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Pushkin’s Journey to Arzrum, with its evocations of travel and conquest in the Orient and the poet’s relationship to autocracy, Russian military power, and empire, has been reinscribed by later writers such as Mandelstam and Brodsky, with the essays “Journey to Armenia” and “Flight From Byzantium,” respectively.  While Mandelstam’s allusions are elusive and elliptical, Brodsky more squarely addresses the Pushkinian text in both his English and Russian versions.  Brodsky acknowledges this indebtedness immediately, saying his interest in going to Istanbul was never original.  Playing fast and loose with historical and literary facts, Brodsky addresses again and again Russia’s complex relationship to the East, drawing an imaginary line from St. Petersburg to Istanbul, trying to create a connection to the Russia whose loss he felt so deeply.  Pushkin’s Journey, whose outcome was equally but inversely frustrating (he could not cross the border to leave Russia, while Brodsky could not cross the border back into his native country) provides the mooring for Brodsky’s free-ranging ruminations.
