Andrey Belyi – Mediterranean traveller (new materials)


In 1910–1911 Andrey Belyi undertook an almost half-year long trip abroad: he left Moscow on November 26 / December 9, 1910, and returned to Russia (Odessa) on April 22 / May 5, 1911. He travelled with A. A. Turgeneva, who he had decided to be with right before the departure (the official marriage took place in March 1914 in Bern). The original plan was to travel through Austria and Italy to Sicily, where they would spend winter (Belyi was planning to start working on the second part of his novel “Serebrianyi golub’” – the future “Peterburg”), and then set off back and get acquainted with Italy in more detail on their way. Belyi recollected this plan describing the departure from Moscow: “Ulybalis’ my, stranniki: stranstvie mesiatsy zrelo, pognav iz Moskvy mimo pyshnykh muzeev v Sitsiliiu, chtoby s nachalom vesny nam podniat’sia na Sever: obzorom Italii; tak my khoteli”
. The original plan was for Belyi and A. A. Turgeneva to have a quick glimpse of Venice (December 12, old style), Rome, Naples (the fleeting impressions were enough for Belyi to compile a number of travel notes
) and arrive in Sicily, Palermo, on December 17. A weak later they were in Montreal, a city 5 km away from Palermo, with its famous 12th-century cathedral. Sicily impressed Belyi with its cultural monuments characterized by multi-layer intersection of Western European, Byzantine and Eastern elements. The interest to the East – the unknown Arabic East – was so strong that instead of a long-term stay in Sicily (hindered by lack of amenities as well) and later journey across Italy the travellers set off to the African shore – to Tunisia (January 5, 1911), where they stayed for more than two months in the Arabic village Rades near the city of Tunis. On March 8 Belyi and A. Turgeneva set sail from Tunisia to Egypt, where they spent almost a month, on April 10 they arrived in Jerusalem and two weeks later departed across the Aegean Sea to Russia via Constantinople. 

The time spent in this trip turned out to be one of the brightest, most pleasant and peaceful periods of Belyi’s life. The travel notes he was writing in Sicily and Africa formed a book, which remained unpublished for a long time for a number of reasons (separate fragments appeared in periodicals
) and finally appeared in the revised version in 1919. Its first volume was printed twice when Belyi was alive
, but the second volume had remained unknown until recently
.

The Mediterranean travel is also extensively documented in Andrei Belyi’s letters, from short but invariably expressive ones sent on postcards to extensive messages filled with detailed descriptions of what he had seen and felt, contemplations of cultural character, which were only partly presented in “Putevye zametki”. Some of the letters that Belyi sent to his mother – A. D. Bugaeva, E. K. Metner, A. S. Petrovskii, A. M. Kozhebatkin were published in N. Kotrelev’s “Puteshestvie na Vostok. Pis’ma Andreia Belogo”
 with the introduction of the publisher, who pointed to the extraordinary importance of the undertaken journey for the creative biography of the writer. Andrei Belyi’s letters of this period were also printed in the publication of his correspondence with A. A. Blok, M. K. Morozova, A. M. Kozhebatkin, A. S. Petrovskii, A. D. Bugaeva
. A number of letters Belyi sent during this trip were addressed to N. P. Kiselev and are stored in the Manuscript department of the Russian State Library (RSL. F. 128).

In “Vospominaniia o Bloke” Andrei Belyi mentioned “litsa, o simvolizme ne napisavshie ni edinoi stroki”; nevertheless, “oni vse vynashivali atmosferu, slagavshuiu simvolizm”
. One of them was Nikolai Petrovich Kiselev (1884–1965), Andrei Belyi’s friend since 1900s, a member of the circle of “argonauts”, and since 1910 one of the most important employees of Moscow publishing house “Musaget”, where Belyi played a key role. In the post-revolutionary years Kiselev actively worked in the sphere of bibliology and bibliography becoming one of the biggest professionals
. This relatively safe area of work, however, did not save him from persecution, arrest in 1941, prison camp and exile
. While working in “Musaget” Kiselev was one of those who initiated the series “Orfei” aimed at publishing writers on mysticism. He retained his interest in esoteric theories during the Soviet time and became the most competent specialist on the history of Freemasonry and mysticism in Russia.

In the list entitled “Liudi, imevshie dlia menia velichaishee znachenie” (section “Rovesniki”, 12 names) Kiselev put “B. N. Bugaev” on the first place
. In turn, Andrei Belyi mentioned Kiselev several times among the people that formed “tseloe dush, krovno sviazannykh”
 and highlighted a special spiritual closeness to him in 1910
, i.e. the time immediately preceding the Mediterranean trip. It is no surprise that Kiselev, who exchanged letters with Belyi from time to time, was among the correspondents that he was ready to share his new impressions and emotional experiences with.

