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PREFACE TO THE RUSSIAN EDITION

Vyacheslav V. Ivanov
The present book belongs among Juri Lotman’s final, summative works completed not long before his death. Together with other works of this late period, it forms a part of Lotman’s last will and testament, containing his views on history and art. At the same time this book is an outstanding example of Lotman’s style. Here Lotman expresses his most cherished thoughts with a clarity and in a form that make them accessible to a wide audience, offering, as illustration, rare and fascinating examples taken from the works of Russian writers and Dante, and from a host of historical sources. 


Although I mentioned the term ‘last will and testament,’ which is typically used when an individual is engaged in a one-on-one battle with death and death is about to emerge the victor, in one of the final chapters of this book Lotman speaks of something else, of that moment when in the midst of this battle the individual is able to rise above and to pass on to the future what is most important, something achieved at the price of personal physical mortality. And so, in the spirit of Lotman’s thoughts on history, an unexpected epilogue has emerged, one that suddenly alters the usual causal connection between ends and beginnings. I am speaking of the afterlife of the present book, which failed to reach a wide readership at the time of its completion. 


This book is a reflection of the time when it was written. Lotman assumed then that we would find ourselves still in that period marked by the fall of the Russian empire, a period that began in the first decades of the last century. Lotman assumed as he wrote this book (almost twenty years ago) that we would be nearing the end of that period. Some of his thinking on the nature of historical processes was shaped by the sudden changes that were occurring then. Lotman believed that we had to make the right choice in the short amount of time history had allotted us for the task. At such moments the study of the past, of its meaning, and of the very nature of historical processes ceases to be an idle academic pastime. The future of mankind—its fate—hinges on this field of knowledge. Lotman teaches us historical responsibility. The most important aspect of Lotman’s conception of history is the idea that there exists a bundle of possible sequels at the moment before an explosion. History can develop along two alternate paths. One path is that of slow, gradual development, which promises no substantial changes. In this book, however, as in Culture and Explosion, which was written immediately after this one and is familiar to many readers, Lotman offers a detailed exploration of explosion as the fundamental process bringing change to society, culture, art, and science. 


I would underscore the significance of the unpredictability underlying the choice of one of these equally probable (according to Lotman) paths. With his interest in linear as opposed to cyclical movement, Lotman was a consummate European thinker. He felt little interest in the cyclical conception of development with its endless repetition of the same, which is so important in many eastern teachings. This seems especially interesting to me insofar as the chief object of Lotman’s life’s work was Russian culture and Russian history, in relation to which the proposition that there is almost nothing new and that we shouldn’t expect anything new had become a commonplace. Here the same things are supposed to keep happening over and over again. This popular and, therefore, vulgar notion—which was for Lotman erroneous—can to some extent actually encourage that form of repetition: It was like this once, so let’s retrace this worn out figure again. Why waste our time thinking of something new?


Such thinking was foreign to Lotman, as was the mythical idea of the eternal return, which became so popular in the twentieth century and in its current form dates back to Nietzsche. Lotman thought of science as a single whole that did not recognise fundamental boundaries between the humanities and the exact knowledge. (As a former artillery sergeant, he was very familiar with the exact sciences, which inspired his encyclopaedic reading in the post-war years.) He always kept in mind Ilya Prigogine’s general theory, which was closest to his own. Lotman’s central idea can be reformulated in the spirit of Information Theory. In history and in the movement of cultures Lotman was most interested in those processes during which a maximal increase in the amount of information occurs. This directly explains the unpredictability of the processes Lotman describes as explosive. According to Claude Shannon, one of the experimental means for determining the entropy of a process involves guessing. And so any process that sees a significant increase in the amount of received and transmitted information will be unpredictable. This is one of the major differences between Lotman’s thinking and recent widespread theories that attribute to some of the disciplines in the humanities features similar to ancient eastern fortune telling. For Lotman the future is directed toward an increase in information and so is unpredictable.  


This book contains not only an explanation of the essence of Lotman’s scholarly views but also a short summary of the work of his predecessors. He pays special attention to the work of the Russian formalists. Among their achievements Lotman singles out a discovery especially important for his work that within diachrony a newer direction can gain ascendancy, that is, a phenomenon that is believed to exist outside a culture’s borders or on its lowest rung is suddenly transformed into something truly significant. This is how the formalists explained, for example, the fate of the gypsy song, which Alexander Blok transformed into a major lyric genre (thus following in the footsteps of Apollon Grigoriev whose poetry Blok discovered for his contemporaries). Lotman placed this insight, along with a series of others, among the achievements of the formalists. Explosive movements lead to the lifting of many taboos and setting of some others. Lotman provided a specific example of this from the history of Russian literature in the volume he edited for the Biblioteka poeta [Poet’s Library] series dedicated to little known and completely obscure poets of the period immediately preceding the appearance of Pushkin. As with every great writer, Pushkin not only created new models that were followed by his many followers and disciples but also put a halt to the adoption of many other models that had appeared in Russian literature before him. 


Lotman did not agree with those who preferred the formalists’ negation of or lack of interest in the meaning of a work under study. Essential for Lotman was research that analysed the semantics of a work. (Incidentally, in support of the thesis regarding the formalists, he quoted not Boris Eichenbaum but Lev Tolstoy as cited by Eichenbaum.) Lotman’s position was distinguished by its originality. In one chapter of this book he examines the self-sufficiency of art as a special language. If we accept his well-reasoned argument, then all debates surrounding the other functions of art become less important and to some extent lose their meaning. Among the scholars with whom Lotman had the opportunity to study in his youth, such as Grigory Gukovsky, who died following his arrest in the final years of the post-war Stalinist terror, Lotman analyses those who attempted to understand the relationship between the content of literature (ideas) and its unique artistic form (images). On one axis there is Gukovsky, who derived the latter from the former. On the other axis there is Nikolai Piksanov, a member of the older literary school, who completely disconnected the two and made a scrupulous attempt to write a history of literature without authors. Lotman found his own solution in contemporary semiotics, in the development of which he played a direct role. He conceived the history of semiotics as the blending of Saussurean linguistics and the study of literature as practised by the Petersburg formalists, who were closest to Lotman in terms of scholarly orientation. (Many of us at the time were less interested in the logical approach, which stemmed from the work of Peirce.) In the contemporary version of semiotics which he helped to create, Lotman found a similar connection between the linguistic approach of the young Moscow semioticians, which he admired, and the line of research that continued in a formalist orientation, to which he attributed the very foundations of his own scholarly work. But Lotman saw the linguistic terms, such as the designation of cultural phenomena as languages and of their mutual relationship as diglossia, or bilingualism, as perhaps more important for the emerging discipline than his colleagues, who treated linguistic terms with the caution of specialists, were willing to admit. 


In order to differentiate languages from one another, Lotman formulated the concept of the antinomy of “us” and “them,” of the collective and the individual, which was fundamental to his understanding of culture. Lotman described in semiotic terms the opposition of creative individuality to the herd instinct, which he assimilated from European romanticism and from its continuation in avant-garde movements. Cultural development became possible due to the existence of languages that allowed one to speak of one’s own as the foreign and of the foreign as one’s own. Lotman reconceived the Other (the Stranger, the Neighbour), which was central to the philosophy of language of all the great thinkers of the twentieth century, as the opposing participant in a common semiotic dialogue. Lotman studied the encroachment of the herd and of leaders, a subject that incited powerful negative emotions in him, as someone who had been a participant in and a victim of the Russian intellectuals’ struggle for freedom of cultural self-determination. It is likely that the unique features of Russian intellectual history slowed the development of the individual’s consciousness of him or herself as being separate from the other members of the collective. In a series of studies dedicated to this problem, the talented linguist Viktor Vinogradov attempted to prove that there was no word for “individual” in Old Russian and in the system of semantic values it expressed. The scholar’s conclusion is antithetical to the verse line by the great poet Osip Mandelstam, who wrote in reference to Russian history: “We were once people (liudi), but now we are a horde (liud’e).” (Ironically, the latter term is a mass noun derived from other Indo-European words meaning ‘free’.)


Lotman tried to understand how his treatment of history and that of other members of the Tartu-Moscow School of Semiotics differed from that of the French group of historians that included Fernand Braudel and Jacques Le Goff, whose work became very popular in their time in Russia thanks in part to the many publications of Aaron Gurevich. For Lotman, the work of this group of historians was in a certain sense directly opposed to the main preoccupations of the Tartu-Moscow School, which was interested first and foremost in art and its unique, unpredictable, and explosive nature. Those gradual changes that attracted the scholars of the Annals School focused on completely different things.


For me, one of the most theoretically correct and practically important chapters of this book is the one dedicated to the relationship of science and technology. Lotman here takes a stand against banal, marketable truths. While the idea that science and technology are interconnected is a commonplace, Lotman speaks convincingly of their fundamental difference. Technology develops gradually, and every subsequent step in its development is predictable. Great scientific discoveries, on the other hand, are born from unpredictable explosions. It appears as no simple coincidence to me that Lotman illustrates this idea with the history of Chinese technology, focusing in particular on the discovery of gunpowder, which—in contrast to its subsequent fate in Europe—occurred on the cultural periphery. The voluminous research of Joseph Needham and of other historians of ancient Chinese technology has revealed an exceptionally high level of technological advancement, which led to the early and short-lived take-off of Chinese capitalism during the Song dynasty. The development of the natural sciences, however, lagged significantly behind. The level of technological advancement in and of itself says nothing about the advancement of science. Among contemporary examples of the potential opposition of science to technology, one can point to the proliferation of certain technological innovations the science behind which remains unexplained. In a recent book the noted English astrophysicist and cosmologist Martin Rees discusses the current vogue for nanotechnology as an example of the unilateral development of technology, which can have dangerous, even catastrophic consequences. The absence of serious scientific research capable of explaining the nature of the potential applications and the potential danger (or lack thereof) posed by those applications, makes this technological fad, combined with short-sighted policies, potentially very harmful. 


The chapter dedicated to fashion and dress was written with the same magical spark that had astonished me before in Lotman’s commentary on Pushkin’s Evgeny Onegin. Lotman describes the sudden shifts in Russian fashion from the eighteenth century to the Stalinist period with a stylistic power and clarity that make it a true masterpiece of historical prose. 


In this book Juri Lotman does not simply lay out his ideas about those novel, unpredictable, and explosive aspects of culture that define its dynamic nature. The book itself is an example of just such an explosive discovery. It is a joy to have the opportunity to introduce this wonderful book to a wide circle of readers.

TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE

Brian James Baer

For Juri Lotman, translation was absolutely central to the workings of culture. Lotman followed Roman Jakobson in understanding translation in broad semiotic terms as interpretation between sign systems.
 As Edna Andrews points out, “For Lotman (as is true with Pierce), all communication and all intellectual and cultural acts are semiotic and therefore require some form of translation between signs where there are at least two distinct sign systems involved. The most basic level of translation is guaranteed in the claim that there is no singular communication act, but at least a doublet at its inception” (2003: 35). Elsewhere Lotman describes translation as the process of transforming the “foreign” into “one’s own.”
 But, Lotman insists, there is nothing predictable about the nature of that process—or whether that process will take place at all.
 

The profound unpredictability of translation, in Lotman’s semiotic understanding of the term, is evident when we compare the “gradual” reception of Lotman’s work in the Anglo-American world to the more “explosive” reception of the work of Lotman’s near-contemporary Mikhail Bakhtin. Despite profound similarities in their work—a focus on dialogue as a fundamental process in understanding artistic works, to name but one—the unpredictable paths taken by these two authors in translation were quite different.
 Outlining those paths will help to situate the present translation of Lotman’s final published work.

Bakhtin was fortunate to have been introduced into the West in the 1960s by the Bulgarian literary theorist Tzvetan Todorov, who had emigrated to France and would serve as one of Bakhtin’s first translators, in both the literal and figurative sense of the term. Todorov successfully “translated” Bakhtin’s work into the language of contemporary French literary theory, which was then dominated by structuralism, the philosophy of language, and psychoanalysis. The first book-length English translation of a work by Bakhtin appeared in 1968. This was followed over the next two decades by other book-length translations, a major biography, several volumes of critical essays, and even a Bakhtin reader.

One of the things that facilitated the reception of Bakhtin’s work in the West, and in the Anglo-American West in particular, was undoubtedly his choice of authors to study: Dostoevsky, who occupies a central place in the Anglo-American canon of Russian literature, and Rabelais, whose works treat what Bakhtin referred to as “the lower bodily strata,” something that spoke directly to Western scholars working in the humanities in the 1970s and 80s. Lotman, on the other hand, studied the “untranslatable” Russian poet Alexander Pushkin and his lesser-known contemporaries. And so, it was easier for Western scholars in the 1980s to “translate” Bakhtin’s study of Rabelais and Dostoevsky into “their own” than it was for them to translate Lotman’s studies of Pushkin and the Decembrists. At the same time, however, during the heyday of Bakhtin studies in the West, Bakhtin exerted far less of an influence on academic circles in Russia than did Lotman. Following the Thaw of the 1960s, “the name of Bakhtin [in Russia] was negatively associated with revolutionary ideology” (Popova 2001: 133).
 While the packaging of Bakhtin as a dissident served him well in the West, it made him largely unpublishable in his native land until perestroika. 

Lotman’s work followed a rather different trajectory from Bakhtin’s, both at home and abroad.
 During the period when French literary theory was dominant and Bakhtin was the darling of French and Anglo-American academics from a variety of disciplines, interest in Lotman’s work was largely restricted to semiotic circles, “first in Italy, owing to the efforts of Remo Faccani and Umberto Eco, then, increasingly in the 1970s, in Great Britain and the United States, by way of scattered translations of entire books and of compendia of shorter pieces” (Sebeock 1988: vii). Moreover, English translations of Lotman’s essays were often placed in volumes dedicated to “Soviet” approaches to the study of art and culture, marginalising them from the very beginning and preventing true dialogue with Western scholars who were not Slavists.
 And so, except in Italy, where semiotics was a well-developed science, Umberto Eco was an effective spokesman, and Lotman’s writings on Dante found a receptive audience, Lotman’s work in the West was not fully integrated into either sign system studies or French literary theory. As Natalia Avtonomova explains: “The application of linguistic methods to other domains in the humanities was perceived [in France] as a constraint, while in Russia it was a way of breaking free at one and the same time from the subjectivity and dogmatism that reigned in the social sciences” (2001: 120–121).
 The enormous influence of French literary theory on the American academy in the 1970s and 80s, with its roots in psychoanalysis and revisionist Marxism, undoubtedly exerted a decisive influence on Lotman’s reception in the Anglo-American world. 

Moreover, because semiotics was situated in the Soviet Union within the seemingly “ideology-free” applied disciplines of “machine translation, automatic information processing, and mathematical linguistics, and is distinguished by the importance it attaches to cybernetics” (Lucid 1988: 7), it seemed to many Western scholars to be apolitical, whereas Bakhtin’s overt persecution by the Soviet regime encouraged Western scholars to see political implications in his work. And so, while Andreas Schönle and Jeremy Shine are correct to point out that, “the Soviet semiotician could not theorise power explicitly” (2006: 3), it would be incorrect to conclude that his work was somehow “apolitical.”
 Western scholars working within the restrictive binaries of the Cold War for the most part failed to grasp the “political” relevance of Lotman’s work and were easily taken in by the presentation of semiotics in the Soviet Union as an applied science. At a time when power had become a central concern across the humanities in the West under the influence of Foucault, among others, this had a crucial effect on Lotman’s reception. 

Following the fall of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War, however, scholars in the West have come to a more nuanced and sophisticated understanding of Soviet cultural and academic politics, in general, and of the politics of the Tartu School, in particular, as evidenced most notably by Maxim Waldstein’s 2008 monograph Soviet Empire of Signs: A History of the Tartu School of Semiotics. As one reviewer points out, Waldstein “replaces the conception of power built on a narrow and rigid, asymmetrical opposition (power-subordination) with a symmetrical conception of power, proceeding primarily from the works of Bourdieu, Latour, Foucault and others (Ventsel 2011: 360). It is now seems obvious that the study of signs could not not have had a political dimension in a society that, as Helena Goscilo notes, “maximised znakovost’ [semioticisation], facilitating the population’s recourse to an unambiguous storehouse of signifiers” (2006: 251–252). As evidence of how far western scholars have come in appreciating the political—in the broadest sense of the term—implications of Lotman’s work, Schönle and Shine declare “Lotman’s concept of power” to be “one of the central themes” of their volume (2006: 3), which is one of the first English-language volumes dedicated entirely to Lotman’s writings. 

Looking back at Lotman today from this scholarly vantage point, it is difficult to understand how he—or the science of semiotics—had ever been interpreted as apolitical. After all, Lotman’s favourite subjects from Russian cultural history—Pushkin and the Decembrists—were politically-charged. While for the Soviet regime, the Decembrists were Russia’s first revolutionaries and so were a perfectly “acceptable” object of research, for many members of Russia’s educated elite, they were the founders of Russia’s oppositional intelligentsia. The same holds true of Pushkin, who was revered by the regime and by the intelligentsia alike, but for different reasons, which created the conditions for a perhaps uniquely Soviet form of resistance, one that “hid in plain sight.” In fact, the regime was often unwilling to draw a connection between tsarist autocracy and Soviet repression—it was simply unthinkable to compare the two, in the same way it was unthinkable to interpret Evgeny Shvarts’s critique of Nazi tyranny as a commentary on Stalinist terror—but nothing prevented Russian readers from doing so. 

Dante, another of Lotman’s favourites, was also a cultural figure whose life and work had great political relevance for Russian writers and thinkers since at least the early nineteenth century—Pushkin, for example, praised Dante and Byron as “holy exiles.” Viewed as a political exile who spoke truth to power, the Florentine poet achieved new relevance in Soviet Russia. The poet Anna Akhmatova dedicated two poems to Dante in which she emphasised “his role as the archetypal poet in exile, playing the same role as Ovid did in Pushkin’s work” (Reeder 1994: 238). Dante was also a central figure for the poet Osip Mandelshtam, who penned his now famous “Conversation about Dante” shortly before his arrest, in which he addressed the question of authority in art; he carried a pocket edition of Inferno with him to the Gulag, where he died. Dante’s inferno came to serve in intellectual circles as a metaphor for life in the Soviet Union. Solzhenitsyn references Dante’s Inferno in the title of his novel First Circle; Evgenia Ginzburg makes repeated references to Dante in her Gulag memoirs, Journey into the Whirlwind; and in the late 1960s, the writer and translator Yuly Daniel mentions Dante several times in his prison letters and in his poem “But at That Time...”: “It’s a sign that the price has been paid / For a knowledge Dante never dreamed of” (Daniel’ 2000: 692). So, while Lotman’s interest in Dante might seem “safe” to Western scholars, it had an undeniable political resonance in the Soviet context. 

As Western scholars developed a more nuanced understanding of the workings of culture in Soviet society and as the ascendancy of French literary theory began to wane, challenged first by the movement known as New Historicism and eventually replaced in the Anglo-American academic world by the eclectic, interdisciplinary movement known as Cultural Studies, the reception of Lotman in the West began to change in some fundamental ways. Whereas before 2000 most translations “were published in the context of slavistics [...], after 2000 Lotman’s work starts to appear in the anthologies of general semiotics” (Kull 2011: 343). In 2003, Edna Andrews published a book-length study on Lotman’s work, and in 2006 Schönle’s edited volume entitled, Lotman and Cultural Studies: Encounters and Extensions came out. Both works were aimed at integrating Lotman’s work more fully and broadly into the landscape of contemporary American scholarship—beyond the confines of semiotics per se. An English translation of Culture and Explosion appeared in 2009 (Mouton de Gruyter). 

This “transformation” of Lotman, however, is not entirely a product of changes in the receiving culture. After all, Lotman himself was constantly evolving as a scholar and a theorist. In the late 1980s, Lotman began to alter his approach, abandoning the strict objectivity of the archivalist and speaking more directly to his own historical moment. As Avtonomova puts it, “Lotman here abandons the neutrality of expression that was the rule in his previous works” (ibid., 131). Both the present work, The Unpredictable Workings of Culture, and Culture and Explosion were written in the turbulent years surrounding the fall of communism. Although historians would soon construct a logical chain of inevitable events leading to the end of the communist state, Lotman and his fellow Soviet citizens experienced it as an unexpected explosion that promised to alter their world in unpredictable ways. These books, written by a cultural historian from within the moment of explosion, are, therefore, unique in Lotman’s oeuvre. In them, Lotman addresses with particular urgency a key problem in semiotics, and in virtually all forms of structuralism: how to synthesise genetic and synchronic structuralism, diachrony and synchrony, history and the present. In other words, how does change in semiotic structures occur, and how do individuals experience and make sense of that change. 

Lotman suggests in the preface to The Unpredictable Workings of Culture that the study of our cultural past may not show us an inevitable future, but it can help us find our way in the cultural chaos: “When we descend a mountain into a ravine covered by thick forest, and darkness prevents us from seeing any further than our outstretched hand, although we must continue on, we can lean for support on our faith in our own memory and in the correctness of the chosen path. On such occasions doubts are dangerous and destructive, and obstinacy become heroism.” It has taken some time, but the West has finally begun to translate Lotman, that is, to transform his work into something that is truly “our own.” 

In transliterating Russian names, I used a modified Library of Congress transliteration in the body of the text, while adhering strictly to the LOC transliteration in the Works Cited section. While I kept the Russian names for writers and other cultural figures (Lev instead of Leo, Nikolai instead of Nicholas), I used anglicised versions the for Russian tsars and grand dukes, as is the custom. All translations of cited texts are mine unless otherwise indicated. As for the translation of specific terms, I initially considered translating Lotman’s term vzryv (explosion) with the perhaps less sensational-sounding ‘disjunction,’ but then thought better of it, understanding that Lotman sought, by using such terms, to bring the hard sciences and the humanities into a productive dialogue. For example, he fashioned his key concept of a ‘semiosphere’ from Vladimir Vernadsky’s term ‘biosphere’ (Andrews 2003: 43). And while I used “workings of culture” instead of “mechanisms of culture” in the title for the sake of euphony, I retained the term “mechanism” throughout the text, recognising it as a central concept inherited and adapted by Lotman from the Russian formalists.
 

I would like to thank the Institute for Applied Linguistics of Kent State University for providing me with support in the form of a graduate assistant. I also owe a debt of gratitude to the late Stephen Rudy, of New York University, who first arranged for me to translate the early manuscript version of this work almost twenty years ago, and to Peeter Torop, of the University of Tartu, who made the present publication possible. Finally, I would like to thank Igor Pilshchikov for his invaluable assistance in helping me to revise my original translation so that it conformed to the revised Russian edition published by Tallinn University Press in 2010.
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THE UNPREDICTABLE WORKINGS OF CULTURE

Dedicated to the memory of Zara Mints

The author wishes to express his gratitude to Vladislava Gekhtman, Tatiana Kuzovkina, and Silvi Salupere for their help on this book.

INTRODUCTION

“Who are we?” “Where do we come from?” “Where are we going?” These questions have disturbed human beings throughout the entire course of their intellectual existence, and while such questions need to be addressed, they cannot ultimately be answered. Reflecting on these questions, however, has infinitely greater value than any possible answer, for all answers are provisional while reflection is the eternal essence of man. 


But there are periods when reflecting upon general ideas and the paths of human history becomes especially vital. These are critical periods when one has reached the end of old paths while new paths have yet to be determined. These are periods of choice and freedom—and simultaneously—of doubt and uncertainty. In such times a clearly formulated question or even a profoundly experienced doubt turns out to be more productive than customary answers reiterating customary truths.


We will not, however, hurl stones at customary truths. When we descend a mountain into a ravine covered by thick forest and darkness prevents us from seeing any further than our outstretched hand, but we must go on, we can lean for support on our faith in our own memory and in the correctness of the chosen path. On such occasions doubts are dangerous and destructive, and obstinacy becomes heroism.


But then we complete our ascent and reach the summit, and an enormous expanse opens up before us. At the cost of back-breaking labour, exertion, and losses, we have achieved a broad horizon. But now many roads lie before us. We must make a choice. And that choice is situated at the intersection of doubt and knowledge. One foothold is the analysis of our mistakes, of our disappointments. Memory becomes a chronicle of our mistakes.

Doubt, however, is only the first, negative aspect of this task. The failure to combine our choice of a path with new points of reference, to blend analysis and action, can be destructive. 

History has led us onto a high pass, perhaps one of the highest on which humankind has ever stood. But such a dynamic age is stingy with time. We are given only moments to evaluate the past, choose a direction, and leap into action. Under these conditions all our experience must be taken into account, all suggestions voiced, all possibilities carefully thought through.

IN SEARCH OF A PATH

From ancient times, among various peoples, the image of the river or the road has served as a symbol of human life. At the basis of this symbol lies the concept of directed motion. In symbolic consciousness, the river and the road represent length and stand in contrast to the lake, land, and sky, which spread out in space. The river is comparable to the road, although the more ancient image of the river often symbolises life itself. The road contains more concrete historical connotations. Oswald Spengler wrote of the road as length without width, as movement into the unknown, a symbol which lies at the foundation of all Egyptian culture.
 At the border between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Aleksandr Radishchev created an image of his departing century, symbolising his age as a river of blood falling into the limitless ocean of the future:

Урна времян часы изливает каплям подобно:



Капли в ручьи собрались; в реки ручьи возрасли,

И на дальнейшем брегу изливают пенистые волны



Вечности в море; а там нет ни предел, ни брегов;

Не возвышался там остров, ни дна там лот не находит; 



Веки в него протекли, в нем исчезает их след.

Но знаменито во веки своею кровавой струею, 



С звуками грома течет наше столетье туда;

И сокрушил наконец корабль, надежды несущей,



Пристани близок уже, в водоворот поглощен,

Счастие и добродетель, и вольность пожрал омут ярой,



Зри, воспылают еще страшны обломки в струе.


[The urn of time pours out hours like drops:




Drops gather into streams; streams grow into rivers,



And on the far shore foamy waves of eternity




Flow into the sea; and there are no limits, no shore;



No islands rise up, nor will a lead find a bottom;




Centuries have flown into it, there they have lost all trace.



And renowned forever for its bloody waters,




Our century flows there with the roar of thunder;



 And in the end a ship, carrying hope, is smashed,




So near to its haven, swallowed up by a whirlpool,



Happiness and virtue, and liberty, too, are devoured by the raging maelstrom,




Behold, still more horrible debris will float up in the waters.]









(Radishchev 1938: 127)


The image of the river lies at the core of most conceptions held by historians, who believe movement to be the very basis of history. However, a fundamental distinction soon arises, which can in fact be reduced to the opposition of Aristotle to Plato. For Aristotle, movement is the essence of the material world’s objective reality; this essence is realised through the world and does not exist outside it. But, for Plato, this ideal essence is at the same time the first cause of everything material.


And so, at the dawn of the science of history, these fundamental positions were already established, and in the development of philosophy philosophers were inevitably tossed onto their banks. Tertium non datur—‘a third is not given’—has long been the battle cry of philosophy. Attempts to find a third path have been invariably rejected as eclectic. Indeed, this problem has worried philosophers more than it has researchers working in the hard sciences. The ability of particles to be transformed under specific conditions into vibrations or to be located in different points in space at the same time is a problem for philosophers, but for physicists it is a verifiable fact. 


Similarly, contradictions between the philosophical presumptions and historical reality knock at the door of the cultural historian. Historians, however, continue to be interested in these questions only to the extent that they disturb or do not disturb their specific research. This “mutual non-aggression,” however, seems to be coming to an end. There are far too many facts that the historian must otherwise “fail to notice” or drive deep into a Procrustean bed of concepts. The discipline of history, in the form it assumed after Voltaire and the Enlightenment thinkers of the eighteenth century, invariably viewed history as a process. The Enlightenment evaluated the progression of history optimistically, while Mably and Rousseau viewed it in a pessimistic light. Both views, however, shared one general characteristic: the movement of history was represented as a somewhat transitional state between initial stasis and an end point that would complete history and would also be essentially static. Both points—beginning and end—were given over to philosophers, while the interval between them belonged to historians. 

The philosophical doctrines of the Enlightenment were soon subjected to destructive criticism, but the process of accumulating material, which had begun then, continued. And so the point of view put forward in the Enlightenment, according to which the historian-as-archivist works for the sake of the historian-as-philosopher, survived. The latter fashions the material to construct well-proportioned historical structures. In this way, history becomes a synthesis of fact and meaning.


This point of view, with all its limitations, led to great achievements for the science of history. The optimistic belief in the power of reason, progress, and enlightened government was later lost, but the conviction that the historian must unite fact and meaning remained. It became an integral feature of the discipline, the highest goal of which could be characterised, in short, as the search for meaning. 

Pushkin ended one of his most disturbing and profound poems “Verses Composed at Night during an Attack of Insomnia” with two equivalent variants to the final line:

Я понять тебя хочу, 

Смысла я в тебе ищу...

[I want to understand you,

For meaning I search in you...] (III: 250)
 

and:

Я понять тебя хочу,

Темный твой язык учу...
[I want to understand you,

Your obscure language I study...] (III: 1220)


Understanding meaning is synonymous with understanding language. The secret of history is the riddle of its language.


Representatives of different historical schools work essentially on the same problem—understanding the language of history. But every linguist knows that the first step in deciphering a language requires the separation of signifying elements from incidental ones. In fact, the difference between schools of historical thought can be reduced to the different value placed on that which is essential and informative—what history uses to speak to us—and that which is incidental, unnecessary, variable or, in other words, between events that look different but have the same meaning or that look the same but have different meanings. 


And so historians of the Enlightenment believed that the governing political structures served as the bearers of historical meaning. Romantic historians considered only those events and facts that bore historical meaning to be historically significant. On this basis Hegel declared entire epochs and even entire peoples to be historically non-existent; the World Spirit had passed them by without touching them. In this way, some facts were explained as historically present, others as imaginary or historically non-existent.


The shift toward materialism in the philosophical movements of the mid-nineteenth century was linked to the search for the “authentically historical” in the material sphere: from the everyday existence and structures of peasant life to economic laws. Economic materialism saw the basis of history in modes of production and in the social relationships determined by them. Although provisos were made to the effect that ideological (superstuctural) relations must not be ignored, their effect on the material aspects of life remained unclear.


Recent discussions as to the “primacy” or “secondariness” of this or that historical stratum belong to an outmoded stage in the study of history. 

The partitioning of various aspects and forms of life among the autonomous disciplines of contemporary physics, biology, sociology, linguistics, and art history was challenged by scholarly movements that unexpectedly, although with ever greater insistence, began to observe general laws among fields that had seemed to be very different. The birth of such fields as information theory shook the very foundations of the academic establishment, structured as it is on the distribution of different aspects of a single world among departments having nothing in common.


Among the first blows heralding the birth of a new way of thinking was the appearance of semiotics—the science of nature and of the transfer of information. Semiotics and information theory served as a bridge linking what had seemed to be independent fields of knowledge.


However, in order to discuss semiotics and other related fields, such as structural linguistics, that did not simply offer new arguments for old problems but provided a radical reformulation of the problems themselves, we must take a few steps back. We must return to the beginning of the 1920s to revive certain discussions that led to the development of semiotics in the Soviet Union.


Among the historical-cultural models that led to the development of semiotics in the Soviet Union at that time, two must be singled out.


The Sociological Model. According to this model in all its variants, the mechanics of social change are located outside the borders of art, which can only reflect those changes. For example, Grigory Gukovsky’s model, which was profoundly influenced by Hegel, was built on the supposition that ideological and philosophical structures are at the basis of art. The spirit of government, reflected in Classicism, gives way to the spirit of individuality, formulated in Romanticism, which then gives way to the spirit of the folk—the basis of Realism. From this point of view, differences between Zhukovsky and Batiushkov, or between Pushkin and Ryleev, are of secondary importance and lose all significance against the backdrop of their common historical unity. Each new stage in history is, therefore, predictable, appearing as the dynamic antithesis of the one preceding it.


It should be noted, however, that the rigidity of this conceptualisation was softened by Gukovsky’s encyclopaedic erudition, his unusually acute artistic sensitivity, and his virtuosic analysis of individual texts. These positive qualities were particularly evident in his lectures, which always gave the sense of being brilliant improvisations. The rigidity of his conceptions, however, is evident in his last two books: Pushkin and the Problems of Realist Style and The Realism of Gogol. Of course, it should be mentioned that his book on Gogol was written under conditions of relentless persecution, and the end of the book was lost after his arrest.


The second type of sociological model stands in contrast to the first and is associated with academic “sociologists,” most notably, Nikolai Piksanov and Vasily Desnitsky. From their point of view, the subordination of art to other sociological phenomena obliterates its specificity—“artistry” can only obscure or highlight class. In this sense, the positions of Gukovsky and Piksanov were diametrically opposed. Although for Gukovsky philosophical Weltanschauung models lie at the very basis of art, these models speak an artistic language that is adequate to them and from which they are not essentially cut off. In Gukovsky’s conceptions, the spirit is realised only through artistic structure. 

For Piksanov, the spirit is something independent, self-sufficient, and fundamentally cut off from artistic means. In fact, the spirit is reduced to the overtly political pronouncements of the writer. Characteristic in this regard is an orientation toward the study of second-rate writers as they tend to express a “class position” more clearly and directly.
 Piksanov’s heroic failure (in its own way!) to conduct a course on the history of Russian literature without mentioning the names of any writers is memorable in this respect. To do him justice, it must be said that Piksanov was an experienced pedagogue and a tireless worker. It was perhaps his misfortune, although not his fault, that fate destined him to play the part of Salieri. Gukovsky was the one chosen to play Mozart.


On the other hand, one cannot say Desnitsky “didn’t know what he was doing.” One may not wish to recall all his activities during the battle with the school of Veselovsky and with what was called “Cosmopolitanism,” but, unlike Piksanov, Desnitsky knew very well the true value both of his actions and of his allies. He was a widely educated dilettante who owned one of the largest libraries in the country, which he acquired during the Revolution and Civil War. He was a close friend of Gorky, and in literary circles it was believed Gorky “copied” the character of Klim Samgin from him. 


The Formalist and Semiotic Movements. Russian Formalism and the semiotics of Ferdinand de Saussure reflected common tendencies—the introduction of greater accuracy of description into the humanistic disciplines and the rapprochement of these disciplines with other fields of knowledge that were rapidly developing at the time. But there was another motivation that linked the two movements. 

The other academic schools enumerated above looked at language, artistic structures, and art as passive, a transparent lens through which the scholar could view deeper and far more essential structures. For Hegelians, these were philosophical constructions, and for sociologists, these were economic structures. The linguistic and artistic text appeared in the role of a candy wrapper. One must remove it, forget about it, and then address the “contents.” 

