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1.—[199408]. When the Saint Comes Marchin’ In 

This was written at the time when Solzhenitsyn staged his return from exile, traveling across the whole of Russia east to west in a special train complete with a BBC film crew. Acting very much the saint that had come down to earth to save Russia, in the worst possible taste.
2.—[19940810]. Solzhenitsyn’s Remedy Cannot Cure Russia's Ills

A shorter version of the previous.
3. –[19990818]. Literary Deadwood. A critical comment on uncritical comment

A note on Viktor Astafyev’s Notches, with snide remarks on editors and critics.

4.—[19991106].  An End to Hitler’s Delusion
A review of Grand Delusion.  Stalin and the German Invasion of Russia, by Gabriel Gorodetsky.  I definitely liked the way the author debunked the works of certain “historians” (including that charlatan Vladimir Rezun, aka Viktor Suvorov) which purport to present a fresh view of World War II but in fact simply rehash Hitler’s propaganda. 
5.—[19991208]. Yesterday’s News
A review of “The Mitrokhin Archive,” by Christopher M. Andrew and Vasili Mitrokhin. A sloppy history of Soviet intelligence. Papers from KGB archives stolen by defector Mitrokhin, whenever they are quoted, mostly prove worthless, but the scandal over Mitrokhin’s defection is a useful peg for Andrew’s inept scissors-and-paste job.
6.—[20000122]. Tip of the Iceberg
 A review of “Yeltsin: A Revolutionary Life,”  by Leon Aron. A biography leaning heavily toward hagiography and relying just as heavily on Yeltsin’s view of himself. With hindsight, I’d never have written the review now the way I did in 2000.
7.—[20000226].  More Damned Than Beautiful
A review of “Moscow: The Beautiful and the Damned. Life in Russia in Transition” by Nick Holdsworth. Nick paid a flying visit to Russia, interviewed a lot of people, including myself, and wrote this book on the candid camera principle. Interviews with ordinary folks, intelligent and generally OK. Interviews with politicians abound in interviewees’ nonsense and author’s bloopers. 
8. – [20000318]. Mistaken Identity
A review of After Pushkin. Edited with an introduction by Elaine Feinstein. Carcanet Press Ltd 1999.  The review  savages a volume that amply deserves savaging – a collection of rhymed and unrhymed bullshit that purports to have something to do with Pushkin’s work but is practically without exception a perversion of it.
9.—[20000422]. Infamous Last Word
This is a review of “Rasputin. The Last Word,” by Edvard Radzinsky. The book is a prime example of what I call soap opera historiography, an attempt to exonerate and even make a saint of Grigory Rasputin, one of the worst smears on Russian history.
10.—[ 20000525]. Nabokov’s Butterflies
A review of Nabokov’s Butterflies. Unpublished and Uncollected Writings. Edited and annotated by Brian Boyd and Robert Michael Pyle.  This review, like many others I did for The Moscow Times, pans the volume with greater thoroughness than the thick volume merits. It’s a collection of Nabokov’s technical treatises on butterflies and of electronically selected passages from his works mentioning Lepidoptera -- of doubtful interest to anyone but specialists, and I am not sure about the latter even. Sheer waste of excellent paper. 

11.—[20000608]. The Man and – No myth

A review of First Person: An Astonishingly Frank Self-Portrait by Russia’s President Vladimir Putin. The booklet appeared when folks were still asking themselves and each other, “Who is Mr. Putin?” The review stresses the fact that Western and Russian views of Putin were completely different and even diametrically opposed in spirit right from the start.
12.—[20000806].  Funny Kind of Elite
 A review of Evan Mawdsley and Stephen White.  The Soviet Elite from Lenin to Gorbachev.  The Central Committee and its Members, 1917-1991. The work traces the changes in the Communist Party’s Central Committee that started out as a bunch of intellectuals alien to the absolute majority of Russia’s population both ethnically and culturally but later came to recruit most of its members from the working classes. In all its phases, though, the Central Committee was not the “top political elite,” as the authors avow. The review explains why not.
13.—[20000926]. Troika with Seat-belts
A review of Chrystia Freeland. Sale of the Century. The Inside Story of the Second Russian Revolution. The book purports to describe the rise of the financial-industrial oligarchy in Russia in the 1990s. Though the author’s sympathies lie with the “reformers,” whose explanations she generally takes on trust, the factual material adduced shows clearly that those reforms were simply the biggest scam of the century, and those reformers, a bunch of crooks and outright bandits. 
14.—[20001029]. A Linguistic Mini-tragedy

A review of Joseph Brodsky. Collected Poems in English.   In a nutshell, the review says that Brodsky was a great poet in Russian and a nondescript one in English; and that translations of Brodsky’s Russian poems – his own translations not excluded – are simply disastrous.

