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Some years ago, when walking in the very centre of Saint Petersburg near the Spas-na-Krovi Cathedral erected in the memory of Alexander II, Russian emperor killed in late 19th century, an English-speaking stranger asked me, where is situated the medieval centre of this city? It was a quite reasonable question, as each great European city should have such! Being born here, I knew well it has not and so replied. It was not time and place to explain him why not. And it would be even more strange to try explain him that this city is in essence medieval despite of being less than 300 years old! Although only the Fortress of St.Peter and St.Paul, great masterpiece of Domenico Tresini, the oldest building in the city, bears some medieval features, Saint Petersburg is a city of very old and reach tradition and very, very reach history.

My point is that any synthesis in Saint Petersburg historical and cultural landscape is unevoidably related to life/death antithetic opposition, where the idea or symbol of death is mostly predominant. Such symbols are very numerous in the city’s history and image and there hardly was a significant event or feature one could understand and qualify without keeping in mind this opposition. As Dmitry Merezhkovsky said, this city bears the seal of death,  facies hyppocratica in medical terms.

In 19th century, it was usual to discuss the physiology of Saint Petersburg, this Russian city on German ground, half German in population and full of foreign tradition (Vissarion Belinsky). The interest to bodily, everyday phenomena of the city life was not accidental. The city bottom, as if saturated with miasmes of Baltic marshes, served as a unique background for psychosociological writings. Light and shadows of Saint Petersburg of Dostoyevsky, Blok, Bely appear in the framework of physiological transformation of visible Saint Petersburg, city of phantasmal nights and unhumanly architecture.

At the same time, it is obvious that Saint Petersburg could not be reduced to this aspect. Even within the physiological discourse, the city’s bodily life, its seamy side, often contradicts with cultural and historical lanscape, the proper being of visible city.

From here comes the idea of Saint Petersburg physio-gnomy. This old and only subscientific word reflects well the essence of this city, its ambivalent nature. The hyphen appears between Saint Petersburg physio and logos, this latter, in its turn, take a shell of gnomy. Physio-logical life of Saint Petersburg goes with implication of Gnomon, Gnome, Gnoma… Here we need some explanation.

Gnomon was a strange kind of geometrical figure in Ancient Greek science. If to take out a similar smaller parallelogram from a bigger one, the result will be a gnomon, a shell embracing the emptiness. Other meanings of this word are to know and a simple time-measuring device. 

Gnome in European tradition is an ugly dwarf guarding underground treasures. At the same time, gnome is merry little being loved by children, a little good-willing wizard.

Last, gnoma in Old Greece was a kind of short moralization discourse, an aphorism, which after all may be a mere banality.

The short, the imposant, the unevoidable, the temporary… Phenomenological intention is quite obvious and, as usually, goes beyond strict limits of etymological search. Under apparently artificial definition, the face of Death is clearly seen – awful and transcendent, moralizing and short. Also the profile of the “geometry of senses” will not be accidental: Petersburg cultural landscape is formed as a vortex of geometrical labyrhinths, spaces, lines. Intricate patterns of this geometry could be heard and seen in any manifestation of the city’s fate. 

I am to dwell on a few of them. And as the Gogol’s “little man” (gnome, pigmy?!) is only possible in Petersburg, so the theme of physiognomy replacing physiological images is only applicable to Petersburg, this strange and mysterious city.

Petersburg is commonly considered to be perfect and aesthetically integral, the world finest city, “expanse between the sky and Neva”… There are however many inconsistencies and omissions in its architecture. For example, Nevsky Avenue (main street of this city) was originally planned straight as an arrow from one good place on Neva River to another, but the surveyors made it wrong. Another example is the Kazan Cathedral. It had to be second edition of the Saint Peter Cathedral in Rome, i.e. to be composed of two mirrored buildings. This project was never finished, Petersburg has not get round square inside such a Roman cathedral. Also Vassilievsky Island failed to become another Venetia, and only numbered lines in place of common street names remind that the channels were planned.

Surprisingly this city is not finished, its appearance being irreproachable. Geometrical allusions will be multidimensional and limitless, when we turn to the theme of historical monuments and sculptures.

The theme of Peter the Great is not by accident dominant in the city. As if the nature of Petersburg has grown the opposition of Saint Peter, after whom the city was named, and mundane Peter, creator and founder of Saint Petersburg.

