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LIMINALITY IN VASILII AKSENOV’S EMIGRE WRITING:
LITERARY TRACES OF HIS TRANSIT JOURNEY
THROUGH PARIS

This paper explores the concept of liminality in the émigré writing of Vasilii Aksénov
(1932-2009). Aksénov had to leave the Soviet Union in 1980 and spent about three months
in Paris and other places in Europe before boarding a plane to the US, his chosen destination.
Little is known about his summer in Europe, but the way Aksénov’s stories conceive
of Paris — a frequent place of action in Aksénov’s writing — suggests an influence of his
transit journey through Paris on his writing. Paris seems to be a liminal space, marked
by transit-ness, and the liminality that results from the moment of transit has an effect
on how Aksénov’s protagonists conceive of time and space and their own being in the world.
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Vasilii Aksénov (1932-2009), an accomplished writer in the Soviet Union
since the 1950s, had to leave his home country in 1980 after having been involved
in the scandal around the almanac Metropol. Like many of his peers, he passed
through France and Italy on his way to the US, his chosen destination: Aksénov
and his wife arrived in Paris in July, they spent the rest of the summer in Europe,
and boarded a plane from Milan to New York in September (Aksénov 2015, n210).
After they had settled overseas, Aksénov returned to Paris and France again
and again — and so do numerous protagonists of his émigré novels and short
stories. Paris is a central place of action in his writing, and notably seems to con-
tain a sense of transit-ness in the way it appears to be a place one travels to, but
mostly on one’s way to another destination.

My paper will focus, in a first part, on Aksénov’s literary conceptions
of Paris and France in his émigré writing. In the second part, [ will examine how
the very moment of transit is a central concept for the way Aksénov’s protago-
nists conceive of time and space, conceive of their place in the world, and con-
ceive of reality as such. As a theoretical framework, I propose to look at Ak-
sénov’s émigré writing through the concept of “liminal spaces”. Liminality,
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as defined by the Handbook to Literature, describes “[t]he state of being
on a threshold in space or time”, that threshold being “a place where many social
meanings congregate” (Harmon 2003, 284). The concept originates from the
study of anthropology, where it describes a rite of passage between preliminary
and postliminary stages of being.! In literary studies, it is used to examine stag-
es of in-between-ness: such as in regard to characters and their psychology,
or in regard to spatial concepts.2 It is a stage that is “both destructive and con-
structive; it serves to erase what one has been and create what one will be”
(Breininger 2015, 5). The transfer stay in Paris of Soviet émigré writers of the
Third Wave seems to be a perfect case study for a liminary rite of passage: They
have left their home country with a sense of possibly never being able to go back,
but they cannot start their new life at their new destination just yet. In my read-
ing of Aksénov’s émigré writing, I will focus on how Paris and France are
described as places of liminal character; on how Paris’ liminal nature seems
to extend to the protagonists; and on how Aks€nov’s protagonists perceive places
and movement through them in liminal terms.

Unlike most of his fellow Soviet citizens, Aksénov had actually already
been to France before his emigration. Though there is no clear overview of Ak-
sénov’s pre-emigration travels in his two biographies (Kabakov and Popov 2011;
Esipov 2012), we know that he had managed to get permission from the Soviet
authorities to travel to France with his mother Evgeniia Ginzburg in 1976 (Ak-
sénov 2015, n73); one year later he traveled France again, as we know from
a famous indignant letter he wrote to Brodsky, dated 29 November 1977 from
Ajaccio (ibid, 154—155). In the autobiographically inspired short story “24/7 Non-
Stop” (“Kruglye sutki non-stop”) (1976), his narrator even mentions a first stay
in Paris in 1963 (Aksénov 1992a, 128). Thus Aksé€nov’s relationship to the city
of Paris was not established during his transit journey, but before. Paris also
features prominently in his pre-emigration novel The Island Crimea (Ostrov

1 In his famous Les Rites de Passage (1909), van Gennep described three different rites
of passage: “des rites préliminaires (séparation), liminaires (marge) et post[]liminaires (agréga-
tion)” (Gennep 1981, 20), which Turner elaborated on in the chapter “Betwixt and Between” in his
1967 book The Forest of Symbols (Turner 1967, 93—111).

