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In the cold winter of 1842, the Russian government in St. Petersburg was struck by the economic realization that it was cheaper to make statues out of serfs, rather than out of stone as they had tried doing before. In accordance with the newly promulgated directive, one day an unshaven Tsarist dignitary would show up at one’s hovel outside the city limits and order one to kneel down until one’s blood froze, limbs stiffened, and one’s flesh became hard as a rock. Then one would be placed in a highly visible location around the city of St. Petersburg, perhaps on a wall or inset into a building façade. Come spring, it was possible that one would be awakened when the same unshaven Tsarist dignitary would come around bearing a portion of hot borsht in a cauldron. He would throw the steaming borsht upon one and one would be instantly reanimated and allowed to return to one’s hovel to continue doing whatever one happened to be doing when one was taken away to become a statue in the first place. In this way, the Russian government saved seventeen rubles in all. They were very proud of this fact and made much of it whenever the French or Prussian ambassadors happened to come around. Eventually, the French and Prussian ambassadors stopped coming around.
*

Alexander Ivanovich had a dream. He dreamed he was the great explorer Semyon Ivanovich Dezhnev, who, many years ago, had set sail east in search of whale zub and fish bones. As Alexander Ivanovich Lebedev, Swan’s son, gazed out across the grey icy sea, however, he realized that his koch was sailing west, rather than east. The sky above glowed with lightning in patches, as he recalled upon waking, and the two halves of the world seemed to loom and stretch toward one another. Soon in the distance, Alexander Ivanovich, Sasha as he was called by his friends, saw a great sparkling in the frigid afternoon. The sea was dotted with cracked ice which rocked his ship to and fro. He looked down unsteadily at his compass. The pointer was wavering from side to side, pointing straight ahead, buckling downwards. Suddenly, it broke in two. 

Looking up from his compass, there, before his eyes, rising up into the heavens, he saw a great tower made of interlocking icicles with base of four gently curving feet. In front of it it lay the most beautiful city in the world, transparent and glowing, Paris carved in ice. He gave a shout! In truth, there it was, as if the great city had been copied by hand, stone for stone and rebuilt out of ice blocks and snow. A few flurries fell and tickled Alexander Ivanovich’s thick mustache. He looked around from the prow of his koch—had no one else seen this marvel?—but he was alone. A great white light shot up from the city, blinding Alexander Ivanovich Lebedev and he heard a great voice, masculine and raspy, calling him, calling him further.

“Ivanovich, cease to be a fat lazy pignik as there is an unshaven Tsarist dignitary here to see you at our hovel! Go to him! Make him comfortable!”

It was his wife.

*

The next day Alexander Ivanovich was to be installed against his will into the southernmost wall of the Winter Palace. He would have remained there for one year, if it were not for the efforts of his wife, Tatiana Iosifovna Korovina, Tasha as she was called by her friends, in seducing a certain unshaven Tsarist dignitary with her rustic wiles and ability to consume multiple cupfulls of vodka. The two made love on the dirt floor of Alexander Ivanovich’s hovel and lay there snoring until the later afternoon of the next day.

Alexander Ivanovich, although cautiously pleased at having been able to escape the clutches of the unshaven Tsarist dignitary, was nevertheless taken somewhat aback by the sight of his naked wife, with her dirty upper lip, lying like a beached whale next to the kitchen table, such as it was. 

But no matter. Alexander Ivanovich quickly stepped over his wife and the unshaven Tsarist dignitary. As he hurried outside, he could hear an old couple playing a duet softly in the distance. There they sat, on the muddy stairs, with accordion and fiddle, moving in time with the creaky wagons bearing grains, cabbages and the occasional corpse. 

*

In the early morning, eighteen days ago, as of this writing, I woke up, staring at the ceiling. In the night, in a dream, fully formed, innocent of the world, only lingering in the foreground, I saw an entire idea. I reached across the bedside table and grabbed the hotel stationary and pen and wrote that in 1842, the Russian government in St. Petersburg began using serfs for statues instead of stone. I saw the palaces, the mottled marble and the granite, and in the moments before I woke up, I myself was just such a serf. I saw the world fade as my eyes were frozen solid, and I saw the redness of the borsht they threw upon me as I woke up. At the exact same time, I saw in my mind a group of intrepid Russian explorers on an fantastic, rusting oil tanker journeying to the North Pole.  I saw Alexander Ivanovich and his moustache and I saw, just as he did, Paris (it was glorious!) carved in glistening ice, against a blue arctic sky. And I saw the words, as they appear, Paris carved in ice.

