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Abstract
This article discusses Levon Abrahamyan’s work Conversations Under a Tree as an alternative approach to the Soviet academic ethnographic mainstream of the 1970s and 1980s. The work is of interest because of its unusual format (a combination of text, drawings, and empty paragraphs) and because of the questions it raises regarding the positioning of the scholar vis-à-vis some of the key problems of postmodern cultural anthropology. To solve these problems, Abrahamyan invents a special genre, where scholarly and artistic storytelling are so intertwined that they can be compared to “magic realism,” in which reality and fiction are interchanged, the incredible becomes the believable, and vice versa. The author of Conversations also attempts to connect between disintegrated and isolated worlds—those of modern and ancient humans, the researcher and the researched, intertwining them in such a way that the boundaries between them become elusive. Such a perspective, it would seem, ought to have provoked a backlash from positivist Soviet academia. However, Abrahamyan was not rejected by the academy—indeed, Conversations was published in academic journals and discussed at conferences. The aim of this paper is to show how it was possible for such a work to be created in late-Soviet Armenia, the educational, cultural, and leisure practices underpinning it, and the ways in which the informal scholarly connections that allowed such works to make their way into academic journals were created.


In the wake of semiotics, poststructuralism, hermeneutics, and deconstruction, there has been considerable talk about a return to plain speaking and realism. But to return to realism, one must first have left it! Moreover, to recognize the poetic dimensions of ethnography does not require that one give up facts and accurate accounting for the supposed free play of poetry. “Poetry” is not limited to romantic or modernist subjectivism: it can be historical, precise, objective. And of course, it is just as conventional and institutionally determined as “prose.” Ethnography is hybrid textual activity: it traverses genres and disciplines. 	Comment by JJ: https://journals.iea.ras.ru/anthropologies/issue/view/72/115
James Clifford (1986:25-26)
The façade of Soviet academia is, first and foremost, its textbooks, the journals published by state-run academic institutions, and a series of publications, mainly from Nauka (the main Soviet scientific publishing house), which had strictly positivist language and recognizable ideological tropes that reflected the general understanding of what a scholarly text ought to look like. The scholar’s own reflections regarding his influence on his field material, his doubts about its essentialization, claims that his work is an “objective description,” the issue of positioning—all these were issues that were not discussed in either Soviet ethnography or mainstream cultural anthropology. They would become relevant around the beginning of the 1990s, in particular after the publication of James Clifford’s Writing Culture (1986), which became a manifesto for postmodernist cultural anthropology. This paper uses the example of Levon Abrahamyan’s ethnographic work, Conversations Under a Tree, to attempt to show that, despite its scholarly façade, behind the scenes of Soviet ethnography one could find niches of academic life where scholars, even if they were cut off from mainstream academic trends, nevertheless somehow stumbled into them—and sometimes even touched on areas that did not become fashionable until much later. How did this happen, and how was it possible to break through the institutional walls and shackles of Soviet academic tradition? This question is even more poignant when it comes to scholars on the periphery of Soviet academia. If Soviet Armenian academic ethnography was oriented toward any center, then surely that center had to be Moscow. Thus, it is quite legitimate to consider Soviet Armenian ethnography as provincial, not just in relation to mainstream global trends in the humanities, but also with regard to mainstream Soviet thought, whose center was mainly found in the N.N. Miklukho-Maklai Institute of Ethnography and Anthropology in Moscow (Sokolov 2013: 239-275; 11-236). It is clear that diaspora connections could not play any special role in Soviet academia. However, Armenian repatriates[footnoteRef:3] had a greater influence—albeit an indirect one—since they brought with them knowledge and practices that differed from mainstream Soviet ones, in particular their involvement in the informal tutoring or homeschooling of Armenian children, which in certain situations turned out to be a significant advantage. [3:  After the Armenian Genocide in the Ottoman Empire, Armenians who had dispersed to various countries moved to Armenia in several waves of repatriation in the 1920s-1930s, 1946-1949, and the 1970s.] 

When it comes to Abrahamyan, whose work differed from the Soviet mainstream but who was nevertheless neither isolated nor rejected by official Soviet academia, the question inevitably arises—did his position as a “provincial scholar” confer any advantages or opportunities for Soviet academic pluralism? Or was this a situation of dual control—i.e., control by both the individual Soviet republic and by Moscow, and did scholars therefore find themselves having to deftly maneuver between the two?
