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            Osip Mandelstam visited Armenia in 1930, and during the eight months of his stay he rediscovered his poetic voice and was inspired to write an experimental meditation on the country and its ancient culture. ‘Armenia brought him back to his true self, a self depending on the “inner ear” which could never play a poet false. There was everything congenial to him in this country of red and ochre landscape, ancient churches, and resonant pottery’ (Henry Gifford). Conversation about Dante, Mandelstam’s incomparable apologia for poetic freedom and challenge to the Bolshevik establishment, was dictated by the poet to his wife, Nadezhda Mandelstam, in 1934–5, during the last phase of his itinerant life. It has close ties to the Journey.

            
                

            

            Osip Mandelstam was born in Warsaw in 1891 and raised in St Petersburg. He published his first collection of poems, Stone, in 1913, and joined with Akhmatova in the Acmeist movement. Arrested in 1934 for an epigram he had written about Stalin, Mandelstam died in a gulag near Vladivostok in 1938.

            
                

            

            Sidney Monas is Professor Emeritus in the Department of History at the University of Texas, Austin. Henry Gifford was Winterstoke Professor of English Literature and Professor of Comparative Literature at Bristol University. Clarence Brown is the author of several works on Osip Mandelstam, is Professor Emeritus of Comparative Literature at Princeton University and editor of The Portable Twentieth-Century Russian Reader.
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            Henry Gifford

            – Mandelstam and the Journey –

         

         I

         In 1930, at the end of the decade that brought Mandelstam more unhappiness than any other, Bukharin was able to arrange for the poet and his wife to visit Armenia. Ten years before he had seen its neighboring country, Georgia, and written about the enduring appeal for Russian poets of ‘the Georgian myth, first proclaimed by Pushkin’. At that time it had struck him as curious that their ‘promised land’ should not have been Armenia. This he explained by the attraction of the Georgian temper, variously manifested in its art – ‘a kind of melancholy and festive headiness in which is plunged the soul of this people’. Pasternak in 1931 was to be carried away by that headiness and the congeniality of the Georgian poets who became his friends. It was the experience of going to Georgia with Zinaida Neuhaus, afterward his second wife, that he celebrated in a book of poems called Second Birth, and Georgia would remain for him ‘a second homeland’.

         In this, as in so much else, Mandelstam and Pasternak were near to one another and very different. The group of Georgian Symbolist poets known as ‘The Blue Horns’, two of whose leaders were to form close personal ties with Pasternak, seemed to Mandelstam naive in the neglect of their own culture. He had been much impressed by the paintings of Niko Pirosmanishvili, the folk artist about whom a sensitive and endearing film, Pirosmani, was made in Soviet Georgia a few years ago. Pirosmanishvili’s ‘powerful art’ with its simple effects is related to ‘the real victory of Georgian art over the orient’ through the work of anonymous painters to be seen in the national museum. Pasternak was inspired by the high culture of Georgian poets fully at home in Russian and Western literature. Mandelstam sought out the abiding traditions of Georgia, an emblem for which he found in the local custom of preserving wine in long narrow amphorae which were then buried.

         He turned to Armenia because it had preceded Georgia as an outpost of the Classical and Christian world. Both these countries are in the region of Colchis, where the Argonauts sailed with Jason to get back the Golden Fleece. They had been early converted to Christianity: the Armenians about the year 300 were the first people to adopt it as a state religion. In making his journey to this ancient civilization which had rejected ‘the bearded cities of the east’, Mandelstam, as his widow says, went back to his own origins. The journey ended five years of poetic silence, and the sensation he called in one poem ‘the quivering of Colchis’ – that is, an awareness of his own part in a culture derived from the Mediterranean world – was to be always the necessary and unfailing prelude to ‘selfless song’.

         II

         In 1926 Mandelstam published some poems for children, but the major stream of his poetry had run dry in the previous year. There ensued a time of dejection and uncertainty, during which he lacked the assurance of being right in his values without which the imagination could not build. In the Journey to Armenia he tells how as a child he first ‘sensed the rudiments of architecture’ from pine cones, and the ‘demon’ of architecture had thereafter accompanied him all his life. It was for Mandelstam the instrument of order in art and society, and also in the natural world. It answered the demands of an intellect seeking unity in all things. He had found its ideal expression in a Gothic cathedral such as Notre Dame, which he called ‘a celebration of physiology’. What he admired in the Middle Ages was an ‘aristocratic intimacy that links all people, so alien in spirit to the “equality and fraternity” of the Great Revolution’. Every craftsman, every clerk had the sense of his worth; his ‘specific gravity’ was defined for him. The individual resembled the stone in medieval architecture ‘asking to be let into the “groined arch” to participate in the joyous cooperative action of its fellows’.