15.—[20001209]. The Taking of the Booker
A review of Mikhail Shishkin, Vzyatiye Izmaila. The work, published in the Znamya literary magazine, won the Booker prize for the best Russian novel of 1999. I endeavored to show that the text, or rather haphazard collection of texts, was (a) not a novel, (b) viciously anti-Russian rather than Russian, and (c) by far not the best that Russia’s literary scene saw in 1999.
16.—[20001214]. A Thousand Pages of Khaltura

This is a note in the “Wordsworth” section of TMT about a dictionary of Russian neologisms, or so the editor claimed it to be. There, I trashed what was trash anyway. More interesting perhaps is what I wrote on the English translation of a Russian phrase (мне за державу обидно) in a much later postscript.
17.—[20020525]. A Shoddy Monument 

A review of Richard Lourie. Andrei Sakharov. A Biography – as lousy a biography of Andrei Sakharov as one can imagine.
18.—[20070303]. The Return of the Natives
A nostalgic essay about the time (late 1980s—early 1990s) when émigré literature reached Russia in a veritable flood. The postscript sets to rights some rather exaggerated claims made in the body of the article. 
19.—[200704]. Echoes of February 1917 in Russia Today

The article takes apart Solzhenitsyn’s “reflections” on the anniversary of the February 1917 revolution. It was solicited by the London-based The Liberal and published there, with quite a bit of scandal to follow – described in my 2012 postscript.

20.—[20090420]. The Solzhenitsyn Phenomenon: An Alternative View

This is yet another attempt at debunking the Solzhenitsyn personality cult. It incorporates the 1994 article on Solzhenitsyn (No. 1 in the present collection), with some incisive self-criticism added.

21.—[20120414]. Vysotsky As We Knew Him

The essay was written in protest against the current wave of commercialization of a great man’s memory, the immediate irritant being the film Spasibo chto zhivoy  (“Thank God for Being Alive”).
1.—[199408]. When the Saint Comes Marchin’ In
By Sergei Grey
Nikita Khrushchev, admittedly not the most literate of Russian rulers, said that he used a pin to prick himself when succumbing to drowsiness in an effort to keep up with the latest in socialist-realist literature. But he had needed no such ruses to get through Solzhenitsyn’s long short story One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, a masterly description of the horrors of Stalin’s labor camps that appeared in 1959, at the height of the Khrushchev Thaw. 

I’ve always wondered about that pin. Just why did Nikita put it aside? Was he fascinated by the beauty of the prose? That sort of aesthetic sensitivity is hardly likely in a man more famous for swearing a blue streak at artists deviating from socialist-realist standards. Did he fall in love with the peasant-soldier-POW-labor-camp-inmate Ivan Denisovich? But even Khrushchev might recognize him as an obvious update on Leo Tolstoy’s Platon Karatayev from War and Peace. Finally, did the story open his eyes to the sufferings of millions of people in what Solzhenitsyn later dubbed the GULAG Archipelago? Hardly, Khrushchev being one of the top Kremlin men who had sent tens if not hundreds of thousands of people to these camps – and worse.

My guess is that Khrushchev’s reaction was no different from most of his subjects’. Everybody knew about the mass executions and the camps. A goodish portion of the population were their inmates, another portion was busy guarding them, while still others enthusiastically denounced each other – the husbands their false wives and vice versa, neighbors coveting other neighbors’ rooms in communal flats, underlings aspiring to their bosses’ jobs, or just informers practicing their trade. Their denunciations were all cooked up in the current political cant. Meanwhile the omniscient and omnipotent “organs” processed these denunciations and invented their own, later to be whole-heartedly or hypocritically approved at mass rallies where even silence was suspect and could lead to further denunciations.

No one could stay clean in this cesspool. It took a superhuman effort just to stay human in the inferno of the camps – and all glory to Solzhenitsyn for showing how it was possible. But his main claim to greatness lies in his daring to make literature out of the sordid side of the lives of millions, so sordid and agony-filled that even the victims, once released, were mostly eager to put it behind them.

This is a quirk of the Russian ethos that has to be made clear if we are to understand the Solzhenitsyn phenomenon. It is a fact that a poet in Russia is more than a poet. The poet is, above all other things, a saint, a priest, and Solzhenitsyn is undoubtedly a high priest.

Before Solzhenitsyn, folklore chastooshkas (limerick-like four-liners, often dirty, sung to dance tunes played on an accordion or balalaika) and jokes (called “anecdotes”) were the only art forms critical of the regime.

I’ll quote just one of these, to prove my point about the pervasiveness of the totalitarian horror: “How did we live under Stalin?” “Like in a tram: One guy drives, half the people sit (Russian euphemism for doing time), the other half straphangs, shaking.” Even the Party and KGB bosses got a chuckle out of these, though they regularly sent people to prison for them – that was called “to do time for one’s tongue.” There were jokes even about such jokes, like the one about the KGB offering three prizes for the best anekdoty of the year: First Prize, fifteen years; Second Prize, ten years; Third Prize, just five years. Or the one that illustrates the Russian national character; better, perhaps, than volumes of research: Three people talking two of them know that the third one is an informer – and still they can’t help telling the latest “political anecdote” likely to qualify them for the finals of the KGB anecdote contest.

