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TRANSLATOR’S NOTE


Andreï Makine was born and brought up in Russia, but My Armenian Friend, like his other novels, was written in French. The book is set in Russia and the author uses a number of Russian words in the French text which I have retained in this English translation. These include izba (a traditional wooden house built of logs), kolkhoznik (a worker on a kolkhoz, a collective farm in the former Soviet Union) and zek (a prisoner in one of the Soviet corrective labour camps). The Russian version of the adjective “Stakhanovite” was used in Soviet propaganda with reference to workers who were exceptionally productive or zealous.


I am more than ever indebted to the author for his comments and suggestions and likewise to Christopher MacLehose. I am also grateful to a number of other people for their advice, assistance and encouragement in the preparation of this translation. To all of them my thanks are due, notably Willem Hackman, Ali Holloway, Simon Strachan, Susan Strachan, Elena Torres, Roger Watts and Helen Williams.


G.S.
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I





“He taught me how to be someone I was not.”


When I was young that was the way I used to refer to how meeting Vardan opened my eyes to the mystery and paradox that underlie the workings of this world.


Nowadays what I see is no longer a host of obscure enigmas and astounding paradoxes but this simple truth which, thanks to him, I finally came to understand: when we resign ourselves to giving up the search for the other being that we are, it kills us long before we die – in that frenzied and voluble play of shadows which is regarded as the only life possible. Our life.


That evening he was speaking in a calm, slow voice that sounded like an echo, muted by coming from a long way off. His normal voice. Yet what he was saying seemed to be on the verge of madness. Or was he making fun of me? During the early days of our friendship I had sometimes had that feeling.


“Would you like me to touch the sky? Like that, with my fingers…?”


I shook my head, with a wary laugh. Vardan raised his hand and remained perfectly still for several seconds, time enough for me to grasp the truth of what he was saying. Seeing that I still failed to understand, he explained, but so unbelievable did the fact seem to him that he was unable to hide his own amazement.


“Just here, as high as we can reach, it’s the same air as up among the clouds, isn’t it? So the sky actually starts here and even lower down. Very close to the ground – under the soles of our shoes, in fact!”


Taken aback by his reasoning, I was on the point of starting to argue about the different layers of the earth’s atmosphere, all of which we studied in our geography lessons. A host of cirrus, nimbus and altocumulus clouds . . .


Fortunately I held back from contradicting him and, thanks to that brief period of silence between us, those minutes would remain intact in my memory, untainted by the verbal hocuspocus of erudition. A low sun, the serenity of the last days of August, the gilded transparency of the leaves on the trees, a sky that still retained the velvety warmth of late summer – and a boy’s hand, its fine fingers hovering in the blue, against the trail of white left by an aircraft. And we two youngsters, holding our breath on the brink of a modest and dizzying revelation.


As I grew older, I would come to understand the true significance of that gesture of his. Vardan was not simply trying to surprise me with an intriguing curiosity relating to the earth’s atmosphere, he was opening my eyes to a great deal more. Without really being able to define it, he was talking about a whole new mode of existence, one in which our thoughts escaped from the rules of this world, one that offered us another way of living and seeing. Our reason, with all its brutal realism, was opposed to this, but within us there was a mysterious will that asked no more than to be able to explore the volatility of this sky that had just opened up beneath our feet.


At all events, discovering how the sky reached down and brushed against the ground and all the cigarette stubs, smears of mud and spittle that covered it, was for me just as powerful a revelation as the dazzling insights of a Copernicus or a Galileo. More, in fact, for the heights above us, perceived as divine, and revered in all religions, had thus lost their proud status as a superior world and were mingling with the breath of us mortals. From now on, when I thought of God, I would imagine a presence much closer to us – very different from the lofty arrogance of the deities worshipped and feared by men.


In my memory, those moments of silent contemplation on an August evening, would take on the form of a stained glass window in the air, both fleeting and durable, resistant to the stubborn workings of that forgetfulness we always end up succumbing to.


Long years later I should also appreciate how it was that gesture of Vardan’s, his slender youth’s arm, that would subliminally help me to understand the vulnerability of the women I came to love. Bodies threatened by age, souls besieged by vulgarity, confidences doomed to remain unspoken in the face of the monolithic certainties of existence.


