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ABSTRACT
DOMINIQUE HOFFMAN: Without Nostalgia: Nina Berberova’s Short Fiction of the 1930s
(Under the direction of Madeline G. Levine)

In the years following the Russian revolutions and Civil War, millions of Russians
fled their homeland. These exiles formed a richly diverse society within exile known as
Russia Abroad. They established schools, churches, publishing houses, newspapers and
journals. Nina Berberova (1901-1993) was an integral participant of Russia Abroad, working
at the largest circulation newspaper, Poslednie novosti, and frequently publishing in the most
respected thick journal of the emigration, Sovremennye zapiski. Berberova, along with
Vladimir Nabokov and Gaito Gazdanov, was recognized by émigré critics as among the most
promising young writers. My dissertation, “Without Nostalgia: Nina Berberova’s Short
Fiction of the 1930s,” explores her representations of exile during the “Hollow Years” of
1930s France.

Berberova’s work was obsessively focused on representations of the exile experience,
but she steadfastly rejected the nostalgia which characterized much émigré writing. From
1925, Paris was the center of Russia Abroad. During the 1930s, the decade in which the
younger generation reached maturity as writers, conditions steadily deteriorated in France. In
this dissertation, I examine three central fictional texts Berberova wrote in the course of the
1930s, which respond to the shifting concerns of Russia Abroad. I begin by looking at her

Billancourt Tales, published serially in the newspaper Poslednie novosti from 1929-1934. In
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these works, Berberova depicts an exile community characterized by a persistent sense of un-
ease. Berberova’s consistent rejection of nostalgia emerges clearly in this series of story-
feuilletons. I then consider Roquenval: the Chronicle of a Chateau, written in the middle of
the decade, which draws on the tropes of 19" century literature to explore a young émigré’s
search for identity. In this novella, Berberova shows that the conventions of Russian gentry
estate literature cannot provide meaning in 20" century France. Finally, at the close of the
1930s, on the eve of the war, Berberova published Astashev in Paris. In Astashev, Berberova
depicts the apotheosis of bourgeois banality and triviality, ultimately linking those traits to
fascism. Although she published extensive memoirs, there is no published biography of

Berberova. I have included an appendix with a brief biographical sketch of Berberova’s life.
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A Note on Transliteration

This dissertation utilizes the Library of Congress system for transliteration of Russian
without diacritical marks. In the case of familiar Russian names, the common Latin alphabet
form is used. (e.g.: Tchaikovsky rather than Chaikovskii) In quotations from English-
language translations, the original transliteration system is retained.
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INTRODUCTION
Sues HU3THAHbEC, s -- B IIOCJIaHbEC,
I'm not going into exile... but on a mission.

Nina Berberova, 1924-1926

Nina Berberova (1901-1993) was one of the best-known authors of the younger
generation of Russia Abroad. She came of age during the turmoil of the Russian Revolution
and Civil War and emigrated from Russia as a young woman in 1922. She lived and worked
in Paris, the cultural center of the emigration from 1925 to 1950. Her period of greatest
productivity and maturation as a writer coincided with the 1930s — a decade of economic,
political and social challenges both in the émigrés’ new home and in the Soviet Union.

During the 1930s, Berberova wrote a series of stories and novellas which were deeply
rooted in the life of Russia Abroad (Zarubezhnaia Rossiia). Her work was noted for its
consistent representation of exile and unique in its rejection of the nostalgia which permeated
émigré writing at the time.

As one critic noted after the publication of her book of stories and novellas
Oblegchenie uchasti,

BbepOepoBa xe n300paxaeT OKpyKalolIylo ee XKH3Hb PYyCCKOM SMUTpaliu C TOH XKe

MIPOCTOTOH, C TEM e MPOHUKHOBEHUEM, C TOH K€ MPABAUBOCTHIO, C KAKUMH Y

MUcaTesed 30J10TOr0 BeKa pyCCKOU JIUTEPATYPBI OTPAKAIACh POCCUMCKAs

NeUCTBUTENBHOCTS. .. [l bepOepoBoii B 1IeHTpe Beeria yenoBeveckas JMYHOCTb,

KHMBYIIIasg CBOCH €IMHCTBEHHOM HenoBTopuMoin »xu3Hbl0. (ERG, quoted in Yellen
109)



Berberova depicts the world around her — the life of the Russian emigration — with the
same simplicity, with the same insight, with the same truthfulness, with which the
writers of the Golden Age of Russian literature reflected Russian reality... For
Berberova, the human personality is always at the center, living its single
unrepeatable life.'

Berberova’s characteristic emphasis on the psychological experience of emigration
can be seen in the earliest works which brought her fame, the Billancourt Tales, published
serially in the émigré newspaper Poslednie novosti (The Latest News) from 1929 to 1934.
Emigré poet and literary critic Vladislav Khodasevich wrote of the integral nature of the
emigration to the development of Berberova’s prose:

PeBosronus u sMuUTrpanys — OTHIOAb HE CITy4YaifHbIe 1aThl, K KOTOPHIM IPHYPOYCHBI

coObITHs B ucaHuax bepOepoBoit. OHU U HE IeKopaIiy, Ha (poHe KOTOPBIX ITH

coOBITHS pa3BepThiBatoTCA. OHM CYTh IPUYHUHBI THX COOBITHNA. CyIb0bI
6epOepOBCKUX repoeB U T€POMHB CBSI3aHbI C PEBOIIONMEH M SMUTpaLueit

opranuvecku. (1937)

The revolution and emigration are, by no means, chance dates to which the events in

Berberova’s writing are grafted. Nor are they scenery, on the background of which

events unfold. They are the essence of the reason for these events. The fates of

Berberova’s characters are organically connected to the revolution and emigration.

As Khodasevich noted elsewhere in the same article, “People whose life stories were

»2 Poet and critic

not tied to the Russian catastrophe held almost no interest for Berberova.
Georgy Adamovich, who was locked in literary polemics with Khodasevich throughout the
decade, also identified Berberova as “perhaps, the most émigré of all émigré writers.””

Berberova’s steadfast rejection of nostalgia makes her highly unusual among writers

of Russia Abroad. In the lines of poetry quoted above, she rejects nostalgia and claims a

! All translations from the Russian in this chapter are my own.

“liudi, zhiznennaia istoriia kotorykh ne sviazana s russkoi katastrofoi, Berberovu pochti ne
interesuiut”

3 “Ja by skazal, chto iz emigrantskikh pisatelei Berberova, pozhalui, samyi emigrantskii” (2)



sense of purpose through the concept of a mission. That sense of purpose was a continuous
element of her work.

For the first wave of Russian exiles, both the realities of the present and the
uncertainties of the future were often overwhelming. Edward Said’s reference to exile as “...
the unhealable rift forced between a human being and a native place, between the self and its
true home” (49) could find resonance in the works of the émigrés. Writers as diverse as
Bunin, Tsvetaeva and Nabokov produced evocative depictions of an idealized Russia. The
poet Marina Tsvetaeva wrote remarkable prose memoirs in the effort ““... to resurrect that
world” (quoted in Figes Natasha 535). Ivan Bunin, whose pre-revolutionary work had often
excoriated the darkness of peasant life, became the elegiacal chronicler of an idealized
Russian countryside in works such as his fictional memoir Zhizn’ Arsenieva (The Life of
Arseniev). Of the younger generation, Nabokov’s Mashen ’ka (Mary) written in 1926 and
Gaito Gazdanov’s Vecher u Kler (An Evening with Clare) from 1930 both depict young
émigrés completely immersed in nostalgic recreations of the past.

Nostalgia is an ever-present temptation and risk for the exiled writer. The author who
has lost everything may naturally be tempted to relive times before the catastrophe of exile.
Berberova would surely have agreed with Joseph Brodsky, who warns against “the
repetitiveness of nostalgia, which is, to put it bluntly, simply a failure to deal with the
realities of the present or the uncertainties of the future” (6).

Her work provided a stark contrast to the “nostalgia industry” (Tihanov 336) which
characterized much of the literary output of the emigration. While many writers (and readers)
may have found comfort in nostalgia, Nina Berberova herself expressed a deep distrust of its

temptations. In her memoirs, she depicts members of the older generation as poisoned and



artistically silenced by their memories. She describes her lover, Vladislav Khodasevich’s
declaration that ... he could not exist without writing, that he could write only in Russia, he
could not exist without Russia, but he could not live or write in Russia — and he pleaded with
me to die with him” (214)."

Cultural critic Svetlana Boym proposes that, “for some nostalgia was a taboo: it was
the predicament of Lot’s wife, a fear that looking back might paralyze you forever, turning
you into a pillar of salt, a pitiful monument to your own grief and the futility of departure”
(xv). This is the sense one gains from Berberova’s writings. Berberova’s memoirs are
populated by miserable exiles, unable to adapt to their current circumstances and, thus,
unable to develop creatively and doomed to early death and decay. She repeatedly declares
that she has never been too attached to her own past.

In her story cycle The Billancourt Tales, which are the subject/focus of chapter 1 of
this dissertation, the characters live only in the present. When a character is drawn into
memories of the past, the effects are damaging. As Shchov, a former White Army soldier in
one of her stories, notes, he longs “for a better correspondence” between his thoughts and
actions. Recollection only serves to further disrupt that correspondence. The few characters
in the Billancourt Tales who do look to the past are either disillusioned or destroyed in the

process.

* “ne mozhet zhit” bez togo, chtoby ne pisat’, chto pisat’ mozhet on tol’ko v Rossii, chto on
ne mozhet byt’ bez Rossii, chto nemozhet ne zhit’, ni pisat’ v Rossii — umoliaet menia
umeret’ vmeste s nim” (252)



“We are not in exile, we are on a mission.”

Berberova’s line “I am not going into exile; I’'m going on a mission” was repeated
and transformed by the émigrés into a collective rallying cry: “We are not in exile, we are on
a mission.”” The belief in their cultural mission provided some antidote to the loneliness and
loss of purpose occasioned by life in exile. Boym relates nostalgia to ... the relationship
between individual biography and the biography of groups or nations, between personal and
collective memory” (xvi).

Between the years 1917 and 1929, in the course of Revolution, Civil War, famine and
political repressions, an estimated 3 million Russians left their homeland. In the first decade
of the emigration, the 1920s, there was widespread hope of return. In these early years, there
was also frequent travel and cultural discourse between the newly formed Soviet Union and
Europe.

By 1925, there were over 100,000 Russians living in France and Paris had become the
undisputed center of Russia Abroad. It was home to multiple literary journals, literary salons,
Russian bookstores and a Russian library. The term “Russia Abroad” expresses the Russians’
sense of forming an alternative society, transforming themselves from a crowd of panicked
refugees into a group of émigrés with a mission. That mission was the preservation of
Russian culture until such time as the Bolsheviks were removed from power. Or, as the
editorial statement for Sovremennye zapiski (Contemporary Annals), the leading journal of

the interwar emigration, declared: the defense of “the free Russian word.”

> "Ml He B H3THAHBH, MBI B [IOC/IaHbH!' -- BOCK/IMIATIA OHA (younger generation) ycTamu
oxHoro aBTopa» (Khodasevich "Literature”). Hegapom eif mpuHayie:kuT CTUX, MHOTOKPAaTHO
LIUTHUPOBAHHBIN B MMCAHUAX U criopax 00 3Toil Muccuu: “S He B U3THAHBH, 5 B IOCIAHBH .
(Khodasevich Rev. Sov. zap. 1937)



By the start of the 1930s, “the Russian exile community was made increasingly aware
of its own deepening twilight” (Johnston 151). The early hopes of return had been thoroughly
extinguished, Stalin’s hold on power was producing paroxysms of famine and terror, and
Europe was moving inexorably toward war.

In her memoir, Berberova describes the 1930s as the

Onoxa aMepUKaHCKOH IENpeccHy, MUPOBOTO 3KOHOMUYECKOTO KpHU3HCa,

BOoCXOxkieHus [ utnepa, abuCCUHCKOMN BOWHBI, HCTIAHCKON BOWHBI, 'KYJbTa IMYHOCTH'

B CoBerckoM Coro3e, pa3opyKeHUs OJJHUX U BOOpY KeHus Apyrux. CTpamHoe BpeMs

B EBpone, B Mupe, oTuasiHHOE Bpemsi, 1ou1oe Bpems. .. He Teneps, HO yke Toraa

OBUIO SICHO, YTO 310Xa HE TOJIBKO I'PO3HAsA, HO M O€3yMHas1, YTO JIIOJIU HE TOJIBKO

OCY’KJICHBI, HO U OOpeYeHBI. .. MBI 3aTypKaHbl, MbI 3a0UTHI, TOJAHCTBA HAM HE

JaroT, B OyayIiei BoifHE MONUTIOT B OKOMBI. (KM 416)6

The epoch of depression, world economic crisis, the rise of Hitler, the Ethiopian war,

the Spanish war, the 'cult of personality' in the Soviet Union, disarmament of some

and armament of others. A frightful time, a desperate time... Not just when I now
look back, but even then it was already clear that the present was not only menacing
but mad, that people were not just condemned but doomed... We were bewildered,
brow-beaten, at the end of our wits; we were not given citizenship, but in the war to

come we were to be sent into the trenches. (/M 354-355)

By the middle of the decade, Hitler was in power in Germany, Mussolini controlled Italy, and
Spain was in the grip of Civil War. Refugees were already flowing out of Nazi Germany with
stories of violence and repression. Fascism had adherents throughout Europe and in 1936 the
Fascist right in France attempted to overthrow the government. Russian literature was
increasingly endangered within Russia itself. The official imposition of Socialist Realism in

1932 signaled to the émigrés that they were, indeed, the sole heirs to continue the great

traditions of Russian literature.

® Berberova’s memoirs will be referenced as KM (Kursiv moi) and IM (The Italics Are Mine)
throughout the dissertation.



In the context of the first wave Russian emigration, the question of personal memory
(nostalgia) gets caught up with the question of cultural memory. “We are not in exile, we are

on a mission!”’

expressed the émigré’s sense of cultural responsibility. As Marc Raeff notes
“The Russian émigrés firmly believed that one of their primary tasks in exile was to preserve,
carry on, and create Russian culture” (Russia Abroad 95). The conflict between the task of
“preserving” and “creating” Russian culture formed the core of much of the internal conflict
which characterized the literary community in the 1930s.

The traditional Russian view of the social responsibility of the writer to his nation
took on renewed force in the face of ever-decreasing publishing outlets. This heightened
sense of urgency and responsibility resulted in a view of literature as a very high stakes
endeavor. The entire future of Russian culture was at risk. The tactics were correspondingly
intense and literary scholars have written about the polemics which dominated the
atmosphere during this decade.”

Meanwhile, an emerging generation gap led to conflict among the literary elite. The
younger generation who had begun their careers in exile were coming into their own. Unlike
the older generation, those who had begun their literary careers in pre-Revolutionary Russia,
the younger generation did not see “... the preservation and amplification of the idealized
image of pre-1917 Russia as their principal mission” (333). Arguments about the relevance

of French models for Russian writers, the value of Pushkin over Lermontov, a resolute

7 The phrase has been variously attributed to Merezhkovsky, Gippius and Berberova. The
poem appears in Berberova’s Collected Poems and Khodasevich attributes the phrase to her
in his 1937 review of Sovremennye zapiski.

¥ Relevant works by Hagglund, Tihanov, Livak, and Bethea are included in the bibliography.



optimism or an overwhelming malaise became heated as the very existence of exile literature
came into doubt. According to Tihanov, these debates reached a peak in 1936.

Berberova’s novella Rokanval: istoriia odnogo zamka (Roquenval: the Chronicle of a
Chateau), published in 1936, which I discuss in chapter 2, depicts a young émigré too young
to have extensive memories of Russia. He attempts to substitute images drawn from Russian
literature for his own memory, imposing those images onto the backdrop of a French noble
chateau. The novella exposes the limitations of a purely retrospective understanding of
Russia in offering a way forward for a generation too young to rely on nostalgia.

By the end of the decade, the debates on literature had died down. There was a
pervasive sense of impending catastrophe. Berberova’s novella Oblegchenie uchasti
(Astashev in Paris) represents the complete loss of cultural memory, as I argue in chapter 3.
Astashev in Paris, published in 1939 with France on the brink of war, depicts an émigré who
exchanges his mother’s classic literature for dry textbooks and considers himself more
French than Russian. He despises everything about Russia and considers the possibility of
having stayed there “absurd.” Georgy Adamovich, a leading critic of the emigration,
described a feeling of there being “nothing to breathe” in reading this novella, adding that
“... I nonetheless read Oblegchenie uchasti with unfeigned delight... It is so precisely and

9
" In

firmly ‘made’, what ability to tell a story, such clarity in all details of the image.
Astashev, Berberova effectively conveys a stifling sense of helplessness in the face of evil.

The works I have selected allow us to follow the trajectory of the decade. Berberova

writes that Russian literature felt the seeds of its destruction from the moment of its creation.

