalls the former beauty of their country, which in turn provokes a brief,
but significant moment of courage as Ino locks her door to the next customer, Kusa, who
feels it is his inalienable right to enter, reminding them of their, and Georgia’s,

vulnerability.

Of Tyrants, Toadies, and Freedom

The politics of the day that intrude to destroy the lyric, nostalgic moments Ino and
Pharnaozi share include both Kusa and the local king Oq’ajado, and in their portrayals
Chiladze offers a critique of both toadies and tyrants, but one that is imbued with a
sensitivity to the difficulties of separating the political from the personal, and particularly
of having a villain and traitor in one’s own family — an experience felt acutely by

Georgians, who have had to bear the legacy of Stalin and his Caucasian henchmen being
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of their own kin. As mentioned above, Kusa is the novel’s villain, and he is generally
self-assured, or pretends to be. Although Kusa is physically and morally repellent,
Pharnaozi nonetheless feels cowed by him, as by someone who has gained prestige
playing to the foreign powers that rule their city. He is the type of traitor for whom
Chiladze would like to feel no pity. And yet, Pharnaozi and Kusa are related by blood
and a kind of human sympathy — Kusa understands his uncle loves Ino, and has offered to
help buy her from black-eyed Malalo. And Pharnaozi, too, seems to share Ino’s
generous thoughts that as a human, Kusa, no matter how frightful and repellent, deserves
his moment of happiness. The sense of repulsion generated in the reader every time Kusa
appears echoes the feelings of Vani’s townspeople every time they hear the grating noise
of his instruments of torture he carries with him. They hate and fear him, but he is one
of their own, and reflects, perhaps, the complex reality of living with those who served
Stalin and other, later Soviet overlords.

If Kusa is vile, Oq’ajado is cruel, not particularly bright, and not royal by birth.
His father was a groom who is castrated and exiled early in the novel; his mother, on
whom Oq’ajado depends, has been responsible for advancing his political career. Feeling
acute shame about his birth, he also has a face that is described repeatedly as flat and
pockmarked, a hint, perhaps, that he is meant to be a caricature of Stalin, or someone
working closely with Stalin: Stalin himself was badly pockmarked and insisted that all
photos of him hide this perceived defect.*® There is, interestingly, a photograph in the
Stalin Museum in Gori, Stalin’s hometown, that shows his scarred neck, though as
currently displayed, the photo is not well 1it.*’ These two figures caricature tyrants and
political toadies, and as the early Soviet scholars note, Chiladze is merciless in portraying

their dehumanized and dehumanizing behavior.”
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Pharnaozi as a Georgian, Hellenistic Shepherd

Pharnaozi, unable to endure the doubly suffocating atmosphere of his city ruled
by a tyrant, and his traditional, falsely constructed domestic life founded not on love, but
duty, attempts to find personal freedom; as he does so, he also becomes a figure who
rallies the other citizens’ to protest against Oq’ajado’s political machine. Seeking
freedom, he first takes on characteristics of a kind of Hellenistic shepherd who finds
peace and harmony in the natural world, while philosophizing about evil and good.
Fleeing home, he is drawn involuntarily to the cave in which he and Ino were caught after
being expelled from the Garden of Dariachangi: “He found the cave easily, and although

he did not look for it, from the beginning he went towards it, because his heart drew him

2

to it, his heart served as a guide... ” (“003089 5305 03M35, MI3d M3 wd9dboy,

00)MH39 093005639 JoL3gb IMPOM., MY 2l IM3Ys39, 3w9o Mgz
393DMOMOL...”") (542).

There, he adopts the life of a shepherd, living out a broken idyll, sleeping in an
indentation on the stone floor, and appears to be in a pagan paradise. Drinking milk
straight from the udder of the goat that once belonged to black-eyed Malalo, then

watching it cascade down the hill, Pharnaozi is amazed at its “magical warmth and
aroma” (“x5mbbwywo Lomdm s byObgwo”) (544). He sees divinity in the goat:
“And he thought, perhaps she is one of the gods, because the goat, really, stood with
divine peacefulness.” (“olog 30 35080J6Ms, 04690 WIGOMPIOOLSSM, M5YSD Mbo
3oOOWSE 030593M030 LodIZ30gm 0YY.”) (544). And he attains a state of bliss:

Pharnaozi had never been so delighted, as if the goat’s milk had cured

him immediately of everything. No, as if he had nothing to be cured
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of, because he had been born here, in this cave, the goat had raised

him, and now, for the first time, he was to go out into the sunlit world.”

39OBIMBO 5MLMEIL 56O YNBSS SO obsMgdMo, MoMJmls
33 90993900 3JMmbs Q9bLY3MMBYO, MoEYB, 57, 53 dz0d9d0
39Bgbomoygm, mbols 259HoM©s s sbEs 30MH3gws Mbs
399mbryamoym bsdbgmby. (545)
He imagines life outside the cave as a heaven in found nature, where humans experience
a proverbial Golden Age:
... outside only the sound of a bird’s chirping was heard, and the
bird had such a peaceful, high, pleasant voice that the universe
where such a voice was born could not possibly be ugly, evil, and
dangerous. This universe, after all was bathed with the goat’s milk,
and most likely, there, too, the intoxicating smell of milk circled, the
fields shone radiant green, and the crimson-colored bees buzzed over
the flowers, peeping out here and there with wide-open eyes; a man
had plowed land in the field, the man’s naked children followed after
him, beautiful like flowers and bothersome like bees; only these children,

with baskets glasped to their stomachs, were carrying the seeds of bread,

goodness, love, peace, and wisdom.

3909006 Fbmem ho@ob LE396s 5093w, beaenm bo@l oligmo
9930000, 360505 5 LELOSAMZbM HAs 3JMmbo, Ladygs®m, Lo

50235600 bds 0850090MY, 56 T90dGIMEs NZ0Mb «dbm,

dMOMGH0 S LobogsmM ymgowrogm. oboi bmd mbols dom

0y 2560560000 9 5EdIM, 0453 BIOL ITSMVOMdJEO bybo
G059, J0bMMO boliboligds s 5do-0d odmFYg@EHow
4393090l 5¢oLGBIOO B9YEIMJO0 IODMMEbYD: JobEm®mBY

396U bbeo 993Jmbs, 353 ©gE0TMdOEs 85383900 dM3Yz9dm©bIb,
439309003000 535D90 S BEIMJO0309m 509DM0; beagom 00
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0538390 3939w b Jobw)EgdIo 35WsmgdOM 3YMHOL, Loggmob,

L0Y356Eol, Loddz0EoL s LOdMAIBOL MgLEro dm3dmbsm. (545)
Pharnaozi realizes he has seen this vision of the world before, on his father’s embroidered
coverlet “the size of a sail,” and sensing a strong spiritual connection with Ukheiro, he
longs for the solidarity of three to make the vision come true:

Already, two men would go out and share the same view and

desire. And this already meant something, if nothing else, two are

more than one, they could believe more, and later, it is possible,

someone else would join them, if this other one really existed, and

this other now heard the chirping of the birds. Three humans were

already a people.

3bg, OH™I 1339 O6O 25MEO0MEBID JOPBI0MO MZoeols s LvMzool
dJmbgbo. gU 30 Mos3sL Bodbs3s, BB3S 019 5M5xTIOO, MO 9HNDY dgE0
094, 3930 IIXIMIOIMOS O B3sem, J90dEgds 30093 305G JOMPI™

30609, 0930 ol 30639 LobsIZ0gdo SOLYIMDOPS S SHES oLy

59 B9BHaL BEB39BsL MLAgbs. Lo 3530 30 339 boewbo oym. (545)
Desperately desiring to return to the earlier, bucolic life of Vani, to the true love of his
childhood, like a Hellenistic shepherd he is bathetic to the point of being almost
ludicrous, and at the same time is completely true to previous ideals and emotions.”