Solzhenitsyn’s Ivan Denisovich was no joke. It was high literature, and Solzhenitsyn was a high priest holding up a mirror before everyman and fixing him with a stern eye: “Thou hast sinned.” And sin means penitence and – expiation. A deeply religious people deprived of, or having reneged on, their proper God, conscious of having served, even if by tacit acceptance, a horrible personality cult, responded overwhelmingly to his book, raising Solzhenitsyn to the status of “great writer” overnight.

Well, great writer he is not – or if he is, then only in this Russian, “high priest” sense. Russia has had her great writers even in this century, when considerable pains were taken to physically eliminate the greatest ones. As a writer, as an author, Solzhenitsyn is leagues behind Andrei Platonov or Boris Pasternak or Mikhail Bulgakov, even if we forget, as we tend to, émigrés like Ivan Bunin, Vladimir Nabokov or Boris Zaitsev.

But that is only the ordinary intellectual’s view. For the general public and the more hysterical sections of the intelligentsia, he is a great writer, period. I have yet to meet, though, a person who has managed to wade through his mammoth epic The Red Wheel – an endless exercise in historical journalism by the look of it, though I cannot say for sure, having found it totally unreadable.

True, certain lady fans of Solzhenitsyn insist that the doubters are just professorial nitwits incapable of appreciating or even understanding a work that will outshine anything written in the 20th century a hundred years hence. Some of the doubters might timidly argue that they have read James Joyce or Marcel Proust, certainly not the easiest of writers, in the original, and did not have to wait a hundred years to appreciate them – but at this point the argument unaccountably shifts to their conformist, non-dissident, and generally unsavory past conduct. 

Rather than trying to prove that they had been knights in shining, if invisible, armor, these doubters shut up – though they secretly go on believing that The Red Wheel is only the ultimate in unreadability, that The Cancer Ward or In the First Circle with their stilted, often pretentious prose and impossible dialogue were barely readable, and that it was not literary merit that made the stylistic monotony of The Gulag Archipelago bearable and the book unputdownable – when it first appeared. The doubters themselves squash their doubts about Solzhenitsyn’s greatness all the more eagerly as they feel undying gratitude to the man who first charted the boundaries of a whole new literary continent, not archipelago, and made the world aware of its gruesome reality.

The spectacle of Solzhenitsyn’s protracted, two-month-long homecoming and his theatrical statements have changed these mixed feelings into definite apprehensions. Called “great writer and citizen” to his face by everyone from the country’s president to railroad conductors, Solzhenitsyn himself obviously has no doubts about his greatness and clearly intends to fulfill the role of the nation’s spiritual guide, a Leo Tolstoy or Mahatma Gandhi or Ayatollah Khomeini, a messiah whose mission is Russia’s greatness, a high protector of the insulted and the injured.

Ayatollah Khomeini would appear to be his closest model, for Leo Tolstoy with his aristocratic taste and Mahatma Gandhi with his innate or God-given humility would have squirmed in sheer embarrassment at the showbiz quality of the hullabaloo surrounding Solzhenitsyn’s carefully stage-managed return, complete with a multimillion BBC film project, a railway car reminiscent of tsarist times, and coquettish surprise disappearances inviting rumor. (Curiously, all this seemed not enough to the great man’s wife who bitterly complained – in a TV appearance – about the TV’s conspiracy of silence.)

In my considered opinion, and with all due respect for his age, past suffering and achievement, the man is making a priceless ass of himself. He plain does not know what is good either for him or for the country.

If I may be permitted a brief digression here, I’d like to recall a scene from Hedrick Smith’s The Russians, the one in which Mr. Smith meets Solzhenitsyn, before the latter’s expulsion from Russia, in a safe house in Gorky Street, for an interview, only to find that Solzhenitsyn had come, in the best Soviet tradition, armed with the entire text of a proposed interview complete with long, laboriously formulated questions that Mr. Smith should ask, like “Alexander Isayevich, what do you think of…” It took Mr. Smith several frustrating hours to persuade the writer that that was not the way things were done in the big wide world out there and that he, Hedrick Smith, might know better which questions he wanted to ask.

It looks like Solzhenitsyn has come for a reunion with his native land with another set of ready-made questions and answers. He had seen it all clearly back in Vermont, and the trip home only confirmed his old convictions: Russia is falling apart and dying out. Gaidar’s reforms are brainless. Money has become worthless, honest workers can’t earn a living. No one understands where the country is going; the state does not carry out its obligations towards citizens. Russia has abandoned 25 millions of her countrymen outside her borders. Racketeers and officials rob peasants and workers. Moscow faces west, away from its own people. On and on and on.

