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Alexander Blok’s travel map: Belgium, 1911 
During the epoch when travels around Western Europe typically characterized the modus vivendi of the intellectuals Alexander Blok was not inclined to leave Saint-Petersburg too often and for a long time, except for journeys to Shakhmatovo in Klinskii district of Moscow region, where he spent his every summer till 1917. Such sedentism surprised his friend Vl. Piast, who was writing from Munich in May 1906: “Ne ponimaiu, kak eto kazhdyi russkii, imeiushchii svobodnoe vremia i khot’ ochen’ nemnogo neistrachennykh deneg, ne ezdit – na mesiats goda cherez dva – za granitsu”.
 In his return letter from same Shakhmatovo, Blok, as it often happened when concerning the “struny” of his soul, respectfully avoided answering the question (“Raduius’, chto Vam khorosho v Miunkhene. A mne teper’ ne khotelos’ by za granitsu” – VIII, 154), leaving the discussion “o slavianofil’stve i zapadnichestve” for the future. Mania transcendi, which had determined the life of the poet’s great-grandfather – G. S. Karelin, who was a keen traveller and researcher of Middle Asia and Siberia,
 was not inherited by Blok, yet its traces can be found in passionate impulses of his soul and inner anxiety, in his aspiration for the highest points of passion and possibly the very “ideia puti” (“idea of the way”).
A rather extensive and representative bibliography on travelogues, which is a modern sphere of humanitarian knowledge studying the history of travels as one of the areas of cultural practices,
 does not include any relevant research on Blok’s “karta puteshestvii” (“travel map”). The “Italian theme”, thoroughly researched in highly professional works by V.N. Al’fonsov, S. Daniel’, G. Pirog, O. Sedakova, Alexandar Flaker and others, has been examined chiefly in the intermediary and semiotic aspects with no attention to “travelogue” as such. The most comprehensive version of the historic and literary commentary of Blok’s poems and cycles is presented in the existing volumes of the academic edition of his Complete works and letters. 
The European map of Blok’s travels is well-known and was thoroughly registered by himself in his notebooks and almost everyday letters to his mother and other addressees. Literary equivalents line up fairly distinctly. Unlike his literary peers, who were regularly travelling (not only around Europe), and long living far from Russia, following nomadism as a lifestyle, such as K. Bal’mont, I. Bunin, Viach. Ivanov, the Merezhkovskie, Andrei Belyi, Maksimilian Voloshin and others, Blok undertook only three foreign journeys with his wife and, most likely, on her initiative, each lasting around two months: in 1909 to north and middle Italy and Germany; in 1911 to the north of France (Bretagne) with a short visit to Paris and, on the way back, to Belgium, the Netherlands and Berlin; in 1913 to the south-west of France, to the Biskay bay, visiting the nearest Spanish towns. All these facts, including the two previous visits to the respectable German resort Bad Nauheim – in 1898 and 1903, when he was accompanying his mother during her treatment, were registered in his “Autobiography” among “sobytii, iavlenii i veianii, osobenno sil’no povliiavshikh” on his spiritual development and creative life.

Every journey was motivated by the depressive psychological condition, mental fatigue caused by nervous exhaustion, tense family relationships. Yet, the main reason was the search for possible outcome from creative crisis, hopes for new impressions and feelings, which could refill the disappearing creative energy and intensify one’s imagination.

Despite such characteristic “europathy” and Blok’s dissatisfaction with modern arts, which were inevitably turning into mass culture in front of his eyes – the mood that imbues almost all his foreign letters (“prokliatiia Florentsii”, “otvratitel’nyi dukh etoi opoganennoi Evropy”, “samyi dukh iskusstva istrebili frantsuzy” etc.), these voyages always left a trace in his imagination playing a significant role in his creative life. It is Bad Nauheim that witnessed Blok’s first infatuation, the mysticism of comebacks and the images of romanticized western European Middle Ages. Italy, “obzhegshaia” with the touch of previously unknown cultural layers, brought him the “iskusstvo” (poem cycle “Ital’ianskie stikhi”, unfinished book of Italian impressions “Molnii iskusstva”) and the feeling of the arising “dukh pytlivosti i dukh skromnosti” (ZK, 153). “Golos okeana” that Blok had heard in Bretagne defined the key motive of his drama “Roza i krest”,
 “chudovishchnyi Parizh” forwarded the work on the chapters of “Vozmezdiia”, the French-Spanish frontier prepared the future “iavlen’e Karmensity” and outlined the topography of “Solov’inyi sad”.