That hand reaching out and touching the sky would become a secret reason for hope.





Another revelation I owed to Vardan was a good deal more disturbing. And yet, in one sense, still comparable to the way the proud vault of heaven had come down to our level so that our hands could touch it …


A drunken woman was making her way across some railway tracks, a maze of rails, interlocking and branching off before they disappeared into the mists of a dismal, windy day. Helpless with alcohol, she stumbled, swayed like a tightrope walker, trying to cling to her dignity as she wobbled grotesquely and finally, as if in the end she had given up caring, collapsed onto a sleeper smeared with tar, hunched up and bent in two, like a great bird contorted by pain.


Two men, who were just ahead of us, walking over a level crossing, stared at her and let out a burst of derisive laughter. One of them shouted: “Oi!, Anna Karenina, you want to watch yourself! The Moscow-Irkutsk express is due any minute now!”


Then the other one yelled out with mocking disdain: “No, it ain’t, not for another three hours. She’s got loads of time to sober up and shift her arse . . .”


As they moved on, several obscene remarks rang out, interspersed with shouts of laughter and whistling noises from the two of them as they imitated the sound of a train coming into the station. A more veiled element now slipped into their mockery. In this I sensed not only contempt, but also the expression of pent-up desire, torn between the attraction of this woman’s body and the hazards they alluded to in covert language, whose hidden sense I was unable to grasp. Their final tirade, even more agitated and strangely full of rage, finished by alluding to the woman’s mouth – her lips heavily made up with a red that spilled out-rageously beyond their outlines, like a thick coating of paint or blood.


The filthy coarseness of the men’s words kept me from understanding exactly what it was they were hinting at. I simply sensed that there was a connection between that half open mouth and their urgent but painful desire.


I was thirteen at the time. Vardan, although he was not as tall as me, was a year older. We cannot, I suppose, have been particularly ignorant on the subject of relations between the sexes. All the more because, living in an orphanage, I was growing up alongside young males and girls, some of them older than myself, who were beginning to embark on physical relationships, in secret, naturally, but without too much adolescent angst. They used to talk about all this in boastful, smutty and often stupidly exaggerated terms, which would give rise to wild imaginings in pupils of my age.


And yet for me the universe of love still retained an aura of archaic purity, made up of visions it was impossible to express and a tremulous mass of sentimental passions and reveries – revolving, above all else, around the longed-for epiphany of the first kiss.


What shocked me that day, there on the soaking wet timbers of the level crossing, was the way the two men were instantly reducing love – and that chaste anticipation of the “first kiss” – to something crude, a physical function whose ugly and coarse mechanism I found painful. They seemed to consider that such a way of taking pleasure was legitimate and, indeed, normal despite some disagreeable aspects, given the filth and likely diseases to which, according to them, anyone exposed himself by consorting with a woman of this type. Then the sudden realisation struck me that her coarsely made up mouth could be used sexually, it could become an orifice with a function, an outlet for male lust.


Within myself I sensed both the death of the person I had been up to that moment and the coming into being of another about to be born: a future man was awakening within me, flexing his muscles and throwing out his chest, and the dreamy child I had been would have to give way to him, deny itself, despise itself for the ridiculous purity of its dreams. And disappear. A sharp pang of remorse took my breath away. I, too, would be like one of those passing men, tall, supremely confident of their own strength and of their right to direct their predatory gaze at women – yes, that woman collapsed beside the railway tracks – the gaze of a conqueror, to whom nothing must be refused. The tempting urge to be reborn with this new male identity convulsed my body with feverish and shameful lust.


