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I. Russian Roots: Eccentric Consciousness in Exile 

he literature of exile is peculiarly conscious of the ambivalent 
capacities of translation – to authorize publication; to challenge the 
authority of both “original” and “secondary” literary traditions; to 

guarantee and, at the same time, undermine “authenticity”; to double, 
defer, or displace authorship. Cast between cultures (in certain cases, 
concentrated within national or linguistic borders), exilic literature is 
located between languages as well, whether languages in the traditional 
sense of the term or different modes of discourse operating within and 
drawn from discrete polysystems. Often part of a dissenting or officially 
unrecognized literature as well as attenuated participant in the literary 
tradition of the language in which they are published as translingual or 
translated texts, exilic works doubly manifest that particularly «palpable» 
heterogeneity that Even-Zohar finds in «bi- or multilingual» societies, 
manifested «within the realm of literature [...] in a situation where a 
community possesses two (or more) literary systems, two literatures, as it 
were», one of which is typically ignored by scholarship (Even-Zohar 1990: 
p. 12). That is, exilic literature often points to the heterogeneity of multiple 
polysystems in relation to which it is marginalized. At the same time, it 
speaks with authority for cultures that find themselves increasingly 
decentered. Like the «minor literatures» Deleuze and Guattari map in 
terms of Kafka’s work, exilic literature «work[s] over its material [...] in a 

T



Sharon Lubkemann Allen 

 168

relation of multiple deterritorializations with language» (Deleuze and 
Guattari 1986: p. 19). While Deleuze and Guattari politically align the 
authority of minor literatures, attributing their «revolutionary» value to a 
kind of collective authorship or enunciation, they also suggest that they 
have the capacity not to reinvigorate a reified literary language, making it 
«vibrate with a new intensity» through deterritorialization (Ibid.: p. 17, 18, 
22). In translated and translingual exilic literature this deterritorialization 
not only transforms the transposed literary tradition but introduces into 
the center of a different polysystem peripheral elements that also serve to 
renew literary language (Even-Zohar 1979: p. 303). The concomitant 
displacement of authority and authoritative transformation of literary 
languages and forms is further compounded in that literature of exile such 
as Andrei Makine’s (b. 1957), which originates in an already eccentric 
cultural sphere and penetrates increasingly ex-centric polysystems, 
pushing like Kafka’s “farther in the direction of deterritorialization” 
(Deleuze and Guattari 1986: p. 19, 25).  

From La Fille d’un héros de l’Union soviétique (1990, published only 
when falsely presented as text translated from Russian) to Au temps du 
fleuve Amour (1994, the first of Makine’s novels published as untranslated 
text, playing in its very title with the translingual transformations first 
fleshed out in this work), to Le Testament français (1995, unprecedented 
winner of both the Prix Goncourt and Prix Médicis, widely (mis)read as 
uncritical embrace of French as universal literary language), Requiem pour 
l’Est (2000, as much a requiem for the West), and the most recent La 
Femme qui attendait (2004) – Andrei Makine’s novels play out in both their 
publication history and plots the paradoxical interrelationship of 
transposition, translation, translingualism, and the transformation of 
literary language and cultural consciousness. They foreground displaced 
consciousness and deterritorialized language. On the level of plot, they do 
so largely by surveying Russia and France from the standpoint of 
transplants within and between these literal and literary landscapes over 
the span of the twentieth century. On the level of language, they do so by 
transposing French culture into Russian contexts and writing Russian 
consciousness in French, transforming both French and Russian language, 
prosaic and poetic, by “reterritorializing” them, as it were, through a 
process of translingual “metamorphosis” rather than “metaphor” (Deleuze 
and Guattari 1986: p. 22) and through translation reconceived as a mode of 
transubstantiation. 

This translinguistic mode of literary transformation, rather than 
just a function of Makine’s personal experience (his bilingual education and 
emigration to France in 1987), corresponds to an eccentric as well as exilic 
Russian cultural tradition. As Makine himself has acknowledged in 
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interviews (cf. Makine 1996, Masson 1998) and parodied in his fictions1, his 
“bilingualism” or “biculturalism” has long Russian precedence. Critics such 
as Tolstaya (1998), Safran (2003), Rubins (2004), and Nazarova (2005) not 
only link Makine’s work to that of earlier Russian emigrés but trace a line 
extending back to Turgenev and Tolstoy, trained in French language and 
letters. Makine’s novels reprise the long Russian obsession with French 
high culture that he discusses in his 1996 essay, «La question française», 
his central characters defining their own Russian cultural identity partly 
by alternating between gallomania and francophobia (cf. Safran 2003). For 
characters embedded in a Russian reality, particularly for the adolescent 
aesthetic consciousnesses in formation in Au temps du fleuve Amour and Le 
Testament français, Makine represents the French language—whether that 
of classic literature, journalism, or popular film—as a domain of freedom 
and multiplicity (cf. McCall 2005). In Le Testament français, for example, 
the narrator Aliosha recalls how he and his sister, shoved to the end of a 
line where they wait to purchase oranges they know will have been sold 
out, are both transported to another world and offered a new perspective 
on their own by the recollection and recitation of a foreign phrase from a 
menu in one of their grandmother Charlotte’s turn-of-the-century news 
clippings. The words, «bartavelles et ortolans truffés rotis» (Makine 1995: 
p. 61-62), are without real, tasted referents, but by dint of their strangeness 
(as much sonorous and syntactical as substantive), they recast both 
immediate and imagined realities, through consciousness of their 
contingency. For Aliosha, this «instant de lumière qui se dilatait en moi 
avait rendu relatif tout ce qui nous entourait» (Ibid.). With its lyrical 
character and luminous capacities, Makine’s French appears distinct from 
Kafka’s Prague German, delimited by its «withered vocabulary» (Deleuze 
and Guattari 1986: p. 22). It is represented rather as a language that both 
extends the horizon and opens up depths apparently unimaginable or 
unspeakable in a Russian context, particularly related to the body, 
sexuality and sensuality, and relations between self and other. As Safran 
suggests, Makine’s own choice and his fictive writers’ designation of French 
as quintessential literary language seems to echo claims such as Todorov’s 
in his essay, «Écrire en français» that «France seems to the non-French ‘an 
incarnation of the ideal of the civilized life,’ of ‘acuity of thought and 
beauty of form’» (Safran 2003: p. 249, Todorov 1985: p. 11). Yet Makine’s 
relation to Russian and French languages and cultures is far more 
complicated than suggested by many critics who characterize his 