One should not forget that Blok belonged to those active consumers of varied printed production provided by the industry of tourism, which had reached a rather high level of development by early 20th century. Pocket guides (“Baedekers”) in different languages, touristic route and excursion maps, hotel advertisements, literature on the history of art, museum catalogues, landscape postcards and albums, reproductions constituted a considerable part of the poet’s personal library, bearing the evidence of him reading, familiarizing and using them (Biblioteka Bloka: 2, 166-169; 3, 9-31, 40-42, 101-104, 121-122). The collections of postcards, reproductions and photos are carefully compiled in albums,
 which adds essential details to the image of Blok as a traveller, a person of his times and milieu. The significance of these materials has not been clearly understood yet, e.g. for studying the visual “sources” and allusions of a whole range of both poetic texts and the mental history of the epoch. The hermeneutical resource is created through the “thick description”, which does not ignore any facts as the culture, according to the definition given by the modern American historian Clifford Geertz, is “an historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward life”.

Belgium appeared on Blok’s literary map only once – in the poem “Antverpen” (October 4-5, 1914). It was written by request, for a special issue of the “Den’” newspaper dedicated to “Geroicheskaia Bel’giia”, which had been the first to have faced the ordeals of the outbreaking European war.
 This retrospective poem revives the moments of reality, which, having been imprinted in memory and retrieved from it, was transformed into images, the creative act becoming an imaginary journey. Blok actively used the tools of symbolist poetics. The exposition is marked by the image of fog, which, according to Gaston Bashlyar, represent the oneiric reality, i.e. the fictitious reality of dream and reverie.
 It is repeated in the second stanza based on the echo principle, the epithets “teplyi” and “glubokii” being connected with the enveloping substance of the “feminine” (via the conjunction “kak” there is introduced a comparison with “vzor flamandki molodoi”), and supported by the images of a close semantic range and metaphic quality: “vodianaia glad’”, “steliushchiisia dym”, “mgla vekov”, “prozrachnost’ (vozdushnost’) plat’ia” (the last example contains the draft text). It all creates an effect of illusion, a reverie, an irrational “magic” of art, demonstrating the instability of borders between the real and the imaginary and their fundamental ambivalence. (The mnemonic poetics of the “memory” about Aber Wrac’h – the poem “Ty pomnish’, v nashei bukhte sonnoi…” – is built analogically.) This hypnotic background intensifies the last stanza making it seem to be a coda: it relieves the tense atmosphere and returns to the real impressions, again understood in the providential metaphysical perspective – on behalf of the transpersonal character. The suggestive poetics disposed of the necessity of addressing the rhetoric and pathos of the historical moment, which distinguished Blok’s “mediumistic” poem among politically engaged topical declarations of his nearest literary peers. In the same and the following issues of the “Den’” newspaper were published several poems (“Tri kresta” by Z. Gippius, “Uteshenie Bel’gii” by F. Sologub, “Bel’giia” by Vl. Piast), D. Merezhkovskii’s essay “Ubiitsa lebedei”, “Poeza o Bel’gii by Igor’ Severianin, L. Andreev’s journalistic appeal “Bel’giitsam” etc. In “Bel’giiskii sbornik” (Petrograd, 1915) Vl. Piast’s poem “Bel’giia”, filled with the pathos of the alliance, was printed next to Blok’s “Antverpen”.

Pust’ eto vremia daleko, 

Antverpen! – I za morem krovi

Ty pamiaten mne gluboko… 

Rechnoi tuman polzet s verkhovii

Shirokoi, kak Neva, Esko.

V tumane teplom i glubokom,

Kak vzor flamandki molodoi, 

Net scheta machtam, verfiam, dokam,

I pakhnet snast’iu i smoloi.

Trevozha vodianuiu glad’,

V shirokom steliushchemsia dyme

Uzh iakoria gotov otdat’ 

Tiazhelyi dvukhmachtovyi stimer…

Emu na Kongo kurs derzhat’…

A ty – vo mglu vekov gliadis’
V spokoinom gorodskom muzee:

Tam tsarstvuet Kventin Massis;

Tam v skladki plat’ia Salomei

Tsvety iz zolota vplelis’…

No vse – pritvorstvo, vse – obman: 

Vzgliani naverkh… V klochke lazuri,

Mel’kaiushchem cherez tuman,

Uvidish’ ty predvest’e buri – 

Kruzhashchiisia aeroplan (PSSiP: 3, 106)
. 

Getting back from the imaginary journey to the real one, why does Belgium, “malen’kaia strana s bol’shoi istoriei” (VI, 411), appear in Blok’s itinerary? While scholars usually focus on the results of the journeys undertaken, I would like to pay attention to whether the geographical travel was motivated and why certain “stops” occurred on the way. The “Belgian episode” of Blok’s European odyssey has not been examined from this angle. Yet, it is of undoubted interest as it is connected with a whole layer of cultural and historic associations which were urgent for the epoch of modernism and still require interpretation.