         These ideas Mandelstam had already committed to paper in the years before the ‘Great Revolution’ of his own country, although the essay that develops them (‘The Morning of Acmeism’) was not actually published until 1919. Their doctrine, from which Mandelstam never departed, would have had an even less favorable hearing then than at the time of its first formulation. As late as 1931 he in fact protested in a poem that he would not give up his loyalty to the raznochintsy or radical commoners of the nineteenth century. But it took him very little time to realize that the October Revolution had brought in an era of crushing conformity, and he could sense everywhere ‘the unclean goat smell issuing from the enemies of the word’. In 1921 Gumilyov, leader ten years before of the Acmeist movement, was shot for his alleged participation in a White conspiracy. The two other most notable adherents to Acmeism, Akhmatova and Mandelstam himself, were effectively isolated. Although he maintained that ‘classical poetry is the poetry of revolution’, he found himself treated as an unprofitable survivor from an effete culture. It is true that books of his poetry were published in 1922 and 1923, and an augmented edition was issued in 1928. He was also able to bring out his autobiographical sketches, The Noise of Time, in 1923, which were republished in 1928 with his story The Egyptian Stamp. And in that same year there appeared a selection of critical essays, About Poetry. Yet the publications of 1928 did not signalize the belated arrival of Mandelstam in Soviet literature. The good fortune of that time was not to be repeated, and with the gradual weakening of Bukharin’s protection Mandelstam would become virtually an outcast. During the 1920s his principles compelled him to accept most features of the Soviet regime, but the Soviet regime could not accept Mandelstam. His widow makes it clear that to a large extent he had believed in the revolution, and was not content (as many people supposed) to turn his back on reality. For that very reason, during the five years of silence preceding his journey to Armenia, Mandelstam set himself painfully to undertake a revaluation of his beliefs.

         Matthew Arnold praises Burke for an exceptional courage and honesty which allowed him to admit he could have been wrong about the French Revolution. This he called ‘living by ideas’:

         
            when one side of a question has long had your earnest support, when all your feelings are engaged, when you hear all round you no language but one, when your party talks this language like a steam engine and can imagine no other, – still to be able to think, still to be irresistibly carried, if so it be, by the current of thought to the opposite side of the question, and, like Balaam, to be unable to speak anything but what the Lord has put in your mouth.

         

         Mandelstam’s support of the revolution had never been a party man’s. However, he was earnest, as a disciple of Herzen, who had upheld Russian democracy in the struggle against serfdom. And he did hear all round him ‘no language but one’. Being a dedicated poet he could speak only what the Lord put in his mouth, and for five desperate years he had to wait till the words should declare themselves.

         As Nadezhda Mandelstam has said, in the chapter of Hope against Hope that describes the difficulties of this period, ‘It is not so simple to go against everybody and against the times.’ The temptation to join the majority was peculiarly strong in a country where any form of resistance to the prevailing ideas seemed like a betrayal. The intellectuals who had decided against emigration wanted very badly to make excuses for the new order, since they felt guilty about such benefits as they had received from the old. Mandelstam was for a while confused and uncertain in his allegiances. The one ally of whom he could be sure was Anna Akhmatova; but briefly he tried to dissociate himself even from her. Although his poetry made no appeal to the new Soviet reader, it still had a devoted following, of which he became critical – feeling, one suspects, that those who admired his work were encouraging him in ‘unreliability’. Parnok, the hero of his story The Egyptian Stamp, ineffectual and absurd, was uncomfortably close to Mandelstam’s gloomier notions of himself.

         Whenever the conviction of rightness deserted him, Mandelstam sought deliverance through prose. Unlike poetry it did not depend on the inner voice, yet the effort of the mind to establish its bearings by responsible utterance in prose could at least put an end to distraction. It silenced the voice of fallacious reasoning. Joseph Brodsky, who understands Mandelstam well, has said that when a poet turns to prose, this should be seen as ‘the tribute of dynamism to the stasis which preceded it’. He refers to a ‘dry spell’ or to ‘polemical necessity’ as a condition that can dictate this change of medium. And he remarks that ‘prose and logic’ will ‘suddenly experience a very strong temptation to move’, so that stasis is swept up once more into dynamism.

         Mandelstam’s ‘dry spell’ had become a seemingly continuous drought. But it was ‘polemical necessity’ that drove him at the end of 1929 to begin writing the work he entitled Fourth Prose (which was not published until 1966, in America). He had been involved in a literary squabble about a translation of La légende d’Uylenspiegel which he revised for the State Publishing House. Through the clumsiness of his editors a previous translator appeared to have a case for accusing Mandelstam of plagiarism. His enemies and notably the journalist Zaslavsky, who thirty years later browbeat Pasternak in similar fashion over the Nobel Prize, seized on this chance to involve him in a scandal. The experience, tormenting for Mandelstam as it was, drove him to the inevitable conclusion, that not only could he never belong wholeheartedly to the Soviet world, but he was right in rejecting it. Not with him lay the inadequacy; he had miscalled himself a ‘sick son’ of the age in a poem of 1924; and it was no longer for him to make concessions: ‘I tear off my literary fur coat and trample it underfoot.’

         Thus he reiterated a distinction he had often made between literature and poetry. Mandelstam insisted that these two modes of verbal expression are utterly unlike because the man of letters addresses his contemporaries, while the poet converses with the unknown ideal reader waiting for him, providentially, in the distance. The man of letters has his whole being in the contemporary world; the poet exists in the timeless.