? “Ta vse zhe chital Oblegchenie uchasti s nepoddel’nym voskhishcheniem. .. Kak tochno,
kak krepko ‘sdelano’, kakoe umenie vesti rasskaz, kakaia otchetlivost’ vo vsekh
podrobnostiakh risunka!” (PN, August 17, 1939)



One could say the same about émigré literature. It was only towards the beginning of the
1930s that new names, those who had not established careers already in Russia, became
common in the prominent periodicals and publishing houses. Thus, they emerged along with
the host of social ills which characterized the “Hollow Years” of France — the seeds of their
destruction were already present at their birth. The German invasion brought an end to

Russia Abroad.

Nina Berberova was a key participant in that troubled, yet vibrant, period of Russian
culture. She was a regular contributor to the leading periodicals of the time including the
daily Poslednie novosti (The Latest News) “the most outstanding, respected, and widely read
newspaper in Russia Abroad” and the thick journal Sovremennye zapiski (Contemporary
Annals) — “clearly the most significant and respected thick journal of Russia Abroad” (Raeff,
Russia Abroad 82, 86). She published poetry, fiction, criticism, biographies and journalism.
Her autobiography Kursiv moi (The Italics Are Mine, 1969) is considered an essential,
though highly controversial, source of information and is quoted extensively in studies of the
period. And yet, the remainder of Berberova’s extensive oeuvre has yet to receive
widespread critical attention.

During the 1930s, Berberova’s work was widely praised. Nabokov described her first
novel, Poslednie i pervye, as “unique, flowing and brilliant... This is literature of a high
quality, the work of a true writer” (quoted in Shrayer).'” A 1934 article in The Slavonic and

East European Review, singled out Nabokov, Berberova, Gazdanov and Felzen as the

10 . .. . . . . .
“ svoeobraznoi, ladnoi i blestiashchei... eto literatura vysokogo kachestva, proizvedenie

podlinnogo pisatelia.” (Ru/’, 1931.) Shrayer identifies this article as the sole clearly positive
evaluation of a woman’s prose in all of Nabokov’s literary criticism.



“young writers of promise” in the emigration (Struve Current 436). Ivan Bunin similarly
identified Nabokov, Gazdanov and Berberova as the most outstanding of the young prose
writers (quoted in Paunkovich). More recently, literary scholars have also recognized her
significance including Nabokov biographer Brian Boyd’s description of her as “perhaps the
most important novelist other than Nabokov himself to emerge in the emigration” (The
American Years 49).

Berberova’s work has yet to receive sustained critical attention. In this dissertation, I
consider the ways in which her work responded to concerns of cultural continuity in the
inhospitable conditions of Europe in the 1930s. Because this dissertation represents the first
monograph on Berberova’s work, I have attached a brief biographical sketch as an appendix.
The materials in the biographical sketch are gathered from her memoirs, archival materials
including correspondence and clippings, references in the writings other contemporaries and

personal interviews with those who knew her.

10



BILLANCOURT TALES: COMMUNITY OF THE DISPLACED

The Billancourt Tales (Biiankurskie prazdniki) are among Berberova’s earliest
published works."' This cycle of fictionalized feuilletons was published intermittently in the
daily newspaper Poslednie novosti (The Latest News) from the years 1929-1934 and brought
Berberova recognition throughout the emigration. (Savel’ev 452; Berberova ltalics 327) The
critic S. Savel’ev noted years later that the Billancourt stories were a “rare, almost unique,
attempt to artistically formulate the daily life of Russians abroad” (453)."* In these stories,
Berberova develops a poetics of exile based on a sense of disjointedness and disorientation,
but firmly grounded within a specific community.

From July 1929 to June 1930, Berberova published ten stories at the rate of about one
each month which were carried in Poslednie novosti under the rubric: “from the cycle

> 13

‘Billancourt Holidays’.”"” In subsequent years, she wrote occasional stories about

Billancourt, which did not carry the heading and did not feature an identified narrator.

! The collection published as the Billancourt Tales is a selection of the newspaper stories
gathered by Berberova in the years 1977-78 according to a manuscript in her archives at the
Hoover Institution (Box 398: Folder 8). The introduction included in the Russian edition and
quoted in this chapter was written for that manuscript.

12 “redkaia, pochti edinstvennaia popytka khudozhestvenno oformit’ vremennyi byt russkikh
zagranitsei”

13 «iz tsikla ‘Biiankurskie prazdniki

29



In the introduction to the collection, Berberova describes how she came to write the
Billancourt stories:

S Hauana nucaTh npo3y B 1925 rony u B TedeHHE ABYX JIET UCKaJa IOYBY, WIH
OCHOBY, W (DOH, HA KOTOPOM MOTJIM OBl JKUTh U ACHCTBOBATH Mou Tepou. Cmapoti
Poccuu s ne ycnena yznamo, u nucamo o Heti, 0axce eciu 0bl 5 ee 3HANA, MEHs He
unmepecosano: 8 smucpayuu, u 8 ee yeumpe, Ilapusice, 6vi10 docmamouro
“cmapwix” nucamenetl, Komopwvie MO2U Y81edb 80CHOMUHAHUAMU O yapcKou Poccuu
MOIbKO mex, Komopbwie dxcunu 6 npoutiom. Ilucars o @paHimu U GpaHIly3CKUX
“reposix” (Kak Aesaal HEKOTOPbIE U3 MOMX CBEPCTHUKOB, HAUMHAIOIIMX IIPO3auKOB)
MHE HE MPUXOMIIO HA YM...MHE HEOOXOAUMO OBLIO HAWTH, XOTS OBl B MaJIOi
CTETIeHH, YCTaHOBUBIIYIOCS OBITOBYIO OOCTaHOBKY, JIFOJICH, €CIIM HE MTPOYHO, TO XOTS
OBl Ha HEKOTOPOE BPEMsI, OCEBILIUX B OJHOM MECTE M CO3/aBIINX Moq00ue ObITa, BHE
3aBHCUMOCTH OT TOT0, HPABUTCS JIU MHE OOCTaHOBKA, UMHU CO3JaHHAsl, U HPABSITCSA JIU
mue ouu camu. (1)

I began writing prose in 1925, and for two years I was looking for the soil, or
grounds, or background, on which my characters could live and act. I never managed
to know Old Russia, and I was not interested in writing about it, even if I had known
it: in the emigration, and in its center, Paris, there were enough “old” writers who
could employ their memoirs of tsarist Russia to entertain only those who lived in the
past. The idea of writing about France and French characters (as did some of my
peers, beginning prose writers) never occurred to me...it was essential for me to find,
if even in the slightest measure, an appropriate daily environment, people, who... had
settled at least for a time, in one place and created a semblance of daily life,
regardless of whether or not I liked the environment they had created and whether or
not I liked them. (trans. mine)

In the passage above, I have italicized Berberova’s statement of her reasons for not
writing about “Old Russia.” This passage emphasizes her adamant rejection of the nostalgic
obsession with Russia which characterized much of the émigré ethos.

Berberova writes that she learned in 1927 of the Russian community in Billancourt,
and that therein she found the setting which she sought. The Paris suburb of Billancourt was

home to a large Renault factory, which employed 10,000 Russian exiles, many of them

'* All Russian language quotes from Berberova’s fiction come from the 1997 edition of
Billankurskie prazdniki; Rasskazy v izgnanii. English language quotes come from the
volumes Billancourt Tales and The Tattered Cloak. The introduction to Billancourt Tales has
not been published in English; all translations from the introduction are my own.

12



former White Army soldiers (including for a time novelist Gaito Gazdanov). An entire
Russian culture developed around the plant. In the early years after the Revolution and the
evacuation of the White Army in 1920, many if not most of the exiles expected to return to
Russia. By 1929, it had become clear that there would be no further military action and that
the Bolshevik state was unlikely to collapse.

In this chapter, I consider the paradigm of exile which Berberova created through this
series of stories and the narrative style she used to achieve it. I argue that for Berberova the
defining characteristic of exile life for the émigrés she portrays in these tales is a profound
sense of displacement. I begin with an overview of general themes and narration, followed by

analyses of selected stories with reference to those themes.

I. The Poetics of Exile

While many writers of exile tend to focus on the loneliness of exile, much less has
been written on the community of exile. Berberova’s creation of an exile community in these
stories is a notable contribution to exile poetics. Her vision of exile differs significantly from
that of earlier Russian writers in its defining features. For many exile writers of her time,
depictions of life in exile were dominated by representations of alienation and memory. In
contrast, in the Billancourt stories, Berberova’s characters rarely refer to the past and Russia
exists primarily as a listing of Civil War battles. The meaning of exile lies not in nostalgia,
but in a pervasive sense of displacement.

After identifying some of Berberova’s techniques of narration and elements of her
poetics of exile, I will consider them closely in relation to several of the stories. The first five

stories feature Grisha as a highly visible narrator and share a poetics of displacement. Four of
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these five also exhibit a circular story structure emphasizing the futility of human agency.
After this initial grouping, Berberova experimented with other types of narrative voice
including an unidentified skaz narrator. I will examine each of these initial stories in some
detail and then make reference to later stories as appropriate.

Skaz plays a significant role in Berberova’s depiction of Billancourt. In her
introduction to the stories, Berberova cites Zoshchenko and Gogol, two of the greatest
Russian practitioners of skaz narration, as significant influences on the stories (5). The use of
skaz was widespread in Soviet Russia of the 1920s, featured in the works of writers such as
Zoshchenko, Bulgakov and Babel.

According to the Kratkaia literaturnaia entsiklopediia, skaz is “a special type of
narrative structured as emanating from a person distanced from the author (whether
concretely named or presumed), and one who possesses a distinct manner of discourse”
(quoted in Terras 420). Berberova’s contemporary, Formalist critic Boris Eikhenbaum
emphasized the “oral” nature of skaz, characterizing the use of skaz as a return to “the living
word” (233). He also emphasized the illusion of improvisation as desirable for the creative
artist.

The Billancourt Tales are narrated by Grisha, a worker in the Renault factory. He is a
resident of Billancourt and assumes that his readers are as well. Berberova emphasizes the
distance between herself and her characters throughout the introduction through such phrases
as “my heroes — provincials, uneducated people of a generation which grew up in the 1910s
and 20s” (5), saying that in 1927 she learned that one could see “the Russian masses” on

Sundays in the Russian church.'® Grisha is a member of the community of Billancourt, who
y y

' “Moi geroi — provintsialy, polu-intelligenty pokoleniia vyrosshego v desiatykh i
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shares the values of that community and whose field of reference does not extend far beyond
it.

Grisha as narrator closely fits Bakhtin’s insistence that “in most cases skaz is
introduced precisely for the sake of someone else’s voice, a voice socially distinct, carrying
with it precisely those points of view and evaluations necessary to the author” (192). This
contrast between author’s and narrator’s voices often results in irony. Berberova directly
aligned Grisha’s role with the irony which characterizes the stories: “The author’s irony
needed to appear in the very style of the prose, and therefore between me and the characters a

1% This echoes Shklovsky’s sense that in skaz “The narrator is there to

narrator appeared (5).
supply irony” (letter, 62). At the end of this chapter, I will examine more closely Berberova’s

relation to Grisha.

While skaz is the mode of narration for these stories, the genre is the story
feuilleton.'” Each of the stories in the Billancourt Tales originally appeared as a feuilleton in
the newspaper Poslednie novosti. The feuilleton is an established genre of Russian
journalism dating back to 1820, which exists on the borderline between journalism and

literature. Many of the most familiar names of Russian literature of the 1920s and early

dvadtsatykh godakh”
' “jroniia avtora dolzhna byla proiavit’sia v samom stile ego prozy, i potomu mezhdu mnoiu
1 deistvuiushchimi litsami poiavilsia rasskazchik”

'7 The feuilleton is thought to have originated in Paris in 1800, when the editor of the Journal
des Débats happened to insert a feuilleton (extra sheet) into the edition as it went to press.
Initially the term feuilleton referred simply to the physical attributes of publication: deriving
from the French word for leaf it was an additional insert to the newspaper.
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1930s wrote feuilletons, including Olesha, Bulgakov, and Zoshchenko.'® In addition to these
story feuilletons, Berberova also wrote more conventional feuilletons describing life in Paris
and a travelogue about Ulster."” These feuilletons adopted the intimate and informative tone
common to many feuilletons in the late nineteenth century.

Like the newspaper format which confines them, feuilletons are generally urban and
contemporary. Viktor Shklovsky defined the modern feuilleton as “something in-between an
article of practical character, which recounts facts, and what one conventionally would call a
work of imaginative literature” (quoted in Dianina 193). The position of the feuilleton within
the daily newspaper and its status as a boundary genre provides an opportunity for its writer
to make particular claims to truth.”” While Shklovsky here is not referring to the fictional
feuilleton, writers such as Zoshchenko and Berberova exploited that “in-between” character.
Their feuilletons exploit their “contemporaneous” nature clearly commenting on current
happenings within the community: for Berberova Billancourt, for Zoshchenko a country in
the process of self-creation. Grisha emphasizes the accuracy of his depictions and their direct
connection to reality throughout the series.

Berberova unites the potentials of skaz narration and the genre of the story feuilleton

to form a powerful evocation of community.>' The stories are bound together through the

' Dedkov. n.pag.
Y Hoover archives. Boxes 395-396.

% In Gamburgskii schet, Shklovsky celebrates the highly contextual nature of the feuilleton,
noting that he had encouraged the feuilletonist Zorich to have his book of reprinted
feuilletons bound in a newspaper-imprinted cover to emphasize their connection with their
initial publication in the newspaper (360).

*! Skaz narration and the feuilleton have frequently been linked. Buckler describes a travel
feuilleton “filtered through a skaz narrator” (101). Bulgakov and Zoshchenko wrote skaz
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setting of Billancourt and Grisha’s narration. Ways in which these stories develop
community are loss of delineation between narrated and existing worlds, coterie semantics
and creation of a distinct geographic/ social entity through recurrent locations and characters
of Billancourt.

Skaz is peculiarly suited to the effacement of boundary between word and world. As
Linda Park-Fuller notes in her article on Bakhtin and skaz, “direct acknowledgement of the
addressee's presence as an active participant in the narrative discourse gives the narration an
oral quality that tends to decompose the boundaries between art and life, between oratory and
literary narration” (n. pag.). Fludernik notes that “skaz narration, as a fictional technique that
pretends to reinstitute a specious orality, recuperates the original communal character of oral
storytelling, with the effect of subverting the by now established separation of narration and
narrated in terms of fictional worlds” (232). There are a number of devices in these stories,
which blur the boundaries of narrated world and existing world, drawing the reader into the
world of Billancourt.

»22 The narrator's

Grisha develops what may be termed a “coterie semantics.
personality and implied relationship with us, the readers, creates an illusion of intimacy as he
draws us into the circle of the fictional world. This coterie semantics offers a form which is
addressed to a shared community, is contemporary, and assumes a shared experience and

knowledge base. Grisha continually considers the interests of his readers and at times directly

addresses the reader. As a resident of Billancourt, he depicts the lives of his neighbors and

feuilletons in the 1920s.
*? Fyodor Grits describes “coterie semantics” thus: “The constant sensation of the author's

personality, as well as the abundance of 'homely' allusions, actuates... a 'coterie' semantics,
an everyday conversational intonation and an attention to incidental details” (118).
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addresses them directly in his narration. The stories are frequently self-referential, referring
to their status as newspaper stories and Grisha himself as the author.

Utilization of a continuous skaz narrator in the context of the newspaper feuilleton
leads to the creation of an implied community which continues over time — the narrator
becomes a familiar friend. The Billancourt Tales appeared over the course of years in
Poslednie novosti, creating a sense of continuity for their fictional world. Recurrent
characters names and specific locales in Billancourt enhanced the perception of a fictional
world which continued to exist between readings of individual stories.

Berberova’s poetics of exile presented in Billancourt Tales differs from other
depictions of exile in a number of ways. One of the most significant is in the outright
rejection of nostalgia. It would be possible to view her Billancourt citizens simply as
unfortunate working poor, if not for the repeated insistence within the texts that they are
victims of history. The signs of their victimization do not lie in recollections of a lost
homeland, but in a persistent sense of “lack of fit,” of displacement. Their exile is defined by
a persistent sense of unease related to the deeply ingrained habits of culture and identity. The
refugees live resolutely in the present moment, yet they are plagued by a persistent sense of
incongruence. Often, this lack of ease appears unrelated to the specificity of exile, yet the
narrator and characters consistently relate it back to their status as refugees. Exile is not the
backdrop to their existence, but the defining reality.

Berberova shows us a population of disoriented people, refugees without fluency in
the local language or customs, of uncertain social status — people who had lost everything.
And yet, daily life continues with its festivals, search for love, the need for employment and

a sense of belonging. These are individuals entirely caught up in the small events of daily
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life, with no explicit reference to events in the greater world, though the greater world
continues to impact their fates in a variety of ways. These tales posit the individual’s

powerlessness in the face of history and the ultimate unknowability of the human being.