On July 4, 1911 Blok received a foreign passport, as well as doctor’s advice “obratit’ vnimanie na nervy” and recommendation of a “pravil’nyi obraz zhizni”: “sovsem ne pit’ vina”, take two modern bromine pills a day and swim in the sea (VIII, 350). On July, 5 (18) at 23:15 p.m. Blok set off to take the following route: Petersburg – Berlin – Hanover – Köln – La Chapel – Liège – Namur – Paris – Brest – Aber Wrac’h. In Aber Wrac’h, which is a small village on the coast of Bretagne, where the European continent meets the ocean, he was being awaited by L. D. Blok, who had left several weeks earlier so as to choose a suitable place for rest. At home Blok left a big unfinished poem in a new genre for him, which required creative energy he was hoping to derive from his European journey. “Evropa dolzhna oblech’ v formy i plot’ to glubokoe i vse uskol’zaiushchee soderzhanie, kotorym ispolnena vsiakaia russkaia dusha. Otsiuda – postoiannoe trebovanie formy, moe v chastnosti; forma – plot’ idei; <…> ia imeiu potrebnost’ rasshirit’ krug svoei zhizni, kotoraia do sikh por byla uglublena…” (VIII, 331, 332), he wrote to his mother on February 21, 1911 about the “vazhnyi perelom” in his outlook that he was experiencing. He called the new life-building aspects, correlating with the altered “chuvstvo mira” and the feeling of oneself in the world, “Europeism” (in his letter to Andrei Belyi – “vochelovechen’e”), which he discovered in himself and which required outer stimuli. The fortune Blok had received after his father’s death (the sum of 80000 roubles was divided into halves between himself and his half-sister Angelina – A.L. Blok’s daughter from the second marriage) allowed more freedom in choosing the itinerary, defining the length of the journey and the degree of comfort.

The key to the reconstruction of the journey plan can be found in Blok’s letter to his university fellow A.V. Gippius. Blok wrote on June 13, 1911, from Shakhmatovo: “V nachale iiulia edu k Liube v Bretan’ <…> ia rasschityval ekhat’ cherez Stokgol’m i proekhat’ Daniiu, Gollandiiu, Bel’giiu i severo-vostok Frantsii (sobory!). V Bretani (gde-nibud’ v tristanovskikh mestakh) my pozhivem, potom odin ia, ili my oba, poedem k iugu: ia khochu kupat’sia gde-nibud’ okolo Pirineev v okeane – dlia “obmena veshchestv”. <…> Iz Ispanii, cherez znakomye ital’ianskie mesta – v Peterburg” (VIII, 347). Therefore, the journey combined two aims – relaxation, health improvement, i.e. the somatic function (there is, still, a metaphysical moment here – craving for the element of the ocean), and pilgrimage to the places connected with personal mythology, i.e. the symbolic function. One can suppose that the poet was aiming to repeat the way of the hero of his “lyric trilogy”: it is at this time that he was working on composing the first out of three parts of his “Poem collection”.
All of the planned stops have a symbolic meaning, their literary trace being followed with ease. In Stockholm lived August Strindberg, whose works Blok got to know through Vl. Piast and whose novel “V shkherakh” he had finished reading by May 29, 1911, remaining “pod znakom Strindberga” till 1912. Blok and Piast were intending to have an “iiul’skaia progulka k Strindbergu”
, but it was postponed due to various circumstances. In April of 1912, when Piast was going to visit the dying writer, Blok refused to accompany him as he could not already find “nikakogo chuvstva”
 inside. Denmark, namely Elsinore, as specified in Blok’s letter to his mother as he was leaving Paris (VIII, 371), were for the “Gamlet XX veka” kind of a locus nativus. The thought of visiting Bretagne was intensified after the staging of Wagner’s “Tristan” in Mariinskii theatre by V.E. Meierkhol’d, which resurrected the legendary Celtic antiquity and awoke the memory of the aria of Isolda “Liebestod” performed on the concert in Bad Nauheim in June 1903. The Netherlands, encased with the shade of the family legend on the lineage of the Bloks (see in the abovementioned letter to his mother: “…poedu na rodinu – v Amsterdam…”), attracted Blok in connection with his work on “patrology” – the storyline of the “father” in “Varshavskaia poema” (the title of one of the early drafts of the unfinished long poem “Vozmezdie”). The cathedrals of north-east France (Amiens, Rouen etc.), being locus communis of all Baedekers, logically fit in the sphere of Blok’s interest to romanticized Middle Ages and the cult of Eternal femininity in its various confessional and non-confessional forms.