The work considered here—Conversations Under a Tree—is a small collection of essays that interpret everyday behavior and sense of self as expressed in Armenian (although not solely Armenian) proverbs, sayings, myths, rituals, and holidays. These essays/conversations, as it follows from annotations to the book, which was published in full in 2005 (Abrahamyan 2005), do not really fit into any specific genre. The first manuscripts of Conversations began to circulate among Abrahamyan’s friends and colleagues in the 1970s. They were not merely passed from person to person, but were also read aloud and copied by hand, in keeping with the samizdat (underground self-publishing) practices that were common in these circles, even though the text of Conversations was neither dissident or anti-Soviet—rather, it was not entirely Soviet. Conversations could only be called “un-Soviet” in terms of its unpopular themes (sex, defecation, superstitions) and its format. For example, Conversations is not divided into chapters, but into numbered paragraphs. Some of these paragraphs are not even written texts, but references to works of art (drawings and films)—not only works presented (e.g., §12) in the text itself, but also some that are not included in it (§17, §113). A paragraph could also be a period of time, without any further explanation (e.g., §197: February-November 1988).
During the Perestroika period of the 1980s, a version of Conversations published in the journal Soviet Ethnography under the heading “At the Crossroads of Genres” (Abrahamyan 1988: 121-131) was dubbed “anthropological poetry.” Someone suggested treating Conversations as philosophical anthropology (Abrahamyan 2005: 4). One Moscow colleague designated it as her “favorite erotic literature.” The editors of Soviet Anthropology saw parallels between the format of Conversations and magic realism. However, in the 1970s, when works in this genre by Latin American authors were just starting to be published in Russian,[footnoteRef:4] Abrahamyan was not yet familiar with their work, yet he had already written most of Conversations and had worked out the basic principles of its structure. However, I argue that the publication in Russian of magic realist novels helped smooth the perception of Abrahamyan’s ethnographic commentaries as mediations and internal dialogues, and facilitated their publication in 1988 in a leading academic journal, albeit as an “experimental text.” [4:  The first Russian translation of Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s novel One Hundred Years of Solitude was published in 1971, and more of Marquez’s key works were also translated into Russian in the 1970s.] 

If anyone influenced Abrahamyan, it was not the father of magic realism Gabriel Garcia Marquez, but another Latin American writer—the Argentinian poet and author Jorge Luis Borges. However, Abrahamyan became acquainted with Borges’ writings only after the first publication of Conversations in 1979 (Abrahamyan 1979: 55-84). The influence of Borges is more felt in Abrahamyan’s post-Soviet book, Armenian Identity in a Changing World (Abrahamyan 2006), in which separate narratives of Armenian national identity are presented as diverging tropes, echoing Borges’ ideal labyrinth (1981). Moreover, several paragraphs from Conversations (e.g. §206) were reworked as academic texts and included in this form in a monograph about Armenian identity (Ibid.: 131-132, 233-234).
Broadly speaking, for many years Conversations became a parallel universe to that of rigid academic presentation, a universe from which Abrahamyan either drew the themes for his later scholarly publications (e.g. §§15-19, 29-31, 128-137) or the reverse, that is, when he reworked previously published academic articles as paragraphs in Conversations (e.g. §§150-155 or 201-202). Conversations became a haven, where the author retreated to escape from the shackles of positivism—but through it, he was able to better reveal the sociological problems involved in the study of humans.
In this sense, Conversations is more anthropological than it is ethnographic. It contains discussions on humans in the context of the relativity of their culture, with hermeneutic approaches and structuralist interpretations—but these discussions nevertheless describe a situation where “poetry, magic, science, and art had not yet been dismembered, but took into account the current state of knowledge and our irreversible fragmentation” (Abrahamyan 2005: 4).
Conversations was not intended for publication. It was written as a diary, in which the usual chronotope of anthropological research—time and place—was abolished. Initially, the author had planned for the book to contain 365 essays. Later, he decided to spare the reader from such a “calendrical” reading and instead made his book fundamentally open and “endless.” It is not only all-encompassing—it contains many “universal histories”—but also stands, as it were, outside of time,[footnoteRef:5] such that the “ancestral human” is syncretized with the contemporary. This is an imperceptible transition to the structuralist paradigm, and is close to the position of Levi-Strauss. The research subject was not so much a specific culture as the structure of human thought, a reconstruction of the “cosmic human”—one of the popular images of semiotic anthropology. But unlike the works of the structuralist-semioticians, Conversations achieved this in the best traditions of postmodernism, in which there are no subject-object relations with the field being described. [5:  In the 2005 edition of Conversations, the final paragraph is numbered 207, however the rest of the paragraphs are missing—the author removed them for reasons of his own, although they could appear, ghostlike, as references.] 