The complaints are all true or nearly true, of course. Only this country needs yet another fiery tribune and a soapbox protector of the miserable like it needs a hole in the head. There are herds of these tribunes mostly in parliament and around it: climacteric actresses, without a thought in their heads to claim their own, who have failed at their families’ budgets and now want to run the country’s; talented tyrannical macho film directors who would love to run the nation like they do production units – on an unlimited budget provided by the Central Bank; psychopathic journalists famous for lines like “I want more corpses for tonight’s newscast”; writers whose talent, if it ever was, has withered in the heat of their hatred for Jews and Masons and “democrats” (invariably in quotes). If Mr. Solzhenitsyn isn’t careful (and he definitely hasn’t been), he will get sucked down into a morass of rivalries and alliances, and become simply the top dog in a rather unsavory pack stirring up trouble. Bloody trouble. Not exactly the most dignified ending for a fairly illustrious career.

What Mr. Solzhenitsyn fails to see is that the situation in the country does not call for a messiah or saint or prophet. It just isn’t that kind of country anymore. The totalitarian “moral-political unity of the Soviet people” is dead as the dodo. Different strata of the citizenry need different things, and the country as a whole needs more moderately honest, moderately intelligent, excruciatingly boring little individuals good at figures and compromises, plus a few builders of financial, baby food and lingerie enterprises intending to stay here when all the oil, gas, timber and nonferrous metals have been smuggled out and all the messiahs are safely out of the way.

Maybe he thinks that this nation needs another top leader, not just spiritual but also political – like himself? So far, his attitude towards Yeltsin has been patronizing enough, the implication being that he would have done a better job in Yeltsin’s place. He obviously takes Yeltsin at his absurd face value as a tongue-tied, ham-fisted, blundering bear of a man. Solzhenitsyn is in for a rude shock when he discovers that Yeltsin’s public and private persons are mere nodding acquaintances, that the peasant façade barely conceals a shrewd, intelligent and far-seeing politician with a will and mind very much his own. Russia, and probably the world, would now be wading knee-deep in blood, if he weren’t all that and more. So thanks very much, Alexander Isayevich, but this country already has a leader, not as saintly as some, but he will definitely do for now.

Solzhenitsyn keeps repeating that he is not going to interfere in politics. Like the poet said, it would be funny if it weren’t so sad. So far, he hasn’t made a public speech that could be construed as apolitical by even the most generous listener. Wielding a hard-hitting if somewhat clumsy pen, he could have done a lot to clean up the Augean stables of Russian society. But no, he won’t be content with anything less than settling geopolitical issues. And some of the things he says are truly scary. 

He thinks in geopolitical terms of the sort that can be overheard in any beer joint: Russia should retreat from Central Asia and the Transcaucasus, Russia should do certain vague things to bring Kazakhstan with its majority of Russian-speakers and five formerly Russian oblasts, and Slavic Ukraine and Belorussia into the fold of the Union (Greater Great Russia?). The titular ethnic groups in Russia’s autonomous republics are in the minority and should therefore – what? Know their place? One fears even to mention things like that, but it is easy to see how such geopolitical daydreams, translated into political actions, could eventually be measured in casualty figures on a Rwandan scale.

If the CIS is indeed a “nothing,” a “ghost,” “smoke” (all Solzhenitsyn’s terms), then Russia should, of course, withdraw from it – only what is she going to do about those 25 million Russian-speakers beyond Russian borders? Invite them here, and give them plenty of paper money to start a new life? 

Then, this Slavic union idea. It is estimated that the proposed financial union with little Belorussia alone will bring down Russian living standards by about 10 percent. No one apparently even dares to estimate the cost of a similar union with Ukraine and Kazakhstan.

Another plank of Mr. Solzhenitsyn’s would-be election platform is local self-government. He is very big on local self-government. Fact is, though, that this country has plenty of local self-government – inept, corrupt and mafia-ridden, every kiosk and flower-selling babushka paying separate taxes to local, not federal, bureaucrats and racketeers. Will Solzhenitsyn say a few magic words – and they’ll all slink away in shame ceding power to honest men? Or will he call in the army to dislodge them – and start a hundred-year-long Latin America-type merry-go-round – corrupt officials replaced by incompetent army officers turning into corrupt officials, in a never ending cycle? That would be the grimmest irony of fate, an inmate of Stalin’s labor camps using Stalin’s methods to build a brave new Russia…

Land reform, now. Solzhenitsyn is dead against land being bought and sold like any other commodity. It seems a bit silly to have to explain that market economy requires markets of capital, labor and commodities including land; that, without a land market, an economy is a half-ass, hamstrung cripple that has lost all battles on the cutthroat world market long before joining them. Does Mr. Solzhenitsyn aim to be yet another Kremlin dreamer muttering darkly, “We shall follow a different path”?

I am reminded at this point of that old story about Louis Armstrong: When asked by someone, “Louis, what is jazz?” Satchmo snapped, “Man, you gotta ask, you’ll never know.” If these ABCs have to be explained to Mr. Solzhenitsyn, he will never understand them. 

We mustn’t complain, though. So far he has given good spectator value free of charge. Russians, probably even more so than ancient Romans, love a circus. Witness their mania for inane Mexican soap operas. Right now Alexander Isayevich is offering them exactly what they want: A good tear-splotched show on the subject of a venerated writer/patriot, who has “suffered for telling the truth” (a magic phrase with the Russian people), returning to Mother Russia to be eventually buried under a poetic birch tree. Before that, he is expected to do something about their miserable plight in the best Russian tradition: “The lord will come, the lord will judge which of us is right.”