Formalism was a new movement founded on the conviction that what is said is inseparable from how it is said. But insofar as this “what” was territory already conquered and well-defended, this new movement concentrated its attention on the “how.” This led to the commonly-held conception that the Formalists ignored content on principle. The Formalists reiterated, to no avail, that this was untrue for, as they conceived it, content was always structured in a specific way, and so it was simply impossible to study content while ignoring a work’s structure. But no one listened to them. They were not questioned; they were “exposed.” Even when Boris Eichenbaum cited the words of a writer like Lev Tolstoy, whose positions were often so far from those of the Formalists, it was to no avail: 

If I had wanted to say in words all that I intended to express with a novel, I would have written the exact same novel I wrote from the start. And if short-sighted critics think that I wanted to describe only what I like—how Oblonsky dined and [Anna] Karenina’s shoulders—they would be mistaken. In everything, almost everything I write, I am directed by the requirements of a collection of ideas, linked together, in order to express myself. And every idea that is expressed in a particular way in words loses its sense, is horribly reduced when it is taken out of the chain in which it was located. Every chain is composed not out of a thought (I think) but out of something else, and to express the basis of this chain directly in words is impossible; it is possible only indirectly—in words that describe images, actions, situations. (Tolstoi 1955: 155)

Here we have a case not of a chance parallel but of a profound similarity in positions. Tolstoy was responding to his critics— “leftist” and “right-wing” alike—for whom art was only a means for declaring a particular ideological position. From this point of view, one can find a great deal of “superfluous” material in any work of art. Tolstoy saw in an artist’s work the construction of a “second reality.” An artist’s work is co-created with reality and so is semiotic by its very nature. 


There were essential differences between Saussurean linguistics and Russian formalism due in part to their different roots, linguistic and literary, respectively. The concepts of Saussure, at least in the somewhat simplified view of his followers, were based on synchrony (which was sometimes defined as stasis). Basically, his interests were exclusively linguistic whereas the Russian formalists were, first and foremost, literary scholars. Only a few of them were professional linguists. Second, they were interested in the complex problem of literary evolution. Static analysis was not the dominant component of their systems.


The formation of the Prague Linguistic Circle, on the one hand—especially the participation of Roman Jakobson, Nikolai Trubetskoy and Jan Mukařovský—and the evolution of Russian formalism in the later works of Viktor Shklovsky, Boris Eichenbaum and Yuri Tynianov, on the other, led to productive cross-fertilisation, resulting in the formulation of semiotics as a separate discipline.


This process repeated itself more than a quarter of a century later with the founding of the Moscow-Tartu School of Semiotics. As if reproducing the structure of the first stage, the scholarly movement that sprang up formed at the intersection of two traditions: the Moscow Linguistic School and the Tartu Literary School, which was genetically linked to the Leningrad School of Formalism. The joint work of brilliant academics, such as the late Isaak Revzin and Yuri Lekomtsev, and of an entire constellation of scholars from Moscow, Tartu, and Leningrad (the circle later grew to include scholars from Yerevan, Riga and other cities), as well as the work of philologists from abroad, determined the general contours of the scholarly movement. At first, their interest was focused on structure and on the language of the phenomena under investigation. During this time semiotic researchers went through a period of “spatial expansion.” One after another, the most wildly different aspects of human activity—art, games, everyday behaviour, and so on—were described as languages.


During the next stage, the centre of attention shifted to texts (“speech” in the terminology of Saussure) and, in particular, unique artistic texts, and to the tension between the iterative and the non-iterative. The introduction of unique, new texts into the field of semiotics fundamentally broadened the area of study.


Semiotics was created as a science of communication, which concentrated attention on iterative texts and their structures. Today there are two aspects to this field of study: the exchange of already-prepared messages and the production of fundamentally new messages. The latter introduced essential changes at the very core of semiotics. 

If a single channel (and a single language) is sufficient for the exchange of information, at least two different languages are required for the production of new information. When dealing with the intersection of two different languages, the fundamental inadequacy of translation was previously seen as creating obstacles in the channel of links. Now this inadequacy has become the mechanism and the basis for the production of the new. The problems of polyglot structure and of translation have acquired central importance. 


At the inception of semiotic studies, the isolation of the field of culture from the sphere of history was in part necessary and in part polemical in nature. The dissemination of the object of semiotics within the broad field of the science of history has made the very border between semiotics and the world outside it an object of study. At this stage it is possible to define semiotics as the study of the theory and history of culture.


The next essential step taken by the discipline was the formulation of a general theory of structures, a theory that linked all forms of organisation in the world—from physical to cultural phenomena. Although this is a problem that inevitably arises in any discipline, I do not consider myself prepared to resolve it. My goal is more modest: to provide an outline for a general structural description of culture and tentatively to suggest the place of culture among broader and more general forms of organisation.

A DIALOGUE IN DIFFERENT LANGUAGES

A “conversation” between animals of the same species represents communication in a common language. This should be understood in the sense that the receiver in the act of communication extracts from the sounds and gestures directed at him or her only that which contains a fixed meaning—excluding any play of language—although communication between a beast and its victim or between a human hunter and a fox may include deceptive gestures. In all these situations, however, the word (gesture) is inseparable from its denotative meaning. Language is not cut off from behaviour and so constitutes a unified whole with it. Consequently, there is no need for an excessively broad, let alone self-evolving, lexicon. Speech is an exchange of signals. 

Human dialogue is of a fundamentally different nature, although an exchange of signals is also inevitably present in verbalisation among people as part of a complex system of dialogue. The memory of animals is either inherited or constructed by selecting what is the same among individual creatures. Human memory is individual or, more precisely, it consists of a complex hierarchical structure situated somewhere between the memory of the species and the memory of the individual—something informative for “me alone.” The element of individuality in verbalisation introduces into any human dialogue a degree of problematised understanding; every human dialogue becomes conversation in languages that are only to some extent equivalent to one another. Describing a dialogical structure presents enormous difficulties. However, this structure forms the basis of human communication.


A herd of animals represents a mass of discrete beings possessing a unity that does not entertain discrete individuality or conflicts between individual and collective behaviour. The concept of individual behaviour simply makes no sense. Among humans, mass behaviour (this expression will be used in order to avoid the term “herd” mentality) essentially contains within itself the idea of conflict and struggle with individual behaviour.


The expression “kaplei l’eshsia s massami” [“like a drop you flow with the masses”] (Maiakovskii 1958, VIII: 305) describes a specific sociological model that in principle cannot be implemented in actual human behaviour. The behaviour of discrete individuals comes together to form mass behaviours that move along an axis stretching between individual behaviour and group behaviour. In reality, neither pole of behaviour is attainable in a pure state. They represent tendencies. Only moments of the greatest collective strain can produce such an unconditional unity. 

But here we are confronted with the difference between zero individuality of behaviour, which is a secondary result of the suppression of natural tendencies in man, and the absence of individual behaviour among animals. The tension between general group behaviour (inherited, biological or collective/psychological) and individual behaviour is an inevitable constant of human life.


Therefore, any real behaviour, be it gestural or verbal, appears as a unity only from the position of its decoding. For the observer pursuing other ends, a given act of behaviour always appears as a collection of variegated and constantly-shifting signs. Uniformity always raises questions concerning the relativity of codes and of the agreement over what carries meaning in a given text and what lies outside the realm of meaning. We most frequently perceive as meaningful either that which recurs or that which does not recur. Although both recurring and non-recurring events can be perceived as meaningful, they are by nature different. 

Events that occur with some regularity are usually not seen as events. These constitute what chroniclers used to describe with the expression “quiet times” or with the absence of a date. Regularly recurring events highlight the general characteristics of everyday life, while individual events make the news.


Therefore, individual events appear to result from the intrusion of a certain force situated outside the given structure and, from the point of view of that structure, non-existent (unknown, unnecessary or even unimplied). It may be a catastrophe, the unexpected intrusion of previously unknown forces, a miraculous event, or anything that cannot be predicted within the limits of a given system. 


If the model we have constructed encompasses its own universe in its entirety, in the real world we are always confronted with the presence of the other—another person, one not implied by the given system (the man outside the system), or another structure, another world. The cultural function of the other person and the other world is exceptionally important for they invade the “everyday world,” to use Pushkin’s words, “like a wayward comet among the calculated orbits of the heavenly bodies” (III: 112). Every culture creates its own system of “rejects,” or outcasts—those who do not fit within the system and who find themselves simply excluded by a strict systemic accounting. The intrusion of the nonsystemic into a system constitutes one of the most important sources for the transformation of a static model into a dynamic one.


A system without an outside observer is entirely locked within its own structure; it has no specific character. The universal cannot have specific characteristics. Insofar as the “otherness” lying outside a system is thought of as unusual, it is attributed with the qualities of uniqueness and distinctiveness. The shift in point of view to a position somewhat outside oneself allows one to see the specific character of the ordinary. The conventional system that defined everything outside the borders of Rome as barbarian, excluding it from the realm of culture, inevitably identified the Roman with all that was right. “One’s own” loses its specific character when it becomes universally correct and dissolves into general categories of human culture. It is no coincidence that the earliest descriptions of the uniqueness of this or that culture are produced by foreigners. The position of “the other” describes the natural as unique. 


The opposite is also possible. When a person is torn from his milieu, he immerses himself in an “other” world precisely because he is in search of the unusual, the abnormal, the irregular. Such was the position of the Romantics. “One’s own” was perceived as vulgar, devoid of character, common, containing nothing unexpected. Passage into the realm of the “other” was thought of as a renewal. 

We will touch upon this essential element in the transformation of systems in greater detail later on. We are now speaking of an imaginary passage. Breaking away from one’s own accustomed milieu actually takes place in the realm of self-appraisal. Severing ties with the vulgar world of the commonplace, an individual constructs its antithesis, which then becomes his or her reality. A real passage to a new world does not occur.


And so, for example, if for the Enlightenment thinkers of the eighteenth century the accent was placed on the individual’s immersion in the natural world, for the Romantics tragic isolation became the central theme. An entire string of Romantic plotlines from Byron to Pushkin and Baratynsky was dedicated to the hero’s rupture with one world and the impossibility of his being absorbed into another. However, we are more interested here in examples from real life than from literature. Let us turn our attention to two tragic figures in Russian culture: Vladimir Pecherin (1807–1885) and Alexander Herzen (1812–1870).


Pecherin, one of the most gifted figures in Russia of the first half of the nineteenth century, created his life in the ideal image of the “Russian wanderer.” Abandoning a brilliant academic career, he travelled an arduous spiritual path that took him from a fascination with the ideas of utopian socialism to orthodox religiosity—he became a Jesuit. He died in Ireland. His entire life was a series of disillusionments characterised by a tortured casting-off and, more importantly, by the renunciation of all that was his own. Almost from childhood he was inwardly oriented toward the foreign; he ran from all that was familiar. This was one of the most consistent features of the Romantic hero. Consider Pushkin’s words regarding the prisoner of the Caucasus:

Отступник света, друг природы,

Покинул он родной предел
И в край далекий полетел
С веселым призраком свободы.


[Society’s renegade, friend of nature,


He abandoned his native land


And flew to a far-off place 


With the merry ghost of liberty.] (IV: 95)

Compare this to Pushkin’s verses about himself:

[...] Я вас бежал, отечески края [...]


[...I escaped you, my native land...] (II: 147)

and:

Лети, корабль, неси меня к пределам дальным
По грозной прихоти обманчивых морей, 



 Но только не к брегам печальным 

Туманной родины моей [...]


[Ship, fly, carry me to distant lands


On the awesome whim of the deceitful seas,



Only not to the sad shores


Of my misty homeland...] (II: 146)


However, what was a literary pose for the Romantic poet—Romantic self-fashioning in the realm of poetry—became for Pecherin a practical, real-life plan. Utopian socialism, penniless wandering, conversion to Catholicism and ordination as a Jesuit, his subsequent break with the Jesuits, immersion in monastic service to the sick and the unfortunate—this is far from a complete enumeration of the various stages in Pecherin’s tragic life. One psychological detail especially important here is that Pecherin’s entire life was one of ruptures and disillusionments. Most essential for Pecherin was not how much he took on but rather how much he cast off. Pecherin’s tragic life was always a journey “from” to a far greater extent than it was a journey “toward.” The hero of the Pecherin variety values himself (not without the influence of the psychology of Romanticism) as an exceptional individual, an outcast, situated outside all social groups.


Herzen’s worldview, in contrast to Pecherin’s, was marked by firmness of conviction and inner logic. But we more interested here in cultural psychology than in anyone’s Weltanschauung. Herzen, like Pecherin, broke with the world, at first with the Russian world in Russia, then with the Western world in the West. He created a somewhat ideal model of “Russian socialism” based on a certain hostility toward reality and an appeal to a political program the value of which consisted precisely in its unreality. Moreover, the confrontation of observation and healthy realism with utopian views of the future was not characteristic of Herzen alone.


The need to break with reality forms the psychological foundation of Russian emigration as a historical phenomenon. The desire to escape persecution and to find a safe place to live always occupied a secondary role in Russian emigration. More fundamental was the desire to be absorbed into a strange world where it was possible to create a utopian reflection of the émigré’s own world. Various groups of Russian émigrés in the nineteenth century stigmatised one another for being isolated from reality, and they sincerely strove to free themselves from that stigma as they would from an annoying defect. But in fact this isolation constituted the very essence of the phenomenon of emigration. Moreover, it represents a particular instance of the process by which “one’s own” changes places with the “foreign”: “one’s own” is perceived as “foreign,” and the “foreign” as “one’s own.”


This process has serious implications. The constant shifting between “one’s own” and the “foreign” and the “foreign” and “one’s own” is one of the most fundamental mechanisms in the evolution of cultures. The “foreign,” however, must be understood here as a construction produced by one’s own culture and belonging to it.


The processes we have discussed above have in fact a predictable character although they are experienced by those who take part in them as unpredictable. They are, as a rule, predictable processes turned inside out and easily read only in hindsight. A stable system defines the behaviour of the collective as a whole while its antithesis is ascribed to a particular individual. This introduces dynamism and relativity into the perception of the existing system.


In real historical processes, as we have already noted, we must deal not just with one but with at least two different cultural systems that are essentially “foreign” to one another. Actually there is always a multitude of different systems before us. Some of them are at least relatively close to one another and mutually translatable. Other systems function in opposition to one another due precisely to their mutual untranslatability. The real mechanism that lends culture its dynamic character is produced when the space of culture is saturated with languages that are to various degrees related and mutually translatable, on the one hand, and with languages that are to various degrees unrelated and mutually untranslatable, on the other. This creates a system of enormous internal variation and, consequently, of vast internal reserves of information. Within the framework of this system, a process of evolution occurs that demands significant internal reserves. This process, however, occurs within the boundaries of normalcy, or at least within the limits of a certain predictability, and has a peaceful, evolutionary character. Explosive processes are of a fundamentally different nature.

EXPLOSIVE PROCESSES

Processes that are cyclical and evolve gradually do not create unpredictable situations. From this point of view, predictable situations cannot produce something fundamentally new. In the usual sense of the word, novelty is the result of an essentially unpredictable situation. An unpredictable situation is not an event that is excluded from known cause-and-effect relationships; predictability is defined by the level of our observations. That which appears in a given situation to be fundamentally impossible is clearly excluded from the sphere of predictability. We view as predictable that bundle of probable events each possessing the same probability of being realised in the future. The moment of explosion breaks the chain of cause and effect, causing an entire area to rise up and a collection of identically probable events to come into view. Following from the logic of the preceding developments, it is essentially impossible to predict which of those events will actually occur.


The moment of explosion is situated at the intersection of the past and the future and appears as if out of time.
 And so the nature of the explosion changes according to the position of the observer describing it. Viewing the moment of explosion forward along a chronological axis, we become observers of a whole bundle of identically-probable events and of the various evolutionary paths the system might take in the more distant future. At the moment Georges d’Anthès began to pull the trigger, not only were Pushkin’s survival and death equally probable but so were all the unwritten works of the poet that were lying in a state of potential within him. If Pushkin had pulled the trigger a little sooner and killed d’Anthès before he had a chance to shoot, not only would the collected works of the poet be of a different size and quality, written by a different person, but it is very possible that other extremely important events may have occurred in the history of Russia. 

Every time history lays probability on the table, we find ourselves at the intersection of several different paths. The interpretation of regularity as fatalism (and this is precisely the meaning of the well-known formula “freedom is the recognition of necessity”) actually excludes the unpredictable.
 The entire historical process is viewed as movement along a one-way track, and the only option to riding the rails is derailment. 


Such a view is naturally the result of the fact that the discipline of history was created by philosophers and historians. The historian, by definition, is one who examines events looking backward. The historian sets forth events, viewing them from the perspective of their having already taken place. The approach itself already deforms the material. Reality changes with the point of view employed to examine it. When looking from the present to the past, we see a single chain of completed events. But when we look to the future from the present, we see in this present a bundle of equally probable possibilities. 

All possibilities that “can occur” are held in potential in the present. Not a single historic battle, not a single event, regardless of whether it takes place at the level of collective or individual history, can be simply predicted at the moment of explosion. But just look at such things from the present to the past, and everything that did not actually occur is eliminated from consideration. Might Napoleon have been victorious at Waterloo? The answer to that question will be determined by the point of view of the observer.


Explosive processes represent the actualisation of one out of a series of equally probable possibilities from the bundle. This moment of actualisation is also the moment at which indeterminacy is exhausted; with the next round of events the mechanism for retrospective interpretation is once again established in terms of cause-and-effect relationships. 

The fact that possibilities are inexhaustible at the moment of an explosion imparts limitless informativity to the process —it cannot be predicted. At the same time, the explosion carries the process over into another normative system so that any turning back in the opposite direction is also impossible. This is not only understandable, it is also obvious from the study of historical processes, which in essence do not acknowledge the symmetry between forward and backward movement. This process, however, which Ilya Prigogine traced at the level of physical, chemical, and biological normativity, alters its essential character when consciousness is introduced. The unpredictable element becomes an act, is unavoidably subjected to interpretation, and is attributed with additional motivation after the fact. Let’s look at an example. A growing interest in mechanics was one of the characteristic features of French culture in the eighteenth century. It was linked in turn to a general desire in that period to explain all mechanisms (historical, biological, and psychological) in terms of mechanics. A parallel process—but one not directly caused by it—resulted in attempts by pedagogues in the eighteenth century to raise children according to the laws of physical labour. In the spirit of the age these ideas were linked to a sense of approaching radical social change and to the concept of an ideal society, which for Rousseauians was based on shared labour. 

It is a fact that the Russian ambassador in London, the conservative Anglophile Count Semen Vorontsov, taught his son Mikhail (“Mishen’ka,” as Karamzin called him) metalworking. He was motivated by the belief that there would soon be a revolution in Russia and that his son, now a citizen of the Kaluga or Tula district, would never want for bread. In a similar incident, the French Jacobin Charles-Gilbert Romme, a tutor to Count Grigory Stroganov, raised his pupil to be a worthy citizen of the future republic. However, neither Stroganov, who would later become a member of Alexander I’s circle and a decorated participant in the wars with Napoleon, nor Vorontsov, “half-lord, half-merchant” (in Pushkin’s estimation [II: 317]), would ever have to use their metalworking skills.


There is also a very different story involving this Enlightenment diversion. Louis XVI was a master of metalworking and a specialist in the field of mechanics. A legend attributes to him corrections to the blueprints of Dr. Joseph-Ignace Guillotin, the inventor of the decapitating device. The guillotine project, however, is only one of many inventions that so fascinated the age. The fact that Louis XVI took part in the discussion of a machine that was to play such a fateful role in his own destiny is purely coincidental. In a certain sense it was also a coincidence that this means of execution would become a symbol of the French Revolution (whereas the technical aspects of the execution of the king during the English Civil War never assumed any symbolic dimensions). What is not coincidental is the interpretation of these facts in a retrospective historical confrontation with events.


To reiterate, the explosion represented by equally-plausible possibilities throws chance into the cultural arena. At such a moment all possibilities are equally plausible, and it is essentially impossible to predict their sequel. This is linked to the fact that the explosion itself involves a sphere that was previously situated outside the boundaries of the given culture, which was inaccessible by the usual paths. 


The moment of explosion is not only the point at which new possibilities take shape but also the point at which one becomes conscious of another reality, a moment of dislocation and of the reinterpretation of memory. One must, however, take into account the fact that explosions in the depths of a culture may be of varying force and may encompass different portions of the cultural sphere. Some will remain local events, leaving their trace in isolated processes, while others will impose their language on an entire age. The latter events possess an especially powerful influence because, as they move from one sphere to another, they are accompanied by incorrect translations. Such explosions force precise concepts to be replaced by metaphors.


For example, the word “revolution” was originally introduced into scientific parlance to signify abrupt geological shifts. At the end of the eighteenth century this term entered the socio-political realm and played an enormous role there due precisely to the inexactness of its definition, which left room for a wide range of additional meanings. Later, after having been assigned to the social realm, this quasi-terminological image spread throughout the whole of cultural history, becoming a model for both scientific and popular descriptions of various periods. As mentioned above, the peculiar nature of cultural processes manifests itself when different phenomena are given names and acquire their own reality. This reality in turn invades the original object and transforms it into its own image and likeness.

PEOPLE: THE CROWD AND THE FOLK

Reflection on the nature of the collective, the masses, human solidarity, and their relationship to the individual enters in some form or another into all socio-philosophical theories. Such reflection is basically organised around the initial premise that the unity of the individual and the masses is possible (or impossible) and desirable (or tragic). The individual and the masses—of which the crowd and the folk are synonyms within this frame of reference—are posited as the two starting points of any social system. The space between them, it is assumed, encompasses everything that is given to the individual in the realm of social structures. Within this space one can situate the Romantic mindset, with its hymn to the individual, and its variants (the Decadent and any other world view centred around the cult of the individual), as well as all varieties of collectivism, which counter the apotheosis of the individual with the cult of the masses. The latter is portrayed as the personification of the unity of like members, 


рука миллионнопалая, 

сжатая

 в один 



громящий кулак
[a one million fingered hand 

clenched 

in a single 

driving fist] (Maiakovskii 1957, VI: 266).


Diverse philosophical and artistic ideas appear over the course of centuries to have exhausted all possible variations in the concrete interpretation of this antithesis. One characteristic, however, remains constant: the plural form for the masses and the singular for the individual. This opposition of the singular to the plural can be supplemented with the opposition of the first person to the third:





I—WE





I—THEY





HE—WE

However, no real human we or they consists of geometrically, physiologically, or psychologically identical units. The collective is always a very complex synthesis of similarities and differences. It is simultaneously I and they. The loss of one of these extremes destroys the synthesis, transforming it into either a coincidental unity of unrelated and unrelatable particles or into a crowd suppressing the I of each individual. Nevertheless, in certain situations one or the other tendency will dominate.


Let’s look at an extreme case: the army of the Russian tsar Paul I in the eighteenth century. In certain cases the army as a collective artificially approximates the ideal of perfect unity and mutual replaceability. This military-bureaucratic ideal, however, is in opposition to the actual diversity of the human material. The victory of the former is achieved only at the cost of cruel force. It is an essentially impossible task as is every attempt to force life into a strict theoretical norm. When the military ceremonial ideal was achieved through the application of cruel force (there is the famous rule of Grand Duke Konstantin Pavlovich concerning the education of soldiers: “Beat seven, promote one”), then the army formed in such a manner loses its battleworthiness. It becomes an end in itself, a toy. As soon as it came to the real demands of war, it was necessary to abandon the mania for ceremony. Recall the remark made by Tsar Alexander I after leading his victorious army on parade through Paris in 1813: “The war has ruined the army for me.” This was an army that was not only unfit for war—it hadn’t been created for that purpose—it was essentially a “theatre of a single actor.” 

Paul I sought to organise the entire life of his empire according to the model of his army. Consider his remark to a French diplomat who, having arrived late to the mounting of the guard, offered the excuse that he’d been in conversation with the emperor’s grandees (“avec les grands”): “Sachez qu’à ma cour il n’y a de grand que celui à qui je parle et pendant que je lui parle” [In Russia only he who is in conversation with the emperor is grand, and only for the length of the conversation] (Viazemskii 1929: 95–96).
 However, this utopia of “heroic despotism” was, in principle, able to exist only in the imagination of its creator. It could not be realised in practical life regardless of the bloody sacrifices that were made for its sake. It existed in the realm of the imagination.


No less unattainable was the Romantic ideal of sublime individualism:

[...] Он меж людьми ни раб, ни властелин, 

И всё, что чувствует, он чувствует один!


[Among men, he was neither serf nor lord,


And all that he feels, he feels alone!]

(Lermontov 1954: 63)


Such solitude in actuality implies a position whereby certain existing individuals “don’t count”; it is as if they weren’t there. As Tatiana writes to Onegin: 


Вообрази: я здесь одна, 


Никто меня не понимает [...]


[Imagine: I am here alone,


No one understands me...] 

(Pushkin, EO, 3, XXXI) 

From her Romantic viewpoint, her mother, sister, nurse, neighbours and servants “don’t count.” Every socio-cultural system creates its own hierarchy of exclusions. Recall the words of Aleksandr Tvardovsky:

Города сдают солдаты, 

Генералы их берут.


[Soldiers surrender cities,


Generals take them.]

(Tvardovskii 1978: 198)


Every attempt to put a Romantic model into practice involves consigning some group of existing individuals to the category of the “socially nonexistent.” Such concepts as “individual” and “collective” are defined by the meaning of the entire structure in which they are located.


Imagine a certain group in which each member, regardless of the situation, behaves in exactly the same way as every other member, automatically selecting the same reaction from his or her set of possible actions. Such a mass is a herd. The formation of a herd is one possible variant of human behaviour. A herd organisation arises involuntarily and is facilitated by the number of participants. By creating inertia, it suppresses the individual’s ability to choose his or her own behaviour. Not every mass grouping of people, however, is a herd. 

Ideal herd behaviour represents an entire configuration of relevant elements, such as the acts, laments, poses, concepts, tastes, and tactics of every participant. The individual is permitted to enter only the realm of the irrelevant. This type of behaviour is effective in those situations in which individual power must be increased as many times as there are people in the crowd. This quantitative increase in power was described in the thirteenth century by the author of The Prayer of Daniel the Recluse as “a mighty beast that has no head” (Dmitriev and Likhachev 1980: 392). This ideal of power is incarnated in the image of the giant. The individual that finds him or herself in such a collective resembles an animal.


Authentic revolution, which transforms a herd of beasts into a human society, is characterised by the emergence of a structure based on the principles of the isomorphism between parts and the whole, and among the parts themselves. A human structure is not the sum of its parts. Two principles lie at its foundation. One of these principles is based on unity and contains an early form of the collective. It can be combined, however, with an essentially different type of organisation. 

The isomorphism between the whole and all its parts means that any part in isolation and all the parts together are to a certain degree alike. Isomorphism is a basic mathematical concept, but it is also one of the fundamental concepts of human culture in general. In part, it serves to define the relationship between man and deity. Man is in the likeness of God and so at least to some degree can be equated with him. This similarity permits man ideally to raise himself to the level of God, while allowing God, in the image of God-Man, to assume a human likeness. Consider the following lines by Gavriil Derzhavin:

Я телом в прахе истлеваю, 

Умом громам повелеваю,

[...] я червь—я бог! 


[In the flesh I decay into dust


In the mind I enjoin the thunder,

[...] I am a worm, I am a god!]

(Derzhavin 1933:107)

Here Derzhavin situates man’s divine image in his reason. (And so, it is not surprising that his contemporaries suspected the influence of Lutheranism.)


A collective, created out of the unity of parts of the same type, is culture—which essentially distinguishes man from animal.

A THINKING STRUCTURE

As a structure, a human collective is ambivalent by its very nature. On the one hand, it is one with all structures—from the most elementary particles to the most complex formations lying outside the individual. On the other hand, it possesses many highly specific features. We have already mentioned one of these—the substitution of linear movement for cyclical. However, there is another, more essential one.


As already noted above, human structures are formed as a unity made up of elements, each one individually identical to the whole. And every element appears in two hypostases. As an individual unit, it resembles the whole and bears within itself all of the essential characteristics of the whole. Such essential features of the human personality as consciousness, responsibility, and decision-making are the sum of the ethical qualities belonging to every individual. And so the individual is, in this respect, similar to all humanity, bearing personal responsibility for it, assuming its general sins, and transferring his or her own sins onto humanity. The individual’s personal resemblance to humanity forms the fundamental difference between the individual and all other structures contained within the collective. At this level, quantity plays no role and the individual unit proves to be isomorphic to the whole.


At the same time, the individual realises him or herself to be only a part of the collective. If from the first point of view the individual appears as a whole and the very category of scale is replaced by the concept of resemblance, then from the second point of view the individual realises him or herself to be a part, a unit, with the rest of humanity situated in the denominator. Here the quantitative indicator is activated and behaviours become the basis of a sense of partition and participation. The individual experiences him or herself simultaneously as a whole made in the likeness of the universal and as a part, which forms the basis of human self-consciousness. Self-consciousness is not an “exterior” superstructure but the organising reality of everyday human life.


In various ethical systems the idea has been firmly established that in a moral sense the individual is situated somewhere between collectivism and egoism, or, in other words, between a herd mentality and individualism. With all the different values attributed to these oppositional extremes by various thinkers in various philosophical systems, the principle of antithesis itself remains a constant: we is opposed to I, forming the two polar and mutually-exclusive limits of human ethics. 

The structure created according to this model, however, is distinguished by its incompleteness. The reduction of an essentially triadic model to a binary one is made at too great a cost. It is not surprising then that a rigidly binary model is so conducive to displays of intolerance and destructive social emotions. Expressed with classic completeness in the formula “If you’re not with us, you’re against us,” this model historically comes to the surface whenever creativity is pushed aside by destruction.


On its bio-historical path humankind was granted an initial duality. This is the duality of sex, which then reproduces itself historically along a trail of binary oppositions. This initial binariness, however, can exist only to the extent to which it undergoes self-negation and is transformed into either a triadic structure or a unitary one. The biological continuation of the species, which is potentially set up by the difference of the sexes, can occur only if that difference is transformed into a unity with a triadic structure. The Holy Trinity represents the ideal triadic model. At its base is a binary opposition between the material and the spiritual that is cancelled by a higher unity, thus forming a triadic image as a higher plenitude. 


The principle of the triadic in structural relations is universal and can be traced through all levels and stages of culture.


This is not the only principle, however. The antithesis of a binary opposition can likewise be negated by an absolute unity. Then the sublation—Aufhebung in Hegelian terminology—of an initial binary opposition by an ideal unity is proclaimed the essence of progress. Here one might recall the image of the androgyne that developed in Ancient philosophy as the personification of wholeness, as well as of an entire chain of political concepts representing absolutism, despotism, and autocracy as ideal structures of human society.


The older generation of Russians may recall the ethical tension surrounding sexual issues among Russian youth during the Revolutionary period. The dominant mood in Komsomol circles was rather ascetic. Isolated attempts to justify sensual freedom as one form of the liberation of the individual failed to receive widespread support and were perceived as effects of “bourgeois influence.” “Comradely” relations with women became a slogan, reducing women to yesterday’s victims of oppression (oppression incarnated in the family and marriage). Women had to be liberated and made equal to men, and that equality was perceived as liberation from women’s particular nature. 

When girls cut off their braids, it ritually marked their passage into full human dignity. (It is no coincidence that this happened at the same time men were cutting off their braids in China as that country moved toward “liberation,” a popular topic in post-revolutionary Russia.) Initiation into a collective—entrance into a political cell, the army, or a partisan detachment—is accompanied by certain obligatory acts, such as separation from one’s family (“a petty-bourgeois stronghold”) and the public ritual of cutting off one’s hair and donning men’s clothing (as a rule, riding breeches)—all of which was associated with the Romantic complex of the Ewig-weibliche, or the ‘eternal feminine.’ This tradition has historical roots. “Joining the nihilists” in the 1860s was also accompanied by ritual haircutting, running away from home, donning men’s clothes, and assuming a profession traditionally considered “indecent” for women, such as various medical professions.


The situation is further complicated by the fact that a model of self-description must also be introduced into the structure of a culture. Historically, we encounter a whole series of cases in which triadic systems describe themselves in the language of binary oppositions—or vice versa. 

For example, the Russian medieval model includes within itself several relatively independent substructures, such as the church, the principality, the city, and so on. However, the consciousness of the Russian Middle Ages was subjected to a strict binary opposition. The entire ideological realm was sharply divided into the world of sin and the world of salvation. The whole sphere of secular reality belonged to sin whereas the church, perceived as the earthly manifestation of the divine world, served as a distinctive spatial sign of the sacred and stood in opposition to sinfulness in all its diversity. From this follows the notion of the illusory nature of the earthly realm and of the higher reality of the spiritual. This was reflected in the obligatory taking of monastic vows by the grand duke on his deathbed. The world lies in sin and is subject to judgement and so is in need of protectors among those who are no longer of this world to pray to God for its sake. Such a sharp binary opposition resulted in the constant oscillation between sin and holiness in the earthly realm of politics. The tsar was viewed as a saint having assumed earthly power, or as a sinner having seized it. The opposition allowed for no neutral position. 

The Western medieval model was formed at the intersection of Christian ideals and the Roman juridical heritage. The essential characteristic of this model was its triadic nature, which was formed at the crossroads of sin and holiness, on the one hand, and law and lawlessness, on the other. In Russia the authority of the law rested on its identification with divine truth. In Europe it existed autonomously and was supported by Roman tradition. The centuries-long conflict between the emperor and the Church—as two institutions having different sources of power but enjoying the same highly-valued authority—was impossible in Russia where the formula “there is no power but of God” (Romans 13: 1) was taken as a literal truth. 


Languages of self-description are incorporated into models that have taken shape historically and create the possibility for interpreting reality in different ways. Shifting to the realm of art complicates the picture even further. The laws of truth are here interwoven with the laws of play.


Art occupies a special place in the system of meaning-generating mechanisms. Its significance is based on the essential untranslatability of art into non-artistic languages. This untranslatability, however, does not prevent but rather stimulates continuous attempts at nonequivalent translation. These translations then serve as mechanisms for generating new meanings. They may take one of two main directions. The first involves the nonequivalent translation from one artistic language into a non-artistic language and back. Non-artistic languages, too, are many and varied. They can be divided into natural languages and languages of different logical-cognitive structures.


Another layer is formed by the fact that the very concept of a “language of art” has never been unified. In reality art always speaks in a variety of languages. And these languages situate themselves in relation to incomplete translatability or complete untranslatability. 


It is precisely the translatability of the untranslatable that produces a high degree of tension, creating the conditions for an explosion in meaning. The impossibility of the unambiguous translation of the language of poetry into the language of painting or even, it would seem, into the more closely-related languages of theatre or cinematography, functions as a source for generating new meanings. 

Every form of art serves as a means not only of saying the same thing in different ways but also of modelling reality, and so different mutually-untranslatable artistic languages produce fundamentally nonequivalent models of reality. The “excessive” variety of art forms is linked to the fact that we do not have at our disposal a single means that might serve as a basic universal model of reality in all its enormity. Similarly, just as different sciences deal with different aspects of life and cannot be replaced by a single universal science, so different art forms create different mutually-untranslatable images of reality. The essence of artistic cognition is located in the explosion in meaning that arises at the intersection of non-intersecting (in other situations) images of reality. 