He feels it is his fate to care for the goat to atone for his guilt: “The gods were
both right, and good, Pharnaozi needed to learn how to be a shepherd.” (“©896MH0gd0
3O gd03 093696 s 390009003, BoOBsMBL )Hggdlmds Mbs gufioges.”)
(545). Nourishing a hope that Ino might one day wander out to care for her mother’s

abandoned goat, his isolated life is made tolerable by visits with his son, Little Ukheiro,

the third party in sharing his vision. Given visitation rights, he takes him out walking,
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imparting the secrets of his way of life. And his son imbibes the Hellenistic spirit from
his father, as Pharnaozi had from his own; approaching the gate to their ancestral house,
the two share a deep sympathy:

... they passed along this road together, anxious and excited like

sworn conspirators. And they themselves felt that they had destroyed

something, or were planning to destroy something, and the feeling

of guilt, not completely clear, made them even closer.

... 05063 965 3034390mbab Jmhsls, gmddmegdogzom
39936035bo s 50ABEYbo. 13000653 40dbMdHBI6,
(0053 O™ IOMZ05m, b MoMO30L MM3935L MHMA 5306090096

Q5 0™ MIY 399M33939¢0 b5Tools FgaMdbgds Motglio
59bermgdsm. (563)

Pharnaozi shares with his son a secret of preserving the Garden of Dariachangi, as if
imparting sacred knowledge of their country’s history:
... only no one could tear off even the smallest twig, otherwise
Dariachangi would die and the garden would disappear, as indeed
happened, because someone forgot the instructions of
Dariachangi, which were passed on from generation to generation,
like a secret medicine against death, and Dariachangi was so beautiful,
it turned out the people ate bread in its light.
mEmb 369003 96 Mbs 8993)gbs 96530, MMMGT IM0SRIBYO
933090MOs O 35003 39JMJOMS, HMAMM 3 IMIBOIMOYM 300093
5096 30053L 99305990065 MRIBYOL BIdIMGdO,
3050M353Md0mM MM Q5EIMPOMPS 05MDOPIL M5MdITO MHMYMO3

13300539900 9ol bLy0YdEM, IMOBIBAO 30 OLGMO sdsHo
4mz30s, boebo 0)MHdg ol ddbg 37MLS Fods. (565)
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Pharnaozi describes the wonders of his childhood so vividly that Little Ukheiro
begins to feel they are real; but unlike Phrixus’ sons, he does not have to travel to a
foreign country to find them, nor is he estranged, for the moment, from his father:

The city of his father’s childhood was more captivating and closer

to him. And he never doubted that he himself ran in the streets of

this city, that he himself had torn apples in the Garden of Daria-

changi, and that he himself had gone to the noisy port to see the

foreign ships, and together with Tsuga had rolled in the hot sand.

And all of this happened when he and his father were one being,

and shared everything, looked at the world with one eye, and

listened to its sounds with one ear.

3590 35333Mmd0L OMOBEYO Joersdo MRG® JmIbod3zgeo

@5 MBOM SHE MO0 0™ Bolm30L. 93303 96 935MGOM.,
0300Mbs3 O™ gOd0bs 53 Jognodol JmBqddo, mz0mmbag
990930 39590 EM0HIBYOL 3500, M30Mbs3 AoLIEPOym
b3 90m@0 Boglo®do YbmmEo 399900L Lobsbogs s
33LMIb GO M3000Mbs3 93BG JobYOHdME LoEsdo.

9U Y39w9x8396MH0 30 35806 dmIbsm0oym, MHMEs 0Ly s 3535dolo gOHO
3ML9ds 093696 9 Y39 sxzgMHO LogMmM 3JMmbEsm, MO MZ5¢Om
3996696 J399565L s 9HPO y®om gdmscm dolo bdgdo. (565)

Enjoying the sense of solidarity with his father, Little Ukheiro pleads to stay with him
longer, if not forever, as they slow their steps to the gate, where the women are waiting to
welcome him back to the reality of their broken country. In this image of father and son,
Chiladze creates a sense of a shared Georgian identity imbued with wholeness and

integrity, one that can be passed down from generation to generation.
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Death, Icarus, and the Return of Eternity

As this long saga of Colchis draws to a close, the decline of Pharnaozi’s personal
life parallels the political; after he abandons his family the town is engulfed by
Oq’ajado’s forces. Chiladze's style also shifts, and his measured, relatively
chronological, realistic narrative becomes fantastic and surreal. At the same time,
Chiladze brings many threads of his novel together, closing circles, tying up ends into
tidier knots of meaning. In Vani, not only are armed forces present, but twin brothers,
“fear and horror,” conspicuously dressed in Greek clothing, appear at night and creep
from hut to hut, peering into windows, laughing at people’s sorrow: “Both of them were
bald, and their heads gleamed as if they were wearing gold bowls. Both were wearing

short tunics, their sandals laces up to their thighs. They were brothers, one was called

fear, the other, horror.” (“m®039 390Mm@H0 04m S 193900 0Ly I3HOSLJOOIM,
000dml MOl Msligdo sbmEogmm. M0zl dmzwg Gbozo 9B3s, Lobowrol
0510900 356 d59gd539 S9H305m. olobo ddgdo 0yzbgb, gOmL dodo gMd3s,

dgmO9L -- 9e0s.”) (569). The palace has the air of being under siege, its parapets
wrapped in crepe, and the interior ghoulish. Oq’ajado himself is far from kingly:
Like a toad, he was born in a puddle, and even now he was slopping
around in a puddle. He was unable to finish his thought, as the smell

of the stagnant pond hit his nose.

054590300 §99393d0 gobgbowoym s ma39do sdymodmbmds
B3 39O 963 3JMmbS BoJMO TN IZMJOME0, MZ0MbE3
60d 9o 989mGm9dwo {md3ol bbo.

And his palace shows signs of decay:

The walls were smashed, the dry, crumbling paint, turned to dust,
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lay in clumps on the floor, the tiles were loose, water stood here and
there in holes, and Oq’ajado involuntarily looked up. Bats hung
upside down from the cracked ceiling, spiderwebs reached to the

floor, waving like the braids of a kaji.”

3000900 533930¢0Y™, 5dbdoM0, sxdbgzbowo s I3H3Mo©-

33900 Logd530 BRYXI-VRYXS 999G 05()3bY, Bowsgsbo,

50m339600gm, MM gddo sds-0d gowolg hsdstoym, s

MYgox5Md MbBgdMHS TS 50bJs. IBBIOE F9OHBY

05305940605 930000696 ©053MH900. 0539350009 BodMBOOEO

3050395 Jox ol bs)bsgoz00 oMbgms. (576)
The cracked plaster obscures the frescoes of earlier, more glorious, times, and it is as if
the current political climate has closed the palace doors. Oq’ajado has lost touch with the
country he supposedly rules, and his mother despairs over her son's ability to rule, as they
think in conventional terms about the nature of ruling and the ruled, and how
interdependent they are:

Conspiracy, betrayal, revolt, poison and the kinjal*

were the very oldest
enemies of the throne, so old, that they could no longer be called

enemies: they were so domesticated and well known to each other,

that they could not even imagine themselves not being together.