Although Abrahamyan’s work is titled Conversations, it is unclear who is conversing with whom—a teacher with a student, a modern person with an ancestral person, an ethnographer with an indigenous person, or is this a conversation that the author is having with himself? One could speculate thus over the identity of potential interlocutors indefinitely, but the important thing is that, in the final analysis, one creates a framework within which a sense of intertextuality can emerge. As the dialogue progresses, the images of the interlocutors fade into the shadows. They become elusive, sometimes merging, sometimes switching places, but never acquiring any subjectivity. The author deliberately destroys both “authorship” and the image of the “ethnographer-observer.” To this end, Abrahamyan removed his second paragraph, which in the first version of Conversations indicated either a more or a less tangible interlocutor—it is hard to say which. Abrahamyan reworked his principles for editing his text, the most important of which was not to edit a paragraph after it had been written, but only to reduce it—that is, either to shorten or completely remove it—but in so doing to leave traces in the form of the original paragraph number. In this way, Conversations developed a greater sense of uncertainty—or, perhaps, magic realism. Regarding its missing second paragraph, for example—in subsequent paragraphs, Abrahamyan makes several references to the interlocutor from the second paragraph, as if the reader had had an opportunity to read it. This gross violation of the “scholarly order” (that is, Abrahamyan’s references to a nonexistent text), not only introduced additional intrigue, but betrayed the “frivolity” of the author—something that is an inherent element of postmodern fiction. Such an attitude towards one’s subject is difficult to find in academic anthropology. It is no coincidence that when cultural anthropologist Laura Bohannan published her amusing ethnographic essay Shakespeare in the Bush (Bowen 1966), she had to define it as a “novel” and present herself under a pseudonym, Elenore Smith Bowen (Clifford 1986: 13, 270). Taking into account the similar incompatibility of postmodern principles with previous scholarly paradigms, the anthropologist Stephen A. Tyler argued the inevitability of the death of scholarly thought and the need to search for new forms of “dialogue” in place of ethnographic monologue, which would refer to the “primary texts” of indigenous peoples. Tyler considered that such a text had yet to be written. Thus, uniquely out of all the postmodernist authors who contributed to Writing Culture, Tyler’s chapter does not analyze a specific work, since he had not yet found an object for his analysis. Moreover, Tyler doubted that such a work was even possible. However, I argue that Tyler’s description of “future ethnography” in his chapter of Writing Culture is an accurate description of Conversations:
[Postmodern ethnography] foregrounds dialogue as opposed to monologue, and emphasizes the cooperative and collaborative nature of the ethnographic situation in contrast to the ideology of the transcendental observer. In fact, it rejects the ideology of the “observer-observed,” there being nothing observed and no-one who is observer. There is instead the mutual, dialogical production of a discourse, of a story of sorts. We better understand the ethnographic context as one of cooperative story making that, in one of its ideal forms, would result in a polyphonic text, none of whose participants would have the final word in the form of a framing story or encompassing synthesis—a discourse on the discourse. It might be just the dialogue itself, or possibly a series of juxtaposed paratactic tellings of a shared circumstance, as in the Synoptic Gospels, or perhaps only a sequence of separate tellings in search of a common theme, or even a contrapuntal interweaving of tellings, or of a theme and variations. Unlike the traditional teller of tales or his folklorist counterpart, the ethnographer would not focus on monophonic performance and narrativity, though neither would he necessarily exclude them if they were appropriate in context. (Tyler 1986: 127)	Comment by JJ: https://monoskop.org/images/c/ca/Clifford_James_Marcus_George_eds._Writing_Culture_The_Poetics_and_Politics_of_Ethnography_1986.pdf
It is clear that Abrahamyan, who wrote Conversations at the start of the 1970s, and who studied the culture of indigenous Australians (with whom he never had the opportunity to work in person) was far from the problems of authorial positioning, which in modern anthropology were posed primarily in relation to his own field. In Abrahamyan’s magic realism, the transcendental boundaries of the “familiar” and the “alien” are easily crossed by his two interlocutors. In swapping places, they willingly explain to each other the logic of their view of the “ancestral-modern” world, without giving much thought to the problem of the genre-framing of their dialogue.
Since the storytelling in Conversations is in the first person, and in the case of both interlocutors, makes abundant use of Armenian folkloric material, one gets the sense that this is an autoethnographic text,[footnoteRef:6] which makes more references to postmodernism than to the semiotics or structuralism with which Abrahamyan-as-ethnographer identified. Yet Abrahamyan never made any claims to be a postmodernist. He only became familiar with interpretative anthropology in the 1990s, when he had the opportunity to meet Clifford Geertz. It seems that this is the reason why Abrahamyan’s writings do not include any postmodernist arrogance toward his positivist or structuralist predecessors. This is not “abolished”—indeed, structuralism, at the very least, shines through his entire text, if not through all of his work. The postmodernist form of Conversations is not a tribute to the fashion of 20 or 30 years hence, but is Abrahamyan’s inventive way in to asking questions that would become significant in anthropological reflection at the end of the twentieth century.  [6:  Compare the assessment of Norman K. Denzin, who proposes that autobiography should be considered as postmodern ethnography for its transition from the position of a description of peoples to that of ethnography based on experiment and personal experience (Denzin 1989).] 

