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ANDREI BITOV'S BOOKISH LANDSCAPES:
TRAVELLING THROUGH THE TEXTS IN "UROKI ARMENII"

"— MLI eINe TIDUHTAEM, TIOTNANIM. "
(0. Manpeminram, Erumerckas Mapka)

i.

Susan Sontag's polemical essay "Against Interpretation” (1964} deplores the compulsive
urge to translate the world and, more specifically, the work of art, into authoritative (alle-
goric) meaning, Sontag discerns 2 modern terrorism of hermeneutics and the idolization of
{signified) content over (signifying) form. The vehicle of the hermeneutic dictatorship is
interpretation, Interpretation is "the reveuge of the intellect upon the world" (Soatag 1983:
98), the assumption that in the post-mythic world the object is in perennial need of being
redeemed, of being made sense of, and that, in fact, such signification can be suspended.

Allegoric reading thus depletes the world. Sontag has the allegoric "translator” "natural-
ize" the results of his reading by declaring them the innate property of the text:

However far the interpreters alter the text (...), they must claim to be reading off a sense
that i3 already there, (Sontag 1983:98)

Sentag deplores the loss of mythic "innocence” (Sontag 1983:96). The hermeneutic urge
presupposes a world in which meaning is no longer naturally at home, but has become de-
tachable from its "carries”. In myth, meaning is not redeemable in the act of interpretation;

Here, the meaning of objects and occurrences is not the result of the individual's
interpretation (...), here, "meaning" is, so to speak, inspired by nature and "real" in the
sense that its efficacy can despense with our interpretation and attribution, (Hansen-
Live 1987:14)

If the spell of allegoric reading is to be broken and interpretation is to cease its violation of
the text (whose essential serantic stability "Against Interpretation” tacitly assumes}, atiention
must shift to its formal properties. The question whether such "description of form" (Sontag
1983:103) would not in itself presuppose another reading (als the debate surrounding the
“open" work of art assumed?) goes beyond the confines of Sontag's polemics. What is note-
worthy is the conscious decision to suspend {allegoric) reading for a seemingly more con-
templative approach to form which appeats to promise the discontinuation of interpretation.

Aat secking to escape interpretation attempts to "reinstate the magic of the word" (Sontag
1983:101). It thus conveys the "secular myth which wants language to imitate the idea and
which {...) thinks of signs as motivated signs." (Barthes 1967:158) The word whose formal
structure is in (perfect) harmony with its signifying function restores a degree of mythic
unity. The defiance of interpretation reflects the melancholic desire to restore such unity to
the world of difference, or, in Andrei Bitov's words, to overcome “the vandalism of differ-
entiation” {Bitov 1987.75).
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2,

Bitov's Uroki Armenii (1969)2 participate in the 16104 of the readability of the world.
The travelling writer poses as the reader of what seems inscribed into the wozld.

Epesgs — mosn a:iﬁyxa, Mol GyKBaph, MOH KAMEHHbIH CIOBAPHK-PA3TOBODHHK.
.oHA IOYPIIY CTPAHUIIAMM KRAPTANCE, YUK U omaged (...). (baros 1978:10)

Uroki Armenii present themselves als a textual journey across a textual land, pnir-kniga3, The
traveller, throughout in very close proximity to the real author himself, carries with him an
emblematic "model" of the foreign land whose readability is guaranteed by the traveller's
own habitual hetmeneutic procedures.

BTOT MakeT CHpaRe/IME EIIE M MIOTOMY, UTO CQOTRETCTRYET Hau(omee packoKum
npexcTapneHuaM o crpane. [opon? Epepan. Osepo? Cesad, I'opa? Apapar. 1o
MBI aHaeM HAFYOOK (...). (Buros 1978:48)

Armenia is "Encyclopedic landscape” (Barthes 1982:219) littered with deciperable signs, If
in Roland Barthes's early seoniotic investigations of urban space every object "speaks” to the
stroller ("Modern man, urban man, engages in continuous reading (...)", [Barthes 1983:
165]), the Armenian traveller in Urokd Armenii finds that even Armenia's "natural" symbols
have been processed into the emblematic code of the consumer wotld. Such removal of the
"original”, a consistent concern in Bitov's writing, is corroborated on the narration leveld It is
only on the very last day of his stay that Bitov finally manages to see Ammenia'’s mountain:

N
Owu (Ararat, 5.5.) oxazancs e TAKMM TyWEIAPHEIM, KAK Ha STHKGTKAX UM (Ppeckax
MOCKOBCKOr0 pecTopana "Apapar”. (Buroe 1978:67)

The traveller-reader's initial confidence in the possibility of Armenia’s decipherment gives
way to increased uncertainty, The prishlets is uninitiated into the right code that would un-
lock the country to him. Armenia defies his efforts to decipher: "Etu knign mne raskryli po-
stedine. i ia nichego ne ponimal.” (Bitov 1978:49)

Uroki Armenii share in the literary myth of Armenid’s inaccessibility and herme(neu)tic
seclusion. The focus of her intricacy has shifted from topography (Pushkin's Pufeshestvie v
Arzrum (1836) describes the des¢ent into Armenia as an act of distinctborder-crossing: "Ta.
stal podymat'sia na Bezobdal, goru, otdeligiughchuiu Griziin ot dreviel Afmenii. {...) Mne
predstavilis' novye gory, novyi gorizont (...)." [Pushkin -196_0:434}) to cognition. The
cotintry hermetically sealed by mountancous ridges is hermeneutically sealed by. the multi-
plicity of its codes. Mandel'shtam's Pufeshestvie v Armeniiuv (1933) devotes itself to a
"physiology of reading” ("fiziologiia chteniia") and liis Armenian cycle of poems focusses
interpretative failure ("... Akh, Erivan', Brivan't Ne gorod — oreshek kalenyi,/ Ulits tvoikh
bol'sherotykh krivye liublin vavileay.// la bestolkovuiu zhizn', kak mulla svoi koran,
zamusolil,/ Vremia svoe zamorozil i krovi goriachei ne profil.// (Mandel'shtam 1971:163;
Mandel'shtam 1967:152).5 It is Mandel'shtam's "zamusolennaia" kniga whick Bitov
ultimeately refuses to'read: "Ne khochii'ia chitat’ etu zamusolennuiu knigu (...)." (Bitov 1978:"
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3