I1. The Stories

On Sunday, July 28, 1929, “The Argentine: from the cycle ‘Billancourt Holidays"’
opened the Billancourt series. The series opens with a direct address to the readers:

MusocTuBbIe TOCYJapbIHA M MUJIOCTHBBIE TOCYAapH, U3BUHSAIOCH! OCOOEHHO --

rOCyJapbIHH, OTTOTO YTO HE BCE B MOEM pacckase OyAeT OJMHAKOBO BO3BBIIIEHHO U

6naronpucroiino. C MBanom [laBioBudem ciydnsics UCTHHHBIA KOH)Y3. OH Tak U

cKazai MHe, yexas: “Co MHOM0, ApyT Mo ['purna, y Bac B [Tapmke koH(y3

npousoien.” (13)

Kind sirs, gentle ladies, my apologies! Particularly to the ladies, for not everything in

my tale will be equally high-minded and decent. Ivan Pavlovich has suffered a real

fiasco. That is exactly what he said as he was leaving: “Grisha, my friend, this has

been a real fiasco with you in Paris.” (29)*

These opening lines introduce us to Grisha as narrator. His direct address to the
reading audience, sudden shifts in register and conversational tone immediately place us in
the realm of skaz. “Milostivye gosudaryni i milostivye gosudari” represents an elevated form
which would normally be used only in oral discourse addressing a formal gathering. He then
singles out the ladies, who he presumes will be most vulnerable to offense from the fact that
not all of his story will be equally elevated and proper. Berberova identified the tendency to
address women with particular concern as part of the skaz narration she employed in these
stories (5). Following this highly formal introduction he shifts into an intimate address: “Ivan

Pavlovich has suffered a real fiasco.” The name “Ivan Pavlovich” enters the text without

transition or identification. The word “konfuz” is a colloquial, borrowed word. This mix of

3 «and decent” is omitted in the published translation.
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communicative registers is one of the common hallmarks of skaz narration (Vinogradov 17)
and will be seen in several of the stories. His repetition of the subliterary “konfuz” twice in
the paragraph, once quoting Ivan, also emphasizes his apparent lack of skill as writer. These
opening lines immediately alert us to Grisha's limitations as narrator and invite the reader
into complicity with the author hiding behind Grisha's address. One frequent result of the
“double-voicedness” of skaz is the introduction of elements of irony. Hicks, in contrast to
Bakhtin and other critics, argues that this irony can be sympathetic, rather than simply
parodic (2). Berberova's treatment illustrates this empathetic irony.

Grisha goes on to describe the pleading letters he received from his uncle Ivan, who
lives in the country and is in need of a wife. Grisha places his own voice in dialogue with
Uncle Ivan by including quotes from Ivan Pavlovich’s letters. Ivan writes of his misery
without a wife in the provinces and pleads for Grisha’s help in finding a wife. Ivan writes,
“you’re living in the capital of the arts, you have charming ladies at your beck and call”
(28).>* Grisha assures us that “Ivan Pavlovich had erred in many points on my happy
account: I don’t live in a world center, I live next door in Billancourt; I kill myself in the
factory from morning til night” (29).>° This distinction, indeed dichotomy, between Paris and
Billancourt will be developed throughout the series. Although Paris and Billancourt were
geographically contiguous, they are depicted as entirely different places. Paris is the primary

“other” to which Billancourt is contrasted. The factory Grisha refers to is the Renault factory.

* «ty zhivesh’...v stolitse vsekh iskusstv, k uslugam tvoim...prelestnye damy” (13)

%> “Iyan Pavlovich zabluzhdalsia vo mnogikh punktakh na moi schastlivyi schet: zhivu ia ne
v mirovom tsentre, a riadom, v Biiankure: s utra do nochi gubliu zhizn’ na zavode™” (13-14)
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The plot of “The Argentine” revolves around Grisha’s attempts to help Ivan
Pavlovich find a wife. When a likely candidate is located, Ivan comes to the city, only to
have his hopes crushed when it turns out that the entire trip was based on a misunderstanding
— the young woman thought this was a job offer rather than an offer of marriage and is
already three months pregnant.

Berberova creates an image of community which encompasses the reader as she
continuously blurs the line between the real and fictional worlds. She uses the story's
contextual position within the daily newspaper to draw the actual reader and the characters
into a common space and efface the lines between the fictional and actual worlds. Rather
than the reader of a book or monthly journal, who may be reading at any time, the reader of
the newspaper is assumed to be reading on (or near) the date of the paper's publication. At
the start of the story, Grisha places the timing of Ivan's visit quite precisely: “Ivan Pavlovich
arrived from the provinces the Friday before last” (28).%° Later, he notes “the even July
weather” (31).>’ This story was published in July. Thus, the reader finds himself existing and
reading in the same temporal plane as both the narrator and the depicted fictional world.
Through techniques such as his direct address to the reader and these precise temporal
markers, Grisha creates an implied community encompassing the narrator (himself), the
implied reader, and the depicted characters (usually inhabitants of Billancourt).

As he draws the reader into his depicted world, he also constructs a powerful image
of Billancourt as a community of exiles. Two techniques of the short story cycle which make

it particularly conducive to the depiction of community are the presentation of recurring

2% «“Tyan Pavlovich pribyl iz provintsii v pozaproshluiu piatnitsu” (13)

27 «po rovnoi iul’skoi pogode” (15)
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locations and characters, who create the illusion of a constantly existing reality. As the reader
returns to read the next installment a month later, they may well wonder what Grisha or
Madame Klava or Boris Gavrilovich are up to this month, as their weaving in and out of
diverse stories creates the illusion of a fictional world with an independent existence beyond
the frames of the individual story. In this first story, Grisha introduces in passing two
characters who will appear (also briefly) in future stories. He confides his uncle's troubles to
Madame Klava, a seamstress who lives in the Hotel Caprice. Boris Gavrilovich, the
hairdresser, cuts Ivan Pavlovich's hair on Saturday night and appears in other stories as well.
He is never a central character, but simply a part of the dense background which creates the
community of Billancourt.

Missed connections exemplify existence in Billancourt from the beginning. After
several days of mulling the situation over, Ivan Pavlovich returns. His mind has been filled
with compasssion for the unfortunate girl — her clothes were ill-fitting and worn, he feared
for her prospects in exile with a child on her own, she wept when confronted with the
misunderstanding and her shame at her own situation. He declares that he will adopt the
child, let Antonina move in. When they arrive at the barracks, they learn that the entire
family “through the attentions of our committees™ has been sent to Argentina. Thus, Ivan is
twice disappointed and returns to his rural rabbit farm alone.

Displacement is pervasive in this story. Clearly, Antonina's family has been
displaced. Ivan Pavlovich's complete lack of companionship in the countryside is related to
his situation as a Russian exile. The story closes with a non-sequitur: “Isn't it in Argentina
that everyone dances the tango?” There is a bittersweet irony in this ending. The idea of

dancing the tango is very distant from any of the characters in this story, who live at the
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margins of survival. It also emphasizes Grisha's limited knowledge of the world: his only
association with “Argentina” is the tango. Later endings will also often be epigrammatic, but
more explicitly linked to the exile situation.

The story “Billancourt Fiesta” (“Zdes' plachut’) more extensively explores the
recurrent theme of displacement. In this chapter, Berberova, through the narrator Grisha,
develops both the image of the suburb of Billancourt as a Russian community and more
explicitly explores the sense of missed connections which appeared already in “The
Argentine” and is a definitive aspect of the exile condition in Berberova.

The story is again set quite specifically in the time and space of Billancourt: “It was
the national holiday on the Place Nationale. The evening of July 14th./ A stage had been set
up where our people usually sit at sunset twiddling their thumbs...” (1).*®

Grisha's close identification with this community is apparent throughout the opening
paragraph. “The local lion danced (I never did find out how this lion earned his living)” (1).*’
His parenthetical remark here serves to emphasize his membership within the community —
this “local lion” is clearly known to Grisha. In describing the celebrants' festive wear, he
notes “you couldn't help but feel a certain pride for the vest's wearer” (2). Further in the same
paragraph, “The most priceless faces, as always, were rather pale and puffy from their cares
and God only knows what nutrition. Even on a holiday you saw no happy satiety in them;

9 ¢¢

what mostly showed through were their nerves.” “[T]he most priceless faces” expresses
value and affection, but they are unattractive — pale and puffy from their cares. “God only

knows” injects an element of orality into the primarily literary tone of the description of the

*% Bastille Day

%% “Tantseval mestnyi lev — ne udalos’ mne uznat’, chem etot lev sebe na zhizn’
zarabatyvaet” (30).
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festival square. The phrase “what mostly showed through were their nerves” undercuts the
festive tone with a note of anxiety or exhaustion. This technique of using situational irony to
undercut the overt tone of the narration will be seen in other works as well.

The characters in “Billancourt Fiesta” persistently express their sense of “lack of fit”
through variations of the words sootvetstvie/ nesootvetstvie. Early in the story, Grisha is
sitting with his friends, Petrusha and Shchov, at a table outside the “Kabaret” watching the
festivities and reminiscing about the Civil War. Petrusha declares that he should be chasing
after the vision of beauty who just walked by, rather than sitting and disputing with his
buddies where their general was on the evening of December 23, 1919. Yet, he doesn’t move
from the table. “What I’d like is a better fit between my emotional behavior and the
circumstances of my life” (4).*° This lack of fit is the pervasive theme of the Billancourt
Tales.

Semyon Nikolaevich Kozlobabin, the local grocer and businessman, approaches to
ask for a ride to the train station to get his brother, whom he hasn't seen in nine years. When
he has gone, the two remaining friends note that he didn't seem especially overjoyed at the
arrival of his brother, that again someone's behavior ”doesn't fit the moment” (5).>' At this
point, Shchov is struck by a memory of when his behavior didn't fit the moment. He swears
Grisha to secrecy. Grisha's innocent response is to say, ”And just where am I supposed to go
telling anyone? What am I, a writer or something?” (6) This layering of realities is an aspect

of Grisha's narratorial voice as he self-consciously presents himself as a writer in several of
y

3% «“Khotelos’ by bol’shego sootvetstviia dushevnogo povedeniia s obstoiatel’stvami zhizni”

31).

31 «delaet ne to... chto momentu sootvetstvuet” (33).
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these early stories, here denies it to Shchov and then proceeds to share Shchov's “private”
story with the entire newspaper reading community.

Shchov describes a moment years before on the day of his beloved father-in-law's
funeral. As he and his wife were dressing upstairs for the bearing out of the body, a drunken
musician passed by the window with a crowd of boys dancing around him and laughing.
Within moments, Shchov and his wife were swept up in the music dancing a polka around
the room.

BrezamHo my3bika obopBanacsk. .. He ynepxasmucs, ynana Mapus @enopoBHa MHe
Ha PYKH, s UCITYTaJICs, TOJI0BA MOs IIOIIUIA KPYT'OM; sl pacliaxHyJl IBEPb U BBITAILWII
’KEHY TO €CTb B 3aJI, HAa IIEPBOE MECTO, BIIepeau BCex Teryliek. Haunnanace urus.

(35-36)

Suddenly the music broke off... Stricken, Maria Fyodorovna collapsed in my arms,
which scared me, and my head began spinning. I opened the door wide and dragged
my wife out, into the hall — to the seat of honor, ahead of all the aunts. The prayers
were starting. (9)

Shchov suddenly breaks off his story to run after the beautiful girl. Grisha is left
pondering the ramifications of displacement.

U cran s NOTUXOHBKY MPUIIOMUHATH CBOE COOCTBEHHOE HECOOTBETCTBEHHOE
MOBE/ICHNE, KOTJ]a BOT TaK, WIH MOYTH TaK, ITyCKAJCS S B IUISC HE BOBPEMSI, CKOJILKO
pa3 XOIWII C MECTEPKH, KOTAa HaJ0 OBLIIO XOIUTH ¢ Ty3a. CKOJIBKO pa3 cMesics He
BOBpeMs M OBbLI IbSTH CpeAH TPe3BbIX. Mmn xoTen oMol K MaMe, KOorja Hao ObLIO B
noxon uAaTH. KTo TonpKo He uchbIThIBaMI Mog00HOH apsinu! KoneuHo, s He roBopio 00
MHOCTPAHHO MOJJAaHbIX -- T€, Pa3yMeeTCsl, BCET1a BCE BOBpeMs AenaroT. (36)

Little by little I started recalling the times my own behavior hadn't fit, when I'd
started to dance just like that, or nearly like that, at the wrong time, all the times I'd
led with a six when I should have led with an ace. All the times I'd laughed at the
wrong moment and been drunk in front of people who weren't. Or felt like going
home to mama when I had my marching orders. Who hasn't had rotten experiences
like that! Of course, I'm not talking about foreign citizens, who always do everything
at the proper time, naturally. (10)

The examples Grisha mentions, and certainly Shchov's story, appear entirely

unrelated to the condition of exile. Yet Grisha ends his meditation with the assurance that
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“foreign citizens” (“foreign nationals” might be a more precise translation) “always do
everything at the proper time.” Grisha explicitly links his sense of the wrong fit with his
condition as an exile. He assumes that “foreign nationals” (which apparently refers to the
French themselves) don't experience that sense of displacement. The very word
“inostrannyi”/ “of other land” implies a sense of displacement — thus, the irony of referring to
the French as “foreign nationals” is only reinforced by the word choice. The bureaucratic
word choice, “inostranno poddanykh”/ “foreign nationals” rather than simply “inostrantsy”’/
foreigners represents one of the lexical peculiarities of the exile population, who had ample
experiences with governmental bureaucracies to renew their visas and “Nansen passports” at
regular intervals and often had unclear legal status in the countries of settlement.

The story climaxes with the arrival of Kozlobabin's brother from Russia, who
experiences a crisis of poor fit. The Kozlobabin brothers have not seen each other for nine
years.”> Semyon Kozlobabin has a grocery store in Billancourt. His brother, weak-chested
Kolya Kozlobabin, has apparently been living in Soviet Russia. Kolya's appearance on his
arrival sharply contrasts with that of the festive revellers. He arrives straight from the train
station “wearing a dark shirt without any tie, a cap that had gone out of style a long time
ago,” and pulls out a dirty handkerchief with hands and nails which were none too clean. The
brother appears weary, wary and intimidated — in short, not appropriate for a festival. The
discordance increases as a second band begins to play on the square and Grisha notes — “As
far as I could tell, the two orchestras were playing completely different pieces

simultaneously” (12). The 50-year-old Kolya hunches over in his seat and begins to cry. His

32 The story was written and published in 1929, which dates the Kozlobabin’s last meeting in
the year of the evacuation of the White Army from Sebastopol.
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apology, “Forgive me, comrades... I'm sorry,” evokes a sharp retort from Petrusha: “Skip the
'comrades' if you please. Our extremist elements might hear and raise a scandal” (13).” This
exchange further indicates that the newcomer is out-of-step with his new surroundings. The
use of the term “comrade” is unacceptable among the Russian emigration.

Grisha declares in incomprehension,

HeBo3MOkKHO OBLIO MOHATH MPUYKUHY ITOTO TOJTHOTO HECOOTBETCTBHUSL. ..

Bbu1 OH YenoBek Mpue3kuil, a y Hac ObUT Pa3IHUK Ha HAIIEH IIONau, IAe OIHU
T'YJISUIA IIOJT PYUKY C JEBYIIKAMH... 1 BOT COOTBETCTBHSI MEXKY €0 HACTPOEHUEM U
HACTPOEHHUEM TAHITYIOLIMX BaJIbC KaK-TO COBCEM He ObLIO 3aMeTHO. (38)

We could not fathom the reason for this lack of fit between his state of mind and his
surroundings... He was a guest, and we were having a holiday on our square, where
some were strolling arm in arm with girls... And it was somehow impossible to
identify any fit between his mood and the mood of the waltzers (translation mine).

This story offers a cascade of noncorresponding moments. In addition to the five
distinct instances in which variations of the word “nesootvetsvie” is used, there are the
circumstances of the discordant bands and Petrusha and Shchov's initial dispute concerned
where the two of them had been (clearly they were soldiers together at that time) on
December 23, 1919. The story ends:

U xoporo, moxainyi, uro cinaborpynoro 6para Ko3no6abuna yBenu 10 BCIKOTO
detiepBepka, (heliepBepK MOT TIOBECTH €T0 YepT 3HAET JI0 Yero, €CJIU OJHU (HOHAPUKH
3aCTaBUJIM MYKUUHY, J1a €Il 3aKAJIEHHOTO B )KUTEHCKHUX 005X, MIakaTh. A KaKou
TaKOM My’>KYMHA B Hallle BpeMsI HE 3aKaJieH B )kuTeickux 60sx? Her, no-Hamemy,
TaKoro My>k4uHsbl. (39)

It was probably a good thing that Kozlobabin's weak-chested brother had been taken
away before any fireworks. If streetlamps could make a man cry, a man tempered in
life's battles, then fireworks might have had the devil knows what effect on him. And
what man in our day hasn't been tempered in life's battles? For us, there is no such
man. (15)

2

33 “Prostite tovarishchi... Izviniaius.”; “Pokorno proshu tovarishchei v pokoe ostavit’,
krainye elementy nashi uslyshat’ mogut i skandal ustroit’.” I’ve changed the English to
match my understanding of the original Russian. The published translation reads: “I humbly

29

beg the comrades to leave him in peace” rather than “skip the ‘comrades’.
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The ending reminds us that these men are all survivors of war — Grisha cannot even
imagine a man who has not been tempered by life's battles. Although there are many
“battles” in life, the fact that the story opened with discussion of a very specific battle in
1919 links these battles to the Civil War.