0900000909, 090, 533Mmbgds, bsdo s babxswo -- GsbEob
d39eoldgzgwo 3¢®9d0 093696, 009gbs dz9w0, IGHOMDS 5O

9Jdmsm: 0bg 3oL36MOM©BIL s 9d0bsMIOdMPOIE 9BTsbgmU,
Mg T5b9g00MdS 390563 30 HoMdmgoaobom. (577)
The one enemy Oq’ajado and his mother do not ancipate is the one that actually strikes
fear in them — Icarus, and the protest he inspires in Vani’s children.

The fantastic events of the novel’s finale begin when Daedalus’ son Icarus, long

forgotten in Crete, appears as an enemy who strikes fear even in the king. Unlike his
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mythical forebear who perishes from flying too close to the sun, Chiladze’s Icarus
survives his attempt to fly, landing in Oq’ajado’s courtyard like a bird, and at first is
mistaken for a local chicken that’s flown its coup. He arrives, however, as an emissary of
freedom and rebellion who inspires the town’s children, literally, to take wing. Perhaps
not surprisingly, of all the children it is Pharnaozi’s son, Little Ukheiro, who first hears
the message of freedom, and in an attempt to imitate Icarus, fashions wings for himself,
climbs to the top of the temple, and hurls himself to his death. The other children of Vani
emulate his act of defiance, dressing up in a year’s worth of old feathers they pillage from
their parents’ storerooms, and thronging the streets. Their rebellion, however, is crushed
by Oq’ajado's men who beat them so badly their parents are finally moved to act, and
throwing their bodies into the fray, promise to punish the children at home. The sound of
the wails and whistling of the whips are so loud that they penetrate to the interior of the
palace, where Oq’ajado trembles, feeling that something is amiss. The picture of the
cruelty of tyrannical leaders’ armed men recalls many a scene of massacre, including the
Georgians’ protests against Soviet rule in May, 1956;” and anticipates those of April 9,
1989, when Soviet paratroupers were ordered to fire on protesters gathered on Tbilisi’s
main street, Rustaveli Avenue.”®

In the novel’s final, fantastic scenes, Chiladze offers his readers two alternative
endings to the life Pharnaozi has lived, giving a clear sense about which he believes
carries more weight. The first ending occurs when Pharnaozi, after the death of Little
Ukheiro, loses his sense of hope:

It couldn’t happen, Daedalus, if flight were so easy, please tell me,

who would remain on earth? A man exists for this, to chisel stone,
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to build a house, and travel along his road. So it was, and so it will be.

I’d like to know, will it be like this forever? Forever?

396 IMYoMm35, IO, 553M90s MM SbY 530 0ymU,
do(obg 390539L 299810900, d9b 3930mbgd0? 3530 0ToLMZ0LYY,
939 O™ 3MML, Lobeo 5589bMb, Do 25094356mb. Sl ymagos

Q5 5bg 09690s. ymgzgemzoL sbg 0gbgds 693937 ymzgwmzol? (599)

Feeling defeated by the current powers and crushed by the death of his beloved son, he
thinks momentarily that it would have been better to give up his conscience and his
freedom; to live his life in the confines of his traditional family and the given political
system, following Kusa’s advice:

“A man has to make himself fit into the hole pre-assigned to him

if he wants to live peacefully. No one has the right to leave it and

cry out, I’'m living in a hole. Whose business is it, if he feels wonderful

in this hole, and at night, before sleeping, he whispers to the gods,

let it always be like this, let nothing change.”

“500500560 b5 BogEHoml Jobmgzol 963mm3zbow wmImedo,

0¢) Mbs, O™ Fd30005 0EbHMZOMU. 5O F 50530l 50 593l bgdo,
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09930 030 536 993960305 AOHABMBL 53 MOIMI0 S WsTom,

dogool {job, ©dgmmgdL ghm@mBmEgds, Lryen slg Jsdymeygo,

56553960 990(335¢0mbM.” (599-600)
Pharnaozi continues to feel subjected to Kusa’s will and the evil of accepting political
exigencies; while waiting in his cave for a final reckoning with his nephew, he feels
embarrassed that his legs are too long and project out the mouth of the cave. When Kusa
arrives, he submits without protest to having his nephew cut off his legs: as the story

comes full circle, we finally see Kusa’s instruments of torture pulled out of his bag, like

snakes.
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Pharnaozi’s attitude is one of spiritual generosity, of wanting to live and let live;
having thanked Kusa in his thoughts, in the throes of dying, he also forgives himself:

“You’re a sly one, Pharnaozi, a sly one, and you, too, it turns out,

love a good life. And why not, why not,” Pharnaozi thought aloud and

deliberately repeated, and felt, from both pleasure and from shame,

how he blushed, as if he were a maiden who had kissed a man

for the first time, and without whom she could no longer live.

“900530 b6, BoMbBomDB, 983530 963 393909305 3960 FLMZMYOS.
M3G™As3 969, MOEMIs3 969,” 496390 bTsdos s byByLdmEs©
099Mm6M90L BoOBIMBO s AMIBMBL, MHMYME B33 gds Lobg
LoM(3b30OLIYD WS LOsTMZBYBOLHAID JOPNOOMNMPS, MoMJml
3900330000 0g4mb 5 30MH39Wd 03m3bmL 3583530Bsm30U,
wOHMIoLMEE 3bMZMI0S 506 Jgdeos. (675-676)
Juxtaposed to this understanding of his human frailty, Pharnaozi is shown lying in a pool
of his own blood, and as the level of his blood rises to his ears, and then his mouth, he
feels a feather from Little Ukheiro's wings stuck to the top of his mouth. His mouth, his
means of speaking in protest, is another cave with a bit of freedom trapped inside; but
this 1s not the vision with which Chiladze choses to leave his readers.

Rather, in an alternative ending, Chiladze describes Pharnaozi’s efforts to regain
the vision of Georgia as a Colchian haven, and re-asserts a vision of independence,
freedom and territorial integrity for Georgia, calling on the historic past as ballast for this
vision.

In this second ending, Pharnaozi is turned over to the authorities for being guilty,

by association with his son Little Ukheiro, of teaching the children of Vani to fly. As

Tsutsu advises Oq’ajado: “What sense is there in asking a child, you need to kill those
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who bore him.” (“d53d3L ®5 33w 8t9300bgds, 35GMMbB0S Bmbogwsgom.”) (602). It

1s, of course, Kusa who denounces him, and implicates Daedelus as well: “He himself,
somewhere, learned to fly from a clown, and he insisted, whether you want it or not, |
need to teach my child. First I’ll teach my child, and then others, too.” (“mg300™b
BOQMI3, X9FBBYOOLAD GuFogers BMGBs s 5B7TGOI0 3JMmbs, 30bS M) M9,
B9AL 830LoE w960 3obfogermm. x9gM g0l 3sLfsgeo s dgMg BbgadLOEM.”)
(607). Dragged around the city as an object of people’s scorn and horror, then hung on
the castle wall, Pharnaozi reflects that the shame he feels is equal to what he felt when he
was caught as an adolescent with Ino and marched through the streets of Vani. He feels
the shame of being exposed for the innocent expression of his youthful love and for his
attempt to bring freedom to the people of Vani represents equivalent, intertwined
transgressions. But there is a significant difference in these two events. In the second
depiction of Pharnaozi traveling down the road, he is no longer walking on his own
power, but is dragged, bound hand and foot. And curiously, the people look at him not
with scorn and horror, but with horror and sympathy:

But unexpectedly for the palace, the people, with their lips sealed

by fear and sympathy, gazed after the martyr, whom Oq’ajado’s

soldiers dragged through the streets like a bundle of twigs gathered for

kindling. Pharnaozi did not hear the quiet laments of the women,

did not see the faces of the men, pale as mistletoe...