         So he declares that he will stand alone:

         
            I insist that writerdom, as it has taken shape in Europe and especially in Russia, is incompatible with the honorable title of Jew, of which I am proud. My blood, burdened with its inheritance from shepherds, patriarchs and kings, rebels against the shifting gypsydom of the writers’ tribe.

         

         To understand the burden of this inheritance we must follow him to Armenia.

         III

         Mandelstam calls Armenia ‘that younger sister of the land of Judea’ and speaks of getting out at the station in Erevan, its capital, with his ‘elder’s walking stick’ or ‘Jewish staff’ for the journey before him. In the campaign provoked by the Uylenspiegel affair, anti-Semitism had, of course, played its part. But mention of the ‘Jewish staff’ is not merely defiant. He was returning, as Nadezhda puts it, ‘to the place where it all began, to his fathers, his sources, his fountainhead’. She explains:

         
            The tradition of culture for Mandelstam had never been interrupted: the European world and European thought were born in the Mediterranean – there had begun that history in which he lived, and that poetry by which he subsisted. The cultures of the Caucasus – the Black Sea – were the same book

            By which were taught the first men.

         

         (The quotation comes from his cycle of poems, ‘Armenia’, to be discussed later.)

         Mandelstam’s idea of Western culture corresponds to what Eliot means by ‘the mind of Europe’. It is a culture formed by the merging of four streams – the Hebraic, the Christian, the Hellenic and the Latin. Within this tradition developed the distinct but intercommunicating literatures of the modern world, its art and its music. Mandelstam’s conception of the European mind is more hospitable than Eliot’s with his predominantly Latin (and Catholic) bias, for it includes Goethe (tardily accepted by Eliot) and the German poets, and also, of course, his own literature, which in his view had the task of realizing a ‘domestic Hellenism’. (The poet Annensky, much admired by the Acmeists, had shown how this should be done.)

         Soon after Scriabin’s death in 1915, Mandelstam wrote a memorial essay, of which only fragments are left, seeking to define there his conception of Christian art.

         
            No necessity of any kind, even the highest, clouds its bright inner freedom, for its prototype, that which it imitates, is the very redemption of the world by Christ … Our whole two-thousand-year-old culture, thanks to the miraculous mercy of Christianity, is the world’s release into freedom for the sake of play, for spiritual joy, for the free ‘imitation of Christ’.

         

         Such thoughts are very near those expressed by Nikolai Vedenyapin at the outset of Doctor Zhivago. During his time of confusion in the 1920s Mandelstam was uneasy about these ideas, but they were not abandoned, and Christianity stood for him as the central achievement, the life-giving spirit, of the culture that he admired. Christianity seemed to belong essentially to the mountains of the Mediterranean world – ‘the all-human’ hills ‘shining in Tuscany’ of a late poem. It was symbolized for him by the cold air of the mountains, and clothed in Apostolic poverty. Mount Ararat, visible on the southwest horizon of Armenia, was ‘rich with a Biblical carpet’, and in the verse fragment from which that phrase comes, Armenia is called a ‘Sabbath land’.

         
            
               Should you wish to drink – there is there such water

               From the Kurdish spring of Arzni –

               A fine, tingling, dry

               And very truthful water.

            

         

         It is an image from the Psalms and from Isaiah; and the stones and clay of Armenia, the whole primitive coloring of the thirsty land, place it in the Old Testament.

         He had been sent there to recount and to applaud the successes of socialism in the area, a typical assignment at the time for Soviet writers. As he tells it in an earlier draft for the chapter subsequently entitled ‘Zamoskvorech’e’:

         
            Wherever I penetrated I met the firm will and hand of the Bolshevist party. Socialist construction is becoming for Armenia as it were second nature.

         

         But he recognizes in the same passage that he is an unreliable correspondent:

         
            Am I really like the dreadful child who turns in his hand a pocket mirror and directs into all the places he shouldn’t the dazzle from the sun?

         

         (That sentence did not reach the final version.) Mandelstam’s use of the pocket mirror was not simple mischief: he illuminated what he held to be essential in Armenian life – all those qualities that resisted the Bolshevist innovators and revealed the unbroken ties of this people with the Christian and classical culture of the Mediterranean.

         He admired the Armenians for ‘their splendid intimacy with the world of real things’. There could be no surer evidence that they had retained a truly classical civilization. As he wrote earlier about Innokenty Annensky:

         
            Hellenism means consciously surrounding man with utensils instead of indifferent objects; the metamorphosis of these objects into the utensil, the humanization of the surrounding world; the environment heated with the most delicate teleological warmth. Hellenism is any stove near which a man sits, prizing its warmth as something related to his own inner warmth.

         

         Classicism in Mandelstam’s mind was associated with that ‘fullness of life’ natural to the Armenians, and also with ‘their noble inclination for hard work’. He had listed among the utensils by which man is consciously surrounded ‘a baking dish, a pair of tongs, an earthenware jug with milk’; and it is the pottery of Armenia that he calls in one poem

         
            
               A beautiful land’s hollow book

               By which were taught the first men.