*

In the cold winter of 1842, Alexander Ivanovich had a dream and upon awakening ran along the Neva River, which had been frozen solid for months. He first visited the hovel of his friend, Vladimir Sergeivich and his wife. 

“Vladimir Sergeivich, are you here?” Alexander Ivanovich called from the door.

“I am here, of course, I stand in front of you!” Vladimir Sergeivich, Volodya as he was called by his friends, answered in jest. 

They had a good laugh over this, while the wife of Vladimir Sergeivich, Olga Alexeeva, began in a show of hospitality to thaw a frozen crust of black bread. Such was life under Tsar Alexander the First, Emperor of Russia.

“Sasha, what brings you to my hovel?” Vladimir Sergeivich inquired of his friend.

“I have had a dream, my friend, a dream of Paris.”

“Paris?”

“Of Paris carved in ice!” 


“Mon Dieu! But how will it not melt?”

“It is not in France, my friend, but at the North Pole, surrounded by ice and snow!”

Vladimir Sergeivich considered his friend’s words for a time.

“You know of these things more than I, Alexander Ivanovich. If you say Paris is north of Russia, then so be it. You are a clever one, Alik, and I will trust you.”

“Then, you will come with me, also?” asked Alexander Ivanovich with a warm smile, clasping his friend by the hand. 

“By Church and Tsar, I will.”

And so in this way, Vladimir Sergeivich Popov killed two birds with one stone. Not only did he do a favor for his greatest and cleverest friend, Alexander Ivanovich, but he also rid himself of his hated wife, Olga Alexeeva, as she fell in faint against a nearby pot of borscht.

*

The docks at the mouth of the Neva river were crowded on the day that Alexander Ivanovich arrived with his band of intrepid explorers, bound for the North Pole. They stood for a time looking out over the river, crowded with ships. In the distance, Alexander Ivanovich could see the rising spires of the island fortress of Kronstadt. He thought again of his city.

“Now we must obtain a ship,” Alexander Ivanovich declared to his men and they aye-ayed in agreement. 

For the past month, Alexander Ivanovich had been calling upon his friends and neighbors, bearing a small tin cup in hand. He bore this small tin cup with a heavy heart for he did not like to call upon his friends and neighbors lightly. But he felt in this same heart the strength of his night-time vision. And as he came to each hovel, he would describe his dream with the fiery intensity of a long-time victim of syphilis. 

“Come with me, my friend or neighbor! We shall dance amongst the ice at the North Pole! It will be a great journey, such as a Russian has never undertaken!”

To which the friend or neighbor would always reply: “Are you not afflicted with the syphilis, Alexander Ivanovich?”

But soon Alexander Ivanovich, Sanya as he was also called by his friends it should be mentioned, had gathered a number of his truest acquaintances together. They often took to meeting in Alexander Ivanovich’s hovel on Saturday nights in order to get away from their wives. As for Sanya himself, his wife was yet to wake up from her vodka-induced slumber and so, afraid to disturb a good thing, Alexander Ivanovich moved her carefully into the corner under the bed. Truth to tell, in his heart of hearts he hoped she would continue to be "moved under the bed." 

All in all, Sanya gathered together nine hardy companions: Vladimir Sergeivich Popov, the trusty; Nikolai Borodin Smirnov, the skeptic; Alexei Alexandrovich Averiyev, the timid; Yuriy Romanovich Nazarbayev, the strong; Vasiliy Vasiliyevitch Vasilyev, the dense; Svyatoslav Rodionovich Olegev, the prudent; Mikhail Fyodorovich Gennadieyev, the ill; Pavel Chapayevich Chekov, the rash; and lastly, of course, himself, Alexander Ivanovich Lebedev, the visionary.