Bitov's intra-textual travelopue reveals itself as an eminently inter-textual one, The path the
traveller-writer is following is strewn with quotation and literary allusion. Pushkin's,
Mandel'shtam's, Bely's Armenian texts orchestrate a meta-discourse on the poetics of travel
in Armenia which appears to partly determine Bitov's itinerary. The analogy between travel-
ling (in Armenia), reading (Armenia) and writing (the Armenizn travelogoe) is reinforced:
apain, the travelling writer turns reader (of the pre-texts feeding into his own traveloguoe) and
produces a text which is in itself the result of manifold reading. Bitov is not the first
Armenian traveller, but a compulsive latecomer. Lost for the right word, he finds solace in
quotadon: :

H Tax %e BRIPAINTE 3T0 HeweM. W MoCKONLKY BRIDA3UTE HEUeM, YYBCTRO pube-
raeT K nurvpesainky, (Burop 1978:58)

Uroki Armenii map out Bitov's intertextual poetics. The writer as reader re-opens texts
alsways already in existence,

Jeno B ToM, UTO €CIN YEIOBEK TEIMIIET, TO OH CAM FIO3HAET TO, YErD IO STOro HE
apan. {..) FeHuH, 6LITE MOXKET, ITOIHAKT TO, YETD A0 HEX HUKTO He 3Han. IIpo-
UNe — PAHOBO OTKPHIBART (...). Yenosek, coGCTBEHHO, HE TAPHT MKHPY HHHEro
HoBoro (..). (Butoe 1978:174)6

The motto to Bitov's travelogue, from Puteshestvie v Arzrum, has Pushkin confidently and
wilfully inscribe his own name into the wall of an ancient derelict minaret, over and across
"neskolko neizvestnykh imen, natsarapannykh na kirpichakh (...)." (Bitov 1978:3) Uroki
Armenii, on the other hand, rather shares in the Romantic search for the lost inscription, the
missing word restoring the original's completeness and unity. Bitov's Armenian puteshestvie
is, with Hugo's preface to Notre-Dame de Paris (1831; a novel essentially concerned with the
readability of the world), "written about that word" (Hugo 1978:25):

M He ecTh MU MOT CYNOPOXHEDN NOMCK HEIfPEMEHHO GIHOMO CI0Ba {...) KOCBEH-
HOE JIOKADATENLCTBY TOTD, YTO CYIIECTBYET Taxoe CIOBO ONA 9Toit cTpaHb! (...)7
{Buron 1978:71)

Uroki Armenii initiate Bitov's search for the "signifier of signifiers", the word-icon releasing
his journey out of the circularity of tsitirovanie.

4.

The Armenian Traveller's inability and vltimate refusal to read is matched by his inability
to see. The verb videt' represents a solid lexical stratum in Uroki Armenil. It is conspicuonsly
foregrounded by manifold repetitive use throughout the text. Before its background the
travelogue develops as an account of the failing vision. The section "Uroki geografii” has the
anihor fly into Erevan. The very first attempt to visualize Armenia fails: "(...) ia nichego ne
videl vnizu (...)." (Bitov 1978:49) The inability to see underscores the absence of border-
crossing punctuating the chronclogy of travel. Such absence aptly introduces Armenia asa
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neo-mythic realm in which the experience of time and its measurement have come to be
detached from punctuated succession.

DTO OUEH’ CYIECTRCHNO (...) IEPECEKATR FPAHKIE H omy'mﬁ, MepeEMERY KAYeCTsa
(...). (..) KHuryg #ago qurarsh ¢ HEpPBOM CTPAHALS! MM BOGOUIC HE YMTATE..
{BuTos 1978:49) .

The joys of border-crossing ("peresekat’ granitsy") pervade Pushkin's Puteshestvie v
Arzrum: "Nikogda eshche ne vidal ia chuzhoi zemli. Granitsa imela dlis menia chto-to
tainstvennoe; & detskikh let puteshestviia byli moeiu linbimoiu mechtoin,” (Pushkin
1960:438) If the attempt to cross spatial boundaries coastitutes the archetypal core of the
literary event (Lotman 1975:111; van Baak 1983:72-3), its denial to the writer in Uroki
Armenii amounts to the denial of hjs own plot.

For Bitov's Armenian traveller, the Soviet Airline assurnes the part of Sterne's Des-
obligeant. The writer-traveller is no longer the master of his own itinerary. The latter seems
governed by a metonymically inflated trade-mark; "(...) esli by u_Aerpfiota vdrug ob"iavilis'
by durnye namereniia, ia mog by ochutit'sia gde ugodno... (Bitov 1978:49)

The poetics of Uroki Armenii develop the travelogue as the negative offprint of what was
seen, .