The men moved off, still jeering, and we would have walked on after them, but Vardan suddenly stopped and looked at the woman intently in a way that seemed to me quite bizarre. We were old enough to know what kind of woman she was. We had more than once seen her pacing up and down between the railway station and a bus stop, then slipping into the station buffet and settling down at a table in the corner facing the bar. Always that heavy make-up, her eyelids charcoal black with mascara, her hair frothy like the head on a glass of beer … Now here she was, perched on a railway sleeper, one hand clutching her chin, as if to soothe a toothache, her legs apart, revealing laddered stockings and lean thighs beneath a lacy skirt that was too colourful, too light for a cold, damp afternoon …


We were certainly able to picture what her body offered those men and, like all boys of our age, we could hardly conceal our haste to become such men ourselves. That woman, astray among the railway tracks, was the epitome of all that our ripening virility hungered after. But also of what disgusted us: she sullied our physical longings with her display of worn out femininity, incapable of inspiring the least thoughts of love. There she was: a great, soiled seagull, a wide-eyed, broken bird. A necklace of pale mauve glass beads, grotesquely askew, had slipped over her bare shoulder …


I had no time to give Vardan a warning or a word of disapproval. He stepped forward, leaned over and did what I should never have believed possible. With a careful firmness, he supported the woman’s elbow, raised it slowly and after waiting for her to understand his intention, helped her to stand up …


Offering me no explanation, he intended to escort this stranger, who was now staggering on her high heels, and guide her towards an estate of prefabricated dwellings beyond the railway line, and thence to a doorway, which seemed to be where, in her confused state, she wanted to go.


I followed them and, at the moment when Vardan was helping her to open the door, the woman turned her head and there upon her face, distorted as it was by drunkenness and the stupefying make-up that her profession imposed on her, I saw an amazingly aware look, glinting with tears, a gaze of incredulous tenderness.


No, I should never have had the courage to act as he had done. More than any feelings of shame at approaching this tipsy prostitute, it would have been a reflex of disgust that kept me away from her. A physical refusal to have any contact with such a “total mess”: her clothes smeared with filth, her breath sour, her skin which, so the two men had said, must be dirty, dangerous to touch, probably infectious … And that mouth of hers, the sexual uses of which they had just been alluding to. Never, up to that moment, would I have considered that such a woman might deserve the least display of kindness and gentleness. Let alone that hand helping her to stand.


It has only been the experience of close proximity with the bodies of the gravely wounded and the dead, amid the indifferent cruelty of wars, that has enabled me to overcome any such revulsion. Indeed, on a number of occasions I have myself been reduced to a “total mess”, “a heap of bruised and muddied flesh, one that has aroused grimaces of pity or – more often – aversion.


Yet Vardan had acted without hesitation and with an already adult decisiveness, that of a man who pays no attention to the petty reservations that such a woman might have given rise to. As if he had long ago perceived what is essential and sublime that continues to underlie our physical exteriors. As if, in coming amongst us, he had retained within himself the traces of a world infinitely remote from the lives that men lead here on this earth.


A few days later, when we were walking over the same level crossing, this time there was no-one about, he spoke in very soft tones – I could barely hear him.


“If they can do that to a woman … Take it for granted that this is all she can expect from life, then why continue with the whole masquerade?”


It was the first time in my life that I had heard such a judgment expressed, extraordinary in its radical force. If one woman’s grief, her suffering, was accepted and tolerated by the rest, then this was a condemnation of our entire world!


In our youth we were accustomed to thinking in terms of broad generalisations, dividing humanity into classes, into races, into populations of the poor and the affluent; and marking the difference between those societies that were advancing towards a radiant future and the retrograde ones blocking the road that led to this luminous progress. But what Vardan was saying went far beyond this game of social antitheses. The misfortune and degradation of a single individual made the whole human ant-heap unacceptable. Yes, as a whole.


I was stunned by the uncompromising nature of this way of thinking and yet, as I have grown older, a refusal to accept that a single human being may be left to drown in their own distress would come to seem to me to be the only true criterion by which the soundness and sincerity of the finest humanist professions of faith are to be judged. A litmus test for every messianic project, for every speech that sings the praises, in purely general terms, of fraternity and sharing.





Vardan’s strangeness had been very quickly noticed – and caused him to be treated as prey – by those in his new surroundings, the pupils at our school, that other ant-heap, where savage rivalry and scorn for the weak were the rule.