They gathered in the room of Alexander Ivanovich. It was Vasiliy Vasiliyevitch who complained about the smell.

*

At the mouth of the Neva River, Vladimir Sergeivich turned to his friend Sasha.

“Sasha, I have heard tell of a prominent personage who may be able to help us obtain a vessel.”

Another spoke up now, Nikolai Borodin, Kolya as he was called by his friends.

“I, too, have heard of this personage, although I believe he is but a lowly titular councilor.”

“Then we are sunk before we set sail, Kolya, for no such personage could grant us a ship,” exclaimed Svyatoslav Rodionovich, Slava as he was called by his friends.

“Pray we do not sink, or else I will not go,” cried Alexei Alexandrovich, chicken as he was called by his friends. 

“Stop your bickering, my friends, we shall find a way. This is a vision come from St. Peter or St. Paul, surely. And it must not be delayed!” cried Alexander Ivanovich, in order to give them hope.

And so, he set off across the Obukhov Bridge determined to find a suitable vessel because despite his cleverness, Alexander Ivanovich was an impatient man.

Just then, a gust of icy wind blew his ushanka off his head. It landed on the deck of a nearby oil tanker.

*

In the cold winter of 1703, Pyotr Alexeyevich Romanov had a dream. In it, he saw a great city, a Venice of the North, with cathedrals, boulevards and golden light. He walked through the wide spaces of this city, his city, theaters and cool air, picking fully grown flowers out of the satchel attached to his side. He passed a garden and laid next to the path a rose which immediately took root, blooming. Flowers proliferated in beds which formed themselves from the ground, iron fences creaking. He was floating above it now, the city of his dreams, sea water, ice, his paradise, his darling. 

He went the next day to the marshlands, his hands twitching.

*

In the cold winter of 1842, the seventh day of Alexander Ivanovich’s journey happened to fall on a Thursday and he spent it aboard the retired oil tanker Kurica, sailing somewhere off the coast of Estonia or Denmark, or perhaps even as far as England. 

Below deck, Yuriy Romanovich lay stationed in the Engine Room where interlocking metal gears were attached to levers and oscilloscopes. In the center of the room, a circular magnet, electricity flickering around its surface, hovered up and down over a rusting metal pyramid. Yuriy Romanovich, Yura as he was called by his friends, crept underneath a rattling rectangular air passage that came down through the room diagonally. He adjusted a spoked copper wheel, turning it bodily to the left. The gears which made up the walls of the room ground to a halt and then started up again, in the opposite direction. The room was filled with the hiss of steam. A forcible high-pitched whistle came from a small tube jutting up from a corner protrusion, followed by a huge spurt of oil.

Yuriy Romanovich looked back with longing at his days as a serf.

Above him, the rest of the men were taking mess in the sweaty galley, with its clinking of flagons, and hearty yells for “More borsht!” or, perhaps by Friday, “Enough with the cabbages!” Oftentimes one could hear the strained whimpering of Alexei Alexandrovich, the timid, whom one could often find cowering beneath the table, clutching the wooden cross that hung around his neck. 

Meanwhile, Alexander Ivanovich sat in his cabin on his bed which was little more than a few wooden boards bound together below a stained sheet. Through a glassy porthole, measuring about a hand’s width and plated with a sturdy metal, he watched the fjords of Sweden pass by. When he looked back from the porthole, it seemed as if it were night-time. 

Just then, Vladimir Sergeivich entered the room. Although Alexander Ivanovich was tired and his thoughts were cluttered, he was a good friend and so exclaimed:

“Volodya, my trusted friend, come in.”

*


…my eyes hurt, there is no sleep on this ship. Laid awake last night dreaming—it is hard. The glaciers look like mountains around here and in every passing one I see my reflection and I cannot help but think of how deceptive I have been—is it right to drag these men with me? I am so guilty, but I see it, Paris carved in ice… I am hungry.