(...) H TENEPs MOry paccKasaTk O TOM, ¥TO BHAEN. TO eCTh, ¥ MEHS HECKOIRKO
mpyrad 3afaval pacCKa=aTh, K2k 1 He BHASH (buros 1978:32)

Uroki Armenii constitute their narration as puteshestvie-punktir, with those incidents,
characters, settings not selected for representation marking the traveller's failed efforts to see.
The blank, textless gaps organizing the travelogue's sequence of sections and sub-sections
thus reproduce acurately what was not seen, with the printed page relating the troubled vision
or the struggle to see at all. On the meta-poetic level, the travelogue subsequently seeks to
counteract the traveller's dislocation and the journey's apparent aimlessness by creating a
network of sound equivalence and repetition around the signifiers tsel' and tsep'. However,
the narrative presents the traveller's confusion similar to the way in which the narration
models his failing vision.

Bitov's Armenian travelogue is, like Mandel'shtam’s, a piece of commissioned koman-
dirovka-writing which turns out to be the genre's blatant contrafact. The refusal to rectify the
dilemma facing the wraveller (failure of his atternpts to "read” and understand; his inability to
"see") by means of sinzhet-composition marks the travelogue's subscription to the post-
Socialist Realism poetics of prose (Schmid 1979). The writer-traveller's insistence on the
absence of any retrospectively inroduced sinzhet merges with his appeal to the reader to
reassemble the narrative, a device not uncommon in the earlier "molodaia proza™:

ApGyanl BRISHPAIOTCs, OCTYXKAKTCA, PagpedanTes H cbenanoTca To ects (...)
AOCHENOBATENLHOCTE HHAA! apiyasl paspe3anTcs, CHEAAIOTCA M OCTYIXXAKTCH,
Onars He Tak. Paccrasste caMu (buros 1978:103)

Occasionally, such refusal to construct the stuzhet precludes the syntagma: "Nardy, arbuz,
popugaichild.” (Bitov 1978:106) -
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Bitov's "fabul'nye ragskazy" model the experience of novoe videnie. The astonishment at
the non-habitual (udivlenie) rejects familiar procedures of recognition (uznavanie). Novoe
videnie is initiated as an impulse leading to the cognition of the object's essence (sushchnost')
(Schmid 1980:27). In Uroki Armenii, Bitov's interest appears to have shifted from the search
for such "sushchnost' " to the hermeneutics of its decipherment. The journey in Uroki Ar-
menii appears as a Teplica of the hero's search for a "reality” no longer guaranteed by an
established sivzhet, Bitov's attempts to “read" Ammenia are depicted as his prolonged search
for the right code (the word), the search for reality amidst all its possible readings.

In Erevan, during the first day of his stay, the travelling writer meets continuous sum-
monses "to see” (vidish?"/"uvidish!") with eventual negation: "My idem., i ia ne vizhy." (Bi-
tov 1978:51) The journey through town is reduced to mere blindfold movement in space.

The principal pre-texts feeding into Bitov's poetics of the failing vision in Armenia are
Mandel'shtam's and Bely's. Bely's Armenian travelogue (result of his first journey to the
region in 1928) develops the theme of vision in front of Sar'ian's paintings: "Ia videl Arme-
niiu — dva nzhe dnia: no uvidel vpervye — v polotnakh Sar'iana; ikh vynes na ulitsn ..,
chtoby tam razvivat' rone prepodannge masterstvo: umet' vvidet'." (Bely 1985:31) "Learning
how to see” is, to be sure, a principal concern of Mandel'shtam's Puteshestvie v Armeniiu
whose fifth section ("Prantsuzy") develops the theme as a scrutiny of Cézanne, Matisse, Van

echoed by Bitov's Armenian traveller ("Zhivopis' — eto dvizhenie... dumaiu ia." [Bitov
1978:167]). Mandel'shtam's "Akh, nichego ia ne vizhu, i bednoe ukho oglokhla/ (...)"
(Mandel'shtam 1967:152) is finally reproduced by Bitov in Uroki Armenii (Bitov 1978:66).
Another of Mandel'shtam's Armenian poems connects the failing vision to the impossibility
of reopening the closed Armenian book: "Ia tebia nikogda ne uvizhu,/ Blizorukoe armian-
skoe nebo,/ {...) (T uzhe nikogda ne raskroiu/ V biblioteke avtorov goncharnykh/ Prekrasnoi

to be relearnt where it is no longer analogous to cognitive understanding: "Videt', slyshat' i
ponimat' — vse eti znacheniia slivalis' kogda-to v odnom semanticheskom puchke.” (Man-
del'shtam 1971:144) Such i5 Bitov's experience in Armenia. Even where Armenia is visually
available he finds himself at a loss for ponimanie:

Hy, pozopstid Epepan, pozosrui. Us Tyda. {...) Ho noueMy 310 uMmenHo Apme-
HUA, 2 eme e oonpman, (Buros 1978:50)

5

Later on, the traveller-writer observes the bubbly liquid left in a bottle of beer and, for the
first ime, he shares in the lexis of vision in an affirmative way. "— Smotrite, — skazal ia, —
vidite!" (Bitov 1978:52) What illuminates him is symbolic reading: through the bubbling
"kolichestvo chut' vypuklvkh ploskostei” (Bitov 1978:52) he all of a sudden "sees" an
Armenian church of presumably similar shape. The operation reveals two strategies: first, the
traveller's objective is to produce a metonymically reduced model of Armenia.” If such ar
Armeniia-model' wonld be appropriately walk- and controllable, such comfort is reinforced
by the fact that the metonymically minimized land again has a familiar textual consistency:
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Ilycts »ro xaxe Hekas (PAHTACTMUICCKAR CTPAHA, NOMBICTCHHAS MHOK M3 He-
CKOIIBKHMX BNISYATICHWHA 10 cpaBHeHuo. CrpaHa TyMHIHOMOB... M caM 8 HOBLU
T'yrommsep (...). {(Buros 1978:108)

