The song of the ovsîanka: the enhanced nature of the urban canary in Imperial St. Petersburg (1880 -1900)
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This paper explores a stylised version of ‘natural’ bird song as an element of the soundscape of a historical city, late-nineteenth-century St. Petersburg. From 1880 to 1900, canaries were brought to the city in great numbers from hatcheries located in the Russian countryside. Their song was the ovsîanka, a mix of melodies acquired from wild Russian birds. This song reflects ‘enhanced nature’, linking human intentionality to the agency of a nonhuman animal, the canary, and both to the city. Breeders, merchants, keepers and birds formed a super-urban assemblage spanning the city and the countryside. Canaries, like human migrants flooding to the city during this time, retained their strong village roots and their urban role depended on them. In this super-urban assemblage, the canary’s urban performance is an expression of its modified and contextual agency, though its agency is assembled and authorised by human-nonhuman networks engendered by the city.
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Canary
Brought to us from distant shores,
A canary, here she stands,
Her dress turned gold as she deplores,
Her small, wrought-iron land.

The free-willed bird of emerald wing
You’ll never be again;
Your song of magic lands you sing
To taverns in refrain!
Ivan Bunin, 1921
Introduction: animals and the sound of the modern city

Late-nineteenth century St.Petersburg was a clamorously noisy city. The grating of wooden and iron-rimmed wheels on dirt, stone, asphalt and rails, the ring of church bells and the shrieks of factory horns, the sounds of street sellers and itinerant musicians and the chatter of pedestrians all blended together to produce a distinctly modern soundscape. The historian Mark Steinberg writes of late-nineteenth-century St.Petersburg that ‘noise defined the physical experience of the city street, highlighting disorder and even chaos’ (2011, p. 71). Steinberg’s focus is on the man-made cacophony of rapid modernisation, the noise of carriages, trams, and the growing urban crowd, and he pays little attention to the sounds of nonhuman animals. But Imperial St.Petersburg, much like other European metropolises, was full of animals, agents whose contribution to the urban soundscape is easily missed: a circumstance that has been recently observed (Coates, 2015, pp. 17 - 18; Whitehouse, 2015, pp. 54 - 56). Today it is hard to imagine the full historical orchestration of urban animal sounds. In the streets, alleys and courtyards of late-nineteenth-century St.Petersburg, it was common to hear not only cats, dogs, and birds, but also horses, cattle, roosters, and pigs, some of them working animals, many of them driven to market and slaughter, few of them silent (Abozin, 1896). 
Their sounds were prominent elements of the urban soundscape and contributed to what David Garrioch (2003), in reference to the early modern period, calls a collective semiotic system. Still, to Garrioch, echoing Steinberg’s anthropocentrism, ‘it was human sounds that had primary significance’ in the cities of the early modern era, even if those cities were closer to the world of the countryside and the wild than their nineteenth-century successors (2003, p. 10). We should at the very least seek to amend this focus on man-made sounds such as bells, drums and musical instruments (in particular) in structuring the urban sensorium. As Steven Connor suggests, ‘the anomalous sounds of animals in the city point to a new, delocalized, even evaporated kind of urbanism, one in which the urban and the rural interpenetrate each other’ (2014, p. 22). The re-animated view of the historical city not only complicates the habitual binary between the city and the village, but also leads to what Peter Coates calls, the ‘delocalisation of ownership’ more broadly (2015, p. 296). Like the red squirrel, which was imported from Japan, but, according to Coates came to be mistaken for a ‘truly English’ native animal (2015, p. 290), the urban canary in late Imperial St.Petersburg challenges the boundaries between the rural and urban, native and foreign, natural and artificial. 
Indeed, these sounds were not only influenced by urbanisation and modernity; they also played an important role in defining the phenomenological signature of urban space. As Bernie Krause observes, birds make sounds in relation to other sounds and both their lives and their evolution enable them to be responsive to signals within their environment (2012). In other words, animal ‘sound-making is also place-making’; it is an act of ‘territorialising space, of making relations with other birds and continually re-weaving the context of their lives’ as Andrew Whitehouse develops Krause’s observation (2015, pp. 58, 56). Sounds are produced and heard in relation not only to other birds, but also to other object and animals, including humans. 
With the wider purpose of contributing to the more-than-human history of the urban soundscape, this paper focuses on one particular animal in late-nineteenth-century St. Petersburg, the urban canary. The song of the canary was significant in the historical city for several reasons. Firstly, the canary’s song was, typically, desired and welcome, rather than merely tolerated. The canary was favoured by urban fashion precisely because its song could rise above the urban din, overlaying its melodies even in the noisiest environments. The canary’s song could indeed be regarded as ‘an antidote to the noise of urban crowd, streetcars, construction and street vendors’ as Jacob Smith puts it (2015, p. 50). But the canary also became a favoured urban pet. It was uniquely amenable to being transplanted to the city, whereas other songbirds such as the siskin, skylark, and the nightingale tended to fall silent in the city, especially when caged (Markova, 1889). By contrast to its wild cousins, the urban canary was loud and robust in confinement, whilst being at the same time conveniently small and economical (Holden, 1888, p. 11; Mann, 1887, p. 379; Markova, 1889, p. 8; Nevskiî, 1898, p. 7; Raevskiî, 1899, p. 14; Russ, 1899, pp. 12 - 13). Finally, and most importantly, canaries are susceptible to systematic training and reproduce quickly, allowing keepers to modify and enhance their song, or to teach them new songs altogether (Markova, 1889, pp. 10 - 12; Mitîurnikov, 1894, pp. 172 - 173; Nevskiî, 1898, p. 7). Their contribution to the urban soundscape should be regarded, therefore, as a species of modified or enhanced nature, one that can be investigated from the perspective of urban, social and cultural history, but necessarily with a regard for the natural history of the sound-producing species as well.