The first of the messages to Kiselev is a postcard (with a photo: “Palermo. Chiesa di S. Francesco d’Assisi, costruzione di stile gotico”), sent from Palermo apparently on December 19, 1910 (postmark is cannot be clearly read) and received in Moscow, in “Musaget” publishing house on December 12/25:

“Milyi Nikolai Petrovich!

Privet! Vena – tumanna; Venetsiia – zhemchuzhina v tumannom atlase; Neapol’ – zloi, pestryi arlekin v prekrasnom nariade, kuriashchii trubku (Vezuvii). Sredizemnoe more – laskovoe; Palermo – prekrasen, dobrodushen i bestolkov. No solntse, more, apel’siny, tsvety – laskaiut. Privet: vse khorosho. Tseluiu.

Boris Bugaev.

Ot Asi privet. Supruge
 Vashei privet. Vsemu privet!”

This postcard was followed by another one – from Montreal (sent on December 28, 1910, received in Moscow on December 20, Julian calendar); the photo on it is a panorama of Montreal, where Belyi marked certain elements with letters:
“Milyi Nikolai Petrovich!

Privet. Vse khorosho. Vot vid Monrealia, gde my teper’ zhivem. Diko, grozno, stranno, mnogo arabskogo vokrug; no – khorosho Vse pomniu… (a) veranda ploskoi kryshi, gde my zhivem. (b) Monreal’skii sobor 12 veka s luchshei mozaikoi v mire; splosh’ mozaichnyi. Nu, Khristos s Vami.

Liubiashchii B. Bugaev.

P. S. Vashei supruge privet”.

A more extensive account is given in the next letter dated January 13/26, 1911 (Maxula-Rades), received in Moscow on January 21, Julian calendar:

“Milyi, blizkii

Nikolai Petrovich,

pishu Vam s chuvstvom nekotorogo bespokoistva. Kak? Vse li blagopoluchno. Khotel by ot Vas imet’ khotia by neskol’ko slov….

Kak nakhodite Vy seichas “Musaget”. Druz’ia mne o “Musagete” ne pishut nichego rovno. A khotelos’ by znat’ Vashe mnenie.

Berdiaev mne pishet, chto on ochen’ tsenit znakomstvo s Vami
. Kak nakhodite Vy Berdiaeva? Kak Vy, i chto Moskva?

Pishu vse voprosami. O sebe zhe skazhu tol’ko, chto vse khorosho, iasno i radostno. Vnutrenno net nikakikh tuch, no est’ vneshnie slozhnosti.

Seichas my zhivem v arabskoi derevne pod Tunisom
. S arabami khorosho i prosto. Mestnost’ ocharovatel’naia; nichego podozritel’nogo net. V arabakh net nichego mongol’skogo; oni blagorodny, samostoiatel’ny, pochtenny; nigde ia ne vidal stol’ko pochtennykh startsev, kak v Tunisii. Dom, gde my zhivem, sovershenno chist ot vsiakikh vibratsii; chuvstvuesh’ sebia v izvestnom smysle bezopasnee, chem v Moskve, – o, naskol’ko bezopasnee: nikakoi napriazhennosti, nikakikh psikhicheskikh, chuzhdykh voln.

V Monreale bylo sovsem ne tak: ochen’ svetloe cheredovalos’ s ochen’ temnym.

Milyi Nikolai Petrovich, proshu Vas, po polucheniiu pis’ma, napomnite Kozhebatkinu, chto u menia deneg net uzhe davno, telegrammy ne posylaiu (dorogo), i chto deneg zhdu perevodom po telegrafu
.[1258] Moi adres. Afrique. Tunisie. Maxulla-Radès (près de Tunis). A Madame Rebeyrol, buraliste de Radès. Mne.

Khristos s Vami. Ochen’ liubliu i pomniu. Zhelaiu Vam novogo goda. 1911 god – reshaiushchii. Ostaius’ liubiashchii Vas

B. Bugaev.

P. S. Vashei supruge privet”.

Belyi’s next letter to Kiselev was sent two months later, On March 14/27, 1911, from Cairo; it registered the impressions from the Arabic world, which were in many ways contrast to those that the writer had from Tunisia. The integral medieval culture of the Arabic Maghreb changed for the international mixture of the modern Arabic Egypt:
“Milyi, milyi
Nikolai Petrovich!

Ochen’ vdrug zakhotelos’ skazat’ Vam neskol’ko slov: priblizhaetsia avgust. My dolzhny vesnoi vstretit’sia. My dolzhny vmeste provesti khotia by odin den’. Chto budet, ne znaiu. Sudia po otryvkam vo frantsuzskoi presse, v Rossii – smutno, chrevato sobytiiami. Bolee trekh mesiatsev ne chital ia russkikh gazet. Nichego ne znaiu. Zdes’ zhe spokoino, poshlo, mertvo, t. e. poshlo vezde, gde evropeiskaia tsivilizatsiia nalozhila ruku na Afriku; tam zhe, gde net Evropy, bezobidno, chisto, svobodno, no nichem ne chrevato. Otsiuda mne kazhetsia, chto uzly mirovykh sobytii – v Rossii. Eshche i eshche, i eshche govoriu vsemu: da! Budu v Moskve, veroiatno, v pervoi polovine maia. Nepremenno dolzhny vstretit’sia!