Grisha includes frequent references to Billancourt as “ours”: “nash prazdnik,” “nasha
ploshchad',” “odin iz nashikh zatren'kal na balalaike.” This reference to “our people” places
Grisha firmly within the community he depicts. In describing skaz narration, Monika
Fludernik remarks that,

...the crucial position of the narrator is mirrored linguistically in his reference to the

community as 'ours,' and in the self-referential inclusion of himself as a member of

the narrated community. Unlike mere face to face conversation, the skaz model
therefore reflects significantly on the homocommunicative nature of the narration:
both the narrator and the audience share a fictional past, if only existentially, in the

‘realm of existence,” and not agentially as ‘characters’ of the ‘plot’. (232)

The irony of this sense of “ours” is particularly acute here. The French holiday, Bastille Day,
is a celebration of the French Revolution. Grisha mentions that his boss, who is at the festival
wearing blue suspenders (presumably in honor of Bastille Day), is a member of the French
Communist Party. The exiles are escapees of their own revolution — there must be some
sense of irony in celebrating the French one. Grisha's French boss is a Communist, yet use of
the word “tovarishch” is unacceptable within the emigration/ among “nashi.” In the final
lines, Grisha affirms the universality of the war trauma and the shared community of the
emigres: “For us, there is no such man.” The Russian “po-nashemu” emphasizes the shared
fictional past of Grisha's characters and implied readers.

The third story I consider is “Photogénique.” In this story, the sense of dislocation of

the exile and of Billancourt as a cohesive community is further developed. In “Billancourt
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Fiesta,” Grisha noted that a stage had been set up “where our people usually sit at sunset
twiddling their thumbs” (1). “Photogénique” opens:

I'epacum 'aBpunoBuy, 6pat Bcem n3zBectHoro bopuca ["aBpuiioBuua, oten

ceMeNCTBa, MEXOTHHEI K MAaHEeBP, CHJIEN Ha CKaMbe TIOCPE/IH IIIOMIAIN U KPYTHII

nayibuamMu. JloMoi UATH HE XOTENOCh -- TaM y HEro TECHO U 00e/1 Ha JIUIIHIO0

IIEPCOHY HE paccuuTaH. (22)

Gerasim Gavrilovich, brother to the Boris Gavrilovich we all know, father of a

family, infantryman and worker, was sitting on a bench in the middle of the square,

twiddling his thumbs. He didn't feel like going home — it was crowded there and they

weren't counting on an extra place for supper. (16)

Grisha describes Gerasim Gavrilovich by reference to his brother, Boris Gavrilovich,
whom everyone knows. We, as readers, are immediately subsumed into his community of the
residents of Billancourt. Gerasim is described as an infantryman — thus another veteran of the
war. The image of him twiddling his thumbs links directly to the image in “Billancourt
Fiesta,” in which Grisha describes the square, where people usually “sit twiddling their
thumbs.” This repetition enhances the sense of a fully existent fictional universe. In this
opening paragraph, the narration, for the first time, slips the strict bounds of Grisha’s direct
knowledge. Grisha's voice is immediately recognizable — particularly as he references the
Boris Gavrilovich “we all know” and the twiddling thumbs — but then appears the first
apparent instance in the series of narratorial omniscience. “He didn't feel like going home.”
In the two previous stories, we have been limited to what Grisha himself has directly
witnessed or been told. In this story, he becomes more a narrator of the community, with
access to more knowledge than he had in the previous stories. He does not appear to be
personally observing the scenes described here.

This is a move away from direct participant narration and towards a narration based

on the collective. “The smell of pickles, fruit drops, and fish was coming from the grocer's,
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where they were lighting the lamp. Kvass was being sold on the corner and an impecunious
photographer was lounging on the other. The usual scene.” In this quick sketch of the
evening scene, the narrator demonstrates a deep knowledge of the square without needing to
proclaim this knowledge explicitly. The combination of “pickles” and “fruit drops”
emphasizes the sense of specificity of the locale. “Impecunious” photographer sounds neutral
— yet how would one have that information without knowing the photographer? The final
line: “The usual scene” confirms the narrator's deep familiarity with this environment.

In this story, narrative “slippage” occurs. By “slippage,” I suggest that multiple
unidentified narrative voices interact within the frame of apparently simple narration. In the
early passages of this story, the narration also takes on shades of Gerasim's consciousness
through limited free indirect style but never fully identifies with him.

U Bunut Bapyr ['epacum ["aBpriioBiY BeUepHIOO (PPaHIy3CKYIO Ta3eTy MO

CKaMEWKOM, U IOJHUMAET €€, U, II0Ka E1IE CBETJIO YUTATh, IPOITYCKAET OH KUTANCKHE

COOBITHS U IPEHUS JIENYTAaTOB, a TAKXKE WHTEPECHBIC JITAyH-TEHHUCHBIE COCTA3AHUS U

IpSMO MEePEeXoUT K 00bsiBiIeHusAM. Hano 3ametuts, uto ['epacum ["aBpunosud 3a

ceMb JIeT (PPAHILy3CKON )KU3HU HAJIOBUMIICS YUTATh OOBSBICHUS PA3INYHBIX

MPETIOKEHUH TpyIa U 1axKe MO0 3TO uTeHue. Yacto emy uxX 4yuTath
MIPUXOANIOCH, HO BCE NMTOYEMY-TO C HE3AMETHBIMU JIJIS1 IIPOCTOTO IJ1a3a pe3yJIbTaTaMU.

(22)

Gerasim Gavrilovich noticed a copy of the French evening paper under his bench. He

picked it up and read it while there was sufficient light. He skipped events in China

and the rivalries among deputies, as well as some interesting lawn tennis

competitions, and turned straight to the classifieds. In the seven years of his French

life, Gerasim Gavrilovich had caught on to reading the employment notices and had

even taken a liking to this. He had often had occasion to peruse them, but always

somehow with results imperceptible to the unaided eye. (17)

There are moments in this passage which clearly emanate from Gerasim’s
consciousness: only he would know that he chose to read the paper “while there was

sufficient light”, and that he “skipped events in China.” And whose voice does “interesting”

belong to? Are the tennis competitions interesting to Gerasim? Or to Grisha? It would seem
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to be Gerasim. And then the final line leads us out of Gerasim’s consciousness: “He had
often had occasion to peruse them, but always somehow with results imperceptible to the
unaided eye.” This single phrase ironically conveys to us that Gerasim Gavrilovich is often
unemployed. No further information is provided. We don’t know if he applies for the jobs in
the employment notices and is not hired, if he gets the jobs but can’t keep them or if he only
reads them without ever getting so far as actually applying for the job. “Gerasim
Gavrilovich’s person had been seen in a number of places: he’d worked on a Greek steamer,
in a mine in Belgium, and at a factory in Creusot. How and why he ever ended up here we
didn’t know” (17).>* Here Grisha explicitly aligns himself with a shared community of
knowledge. The list of places where Gerasim’s “person” had been seen gives the impression
of having been collected from various viewpoints. The lack of knowledge of how and why he
ended up “k nam” expresses a communal lack of knowledge.

According to Jeremy Hicks, one of the key elements of skaz is that skaz ““is narrated
in the popular language rather than the language of the literary norm” (55). In “Problema
skaza v stilistike,” Viktor Vinogradov notes that skaz is characteristic of the epochs when the
forms of literary and artistic speech undergo a revolution (248). This is offered as a reason
for the popularity of skaz in the post-Revolutionary period and is equally relevant with
reference to the life of the emigration. Many commentators have recognized the tendency of
skaz to include elements of dialect and language forms outside the literary norm. One of the
ways Berberova does this in Billancourt Tales is through the introduction of lexical

variations.

* “Mnogo gde videli figuru Gerasima Gavrilovicha: sluzhil on na grecheskom parokhode,
rabotal v shakhte v Bel’gii i na zavode v Krezo. Pochemu i kak popal on k nam, my ne znali”
(23).
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The refugees’ language incorporated French words, sometimes transformed into
Russian form. She identifies a number of particularities of this language, writing that it was
not the language of “Bunin, Rachmaninov, Diaghilev and Remizov,” but the “language of
Southern Russia, of people who had only four years of formal education, the accelerated
degree of the military academy.” She recalls that this emigrant lexicon incorporated French
words, Soviet neologisms, and maintained Soviet words which had quickly gone out of use in
the Soviet Union (5-6). Shared ways of using language help to identify community
membership. The use of this distinct exile vocabulary reinforces the identification of
Billancourt as a cohesive community.

There are several instances of word play in “Photogénique,” beginning with the title.
The title in Russian is “Fotozhenikh,” a portmanteau word which combines the French
“photogénique” (photogenic) with the Russian “zhenikh” (fiancé, boy friend). They merge to
form a new word which enhances the power of “photogenic” to the point of making him into
a “bridegroom.” Grisha refers to Gerasim as a “manevr.” This is a direct borrowing of a
French term for unskilled laborer “manoeuvre.” The Russian word, “manevr” is a military
term which would have been familiar to the remnants of the White Army. Gerasim goes to
the office of an “anonimnogo kinematograficheskogo obshchestva” (23). “The fact that the
company was anonyme bothered him a little, but he decided to shrug it off” (18). In French,
’société anonyme” refers to an LLC (limited liability company). It appears that Gerasim (and
perhaps Grisha, who has maintained the calque in his Russian description) mistook the
“anonyme” as a calque for the Russian “anonimnyi” (anonymous). While offering humor to
the reader, this confusion also is an emblem of Gerasim's disorientation and consequent

suspiciousness within French society. The humor arises from the contrast between the
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narrator's consciousness and that of the author and, presumably, better informed reader. In
addition to the humor they provide, these references further ground the stories in the actual
daily life of the emigration.

In “Photogénique,” Gerasim Gavrilovich forcibly and plaintively expresses his deep
sense of disorientation in exile. “They pulled the ground right out from under me... Your
spaces, your seasons, your climates — none of them suit me” (18).>> When he is invited to be
filmed at a local studio he begins to fantasize, “was it possible that his life path had led him
to a real profession... Was it possible that the time, and space, and climate would suit him at
last?” (20-21)* Thus, Gerasim Gavrilovich associates his discomfort in exile with his lack of
“a real profession.” He has struggled with his livelihood in exile. Grisha quoted the list of
places he had been before he came to Billancourt. Since he arrived here, “[h]e had often had
occasion to peruse” the classifieds. His wife calls him “Baron Lazybones” and his brother
Boris Gavrilovich is unsuccessful in his attempts to teach him the hairdressing trade.

Gerasim goes to the film company and is selected for a screen test. While he is
waiting for the results of his screen test, he imagines how wonderful it will be to be rich and
thinks about his life up to now. “He thought about himself, about his nasty and messy life,
about the hard times, the foreign climate, and the law of geographical space by the grace of

which he had had his rightful soil taken away” (23).*” For many of the exiles, the question of

3% «“Pochvu iz-pod menia vynuli, -- govoril togda Gerasim Gavrilovich, -- ni prostranstva
vashi, ne vremena, ni klimaty mne ne podkhodiat” (23).

3% «“Neuzheli pravda zhiznennyi put’ privel ego k nastoiashchei deiatel’nosti?... Neuzheli i
vremia, i prostranstvo, i klimat podoidut emu nakonets?”” (25)

37«“On dumal o sebe, o zhizni svoei, vrednoi i bezalabernoi, o tiazhelom vremeni, chuzhom

klimate i o zakone geograficheskogo prostranstva, po milosti kotorogo lishilsia on,
sobstvenno, svoei zakonnoi pochvy” (27).
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profession is a defining characteristic of their sense of “noncorrespondence.” Indeed, the
resulting incongruence was a staple in depictions of the Russian emigration. The image of the
nobleman tending bar and the intellectual driving a taxi captured the popular imagination. In
these stories, Berberova explores the impact of this sense of incongruence on the working
class exiles. Gerasim does not think about the Bolsheviks and the Civil War, but rather the
“law of geographical space.” There is a sense of the overwhelming power of fate and cosmic
laws which govern the realities of men's lives.

When Gerasim Gavrilovich is actually selected for a role in the film, it seems his luck
has changed. His friend Konotoshenko, a painter on the movie set, tells him twice, “You've
lucked out.” And yet, Gerasim Gavrilovich is unable to match himself to the demands of the
moment. He can't bring himself to walk across the set and pretend to steal a dropped purse.
He is angrily dismissed from the set. “So he quit those parts and went home, having failed to
fall in step with the times. He left sanguinely and bought the French evening paper on his
way — to read the classifieds again” (26).”® Gerasim's failure at the movie set is linked to his
general failure “to fall in step with the times.” In Gerasim's case, this failure is rather
humorous since the fault lay directly with him. At the moment when he was expected to take
the purse, he was filled with doubt, shyness and embarrassment. He could not fulfill what
seemed to be a very simple demand. Gerasim Gavrilovich ends the story as he began it — with
the classifieds in hand.

At the very end of the story, Gerasim Gavrilovich runs into Grisha. He tells Grisha

the whole story and asks, “Grisha, have you heard anything like it? Or maybe read it in the

%% “Tak i otpravilsia on, ne popav v nogu s vekom, ot tekh mest domoi. Khladnokrovno

poshel on, vecherniuiu frantsuzskuiu gazetu kupil po doroge — opiat’ ob’iavleniia chitat
(28).

299
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papers?” (26)*° In the final lines of the story, Grisha tells him that no one will want to read
about his story:

B razerax teneps Bce 0oibIne, HA000POT, MPO BHIIAIOUINECS TOJOOPOIKH MHUILYT,

PO TO, KaK JIIOAM KHU3Hb JOCTUTAIOT. A TIPO Bac, 60I0Ch, HUKTO, IOXKAITyH, M YUTATh

HE CTaHeT.

W HuKaKoM 5KaJOCTH HE TIOYYCTBOBAJI S B TOT MOMEHT. JKalocTh MBI BMECTE C

Oaraxom Toraa B CeBacToroJie ocTaBmid. (29)

“Nowadays the papers prefer to write about the opposite, about jutting chins and

people getting ahead. I'm afraid no one's going to want to read about you.”

I felt no regret whatsoever at that moment. We left our regret and our baggage

back in Sevastopol. (27)

In a self-referential moment similar to the one in which Grisha queried Shchov as to
where he could possibly share his story, Grisha assures Gerasim Gavrilovich that no one will
want to read about him -- within the very story we are reading about him. This both disrupts
and reinforces our sense of verisimilitude of the story. It enhances the sense of verisimilitude
by the simple fact of the characters discussing the possibility of a story. This moves the
characters from the fictional plane to the plane of daily reality. And yet, this baring of the
device inevitably draws our attention to the “literariness” of the portrayal, reminding us that
we are reading a story in the newspaper. Thus, this story is converted to a frame story at the
end of the story, justifying the entire preceding narrative through the claim that Gerasim had
told Grisha the entire story — and even asked him whether he'd ever read or heard anything
like it.

The final lines draw Gerasim Gavrilovich's story firmly back into the narrative of

exile. Gerasim Gavrilovich's lack of success in life and his persistent unemployment are not

laughing matters. He cannot afford to buy dinner and his family is perpetually short of

39 “_

(29)

- Kak, -- govorit, -- Grisha, slyshal ty nechto podobnoe? Ili, mozhet, v gazetakh chital?”
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money. The narration does not derive any pathos from these realities and Gerasim's
misfortunes and perceptions are presented with a light irony which does not preclude
compassion. He is conveyed more as hapless than foolish. Those final lines place Gerasim
Gavrilovich into a historical background of genuine tragedy. We recognize what is never
emphasized: Gerasim Gavrilovich is a destitute refugee who has been persistently
unemployed since his evacuation from Civil War Russia.*’ Grisha's laconic — “we left our
regret and our baggage” -- leaves unexpressed, yet hints at, the immense human tragedy
involved. The juxtaposition of regret and baggage provides the ironic overtone of the
epigram.

The next story in the series, “About the Hooks” (“O zakoriuchkakh”), confirms
Grisha's assurance that “no one wants to read” about people like Gerasim Gavrilovich. The
story opens with Madame Klava (familiar from “Billancourt Fiesta” complaining about
Grisha's stories:

-- Yto 370 BBI, [ puIlIeHbKa, BCE 0 KAKMX-TO CBOMX 3HAKOMBIX MUIIETE, O JOISIX

JIOBOJIEHO OOBIKHOBEHHBIX U, MPSIMO CKa3aTh, CKy4HBIX? OTHOMY HE yJanoch

KHHEMaToTrpagruecKyo Kapbepy caeNaTh, APyroi HEBECTY MPOBOPOHMII, YK HE

TIOMHIO, YTO TPETHUH clenal, Bce Kakhue-To Oe3IBETHbIC TMYHOCTH, TpaBo! UTo OBl

BaM HaIMcaTh J[Ba C MOJIOBUHOM CJIOBA O YeJIOBEKE Ilape MPUPO/Ibl, 00 aMEepHUKaHCKON

CKJIaJIKe KaKOM-HUOY1b, 1a TaK, YTOOBI cep/Le 3a0UI0Ch U 3aX0TEN0Ch OBl BCEe

OpocuTh U K HEMY OeXaTb, JIOBUTh C HUIM MUT O€3YMHOTO CHACThs, IEPECETUTHCS K

TaKOMYy Y€JIOBEKY B HOMEP U COTBOPUTH C HUM JUBHYIO CKa3zKy? (49-50)

“Why is it, Grishenka, you're always writing about people you know, about such

ordinary and, to be perfectly frank, boring people? One fails at a career in the cinema,

another loses out on a bride, and I can't even remember what the third one did.