Inspiration is that moment of creative, emotional, and intellectual tension when a case of untranslatability is transformed by explosion into a case of translatability. This always occurs in an individual consciousness—after which the collective consciousness makes use of the results. Inspiration, which is a result of the highest creative tension, has the character of an outburst and invariably alternates with less tension-filled creative moments. Pushkin, with his characteristic clarity of thought, wrote: 

I write and reflect. A large part of the scenes [of Boris Godunov—Ju. L.] demand only thought; when I approach a scene that demands inspiration, I wait for it or I skip the scene. (XIII: 542) 

Pushkin’s words are interesting in another respect. Pushkin opposes the poetry of clarity to its Romantic antithesis, “the madness of poetry”: 

Inspiration? It is the disposition of the soul to the liveliest perception of impressions followed by a quick understanding of ideas, which aids in their explanation. (XI:41)

And so, concrete definitions of inspiration may be directly contradictory. The only constant is the opposition of the sensation of explosion, of instantaneous enlightenment, to the ordinary.


How does cultural evolution take place? By gradations or by explosions? The French historical school that takes “the long view of history”—l’histoire de la longue durée—could be placed among the most productive movements in the contemporary humanities.
 The historians of this school have placed at the forefront the study of slow processes, gradual, unnoticeable changes, as well as the unchanging aspects of historical reality. 

In their struggle with neo-Romantic concepts that exaggerate the role of unexpected events and the actions of discrete individuals, they have focused their attention on anonymous and stable phenomena. Their approach is innovative in that they are creating a history for that which until now had none. A series of works have dealt with the anonymous, quotidian, traditional aspects of life based on material from French and, in part, Italian history.


The value of this movement, which has become very popular in the field of history, is related to the novelty of the material studied and of the methodological approach used to study it. Its methodological position, however, has resulted in the expulsion of explosive processes—which represent the exact opposite of the “long view”—to a place beyond the borders of the movement.


The Tartu-Moscow School took the opposite path. The French School arose from the depths of the academic discipline of history and so it was natural for this school to move from the traditional realm of history into the sphere of non-history, or actually, beyond history. The Tartu-Moscow School was initially based in the study of language and so the desire to go beyond the limits of strict linguistic structures was only to be expected. The French and Tartu-Moscow Schools began from opposite points, and this foreordained the different directions taken in their evolution. 

For the Tartu-Moscow School the shift from gradual processes to explosive moments was determined when the centre of scholarly attention was relocated from the field of linguistics to the semiotics of art. Art is a child of explosion. The work of art is born in a moment of explosion and cannot be understood without taking into account the very nature of that birth. In this way, the study of processes of long duration (longue durée), which continue over centuries, and the study of outbursts, which fall outside of time, represent two aspects of historical analysis. They do not exclude but rather imply the other’s existence. 

SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

Science and technology are indissolubly linked. Moreover, they are combined in our consciousness into a single indivisible phrase. This combination is so unshakeable that it is characteristic to assume that these two words mean generally the same thing and are in a relationship of strict interdependence: Where there is more technology, science develops more successfully, and the level of science is measured in technological achievements.


Technology and science are indeed closely linked. They are linked, however, not because they are synonymous but because they are antithetical. The development of one may stimulate the success of the other although it may, just as easily, slow it down or even stop it altogether. In the general process of culture, science and technology serve different functions.


Technology is linked to gradual processes. It is not surprising then that technological progress can be predicted. The necessity or the possibility of a certain technological development is foreseen, for example, in popular scientific literature. Consider the almost prophetic predictions of Jules Verne concerning a wide variety of technological discoveries.


Science, on the other hand, is associated with periods of explosion. A scientific discovery is always unexpected. Moreover, its importance is measured by the degree to which it was unexpected. This is illustrated by several well-known historical cases in which a certain technical discovery occurs and takes root in practice while its scientific significance remains unrecognised by its contemporaries. 


For example, gunpowder was used for many years in China as material for holiday fireworks. The same can be said about a great number of “unnoticed” discoveries; they invade everyday life as playthings (the invention of cinematography, for example), minor technical refinements, and so on. But the time comes when they are discovered for a second time as something unexpected. They burrow into our lives and produce radical changes. A curious transformation takes place: As technical refinements, they are anonymous, while as scientific inventions, they bear the name of their creator. 

No one knows (or feels the need to know) who invented gunpowder in China as a pyrotechnic toy or who invented the printing press. However, the need to know the name of the individual who invented gunpowder for artillery is so great it has generated myths. Our consciousness of the fact that what lies before us is not a technical refinement but an invention that has altered whole spheres of human life forces us to ascribe to it at least a mythological inventor. A discovery is always personal. Here, for example, lies the fundamental difference between the work of Einstein in the realm of physics and the technological inventions of the creator of the atom bomb. 


Pushkin, in the last period of his creative work, after having meditated on the most profound laws of history, thought of an exceptionally interesting plot for an historical drama. It was, perhaps, a clever remark by Rivarol that served as the stimulus: “L’imprimerie est l’artillerie de la pensée” [The printing press is the artillery of thought] (Rivarol 1808: 44). 

Pushkin’s draft, known by the tentative title Scenes from Chivalrous Times, was to have been dedicated to the historical explosion that occurred between the Age of Chivalry and the Modern Period. It is important that a real explosion—the invention of artillery—became for Pushkin an image that symbolically expressed the idea of historical explosion.


The play was to have begun with a scene of a peasant revolt. Franz, the “good-for-nothing” son of petty bourgeois parents, is driven from home by his father for having behaved in opposition to the norms of his class. Franz’s renegade nature results from his being a poet. The poet for Pushkin, as for Marina Tsvetaeva, is first and foremost an Individual, one who finds him or herself “outside” rather than “inside.” And so immediately one is presented with the image of an outcast, an individual who has fallen outside the norms of his or her “own” life. The law of the individual is opposed to the laws of social classes. Everyone around Franz behaves “correctly” while he is the repository of “incorrect” behaviour. A petty bourgeois by birth, he dreams of glory and is in love with the sister of a knight. 

Driven from his father’s house, he enters the household of the knight with the hope of winning for himself the spurs of a nobleman and the heart of a lady. Franz’s chivalric dreams collide with chivalric reality. Reduced to a common servant, mocked and rejected by his lady, he becomes the leader of a peasant rebellion. Armed with scythes, the peasants attack the knights but prove powerless against armour and helmets and are defeated. Taken prisoner, Franz is sentenced to a life-time of captivity in the knight’s castle: 

Rothenfeld: And so it is. We will not hang him—we will lock him up in prison, and I give my word of honour he will not leave until the walls of my castle rise up in the air and fly away. (VII: 240) 

With this, the completed portion of the drama ends, but Pushkin’s plans were preserved, allowing us to evaluate possible continuations of the plot. At various stages of Pushkin’s work on the tragedy, the image of the prisoner in the castle splits in two. At first, it seems he was to have been the monk Schwartz, the inventor of gunpowder. However, it was absolutely essential that gunpowder be for Pushkin’s hero only a secondary result of scientific research. Schwartz is interested in truth incarnated in the most mysterious scientific questions. In one of the early variants of the drama we find a plan for the following scene: 

Schwartz is looking for the philosopher’s stone—Caliban,
 his neighbour laughs at him. He eats through his wealth in empty hope—

Schw[artz]: No, I search not for riches but for truth; I have no need for riches—



Why are you searching for gold—



I search for the solution to a problem—



If you find gold, you will live idly—

No, I will began to search for how to square the circle—



What is that, perhaps...

[Added below: the Perpetuum mobile] (VII: 346–347)


Read in the light of the extant drafts, the final words of the knight who has sentenced the poet to life in prison must have been intended to have symbolic meaning. That which seemed impossible in the Age of Chivalry becomes a reality in the new century. Schwartz, a scientist, the inventor of gunpowder, leads a new peasant rebellion. But this time the common folk who attack the knights are armed not with scythes but with gunpowder. The castle flies into air, and the poet escapes from prison.


For Pushkin, however, this is not the end of the story but only an intermediate phase. In the spirit of Shakespeare Pushkin evidently thought to unite historicism with the fantastic. According to this plan, the drama should have ended with the appearance of Faust on the tail of Mephistopheles, the symbol of critical reason, which brought with it the printing press—the artillery of the new age.


The opposition of science and technology inspired Karel Čapek to offer an ironic conclusion to the problem that had so disturbed Pushkin. In Čapek’s Apocryphal Tales we find a story, “The Punishment of Prometheus,” that is dedicated to our theme. The basis of the plot is a lawsuit against the inventor of fire. The council investigating the crime of Prometheus, who discovered fire for man, accuses him at one and the same time of having broken the laws of the sacred by inventing an unprecedented novelty—fire—that can be made only by the gods, and of having deceived people by presenting that which could be made by any man as an unprecedented novelty. 


This double and, it would seem, fundamentally contradictory charge marks the precise boundary of creative innovation in science, as well as in art. Before the creative act takes place, it seems unattainably complex and is ruled out as impossible. But when illuminated by the flame of creative inspiration, the discovery appears simple and natural. It seems so simple to repeat the invention that the question of why it hadn’t been discovered before now appears as an inexplicable mystery.


The story, however, ends unexpectedly. The disputation of the judges gives way to a conversation between a local resident and his son. They discuss the reason for Prometheus’s execution:

“But, Daddy, why did you sentence Prometheus to death?” Hypometheus’s son, Epimetheus, asked him at dinner.

“You wouldn’t understand,” grunted Hypometheus, gnawing at a leg of mutton. “I must say, mutton tastes better roasted than raw; so it seems this fire is good for something, after all.—It was a matter of public interest, you see. Who knows what it might lead to if anyone at all was allowed with no fear of punishment to come across great, new things? Do you see what I mean? But as to this mean, there’s still something missing—I’ve got it!” he shouted joyfully. “Roast mutton should be salted and rubbed with garlic! That’s the way to do it! Now that, son, is a real discovery! You know, a fellow like Prometheus would never have come across that!” (Čapek 1997: 19)


One might add to Čapek’s witty story a historically-evolving doubt. Čapek began the 1930s still filled with an optimistic faith in progress. In the story following the one cited above, “Times Aren’t What They Used To Be,” he presents two old men from the Stone Age grudgingly passing judgement on technological progress (they are indignant over the fact that the young prefer weapons made of bone to those of stone) and on the useless practice of art: 

“Why, it’s a disaster!’ grandpa Janeček burst out vehemently. “Just the other day I spied one of those snot-nose whiners daubing clay on the wall of a cave, in the shape of a bison, if you please. I gave him a clout to the head, but our son says, ‘Let him alone, Dad; why, that bison looks like it’s alive!’ Now that’s really too much!” (Čapek 1997: 24)


Čapek saw no differences between technical inventions and the development of culture. For him they flowed organically into a single concept of progress, progress that by definition is synonymous with goodness and justice. A person at the end of the twentieth century, however, can longer expect goodness from the general progress of science and art with the same assurance as from the achievements of technology. If Čapek, the master of paradox, were alive today, it is not inconceivable he would have continued his first story, ending it with a vindication of the execution of Prometheus.


The optimal evolution of progress requires a harmonious relationship between science and technology. Moreover, these opposing tendencies of the human mind need one another insofar as each plays the role of critic and appreciative observer in relation to the other. In the actual movement of human culture, however, a harmonious relationship between science and technology is a rather rare occurrence. The shifting of society’s attention onto the achievements of technology, which occurred in the twentieth century, has acted as a brake on science because only those aspects of science that are useful to technology from society’s point of view stand out. Technology, however, serves only the present day, or the tomorrow that it creates, while innovative science moves forward according to the logic of explosion. 


Technology with its real, visible results and tangible applications may appear to speak with aggressive pretentiousness in the name of science. This is especially dangerous when the allocation of resources is put into the hands of those with “common sense”—that is, various types of bureaucrat. A particular danger arises under the conditions that result from centralised government planning of science. The existence of something that is not subject to centralised planning, the suggestion that an undiscovered discovery cannot possibly be included in a plan, not only elicits distrust in the bureaucrat, it is perceived as a personal offence. 


Separating science from general cultural movements and confining it to a certain isolated sphere is likewise unproductive—although in the technical world this represents less of a danger if only because the aggressive spread of abstract theory meets with an enormous number of obstacles in today’s world whereas the aggressive spread of practical knowledge lies at its very foundation. It should be noted that technology, which has in today’s world appropriated the lion’s share of practical, financial and, in the end, government resources, penetrates the very foundations of life, making it into a dangerously aggressive phenomenon. By taking advantage of the centuries-old authority of science and the vague notion on the part of government officials that science, although incomprehensible, is nonetheless essential, technology has created its own humble “technical” version of science. 

And so, in the twentieth century a science sprang up around the possible technical applications of atomic energy. The explosion of breakthroughs in theoretical physics gave birth to utterly new practical possibilities, and these possibilities in their turn have stimulated the emergence of a second-rate quasi-science. I refer to it as a quasi-science because it started out with the results it sought; the development of nuclear technology was encouraged not because certain objective problems arose that would have been impossible to solve without this technology. The process developed in the opposite direction: first nuclear technology arose, and then came documentation of the fact that such technology was necessary and inescapable.

FASHION AND DRESS


Penguin Island, a novel by Anatole France, begins with the following episode: Saint Maël, suffering in old age from myopia, mistakes penguins inhabiting the seashore for people and christens them. A situation arises never before seen in theology. The sin of Adam does not apply to penguins or to animals in general; therefore, penguins cannot be the object of absolution of sins. Deprived of free will, penguins are sinless by definition. In order to warrant the sacrament of baptism, the penguins are transformed into people. 


The transformation of the penguins into people is marked by putting a female penguin in a dress. This, of course, is a parody of the biblical story in which Adam and Eve, having sinned, became conscious of their nakedness. But France emphasises a different aspect of the story: the female penguin, whose nakedness did not inspire the slightest interest among the male penguins, becomes an object of general curiosity as soon as her body is covered with clothes.


Human clothing reminds us only outwardly of a bird’s feathers or an animal’s hide, which, of course, play not only a physiological role (protection from the cold and from outside influences) but also an informative one—for example, attracting males and communicating to them about the physiological condition of the female. The bright colours of certain insects serve to warn birds that they are poisonous and inedible. With locusts, an explosion of bright colour accompanied by a loud noise when they take off serves to frighten predators. There are many examples of how various animals give off signals with the help of colours, smells, and poses.


There exists a fundamental difference, however, between the world of zoological signals, expressed through external means, and human clothing. Human clothing is a language of social communication, distinguished not only by its changeability but also by its high degree of variability. Therefore, clothing has the flexibility to reflect a whole range of meanings and, unlike analogous means among animals, is subordinated to the will and intention of the individual.


Let’s take a look at the language of fashion. We have fine descriptions of all different types of clothing in the fashion magazines of different periods, as well as representations of fashion in portraits and, in later periods, photographs. The language of fashion is richly documented. Let’s take a look at several examples.


Fashion is closely linked to various aspects of culture. On the one hand, it is related to politics, to the commercial and cultural ties among different nations. On the other hand, it has to do with the technology of tailoring and with the commercial spread of this or that material. In this sense, one could say that fashion is situated at the intersection of various cultural paths.


The complex set of motivations underlying fashion is in glaring contrast to the impression fashion elicits. The epithets “mindless” and “stupid” accompany fashion wherever it goes. It is often presented in satire as a symbol of unpredictable caprice and of the inexcusable display of the most absurd human motivations.


In the eighteenth-century satire The Correspondence of Fashion, by Nikolai Strakhov, we find a portrait of Fashion that generally incorporates everything that’s been said on the subject for decades in every possible variation. First and foremost, Fashion arrived in Russia from France but found in Russia even more fertile ground. Fashion did not spread among the folk; it exerted its power among the “educated,” and even more definitively among the nobility. Having spent some time in Russia, Fashion writes to Inconstancy: 

About a month ago I arrived in the Land of Imitation. You would not believe how everyone is delighted with me here! To tell the truth, our Frenchmen cannot hold a candle to the darling local inhabitants. [...] With the exception of some wise individuals, the majority of the inhabitants have the following traits: I, Fashion, represent for them a kind of divinity, about whom they all complain but nevertheless obey; all outwardly despise but inwardly idolise me. Daily they turn the stupidities and oddities I give them into brilliant achievements, pleasures, and bliss. My power consists in the ability to enjoin people to admit the stupid as reasonable, the strange as worthy of respect, the ridiculous as something wise, the wise as something ridiculous, the indecent as proper, the shameful as praiseworthy, the wasteful as delightful, the depraved as virtuous, and the virtuous as depraved. Therefore, in conformity with the exaggerated and powerful influence I have over the inhabitants, Here, the transformation of humans into apes is revered as the most important of the sciences.

Here, merit is worn on one’s shoulders, knowledge on one’s legs, and wisdom in a tuft of hair.

Philandering is recognised as an honest deceit, gambling as well-mannered robbery, and luxury, usually leading to the ruin of children or to the premeditated robbery of those friends and acquaintances who entrusted their money to us, is revered by all as a brilliant and amiable social virtue.

Here, among those subject to me, matrimony is a market and friendship a purchase. Talent is valued in the currency issued by me; merit is weighed on my scales, and virtue and honesty are measured in my units.

Here, people live eleven hours in a day and sleep thirteen. The day is divided into four occupations, the night into two. Three parts of life are spent in idle existence while the third part passes in active vices and delusions. People see in their sleep what they see in reality, but the reality is no better than what they saw in their sleep so they wake from dream to dream; their whole life is nothing but a dream. (Strakhov 1791: 7–10)
 


Pushkin speaks of fashion in the same traditional satirical spirit in the first chapter of Evgeny Onegin:



Изображу ль в картине верной


Уединенный кабинет,



Где мод воспитанник примерный


Одет, раздет и вновь одет?



Всё, чем для прихоти обильной


Торгует Лондон  щепетильный


И по Балтическим волнам


За лес и сало возит нам,



Всё, что в Париже вкус голодный,



Полезный промысел избрав,



Изобретает для забав,



Для роскоши, для неги модной, —



Всё украшало кабинет


Философа в осьмнадцать лет.



[Shall I present a true picture 



Of that solitary study



Where the exemplary student of fashion 



Dressed, undressed and dressed again?



All that is sold by the haberdasher London 



For abundant whimsy,



And across the Baltic waves,



In trade for lumber and lard is brought to us,



All that hungry taste in Paris, 



Having practical trades selected,



Invents for amusement,



For luxury, for fashionable comfort—

All this decorated the study



Of the eighteen-year-old philosopher.] (1, XXIII)


However, the ironic character of Onegin’s fashionable tastes is suddenly given an entirely different slant by Pushkin:



Второй Чадаев, мой Евгений,



Боясь ревнивых осуждений,



В своей одежде был педант


И то, что мы назвали франт.



Он три часа по крайней мере


Пред зеркалами проводил [...]



A second Chaadaev, my Evgeny,



Fearing jealous condemnation,



Was a pedant in his dress



And what we call a dandy.



At least three hours



He would spend before his mirrors...] (1, XXV)

Pushkin then gave this topic even broader significance (suggesting a relationship between fashion and politics):



Руссо (замечу мимоходом)



Не мог понять, как важный Грим


Смел чистить ногти перед ним,



Красноречивым сумасбродом.



Защитник вольности и прав


В сем случае совсем неправ. 



[Rousseau (I mention just in passing)



Could fathom not how solemn Grimm



Dared clean his nails in front of him,



The eloquent madcap.



The defender of liberty and rights



Was in this case very wrong.] (1, XXIV)

From this the general conclusion can be made:

Быть можно дельным человеком
И думать о красе ногтей [...]



[One can be a practical person



And still consider the beauty of one’s nails...] (1, XXV)


One should recall that the names of Rousseau and Chaadaev, each in its own way, contained profound significance for Pushkin. Rousseau was the very incarnation of the eighteenth-century democrat, the courageous destroyer of all prejudices. (It is no coincidence that Pushkin previously referred to him in that stanza as “the Apostle of our rights” (VII: 233), with apostle here meaning ‘precursor,’ or ‘the one who announces the Coming.’
) At the time Pushkin was working on the first chapter of Onegin, Chaadaev was for him the ideal citizen, one whose name would be “written across the ruins of despotism” (II: 72). The shift from Rousseau to Chaadaev signifies here a step from eloquent rhetoric to action in an age fast approaching several fateful events. It is necessary, of course, to take into account the various levels of significance in the text of Onegin, where pathos and irony represent the constant field of authorial play. What is passionate in relationship to Chaadaev is ironic when applied to Onegin. In any case, Pushkin’s play with intonation serves to outline that vast and multilayered field in which he situated fashion. This is a fundamental difference from the mono-semantic satire of the eighteenth century. 


The field of fashion is indeed multilayered. One of the peculiarities of fashion is that it is always directed toward a specific addressee: either the one wearing the clothes or the one looking at the clothes. First and foremost, in the age that interests us here, fashion was divided into masculine and feminine. Women’s clothing was oriented toward the outside observer and was closely associated with the way a woman wished to appear to that observer. And so there is a direct correlation between fashion and façade, between character and the role a given woman has chosen for herself. Women’s fashion is more individualistic and dynamic. When people speak of the capricious and changeable nature of fashion at that time, they are referring primarily to women’s clothing. The individuality (very limited, of course) of women’s fashion produced the close connection of fashion to make-up (facial coloration) and to the choice of hair style. A significant role was also played by a woman’s relationship to certain literary tastes. Consider this representation of a Romantic hair style in one of the many versions of The House of the Insane by Aleksandr Voeikov:

Ангел дьяволом причесан 

И чертовкою одет.



[An angel coiffed as a demon



And dressed as a she-devil.] 

(Al’tshuller and Lotman 1971: 805)

The connection between fashion and women’s clothing led, for example, to the publication of an article by Nikolai Karamzin in Vestnik Evropy [Messenger of Europe] in 1802, “On the Light Dress of Fashionable Beauties of the Nineteenth Century.” Karamzin sharply denounced women’s fashions of the empire period, which were marked by stylisation—namely, the reproduction of the fashions of antiquity: 

Now at a public gathering I look at fashionable beauties of the nineteenth century and think: Where am I? In Milton’s paradise (where sweet nature revealed itself before the gaze of blessed Adam), or in the studio of the painter Apelles, where beauty came to serve as a model for a full-length portrait of Venus?

At the same time he does not hide the fact that for him a taste for the fashions of antiquity was connected too closely to memories of the French Revolution: 

Our daughters and wives insult their natural modesty only because French women have none, most certainly those who danced a jig on the graves of their parents, husbands, and lovers! (Karamzin 1802: 250–251)


Karamzin’s warnings, however, were no more effective than the prohibitions of Paul I. There was the time when Maria Feodorovna appeared before her husband at what turned out to be their last meal together in a French dress he despised. Paul, who had already lost psychological control over himself, saw in this act definitive proof of his wife’s revolutionary leanings, and only the events of that night saved her and the grand dukes from punitive measures.


Male fashion experienced a different fate at the beginning of the last century. In the eighteenth century the norms of male fashion had yet to be distinguished from those of women’s fashion. Both were dominated by a desire for luxury and the far-reaching freedom of individual choice. For example, the state costume for men conceded nothing to women’s fashion in terms of variation of colour and adornment. Even military dress in the age of Catherine II permitted significant variation. 

Paul, and later his sons, sought to put an end to this by banishing all traces of individual taste and fashion from military uniforms. They did not succeed. In fact, the opposite occurred. The attempt to standardise military dress only lent attention to fashion a more precisely-defined character. 

For example, fashion spread to the look and wearing of medals. Although this sphere appeared to have been regulated in the strictest manner, this only provoked fashion’s artfulness. In the seventeenth century and at the beginning of the eighteenth, medals were prepared in a workshop but were ordered by the recipients themselves, who were issued a document or command to award themselves a medal. This introduced the possibility of varying the size of the medals and the colour of the crosses and stars. For instance, the very large crosses of the eighteenth century were already out of fashion in the age of Alexander I.


When Karamzin was invited to the court of Maria Feodorovna and was about to set off with his large, “old fashioned” order of St. Anne, his friends pointed out to him that such medals were no longer in fashion and that he would attract attention. Karamzin was forced to borrow a more fashionable cross from the Decembrist Fedor Glinka, leaving him his own.
 It is a well-known fact that tiny crosses (not crosses actually but pins for which those who wore them in the capital would have been sent to the guardhouse by Grand Duke Michael) were fashionable among officers fighting in the Caucasus. There were other means as well to display various degrees of individuality in the wearing of crosses: swagger, insouciance, or, to the contrary, the demonstration of a love of form. 

There was a certain poetry in the strict observance of form. The following is not a chance reference by Pushkin: 

[...] Пехотных ратей и коней
Однообразную красивость [...]

[...The monotonous beauty 

Of infantry divisions and steeds...] (V: 137)


This produced the real poetry of military ceremony, brought to the level of mania under Nicholas I. Behind this ceremonial was the desire to substitute the man in the soldier with a moving machine. It is a well-known fact that Grand Duke Alexander, the future Alexander II, was fascinated with daguerreotype photography and presented his father, Nicholas I, with a daguerreotype of a marching guard unit, in line with his tastes. The emperor examined this example of the new art of photography for quite some time but only paid attention to the fact that the shako of one of the soldiers was not regulation; and so he reprimanded his son, who was the head of that regiment.


This mania for uniformity led to a powerful counter movement. First and foremost, the mania for ceremony on the part of Alexander I, and of Nicholas I after him, paradoxically contradicted their mania for uniformity. The uniform—the most important part of what Pushkin called “the science of the tsars” (II: 85)—was an object of reflection and even of inspired fits and sincere anxiety among all the sons of Paul. Alexander I abandoned projects for reform or diplomatic correspondence with other heads of state in order to bury himself with Count Arakcheev in reflection on the colour of some piping or tab; it is no coincidence that Aleksandr Griboedov’s Skalozub speaks of these things with true inspiration.


A beautiful, brightly coloured military uniform made a strong impression on a lady’s heart. In a crowd of military swells, a diplomat or a bureaucrat in a tailcoat appeared at an extreme disadvantage. It was in feminine society, in particular, that special liberties were taken in the wearing of uniforms. In this respect, the battle and the ball can be seen in opposition to the parade insofar as they introduced elements of individual taste into military dress, making it an expression of one’s personality. In peacetime a uniform on parade indicated only rank. 

It was characteristic of the Alexandrine period that combat demanded rather than precluded a distinctive dandyism. Recall how in War and Peace Denisov explains his foppish bearing, his closely shaven face, and the heavy smell of cologne with the words: “It would be impossible otherwise. I’m going to take part in a military action.” It is unlikely Denisov would have used cologne if he were leaving for a parade.


This was a particular “martial” form of dandyism and modishness. The existence of such martial dandyism had less to do with the observance of unchanging norms than it did with the contrast between the strict demands of regulations or military practice, on the one hand, and the peculiar freedom born of wartime, on the other. 


Boris Tomashevsky, who served as an officer at the end of the First World War—if memory serves, he was an artillery engineer—once recounted to me how, during the retreat in the Narva region, he was left alone with a sergeant-major as all the soldiers had run off. He did not abandon his weapon, however, but delivered it to the regimental units in the rear. And with a sense of irritation, which hadn’t softened in the thirty years following the incident, he spoke of how the “revolutionary” soldiers in unbuttoned overcoats carried their rifles with the stock upward and the barrel down.


In reply to this, I recalled how in Russia during the first weeks of World War II soldiers across the entire front carried their rifles with the barrel facing downward. For the soldiers of 1917, a rifle with the barrel facing downward indicated an “end to war.” In the Second World War it had the exact opposite meaning: Marshal Timoshenko’s drills were over and the real work had begun.


For an army in defeat, negligence in dress acquires the opposite meaning. When in May of 1942 we were retreating from Kharkov and came across supplies abandoned by the forces in the rear, our sergeant—a marvellous fellow, Lyosha Egorov—took only one thing from the supplies, one of the most absurd things I’d ever seen in my life—a glass flask. It was about as much good to a soldier as a porcelain teacup. Evidently, somewhere on the home front there hadn’t been enough aluminium and so flasks were made of glass. To my question “Why do you need that piece of junk?” Lyosha replied, “When we retreat, form must be strictly observed.” This was the answer of a true soldier.


Military dandyism assumes some degree of opposition to the surrounding circumstances, and so it involves the accentuation of individual behaviour through the exercise of a certain degree of freedom. 


Such freedom is oriented toward the accentuation of “martialness,” or bravery, as well. Martialness is even discernible in the military man’s relationship to alcohol. On parade, where discipline is valued above all else, the use of alcohol is strictly punished. However, in battle and at celebrations out of formation (these very different situations involve a common release of individuality), wine functions as a ritual element. Compare Pushkin’s ironic identification of a common expression in the military rhetoric of that period— “the intoxication of battle”—with drunkenness from alcohol:

И то сказать, что и в сраженьи
Раз в настоящем упоеньи
Он отличился, смело в грязь
С коня калмыцкого свалясь,

Как зюзя пьяный [...]



[And it must be said, that even in battle



Once in real intoxication



He excelled, bravely into the mud



He tumbled from his Kalmuck steed,



Dead drunk...] (6, V)


A specific “voluntary” system of gestures is also related to this. Pasternak in Doctor Zhivago describes a characteristic scene: a group of young officers, overtaken by freedom-loving enthusiasm, gathers after the February Revolution. Pasternak notes that not a single one of those present sits on his chair in the usual way—each sits as if on a stool, with his arms over the back, and so on (Pasternak 1990, III: 136–137). 


Lev Tolstoy also took note of this. In the story “The Two Hussars,” one of the characters is a peaceful landowner who has dreamed his whole life of becoming a dashing hussar, so much so that in the end he comes to believe it, adopting the gestures and intonations of a hussar: 

“In fact, if you haven’t served in the cavalry, you’ll never understand our brother.” He sat astride a chair, stuck out his lower jaw, and began speaking in a bass voice. “You ride, as I used to do, in front of the squadron. Under you is a devil not a horse, bucking the whole time. You stay in the saddle, as I often did, like a devil. The squadron commander rides up for inspection. ‘Lieutenant,’ he says, ‘without you we can do nothing—please lead the squadron in review.’ Alright, as they say, and there you are! You look back, you shout, as I often did, at your mustachioed men. Damn it, those were the days!” (Tolstoi 1979, II: 242)

This bucking stallion, as well as the Kalmuck steed mentioned by Pushkin, are not ceremonial horses, and Tolstoy’s hero, as the author lets the informed reader know, is fantasising, exaggerating the “martialness” of the situation.


Tolstoy begins this same story with a general picture of society. Similar to the way in which Alfred de Musset prefaced the novel The Confession of a Child of the Century with a general portrait of the period between the Revolution and the Restoration, Tolstoy transfers the action to the 1800s, introducing his hero with a typologised portrait of his time: 

[...] in those days, when there were as yet no railroads or highways, no gaslights or stearin candles, no low spring sofas or unvarnished furniture, no disillusioned young men with little glasses or liberal women-philosophers, or sweet dames aux camellias, which have all multiplied in our time—in those naive days when to travel from Moscow to Petersburg you took with you an entire kitchen for home cooking, spent eight days on dusty or muddy dirt roads, and put your faith in Pozharsky fried cutlets, Valdai bells, and Valdai rolls—when on long autumn evenings the tallow candles burned till they had to be snuffed out, lighting up a family circle of twenty or thirty people, when at balls wax and spermaceti
 candles were placed in the candelabras, when furniture was arranged symmetrically, when our fathers were still young, evident not merely in the absence of wrinkles and grey hair—they would fight duels over women and rush from the far corner of the room to pick up a kerchief that had fallen by accident or not; when our mothers wore short-waisted dresses with enormous sleeves and resolved family affairs by drawing lots; when those charming dames aux camellias hid themselves from the light of day—in those naive days of masonic lodges, Martinists, and the Tugenbund, in the days of Miloradovichs, Davydovs, and Pushkins. (Tolstoi 1979, II: 239)


Men’s state dress was distinguished by a far lesser degree of diversity. The black tailcoat was introduced at the beginning of the century and became an almost obligatory form of male dress for a long period of time. It is interesting to note that “informal” male dress was much stricter (monotonous) in form than the “formal” military uniform. The tailcoat, however, only appears dull to the uninitiated; the “monotony” of the tailcoat becomes precisely the thing that distinguishes real dandies—that exclusive group of the elect, not open to outsiders—from various imitators.


Real dandies and imitators meet in Bulwer-Lytton’s novel Pelham; or, The Adventures of a Gentleman, which so delighted Pushkin. Here the dandy is not the one who follows fashion, but the one who creates it; and only the subtlest connoisseur can distinguish among violations of fashion the dandy from the imitator:

“True,” said Russelton, with a very faint smile at a pun, somewhat in his own way, and levelled at a tradesman, of whom he was, perhaps, a little jealous— “True; Stultz aims at making gentlemen not coats; there is a degree of aristocratic pretension in his stitches, which is vulgar to an appalling degree. You can tell a Stultz coat anywhere, which is quite enough to damn it: the moment a man’s known by an invariable cut, and that not original, it ought to be all over with him. Give me the man who makes the tailor, not the tailor who makes the man.” 

“Right, by G--!” cried Sir Willoughby, who was as badly dressed as one of Sir E***’s dinners. “Right; just my opinion. I have always told my Schneiders to make my clothes neither in the fashion nor out of it; to copy no other man’s coat, and to cut their cloth according to my natural body, not according to an isosceles triangle. Look at this coat, for instance,” and Sir Willoughby Townsend made a dead halt, that we might admire his garment the more accurately.

“Coat!” said Russelton, with an appearance of the most naïve surprise, and taking hold of the collar, suspiciously, by the finger and thumb; “coat, Sir Willoughby! do you call this thing a coat?” (1828, 135; italics Bulwer-Lytton’s)


Clothing is a text that is always directed at someone, which makes the “direction” of a text essential. Sumptuous form usually orients itself toward the observer, that is, it includes the point of view of the one who is looking at it. It is directed toward someone and presumes a desire to create an impression on the observer. The beauty of a uniform can be directed at either women or the emperor, but in any case it implies that the one wearing the uniform is dependent to some extent on the impression he creates; he has a vested interest in that impression.


The exaggerated simplicity of Napoleon’s uniform, which was in stark contrast to the ceremonial uniforms of his court, was intentional on the emperor’s part. Napoleon carefully thought through the design of the uniforms for his marshals and generals. The theatricality of this spectacle is underscored by the fact that Napoleon chose as his consultant in such matters the famous actor François-Joseph Talma who was, of course, not a specialist in the art of the military uniform but understood very well what pageantry was all about. In a sumptuous crowd of marshals and courtiers, which was impressive to Parisians and foreigners alike, Napoleon could be singled out by the simplicity of his dress. This was supposed to highlight the fact that the emperor is the one who looks, while the court and, more broadly, the entire world, is a spectacle for the emperor. To the extent that the emperor himself presents some type of spectacle, it is the spectacle of greatness, which is indifferent to spectacles.