In the 1970s, Abrahamyan simply bypassed the problem of the “research object” as well as the recognized parameters of scholarly description. He was not interested in these formal frameworks, which would have made his work practically impossible. His text is attractive because, without paying attention to these unresolved issues, he attempts to convey his understanding of humans—who are the object of anthropological research—as a kind of general philosophical problem. This reflection of the anthropologist and the ancestral thinker within a single person (or dialogue), in contrast with the self-flagellation of postmodern anthropologists, does not deconstruct academia with a weak prospect of reconstituting it—on the contrary, it lures us into a fascinating artistic milieu, in which ethnography lives according to its own rules, invented or discovered by the author. In Conversations, the artistic and scholarly genres are so intertwined (it is sufficient to glance at its bibliography, where scholarly and fictional texts are interspersed), that the reader is not able to identify them. Yet his text both captivated the reader and (in the Soviet milieu) also distracted him from reality, including from the propaganda of Soviet ethnography (see Hirsch 2022). I suspect that Conversations was in demand and sold out in the 1970s and 1980s primarily because of its form and artistic presentation. Meanwhile, the most complete version of Conversations, published in the form of a monograph by the publishing house Languages of Slavic Culture in 2005, went almost unnoticed. By that time, readers had already been spoiled by fictional and scholarly postmodern texts. Various autoethnographies and studies began to be published as individual monographs, framed as dialogues with informants who were politely referred to as “interlocutors,” which bestowed them with the right to their own voice. Having provided a platform for this voice, the scholar’s analysis was often replaced by lengthy quotes from interviews, cementing the new academic “normal.” In this sense, Abrahamyan’s text is not postmodern at all—its questioning and answering is abstract and interchangeable. What is more important here is the “question and answer” format, which is more likely borrowed from the Vedic Brahmanas than from ethnographic experience of any scholarly tradition.
How was it possible to write such a text in the 1970s? To answer that question, we must become more closely acquainted with the biography of its author and the environment in which it was created.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  The main facts of the biography are taken from an interview with Levon Abrahamyan that was published in Armenian (Marutyan 2022: 234-240; Shagoyan 2017: 310-317).] 

That Levon Abrahamyan (born 1947) began to write Conversations before he became a professional ethnographer seems to be one of the most significant factors explaining the format of the work. Prior to undertaking postdoctoral work at the Moscow Institute of Ethnography, Abrahamyan had successfully graduated from the Faculty of Physics at Yerevan State University, where he had taught a course on Molecular Physics for two years. That is, it was not a case of Abrahamyan transitioning to the humanities because it had not “worked out” for him in the hard sciences. When asked how it came to be that he broke with physics for the humanities, he answered that there had been no split, since questions of the origins of humans had always interested him—before entering university, throughout his studies, and afterward. At the Faculty of Physics, where he majored almost entirely in mathematics, Abrahamyan was absorbed in his studies, and during his undergraduate years did not consider switching faculty or profession. At the same time, Abrahamyan’s first lecture at a student physics conference discussed the reinterpretation of the problems raised in Freud’s Totem and Taboo. From the perspective of contemporary stereotypes of the Soviet education system, and of that period in general, I am naturally baffled by the very possibility of such a lecture ever being delivered at Yerevan State University. However, Abrahamyan had been fascinated by Freud even during his school years (1964-1965), where the works of the psychoanalyst, while not banned, were mainly distributed in typewritten versions, including among school students. They played a major role in the biography of the schoolboy Abrahamyan, who chose to analyze Maxim Gorky’s novel Mother from a psychoanalytical perspective, pasting pre-prepared illustrations into his school essay. In other words, the concept of reading a text through drawings (a technique he would employ more than once in Conversations), where the drawings are not merely illustrations but a text in their own right, formed during his school years, when together with his friend Gagik Karamian, Abrahamyan published a humorous school magazine, Karabl (an contraction of KARamian and ABrahamyan Levon) that included a set of caricatures drawn by Abrahamyan. Abrahamyan received an “F” for his essay on Gorky, with the explanation that this grade reflected his “disdainful attitude toward Soviet literature.” This failing grade is why Abrahamyan graduated from high school with only a silver, and not a gold, medal. However, at the Faculty of Physics, it was considered perfectly acceptable for Abrahamyan to consider Freud’s concept not in the context of Soviet literature but in that of twinhood and dual organization.
Another question concerns how and why a budding physicist might be interested in an ethnographic problem. In 1964, the ethnographer Alexander Zolotarev, who had perished in a Soviet prison camp in 1943, was rehabilitated and his book, Tribal Systems and Primitive Mythology, was published. Abrahamyan was gifted this book by his friend and budding folklorist Vardan Ayrapetyan. Zolotarev’s book not only sparked Abrahamyan’s ongoing interest in the problems of ancestral social organization, but also gave him ideas regarding where to seek answers to the questions that preoccupied him—namely, the culture of indigenous Australians. It was at this time that Abrahamyan began to write his first reflections in the form of conversations—at the urging of the same Ayrapetyan, who became the main interlocutor and addressee of many of Abrahamyan’s texts. However, Abrahamyan’s interest in the problems of dual organization, the mythology of twinhood, and other similar issues, remained an extra-curricula interest—a hobby, as it were. But Abrahamyan was interested in a great many things.