            

         

         Jennifer Baines, in her excellent commentary on Mandelstam’s verse from the Armenian cycle onward, notes that a very late poem in a series inspired by Greek pots in the Voronezh museum links Crete and Armenia through their pottery. ‘In this respect,’ she says, ‘Mandelstam’s identical vision of Crete and Armenia is one of substance.’ A line quoted by her from this poem speaks of ‘clay made happy by baking’. The potter’s art had brought the red clay of Armenia into the human circle.

         In an essay on ‘The Word and Culture’ published in 1921, Mandelstam had welcomed what he thought to be the separation in Soviet Russia ‘of Church (i.e., culture) and State’. It seemed to him that the Christian ideal had again become feasible.

         
            At last we have found our inner freedom, real inner joy. We drink water in clay jugs as if it were wine … Apples, bread, the potato – from now on they will appease not merely physical but spiritual hunger as well. The Christian – and every cultivated man is a Christian now – knows not a merely physical hunger or a merely spiritual nourishment. For him, the word is also flesh, and simple bread is happiness and mystery.

         

         Mandelstam never lost that sense of ‘happiness and mystery’, and it was fortified by his visit to Armenia.

         IV

         On their way back the Mandelstams stayed in Tiflis, the Georgian capital. Here he was once more able to write poetry, and during late October and early November 1930 he assembled the Armenian cycle. Once before in Tiflis he had found a new voice. That was in 1921, when news had reached him of Gumilyov’s execution; probably under the shock of this he had written a poem, ‘I bathed at night in the yard’, that his widow regards as pivotal. Mandelstam was facing the realities of a time when ‘the earth [had become] more truthful and more terrible’. His symbol for truth in that poem had been a rough homespun towel brought by them from the Ukraine. Over the years since 1921 the terror had not abated: in Armenia, they learned about the suicide of Mayakovsky. It seems probable that Mandelstam may have recalled the circumstances of that earlier poem. The homespun towel which supported his ‘new attitude of a matured man’, as Nadezhda describes it, was in keeping with the ‘rough tenderness’ of the Armenians.

         
            
               How dear to me in its strenuous life,

               Reckoning as a century a year,

               This breeding, sleeping, bawling,

               Earth-rooted people.

            

         

         Armenia itself in another poem is ‘a State of bawling stones’; it is ‘summoning the hoarse hills to arms’ – in defense of Christianity.

         
            
               Muffling your mouth, like a moist rose,

               Holding in your hands the eight-sided honeycombs,

               All the morning of the days on the borders of the world

               You stayed, swallowing tears.

               And turned away in shame and grief

               From the bearded cities of the East …

            

         

         Armenia evokes the poetry of Hafiz in neighboring Persia during the fourteenth century; and the ‘eight-sided honeycombs’ reflect the pattern of its church architecture.

         
            
               You make the rose of Hafiz sway

               And nurse little animals, your children,

               With the eight-sided shoulders you breathe

               Of peasant, bull-like churches.

               Stained a hoarse ocher

               You are all far over the mountain …

            

         

         The colors of this land which ‘had endured tawny-bearded sirdars among the rocks and clays’ were daubed on it by a lion with half a dozen pencils that it ‘had seized with its paw’. As Dr Baines has noted, ‘the over-riding image’ to describe Armenia is that of a wild beast. The language (which fascinated Mandelstam as an ancient Indo-European tongue) is represented in the same terms:

         
            
               Prickly speech of the Ararat valley,

               Wild cat – Armenian speech,

               Rapacious tongue of cities clay-walled,

               Speech of hungering bricks …

            

         

         (‘Prickly’ here is the same word in Russian as ‘tingling’ used for the spring water of Arzni in his poem.)

         Mandelstam has to resign himself to parting with this land of ‘a feral and fabulous Christianity’, where the beauty of the women is leonine, and where the peasant’s little horse stumbles among purple granites. The last of the twelve poems making up the cycle is very characteristic of his art in the way it relates the visible scene to history, and once more strikes resonances that have been heard in the earlier poems. Already he has referred to the ‘short-sighted Armenian sky’, and to ‘looking with eyes screwed up / At the travelling tent of Ararat’; he has described Armenia as ‘lavishly giving away Persian money of the sun’; and he has spoken of pottery as the land’s ‘hollow book’. Now these images meet in six lines concluding the sequence:

         
            
               Azure and clay, clay and azure,

               What more would you have? Rather screw up your eyes,

               Like a short-sighted shah over a ring of turquoise,

               Over the book of echoing clays, over the bookish earth,

               Over the purulent book, over the clay that is dear

               By which we are tormented as by music and the word.

            

         

         The clay book of the land is purulent, one supposes, because the experience of it throbs like an inflammation: there is in beauty of scene, music or word a peculiar pain that is also dear to us.