95650 LobobEolomM30L dMmMEMmEblw s, 306>3MIMImwo bowbo
308005 5 M365MI6MO0M 59MgdbI6 MZ35¢L BHobx e 580U,
MMIGBsE MYIXIOML K 9M0L3I93900 B0RbOL 39O ILBIZ0M
905006930696 JmPsdg. FoOBIMBL 563 Joargdol BHmbo glidmes

Q5 903 3539000 35BOMMGIM Lobggl bgegws... (608-609)



441

He does not feel their sympathy, but only the continuation of his shame:
... his weakened mind carried him to his childhood, it seemed to be
that very day when “the bandits” of one week, frowning, walked
between the laughing citizens and he tried only not to stumble, not
to get angry, but to walk to the end of the street, so that everyone could
take pleasure looking at him, looking at a defeated man. So, if one
told the truth, this day did not especially differ from that one, simply,

one was the beginning of the defeat, the other, the completion.

... QYA YOH0E 4MBIOSL Bo303MdIT0 205993965 00, b3

ol Mg 93Mbs, HMEs 9MHmMOo 330M0L “65535H930600” ImOmdmeo
90500% g0 3bsMbsMgdM MsbsdMJsesdgms Mol s dbmErm

005L (300¢MdS, 5O §o90MmMA03s, 56 [oJ390Ym, 56 odMIBYOMEOYM
Q5 0MMIY Bogm93900b65 JmPBos, Broms y39esls Gglidargdms,
©59(%3056M0g4m Jobo 39d9M0m, ITSMEHYOOL 3d9M0m. 0lY, 35309

™3 0d39L, O0WIE O3 A96LLZI3IOMWS Jb MY 0T ELOLYD,
mOMSCMO JONO EIToMEHIOOL ILSHYoLO 0ym, Igmeg 30,
-- 3LOLEOWWoO. (608-609)

Paradoxically, by living alone, apart from his fallen city, by clinging to his ideals in his
pastoral cave, he proves to be an inspiration for the children to rebel. The people sense
this dignity in him, and certainly understand the cruelty of the treatment he receives from
Oq’ajado and his henchmen. Although he feels defeated, he has proved himself to the
people, and keeping his sense of humanity, and become one with them, embodying the
main goal and aim of the novel.

Chiladze offers further moral lessons about the nature of evil in the final scenes,
when Pharnaozi is left hanging on the palace walls, not unlike Christ on the cross, and
two men are left to guard him, one clearly called good, the other, evil. The good man
sleeps through the night, but the evil man is bothered by hearing what he thinks is

Pharnaozi’s voice asking for a sip of water, and decides to stone him to see if he is still
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alive. The good man at first resists the temptation to stone his fellow citizen, but then
gives in both to a sense of competition and to the desire to see if he is truly dead.
Chiladze seems to be posing the philosophical question: how do good men go bad and
make bad decisions? In answer, he does not condemn either of the men outright, but
offers more positive images, as if to suggest that this positive vision in itself is strong
enough, or is at least the best he has, to counter the forces of evil.

The stoning actually revives Pharnaozi, and as the pain reawakens his
consciousness the novel moves to its final epiphany, offering a resurrection of both
Pharnaozi and the glories of ancient Colchis. As he comes out of what he feels is a deep
sleep, Pharnaozi miraculously makes his way down off the wall, and finds himself in the
yard of his father's house, seeing again two cypress trees that have been mentioned

throughout the novel as spiritual guardians of his home:

The pain returned Pharnaozi’s consciousness to him, “I’ve fallen asleep
like a horse on his feet,” he thought, and separated himself from the wall.
He hadn’t taken two steps when he saw the pair of cypress trees, then
caught sight of the fig tree, which was like a woman waiting with her
arms leaning over the fence, and his heart trembled, he had come to his
father’s home.

3303035 GoOBIMBL gmbgds ogdMMbs, 3bgbogom ggbby

053d069005M, 350830465 S 39IL IMIMOS. MO0 bsdoxos

56 3Jmbs oMo, Y300 33035MMLO MMI s0bsbs,
3969 dmIm©obg Jo¢r0300 MdYDYg 8303904900 TMymdo
9030L53 F9oLHOM NZIWO O YW SYOODMES, J5ToLY IO
Lobermob dmbvyeogm. (611-612)

The young Icarus also appears in the yard, having flown from Oq’ajado’s palace, and

presents an image of Pharnaozi’s son before he learned to walk. As Little Ukheiro had
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done, Icarus, sitting on the stone step, picks up an apple and smashes it onto the stone; as
a sign of his love, he leaves his teeth marks on another apple for Pharnaozi, who responds
with an equal expression of love: “’Shall we go for a walk?’ Pharnaozi asked, but it was

so difficult for him to say this single word, as if he were saying to a woman for the first

999 (134

time, ‘I love you.”” (“’3530000mm®? 3300b5 53o0BsmBs, Bog ™o 0l 39 FoMs o0

9600 LomMY30L MJds, POMIMl 3063965 J369dMEs Joels: ‘VoyzsmbsIM.™)

(612). Pharnaozi picks up the young Icarus as he had his son, but has finally learned
some lessons about love and maintaining human relations, and refuses to let him out of
his arms, refuses to give in to Icarus’ desire to fly away. At that moment, the Garden of
Dariachangi begins magically to reappear: the tops of the trees emerge from the earth,
and soon all of the fruit trees are blooming, their blossoms and fragrance wafting into the
air:

“Look, the Garden of Dariachangi,” Pharnaozi cried out, amazed,

and stood frozen on the spot. The Garden of Dariachangi sparkled

in the sun, pouring fourth its intoxicating aroma, here flowers were

growing, here apples were ripening, and here fruit, already ripe, was

falling. A swarm of bees hovered like gold dust over his head; in the

distance, the wind carried its flowers as far as the eyes could see.

“529, 36M05B60L 0500M,” PI0Y306M5 BIMBIMBTIS WS Fom3909WO
5QRA0HY 4599309. IM0HIBYOL dowo IBYBg bolboligds,
053500039 bLYOBYEL SBOJIIIS, SEY Y39MQY, S¢oy dfoR
Q5 5059 1339 b5gmx30 Fs3MBEOMS. FEHIMJOIOL KX Myo MmdO™U
933960300 9o M53%D9, MM, M35¢obL LoogMsdY, 393Jmbs
Bosgl dobo yzsg0wo. (613)
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Together, Pharnaozi and Icarus reach the gate of the yard, and opening it, discover that
the foul smelling swamp has begun to recede, and the lost territory of Vani is being
returned to them. In this final image, Pharnaozi and Icarus, a transformed father and son,
reborn and reconstituted as a family without the sins of civil or domestic strife, are
offered as an image of what it will take to return Georgia to its native glory. Rather than
being a useless dreamer who suffers from moral deficiency, Pharnaozi is a dreamer with
a purpose — to restore a vision of Colchis that is close to the essence of its people, or what
Chiladze would like to present as the essence of its people; to restore a vision of ancient
Vani as a peaceful haven that beckons and succors.