My zhdem deneg, chtoby plyt’ v Ierusalim. V Ierusalime probudem s nedeliu; nedeli dve otdokhnem v Gretsii. A tam – v Rossiiu. Priedem v Lutsk
. V Lutske prozhivu neskol’ko dnei, chtoby potom na nedeliu, na dve priekhat’ v Moskvu. Leto provozhu v Lutske; v avguste, konechno, budu v Moskve. V avguste sleduet nam byt’ vmeste.

Milyi, kak stranno: my s Vami vse vremia smeniaem drug druga. Pomnite proshluiu vesnu i leto. Togda byli Vy. Osen’iu – ia. Zimoi opiat’ Vy.

Chto skazat’ o Kaire. Kair bezobrazen, griazen, gadok. I Kair – prekrasen. Nil, sady Bulaka, okrestnosti – vostorg; sam zhe Kair – pyzhashchiisia byt’ tsivilizovannym turka da millionshchik anglichanin, derushchii za vse ogromnyi protsent; protsentom oblozheny sami pal’my. Vpechatlenie ot zdeshnikh anglichan, kak i ot zdeshnikh “arabov” (?!) samoe gnusnoe; araby – nichego arabskogo v nikh net; oni rastvorilis’ v fellakhakh i turkakh. Naskol’ko sokhranilas’ arabskaia kul’tura na severe Afriki, nastol’ko provalilas’ ona v Egipte. Kair – tsentr afrikanskoi demoralizatsii; i Kair – tsentr tsivilizatsii. Zdes’ dazhe est’ u arabov svoi egipetskii universitet; a egipetskie studenty krichat o svobode i ravenstve; v proshlom godu oni osvistali Ruzvel’ta
, obrativshegosia k nim s rech’iu. Eto li – ne “progress”? I odnako “gazhe” tsivilizovannogo egiptianina trudno sebe predstavit’. Universitet – i na 1000 chetyre gramotnykh! V Kaire i pod Kairom “dekadentskie” peizazhi; Kair neuiuten; samaia zdes’ priroda grozna, serdita, pechal’na; i vmeste s tem chisto tropicheskaia roskosh’.

No samoe nepriiatnoe zdes’ – blokhi; oni prygaiut vsiudu po ulitsam; stoit proitis’ po Kairu, kak domoi s soboi prinosish’ s desiatok blokh. My s Asei voiuem s blokhami nemiloserdno; i s nadezhdoi zhdem deneg, chtoby bezhat’ iz Egipta. Naskol’ko v Tunisii khochetsia zhit’, nastol’ko udovletvoriaesh’sia beglym obzorom Kaira. Nu proshchaite. Khristos s Vami. Ostaius’ krepko liubiashchii Vas

Boris Bugaev.

P. S. Ot Asi privet”.


The last of the series of Belyi’s letters to Kiselev was sent from Jerusalem on a postcard with the Mount of Olives. It was not dated, written not long before Orthodox Easter (in 1911 – April 10, Julian calendar) and filled with anticipation of the upcoming celebration:
“Khorosho, svetlo – radostno: neskazánno. Tsvety i kamni – vot Palestina. Ierusalim prodolzhaetsia v iudeiskie gory; eto ne gory, a neslozhennye steny Griadushchego Grada: tak eto iasno, chto tol’ko sleptsy ne uvidiat. Budet, budet! Gliadia na gory, ponial Kaballu. Legko dyshitsia; otdykhaem ot kaznei Egipta. Khram Groba Gospodnia… – ia im oshelomlen (pishu o chisto vneshnem vpechatlenii): vovse ne to, chto mozhno dumat’. Vse zhivo tam. Napriazhenie strashnoe. U groba – monakh katolik i monakh pravoslavnyi (riadom): tserkvi soedinilis’, soedineny nerazryvno faktom (khramom).

Zdes’ prozhivem. Zdes’ vse govorit. Zdes’ tochno doma…

Paskhu vstretim zdes’.

Khristos Voskrese! Ura Rossii!”


The previous plans of staying in Greece and thus making up for one cultural and historical area with another, i.e. Jerusalem with Athens, were not realized. After visiting only Mytilene, Greek port in the Aegean Sea, Belyi and A. Turgeneva spent three days (May 1–3, Gregorian calendar) in Constantinople and from there set off back to Russia through the Black sea.
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