         V

         Mandelstam’s notebooks for 1931 and 1932 contain fragmentary drafts of the prose Journey to Armenia, the final version of which the Soviet journal Zvezda published in 1933. He mentions in the notebooks several other accounts of travel: the Physical Journey through Various Provinces of the Russian Empire in 1769–1770 by Pallas, a German follower of Linnaeus; A Naturalist’s Voyage round the World in H.M.S. ‘Beagle’ by Charles Darwin; Delacroix’s Journey to Morocco. The last of these was described as ‘a codex of visual training’, in a ‘tattered book by Signac defending Impressionism’. Darwin and even the leisurely Pallas – always fondling a deaf cat on his knee, as the draft noted – were also observers of a special kind, with keen professional interests. Mandelstam’s book has something in common with the writings of these naturalists and of the painter from whom ‘a codex of visual training’ could be derived. (The Journey to Armenia does not, however, give any exact equivalent of the Delacroix ‘codex’ in respect of Mandelstam’s own art. This would come with his ‘Conversation about Dante’ of 1933–4 which has evident ties with the Journey.)

         In some notes for the final chapter of the Journey, Mandelstam speaks of another work that seems richly relevant to his own methods. ‘I had with me a single book, the Italienische Reise of Goethe in a leather binding for travel, bent like a Baedeker.’ A few years later, Mandelstam was to write a broadcast script in Voronezh called ‘The Youth of Goethe’ which describes his life up to the Italian journey of 1786 to 1788. Nadezhda, referring to it in Hope Abandoned, remarks on certain affinities between Mandelstam and Goethe – she found that he had picked out those aspects of Goethe’s life that corresponded more or less with his own: depression and neurasthenia when young; a similar blending of reverence and irony toward elders; even the use of friendships with women to provide ‘firm bridges’ from one phase of the poet’s life to another. But there are more profound intellectual resemblances, and in much of the Journey to Armenia a mind is at work the range and luminosity of which recall the mind of Goethe.

         Barker Fairley has said that Goethe in Italy ‘discovered the common ground between classical antiquity and his natural philosophy’. He had an eye not only for the monuments and for the customs of the people, but also for ‘the revelations of science as he had come to understand and practise it in recent years’. Similarly, Mandelstam was drawn to the art of Armenia, its churches and pottery; he studied too the characteristics of the Armenians in their life of ‘teeming activity’, with their strange indifference to clock-time. Also, like Goethe, he found himself trying in his account to connect the scientific ideas that had newly interested him with the experience of his travels. And as the Italian Journey records an exceptionally fruitful stage in the progress of its author’s thinking, so too with the Journey to Armenia: its supreme interest lies in what it tells us about the growth of a poet’s awareness, at a time hardly less crucial for Mandelstam than the year 1786 was for Goethe.

         Barker Fairley compares Goethe, once on the road to Italy, with ‘a spring, long detained and now leaping at the moment of release into its true position’. Goethe himself stated, soon after coming to Rome, ‘meine Existenz hat einen Ballast bekommen’ –‘my life has acquired a ballast’. It may be said of Mandelstam too that after the visit to Armenia, the spring of his being leapt ‘into its true position’, since he had recovered the assurance he needed to write poetry; and that he had now taken on with his perceptions of Armenia a ballast that would steady him through every trial.

         There are, indisputably, wide differences in manner and substance between Goethe’s narrative and Mandelstam’s. The Journey to Armenia, for a start, is much briefer, with hardly a tenth of the other’s pages. Its arrangement is not linear in the methodical German way of Goethe’s book. The thought is elliptical, with certain implications that are obvious perhaps only to readers familiar with Mandelstam’s outlook – even, one may say at times, with his code. Always, whether in verse or prose, he expects to be met with the ready perceptiveness that Dante, as Mandelstam points out, so greatly valued. ‘You grasp things, on the wing, you are sensitive to allusions – this is Dante’s favorite form of praise.’ Mandelstam in the Journey to Armenia is always on the wing.

         Among his other speculations in Italy, Goethe was preoccupied with ideas on morphology (so named first by him) and on the appreciation of art and music. His was a genius that excelled in finding out analogies and in ordering its manifold impressions of the world in a sure and harmonious system. It will be seen that Mandelstam’s thought runs very much on the same lines. He was to perfect his esthetic in the ‘Conversation about Dante’, where he has a good deal to say about the morphology of poetry. In the Journey to Armenia his concern is with the development of species, and the vision of particular naturalists – Buffon, Pallas, Darwin and especially Lamarck; and it is also with problems of esthetics – the vision of the French Impressionists, and the right way to look at pictures; and further with the ‘physiology of reading’. Like Goethe, he aspires continually to wholeness. His perceptions in one field are related to those in another; and what he has discovered in a prose treatise will serve later to propel his poetry towards new combinations.

         VI

         Mandelstam had been encouraged in his reading of the naturalists by a new friend, the biologist B. S. Kuzin, who held Lamarckian views. (As Akhmatova reports, there was a time when the only people who visited Mandelstam in Moscow were a few young scientists.) Among the notes for the Journey to Armenia far more is to be found on the naturalists than he would use in his sixth chapter, including what looks like the sketch for a separate article on Pallas. This might have corresponded to another article, ‘Around the Naturalists’, which he had published in the journal For a Communist Education to mark the fiftieth anniversary of Darwin’s death in 1932. He was interested in the relation of a scientist’s method to his vision. The article ‘Around the Naturalists’ opens with these words:

         
            The naturalist-writer does not choose his style and does not receive it ready-made. Every scientific method presupposes a particular organization of scientific material: the form serves a world-outlook and its tasks.