The Soviet education system gave the schoolboy Abrahamyan the opportunity to attend the film buffs’ group at the Pioneers Palace (a Communist-era youth center), which sparked his deep interest in cinema. Later, Abrahamyan was to gladly accept an offer to star in Soviet Armenian/Ukrainian director Sergei Parajanov’s 1969 film The Color of Pomegranates. An interest in Indian culture became the motivation for Abrahamyan and a friend to teach themselves Sanskrit (the friend, the chemist Ashot Ambartsumyan, would later publish Armenian translations of a selection of verses from the Panchatantra). At the same time, in the second half of the 1960s, “Soviet hippies” were becoming interested in yoga and meditation, a trend that did not pass Abrahamyan by. In Conversations, we can hear echoes of these “deviant leisure practices” of late Soviet man, which are difficult to combine with the stereotypical image of homo sovieticus. Indeed, the incongruity of these practices with the image of Soviet man is all the more pronounced in light of the fact that this generation was born in the late 1940s and 1950s, and was considered purely Soviet, since at school they were not only taught the Soviet curriculum, but their teachers themselves had been educated in Soviet schools.
Of course, there was also Abrahamyan’s home life and his upbringing by his parents and grandparents, who were not born in the Soviet Union, but had managed to live in two empires—the Persian and the Russian. However, his parents, both water management engineers and constructors, fit more or less successfully into the Soviet system of production (although they narrowly avoided arrest and exile on a couple of occasions). Contrary to the Soviet atomization of society, Abrahamyan’s grandmother, through her own example, taught him to deeply experience the suffering of others—the ethnographer’s all-important professional quality of empathy. 
No less important was the influence of another childhood teacher—his English home tutor Ghazaros Chkeryan. Chkeryan had come from Greece, where, after losing all his relatives in the Armenian genocide in Turkey, he had ended up in an orphanage. Chkeryan emigrated to the Soviet Union during the wave of Armenian repatriation (Panossian 1998; Stepanyan 2010), and began to teach English in a medical school. However, as a result of an innocent joke that he told in class, Chkeryan was exiled to Siberia where he contracted the tuberculosis from which he would eventually die. But neither his tuberculosis nor his past as an exile posed any obstacle to his becoming a home tutor for children in Yerevan after his return from Siberia. As Abrahamyan recalls, many of his peers were taught by Chkeryan. Indeed, at that time, home tutoring in foreign languages was mainly done by repatriates, some 100,000 of whom had returned to Armenia during the repatriation wave of 1946-1949. This, by the way, was also reflected in the fact that a decent translation school had been formed in Armenia, and the graduates of some specialist language schools, in which the same repatriates taught, were distinguished by their high-level knowledge of various foreign languages, not just Russian. 
For Abrahamyan, knowledge of English became an important advantage when he decided to switch from hard science to the humanities (he was able to read many works in the original long before they were translated into Russian). In the later years of the Soviet Union, thanks to his knowledge of English, he was appointed to supervise foreign specialists who had been seconded to the Armenian Academy of Sciences. This knowledge also helped him become one of the first Armenian field ethnographers.
Another of Abrahamyan’s important teachers who influenced his worldview was artist and art restorer Hakopjan Garibjanyan. It is difficult to say why Abrahamyan called Garibjanyan his teacher, since he did not study drawing with him, but rather met him in his capacity as a young artist. The reason for the meeting was the rejection in 1972 of Abrahamyan’s surrealist painting Unforgettable Morning 1911 for an exhibition of young avant-garde artists in Yerevan (the painting appears in Conversations in §113). The painting had been approved by three art councils, but the gatekeepers of the Komsomol Central Committee refused to let it into the exhibition. A member of the jury, the famous Armenian artist Minas Avetisyan, who had defended the painting to the art councils, decided to show it to the old master, Garibjanyan. Garibjanyan had a complicated history. During the Armenian genocide, his family fled from Surmalu in Turkey to Tbilisi. There, Garibjanyan married a local German woman. During the war, his wife was exiled to Kazakhstan with their daughter, and from there the two emigrated to Germany. Contact with his family lost forever, Garibjanyan lived out the rest of his years in Yerevan. Thanks to Unforgettable Morning, Abrahamyan began a long friendship with Garibjanyan, and it was from him that he adopted the somewhat detached, unhurried outlook of an “observer,” someone who views the world from high above all the hustle and bustle. This outlook is best conveyed by Abrahamyan’s anecdote about his teacher, according to which, while working on the reconstruction of an old door, Garibjanyan had once remarked: “One must work as if one has all of eternity ahead of one.” This, of course, was not the best advice to give a scholar who has to meet deadlines and flit from project to project. But for a Soviet scholar who could afford to “write for the desk drawer” or live a parallel life to official academia and immerse himself in his own interests, the advice fell on fertile soil. Abrahamyan wrote, and continues to write, his Conversations, as if he indeed had all of eternity ahead of him—although, admittedly, post-Soviet life is less conducive to this.