                                                 
1 In Le Testament français, for instance, by having Aliosha’s published 
pseudotranslations shelved between Lermontov’s and Nabokov’s work, with a 
resulting “vertige mégalomane” (Makine 1995: p. 313). 
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translingual novels in terms of abandonment and assimilation2. French, 
particularly in fictions beginning with Requiem pour l’Est but already in Le 
Testament français as well, must also be rescued from being a mere «paper 
language» through the infusion of a Russian reality, Russian terms, and 
«incorrect syntax» (Deleuze and Guattari 1986: p. 22). Makine, like Kafka, 
ultimately forges his own literary language, by exploring the limits of both 
“major” languages (Russian and French), set against each other and 
against «minor utilizations» within each. «The artistic effect does not 
depend on the choice of a specific language» so much as on a capacity to 
translate reality into language contingent on double estrangement from 
language and from reality, a double estrangement mediated in Makine’s 
work by refraction through a foreign language (Wanner 2002: p. 119). 
Makine himself insists that regardless of one’s relation to the language in 
which one writes, «dès que l’on commence à écrire on devient étranger. La 
langue littéraire est toujours une langue étrangère» (Makine 2000b : p. 86).  

If the task of the writer is in some sense that of the translator or 
translingual, Makine’s experience and fictional casting of this mode of 
refraction in terms of actual translation and translingualism corresponds to 
an eccentric literary tradition continually contending with transposed ideas 
and forms. Though reforming a French rather than Russian literary 
language, Makine re-translates into translingual consciousness the literal 
and literary estrangement theorized by Russian Formalists such as 
Shklovsky, Eikenbaum, and Tynianov, on the basis of an eccentric literary 
tradition dependent on displacement and counter-definition. Like literary 
predecessors such as Mandelstam, Shklovsky, Nabokov, and Brodsky, 
Makine distends into both Soviet interior and abroad an eccentric, polyglot 
self-consciousness reflected across Russian literature but most concentrated 
in the Petersburg text. In this oddly eccentric capital, self-consciously cast 
on the margins of an old Slavic Empire and European modernity, cultural 
consciousness is mapped by writers such as Pushkin, Gogol, and 
Dostoevsky through the digressions of displaced and doubled characters 
navigating a treacherously multilingual city – its many languages and 
cultures famously concentrated on Gogol’s contradictory Nevsky Prospekt. 
Creativity is linked to the mistranslation and madness of clerks erring in 
the margins of the city and the page; to cultural schizophrenia marked by 
symptomatic linguistic disjunctures; and to signs from a past, like the 
ambivalently rearing Bronze horseman, immediately unmoored3. 
                                                 
2 Cf. Wanner, Safran, McCall, and Rubins for compelling summaries and critiques of 
reviews and scholarship on Makine.  
3 Thus, Gogol’s madman fashions himself and his writing after translations and 
adaptations of French texts, reads (writes) a (self-)critique in the epistles of a dog 
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Dostoevsky’s self-consciously realized underground narrator, as much a 
predecessor for Makine’s self-realizing narrators as Proust’s self-consciously 
Dostoevskian Marcel, defines his style not only in relation to this arbitrary 
city’s abstraction, but in relation to an alien literary language, both 
incommensurate with its reality and essential to expressing its 
contradictions. Both the underground narrator’s life and prose parody 
Russian translations and transpositions of European, principally French, 
Romanticism. Pushkin’s, Gogol’s, and Dostoevsky’s Petersburg tales begin 
to flesh out in figures of the writer (even if only hack substitutes for the 
actual authors) a reflexive polyglot literature driven by trans-linguistic and 
cross-cultural tensions, intensified and internalized in the course of the 
twentieth-century political and cultural displacements recovered in 
Makine’s historical fictions. If Gogol’s and Dostoevsky’s writers, distanced 
from the authors by dint of their psychological alienation or perversity, 
deflect responsibility for aberrant fictions, ambivalently casting the 
creative potential of transcultural consciousness, Makine’s almost merge 
with the author and speak authoritatively about transcultural, 
translingual insight, without denying its disorienting double-vision and 
blindspots, noted by other translinguals such as Todorov in «Bilingualism, 
Dialogism, and Schizophrenia» (1992). 