They're all such colorless characters, really! Write us a few words about a king of

nature, some American type who sets your heart to pounding so hard you want to

drop everything and run after him to snatch a moment of insane happiness, move in
with the man and spin a beautiful fairy tale together.” (41)

* Sevastopol was one of the main evacuation points during the White Army's defeat in the
Crimea. Approximately 150,000 refugees and White Army forces were evacuated in the
course of six days in November of 1920 (Figes 719).
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Madame Klava's conveyed request mocks the previous three stories in the cycle as “boring”
and at the same time serves the function of reminding the reader what has come before in the
cycle. It also cements Grisha's relationship with his readers who are not only encouraged to
remember the previous episodes Klava references, but also connects directly to the
discussion in which Grisha assured Gerasim that no one would be interested in his story.
Berberova's stories appeared in the literary section of the paper. Poslednie novosti also
regularly carried translations of American detective stories (detektivy) in the literary section.
While these stories did not necessarily end with a “beautiful fairy tale,” they did provide
those “American types” in a predictable, formulaic genre. Grisha's response to Madame
Klava's request signals the assumed “truthfulness” of his stories. He implies that his stories
are not invented, but taken directly from the life of Billancourt. Thus, he says “Where am I
going to get an American type?” When she suggests “If it didn't work out for him, you can
invent an ending to make it more intriguing,” Grisha protests. “My name would be mud.
Everyone figured out a long time ago there weren't any American types on my horizon”
(41).*! Thus, Grisha emphasizes the truth and accuracy of his stories. He also emphasizes his
relationship to his readers and his need to meet our expectations. In the narrative style typical
of these stories, this is not a direct appeal in which he tells us that his story is true — it is
simply understood through his protestation that his readers would be offended if he invented
a character. This framing device both justifies his story and indicates an additional move

away from his direct participation in the events depicted. Grisha tells us:

! “amerikanskoi skladke otkuda byt’?” “Koli ne vyshlo u nego, prisochinite emu konets,

chtoby bylo zamanchivee.” “Oshel’muiut. Vse dogadalis’ davno, chto nikakikh
amerikanskikh skladok na moem gorizonte ne imeetsia” (50)
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Xopomo. [Tpunien s k cedbe JOMOM, cel 3a CTON M HaIKcal pacckas nmpo Aneacanapa

EBrpagosuya bapabanosa. EcTk Takoii uenoBek, OHO BpeMsi HAM €ro 4acToO BUIETh

MPUXOHUIIOCE.

Hauaun s cBoii paccka3s ¢ onvcaHus IOrobl, MHOTHE HAILY ITUCATEIN IIOTOI0M He

Ope3ryioT, COOCTBEHHO, HEKOTOPBIE TOJBKO 3TUM U MPOCIABUWIUCH...

Crosna oceHHsIs, 10KUINBAst, XOJIOJHAsI, BETPEHasi, ChIpasi U CKy4YHasi Ioroja, -- TaK

Hayai g. HeOa Ha ceif pa3 BoBce He ObLI0... MHOTO OBLJIO Ty4, O0JIbIIE YeM HaZ0. A

Ha Jymie Obl1o OOoT 3HAET Kak 0AUHOKO. (50)

I got home, sat down at my desk, and wrote a story about Alexander Evgrafovich

Barabanov. There is such a person, and there was a time when he and I had occasion

to see quite a lot of one another.

I began my story with a description of the weather. Lots of Russian writers
don't sneer at the weather. In fact, for some that's their only claim to fame...
It was a cold, rainy, windy, raw, tedious autumn day — that's how I began.

There wasn't any sky at all this time... We had lots of clouds, more than we needed.

And God only knows how forlorn it felt. (42)
Through this frame, Grisha turns this into a story about telling a story. He explicitly draws
our attention to the borderlines of his feuilleton/ short story genre by emphasizing the
“literariness” of his presentation. He self-consciously combines the “journalistic” approach
of the feuilleton, insisting that he can write only about real people he has known and events
that actually happened, with the “belletristic” devices typical of fictional representation —
such as descriptions of the weather. Grisha justifies his weather depictions with the
observation that “Lots of Russian writers don't sneer at the weather.” “That's how I began”
alerts us to the fact that the story is beginning, while simultaneously stepping out of the
frame. His “high literary” depiction of the weather immediately slips back into a more oral
tone: “and God only knows how forlorn it felt.”

This transitional story expands Grisha's role from a teller of small tales of the

emigration to the creator of the myth and community of Billancourt. Here certain tropes

appear which will become characteristic of the remaining stories of the series. These include
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more “literary” depictions of weather and surroundings and frequent contrasts of the wonders
of Paris with the “irreparable” character of Billancourt.

With our first glimpse of Barabanov, we again experience that “slippage” of narrative
voice in which we are not entirely certain whether the narrative perspective belongs to Grisha
or represents the free indirect style of Barabanov himself. As Barabanov arrived from the
provinces and exited the train station,

eMy TpHIILIa B FOJOBY COBEPIICHHO Oecrioie3Hasi, 0eCCOBECTHO IIIymasi MBICIb: a YTo,
JyMaJjl OH, KaK ¢ 3TOr0 CaMOro NMapyKCKOro BOK3aJla OCEHHUM, U CBIPbIM, U BPEAHBIM
IS pPeBMAaTHKOB BETPOM BTSIHET MEHsI 00paTHO Yepe3 BOK3aJIbHBIN MOPOT, Ja B O3/,
7ia TIOMAET HOCUTH 110 BCEM MOUM IPEXHUM 10pOoram, o ropoy THOHBUILIIO
(orTyna on nmpuexan), no JIeexy, Yxropony, beasrpany, Anekcanapuu, ITpuHuessim
OCTpOBaM, M0 KOpadJIsiM, IMoe3aM, 10poraM 1 pekam? A 4To eClii OKaXKycCh 5 caMm
BJPYT C BOIIBIO HA HIDKHEH nanyde aHMIMHCKOT0 Mapoxoa, 1a Kak MPUIIBapTyeMCs
MBI, B KQU€CTBE TOCIIEIHEr0 dTara CTPaHCTBUs, K ofgecckuM Oeperam? (OTTyna Bce u
Hayvaiock.)... I Anexcanap EBrpadoBud qBuHYysICS HE B 0OpaTHOM HAIlpaBICHUH, a
BCE OMsAThb-Taku Buepen. (51)

He had a perfectly useless, unconscionably stupid idea: What if this raw autumn
wind... were to pull me from this very Parisian train station, right back across the
threshold, and onto a train, and it took me down all my old roads, through Thionville
(where he had just come from), through Liege, Uzhgorod, Belgrade, Alexandria, the
Princes Islands, on ships, trains, roads, and rivers? And what if [ were to wind up with
fleas on the lower deck of an English steamer and we were to dock, the last stage in
our journeying, on Odessa's shores (which is where it all began)?... And Alexander
Evgrafovich moved off not in the reverse direction but forward. (43)
It is unclear where the editorializing comment comes from: “a perfectly useless,
unconscionably stupid idea.” It seems unlikely to be Grisha's — his direct narration does not
have that sharp tone — so it appears to belong to Barabanov who is struggling to move
forward and make a change in his life. The past always threatens to pull the emigres back,

and forward movement is almost impossible. The list of Barabanov's stops represents a

typical itinerary of a White Army soldier.
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Barabanov has arrived in the city to work out a deal with the businessman Pavel
Petrovich to extract metals from spent munitions and to sponsor Barabanov's patent.
Billancourt does not actually appear in this story about an “American hero.” The action takes
place in Paris. This is Grisha's first representation of the myth of Paris. Grisha expresses the
exile's deep ambivalence toward the city of Paris. He calls it the “capital of the world,” yet
notes its indifference to newcomers.

UYro 3a ropox [Tapux! Hukakoro oH ygactust He IpUMET B IpUE3KeM yesoBeke! byap
TBI CEMH TIs17IeH BO JIO0Y, HECYTCSl MUMO Te0sl JIFOAM, HE OJIMH HE oryisHeTcs. Moxer,
Tebe BeCh MUP OOHSTH XOUETCsI, HUKOMY [0 ATOTO JleJia HET, MOXKET Tebe, KaK OJHOMY
M3BECTHOMY MAJIbYHKY, JINCA BCE BHYTPEHHOCTHU BbIEJA, TAK C JIMCOM U CHIIU, HUKTO
He nonHTepecyercs. He To uro, roBopio s, B Opine unu Kazanu. U npuesxue Hamm
0e3 ocTaTka B TAKHMX CIy4asX Ha JBE KaTETOPHH Pa3/ACISIIOTCS: OJHU TOBOPAT cede
(OMHIO s OBUT TAKMM): U HE HAJ10, KOJIM HE XOTUTE, 51 HE CTaHy IJ1a3eTh Ha Bac, Hy
BaC K JICIIEMY, XOTbh BBl M KPACUBBI, U 3HAMEHUTBI, U YePT 3HACT KaK

BEJIMYECTBEHHBI. .. J[pyrue e, NpUBBIKHYB 32 CBOU IYTEIIECTBHS KO BCIYECKUM
YHIDKEHUSIM, TaK ¥ MSUISAT Ha HETO TJias3a -- Hu4ero, uto [lapmk Te0s HeBHIMAaHHUEM B
rpsi3b BTanThiBaeT. Haie nemno MajaeHbKoe, Hallle AeI0 CTOIMLEH MUpa JTI000BaThCs,
€CJIM JI0BEJIOCh HaM €€, BOT MOAUTE K€, MOCETUTh Ipoe3aoM. (51-52)

What a city Paris is! A new arrival is the least of its concerns! You could be a
Solomon and people would still rush past and not one of them would look round. You
might feel like embracing the whole world, but no one cares in the least. You might,
like a certain famous boy, have your vitals gnawed upon by a fox. Well, you can have
your fox because no one cares. It's not, as I say, like in Orel or Kazan. And in this
regard, our new arrivals divide up into two neat categories; some tell
themselves...That's fine, if you don't want to then I won't look at you either, to hell
with you, even if you are handsome and famous and damn magnificent...Others,
accustomed from their travels to every kind of humiliation, sear it with their gaze. We
don't care if Paris grinds us in the mud by ignoring us, what we're doing is small,
what we're doing is admiring the capital of the world if ever we have the chance—just
wait — to visit it while passing through... (44)

Grisha expresses the deep-seated ambivalence of the exiles toward Paris. Paris is
handsome, famous and magnificent — yet there is a clear resentment towards her indifference
to the exiles. Violence, in the form of “vitals gnawed upon by a fox,” erupts unexpectedly

into the narrative, adding a touch of repressed anguish to Grisha's prose. The appearance of
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Orel and Kazan in comparison to Paris may elicit a smile of irony on the part of the reader —
one could hardly expect that Paris could be in any way “like in Orel or Kazan.” This theme
of the magnificence of Paris and its indifference to the exiles appears in several of the
Billancourt stories and features elsewhere in Berberova's prose as well. This contrasts to the
pervasive references to “our” Billancourt. The refugees have clearly accepted the less
desirable location and strive to make it their own.

When Barabanov arrives at Pavel Petrovich Gutenshtam's home, he discovers a “large
and prosperous apartment building” (44).*

B komuary Borien 6apuH. OTo ObLI IETOBUK, JAEJSra, 10 BCEMY BUJATh -- BHICOKOTO

noJjiera MTHIA, C YUCTHIMUA-YUCTHIMHU, OUYCHb YHCTHIMH PyKaMH, OPUTBIHN, aKKypaTHBIH,

TaKOM, CIIOBHO HUKY/]a HUKOT/a U3 BEJIMKOJIETIHOTO rOpo/ia He BhIE3XKaJl 1A TYT U

poauics. (52)

A fine gentleman walked in. He was a businessman, a man who had seen to his own

best interests, a high-flying bird from the looks of him, with very very clean hands,

clean-shaven, impeccable, who looked as if he were part of this magnificent city, as if

he'd been born here and had never left. (45)

In this passage, we see an early example of the sort of “underhanded narrative” which
becomes a trademark feature of Berberova's narration. While the narrative voice appears to
be praising the individual depicted, aspects of situational irony and tone lead us to a rather
different opinion. The word “deliaga” suggests someone who has prospered through
questionable means, perhaps become successful only by pursuing short-term gains.
Following upon the narrator's ambivalent comments about Paris, the idea that he “looked as
if he were a part of this magnificent city, as if he'd been born here and had never left” should

not be taken as an unshaded compliment. Grisha describes the exiles as responding to Paris

either with feigned indifference or humilated wonder. It is impossible to imagine them

2 “pol’shoi bogatyi dom”
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looking as if they “were part of the magnificent city” as if they'd “been born here and had
never left.” Clearly, this businessman is of a different type altogether.

Barabanov is an inventor. He has sent Pavel Petrovich a business proposal regarding
melting down the metal from hooks. Pavel Petrovich can keep the profits from that and in
return Barabanov would like help patenting an invention of his own. Pavel Petrovich, who is
so well-established in Paris, knows “the ins and outs” of doing business. Barabanov, the
immigrant, is dependent on Pavel Petrovich's competence in French business. Pavel
Petrovich appears excited about the project and asks Barabanov to return on the following
day after Pavel Petrovich makes some inquiries. Barabanov has brought a gift for
Gutenshtam's daughter, a puppy he carries in his pocket, but is unable to interject himself
into the purely business conversation. Barabanov walks the city for the rest of the day and the
night. He has new ideas and engineering questions about the sights he sees. He imagines his
future as an entrepeneur: “Ahead lay independence. Go where you like, my soul, come and
go, make new discoveries” (52).* In the course of the night, the puppy dies. When
Barabanov returns after walking the city most of the night and attempting to sleep on
benches, he is greeted by Pavel Petrovich's wife in tears. The businessman has also died
during the night. Barabanov's dreams will come to naught — not due to his own competence
or incompetence, but due to his lack of knowledge of French society and how to get things
done. This lack of cultural capital leaves him entirely dependent on an intermediary to bring
his ideas to fruition. Without Pavel Petrovich's support, Barabanov's initiative has no outlet.

Grisha reappears only at the end of the story:

Bripodem, oOpaTHbIit Oniet ObUT y HETO B KapMaHe.

43 “Vperedi byla nezavisimost’. Guliai, dusha, uezzhai, priezhai, o novom otkrytii dumai!”
(58)
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W TyT KOHYMIT 5 cBO# pacckas. U To 6010Ch, YTO UTMHHO: BEb HE OMSHKYPELl

bapa0aHOB, 1 3HAYUT HEYETO YUTATEIICH 3aHUMATh €ro JINYHOCTHIO. botock Toxe, uTo

CKaXXyT: TyT JI0 aMEPUKAHCKON CKJIaJIKU OYEeHb JaJIeKO, CTO BepcT ckakarh! TyT no

aMEpUKaHCKOM CKJIaaKa, Kak, Hanpumep, 1o Opia nnu Kazanu!

Ho Onmxe Ham HUYEro BcTpeuaTh HE MPUXOoAUIIOCh (60).

His return ticket was in his pocket, by the way.**

And here I ended my story.” I'm afraid it was a little long, especially since

Barabanov wasn't from Billancourt, so there's nothing inherently interesting about

him for my readers. I'm also afraid people will say that finding the American angle in

this story is quite a stretch, like night and day! About as American an angle as Orel or

Kazan!

But we've never come across anything closer. (55)

At the start of this tale, Grisha describes to us: “That's how I began.” At the end, he tells us
“And here I ended my story.” Grisha himself is developing into a more self-aware narrator
with ideas of literary device (descriptions of the weather) and structure (here I began my
story, here I ended my story). Within that frame, lies the entire story of Barabanov. Grisha's
narratorial voice is discernible within the framed story, though he is not present for the
depicted events. At times he observes Barabanov from the outside, at times the narration slips
into free indirect style as in the moments noted above with his “stupid and unconscionable
idea” and self-addressed “Go where you like, my soul.” Beyond the frame, lie Grisha, Klava
and the readers, whose interest Grisha doubts. This implied narrowness of vision exemplifes
the concerns of the residents of Billancourt. This is the only story which does not actually

take place within Billancourt. The ending has an understated pathos: it is unrealistic to expect

a “heroic” story to come out of Billancourt or even out of the emigration. The closest they

* This sentence does not appear in the English translation.
*1 changed this sentence to more closely reflect the Russian original. The published

translation reads: “And that’s the end of my story,” which loses some of the effect of the
framing device.
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can come is the story of a failed inventor in which a businessman and a puppy both die and
no business is actually transacted.

The following story, “An Incident with Music” (“Sluchai s muzykoi”) is the last
remaining story dated from 1929, and represents the apogee of the representation of the
character of Billancourt and the pervasive sense of incongruence as the inescapable fate of
the exile.