Assembling the avian animal history of canaries in late Imperial St. Petersburg

Perhaps surprisingly for a field devoted to the study of animals, human-oriented approaches continue to dominate avifaunal historical research, surely owing to the relative convenience of studying the keepers of historical animal rather than the animals themselves (M. K. Steinberg, 2010). Perhaps as a result, the focus of existing scholarship has been on understanding the function of birds in societies, deconstructing their cultural representations, and analysing the socio-cultural ramifications of practices such as bird-catching, preservation, watching or caging (Breittruck, 2012; Brian, 2007; Burton, 2017; Gates, 1998; Greer & Guelke, 2003; Herrmann & Woods, 2010). 
The relationship between birds, humans, and the urban environment, broadly understood, has not attracted much attention, let alone the more-than-natural history of urban birdsong. There is, of course, the history of pigeon breeding, and its importance for the theory of evolution and the history of sport and leisure (Hansell, 2010; Jerolmack, 2008). There is also some excellent work on birdscapes and birdsong (Birkhead, 2011; Mynott, 2009; Rothenberg, 2005). Steven Connor explores the modification of birdsong (‘wild’, not caged) in the city by exploring the influence of the urban soundscape on melody and frequency (Connor, 2014; Dowling, Luther, & Marra, 2011). Jacob Smith focuses on birds as eco-sonic media or pre-mechanical recording devices. Notably, he observes that in the interplay between bird song and human whistling as a ‘primary means for the cross-species sociality’ questions of authorship become complicated’ (2015, p. 9). But with the signal exception of Michael Guida’s recent work on urban nightingales in interwar Britain (2018), these studies do not connect birdsong to specifically urban conditions, let alone to the kinds of socio-technical and hybrid nature-culture environments that have been termed ‘assemblages’ and which can be observed in cities as well (Anderson & McFarlane, 2011; Legg, 2011; Thomas, 2017). Guida’s interest in birdsong does take us much further towards understanding the role of birds and birdsong in the trans-species history of emotions and affect, with a strong steer towards appreciating the role of technologies such as radio broadcasts – but then again Guida takes the nature of birds as more or less constant and read. I would like to emphasise instead the malleable nature of birds and birdsong, and the distinctive modernity of urban birds and their songs that is a result. As Whitehouse observes, ‘few authors in this field have explicitly addressed how to analyse the sorts of meaning and communication that emerge in more-than-human relations’, and none have done so with a specific focus on the city (2015, p. 59). 
Urbanisation is one of the most important changes in the lives of birds during the advent of modernity, as the story of the transformation of rock doves to city pigeons makes clear (Hansell, 2010; Johnston & Janiga, 1995). Without dismissing the urban canary’s avian biology, nor wishing to reduce it to a symbol, construct, or human product, I propose a ‘more-than-natural’ history of the canary’s song, or, to put it in the term preferred by this paper, the ‘enhanced nature’ of the urban canary.
The phrase ‘enhanced nature’ emphasises the joint and symbiotic striving of humans and non-humans in a unique assemblage, where the adverb indicates the human animal’s asymmetrical agency, coercion directed towards the bird in order to enhance evolutionary inheritance, resulting in a commercially convenient adaptation, a cultural upgrade that neither produces nature nor partners with it in a mutualistic sense. By expressing a certain value judgement in the choice of adjective, I do not wish to make this value judgement wholly my own. Building on Haraway’s ‘natureculture’ (2003) and the epistemology of other scholars challenging the nature-culture divide, ‘enhanced nature’ conveys the additional promise – or illusion – that an animal population’s breeding and training can be both a successful adaptation to a given urban environment, as well as a cultural or civilizational improvement on what nature, left to her own devices, has to offer (at least the eyes of historical breeders, enthusiasts and keepers). 
The term ‘enhanced nature’ adds to the discussion by acknowledging the emerging dominance of human value judgements over malleable nature in certain contexts, which is nowhere more pronounced than in cities and wherever the creation, selection or preservation of  ‘natural heritage’ objects is concerned (Coates, 2015, p. 273). It implies an authoritative hierarchy, inherent, but not made explicit in the term ‘culture’ alone. As Susan Nance explains in her study of Jumbo the elephant, cultural forces, like improvements in the mobility of capital, industrialisation and associated growth of consumerism, shaped modern subjectivities of animality and led to the mis-perception of ‘nonhumans as historicised beings’ (2015, p. 3). Human tastes and urban consumer culture are not only intrinsically rooted in experiences of nature, but can, indeed, transform non-human animals, their sounds, their role and their meaning. The urban canary in late Imperial St.Petersburg was an element of ‘enhanced nature’, and a commercial product resulting from human aesthetic choices in the selection of songs ‘quoted’ from nature.
Importantly, this ‘enhancing’ was carried out by an informally connected assemblage of breeders, trainers, merchants, buyers, canaries and other birds. Authorship and autonomy become unstable and impossible to pin down definitively (Jacob, 2015, p. 55). In fact, the term ‘enhanced nature’ suggests what Coates calls the ‘delocalisation of ownership’, while giving partial credit to human ingenuity and design in the activity of enhancing (2015, p. 296). Rather than the ‘heroic’ agency of animal breeders, we can specify a heterogeneously constituted and complex network of agents, both in the city and outside, responding to a range of opportunities and newly available information in the form of ornithological knowledge (new for humans) and the melodies of native Russian birds (new for canaries). In this super-urban ‘assemblage’, the canary is an involuntary participant, whose musical repertoire is assembled and authorised by these human-constructed networks and maintained in carefully controlled bounds. The practices of breeding and song training join the bird and its human trainer in shared ‘musicality’, a product of what Haraway calls ‘co-habitations, co-evolution, and embodied cross-species sociality’ (2003, p. 4). 