In interviews and intertextual references, Makine directly 
acknowledges a debt to nineteenth-century Russian writers, Dostoevsky 
foremost among them, though Makine’s acknowledgements (such as the 
epigraph to Le Crime d’Olga Arbélina) reflect more the philosophical and 
psychological than the related linguistic and literary paradoxes explored 
by Dostoevsky (cf. Nazarova 2005: p. 195-199). Despite critics’ emphasis 
on French sources (Baudelaire, Flaubert, Proust), Makine points out 
derivations of language and style from Gogol, Bunin, Nabokov. His 
relation to Bunin, signaled by his doctoral dissertation on the poetics of 
nostalgia in Bunin’s prose, emphasizes a lyricism, a living structure of 
nostalgic images, an elegiac tone, «une musicalité inimitable, un rythme, 
un souffle, une cohésion pénétrante de ses éléments – évocation de la 
nature, référence à la tonalité précise d’une saison, d’une journée, la fusion 
du geste, de l’état psychologique, du regard, de la parole» or, in sum, a 
«langue de brocart» traced in Makine’s own work by Nazarova (2005: 
p. 203-212). In Bunin, Makine finds a model of writing in exile about an 

                                                                                                                          
composed in the good Petersburg French spoken by the inaccessible Sophie, and 
finally imagines himself as a missing Spanish monarch landed in Petersburg in 
response to his reading of foreign press (Gogol 1937, vol. 3: p. 191-214). For a related 
discussion of Gogol’s «Записки сумасщедшего» (1835) (“Diary/Notes of a Madman”), 
see R. A. Maguire’s Exploring Gogol, particularly chapters 4: “Place Within: ‘Diary of 
a Madman’”; 6: “Some Sources of Place”; and 15: “The Search for a Language of Self.” 
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abandoned homeland «arrachée au temps, à l’utile, au fonctionnel» to 
become «object esthétique par excellence» (Makine 1991: p. 9). A landscape 
fixed in the past and in the distance becomes terrain for the continued 
transformation of literary language. However, Makine departs from Bunin 
in the direction of Brodsky and Nabokov in his translinguistic 
transformation of nostalgia into a mode of re-membering not only Russian 
but, in his case, French literary language and forms.  

Makine’s critique of contemporary French and Russian culture 
(particularly of its modes of discourse) might be aligned with Bunin’s or 
Tolstoy’s nostalgic turn into a Russian past and interior. Indeed, Makine 
claims closer proximity «de Moscou, de cette anarchie russe contre laquelle 
Pierre le Grand a voulu lutter en construisant Saint-Pétersbourg, de ce substrat 
oriental qui fonde l’esprit moscovite, de cette ouverture vers l’immensité de la 
Volga, de l’Oural, de la Sibérie». Yet Makine’s fictions, deeply embedded in 
the steppe, reflect in that very space the contradictions of «Saint-
Pétersbourg [...] la quintessence occidentale qui s’immisce dans l’espace russe 
[...] [et qui] apparaît comme un poème pétrifié, comme un accord musical en 
pierre très réussi malgré les extravagances et les dissonances» (Makine 2003b: 
p. 47). The Petersburg Makine envisions here is akin to that compressed 
space he constructs in Le Testament français on the narrator’s French 
grandmother Charlotte’s balcony, with its displaced stone fragments and 
pebbles, its interpolated histories and stories, its expansive view across a 
misty horizon and history. With Charlotte, ever alienated yet at home 
within and able to speak for and to every member of a stratified Soviet 
society, Makine transposes the paradoxical, polyglot, threshold 
consciousness at the center of the Petersburg text to the Russian steppe. In 
Makine’s fictions, this is often the semiosphere within which French and 
Russian languages and cultures first collide. It is this eccentric space that is 
capacious enough to contain both French and Russian cultures, 
contemporary and forgotten. In Le Testament français, the remote Siberian 
village of Saranza represents both modern and mythical dimensions of 
memory, both ruptured and cyclical time, contradictions legible in 
architectural and linguistic eclecticism. Charlotte’s apartment block, 
characterized by «la clarté du style moderne» remains unfinished and 
shares a courtyard with a wooden building «toute noire du temps, aux 
petitites fenêtres sombres et soupçonneuses,» whose three old women 
inhabitants seem as ancient as the parcae, «directement sorties des contes» 
(Makine 1995: p 35). Charlotte herself seems a Penelope, weaving and 
unraveling stories as a means of determining her own fate (and that of 
France and Russia), even as she also resembles a displaced and dissembling 
Ulysses. Aliosha, a kind of Telemachus or Stephen Daedalus, taking 
possession of a cultural home of which he has been dispossessed, does so 
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finally not through francophobia or gallomania or an acceptance or 
rejection of Soviet language and ideology, but rather by realizing his 
grandmother’s eccentric, exilic relation to language. This relation makes 
her a sort of adopted daughter of an eccentric Russian culture (operating 
on the margins of a concentric Soviet culture), even as Aliosha becomes, 
like Makine, adopted son of an un-admittedly ex-centric France.  

Charlotte’s eccentric Saranza is the semiosphere, remembered in 
Paris, that finally renders possible the narrator’s finding a home within the 
French literary language and tradition. Towards the end of the novel, 
when an uneven Paris pavement opens onto a watery expanse in the 
narrator’s memory, as it did for Proust’s Marcel, it recalls a space unlike 
Proust’s Venice or Balbec in at least two respects. The Russian steppe is 
discrete, first, in its mode of recollection, mediated not by involuntary 
memory triggered by analogous feeling or metonymy, nor exactly by 
metaphor or imaginative substitution – it involves rather a strictly 
linguistic displacement and a translingual metamorphosis.4 Second, the 
Russian steppe is itself a strangely verbal rather than sensual space, an 
extension of the eccentric city. In this novel, the steppe (as a marginal 
space, where multiplicity is more evident), rather than the city, is most 
urbane in its memory, in the subtexts of its storied surface. Both the 
industrial Soviet city and later Paris tend toward homogenization and 
forgetfulness, as manifest by their paradigms for translation. In contrast, 
the steppe that floods the narrator’s memory is itself uneven and layered; it 
is already a palimpsest and a portal, whose capacity to re-member is 
embodied for the narrator by his grandmother’s multilingual discourse, 
which finally, like his own, reconstitutes reality through assemblage or 
refraction, dissembling (not least of which, about the narrator’s parents, 
who are wholly Russian, rather than partly French) and contradiction 
(grafting in him a native sense of a French language to which he has no 
natural connection).  

