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«...Lead the people who are blind, though they have eyes,  and the deaf, though they have ears»

Let all nations gather together,  and let the tribes unite.

Who among them has foretold this?

Let them declare what has been from the beginning;

let them present witnesses from among themselves and justify themselves...

The Book of the Prophet Isaiah, Chapter 43,  verses 8–28 

«Every thought of mine, with its content, is my individually responsible act, 

one of the actions that make up my entire, unique life 

as a continuous action, for life as a whole can be viewed 

as a certain complex act: I act with my whole life, 

every single act and experience is a moment 

of my life-as-action»

M. M. Bakhtin

Toward a Philosophy of Action 

Life is as short as summer, 

You see? 

Alexander Gorodnitsky.
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In Henry Miller’s *Tropic of Cancer*, writer friends enthusiastically discuss the idea of the Book—a book of an era, a New Bible, or the Last Book. Everyone who has something to say will speak anonymously in it; after it—after them—there will be no new books for at least a whole generation, and the content will be enough for plots, dramas, poems, myths, and fantasies for all future writers. On a Parisian morning on the way to the post office, this Last Book appears to the friends as «life-giving moisture» a bomb that will blow up the world. In it, thus, the idea of Universal Unity is realized—the organic unity of world existence, the interpenetration of its elements while preserving their individuality—stories, dramas, and destinies, and, ultimately,  the categories of existence​[1] . And thus, the problems of truth and verisimilitude, of authors and heroes, will be resolved; Universality will be achieved; the Book will become an event of Being or a being-event, an unending dialogue; reality will be embodied in Bakhtin’s aesthetic; mythological time will be renewed, and will arise anew. For Jaspers, the «All-Encompassing» (Umgreifende) is the central category of philosophy; the goal of the Umgreifende is to unite the world and humanity, the material-objective and the spiritual, into an inseparable whole.  Umgreifende is either being-in-itself, by which we are encompassed, or being, which is us; the being that encompasses us is called the world and transcendence, while the being that is us is called present being, consciousness in general, spirit, and existence. The explanation of what Umgreifende is constitutes Jaspers’ ontology of the world and humanity, an analytical revelation of the manifold nuances of being and its unity, embodied in The Book. 

Speaking of Carlyle in the «Prefaces» Borges mentions his idea of the Book: «Despite the force of its style and the multitude of hyperboles and metaphors, the book *On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History* develops its own understanding of history. Carlyle returned to this theme more than once. In 1830, he proclaimed that history as a science is impossible, since every fact is the heir to all previous ones and a partial but irremovable cause of all subsequent ones, and therefore «the narrative is linear, whereas the event is multidimensional» and in 1833 he declared that world history is a Holy Scripture «which everyone reads and writes, and in which everyone is inscribed» 

Borges repeatedly returns to the idea of the Book, reflecting on mise en abyme or recursion​[2] —a story within a story, a dream within a dream, a play within a play—can multiply ad infinitum, becoming synonymous with the All-Encompassing; however, in other cases it lacks depth, as is evident from his remark about  «One Thousand and One Nights» —namely, that in it the original story is repeatedly and dizzyingly duplicated in stories branching off from it; these different realities are not subordinate to one another, which is why the impression they produce, intended to be profound, remains superficial «in the manner of a Persian carpet» 

A classic example of recursion is The Book of the Seven Sages, also known as Sindbad’s Book, Sindbadnameh, or the Book of Sintip—a general term for variations of a wandering frame narrative found in many literatures. Common to all versions is the frame narrative: a young prince (prince, nobleman), slandered by his stepmother or his father’s concubine, is sentenced to execution, which is postponed due to the instructive and emblematic tales of the king’s seven or ten wise advisors, similar to *One Thousand and One Nights*.  The stories recount female cunning; the frame is a type of composition in which one or more novellas, fairy tales, fables, or parables are united by their inclusion within an independent narrative or non-narrative frame. In a cyclical frame, there is a more or less mechanical connection between the independent narratives, the inclusion of which in the frame is usually motivated by a conversation or dispute among the characters of the framing story or by the author’s references to specific instances. The technique of cyclical framing, as is well known, is already present in the literatures of the ancient and medieval East (India, Persia, Arabia) and the ancient West, and, having reached a high degree of perfection there and through translations and imitations, it passes into the literatures of modern Europe. Thus, two traditions of cyclical framing are combined: the Eastern technique of the framing tale, with a more or less pronounced didacticism, and the technique from antiquity of incorporating narrative illustrations into the form of oratory and conversation—in the Renaissance collections of novellas framed by the characters’ conversations (Boccaccio’s *Decameron*, Margaret of Navarre’s *Heptameron*, Chaucer’s *The Canterbury Tales*);  both techniques blend organically, largely overcoming the mechanical nature of the connection between the frame and the novella-like inserts.