2 For examinations of liminality in Slavic literatures, cf., e.g., Judith Kornblatt on the
liminality of the Cossack in Russian culture (Kornblatt 1992, 14—15), Danielle Lavendier’s thesis
on liminality in Dostoevskii and Dickens (Lavendier 2009), Valeria Sobol’s article on Lermon-
tov’s “Taman” (Sobol 2011), Laura J. Olson’s article on post-Soviet Russian women’s chastushki
(Olson 2013), Olga Breininger’s article on liminality in the Russian literary imagination of the
Caucasus (Breininger 2015), Kirsten Tarves’ thesis on the trickster and liminal figure in Sigiz-
mund Krzhizhanovsky (Tarves 2018), Marja Sorvari’s article on girl protagonists in novels
by three contemporary Russian female writers (Sorvari 2018), Aleksandr Zhitenev’s article
on Russian poetry between 2000 and 2010 (Zhitenev 2019), the collected volume by Henrieke
Stahl and Ekaterina Friedrichs on liminality in contemporary Russophone poetry (Fridrikhs
and Shtal’ 2020), or Sergei Zhdanov’s article on liminality in regard to Russian literature’s con-
ceptions of Germany in late 19t and early 20t century Russian literature (Zhdanov 2020). In re-
gard to Aksénov, Derek C. Maus mentions the concept of liminality in examining his Crimea
fiction, but he does not go into detail (Maus 2019). The existing scholarship seems to have not yet
explored the concept of liminal spaces in regard to Russia’s Third Wave Emigration through
Europe.
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Krym, written 1979, published 1981), where his protagonist Luchnikov frequent-
ly travels between Moscow, the Crimea and Paris. Nevertheless, it is after Ak-
sénov’s emigration that Paris seems to gain the ephemeral quality in his writing,
the quality that I will discuss in this paper.

Paris as a Place of Transit

Aksénov writes a postcard to Bella Akhmadulina from a Greek island, on 19
August 1981, thus just one year after his emigration, where he describes: “To-
morrow we fly to Paris and from there home to Washington3 (“3aBTpa jetum B
[Mapwx u orTyna nomoi, B BatmmarTon”, Aksénov 2015, 99). Even though they
had settled in Washington D.C. not long ago — they had lived in different places
all over the US the first few months — Aksénov already refers to Washington
as ‘home’; and Paris is ‘transit’. The semantic connection between Paris and tra-
veling through is frequently found in Aksénov’s émigré writing. Indeed, Paris
is one of the most frequent places of action in his literature, as many of Ak-
sénov’s post-emigration protagonists are émigrés themselves. Notably, many
of them also travel to Europe and to Paris, before their emigration, as did Ak-
sénov himself. I find that the way the city appears shows it as a place defined
through its transit-ness: Paris is a place one goes to and leaves, returns and leaves
again. One chapter in the novel Sweet New Style (Novyi sladostnyi stil’, 1996)
even plainly carries the title “Crossroads Paris” (“Ilepexpécrox [Tapux”, (Ak-
sénov 1999, 368), which subsumes what I want to show in this first part: Paris
is more of an intersection than a destination in Aksénov’s émigré literature.