Aliosha’s actual Russian parentage, masked by his actual 
grandmother’s “French” smile in a haunting photograph (a smile evoked 
by her reiteration of his adopted grandmother Charlotte’s “petite pomme” 
– words that create resemblance in photographs that might otherwise 
betray difference), can be a figure here for Makine’s own aesthetic and 
                                                 
4 Cf. Rubins 2004, p. 222-223. McCall argues further that rather than “involuntary 
memory”, “Makine’s narrator [...] has developed a formula more akin to imagination. 
Similarly, although a concept of an ‘in-between’ state similar to Proust’s notion of 
being between past and present is present in Makine’s work, this is applied not to time 
but to language. Finally, although there is a coincidence of some of the elements of 
their ideas on ‘style’, on close examination Makine’s emphasis is on ‘harmonie’ rather 
than metaphor” (McCall 2004: p. 983). 
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linguistic provenance. The lyrical French of Makine’s fictions and the 
intertextual references to Baudelaire, Flaubert, or Proust not only 
constitute a critical response to contemporary French literature and 
theory, but displace or double-voice Russian theories voiced by critics as 
various as Eikhenbaum, Shklovsky, Tynianov, Marr, Vinogradov, Shor, 
Iakubinskii, Voloshinov, Bakhtin, and Lotman5 – arguing against each 
other but consistently conceptualizing linguistic and literary development 
in terms of deterritorialization. Makine’s poetics, contingent on 
defamiliarization instigated by displacement or the deterritorialization of 
language, largely corresponds, as Safran and Rubins note, to the Russian 
Formalist and Czech Structuralist arguments concerning literary function 
and evolution that underpin Even-Zohar’s concept of polysystems, even 
while differing “fundamentally from the Russian Futurist experimentation 
that inspired the Formalists”, since Makine’s language “is not radically 
innovative, but startlingly archaic” (Safran 2003: p. 6, cf. Even-Zohar 
1990: p. 11), in its lyricism and realism. There is, in his fictions, only 
derisive allusion to and no authorial engagement in postmodern word play, 
style for style’s sake, relativism, arbitrariness, or the flattening out of 
language in service of politics, detached from what Benjamin describes as 
its remembering or «ritual function» (Benjamin 1969: p. 224). Aliosha, 
having himself become one of the more adept «jongleurs de mots», finally 
rejects Soviet language, which «n’avait pas besoin du monde qui nous 
entourait» (Makine 1995: p. 203). At the same time, Makine’s language is 
intentionally aberrant (or innovative) with respect to that “archaic” 
literary French, not only infusing it with Russian reality and 
“untranslatable” fragments of Russian language (words such as “tsar” and 
“samovar” whose multiple connotations in Le Testament français are 
signaled by the narrator’s retention of the foreign term), but also 
transforming it through errors or anomalies underwritten by Russian 
grammar and syntax (cf. Rubins 2004: p. 210, Ferran 2001: p. 83-97).  

Staking out a more post-modern turn for Makine’s fiction by 
associating with Derrida’s supplement the linguistic consciousness depicted 
in Le Testament français and, more particularly, the linguistic transplant or 
graft/greffe authorizing Makine’s narrator’s literary realization, Liddelow 
describes this contingent poetics in terms of the narrator’s shift from “mere 
bilingual” to translator. In Le Testament français, the reflexive translator, 
unlike the less self-conscious bilingual, translates “Russia whole” by 
including the supplement within the text (Liddelow 1997: p. 173-175). 

                                                 
5 For an incisive summary of the debates about language in the 1920’s and 1930’s, see 
K. Clark’s Petersburg: Crucible of Cultural Revolution, chapters 9: “Promethean 
linguistics” and 10: “Straight Talk and the Campaign Against Wagner,” 201-41. 
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Further, as Rubins notes, Makine approximates Derrida’s sense of écriture 
more than any mimetic theory of literature. Yet we might rather think of 
the subjective contingency and supplementarity of language in his fictions 
in terms of the double-voicedness and concomitant insideness and 
outsideness that Bakhtin ascribes to a polyphonic author such as 
Dostoevsky6. The polyglossia (мнoгoязычие) that alone «fully frees 
consciousness from the tyranny of its own language and its own myth of 
language» (Bakhtin 1981: p. 61; cf. Safran 2003: p. 7), is a function of 
urban encounter and displacement, of urbane consciousness and especially 
of eccentricity, involving a recognition of the other as such and of the self 
as other7. This recognition, which Bakhtin casts in terms of encounters or 
dialogues between particular fictional consciousnesses (and between 
intentions in double-voiced utterances), is cast by Lotman and others 
within the Tartu school of cultural semiotics in terms of colliding cultures 
and languages, or semiospheres, such as we find realized in Makine’s 
fictions (cf. Lotman 2004). While Bakhtin calls for a sociological stylistics 
to elucidate the interaction of discrete speech genres within any text 
(without actually realizing this aim), Lotman and Toporov distinguish 
specifically between the dynamic interaction of sign systems in eccentric 
and concentric contexts, arguing that authors and literatures develop their 
own styles accordingly. One essential aspect of eccentric cultural texts is 
their conscious development through displacement, counter-definition, and 
translation or translingualism (cf. Toporov 1984, Lotman 1984).  