It is fairly expectable that Belgium was to receive a psychogeographic status in this context. And it did if one remembers Belgian symbolists and especially Georges Rodenbach, the author of “Bruges la Morte” (1892; Russian translation by M.V. Veselovskaia, 1904), which was a bestseller of fin de siècle that turned the small Flemish town-museum into a place of touristic pilgrimage in the beginning of the 20th century and was unexpectedly revived in the theatrical, cinematic and TV versions and interpretations in 1980s.
 But how significant was this name for Blok? This is the question that I will attempt to answer, keeping in mind that the given topic belongs to a more global issue of perception and popularization of Belgian symbolist literature in Russian literary modernism.
Blok at once gave up the idea of travelling around the south, as he had originally been planning (it was partly realized in 1913), to focus on the northern part of the itinerary. In 1911 the route was finally created and registered in the notebook: “L’Aber’Wrach (22.VII-15.VIII). Quimper (15.VIII-26.VIII). Paris (27.VIII-5.IX). Antwerpen (5.IX-7.IX). Gand (7.IX). Brugge (7-8.IX). Heyst, Sluis (L’Ecluse), Breskens, Vissingen (9.IX). Dordrechte (9-10.IX). Rotterdam (10-11.IX). Den Haag (11.IX). Amsterdam (11-12.IX). Berlin (13-18.IX)” (ZK, 184). On September 5, he left the capital of France and set out to Brussels, having fallen in love with “Bretan’ legendarnaia”, suffered from 35°C in Paris, realized a “niskhozhenie” (“descent”) into the Panthéon underground and a “voskhozhdenie” (“ascent”) to the top of Montmartre (similarly, according to the principle of mirrored parallelism, were built the real and the metaphysical routes in “Prizrak Rima i Monte Luca”), which were the only places that seemed to have a certain meaning on the background of common “zhutkoe chuvstvo bessmyslitsy”, and also having conceived a hatred for Paris and obtained an impression of deep “chuzhdost’” (“alienation”) and “poshlost’” (“vulgarity”). Still, considering Blok’s common hostility to capital cities (it is known that while being in Italy he did not visit Rome), he did not stay in Brussels, moving northwards. He wrote to his mother before leaving Paris: “Ot Bel’gii ia mnogo ne zhdu, odnako khochu uvidat’ 18 begemotov v zoologicheskom sadu v Antverpene – i Briugge” (VIII, 371). As it can be seen from the itinerary above, Blok spent quite a few days in Belgium to have familiarized himself with the sights of its northern cities.

In Antwerp he stayed at the Metropol Hotel, which was marked in the “guide” he had bought in Paris beforehand
; feeling more comfortable in the northern cultural and geographical environment he enjoyed the pleasures of a sauntering traveller. Blok wrote to his wife on September 6 from Paris: “... ia segodnia s rannego utra iskhodil pochti ves’ gorod i muzei. Nakupil fotografii i kartochek. Zdes’ udivitel’naia Shel’da s korabliami, dokami, kranami i zapakhom moria, sobor, statui, fontany, flamandskaia drevnost’, uzhe blizkaia mne, i velikolepnyi muzei. Dazhe koe-chto u Rubensa mne ponravilos’. Po-frantsuzski govoriat tugo, bol’she vsego po-flamandski, chasto po-nemetski. Seichas idu smotret’ vsiakikh milen’kikh, a potom pereedu Shel’du na parome. Zavtra poedu v Briugge ili Gent”.
 In Gent Blok visited the museum, where were “khoroshie primitivy i Boskh”, and saw numerous view postcards and reproductions of the paintings by the masters of Northern Renaissance.
 It is noteworthy that the monument to Rodenbach placed in Gent in 1903 was not noticed by Blok. On the same day, September 3, he arrived in Bruges.
There is no doubt that the visit to the city was “pod znakom Rodenbakha” and his famous novel, whose French edition remained in Blok’s library: the copy is defective (first four pages are missing), read to shreds, although contains no notes.
 We are not aware of any facts that would have indicated Blok’s close acquaintance with the works of this Belgian symbolist or any statements about him. From the “Molodaia Bel’giia” (“La Jeune Belgique”) Blok’s attention was attracted to only Emile Verhaeren, whose poem “Les pas” he even translated, and Maurice Maeterlinck. However, he belonged to the literary circles, where the efforts and enthusiasm of poets, translators and critics, such as V.Ia. Briusov, Ellis (L.L. Kobylinskii), Iu.A. i M.V. Veselovskie, Z.A. Vengerova, helped to discover the creations of this “utonchennii pisatel’-mistik”. This is exactly how he was perceived by contemporaries and understood by readers.
Georges Rodenbach (1855–1898), who was an original poet, prosaic, essayist, belonged to the generation of enthusiasts of “novoe iskusstvo” (“the new art”), his personal development following its principal ideas. Born to an aristocratic family interested in literature, being a pupil of a Jesuit college, he received legal education in Gent University, where he met his peer Emile Verhaeren. In 1881 they created “Molodaia Bel’giia” magazine, which united the writers that could capture the atmosphere of fin de siècle: Maurice Maeterlinck, Max Waller, Iwan Gilkin and others. The aesthetic programme of early Belgian symbolists was built on denial of, on the one hand, utilitarian and tendentious literature, on the other hand, of naturalism and its philosophical ground – positivism, although the cult of exquisite emotions, as has been said above, was the flip side of the naturalistic strategy of “nabliudeniia” (“observations”) of psychic “sostoianiia” (“conditions”). The role of creative credo was performed by the concept of romantic ideal and independent, self-sufficient art, by contrasting the world of dreams and aestheticized solitude to trivial bourgeois reality, which held no place for Ideal and free flow of dream. The subjective world of a distinguished personality that remains aloof from the everyday fuss and immersed into the narcissistic meditation and endless introspection. In Rodenbach’s works this mood is intensified through the motives of melancholy, sorrow, escapism, aestheticization of Love and Death, search for ideal Beauty and the cult of eroticized Catholicism with a characteristic appeal to one of its relict institutions – béguinage (a convent for orphans and widows who retain the right to leave it before marriage). On this unstable, illusory and mirageous background emphasized by the landscape (dead waters of the canals that double the reflections, northern fogs that blur the outlines of objects and figures), in a mystical and erotic atmosphere emphasized by allusions to the stories behind religious painting (“The Shrine of St. Ursula” by Hans Memling as the key allegory of mystified virginity) there unfolds a mystery of dying Flemish towns and the tragedy of a lonely artist, whose soul embraces with the “dusha goroda” (“soul of the city”) in the ecstasy of death (“Agonii gorodov”, “Mertvyi Briugge”, “Staryi gorod”, “Iskusstvo v izgnanii”, “Zvonar’” (alternative translation “Vyshe zhizni”), “Muzei beginok”, “Misticheskie lilii” and others). The city itself seems to be a museum of disappearing forms of social and individual life. The anthropomorphized city as some kind of a depressive and pathological zone is a protagonist of all Rodenbach’s texts. Moreover, certain city locations can also get anthropomorphized, such as Beffroi – a watchtower built in the 14th century, “monument de la liberté”, which is the main spatial vertical of Bruges and the symbol of its lost grandeur. It plays the role of a demonic doppelganger in the fate of protagonist from the novel “Carillonneur”, the bell-ringer Joris Borluut: in his aspiration to reach spiritual heights the hero literally merges with the absolute by hanging himself on the clapper of the main bell in the tower. Therefore, according to the symbolist canon, it is not the symbol of moving towards the absolute that this topos becomes, but rather the act of transgression itself – the wish to become higher than life and the narcissistic desire to comprehend and overcome oneself:

“Oubli de tout, pour la prise de possession de soi! Il se retrouvait comme le premier homme au premier jour, à qui rien n’est arrivé. Délice de la métamorphose! Il la devait à la haute tour, au sommet atteint où la plate-forme crénelée s’offrait, reposoir de l’infini!

De cette hauteur, on ne voyait plus la vie, on ne la comprenait plus! Oui! un vertige chaque fois le prenait, un désir de perdre pied, de s’élancer, mais pas vers la terre, vers le gouffre, aux spirales de clochers et de toitures, que la ville approfondissait en dessous. C’est le gouffre d’en haut dont il se sentait l’attirance”.

Zabvenie vsego, s tsel’iu ovladet’ soboiu! On ispytal oshchushchenie pervogo cheloveka, v pervyi den’ ego zhizni, kogda eshche nichto ne proizoshlo s nim. Sladost’ metamorfozy! On obiazan byl eiu vysokoi bashne, dostignutoi vershine, gde zubchataia ploshchadka kazalas’ altarem beskonechnosti! 

S takoi vershiny nel’zia bylo bolee razlichat’ zhizn’, poniat’ ee! Da! Kazhdyi raz u nego kruzhilas’ golova, iavlialos’ zhelanie poteriat’ ravnovesie, brositsia, no ne po napravleniiu k zemle, k propasti, k spiraliam kolokolen i krysh, pokazavshikhsia tam, vnizu, v glubine. Net, on chuvstvoval pritiazhenie propasti vysoty.
 

This is a typical “kartina mira” (“world view”) and an appropriate “landshaft dushi” (“landscape of soul”) of the fin de siècle epoch. In Paris, where Rodenbach moved to in 1887, he became close friend with “Parnassian” writers and especially Stéphane Mallarmé,
 having organically implanted the principle of analogies, which had been discovered by the maître of symbolism, into his own poetics. “Demon analogii” rules over Hugues Viane (“Bruges-La-Morte”), whose consciousness mixes up the reality and the fantasy, like reversed reflections in the waters of the canals. The literary device of comparison and projection of the lyrical hero’s state of mind onto the surrounding urban landscape was consecutively applied by the writer, having made his writing style recognizable. In Paris Rodenbach gained popularity. All his works were published here in the 1880-1890s: numerous poem collections and novels (“L’Art en exil”, 1889; “Bruges-La-Morte”, 1892; Le Carillonneur, 1897), collection of stories “Le rouet des brumes” (published posthumously in 1901), two dramas (“Le Mirage”, 1900, which was a scenic version of the novel “Bruges-La-Morte”; “Le Voile”), whose titles established the poetics of illusionism, and the cycle of critical essays under a similarly declarative title – “Elite” (1899). Here he died at the age of 43, having realized in his own life, as a romantic poet should, the line of fate, which he had outlined in his lyric hero, who was autobiographical in terms of psychological type and aesthetic aspirations.