Secondly, the quoted episode illustrates the traveller's beginning o organize his own text
around instances of figurative speech, coining for himself a string of images (such as
vypukhlye ploskosti) which his allegoric reading subsequently ranslates into Armenian
"reality” (the Armenian church), The writer turns reader of his own text, a constellation
Uroki Armenii throw into relief on several levels of their narration. To the writer-traveller in
Armenia, only figuratively mediated reality is experienceable. Bitov begins to produce
readable tropes as the safeguard of the continuation of Armenia's decipherment. One of these
tropes, metonymy, has been the writer's consistent tool, The other, obraz, also constitutes a
response to the dilemma of perenaially having to match the "new" experience with the "old"
word, an impasse familiar to Bitov's itinerant heroes ("Ibo nikakikh epitetov k sem'e (...,
krome 'ladnaia, druzhnaia, krepkata', ia, po-vidimomu, ne naidu, A v nashem jazvke oni
davno stali shtampami.” (Bitov 1978:83) The image as a way out of such speechlessness is a
ploy cherished by the travelling Walter Benjamin: .

Finding words for what is before one's eyes — how hard can that be! But when they
do come they strike against reality with little harmmers until they have knocked the
image out of it, as out of a copper slate. (Benjamin 1955:83)

Bitov's image-coining activity in Uroki Armenii is presented as essentially an act of 'making
it strange'. Instances of Shklovskiian ostranenie are prevalent in Bitov's rasskazy and
povesti,$ The poetics of Olesha's glance "through the (wrong end of) binoculars" informs the
coinage of the arbuz-image:

B Gumokns 1 BHKY GONELIMG BElW, HAMpumep apiya — ¥ HHYEro, KpoMme
apGy3a. Ap6ya zacrmomnger Mmup, Hmu BHXKY Ipyra — M HHUEro, KpOME Zpyrd
{Burtos 1978:48)

The estranging glance through the binoculars foregrounds the object-image to a degree where
it obstructs the wandering viewpoint, the prerogative of the straying traveller: "Arbuz
zasloniaet mir." Bitov is following Shkovskii's polemics with Potebnia, using the same
example (arbuz) for "obraz, kak prakticheskoe gredstvo myshleniia, sredstvo oh"ediniat' v
gruppy veshchi (...}" (Shkovskii 1969:6). The summary trope obstructing the "real” is the
premise for Bitov's growing concern about his written image-world. The second instance of
trope-production is again an example of metonymic reduction, reducing the object into
insighificance (the glance "through the wrong end of binoculars”):

Kaxcawii paz YTO-To 3acaouser mup, 5 nepepopaunpai GHHOKNL — OT MeHs
yneraer apbya, XaK A)po, ¥ HcuenaeT 3a ropuacHTom. M sixy s B HemooGpa-
3UMOH CyOHHE M JBIMKE MANGHBEKYID KPYUIYE CTPAHY € ONHUM KPYrisM
TOPRAOM, C ONHMM KPYCIBIM O3¢pOM ¥ OAHON KpYTIo# Topo#, cTpany, KOTO-
PYI0 HaceHReT onuH MO apyr, (Buron 1978:48)
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The growing suspicion of the secondary reality of the figurative is exemplified by the map, It
becomes a pointer to the impossibility of living and travelling the metonymically minimized
land,

Keorza 5 cmoTpie Ha kapry (..}, 2 (..} emie He omymaw npocropa. M ecnm rae-1o n
Yroy 983KaTo IMATHHIKG: H0a01EM — BCTOHMA, KOPHIIEM — ApMelns, To Kaxoi
Me MOXMCHO BanoNO3pHMTh TaM mpocrop: (...) Jla » Kax XuTh 11a nogodiom
mxrauke? (Buroa 1978:54)

Ostranenie comes 1o be in complicity with the impermissible transformation of the world into
an instance of secondary figuration: "L ia sleduiv obrazu, kak metodn. Nevooruzhennym
glazom ia nichego ze vizhu (...)." (Bitov 1978:48} The trope is identified by the Armenian
traveller as "a kind of falsification, becanse every irope {...) is necessarily an interpretation
and so a mistaking." (Bloom 1975:93) It invites the allegoric "reading off" which "alters the
text" (Sontag 1983:98). The image's "violation” of the reality it frames is implicit in Benja-
min's {metaphoricall) rendering of how the traveller coins the image ("hammers"/"knocked
out of it"}. The hostility towards the trope informs Bitov's statement on Mandel'shtam's
"Akh, nichego ia ne vizhu (...)": "Velikaia poeziia vsegda konkretna. A obrazov nikakikh
net." (Bitoy 1978:66)

6.

H 51 xymaio BOPYr, YTO HUKakoi Tpasctop-
MAIMH XYTOXKHHUUCCKOT'0 BUIEHWA He [0-
TEPIUT BT HATYPA — TAX ORA Toula. BLITh B
INeHy ¥ »Tol abcomioTHol TouHocTy (...) ne
A0 CHIY XYAKHMKY, A KOOHA — Henna-
MokHA. (byros 1978:59)

The uninitiated writer-prishlets projects Armeniia as a mythic realm in which any aftempt
ro "read off” meaning amounts to the "alteration” of a text whose outward form presents
itself to the traveller as being in complete unity with its signifying function (thus, as an iconic
gign), But writing as an act of reading and deciphering (the world, the pre-texts, one's own
text) is deeply involved in such alteration. In the face of an object excluding mimetic
participation ("ne pod silu khudozhniku"), the written travelogue helps turn the original text
into a palimpsest. The travelogue written all across its original finds itself in undesired com-
plicity with the former's disappearance. Uroki Armenii seem to duplicate the act of erasion/
renewed inscription which the travelling Pushkin performs in the motio ("On nachertal na
kirpiche imia emy liubeznoe, imia gvoei zheny — shastlivets, — a ia svoe." [Bitov 1978:3])