Arguing along these lines in her study, «Estrangement as a 
Lifestyle: Shklovsky and Brodsky», Boym attributes Shklovsky’s famed 
concept of defamiliarization as well a more complex, «unconventionally 

                                                 
6 Bakhtin argued that the double-voicedness, dialogism, polyphony of the 
underground was dead-ended, disallowing fictive consciousness the same capacity for 
an author’s double position of insideness [находимость] and outsideness 
[вненаходимость] with relation to an other’s (the hero’s) consciousness/speech (1981: 
p. 187-208; 1985: p. 60-69). In the later essays and notes included in Speech Genres, 
Bakhtin considers that also a necessary position for any ethical and generative 
dialogue, whether actual, intratextual, or intertextual (cf. 1978: p. xii-xiii, 136-143). 
For Bakhtin, heroes are limited to the dialogic world of the fiction; while they may 
become self-conscious in that context, they cannot become conscious of dialogue that 
extends beyond the fictive frame, whether through conscious engagement of the word 
or literary form. 
7 Cf. M. Bakhtin 1984: p. 6, 31, 49, 58-59 and 1978. On the urbanity of Bakhtin’s 
theory of the novel and dialogue, see Gachev 1991: p. 105, 108. Development in 
Bakhtin’s poetics is essentially temporal, as Emerson points out, contrasting this with 
the essentially spatial axis of Lotman’s theory (cf. Emerson 2003), yet this temporally 
realized development depends on the spatialized differences or “outsideness,” 
difference between self and other, more than on memory.  
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modernist» aesthetics realized in Shklovsky’s and Brodsky’s theoretical 
and fictional writings to their position as «internal and external exiles, 
misfits and mixed bloods who offer digressions and detours from the 
mythical biography of a nation» (Boym 1996: p. 513). Makine’s fiction is 
denigrated rather than praised in similar terms by Tolstaya, descried as 
linguistic mestiso, cultural hybrid, linguistic chimera, literary groteque 
(Tolstaya 1998: p. 209). The paradox lies in that these writers’ dissent from 
a concentric Soviet myth extends the eccentric counter-cultural myth even 
as it also displaces it. In consciousness translated to cultural margins or 
between cultures, the critical question of authority and authorship 
manifests itself not only in dissent from Soviet political or literary forms or 
in the copied, translated, transposed texts, social forms, styles, etc, such as 
those debated in the early Petersburg text, but also in questions involving 
the translation or translingualism of one’s own text. For Shklovsky, these 
lie within the bounds of the Russian language, involving the “double-
voiced” or “multiple” language and literature, which Makine explores in 
characters such as Dmitrich in Le Testament français, who expose 
undercurrents beneath the flow of everyday Soviet life and discourse. 
Brodsky’s claim, like Nabokov’s (cf. Rubins 2004: p. 208) and Makine’s 
Aliosha’s, that the «writer’s biography is in his twists of language» 
(Brodsky 1986: p. 3) reflects a literal experience of translation and 
translingual writing. But in his essay on another, internally displaced poet, 
Mandelstam, Brodsky writes, «Civilization is the sum total of different 
cultures animated by a common spiritual numerator, and its main 
vehicle—speaking both literally and metaphorically, is translation. The 
wandering of a Greek portico into the latitude of the tundra is a 
translation» (Brodsky 1986: p. 139). Boym discusses this portico not only 
as «a classical foundation, but a wandering structure» (Boym 1996: p. 523), 
which we might note that Brodsky’s «room and a half» and Makine’s 
Saranza balcony also become, both within the Russian landscape and in 
translingual texts written in exile. For Makine as much as Brodsky, 
biography and aesthetics are doubly embedded in linguistic twists, insofar 
as they distend that sense of «civilization» that Brodsky links to 
Petersburg, involving «not merely a canon but [already] a way of 
translation and transmission of memory» (Ibid.). The past (whether 
classical, French, or Russian), once transported by these authors, becomes 
fixed, reified, reduced (as Tolstaia and other Russian critics claims happens 
to Makine’s Russia written for French readers); but transposition also 
becomes in Makine’s, as in Brodsky’s fiction, a liberating «prisonhouse of 
language» (Ibidem: p. 526), akin to the greenhouse in terms of which 
Makine imagines displaced consciousness. If Makine, like Brodsky, has 
been called a «nostalgic modernist» whose work is similarly «fascinated by 
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unfreedom» (Boym 1996: p. 526), this involves not only a tragic history 
but an inescapable embeddedness in the contradictions inherent in an 
eccentric culture, which the writer in exile carries with him, an internal 
space already full of displacements. Eccentric consciousness relocates 
freedom within the contra-dictions of underground consciousness, 
perversely characterized by the polyglossia and dialogism in terms of which 
Bakhtin argued Dostoevsky redefined the novel as the genre of modernity. 