The agenda described above can only be deployed to a new city and breed insofar as a set of practical questions about the life of urban canaries and their contribution to particular urban soundscape are answered: were urban canaries sourced from the wild, reared in the city, or elsewhere? How did the geography of breeding affect canaries’ singing? Can we map changes in the canary’s song to different geographies? Not only the answers but the questions themselves might seem wilfully obscure, as urban songbirds in general, and canaries in Imperial Russia in particular, have received limited attention from historians and geographers, despite canaries having been highly fashionable pets, the focus of a canary ‘fancy’, and, indeed, a cultural icon in the late nineteenth century. Canaries were the most common and, as claimed by contemporaries in Western Europe and Russia, the most beloved urban caged bird in several European capitals, including St.Petersburg (Holden, 1888; Markova, 1889; Nevskiî, 1898, p. 9). During the last decades of the nineteenth century, the city became one of the two largest markets for urban canaries in Europe, lagging not far behind London (Russ, 1899, p. 189). But we still know little about how canaries lived in the city, how they interacted with humans, and what – to paraphrase Nance – urban modernity meant in the lives of these remarkably adaptable birds (2015, p. 2). 
We are not entirely unguided. Tim Birkhead (2014), Nigel Rothfels (2007) and Catherine Burton (2014, 2017) engage with these questions, at least in part, and they have revealed important aspects of the urban life of the canary and other caged birds, though there is still much to learn. All three scholars, drawing on the perspectives of ornithology, historical scholarship, and literary criticism, concur for instance in arguing or assuming that rearing canaries was an urban enterprise and that breeding sites were located in the cities themselves. Birkhead describes late-nineteenth-century cities as ‘islands of canary culture …providing an opportunity for men to socialise, exchange ideas and use their birds in competition’ (2014, p. 106). Similarly, Rothfels touches upon reasons why cities became such islands of ornithological knowledge, suggesting that breeding, rearing and keeping canaries was profitable, undemanding, and pleasurable for working-class urban residents. He argues, therefore, that ‘rearing canaries was a household industry particularly suited to the nineteenth-century city’ (Rothfels, 2007, p. 106). In her analysis of literary works about canaries, Burton also identifies a place for the canary in the late-nineteenth city – which is to say, the domestic environment. While Burton does not explicitly talk about the urban home, her exploration of the canary as a ‘paragon of domesticity’ suggests an urban narrative of domestication and domesticity, which is constructed in terms of contested notions of gender, sex, and femininity (2017, p. 18). 
These pioneering arguments are essential. This paper takes a geographically broader view, however, one that substantially modifies the putative urbanity of the caged canary. I claim here that the story of the canary’s urbanisation can hardly be told without looking at canary breeding and training sites, which, at least in Russia, were mostly located outside of the city. Moreover, in the case of late Imperial St. Petersburg, the particular song that came to dominate harked back to the Russian countryside and wilderness in imitating the song of the most common birds of the Russian villages, plains and forests. The case of the Russian canary thus demonstrates that the complexity of the animal’s urbanisation cannot be successfully described as an urban phenomenon alone. In the context of canary breeding and rearing, the city ought to be placed within the broader geographies of canary breeding, training, transport, sale and keeping. 
A well-established theme in animal geography, placing animals, is central to my analysis. Processes like domestication, ‘pet making’, and extermination put animals within the dialectic of inclusion and exclusion. Animal geographers also suggest rethinking the role of animals in the production of space (Philo & Wilbert, 2007; Urbanik, 2012; Wilcox & Rutherford, 2018; Wolch & Emel, 1998). As Chris Philo explains, ‘animals not only “endure” but also themselves “influence” landscapes as they are produced’ (1995, p. 664). I explore how the spatially broad networks of bird breeding, training, and retail sites, as well as the many places where keepers kept birds in the city affected the canary’s song in the urban soundscape. But beyond the straightforward spatial argument about canary breeding lie the convoluted cultural geographies of nature and culture, rural and urban, wild and domestic that have proved so perplexing to the ideologues of anthropocentric modernity. This paper suggests a new way of understanding the trained canary, not just by labelling the bird an artificial creation, a most ‘intentional’ animal in this famously ‘intentional’ (using Fedor Dostoyevsky’s term) or artificial city, but by considering its enhanced nature and the process by which it was thus modified or enhanced (Dostoevsky, 1950).
The rest of this paper is structured chronologically according to the life and journey of the canary: from places of breeding and training, to transport to markets in the city, and from there to pubs and living quarters. I start with places of breeding - villages in central Russia -  where the Russian canary was bred and trained. The story of breeding and training is followed by a discussion of the transformation which the canary experienced during her journey to the city and on its way to its new keepers. The next section delves into the urban life of canaries, including a description of their peculiar ‘professional handicap’, hoarseness, which many canaries experienced in the city. Taken jointly, these sections describe the super-urban assemblage of human and non-human actors involved in the story of the urban canary. I wrap up the discussion by exploring the implications of the urban canary’s fate for metropolitan St.Petersburg’s conflicting and contradictory engagement with a complex exercise of national positioning around nature. 
 