From Salye​[3] we learn that the first written records of an Arabic collection of tales, framed by the story of Shahryar and Scheherazade and titled «A Thousand Nights» or «One Thousand and One Nights» , are found in the works of 10th-century Baghdad writers—the historian al-Masudi and the bibliographer al-Nadim. Both wrote of the collection as a long-established and well-known work. The basis for the Arabic version of «The Nights» was an 8th-century translation of the Persian collection «Hezâr Afsân(e)» («A Thousand Stories»), «A Thousand Tales» or «A Thousand Legends» from the Persian words «Hezar»—»thousand»—and «Afsane»—»tale, legend» This translation, titled «A Thousand Nights» or «A Thousand and One Nights» was, as attested by Arab writers of the time, very popular in the capital of the Eastern Caliphate, Baghdad. It is impossible to judge its nature, since only the framing narrative has survived, which coincides with the frame of «One Thousand and One Nights» Various stories, and sometimes entire cycles of stories, were inserted into this convenient frame at different times, each in turn framed by others, such as «The Tale of the Hunchback» «The Porter and the Three Girls» and others. Individual tales in the collection often existed independently before being included in the written text, sometimes in a more widespread form. There is good reason to believe that the first editors of the fairy tales were professional storytellers who drew their material directly from oral sources—book sellers, seeking to meet the demand for manuscripts of *One Thousand and One Nights*, transcribed the tales as dictated by the storytellers. Salye himself writes in the preface to the second revised eight-volume edition of his own translation, published in 1958–1960: «The first sources of material for them were professional folk storytellers, whose tales were initially transcribed under dictation with almost stenographic precision, without any literary editing»

I was drawn into this sort of quest by a man named Armen Avazov and his peculiar request—to read and analyze the manuscript of a book he has no intention of publishing.  On a sunny morning in an Israeli seaside café, a mutual friend introduced us; both of us were former special forces soldiers in the Israel Defense Forces. Armen’s book consists of stories that supposedly happened to him, which he intends to tell on public transportation and in public places. He trusts neither the publishing process—books end up in the hands of who knows whom and where—nor the printed book, nor truth in art, nor artistic truth. It’s not that he doesn’t believe in literature as embodied reality, but, like Bakhtin, he divides a work into an aesthetic object and a sensory material reality. He believes that  viva vox alit plenius​[4] . We launch into a debate about truth and verisimilitude (I recall Hemingway’s admission that it is truly difficult to create something genuinely truthful, more truthful than truth itself) and, of course, each of us sticks to our own opinion. Which certainly does not bode well for the continuation of our acquaintance. It’s clear that our discussion is pointless, since I haven’t seen the manuscript and, moreover, don’t quite understand what, exactly, is expected of me.  Armen promises to send the manuscript by email, and by evening I receive it with the following note: «Good evening, I wanted to reiterate the main points: 1. The text is unedited. 2. All the stories actually happened.  The preface will state that I am willing to take a lie detector test. 3. Simple language and a simplified narrative style are used intentionally for the following reasons: - to create the feeling of retelling a «story» from personal experience - a wider audience - the ability to read anywhere, including on public transportation 4. The title is not final 5. There is no pseudonym yet. I would be happy to hear your thoughts on the text and the most candid form»