Various conditions of “unfreedom” seem critical to the creative 
process of figures imagined by eccentric consciousness in exile, ranging 
from Nabokov’s Cincinnatus C, in Invitation to a Beheading, to Tarkovsky’s 
Gorchakov in Nostalghia and Makine’s Aliosha in Le Testament français, 
even as they represent a new kind of freedom located in language that is no 
longer transparent, but opaque, difficult, even perverse, and always 
multiple in its intentions. In the course of his conflicting Soviet and French 
educations, Aliosha, like Tarkovsky’s Gorchakov, wrestles with the 
problematics of “untranslatable” cultures and texts. Makine’s translator in 
Requiem pour l’Est refuses to translate what he is certain will be 
misunderstood. This is only compounded at the end of the novel by the 
untranslatability he finds between discourses of different generations in 
contemporary France. At the end of Le Testament français, we find Aliosha 
as constrained in contemporary France (not least of which by a capitalist, 
nationalist French publishing establishment) as he was under Soviet 
communism, and carving out an existence and an aesthetic through a 
Dostoevskian process of dissembling, digression, and deviation. Confessing 
to this deviance, digression, dissembling, and radical difference inherent in 
translation, Makine’s works nevertheless profess its creative potential. It is 
this unromanticized view of translation and translingual writing that is 
ultimately realized in fictions such as Requiem pour l’Est and Le Testament 
français—a fictional narrative more closely approximating autobiography 
than Makine’s other fictions and most clearly concerned with the capacity 
of displaced or transplanted consciousness to re-member subject and 
object, language and literary form. 

 
 
 
 

II. French Ramifications: Ex-centric, Transnational Literary Language 

The publication history and critical reception of Andreï Makine’s novels, 
partly parodied in fictions such as Le Testament français and Requiem pour 
l’Est, attests to an uneasy relationship between national (specifically 
French) presses and literary establishments and transnational or 
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translingual writers (cf. Liddelow 1997, Safran 2003, Rubins 2004, McCall 
2005). Though written in French, Makine’s first two novels, La Fille d’un 
héros de l’Union soviétique (1990) and Confession d’un porte-drapeau déchu 
(1992), were accepted for publication only under the guise of manuscripts 
originally written in Russian and translated into French by fictitious 
translators, Françoise Bour and Albert Lemonnier (named after Makine’s 
French great-grandmother, Albertine Lemonnier) (Biancotti 1995: p. 11). 
Through his pseudotranslations, Makine extended the fictional beyond the 
apparent bounds of the fiction, playing out what Venuti aptly calls the 
«scandals» and Makine might term the seductions of translation – 
«cultural, economic, and political» (Venuti 1998: p. 1). As Toury and 
Venuti suggest in their more theoretical studies and Liddelow in his 
analysis of Makine’s own pseudotranslations, there are complex issues 
revolving around identity politics underpinning the marketing of fictitious 
translations. Noting that «translations which deviate from sanctioned 
patterns [...] are often tolerated by a culture to a much higher extent than 
equally deviant original compositions», Toury points to an interesting 
precedence for Makine’s work in the early nineteenth-century Russian 
«gothic novel», craved by readers, but marginalized by the literary 
establishment and requiring fictitious translation or foreign authentication 
of the genre (Toury 2005: p. 4, 8). Makine may also draw on the tradition 
of pseudotranslation within the Soviet era, in which invention is not so 
much «biographical» as it is «functional», involving the invention of an 
alien «persona [...] superimposed on an existing person» (Ibid.: p. 15). As 
Liddelow suggests, Makine’s French novels might be «preferable if 
apparently translated from Russian» for a multitude of reasons, among 
them the «valorization» inherent in a «double author-ity», suggesting an 
«experience truly authentic», «unknowable» but also accessible to the 
reader, who can dismiss deviance as a function of faulty language 
(Liddelow 1997: p. 175, 162).  

Although Makine’s third and subsequent novels were published 
without this pretense and the success of his fourth novel, Le Testament 
français, resulted in the republication of the earlier texts in French under 
the author’s own name (as well as in the author’s French citizenship after 
years of unsuccessful appeals), Makine continued to play with the 
“scandals of translation,” incorporating pseudotranslation in various ways 
in Le Testament français and subsequent novels. He incorporates the figure 
of the translator within the text (cf. Liddelow 1997: p. 175); fictionalizes his 
own experience of rejection, pseudotranslation, and marginalization (cf. 
Wanner 2002: p. 123, 126); and also more subtly challenges conventional 
notions of authorship and marginalization of translation (cf. Venuti 1998: 
p. 31-46) not only by directly claiming a translation superior to an original, 
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but also by creating a series of pseudotranslations: misnaming translators 
(falsely attributing Briusov’s translation of Baudelaire to Bal’mont, 
Levik’s to Briusov) and retranslating texts (Baudelaire, through Russian, 
back into French) (cf. Wanner 2002: p. 121-122, Safran 2003: p. 10-11). As 
Rubins points out, Makine plays on the capacity of translingual writing to 
translate Russian reality into something other than the cliché or banality it 
becomes when his fictions are (poorly) retranslated into Russian (Rubins 
2004: p. 210). He further transposes plots and motifs from other 
translingual texts, such as Troyat’s, translating the strategies of the 
biographer and historiographer into those of a novelist, similarly writing 
Russia for a French reader (cf. Rubins 2004: p. 228-229). Makine’s fictions 
blur distinctions between actual and fictional authorship. By also variously 
«blurring the distinction between translation and authorship», Makine’s 
fictions, like «Louys’s hoax» examined by Venuti, question scholarly 
claims for «historical truth as a verification of authorial originality»; 
demonstrate «that translation can be a form of historical scholarship» as 
well as «a scholarly invention of a classical [or in this case, classic literary] 
text» without scholarship’s typical concealment of «its status as an 
invention or its historical difference»; and redefine translation as «a form of 
authorship, but an authorship now defined as derivative, not self-
originating» (Venuti 1998, p. 39-43). Deterritorializing further the 
introspective, interlinguistic, intertextual consciousness that he already 
begins to develop in Au temps du fleuve Amour (1994)8, Makine’s reflexive 
Testament refracts aspects of transnational, translingual, and translated 
writing within a more developed fictive frame – one that requires a double-
take on the part of readers who readily accept it in terms of assimilation 
within a European or French polysystem.  