Provincial breeding: imported canaries mate with native songbirds 

Canaries in the late Imperial St.Petersburg were, in many cases, domestic rural migrants, rather than the exotic captives ‘from distant shores’, as Ivan Bunin suggests in the poem cited above. In fact, many canaries shared the destiny of the one million or so peasants as more or less voluntary migrants to the imperial capital during the late nineteenth century (Bater, 1986; Haimson, 1964, 1965; James, 1976; Mitîurnikov, 1894; Schlögel, 2009; Seliverstov, 1989). As the city’s stature as a centre for manufacturing and trade grew, it could absorb more and more workers in homes, factories, shops and public spaces. Similarly, it became a major market for the sale of canaries (Mitîurnikov, 1894; Vladimirskiî, 1893a). This market was satisfied with the help of a supply chain that extended deeply into the countryside and villages. In nineteenth-century Russia, breeding canaries was widely referred to as ‘a handsome supplementary income’ for peasants (Mitîurnikov, 1894, p. 175; Nevskiî, 1898, p. 7; Vladimirskiî, 1893a, pp. 612 - 613). We can be more specific still. Peasants from a village called Polotnîanyî Zavod in the Kaluzhskaîa Province recognized the financial promise of breeding canaries in Russia and established the first major Russian hatchery in the 1820s (Vladimirskiî, 1893a, p. 615). Their success inspired emulation, and canary breeding sites sprung up all over European Russia. By the middle of the nineteenth century, there were four provinces where peasants bred and trained canaries: the Borovskaia, Pavlovskaia, Kaluzhskaia, and Tul’skaia Provinces (Mitîurnikov, 1894, p. 171). Peasant entrepreneurs – both women and men – reared canaries in barns, spare rooms and attics, until intermediaries, primarily in the autumn of each year, bought and took birds to the cities where they could be sold (Mitîurnikov, 1894, p. 450; Nevskiî, 1898, pp. 44 - 45; Vakulovskiî, 1896; Vladimirskiî, 1893b, p. 142). 
A large share of canaries in St.Petersburg’s households were so-called Russian canaries (Kulagin, 1892, p. 375; Mitîurnikov, 1894, p. 171; Nevskiî, 1898, p. 10). This type of bird was the product of interbreeding between the yellow canary, which originated from large European hatcheries in Germany, Britain, and the Netherlands, and small Russian wild birds such as the siskin, serin, yellow-hammer, and linnet (Bogdanov, 1889, pp. 25 - 27). The term ‘Russian canary’ was a vernacular designation, underscores the association of national identity and nature and distinguishes so-called these canaries from others: so-called foreign canaries also available from bird sellers in late Imperial St.Petersburg. 
Historical manuals emphasise the differences between Russian canaries and other canaries in terms of numbers sold, their physical characteristics and their manner of singing. In terms of trade numbers, the Russian canary successfully competed with foreign imports. Maria Markova, a contemporary canary fancier, explains that ‘at present, some areas of our fatherland furnish markets of the capital and other cities with this bird, almost ousting its imported brethren from abroad. Annual sales of canaries have reached such proportions that they have left other songbirds far behind’ (1889, pp. 7 - 8). Anatoliî Vladimirskiî, another canary authority, provides statistics suggesting that a single village, Polotnîanîanyî Zavod, sent more than four thousand canaries to the imperial capital each year during the last decades of the nineteenth century (1893a, p. 614). 
According to canary fanciers, cross-breeding with local birds had enhanced the endurance of the Russian canary and, as some sources suggest, its fertility (Markova, 1889, pp. 6 - 7). While little information is available about the systems of interbreeding employed, canary enthusiasts and rural breeders highlighted the benefits of crossbreeding. According to Nikolaî Nevskiî, the patriotic author of another breeding manual, the Russian canary was ‘the strongest bird, which can tolerate temperatures of as low as -30 degrees; I tested this fact myself in practice’ (1898, p. 42). Markova notes that cross-bred birds are hardier in the face of ‘temperature fluctuations’ and lay a greater number of fertilised eggs at a time, both of which were a boon to breeders (1889, p. 6). Here, again, breeders compared Russian canaries to German ones. Ivan Mitîurnikov, another breeder, informs us that German canaries ‘absolutely don’t suffer temperature fluctuations and die quickly’ (1894, p. 172).
To satisfy the needs of an urban clientele, canaries brought to the city had to be not only robust, but charming in their appearance and song. Engineering this charm, while at the same time achieving economies of scale, required the emergence or creation of an urban fashion. Perhaps fortuitously, in part by design, such a fashion emerged, as, for example, the following contemporary note suggests: ‘It is an aspiration in modern society to meet the demands of a cult of beauty and elegance in the home, where we often find - caressing our eyes between green foliage - a cage with representatives of the feathered kingdom. Among these, the first place is securely occupied by the canary’ ("Zoologicheskiî Magazin ‘Akvarium’," 1908, p. 7). Set apart from the mostly brown and grey-feathered birds of Russia, this small yellow bird was decorative and exotic. Yet it was not merely the bird’s appearance or its behaviour that explained its desirability: the melody of the Russian canary was vitally instrumental in its appeal to late-nineteenth century fashion. This too was enhanced nature, a product both of the animal’s species-specific and individual capacities, adapted to a specific urban environment and culture, as well as the training of human beings aimed at producing a living commodity for an urban market. 