“An Incident with Music” relates the tale of Ivan Ivanovich Kondurin, a musician
turned bookkeeper in Billancourt. For Kondurin, the agony of Billancourt lies in his loss of
proper profession. Grisha's depiction of the “high” culture of the Kondurin family is
permeated with authorial irony.

The story opens: “Ivan Ivanovich Kondurin was coming home at the usual time. At a
quarter of eight, if you must know.”*® Grisha's name does not appear anywhere within this
story, but his direct address to his readers in the form of “if you must know” reasserts his
personality and his relationship with his readers. Just as in “About the Hooks” we saw him
attempting to create a story to satisfy Madame Klava's demands, in the opening lines of “An
Incident with Music” he anticipates his reader's demands through the direct address of “if
you must know.” This sort of direct anticipation of readerly demands emphasizes Grisha's
close relationship with his readers, whose responses he can anticipate and which he
incorporates into his storytelling.

Ivan Ivanovich Kondurin was a piano player in Russia, playing waltzes in tsarist

times and marches after the Revolution. In Billancourt, he works as a bookkeeper for a

46 . . . . . . .
“Ivan Ivanovich Kondurin vozvratilsia domoi v obychnoe vremia. Esli khotite znat’, v
vosem’ chasov bez chetverti” (39)
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furniture business. He assures his wife that it is a “tragedy” that he cannot pursue his passion
for music.

-- A Benp 910 Tpareaus, Lllypouka, -- TOBOpHII OH HHOT 1A TIO BOCKPECEHbBSM, --
Tpareaus, MaJIOTKa, YTO 51 B MEOEITFHOM JIeJie CIIyKYy, He CBOE JIeJio Aenaro. [laH MHe
00roM TalaHT, BCIO XKU3Hb OBLI sl IPHUYACTEH K UCKYCCTBY, M BOT CUJIOHN Belllei, MornaB
B DKOHOMHMYECKHH IJICH UCTOPUH, CTaJ 5 CITY>KUTh I10 CYETHOM YacTH.

-- HecomHenHno Tparenus, -- oTBedana Ha 3To Anencanapa [laBinoBHa 0ObIKHOBEHHO
U3 KyXHH. -- VIrpa poka ¢ TBoel 6exXeHCKOH TNYHOCTHIO. (40)

“It really is a tragedy, Shurochka,” he used to say sometimes on Sundays, a tragedy,
darling, that I work in a furniture business instead of doing my own work. I have a
God-given talent, I've been a part of the arts all my life, but now history has flung me
into economic servitude, and I've had to take a job in the bookkeeping department.

“A tragedy, no doubt about it,” Alexandra Pavlovna usually replied from the
kitchen. “Fate is playing games with you, a refugee.” (56)

The tragedy of exile lies not simply in the loss of homeland, familiar landmarks,
people and language, but in “economic captivity.” Kondurin feels misplaced in the
bookkeeping business and his wife attributes it directly to his status as a refugee. There is a
powerful sense of loss of control: he has “fallen into captivity” and “fate” is playing games
with him. Kondurin believes that this is the common lot of the residents of Billancourt. As he
explains to his wife:

BorT... BBIACHSETCS, UTO Tpareusa-To NPOUCXOJUT HE CO MHOM OJTHUM, U TaKOW-TO, U

TaKOM-TO, U TAKOW-TO KUTEIb BUSHKYpa, OKa3bIBAETCS, TOXKE MOIAJ HE HAa CBOKO

JOJKHOCTB, TOKE TATaHT CBOHM B 3€MITIO 3apbIBaeT. Tpareaus, BBIXOIUT, obmas. 1 ¢

ITerpem WBanbruem, u ¢ I'epacumom I"aBpuiibiueM, u ¢ I'puropuem Angpenuem y

MEHS OJINHAKOBas urpa poka. (41)

“'Look... I see now I'm not the only one this tragedy is happening to. This, that, and

the other Billancourt resident has wound up where he shouldn't and is burying his

talent. It turns out we share a common tragedy. Fate has played the exact same game
with Peter Ivanovich, Gerasim Gavrilovich, and Grigory Andreevich.” (58)"

*" The three people he mentions are all characters we have met in the previous three stories:
Peter Ivanovich is Grisha's friend Petrusha, who was with him on Bastille day disputing
about the war, Gerasim Gavrilovich was the central character in “Photogénique,” and
Grigory Andreevich is Grisha himself.
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Thus, Kondurin's lack of “fit” as a bookkeeper, is directly linked to the tragedy of
Russia itself, the Civil War and the emigration.*® Billancourt is a community of the
dispossessed and Ivan Ivanovich explicitly links his fate with that of his community.
Kondurin's reference to these familiar characters reinforces our sense of Billancourt as a
genuine place with residents who can be viewed from a variety of reference points. In many
ways, Kondurin here is echoing Gerasim Gavrilovich's plight of being unable to find his “real
profession.” Although Kondurin, unlike Gerasim Gavrilovich, successfully manages to hold
down a good job, he nonetheless struggles with a persistent sense of displacement. The lack
of match between his skills and his livelihood is a source of deep discomfort which he views
as a tragedy. Like Ivan Ivanovich, his wife links this directly to his status as a refugee,
holding fate responsible for his discomfort. He does not dream of the past, but wants to
occupy what he views as his proper place in the world now.

When he sees a piano at a furniture auction with his boss, his longing for music
becomes even more powerful. He dreams of overcoming his loss and even dreams of
overcoming the losses of the exile community of Billancourt.

OH gyMmai, 4To ¢ Hero MMEHHO M JO0JDKHA Oblila HayaThes B busiHKkype BceoOias

nepeMeHa: OpocuT oH MeOenbHOe MPEINPUATHE, YCTPOUTCS MO0 MY3BbIKaJIbHON YacTH,

Y HayHEeT C 3TOTO CIIydasi 3aKaHYMBATHCS BCeoOIIee HEYyCTPOHCTBO, KaXKIbIH 3a

Ka)KJIbIM CBOIO HACTOSIIYIO )KM3Hb HaeT. (42)

He thought the general change in Billancourt ought to start with him: he would give

up the furniture business, find a job in music, and this incident would put an end to
the general unsettledness, everyone would find his own real life for himself. (60)

*® This thought is echoed very closely in Berberova’s memoirs. In Jzalics, Berberova
describes a conversation she had with the poet Anton Ladinsky after World War I1, as
Ladinsky prepared to return to the USSR after many years in France. Ladinsky declared “’1
have been trampled here. You have too.’ I tried to argue my point that this was not because
of our accidental personal failure. It was the result of a national catastrophe we shared”
(276).
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In the Russian, his ability to find work and disorder are connected by the word “ustroit' — to
arrange, with a root in “stroit -- to build. The exiles are generally characterized as not
having the ability to build their own lives, rather their lives are at the whims of fate.
Barabanov of “About the Hooks” dreamed of arranging his patent and changing his life. Fate
dealt otherwise with him and the death of Petr Petrovich put an end to his plans. Ivan
Ivanovich also dreams of changing his fate — of actually controlling his fate. He imagines that
if he can “ustroit'sia” (find work) in his chosen profession, that will somehow end the general
“neustroistvo” (unsettledness) of Billancourt. Just as Kondurin links his own malaise to the
losses of his community, he believes that his success will empower his community.

As he gazes out the window that night: “there was the familiar black smokestack
rising between the stars. He felt like taking a big swallow of air — my God, what air this was
of theirs at night... A pedestrian was passing, weaving, singing a Russian song...” (60)"’
These are familiar traits of Billancourt. The smokestack is the recurrent image of Billancourt:
dominating the skyline and emphasizing the working class nature of the district. Drunkenness
is also closely associated with Billancourt. Ivan Ivanovich has a sense that even the air does
not belong to him: it is Parisian air, “their” air.

When Semyon Kozlobabin® offers Kondurin a job at a new cabaret, which will

feature Russian porter, Russian tea, music and gypsy singing “to summon up memories of

* «“Znakomaia truba mezhdu zvezd cherneet. Zakhotelos' emu vozdukhu glotnut' — chert ego
znaet, kakov noch'iu etot ikhnii vozdukh... Peshekhod proshel, shataetsia, 'Vo luziakh'
napevaet” (42-43)

39 Familiar from “Billancourt Fiesta.”
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their beautiful past” (62),”' Kondurin sees his opportunity. “This was the direct route to

victory over Kondurin's many years of tragedy.””

Playing the piano allows Ivan Ivanovich to
overcome his sense of displacement. “Of course, Ivan Ivanovich's pay dropped during this
. . . 53 . .
time, but only a memory remained of his tragedy” (63).” The tragedy of exile is ameliorated
through the sense of “fit” gained through practicing his craft. He and his wife, Alexandra,
readily accept less financial stability for the opportunity for him to exercise his creative
desires.
Soon Kondurin leaves the cabaret to become a pianist leading a cinema orchestra.
While Ivan Ivanovich is leading the theater orchestra at the piano, all is well:
- 54
“And when the orchestra played the march-overture, it played as one man” (66).
This sense of harmony is contrasted to the situation outside on the Billancourt streets. This is
the first extended description of the character of Billancourt in these stories.
A Ha IBOpE NOKAMK UIET, U, MOXKET OBITh, KTO-TO M3 HEUMYIIHX MOKHET, MOXKET,
3aBETHBIC MEUTHI Y KOTO-HUOYb HE HCIIOIHSIOTCS, MOXKET, KOMY-HHOY1b HEMHOXKKO
JICHET B JIOJT B3ATh XOUETCS UJIM TaK MpocTo, 6e3 otaauyn. Mnu B ubto-HUOY b TOJIOBY
BOIPOCHI JIE3yT: XOPOILIO ObI CBOUM MPSMBIM JEJIOM 3aHSATHCS, XOPOILIO, €CJIU ObI,
HarpuMep, BCSIKOU Tpareauu B busHkype npuiien koHer. Xopouio, eciau 05l BAPYT
oKazaJsioch, 4To He Obu1o HU [lepekorna, HU 3BaKyaluy, 4To 1Mo 00J0TaM HEe OTCTYNAIH
u B PoctoBe TH(dOM He Oonenu... A Ha JBOpE, TOBOPIO, B 3TO BPEMsI, MOXKET OBITh,
TyMaH, BETEp, MOXET, TaM KTO CWJIbHO 3aBuayeT MiBany MiBaHOBHYY, XOUYET BO UTO
ObI TO HU CTAaJIO €r0 B 0JIATONOIYYHH MTPEB30UTH, U3 KOXKU JIexkKeT. MOXKeT, TaM Ha

IBOpe, TyOepKyIie3 KakoH-HUOY/Ib UITH OTYasTHUE, MOXKET, €Ille YTO-HUOY b OXYXKeE.
MoxeT, IpOCTUTE MEHS, YUTATENIN U TMOKYMATeN!, YKPacThb TaM KTO-HUOYb YTO-

>! “izvestnyi kommersant Semen Nikolaevich Kozlobabin”, “chtoby koe-komu napominalo o

prezhnei krasivoi zhizni” (43)
>2 “Eto byl priamoi put’ k pobede nad mnogoletnei tragediei Kondurina” (44)

>3 “Konechno, zarabotok Ivana Ivanovicha v eto vremia sokratilsia, no zato ot tragedii
ostalos’ odno vospominanie” (44-45).

>* I togda igraet orkestr marsh-uvertiur, kak odin chelovek igraet” (47).
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HUOYb coOMpaeTcs. BUsHKyp -- 3T0 BaM He JadHasi MECTHOCTh, BCSKOE 37€Ch
oObiBaer. (47)

Outside a light rain was falling and maybe some down-and-outer was getting wet,
maybe someone's fondest dreams were not coming true, maybe someone felt like
borrowing a little money, or simply taking it without giving it back. Or maybe
questions were starting to occur to someone: it would be good just to be doing what
you were supposed to do, it would be good if, for example, there was an end to all the
tragedy in Billancourt. It would be good if it suddenly turned out that there had been
no Perekop, no evacuation, that they hadn't retreated through the swamps or
contracted typhus in Rostov... Outside, I'm telling you, there could have been fog at
this time of year, or a wind, someone could have been terribly jealous of Ivan
Ivanovich and wanted to outdo him in well-being. No matter what, he would do his
utmost. Maybe outside there was tuberculosis or despair, maybe something far worse.
Maybe — forgive me for saying so, readers and customers — someone was planning to
steal something. Billancourt was not exactly your dacha community; all sorts of
things happened here. (66-67)

The general sense of dis-ease and displacement is again directly related to the
experiences of the Civil War and their exile. The stories are never “about” exile, and yet the
experience of the lost Civil War and the disorientation of exile not only influence, but appear
to determine, people's lives. Billancourt is presented in this passage as a place filled with
menace. The weather is poor — the weather is always poor in Billancourt. Ivan Ivanovich's
optimistic assessment that his move to doing his proper work would result in everyone's
tragedy ending has clearly not come to pass. And, in fact, someone may wish him ill because
of it. While he is playing the piano, all is well. Outside, the same Billancourt of accumulated
tragedies awaits.

When the theater orchestra is fired and replaced by recorded music, Kondurin tells his

wife, “Shurochka... we've been caught by history once again. And this time we're not alone

> Perekop was the decisive battle resulting in the defeat of the White Army in the south of
Russia.
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either...Our tragedy affects other people, too, it turns out. We and our dear friends apparently
are not alone, we're part of something bigger” (69).>°

The orchestra has fallen victim to the forces of history on a smaller scale this time —
the mechanization of cinema music results in all of the members of the orchestra losing their
jobs. Kondurin finds comfort in this connection with his community — it allows him to make
sense of his dispossession because it is shared.

The reasons for Ivan Ivanovich's loss of his calling for a second time are, in truth, due
to forces beyond his control. Ivan goes back to his job in the furniture business, except with
even less hope than before:

NBan NBaHOBHY MeCTa 3TOrO yKe HE NOKUHET. [loTepser oH pa3-apyrou TeprieHUE B

4acel JOCYyra, HO JEMCTBUM HUKAaKUX He nmpeanpumMer. [1otoMmy 4To 0Ka3anoch-To, 4To

Tparenus OblUIa HE TOJIBKO €ro, MOS M Ballla, a MPsIMO-TAaKK 00IIast, WK J1axe

BceoOIas.

Bot umenHo -- Bceobmras. [Ipocture 3a HeyTemmUTensHOE CIOBO. (49)
Ivan Ivanovich won't quit his job again. He loses his patience occasionally in his free
time, but won't take any action. Because as it turned out, the tragedy wasn't just his,
mine and yours, but truly general, or even universal.
Yes, exactly — universal. Forgive me for the discouraging word (trans. mine).
In this concluding passage, Grisha unites narrator, characters and readers into a single shared
community and a shared tragedy.

This story exhibits the circular structure common to several of these early Billancourt
stories. In these stories, the relevance of time and individual action collapse in the face of an
intractable reality. In “The Argentine,” Uncle Ivan leaves Paris exactly as he arrives — with

no bride. In “Photogénique,” Gerasim Gavrilovich finished the story exactly as he began:

reading the job notices. “About the Hooks” ends with the comment: “His return ticket was in

>% “My, Shurochka, opiat’ popali v istoriiu. I na sei raz opiat’ ne odni... Vykhodit, chto
tragediia nasha i drugim liudiam prinadlezhit kraem. Vykhodit, chto my s dorogimi druz’iami
nashimi kak budto ne odni, a k bol’shomu delu prichastnyi” (48-49).
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his pocket.” Barabanov will return to the provinces with nothing to show for his time and no
closer to his dreams of seeing his inventions patented. In “An Incident with Music,”
Kondurin has returned to his original job in the furniture shop and has given up his dreams of
change. In each story, the characters may initially make headway toward changing their lives,
but by the end everything has reverted to its initial state. In these stories, the individual's
struggle against the exigencies of fate are ultimately futile and any attempts at individually
motivated change are doomed to failure. The exile has been driven from his home by the
forces of history and individual agency remains insignificant thereafter.

“An Incident with Music” is the last story of 1929 and marks the end of the early
portion of the cycle. Grisha’s role as narrator is most prominent in the early stories in the
cycle and Berberova most fully develops her poetics of exile in these early stories. As the
cycle continues, the focus becomes more diffuse as Grisha recedes into the background and
Berberova depicts a wider array of characters. After two stories which offer little insight into
the exile experience and do not feature Grisha as a clear narrator (“A Gypsy Romance”
[Tsyganskii romans] and “The Little Stranger” [Chuzhaia devochkal]), the last stories in the
initial cycle bring Grisha back into sight as a fully present narrator and further develop the
ideas of exile. These later stories develop the varying images of Russia, Paris and

Billancourt.