But no one can do for the people what they cannot do for themselves. All he can do is join the ranks of those who amplify the sound of their complaints, but this can soon become a bore. Everybody knows these pleas and laments, both those who utter them and those who listen to them daily. What must one do about them? Print more money? Shoot a few million corrupt officials? Persuade the people to stop stealing and drinking? Ah, if only Alexander Isayevich could stop the nation drinking for one single day!  But Solzhenitsyn can’t work miracles, like a real saint should. It would be better for us all if he didn’t even try to find simple solutions to ultra-complex, inherently tragic, often unsolvable problems.

That’s why I would like to end with a plea: Please, Alexander Isayevich, don’t rock the boat. Folks in Russia are fair sick as it is.

Only somehow I don’t think he’ll listen.

20090417 note: This article originally appeared in Moscow Magazine, 1994, #5 (30), under the pseudonym Sergei Grey (there was another article signed Sergei Roy in the same issue, so I thought best to use a penname for this one). A shorter version, headed “Solzhenitsyn’s Remedy Cannot Cure Russia’s Ills,” was published by The Moscow Times on August 10, 1994 (the title provided by Robert Coalson, then the op-ed page editor). That one was signed Sergei Roy. An even shorter version headed “Solzhenitsyn’s Easy Answers” appeared in the August 14, 1994 issue of the magazine where The Moscow Times published its best articles of the month. 

A footnote is due here. There is a factual error in the text, placing the publication of “Ivan Denisovich” in 1959. It was actually written in that year (in the space of three weeks, we are told, and under a different title), but it was published in 1962, in issue #11 of the “fat” monthly Novy Mir (New World) with the express permission of Nikita Khrushchev.

No other factual errors to be rectified here, I guess. Since Alexander Solzhenitsyn is dead, I would have liked to tone down some of the expressions I then used about him, but that would hardly be honest. The article expresses what I felt then, and it is reproduced here without any changes whatsoever.

In fact, what I said there about the literary quality of Solzhenitsyn’s works is precisely what I still feel. The same goes for his “easy answers.”  I could enlarge on that score here, only I have done so on sundry other occasions.

What least pleases me about this article is my defense of Yeltsin, especially that silly phrase, “he will do.” Of course he was a much more suitable leader of the nation than Solzhenitsyn could ever be, but defending him so loyally was hardly forgivable. A bit more criticism would have come in quite handy – and I made up for that in later years.

My position in the summer of 1994 could only be justified – if at all – by the fact that, but for Yeltsin, the country could have been plunged into a civil war of imponderable proportions merely a few months before, in October 1993. Solzhenitsyn’s fiery denunciations of the regime could easily be used as rabble-raising propaganda inside the country and cause a lot of friction within the CIS. In fact, Nursultan Nazarbayev of Kazakhstan made some angry noises at the time. And we must not forget that Chechnya was coming to a boil at precisely that time even without Solzhenitsyn’s harangues on ethnic minorities.  

As I see it now, the article’s silliest passage was this: “the country as a whole needs more moderately honest, moderately intelligent, excruciatingly boring little individuals good at figures and compromises, plus a few builders of financial, baby food and lingerie enterprises intending to stay here when all the oil, gas, timber and nonferrous metals have been smuggled out.” 

Surely this country needed – still needs – such honest and intelligent individuals. But to write about this at a time when quite a different brand of individuals, led by the Gaidar-Chubais clique, were preparing to tear the country to bits like a pack of hungry wolves fighting over its “oil, gas, timber and nonferrous metals…” Well, it took an idealist concerned more with liberal and democratic values than with sordid realities staring him in the face to dream of those “little individuals good at figures and compromises.” Need I say that later experience did a good job of knocking those silly dreams out of my head?  

2.—[19940810]. Solzhenitsyn’s Remedy Cannot Cure Russia's Ills

By Sergei Roy

Nikita Khrushchev once said that he used a pin to prick himself when succumbing to drowsiness in an effort to keep up with the latest in socialist-real​ist literature. But he needed no such ruses to get through Alexander Solzhenitsyn's novella "One Day in the Life of lvan Denisovich," a masterly de​scription of Stalin's labor camps that appeared in 1959, at the height of the Khrushchev Thaw.

Everybody at that time knew about the mass ex​ecutions and the camps. A goodish portion of the population were their inmates, another portion was busy guarding them, while others enthusiastically denounced each other. No one could stay clean in this cesspool… It took a superhuman effort just to stay human in the inferno of the camps — and all glory to Solzhenitsyn for showing how it was possible.

This is a quirk of the Russian ethos that has to be made clear if we are to understand the Solzhenitsyn phenomenon. It is a fact that a poet in Russia is more than a poet. The poet is, above all other things, a saint, a priest. "Ivan Denisovich" was high literature, and Solzhenitsyn was a high priest holding up a mirror before everyone: "Thou hast sinned." And sin means penitence and expiation. A deeply religious people deprived of, or having re​neged on, their proper God and conscious of having served, even by tacit acceptance, a horrible person​ality cult responded overwhelmingly to his book, el​evating Solzhenitsyn to the status of "great writer" overnight.