All of this strikes me as extremely strange—both the meeting itself and the reason for it. Drafts are not shared for ethical reasons; forewords are not written for books that are not intended for publication; and no one declares their willingness to take a lie detector test, so as not to give cause to doubt their own honesty or the fact that the incident actually took place. «True stories» as is well known, required narratives told by a participant, the authenticity of the events, and settings familiar to both the storyteller and the listeners, so as to leave no room for doubt regarding their veracity.   The genre required that the characters encounter the supernatural, the incomprehensible, or the metaphysical—interventions of fate in human affairs—in short, things for which we find no explanation. At first glance, there was nothing of the sort in Armen’s stories. I don’t think Armen expected me to provide a precise definition of the genre of his stories.  So-called «byvalshchiny» or oral tales—varieties of non-fairy-tale folk prose—were widespread in Soviet Russia, «covering various aspects of life and daily existence not of the entire people, but of an individual, a family, a clan, or another community of people» examples: «The Button» «How I Joined the Collective Farm» «We Built Magnitogorsk» «How Aunt Avdotya Caught a Fascist» etc. According to I. S. Veselova​[5] , modern oral storytelling could include «anecdotes, funny stories, family traditions, tales about acquaintances, accounts of inexplicable events, retellings and interpretations of dreams, miracles, rumors, interpretations, and even gossip» It was precisely these anecdotes about acquaintances that defined the content of the Armenian Book; narrative caricature illustrations featuring vaudeville Jews concluded each one, from which one could conclude that the Book was, after all, being prepared for publication. Its working title was «The Story of an Israelite» The listener took the place of the reader, and thus  there was no need for a «frame» or framing narrative. 

I’m not exactly eager to start reading.  I’m indifferent to stories about newlyweds, a husband jealous of a spider, a guy who escaped an Arab massacre because he didn’t get a haircut in his youth, a prostitute’s musings on quantum theory as a way to get paid by clients in parallel worlds; however, a story titled «Student Cupid» makes me reread it three times​[6] . It is the story  of a young man who set out in search of romantic adventures and an old man whom no one believed. The genre is a tragicomedy, a peculiar one in Jewish literature, where misfortune is a shade of existence.  Essentially, it is a novella; the main focus is on events and customs. It could have been embellished with local color​[7] , so that certain details would not be called into question, since it is set in a country where trash and rags are thrown into the streets, windows are used instead of doors—with furniture hoisted through them using lifts due to the lack of freight elevators—and table linens are out of fashion. 

The story seems deceptively simple. It is set  in the women’s dormitory at Beilinson Hospital in Petah Tikva—now a massive medical center—which was founded a century ago by a Jewish doctor from Odessa. The story takes place one night in Israel. The story takes place fifteen to twenty years ago: a pipe with a fire escape runs along the building’s wall—a feature long absent from Israeli homes—and the narrative is structured around the chronotope of the window—the window space, a common motif in the love poetry of the Silver Age. Events unfold and characters act around it.  In the literary tradition, windows lead to boudoirs and bedchambers; here, it leads to the women’s restroom on the fourth floor. The guys climb up the pipe to spend the night in the dorm; there’s no other way to get inside after eleven. Such is the vaudevillian beginning of the story. Armen is invited to the dorm for a birthday party; Misha, a friend, tags along. He’s a chubby, shy guy who dreams of meeting a girl. From the condescending, patronizing tone with which Armen speaks of him, it’s clear that Misha is a klutz and a burden.  The whole idea seems dubious from the start. The windows in the Israeli office are barely bigger than loopholes. Armen climbs in first to help his friend, but no matter how hard he tries to pull him in, Misha manages to squeeze through only halfway. Armen is about to go get help, but Misha flatly refuses, afraid of being completely humiliated, and assures him that he’ll get in on his own eventually.  Armen goes off to have fun. Neither of them thought about how Misha would get  back out. Armen remembers his friend when he hears a woman’s scream coming from the restroom. Olya, a nurse, catches a man in the bathroom and screams across the entire floor; the guys who rush over find a silent scene.  They calm the girl down, clearly explaining how people end up in their rooms, interspersing the details with jokes. And an atmosphere of fun and ease takes hold. Word of the klutz stuck in the bathroom window spreads throughout the dorm. Everyone who isn’t asleep comes up to the floor to gawk and have a laugh; Misha, now at ease, strikes up a conversation with the girls, asks for a cigarette—in short, behaves comme il faut. Everyone finds the situation hilarious. And when, an hour or two later, Armen and his friends return once more, a spread of treats  is laid out on stools in front of Misha: cigarettes,  vodka in cups, along with juice in pouches, chips, cold cuts—the kind of things nurses snack on at night. He himself is tipsy, chatting with the three girls, clearly feeling on top of the world. The restroom has been turned into a salon reminiscent of a «circle»​[8] , and when Armen warns his friend not to get too drunk or he won’t be able to get him out, he hears in reply that the guy has no intention
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