ITI. Mapping Exile
If we could draw a mental map of the exile topoi as represented in the Billancourt
Tales, Billancourt would occupy the same central space that 9™ and 10" Avenue do in Saul

Steinberg’s famous “View of the World from 9™ Avenue.” This map, which was the cover of
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The New Yorker on May 29, 1976, depicts a world in which four city blocks of Manhattan
teeming with buildings, pedestrians and vehicles occupy approximately half of the image of
the world. We are looking west across the city. Beyond those blocks lies a thin strip labeled
“Hudson River.” Beyond that, a brown (earth-covered rather than concrete) square of land
with rocks and a bush with very approximately placed labels for a total of seven US cities
and the state of Texas. To the right of the square (i.e. north) “Canada,” to the left (i.e. south)
“Mexico.” Beyond the square lies an equally wide expanse of blank space (apparently the
Pacific Ocean), with three land masses beyond it labeled Japan, China, Russia. This map has
been reproduced many times. Its immense popularity may be due to the sense that it
provides, with an ironic slant, what is perceived as a reasonably accurate view of the New
Yorker’s mental map of the world.

We could title our map “View of the World from the Place Nationale.” In this map,
Billancourt would occupy the center of the map. The Place Nationale, the “Kabaret,” the
Hotel “Caprice,” and Kozlobabin’s grocery store would occupy all of the lower portion of the
map, with all of its poverty and mix of Russian and French signs executed in loving detail.
We would be able to see the workers crowding the square, twiddling their thumbs. Just
beyond this detailed portion of the map, would be the four giant smokestacks of the Renault
factory, separating Billancourt from the rest of the world. Beyond the smokestacks and gates
of the factory, the glittering majesty of Paris. Perhaps a landmark or two, streetlamps, some
signs with misspelled French (as if written by the émigré). Paris would give the impression of
towering over the smaller, yet closer and more detailed, image of Billancourt. The colors
would be more saturated. Beyond Paris, an undifferentiated green expanse with the labels:

“provinces,” “Creusot,” “Serbia” and “Princes Islands.” And then, a smallish, unlabeled body
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of water representing the fact that most of them left Russia by ship. And then, at the very
edge, a final landmass. Sevastopol and Odessa would be marked along the coast of that
landmass. A bit further in, Orel and Kazan. These would be in entirely washed-out colors —
almost transparent. The image of those cities would include nothing more than a couple of
collapsed buildings and a dilapidated railroad yard. This “View of the World from the Place
Nationale™ is very similar to the “View of the World from 9™ Avenue” with the adjustment
of a few landmarks and place names. In each, the viewer’s everyday, close-at-hand reality
appears to dominate his consciousness with everything else relegated to lesser status. Russia
is utterly remote, Paris seductive, and Billancourt is central in the exile’s map of the world.

A third map could help to visualize what is particularly unique about Berberova’s
perspective on exile. Nabokov’s novel Mary, published in 1926, repeatedly emphasizes the
present as only a “ghostly” reality, whereas the scenes of memory of Russia are far more
“real” to the protagonist Ganin. The lower part of our Nabokovian map might show the six
doors of Ganin’s boarding house — each door with its number consisting of a page torn from
an April calendar. The doors would have to be transparent. Beyond them, a few grey tree-
lined Berlin streets leading directly to the splendid Russia of the imagination. “It seemed as
though his past, in that perfect form it had reached, ran now like a regular pattern through his
everyday life in Berlin... It was not simply reminiscence but a life that was much more real,
much more intense than the life lived by his shadow in Berlin” (55-56). That Russia would
show several distinct images: a pavilion, a river, a white mansion on a green hill. Only
Russia is in full color.

Edward Said wrote that “For an exile, habits of life, expression, or activity in the new

environment inevitably occur against the memory of these things in another environment.
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Thus both the new and the old environments are vivid, actual, occurring together
contrapuntally” (55). These early works of Berberova and Nabokov each privilege a different
side of the equation. The Billancourt Tales emphasize the present day with little reference to
the past. Nabokov’s Mary emphasizes the past with the present relegated to spectral status.
Community and exile share an emphasis on geographic space. Although Berberova,
through Grisha, depicts exile through a persistent sense of dis-ease, the reality of exile is
nonetheless grounded in the “laws of geographical space.” Exile is defined by loss of a
geographical homeland, in this case Russia; the community of Billancourt is located in a
specific geographic location outside Paris. The relationships between Russia, Billancourt and
Paris resonate throughout the cycle, but come to the fore more persistently in the later stories.
The topoi of Russia, Billancourt and Paris form the spaces of exile, permeated by a sense of
transience. Throughout these stories, Billancourt is considered in juxtaposition with Russia

and with Paris.

Transience

In “Versts and Sleeping Cars” (“Versty-shpaly”), Grisha describes his own journeys
to arrive in Billancourt. It is the only story in which he focuses on his own experiences rather
than describing someone else. His story begins in wartime Russia.

Transience is a recurrent theme in exile writing. These stories are filled with arrivals
and departures — family members, acquaintances and new refugees brought in by “Monsieur
Renault” arrive from Russia (Kolya Kozlobabin in “Billancourt Fiesta), Serbia (Kryatov in
“Ring of Love” [Kol’tso liubvi]), Paris (Liusenka in “Kolka and Liusenka”), Estonia

(Antonina Selindrina in “The Argentine”), Armenia (refugees depicted in “The Little

54



Stranger”) and the French provinces (Grisha's uncle Ivan in “The Argentine,” Barabanov in
“About the Hooks,” Basistov in “The Billancourt Phantom” [Biiankurskii prizrak]).

Many of the exiles have travelled circuitous paths to arrive in Billancourt. Gerasim
Gavrilovich had been seen on a Greek steamer, in Creusot and Belgium before arriving in
Billancourt. Barabanov recalls Thionville, Lieges, Uzhgorod, Belgrad, Alexandria, the
Princes Islands (Turkey) and travel by ship, trains roads and rivers.

In “Versts and Sleeping Cars,” Grisha mentions the Bosporus, Turkey, the Balkans,
the Saros Gulf, Turnov, Rudnik, Prague, then Billancourt. This story offers Grisha's vision of
Russia, Paris and Billancourt. The story begins with an extended meditation:

Jloporu Mou ObUTH HE TIPOCTHIC, TOPOTH MOU ObLTH IO OOJBIEH YacTH xkene3Hsbie. [1o
KEJIE3HBIM JIOPOTaM M TapaxTesia MOsl MOJIOasi )KU3Hb, U 5 TI0 HUM Tpsiccs, a
3HaYeHUE MOe -- He Ooyiee KaHapeKu... OT TSIy 3TON JA0NT0 y MEHS MO KOJIEHKaMU
3YJUIIO ¥ YHOCUJIACh B MPOCTOPHI AyIIa... A erie ObIBaeT: HAMaJeT MMOCIe TaKUX
MUKHUKOB YTO-TO BPOJIe OOJIE3HEHHOTO COCTOSIHUS: CTAaHET TeOe Ka3aThCs, OyATO
HUXOTh ¥ Ha MECTE CHJIUIIIb, OyJITO OMATH MO TOOOH KoJieca XOST, B IJ1a3aX CTOIObI
oeryt, OyaTo HeceT Te0sl, TOIBKO MOBOPOTHI cunTail. Tak ObLIO CO MHOM,
IIPOJOJKATIOCH TOBOJIBHO JOJIT0, HO Tenepb KoHuMioch. Cranuus. (78-79)

My roads have not been easy roads, my roads have been largely rails. My young life
jolted along the train tracks, but a canary is more important than I am...As a result of
this locomotion, for a long time my feet itched and my soul tended to drift off...
Occasionally, too, an unhealthy condition besets us after all those journeys: you start
thinking the journeys will never end, that you're still moving even when you're sitting
in place, that the wheels are turning underneath you again, the telegraph poles are
racing past, that it's carrying you.. That's how it was with me, and it went on for a
long time, but now it's over. Here's the station. (100-101)

This passage is reminiscent of Barabanov's image as he exited the train station: “What if this
raw autumn wind... were to pull me from this very Parisian train station, right back across

the threshold, and onto a train, and it took me down all my old roads” (43).”” Movement and

>7«a chto. .. kak s etogo samogo parizhskovo vokzala osennim, i syrym, i vrednym dlia

revmatikov vetrom vtianet menia obratno cherez vokzal-nyi porog, da v poezd, da poidet
nosit' po vsem moim prezhnim dorogam” (51).
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dislocation are an underlying aspect of Billancourt reality. “Here's the station.” Billancourt is
the end of the line.
After addressing potential debates as to the preferability of larger or smaller women,
Grisha concedes that there are really very few of either to be seen: “Actually, in Billancourt
we have neither small nor large women” (103).
B businkype >keHIIMHA He KHUBET, B [1apik OeKUT.
B IMapuxe 1 ManeHbKUM U O0IBIINM XeHIuHaM jada. B [Tapmxke kpyrom kpacusbie
JOJDKHOCTH. JKUBYT Tam 1o GoJbIeii YyacTh HHOCTPAHIIBI, BEYEPOM YIIUIIBI
OCBEIIAIOTCS, BCe Kabape MOJIHbI BECEIBIM TPE3BBIM HApOJIOM, a Y Hac ObIBaeT, 4To Ha
HanmonaneHOM miomaam U CECTh HEKY A -- BCE CKaMEWKH 3aHAThI. 1 Torna moau

CTOAT Ha YTJIax, Jieiasi BUJI, 9TO U O€3 TOro UM Becesno. A B pyKaBa BETEp 3alyBaeT.
(80)

A woman doesn't live in Billancourt, she flees to Paris.

In Paris both small and large women are in clover. In Paris there are
handsome positions galore. For the most part, it's foreigners living there, in the
evening the streets are lit up, and all the cabarets are full of cheerful, sober people,
whereas here sometimes there's not even anywhere to sit on the Place Nationale — all
the benches are taken. And then the men stand on the corners, pretending they're
having a good time anyway. But the wind blows up their sleeves. (103)

In this passage, the contrasts between Paris and Billancourt are as much implied as
spelled out. In all of these stories, Grisha tends to refer to the French (in France) as “foreign.”
So Paris, in contrast to Billancourt, is primarily French people. The people in the cabarets are
sober and cheerful. We are left to understand that this is a contrast to the people of
Billancourt, who presumably are morose and drunk. In Paris, the cabarets are full, whereas in
Billancourt, people often do not have enough money to go to cabarets and are forced to
socialize outside — taking up all of the benches and standing around when the benches are
filled.

This story has the most extended description of life before emigration. Grisha reports

that his journeys began at Zet junction. He notes that, “In those days, trains did not run on
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schedules” (103).>® This one slight statement conveys the unpredictability of the warime
years. The scene is a small town in autumn of 1919.

[Topa Obla oceHHsis, eyalibHasi, B He00 CTPEMUIIMCh O3IHUE TPadH -- ObLIa TaKas
ntuna. Jloma mo OonbIIei YaCTH UMENTU BU HeXKUIION: caMHu 10 ce0e 3aKphIThIE OKHA,
camH 1o cebe 00 ApUITaHHbIe aKaIlK Nepe] HUMU. BONbIIMHCTBO JaBOK OBLIO
pa3dUTO M 3aKOJIOUEHO, /1a M KaKue ke 3To Obutn s1aBku! Takux JIaBOK HE TO YTO B
ITapuxe, B businkype He Haiaems. (81)

It was a mournful autumn, and late rooks soared in the sky — there was such a bird.
The buildings for the most part looked uninhabited: the closed windows and flayed
acacias seemed always to have been that way. Most of the shops were wrecked and
nailed shut — not much in the way of shops to begin with. You would never find shops
like that in Billancourt, let alone Paris. (105)

In this passage, Grisha depicts a town devastated by war. There are no memories of Russia
before the war offered here: the memory he has is of a country in which the trains don't run
on schedules, they kill the station master's chicken to feed themselves, the buildings look
uninhabited, and even the shops there are do not compare favorably even with Billancourt —
much less Paris. This is not a longed-for homeland, but a semi-abandoned mess. He and a
friend wander this abandoned village and come upon a young woman sewing in a window.
She offers them something to drink — along with her thimble for good luck. When Grisha
returns a month later to return the thimble, after his friend has died, the town is in even worse
condition. The building that the girl was in, and five blocks around it, had burned to the
ground. After this first meeting in Zet, Grisha spots her again in Prague. Her name is Tania.
They go to a movie and then she tells him she is leaving for Paris. He follows her to Paris
and arrives in Billancourt:

Han IMapuxem HeOo pa3pbIBaeTcs, U3 00JIaKOB rofyOb JIeTHT, coHie Hax [lapmkem
Oernoe. A eciy T JETKUHA JOXKIUK, Ha yIUIaX Hy IPSAMO TaHIIbI HAYMHAIOTCS:

MY>KUMHBI (3aMETHIIN JIM Bbl?) Ha HOCKaX I10 JIy>)KaM XOJAT, a AKEHILUHBI, epedexan
qyepe3 yIHIly, ceiiuac HOXKKY NOJHUMAIOT: CMOTPAT He 3a0pbI3raH JI1 9yJIoK?...

¥ «“Poezda v te vremena khodili bez raspisanii” (80)
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Oto -- [Tapux. A busHkyp -- psnom. (84)

Over Paris, the sky splits open and a dove flies from the clouds; the sun over Paris is

a white sun. And if it's raining lightly, it's as if people had begun dancing in the

streets: the men (have you noticed?) walk through the puddles on tiptoe, and the

women dash across the street and immediately lift a foot to see whether their stocking

was splashed...

This is Paris, and Billancourt is next door. (108)

Grisha used an almost identical contrast in “The Argentine”: “I don’t live in a world center; I
live next door in Billancourt.” Paris and Billancourt are contiguous, but entirely
incommensurate. And, of course, the contrast between Paris and Russia could hardly be more
stark. In most of the Billancourt stories, the weather in Billancourt (and, by extension, Paris)
is terrible. But here, in the story which contrasts Russia and Paris, even a rainy day is
depicted as beautiful. Over the sad, autumnal Russian sky fly rooks — an animal which may
have appeared particularly ominous during the war as they will feed on dead bodies. Over
Paris, a dove flies from the clouds — the symbol of peace. The houses in Grisha’s description
of Russia appear abandoned. The Parisians appear to dance even in the rain.

When Grisha finds Tania in Billancourt, she is on her way to visit her father in
America and bring back money to get married — she doesn’t say to whom. Grisha
contemplates following her again — to America, -- but he does not. Grisha’s America sounds
strikingly Russian:

O, Amepuka, okean! Ctpana most pogHasi!

Xonun s Beuepamu 1o OMSIHKYPCKHM ynuiam (He cMeiitech: Hal BUsSHKypOM HOYBIO

MapUKCKHUE 3BE3/1bI TOPSAT!) U JyMal 0 TOM, 4TO B AMEpUKe, BepHO, OeTblil 1eHb

ceifuac. S BUzen 3eyIeHbIe ee CTEeNH, U KYJIMKOB, M BULITHEBHIE POILIH, U BCE €€

MPUPOHBIE MPENIECTH: IIMPOKHUE PEKH, BPOJE HAILIUX, TYCThIe Jieca, Oe3bIMsIHHNE

noporu. (85)

Oh, America, the ocean! My native land!

In the evenings I would walk the Billancourt streets (don't laugh: the Paris stars burn
over Billancourt at night!) and think about the fact that it was probably broad daylight
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in America now. I saw its green steppes, its sandpipers, its cherry orchards, and all its
natural charms: broad rivers like ours, thick forests, nameless roads. (109-110)

He refers to America as “native.” Elsewhere he refers to Billancourt as “native.” He never
refers to Russia as “native.” Grisha’s image of Russia is of war and the American landscape
masquerades as Russian in his imagery. “Cherry orchards” are certainly more often
associated with Russia than America. The choice of the word “stepi” rather than words more
distinctively associated with the American landscape such as “preri” (prairie) or “velikie
ravniny” (Great Plains) binds the image more closely to Russia than to America. Broad rivers
are described “like ours” — though “ours” are not depicted anywhere in this prose. Perhaps no
longer able to imagine a peaceful and beautiful Russian landscape after his experiences in the
war, Grisha displaces his images of Russia onto an imagined America.

In this same passage, Grisha repeats the defensiveness of Billancourt vis-a-vis the rest
of the world: he anticipates mockery at the idea of walking the Billancourt streets in the
evenings and emphasizes that the “Paris stars” burn over Billancourt at night. Just as
Kondurin (“An Incident with Music”) breathed “their” air at night, Billancourt must rely on
“Parisian” stars at night.

Russia

The image of Russia was a central part of the exile ethos for many émigré writers. As
historian Orlando Figes suggests, “Retreating into a legendary past is perhaps a natural
response of the artist who is dislocated from his native land” (540). In contrast, Berberova
wrote that she had no interest in writing about “Old Russia” (1). In stories which repeatedly
depict exiles and clearly attribute various aspects of their existence to their status as refugees,

Russia itself is rarely mentioned. In “Versts and Sleeping Cars,” Grisha’s Russia is a desolate
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space of death and destruction. The last two stories of the initial cycle, “Ring of Love” and
“Billancourt Manuscript,” explore the futility, and even the dangers, of remembering Russia.