Well, great writer he is not — or if he is, then only in this Russian, "high priest" sense. As a writer, Solzhenitsyn is leagues behind Andrei Platonov, Boris Pasternak or Mikhail Bulgakov. But that is only the ordinary intellectual’s view. For the general public and the more hysterical sections of the intel​ligentsia, he is a "great" writer, period.

The spectacle of Solzhenitsyn's protracted homecoming and his theatrical statements have changed these mixed feelings into definite apprehensions. Called "great writer and citizen" to his face by everyone from the country's president to its railroad conductors, Solzhenitsyn obviously has no doubts about his greatness and clearly intends to fulfill the role of the nation's spiritual guide, a Leo Tolstoy, Mahatma Gandhi or Ayatollah Khomeini.

Khomeini would appear to be his closest model, for Tolstoy with his aristocratic taste and Gandhi with his innate humility would have squirmed from sheer embarrassment at the showbiz quality of the hullabaloo surrounding Solzhenitsyn's carefully stage-managed return, complete with a multimillion-dollar BBC film project, a railway car reminiscent of tsarist times and coquettish surprise disappearances inviting rumor.
There is a scene in Hedrick Smith's "The Rus​sians" in which Smith meets Solzhenitsyn, before the latter’s expulsion from Russia. Solzhenitsyn had come to the interview, in the best official Soviet tra​dition, armed with the entire text of the proposed interview complete with long, laboriously formu​lated questions for Smith to ask.

It looks like Solzhenitsyn has come for a reunion with his native land with another set of ready-made questions and answers. He had seen it all clearly back in Vermont, and the trip home only con​firmed his old convictions. Russia is falling apart. Yegor Gaidar’s reforms are brainless. Honest work​ers cannot earn a living. No one understands where the country is going. Russia has abandoned 25 mil​lion countrymen outside her borders. Moscow faces west, away from her own people. On and on and on.

The complaints are all true or nearly true, of course. Only this country needs yet another fiery tri​bune like it needs a hole in the head. There are al​ready herds of these tribunes, mostly in parliament: talented tyrannical film directors who would love to run the nation like they do production units — on an unlimited budget provided by the Central Bank; psychopathic journalists famous for lines like "I want more corpses for tonight's newscast"; writers whose talent has withered in the heat of their hatred for Jews and Masons and "democrats." If Solzhen​itsyn is not careful, he will get sucked down into a morass of rivalries and alliances. Not exactly the most dignified ending for a fairly illustrious career.
What Solzhenitsyn fails to see is that the situa​tion in the country does not call for a messiah or saint or prophet. The country needs more moder​ately honest and intelligent, excruciatingly boring individuals good at figures and compromises, plus a few builders of financial, baby food and lingerie em​pires intending to stay here when all the oil, timber and nonferrous metals have been smuggled out.

Maybe Solzhenitsyn thinks that this nation needs another top leader, not just spiritual but also political. He obviously takes Boris Yeltsin at face value as a tongue-tied, blundering bear of a man. Solzhenitsyn is in for a rude shock when he discov​ers that Yeltsin's public and private personas are mere nodding acquaintances, that the peasant fa​cade conceals a shrewd, intelligent and far-seeing politician with a mind very much his own.

Some of the things Solzhenitsyn says are truly scary. He thinks in geopolitical terms of the sort that can be overheard in any beer joint: Russia should retreat from Transcaucasus and Central Asia, Rus​sia should do certain vague things to bring Kaza​khstan with its majority of Russian-speakers and Slavic Ukraine and Belarus into the fold of the Union (Greater Great Russia?). One fears even to mention things like that, but it is easy to see how such geopolitical daydreams, translated into politi​cal actions, could eventually be measured in casu​alty figures on a Rwandan scale.

Solzhenitsyn is also big on local government. But this country has plenty of local government — inept, corrupt and mafia-ridden. Will Solzhenitsyn say a few magic words and they will all slink away in shame? Or will he call in the army to dislodge them and start a Latin American-type merry-go-round — corrupt officials replaced by incompetent army officers who become corrupt officials, in a never-ending cycle?

Right now, though, Solzhenitsyn is offering Russians exactly what they want: a good tear-splotched show on the subject of a venerated writer/patriot, who has "suffered for telling the truth," returning lo Mother Russia to be buried eventually under a poetic birch tree.

But no one can do for the people what they can​not do for themselves. All Solzhenitsyn can do is join the ranks of those who amplify the sound of their complaint, but this can soon become a bore. Everybody knows these laments, but what must one do about them? Print more money? Shoot a few million corrupt officials? Persuade the people to stop stealing and drinking? Ah, if only Solzhenitsyn could stop the nation drinking for one single day! But Solzhenitsyn cannot work miracles like a real saint should. It would be better for us all if he did not even try to find simple solutions to ultra-com​plex, inherently tragic, often unsolvable problems.