…soup again, ran out of cabbages and it is too cold to cook the shoes so we started stewing planks of the ship, wood flavor, it is not bad—easy to make…


…walking back I remember her, Paris, like a woman such as I had never seen, more than a woman, but Paris herself in a woman’s body, child of my vision, daughter of my sight. Paris whose body is as hot as the icy sculptures of Paris are cold. She is Liberty Leading the People, tricolor hat, one breast bare, which I bend down to cup and kiss. Paris plays music like I have only heard as a child, in Luba, when the old man who played fiddle, played the fiddle for us to hear. To hear him was the loudest thing I had ever heard…


…I wonder if my wife has woken up yet, with her stringy hair—I do like her, but enough is enough already—no one would believe I let her die—it is all about the way you say it, how you present it, for people to believe—that is the Art of Deception. I still feel wrong about this—I am so sure, I can see that shining tower, and yet I feel I am sinning—I am Alexander Ivanovich, a sinner—with a vision, let us not forget. I would stay awake but I am tired…


…Vladimir Sergeivich, Volodya, comes in to see his captain, to ask me about faith and I can do nothing but kiss his cross and tell him to leave—my trusty friend, Volodya, come back—do you not realize?—I know as little as you, nothing has changed, no one changes in a week, in a night, however special. I am the same Sasha who stole chickens from an unshaven Tsarist dignitary with you so many years ago—I am not a leader, for such we have the Tsar to guide us… Why do I have this vision? 


…Anxious and nervous—upset stomach. I dream the dream but don’t want to do it, but I have to—Volodya, what do I tell you? Shave your beard, fast for a week and we shall reach Paris as I have told you—why are you so trusting, trustworthy friend? I am not deserving of your trust… 


…Tie your hair in braids and dance for me. And I know you will, because you believe…


…Now they all have a stake in it, even Svyatoslav, the prudent, a stake in me being right, being true. What will we find there—and then what do I show them, What Does One Do With a Paris Carved in Ice?
*

He built his city on bones. Tsar Peter ordered forty-thousand serfs to the icy swamp on the Baltic where he had chosen, amid the frozen water, to build his window to the West, where every stone would be planned before placed. There were no quarries in the marshland along the Baltic to build the monuments Peter envisioned and so he ordered all incoming ships and wagons to bring a portion of stone for the new city. Without it, all incoming vessels were denied entry. 

To build up the marshland, the serfs were ordered to scrape up with their fingernails dirt from far away and to carry the muck back wrapped in their shirts to the site of the future St. Petersburg, named for the Saint in German. 

At least 25,000 died. Dysentery, scurvy, malaria.

Peter decreed that that no stone buildings would be constructed outside St. Petersburg so that all the stonemasons in Russia would be forced to come to his city in order to make a living. They joined the flood of unwilling humanity, Cossacks, Siberians, Tatars, and Finns who laid the foundations and dug the canals which resembled those that Peter had admired in Holland. To provide the city with inhabitants, he ordered the merchants and nobility in Moscow to join him in the north where there was no fresh water, no food, and no goods. Fires raged from wooden house to wooden house, built hastily on the new site, and the Neva River flooded regularly, sending everyone to their roofs. In order make his city resemble Venice, Peter decreed that no bridges would be built across the Neva. The only means of transportation were flimsy sailboats which frequently capsized, drowning their passengers.

In the cold winter of 1715, a wolf devoured a woman in broad daylight on Vasilevsky Island.

In no other place in the world were there so many unhappy people. 

In  the cold winter of 1725, when Pyotr Alexeyevich Romanov died, the city was still in shambles. "Petersburg will not endure after our time," wrote Peter's half-sister Maria. "May it remain a desert."

*

Alexander Ivanovich had ordered Vasiliy Vasiliyevitch to ring the bell whenever another ship was sighted. Vasya, being dense, often had trouble with his assigned task and after a number of false alarms, Alexander Ivanovich wisely assigned Mikhail Fyodorovich to keep watch also. Mikhail Fyodorovich, Misha as he was called by his friends, being ill, was often unoccupied, and so could not, in good conscience, refuse his captain’s orders. Pavel Chapayevich was recruited to carry Misha’s wooly cot from his bunk to the deck. In this way, Mikhail Fyodorvich would often be found wrapped in a blanket, coughing, rosy-cheeked, with the cool sea breeze blowing his thin, fair hair.