Village training: Distilled songs of the Russian forest, the ovsîanka tune 

Canary training targeted a varied and desirable pattern of song, achieved by exposing young canaries to Russian native birds. Historical manuals as well as other ornithological publications specify that in training canaries to sing like wild birds, caged canaries were placed next to cages with wild birds, or simply left in a safe place from which young canaries could hear, respond to and imitate the songs of wild birds (Fedorov, 1891; Kulagin, 1892, p. 378; Vladimirskiî, 1893b). The Russian yellow-hammer, or ovsîanka, was one of the most common birds of the Russian countryside and lent its name to the signature song of Russian canaries, the so-called ovsîanka tune (Mitîurnikov, 1894, p. 175). This song, to which this paper owes its title, was praised by late-nineteenth-century bird-lovers for its natural-sounding undulations, its particular suitedness to the canary’s voice and the variability of its performance: ‘[the bird] does not belt out just any sort of ballad, but throws in sounds, plays with them, makes the most unexpected transitions... In each bar, one can hear the expanse and depth, which almost visibly characterise [the bird’s] nationality’ (Fedorov, 1891; Mitîurnikov, 1894, pp. 172, 173). 
The reference to the bird’s nationality is particularly salient. The ovsîanka tune would have reminded audiences in late Imperial St.Petersburg not of exotic nature, taken abstractly, but of a familiar Russian nature, and, indirectly, of Russian culture too. It at once embodied Russianness to the ears of its audience and served as a reminder of a particularly non-threatening aspect of nature surrounding distant villages. As Mitîurnikov explains, ‘in the Russian canary, you feel its Russian nature. We also tried to teach canaries with organs, flutes, and pipes, but our canary-lovers only value such arts of training as maintain and enhance the canary’s [own] song. In this regard, we should pay special attention to the tunes of our canaries, which consist entirely of tunes of our wild birds of the forest and other areas: canaries sing with tomtits, sandpipers, woodlarks, white-throats, and yellow-hammers’ (1894, p. 172). The patriotic use of the possessive pronoun is entirely characteristic: Russian nature and culture could hardly be separated where the canary’s song was concerned.
The Russian canary’s song was, for instance, frequently contrasted to that of foreign canaries, and to ‘inferior’ German ones in particular (Aleksandrov, 1892, p. 375; Fedorov, 1891, p. 364; Markova, 1889; Mitîurnikov, 1894, p. 171; Vladimirskiî, 1893a, p. 613; 1893b). Different musical repertoires of canaries from Germany and Russia, resulted from different approaches to canary-rearing and musical training. Late-nineteenth-century Russian practitioners described the ovsîanka tune as resulting from a natural way of training canaries, which they contrasted to what they described as the artificial way in which canaries were taught to sing in Germany. In Germany, breeders and keepers were described as resorting to various ingeniously designed musical instruments to teach canaries (Jacob, 2015, pp. 47 - 52). In Russia, according to Markova (1889, p. 71), Mitîurnikov (1894, pp. 173 - 174; 1896), Aleksandrov (1892, p. 375), Fedorov (1891, pp. 364 - 365), breeders preferred simpler methods, which were at the same time, according to them, more effective at inducing canaries to sing a varied and pleasant tune. As noted above, these methods relied on exposing canaries to local wild birds. This exposure alone provided a rich source of melodies for imitation. For Mitîurnikov and others, this way of teaching relied on limited, but carefully choreographed human interference. According to them, canaries, thus exposed, quite naturally began to repeat and retained the songs of wild birds. At least as importantly, leading Russian canary breeders passed an influential aesthetic judgement on the canary’s musicality. They argued and managed to persuade juries and members of large breeding associations that a diverse repertoire of wild bird songs was to be preferred over canarian imitations of human songs produced on flutes and canary organs. 
It would be a mistake, however, to believe that the Russian process of teaching birds how to sing was entirely laissez-faire: A close look at historical training manuals suggests that teaching canaries to sing the ovsîanka was also a minutely orchestrated process. Mitîurnikov, once again, offers this evocative description: 

	To produce such a tune was not easy, since one needed to select from among the songs of wild birds only those that are good and melodic, and get rid of everything discordant; to do this, it is important to select particularly good specimens of wild birds and monitor their singing, while they teach young canaries – that is, allow them to sing only what is required. Then, to one tune, which the canaries have already adopted, one needs to add the tune of another wild bird, and then pick only the most successful canaries so that they, in turn, can teach the young, and so on. All this, probably, required many years of concentrated work and perseverance, of which only true canary-lovers are capable. For example, a good ovsîanochnaya canary will sing several variations of the ovsîanka tune (normal, an elongated, rhythmic, quick ones), which one would not encounter in any single wild yellow-hammer. (1894, pp. 173 - 174)

Breeders, according to Aleksandrov, introduced such methods of teaching in the middle of the nineteenth century, and it took them more than twenty years to perfect them (1892, p. 374). While many of the details of this training programme remain unclear and were, quite likely, highly guarded trade secrets, this description indicates that the ovsîanka tune did not, in fact, simply come about in the ‘natural’ manner espoused by the spokespersons of the canary fancy. Instead, canaries acquired it as a result of a deliberate, sophisticated and empirically-honed training practice, which implied carefully calculated and well-timed interaction between canaries and their keepers, and between canaries and a succession of captive wild birds used for training. 