The distant ideal of the book's mere contemplation is afforded to the raveller after his visit
to Gekhard. He observes an old priest on & balcony: "Starik sidel, sovershenno nepo-
dvizhnyi, i smotrel v knigu (imenno smotrel, ne chital (...))." (Bitov 1978:116}

The poetic myth of Annenia as an iconic sign defying the reader-traveller's deciphenment
is complemented by a second one. The textual, readable land is in conflict with the writer's
desire and pretension to write the world into being himself, a desire which "comprehends
writing as the creation of a world as yet unnamed (...)" (Lachmann 1987:403).
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B1eck HAXO GBITO 3AHOBO YYHTLCH S3BIKY, JAPOAWTE ETO, PAANEUMTE C TPYAOM
ry60st {..) ¥ (IPOM3HSCTH TEPBOE ¢N0BO (...), YTOGEI HABBATE TO, YTO MbL BEIMIM:
M 1 p . {buros 1978:183)

Such tension between the world's textual consistence and the writer's urge to write and name
the world himself is in itself part of a textual circle, with Nabokov's Priglashenie na kam'
{1938) as.one identifiable pre-text (Lachmann 1987:403). Nabokov's novel attempts an
anagrammatic re-spelling of the world, The letters begin to dominate narration released out of
their merely communicative function into & symbolic one. However, ultimately, "the belief in
the alphabet's matrix as being at the free disposition of the writer who unfolds and re-folds
the world like the Creator God {...) prevails." (Lachmann 1987:405) Bitov's traveller-writer
does not share in such hubristic confidence, although when shown paintings by an eminent
Armenian painter he reluctantly admits to his urge to rcspcll the objects depicted.

{...) CTONEKO (hPYKTOR, CTONLKO Top, croaske ym! (..} W Hi pazy He saxorenoch
£My, 4rofsl BTa CpyIIa uepecrana GuITh pyllel, crana §br (...) KAKOH-HUSYRE
rpymei gepes oea "y" WIEH IBa "II", TPEYCONLEMKOM, Imapos.., Mue Grt saxo-
Tenock. (Buron 1978:158)

The metaphor of the readability of the world features prominently in Nabokov's writings,
most conspicuously perhaps in The Real Life of Sebastian Knight (1941) (cf. Barton-
Johnson 1978).

The answer to all questions of life and death, "the absolute solution"” was written all
over the world he had known: it was like a traveller realizing that the wild country he
surveys is not an accidental assembly of natural phenomena, but the page in a book
where these mountains and forests, and fields, and rivers are disposed in such a way as
to form a coherent sentence; the vowel of a lake fusing with the consonant of a sibilant
siope; the windings of a road writing its message in a round hand (...); trees conversing
in dumb-show, making sense to one who has learnt the gestures of their language....
Thus the traveller spells the landscape and its sease is disclosed (...). (Nabokov 1982:
150)

H Tak e ToOuHO NonofHa APMAHCKAA GYKBA CBOMM BEpXHMM MIrMGOM ZpeBrelt
ApMSIHCKOHM IEPKBH UIH €€ CBOTY, KK eCThL BT4 NMUHKA U B O4ePTAHHAX ¢ I'op, KaK
NOAOGHE OHH, B CBOK OUEPENRs, JHMHHAM XXEHCKOH I'pyas, HACTOMLKO Beeoline
I8 APMEHMH BTC Y TUBUTEIbHCS COUETAHHE TBEPIOCTH M MAFKOCTH, XKECTKOCTH
M ITNABHOCTH, MY3KECTBEHHOCTH H JKEHCTBEHHOCTH — U B NEHBAXKe H B BO3EYXE,
H B CTPOGHMAX ¥ B MIONAX, M B anchasure 1 B peud. (Buros 1978:8)

Armenia's mythic iconicism defies the hermeneutics of reading nature exercised by
Nabokov's hero. The world in Uroki Armenii is not instrumental in spelling out its meaning
even to the literate deciphering eye of the traveller-reader. He is consequently lost for its
"solution" where Nabokov's itinerant reader assembles for himself precisely that "answer to
all questions of life and death.”

Armenia to the uninitiated travelling writer in Uroki Armenii is homonyric country
where phonetic difference ceases to operate. As io the foreign traveller all the words sound
alike, any single word's serantic potential tarns out boundless. Terms such as lavash appear
to Bitov an infinite array of homonyms arbitrarily expanding. The Armenian word to him is
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what it denotes, it seems the mythic sign-image whose sounds as well as its written de-
notation are the iconic replica of its signifying function. Initially, it appears to Bitov as if his
only means of reproducing such iconicity is by presenting Armenia as a realm of im-
penetrable rautolopy:

(...) mpoCTO eTpara, rue Ree GHII0 TEM, YTO OHO €CTh: KAMEHL — KAMHEM, NEPEBO
— ZiepesoM, Boia — BoAoH, ceeT — ceetoM (...). (Buros 1978:70)

The taviological realm dooms the ravelling writer's {allegoric) reading to failure.