Let us first look at Aks€nov’s protagonists before their emigration and at how
they conceive of France and Paris. The narrator in the povest™ Paper Landscape
(Bumazhnyi peizazh, 1982) is a Moscow engineer who is not all too happy with
his restricted life in Soviet Russia. He introduces himself in the beginning of the
story as Igor Velosipedov and complains that people call him “Monsieur Velo-
sipedov” (“mecne”) instead of “Igor’”, which he’d prefer. He tries to distance
himself from his fellow citizens by imagining he lived in Paris: “If I lived, let’s
say, in Paris, that’s what they’d call me — Monsieur Velosipedov, with the accent
on the last word, pardon me, syllable” (“ecnu 051 51, mpenmonoxxum, >xui B [lapu-
e, MeHsI Obl TaK M Ha3bIBalIu Obl — Meche Besocumenos, ¢ yJapeHueM Ha 1o-
cJIeTHEM CIIOBe, mapoH, ciore”, Aksénov 1983, 8). His fellow citizens give him
a teasingly posh French nickname, which he objects to; nevertheless, he imagines
Paris as a contingent reality to his being in Moscow. Moreover, the parents
of Velosipedov’s girlfriend are diplomats and live in Paris; in her apartment,
there are pictures of them in front of the Eiffel tower. Paris thus poses as a back-
ground to their Moscow romance. A later lover of Velosipedov, an Armenian, the
wife of a KGB officer and herself probably also member of the KGB, frequently

3 All translations are mine unless otherwise noted.
4 A specific genre in Russian-language literature that describes a shorter novel, or a long-
er novella.
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travels to and from Paris. When Velosipedov later emigrates to the US with
an Israeli visa, there is, however, no mention of a transit station in Europe.

In the novel Say Cheese (Skazhi izium, 1985), the photographer Maksim
Ogorodnikov frequently travels to Paris, because his ex-wife lives there with his
children. The very first mention of him shows him, in fact, “after getting tipsy
at a private club in Paris” (“noaBBIIMB B OAHOM HapH>KCKOM YacTHOM Kiy0e”,
Aksénov 1985, 7). His older brother, who carries the Soviet patriotic name “Oc-
tober”, also used to live in Paris, as he is introduced: “October Ogorodnikov was
a figure not without mystery, an international commentator, for years sitting
either in Brazil, or in the United States, or stationed with all the appropriate
accoutrements in Paris” (“OxTs6pp OropogHUKoB ObLT GUTYpOIl He Oe3 3ara-
JIOYHOCTH, MEXIYHAPOAHBIA KOMMEHTATOP, TOAAMHU CUISAIIUNA TO B bpa3uinuu,
To B Coennnennsix lllratax, To pacnonararommicst CO BCEMH COOTBETCTBYIO-
muMu npuyuHganamu B [lapmxke”, ibid, 35). Paris is one place among many
where Russians of a certain standing live and go to and from, notwithstanding
the travel restrictions that apply to most Soviet citizens.

For Maksim Ogorodnikov, Paris is one of three places he frequently visits.
When he starts having trouble with the Soviet authorities, his freedom of move-
ment is suddenly restricted, and we learn about his previous travel opportunities:
“one after another, trips [collapsed]”, “to New York (on the USSR SF line)” —
i. e., an official organ of the Soviet Union, “to Milan (on the USSR Goskino
line)” — 1. e., the State Committee of Cinematography, “to Paris (on the Ovir
line, just to see the kids <..>)”> — 1. e., the Visa and Registration Department
(Aksénov 1985, 46). This shows the motion range of a (privileged) Soviet pho-
tographer around the 1970s/1980s, and Paris is among the most frequent places
one travels to, but certainly not the only one.

Paris is also a meeting point, where people ‘have met each other’ at some
point (“S ero B [lapuxe Kak-TO BCTpeTHII, IpUBET-TipuBeT...”, Aksénov 1985,
242), before they leave again. Moreover, it is also the place of the Soviet dias-
pora, the place where emigrants meet, know each other, discuss each other’s
destinies. When Maksim Ogorodnikov visits his children in Paris, “all of Paris
is saying” (”Bech llapmx roBoput”, Aksénov 1985, 145) that he has supposedly
left the USSR for good. The city is even called a “Russian city”, as the narrator
describes that “rumors spread through the Russian city of Paris” (“no pycckomy
ropony Ilapmxcky nomonsmu ciayxu”, ibid). The capital of France is thus as-
cribed a certain Russian quality, due to the sheer number of Russian/Soviet citi-
zens residing there. At the same time, the city is, however, also a place of transit,
as one travels “to Moscow with a stopover in Paris?”” (“B MockBy eny ¢ 3ae310M
B [Tapmk?”, ibid, 131). Paris seems to be the central transit point to enter and exit
Europe for Soviet citizens.