Overcoming civil strife and family violence seems key to that vision. When
Pharnaozi picks up Icarus in the final scene, he is, like his father who embroidered,
compared to a woman: the pride he feels for Icarus is as intense as what a young girl
feels when she is kissed for the first time. Pharnaozi is feminized, but not as a victim of
others’ violence, but rather as the vehicle of an intense strength — his love for Icarus is the
same caliber as that of his love for Ino — that will overcome the worst of political and
civil violence, shut out the rape and pillage of Georgia embodied in Kusa, at least long
enough to allow other visions to emerge.

Pharnaozi, decrepit and beaten, still embodies human ideals of freedom and love
as he cradles the young Icarus in his arms. No matter what evil the Cretan Greeks and
their henchman inflict, no matter that Kusa and doubtless many others have sold their
souls to such devils, the vision of the return of his native land lives on in the eternity of
Pharnaozi’s mind and imagination: he is captive to the familiar, homey vision of his
country that allows him all the freedom he could desire.

When I asked Otar Chiladze what role Pharnaozi plays in contemporary Georgia,
he answered simply that he was a very autobiographical character.”’ I took his answer to
mean that Georgia, even now, needs a character like Pharnaozi, a dreamer who can help

preserve the best of Georgian culture and traditions. Certainly, Chiladze, writing his
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novel in wonderfully complex Georgian, using archaic vocabulary to carve images of
Georgian life with many of its complexities and difficulties, was such a hero. In
recreating the ancient Greek myths and figures, and in presenting native Georgian
characters along side the re-worked Greek figures, Chiladze lifts the veil, made of the
cloth he himself has woven, and clearly expresses his intense pride in and love for his
country.

In August 2009, Chiladze was Georgia’s nominee for the Nobel Prize, and had
been recently nominated for the Shota Rustaveli Prize in literature. In late September
2009, Otar Chiladze died in a Tbilisi hospital, waiting for a respirator and oxygen tanks
that would help him breath, and which his sister commented, were coming from America.

In my final visit with Chiladze, one of his last wishes was to see his novel
translated into English. In writing this chapter of my dissertation, I hope to fulfill part of
my promise to bring Chiladze’s work to a larger audience, and in so doing, to help
counter some of the preconceptions about Georgia and its people that have become
clichés promulgated by Russians and Georgians alike. Chiladze’s vision of Georgia is
one that is both deeply personal in its commitment to living by principles of freedom, and
deeply patriotic in its clear-eyed exploration of positive and negative aspects of Georgian
national identity; it is a vision that strives to include in that identity a sense of humanism
that honors the worth of every individual human being, that will help unify his country,
and connect it with other countries and people of the world that share his values and
dreams. His use of the Classical allusions and mythology reveals a deep appreciation for
those founding texts, as well as a level of intellectual and emotional familiarity with them
that allows him play with them, altering and shifting their forms to present their Georgian

aspects, without disrespecting their other, Greek forms.
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LAl quotations from the Georgian are taken from from Chiladze, Otar, gzaze erti katsi midioda, Merani
Press Thilisi, 1973, except where noted. Georgian does not use capital letters, and I have kept this
convention when quoting or transliterating from Georgian. All translations are my own, accomplished
with the aid of a native Georgian speaker, Aida Abuashvili Lominadze. In the process of interpreting this
novel, I have been translating it from Georgian into English, working closely with Ms. Abuashvili
Lominadze, a childhood friend of Chiladze’s in Tbilisi, wife of the late Sergo Lominadze, and daughter-in-
law of Beso Lominadze. Her encouragement to pursue the translation project has been essential to my
work, and I would like to express my debt to her for all her time and patience she has dedicated to the
project, and the invaluable insights about Georgian culture she has shared with me along the way. I would
also like to thank Ms. Abuashvili Lominadze for her belief that it is important for the world to be able to
read Chiladze’s work in English, to see descriptions of Georgian life from a Georgian point of view, and
not one obscured or distorted by years of Russian and Soviet interpretations of what it means to be
Georgian.

? Bykov, Dimitrii, Bulat Okudzhava, (758-767): Okudzhava lived in Tbilisi, and then Urals from 1930
to1937, when his father was arrested and shot, and his mother imprisoned. He lived with relatives in
Moscow from 1937-1939; in Tbilisi from 1940-41; fought in WWII between 1942-1944; returned to Thilisi
from 1948-1950; taught in Kaluga from 1953-1956; and settled in Moscow after 1956, until his death in
1997.

3 Rayfield, Donald, The Literature of Georgia: A History, (42-43).

* Alexander Griboedov (1795-1829), Russian playwright and diplomat, married Nino Chavchavadze,
(1812-1857), daughter of Prince Chavchavadze; Ilia Chavchavadze (1837-1907), poet and writer,
considered the father of Georgian liberal thought; Vazha-Pshavela (1861-1915), author, who blended
nationalism with a cosmopolitan outlook, and encouraged an ethical attitude to nature; Zviad
Gamsakhurdia (1939-1993), Soviet dissident and Georgia’s first president in 1991 after the country
declared independence from the Soviet Union.

> See Lordkipanidze, Otar, The Heritage of Ancient Georgia (Hacnedue opesneii I'pysuu), (219-230), for
archeological evidence for the unity of the Kingdom of Ancient Colchis from the VII-IVth centuries BC.
% For whatever reason, Chiladze differentiates between Greeks on Crete and Greeks in other parts of
Greece, and identifies the Cretan Greeks, and in particular King Minos, as allegorical figures for
contemporary Russians.

7 de Waal, Thomas, The Caucasus: an Introduction, (45), quoted from Oliver Wardrop, The Kingdom of
Georgia: Notes of Travel in a Land of Wine, Women and Song. (London: Sampson Low, Maston, Searle
and Ribington, 1888, (15-16)).

¥ Mackie, J. Milton, The Life of Schamyl; and Narrative of the Circassian War of Independence against
Russia, (5-6).

? Lordkipanidze, Konstantin, The Dawn of Colchis.

' Although Phrixus’ name in Georgian would be transliterated as “Prikse,” I have kept the standard
spelling of his name from the Greek, as for example found in The Voyage of the Argo, trans. E.V. Rieu,
Penguin Books, 1975.

" de Waal, op., cit., (46).

'2 Personal interview. September 24, 2009.

" If Bitov’s vision of his journey to Georgia and Ulitskaia’s version of Medea, discussed above, reflect
even part of what the reading public thinks about Georgia and the Georgians, | am not sure I would agree
with Chiladze, but I did not want to abuse him of his optimism and sense of hope in what was clearly our
last interview, September 24, 2009.

' Personal interviews, October 2011, with Archil Gegeshidze, Senior Fellow, Georgian Foundation for
Strategic and International Studies; and September 2010, with David Smith, Senior Fellow, Potomac
Institute for Policy Studies, and Director, Georgian Security Analysis Center.

'S In December 2007, Saakashvili government security forces broke up an opposition rally in front of
Parliament with rubber bullets and tear gas. They were far more restrained in a series of Opposition
demonstrations in May 2008. Certain journalists claim that thousands of people with opposition views are
currently imprisoned in the Tbilisi area. (Personal interview, with Ia Mamaladze, journalist and director of
Georgia’s Regional Media Organization, September 2011.)
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'S Personal conversation with Donald Rayfield, April 2010, about his use of Chiladze’s novels for examples
of archaic language in compiling his monumental Georgian-English Dictionary.