Bitov experiences Atmenia as a realm of constant mythic presence. The spatialization of
diachrony is exemplified in the snb-section "Jstoriia s geografiei” (Bitov 1978:45-7), In
Armenia's book, everything exists side by side without any successive prominence: "Istoriia
v _svoei posledovatel'nosti treshehit po shvam.” (Bitov 1978:35)

TaKoe BrieuaTICHKUe, UTO B APMEHMM HeT HaYala MCropMM — oHa Guna ncepra, M
32 CBOE BEUNOC CYIUSCTBORAANME OHA OCHATHIA KasKIbIA KaMelh W KasAbIH 1ar,
HarepHo, ver Takoit KepesHn, KoTopas He Guird L1 BO BPEMEHA OHA CTONHMIEH
ApPEBHEr0 TOCYJAPCTBA, HET XOIMA, OKOIO KOTOPOrO He Passirpanacs 6n1
pewurenesias 6urea (...). (Buros 1978:20)

The message is written all over the world but it is not retrievable. The book's solution is the
natural property of its cutward form,

7.

Back home in Leningrad, Bitov revamps and rewrites his Armenian travel notes in an act
of "filling the gaps", completing his puteshestvie-punktir {again} as the reader-interpreter of
his own travelogue: "Ia pishu eti stroki (...) chtoby zapolnit’ pustoe mesto.” (Bitov 1978:39)
The return home does not suspend the writer/reader-analogy but reinforces it. The author
returned home begins the journey anew, travelling through his book which assumes the role
of the "actual” journey's prolongation;

S mposMN B BTON KHMI'C MBOT0 JONLIES, YyeM B ApMednu (...). S nposxun n
ApmeHuy necsTh NHeH, a Mucan ee GoJblle roJa -— s NPOXKHUI B APMEHHE OKOI0
oByx net... (Buros 1978:171)

As he did with the "real” one, the writer-reader again embarks on a journey "through the
text": "(...) ia obparuzhivain, chto uzhe ne v Armenii i ne v Rossii, a v etoi vot svoei knige ia
puteshestvuiu.” (Bitov 1978:108)

Bitov's "new" journey is the story of the completion of his travelogue. He has re-entered
the world of signifying difference with the joys of myithic iconicity irretrievably lost. The
travel-writer's ultimate temptation is to re-write the myth, to pose as its translator and pro-
mulgator, attemnpting to reslore to his writing a degree of the mythic unity he has experienced.
Wolf Schmid has shown how modernist prose reproduces mythic thinking in structures of
poetic organization, a phenomenon loosely referred to as "omamentalism” (Schmid 1987).
"Ornamentalist” prose thus diminishes the sign's lack of motivation as a token of its critique
of the (Socialist!) Realist tradition. Such increased motivation reintroduces a degree of myth-
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ic 1comc1ty where "there is no convention medlaung between name and object (...)" (Schmld
1987:373).

- Armenia’s nature as ar iconic sign is "translatable” into Russian mther as a merely te-
ferential tautology ("strana, gde (...) kamen' — kamnem™) or by the conscious modeliing of
the sound material, a dominant fegture of Bitov's prose which has largely escaped attention.?
In T/roki Armenii, the introduction of forms of postic organization establishes a sense of
iconic equivalence between discourse and fable. Thus, although the constitient words taken
by themselves are usually neither onomatopoetic nor seund symbolic,!0 the segments over-
determined by sound repetition suggest a degree of re-mythicization and re-approximation to
the assumed original. Such forms of poetic organization in prose weaken the word's
referential function and thus the "principally transitive, representative character of narrative
discourse” (Schmid 1984:489). With respect to Uroki Armenti, this implies a further weak-
ening of the siuzhet and the enbancement of the travelogue as the writer's journey "through
his own book",

Bitov's description of his arrival at Evevan airport is modelled as the tentative iconic
replica of its referent:

Tax 1 3anewaTnenc BO MHE IEPRLIR KAJPT BETEP M BLIrOPERIIAS TPAYA ¢ ]gq@p

ORTANKUBAK Mt K Epepany. (Buton 1978:4)

As pervyi kadr unfolds into veter and vygorevshaia trava, thus shaping its own
subsequent composition, veter anagrammatically preempts Erevan: Bitov's claim "veter
podtalival menia k Erevane” acquires a twofold, "iconic” justification.11

Paronomasia and homoioptoton frequently organize the sound level of Bitov's travelogue.
In the following passage, the writer-traveller relates his impression of Erevan's airport,
Parallelism underscores the achieved effect.

He Suino vyT To# SaTPasleHHOCTH IIACCAMHPA, TIe KAXKKLLY caMm no cebe —
SouTCA 34 YEMOJIAH, SOKTCA ONO3BATE, GouTcsa ObITh QBMKEHHLIM U 000 IeH-
HbIM, — ¥ OTTOTO MOABJAETCH B HeM aBTODYCHAH, BOKSANBHAS TEEDAOBATOCTE U
TYIOBATOCTE, H CaM OH CTAHOBMTCH MOXoX (POpMOl M TBEHNICTRK), HA CBOR

chanepusti veMoORaH ¢ LApamAINUMY U MSMIARIUME YT IaMi, 1 FHE0 — KaK
3amok. (Buron 1978:5)

Sound repetition re-phrases the passenger's anxiety to lose his snitcase as his transformation
into it (tsarapaiushchimi -» tgepliziushchimi -» litso - zamok). The ts (}5)-sound accentuated
in the quoted passage subsequently unfolds into two words mapping out Bitov's travelogue
as Leitlante as well as Leitmotive: tsel' and tsep’. Tsep' undermines the stringency of travel-
ling movement (tsel’). It connotes the traveller bound and statically captive,