Urban performance: The canary in the city as a fragile commodity and adaptable performer 

The canary in late Imperial St.Petersburg was a part of the urban soundscape and the Russian canary’s ovsîanka tune was the most common canarian song in the city. Particularly avid enthusiasts might go so far as to call it the theme song of the late imperial city, heard in both public and private spaces, in performances both civic and intimate (Îavlenskiî, 1891, p. 3; Markova, 1889, p. 19; 1894a). Its ubiquity is hard to imagine today, in a marked reminder of Connor’s description of the ‘historicity of animal noises in the city’ (Connor, 2014). 
Like the production of the canary as a living commodity, its career as a performer was made possible by a super-urban assemblage of heterogeneous actors located in disparate locales in the city and the countryside, connected by trade routes and consumer preferences. The ability to perform was natural, but the nature of the performances themselves were always more-than-natural. In an important sense, the canary differs from other performing animals. In the city, it sings not primarily in response to an immediate and explicit human prompt, but precisely when left to its own devices. In this sense, it is different from a trained dog, a street-musician’s monkey, or a circus animal. Singing is the bird’s intrinsic predilection, but the song can be modified or ‘enhanced’ as a result of training practices, which assemble and connect the bird with its keeper, and both with rural and urban surroundings. Bred and trained to cater to urban markets, its enhanced nature is, nevertheless, precisely that - its nature. To better understand its place and role in the city, however, it is necessary to look at what happened to canaries after their arrival in the city. 
There were two pre-eminent permanent locations where one could buy canaries in late Imperial St.Petersburg: the Mariinskiî Market on Sadovaîa street and the pet shop of Mr. Mullet on Karavannaiîa street (Eremeev, 1897; Mullert, 1902). In addition, birds were sold seasonally at most other market in the city (Markova, 1889). To these markets, birds were brought in autumn, when young birds reached their adult size and adult birds had their fullest coat of feathers. It was typical to see birds for sale at markets and fairs held to coincide with major religious holidays, such as Christmas, Easter, and the Feast of the Annunciation (see Fig.1., which depicts market stall selling birds). To make their trips worthwhile, dealers who sold birds at markets, tended wander as lone vendors after 10am when markets usually closed, although this practice was at least at one point outlawed, presumably based on wide-spread perceptions that these perambulating dealers mis-treated canaries (Bonhomme, 2007, p. 81; Eremeev, 1897) (Elagin, 1892, p. 276; Markova, 1889, p. 19; Mech’, 1892, p. 39). 
 (Fig 1 and 2 here) 

There were, of course, important differences between temporary and permanent locations for selling canaries. While pet shops s could provide after-care service and acted as a conduit for information from breeders and bird societies to keepers, dealers at local markets, who visited the city occasionally tended to know little about the birds the sold. They also tended to offer less well-trained canaries, who usually sang only simple versions of the ovsîanka tune. Since these dealers also sold more birds than anyone else, this left many new canary keepers in the city relatively helpless in the husbandry of their avian companions (Elagin, 1892, p. 276; Markova, 1889, pp. 8, 19; Mech’, 1892, p. 39; Vladimirskiî, 1893b, p. 642)
At the end of the nineteenth century, St.Petersburg’s canary keepers were only just beginning collectively to close the knowledge gap regarding canaries between the city and breeding centres in the countryside. Privileged knowledge and expertise about rearing and, especially, breeding canaries remained concentrated in the rural areas, where breeders were secretive and reluctant to release valuable trade secrets. At a time when canary keeping was a popular urban pastime, scarcity of expert knowledge and practical tips about canary rearing in the city increased mortality rates of birds brought to the city and impaired urban canaries’ song (Markova, 1894a).[endnoteRef:1] According to historical publications, canaries in late Imperial St.Petersburg frequently died prematurely due to inappropriate feeding and improper general care, as well as exposure to domestic pests (Îavlenskiî, 1891, p. 1). According to publications targeted at filling the urban knowledge gap about canaries, overfeeding, improper hygiene, lice and rodents were identified as a major threat to canaries (Markova, 1891; Smirnov, 1891; Vladimirskiî, 1894). But perhaps the most emblematic, if not the most serious danger for the urban life of the canary were threats to the songbird’s voice. Hoarseness in canaries was a keynote topic of the general conference of the Society of Russian Bird Breeders in 1892. At this conference, the above-mentioned canary expert Mitîurnikov claimed that ‘in St.Petersburg there are many complaints about hoarseness of canaries’ (1892, pp. 352 - 353). Apart from domestic conditions, he suggests that overfeeding causes this condition. Not all colleagues agreed with Mitîurnikov, as correspondence published by the ‘Bulletin of Bird Rearing and Breeding’ [hereafter ‘Bulletin’] indicates (Sh., 1891, 1892). The range of remedies suggested by Mitîurnikov and various anonymous contributors highlights the lack of clear consensual guidance for keepers of domestic canaries.  [1:  See Markova’s about feeding: (Markova, 1895), bathing: (Markova, 1894b); and general care: (Markova, 1894a).] 