'7 Personal interview, October 6, 2006, in which Chiladze expressed his belief that the youth of today’s
Georgia have to maintain their language in order to maintain their culture. The Georgian language has
been a rallying point for nationalists and dissidents since at least 1811, after Russia effectively dismantled
the Georgian Orthodox church (de Waal, op. cit., (33-35)).

'8 Tuite, Kevin, “Extreme Banqueting: Positive and Negative Agonism at the Georgian Supra,” offers an
anthropologist’s view on the agonistic nature of toasting at a supra. His observations are interesting, but do
not correspond to what I have observed in more intimate family supras, where the toasting was a means of
communicating affection, pride and respect, and had very little that was agonistic about them.

' Fazil Iskander, quite humorously, uses his own share of Classical references in works such as “The
Thirteenth Labor of Hercules,” and in Sandro of Chegem, in a scene involving the use of a contemporary
Trojan horse as one faction invades across the Enguri River that now separates Abkhazia from Georgia.

20 personal interview. October 6, 2006.

2! Callimachus, ed., Trypanis, C. A., Aetia, lami, Hecale and other Fragments, (176-179).

22 Chiladze weaves in, with twists, other elements from Greek myth; e.g., that Minos’ queen, rather than
Phrixus’ stepmother, Ino, had claimed that crop failure was a reason to sacrifice Phrixus and his sister
Elene, when in fact she had planted sterile seeds as an excuse to send them away. He borrows the mythical
name, Ino, for Pharnaozi’s beloved.

2 Theocritus, Idylls, ed., Hunter, (61).

* Theocritus, op. cit., ed. A.S.F. Gow, (17-29;103-121).

2 Griffiths, F. T., Theocritus at Court, (1-8).

*6 Crego, Paul, “Georgian-Abkhazian Relations in the Context of Language Policy in the Twentieth
Centure” (21-22).

2 This and the following few pages have been adapted from my previously published paper, “A
Thoroughly Georgian Medea: Classical Motifs in Otar Chiladze’s 4 Man Walked Down the Road,” in The
Argonautica and World Culture, Phasis 10, 11 (137-146).

*¥ Bestavashvili, A., “The World Will Be Like This,” (“Taxum Gyzer mup™), (269-70, 272).

%% See Bestavashvili, A., op.cit., (269-70), for the suggestion that the novel presents “anti-myth”; see
Nuikin, Andrei, “Vzlety i proschety,” (47-48), for the counter argument, that the novel should be
considered, by genre, a myth.

3% Nuikin, Andrei, “Flights and Errors.” (“B3ners! u npocuetsr”). (40).

3! Greenburg, I., “...And the Millstone has not yet Learned How to Grind,” (“...VI %epHOB eIle He yduiIcs
nomoiy”), (44).

32 Anninskii, Lev, “The Road and the Precipice,” (“Jlopora i 06psiB™). 4 Man Walked Down the Road, (5,
11-12).

33 Personal interview, October 2006.

3 K’vanch’ant’iradze, Manana, Semiological Aspects of Otar Chiladze’s Artistic System. (056
Foersdol dbs@ztyero bobdgdol bgdomenmaonto sb39gd980), (9-13; 221-237)

3% All Russian quotes are from the 1978 edition, Shel po doroge chelovek, with page numbers cited in
parentheses.

3% T offer my thanks to Aida Abuashvili Lominadze for pointing out this detail of traditional Georgian
culture.

37 Chiladze uses this ring structure repeatedly in his novel, bringing many things round; for example, Icarus
sitting on the tile smashing an apple reiterates the picture of little Ukheiro as a child; Bacchus’ walking
stick reappears long after his death, resurfacing in Ino’s hut to remind Pharnaozi of the days when Vani was
in its full glory.

¥See Nuikin, Andrei, op.cit., (46) on the critical discussion of polyphony of Chiladze’s text among Soviet
scholars. See also, Asatiani, Guram, “The Spirit of Epic: Notes about the Latest Georgian Prose.”
(“JIprxaHue amoca: 3aMeTKH 0 HOBEHIIeH rpy3uHcKor ipo3e”), (1975) (237-239).

%% Lordkipanidze, Otar, op. cit., (227-229). See also, Georgian National Museum, Colchis — Land of
Golden Fleece, for color illustrations.

40 According to various accounts, the myth of the Golden Fleece has some base in reality, as traditionally
sheepskins were used to sift gold in mountain streams, and would have turned golden from the gold dust. I
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saw such a sifter in Ushguli, one of the highest villages in Svaneti, in the Caucasus, September 2011, but
could not tell if it was still being used, or there just for show.

! Vazha-Pshavela, “The Snake Eater,” trans. Urushadze, in Georgian Poetry (97-108). Mindia, after
eating snake meat, is able to understand the voices of both the flora and fauna, a gift which alienates him
from his society, as he is unable to cut trees or kill animals to care for his family.

*2 The Georgian term for an oven for baking bread, “tonis puri” (®>®Bol 39960), in which the formed bread
dough is baked on the interior sides.

* A kvevri is a large clay pot for fermenting and storing wine that is buried up to its neck in the ground or
in a marani, a winemaking shed.

* For examples of Georgian polyphony, visit John Graham's website, http://www.georgianchant.org/; for a
recent scholarly study, see Jordania, Joseph, Who Asked the First Question?: The Origins of Human Choral
Singing, Intelligence, Language and Speech, (74-104), who argues that “ ... Georgian polyphony
represents one of the most complex polyphonic traditions known in ethnomusicology today...” (74).

> Aida Abuashvili Lominadze, personal conversation, July 2007. See also de Waal, op. cit. (157-164), for
an account of the civil war in Georgia in the early 1990’s, and how Gamsakhurdia hid in Abkhazia before
the capture and fall of Sukhumi, and before he fled to Chechnya.

% Gogebashvili, lakob, Mother Tongue (gs 9bs), (3-5). Gogebashvili, an ardent nationalist himself,
founded the Society for the Spread of the Georgian Language in 1879, and held “secret discussion meetings
for his students...where they also debated subversive political ideas.” de Waal, op. cit. (34).

" Gogebashvili, Takob, op.cit. (9), also includes pictures of the various vessels.

*® These are images that most people see on a first trip to Georgia: St. Nino’s cross at the Jvari Monastery
outside Mtskheta; bunches of grapes that are common motif carved on most Georgian churches; icons
available in souvenir shops around the country.

¥ A kheladi is a pot-bellied, broad-lipped clay jar.

> Thanks to Aida Abuashvili Lominadze for explaining the image of a traditional Georgian house.

> See in particular, Grothe, Anja. Medusa, Cassandra, Medea: Re-inscribing Myth in Contemporary
German and Russian Women’s Writing; and Hall, Edith, ed., Fiona Macintosh, & Oliver Taplin, Medea in
Performance: 1500-2000 for contemporary studies of multiple iterations of the Medea myth in literature.
52 See Nadareishili, Ketevan, “Medea in the Context of Modern Georgian Culture,” Phasis 10, 11, (222-
229), who discusses the reception of Medea in Georgian culture, as well as contemporary staging and
sculptural representations of Medea, in both Georgia and Abkhazia.

>3 Chiladze, Otar, “Medea” (“0909°7), The Happy Martyr (890060960 (Hsbxwiero), (232-234).

>* See Bestiashvili, op.cit., (270) for a Georgian critic’s interpretation of Chiladze’s portrayal of Medea, in
contrast to Nuikin, op.cit., (51), for a less sympathetic interpretation of her character.

>* Chiladze and other Georgians are not alone in exonerated the figure of Medea. Olga Taxidou, who
produced a play about a modern Medea, has suggested that Medea kills her children as a sacrifice, rather
than in revenge. Personal interview. Edinburgh, April 2010.