There are several monuments in the city to its founder. But there exist also some ghost monuments, not monuments at all, only remembrance of monuments. The famous wax sculpture from Hermitage collection is a reflection of two monuments in Admiralty Embankment, created by Leopold Bernstamm and destroyed in 1919 during so-called campaign of monumental propaganda. Traditionally, Peter the Great is associated with two monuments: the Bronze Rider and another equestrian statue near the Inzhenerny Castle. Peter the triumpher in reforming this country; Peter who made Russia standing on her hind legs, who broke Russian traditions, completely changed life style, and founded Petersburg literally on the builders’ bones. The triumph of non-stop ruthless progress. The founder of this new Rome might be only victor. He is not to repent of the dead and killed who paid for his great deed.

In 1829 or 1830 Pushkin drew the Falcone’s Bronze Rider without Peter; only the horse trampling the snake on the granite boulder. No rider: Peter leaves history, drawing unpredictable geometrical figures on the ways of his creation.

In Pushkin’s text, Peter leaves the pedestal with the horse, the rider sows death around, but at the end he gets back to his place. The drawing gave different situation: Peter went away, maybe for everwandering? or for looking for himself? And even having found himself in another image, near the Inzhenerny Castle, he only repeats the theme of triumph. The line of the Senate Square to the Inzhenerny Castle is a mere line without life and volume. Not only destroyed sculptures on the Admiralty Embankment remain aside the line, even the wax sculpture (after all, wax is more humanly and warm material). The symbol of non-repent turns into lifeless space, into dead straight line across the centre of the city. This line cannot involve the monument of Nikolay I near the Saint Isaac Cathedral: this is a triumpher, too, but of rather 19th century type. And as to the 20th century, there is no more legendary creation of Paolo Trubetskoy on Znamenskaya Square (monument of Alexander III). It was initially hidden in the backyard of the Russian Museum and recently erected (as a mark of power?) in place of Lenin’s armoured car, one of the symbols of Russian communism. There is also no excellent, quite humanly monument of the Great Prince Nikolay Nikolayevich (Sr.) on the Manezhnaya Square. The idea of triumph, be it revolutionary or reformatory or personal, wipes all from the way and leaves behind only death desert of illusory life of the face of Petersburg. The city’s cultural landscape calls to repent!

Either the city’s life will represent the death-bearing gnomon, from which life has been taken off, or the geometrical figure of death will close itself in another way, in self-negation, in renewed physio-logicity, vitality.

As to the personality of Peter the Great, such an act took place when his statue by Mikhail Shemiakin was erected in the inner yard of the Peter and Paul Fortress, very different kind of a monument of great persons indeed. This statue was claimed to be an insult to the memory of the great man, but the idea, I think, is very actual for us all in this city and this country: the idea of repent done. Close to normal size of a man, this sitting figure represents repent. Peter the man bears psychological intention similar to this of the destroyed statues in the Admiralty Embankment, he calls to mundane common emotions. Children climbing the statue terrify museum personnel and rouse the indignation of those around who are advocates of the “pure style”. I think children simply follow normal human instinct: “good Peter”, close friend, protector and confessor, sets feeling sincerely. This image of the emperor closes the triangle having one apex at the Senate Square and second near the Inzhenerny Castle. The image of insuperable death finds its antithesis. At the same time, this is an image of “saint devil”, so close to Russian historical and cultural tradition, an image adsorbing the opposition of life and death.

In geometrical landscapes of Petersburg, not only Peter the Great bears the idea of life and death synthesis. This city has several truly death-bearing sites, where originated historical events. The integrity of such sites gives the food for speculations. The above mentioned Nevsky Avenue has now at the point of breaking a featureless monument, and no one remember that the monument of Alexander III, masterpiece of Paolo Trubetzkoy, was here some time. Near the Kazan Cathedral is situated the Spas-na-Krovi (Savour On The Blood), one of endless themes in tragical symphony of political terrorism at the place where Alexander II was killed. A few steps further, the Inzhenerny Castle mistery: Peter the triumpher has the castle behind his back and “does not see” the death of his great-grandson killed in this castle by plotters. And excruciating death of Peter himself in this city. Merezhkovsky’a prediction of 1904 has been realized: “You are first who shed the blood of Russian kings, blood of your son, and this blood will fall on the heads of your descendants, and all your kid will fall in blood. Russia will be punished for you!”

In Russian history, the fact of transferring the capital city status from Moscow to newly founded Petersburg was paradoxically inexpressive and had hardly any influence on the mentality of Moscow. The image of great city was never taken of Moscow. When reading the War and Peace (Lev Tolstoy), we take all the events around Moscow, from the Battle of Borodino up to Napoleon’s flight from Russia, as relating to capital city. Petersburg, where Napoleon did not march to, is there seen as a big city, provincial though grand. 