This capacity on the part of the representatives of the highest power to be above fashion was underscored by Mikhail Bulgakov in his description of Woland’s dress in The Master and Margarita. Woland first appears before the reader in a “domestic” setting: 

Woland was sprawled across the bed, dressed only in a long nightshirt, which was dirty and had a patch on the left shoulder. He drew one bare leg under himself, while the other he stretched out on a footstool. Hella rubbed the knee of this dark leg with some kind of smoking ointment. (Bulgakov 1973: 669)

Woland is still wearing the very same outfit the moment he appears in the magnificently decorated hall where, like Napoleon, he walks in the company of irreproachably dressed “marshals”: 

He approached surrounded by Abadonna, Azazello and several others who resembled Abadonna, young and in black. [...] What struck Margarita was that Woland entered the ball by the last great entrance dressed exactly as he had been in his bedroom. The same dirty, patched nightshirt hung from his shoulders and his feet were in a pair of worn-out slippers. Woland was carrying a sword, but he used this unsheathed sword as a walking-stick, leaning on it. (Bulgakov 1973: 669) 

The throne upon which Woland does not sit is another symbol of power, analogous to his ripped and stained outfit. 


To the extent that a higher power does not imply an outside observer, it need not display itself. Pushkin’s Baron in “The Miserly Knight” doesn’t need to spend his gold; he can live in poverty, “like a house-dog” (VII: 106), precisely because he possesses a higher power:

[...] Я выше всех желаний; я спокоен; 




Я знаю мощь мою [...] 



[...] I am above all desires; I am calm;




I know my power [...] (VII: 111)


In this sense, the logic behind Stalin’s change of dress is not without interest. The semi-military uniform typical of all party leaders of the 1920s received a new slant in the mid-thirties. Together with the introduction of new military titles in the years leading up to the war, alterations were made in the uniform of the highest-ranking officers. It was lent greater solemnity and a more imposing appearance. Against this backdrop the highest party officials retained the marked simplicity of their semi-military dress. Stalin himself stood out even more sharply in such a context. Similar to Woland, he occupied the position of the one who looks.


Distinctive changes took place at the very end of the war. In a toast to the Russian people at a solemn party congress in honour of the victory, Stalin unexpectedly uttered words that testified to a profound lack of inner confidence. He proposed the toast in honour of the patience of the Russian people and of the fact that the Russian people had not expelled their leaders, which in itself revealed that he entirely admitted such a possibility. It is fitting that at precisely this time Stalin began to dress with an orientation toward the viewer: he now appeared in a marshal’s uniform, a special Order of Victory was established, and so on. The marked confidence of one who looks at everyone else gave way to the uncertainty of a man worried over his appearance.


This can be compared with the testimony of a contemporary of Nicholas I who described how during church services the tsar would constantly make remarks concerning the behaviour and bearing of the grand dukes and would correct their position and posture. Having made his absolute power into a real “immobile” idea, Nicholas betrayed a deeply hidden lack of confidence with his constant attempts to control himself from the point of view of an imaginary observer.


This “immobility,” however, can have the exact opposite meaning insofar as its cultural function is ascribed not to some thing or sign but to its relationship to other signs, to its place in a system. Consider these words of Lermontov on Napoleon: 

Один,—он был везде, холодный, неизменный [...]

[Alone—he was everywhere, cold, immutable...] (1954: 183)


During the battle of Borodino, Petr Chaadaev stood under point-blank fire from the French in the kind of irreproachably clean linen and perfectly pressed uniform one wears to a ball. When he left to see the emperor on a crucial and delicate assignment—to report on the revolt of the Semenovsky Regiment—he remained true to his standards and norms of personal behaviour in everything, and especially in the impeccability of his dress. This incited slanderous rumours that Chaadaev was so preoccupied with his dress while en route to the emperor that he arrived late to deliver his urgent news. Actually, Chaadaev carried out his official obligation irreproachably without sacrificing anything in the refinement of his dress. This illustrates what Pushkin called “the first science”: 

[...] И нас они науке первой учат—




Чтить самого себя.



[...And they teach us the first science—




To respect ourselves] (III: 193)


In the second half of the nineteenth century there arose a desire to “abolish fashion” as a product of the aristocratic period. In reality, this rejection of fashion was itself transformed into a fashion. Fashion is, in a sense, reduplicated. Non-aristocratic intellectual circles maintained their own system of acceptable dress, which often involved the transformation of women’s fashion. The stylisation of women’s clothing along the lines of men’s is a characteristic tendency. And if women’s clothing was oriented toward men’s, then men’s clothing was styled after the dress of university students. The latter functionally replaced military dress in the everyday life of the nobleman, transforming it into Dress.

By analogy, the student replaced the officer as a social figure in the aristocratic period. Just as being an officer meant something more than carrying out a fixed set of military duties, being a student was not at all synonymous with study at a university or institute.
 Nikolai Ogarev’s poem “The Student” is characteristic in this regard:

Он родился в бедной доле,

Он учился в бедной школе.

Но в живом труде науки
Юных лет он вынес муки.

В жизни стала год от году
Крепче преданность народу,

Жарче жажда общей воли,

Жажда общей, лучшей доли.

[...]
Жизнь он кончил в этом мире—

В снежных каторгах Сибири.

Но, весь век нелицемерен,

Он борьбе остался верен.

До последнего дыханья
Говорил среди изгнанья:

“Отстоять всему народу
Свою землю и свободу.”



[His lot was poor when he was born,



He studied at a poor school,



But through the living work of science



He endured the torments of his young years.



In life from year to year



His devotion to the people grew stronger,



His thirst for a free society grew more intense,



His thirst for a better lot for all,



.....................................................



His life in this world ended—



At hard labour in snowy Siberia.



But throughout his days he was no hypocrite—



He remained true to the struggle.



With his last breath 



He said, there in banishment:



“Defend for all the people



Their land and freedom.”] 

(Ogarev 1956: 342–343)


The poet is describing a revolutionary intellectual, but he calls him a student. There is nothing specifically student-like in this description, not to mention the fact that far from every student was involved in the democratic movement. Here the following law is in effect: a part serves as symbol for the whole. The presumption of this law in the relative independence of the symbol is possible because on its own, outside of a context, the symbol is neutral and can be filled with a variety of semantic content.


The autonomy and self-sufficiency of the symbol links it with other signs that are neutral in their signification.

BETWEEN ART AND REALITY

In 1768 a book was published in St. Petersburg entitled Philosophical Proposals, Composed by the Court Counsellor and Secretary of the Ruling Senate, Yakov Kozelsky. Kozelsky was a highly educated philosopher and mathematician who took a consistent stand against abstract theory. Mathematics for him was measured by the practical applications of this or that thesis:

I read in the works of Mister Bernoulli, who was, by the way, a man worthy of great respect and honour for the breadth of his intellect and the depth of his knowledge, a thesis which presents him to readers as dangerous due to his passion for mathematics. He writes that he spoke several times with a skilful mathematician about the following highly important problem, which no other mathematician up to that time, including himself, had managed to solve: What would be the properties of a curved line formed when a string is attached to two nails hammered into a wall? And then (he writes with delight), after reading that sentence with growing avidity, my interest was thoroughly aroused, and I was impatient to reach the part where he would explain how this could be practically put to use; but in the end, I realised that the whole business ended with nothing more than the determination of the properties of the line, and not with a demonstration of its practical uses. This is where a passion for mathematics in such a great man in the scholarly community has led, a man who ought to have exercised his great intellect to solve the most useful tasks. (Kozel’skii 1952: 416)


Bernoulli’s thesis did have extensive practical applications, and in this respect Kozelsky’s criticism appears somewhat naive to the contemporary reader. But Kozelsky was correct in the sense that Bernoulli made his calculations in this instance without giving the slightest thought to their practical applications. He was interested in the mathematical problem in and of itself—in the same way the poet, in the words of Pushkin, is interested in poetry: 




[...] тайный труд
Тебе награда; им ты дышишь, 

А плод его бросаешь ты
Толпе, рабыне суеты.




[...this mysterious work

Is your reward; you breathe it, 

And toss its fruit 

To the crowd, to vanity’s slave.] (V: 103)


And so “pure structure,” liberated from any direct link with the practical, turns out in the end to be closest to the practical. The paradox “what is furthest away is closest” is transformed here into an axiom.


The clearest example of the formation of a system that is itself self-sufficient and, for precisely this reason, can serve as a universal means for the expression of other systems, is art. Regardless of the age-old debate between “pure” and “engaged” forms of art, the problem is in need of radical reformulation. Precisely because art is self-sufficient, it can be made into a universal language. In this sense, art is a language as such. There exist private languages that are adapted for the transmission of specific domains of information, but such structures then become generalised systems, like those general languages that appear as a universal means for the transmission of any information. Of course, every language has a reverse effect on the structure of its content, but the more generalised it is, the more universal its content will be. To the same degree, specific art forms actively influence the information they convey. But art as an integral structure, as a part of a given culture, has the capacity to convey generalised, volumetric content, and so represents the intersection and unity of various domains of artistic information. 


The most abstract arts possess natural means for expressing the most general meaning and for forming a universal language. It is no coincidence that such arts are widely developed in archaic forms of artistic work, exerting a pronounced influence on ornamentation, on the artistic sphere of everyday life, that is, the sphere in which art obviously plays the role of a universal language. These archaic features are repeated in our time through the combination of abstract artistic forms with interior design. This represents an obvious merger of the modern and the archaic. 


The fine arts are also capable of being transformed into universal artistic languages. Naturally one could point here to music, which has more than once in its history been the dominant art form, the language of art’s languages. The verbal arts are situated on the opposite axis. First of all, they are assigned a particular place within the national language. It is precisely in the verbal arts that the problem of translation arises. But the problem is not only one of translation. The art of the word is linked most directly to content. In order for non-artistic speech to become artistic in the same language, it must somehow be destroyed and created anew. Speech must be taken out of its natural state, combined with a specific rhythmic form, and then put back into a new, transfigured form. Similar to the way in which a ballet dancer transforms movement in his or her representation, artistic speech transforms the word into an image of the word. Mikhail Saltykov-Shchedrin in the spirit of rational materialism spoke of the absurdity of poetry. To speak in verse is, from his point of view, the same as trying to walk while squatting down on one’s haunches every few steps.


Hoping to display the absurdity of poetry, Saltykov-Shchedrin in fact revealed its essence. Of course, if we wish to reach some goal as fast as possible, it would be stupid to burden one’s legs with extra, unnecessary movements. But if we are pursuing another goal—we must understand that the nature of a movement determines how the parts of our torso will function while walking—we will have to introduce experimental transformations into our habitual movements and gestures. The habitual goes unnoticed. The transformation of the habitual into the unusual makes it perceptible. 


Verbal art does not copy real life; it creates a likeness of it. The stronger the illusion of identity, the more profound, in fact, is the difference. Saltykov-Shchedrin did not even suspect that the hexameters of Homer, performed on traditional melodies, are much closer to natural life than his own sketches, in which the most subtle art transforms what is different into the almost identical.


Within the boundaries of art, the most thorough likeness to life has always involved the transformation of the different into the similar. The decorative arts in this respect are situated on the axis between abstract forms, the content of which is not assigned but comes from the imagination of the viewer, and representational painting. In abstract painting the viewer must possess the ability to find a subject in the space of abstract ideas and moods, whereas in representational painting, the viewer must extract meaning and mood from the likeness of the subject.


Art is a difficult interlocutor. It is a common misconception that the main purpose of art is to enrich our knowledge with information. When art is merged with applied pedagogy, how can we resist accusing art of unnecessary extravagance and difficulty? We have already noted that the process of comprehending art is dual in nature. It cannot be represented as a simple exchange—from hand to hand—of some object or another, or as a grade school lesson, in which a teacher explains to his or her pupils in clear and accessible terms what he or she already knows.


The process of exchanging artistic information is dual in nature. At its source there occurs what could be called a semantic explosion, that is, something that until now was unknown becomes clear and evident after an unexpected and unpredictable upheaval. This explosion is then transformed into a text that is conveyed to an audience. Therefore, culture is made up of a continuous dynamic process consisting of semantic rebirth and regeneration. The mechanism of that process is art itself.


I recently turned on the radio and happened to hear a lecture on the essence of culture. The lecturer was explaining with the utmost seriousness that art was a primitive, barbaric form of the uneconomical use of human thought. The authority held by art in Russia, he explained, without hesitating for a moment, was due to the backwardness of Russian culture, and he predicted that in the future art would be replaced by various forms of technological development. These ideas are not new and, despite their vulgarity, appear regularly in certain eras. If we could remove from this line of reasoning the unpleasant self-assured air and didactic tone of its proponent, it would be worth pondering the regular return of these rather absurd ideas.

The argument can in fact be reduced to the following: Does cultural evolution take place gradually and principally as a process devoid of the unexpected or as a chain of unpredictable explosions? It is worth formulating the question in this way so as to make the error of this formulation readily apparent. Before us lie two aspects of one inseparable unity. They can be separated only in pure abstraction or as a result of illness in a dying society. Neither a system made up of explosions alone nor a system devoid of explosions can exist as a healthy organism. This has never been possible. 

We are living in a period of profound crisis. The future standing before humankind inevitably forms a structural whole on the basis of a unified evolutionary process. But this unity requires not indifferent equalisation—a dying and impossible structure—but the complex intersection of different structures. Gradual evolution and shifts to unpredictability must form a complex whole. It is appropriate to remember that unpredictability experienced in the realm of art can be carried over into reality in a form free of catastrophes, similar to the way an injection provides an organism with immunity.

A MODEL OF A BILINGUAL STRUCTURE

Bilingualism represents the minimal organising system of a dynamic intellect. The dualism of the hemispheres of the human brain and the structure of vision offer a physiological basis for polylingualism. The mutual intersection of non-equivalent but mutually translatable semiotic systems within the framework of a given semiotic whole is the foundation for the dynamism of semiotic structures. The possibility of using different languages within a semiotic whole forms the basis of all intellectual processes. A visible model for such a construction can be found in a famous episode from Dante’s Divine Comedy—the journey of Ulysses.


Dante compares himself with a geometrician (Paradiso XXXIII, 133–136).
 He could have just as well compared himself with a cosmologist or an astronomer, considering that he opened his Vita Nuova with extremely complicated and specific calculations of the laws of cosmic movement. It would be more accurate, however, to call him an architect as the entire Divine Comedy presents an enormous architectural structure, a universal construct. Such an approach implies the transformation of the psychology of individual creativity into a cosmic universal. The world as a product of creative work must possess purpose and meaning, one must be able to ask of every detail “What does it mean?” When this question, natural in the viewing of architectural creations, is directed at Nature and the Universe, it transforms them into semiotic texts, the meaning of which is now subject to deciphering. Here, as in architecture, the semiotics of space is of the first order. 


The world appears as an enormous message from its Creator, who encoded a mysterious communication in the language of spatial structure. Dante decodes this communication by constructing the world a second time in his text, but with him now occupying the position not of the receiver but of the sender of the communication. This is linked to a general orientation in the poetics of the Comedy toward encoding. The specific character of Dante’s position as the creator of the text, however, involves rising to the level of the Creator without abandoning the point of view of a man. I will illustrate this with a single example. I will discuss below the significance of the “high-low” axis for Dante’s entire construction. This axis appears in the Comedy in two clearly different senses. The first is relative and functions within the boundaries of Earth. “Low” is identified here with the centre of gravity of the planet while “high” is identified with any radius directed away from the centre.




Quando noi fummo là dove la coscia



si volge, a punto in sul grosso dell’anche,



lo duca, con fatica e con angoscia,




volse la testa ov’elli avea le zanche,



e aggrappossi al pel com’uom che sale,



sì che’n inferno i’credea tornar anche. 

[...]




Ed elli a me: “Tu imagini ancora



d’esser di là dal centro ov’io mi presi



al pel del vermo reo che’l mondo fora.




Di là fosti cotanto quant’io scesi;



quand’io mi volsi, tu passasti’l punto



al qual si traggon d’ogni parte i pesi...” 




[When we were where the thigh 



turns, just on the swelling of the haunch,



the Leader with labour and strain brought




round his head where his legs had been



and grappled on the hair like one climbing,



so that I thought we were returning into Hell again.




... And he said to me: “Thou imaginest thou art



still on the other side of the centre, where I took



hold of the hair of the guilty worm that pierces the world.




Thou wast on that side so long as I descended;



when I turned myself thou didst pass the point



to which weights are drawn from every part.”]

(Inferno XXXIV, 76–81, 106–111)


But the cosmic structure Dante constructs possesses an absolute high and low, as well. When people are situated at opposite ends of the earth with “the soles of the feet [of one group] opposite the soles of the feet” of the other, the axis forms an absolute vertical. (Dante 1887: 115).
 Dante comments in the same treatise, “The Banquet”: “If a stone could fall from this Pole of ours, it would fall there beyond into the sea precisely upon that surface of the sea, where, if a man could be, he would always have the Sun above the middle of his head” (114). This axis runs through the Earth, its lower end turned toward Jerusalem, and runs through Hell, the centre of the Earth and Purgatory, ending in the radiant centre of the Firmament. This is the very axis along which Lucifer was expelled from Paradise.


The opposition in Dante’s work between relative and absolute high has already attracted scholarly attention. The philosopher and mathematician Pavel Florensky attempted to collapse the opposition, making use of the concepts of non-Euclidean geometry and relative physics. He wrote: 

We can determine if the normal has been overturned by whether we stay on the same side (a one-sided surface) or pass over to the other side, one coordinate of which is real and the other imaginary (a two-sided surface) [...] And so, with regard to this very transformation, one-sided and two-sided surfaces conduct themselves in opposite ways. If the normal is overturned on one surface, it is not overturned on the other, and vice versa. (Florenskii 1922: 43–44)
 

Florensky illustrates this idea with an example from the Divine Comedy. Citing the verses from Canto XXXIV of the Inferno quoted above, Florensky writes: 

Crossing this border, the poet ascends the mountain of Purgatory and rises through the heavenly spheres. Now the question arises, by what route? The underground path by which they ascended was created by the fall of Lucifer head-first from heaven. It follows that the place from which he fell is not located somewhere in the sky, in the space surrounding the Earth, but namely on that side of the hemisphere where the poets find themselves. Zion and Purgatory Mountain, diametrically opposed to each another, were the consequence of this fall, which means that the path to heaven is directed along the trajectory of Lucifer’s fall but has the opposite meaning. And so Dante travels always straight ahead and stands in heaven—his feet turned toward the place of his descent; looking from there, from the heavens, onto the Glory of God, he ends up, without specifically turning back, in Florence. [...] And so, moving only straight ahead and turning only once on the road, the poet arrives at the same place and position from which he departed. Therefore, if he had not turned along the way, he would have arrived straight at the place of his departure on his head. This means that the surface along which Dante travels is such that, by moving straight across it with only one reversal in direction, one returns to the starting point in an upright position, while straight movement without any reversal returns one to the original point, inverted. Evidently, this is a surface: 1) that contains closed lines, a Riemannian surface, and 2) is one-sided because the perpendicular turns around when something moves across it. These two traits are sufficient to characterise Dante’s space geometrically as constructed according to a type of elliptical geometry. [...] In 1871 Felix Klein demonstrated that a spherical plane possesses the characteristics of a two-sided surface, while an elliptical plane possesses those of a one-sided surface. Space in Dante bears a striking resemblance to an elliptical plane. This casts an unexpected ray of light on medieval conceptions of the finite nature of the world. But with the theory of relativity, these general geometrical concepts have recently received an unexpectedly concrete interpretation. (Florenskii 1922: 43–44)


Despite a certain overzealousness in Florensky’s desire to demonstrate that Medieval consciousness was closer to twentieth-century thinking than to the mechanistic ideology of the Renaissance (for example, Dante’s return to earth [Paradiso I, 5–6] is discussed in the Comedy only obliquely so that any conclusion as to the nature of this movement can be reached only through arbitrary assumptions), the problem he exposed concerning the opposition of real/everyday space and cosmic/transcendental space in the text of the Comedy is very important. However, any resolution of this opposition, it seems, must be sought on another plane.


Indeed, if one examines the cosmic plan of the Comedy, one must take note of the following: According to the ideas of Aristotle, the northern hemisphere, as the less perfect, is located below, and the southern is located on the upper half of the planet. Therefore, Dante and Virgil, descending along the relative scale of the earthly opposition “high-low,” that is, moving from the Earth’s surface toward its centre, are simultaneously rising in relation to the planet’s axis. This paradox finds a solution in the semiotics of Dante’s work. In the system that Dante puts forward, space is meaningful. A specific meaning is assigned to every spatial category.
 The relationship of content to expression, however, is stripped of the relativity that characterises semiotic systems founded on social conventions. In the terminology of Saussure, these are not signs but symbols: 

One characteristic of the symbol is that it is never wholly arbitrary; it is not empty, for there is the rudiment of a natural bond between the signifier and the signified. The symbol of justice, a pair of scales, could not be replaced by just any other symbol, such as a chariot. (1966: 68)
 

And so one of the symbolic functions, according to the Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, is “to manifest truly the world of higher existence on the level of the everyday. [...] Therefore, its signifying function is limited by the principle of isomorphism, which is fundamentally different from the concept of ancient mimesis” (Bychkov 1977: 129). The content or the meaning of the symbol is not arbitrarily connected to its expression in images (as is the case with allegory) but shines through those images. The closer a given text is situated hierarchically to that heavenly light, which constitutes the true content of all medieval symbolics, the more clearly its meaning shines through and the less arbitrary and mediated its expression will be. The further a text is located from the source of truth on this hierarchical staircase, the dimmer its reflection and the more arbitrary the relationship between content and expression. And so, on the highest rung, truth appears as the unmediated object of contemplation for the spiritual gaze while on the lowest rung truth takes on the characteristics of a sign, purely conventional by nature. This is precisely the reason that sinful people and demons at various levels on the hierarchical ladder make use of purely arbitrary signs; they can lie and commit treacherous acts, betrayals and deceptions, using various means to separate content and expression. The righteous also make use of arbitrary signs in conversation among themselves, but they do not manipulate this arbitrariness for evil purposes; their orientation toward the higher sources of truth opens up before them the possibility of penetrating the absolute symbolic world of meaning.


Therefore, the nature of the relationship between content and expression changes from one rung in the hierarchy to another. With movement upward, symbolism will increase and conventional signification will decrease. In semantic relations, however, every new hierarchical level will be isomorphic to all the others, and as a consequence a relationship of equivalence will be established between elements of different levels having the same meaning.


This is directly related to the interpretation of the concepts “high” and “low” in the Comedy.


The axis “high-low” organises the whole architectonics of meaning in the text. All parts and cantos of the Comedy are marked in relation to their position on this fundamental coordinate. Accordingly, Dante’s movement in the text is always an ascent or a descent, and these concepts always possess a symbolic character. Every real ascent or descent marks a spiritual rise or fall. All sins, positioned by Dante in a strict hierarchy, are given spatial reinforcement so that the weight of the sin corresponds to the depth of the sinner’s confinement.


The downward movement of Dante and Virgil into Hell signifies a descent upward. The paradoxical nature of their situation, in which they rise while descending, is underscored in a verse where the moon crossing the southern hemisphere swims at the feet of the travelling poets:



E già la luna è sotto i nostri piedi...



[And already the moon is beneath our feet...]

(Inferno XXIX, 10)

As a consequence, this movement downward is in a certain higher sense an ascent (descending into Hell and getting to know the abyss of sin, Dante, in an absolute sense, rises morally so that his descent is equivalent to an ascent) although at the same time, by all earthly criteria, it is indeed a descent, retaining all the characteristics of real downward motion, including the physical fatigue of the travellers. This path signifying descent brings the poets to the “città dolente,” or the sorrowful city (Inferno III, 1), making them into passive observers of the torments of hell.


The complex dialectic of relative and absolute that we encounter the moment we begin to reflect on the fundamental semiotic axis of space in Dante takes us to the very centre of the moral hierarchy of the Comedy. Commentators have repeatedly pointed out the unconventional character of Dante’s separation of sins into circles of punishment. Dante here breaks with both church norms and secular notions. While the fourteenth-century reader must have been shocked by the fact that hypocrites inhabited the sixth boglia of the eighth circle while heretics inhabited only the sixth circle, the modern lover of Dante is amazed that murder (the first round of the seventh circle) is punished less severely than robbery (the seventh boglia of the eighth circle) or the counterfeiting of money and jewels (the tenth boglia of the eighth circle). But there is a strict logic to this distribution.


We have already noted that arbitrariness in the relationship of expression to content decreases as one ascends toward the summit of Sacred Truth and Love. In earthly life people are guided by sacred symbols in questions of faith and by arbitrary signs in relations among themselves. The conventional nature of these signs harbours the possibility that they will be used in one of two ways: as a means of expressing truth (respecting conventions) or lies (violating and deforming conventions). The devil—the father of lies—inspires the violation of conventions and all kinds of pacts. The violation of the true relationships between expression and content is worse than murder for it kills Truth and is the source of Falsehood in all its infernal essence. And so there is a profound logic to the fact that sins involving acts of iniquity are judged by Dante as less serious than cases involving the falsification of signs, such as words (calumny, flattery, false counsel, etc.), valuables (counterfeiters, alchemists, etc.), documents (falsifiers), trust (thieves), and ideas and signs of merit (hypocrites and simoniacs). But worst of all are those who violate pacts and obligations—traitors. Unjust acts are instances of individual wickedness, but the violation of established relationships between signs destroys the very basis of human society and transforms Earth into the kingdom of Satan.


Naturally, falsehood rules in Hell. The relationship between a sign and its content is dissolved, and falsehood here is not a deviation from the norm; it is the law. Devils lie when informing Virgil in Canto XXI of the Inferno that only the sixth bridge across the ditch has collapsed, when in fact all the bridges have. But even Dante in the conversation with Alberigo in Canto XXXIII swears that the ice will be removed from the eyes of the sinner, thus violating his oath: “e cortesia fu lui esser villano” [and it was courtesy to be a churl to him] (Inferno XXXIII, 150).
The weightiest crime—perfidy—turns out to be valorous in a place where rudeness is politeness.


The opposition of Truth and Falsehood in this spatial model is represented in the opposition of a straight line reaching upward and circular movement on a horizontal plane.
 The idea that motion in circles possesses a bewitching, magical, and, from a medieval Christian point of view, demonic character is universal. It can be compared with Saint Augustine’s denial of the circular movement of time and the cyclical repetition of events in his defence of the linear movement of time, “for Christ died once for our sins” (Augustine 1998: 517).


The ethical model of space in Dante’s work is directly related to his cosmic model. Dante’s cosmic model takes shape under the influence of the ideas of Aristotle, Ptolemy, Al-Farghani, and Albertus Magnus, although the ideas of Pythagoras also had an undeniable effect. In light of Pythagoras’s notions of the perfection of the circle and the sphere among geometric figures and bodies, the circular construction of the Inferno can be explained in the following way: the circle is an image of perfection. When the circle is situated above, it represents the perfection of good, but when the circle is situated below, it represents the perfection of evil. The architecture of the Inferno is the perfection of evil. The Pythagorean system of binary oppositions, including the opposition of the straight line as essentially good to the crooked line as the graphic equivalent of evil, exerted a particular influence on Dante. The movement of sinners in the Inferno occurs in closed curved lines, whereas the movement of Dante himself occurs in an ascending spiral that then shifts to direct flight upward. It is precisely against the backdrop of Pythagorean concepts, however, that the uniqueness of Dante’s notions stands out. It is not the centre of the sphere but the top of the Earth’s axis that serves as the central point of his spatial and ethico-religious orientation. Pythagoreans singled out an entire series of fundamental binary oppositions, such as odd/even, right/left, finite/infinite, male/female, single/multiple, and light/dark, but the fundamental opposition for Dante—that of “high/low”—was not mentioned in their system.


Therefore, the spatial model of Dante’s world forms a particular continuum in which the trajectories of individual fates are inscribed. After death, the soul of the individual follows a particular path in the continuum of this Universal Construct, bringing it to a place in accordance with its moral value. While the souls of the blessed find the peace of an eternal home, the souls of the sinful perform constant circular movements, sometimes in the form of actual movement in space (endless flights or walking in circles), sometimes in the form of a repeated return: having been cut into pieces, they form a whole again so as to be cut up once more; having been burned, they arise from the ashes to be burned again; they are covered with skin only to have it peeled off once again, etc.


The figure of Dante stands out sharply against this backdrop insofar as he possesses freedom of movement; his passage upward includes the knowledge of all false paths. But there is another character in the Comedy who, like Dante, possesses a clearly-defined individual trajectory. That is Ulysses. Commentators and scholars have repeatedly fixed their attention on this unique figure.
 Indeed, one must admit that the journey of Ulysses is an extremely peculiar episode.


The image of Ulysses in the Comedy is divided into two. Ulysses ends up in the “evil boglia” as a giver of false counsel. This is not surprising when considered in light of what was said above concerning Dante’s relationship to perfidy and deception. But what attracts our attention is something else: Ulysses’s tale of his travels and death. Ulysses, like Dante, is endowed with an individual path. Another fundamental similarity between their travels in the earthly continuum is that they are both heroes of the straight path.
 The paths of both men are the very incarnation of open movement, a race into infinity. Beginning from specifically-defined points, they move in a chosen direction but do not strive to reach the already designated end point. There is, however, a fundamental difference in their travel routes. The meaning of Dante’s route is expressed as a race upward; every step is noted on a scale representing either a descent downward or an ascent upward. Ulysses’s route, on the other hand, represents the only significant motion in the Comedy to which the axis “high/low” does not apply. The entire course of his trip unfolds on a horizontal plane. If Dante travels into a crystal cosmic globe where three-dimensional space is pierced by a vertical axis (the fact that Dante indicates and even measures its tilt [see: Purgatorio IV, 15–16, 67–69, 137–138] does not alter its metaphysical significance as a vertical), Ulysses travels as if on a map. It is no coincidence that when Dante looks down at the Earth from the constellation Gemini, he sees, as on a map, the movement of Ulysses’ ship:



Si ch’io vedea di là da Gade il varco




folle d’Ulisse [...]



[I saw on the one hand, beyond Cadiz, the mad




track of Ulysses...]

(Paradiso XXVII, 82–83)


Ulysses is a unique double for Dante, and there are two fundamental aspects to this doubling. First, both men differ from the other characters whose sins or virtues simply fix them at specific loci in Dante’s world. Dante and Ulysses are “heroes of the road.” They find themselves constantly in motion and, even more importantly, they are constantly crossing the borders of forbidden territories. The many other characters in Dante’s work find themselves either in one place or hurrying to some designated spot, the boundaries of which fix their position in the universe; each of these other characters has his/her own place. Only Dante and Ulysses, as outcasts driven by powerful passions, voluntarily or out of necessity, cross borders that separate one area of the universe from another. Second, they are linked by the fellowship of the road. Both Dante and Ulysses hurry in one direction. They move toward Purgatory by different routes: Dante travels across Hell and through the caves formed by the fall of Lucifer’s body while Ulysses travels across the sea, across Spain, Gibraltar, and Morocco. Although Dante travels in an infernal world and Ulysses in real geographical space, the place to which they both are rushing is the same. This is confirmed by the fact that in Dante’s travels through Purgatory and Heaven, he carries on the work of the fallen Ulysses. He recalls the drowned hero twice, and both recollections are filled with meaning.


On his second night in Purgatory, the Siren appears to him:



Io volsi Ulisse del suo cammin vago




al canto mio [...]



[I turned Ulysses, eager on his way,




to my song...]

(Purgatorio XIX, 22–23)

The image of the Siren recalls the naval feats and bravery of Odysseus, although her mendacity, her ability to separate appearance and essence and to disguise the repulsive beneath a veil of beauty (the ability to transform oneself is a sign of falsity for Dante, and this is precisely how liars are punished in his Inferno), unwittingly makes reference to the world of deceptions in the evil boglia to which Dante consigned Ulysses.


Ulysses is recalled a second time as the poet enters the zone of Gemini. Finding himself exactly opposite the place where Ulysses died, Dante flies to the meridian of the Pillars of Hercules and then, from an infinite height, traces the path of Ulysses until he ends up above the place of his death, at the Zion-Purgatory meridian. Here, along the axis of Lucifer’s fall, passing through the spot where Ulysses’ ship was smashed, he rises to the firmament. In a sense, Dante continues the travels of Ulysses from the moment of Ulysses’s death. Up until that moment, they had appeared as doubles.


The purpose of any doubling, however, is to reveal difference at the basis of the similarity, and such is the purpose in the given context.


Like Dante, Ulysses combines a desire for knowledge of humanity (“delli vizi umani e del valore”) with a yearning to know the mysteries of the world’s design:



[...] de’ nostri sensi ch’e del rimanente




non vogliate negare l’esperienza,




di retro al sol, del mondo sanza gente.



[...of the senses that remain to us




choose not to deny experience,




in the sun’s track, of the unpeopled world.]

(Inferno XXVI, 115–117)

This noble thirst for knowledge clearly impresses Dante. Several times the reader encounters the opposition of authentic people to beast-like beings in human form (see, for example, in Canto XIV of the Purgatorio the list of those who live along the banks of the Arno, such as the swine-like inhabitants of Porciano, the canine-like Aretinians, the wolf-like Florentines, and the fox-like Pisans). Many hellish torments are constructed by literalising the metaphor of man as beast. And so the words of Ulysses as he reminds his travelling companions that they are people not cattle, and born for noble knowledge not for an animal’s existence, had profound meaning for the poet:



Considerate la vostra semenza: 




fatti non foste a viver come bruti,




ma per seguir virtute e conoscenza.



[Take thought of the seed from which you spring:




you were not born to live as brutes,




but to follow virtue and knowledge.]

(Inferno XXVI, 118–120)


Dante and Ulysses, however, follow different paths to knowledge. For Dante, knowledge is linked to the constant ascent of the one seeking knowledge along the axis of moral values; this knowledge is given in exchange for the moral improvement of the knowledge-seeker. Knowledge raises the individual up, and the elevation of one’s morals enlightens the mind. Ulysses’ thirst for knowledge, on the other hand, is amoral. It has nothing to do with morality or immorality; it lies on another plane and has no relation to ethical problems. Even Purgatory for him is only a white spot on the map, and his desire to go there is dictated by a thirst for geographical discoveries. Dante is a pilgrim while Ulysses is a traveller. It is no coincidence then that Dante always has a guide with him on his infernal and cosmic pilgrimage while Ulysses is directed by his own daring and courage. He combines the mind and heart of an adventurer with the indomitable spirit of the epic rogue Farinata. This mythic trickster-hero was transformed in the poetry of Homer into the cunning ruler of Ithaca. In Dante’s poem he possesses all the features of a man of the Renaissance—he is an explorer and a traveller. This image both attracts Dante with its purposefulness and strength and alienates him with its moral indifference. But when Dante examines this image, produced by the age of the heroic adventurer-explorer who sails into all realms except the moral one, he finds in this something more general than the psychology of the near future. He sees the features of a new scientific and, in a broader sense, cultural time: the separation of knowledge and morality, of discovery and the results of that discovery, and of science and the identity of the scientist. 


It would be a mistake to see in this opposition of Dante and Ulysses nothing more than a historically remote conflict between the psychology of a medieval thinker and that of a man of the Renaissance.