         

         Rather more fully in the article than in the Journey itself Mandelstam accounts for the style of the naturalists he has been reading by the experience of their times. Linnaeus, as we know from the Journey, resembles the ‘barker’ at a small-town menagerie, he is ‘a public demonstrator of new and interesting species’. Buffon ‘in his scientific works takes on the role of a revolutionary orator’. Lamarck too in the Journey calls the citizens to action: ‘Forward! Aux armes!’ In Mandelstam’s notes reference is made to the Convention, and to the elements of Saint-Just and Robespierre in Lamarck: ‘He does not so much demonstrate as decree nature.’ But also Lamarck had a predecessor in the fabulist La Fontaine, while Pallas, so the notes say, ‘whistles from Mozart’ and ‘hums from Gluck’. Darwin is ranged with Dickens and Pickwick – as Mandelstam declares in his article, ‘Darwin and Dickens were read by one and the same public’. Hence the geniality and ease of his writing, addressed to the amateur naturalists of his own class. Mandelstam made the note: ‘Imagine a learned horticulturist who is taking visitors round his property, and, pausing among borders and flower-beds, gives them an explanation; or an amateur zoologist in his nursery, receiving good friends.’ But Mandelstam also sees Darwin as ‘a war correspondent’, an ‘interviewer’ of nature; he had played with the notion that ‘Darwin organizes his material [in The Origin of Species] like the editor and publisher of a great and influential, let us say bluntly – a political, organ’, with its correspondents ‘in all the counties, colonies and dominions of the United Kingdom, in all countries of the globe’.

         Lamarck is admired by Mandelstam because he ‘fought sword in hand for the honor of living nature’, an idea that recurs in a poem about him of 1932:

         
            
               There was an old man, shy as a boy,

               An awkward, timid patriarch.

               Who for the honor of nature is a fencer?

               Why of course, fiery Lamarck.

            

         

         Though Goethe, it appears, had not heard of Lamarck, as Sherrington has said he ‘dissented from the Linnean “frozen” view of species’ in the same fashion, and ‘sang aloud’ what was really Lamarck’s thesis too. The ideas of Lamarck have held a special appeal for writers opposed to the mechanist view, like Samuel Butler, protesting that Darwin had ‘banished mind from the universe’, or more recently Bernard Shaw. It is necessary to note the comment made by Julian Huxley a quarter of a century ago: ‘All the theories lumped together under the heads of orthogenesis and Lamarckism are invalidated … They are out: they are no longer consistent with the facts.’

         The scientist is prevented by the discipline of his profession from heatedly doing battle for the ‘honor’ of nature. But there is no difficulty in understanding why writers concerned with ‘the desire in man for conduct, the desire in man for beauty’, as Matthew Arnold puts it in his discourse ‘Literature and Science’, should find themselves up in arms against Darwinism. Arnold reports that Darwin ‘did not experience the necessity for two things which most men find so necessary to them, – religion and poetry’. The poet, according to Wordsworth, will want to be at the side of the man of science, ‘carrying sensation into the midst of the objects of … science itself’. He speaks of the poet giving his attention to ‘the remotest discoveries of the chemist, the botanist, or mineralogist’, and welcoming science ‘as a dear and genuine inmate of the household of man’. This sentiment would have appealed to Mandelstam, and he rejected Darwinism because it supports a philosophy that would destroy that household.

         Shaw discerned a ‘hideous fatalism’ in Darwin’s theory, because it reduced ‘honor and aspiration’ to the mere workings of chance. And he pointed out the social consequences that stemmed from this creed appealing alike to Manchester and to Marx. Darwinism assumes the inevitability of progress, its ‘vulgar appendage’, to quote an expression used by Mandelstam elsewhere. But in Mandelstam’s view the notion of progress excluded historical events – and even a plant lives, so to speak, in history.

         
            A plant in the world – that is an event, a happening, an arrow; and not boring, bearded ‘development’.

         

         Development is bearded like the ‘cities of the East’ from which Armenia had turned away ‘in shame and grief’. As Dr Baines has said, ‘He greatly loathed determinism in any form – for example as shown in the passivity of Islam.’ Another term that he uses to describe such passive thinking is ‘Buddhism’.

         
            
               In the year thirty-one from the birth of the century

               I returned, no – read: forcibly

               Was returned to Buddhist Moscow …

            

         

         Sidney Monas has drawn attention to Herzen’s essay of 1843, ‘Buddhism in Science’, which applies the name of Buddhist to those whom abstruse speculation makes unfit for social activity. ‘Abstract thought,’ Herzen says, ‘is the perpetual pronouncing of a death sentence on all that is temporary, the execution of the erroneous, the decrepit in the name of the eternal that does not pass away.’ But man lives in time, and he ‘eternalizes himself in the world of events’. For Mandelstam ‘Buddhism’, the prevailing spirit of Moscow under Stalin, condemned Russia to a stagnation in which events could not happen. He wrote earlier that the nineteenth century had been infected by ‘latent Buddhism’ and that this was ‘like a blindness of the blood, like a secret terror and a head-spinning weakness’. He identified the new order with oriental despotisms of the past.