Whenever a ship would appear on the horizon, the men would rush to the decks, the alarm sounding, and Alexander Ivanovich would climb atop the roof of his small cabin where an amplifying device, built from a ram’s horn, had been installed. He would shout, his voice echoing over the waters:

“Greetings from Russia, my friends! What is the news from Europe?”

Alexander Ivanovich would ask his fellow travelers if they had seen the North Pole themselves. He would invite them to join his expedition, as equal partners. But the approaching ships would simply steer in the opposite direction. Crestfallen, Alexander Ivanovich ordered the fog horn be blown thrice in sad, low protest.


On the nineteenth day of its journey, the Kurica passed another vessel off the coast of Greenland. The two ships slid past each other in the water, silently. Alexander Ivanovich’s crew was too hungry to shout out even a greeting.

*

That same night, some eighteen days ago, I wrote the first passage of the story and over the course of the next few days I recorded Alexander’s experience of the dream. I knew by now that the idea, however it had seemed at the time, wasn’t fully formed; it was just the beginning, so the beginning of the story is what I wrote. Perhaps six days later I was sitting at a picnic table with some friends, listening to music and in an instant I saw why Alexander Ivanovich had seen Paris carved in ice.

There are two kinds of crystallization:
1) Frozen in a single moment, by art, sublime

2) Frozen while incomplete due to idealism
The former refers to the desire to preserve a single perfect moment, profoundly inspiring, for all time, with the thought that it must be useful to somebody, somewhere. Sitting outside, I heard people talking, and I heard music in the background. It was cool, dark and green. And I felt it—how can I describe it so it matters?—it was glowing, it was peaceful, it was art—it was love—it was that moment that I wanted to crystallize, and I realized, there was everything! And in that same moment, I knew that it was for precisely the same reason that Alexander Ivanovich was searching for Paris, the Paris of his dreams, the Paris forever incomplete…
*

A shadow falls across the sea and dark clouds loom overhead. A huge ice shelf blocks their way. Before the hero reaches the pinnacle of his journey, there is a descent into darkness... The Kurica is tossed about, the crew sliding from stern to bow on the slippery wood. Pavel Chapayevich, carrying the cauldron to be washed, falls against Nikolai Borodin and they are both knocked overboard into the choppy waves. Ice quickly covers the waters where they have fallen. Alexei Alexandrovich, the timid, dives for Alexander Ivanovich’s cabin, rips open the door and shuts himself inside. He collapses onto Sasha’s bed with relief and shame. Vasiliy Vasiliyevitch is ringing the alert bell. Mikhail Fyodorovich is groaning. Svyatoslav Rodionovich is sealing the borsht in the galley. Yuriy Romanovich is drowning in the Engine Room, holding on to the twisting steering wheel with one hand waving free. The entire ship is shaking.

Vladimir Sergeivich grips the siding of the captain’s cabin for support on the shifting deck, squinting up in the wind and rain, shielding his eyes.

Alexander Ivanovich Lebedev stands watch on the roof of his cabin, blinding lightning striking the ice behind him. He’s staring up at the clouds.

They pass the ice shelf and then move cleanly through the water again. As they turn, slowly, magnificently, it is revealed.

*
Paris carved in ice. A city on a white hill, shining in the sun. A beacon. Alexander Ivanovich could almost make out the boulevards, the alleyways, the little shops and cafés. He could almost fool himself into thinking he could see Versailles, miles in the distance. But as he got closer, he noticed something was wrong. 

The tower of interlocking icicles and four sloping feet was unfinished. Amid the cold clean quiet beauty of the city were cranes and construction equipment, ugly yellow ropes and soot, immobile beneath inches of ice. The great city was deserted and the construction lay abandoned, frozen like everything else. The city was unfinished and unmelting.

Alexander Ivanovich looked down at his compass which was sputtering from side to side. For a moment, he was back in his dream and as he looked up he expected to see the sail of his koch against the sky. But instead he saw his ship’s rusting, grey smokestack.

The Kurica came ashore, hitting land with a soft whisper, cushioned by the snow. The exhaust from the ship melded with the falling flurries. The men came aboard in a line, looking up in wonder, their beards caked with white. 


“Mon Dieu,” exclaimed Vladimir Sergeivich, Volodya as he was called by his friends.