The geography of canary keeping in the city, moreover, was rather broader than simply homes and boarding houses and included several prominent public venues as well. Notably, canaries were held and exhibited in pubs and at bird shows. The ovsîanka was its predominate melody in both places (Mitîurnikov, 1896). In pubs, cages with a canary were both an element of decor as well as a musical background for chatter (see Fig.3). Canaries played the role of undemanding musicians who entertained less expensively than their human competitors (Vladimirskiî, 1893a). As a semi-autobiographical novel of Konstantin Paustovskiî reveals, pubs were also a common venue for canary singing competitions (Paustovskiî, 1963).
(Fig. 3 here)
Notably, the bird’s performances in pubs or at bird shows does not lend itself to a simplified, anthropocentric view as human entertainment. As undemanding musicians, canaries, urbanised by human-directed training, were welcome contributors to the urban soundscape and partook in shared musicality with their human audience. It is also reported that, in corroboration of evidence cited by Vladimirskiî and others, pub canaries adjusted their volume and pitch to their noisy setting (Mechsherskiî, 1907; Vladimirskiî, 1893a, 1893b)(Ereemeev, pp.60-61)[footnoteRef:1]. Besides musicality, canaries in pubs shared the fate of urban migrants in their audience. Canaries as pub singers had much in common with human migrants, who often entered an unfamiliar environment and performed their tasks in return for a meagre wage. Canaries literally had to earn their bread by singing to the public.  [1:  On the unsanitary conditions in St. Petersburg pubs: see Ivan Ereemeev (1897, pp. 60 - 61) and (Zanosov & Pyzin, 1991, p. 104).] 

Still, there were places in the city where the canary’s role went beyond that of a cheap musician. In exhibition halls of bird shows, canaries also performed the ovsîanka and other tunes in their repertoires. Shows were part of a bigger initiative to ‘promote and improve bird keeping’, initiated and organised by the Imperial Breeding Society (Ptitsevodstva, 1885, p. 1). From the society’s founding in 1885 until 1900, at least eight shows took place in St.Petersburg, all having a section dedicated to ‘decorative and singing birds’, where canaries were displayed. Here, the canary song and heritage were explicitly linked to the imperative of cultural nationalism, which shaped the dialogue between nature and culture. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly in a nationalistic age, most prizes went to keepers of Russian canaries who sang the ovsîanka (Alferov, 1891; Elagin, 1893; Okhotnik, 1892; "Svedeniîa o V-oî ocherednoî vystavke ptitsevodstva," 1893). The minutes of the Imperial Breeding Society reveal that this song was particularly favoured by the society’s senior members, who actively and unabashedly promoted birds singing the ovsîanka (Elagin, 1891; "Zhurnal obchshego sobraniîa 7 aprelîa 1894 goda," 1894; "Zhurnaly obshchego sobraniîa obshchetva 15 marta 1893 goda," 1893). In one of his report to the Society, Mitîurnikov wrote that ‘such tremendous efforts have been expended by  canary-[breeders] to develop the song of our Russian canary that we should support the cultivation of canaries at all costs’ (1894, p. 174). Mitîurnikov goes on to emphasis an important layer in his endorsement of canary breeders, praising the ‘Russianness’ of their canaries. He suggests that ‘in the Russian canary, you feel Russian nature’ (1894, p. 173). 