In Russia Rodenbach shared the destiny of neither Charles de Coster, whose “The Legend of Thyl Ulenspiegel and Lamme Goedzak”, matching the complex of “love to nation” of Russian intellectuals, became a must-read for an educated person, nor his closest peers from “La Jeune Belgique” – Verhaeren and Maeterlinck, grasped by the mainstream of Russian “style nouveau”. By 1910, when all Rodenbach’s novels had been translated into Russian and published, owing to primarily the active interest from M.V. Veselovskaia, when the 5-volume works had been printed and the poems (translated at different levels by I. Tkhorzhevskii, V. Briusov, Ellis, S. Golovachevskii) and short prose had found their reader in the “Chtets-deklamator” compilations, the time of fin de siècle-type symbolist novel had gone forever. The peak of Rodenbach’s popularity in Russia occurred in the very beginning of the century. In her autobiographical notes M.V. Veselovskaia recreated the psychological atmosphere within which she was translating the author she had discovered, who everybody considered to be a “mystic”. This energetic young woman that was good at foreign languages and strived for independence, followed the pragmatic advice from professor N.I. Storozhenko: “…esli nachnete ser’ezno zanimat’sia literaturoiu, izberite sebe kakogo-nibud’ avtora i vozites’ s nim vsiu zhizn’. Nado imet’ spetsial’nost’, esli khotite sostavit’ sebe imia!”
 Both editions of the collection of short stories “Le rouet des brumes” (1901, 1903) were commercially successful as their pocket size, author’s portrait on the cover and the preface by Iu.A. Veselovskii (translator’s husband, who was born to a well-known academic family) arouse interest of O.K. Notovich, editor of the “Novosti” newspaper that rivalled “Novoe vremia”.

“Kogda ia stala perevodit’ Rodenbakha, – on seichas zhe prochel pervuiu knizhku i prosil dat’ emu dlia kontragentstva na zheleznykh dorogakh, – “Novosti” derzhali kioski na iuzhnykh dorogakh, – priznavaia, chto kniga podoidet dlia chteniia v doroge – format udobnyi, avtor interesnyi i pr. – No sam on lichno byl inogo mneniia o Rodenbakhe. 

– Akh, Mariia Vasil’evna, nu i vash Rodenbakh! – Napisal svoiu “Bruges-la-Morte”, osramil sebia na ves’ mir! – proslavilsia! A ved’ eto sploshnaia panikhida! Chto tut mozhet nravit’sia publike? A nravitsia! Kniga idet – ia znaiu! 

Takoe mnenie o Rodenbakhe ne meshalo mne pomeshchat’ u Osipa Konstantinovicha v illiustrirovannom prilozhenii k gazete “Novosti” pod nazvaniem “Peterburgskaia zhizn’” neskol’ko perevodnykh rasskazov togo zhe samogo Rodenbakha”.
 

The review of another translation by Veselovskaia (“Misticheskie lilii” in V.M. Sablin’s mass series “Sovremennaia biblioteka”), which was made “tshchatel’no i liubovno”, noted the basic feature of Rodenbach-style symbolism – “sozertsanie mira cherez glubiny sobstvennogo dukha”.
 However, by the end of 1900s the poetic and psychological worlds opened by the Belgian writer (“strany dushi”, as Blok would have said) had lost their originality for Russian modernism, which got saturated with melancholy and illusiveness and longed for “form” and “dukhovnoe trezvenie”. The “high” modernism developed the programme of creation of social body through “Gesamtkunstwerk”, which principally rejected living and aesthetic “sozertsatel’nost’” (“meditativeness”), stating the cult of will and “zhiznennyi poryv” (“life impulse”). In 1914, on the wave of anti-German tendencies and solidarity with heroic Belgium, “krotkii Rodenbach” was reappraised, his melancholy and admiration for “ruins” being interpreted in a mystical and providential vein: “Ustalaia grust’ Rodenbakha, priviazannogo ko vsem predmetam starinnoi Bel’gii, ukhodiashchei, teriaiushcheisia v nevozvratimom proshlom, – proshlom, edva zametnom v gulkoi sovremennosti, – etu predchuvstvuiushchuiu grust’ poniali, kak – iziashchnuiu utonchennost’ i kaprizy. Etu tainstvennuiu grust’ "perepletali" i stavili na polku – sredi drugikh stikhov i prozy”.
 