The history of world culture has repeatedly confirmed that thinkers who are situated on the threshold of a decisive age often see its significance and consequences more clearly than those of succeeding generations who have already been drawn into its vortex. Finding himself on the threshold of a new age, Dante perceived one of the basic dangers of the approaching culture. Integration was characteristic of his own ideal. The encyclopaedic quality of his knowledge, which included almost the entire scientific arsenal of his time, did not come together in his consciousness as the sum of uncoordinated pieces of information but formed a single integrated structure, which, in its turn, was reinforced in the concept of a world empire (Inferno I, 101–109) and the harmonious construction of the cosmos. At the centre of this enormous construct was man, as powerful as the giants of the Renaissance but integrated into his surrounding world, linked to all the concentric circles of the world structure and, therefore, imbued with moral pathos. The bias toward the individual, toward specialisation, leading to a separation of the intellect and the conscience, of science and morality, which Dante sensed in the approaching age, was profoundly antithetical to him.


Of course, it would be naïve to identify Dante, the hero of the Comedy, completely with Dante, its author. The character Dante, the antipode of Ulysses, remembers that those confined in Hell must not inspire sympathy, while the author Dante cannot deny Ulysses his sympathy and clearly lends him a piece of his emotional individuality. Dante’s thinking is born from the complex dialogic interrelationship of these images. 

WORD AND DEED

The relationship of word and deed is one of the most important indices in the typology of culture. Historical self-consciousness oscillates somewhere between the complete separation of the two and their total identification. The presentation of the juridical essence of these concepts serves as a clear standard. At one end of the spectrum is the concept that a word cannot be identified with a deed and does not appear among acts punishable by law. From this premise evolves the position that asserts the freedom of speech within certain boundaries; but there, within those boundaries, the word does not have the value of an unmediated act. At the other end of the spectrum lies the conviction that the word itself is an act. As such, it appears as an object of law in line with other acts. An expression indicative of such an approach is the sadly familiar formula of Petrine and post-Petrine political investigations: “The Sovereign’s word and deed.” On the other hand, a similar identification was expressed in a song popular during the Russian Civil War period (1918–1920), referred to as “The Red Marseillaise”:

Честь Робеспьеру! Марату слава!

Скинем буржуев, стройся народ!

Учитесь, познайте слово и дело —

Слово и дело, что в бой ведет.



[Honour to Robespierre! Glory to Marat!



Let’s throw off the bourgeoisie, fall in with the people!



Study, get to know word and deed—



Word and deed that lead us into battle.]


The first conception is at the cornerstone of liberal humanist ideas. The principle of freedom of speech and an entire complex of notions concerning human rights are based on it. The second conception lies at the basis of certain ideas authorising violent acts of both a revolutionary and a reactionary nature. The first approach gained a firm foothold in Western Europe together with the democratic notion of law and order as one of the achievements of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution in the eighteenth century. Crime is seen as the result of ignorance. The founder of European liberal jurisprudence, Cesare Beccaria, wrote: “Do you want to prevent crime? Make sure that enlightenment accompanies liberty” (2009: 109). The union of enlightenment and liberty produces clear laws founded on reason.


The opposite point of view, shared by democrats (Rousseau) as well as theoreticians of enlightened despotism, conceives of the law as the expression of the will of a sovereign people or of a sovereign lord. The law does not rule over the government and the people’s will; it is subordinated to them. The possibility of interpreting the ideas elaborated in the democratic philosophy of Rousseau to entirely different ends was demonstrated paradoxically by Aleksei K. Tolstoy in his story in verse “Popov’s Dream,” in which the author places the following words in the mouth of a government minister—a caricatured portrait of Count Petr Valuev—who conceals despotic practices under liberal phrases:

Искать себе не будем идеала,

Ни основных общественных начал
В Америке. Америка отстала:

В ней собственность царит и капитал.

Британия строй жизни запятнала
Законностью. А я уж доказал:

Законность есть народное стесненье,

Гнуснейшее меж всеми преступленье!



[We will not look for our ideal,



Nor for fundamental social principles



In America. America has been left behind:



There property and capital rule.



Britain has besmirched its social system



With lawfulness. Though I have already demonstrated:



Lawfulness is a constraint on the people,



More vile than all other crimes!] 

(A. Tolstoi 1984: 260)


The problem is greatly complicated when art is brought into it. Instead of the binary opposition of word and deed, we are confronted with a tripartite opposition: the artistic word/the non-artistic word/the deed.


The situation we are discussing here is fraught with contradictions. The liberal position, according to which the word is not an act and art enjoys a greater degree of freedom, offers a wide scope for the free self-expression of the individual in general and for the artist in particular. The opposing idea, that the word is an act in line with other acts and, consequently, that art is an object of legal prosecution, opens the way to unlimited arbitrariness and imposes a heavy burden on the development of ideas. The intense struggle for freedom of expression has played a significant role in the history of Russian literature. There is, however, a basic contradiction here. The writer enjoys real freedom in a society where he risks nothing when expressing the most radical ideas and, even in the most extreme case, pays with nothing more than the commercial failure of his book. At the same time, the social value of his works is lowered in the eyes of the reader to the level of an amusement.


Where the word is prosecuted as a deed, it has the same value as a deed. This lends the word a very special power that cannot be compared with anything else. A Russian writer of the nineteenth century paid dearly for his work. Gogol, Tostoy, and Dostoevsky all paid a price, each in his own way. Naturally, this lent their works a special value in the eyes of the Russian reader, for whom they were not just “words, words, words,” as Hamlet put it, but deeds. It might seem that European readers who knew Russian novels only in translation and were removed from the Russian view of art as service to society could not appreciate this. Nevertheless, the atmosphere of social significance, the sense that “literature is more than literature,” was communicated even to those readers. This formed the basis of an explosion of interest in Russian literature in the West. Readers looked for prophecies not verbal artistry.


The special position of art (literature) produced a basic contradiction in the relationship between art and life. The results of these contradictions were extremely varied. 

Let’s look at the role of art in provoking behaviour. The path from the page of a literary text to action in a reader can be broken down into three different stages: the creation of the literary text, its perception as non-artistic information, and the stimulation of behaviour in the reader. 


A literary text is created with consideration given to the specific way it will be perceived. Related to this is the idea that a literary text and, more broadly, rhetoric must not be viewed according to general legal standards and norms. When a French poet-democrat of the eighteenth century called for choking the last tyrant with the intestines of the last priest, this was not a call to murder but a rhetorical turn-of-phrase.
 When the question of the future political formation of Russia was being discussed at a meeting of the Union of Prosperity, Nikolai Turgenev uttered the ringing rhetorical pronouncement: “Un président, sans phrases!”
 

Turgenev viewed his statement as an effective rhetorical device, suggesting an eloquent historical reference and underscoring the tense atmosphere of the discussion. Turgenev was not an unconditional republican, and so it would be extremely risky to take his eloquent turn-of-phrase as the expression of his actual political agenda. Nevertheless, when a little more than five years later this incident came under investigation, an Imperial Commission prosecuted him for his remarks, not only taken out of context but also considered as a deed not as words. Turgenev was accused of participation in the assassination of the tsar and on this basis was sentenced, in absentia, to death. This is a typical move that alters the original meaning of the words.


In the context of freedom from censorship, poetic speech that touches on questions of politics is evaluated as successful or unsuccessful rhetoric, while under conditions of censorship poetic speech is evaluated as a forbidden or permitted act.


Under conditions of censorship, which limits the possibilities of expression, an unusual knot forms—the coupling of words and their meanings. Precisely because the political life in Europe east of the Rhine was in fact repressive, passions found their expression in Sturm und Drang. The literary range of the young Schiller was in inverse proportion to his actual political opportunities. In the French literature of the Revolutionary period, Classicism reigned, preaching harmony and the rule of reason, while furious passions raged in German literature. We witness an analogous phenomenon in the age of Romanticism: literary fury is linked to political immobility. There formed a particular artistic space that was filled with texts of savage freedom, stormy passions, and romantic fury. Art here reflects life in inverted form, offering its own kind of freedom as compensation for a lack of real freedom.


But then another stage begins. A new generation, having acquired from the theatre and from the pages of novels and poems an image of the “furious passions,” views this as a program for everyday reality. Life rushes to imitate art, and Werther gives rise to an entire constellation of young people all over Europe who actually kill themselves. In his Letters of a Russian Traveller, Karamzin includes several excerpts from French newspapers recounting the story of a young man who was pushed to commit suicide by principled, literary notions, not by biographical circumstances. Right after this second stage, however, there inevitably follows a third, when exceptional incidents are transformed into a style and translated into a simplified language. This is the path that Nietzsche’s notion of elite individualism took through decadent intellectual circles to the popularised notions of the National-Socialists. Revolutionary and left-wing radical movements in Russia underwent a similar process at the beginning of the twentieth century. The impossibility of action gave birth to exaggerated literary formulations. Literary formulations were then transformed into programs for action. The structure is simplified so that yesterday’s hyperbole becomes today’s mundane reality.


Two processes directed toward opposite ends intersect here. On one arm of this cross-section an accumulation of cultural resources occurs, and the practical sphere is raised to the level of theory. On the other arm a lowering takes place, and theory is transformed into instruction for practical activity.


The history of art knows many cases in which a new work is assigned specific borders drawn by tradition. There are periods in the history of painting when artists are given specific themes. This explains, for example, the countless Madonnas in medieval and Renaissance painting. The traditional arts of the medieval East also experienced strict prohibitions on the choice of subject matter. Paradoxically, however, the repetition of subjects does not lower the level of information in these works. On the contrary, it stimulates the inventiveness of the artist. The rigid borders established by tradition have only encouraged the individuality of artistic decisions. The level of information decreases only when the rigidity of traditional injunctions begins to encompass the entire work on all levels, offering no compensation. In medieval art, rigidity in one artistic sphere was compensated for by freedom in another, and by the fact that mutually untranslatable artistic languages turned out to be in some correlation. The conflict is presented but not the solution. In the dogmatic arts of the twentieth century, it was the solution itself that was provided, which led very rapidly to complete artistic degradation.


The following example is characteristic. In the first stage of their development, the totalitarian regimes that arose in the 1920s and 30s granted the arts a certain degree of independence. This was due to the fact that several of the leaders of the Futurist movement were associated with the revolutionary movement in Russia or with the Fascists in Italy. But more important is the fact that the authorities were initially interested in unmediated political thought and conducted little investigation into the essence of artistic structures. Moreover, a regime that still had to solidify its power had an interest in feigning artistic freedom, demanding only political loyalty. Times like those may produce phenomena such as the rise of Soviet cinema in the 1930s. This was especially the case in the field of applied arts, where strictly political tendencies were concealed.

At the second stage, however, control and leadership begin to trespass overtly onto the territory of art, and this leads to the exceptionally rapid degradation of art. Prohibitions and prescriptive instructions take on a different character. While in medieval painting the canonisation of some aspects of the structure stimulated creativity in others, here a different system emerges in which every art form is provided with a “leading specialist” who, as a rule, is invested with authority from above.
 The works of this specialist become the required standard for imitation. Instructions are disseminated in all areas of artistic creativity, and this leads, with the most extraordinary speed, to the degeneration of art.

A WORKSHOP OF UNPREDICTABILITY

We have already noted that the cardinal difference between the behaviour of human beings and that of animals has to do with the fact that for human beings unpredictability comes to play a dominant role. It never becomes the sole factor, however. Within human behaviour, the predictable and the unpredictable are not equally distributed. They are distributed differently, for example, depending on one’s age. The behaviour of a single isolated individual is “freer” (in the sense that it contains a greater degree of freedom) and, consequently, less predictable than the behaviour of a crowd. In certain aspects of culture, the behaviour of women is more predictable than that of men. But the opposite is also possible.


If one were to theorise from these differences, however, it could be stated that the behaviour of human beings differs fundamentally from that of animals due to the significant role played by the unpredictable. In view of the importance of this question it is necessary to emphasise once again that the term “unpredictability” here does not signify equally probable possibilities for any action. The point is that the initial state of a given system is situated at the edge of a variety of possible changes; the boundaries of that initial state delimit the field of future actions. A strict cause-and-effect relationship is attributed to similar moments of development only in hindsight. One must keep this rule in mind throughout our subsequent presentation of material. Speaking of the history of humankind, one could say that the role of unpredictability does not essentially increase when a human being becomes a human being; rather, it forms the very foundation of this transformation. Such a founding human characteristic as self-consciousness—reflection on one’s own consciousness and behaviour—is based on this unpredictability. And built on this foundation is a phenomenon inseparable from the very essence of self-knowledge: art.


Reflection is essentially impossible without art, and so the vulgarised notion that art is merely an unnecessary supplement to production or to social structures does not merit consideration. The very existence of art is inescapably linked to the linear evolution of human history. It is precisely the linear nature of this evolution (which separates human beings from the closed developmental cycles of other living creatures) that constantly leads humankind into new and unique situations. The present for man is that almost imperceptible moment between the past and the future. This is what fundamentally distinguishes the human condition insofar as the cyclical world of nature equates past and future, for all practical purposes, substituting memory for prediction.


The world of human beings is movement from a vanishing past into an approaching future. The individual turns back to seek in the past that which appears able to forecast the future and, as a consequence, to facilitate his orientation toward the present. In fact, in periods of gradual evolution (or in those spheres where gradual change dominates) the study of the past can play a constructive role. However, in explosive moments such “historical memory” can prove to be a poor guide and can lead to errors that are at times tragic in their consequences.


Recalling Roman history and drawing analogies with it in the age of the French Revolution makes more theatrical-political sense than it does true historical sense, and it begat a long chain of bloody excesses, which were by no means unavoidable. The desire of those participants in the Russian Revolution and the Civil War (1917–1920) to construct their age through the prism of the French Revolution played a similar role. It is enough to recall how the metaphor of the Don Region as the Russian Vendée became a reality.


The perhaps apocryphal testimony of eyewitnesses to the influence of the French Revolution on the discussion of the fate of the Russian royal family is nonetheless revealing: 

Lenin was present at the meeting of the All-Russian Central Executive Committee at which Krestinsky and Goloshchekin, who had just arrived from the Urals, demanded the death of all the Romanovs and their entire household, to which Lenin said: ‘The Great French Revolution [...] executed Antoinette and Louis, but spared the Dauphin.’ The death of children, in the opinion of Vladimir Ilyich, would be negatively perceived by radical elements around the world and among fledgling communist parties. After this, Lenin turned and walked out [...] (Riabov 1989: 223)


Even if the above-cited text is apocryphal, it entirely fits in with the mood of the age. Compare, for example, the following verses by Maria Shkapskaya:

Тебе, Семнадцатый Людовик,

Стал братом Алексей Второй.



[You, Aleksei the Second,



Became the brother of Louis the Seventeenth.]


It is also interesting to note the opposite tendency—to break with historical analogies. Consider, for example, the strong distaste on the part of the Decembrist Vasily Davydov for giving meaning to the Revolution through historical imagery, expressed in the words: “I did not participate in a Tugenbund but in a revolt (bunt)” (cf. Davydov 1954: 285).


Of course, one should not see the self-construction of individuals in this or that era as solely responsible for the slant given to an age, although the biblical pathos of Cromwell and the Roman pathos of Danton were reflected in the fundamental character of those historical events. The game of the past, precisely because it does not throw any light on any actual historical event, is capable of exerting a transforming effect on it. In this sense, one could say that in the realm of self-consciousness the present is not only created by the past but actively recreates a “new past.” In moments of historical crisis the past is made into a site for the generation of new myths. And therein lies the danger. 


The intrusion of artistic phenomena into the historical process radically alters the very nature of that process. If history is a window onto the past, then art is a window onto the future. This metaphor, however, requires a crucial amendment: alongside panes of glass in these windows, mirrors have been installed. And if in the first instance the past is understood as a direct path to the present (the present in this perspective appears as the only possible result of the past), then the shift to the future is conceived of as an explosion. The unpredictable lies between the present and the future.


This fundamental asymmetry between the past and the future makes the former into a field of science, that is, it implies a striving to comprehend reality. The future—the realm of art—involves the creation of a second, self-sufficient world.


This does not contradict the fact that the historical past, as we have already noted, can be used—with a greater or lesser degree of justification—to predict the future. Still more obviously, the representation of the past may, and has more than once, become a theme of art whereas the construction of the future is always secondary in historical works. The representation of the past in art differs fundamentally from the reality of that past insofar as it implies a point of view corresponding to the moment the text was created. This is a view of the past from the present. Whereas the historian seeks to comprehend the past, which has already occurred, and to deal with the hardened facts that have been presented to him or her, the artist who writes about the past rehabilitates the moment in which the given events occurred in all their unpredictability. Consequently, unlike the historian, the novelist who moves off into the distant past is nonetheless always writing about the future, which will come to pass only in the subsequent pages of his book.


The common metaphor of art as a mirror of reality captures at least a certain aspect of how art functions. The “actual” course of events selects only one line of development from an extensive set of possibilities, discarding events that did not occur as if they could not have occurred. In this view, the future is transformed into a single predictable chain. All fatalistic conceptions of the future (one might point first to the varieties of Hegelianism) construct the future on the basis of reflection produced from the study of the past. Actually, the space between the present and the future is, in principle, not symmetrical with the space between the present and the past. There is not just one path from the present to the future but a multitude of equally possible paths. The one that will become reality, consigning all others to “non-history,” is in principle impossible to predict. Reality can be compared here to a fairy-tale princess whose hand is sought by several princes. Until a choice is made, all the princes have an equal chance at success and all can be called her fiancé. But if the moment were to be described in retrospect, the one who was successful will seem destined for victory, while the others will appear as unworthy usurpers. Art looks at life with the eyes of a still available young girl, while history looks at life with the eyes of a wife who is tied to her choice.


Art introduces into reality the freedom that is lost at the moment of an idea’s actual incarnation, and therefore no matter what the tense—past, present, or future—no matter what plotline is chosen for a work, art carries the reader into a realm of freedom. That is to say, when transferred into the reality outside of art, a work of art turns out to be analogous to the future. 


Lev Tolstoy in War and Peace made Pierre Bezukhov a Decembrist, and so we are aware beforehand that Siberia and hard labour await our hero. But the author ends the novel in that historical moment when the future of the Decembrist movement still conceals unpredictable possibilities within itself. The final pages of the novel are imbued with an atmosphere of hope and optimistic expectations, not with fatalistic pessimism. The predictions of the reader are identified with the predictions of the heroes of the novel. Knowledge of historical events and their reality are at this moment forgotten. True, this formulation requires an important proviso. It is accurate in regard to non-cyclical art, art oriented toward constant movement in the direction of the new, but in principle it cannot be applied to the cyclical structures of folklore.


The function of art in the general system of different cultural spheres involves the creation of a reality much freer than the reality of the material world.


The relationship between non-artistic reality and art is constructed along two axes moving in opposite directions. The first divides up non-artistic reality into parts, subjects these parts to recombinations, translating them into the language of art and attributing additional freedom to the parts, and then imbues them with new meanings. A process of rearranging the untransposable and of recombining the uncombinable occurs. And so in poetic speech, elements of phonetics, vocabulary, and syntax, as well as various repetitions and oppositions, acquire meanings they did not have in their non-artistic use. The artist who can attribute meaning to a visual image through light or contrasting perspective, a caricaturist who can do that by increasing or decreasing the proportions of the face, or an actor, by assigning significance to a certain detail with his voice or an emphatic gesture all produce a deformation of the object, dividing it into parts and altering its proportions; in other words, they make the neutral significant. Everyday experience enters as a backdrop against which the freedom that art brings to the world by attributing meaning to it becomes perceptible.


The meaning behind the old definition of the “arts” as “liberal” is profound and perhaps not fully understood. Its primary sense indicates the social freedom of the artist in society. But it is possible to isolate another meaning: objects of art constrained by the laws of reality acquire freedom in art, enter into new relations and bonds whereby they reveal their deep inner meaning. Recombining is the analysis of hidden essences.


But the opposite path is also possible. Art is not only capable of creating an analytical image in which the ordinary and the similar are made unusual and different, but it can also travel the path of synthesis—the transformation of the dissimilar into the similar. If in the first instance the object from the real world disintegrates into the material in its pure form, in the second instance the material is newly synthesised into the likeness of the thing. In that case, however, we are speaking precisely of a likeness, that is, the thing created by art can strive toward maximal similarity with its model. The history of art knows many examples in which phenomena from reality somehow became artistic works, but this does not erase the border between reality and art; instead it emphasises it to the utmost degree insofar as reality acquires freedom, which is uncharacteristic of it, as well as meaning. It becomes communication. As Baratynsky wrote:

...И жизни даровать, о лира!

Твое согласье захотел.



[...And to give to life, O Lyre!



Your harmony was my wish.]

(Baratynskii 1936: 188)


These two tendencies are interwoven: the disintegration of objects into complete unrecognisability and the rapprochement of art and life to the point of perfect identification constitute the borders of the space in which artistic activity takes place.

THE PSEUDO-NEW AND THE NEW

The world is in a state of constant change. One often hears the ancient dictum that you can’t enter the same river twice. There are, however, two kinds of change. Even Hegel distinguished between quantitative and qualitative changes, describing the former as possessing a flowing character and the latter as occurring in leaps and bounds. But for our purposes Wittgenstein’s thesis is more important—that within the limits of logic nothing new can be described. This profound thought separates dynamic processes into “those occurring within the limits of logic,” which are predictable and so are unable to create anything fundamentally new, and those that strict logic defines as “incorrect.” It is precisely these latter changes that generate the fundamentally new. From now on we will describe these processes with the term “new.” The following can also serve as a criterion for evaluation. We will refer to those processes that are released in the opposite direction but that return us to our initial point of departure as symmetrical (“equilibrium processes” in the terminology of Prigogine). Processes that move backward or do not return to their initial starting point after having completed an entire cycle of circular movement will be referred to as asymmetrical (“non-equilibrium processes”). 


Asymmetrical processes generate the new, and, as a consequence, it is these processes that contain the mechanism for the dynamic production of new ideas. Symmetrical processes dominate in the intellectual world of animals but do not occupy an essential place in the human world. What interests us now is their role in art. Those forms of art that have a cyclical character might serve as an example (consider seasonal ritual folklore).


Plato, who condemned contemporary art and contemplated “honourable exile” for artists, including even Homer, was not, however, an opponent of art in and of itself. In his ideal society he intended to preserve those art forms about which it is impossible to say whether they were created yesterday or a thousand years ago. For Plato, folk art was eternal art stripped of individual pathos. Lev Tolstoy and Gleb Uspensky expressed similar notions, perhaps under the indirect influence of Plato’s ideas and the direct influence of the spirit of complete negation that characterised their attitude toward contemporary civilisation. In his cycle of sketches The Power of the Land, Uspensky maintains the superiority of the “natural” peasant way of life, which is entirely organised around the cyclical repetition of agricultural labour. The individual aspirations of discrete individuals are subordinated to the collective consciousness, in accord with the world of nature, thereby forming a perfect harmony between the individual and society, on the one hand, and between man and nature, on the other.


Lev Tolstoy expressed similar ideas in the final period of his creative work. Tolstoy’s emotional investment in the opposition of the “natural” to the “unnatural” led him to a complete negation of everything that could be associated with the destruction of the cyclical evolution of the world. Most notable here is the idea of progress. But the idea of regressive movement in Tolstoy, as in Rousseau, did not actually carry the meaning usually attributed to it. It was definitely not a linear movement in the opposite direction. The return to an initial closed-circular movement perceived as “natural” was an ideal for Tolstoy as it was for Rousseau. Rousseau, however, doubted the possibility of such a return, although he considered all other forms that arose later to be “unnatural.” One could mention other constructs that were also founded on the idea of a return to cyclical movement as a form of everyday human existence.


It is necessary, however, to emphasise the fact that the existence of a human world organised entirely on cyclical models represents a philosophical abstraction set against historical reality. The linear model of movement is as ancient as humankind itself. Of course, along the lengthy path travelled by humanity, the relationship between linear and cyclical processes has often changed. But the conflicted relationship between the two has always been a dynamic factor in the development of culture.


The danger of falling victim to speculative constructs forces us to reject any discussion of those stages of cultural evolution for which no eyewitness testimony has been preserved. The only information upon which a scholar can rely (no matter how “primitive” or archaic it may seem) belongs to the very late stages of man’s cultural development. Here, as a rule, we witness a strained relationship between the elements of dynamism and stasis, collectivism and individuality.


The appearance in cyclical ritual songs of a separation of functions between the chorus and the coryphaeus already conceals within itself the possibility of a separation of tradition and improvisation. It is no coincidence that in ancient tragedy the characters come to express individual passions and fate while the chorus expresses the traditional morality of the collective. Later, the antithesis of dynamism and stasis repeatedly takes the form of a conflict between individual creativity and folklore. There is, however, potential for both tendencies to be present in either system. Moreover, if there were no elements of individuality in a collective work and no elements of the collective in an individual work, they could not form contrasting oppositions or interconnected pairs.


For example, the ancient cultures of the East and West hosted a peculiar form of artistic life—competition between poets and singers. Antiquity has given us the legend of the poetic combat between Homer and Hesiod. What is important here is not that this competition could not have taken place for purely chronological reasons. What attracts our attention is the fact that the legend brings together in poetic combat representatives of two different genres and poetic schools. Consequently, it is precisely their difference that is appreciated. This is typical of a cultural stage marked by individual creativity. But let’s take another example. The history of poetry is replete with instances in which competitors are assigned not only a theme but all the generic conventions. One can assume that the entire field of creativity is oriented here toward tradition and that no place has been left for the individual. This, however, is not the case. The very existence of combat between poets, with their competition approaching a point of ideal perfection, testifies to the fact that this is a question of individual creativity. It is assumed that they did not simply repeat something already created by someone else, as Plato suggested, but created something new, which would approach an original though unknown (or even non-existent) ideal.


In this way, analysis uncovers a tense confluence of tendencies to recreate the old and to create the new even where, it would seem, individual creativity has no place. It is obvious that in traditional folklore centripetal forces far surpass centrifugal ones, and individual creativity is significantly more constrained by traditional forms. This is a function of the peculiarities of oral art and the necessity of preserving extensive texts in one’s memory. 


At Leningrad State University in the 1930–40s there was a department of folklore (which was subsequently, in 1947–1950, attacked and closed). Two scholars were at the centre of life in the department: Vladimir Yakovlevich Propp and Mark Konstantinovich Azadovsky. The divergence of interests between these two marvellous scholars created a rare and exceptionally fruitful harmony. Propp researched archaic forms reflected in folklore. Folklore allowed him to reconstruct the structure of the ancient collective consciousness. This was a unique “archaeology of culture.” Propp developed the model of the magical fairy tale, which created a revolution in international folklore studies by revealing the possibility of describing the magical fairy tale as such and of creating its own “periodic table of elements.” In his classes students were trained in scientific generalisation, which allowed them to see a single invariant in a variety of objects.


Azadovsky’s interests developed in another direction. He was interested first and foremost in the artistic aspects of folklore. He was the first to study the individual craft of the folk storyteller and to study the relationship of works of folklore to contemporary forms of art. Such an approach does not deny the fact that tradition is dominant in folklore, but the concept of tradition has nothing to do with the Romantic image of immutable archaism. Instead, it represents a particular form of artistic dynamics (comparable to Prigogine’s “equilibrium dynamics”).


The equilibrium dynamics of an actual text, however, remain outside the boundaries of folkloric consciousness. Such dynamics are themselves realised as the monologic embodiment of memory. The play between old and new is perceived by viewers and performers of similar texts as a shortcoming—the impossibility of achieving in practice the ideal of complete invariability. And so, that which Azadovsky appreciated as an individual organically linked to the culture of the twentieth century was considered a shortcoming by the actual bearers of folkloric consciousness. 

Lidia Mikhailovna Lotman, who actively studied folklore in the 1930s in Azadovsky’s seminar, related an interesting episode. Azadovsky once brought to his seminar the last representative of a famous line of storytellers, the Riabinins, and asked him to perform several byliny for his students. The old man settled in a little more comfortably and then asked: “How shall I sing, Mark Konstantinovich, your way or Yuri Matveevich’s?”
 For Azadovsky, Riabinin’s texts were the result of individual improvisation as displayed in countless “inspired” variations. What he had recorded and what Yuri Sokolov had recorded from Riabinin were considered to be different variations on the same subject. It is precisely here, from the point of view of Azadovsky, that the richness of individual creativity is displayed. From the point of view of Riabinin himself, however, the texts of the byliny done “Azadovsky’s way” or “Sokolov’s way” were complete, independent, separate works, and so he could choose this or that text, depending on the circumstances. The storyteller does not notice the process of his creation but concentrates on the result. Moreover, he is inclined to attribute everything in the text to tradition. Even texts obviously improvised ad hoc he likes to present as traditional, maintaining that “this is another way the old ones sang.” The observation of folklorists that this or that episode represents individual creative work and was just improvised is perceived by the bearers of folk consciousness as an offence. The subjective experience of creativity on the part of a folklore master differs from that of a poet of modern culture. The latter sees himself as a creator while the former sees himself as a custodian.


The shift in plotlines toward a linear narrative structure was the beginning of a process during which the narrative forms familiar to us today took shape. Narration unfolds in a linear fashion. This does not mean that any cyclical development in such a text disappears entirely—it simply loses its dominant meaning and becomes less perceptible. The value of communication is now associated with the new. At a certain stage the division is preserved: ritualised, sacred communications remain in the sphere of cyclical dynamics while practical texts take up their position along the axis of linear time. If we were to compare a myth and a daily newspaper as two opposite poles in the “field of information,” the opposition of cyclical to linear would appear to us in its purest form. With myth, there is repetition, underscoring that what had to be accomplished was accomplished once again, while with the newspaper, something has occurred that is perceived as new and anomalous. 


Press reports inform the reader of unique, unforeseen events. As a result, it is revealing that ritual, seasonal information is generally perceived as positive, relating “true” events, while press reports are more often perceived as negative.

Chronicles are curious in this regard in that they are perceived by the modern reader, as Pushkin writes, following Macpherson:

Дела давно минувших дней,

Преданья старины глубокой.



[The work of days long past,



The legends of remote antiquity.] (IV: 7)
 


However, the Russian chronicle is a text written by a contemporary of the events described and addressed to a future reader. Consider the words of Pushkin’s chronicler from Boris Godunov:

[...] Да ведают потомки православных
Земли родной минувшую судьбу [...]



[...May the descendants of the Orthodox



Know the past fortune of their native land...] (VII: 17) 


The chronicle is situated halfway between myth (legend) and the newspaper. It is filled with descriptions of the affairs “of this world,” tales of criminals, tragic occurrences, and, in general, events. Both good and bad events are perceived as excesses, unexpected interferences by holy or evil forces, predictable acts of virtue or villainy. The dual nature of the chronicle creates an objective basis for the duality of interpretations. Aleksei Shakhmatov and his disciples read the chronicle as a collection of actual political reports and saw in the chronicler either a propagandist or a polemicist, but always a politician. Igor Eremin (1946) read the chronicle as the expression of the thoughts and feelings of an artless monk who spent more time looking toward heaven than at the political struggles of his time. The paradox is that both points of view are correct. Each one illuminates one aspect of actual chronicle writing. What is incompatible for us is that both aspects come together indissolubly in the consciousness of both the chronicler and the reader.


Cyclical structures end at their initial point of departure, and so in this sense their movement is pseudo-movement. The essence of the concepts of “movement” and “stasis” is realised in contrasting contexts. In opposition to a stable state, cyclical repetition appears as movement. In contrast to linear evolution, however, cyclical development is viewed as static. But even within linear processes, gradual linear movement differs from explosive linear movement. From the point of view of explosive change, linear movement also appears as stasis, or pseudo-movement.


The appearance of the authentically new includes a moment of unpredictability. In this respect art serves as an ideal experimental space. The creation of the new is in reality linked to overcoming the resistance of the traditional, which has accumulated over time. As we have seen, this requires an individual who can step across the boundary of normal behaviour. This boundary has always been protected by stabilising social forces, which require significant effort to overcome. Art carries the conflict over into the sphere of a “second reality,” an “as if reality.” Here all conflicts arise and are overcome within the limits of a conventional artistic world. This significantly (and to the people of a given age, limitlessly) expands the possibilities for the combination of subjects. The “possible” is tested in comparison with the impossible. A whole bundle of potential alternatives is introduced into the sphere of self-consciousness and control.


In real life reality, as a rule, appropriates for itself the function of the only possible variant. When contemplating events, an individual will inevitably return in his own thoughts to the past. It is from this point of view that he imagines what was then the future (that is, the present at the moment of choice).


This is necessary for any evaluation of one’s behaviour in the present. The reconstruction of a “second future” (the “past future”) out of reminiscences, however, is already transformed in the individual’s consciousness in such a way that what has actually occurred represents the only reality. If a retrospective view reconstructs several opportunities, these opportunities appear in different modalities. That which has occurred acquires all the attributes of reality while “missed opportunities” acquire a heightened conditional character.


In the realm of art all possible variants are played out. The artist is able to return again and again to the original moment of choice, transferring the potentially possible into the realm of artistic reality. This is the type of situation Pushkin described with the words:



[...] Над вымыслом слезами обольюсь [...]



Over a fabrication I will shower myself with tears [...]. (III: 28)

This “second reality” is experienced “as if it were the first.” And so we have both “tears” and the recognition that what stands before us is a flight of the imagination. This paradox forms the basis of the experimental function of art.


The difference in approaches toward a real act and the development of a plotline is demonstrated by the behaviour of the “naive reader.” Such a reader is unable to separate art from life and so will interfere in the deeds of actors and will look ahead to the end of a novel; this reader is interested in the fate of the characters (identifying them with real people) not in the design of the author.

 
Once a naive reader has become involved with art, he will aspire to influence the writer. It is well known, for example, that women repeatedly gave Pushkin advice on how to end Evgeny Onegin.
 Still today readers send streams of letters to authors, offering advice on how to construct the plots of their works (most of all, the ending). It is revealing that most advice from readers concerns the plot, which is the sphere most accessible to an unsophisticated audience. It is no less revealing that advice of this kind, as a rule, is given to artists connected with popular art forms, such as novelists and film directors.

Linear evolution, by its very nature, assumes a conflict between the author and his or her audience. An author participating in the “aesthetic of originality” aspires to create something that has never been created—to shift to a new language. This leads to the creation of “incomprehensible” works of art. The reader is generally able to put such works aside until his or her own artistic development has risen to the level of the author’s. It is more often the case, however, that the mechanism of uneven development among readers is active. 


Readers are not, after all, an ideally unified mass but rather a complex and variegated collection of groups and individuals. A certain group of readers assumes the role of translator (usually this role is played by critics, experts, authoritative judges), making the author’s text “edible” for the mass reader. In order to be accessible to the reader, the work of art must be translated into the reader’s language or into a language sufficiently close for the reader to understand.
 