Sergei Roy is deputy editor-in-chief of Moscow Mag​azine. He contributed this article to The Moscow Times.

20090517 note: This article appeared in The Moscow Times on Wednesday, August 10, 1994. It is a compressed version of “When the Saint Comes Marchin’ In.”
3. –[19990818]. Literary Deadwood. A critical comment on uncritical comment

By Sergei Roy

Moscow News

For years I’ve been avidly reading anything written by Andrei Nemzer that I could lay my hands on.  In my view, he is the keenest, as well as the most prolific, literary critic in Russia today.  In fact, I’ve looked up to Mr. Nemzer as a kind of critical guru.

It must be the unfortunate fate of gurus, literary and otherwise, that any failures of theirs are felt particularly acutely by their admirers, who also tend to be the most unforgiving of critics in such cases.  This proviso is frankly offered in mitigation of what I’m going to say below.

One of Andrei Nemzer’s most pronounced failures is his timid treatment of established literary-social figures.  It is really a pitiful sight, watching the critic tying himself in knots as he fumbles for something positive to say about Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s recent graphomaniacal exercises.  It is equally pitiful to watch Mr. Nemzer trying not to say anything really critical of, say, Viktor Astafyev’s Zatesi (“Notches”) in the August issue of Novy Mir.  Let me quote Nemzer’s comment in full.

“The main thing in Novy Mir (No.8) is Viktor Astafyev’s new Zatesi.  There are brief ones (like Turgenev’s “poems in prose”), while some weigh as much as a compact short story, with Astafyev’s pain, power, and love for life [evident] everywhere.  This is not reading matter for a magazine, still less for a newspaper; however, I’ll quote “Old Evil Spell” in full.  It explains a great deal.” (There follows a 17-line entry about Astafyev’s granny who regarded his habit of plucking flowers as a blight induced by an old witch from their village). [VremyaMN, August 17, 1999].

Practically every sentence in this brief description is a little beauty of equivocation.  I can’t deny myself the pleasure of showing them up.

The first line (“The main thing in Novy Mir is Zatesi…”) instantly reminded me of Winston Churchill’s famous put-down:  When asked whether a certain prime minister was good, he snarled dryly:  “Oh yes.  The best we have.”  In this spirit, Nemzer’s line can easily read:  If Astafyev’s Zatesi is the best (“the main thing”) Novy Mir has to offer, take pity on poor old Novy Mir.

Next line:  “There are brief ones (like Turgenev’s ‘poems in prose’).”  Taken at face value, the statement is manifestly true:  Some of Astafyev’s Zatesi are indeed as brief as Turgenev’s poems in prose – only there the likeness ends.  Astafyev’s clumsy, pretentious verbiage in atrocious Russian is in no way like Turgenev’s gems, and if Nemzer wants to give the impression they are, he is guilty of prevarication with malice aforethought.

The same comment applies to Nemzer’s statement about some of the Zatesi weighing “as much as a compact short story” – any commitment about the quality of the short stories is carefully avoided, you will observe.

Andrei Nemzer slips up somewhat in the next line of his paean to Zatesi:  “Astafyev’s pain, power, and love for life [are evident] everywhere.”  Anyone is entitled to feel pain and love of life, but if power is taken to mean “power of expression,” as one expects in a writer, then one would be inclined to disagree.

In the next line, Mr. Nemzer goes from the equivocal to the decidedly cryptic:  “This is not reading matter for a magazine, still less for a newspaper.”  If he means that Astafyev’s stuff in its present form should not have been published either in a magazine or in a paper, I wholeheartedly concur – only the critic obviously intends his comment as some sort of murky compliment to the effect that Zatesi is too good for a magazine or a paper, and here one couldn’t disagree more.

Let me put it like this.  I yield to no man in my respect and even veneration for the generation which Viktor Astafyev stands for – the men and women who had to endure untold hardships under Stalin and who fought off the Brown Plague, dying in their millions in the struggle.  I respect and recognize the talent and aforementioned power of expression Astafyev showed in his earlier work, like The King Fish or his war sagas.  I eagerly applaud Astafyev’s highly moral sentiments, including those expressed in Zatesi, concerning the evils plaguing Russian society both in the past and in the present. 

What I find extremely distasteful is the use of that sort of social and literary capital to foist on the public texts of quite dubious and even obviously shoddy quality.  I doubt very much that Andrei Nemzer read ​Zatesi through, not just ran his eye on a piece here and a passage there – for the simple reason that it is plain unreadable for anyone with a minimal taste for Russian literature.

It seems so silly to be proving the obvious, but apparently one must. Just one glaring point. No writing that is based on a single stylistic device, namely inversion, being used throughout the piece, from the first line to the last, can be deemed readable.  The author apparently uses inversion to lend his text a solemn, elevated note not unlike that of ancient bylinas or the lives of saints, but only succeeds in creating the impression of Russian being raped in crude, peasant, Solzhenitsyn-like style.  