Le Testament français retraces its narrator’s realization of a reality 
ravaged in actual time and space but reconstituted in the layered landscape 
of novelistic memory. The novel thus reprises the modern terrain of the 
refractive, reflexive narrating self. Not only the narrative form, but also 
the narrating consciousness, of a boy and writer coming of age, recall 
Flaubert’s and Proust’s works. But this is an eccentrically turned 
convention, insofar as the novel takes as point of departure that eccentric 
Russian tradition exploring conflicted cultural consciousness, displaced and 
falsified memory, and falsified paternity (though in this case, we have a 
false maternity or “langue grandmaternelle”) that is paradoxically truth 
bearing. Moving beyond Russian and French proto-modernist and 
modernist problematics of memory and linguistic integrity, the novel 
suggests the creative capacities of novelistic polyglossia in a post-modern, 
                                                 
8 Cf. Rubins 2004: p. 216-219 and McCall 2005: p. 306-309. 
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transnational context9. Transecting Soviet and post-Soviet, Eastern and 
Western, socio-political, sexual and literary contexts, the narrator of 
Makine’s novel crosses a multitude of thresholds, consistently mapped out 
in linguistic terms. On the surface, navigating and simply surviving this 
fatally politicized terrain – marked by two world wars, Stalin’s terror, 
thaws and freezes, internal and external exile, and finally the excesses of 
free exchange – entails either forgetting or repudiating the particular 
language of any other than the immediate moment and place: Siberian 
summers spent with a French grandmother; winters in school and living 
with parents, then an aunt and her lover, in an industrial Soviet city; 
finally emigration in Paris. Yet displaced recollections (on the most basic 
level, of words – words belonging to French-Siberian summers remembered 
in Russian winters and vice versa) also suggest to the narrator the 
existence of an organic continuity beneath the surface. This is not to argue, 
ultimately, for a “universal”, i.e. homogenizing, language. Like the fertile 
streams (and more violently spilled blood and seed) that wind their way 
motivically through the novel, languages leak across boundaries and cross-
fertilize the plains of the narrator’s imagination. Transposed, language 
transforms the spaces into which it is translated, which it translates, or 
within which it remains untranslatable; translation in these multiple senses 
revises not only the original text but also the language and culture into 
which it is displaced. The transformation is dependent on and retains 
differences. Finally, translation – of the most prosaic word, of the poetic 
text (in this case of Baudelaire’s work into a Russian retranslated back into 
French), and of the body (translated between places and read as a 
multivocal sign in different contexts) – underlies the narrator’s discovery of 
a literary style analogous to the complex cinematic construction at the end 
of Tarkovsky’s film Nostalghia – incorporating discrete cinematic 
techniques of montage and duration in the nesting of a living Russian 
landscape within a ruined, open Italian church, in turn contained, like the 
sky from which a Petersburgian, Dostoevskian “wet snow” is falling, 
within the reflective pond (a figure for the camera’s eye) at the center of 
the Russian landscape. The flux of the steppe, ice, rivers, the gaze and 
language of the other are capable of this kind of reflection in Makine’s 
fiction – at the core, concentrated in Charlotte’s view overlooking a misty, 
                                                 
9 This is to argue against claims such as Safran’s or Wanner’s that Makine is wholly 
anachronistic in his poetics, nostalgic, «betray[ing] a highly idealistic heritage 
unaffected by contemporary notions of deconstruction and decanonization», evinced 
in his characters’ search for a “universal” language of poetry, likened by Wanner to 
Benjamin’s concept of a «pure language», Steiner’s «semantic magma», and even 
Beaujour’s description of a «“third tongue”, a polyglot matrix of more than one 
language [that] is “the sign of the bilingual writer’s difference”» (Wanner, p. 124-125).  
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flooded steppe opening onto a magical, literary France «telle une Atlantide 
brumeuse» (Makine 1995: p. 26), rediscovered on a frozen lake and 
riverbank that are sites for realizations about the creative potential of 
translation, and at the more mundane sight of meat in aspic that becomes 
in Dmitrich’s drunken discourse a means of dis-covering the bodies in the 
frozen tundra (Ibid.: p. 185-186).  

Charlotte models to the narrator Aliosha the refractive vision of the 
world essential to his realization as a novelist. This is a refractive vision 
linked, like that of other of Makine’s characters, to her alienation – that is, 
to both the “unfreedom” that sends her to Saranza and the freedom she 
herself represents there. Her transposition transforms that space into one 
of unanticipated encounters – between its actual, present inhabitants, 
whose discrete discourses she is uniquely able to engage as an alien 
presence10, but also between the living and the dead, the immediate and 
very distant, the everyday and the imaginative. Her translations introduce 
Aliosha not only to his literary models but also to a dialogic mode of 
literary creation. Her translingual storytelling complicates further the 
horizontal tension of contradictory socio-geographic speech genres and the 
more unstable vertical layering of conflicting personal memories. Her 
testament to the narrator is finally concentrated in the linguistic threshold 
she inhabits. As Wanner suggests, «Charlotte, who can say anything in 
either tongue, is the absolute translator who is at home everywhere and 
nowhere» (Wanner 2002: p. 119). For Wanner, this means that she also 
«represents the spirit of poetry as Makine understands it. Wherever she is, 
time stops, like a lyric. Her mode of expression is not bound to either 
French or Russian but belongs to an intermediary or universal language 
existing in between the two linguistic realms», a language which the 
narrator wants to express in writing (Ibid., cf. Makine 1995: p. 279). Only 
at the place where languages intersect and reveal their generative 
difference – like Lotman’s interlocked semiospheres – in the space or time 