5 “[O]ama 3a apyroii pyxuymn noesaxu B Heio-Hopk (o miann CO CCCP), 8 Muuas (1o
snuHuu 'ockuno CCCP) B Ilapux (o nuHuu OBHpa, IPOCTO ACTUIIEK MOBUAATH <...>), TO €CTh
10 BCEM JIMHHSIM .
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Similarly, in A Moscow Saga (Moskovskaia saga), Aksénov’s three-part epic
novel (“poman-smornies”) from 1992, Paris appears both as a place of Russian
exile and of transit. The writer II'ia Erenburg is called “The famous ‘Moscow
Parisian’, poet and world journalist” (“3HamMeHHUTHIN ‘MOCKOBCKUH MMapXaHH’,
MOAT ¥ MUPOBOH kypHanucT...” (Aksénov 2017, 284), and as the protagonist Nina
meets him as he sits in the restaurant “Natsional” in Moscow, someone says
“There’s Orenburg, fresh from Spain and, of course, via Paris” (“Bon Open0Oypr,
TOBKO 4TO M3 Mcnanum u, KoHEwHO ke, yepes [lapmx”, ibid). Firstly, a poet
such as Erenburg possesses such a strong semantic connection with Paris that
he is called a ‘Moscow Parisian’. Secondly, wherever he is coming from, on his
way back to Moscow, he will naturally have traveled through Paris as the logical
place of transit.

In his autobiographically inspired novel In Search of Melancholy Baby
(V poiskakh grustnogo bebi, 1987), Aksénov lets a first-person narrator write
about his emigration from the USSR into the US. The narrator remembers having
traveled to Paris before his emigration already, as Aks€nov had done. Interest-
ingly, his Paris is not just the capital of France, or a place of the Soviet diaspora.
Rather, he remembers: “The first time I saw Paris <...>, I found it beautiful not
only for its thousand-year accumulation of elegance but also for the glimmer
of those transient Americans of the twenties” (Aksénov 1987, 149) (“Ilomas Brep-
Bbie B [lapuok, s HaIle, YTO OH OKpAIIICH JJIsi MEHsI He TOJIBKO CBOUM COOCTBEH-
HBIM TBICSTYENICTHUM O4apOBaHHUEM, HO M TPOMEITBKOM TE€X MUMOJICTHBIX aMepPH-
KaHIIeB KOoHIa ABaAarhix” (Aksénov 1992b, 324). The image of Paris here is,
interestingly, one of an American emigration experience. The narrator calls the
Lost Generation of the 1920s “fleeting Americans”, ‘mumosieTHbie’, which as-
cribes Paris a certain sense of liminality: The American writers seem to have
‘passed by’, ephemerally appearing and disappearing; but they also left their
trace on the city, as Aks€nov’s Paris is “okparmren”, “painted” or “colored” by their
presence even decades later. In his pre-emigration short story “24/7 Non-Stop”
that is similarly inspired by Aksénov’s own biography, Aksénov’s narrator even
adds “I found it [Paris] colored, besides all its own charms, by Hemingway’s
charms, perhaps the strongest of all. It was <...> also the Paris of those fleeting,
rapidly disappearing young Americans” (“[O]u [ITapux] oxazancs anst MeHs
OKpalIeHHBIM, KPOME BCEX CBOMX COOCTBEHHBIX OYapOBAHMM, €IIe M XEMUH-
T'Y3€BCKHM OYapOBAaHUEM, ObITh MOXET, CAMBIM CHJIBHBIM. OT0 OblI <..> U [la-
PHIK TEX MUMOJICTHBIX, OBICTPO IMPOMABIINX MOJOIBIX aMepHKaHIeB”, Aksénov
1992a, 128). The generation of writers around Hemingway left their mark upon
the city, “perhaps the strongest of all”, i. e., stronger than the French themselves
(?), even though they were a ‘fleeting’ generation, ‘rapidly disappearing’. If Par-
is is so strongly influenced by a generation that was merely passing through, then
the city itself seems to metonymically acquire a liminal quality.