         
            In the veins of our century there flows the heavy blood of extremely distant monumental cultures, perhaps the Egyptian and Assyrian.

         

         Mandelstam says of Lamarck that ‘in natural science he is the only Shakespearean figure’. From the statement that ‘Lamarck wept his eyes out over his magnifying glass’, Mandelstam had noted down a comparison (not to be used later) between the blindness of Lamarck and the deafness of Beethoven. And it is a musical analogy that explains how ‘the environment merely invites the organism to grow’.

         
            When the conductor draws a theme out of the orchestra with his baton, he is not the physical cause of the sound. The sound is already there in the score of the symphony, in the spontaneous collusion of the performers, in the crowdedness of the auditorium, and in the structure of the musical instruments.

         

         He had just been saying that ‘for the environment, the organism is probability, desire, and expectancy’. The references to Shakespeare, Beethoven, and the art of the conductor remove the biologist’s problem to a new setting, the one fully understood by Mandelstam, in which the work of art – the individual poem – is achieved by responding to a similar invitation to grow. At the end of his Zamoskvorech’e chapter Mandelstam suggests an analogy between growth and memory.

         
            In one as well as the other, there is a sprout, an embryo, the rudiment of a face, half a character, half a sound, the ending of a name, something labial or palatal, sweet legume on the tongue, that doesn’t develop out of itself but only responds to an invitation, only stretches out toward, justifying one’s expectation.

         

         He thinks of biological process, then, in terms of music and of poetry. The analogy between natural creation & human creativeness is complete.

         VII

         The most striking of the leaps taken by Mandelstam’s thought is that which carries him from Lamarck to Dante. The forms of life in Lamarck’s system mount like a series of staircases from the lowest and most rudimentary to the highest and most complex. Reverse his ‘moving staircase striving for perfection’, and you will recognize ‘a greatness worthy of Dante. The lower forms of organic existence are the hell of humanity.’

         Mandelstam was already starting on that exploration of the Divine Comedy that would lead to his talks with the old Symbolist poet Andrei Bely in 1933 and the writing of the ‘Conversation about Dante’. Both Lamarck and Dante (henceforward the most important for him of all poets) offered a vision of hierarchy which Mandelstam found deeply satisfying, in opposition to the prevailing ideas in his own society. The doctrine of progress swept away the foundations on which rested man’s supremacy and with it the very meaning of life. All that is living becomes ‘only a correction / For a short escheated day’. In the poem ‘Lamarck’ (whence these lines are taken) Mandelstam imagines what would follow from a deliberate reversal of Lamarck’s moving staircase – the gradual descent of man into the hell of the lower forms. It would mean an end of seeing; an end of hearing the music of Mozart. Man would have been deserted by nature. Lamarck had shown a particular awareness of the gaps between classes in the organic world. Suppose nature should have forgotten to lower the bridge over the void to humanity, for which it had no need? Yet this return to life at the very lowest is what Mandelstam will choose rather than subscribe to the illusory doctrine of progress.

         In the ‘Conversation’ Mandelstam declares that ‘future commentary on Dante belongs to the natural sciences, when they shall have been brought to a sufficient degree of refinement and their capacity for thinking in images is sufficiently developed’. His own commentary draws on several sciences. ‘A scientific description of Dante’s Comedy … would inevitably take on the aspect of a treatise on metamorphoses,’ he says; and he also refers to chemistry, geology, mineralogy, and once again the art of the conductor. In a now celebrated passage he tries to grasp the ‘organic chemistry’ in Dante’s development of images. But before enlarging upon this ‘continuous transformation of the substratum of poetic material’, he has to explain, ‘It is only by convention that the development of an image can be called development.’ Mandelstam compares what goes on in the poet’s imagination with a ‘technically unthinkable’ feat of engineering. An airplane in flight constructs and launches another, and that a third, and so on. This he exemplifies from the associated images in Canto XVII of the Inferno.

         From Lamarck, and from the conversation of Kuzin and other naturalists, Mandelstam had learned a new method of apprehension, as his notes explain:

         
            We draw near to the secrets of organic life. For a grown man the most difficult thing is the transition from inorganic thinking, to which he is accustomed at the time of his highest activity, when thought serves as the mere adjunct of doing, to the prototype of organic thinking.

         

         His perceptions of ‘the secrets of organic life’ enabled him to understand the way Dante’s imagination had worked. More than any other writer, so Mandelstam believed, Dante had practiced the conversion of poetic material. Hence the supreme importance of this poet, who could show him how to ‘combine the uncombinable’.

         VIII

         Mandelstam’s article ‘Around the Naturalists’ brings together the round-the-world voyage of Darwin on the Beagle and the similar voyage of Monet in the Brigitte because they constitute ‘a colossal training of analytical vision’. From Signac’s book on the Impressionists, which he had found ‘under the staircase in the musty-pink house on the Iakimanka’ in Moscow, there had come a revelation comparable to that from the naturalists. Signac had explained ‘the law of optical blending’.