Blok did not share enthusiasm for the works of this Belgian symbolist. Critic Iu. Aikhenval’d awarded the title of “Russian Rodenbach” to B.K. Zaitsev,
 who represented a stylistically vague direction of “lyric impressionism”. Blok did not understand the mystic exaltation of Ellis, who was a real Rodenbach’s follower, an author of a rapturous article “Lebed’ “Molodoi Bel’gii”. Zhorzh Rodenbakh (Osnovnye motivy ego lichnosti i tvorchestva”,
 nor the reverential idolatry of M.V. Veselovskaia, who was persistently fostering the cult of the writer, inseparable from the “gorod smerti” he had glorified.
 Even more alien to him were the imitators of the new poetic generation.
 At the same time he is always somewhere “okolo Rodenbakha”. In 1906 he wrote a review of “Tristia” collection, which featured the latest French poetry translated by I. Tkhorzhevskii, including Rodenbach’s poems. In 1906 as well he registered the name of the novel: “Rodenbakh. “Carillon<n>eur”” (ZK, 72). In 1908 he engaged in negotiations with “Shipovnik” publishing house concerning the publication of the novel “L’Art en exil” translated by Ellis, getting to know the contents of this work through an extended epistolary description by its passionate admirer (the edition did not take place as the novel was published in the same year in M. Veselovskaia’s translation.
 One year later he saw his name directly juxtaposed with that of the Belgian writer. A fairly unknown man of letters from Minsk, Vl. Samoilo, in his extended essay entitled “Aleksandr Blok. Osnovnye motivy poezii”
 accentuated the idea of “kul’t russkoi Madonny” interpreting Blok’s urban phantasms through the prism of Rodenbach’s “bol’noi katolitsizm”. Samoilo did not link the clichéd title of “poet goroda” that Blok got after his poetic books “Nechaiannaia Radost’” and “Zemlia v snegu” appeared with impressionist style, refuting K. Chukovskii’s point of view, but interpreted it in a religious-mystic semantic vein.
“S Rodenbakhom Bloka rodnit pervyi period ego poeticheskoi evoliutsii, ego kul’t “beloi” Madonny, – voobshche, kul’t belogo tsveta, – ego poklonenie nerazlozhimomu na radugu zemnykh tsvetov idealu. <...> Svoeobraznyi, bol’noi katolitsizm takzhe sblizhaet Bloka s Rodenbakhom, no u poslednego katolitsizm – starcheski-umiraiushchii, primirennyi, togda kak u Bloka – lish’ iunosheski-ustalyi; chaiushchii, no malovernyi i malosil’nyi Rodenbakh imeet bol’she sobstvennykh traditsii, bol’she muzhestva i prava do kontsa ostat’sia aristokratom starogo “mertvogo goroda”, so vsem spokoistviem umiraiushchego otritsaia novyi, zhivoi gorod. Blok dvoitsia. On malodushen, kak istyi russkii barin; on neuveren v svoei pravote, v svoem prave na aristokratizm, ne uveren v tsennosti starogo idealizma. V nem slishkom mnogo uzhe “novogo goroda”, iunosti, zhenskoi izmenchivosti, zhivoi, tekuchei krasoty i zhizni. U Rodenbakha belyi tsvet tak i ne razlozhilsia. U Bloka eto razlozhenie, khotia i muchitel’no, khotia so znaniem grekha, s dvoiashcheisia radost’iu pobedy i padeniia, “nizkogo i gorestnogo padeniia”, kotoroe on sebe predskazal eshche v pervye gody svoei chistoty, – stalo faktom”.

It should be noted that Blok sympathized with such “practices” and in his “Autobiography” (1909) mentioned this critic among those whose reviews on his works were close and useful to him (VII, 434).

This is the symbolic experience Blok was taking to Bruges. He was even afraid to admit the disappointment that overwhelmed him, tentatively writing to his mother: “Briugge chto-to ne ochen’ mne nravitsia poka. Zhara vozobnovilas’” (VIII, 372). This formula is almost literally repeated in the letter to his wife: “Vchera priekhal v Briugge. Chto-to ne ochen’ nravitsia poka. K tomu zhe zhara vozobnovilas’. Seichas poidu v muzei i tserkvi”.
 What was that – heat, mosquitoes, the “rimskaia bolezn’” or a new fit of “europathy”? Or an instinctive wish to part with cultural myths, illusions, phantoms of consciousness? The anticipated “misteriia Briugge” did not come off – the city-mirage turned out to be a trivial “pomoinaia iama” (“cesspit”). The walk around “rodenbakhovskie mesta” accompanied by a guide did nothing but intensify the feeling of the pervasive spirit of “opoganennaia Evropa”.