In different ways and in different stories, Paris repeatedly appears as a place
of transit. As Aksénov’s first-person narrator of In Search of Melancholy Baby
finds himself in the US, he describes how news traveled from the USSR to the
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US through Paris: “we would exchange Soviet jokes fresh from their first stop
in Paris or Copenhagen” (Aksénov 1987, 166) (“Mbl 0OMEHHUBATNCH AHEKJOTAMH
CBE)KEH COBETCKOM BBINIEYKH, TOJIBKO YTO TOCTYNHMBIIMMH B 00palleHNe Yepe3
[Mapwx wnu Konenraren”, Aksénov 1992b, 341). Firmly settled in the US, the
protagonist mentions how he will later frequently meet Carl Proffer again, with
whom he had stayed a few weeks in Ann Arbor: “Periodic meetings in New
York, Washington, D.C., Los Angeles, Milan, Paris...” (Aksénov 1987, 167)
(“Ilepuommueckue Berpeun B Horo-Mopke, Bamuurrone, Jloc-Aumkenece, Mu-
nane, [lapuxe...”, Aksénov 1992b, 341). Aks€nov also underlines the protago-
nist's globetrotter identity when he weaves an interview into the narrative, where
the interviewer asks the protagonist “[y]ou’ve been all over since you emigrat-
ed — Paris, Jerusalem, London, Berlin, Rome” (Aksénov 1987, 24) (“u B [1lapu-
ke, u B Mepycanume, u B Jlonaone, u B bepnune, u B Pume, rie TOJIBKO Thl HE
moObrBan”, (Aksénov 1992b, 158). Or Erenburg in A Moscow Saga will have
logically travelled through Paris on his way from Spain to Moscow.

In the 2006 novel Moscow Qua-Qua (Moskva Kva-Kva), Paris also appears
as a place of constant arriving and leaving. The story takes place in the early
1950s, and the first-person narrator Kirill, a Russian writer, frequently travels
to Paris. This time, he is in Paris as the head of the delegation of Soviet writers
at an international event. On the evening before flying to Japan, directly from
Paris, he meets a young man, who seems to him an “evident Parisian” (“siBHBI1
napmxanuna’, Aksénov 2006, 142), but who turns out to be Russian. The young
man, who had been born in Paris, had moved to Moscow later, and had ended up
in Paris again after the Second World War. He describes the complicated route
of his earlier life:

That’s how my odyssey ended. — <...>. Paris — Moscow — Bugulma, again
Moscow — Tashkent, once more Moscow — Poland or hell knows what, Reich —
Normandy — Paris. I was nineteen years old when I came back. I’ve been living
here ever since.

Bor Tak mos opucces 3akoHumiack. — <...>. Ilapuxx — MockBa — byryinbma,
onsaTh MockBa — TamkeHT, eme pa3 MockBa — [lonbina unu 4epT 3HAET 4TO,
Paiix — Hopmanaust — Ilapux. MHe ObLI0 IeBSTHAALATD JIET, KOT/A 5l BEPHYJICS.
C Tex mop xkuBy 3zech (ibid, 146).

The biography of this young Russian man starts in Paris, covers different
places in Eurasia and Europe, leads back to Paris; later in the novel, he is shot
in Abkhazia. Paris is one of the places of his nomadic life, among many others.
In reference to Aksénov’s descriptions of Paris as a liminal space in earlier sto-
ries, it even seems that the man’s identity as a Russian born in Paris is bound
to make him a liminal character, someone who is bound to constantly be in a state
of transit.