Moscow is a city of life from her very origin. Even destroyed several times in her history, from Tatars to Napoleon, she is nevertheless destined for life. The city absorbs life despite of death trials. After endeavours of Sergius of Radonezh and triumph of the Battle of Kulikovo Pole, Moscow was destroyed by Tatars again and built up anew, as if not feeling her torments and wounds. Under Ivan IV Moscow was destroyed and burnt one more time and reconstructed again without special remarks in the records. And it was only natural to make Moscow official capital city again in 1918; vitality of the city had simply got its way.

We can consider this question also in other way. The Time of Troubles in Russia early in 17th century brought to Mocow great tears and blood. Nevertheless there in 1613 Mikhail, the first of Romanov dynasty, mounted the throne. Death was trampled by life, and we take some hundred years after this as a pre-determined period. Peter moved the capital to Petersburg. From this moment death starts to serve out fatal sentence on the dynasty of Romanovs. Petersburg was the place Prince Alexis execution and nearly all the children of Peter and Catherin, including 4 years old Crown Prince Peter, died here. This city never could become a paradise city despite of having been many times declared as such by Peter! Her very beginning is blood and death, with dunk morose climate this give the city under the wings of death. The life of the city is irreal, unthinkable, fantastic and other-worldly. And all her history sounds like a hymn to death invincible.

This city was never conquered. In 1941/42, in the horrors of the siege the pattern was very exactly represented of deadly life, so typical for historical and cultural fate of Petersburg. While the “siege-death” of Petersburg reveals patience and torment, torture and pain for illusory life, in Moscow death and destruction lead to new and even more life. Moscow represents eternal integrity and originality of Russian culture, the heart of Russia, her feminine aspect. Petersburg is a dream city, imagination city, twilight city, fog city… Death-bearing city, death-living city. 

Petersburg is commonly thought as a city of life saturated and penetrated with the light of European mentality. All her pattern is apparently in accordance with this experience: straight avenues and sunshine architecture, immense expanse of Neva bounds and unique cultural and historical aura. However reading the city Text requests to penetrate into the sense of the read despite of accumulated life experience of percepting the “light circle” of Petersburg.

It is striking that there are too few rounded patterns in Petersburg landscapes: straight ways always lead you out of the city without leaving any hope for return. This straightness relates to death: our way to death is just as unquestioned and straight, no matter how winding our life is. Roundness is alien to the geometry of Petersburg landscape. Radiality of Moscow project excludes the end: the circle is limitless, being within it promises immortality. Therefore the “light circle” of Moscow repeatedly reviving from ash should be taken as the symbol of national self-consciousness. The idea of eternal returning does not fit Petersburg. Maybe this is main cause of rejecting by Petersburg any projects of rounding, from Obvodny (Enclosing, Surrounding) Canal to the Dike (against floods), radial line of subway, or Kazan Square, all unrealized up to now.

Unique Petersburg phenomenon – drawbridges across Neva – is another illustration of permanent breaking the “light circle”. In irreal twilight of white nights, when death is coming (but never has come) to power, is getting and never gets control of the domain of life, then last bounds break. The fog goes away, the bridges draw together, but the circle does not close. The domain of death remains in latent state waiting for the night, when it appears again and repeats the trial to gain the city. Infernal element of white nights becomes symbolic synonym of Petersburg.

The carnival of eternal death in illusory circle of the city of life – this ambivalent image of Petersburg is principal in identifying her true face. The history of Petersburg is permanent movement of her life area outward. Born as a fortress, Russia’s “safe-conduct”, Petersburg even in her best years was liable to death, very strange attraction when compared with that she was established as a symbol of Russia’s rebirth. The authorities repeatedly treat this city as if she were ordinary one. She is provincial despite of all her culture, architecture, historical fate. And this militant provinciality, so skilfully used for all her history, implicitely grows from the text of death built in her fate.

The most distinctive event in Petersburg history is the very fact of her birth, the fact of connection with the West through this “Window cut through to Europe”. Any wound would bleed and either lead to death or heal the body by draining some blood away. Such a drainage should come to its end to prevent death. Further, it is a question who is wounded, Russia or Europe? One says Russia’s national identity is deadly wounded by this European face of Petersburg; others argue that Russia is strong enough to wound the West and to demonstrate her power and vitality.

Death and deadly wound become archetypes of Petersburg fate from the beginning, from the very fact of birth and existing in the history of the City of Saint Petersburg. Both European and Russian points of view feel Petersburg metaphysical mediator between two civilizations.