When a work becomes accessible, it more often than not loses the complexity that comprised the very essence of its innovation. A work of art becomes more comprehensible, but it sinks to a lower level. At the same time, a different process is occurring; a complex, multifaceted situation arises that involves, in addition to the author, various interpreters and a multi-layered reality (the object of interpretation). This complex conflict can generate new, more profound ideas, which can in turn push an author toward new interpretations of his own themes. These interpretations may be realised in the creation of new more complicated artistic images, as happened with Dostoevsky, or in new readings of an author’s own already completed works, as happened with Gogol, who wrote a number of “reflections” on his own works. And so the tension on the axis “comprehensible-incomprehensible,” which is foreign to the world of folklore, comprises an inevitable feature of all post-folkloric art. The tension is filled with tragic contradictions. The path of art is paved not with the metaphoric but with the real bodies of the victims of art’s tragedies. At the same time, such tragedy is a criterion for evaluating the success of art. The innovativeness of this or that movement and the genius of individual writers are measured by it. 


In the second half of the 1840s, Vissarion Belinsky made a distinction between writers of genius and belletrists. Belinsky’s concept is in fact only an inversion of the Romantic notion that opposes the incomprehensibility of high art to the accessibility of popular art. The theme of the poet’s madness, widely cultivated by the German Romantics, continued a medieval concept, according to which “Madness in people is wisdom in art.” Hoffmann repeatedly addressed this theme. Vladimir Odoevsky created a cycle of novellas about madness. His interpretation of the deaf Beethoven, for example, portrayed the composer as a genius in his soul and a madman to his listeners.


This Romantic conception, ridiculed by Kozma Prutkov and literary critics in the 1860s, was given new life by Konstantin Balmont in his portrayal of El Greco:






1.

Сумрачный художник, ангел возмущенный, 

Неба захотел ты, в небо ты вступил, — 

И с высот низвергнут, богом побежденный, 

Ужасом безумья дерзость искупил.






2.

Да, но безумье твое было безумье священное,

Мир для тебя превратился в тюрьму,

Ты разлюбил всё земное, неверное, пленное,

Взор устремлял ты лишь к высшему сну своему.



[1. Gloomy artist, indignant angel,



You wanted the heavens and you entered the heavens—



And from the heights overthrown, vanquished by God,



You redeemed your impertinence with the horror of madness.



2. Yes, but your madness was a holy madness,



The world for you became a prison,



You no longer liked anything earthly; uncertain, captive,

You directed your gaze only at your loftiest dream.] 

(Bal’mont 1969: 132)


This Romantic interpretation cannot hide the fact that we are speaking here of one of the most real and important particularities of art. Phenomena ranging from glossolalia to children’s “ekikiki,” studied by Kornei Chukovsky
, or the ecstatic poetry of Dionysian festivals are too numerous to be simply brushed aside. What is crucial here is not the breadth of this range of phenomena but the fact that these phenomena represent an extreme manifestation of that which is characteristic of art as such. We will not deal here with the psychological side of these phenomena but only their semantic aspects. From this point of view, the new in art can be characterised as the possibility of unexpected semantic recombinatory structures, which were perhaps impossible or forbidden at a preceding stage. These structures have the capacity to shock with an unexpected artistic language, with an unexpected meaning. The spasmodic shift to a new level of complexity is experienced by an audience as an instantaneous insight, an explosion of thought.


The words of Pushkin, who expressed this thought precisely in his polemic with Romanticism, testify to the fact that we are dealing here with something more profound than Romanticism, although it was first noticed by the Romantics.


A connection is established here between the concepts of the new and the artistically valuable.
 Such a situation harbours two possibilities. From the point of view of traditional art, the new, which arises as the result of an explosion, appears as “absurd” and “incorrect.” An explosion for those who experience it is unpredictable, which is not to say that it appears that way to historians. One who examines an explosive process from a retrospective position not only discovers a certain regularity in it but is also inclined to speak of its inevitability. And so the historian, who looks backward, is able to assert that Romanticism was a natural and inevitable consequence of the rationalism of the Neo-classicists and of the Enlightenment thinkers. To the same degree, Decadence for the historian appears as a natural and inevitable result of Realism and Naturalism.


Contradictions in the perception of the same “explosive” processes are determined by a difference in the points of observation. From one point of view the new is the result of chaos, while from another point of view the very nature of innovation is denied insofar as the “new” is seen as a natural consequence in the evolution of the “old.” A way out of this “vicious contradiction” is possible if we imagine a bundle of equally plausible evolutionary possibilities situated between the moment of explosion and its result from which one unpredictably comes into being. This evolutionary possibility becomes, in retrospect, the realisation of a natural conformity with certain laws of development.


Formalism was the first to make this transitional moment an object of study, creating a theory of the actualisation of peripheral layers of culture. It is necessary, however, to take the next step and emphasise that it is not some predictable “lower” cultural stratum that becomes the source of the new but rather a bundle (at times highly heterogeneous), which from time to time may contain entirely chance elements. For example, Pre-romanticism, in creating a new art, drew material from various spheres linked together only by the fact that all this material had made its way into a realm that was forbidden at previous stages of artistic evolution. It is possible to describe the history of art from the point of view of the evolutionary paths not taken. In part, Russian literature in the age of Pushkin did not “notice” one of the greatest of its poets, Evgeny Baratynsky, and several decades later Nikolai Leskov, too, ended up “unnoticed.” The history of art is filled with such examples.


In fact, Pasternak wrote:

[...] Но тут нас не оставят.

Лет через пятьдесят,

Как ветка пустит паветвь,

Найдут и воскресят.



[... But they will not leave us here.



Some fifty years from now,



Like a branch putting forth a bough,



They will discover and resurrect us.]

(Pasternak 1989: 12)

We could invoke another comparison as well. Imagine a mine field. Some mines explode almost immediately, others only after a long period of time. Some are underground and so we don’t know when they will explode or whether they will explode at all. We cannot say how many “unexploded mines” there are at present in contemporary art, located in its deepest strata. This is because different historical and cultural events have different radii of trajectory. When we say that a certain author or, more broadly, a certain cultural figure is still relatively unknown and has not had any influence, it is always necessary to add “for now” or, as Fedor Tiutchev put it:

Нам не дано предугадать,

Как слово наше отзовется [...]


[It is not given to us to know in advance,



How our word will be recalled...]

(Tiutchev 1965: 217)


The opposition of literature to belles-lettres, if we make use of Belinsky’s terminology, can be interpreted in a way that is of interest to us as the antithesis of the unpredictable and the predictable in art. From this point of view, transformations of the initial principles of a text, predictable to a certain degree and conforming to certain evolutionary laws, can be considered belles-lettres. Such transformations include various “works on a given theme” and utterances that develop the positions and structures of other texts, everything that, in Belinsky’s opinion, demands talent not genius. We can assign to this category of text production the entire field of propaganda, which has evolved to such a hyperbolic extent in twentieth-century culture. We should not succumb to the Romantic temptation to deny this entire sphere. It is, by nature, neutral and can play either a positive or negative role in a given culture. It acquires exceptional value in the space between art and non-art: design, posters, and fashion. The role of propaganda in twentieth-century culture takes on a threatening aspect only because of its astonishing success. In sync with machine technology, it has a tendency to seize hold of ever newer realms of culture, especially those realms which by their very nature demand collective organisation in the form of production as well as consumption. Here cheap standards turn out to be such a powerful vehicle that individual creative effort is simply not equipped to fight against them.


A recent Hollywood film featured a plot that was not so much simple as banal—the mutual love of a bored millionaire and a prostitute.
 The triteness of the situation is played up, highlighted so that it becomes an object of irony. The authors seem to be constantly referring viewers to hundreds of films on the same theme. Such a situation is not, by its very nature, contrary to the highest art. But in high art the artistic object would be the stereotypical nature of the situation, not of the author’s position. The particularity of the film to which we are referring has nothing to do with whether the author’s position is good or bad, but with the fact that the author’s position is annulled.


When we look at the latest model of automobile, so elegant and fashionable, we ask the make not the name of the individual(s) who designed it, the very idea of which disappears in the course of production. This does not prevent one from delighting in the car and enjoying it. The same can be said of films of the above-mentioned variety. They are the result of the transformation of the film product into a convenient, comfortable consumer good. We will not cast the term “consumer good” in the light of Romantic condemnation, but neither will we confuse art with that pleasant and comfortable activity which it is not.


To the above we might add that the “non-existent” must not be confused with that which “cannot exist.” The latter assertion has too often proved false for us to put it forth again. We know:




[...] из какого сора 

Растут стихи, не ведая стыда [...]


[...from what kind of litter



Verses grow that know no shame...] 

(Akhmatova 1965: 294)

The spirit of art blows where it will, but it has yet to blow its way into the vulgarity of popular film.
 


The type of art thus characterised develops best in periods of gradual and to a certain extent predictable evolution. In such periods the demand for innovation (that is, the unpredictable) does not appear essential. One must not confuse this, however, with the repetitious movement of cyclical epochs. We are speaking here of linear though gradual, logically-progressive evolution. In relatively peaceful historical periods when the chronological duration of an evolutionary stage is roughly equivalent to the period of the biological activity of a generation or when it exceeds it, such evolutionary movement goes unnoticed. An illusion is created that life is fixed, motionless. This in turn affects the consciousness of the individuals of that age and generates braking mechanisms. A vicious circle is produced; retarded evolutionary movement generates ideal images of stasis, which in turn further retard evolutionary movement. But this inertia produces the exact opposite effect as well: the inevitably of explosion.


Explosive ages periodically replace those marked by gradual progression. As a rule, they introduce a transitory quality into the social and cultural sphere, replacing the relatively more extensive periods of “determinate evolution.” In the realm of politics and culture the latter observation is usually confirmed; however, we must not raise it up as an absolute law since the very concepts of transience and duration are relative and unconsciously assume a comparison with the length of an individual’s life. In great historical events, explosive processes can endure for hundreds of years, and in geological and astronomical phenomena, for millions of years.


The criterion that allows us to define a process as explosive is located on another plane. It lies in the essential unpredictability of the event. Events that will occur and those that will not are, at the moment of explosion, variants and can easily replace one another. In the very first moments of transition toward a path of gradual development, however, they begin to go their separate ways. For example, Napoleon as a young artillery officer named Bonaparte could have easily been killed in an early battle, and this fact would have gone entirely unnoticed. No historian would fix this as an event in European history. But only a decade later the death of Napoleon on the field of battle would have placed the life of the entire continent on another path.
 In the first instance, the point is not that we failed to notice an event that was already outlined but experiencing a period of anonymity and that would later become visible. This event simply did not exist; it had not yet happened, just as the lives of other unborn military leaders or political figures never happened. 

The absence of fatality is especially noticeable in the course of processes that we have defined as unpredictable in the area of art and culture, where the level of freedom sharply rises. Expressions of the type “the time was ripe” and “Napoleon (or Shakespeare, Pushkin, Dostoevsky) had to appear and he appeared” make sense to the writer or historian who has gone through the school of Schelling or Hegel but represent for us no more than rhetorical turns-of-phrase. Had Dostoevsky died on the scaffold or Tolstoy at the battle of Sevastopol, no one would have written their novels, and it is difficult to even surmise what the consequences might have been for the Russian intelligentsia and, related to that, for the Russian Revolution. The fate of the Russian Revolution was of international historical significance. Of course this does not rule out the significance of opposing processes. The talent of Tolstoy exerted explosive pressure on historical processes but was at the same time a part of the complex fate of an entire series of constantly evolving events. Historical reality is always infinitely more complex than the historian’s models, although it cannot be interpreted without them. It is necessary, however, to take into account the limits of equivalence, beyond which scientific thought is transformed into poetic metaphor. 

THE FUNCTIONS OF ART

Art is a peculiar, extremely specific form of activity involving the creation of a world of secondary reality, a world that, on the one hand, is separate from the first reality while, on the other hand, is always in some relationship to it. Art never tires of finding new modes of relating to reality, from total separation to total merging. But in principle, neither total separation nor total merging is possible. Art can only imitate such extremes by constructing an image of total separation or total merging. In the space between these poles there is a virtually unlimited variety of transitional forms. On the whole, man is submerged in a space that is bordered on one side by real life and on the other by a quasi-reality of various likenesses created by man. This space is not inwardly homogenous. On the one hand, it is made up of gradually-evolving layers that flow smoothly and logically into one another. These layers come together as if in some kind of complete and consistent world. On the other hand, it contains certain explosive structures that disturb logical movement forward and create essentially unpredictable situations. A world created according to such a model, however, possesses another mechanism that further complicates it. The entire structure is subject to redoubling in the consciousness of the individual. The degree to which the image of the world that arises in the individual’s consciousness is linked to the original may vary. It oscillates between maximal approximation and maximal separation.


The function of art among other forms of human re-construction of reality is defined by the extreme freedom it enjoys. Limits dictated by the actual level of technology, by real needs, by scientific laws concerning the creation of the world, and by notions of morality or religious ideas enter into art and, to a certain extent, influence it. But art, by its very nature, lies outside all these influences, a fact that gives it an extreme degree of freedom in modelling reality. 


The freedom of artistic modelling is guaranteed by the fact that works of art are always a breakthrough into the new, into a sphere of artistic language that was until that point non-existent. Every work of art is a new text in a new language. At the moment of explosion, the new artistic language that appears is just as unique as the text written in that language. Only later is this text made into the source of a new language, which has been mastered by a particular group. This inevitably results in a two-stepped artistic process.


There is an essential difference between the artistic modelling of the world from within an explosive moment and the subsequent interpretation of the results of this process. The former appears, as we have already noted, as a moment in which text and language are produced simultaneously and so does not lend itself to simple understanding. Understanding always involves the translation of an unknown object into the language of well-known concepts. In the given case, however, the mechanisms for its translation have yet to appear; only the need is there. Therefore, by generating texts in languages yet to be formulated, the explosive moment sets up a polysemous interpretive field. Only after the explosive moment has passed does the possibility arise for translating these texts into an already existing cultural language. This clarification, however, is at the same time an impoverishment, and so interpreters dealing with a sufficiently complex text are rarely satisfied with any one translation. A bundle of interpretations emerges, and when we are dealing with a sufficiently complex text, a variety of interpretations is perpetuated for centuries. Furthermore, the cultural value of the original text consists precisely in the variety of interpretations, which guarantees the continuation of the text’s explosive state through time. For example, Cervantes’s Don Quixote is a complex text that was not viewed as a unified whole at the moment of its creation. However, it was later transformed in the course of an extended explosion that was capable of generating ever new interpretations.


Unifying all concepts of inspiration are a sense of freedom from customary interpretive constraints, the opportunity to reconstruct from the material of the real world other realities, new worlds that have never been seen before, and to reconstruct all over again the newest and most incomprehensible of them: the world of the ordinary and the everyday.


Such reconstruction results not only in a revival of our consciousness of the world but in a revival of our sensible perception of that world. Once quotidian reality has become habitual, it ceases to be perceptible to us—to our senses and to our consciousness—which is to say, it ceases to exist. The secondary reconstruction of this reality by the means at art’s disposal transforms the usual into the unusual, on the one hand, and the unusual into the usual, on the other. This revives our consciousness, our experience of the world, twice over as if recreating in us the intellectual and emotional curiosity of Adam seeing the world for the first time. This phenomenon was first mentioned by the Russian formalists and defined as “ostranenie” [“estrangement,” or “defamiliarisation”], the transformation of the usual into the strange. This relationship to reality constitutes a boundary toward which all varieties of creative work strive and represents one of the poles of human consciousness. 


In Anna Karenina Tolstoy reproduces what is perhaps the most secret moment of artistic creation—the transformation of an explosion into an interpreted text. Tolstoy describes that interval when the creative work is yet to be fully formulated and is the very embodiment of transition, that is, the moment of dissolution of the structure and the revelation of its potential:

He couldn’t work when he was cold just as he couldn’t when he was too comfortable and saw everything too clearly. There was only one stage in this transition from cold to inspiration when it was possible to work. But now he was too agitated. He wanted to cover up the painting but stopped, and, holding the canvas in his hand, smiling blissfully, he looked for a long time at the figure of John. Finally, as if sad to tear himself away, he put the canvas down and went home, tired but happy. (Tolstoi 1982, IX: 49–50)


In the same work Tolstoy describes with exceptional insight the interweaving of design—the realm of conscious creative effort—and chance, which is unpredictable by its very nature: 

He made a sketch for a figure of a man in a fit of anger; but he was dissatisfied with it. “No, the other was better... Where is it?” He went into his wife’s room and, without looking at his wife, asked his eldest daughter where the paper was that he had given them. The paper with the rejected sketch was found, but it was stained and spotted with stearin. All the same he took the sketch, placed it facing him on the table and, moving it further away and then closer, began to examine it. Suddenly he smiled and joyfully flung his hands in the air.

“Yes, Yes!” he said and then, grabbing a pencil, he began rapidly to sketch. The spot of stearin lent the figure a new pose, and he suddenly recalled the energetic face of a merchant with a protruding chin from whom he’d borrowed cigarettes, and it was this face, this chin that he drew. He laughed with joy. This dead, fictional figure suddenly came to life in such a way that it would have been impossible to alter it. The figure was alive and clearly and confidently defined. The sketch could be improved in conformity with the demands of the figure; it was possible and even necessary to place the legs differently, to change entirely the position of the left hand, to push the hair back. But in making these improvements, he didn’t change the figure; he simply took away whatever was hiding it. It was as if he was removing from it those coverings partially obscured the figure; every new feature only served to better display the entire figure in all its energetic power, just as it had suddenly appeared to him from the spot created by the stearin. (Tolstoi 1982, IX: 41–42)


Tolstoy’s description lends itself to a dual interpretation. This is because the process represented by Tolstoy is fundamentally polysemous. Conveying the indeterminacy of the dynamic state by means of the determinacy of its verbal reflection must—and inevitably does—produce the possibility of an entire series of interpretive projections. For example, the episode described by Tolstoy can be interpreted as chance. The stain, brought about by entirely different reasons and inscribed in an entirely different set of cause-and-effect relationships, encroaches on a world foreign to it, the world of the sketch, and deforms its interpretive trajectory. And so, the new is born at the chance intersection of structures that are unrelated to each another.


This situation, however, lends itself to another interpretation. As early as the eighteenth century it was said that the apple that fell from the tree and was, according to the well-known biographical anecdote, the immediate cause of Newton’s discovery, would have simply bloodied the nose of another man. From the point of view of the anecdote, the origin of this scientific discovery is contained not in the apple but in the inner maturation of Newton’s ideas. One can interpret the episode described by Tolstoy in the same way. The new pose in Mikhailov’s sketch matures in his consciousness. The very fact of the artist’s initial dissatisfaction with the sketch is already the result of the potential generation of a new image. In this cause-and-effect series, the spot observed by Mikhailov plays a role in the interpretive process no larger than the one played by a midwife at the birth of a child. The particularity of this situation, however, is located in the unity and indivisibility of both these interpretations.


The fact that the moment of creation, described by the Romantic word “inspiration,” is located outside the boundaries of mono-semantic logical description makes it, it would seem, natural territory for Romanticism. The opposition between the explosive moment, which generates ideas, and the textual results of that moment became the theme for a great many Romantic storylines.

In its struggle with Romanticism, Realist literature of the mid-nineteenth century often presented the world of the writer as quotidian, associated with everyday concerns, and even presented writing at times as a lowly pursuit. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Russian poet Aleksei Merzliakov, while polemicising with the pre-Romantic notion of poetry as the inspiration of genius, referred to it as “holy labour.”
 

It was Pushkin, however, who most profoundly reflected this contradiction. In the draft known under the working title “Egyptian Nights,” he switched the positions in stable romantic clichés, making romantic “inspiration” appears as the most common prose and the prose of poetic labour, as that true state of the soul that can be expressed only in diffident, somewhat crude terms: 

Charsky was doing his utmost to smooth away the intolerable sobriquet [of writer—Ju. L.]. He avoided the company of his fellow literati, preferring society people, even the most vacuous. His conversation was the most trivial and never touched on literature. In his dress he always observed the very latest fashion with the timidity and superstition of a young Moscovite who has come to Petersburg for the first time in his life. His study, decorated like a woman’s boudoir, held nothing reminiscent of a writer; there were no books strewn atop or beneath the tables; there was not that brand of disorder that reveals the presence of the Muse and the absence of brush and broom. Charsky was in despair if one of his society friends caught him with a pen in his hand. It is hard to believe to what trifles a man gifted with talent and soul can go. He pretended at one moment to be a passionate huntsman and at the next, a frenzied gambler, or the finest gourmet although he could in no way distinguish a mountain breed from an Arabian thoroughbred, could never remember trump, and secretly preferred a baked potato to all the possible inventions of French cuisine. He led a most dissipated life; hanging around all the balls, eating around at all the diplomatic dinners. He was as inevitable at every guest-night as Rezanov’s ice cream.

He was, however, a poet, and his passion was invincible. When such rubbish (this is what he called inspiration) [italics are Pushkin’s—Ju. L.] came over him, Charsky would lock himself in his study and write from morning until late at night. He confessed to his closest friends that only at such moments did he know true happiness. (VIII: 264)

Pushkin ostentatiously inverts the situation. The Romantic relationship to poetry is the result of everyday banality (compare this to Pasternak’s verse: “Быть знаменитым некрасиво” [It is unsightly to be famous] (Pasternak 1989, II: 74)). 

Romantic “inexpressibility” is too expressible and cliché-ridden in pre-packaged words. And so, inexpressibility, an integral feature of creative explosion, is expressed by silence (compare this with the theme of silence in Tsvetaeva) or by the shockingly prosaic phrase—“such rubbish.” And so, what is constant here is not some stable feature but change in the type of expression and in the explosive character of that change. Therefore a creative “explosion” can be expressed just as well in an unpredictable shift from the everyday to the fantastic as it can in a redoubled variant: the unpredictability of an unpredictable shift.

This shift can express itself in a return to the everyday. And so, while the Symbolist tradition cultivated the poetic as unusual, exotic, the Futurists imposed on the poetic a layer of secondary explosion in which positions were shifted, making the vulgar poetic and the crude refined. As a result of this, a many-layered shift in the artistic structures of their negation appears more and more complex, and these structures demand more and more refinement for the aesthetic experience; in the end, this naturally instills a general desire to go beyond the limits of art and to substitute non-art for art. This constant shifting in the field of artistic languages, this fluctuation between maximal complexity, which generates simplicity, and maximal simplicity, which generates complexity, constitutes the dynamic field of art.

THE STRUCTURE OF UNITY

We have seen that semiotic organisms can occur in one of two hypostases: as part of a more complex whole or as a whole made up of parts gathered together into a structural unity. The qualities of “being a part of” or “being divisible into parts” are dependent on the structure, but they are potentially inherent—to the same degree—in any element of super-complex semiotic formations. This is what distinguishes them from simpler systems and, paradoxically, approximates them to the most elementary. If elements on an central level are distinguished by a close connection between the structure of an element and its function, then in peripheral situations an element’s place in the structure determines its function. For example, when analysing the meaning of an artistic work, the question of the text’s boundaries constantly presents itself. We know that an individual work or at times parts of a work (the chapters of A Hero of Our Time could function perfectly well as separate works), as well as trilogies and cycles, can appear as a single text. There are even instances of an author’s entire oeuvre being taken together as a single text. One might refer to the conscious efforts of Balzac in this regard. “To be a part” or “to be a whole” generally function as the condition for a game proposed by an author, which the reader will either accept or reject. For example, Inferno in Dante’s Divine Comedy, part one of Goethe’s Faust, or part one of Dead Souls should be thought of—from the point of view of their authors—as parts of larger texts; however, the tradition of readerly experience attributes to these works the function of a whole text. No less revealing is the persistent desire of readers and scholars to attach an ending to Evgeny Onegin. 


On a more general level, an element can be ascribed with the quality of possessing meaning. However, the meaning that is actualised in a given situation is determined contextually on a more concrete level.


Let’s bring in an example that might seem to be taken from rather far afield but that provides rather clear evidence of the mutual conversion of the concepts of antonym and synonym, that is, of the possibility of converting a structural unit of thought into its opposite. In Old Russian texts one encounters the word s”bop” [in modern Russian a sobor is a council, synod or cathedral—Trans.], which would seem to require no elucidation. It is sufficiently explained by derivatives such as sobornost’ (‘conciliarism’), which lies at the basis of an entire concept of Russian national character and of the opposition between Eastern Orthodoxy and Western Catholicism.


If we were to leave aside all the complicated questions of dogma associated with this word and to limit our discussion to the one problem that is of interest to us—that of semantics—we would nevertheless be unable to bypass a striking meaning of this word as witnessed in the Pandect of Nikon of the Black Mountain and preserved in manuscripts of the twelfth and fourteenth centuries. This example is especially interesting in that the word s”bor” is used twice with opposite meanings. This, however, does not confuse the scribe in the least and presents him with no problems in understanding the text: “If it happens that you awake from sleep an hour after the gathering (sbor) and do not wish to go to the council (s”bor”) out of shame, get up and close the doors and windows, and begin your own council (s”bor”)” (Sreznevskii 1912: 649). The very same word, sobor, here means both the coming together of all the monks in prayer and the solitary immersion of the self in prayer. 

Izmail Sreznevsky offers another similar example from a fourteenth-century collection The Just Balance: the Lord, having created man, “gave him eyes to see and ears to hear and a mind to reason (s”vetovati)” (680). [Sovetovat’ in modern Russian means ‘to counsel; to advise’—Trans.] Insofar as Adam was then the only man on earth, it is obvious that there would have been no one present to give or receive this advice. Therefore, sovetovat’ here refers to inner meditation.


I will offer another example from my own experience. About twenty years ago, Boris Uspensky and I took a friend and colleague, the Polish scholar Maria Renata Mayenowa, to the Pskov-Pechory monastery. It was winter and already dark when we arrived. We were told that we would not be permitted into the caves without the blessing of the abbot, but he was not well and was receiving no one. We were negotiating with a simple, kind old monk, who replied to all our requests: “Alright, I’ll seek advice on this (posovetuius’).” We were waiting for him to go off somewhere for advice and permission, but he acted in an entirely unexpected fashion. He went into a cell and locked himself in. Later he came out and said, “Well, let’s go.” Posovetovat’sia for him meant to pray to God and to listen inwardly to His voice. We were witnesses to a monologic conversation with God, which dispelled the monk’s doubt.


The possibility of employing antonyms as synonyms produces the enormous power of synthesis, as opposed to the power of analysis, which uncovers antonyms in synonyms. In fact, the interpretive power of poetry and of art in general is based on the bi-partite unity of these processes. But the process reaches further than art. For the Russian reader involved in the cultural processes occurring in Russia, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky are antithetical figures. Their work represents almost ideal incompatibility—artistic, philosophical, and religious. The western reader, on the other hand, finds synonymy in their work. Neither one of these readings can be simply characterised as “correct” or “incorrect.” The inclusion of a text in different cultural contexts will alter the meaning of the text.


The question of deformation is again of interest to us, but now from a different angle as we turn our attention to the opposition of “slow” and “explosive” processes. In the present instance we are interested in the reflection of these processes in the self-consciousness of those directly participating in them and in the influence that such consciousness has on generating the new.


In an extensive series of hagiographic texts we can distinguish two types: the gradual text, in which holiness is preceded by a description of the virtuous qualities of the saint, as well as those of his or her parents, and the explosive text, in which a precipitous fall into the abyss of sin becomes the first inevitable step on the road to salvation. In The Life of Theodosius of the Caves, written by Nestor, a monk of the Kiev Monastery of the Caves, at the end of the eleventh century, we find a stereotypical description of the childhood of a saint: 

Fifty versts from the capital city of Kiev is a city by the name of Vasilyev. There lived the parents of the saint, who confessed the Christian faith and were renowned for every kind of piety. They gave birth to their blessed offspring and then, on the eighth day, brought him to the priest, as Christians must, in order to give the child a name. The priest, looking at the child, foresaw with his heart’s eyes that from his earliest days he would dedicate himself to God and so named him Theodosius [which means ‘giving to God’—Trans.]. Then, when the child was forty days old, he was baptised. Grown into adolescence, surrounded by parental care, the Lord’s grace did abide in him, and the Holy Spirit did move in him from his earliest days. (Dmitriev and Likhachev 1978: 306)

In this instance, saintliness marks the destiny of the saint from the very beginning. The “heart’s eyes” of the priest foresee it and the entire life of the hero justifies this prediction.


However, another stereotype is also possible. Before finding holiness, the hero exhausts all evil-doing and only through deadly sin arrives at repentance and saintliness. 


In Aleksandr Afanasyev’s Russian Folk Legends, we find a variation on the subject of sin and repentance, the tale of a great criminal who has sinned with his mother and sister and has committed a hundred murders. As atonement for his sins he is given the following penance by a saintly hermit: to grow three trees from the smouldering remains of a burnt ash tree, watering them with water from his mouth. Two of the burnt pieces of ash give out shoots, but the third remains barren. And when the sinner, having already travelled a long path of repentance, meets up with a carousing murderous brigand, he is unable to control his anger; he kills him, and the Lord forgives him his sins (Afanas’ev 1914: 198–201). This storyline attracted the attention of Nekrasov and became the basis of his tale of Kudeyar in “Who Can Live Well in Russia.” The outline of the story—“sin, taken to its extreme limit, followed by forgiveness”—has another possible variation, presented in Nekrasov’s poem “Vlas,” which recreates in its entirety the folkloric plot of a great sinner who has committed mortal sin and has a vision of hell while in a sickly delirium (an obvious contamination of an episode found in a variety of storylines in the folklore of different peoples involving a visit to hell and the contemplation of the torments of sinners). What follows is the rebirth of the hero and his transformation into a righteous man who collects contributions to build the temple of the Lord (Nekrasov 1981: 152–154). Extreme sin requires the death of the sinner and his rebirth as a righteous man. This idea was ripening in Gogol’s mind as he thought of placing in the mouth of Pliushkin, in the third volume of Dead Souls, his most treasured thoughts on the regeneration of man. And so, in Chapter Fifteen of his Selected Passages from Correspondence with My Friends, Gogol called upon Yazykov: “Give a cry and show him [the reader—Ju. L.] that hag, old age, who comes toward him, who is made entirely of iron, before whom iron is charity, who does not give back a crumb of feeling,” and later he cries out: “Oh, if only you could say to him what my Pliushkin must say if I make it to the third volume of Dead Souls!” (Gogol’ 1952: 280). 


These and similar storylines have, of course, deep mythological roots. It must be emphasised here that the explosive nature of the shift from one state to another is further heightened by unpredictability. For example, in Konek-Gorbunok by Petr Ershov, one of the heroes leaps into a boiling cauldron and is transformed into a handsome man, while another leaps into the same cauldron and is cooked. This tale can be compared with a similar episode from the ancient Greek legend of Medea (Medea’s revenge on Peleus), in which the slicing of one character into pieces results in his rebirth and return to youth, while it brings only death to another character. Two types of unpredictability intersect here. In the first instance, what results from an action is a miracle, the occurrence of that which is unpredictable, while in the second instance, an unpredictable event can be either beneficial or harmful. This is illustrated in various storylines concerning three sisters—the youngest is showered with gold while the others are showered with garbage.


These last plot variations, however, lead us to a very complex problem. Let’s divide film plots into two groups. The first group we will provisionally refer to as those destined for a mass audience, admitting in advance the crude over-simplification of this definition. To the other group we will assign films that are typically considered classics of cinematic art. One could contrast these groups according to their degree of artistic achievement or from the point of view of their commercial success, but we are interested in an entirely different issue. First of all, we run into trouble when we grade films on a scale of “good versus bad” or “artistically valuable versus commercially profitable” (implying that the artistic value of some films and the hack-work nature of others are determined in the same way). For example, the requirement of a happy ending is the rule for a whole string of folkloric genres and for almost all of children’s literature. It would be difficult to exclude this entire mass of texts from the category of “good” art. Unhappy endings are generically forbidden in works like Jules Verne’s In Search of the Castaways and Mark Twain’s Tom Sawyer. Don Quixote is noteworthy in this regard because the ending is perceived by a child as happy but by an adult as tragic. 


We can conclude from this that the boundary between good and bad art is determined by other principles. We have before us two groups of texts. The first has some relationship to those psychological traits that are called upon to facilitate behavioural choices in situations where an individual has no experience and the absence of such experience must be compensated for by the imagination, by an aesthetically-conceived experiment. Future behaviour in explosive, unpredictable situations is located essentially outside previous experience. It is not previous experience that supports us here but the ability to maintain confidence in the face of the unpredictable. The cultural/psychological motives upon which an individual bases his faith in the correctness of a tactical choice play significantly less of a role than the individual’s confidence in them. Storylines in works of this type can be placed in the past tense, but the readerly experience coming out of them is always oriented toward the future.


Such works can be called “realistic” not because they supposedly describe events as they “actually” happened but because they’re directed toward the future, to the probability, in the author’s opinion, of a future reality. We are speaking here of a reality that is yet to be but that is elevated to the status of a model revealing the essence of the world or of some aspects of the world. Unlike works of this kind, the fairytale (or the “mass-audience” film) does not aspire to be a mirror of reality. Such works have another goal—to offer a substitute reality. They are not teachers but psychotherapists. Plotlines like those of O. Henry, which present various realisations of the fairytale in everyday life, or, in the spirit of Romanticism, the catastrophic confrontation of the two are so numerous in the realm of art because the fairytale and everyday life are normally situated in non-intersecting spheres. It is precisely this non-intersection that provides the plotlines for tragic conflicts.


Romantics often played with the plot of a poet’s tragic love for a doll. We see it in E. T. A. Hoffmann and in Vladimir Odoevsky. It became the ideal embodiment of the impossibility of shared love. In Gogol’s “Nevsky Prospect,” an artist vainly attempts to resurrect a doll through the power of his love, but the doll is transformed into a prostitute—the love machine of Petersburg life. In discussing such texts our attention is drawn to a mysterious passage by Pushkin, the result perhaps of a conversation with Gogol, whom Pushkin had pushed toward the idea of “Nevsky Prospect.” The passage was evidently written in the early 1830s: “N. chooses as his confidant the Nevsky Prospect—he entrusts to it all his domestic anxieties, all his family afflictions. He is pitied.—He is satisfied” (VIII: 429).


It is difficult to evaluate the nature of Pushkin’s concept as the text is incomplete. One can assume, however, that he did not subscribe to the Romantic storyline involving the fatal alienation of people: 

[...] И пробиться друг к другу 

Никому не дано. 

[“And no one is destined 

To break through to another.] 

(Pasternak 1989, II: 112)

Rather, Pushkin’s text must be placed in a specific “Petersburg” tradition involving the animation and personification of architecture and—more broadly—of the city as a single living creature. This is a thread stretching from Pushkin’s “Bronze Horseman” to the Petersburg of Andrei Bely and Aleksandr Blok.


The theme of Pygmalion—the coming to life of stone under the influence of love and art—developed alongside this theme (also outside the boundaries of Romanticism). Baratynsky introduces the image of art as a power capable of animating dead nature in his poem “The Sculptor”:

Глубокий взор вперив на камень,

Художник Нимфу в нем прозрел
И пробежал по жилам пламень,

И к ней он сердцем полетел.



[When his profound gaze had pierced the stone,



The artist clearly saw a nymph there.



And fire ran through his veins,



And he flew to her with all his heart.] 