%% See Anninskii, Lev, in his preface to the 2000 Russian language edition of 4 Man Walked Down the
Road, for his refusal to see anything political in the text: “... it is impossible to draw imbedded “politics”
from Chiladze’s texts — neither then, nor now.” (... HUKaKO¥ MPHUKIATHON “TIONUTHKH W3 TeKCTOB Ymiamse
W3BJIEYb HEBO3MOXHO -- HH TOTJa, HU ceitdac.) (6). Further, explaining Phrixus as a scout, or spy for the
“all-powerful king,”or “the tsar of tsars,” is the point at which Anninskii balks further at reading any geo-
political allusions in Chiladze’s text. He puts the need for scouts into a historical perspective, suggesting
that kings will need their spies, and for anyone who knows recent history, as the German Empire needed
spies in all parts of Europe, so the Russian Empire needed its spies in the same places; so, too, Albanians
were sent half a century later into Kosovo, to give another “Minos” a reason to bomb the Serbs in Belgrade.
But he claims that Chiladze does not have “the taste for such allusions” (Bkyc k Takum amto3usm) (10),
and is unwilling, or unable, to read the text as an allegory about Russia planting spies in any part of
Georgia as an excuse to carry out further aggression against Georgia.

37 Personal interview, October 2006; confirmed by the twinkle in Chiladze's eyes when I asked him if
Karisa represented a typical Georgian woman.

% Although these names are Greek, three of the four are given a Georgian form, with a final “i” at the end
of the name.
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%9 Nuikin, Andrei, op. cit. (50), considers this paternal care is one of three “mistakes” which Aeétes makes
as King of Colchis.

5 Nuikin, Andrei, op. cit. (50), further suggests that Aeétes’ leniency towards Phrixus, Jason, and his
grandsons is a “fatal mistake” (pokoBas ommbOKka); he criticizes Aeétes for being weak, and not having
moral character. I think Chiladze is making a more complex observation about the double bind in which
Georgians find themselves vis-a-vis the Russians, and the complexity of relations between the two
countries, found in the intermarriages and other mutual obligations that have developed over the last two
centuries.

61 7viad Gamsakhurdia, Georgia’s first president after the collapse of the Soviet Union, was notorious for
promoting policies that encouraged “Georgia for the Georgians.” See de Waal, op. cit. (131-135) on
Gamsakhurdia’s support for “Georgia’s ‘spiritual mission’ and ‘ethnogeny of Georgians,’” and (ibid., 147-
164) for discussion of the ethnic dimension of the Abkhaz/Georgian war of the early 1990’s.

62 See Tsarakhova, Bela, ed., Multiethnic Georgia: 20th Century, Women’s Memory. (Ilonuemnuueckas
epy3usi: XX eex, namamo scenwun),for interviews with women of various nationalities who are involved in
inter-ethnic marriages in Georgia. Also, see Kikodze, Archil, The Other Georgia, for a photo-journalistic
account of ethnic minorities that live in separate villages in Kakheti. Georgians are very aware of what part
of Georgia people come from, which is relatively easy to determine as their last names reveal their
provenance; a great deal of ethnic chauvinism does exist in the midst of a traditionally very multi-ethnic
country.

53 Personal interview. October 2006.

54 Present day Vani, where major archeological excavations are under way, and where much of the
Colchian gold artifacts have been found, is located inland, south of Kutaisi in Western Georgia.

55 See Suny, Ronald, The Making of the Georgian Nation, especially his chapter, “Russian Rule and
Georgian Society” (63-95), for the 19" century destruction of Georgian cultural institutions; see also, de
Waal, op. cit. (31-36, 38-46).

% In May 2006, Russia cut imports of Georgian wine and mineral water, which has supplied Georgia with
up to 60% of its yearly income, citing issues of quality control. In October 2006, after Georgia expelled
four purported Russian spies, Russia retaliated by closing down flights and borders between Russia and
Georgia. This effectively curtailed active economic cooperation between the two sides. The travel ban has
since been lifted, and Georgia, as of February 2012, has just agreed to visa-free entrance for Russians.

67 Gegeshidze, Archil, personal interview, September 26, 20115 Gegeshidze, Archil, Transformation of the
Georgian-Abkhaz Conflict, (19-36).

% For Chiladze's passionate response to the loss of Abkhazia, see his essay, “Open Letter to the English
Scholar, Mr. George Hewitt” (“00s §g6Howo obyaolgar d93bog®l ds@mb xmex 30m0@b”), in The
Happy Martyr (89060960 Hobx«yero), (165-178). Hewitt has responded, in an essay, “Abkhazian
separatism was born in labyrinths of KGB — Part III, 21/12/2009,” (shared with M. Childs, April 2010),
defending himself against various misunderstandings about an article, “Foreigner’s observations on
Abkhazian-Gerogian tense relations — open letter to Georgians,” he wrote in 1989, including accusations of
his involvement with Russian security forces.

% See Layton, Susan, Russian Literature and Empire: Conquest of the Caucasus from Pushkin to Tolstoy,
(192-211), for her chapter “Georgia as an oriental woman,” which discusses this in the 19" century.
Chiladze, as it were, confirms Layton’s approach, but moves the discussion into the 20" and 21* centuries,
adding his Georgian point of view.

7 Anninskii, Lev, op. cit., (12).

7 Vazha-Pshavela, “Aluda Ketalauri,” in Georgian Poetry, trans. Venera Urushadze, (91-96), a narrative
poem in which Aluda, a nominally Christian Georgian, recognizes the heroism and humanity of his
defeated foe, a Muslim from the Kist peoples of Khevsureti, and refuses to cut off his right hand, as he
should according to Khevsur tradition; he is exiled from the community for his refusal. See Tenghiz
Abuladze’s1967 film The Plea for an adaptation of Vazha-Pshavela’s poem.

2 See Ovid, Metamorphoses, vi, 430-171, for a canonical version of the story of Procne and Philomela.

73 churchkhela is a Georgian food, (as well as Turkish), made of shelled walnut halves strung together and
dipped like candles in reduced wine juice.

™ My thanks to Jen Morris of the Seattle based Georgian choral group onefourfive, for pointing out that
several Georgian folksongs feature “black-eyed girls” (95300350900 gmam9d0).
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7 My thanks to Professor Larry Bliquez for noting that Ino shares her name with the mythological Ino, also
known as the White Goddess (Leucothea), who is a minor, but complex figure. Traditionally, as a divinity,
Ino was Semele’s sister, thus Dionysus’ aunt, who nursed him after his mother’s death; and is associated
with insanity and violent Dionysian rites. She is also know in mortal form as the second wife of the
Minyan king, Athamas, and step-mother of Phrixus and Helle, who was responsible for the oracle that
Phrixus needed to be sacrificed, which did not happen as was rescued by a flying golden ram, and wisked
away to Colchis. Chiladze has altered her character, while tapping deeply into Greek mythology; he links
Ino to Dionysian forces, but portraying her a lamb, tries to claim for them a kind of purity,

78 It is difficult to do justice to Chiladze’s Georgian in an English translation. The verb he uses for the
snow accumulating, or gathering, (3M™30q0y), is also used for flocks of sheep gathering, and creates a
multi-layered resonanace: the whiteness is that of snow and lambs; and suggests a dynamic image, rather
than one of snow sitting static on the ground.