                                                 
10 Charlotte manifests to Aliosha how the foreigner can uniquely define the 
boundaries and terrain that the insider himself cannot perceive. This insight comes not 
only in his witnessing her dialogues with Gavrilych, Avdotia, and the babushki, but 
especially from his realization of her significance to his parents and their friends: 

... Charlotte surgissait sous le ciel russe comme une extraterrestre. Elle 
n’avait que faire de l’histoire cruelle de cet immense empire, de ses 
famines, révolutions, guerres civiles … Nous autres, Russes, n’avions 
pas le choix. Mais elle? A travers son regard, ils observaient un pays 
méconnaissable, car jugé par une étrangère, parfois naïve, souvent 
plus perspicace qu’eux mêmes. Dans les yeux de Charlotte s’était 
refleté un monde inquiétant et plein d’une verité spontanée – une 
Russie insolite qu’il leur fallait découvrir (Makine 1995: p. 92). 
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Makine calls «un silencieux entre-deux-langues» (244) does the narrator 
discover «une sorte de langue intermédiare . . . une langue universelle . . . la 
langue d’étonnement» that has access to «des instants eternels . . . dans la 
torpeur des mots banals» (Ibid.: p. 251, 277-8)11. This is then a “universal” 
language located on boundaries, measuring as much as mediating between 
difference and distance, constructing meaning through ruptures such as 
Lotman descries (Lotman 1992: p. 15, 26), through “failures” or gaps in 
translation, through translingual transformation (the necessity of a 
Russian term for a French experience, a Russian reality communicable 
only in the French prose that it reinvigorates). It is not actually silent, but 
historicized speech, anachronistic and translingual12. That is, it is universal 
only in the sense that it forges a style linking discrete linguistic 
polysystems, literary chronotopes, cultural semiospheres through what 
Bakhtin might call “speech communion”. This communion, like 
constructive dialogue and «creative understanding», is contingent on 
otherness or outsideness, on an author or a character such as Charlotte who 
«does not renounce [her]self, [her] own place in time, [her] own culture[s]; 
and forgets nothing». «Such a dialogic encounter does not result in merging 
or mixing. Each retains its own unity and open totality» (Bakhtin 1978: 
p. 7). Aliosha’s and Makine’s new “understanding” then cannot be 
understood «as a translation from the other’s language into one’s own 
language» but rather as the «co-creativity» in which the world of each is 
«powerfully affected by the foreign tongue» (Bakhtin 1978: p. 141-142). 

The threshold of repetition with a difference inherent in both 
translation and transposed, translingual memory opens onto the life that 
becomes for Aliosha finally the most significant, creative and “essential” 
life (Makine 1995: p. 278): 

Étrangement, ou plutôt tout à fait logiquement, c’est dans ces moments-là, 
en me retrouvant entre deux langues, que je crois voir et sentir plus 
intensément que jamais (244). 

Over the course of the novel, the narrator wanders through a dense 
and treacherously shifting terrain, linguistically and historically delimited, 

                                                 
11 This is like “the language of truth” which Benjamin finds at the point of 
intersection between tangent and circle, “concealed in concentrated fashion in 
translation” in «The Task of the Translator» (Benjamin 1969: p. 77). Here translation, 
like a kind of dialogue that expresses the “reciprocal relationship between languages”, 
instigates a “transformation and a renewal of something living” and particularly a 
transformation of the “language of the translator” (Ibidem, p. 72-3). 
12 Cf. Venuti 2005: p. 40 on the “necessarily anachronistic” character of translation 
made manifest by pseudotranslation. 
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towards a dialogic, polyglossic, transnational and transhistorical threshold 
first encountered on the Russian steppe. He and his sister together discover 
in language the key to their «Atlantide»:  

La langue, cette mystérieuse matière, invisible et omniprésente, . . . Cette 
langue qui modelait les hommes, sculptait les objets, ruisselait en vers, 
rugissait dans les rues envahies par les foules, faisait sourire une jeune 
tsarine venue du bout du monde . . . Mais surtout, elle palpitait en nous, 
telle un greffe fabuleuse dans nos coeurs, couverte déjà de feuilles et de 
fleurs, portant en elle le fruit de toute une civilization (50). 

The narrator recalls later how they understood fleetingly as 
children that displaced language has generative capacities. Its creative 
work is described in this passage in the French imperfect indicative 
(imparfait) rather than the past historic (passé simple) tense, as a continual, 
repeated action, or as a mode of being. What is finally grafted is not just a 
French literary language or cultural vision in Russian consciousness, but 
an eccentric and then exilic (Russian) sensibility in contemporary French 
language and literature, increasingly ex-centric. 

The “fruit” it finally bears is the novel itself, neither French, nor 
Russian, but translingual, transnational.  

 
Allen, Sharon Lubkemann (SUNY Brockport, USA)13 

 

                                                 
13 Sharon Lubkemann Allen is Assistant Professor of Comparative Literature and 
Theory at the State University of New York. Her forthcoming book is titled 
EccentriCities: Writing in the Margins of Modernism, St. Peterburg to Rio de Janeiro. 
Her current book projects concern transnational transformations of literary genre and 
urban/e constructions of cultural memory in French literature. 
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