At the end of lessons on the day he arrived they clustered around him in the workshop where we learned carpentry. Not quite going as far as to attack him physically, they taunted him with mockery, insults and sudden nudges, more scornful than malicious; his small stature and sickly complexion were not worth a real fight. It was the way they might have treated a defenceless animal, one not strong enough to fight back but one whose peculiar appearance made them want to shake it, pinch its ears, frighten it …


Vardan stood there, unmoving, apparently lost in thought – regarding his tormentors with a dreamy look from his great, dark eyes, not even tucking in his shirt when they tugged at it, squealing with delight at frightening him and relishing feelings of impunity. I could sense what it was that provoked their aggression: the strangeness of his face, the finely chiselled features and his eyes – “Too big,” they no doubt thought, as they set about teasing this new pupil. “And with lashes too long, too finely shaped for a boy’s. A girl’s eyes!”


In the end his failure to react exasperated them. They were jostling him now, trying to make him stumble and fall over, hitting him and ordering him to speak.


“Go on, say something! Speak to us in your fucking lingo! What’s the Armenian for ‘a stinking little girl’s face’? What’s up with you? Have you swallowed your tongue?”


When one of Vardan’s tormentors hawked up some phlegm and spat in his face I intervened. The urge to defile his fine features, his slim, “feminine” figure, was not hard to discern. I yelled an oath, and barged into the aggressor and now the very thing that they had not managed to inflict on this listless youth – a regular beating up – was directed against me, in an explosion of savagery that had thus far been contained. Fights in the district where our orphanage was located were frequent and furious, I was used to them. The previous year a lad had been killed, horribly assaulted, his throat slashed by a rusty fragment of metal . . . The comment on this made by one of the older boys, his derisive laughter, which he let fly with fragments of tobacco, amazed me by the element of “practical advice”, almost well intentioned, it contained. “What a stupid bastard! He should have kept his chin down and he’d have got away with just a scratch …” Such indifference to death could certainly be explained by our country’s long and bloody history of revolutions, repressions and civil strife. And also by the horrors of the last war, which had got us used to the idea that human life was not worth very much. I can now see that the backdrop against which our youth was unfolding was one in which the endurance or imposition of suffering was treated as a matter of course.


That death was the first one I had witnessed and, even more than the mocking tones of that comment, it was the mark left by the fragment of metal on the skin of the boy killed that had impressed me: the rough edges of the rusty metal had imprinted themselves against his throat like an illegible word written in letters of blood …


And now, as I set about Vardan’s defence, I probably had an unconscious memory of that bloody “inscription”, the “scribble” that had lacerated the very fine skin of the boy’s face.


The aggressive fury of those who had been tormenting Vardan was thus transferred to myself. Thanks to a swift reflex, I managed to avoid being flung to the ground. I had time to remove my belt. The large buckle on it had been “armed”, made heavier by a thick metal plate that was sharpened into a blade at the end. I lashed a zone of survival around me and broke free, mutilating the hands that tried to grasp me, gashing the fists that were flailing in the general mêlée of the assault …


Backing away, I thrust Vardan towards the exit, making it clear to him that our only safety lay in flight. The others ran after us and again I had to swirl my belt in order to keep them at bay and give my companion some leeway to make his escape.


Our flight ended in a district known as the “Devil’s Corner”, an area avoided by the townspeople, a spot where some weeks previously a number of Armenians had moved in alongside the last remaining inhabitants. The new arrivals had rented a number of rooms there in little houses built of dark brick or cedar logs.


One of these Armenians, a very tall old man – I learned in due course that his name was Sarven – was standing there, at the entrance to his house. The breathless troop of our pursuers slowed down, pulled up short by his daunting stare and his giant’s stature, and began running on the spot. Then they turned and headed back towards the town … The old man greeted us, myself in Russian and Vardan in that remarkably sonorous language that I soon came to recognise and love.


For the first time I was entering what the other inhabitants of the Corner referred to, using an ironic but affectionate phrase, as “the kingdom of Armenia”. And all the evidence was that the king of this ephemeral realm was this tall, placid, moustached man, Sarven.