TyT BCE LETBHO W 0OPAYET KPYTH. Ecmcom apMarcKod peun (' mpkas kotoka
- apmtrlclcaa PeuL") T2K COOTBEICIBYET KOBAHOCTH APMAHCKMX GYKR, UTO CIIOBO
= HAHCPTAHHOC — ABAKHET, KaK IICI'II: H Tak acHo NMPEeACTARAAKITCA MHE BTH
O¥KBL BRIKOBAHHBIME B lcy:am!ge: INABHB - MArnd METARNa [on yXapamM
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MonoTa {..). BruMy GYKREMM MOXHO (MOJIKOBREIBATL XKUBLIX KoHel... (BuTon
19787

Sourd repetition leads from tsel'no as the epithet the traveller-writer finds for the Armenian
script to the tsepkost' of its corresponding sounds. The recurrence thus fulfills a twofold
function: '

— it iconicizes the coincidence between script and sound in Armenian referred to on the
level of discourse;!2

— it prefigures the emergence of tsep', which is phonetically already present in tsepkost'.

tsel'no ——= tsepkost’ —®= (kovannost')

tsep'

The imagery in the quoted passage relates to the Mandel'shtamian subtext in Uroki
Armenii, with the Armenian poem "Ty krasok sebe pozhelala-f (...)" as the dominant pre-
text: "(...) Kak liub mne iazyk tvoi zloveshchii, / Tvoi molodye groba, / Gde bukvy —
kuznechnye kleshehi, /1 kazhdoe slove — skoba,.." (Mandel'shtam 1967:151). The traveller
in Bitov's puteshestvie is held captive by the chain (tsep”) forged in Mandel'shtam's poem,
Such bondage is induced by the impenetrable Armenian langnage as well as by the ways of
the foreign land.

A nonapaie B caapkyif IeH {...). d N03HAI0 BCIO TPOYHOCTE APMANCKUX POICT-
BEHHBIX CBA3EH 1 omyTad 5ToH Leneo (...). (Buror 1978:11; my emphases)

The theme of captivity around the signifiers tsep' and plen also marks Bitov's jocular
reenactment of the Romantic plight of the Kavkazskii plennik: "Po obstoiatel'stvam chisto
viutrenpir ia chuvstvoval sebia zapertym v rodnom gorode i udral jz nego... Udrav zhe,
opiat’ okazalsia v kletke, prichem chuzhoi,” (Bitov 1978:53) At the same time, the chain is
that from the end of Chekov's Student (1894), a story fed into Uroki Armenii through
quotation in the sub-section "Ozero” (Bitov 1978:66).

Sound repetition and alternation give profile 1o disjointed passages equivalent in their
reference to the theme of the word/language:

Blso — & 9

Cno'Bo — CBMOE TOWHOE O pyAMe, KaKoe OmUI0 KOrZa-nubo y veloBexa, HQ
¢hunongrus eme He AOCTUrNIA TOYHOCTH YrANAHHOTO cxonka. Ei mpucrana
cxpomiocTs, Oua npn CIoBe, & e cnoBo npu Helt. (Buros 1978:9)

HopasuTenbHo BCe-TAKHM IIPOYHA MPHPOMA YBaXEHUA K HCYATHOMY CIORY —
HUUEM ero He mogopsats. (Buron 1978:6)

The alternating [01 / [a]; [*]-sequences of the first passage and the recurrence of the [p) / [1]
pair in the second provide sound-linkage between the two segments in addition to their
equivalence on the level of "ransitive” disconrse (the Armenian word). A similarly high de-



182

gree of poetic organization is in evidence in the'following passage. Its focus is again the
Armenian (written) word.

B apMaHckol GYKBE — BEIMTHE MOHYMENTA M HEXKHOCTR JKU3NM, SuGnefckan
APSRHOCTh OUEPTAHWHM JIABaIa M OCTPOTA BeNeHOH SATIATOM Neplia, KYIPAROCTE B
MPO3PAYHOCTE BHHOTPTA ¥ CTPORHOCTS M CTPOroCTh GYTHUM, MATKHE SaBMTOK
OBEUbLEN IEPCTH M ITPOYHOCTH MACTYIULET® TOCOXKA, M IMHMA [INGYA (IACTYXA... M
JHHMS ET0Q BATHUIKA... H BCE 5T0 B TOUHOCTH cwme‘rcnyer 3BYKY, KOTOPSIA OHA
uzobpaxaet. (Buros 1978:8) : .

The segment is conspicuously orchestrated around [i; i §; €]-sounds. Paronomasia
underscores the effect:

zelenoi Iydriavost stroinost’
zapiatot prozrachnost’ strogost’

The syntactical keystone of the quoted passage (.zatylka) is anagrammatically preempted by
butyli and zavitok:

butyli gﬂﬁvisolg

ztylka

The fable is propelled by the word as much as vice versa. Bitov's travelogue secks to re-write
its original faithfully. At the same time, though, it assists the former's increased obfuscation,
If the palimpsestic travelogue is in complicity with the buriat of its original text under a new
layer of decipherable writing, the shift in narrative propulsion from the story level to that of
sound organization underscores such "aberration"”. ' '

The following passage describes the proximity between food / cooking / catmg and
writing, & proximity 1conlcally stored in the sound material itself.

1 4 sasupamoce. S nosnpo cebda ma Tom... (...) A Bopyio ¥ camorc cefx me-
BOBMOMHOCTE KAXKIOH CIEHyIOMIeH CTPAHMILI, ¢ TeM wToOn Hamucars es, M
TYT e nosng cels 5 ciore. JIOBNIO M OTHYCKAW, KOMKM-MBIUKH... [Tua,
Kak we conrark? O0HApYKHB JIOXK, KAK HE CTMIBLIpEYTE nepo? (Bor orsare...