The appeal of enhanced nature in Imperial St. Petersburg

The history of the ovsîanka uniquely captures the relationship between ‘natural’ and ‘artificial’; rural and urban; Russia and the other. The term ‘enhanced nature’ is used in this paper in an obviously strategic and almost metaphorical manner: it contains a recognition of the human aesthetic judgements involved in canary breeding and training, on the one hand, but also describes the urban role and adaptation of a nonhuman animal, on the other. As we have seen, the ovsîanka tune may have been perceived by contemporaries as a song of nature. And yet it was taught via an elaborately executed and scientifically underpinned method of training. In this sense, the ovsîanka enigmatically captures the concept of ‘enhanced nature’, as no wild canary in its natural habitat would, of course, spontaneously sing the tune of a Russian yellow-hammer, ‘natural’ as it may be in another sense! 
The phenomenon of canary breeding and training uniquely reconciles the dual narratives about Russian nature observed by scholars, the seeming paradox of conquest and proximity. From its inception, St. Petersburg, built in a Swedish swamp and exposed to permanent threats of flooding, had to manage the forces of nature and keep at bay the tendency to devolve into the noisy, smelly and more ‘natural’ chaos of village life. Nature, in short, was the city’s enemy, most of the time successfully subdued, but a latent threat (Randall, 2014, p. 480). And yet, this narrative of conquest coexisted with the notion of Russia’s supposed unique proximity to nature, equally inseparable from the claim to a privileged national identity. Thus, the human-animal relationship informed a complex national positioning vis-à-vis the West: ‘Russianness’, as Jane Costlow and Amy Nelson observe in their path-breaking account of animals in Russian cultural history, ‘is infused with and relies on complex patterns of domination, interaction, and co-dependence with myriad of non-Russians’ (2010, p. 3). As a result of this exercise in national positioning, whereby a potential weakness is re-cast as a unique attribute and source of superiority and strength, Russians, ‘have often understood themselves to be more “natural” than their western European counterparts … most striking, perhaps, is the dominant presence of animals in utopian impulses that permeate Russian culture across centuries’ (Costlow & Nelson, 2010, p. 7). The narratives of conquest and proximity are uniquely reflected in the urban life of Russian canaries, insofar as they betray a self-conscious display of a decidedly non-threatening element of Russian nature, almost to degree of ‘kitsch’, in the ovsianka tune’s rendition of the Russian ‘wild’. Indeed, the ovsianka tune idiomatically reconciles these two narratives, insofar as it reveals the painstaking engineering involved in sympathetically manipulating nature to create a nationalistically stylized quotation that could be transplanted to the city. In this vein, urban canaries were what Smith calls, ‘biotechnologies designed to provide sonic entertainment’ or recording devices as artefacts of nature, which could bought and brought home (Jacob, 2015, p. 8).
Yet the narrative of enhanced nature can be taken further. In late Imperial St. Petersburg, the relative scarcity of bird calls characteristic of the Russian ‘wild’ in the urban soundscape was already an ‘anthropogenic ecological degradation’ affecting not the planet, as Whitehouse so poignantly describes in his study of the twenty-first-century practice of listening to birds, but a specific urban environment (Whitehouse, 2015, p. 54). The residents of St.Petersburg found a unique way to re-constitute at least a part of the rural urban soundscape, to which the bulk of its residents were still accustomed, by training a caged bird to sing the songs of its wild cousins. The urban canary, however, was not merely a consumer commodity satisfying the urge to reconnect with the natural harmony of birdsong, but it was also celebrated as a national heritage asset in the sense described by Coates, characteristically betraying the ‘patent elasticity of the concepts of native and non-native’ (Coates, 2015, p. 296). Albeit only phonically, Russian canaries had, so to speak, ‘the cachet of bespoke authenticity’ (Coates, 2015, p. 296). By re-animating the urban soundscape in a particular way, canary breeders, dealers, keepers and propagandists contributed not just to a widespread fashion, but put on audible display a piece of national identity, the non-threatening and entirely domesticated canary that, somewhat ironically, integrated into the urban soundscape the iconic sounds of the Russian plains and forests. 
To seek the village in the city was an integral part of the urban experience of late Imperial St.Petersburg, where by 1900 sixty-three per cent of population were peasants who seasonally migrated back to their villages (Economakis, 1998, pp. 7, 111; James, 1976, p. 313). Historians of late Imperial Russia, talking about new urban consumerism, suggest that  ‘by taking home their tastes in fashion, home decorating, and diet, as well as consumer durables, peasant migrants acted as cultural brokers, diffusing new patters of consumption among the rural masses’(Smith & Kelly, 2005, p. 111). The history of the urban canary reinforces this statement with a twist. In returning to their villages, peasant also found ways to better assemble the rural-urban supply chain and re-organize village economic life so as to cater to the tastes and needs of the city.

Conclusion
In coming to the city, winged migrants partook in geographically dispersed super-urban assemblages, rooted in their places of origin and rearing but extending into the city and the homes and businesses where the canaries’ song was consumed. The shared history of these assemblages, including one composed of canary breeders, dealers and keepers, is implicated in the production and urban propagation of enhanced nature. Following the work of Haraway (2003; 2008), Giorgio Agamben (2004), Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari (Deleuze, 2014), we can not only draw parallels between human and non-human life in the city, but also consider their co-constitution. For such thinkers, to acknowledge oneself as inhabiting ‘a shared zone of the exposed embodiment with animals’ is to recognise that we are in fundamental ways like animals; our becoming urban or becoming modern is not quarantined from the animal (Calarco, 2015, p. 58). Such ideas contribute to an ontological and ethico-political framework in which, in this paper, the urban canary’s peculiar destiny and enhanced nature challenge our understanding of the city, where the urban never just means man made, nor the rural necessarily natural, but hybrids emerge in a culturally intentional and historically meaningful way. 
In the short poem that figures as an epigraph above, the early-twentieth-century poet Ivan Bunin blurs the boundaries between human and beast and reveals their intertwined urban destinies in unforgettable terms. The bird, descended from ancestors captured in the proverbially exotic wild, had been deliberately bred and subjected to ‘music lessons’ to end up arguably more civilised than its fellow human urban migrants. In Bunin’s poem, the pub canary is surrounded by drinking customers, many of them presumably recent peasant migrants to the city, or travellers. As these men (they are all men) slowly lose their senses, their civilising inhibitions vanish and they, so to speak, transform into beasts, they switch roles with the captive canary, who chirps away, modest and lonely, as he has been taught, in urbane imitations of the ‘wild’. 
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Fig.1.Sale of birds on the Feast of Annunciation
(TSAKFFD SpB),Д18980, Prodazha ptits na Blagoveshchenie, photographer Shteynberg Îakov Vladimirovich, St.Petersburg,1912.



Fig.2.A bird seller.
 Bulla,K. (1905), Predstaviteli uluchnogo biznesa v Peterburge, St.Petersburg.



Fig. 3 A tavern with a caged bird
Georgiî Savitskiî, Soveshchanie rabochikh pered Morozovskoî stachkoî in 1895. 