(Baratynskii 1936: 226)


The actual artistic text reproduces that interlacing of the predictable and the unpredictable that brings it near to life itself, not just to a model of life. On the one hand, the artistic text is determined by rather strict laws of genre, plot, and other traditions. These laws form that field of predictability outside of which art cannot exist. On the other hand, the unpredictability of the artistic plotline (as opposed to pseudo-artistic imitations) is only heightened against this backdrop.


Anecdotes involving the perplexed reactions of Richardson and Pushkin to the behaviour of their heroines (Clarissa and Tatiana) contain some element of truth. But this should surprise us far less than the ability of a poem or a symphony to be experienced for the tenth time as if it were the first. The experience of a “first impression” is lost but at the same time can never entirely be lost. When the memory of past experiences prevails over spontaneous feeling, the work of art is transformed into a museum piece. The artistic work is a thinking structure, a generator of new information. Art is one of the hemispheres of the collective brain of humankind.

IN PLACE OF A CONCLUSION

We have been transported into semiotic space, but at the same time we are an inseparable part of that space. To separate an individual from the space of languages, signs, and symbols is as impossible as stripping off his skin. In that space, the human individual acquires a double life for he is isomorphic with all culture and, at the same time, he is a part of that whole. The former aspect of the individual’s existence underscores his or her likeness to the entirety of his or her culture and leads to the rejection of qualitatively spatial indicators as insignificant. The individual, in the image of the universal and at the same time of God, takes upon his or her shoulders all the positive and negative qualities of humankind as if obliged to bear personal responsibility for its sins. The individual, however, exists simultaneously in a contrary, quantitative world. Here, he or she is but an insignificant speck in the enormous multitude of humankind. If the first aspect of the individual’s existence instills in him or her a sense of personal guilt, the second emphasises the individual as universal victim. The particularity of the structure we are analysing here consists of the fact that both aspects discussed above are not only inseparable from one another, they are also essential to one another. The history of ideas demonstrates the continual propensity of each tendency to destroy its opposite, although this is impossible insofar as the existence of each is real only in the unity of the given opposition. 


The antithesis of explosive and gradual processes is located within that relationship. No less essential to this relationship is the opposition between unrepeatable, individual processes (within the framework of cultural history such processes can be considered unique) and recurring processes. The complex and dynamic interlacing of all these tendencies (we are not suggesting that our list is exhaustive) determines the dynamics of a culture. In the realm of culture, a culture’s acquisition of knowledge about itself is considered a highly important task. Such knowledge, however, does not signify the reaching of some endpoint; it is part of an insane race that sets for itself the hopeless goal of catching up to the object that is itself.


The path on which science now finds itself opens up a unified perspective on the knowledge contained in various fields. In place of individual methods for the study of the biological or social, physical or historical aspects of the world that surrounds us, we are returning once again to the issues that worried Aristotle and the scholars of the Middle Ages: the unified structure of scientific knowledge. Along this path we encounter a fundamental problem—the relationship between the individual and the general. And the aspect of most interest to us is the conflicted unity of personal and genetic memory. As a participant in a genetic structure, a human being is not an individual. From this point of view, he or she is like material in which the supra-individual memory of heredity is embodied. The former has essentially one goal—to continue to exist. But in acquiring individuality, or life, in accordance with a great number of archaic myths, a human being also acquires death. This is the price of individuality. From this, the age-old mythical conception arises that the fullness of individual life, its richness and saturation, entails payment in death.


But here nature—as is often the case—forces us to marvel. At the stage of the circuit to which higher mammals and human beings belong, something unexpected occurs—cause and effect switch places. The immortality of life turns out to be just as closely linked to a creature’s tendency toward individualisation as is his or her death. Already among the higher mammals we observe that individuality is maximally displayed in the process of perpetuating the species. What we refer to with the term “love” is associated with both individual choice and the perpetuation of the species. That very individualisation, which at the beginning of the circuit appears as the cause of death, here becomes a mechanism for overcoming death. Even for those mammals whose basic behavioural unit is the herd (the collective), individual choice is activated during the ritual period associated with the propagation of the species. The imperative to choose one’s behaviour, which arises at that moment among the creatures of a herd, becomes in man a continuous mechanism, which radically alters the entire system. It introduces a moment of self-knowledge and self-regulation and, in this way, alters the nature of the process. A conflict arises here between the personal and the impersonal. The two poles in this conflict do not cancel each other out and need not cancel each other out, but at the same time they find themselves in a state of maximal conflict. Such is the nature of that hidden mechanism that connects the constant and the intermittent, the gradual and the explosive, the outline of which we have attempted to sketch in this book. 
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AFTERWORD TO THE RUSSIAN EDITION

Tatiana Kuzovkina

This text belongs to a cycle of final monographs on the semiotics of culture written by Juri Mikhailovich Lotman at the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s. The Unpredictable Workings of Culture, however, unlike Universe of the Mind and Culture and Explosion, is still unknown to a broad reading public. The reason lies in the complicated biographical and political circumstances surrounding the publication of this work. In early 1989 Lotman went to Munich as a recipient of a Humboldt Research Award, and there, on May 22, he suffered a heart attack that left him hospitalised. After his release from the hospital, Lotman wrote a letter to his friend Boris Egorov on September 3 informing him that, as a result of his illness, “my intellect and speech have not suffered, but I’ve lost the ability to read—they say, temporarily—and I have trouble writing (very slight)” (Lotman 1997: 354). Both before and during his hospitalisation, Lotman was working on a “book about semiotics.” In a letter to his classmate Faina Sonkina dated October 8–9, 1989, he wrote:

I have to dictate my new book to Zara, and she, as a faithful friend, writes everything down from dictation: the work is slow and very difficult. But all the same it’s work, and that’s my chief happiness. (Lotman 1997: 408)
In the archives of the Estonian Semiotics Repository Foundation, there is a notebook which contains, in Zara Mints’s hand, the beginning of a book with the heading: “Book for Lenizdat [Publishing House].”

Work on the book continued after Lotman and Zara’s return to Tartu at the end of 1989. Following Zara’s death on October 25, 1990, Lotman continued to dictate the contents of the book, but now to his secretaries, Vladislava Gekhtman and the author of these lines. On April 8, 1991, the manuscript was submitted for publication to the Leningrad division of the publishing house Sovetsky Pisatel under the title A Tribute to Culture: Essays. There is a piece of paper at the foundation in Lotman’s hand with various versions of the title: 

The Dynamics of Culture

The Dynamics of a Text in the Space of Culture (preferred title)

The Dynamic World of Culture (preferred title)

A Justification of Art

In the Estonian Fund there is a set of proofs for the book, which were sent to Lotman from the publisher on July 9, 1991. It begins with the dedication: “To the Sacred Memory of Zara Grigorievna Mints” and contains the following chapters:

1. Introduction

2. The Search for a Path

3. The Strange Behaviour of Humans

4. Man as Animal

5. Dialogue in Different Languages

6. Explosive Processes

7. People: the Crowd and the Folk

8. A Thinking Structure

9. Science and Technology

10. A Tribute to the Lie 

11. Fashion and Dress

12. Between Art and Reality 

13. Word and Deed 

14. A Workshop of Unpredictability 

15. Pseudo-novelty and the New 

16. The Functions of Art

17. The Structure of Unity

16. Conclusion

The editor of the publishing house at the time was Elena Gushanskaya.

After submitting A Tribute to Culture to the printer, Lotman began to dictate the chapters of a new book, in which he planned to develop the same ideas about the roles of explosive and gradual processes in history and culture, the nature of genius, art as a workshop of unpredictability, and the structural differences between the natural world and the world of culture. In late October of 1991 Lotman completed the book, which was called Culture and Explosion. On November 18 of that year, he wrote to Faina Sonkina: 

The good news is that I finished the book. It’s not the little book that was held up by the Len[ingrad], then P[e]t[ers]b[urg] Pisatel’ [Publishers. – Trans.] (the earlier editorial staff was thoroughly mediocre), but a completely new one, which (at ten printer’s sheets), if it appears, will be, it seems to me, a MAJOR BOOK. (Lotman 1997: 425)
In the winter of 1991 the Leningrad division of Sovetsky Pisatel ceased to exist, and the manuscript of A Tribute to Culture was returned to the author. As Lotman continued to work on Culture and Explosion, he added to it fragments from A Tribute to Culture, which he was then editing and expanding. On September 29, 1992, he signed a contract with the Moscow publishing house Gnosis for the publication of Culture and Explosion.
 

At the beginning of 1993 Lotman signed contracts simultaneously with two Italian publishing houses. To one—Feltrinelli—he gave Culture and Explosion, which appeared in the translation of Caterina Valentino (Lotman 1993), while for the other—the Venice-based publishing house Marsilio, headed by Cesare De Michelis—he began preparing a new book, the basis of which turned out to be the manuscript of A Tribute to Culture. Lotman excluded the individual fragments and chapters he’d used in Culture and Explosion, editing and supplementing the remaining text. This work, as with his previous book, was carried out with the help of secretaries. Lotman made corrections and additions aloud. He entitled the new book The Unpredictable Workings of Culture. Lotman sent the first copy of the manuscript to Italy, where it was published in 1994 in a translation by Nicoletta Marcialis (Lotman 1994.)

Throughout 1990 a frequent guest of Lotman was Mikhail Bogustov, the publisher of several issues of the journal Akhmatovskii Vestnik [The Akhmatova Messenger], published in the Estonian city of Valga. Although Bogustov did not have a background in philology, he was eager to acquire knowledge of the field and to work on educational projects. Wishing to support the young man, Lotman responded to his frequent requests and gave him the second copy of the manuscript of The Unpredictable Workings of Culture, which had been sent to Italy. The monograph was published in Russian in 1994 in the newspaper Valgaskii Arkhiv [The Valga Archive] (under the seal of the Literary Archive Sõna [Word], Valga (Estonia) and the A. S. Pushkin State Museum-Preserve in Mikhailovskoe (Russia), No 1) and was accompanied by illustrations of the title pages of Lotman’s book with notes to Bogustov, as well as a reproduction of the publisher’s profile on the first page. The poor quality of the publication—the footnotes, which were printed in six-point type, were virtually unreadable—significantly hampered the reception of the work. This small first edition immediately became a bibliographic rarity, preventing the monograph from entering into scholarly circulation. 

During the preparation of the present edition, the third copy of the manuscript that had been sent to Italy was taken from the Lotman archive and was checked against other manuscripts, as well as the text published by Bogustov. In isolated cases small corrections of a mechanical nature were made, and citations were checked in books (in most cases with Lotman’s notes) from the author’s library. This edition was prepared with the help of Professor Boris Egorov, Dmitry Kuzovkin, Professor Mihhail Lotman, Professor Vadim Parsamov, Dr. Ewelina Pilarczyk, Dr. Igor Pilshchikov, Professor Jelena Pogosjan, and Maria Smorževskihh-Smirnova, to whom we express our thanks and gratitude. 
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Afterword

The last two books by Yuri Lotman (YL), „Unpredictable mechanisms of culture“ and „Culture and explosion“ form a diptych in their own way. The two are versions of one and the same outline; consequently, the ideal would be read them in parallel. Their readers should take into consideration two premises: The first is related to the author’s historical context; and, the second corresponds to the state of the author’s health. 

The work on this subject matter started in 1989, while YL was a Humboldt Foundation laureate in Munich, Germany. It was the peak of perestroika in the Soviet Union and the atmosphere of Germany, just weeks before the fall of Berlin wall, was both a bit askew and full of hope. In this generally optimistic and hopeful background, Lotman wrote a number of papers devoted to fear and confusion, papers named „Technological progress as a culturological problem“ (1988), „Mechanism of confusion (on the typology of Russian cultural history)“ (1992)  and posthumously published „Witch Hunt. Semiotics of Fear“. These papers continued the topic which was outlined already in 1983 in a somewhat odd paper entitled „About Lomonosov’s „Ode, taken from Job““. In it YL’s writing, as it speaks only a little of the poem itself or even of its closest context, demonstrates an important culturological paradigm. In it he shows the example of the Renaissance and Baroque eras, and how the most optimistic sources can create deeply pessimistic conceptions, rational models have irrational and even obscurantist consequences, and how hopeful initiatives bring  fear and hatred.

In such a perspective, the Middle Ages were a stable and, in some respects, a naive but optimistic period, as the Renaissance and technological progress give rise to changes which brought with it massive fear and anger. He analyzed two separate phenomena: witch processes, and the Time of Troubles in Russia at the beginning of the 17th century. YL demonstrated that the witch processes and its accompanying hysteria were not of the Middle Ages, but of the Renaissance, the reverse side of the technical progress and humanist cultural turn; and, as such, they were not just natural but also a regular process. As for the Russian Time of Troubles (1598-1613), he recognized, on the one hand, the archetypic developments of Russian culture, and on the other the specific era of excesses, which holds great potential, as well as the opportunities to break out of the deterministic system. In the case of both examples, tactful, yet clear allusions to the present time, that is, to the authored period of perestroika can be felt, within which YL identified a number of possible developments, as well as many dangers. These papers can be seen as YL’s transitional phase, from the classical model of the semiotics of culture to his last books, which study asymmetrical and unpredictable mechanisms in culture.

As regards YL’s state of health, in the early phase of the work, that is, when he had more or less outlined the concept while in Munich, just as he began to write he suffered a massive stroke. For the first twenty-four hours of which it was uncertain he would survive it, much less regain his ability to work. Unfortunately, he did not make a full recovery, and until the end of his life had major problems with sight and identification of visual images. That said, however, he learned to read again and, to a certain extent, to write as well, although most part of his final works were dictated. This, to a degree, explains the changes in his style: less references, simpler text, and, in general, we could even say more linear. Even more important, his perception of world changed. YL’s early structuralist works, as well as his studies on the semiotics of culture from the 1970s, are characterized with the priority of space to time, and he has supported it also with the theoretical argument: the language of space is more copious and universal; we can speak of time in terms of space (even the movement of time can be described as movement in space: time runs out, stops, and so on), while we cannot speak of space in terms of time. Yet now the attention is focused on time in its dynamics and asymmetry. To a certain extent this change of perspective can be connected to YL’s experience during the first hours of his disease, as even in a critical condition he constantly analyzed his mental state. According to his recollection, time had stopped for him and his whole life experience turned into one panchronic picture. For example, his father had taken on two roles at the same time, being simultaneously a young man, and one such as he probably was at the end of his life. YL had not been a witness to it, though, since his father died as a soldier at a front line. For YL, time had disappeared and turned into space. This disappearance of temporal sequence incited his reflexions on the phenomenon of time. 

*
*
*

Let us now consider briefly the developmental history of YL’s works. When we speak of contextualizing the creation of an author, we can follow two different logics: the first is related to the analysis of objective, external data; while the second is upon the basis of the internal and subjective input. Researchers of Lotman’s works (Amy Mandelker, Ann Shukman, Boriss Jegorov, Kim Su Kwan) proceed from the objective and thematic principle; differently from Yegorov and Kim Su Kwan (Yegorov 1999; Kim Su Kwan 2003), who follow YL’s continuity.  Shukman and Mandelker reveal the changes, even critical turns, while they have some divergences in dividing the author’s creative bibliography. For Ann Shukman, the author of the first monograph devoted to YL, the most important borderline is between the period of structuralism of the 1960s and the period of the typology of culture of the 1970s. Shukman does not show particular interest in YL’s earlier works, which she calls „pre-structuralistic“, and she treats these in a fine print addendum (Shukman 1977, see also 1982). Amy Mandelker, on the other hand, in her short but succinct paper, regards as the most important borderline in YL’s development, as well as that of the Tartu-Moscow semiotic school, the end of the 1989s and the beginning of the 1990s, drawing a parallel with the shift from the Newtonian physics to the relativity (Mandelker 1994).

At the same time, the internal development points elsewhere.

YL twice decided that he needed to significantly change his objective and method of study. Moreover, he was convinced that he needed to retrain himself and basically start over. The first time it happened was in the beginning of 1960s, being irretrievably disappointed in the ruling methods of the theory of literature; the second was in the beginning of 1980s, when he resolutely went over his research methods, which had been developed in the framework of the so-called Tartu-Moscow semiotic school.

*

The first crisis was accelerated by biographical circumstances: after defending his doctoral thesis in 1961, YL needed new challenges and, although his training allowed him to search these from the field of literature theory (from both literary history and theory), as well as from that of history and philosophy, the methodological paradigm that was domineering in humanities at the time did not satisfy him. He felt that both the Marxist version of the comparative-historical method used by Soviet authors and the imperialist pronouncedly subjective writings of Westerns authors were equally ill-suited. He disputed authors in the Anglo-American tradition, such as T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, and others, writers who were considered the very best the best scholars in academic approach as well as in modern „new criticism“. In spite of all the differences between these, there were important common features: first, the results were not verifiable, and second, both approached a literary work from the external, so-to-say transcendent, point of view. 
It was not that YL had something against these authors (he appreciated highly, for example, T. S. Eliot, primarily as a poet), but he was not satisfied with the absence of scientific method and the lack of verifiability related to it: the close reading as a method, especially as a new method, did indeed not have much credibility. Besides, YL could not see it as a new at all. It seemed that New Criticism was just rediscovering what was already held in esteem in the middle of the 20th century Russia, and what had been renounced long before by the formalists. First, there was the idea that a writer is also the best scholar of literature, and indeed, in the era of symbolism, the most interesting and also the most innovative and detailed works were written by poets: Andrei Belyi, Valery Bryussov, Vyacheslav Ivanov. Second, close reading is highly similar to the method of ’slow reading’ (медленное чтение) which was eagerly propagated by the outstanding Silver age philosopher and pushkinist Mikhail Gershenson (1926). For YL, both Gershenson’s research method and its bright yet extremely subjective results were unacceptable. He had similar reprimands to new criticism: you can be fascinated by, for example, Ezra Pound’s observations, analyses and even ideas, but there is just no way you can verify the validity of these.

YL gave up the comparative-historical method and started to look for the immanent regularities of a work of art. This way he came through cybernetics to structuralism and semiotics and the new period is marked by such works as „About definining the notion of structure in linguistics and theory of literature“ (1963), „Lectures on the structural poetics“ (1964) and programmatic „Theory of literature must become a science“ “ (1967) (Lotman 1963, 1964, 1967a).

Of course, the actual turn was not as sudden as it may have seemed to Lotman at the time. Already his works devoted to Pushkin, which were written in the end of 1950s and published in the beginning of 1960s, were in essence rather structuralist. At any rate, they proceeded from the immanent qualities of text, compare, first of all, a very important paper from the aspect of his development „Towards the Evolution of Character Construction in „Evgeny Onegin““ (1960), also „The Ideological Structure of „The Captain's Daughter““ (1962) (Lotman 1960, 1962a). While his first purely structuralist publication appeared also in 1962: „The problem of sameness of art and life in the light of structuralist approach“ (Lotman 1962b).

YL, of course, did not live in vacuum or in an ebony tower (as Boris Gasparov, a former faculty member of the University of Tartu, presently a professor in Columbia University has subsequently characterized the atmosphere of the Tartu-Moscow semiotic school, see Gasparov 1989). Similar problems were faced by young Moscovian linguists, folklorists, orientalists – Lotman managed to bring them together in Kääriku Summer Schools and create the Tartu-Moscow school of semiotics. Hard scientists took interest in new directions as well, and participated in creating bridges between natural sciences and humanities. First of all, a mathematician Andrey Kolmogorov should be cited here, who, in addition to actively consulting humanities scholars, for several years presided over the seminar of statistical study of verse in Moscow University. Several of his students are as well mathematicians and philologists. Within the Tartu-Moscow school, the most important scholar was Vladimir Uspensky, who had participated in the first Summer School in Kääriku. He was the one to offer a term ’secondary modelling systems’, since semiotics was still banned in the Soviet Union.

*

Nevertheless, right from the start there were some important differences between YL and most of his colleagues in Moscow (an exception here is Boris Uspensky, who became his long-term co-author). There are two principal aspects here. The first is related to the treatment of meaning. While linguists and mathematicians focused, first of all, to the syntactics of sign systems (that is, to formal structure), Lotman’s attention was focused from the very beginning on the problems of semantics. Second, the Moscovians proceeded from the traditional understanding that first simple systems should be described (for example, traffic signs, chess, cards, and so on), and only then one can move on to the more complicated ones (language, myth), while art systems may even be too complex for scientific analysis. The latter was claimed with particular conviction by a mathematical linguist and translation theorist Isaac Revzin. According to YL, on the other hand, it is semiotics that gives an opportunity to describe the most complex and irregular systems. Later he arrived at the conclusion that most „simple“ systems which function in society are either parts of some larger systems (that is, they are not able to operate independently) or consequences of reduction of bigger ones. 

Methodological quests of linguists and folklorists remained mostly within the framework of the structuralist paradigm. In order to study fiction, these methods were important, yet insufficient. For YL the concept of aggregate is different in principle in studies of language and literature (Lotman 1963).

A work on the semiotic mechanisms of fear and shame (Lotman 1970) is also interesting from this methodological viewpoint. The Tartu-Moscow semiotic school followed to a great extent from the approach of the Prague linguistic circle and especially that of Nikolay Trubetzkoy’s method of oppositions (Trubetzkoy 1939); this theory of oppositions was most thoroughly expanded by Yuri Lekomcev (1983). According to Trubetzkoy, the more important types of binary oppositions are equipollent (black/white, man/woman, internal/external, right/left, up/down, concrete/abstract, alive/dead, and so on) and of the privative (black/non-black, man/non-man, concrete/non-concrete, alive/lifeless, and so on). Furthermore, it is emphasized that from the aspect of methods these privative oppositions are the purest, as all other oppositions can be reduced to them. Now a question arises: where do the oppositions themselves come from? Are they a part of language or not? There were two main answers:

1) Yes, oppositions come from the structure of language itself, its minimal elements, merisms (differential elements in phonology, categories in grammar, elementary meanings in semantics). 

2) No, they do not belong to language, but to metalanguage, which we use to describe language.

Problems arise even more acutely in the analysis of artistic text and in the semiotics of culture as a whole. Semiotically, all writers have their own language and, for example, Oskar Luts’s language cannot be regarded as the same as Tõnu Õnnepalu’s language, although they both write in Estonian. Thus, begs the question: if oppositions are immanent to the language of a given author, can we use the same oppositions to describe Luts and Õnnepalu? And if not, would it not make sense to presume that in actuality every artistic work has its own language, even in the case of different works created by one and the same author? But if we suppose that oppositions belong to the metalevel, then they are universal and are equally adequate to describe the creation of Õnnepalu, Shakespeare and why not even Li Bo. YL, as well as most of the member of the Tartu-Moscow semiotic school, proceeded from the first understanding, that is, first, oppositions and their type are not given, but they are derivable from a text or culture, and second, categories which form oppositions in one text, can be even synonymous in another. Thus, for example, he analyzed a medieval formula ‘честь и слава’ (honour and glory). In modern language it is a pleonastic phrase (these are almost synonyms), while in medieval texts, like, for example in „The Tale of Igor's Campaign“, these are oppositions: честь is spoil in its material expression, and it is divided among the army, while слава is an ideal category, which belongs only to the prince (Lotman 1967b, 1971b, compare also Zimin 1971; this polemics is interesting both from the aspect of culturology and methodology).

First of all from the methodological point of view, even more interesting are the oppositions which are innately ambivalent.
 For example, in a poem by Tyutchev antitheses are formed which are characteristic only to this text: ’unequal battle – cruel battle’, ’hopeless battle – persistent battle’ and even ’friends – brave friends’. It is clear that outside this poem these cannot be by any means regarded as oppositions. All in all, the consequence of the battle (death or victory) is ambivalent and the whole contrasting loses its meaning. From here we can draw a more general conclusion: in such texts, truth is not one of the possible alternatives, even not in the synthesis of oppositions, but in their interrelationship, the character of which is not given in advance (Lotman 1972: 175–176).

Hence, oppositions in culture are different in principle, as compared to the ones treated in structural linguistics. Before Lotman, analogical conclusions were made based on a completely dissimilar material by an outstanding anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, whose works were extremely important for Lotman. In 1964 Claude Lévi-Strauss published „The Raw and the Cooked“ („Le Cru et le cuit“; the last word does not mean just cooked, but also, for example, boiled; Lévi-Strauss 1964), which was the first volume of his work „Mythologiques“; ambivalent antitheses allow to give up the strict binarity, which is characteristic to linguistic structuralism. For example, according to Lévi-Strauss, the kitchen of South-American natives forms a triangle ’raw-cooked-rotten’. This triad, of course, can be reduced to privative oppositions: ’prepared vs. unprepared’ and ’thermally processed vs. unheated’, so that instead of a triangle we get the following tree:
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However, there is confusion of expedience in such an operation: it simplifies, yet significantly deforms the relationships which are actually present in culture.

Analogical problems arise in the analysis of artistic text as well. Dmitry Segal, a representative of Tartu-Moscow semiotic school, called in his study of Osip Mandelshtam’s poetry such opposition an ambivalent antithesis, for example, ’heaviness vs tenderness’ in a poem „Сестры тяжесть и нежность, одинаковы ваши приметы...“ (1920; „Sisters heaviness and tenderness — your signs are the same...“) (Segal 1972, compare also Zolyan, Lotman 2012: 63-66). Ambivalence does not lie just in the fact that heaviness is not usually an antonym for tenderness, but the opposition itself is ambivalent here – sometimes they are antonyms, sometimes synonyms.

From YL’s standpoint, fear and shame form a similar ambivalent antithesis (although he himself does not use such term). But he also takes it a next step further: such antitheses not only allow to describe the immanent structure of culture, but also create a basis for the typology of cultures. It is remarkable that the text devoted to fear was one of his first attempts to build a typology of cultures.

*

YL’s second creative crisis occurred in the beginning of 1980s, and, subjectively, it was not as hard as the first. It was prepared by works belonging to the sphere of problems in the typology of culture. In a way it means return to the topics of his youth. His attention was again focused on revolutions and revolutionaries, yet his perspective and methods were now completely different. In his youth he followed from the principle of progressive development and revolutionaries (first of all, Alexander Radishchev, but also decabrists) enacted and led a progressive initiation. Since progress is always connected to the rise of rationality in a society, a revolutionary is, first of all, a carrier of the intellectual germ. Of course, Lotman’s views were not so primitive, he saw very clearly the destructiveness of the French Revolution and the irrational forces which were cut loose. Rationality in itself is deadly, if it is not connected with high ethical ideals; young Lotman felt particular closeness to Schiller’s ethical conceptions.

In actuality, such schemes never satisfied YL. Furthermore, it flagrantly contradicted the reality in Russia, where „reactionists“ often preferred revolutionary methods, and „progressionists“ rather chose stable development. He liked to cite Pushkin’s words, which he used to astonish the younger brother of the czar, Mikhail Romanov: „All the Romanovs are revolutionaries and levellers“ (let us remind you that Paul I of Russia had banned the word ’revolution’ in Russian and this ban was not abolished).

The turn was marked by an already mentioned paper from 1983, „About Lomonosov’s „Ode, taken from Job““. In this, YL tries to show how rational and irrational processes in history are very closely connected to one another, often proceeding from the same sources. In itself, there is nothing new in such recognition, but what is new  is the semiotic analysis of that irrational processes; moreover, it is that very rationalism which can bring forth irrationality. 

Fear turns out to be a powerful semiosis. One of the most important features of it is its shifting referentiality: one that is extremely stable yet a semantic point that is complex and  continuously transformed to new referents. What has been said, can be interpreted also this way: it is not the dangerous thing that causes fear, but rather vice versa. Fear seeks an object. Such phenomenon is well-known in psychology: one phobia arouses others and under certain conditions can be replaced by these. But YL is not as much interested in processes occurring in an individual mind, as he is in the cultural-semiotic mechanisms of fear. Fear creates an extremely coherent semantic complex, which, just like a genie in a bottle, is strenuously looking for an exit and a host who will often become its victim. The fundamental ambivalence of fear is reflected already in the word ’phobia’ itself: who is feared, is also hated. A hater feels that he is a victim of the object of his fear, but at the same time the latter becomes his victim.

YL’s works under discussion can be paralleled with Carlo Ginzbourg’s minute historical-semiotic analysis of witch processes: often witches in different countries confess to one and the same deeds, and what connects them are the convictions of interrogators (Ginzburg 1966, 1989, see also Rosen 1991, Lotman, M. 2004). Investigation creates a distinctive sign process (semiosis), which in turn creates a secondary reality, and this semiotic reality at least partially overshadows the actual reality, although it never completely replaces it. Henceforth emanate some very interesting social-psychological consequences. Prosecutors and distributors of rumours can be totally convinced in the content of their message and follow this conviction in their behaviour, but at the same time, the knowledge of the actual state of things has not disappeared. There is even more to it: not only the inquisitor often believes that he is indeed dealing with a witch, the „witch“ herself may believe it as well.

Thus, semiotic reality turns out to be more powerful than the reality which one or another text appears to describe. A sign model in a text starts to influence the primary reality: books about vampires and Satanists inspire imitators, for example, Finnish Satanists, who in 1999 sacrificed and ate a young man in Hyvinkää, performed an ancient rite in their own opinion, which in actuality was based on sources in the style of fantasy fiction.

When YL wrote these papers in 1980s, he could not bring everything to the fore due to the conditions of Soviet Union, but an attentive reader still understood the clear implication to similar semiotic mechanism which functioned during the political repressions in Stalin’s time, in the course of which the accused admitted that they are public enemies and at least part of them did it completely sincerely. The most dramatic examples of it are the cases where a person in his own initiative turned himself in to punitive organs (just like in 16th and 17th century a person sometimes declared herself as a witch). Moreover, there are documented cases, where someone’s Anti-Soviet activity was inspired by literature containing fabricated accusations. Soviet Neo-Nazis as well had no access to authentic materials, they were mostly inspired by Soviet propaganda literature and films.

YL shows how this phenomenon evolves and, what is even more interesting, how it disappears: like a bad dream. When a corresponding semiotic process ceases to operate, a reality created by it disappears too. What does not disappear, are people. Another semiotic mechanism trying to create distance from the recent past, at the same time marginalizing it, is harnessed. Thus, a myth evolved in the 17th century Europe that the burning of witches took place in distant dark Middle Ages, although it ended just a couple of decades ago. Thus, in Soviet Union the repressions of Stalin were given strict temporal boundaries, limiting it to just 1937 and decreasing its range. In other words, these were not ’us’, who took part of it. One secondary reality is replaced with another.

YL demonstrates how fear can spread as epidemic, while there are no actual reasons (he emphasized that it does not treat fears related to war, plague, and so on). The reasons are semiotical. In the most general formulation, fear is caused by instability. Renaissance did not just bring along outstanding theories and works in art, science, philosophy, it also rocked the stable world-view. Copernicus, Columbus, Galileo and many others, whose name for future generations is connected with progress and widening the world-view, were for contemporaries dangerous initiators of chaos and irrational processes. Technology and earthly skills were associated with Satan, whose image became during the Renaissance much more powerful, dangerous, vivid and immediate, as compared to the Middle Ages. Knowledge became secret science, skill became secret skill. Satan is both an artist and scientist, and a scientist becomes magician and witch. One of the most popular themes is the story about doctor Faustus, a scientist who for the sake of science sold his soul to the devil. YL shows how new technological means, which are created with the help of reason and for the sake of progress, become ambivalent and turn against their initial aim. For example, typography was created, first of all, to spread truth and knowledge: the first published book was usually the Bible, God’s word. It was followed by scholarly treatises and humanist texts, but after that, books became very quickly the distributors of superstition, rumours and mass fears. Besides doctor Faustus, the more popular books were stories of Dracula, predictions, dream interpretations and all sorts of literature about witches.

*

In YL’s writings, even those which treat the most distant events, allusions to present-day can always be felt. In his talks he often drew attention to the fact that the scientific-technical revolution in the second half of the 20th century brought along the rebirth of old fears and already forgotten superstition. Of course, he could not possibly know yet about the Internet and had in mind the media of mass communication, especially televisions and videos, for instance, he associated music videos with shamanism (this way he characterized, for example, Duran Duran’s videos). In the present era of Internet we can see how most of the complexes of the Renaissance have obtained new life. See, for example, the „Da Vinci Code“ – an artist and a scholar is again a magician and the leader of a secret society. 

*

In the beginning of 1980s, YL made preparations for the research of the semiosis of fear in different eras and cultures, which could have developed into his next major topic. Yet it did not. If there is always confusion behind fear, we have to analyze confusion itself. His more important final works, first of all, „Culture and Explosion“ are devoted to the semiotics of confusion (the fact that he created at least three different versions of the latter is not so well known).

These works have to be regarded in the context of changes of scholarly and, more extendedly, cultural paradigms, which started in different spheres in the end of 1970s and the beginning of 1980s. Let us just mention Ilya Prigogine’s works, which left a deep impression for YL, or the discovery of fractals. Very shortly and simplified, this shift could be called the rehabilitation of chaos. First, as it is revealed by the geometry of fractals, there are different kinds of chaos, while we can often see certain regularities in chaos which can be even simpler than in different types of harmony. Second, chaos is not just the denial of space, but also its source (Prigogine, Stengers 1984).
Prigogine’s ideas were extremely important for YL also because these coincided with his intuition about the deep nature of art: in case of the explosive processes art becomes an important method of cognition. However, from the viewpoint of semiotics, this problem has yet another facet. In the sphere of culture, semiotic processes are the basis of existence. A given culture has not just different semiotic, but also ontological status for someone, who is named or unnamed, has lost the name, is tabooed, and so on. Every culture is a semiotically organized space for itself: it has structure and meaning. If we exit the boundaries of (our) culture, we go into a far more confused space, which is more amorphous and incomprehensible than ours. A semiosphere is encircled with semiotic chaos: there is no order or thought outside the semiosphere. But at the same time this chaos is semiotic materia prima, which is the source and end-point of all meanings.

Fear has a peculiar place in YL’s heritage. This theme comes forth during his creative crisis and triggers his new ideas in other spheres. Thus, crisis forces us in its system to analyze the nature of crisis. At the same time, after the crisis was overcome, the posed questions did not find any further development and this problematics disappeared from his sphere of interest.

Nevertheless, the semiotics of fear is an important and perspective field, which requires on-going research.  

*

„Culture and Explosion“ which was printed in 1992 by a Moscovian publisher „Gnosis“, is the last monograph published by YL. It has been called YL’s scholarly testament, and in a way it is indeed so, although YL himself did not regard it as such and continued to develop his ideas, working to the final days of his life. It is an original work, containing a new conception not only for semiotics, but also for all academic humanities.

Before we discuss it, we should briefly consider some principles of the semiotics of culture and the particularities of Tartu-Moscow school. Here we will, first of all, lean on YL’s main work in the field on the semiotics of culture, „The Universe of Mind“ (Lotman 1990).