         
            At the very first sounds of this emboldening theory that braces the nerves, I felt the shiver of novelty; it was as if someone had called me by name …

         

         Till that moment Mandelstam had been ‘blind as a silkworm’.

         He was able to visit the Museum of Western Arts in Moscow which housed a very fine collection of modern French paintings assembled by the merchants Sergei Shchukin and Ivan Morozov. (This has been divided since between the Pushkin Museum in Moscow and the Hermitage in Leningrad.)

         In the notes for his chapter on ‘The French’, he describes Monet’s picture ‘Lilas au soleil’. These ‘luxuriant, compact lilacs of the Île-de-France blazed on the wall like a self-breathing burning bush’. When he writes of

         
            Pissarro’s raspberry-grey boulevards, flowing like the wheels of an immense lottery with their little boxes of hansom cabs, their fishing-pole-whips pitched on their shoulders, and the shreds of splashed brain on the kiosks and chestnut trees

         

         he is referring to the paintings ‘Place du Théâtre Français, Paris’ and ‘Boulevard Montmartre’ (now both in the Hermitage). Mandelstam responded to these two artists, who are also present in his poem ‘Impressionism’ of 1932, because they revealed ‘the binding force of color’ which excited him like the start of a race. In his poem, the artist lays ‘the sonorous steps’ of his colors on the canvas ‘like scabs’.

         
            
               You would say: chefs in the kitchen

               Are preparing fat pigeons.

            

         

         He welcomed the assault on his senses in Moscow, where on his way from the exhibition the light seemed like ‘a waning eclipse’. Mandelstam, his widow tells, regarded the five senses as ‘an incomparable gift, bringing both knowledge and delight’. He was, like Keats, a poet keenly alive to sensation, but he also resembled Keats in his concern with the relation of beauty to truth. The great merit of Cézanne for him is that this ‘marvelous worker’ attends so responsibly to sensation.

         
            His painting was certified on the oak table of a village notary. He is incontestable, like a will made in sound mind and firm memory.

         

         Adrian Stokes has called Cézanne’s a ‘classicism in the sense of a truly Mediterranean art’, and it would be possible to show many sides of the affinity between him and Mandelstam. Perhaps all that needs mention here is their instinct for balance, which holds in play the manifold forms of energy and achieves the exactness in detail and in relationship for which Mandelstam admired Dante.

         Pissarro and Monet appealed to him, one would suppose, because their Impressionism was concerned with a similar fidelity to facts. Cézanne regarded Pissarro as his master, and Pissarro worked like him to restore the monumental after the breakdown of the classical tradition. Monet is their opposite, but he shares with them a heroic integrity. Although Mandelstam has nothing to say about it, the joy of the Impressionists in what lay immediately around them – their domesticity, if the term does not confuse them with Flemish painters – answers to his own feeling. And he must have known that such joy was expressed by men who, like himself, had endless difficulty in their lives and needed, as Stokes has remarked, ‘enormous resilience and courage’.

         His chapter on ‘The French’ leads up to a recommended ‘method of looking at pictures’ for ‘anyone recuperating from the harmless plague of naive realism’. These were indiscreet words when the doctrine of ‘socialist realism’ was so soon to be promulgated. He had quarrelled in Armenia with the writers there about the slogan ‘national in form, socialist in content’, which would define the method of socialist realism. For Mandelstam the distinction between form and content did not exist. Form, he explains in the ‘Conversation about Dante’, is ‘something wrung out’ of the conception, not ‘something that envelops’. It always seemed to him that the composing of poetry was a kind of recall, ‘a recollection of what had not yet been uttered’. Painting also ‘is much more a matter of internal secretion than of apperception, that is, of external perceiving’.

         To appreciate a picture you must go through a process akin to restoring it,

         
            removing its old peel, its outer and most recent barbaric layer, the stage that links it … to a sunny, solid reality.

         

         ‘Naive realism’ understands nothing of metamorphosis, the great secret in art. It assumes that the picture or the poem will be identical with the object it signifies. But, as Mandelstam had asked in ‘The Word and Culture’, an essay of 1921:

         
            Is the thing master of the word? The word is a Psyche. The living word does not signify an object, but freely chooses, as though for a dwelling place, this or that objective significance, materiality, some beloved body. And around the thing the word hovers freely, like a soul around a body that has been abandoned but not forgotten.

         

         IX

         There is a phrase near the beginning of Mandelstam’s chapter on the Impressionists that he had originally used in his notes for the chapter on Sukhum:

         
            I swiftly and rapaciously and with a feudal frenzy inspected the demesnes of my eye’s measure.

         

         Seeing – the ‘eye’s measure’ – is one of his preoccupations in the Journey to Armenia. He was aware that vision could run riot, as described in his essay of 1922, ‘The Nineteenth Century’:
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‘A plant in the world is
AN EVENT,
A HAPPENING,

AN ARROW,
and not a boring,
bearded development.’

Osip Mandelstam
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