These vignettes are necessary to help us better imagine the possible worlds of a man in late Soviet Armenia—albeit, not an average person, but nevertheless, someone who was a product of his environment—which, as we learn from Yurchak (2005), was quite capable of coexisting and rubbing along with performative officialdom. Unfortunately, there are no similar works regarding other Soviet republics, where everyday reality did not only differ from the official picture of the world, but also from the Russian informal worldview. It is no coincidence, for example, that during the Soviet era people joked that the Soviet Union had its own America and its own Germany—that is, the United States of Armenia and the Federal Republic of Georgia. In this case, local differences in everyday life are important, since Conversations was written before Abrahamyan became a professional ethnographer, and this work in fact reflects the world of a young, single, intellectual in Yerevan, a kind of twentieth century Friulian miller. Another question is how Abrahamyan managed not only to write, but also live in such an excellent manner (for example, he was known as a fashionista and follower of the Yerevan stilyagi (“style hunters,” a counterculture in the Soviet Union)—while simultaneously fitting into official Soviet academia, enrolling in graduate school (without a humanities background), defending his dissertation (on time), returning to Armenian academic life, continuing to work on Conversations, and having it published in a Soviet scholarly journal? 	Comment by JJ: https://www.reiseragency.it/en/book/cheese-and-worms
The offer to enroll in a graduate studies program in ethnography came via the father of Abrahamyan’s classmate and close friend Grant Arakelyan, at whose home the two would often meet to discuss problems of interest to both “geeks,” not just in physics. Arakelyan would go on to publish several monographs on the philosophy of mathematics and physics, and after Abrahamyan’s return from Moscow, he became one of the coauthors of A Conversation on Round and Absolute Numbers,[footnoteRef:8] which was cowritten by four friends (in addition to Abrahamyan and Arakelyan, the two other coauthors were the hermeneuticist Vardan Ayrapetyan and the ethnographer Ara Gulyan). But all this would come rather later, at the start of the 1980s. Meanwhile, in the 1970s, Arakelyan’s father— Babken Arakelyan, the director of the Institute of Archelogy and Ethnography in Yerevan—organized a meeting between Abrahamyan and the heads of the department of ethnography and ethnosociology, Derenik Vardumyan and Emma Karapetyan. They were supposed to examine him and decide whether to send him to an employee-sponsored postgraduate program in Moscow. Abrahamyan gave them Conversations to read, a large part of which had already been written. Impressed by what he read, Vardumyan advised Abrahamyan to read a pamphlet by the Armenian philosopher Gevorg Brutyan (1968) on the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. Abrahamyan admitted that he had not read Brutyan but briefly précised the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, which he knew well from the work of Whorf himself. This impressed the examiners, as did his overall knowledge of contemporary ethnographic literature. As a result, they took Conversations quite seriously. Moreover, some of the essays were the impetus for discussions on the issue of what ought to be considered as the subject field for ethnographic studies—local culture or universal human structures.  [8:  Part of this work is set to be published in 2023 in a special edition of the Armenian Journal of Humanities (the journal of the Institute of Archelogy and Ethnography of the National Academy of Sciences of Armenia, which is published in Russian and Armenian), in honor of Vardan Ayrapetian,] 

This discussion was to continue in Moscow, where, together with future participants in the upcoming Congress of Soviet Anthropologists and Ethnographers, a group of ethnographers from the Yerevan Institute, including Vardumyan, gathered. Abrahamyan had joined them (at his own expense) to discuss the possibility of attending graduate school in Moscow and of finding a supervisor. The debate over the subject field of ethnography continued at the home of Sergei Aleksandrovich Arutyunov, which had become a gathering-place for Armenian scholars. The spark was one of the essays in Conversations. Abrahamyan argued that, when studying a person’s reaction to a black cat crossing his path, the ethnographer should ask why the person turns to the left, and what was the significance of the beginning and end of his trajectory. Vardumyan insisted that in such a case, the ethnographer should ask “why a cat, and why in Armenia?” Pointing out that these are not mutually exclusive questions, Artyunov nevertheless admitted that he preferred Abrahamyan’s approach. He did not just support Abrahamyan in this debate—later, he would take care of him in every way. It can be said that this was the first “green light” for Conversations in a professional milieu, which is surprising, since the essay ignored the ethnic framework of cultures, the establishment, understanding, and canonization of which was largely undertaken by Soviet ethnography, and made its own contribution to the ideological thesis of “national in form, socialist in content” (see Hirsch 2022).