These are some examples of the way Paris appears to be a constant place
of transit in Aksénov’s literary world: people meet in Paris, their ways part again;
news travels through Paris. Most interesting, however, are two examples that
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we will now take a look at in more detail — examples that show how the state
of transit seems to have an impact on the way the protagonists understand time
and space and how they interact with the world around them.

Tropes of Transit

Aksénov wrote the short story “The Right to an Island” (“Pravo na ostrov™)
in 1981, the year after his emigration. The story tells of a writer-essayist who
spends his winter in Ajaccio, Corsica, as he does every year. Leopold Bar, as he
is called, is a “globetrotter, a globe-trotting multinational man (“rimo6TporTep,
Mararonui Mo MapuKy MHOTOHAITHOHAIBHBIN uenoBek”, Aksénov 1995, 564).
He does not seem to identify himself with any particular country; he apparently
lives (seemingly among other places) in Paris (ibid, 563), looks like an English-
man (ibid, 569), has Russian roots (ibid, 581), has traveled to countless countries.
In the course of the story, a third-person narrator tells of several chaotic encoun-
ters Leo Bar has during the course of one day on Corsica: In a story that sounds
like a fever dream, he meets a Parisian woman, Corsican men, a Russian; he gets
beaten up; he thinks about life, about history and a lot about Napoleon Bonapar-
te. In the end, the story takes a final abrupt turn:

He bowed and walked resolutely toward the nearest Agence de Voyage, that
is, the Travel Agency. He approached it and saw his reflection in the mirror of the
window more and more clearly. <...> How glorious it is to do one’s own thing, well,
at least to write books, how — ha-ha-ha — glorious, <..> to bring dreariness and
gloom on readers, if only so that they <...> go to the bazaar, buy artichokes or, after
all, go on journeys from capitals to islands and back again, for indeed there is some-
thing else in the world besides the gloomy emptiness of literature.

— Forgive me for such a wild ending to the story, but can I book an airline
ticket with transit of extreme complexity? — Leo Bar asked a Corsican clerk at the
agency. Let’s say, Corsica — London — Moscow — Singapore — New York —
Warsaw — Iceland — Rome — Corsica?

— Transits of any complexity, monsieur, smiled the modest little Bonaparte
kindly.

OH TOKJIOHHUJICS M PEIINTENIFHO HAIpaBWICA K OmmxaimeMy “A’KaHCH 1€
BOSDK”, TO €CTh “ATEeHTCTBY nyTeniecTBHi . OH NPUOIIKAIICSI K HEMY U BCE OTUET-
nuBel BUJAET CBOE OTPaXKEHME B 3epKajie BUTPUHBIL. <..> Kak cl1aBHO 3aHUMaThCS
CBOUM JI€JIOM, HY BOT XOTsI ObI MHCaTh KHUKKH, KaK — Xa-Xa-Xa — CJIaBHO, <..>
HarOHATHh TOCKY M MpaK Ha YMTaTeJIeH, XOTs ObI I TOro, 9TOOBI OHM <..> HIJIN
Ha 0a3ap, MOKyTajay apTUIIOKH WM, B KOHIIC KOHIIOB, OTIIPABIISINCH B ITyTEIIe-
CTBHS M3 CTOJIHI] HA OCTPOBA M 00PATHO, BE/Ib B CAMOM JIeJIe €CTh B MUPE €I1Ie KO-
€-4TO0, KpPOME MPayHbIX IyCTOT JIUTEPATYPHI.

— IIpocTtuTe 3a CTOMB TUKOE 3aBEPIICHUE CIOKETa, HO HE MOT'Y JIU s y Bac
3aKa3aTh aBUALIMOHHBIN OMIIET C TPAH3UTOM YPE3BBIYaHON CII0KHOCTH? — CIIPO-
cun Jleo bap B arenrcTBe y kinepka-kopcukanua. — [Ipeanonoxum, Kopcuka —
Jlougon — Mocksa — Cunranyp — Heio-Mopk — Bapmasa — Mcnanaus —
Pum — Kopcuka?