Having seen off the aggressors without so much as a threatening gesture, he sat down on a bench with his back against the timbers of the wooden house where he had managed to rent a room. The walls had been well warmed by a still mild late summer’s day. Above his head a thick slab of plaster had been nailed to the wall. It was pierced by a long iron shaft. This was a sundial he had made – almost the same, he would tell us on another occasion, as the one in his garden in Armenia. The shadow cast by the shaft at the centre of a ring of notches marked the hours as they continued to pass, far away in the house where he was born.





As the days passed the details of the story behind the migration of their little community would gradually emerge, with a confidence here, and a guess or a whispered secret there. The Armenians – there were barely ten of them – made no effort to conceal the reason why they preferred this location, one which people were generally reluctant to choose. They did not want to be too far away from members of their family who were in prison, awaiting trial. From one of the narrow streets in this area on the edge of the town there was a view of a perimeter wall twelve feet high, the dark red roof of the prison and even the upper layer of windows with bars across them.


But, what the Devil’s Corner, this half empty district on the outskirts, offered the Armenians, above all, was the chance to move into cheap lodgings, for the most part just a single room, in one of these drab and dilapidated dwellings.


Without going so far as to speak of a welcome, what they encountered there were people who could understand them. The population of the Corner included a good many ex-convicts, adventurers now grown old and weary, wild, rootless people, men whose only biography – as is often the case in Siberia – was simply the geography of their wanderings from place to place. Here in this neglected spot, there was no danger of the little tribe, who had come from the Caucasus and had now ended up beached on the shores of the river Yenisei, provoking the sanctimonious suspicions of respectable citizens or the disdain of those who lived in the town centre. Nor were they under pressure to conform with the locals. Indeed, every one of these “locals”, whose own lives were a process of perpetual migration, regarded his time spent at the Devil’s Corner as no more than a temporary stay, even though, for some of them, it would last for long years.


As regards the Armenians who were being held in prison, the inhabitants of the Corner showed them a compassion which, though tight-lipped, was sincere: what awaited these prisoners was very similar to their own shipwrecked lives.


These shared fates made it easier to admit the truth. In Russia in those days people were extremely wary of exchanging confidences, but little by little the cause of their imprisonment would be divulged.


A few years previously, down there in remote and mysterious Armenia, they had been commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of a monstruous massacre, a national tragedy, and on this occasion some bold young spirits had taken it into their heads to form a clandestine organisation and embark on a struggle to regain the independence of their historic native land. The authorities had not been slow to react, very serious accusations came thundering out: nationalist propaganda, separatist subversion, an anti-Soviet conspiracy …


I was in my teens and that is the way this tale of Armenian suffering and hope struck me – there was nothing in the newspapers about the crushing of the rebellion – but the fact that it had led to people being put in prison did not seem surprising to me: our country was forever proclaiming the unshakeable unity of all the ethnic groups that comprised it and separatist impulses always unleashed a vigorous call to order. And, very logically, a severe punishment. So it was that several Armenians (husbands, sons, brothers), guilty of dissent, had been arrested and transferred to a spot four thousand miles distant from the Caucasus, in order to avoid any inclination towards lenience such as might have been shown by the judiciary in their country of origin.


Having come here to the Devil’s Corner in central Siberia, the families of these imprisoned Armenians were hoping for clemency on the part of the judges, trying to assess the likelihood of there being attenuating circumstances. Often taking in a few meagre parcels to the visitors’ room at the prison, as they counted the days of this “provisional detention”, a strange period of time poised on the cusp of a verdict, on the very brink of the camps.





During the weeks that followed I was to learn the history of that discreet Armenian colony a little better.


But on that evening, after the brawl in the carpentry workshop and our flight to the Devil’s Corner, Vardan introduced me to an elderly lady who wore a long black dress with a great shawl that covered her shoulders – his mother – with whom he exchanged a few brief words in their sonorous language. The woman looked at me gratefully: I guessed that my friend had just told her about my “heroic fight” with his tormentors. Noticing the scratches their blows had left on my cheekbones, she fetched a little bottle and dabbed them with cotton wool.


It was an ancient perfume and its powerful hyacinth scent was obscurely evocative of a mysterious happiness that I had never experienced, and this was suddenly becoming more thrilling and intense than all the joys and pleasures that I was eager to claim my share of on this earth.
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