Abrahamyan’s final decision in 1974 to enroll in graduate school was influenced by an event wholly unrelated to academic life. The fact is that, after he appeared in Parajanov’s film The Color of Pomegranates, Abrahamyan began to think of a career in cinema, and had already experimented by taking on the role of Parajanov’s assistant in his film based on Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tales. However, that year, Parajanov was arrested, and Abrahamyan decided that only ethnography could be an alternative to cinema. The very problem of choosing between these two options speaks of a “romanticized” perception of ethnography (cf. the image of the “eccentric anthropologist” that had developed during colonial anthropology of the nineteenth century (Kluckhohn 1998: 25-36)), as the most “magical” of all Soviet “realisms.” The expansion of cultural boundaries beyond the ethnic (Abrahamyan did not care for exoticized descriptions of traditional national life) was possible in the context of the study of aboriginal cultures. He enrolled in the graduate studies program in the Institute of Ethnography of the Soviet Academy of Sciences with the thesis title “The Peculiarities of Reflection of the Dual Organization of Festive Life and Mythology (Based on Materials from Australia and Oceania).” Abram Isaakovich Pershitz, who headed the department of the history of ancestral societies, agreed to supervise his work. 
During his graduate studies, Abrahamyan befriended Igor Krupnik, a fellow graduate student who was also working as secretary of the Moscow branch of the Soviet Geographical Society. Krupnik organized a seminar at the Society, at which Abrahamyan presented several essays from Conversations. In 1979, these were published in a small Geographical Society pamphlet with a print run of 500 (Abrahamyan 1979: 55-84). Even such a small (for Soviet times) print run had to be scrutinized by the censor. However, the censor paid no attention to Abrahamyan’s work, likely because there was a huge fuss over an article written by Mikhail Chlenov, which the censor refused to pass. The editorial board resolved the problem in an unusual way—they retained the author of the scandalous article (Chlenov 1979: 36-43), but replaced the editor of the issue. Such switches were, of course, hardly the norm in Soviet publishing houses, but the late Soviet period had many lacunae of ideological control, where innovative works and near- or quasi-scientific theories—permitted to exist but usually not paid much attention—were pushed through the censor with equal success.
The second time that Conversations was publicly presented was in 1980 at the Cultural Interactions in the World Historical Process conference in Mozzhinka, which was organized by the Council of Young Scholars of the Institution of Asian and African Countries at Moscow State University. Its initiator, the Africanist Karen Melik-Simonyan, was working at the time in the editorial office of the academic journal Science and Religion. Unlike the seminar at the Geographical Society, which had gone off with a bang, this time there was both sharp criticism and praise (in particular from Artyunov). In tracing the trajectory of the legitimization of Conversations, perhaps not the smallest role was played by ethnic networks where people “looked after their own,” as well as personal friendships (with Igor Krupnik and Mikhail Chlenov, with whom Abrahamyan went on an expedition to Chukotka and, together with Krupnik, organized youth seminars in Moscow). Of course, personal connections play an important role in the organization of scholarly life in any community, but the peculiarity of the late-Soviet context was that people were able to ignore, or skillfully circumvent, institutional roles and instead carve out spaces for “insider groups” to generate intellectual output, with the understanding and acceptance that this work would not be in demand by the state, but intended for a narrow circle of professional “initiates.”  
During Abrahamyan’s Moscow days, Conversations acquired many new paragraphs, which were sometimes literally written on the go—for example, Abrahamyan wrote paragraph 121 while riding the Moscow metro. However, most of his time was spent working on his dissertation, which he completed on time and successfully defended (his viva was conducted by Vyacheslav Ivanov). At the same time, thanks to Hayrapetyan, Abrahamyan met V. Toporov, who read the manuscript of Conversations long before its publication, and discussed several of its essays with Abrahamyan.
The genre of Conversations was used in another, collective work in which Abrahamyan participated, and which is noted above—A Conversation About Round and Absolute Numbers. In this case, the participants in the said conversation were real people, and the conversation itself was not imaginary but entirely real, taking place regularly on Wednesdays over a period of several years (1981-1984) in the apartment of one of the authors. Toporov’s opinion was so important to the participants in these conversations that they sent him new chapters. These “conversations” remained unfinished because of an unresolved intellectual dispute between the philosopher-Neo-Pythagorean and the philosopher-hermeneutist, but the manuscript of Numbers was also passed from hand to hand. Complications arose when one colleague wished to cite some of the positions set out in this work. In Soviet times, it was not really the done thing to cite a manuscript, since doing so would arouse excessive interest from the “ever-vigilant” authorities. Therefore, some colleagues cited A Conversation About Numbers, which was allegedly kept in the archives of the Institute of Ethnography and Archelogy. Inside the Institute, no one really checked the archives, and no one would dispute the fact that the manuscript was there. To this day, in Institute’s archives one can find the most incredible descriptions of local “annalists” and “ethnographer correspondents,” to whom the Institute commissioned descriptions of local material and non-material culture.