— Tpan3utsl 11060# CIOKHOCTH, MEChE, — JIFOOE3HO YIBIOHYJIICS CKPOMHBIN
MasneHbkuii bonamapt (Aksénov 1995, 584).
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Transit, in this story, is not something one must overcome in order to arrive
somewhere else: it is not a mere middle point between the place of departure and
the place of arrival. Rather, transit is an end in itself. It is a continuous state, and
the more complex and the longer it lasts, the better. At least this is how the pro-
tagonist Leo Bar interacts with the world: He seeks out not (only) new places
to travel to, but places to travel through. The ending of this short story thus shows
how transit-ness becomes a central trope for how Aksénov’s protagonists deal
with the world: the liminality of traveling through a place is the only state of be-
ing they know, and they are bound to strive for liminality over and over again.
The story thus creates a sense of instability of place and time, when the focus
shifts from place as a static concept to place as a dynamic concept, from place
as a somewhere to be to place as a point of transit.

It is particularly interesting that this ending is introduced by the remark
“Forgive me for such a wild ending to the story”; words that are directed at the
reader, but Bar also seems to have said them to the clerk in the travel agency. This
break in the story’s diegetic consistency contributes to the sense of liminality
of the diegetic world, to how the story creates the effect of instability of place,
time, and also of storytelling.

The second example we will look at in more detail is from the already-
mentioned novel Sweet New Style (1996), the chapter called “Crossroads Paris™:
The title itself underlines what we have observed in regard to Paris being an in-
tersection, a place where people meet before moving on. In this chapter, the
protagonists, who have been scattered around the globe, meet in Paris, and re-
flect on the nature of Paris as their continuous meeting point. The protagonist
Sasha Korbakh thinks, as he walks through the city:

So, here [ am, <...>. All around is the eternal Paris. Who says it’s eternal? [ beg
your pardon, not me. I’ve always been wary of such clichés. A different level of so-
phistication, you know. I love it, though. I love that ever-elusive Paris. I can’t imag-
ine an Earth without Paris. This eternal Earth without this eternal Paris <...>. Alas,
Paris is not eternal either, such was the profound conclusion drawn by AYA [Alex-
ander Yakovlevich] at this moment. Drive away this thought and be inspired by what
is here eternal, that is, constantly slipping away, at this moment.

Hy Bot n 1, <..>. Bokpyr Beunslil [Tapux. KTo cka3ain, 4To OH BeuHBINH?
[Ipomry mpomenus, TonbKo He 5. Beerna mapaxancs oT Takux kiuie. Jpyrof,
MOHUMAaeTe JIM, yPOBEHB H30IIPEHHOCTH. BripodeM, s mo6uro ero. S mo6umro 3ToT
BEYHO yckomab3aromuii [Tapmxk. S He Mory mpeactaButh cede 3emito 6e3 [Taprxka.
D1y Beunyto 3emutto 6e3 aToro Beunoro Ilapuka <..>. YBbI, u [lapmk He BeueH,
TaKoOB OBLI TJ1yOOKOMBICIICHHBIN BBIBOJ, clieanubiil ASl [Anekcanapom SkoBie-
BUYEM] B 3TOT MOMEHT. OTTOHHU ATy MBICIIb U BAOXHOBUCH TEM, YTO TYT €CTh BEU-
HOT0, TO €CTh ITOCTOSTHHO YCKOJIB3aIOIIET0, B 3TOT MOMEHT (Aksénov 1999, 370).

In a contradictory stream-of-consciousness, Korbakh first calls Paris ‘eter-
nal’, then distances himself from this attribute, and settles with Paris being the

city that is ‘eternally slipping away’ (“BeuHo yckomab3atouuii”). The city thus
appears to be a place of never-ending liminality. While the ephemeral, to Kor-
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bakh, first seems to contradict the idea of ‘eternal Paris’, he then decides that
it is suddenly exactly Paris’ ephemerality that makes it eternal; or, even, ephem-
erality equals eternity: “what is here eternal, that is, constantly slipping away”
(“9TO TYT €CTh BEYHOTO, TO €CTh IIOCTOSTHHO ycKoib3atomiero”). The very defini-
tion of eternity is thus the sense of constant liminality and the only way to be
eternal is to be constantly changing, slipping away.