“This is very sad,” mumbled Vasiliy Vasiliyevitch, the dense.


“This is not my vision, “ said Alexander Ivanovich, the visionary, hanging back on the deck of his ship.


Just then, the earth began to shake and rumble. 

*

Over the next few days, I showed my project to a few people people who praised this or that, perhaps they laughed at a thing or two, and all in all, it was concluded that the fragment was a great success. After one particularly gratifying session, I leaned back in my chair and the thought crossed my mind that I hardly needed to finish the story. I had everything necessary, a first page that came with a smile and an idea tied up in it... I had it too easy! I laughed and started to write.

And of course, I couldn’t.

The idea had solidified, crystallized before it could be finished. This is the second type of crystallization: frozen while incomplete due to idealism. This is not intentional. This type of crystallization follows the first because that single perfect moment can never be regained and can never be added upon. And I thought: now, it will live on only in death, only as a perfect idea, an ideal, a few impeccable starts, but no cohesion, no finish. Everything I added seemed to detract from it. All new ideas defiled the glorious perfection of the ideal. 

Later that night, as I wrote down the story of the birth and stunted development of my idea, conceived at night and in a dream, I was struck by the realization that my story and Alexander Ivanovich’s story were one and the same. I realized that what Alexander and his crew find is not Paris carved in ice, but the UNFINISHED Paris carved in ice, crystallized before its time, incomplete forever, a moment frozen, a fractured idea in a dream. And then I saw the whole story laid out in front of me complete. And I knew I could tell nobody.

*


The Eiffel Tower is a rocket ship which takes off from the Champ de Mars, overlooking the frozen Seine. Alexander Ivanovich’s crew hurried aboard as burning red flames began to burst from the tower’s four legs. The roar was immense and it made the ice structures of the city vibrate in key. 


And amid the noise, Alexander Ivanovich heard a song. 


The rocket engine provided the drone note and Sasha could hear, faintly at first, the sound of a fiddle, and then more instruments which he’d never heard before, but recognized at once. With each beat of the music, with each length of the fiddle’s bow, strung tight, with each monolithic note which stung Alexander’s ears, the Kurica began to rise, sides jerking up independently, each to a different time. Alexander fell to his knees, the music was so powerful.

*

It wasn't until the reign of Catherine the Great that St. Petersburg became the glory we know today. Peter tried to control every aspect of life in the city, forcing it to conform to his vision of half a dozen famous cities in Europe. It was absurdity. During his lifetime, the city was despised by nobility and serfs alike. He gave the city no room to expand, to gain a life of its own. It existed half in dream, half in reality and when he looked at it, Peter wouldn't see it as it was, lying half finished and incomplete, but as he imagined it, full and finished. The great city was already crystallized in his mind. It took his death to shatter that crystal and for the city to begin to become itself.

*


The rocket ship of a new idea melts the old, once new city of ice as it takes off. The Kurica followed the rocket as it lifted off, the tiny ship dancing and circling around the burning vessel. The city beneath them was melting. 

The rocket was white-hot, a shield of fire covering the tip as it pushed through the upper atmosphere to its destination. Alexander Ivanovich could see the eyes of his men through the portholes on the rocket’s side. They looked at him in astonishment. They were dumbfounded. Their eyes reflected the icy city which was no more. 

The music of the engine was overpowering. Through the portholes, Alexander could see his men look up and then, then Alexander Ivanovich Lebedev, Swan’s son, Sasha as he was called by his friends, started to fall, whistling down thousands of feet, feeling light-headed, uncaring, the water coming up to meet him. Alexander Ivanovich saw the scene now before him, but all he heard was the organ.

The organ, swirling out in the distance, far away, head shaking, shimmering, the bass moving over the face of the water, thumping in his soul. It’s flying away into the sky, it’s over, it’s over! It’s glorious! It’s god, he’s here! He’s come and lifted us up as the waters crash down from their cliffs in white sheets and combine and reform. They rejoin the city, the glory of the city, the glory of god, he’s here! Alexander cried kneeling at the prow of his ship with a blissful smile on his face as he felt the energy of the lord of music run through him. And then it was over.