*

Semiotics (shmeiwtik») is the study of signs and sign systems. Sign in itself is a paradoxical object. The main quality of every „common“ object that is studied is its identity to itself: A=A. If this condition would not be met, any kind of science (at least in the European meaning), and perhaps even any kind of knowledge, would not be possible. But sign is a different matter: we do not identify it with itself, but through another object, which we call the meaning of this sign. There are different relations between sign and its meaning and one of the founders of semiotics, Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914), reduced these to three types. The first forms iconic signs (icons). The basis of this relation is the actual resemblance of sign and its meaning (for example, a portrait, which depicts a particular person). Relations of the second type form indexical signs (indexes). The basis for these is either temporal or spatial connection between sign and an object it signifies (direction indicator, traffic signals, smoke as a sign of fire, and so on). The third type of relations forms symbolic signs (symbols), which are based on a random connection between a sign and a meaning. It can be convention, tradition or even a simple coincidence (often signs of natural language serve as an example of symbols). But by all means, sign, paradoxically, breaks down the notion of identity: sign is identical neither to itself nor the object it signifies; its identity is based on an entity which cannot be identified with the sign – that is meaning: there is no sign without meaning, but sign and its meaning are not one and the same. Thus, the basic identity does not apply in the case of sign, the basis of semiotics is A≠A. Identity is undermined also by the plurality and variety of signs in principle: everything can have several signs, which are constituted according to different principles: it does not make any sense to say that the sign of an apple can only be ’apple’, but not, for example, ’Apfel’ or a picture of an apple.

It is important to emphasize that semiotics is only interested in semantic mechanisms, that is, what meaning is and how it is connected with signs, not the causal relations between things, nor even the connections between sign and meaning (questions like why a connection occurs, and so on). For example, when black cat means disaster, a semiotician is only interested in establishing this connection, but not in its causes or consequences: these should be left for zoologists, ethnologists, psychologists or some other experts. Hence another paradoxical quality of semiotics: it is not interested in reality in its whole variety, but only in its usually simplified semiotic models. However, here lies also the success of semiotics. It allows a simple description of complicated processes and systems. There is one more aspect to it: semiotics does not distinguish between conscious and subconscious. That is exactly why semiotic methods are so efficient in humanities. Claude Lévi-Strauss claims in his famous foreword to „The Raw and the Cooked“ that due to the very semiotic approach structural anthropology allows to successfully describe problems which are almost unsurpassable. Where the traditional ethnology keeps trying to figure out if the procedures in one or another rite are based on behaviour, which is conscious, subliminal in individual level or collective unconscious level in the Jungian sense, structural anthropology describes only symbols, their structures, meanings and efficacies of their influence. 
*

There are two different approaches to the semiotics of culture in principle. For the American semiotics following from Peirce, culture is one of the many objects a semiotician may study: we can speak of the semiotics of language, sociosemiotics, biosemiotics, ecosemiotics, even phytosemiotics and so on. Thus, in the expression ’semiotics of culture’, ’culture’ means the object of study, ’semiotics’ the method of study. The Tartu-Moscow Semiotic school approaches this problem differently. On  one hand semiotics as a scholarly discipline that does not enter culture from somewhere outside, but is instead a part of culture, which evolves in certain types of culture and in certain stages of their development. On the other hand – and it is perhaps even more important – culture in its essence is semiotical. All more important functions and mechanisms of culture are connected with producing, switching, processing and the preservation of signs. Therefore, first of all, culture is not just one of the many possible objects of semiotics, but it is the primary and most important subject-matter. The prevailing majority of other fields of semiotics are related to culture one way or another: semiotics is, first and foremost, the semiotics of culture. Second, semiotics is not just one of the many possible ways to approach culture, but an angle which is organically connected with the nature of culture: culturology is, first of all, the semiotics of culture.

*

The main objects and phenomena, which are studied by the Tartu-Moscow semiotics of culture, can be presented on three hierarchical levels: text, culture, and semiosphere. Nevertheless, as we will soon see, such hierarchy is conditional; it would be perhaps more correct to speak of the cycle of three sets of problems. Text is a universal of culture, without text there is no culture. YL shows that the three more important functions of culture – communicative, mnemonic and creative – are related to texts. Culture is a space of communication, the basis of culture is communication which in turn requires the existence of a common language (such common language is natural language, but also a number of other semiotic systems, starting from common understandings of good and evil and ending with attitudes fashionable in this season; in between there are many different sign systems as institutionalized religion or its substitutes, common monetary system, and so on). Cultural values which are the basis of communication are themselves stored in texts and there are no cultures which do not appeal on such values and texts. Here culture performs as collective memory. The third function is related to producing new texts, values and knowledge. However, YL claims that these functions cannot be separated from one another. Communication is based on memory and creation. Memory is not passive storage, but a process relying on constant inner and outer systemic communication. And finally, any kind of creation is connected with both communication and memory (even the most innovative and culturally destructive texts of art can be treated in the context of tradition, that is, memory).

*

Semiotic approach was in sharp contrast with the scientific paradigm developed by the beginning of the 20th century, according to which a study of an object meant the ascertaining of the causal relations, on the one hand, and the temporal relations, on the other hand. At the same time, these relations are not independent from one another, just as causal regularities have temporal orientation: a consequence is always preceded by a cause. A different matter is with culture: it is often not oriented from present to future, but from present to past, yet even if such orientation is not linear, memory is a necessary precondition of the existence of culture. Without memory there is no culture nor personality as a subject of culture. Homo culturalis is inevitably also homo memor. 

Memory of culture, just like memory of a single person, is first of all a semiotic phenomenon: physiological, psychological, technical and other mechanisms of memory record, process, preserve and issue signs, but not things signified by these signs. Hence the economy and efficiency of memory (person’s head cannot contain a concert grand piano, yet there are no problems with accommodating a ’concert grand piano’), but also craftiness: memory often issues something different in principle from what was the input, while the one who remembers can be sincerely convinced in the adequacy of memory. Because of the active and creative nature of memory the metaphor of box or storage is not suitable for denoting it, more correct would be the comparison with magician’s hat, where a scarf is inserted and a rabbit is pulled out. The difference is only in that a man/culture is sincerely convinced that it was the very rabbit who was inserted in a hat and the reconstruction of the scarf is what offers a surprise. 

This issue has a very important consequence for the entire methodology of humanities and social sciences. The material for these are testimonies produced by humans (written texts, oral statements, impressions, judgements, and so on), and the subject matter is the reality contained and reflected by these testimonies. At large, there are three ways to approach this problem. The first, traditional source criticism divides sources into reliable and unreliable and deals only with the first ones, leaving aside all others. The second way, on the other hand, offered, first of all, by schools proceeding from the French post-structuralism, treats all sources as false sources and all interpretations of these, in turn, as false interpretations (each reading is misreading). Consequently, the humanities will never rise up to the status of science, since it operates not with facts, but opinions. The Tartu-Moscow school of the semiotics of culture offers the third solution: all sources indeed deform reality reflected in these in one or another way, but it does not mean that these cannot be used for describing reality. The mentioned deformation is related to the semiotic nature of memory and there are no texts which are neutral towards the reality stored in these, but they are all active semiotic transformers. Reality cannot be just „taken” from a text, we have to use semiotic analysis to get it. The work of a scholar in humanities is, first and foremost, deciphering and reconstruction
. 

What has been said has extensive consequences, since it is not a new idea, but a new architecture of science, which even requires a new cognitive paradigm in the sphere of humanities. Traditionally, the humanities were divided into auxiliary and main disciplines, the first (source criticism, bibliography, archaeology, palaeography, and so on) focus on identification and systematization of facts, the others (history, theory of literature, linguistics, and so on) on the description and interpretation of their content. From the standpoint of the Tartu-Moscow school, a fact cannot be the proceeding point of knowledge, but it is rather a consequence of it. There is no auxiliary and main knowledge, but it is one and the same hermeneutic cycle, where the results of the research correct the proceeding points, which in turn force to review the conclusions
.

*

Returning to the „Culture and explosion“ we have to note that there is a certain contradiction between the idea and structure. The grounds for the conception of this book is an idea that in the field of culture simple models do not precede complicated ones, but, vice versa, simple models are the result of investigator’s abstraction or the result of reduction or degeneration of complicated systems. None the less, the structure of this book itself is built up in the opposite – traditional – way: from simple to complicated: on the one hand from simple biological systems to the systems with consciousness and further on to culture as a system of such systems; on the other hand from the elementary artificial monolingual system to the multilinguism of actual cultures. This idea is most consistently expressed in the article “About Semiosphere”, especially in its revised English version – “Semiotic Space”. Compare, for instance:

..a schema consisting of addresser, addressee and the channel linking them together is not yet a working system. For it to work it has to be ‘immersed’ in semiotic space. All participants in the act of communication have some experience of communication, be familiar with semiosis. So, paradoxically, semiotic experience precedes the semiotic act. (Lotman 1990: 123).

Those ideas can be found in sharper and more detailed form in the post scriptum of the letter to Boris Uspensky (19.03.82):

I am reading Vernadsky with fascination, and I find that he has many ideas similar to mine (I am writing an article about semiotics). His writing is wonderful – wide and poetical. Only a geologist, who is used to think in segments of millions of years, is capable of writing like that. I haven’t read something like this for a long time.

NB. While reading Vernadsky, I was stunned by one of his statements. You know, that once, in our seminar in Moscow (in Andryushchenko’s cellar), I dared to express my opinion that a text can exist (that is, is socially acknowledged as a text) if another text precedes it, and that any advanced culture must have been preceded by an advanced culture. And now I have discovered Vernadsky’s thought, deeply founded on experience of exploring cosmic geology, that life can originate only from the living, that is, only if it is preceded by it. That is why he considers life and dead (inert, as he says) matter to be two initial cosmic substances, which appear in different forms, but are mutually separate eternally and making contact forever. But I am convinced, that thought cannot be isolated from non-thought as well (another thing is that, most likely, we should not deprive animals of thought, and possibly, life itself is not possible without thought. Indeed, it is how all forms of life activities from anaerobic bacteria to more sophisticated forms belong to life, so does thought (semiosis) have simple and complex forms.

It is interesting that Vernadsky builds his reasoning up as an empiric-positivist, thoroughly fencing himself off from the theological-mystical thought. He reasons: science can be founded only on observable or reconstructible facts. The moment of transformation of non-life to life is not observed or reconstructed anywhere in the Universe. Penetrating for millions of years, we are still finding life forms of some kind (or its traces) and non-life. But all hypothesises about origin of life are speculations, based on presumption that they should originate from each other. I believe as well that the assumption of similarly initial intellectual existence does not decide beforehand the necessity for theological or the opposite points of view. It just marks a simple fact: we cannot decide, whether the radiation of stars is a semiotic signal or not, because there is no presumption of sensibility for us. Only the precedement of semiotic sphere makes message out of message. Only the existence of intellect explains the existence of intellect” (Lotman 1997, 629–630).

Thus, life is principally always preceded by life, text by text, culture by culture. This approach is at the same time opposed to the materialistic idea of evolution from simple to complicated, as well as to the creationism of most religious systems from which he always distanced himself. I remember well one of our conversations, which took place in the middle of the 1980s. Yuri Lotman expanded the idea that the cultural history of mankind would be a lot easier to write, if we assumed that human being was originally a domesticated animal, who lost for some reason his master and is trying to recreate his own unintelligible, but safe world. To my replique, that this whole construction is just the next variation in the theme of lost paradise, he answered, that to his mind it is rather vice versa: paradise lost, golden era, Atlantis and the big stratum of mythology of most different nations are the reflections of a certain basic myth, which should not be called “the myth of the lost paradise”, but “the myth of the lost cattle-shed”.

Of course, it was a half-joke, but in Lotman’s works we come across his analogical lines of reasoning – more carefully formulated, though – often enough to make an attempt to interpret them. The given standpoint can be interpreted in two ways. First, following the traditional causal-temporal world picture: in the beginning there was a higher culture, then it produced lower ones, and so on. But in my opinion, there is another more authentic and productive idea: the constituents of the semiosphere are not necessarily time and causality, semiotic space can be formed not by mechanisms acquired from physical world, but by mechanisms specific to sign systems. These are above all communication and interpretation. 

The relationship between semiosphere and biosphere is the relationship between two possible worlds. They exist, so-to-say, in parallel: biosphere is formed in accordance with laws of science (physics, biology, and so on), in other words, this is the realm of time and causality, while semiosphere is formed by means of semiotic mechanisms. 

But we must remember that there are many things in the physical world as well that lie beyond the dictate of causality (that is, quantum mechanics, and especially Ilya Prigogine’s ideas and research in the field of chaos). Still, causality and time are, above all, signs with which we interpret so-to-say reality; although, it is problematic to what extent they are components of this reality itself. But if critics of the concept of semiosphere, such as Thomas Sebeok, regarded semiosphere as part of biosphere, and consequently semiotics as within the field of biology, then in my opinion the situation is a direct opposite: biosphere itself is not a natural, but a semiotic object. Here we should draw attention to the concept of Jakob von Uexküll, which differs from Vernadsky’s biosphere precisely by having a semiotic essence, not a biological one.

Hence, we are dealing here with the construction of semiosphere using two possible logics. Let us regard these more thoroughly. On the one hand, we can conceive world as a composite of objects. The description of this world means systemizing and cataloguing objects. The ideal is a collection, museum or collection of descriptions, so-to-say a collection of metaobjects – a library. A collection has its own logic, which demands perfection and completeness. From this standpoint, rare and unique objects are of most value (compare, for instance, philately). But here the mythology of collections evolves, rumours and testimonies of objects which have not been preserved, but maybe never even existed. Such phantom objects are an essential part of that kind of world picture (compare, for example, the part of Aristotle’s “Poetics” devoted to comics in Umberto Eco’s novel “The Name Of the Rose”).

Furthermore, these objects exist in certain statuses that can change. Objects join into situations, a development of which has its own logic: one situation follows another (temporal sequence) and every situation has its causes and results. The natural metalanguage of this world is narrative, but the problem, which Russian formalists called ‘the relationship between plot and story’, is connected with narrative. Let us start with plot, because it is said to be independent of a narrator’s and author’s will, and is connected with events themselves. One of the most important features of plot is how its temporal sequence is always connected with causality: cause always precedes result. But if some situation remains unknown for us, then that means that a gap occurs in the sequence of causality and the following situations result from unknown causes. One of the by-products of narrative thinking is secrecy. But since we do not know everything anyway, then the world around us is swarming with secrets. In this kind of world the subject deals with continuous interpretation and reconstruction. An ideal character for narrative is a criminalist. Peircean semiotics is the appropriate mechanism for describing such a semiosphere. This kind of world picture is internally paradoxical, as there are constantly arising questions such as which came first, the chicken or the egg,  biologically - life or DNA, semiotically - a sign or its meaning, linguistically - a speech or its language, and so on). But this paradox is not usually perceived as a deficiency of this view of world, rather it’s seen as an inadequate perspective of question.

This new idea, which was brought into the scientific field by Ilya Prigogine’s research and had been essential to the last period of YL’s creation, is the separation of time from causality. In this paradigm there are two types of processes: “normal” and “explosive”. An explosion disrupts the sequence of causality, but not temporality. In other words, Prigogine demonstrates the physical asymmetry of time. From it there is no way back not only in the chronological sense, but also from the physical: explosive processes are irreversible. Yuri Lotman analyzed explosive processes in culture and history, not only as a concept, but as a new treatment of causality as well. Causality and time now operate in the opposite direction: a situation can acquire the status of cause only after we know its result, that is, chronologically, result precedes cause. Such concept signifies the transition to principally different treatment of semiotic space. This is a space without “before” and “after”, without “cause” and “result”. This space is not oriented towards objects and statuses, but towards signs and texts, that is, towards information. 
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� Lotman’s view of translation forces us to re-think the opposition of foreignisation and domestication insofar as the truly “foreign” cannot be translated. Once the process of translation is initiated, the foreign is transformed into terms accessible to the target audience; it is placed in dialogue with the target culture. That transformation may occur on the very borders of acceptability, but it cannot be “foreign.” The truly foreign is only that which exists outside translation. 


� Todd describes the early reception of Lotman in the West as a relationship marked by a lack of dialogue: “Lotman himself did not initiate such dialogues, and his Western readers, primarily Slavists, did not conduct them for him” (Todd 2006: 347).


� Surprisingly few scholars have studied the relationship between these two important theoreticians of culture although there are some notable exceptions, such as Allan Reid’s monograph Literature as Communication and Cognition in Bakhtin and Lotman (1990) and Carol Emerson’s article “Jurij Lotman’s Last Book and Filiations with Baxtin” (2003).


� An English translation of Rabelais and His World by Hélène Iswolsky appeared first in 1968 (Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press) and then republished in 1984 (Indiana University Press). The first English translation of Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, by Caryl Emerson, was published in 1984 (University of Minnesota Press). That same year also saw the publication of the first scholarly biography of Bakhtin, entitled Mikhail Bakhtin, by Michael Holquist and Katerina Clark (Belknap Press of Harvard University). Speech Genres and Other Late Essays by Bakhtin appeared in 1986 (University of Texas Press), Art and Answerability. Early Philosophical Essays by M.M. Bakhtin in 1990 (University of Texas Press), and The Bakhtin Reader: Selected Writings of Bakhtin, Medvedev, and Voloshinov in 1994 (E. Arnold). In addition, several edited volumes have come out in English since the mid-1980s dedicated to Bakhtin’s work and the applicability of his theoretical concepts to a variety of disciplines. 


� The first Russian biography of Bakhtin appeared only after the fall of the Soviet Union, in 1993 (see Konkin and Konkina 1993). 


� For more on the reception of Lotman in the West, see: Blaim 1998, Winner 2002, Todd 2006, Terentowicz-Fotyga 2007, and Kull 2011. 


� The packaging of Lotman’s work as “Soviet” is evident in the fact that many early translations were published in journals, such as Soviet Studies in Literature, The Soviet Review, and Soviet Psychology, and in collections, such as: Semiotics and Structuralism: Readings from the Soviet Union (Baran 1976), Soviet Semiotics: An Anthology (Lucid 1977), and the special issue of the journal New Literary History entitled Soviet Semiotics and Criticism: An Anthology (1978). His work was also marginalised by suggesting its applicability to Russian culture alone, as with the collections: The Semiotics of Russian Culture (Shukman 1984), and the Semiotics of Russian Cultural History (Nakhimovsky and Nakhimovsky 1988) (Kull 2011: 345). Bakhtin’s work, on the other hand, was rarely labeled as Soviet.


� Lotman’s rejection of psychoanalysis may also have played a role in his reception in France insofar as French literary theory of the time relied heavily on the psychoanalytic theories of Jacques Lacan, Jean Laplanche and others (Avtonomova 2001: 125). As a result, “The few works of Lotman that appeared in France after this made barely a ripple. No new translation has been published over the last ten years” (ibid.: 121).


� The idea that Soviet semiotics was somehow “apolitical” was underscored by Kalevi Kull, who wrote recently that while cultural studies in the West “defined itself quite clearly as a neo-marxist approach,” semiotics of culture was “exclusively a scientific approach since its beginning” (2011: 344-345). I think Lotman himself would have bawked at the idea of an “exclusively” scientific approach, given his interest in the interrelationship of science and culture. More sophisticated treatments of the politics of semiotics appear in Schönle 2006 and in Maxim Waldstein’s Soviet Empire of Signs: A History of the Tartu School of Semiotics (2008). 


� For more on ‘mechanism’ as a key concept in Russian twentieth-century literary theory, in general, and in Lotman’s work, in particular, see Steiner 1984: 44–67, and Lotman and Uspensky 1978.


� Spengler writes: “The Egyptian existence is that of the traveller who follows one unchanging direction, and the whole form-language of his culture is a translation into the sensible of this one theme. And as we have taken endless space as the prime symbol of the North and body as that of the Classical, so we may take way as most intelligibly expressing that of the Egyptians” (1926: 189).—Trans. 


� All translations of citations are mine unless otherwise indicated.—Trans.


� Throughout this text, the writings and letters of Pushkin are cited from the complete collected works published in 1937–1949, with the volume number given in Roman numerals and the page numbers in Arabic. For Pushkin’s novel in verse Evgeny Onegin, however, citations are given with the chapter in Arabic numbers and the stanza in Roman, as Lotman presented them.—Ed.


� Boris Meilakh suggested in the 1930s that the final lines of the printed variant represent the intervention of Vasily Zhukovsky who published the text after Pushkin’s death. Although there is indeed some divergence between the printed text and the manuscript with which we are familiar, there is no proof that the variant published by Zhukovsky did not belong to Pushkin. Zhukovsky may have known other variants and may have heard the text directly from the poet. Furthermore, Meilakh’s interpretation of Zhukovsky’s motives is unproven and unconvincing. [See Meilakh (1937: 257–264), Bondi (1937: 41), and Lotman (1970: 10–11).—Ed.]


� Even after Gukovsky had died and conditions in the country had begun fundamentally to change, the republication of his book Pushkin and the Russian Romantics and the first-time publication of his book on the realism of Pushkin and Gogol were possible only through the efforts of Georgy Makogonenko.


� Sociologists themselves saw their position as “Marxist” and “innovative.” However, they were actually very close to traditional approaches within Russian academic philology, which became somewhat less significant after Alexander Veselovsky. For example, in 1909–1910, Vasily Sipovsky began publication of a vast History of the Russian Novel. (Two large sections of the first volume came out although nothing is known of the fate of the second volume.) While Sipovsky filled these volumes with an enormous amount of material taken from hundreds of Russian novels, he completely removed any mention of either literary processes or the individual identities of writers. 


� Culture can, however, be defined rather broadly. Here, the concept of culture is interpreted in a limited sense as systems for the preservation, transmission and creation of new varieties of information. 


� For further discussion, see Prigogine and Stengers (1984, 1988). Prigogine exposes predictability as the mechanism of dynamic processes in physical, chemical and biological structures.


� The concept of being out of time is not linked to any real chronological process. In reality the process can drag on for a very long period of time. For example, the fall of the Roman empire can be viewed as a typical explosive process although it dragged on for several centuries. In Russia, we still find ourselves within an explosion that began with the end of the First World War and the fall of the tsarist empire. Of course, it could be argued that we now standing at the end of the process.


� This is a popular formulation of a Hegelian notion that appeared in Friedrich Engels’s Anti-Dühring (1877).—Trans.


� Paul I transformed the daily changing of the guard into a ritual of state importance, requiring the presence of the emperor and of high-ranking officials and diplomats.


� Similarly, the perception of art is linked to the individual experience of a common quality, and in this sense art by its very nature possesses a profound commonality with ethical structures, although it differs fundamentally from them in its functions.


� See the articles by Michel Vovelle and Jacques Le Goff, as well as many other works in the collection La Nouvelle histoire (1978), edited by Le Goff, Roger Chartier, and Jacques Revel. See also Delumeau (1967) and Vovelle (1983).


� The name Caliban is a reference to Shakespeare’s The Tempest. Caliban is a savage; he is half-man, half-beast, and the son of a witch. In Shakespeare he is the antithesis of the “noble savage.” Pushkin continued this image, transforming Caliban into a symbol of the petty bourgeoisie.


� The identification of the fashionable individual with an ape was a popular satirical device in the eighteenth century. Voltaire, indignant to the point of despair over the bloody executions carried out on religious grounds, called the French a cross between an ape and a tiger. This became a popular sobriquet. And Pushkin received the nickname the Frenchman while at the Lycée:


		Когда французом называли


		Меня беспечные друзья,


		Когда педанты предрекали,


		Что век невеждой буду я [...]





		[When I was called the Frenchman


		By my carefree friends,


		When pedants were convinced


		I would forever be an ignoramous...] (VI: 508)


Together with this nickname Pushkin received the related epithet: “A cross between a tiger and an ape.”


� See also Ivan Krylov’s “Thoughts of a Philosopher of Fashion”  (1945: 329–336). A “philosopher of fashion” is in the “fashionable” language of the eighteenth century the fop who elevated meditation on fashion to the level of philosophy.


� ‘Practical’ (del’nyi) in the language of liberals during the time of the Union of Prosperity was a synonym for the word ‘freedom-loving’ (svobodoliubivyi). Compare this to the words of Repetilov, which sounded ironic to Griboedov: “And we started a practical conversation about a vaudeville show.” ‘Practical’ in relation to ‘vaudeville’ is an oxymoron, a contradictory epithet. Compare this to the even franker verses in a draft of Evgeny Onegin:





		Во всей Европе в наше время 


		Между воспитанных людей


		Не почитается за бремя 


		Отделка нежная ногтей [...]





		[In all of Europe in our day


		Among those well brought up


(initially there was a less ironic variant: “Among respectable people”)


		It was not considered a burden


		The gentle trimming of one’s nails.]





Tribute is paid to this pastime not only by “the soldier and the court” but also by “the poet and the impassioned liberal” (VI: 234). It is curious that Pushkin edited out the word “poet,” evidently having sensed the possibility that the irony might be shifted onto himself, although he left “liberal.”


� It is more likely that Pushkin uses “apostle” here in the sense of one who preaches or advocates an important belief, as with the French apôtre.—Ed.


� After this exchange of crosses, Karamzin and Glinka, half seriously and half in jest, called themselves brothers of the cross. Insofar as the cross of St. Anne of the second rank was worn on the neck, it was possible to compare their exchange with the religious ritual of exchanging crosses worn around the neck.


� Spermaceti is fat extracted from the head cavity of the sperm-whale and is used in the manufacture of cosmetics. Spermaceti candles were at the time described by Tolstoy an expensive novelty.


� The desire among girls of the 1860s to become students took on the symbolic meaning of general emancipation, of liberation from social constraints.


� See Skabichevskii 1975: 81 (cited in Brik 1976: 101).—Ed.


� All citations from the original Italian version of Dante’s Divine Comedy are taken from the three-volume edition of La Divina Commedia edited by Daniele Mattalia and published by Rizzoli in 1984–86. The citations are listed with the cantos in Roman numerals and the verse lines in Arabic. 


� All English translations of Dante’s Divine Comedy are taken from the 1939 Oxford University Press edition, translated by John Sinclair.


� The English translation is taken from the 1887 English edition, The Banquet of Dante Alighieri, translated by Elizabeth Price Sayer, published by George Routledge and Sons.


� The spacing in all citations—rendered here as italics—is Florensky’s.


� For more on the semiotic richness of the Divine Comedy, see Avalle (1975), especially the chapter section entitled “L’ultimo viaggio di Ulisse” [The Final Voyage of Ulysses]. For further discussion, see: Jurij Lotman and Simonetta Salvestroni, “Il viaggio di Ulisse nella Divina Commedia di Dante” [The Journey of Ulysses in Dante’s Divine Comedy] in Lotman (1980): 81–192. [See also the chapter “The Journey of Ulysses in Dante’s Divine Comedy” in Lotman (1990): 177–185.—Ed.]


� See also: Todorov (1972): 275–276 and (1977): 9–11.


�		Ma perché frode è de l’uom proprio male,


	più spiace a Dio, e però stan di sutto


	li frodolenti e più dolor li assale.


[But because fraud is a sin peculiar to man / it is more offensive to God, and for that reason / the fraudulent have their place lower and more pain assails] (Inferno XI, 25–28).


� See Vinassa de Regny (1955). It is also revealing that movement upward is permitted only during the light of day whereas in darkness one can only descend or move in circles around the mountains (Purgatorio VII, 52–59). The link between circular movement and darkness, and between linear, ascending movement and light indicates the sinfulness of the one and the righteousness of the other. Moreover, circular motion in purgatory is accomplished to the right (Purgatorio XIII, 13–16), while in hell, but for two exceptions, it is accomplished to the left.


� The sinfulness of circular motion applies only to hell, insofar as it is linked to a narrowing of space, its increasing density, which is contrasted to the widening space of the heavenly spheres and the boundlessness of the glittering Empire. The space of hell is not only cramped, but crudely material as well. This contrasts with the ideal nature of a space which, at one and the same time, narrows endlessly to a single point (Paradiso XXVIII, 16, 22–25; XXIX, 16–18) and widens to infinity. The contrast is supplemented by the oppositions: light/dark, fragrant/foul-smelling, warm/extremely hot or extremely cold, which together form the semiotic structure of Dante’s world. 


� See Hartmann (1917); Stanford (1953 and 1963). See also Grabar’-Passek (1966), Avalle (1975), and Forti (1977): 162–206. 


� The real course of Dante’s movement through the circle of Hell is spiral, that is, it is composed of two movements: down and in circles; his movement through the heavenly spheres is more complicated, although in the semantics of Dante’s travels within the codified structure of space in that textual world, it is an ascent. The path of Ulysses is somewhat distorted by the surface of the earth and his ship’s bearing to the left (“Sempre acquistando del lato mancino,” Inferno XXVI, 126). However, this also corresponds to a straight line in the codified sphere.


� We are speaking here of the verbal arts, although in analogous situations we may have other art forms (painting, etc.)


� Consider the translation of this text which is often attributed to Pushkin, without sufficient justification:


Мы добрых граждан позабавим


И у позорного столпа


Кишкой последнего попа


Последнего царя удавим.





	[Good citizens we will amuse


	And at the shameful column


	With the innards of the final priest


	We’ll strangle the final tsar.] (II: 488)


� Turgenev’s remark, “Un président, sans phrases” [A president, without comment] references a famous dictum by Abbé Sieyès. During the French Revolution, the question concerning the execution of the king was decided by an individual vote from a tribunal of all the members of the Convention. Sieyès placed his vote in favour of executing the king with the words: “La mort, sans phrases” [Death, without comment]. 


� Consider these satiric verses [by Valentin Valentinov.—Ed.] from 1905:





У французов шоколад,


А у нас рассольник;


По-французски депутат, 


А у нас крамольник.





[The French have chocolate; / We have soup with pickles / The French have deputies; / We have plotters] (Bank, Zakharenko and Shneiderman 1969: 175). This could apply with even more foundation to the difference in value placed on the poet.


�		Напрасно в дни великого совета,


Где высшей страсти отданы места,


Оставлена вакансия поэта:


Она опасна, если не пуста.





[Vainly in the days of the High Soviet, / Where positions are given up with the highest passion, / The vacancy of the poet is preserved: / It is dangerous if it is not empty] (Pasternak 1989, I: 226).


� The Vendée is a district in west central in France, which derives its name from the Vendée River. During the French Revolution it became a centre of reaction. Similarly, the Don Region, in southern Russia, named for the Don River, was a White army stronghold throughout much of the civil war that followed the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917.—Trans. 


� The Tugenbund was a German secret patriotic society of officers in support of the government. The charter of the Tugenbund served as the basis for the charter of the secret society of Decembrists in Russia. 


� Yuri Matveevich Sokolov was one of two brothers who were well-known scholars and collectors of folklore in the 1920s–1930s.


� In totalitarian regimes, newspapers lose their informational character and become a form of ritualised communication about unfortunate, unjust, anomalous events in an “upside down” world of one’s enemies and about the just world of “one’s own,” which has been delivered from all events and unexpected happenings. The most unique positive event is seen as upholding the “positive nature” of “our” life as a whole. This is where the expression “mass heroism” comes from: “in our country everyone becomes a hero.” In such instances the newspaper ceases in fact to be a newspaper and takes on the character of a sacred text. There are well-known cases in which tossing newspapers on the ground was taken as a hostile political act.


� Macpherson was an English writer, author of the pseudo-epic, the pre-Romantic The Poems of Ossian, which had a strong influence on the development of all European literature. These lines from Pushkin are a citation from the text of Macpherson.


� Pushkin preferred to break off the novel, generally avoiding any traditional form of ending. This confused even such an experienced reader as Pletnev who, concerned over the financial well-being of the poet, tried to convince him to continue Evgeny Onegin. Pushkin, in an unfinished letter to Pletnev, expressed Pletnev’s argument in the following way: “Onegin is alive and unmarried—the novel is unfinished” (III, 995).


� The original manuscript version included the following: “Lermontov’s shift to Realism can be dated to around 1836–37. By that time Pushkin had already authored Evgeny Onegin, “Count Nulin,” “The Little House in Kolomna” and an entire series of innovative prose works. Lermontov, however, took no notice of this: Pushkin remained for him the author of “youthful” Romantic poems. Then, at a turning point in Lermontov’s creative work, a double shift occurred: Lermontov discovered for himself a new Pushkin and under the influence of this discovery strengthened and expanded his own artistic position.”—Ed.


� See Chukovsky (1935: 137 sq.; or subsequent editions).—Ed.


� “Inspiration is as necessary in poetry as it is in geometry. The critic confuses inspiration with rapture” (II: 41).


� The opposite point of view is also possible: movement forward in time and in the dynamics of culture can be seen in terms of corruption, perversion. So, for example, Mably viewed the movement of civilisation as a path toward an abyss. Similar ideas acquired broad popularity in the twentieth century. Despite all their differences, the ideas of progress and destruction enjoy a certain symmetry and both stand in opposition to cyclical concepts. 


� Lotman is referring here to the film Pretty Woman (1990), directed by Gary Marshall.—Trans. 


� Using the term “vulgarity” [the Russian word used here is poshlost’.—Trans.], we must recall that its contemporary emotional connotations were inherited from Romanticism. The word initially referred to the everyday, the usual, and sounded neutral. When Ivan the Terrible wrote to the English queen, Elizabeth I—who had informed him that she had no desire to marry him—he explained that she was not worthy of being his wife as she was not a true monarch but sat on the throne “kak poshlaia devitsa” [like a vulgar maiden]. This contained no offensive insinuations as to the moral behaviour of Elizabeth. A true ruler for Ivan the Terrible was an autocrat, while Elizabeth did not “rule by herself”; “around” her ruled “traders,” which is to say, the parliament. In Ivan’s opinion, having given over her power to the parliament, the queen sat on her throne like a simple, ordinary woman. We are using the word “vulgar” in its original sense, with its original emotional connotations. 


� In his free translation of Thomas Gray’s “Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard,” Zhukovsky touched on the theme of unaccomplished deeds. A country churchyard contains the graves of those who have not become historical figures. Compare this to the Romantic theme of the importance of the unaccomplished deed in Tsvetaeva’s “Prokrast’sia” [Stealing away].


� Compare this with Anna Akhmatova’s phrase nashe sviashchennoe remeslo, or ‘our sacred craft’ (1965: 303). [In fact, Merzliakov used this expression referring to everyday labour (1958: 131), as Lotman himself noted in the preface to his edition of Merzliakov (see Merzliakov 1958: 6).—Ed.]


� The edition of Culture and Explosion was expedited by the publisher and was not approved by the author. A revised version was published in Lotman 2000: 12–148.


� YL defines ambivalence as a loss of oppositions (in the sense of Hegel’s Aufhebung); an ambivalent utterance is truthful even if its main proposition is replaced with the opposite (compare Lotman 1996: 176). 


� In this context, not just YL’s conceptions, but also his actual decipherings and reconstructions are of interest. Thus, for example, he reproduces using some quite unreliable sources, a historical subject matter on which these sources were based (Lotman 1979). Or he deciphers the outline and even the storyline of Pushkin’s work, of which the only preserved trace is one word: „Jesus“ (Lotman 1979a).


� Michel Foucault during his „archeological“ period reaches close, although not exactly the same conclusions: for him, archeology is not an auxiliary discipline, but to a certain extent, the crown of all humanities. But differently from Tartu-Moscow semiotics, Foucault is not at all interested in facts, but his attention is centered on discourse: the space between words and things. 