“…Briugge, iz kotorogo Rodenbakh i turisty sdelali “severnuiu Venetsiiu” (Venise du Nord), dovol’no otchaiannaia mur’ia. Lodochnik poltora chasa taskal menia po kanalam. Deistvitel’no – kanaly, lebedi, srednevekovoe star’e, kakie-to tysiacheletnie podsolnukhi i buziny po beregam. Povertyvaia obratno: “A teper’ novyi vid – n’est pas?”. No nichego osobenno novogo: drugaia buzina, drugoi podsolnukh i drugaia sobaka oblaivaet lodku s berega. “A chto takoe Minnewater?” “Ach, c’est anglais, n’est pas? “Water” – c’est l’eau, et “Minne” – c’est l’amour (liamiuiuiurrr) – n’est pas?” – Memmling v Briugge deistvitel’no zamechatel’nyi. Zavidno smotret’ na ostendskie ekspressy, s takim grokhotom i svistom oni proletaiut mimo Briugge…” (VIII, 373).
Blok sent such irritable and almost grotesque sketch to his mother from Rotterdam, already suffering from the “muchitel’noe puteshestvie” and dreaming to “vernut’sia domoi kak mozhno skoree”. However, the sights of Bruges that had become a mise-en-scène of Rodenbach’s “teatr smerti” (“theatre of death”) still drew the attention of an experienced tourist. Quai du Rosaire, Place de la Vigne and Bèguinage, Minnewater, Lac d’amour, Maison de Pelican, Beffroi (which Blok could not see due to restoration works – it was “v lesakh” (“in scaffolding”)), Hôpital Saint-Jean with the famous shrine of St. Ursula by Hans Memling that defined the visual symbolic range of the novel “L’Art en exil”, as well as the masterpieces of Flemish painting, which, with their naïve naturalism, reminded the aesthetes of these times of “khimeristov modern”, – all of them were let through into Blok’s consciousness and imprinted in a cultural-symbolic gesture – buying so many corresponding postcards and reproductions that they needed a separate parcel to be sent.

Aversion to The Hague, attentive, but not thorough (judging by the notes in the catalogue) acquaintance with the museum collection of art in Amsterdam (Biblioteka Bloka: 3, № 1123), “seryi Berlin” with Max Reinhardt’s performance of “Hamlet” (VIII, 375-376) instead of a trip to Elsinore, although the pocket guidebook around Sweden, Norway and Denmark had been bought back in Antwerp (Biblioteka Bloka: 3, № 1065)… On September 7 (20) he returned to Saint-Petersburg. The final summary of his Belgian impressions was provided in Blok’s letter from April 16, 1912 to Andrei Belyi, who was travelling at this moment around Europe: 
“Teper’ vy byli, veroiatno, uzhe v Briugge, kotoroe mne ne ponravilos’ (khotia Memmling!). Vot v Antverpene udivitel’no: bereg Shel’dy, peski i krepost’ na tom beregu, srednevekovaia tipografiia i Massis v muzee. Pobyvaite tam!”

One of the creative results of the journey was the resumption of the diary that Blok had stopped in 1902, literary ex itinere. The first entry is dated October 17, 1911 and it registers the change in self-appraisal and the appearance of a new feeling of the metaphysical space:

“Pisat’ dnevnik, ili, po krainei mere, delat’ zametki o samom sushchestvennom, nado vsem nam. Ves’ma veroiatno, chto nashe vremia velikoe i chto imenno my stoim v tsentre zhizni, t.e. v tom meste, gde skhodiatsia vse dukhovnye niti, kuda dokhodiat vse zvuki. <…> V nachale sentiabria my vorotilis’ – Liuba iz Parizha, ia – ottuda zhe, proekhav Bel’giiu i Gollandiiu i pozhiv v Berline. <…> Kak iz ital’ianskoi poezdki (1909) vyneseno iskusstvo, tak iz etoi – o zhizni – tiagostnoe, pestroe, mnogo nesviaznogo” (VII, 69).

Something from this chaos will be shaped and help to realize the “svobodnaia mechta”.

To complete the description of the “Belgian episode” in Blok’s biography one should add that, from Georges Nivat’s point of view, the best translations of his poetry into French appeared in Belgium, rather than in France.
 Twelve Blok’s poems were translated by the Belgian poet and academician Robert Vivier in 1960. He added his own titles to some of them: “Attente” (“Predchuvstvuiu Tebia. Goda prokhodiat mimo…”, “Madone” (“Ty v polia otoshla bez vozvrata…”), “Légende” (“Potemneli, poblekli zaly…”), “A l’ombre” (“Den’ poblek, iziashchnyi i nevinnyi…”; the title belongs to Blok, in the first publication of the poem), “Intimité” (“V goluboi, dalekoi spalenke…”), “Enterrement” (“U berega zelenogo na maloi mogile…”), “Ville nocturne” (“Ulitsa, ulitsa…”), “Aux ecoutes” (“Ia vyshel v noch’, uznat’, poniat’…”), “Automne” (“Kogda v listve syroi i rzhavoi…”). “Ozhidanie”, “Madonna”, “Legenda”, “V teni”, “Blizost’”, “Pokhorony”, “Gorodskoi noktiurn”, “Na slukh”, “Osen’”… They were missing in the original, but they are characteristic as an example of the phenomenon of backward reception – the reception of Russian symbolist poetry on the ground, which was native to the poets of “La Jeune Belgique”.
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