77 Chiladze has named Pharnaozi’s dog “Tsuga,” (3M29), which is the Georgian equivalent of “Rover” and
is featured in Iakob Gogebashvili’s Mother Tongue, (143-44), in “The Clever Dog” (“3330560 do@en0”),
in a series of sketches about domestic animals.

78 Chiladze seems to have created a verb for “watching intently” from the Georgian word for a kestrel
(falco tinnunculus), (30630¢)5).

7 Chiladze gives Philomele a Greek-sounding name, similar to Philomela’s from the myth of Procne and
Philomela, though reverses the gender.

% Interestingly, the word Chiladze uses for “proud, haughty, arrogant” is “zviadi” (B305000), creating a
suggestive echo between the Caucasus Mountains as emblems of national identity and Zviad
Gamsakhurdia.

81 Vazha-Pshavela, “The Tall Mountains” (“do560 0505b0”), The Story Told by a Fawn (93¢»ol
b6293600b 6550880), (21-22).

82 Lermontov, Mikhail, 4 Hero of our Time, (17-23, 56-58).

% There have been many iterations of “4 Captive of the Caucasus,” four of the more well know are
Pushkin’s poem, Tolstoy’s and Makanin’s short story, and Bitov’s Journey around the Empire, translated
as “A Captive of the Caucasus.”

% Translating this passage brought Aida Abuashvili Lominadze close to tears as she remembered her own
childhood in Thilisi.

85 Unfortunately, I did not have the opportunity to ask Chiladze about this aspect of his novel.

% Chiladze, Otar, A Man Walked Down the Road. (3%5%9 9Gom0 39560 0ooms) 2006, (474). Several
pages were missing from the 1973 edition, and I quote here from the more complete text.

*7 A goji is approximately an inch, or 4.4 centimeters, or the length from the thumb joint to the nail.

% Rayfield, Donald, Stalin and his Hangmen, (48); and de Waal, op. cit., (75-78), for suggesting that Stalin
“...became who he was to a large degree by rejecting Caucasian tradition.” (75).

% Thanks Nika Tsiklauri for pointing out this detail in September 2009, during my first trip to the Stalin
Museum.

% Greenberg, 1., op. cit., (44-45); Asatiani, Guram, op. cit., (38-39).

°! The phraseology here suggests a possible reference to the sunworship of Zoroastrianism: the word for
“world” literally means “the place where the sun is,” “samzeo,” (Lod%bgm).

%2 See Theocritus’ Idyll XI, Gow, op. cit. (87-91), for the image of Polyphemus in his cave, longing for
Galatea, and as a poet, singing his songs as charms against his sorrows. Parnaozi, though not a poet, is an
artisan who carves the objects of his sorry out of stone.

% A kaji is a female devil in Georgian folklore

% A kinjal is a short Caucasian dagger.

% de Waal, op. cit., (88).

% de Waal, op. cit., (131-132); Aprelia 9, for a Russian language version of the protest, and especially (368)
and following for images of the event. See 9 apreli, a Georgian account of the events, for a more complete
collection of both essays and images of the day’s events.

°7 Personal interview. September 24, 2009.
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Conclusion

Georgia, Russia, and The Classical Dialogue

In this study, I hope to have demonstrated the importance and continuity of the
use of Classical allusions to articulate issues of personal and national identity in Russia,
from the 19" century to the late- and post-Soviet period; and in Georgia, in the late- and
post-Soviet period; and how the allusions are used in each country, to express both
identity, and a sense of cultural competition between the two countries that is felt today.

For the Russians, particularly those from Moscow and St. Petersburg, the Classics
and Classical culture serve as an intellectual construct, a metaphor for expressing their
Empire. Living at the periphery of that culture, far from Athens, Rome, and the ancient
Greek and Roman settlements around the Black Sea, they have never directly participated
in those ancient Empires, but have had to adapt and appropriate the ancient cultural
elements into their Russian context, for example, imagining Russia as Imperial Rome;
exaggerating Russian claims to being Scythians who interacted with Greek culture found
in the Crimea; and also diminishing the significance of the Classical heritage in the
Caucasus. And they tend to experience an ambiguous, at times arrogant, dismissive
posturing towards the Classics, especially in the Soviet era. In contrast, the Classical
world for the Georgians was, and is, far more phenomenologically real, both in the
mythological figures who hail from the Caucasus and in the traces of the ancient world
found at archeological sites from the coast near Batumi to Uplistsikhe, to 30 kilometers
north of Thilisi." The ancient Colchians were present at the periphery of the ancient
empires, interacting directly with the Greeks and Romans who settled on their shores;

continuous contact with the Classical world, including archeological excavations on their
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lands, has led Georgians, or at least a author such as Chiladze, to an easy familiarity with
the ancient culture.

To reiterate: After the influence of Uvarov’s educational reforms that introduced
significant exposure to Classical authors, in the early to mid 19" century Pushkin and
Gogol are able to carry on an extensive allusive dialogue, primarily to Ovid and Horace,
that allows them broach topics such as political censorship and repression within an
authoritarian government, reflecting a picture of Russia as backwards and only partially
Europeanized. Zhukovsky, in his “Lament: An Ode to Pindar,” adds to the dialogue a
reminder about the ambiguous role of the Classics in Russian culture as a whole.
Saltykov-Shchedrin, writing in the second half of the 19" century, has internalized many
of the lessons of the Classics to create a substantial subtext of Greek tragedy in The
Golovlyov Family, exploring the ills of the Russian body-politic, and the tragedy of
Russia’s failure to participate in the European enlightenment.

Moving to the late 20" and early 21* centuries, there is a marked continuation
into the Soviet period of using the Classics, although it is a period when the Classics
undergo an intensive Marxist interpretation. Bitov, as an heir to Russian literature, was
almost obliged to use the Classics, as did his literary forefathers, especially Pushkin, but
reveals in his usage a marked Soviet Russian ambivalence towards the Classics.

In helping to articulate the relation between Russia and Georgia, the Classical
allusions become a fulcrum in the cultural skirmishes between the two countries. Russia,
while claiming the rights of being the Third Rome, and hoping to shore up its tenuous ties
to Ancient Greece, tries to assert cultural authority over Georgia both by denying

Georgia’s legitimate ties to Greece, and by appropriating as its own, as Ulitskaia does, an
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ancient figure, Medea, who rightly belongs in the Caucasus, in ancient Colchis. The
relation between Georgia and Russia is further articulated when we turn to authors who
are from the Caucasus. Okudzhava, with split loyalties, understands the contrast between
Russia as a Third Rome, and Georgia as Greece, but ends by capitulating to Russian
power over the Caucasus, and denying Georgia’s Hellenism. Chiladze, an ardent
Georgian, feels sure enough of Georgia’s ties to Ancient Greece to manipulate the ancient
mythological freely, creating a picture of a Georgia that embraces and participates in the
cultural traditions of an Enlightened Europe that flourished after the re-discovery of the
ancient world.

Despite the political and cultural differences they express, the various authors I
present as examples, from the 19" century down to the 21, have all found in the
Classical allusions a language to help them reveal their thoughts about their respective
empires, and their place within them. And perhaps this is indeed the beauty of the
Classics -- to provide an intellectual space for a dialogue that can help us further

understand a geo-politically turbulent corner of the world.

1 See Amiran Kakhidze’s The Classical World in the Eastern Black Sea Area: The Fifth Century BC Greek
Necropolis at Pichvnari, and T. Sanikidze’s The City Carved in the Rock, for current publications about
archeological sites in Georgia.
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