In “Ring of Love,” the main character, identified throughout as née-Bychkova, learns
that the lover of her youth is a relative of her new acquaintances in Billancourt. She opens the
locket she wears on her chest and they “looked at it as if they were looking into née-
Bychkova's very soul. There in the locket was the man himself, Vladimir Kryatov” (129).”
In her soul, née-Bychkova carries the image of Kryatov and, by extension, her life in Russia
before the Revolution. She also shows them her “sapphire ring, his last gift...It had been in
the pawn shop three times in the last few years, but thank God she had managed to hold onto
it, and now she would hold onto it forever because, also thank God, the dark days were over
for her and Roman Germanovich, and their son would soon be a Frenchman and an engineer”
(129).° This is the literal “Ring of Love” of the title.

She is referred to as ‘née-Bychkova’ throughout the story, emphasizing her inner
determination to maintain a connection with her glamorous, pre-emigration life. “Née-
Bychkova had her own memories from before her marriage, memories of flowers so vivid
they would not leave her in peace, and the more they wouldn’t the more certain she became
that her life could not end this way, that some final trumpet had yet to blow one final note”

(128). Despite “the fact that she loved her husband well,” née-Bychkova longs for something

> “zaglianuli v nego, tochno v samuiu dushu urozhdennoi Bychkovoi. V medal’one sidel on

samyi, Vladimir Kriatov” (97).

69 «kol’tso s safirom, poslednii ego podarok, kotoryi tri raza v poslednie gody byl v zaklade,
no kotoryi, slava bogu, ona vse-taki sokhranila, a teper’ i sokhranit naveki, potomu chto,
opiat’-taki slava bogu, chernye dni dlia nikh s Romanom Germanovichem proshli, i syn ikh
skoro budet frantsuzom i inzhenerom” (97-98).
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more. When she learns that Kryatov is alive and that she may see him again, she begins to
fantasize about this possible meeting.

Ha cepaue y Hee ctano Tak, OyTO U BOPSAMB 3aUrpajia Bo3jie Hee MOCIeaHss Tpyoa.

JKuzHb ee 1 B caMOM Jienie OKa3bIBaIach KU3HBIO, a He Tak cebe. Bocmomunanus

SAPKUX [[BETOB, HAJICK/1, CTPAIIHBIM U MHJIBIM CEKPETOM TaMBILASCS B IyIIe, -- BCE

COCIMHWIIOCH BIPYT BMECTE U CTAJI0 OAHOU pacTyIlel CYaCTIMBOM CWION. .. [lneM

OHa, HECMOTPSI HA TO YTO OTIMYHO JIOOMIa My>Ka, ToJbKO 0 Kparose u gymana. Bes

ee )KU3Hb B bUsHKype BAPYT CTaJIO KaKOM-TO IIPO3PAYHOM, U CKBO3b HEE BUEIIACH

BcTpeya. (98)

In her heart it felt as if that final trumpet had started playing right by her side. Her life

had in fact turned out to be not just any life but a real life. The memories of the vivid

flowers, the hope, the terrible and sweet secrets in her soul, everything had combined

into a single mounting happy force... During the day, despite the fact that she loved
her husband well, all she could think about was Kryatov. Her entire life in Billancourt

became transparent, and through it she could see their meeting. (130)

Bychkova is overwhelmed with memories of the past to the extent that the present
becomes “transparent.” (This echoes Ivan Kondurin’s search for “real life” in “An Incident
with Music.”) Kryatov does eventually arrive in Billancourt. He is an extremely poor,
embittered old man who initially fails to recognize née-Bychkova.

He does not compare favorably to née-Bychkova’s husband, Roman Germanovich.
When the two of them go to meet Kryatov (we are never told what Roman Germanovich
thinks of this meeting) née-Bychkova points out to Roman Germanovich that his suit is
twisted and he rearranges it with “a look of gratitude.” In contrast, Kryatov is wearing “a
green, single-breasted jacket and a shirt without a collar, and he looked like a retired land
captain who had galloped forty versts without changing horses or setting foot out of his
carriage” (131). While Roman Germanovich makes polite conversation about the weather,
Kryatov “looked at the guests with the hostile eyes of an old man who could no longer see

anything up close and had a tiresome way of looking into the distance at details no one cared

about” (132). Even his smell compares unfavorably to her husband’s: “She smelled old
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fabric, camphor, and tobacco. This was not the pleasant smell of old age that Roman
Germanovich, her spouse, had about him” (132).°!

When the two of them are alone for a moment, he finally recognizes her by her ring,
but cannot recall her name. This is not the fantasy reunion she had imagined. She gives him
the precious ring she has worn throughout her time in emigration. Around her finger “was a
light band of white that would probably not last long” (136).°* That band will fade, just as
she will finally allow those intense memories to fade. The ring is a symbol of her connection
to pre-Revolutionary Russia — she has kept it and her memories for all of these years. When
she gives it to Kryatov, he rudely storms out of the house — happy to no longer be dependent
on his nephew’s family and expressing no gratitude to them. Née-Bychkova was no longer
interested in him: “a circle had closed for her, a wide, noisy, difficult and happy circle”
(138).% In relinquishing her connection to the past, embodied in the ring, she closes the circle
and embraces the life she does have in Billancourt. She steps out into the streets of
Billancourt: “She walked in step with him, her spouse. All these years she had been matching

her step to his, like a frame to a doorpost” (138).°* And this is the other meaning of “Ring of

61 «zelenaia odnobortnaia kurtka, byl on bez vorotnichka, vid imel zemskogo nachal’nika v

otstavke, proskakavshego verst sorok, ne meniaia loshadei i ne vysazhivaias’ iz tarantasa;”
“vzglianul na gostei svoimi starcheskimi, nepriiaznennymi glazami, vblizi uzhe ne
vidiashchimi nichego i s dokukoi smotriashchimi vdal’ na kakie-to nikomu ne nuzhnye
melochi;” Ona chuvstvovala zapakh starogo sukna, naftalina, tabaka. Eto ne byl priiatnyi

zapakh starosti, kotoryi rasprostranial Roman Germanovich, ee suprug” (99-100).

62 <«

299

shla legkaia belaia poloska, kotoroi, verno, ostalos’ sovsem nedolgo sushchestvovat
(102)

63 «Zavershilsia dlia nee kakoi-to krug, shirokii i shumnyi, i trudnyi, i schastlivyi” (103).

%% Ona shla v nogu s nim, so svoim suprugom, prinorovilas’ ona za stol’ko let k ego shagu,
kak k kosiaku — rama” (104).
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Love” in the story —the “happy circle” which includes her husband, the son who will soon be
a Frenchman and their life in Billancourt where her real life is.

The story “Billancourt Manuscript” warns even more insistently of the dangers of
excessive focus on Russia. The Russia of the Billancourt Tales is frequently depicted in the
disarray which defined the Revolutionary and Civil War years. The cities of southern Russia
(Sebastopol, Orel, Odessa, Rostov) where the White Army was concentrated are frequently
referenced, but rarely desired. By its very title the story claims affiliation with the mythos of
Billancourt — it is not titled “A Manuscript” or “Vania's Dream,” but specifically “Billancourt
Manuscript.” Thus, we may expect that it will in some way depict what is “irreparable” and a
sense of being “out of place.”

The story opens as Grisha's friend Shchov arrives to tell Grisha that their friend Vania
Lyokhin has died. As in many of the stories, specific contemporary time markers imply a
shared temporal reality: “Vania Lyokhin died on Tuesday night, the 7th” (113).%° The two go
to the Hotel Caprice, where they find Vania lying dead in his bed. In his will, Vania left a
manuscript to Grisha. The manuscript describes a dream-like return to Russia. Grisha
immediately attributes Vania's death to imagination. In apparent compensation, Grisha even
more insistently inscribes both the reader and Vania firmly into the environs of Billancourt.

Grisha describes Vania's funeral: “Vania Lyokhin was carried through his own
Billancourt streets” (114).°° The Russian word “rodimyi” refers to one's native land and,

19567

according to Ushakov's dictionary, is both “folk-poetical” and “conversational”’ in tone.

63 «“Vania Lekhin umer vo vtornik vecherom, sed'mogo chisla” (87).

%6 «povezli Vaniu Lekhina po rodimym biiankurskim ulitsam” (88).

6 .
7 “narodno-poeticheskoe; razgovornoe”

63



While “rodimyi”'s basic meaning is simply “native,” the choice of the poetic form invokes a
sense of tenderness which is usually reserved for evocations of one's birthplace. Throughout
this story, Grisha emphasizes Billancourt as the “homeland” of the exiles. Grisha describes
the funeral procession:

[ToBe3nu ero 01HOM 3HAKOMOH YJIHIIEH, MUMO CKYYHBIX JIOMOB U 3a00pOB MUCTepa
CanbMcoHa, T1e ObII0 M OyJIeT X0KeHO BceMu Hamu Hemaito. [lose3nu Banro Jlexuna
MHUMO TOTO (pOHAPS, TJIC HE TaK JaBHO OJHOPOTHHUK HAIll B MbSTHOM BHUJIE HA MAIlIMHE
pa3duICs, MUMO T€X BOPOT, Ha KOTOPBIX BOT YK€ I'0Jl OJHO PYyCCKOE CJIOBO YIJIEM
HApHCOBaHO — Bce ero 3HatoT. [loBe3nu Banto JlexnHa Ha HOBOE Hallle KIaa0uIIe, T
LBETOB CKOJIBKO HE IIPOCHU, HUKTO HE BO3JIOXKUT, I€ IIOroia 3MMOH ChIpas, a JIETOM
IIbUIbHAS, U [I€ — XOTUTE BBl UJIU HET — IIPUACTCS U BaM, U MHE HEJAJIEKO OT BaHu
Jlexuna 3apsiThest. (88)

They carried him down a familiar street past Mr. Salmson's tedious buildings and
fences, where all of us have done and will do our share of walking. They carried
Vania Lopakhin past the very streetlamp where not that long ago our army-mate
cracked up in a car while in a drunken stupor, past those gates where for a year a
single Russian word had been written in coal — everyone knows it. They brought
Vania Lyokhin to our new cemetery, where no matter how many flowers you ask for
no one puts any, where the weather in winter is raw and in summer dusty and where —
like it or not — you and I, too, will be buried not far from Vania Lyokhin. (115)

In this passage, Grisha inscribes us firmly within the confines of Billancourt. His
assumptions confirm that his readers belong not only to the same social milieu through a
shared knowledge of Billancourt, but to the same economic class. Grisha refers to landmarks
as if they will be familiar: “everyone knows” the word written on the gates. Vania's poverty
is emphasized even in death. He is not buried in the part of the cemetery with “promenades,
statues, and flowers” (115).°® He is buried where there are only short crosses with names and

dates. From the cemetery, “you could see a smokestack very close by, our smokestack, a

famous smokestack, actually” (115).®” The landmark Renault smokestacks which define

68 «alleiki, pamiatniki, tsvety” (88).

%9 “truba vidna, fabrichnaia, nasha, obshcheizvestnaia” (88).
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Billancourt are ever-present — even in the cemetery. Grisha's reminder to the reader that
“you” will be buried there too inscribes the reader firmly within the bounds of Billancourt —
all the way unto death.

Vania Lopakhin bequeathed Grisha the manuscript of a story he was writing.
Immediately Grisha suspects that the manuscript could have caused his death: “How come
we never guessed the agony his imagination was causing him? This could be happening to
some other friend, too, without us ever knowing! But none of us would ever admit it. Myself
first of all” (117).7

The absence of Russia in these stories is revealed as not simply an elision, but as a
form of necessary repression. Giving oneself over to imagining what has been lost could be
fatal.

Within the frame story describing Vania's death and funeral, Grisha inserts a portion
of Vania's own manuscript. Vania's manuscript represents the fantasy of return. This
manuscript describes his return to Russia in the dark of the night. He makes his way in the
dark by memory to his family home, where he meets his sister's husband and his nephews for
the first time, and sees his sister and mother. The dream-like imagery emphasizes the spectral
nature of Russia for those who are living in France. Vania's narrator makes his way through
the dark and gloomy streets where “From time to time a gate would burst open and from the
depths of the yard a dog would hurl itself at me in silence and then immediately stand back”

(118).”" As his brother-in-law leads him through the house, “A door opened without a sound,

70 «Kak eto ne dogadalis’ my, chto v nem voobrazhenie stradaet? Mozhet byt’ i eshche v
kakom-nibud’ priiatele to zhe proiskhodit, a my i ne znaem! No nikotoryi iz priiatelei ne
priznaetsia. Ni ia sam pervyi” (90).

! “Poroiu zabor obryvalsia, i iz glubiny dvora molcha brosalas’ za mnoi sobaka i seichas zhe
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and we moved silently, as if we were sailing” (120).”* When he at last sees his mother, she
“seemed to detach herself from the floor and float toward me...” (126)"* All of these images
of silence and flowing movement emphasize the dream-like quality of Vania's vision.

When he arrives in his mother's room, the objects within it are saturated with personal
connection — all of those connections which were lost with emigration.

Jlammiouka 3axriach B oToJKe. M 51 y3Haa KOMHATY, I1e i pOAMIICA. ..COOCTBEHHBIH

MOU MMOPTPET NPHU3bIBA LIECTHAAUATOrO rOJa, @ Ha CTOJIE, KaK TEIUIbII JOMAIIHUN

3BEpPb, JIEKAJO BsI3aHbE. ..BCE, OT TOI'0 KOBPA, YTO CTIAJICS MHE IOJ HOTH, J10

KPYIJIOTo 3epKaia (KOTOpoe B JETCTBE Ka3aJI0Ch TAKUM BBICOKHM), BCE CTaJIO BIPYT

orsATh MOUM. JlyIra Most BCTPETHIIACh B 3TUX CTAPBIX 3albUICHHBIX U, MOXKET OBITb,

U3BEJCHHBIX YEPBIMU BEILAX C TyIIaMU JIIOJEH, )KUBIIUX 3/1€Ch. (93)

With the ceiling light on, I recognized the room I'd been born in... my own portrait

from the '16 draft, and on the table, like a warm house pet, lay her

knitting...everything, from the rug that yielded under my feet to the round mirror

(which had seemed so high when I was a child), everything suddenly became mine

again. And in these old, dusty, and perhaps even worm-eaten things, my soul met the

souls of the people who lived here. (122)

Vania’s imagined return to Russia, to the room in which he was born, is saturated in
personal detail and emotion. His own portrait has maintained his presence in his mother’s
home in Russia while he himself was in exile in Paris. Even her knitting is like a “house pet”
— a “domashnii zver.”” His sense that his “soul met the souls of the people who lived here”
carries a sentimental weight that is completely counter to Grisha’s own manner of depiction.

Grisha explicitly states again at the end “Vania Lyokhin had died of imagination”

(126).”* No other cause of death is suggested. Thus, Grisha’s persistent efforts to inscribe

otstavala” (91).
72 “Bezzvuchno otvorilas’ kakaia-to dver’, my dvigalis’ tikho, slovno plyli” (92).
73 «

slovno otdelivshis’ ot pola, poneslas’ na menia” (95).

7 «“Vania Lekhin umer ot voobrazheniia” (95).
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both Vania and the reader more fully into the community of Billancourt is a compensatory
gesture which offers our only chance for survival. Dreaming and writing of Russia will lead
to individual decline: we must accept our new identity within “rodimyi Billancourt.” This
resonates with the message in “Ring of Love” that any personal happiness is to be found only
within present-day Billancourt, not chasing after dreams of lost glory.
Paris
Just as Billancourt and Russia exist in an uneasy counterbalance, so also Billancourt
exists in counterbalance with neighboring Paris.The myths of Paris and Billancourt are
reinforced further in later stories. Paris is the exact inverse of Billancourt. While Billancourt
is characterized by transience, poverty and irreparability, Paris is filled with handsome
positions and happy smells.
Berep nogHumMarcs uz-3a peku, Hecs ¢ co00il 3amaxu 60JbIIOr0 HOYHOTO
c4acTIMBOro ropona. He naii HaMm nmapmkckuii Betep B busiHKype -- HeueM JbllaTh
TOrAa HaM BceM. JlyeT OH XUTpPO, TOHKO AYET, TO yAyIIbeM, TO 3aMaH4YMUBOM, HO
BPEIIHOW CBEXECThIO, KOTOpast pacciabisieT, OT KOTOPO UAYT BCE CHBI, MEUYTHI U
JTypMaHbL. 3arpeTuTh Obl BOBCE €My OTTYJa Ha Hac OyTh. Ho kak oO6oiTHCh O0e3
[Tapuxa? Hembicniumo. Benp nyimia k aToMy HaBcTpeuy pBetcs. (68)
The wind rose from across the river, carrying with it the smell of the happy nighttime
city. If it weren't for the Paris wind we'd have nothing to breathe in Billancourt. It
blows cunningly, it blows subtly, sometimes suffocating you, sometimes with an
intriguing but unwholesome freshness that relaxes you, that brings dreams, fantasies

and intoxication. They should ban it from blowing on us. But how would we ever get

along without Paris? It's inconceivable. Your soul aches to meet that wind head on.

Paris is unimaginable, yet essential. The women of Billancourt dream of Paris,

Parisians dance when it rains. Exotic gifts of sausages and preserves come from “somewhere

7 I have adjusted the translation from “that chases away dreams” to “that brings dreams” to
accord with my understanding of the original.
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very far away, in another world where none of us has ever strayed” (158).”° Sonia “lived in
Paris and had a million illusions, whereas he 