5  Orkyna xe rnepo 83anocs? Korma Mamusxa...)
OpHako a1 3a0RBaOCh B Y9KYK LENb,. JTa4 I'IaBa BCR COCTOMT M9 PAna
MyTAHHLIX M HENePeBAPEHHEIX BIIEVATINCITHMA, IICNCpeBapeHHbIX B §yKBaILHOM
CMEICHE, TIOTOMY 4TO HE MOMKET YENOBEK IEPEBAPMTE CTONEKO MACA M 3CTICHN
(..}, A mMIeBapeHHE, OT . KOO-TC A CILINIAN, TECHO CBA3AHO C rONCHO.

10 (Bmuros 1978:101) : :

The writing-related paradigm "zaviraiug' ® (1); "vomin" {1); "pisha" (4} paronomastically
connotes a food-related sequence (zavarivat'’; varit'; pishcha) even before it appears in the
syntagma ("neperevarennykh”, 8; "perevarit’ ",10; "pishchevarenie”, 10). The question
"Otkuda zhe pero vzialog'?" (5) is answewd by the anagrammatic re-spelling of the "koshki-
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myshki"-game (4) as "Kogda mashinka..."” (6), with the letters stirred in the caunldron by the
writer-cook.

Andrei Bitov's Atmenian traveller is the writer attempting to read the world-text and the
other texts inscribed into it. Uninitiated into the right code to decipher a book whose iconic
consistence defies his compulsive allegoric reading, the traveller-writer is at a loss for the
“solution". At the same time, his writing, of necessity another instance of reading what is
already written, cannot escape the circularity of tsitivoranie. Such circularity is at odds both
with the chronelogy of travelling and with the writer's urge to write the world into being
himself, a task rendered anathema by an object (Armenia) whose mythic iconicity excludes
mimetic participation. Bitov's atternpts to model such iconicity in his travelogue by restoring
to his Russian prose an equivalence between discourse and fable similar to the one ex-
perienced in Armenia represent an ambigous answer to the traveller's dilemma. If some
degree of iconicity is restored to the verbal material, such advance is muted by the word's
sudden propulsion of the fable (rather than vice versa). The puteshestvie continues to be the
"journey throngh words" the travelling writer had been eager to suspend. In Andrel Bitov's
travelogues, the object of inquiry is, as a rule, comfortably at large.

Notes
1 U, Bco's Opera aperta was first published in 1962,

2 This publication {(abridged version) carried the subtitle "Sentimental'noe puteshestvie".
Bitov 1976 is subtitled "Puteshestvie v nebol'shuiu stranu”, Schmid 1980:50 has "Pute-
shestvie iz Rossii" as the originally conceived sobiitle,

3 Piskunova 1988 has a short evaluation of the book-metaphor in Bitov's work although her
conclusions are, in actual fact, in conflict with the idea of mir-kniga: "Kontsepisiia ¢hizni-
knigi pomogaet Bitovu zapelnit' obrazovavshiisia mezhdu zhizn'in i literaturoi zazor,
unichtozhit’ granitsy {...)." (Piskunova 1988:191) The very inability to conceive of and see
such boundaries would seem a more apt description of Bitov's poetics.

4 Terminology here as in Schmid 1982, His four-partite model of narrative levels ("Ge-
schehen", "Geschichte", "Erzidhlung", "Prisentation der Geschichte") is rendered here as

“story", “narration”, "narrative”, "narrative presentation”,

3 1 thank Mr. Andrew Reynolds (Oxford} for his valuable advice concerning the Mandel'-
shiamian subtext in Uroki Armenii.

6 "zanovo otkryvaiut" is linked to mir kniga, where the writer performs the renewed
opening of the boek (cf. Mandel'shtam's "Ia tebia nikogda ne uvizhu, / (...})": "(..,) T uzhe
nikogda ne ragkroiu/ ¥V biblioteke aviorov goncharnykh/ Prekrasnoi zemli pustoteluiu
kniguf (..)." (Mandel'shtam 1967:155)

7 Metonymic reduction is a principal structuring device in Bitov's rasskazy and povesti
where it models the fable {for an evalnation of the alleged "besfabul'nost' " of the
travelogue, cf. Schmid 1980:30) as well as the hero's perception of the world.

8 See Schmid 1980 for a description of B.'s device,
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9 The only critic to have noted the importance of sound repetition and rhythmical
organization in Bitov's-prose is Schmid (Schimid 1980:33). However, the way in which
. the modelling of the sound material iconically complements the fable goes unremarked.

10 The two types represent twe forms of sound iconicity. Onomatopoeia seeks to render an
acurate phonetic "copy” of a sound eveat. Sound symbolism, on the other hand, "does not
imitate acoustic phenomena but evokes synthetic sensations, emotions, moods and
abstract tdeas.” (Schmid 1984:495)

1

—_

I follow thc qualificatory framework for sound repetition {of vowels and consonants)

- suggested by Schmid (1984:492-3). It is based on the assumption that "the equivalence of

verbal sounds does not necessarily depend on the repetition of ene or more phonemes, but

may already be constituted hy the acoustic similarity of single sounds." (Schmid 1984:
492)

12 Another instance of such tentative rendering of the iconicity of the Anmenian language
occurs when the traveller comes across the Armenian word for "sea™: " I vdrug ne
chuvstvuiu 'more’, v nem net volneniia, zerkalo, i vdrug sochuystyuin slova 'tsov' —
vishu ¥ nem volnu nabegaiushchuin... no volna, ckazyvaetsia, vovse ne 'tsov’, volna —
'alik’, nezhno lizhet bereg." (Bitov 1978:14)

The sound symbolic quality of the Armenian word is "translated" into Russian by
means of sound repetition " ‘alik’, nezhno lizhet bereg.").
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