Conclusion

In The Island Crimea, the narrator, possibly voicing the thoughts of his pro-
tagonist, notes: “You get to Paris and are in no hurry to get anywhere. That’s the
pleasure” (“IIpuezxaens B [lapmx 1 HUKyAa HE TOPOIHUIIBCI. DTO HACTAXK]IE-
Hue” Aksénov 1981, 74). While Aksénov’s pre-emigration image of Paris al-
ready carries some of the features his émigré stories will draw of the capital
of France — it is the place the Russian diaspora meets, discussing alternatives
for their homeland — the image, overall, seems to be somehow static: When
you’re in Paris, you’re not hurrying to go anywhere else. The post-emigration
conception of Paris in Aksénov’s writing seems to be different. Paris is not only
the logical place of transit for the privileged Soviet citizens who have the possi-
bility to travel, it is also the place of the Soviet diaspora, as well as the place that
is marked by earlier ephemeral visitors, the “fleeting” and “rapidly disappear-
ing” American writers of the 1920s; it is a “place where many social meanings
congregate” (Harmon 2003, 284). Paris’ liminality also generates liminal char-
acters, such as the Paris-born Russian who seems to be bound to live his life
in a constant state of transit. Most interesting, however, is how the liminality
of transit affects the way Aksénov’s protagonists perceive Paris as the city that
is ‘eternally slipping away’, and how ephemerality becomes, ultimately, a syn-
onym for eternity; and how his protagonists are bound to strive for liminality
in their quest for a happy life, buying plane tickets not for destinations, but for
a “transit of extreme complexity”. I propose that this conception of Paris as ‘eter-
nally ephemeral’” and the conception of being as constant liminality is the result
of a structural impact that the moment of transit has left on Aksénov’s writing.
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Enujan dune

JIMMHWHAJIHOCT Y EMUTPAHTCKOM CTBAPAJIAILITBY
BACUJINIJA AKCJOHOBA: KIbBM’)KEBHU TPAT'OBU IBbEI'OBOI
TPAH3UTHOI IIYTOBABA KPO3 ITAPU3

Pesume

OBaj pan je nmoceehen koHnenTy nuMuHATHOCTH Kol Bacunuja Axcjonoa (1932-2009).
AxkcjoHoB je 6uo npunyhen ga nanyctu Cosjercku Case3 1980. ronuHe u mIpoBeo je OKO TPH
Mecena y [Tapusy u npyrum mectuma y EBpornu nipe Hero mto ce ykpiao Ha aBuoH 3a CAJl, cBojy
onabpany aectuHanujy. MaJjo ce 3Ha 0 JeTy IpoBeJeHOM Y EBpory, ajii Ha4uH Ha KOju AKCjo-
HOBJbEBE IpHue NpHKa3yjy [lapus, yecTo MecTO pajihe y HeroBoM CTBapasalliTBy, CyrepuIie
YTHIIaj TPAaH3UTHOT NMyTOBama Kpo3 [lapu3 Ha meroso nucame. YnHu ce 1a je [lapus rpannynu
POCTOp, 00ENIEKEH TPaH3UTHOIINY, a IMMHHAIHOCT KOja IPOMCTUYC U3 TPEHYTKA TPaH3HUTa
yTHYE Ha TO KaKO AKCjOHOBJbEBH ITPOTATOHUCTHU J0XKHBIbABAjy BPEME U IIPOCTOP M COICTBEHO
MOCTOjarbe Y CBETY.

Kayune peuu: TMMUHATHOCT, TPAH3UT, PyCKa EMUTPAHTCKA KIHKEBHOCT, [Tapus.