During the entire time of its writing, the matter of publishing Conversations About Numbers was never considered. These oral conversations and written texts were for personal use—and, again, for a narrow circle of like-minded thinkers. During the late Soviet period, such extra-career scholarly practices compensated for the lack of public academic discussions. Here, there was no need to worry about censorship. In parallel with armchair science, “kitchen” academia also flourished, facilitated by the “economics” of Soviet academia. A topic that was not particularly encouraged by official institutions nevertheless became the subject of research based on the personal curiosity of the researcher, since the salary of a full-time researcher depended very little on the quantity or quality of his official output. In some sense, academia during the “stagnation” period, was, it seems, the least partisan. Academic bureaucracy, even as it stagnated, was even able to obtain funding for “non-ideological” conferences and projects. Moreover, on the “fringes of the empire,” partisanship was even weaker than in Moscow (see for example the development of semiotics in the Tartu Center or the semiotics conferences in Armenia). Abrahamyan’s Moscow friends were very surprised indeed, when they learned the title of the research topic (“The Ends of the Body”[footnoteRef:9]) that he had assigned to himself at the Armenian Institute of Archelogy and Ethnography. It was practically impossible to present such a topic in Moscow. [9:  The work examines folkloric texts and rituals about human hair, nails, and limbs.] 

Of course, one’s degree of freedom strongly depended not only and not so much on formal institutions, but on the specific people responsible for them. In Yerevan, one might encounter stricter censors than in Moscow. For example, Abrahamyan had to revise his dissertation when preparing it for publication in Yerevan. The local censor had declared the chapter on taboos so suspicious that it had to be sacrificed in order for the book to be published (Abrahamyan 1983), even though in Moscow this chapter had been published without any problems (Abrahamyan 1979: 106-117). Incidentally, the chapter was based on the aforementioned first report that Abrahamyan once read at a student conference.
Nevertheless, the Yerevan Institute of Archeology and Ethnography was a much “freer” space. Here, Abrahamyan’s dissertation topic on the “ends of the body” caused dissatisfaction only because by the end of the year he actually presented an impressive volume of text. Concerns arose not because of the content of the text, but because of the very fact that it had been written at all. The existence of the text was fraught with the potential impact of setting a precedent and precipitating a change in the rules for other people, since the Institute’s routine in the 1970s did not obligate Yerevan ethnographers to produce texts, and especially not on time. In fact, the Yerevan Institute had become just another venue for the “conversations” of its colleagues, who went there to socialize and not to work—since in any case, work was practically impossible when scholars did not have their own offices, and there was just one office space for several people. These were the Institute’s “kitchen talks,” which were in no way inferior to good seminars. One could say that, alongside formal academia, the same actors also produced, within the same Institute, informal academia—some of which went on to achieve recognition and be presented in the form of conference papers, while some was shelved, and some became “oral” intellectual baggage.
Despite the fact that Conversations and the themes it discusses were considered too abstract and too unrelated to problems “on the ground,” they unexpectedly became one of the first “applied” projects in Armenian anthropology. In the last days of Soviet academia, Abrahamyan’s friend, the psychologist and psychiatrist Gagik Nazloyan, impressed by the paragraphs from Conversations about mirrored doubles, developed his own treatment method that he named “maskotherapy,” which was based on the creation of a portrait—a “mirrored double of the patient.” Nazloyan’s Moscow clinic became very popular in the last years of the Soviet Union, and in the post-Soviet period he opened a clinic in Yerevan. Nazloyan included relevant chapters from Conversations (Abrahamyan 1994: 93-104) in his own book, in which he describes in detail his treatment method (Nazloyan 1994). Further, Abrahamyan’s interview with Nazloyan, in which the psychiatrist discusses the possibilities of his maskotherapy method, were included in a collection titled Conversations around a Campfire (Nazloyan, Abrahamyan 1994: 105-113). If the image of conversations around a campfire invokes informal, open discussions (something that was, for example, very popular in Soviet Pioneer camps), then conversations around a tree have no such direct association, and the conversation thus involuntarily arises—why a tree exactly, and which tree? The explanation of the title of this book is best provided by Tsivyan in his preface to Nazloyan’s book: 
These are philosophical reflections, the title of which draws us to Ancient Greece, to the gathering of those philosophers who called themselves the Stoics at the portico, and of those who talked while walking—the Peripatetics. Here, the Teacher is leading a conversation under a tree, but we must imagine not only the spreading branches of the oak, plane tree, or linden, under the shade of which the students are sitting, but also the peculiar symbolism of the choice of place—this is a cosmic tree, a tree of life, a tree of knowledge (Tsivyan 1994: 10).
The contemporary reader might associate Abrahamyan’s tree with the tree from James Cameron’s film Avatar, under whose canopy people do not talk, but thanks to it they become healed (Cameron et al. 2009). Figuratively speaking, the “magical realism” of Conversations under a Tree is transformed, in Conversations around a Campfire, into the “realistic magic” of healing.
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