“Notches” purport to be diary entries, and no one in their right mind writes in their diaries in the style of ancient ballads or sermons, even if they accept the logic of Miss Cecily Cardew:  “It is simply a very young girl’s record of her own thoughts and impressions, and consequently meant for publication.”  The conflict between the text of Zatesi being “meant for publication” and their plain substandard, slipshod quality simply jars on the nerves.

One might perhaps be inclined to feel more lenient toward such writing if it were not for the superb standards set in this genre by such Russian authors as Ivan Bunin, Vasily Rozanov, Mikhail Prishvin, or Kornei Chukovsky, to name just a few.  More recently, even Yuri Nagibin did much, much better.

Of course, Andrei Nemzer wouldn’t have had to go to such lengths in sophistry if the text hadn’t been published at all – which raises yet another issue. It has been the unending complaint in recent years of editors of “fat” literary magazines that culture in Russia, as represented by these magazines rooted in an ancient tradition of Russia’s intellectual life, is withering away, rescued from total eclipse only by Soros’ subsidies.  All one can say on this score is that, if the said editors persist in publishing all sorts of verbal deadwood out of paraliterary considerations, if they think nothing of ramming down their readership’s throats the millstones of Solzhenitsyn’s unreadable memoirs, their magazines amply deserve to die out.

If they do, it will be the editors’ own choice.  It isn’t as if the Russian literary scene were totally destitute of works of exquisite literary craftsmanship.  There are plenty of authors around whose work I’ll buy sight unseen.  So why should one swallow so much sawdust simply because one can’t get rid of the average Russian intellectual’s decade-long habit of subscribing to Novy mir and Znamya? 

20120817. Roy’s note: Like that psycho patient put it, I am in two minds about schizophrenia. Should I, or shouldn’t I have written this angry comment on critics, editors, and on the fine writer Astafyev’s declining powers of expression? Probably I should have kept Astafyev as much out of it as I could, say, mentioning the deadwood quality of his Notches in passing, without going into detail to prove the obvious. After all, for quite a while Astafyev was one of the two or three Russian writers I liked best, the others being Vyacheslav Pyetsukh and Fazil Iskander. My one excuse is that I used words like veneration to describe my attitude to Astafyev’s earlier writing and to the man himself – who is now out of reach of both praise and censure…
4.—[19991106].  An End to Hitler’s Delusion

By Sergei Roy

Frankly, Gabriel Gorodetsky’s book nearly knocked me over right from the start.  He acknowledges at the very beginning, on p. ix of the Preface, in fact, that what prompted him to tread the well-plowed area of the factors and developments that led to the Second World War was a series of articles, later turned into books, by Victor Rezun, who filched for his pseudonym the name of that grand Russian generalissimo, Alexander Suvorov.  

Rezun depicted Soviet Russia as the aggressor rather than the victim in June 1941, claiming that throughout 1939-1941 Stalin had been meticulously preparing a revolutionary war against Germany, which he later planned to transform into a world war as an instrument of achieving world domination.

Now, getting excited over what some charlatan writes is hardly proper behavior for a serious scholar, which Professor Gabriel Gorodetsky undoubtedly is. There was some mystery here. Mr. Rezun is indeed a rather slimy character, a defector from the Soviet GRU, or Main Intelligence Department, who, when his usefulness as a defector ended, turned to writing spy stories as a means of earning a modest penny.  His Aquarium, an insider’s description of the mores and manners of the Soviet intelligence community, appearing in the initial years of glasnost, was widely read in this country despite its cheap, tawdry style – those were the times when interest in any denunciations and revelations was at its peak.  Having exhausted this vein, Rezun ventured into the realm of what Patrick Buchanan, himself a mighty proponent of the genre, calls comic-book history.  The result was the “preposterous and unsubstantiated” (Gorodetsky’s words) as well as highly sensationalist hypothesis outlined above.

Gorodetsky clearly shows (see pp.86ff.) that, like many other charlatans, Rezun wasn’t even particularly inventive:  He filched his “theory” straight from Hitler.  Hitler repeated his claim that his assault on the Soviet Union was “pre-emptive” on numerous occasions: in his statement to Stalin on the launching of the war; in his address to the army on the same day; in October 1941, when the Blitzkrieg flopped and he appealed to the people for winter clothing for the soldiers on the Eastern front, lying like mad that in May “the situation was so threatening that there could be no longer any doubt that Russia intended to fall upon us at the first opportunity”; and in May 1942.

Moreover, this explanation was trotted out by some of the German generals at the Nuremberg trials.

“In the appropriate atmosphere of the budding Cold War [Gorodetsky writes], they sought to justify their own enthusiastic preparations for Operation ‘Barbarossa’ by claiming that they had supported Hitler’s decision to launch a pre-emptive war intended to contain Soviet expansion” (p.87).

And this despite the fact that German intelligence never came up with any information about Soviet preparations for aggression – which the more forthright of the German generals, like von Paulus, Guderian, von Manstein, reluctantly admitted.  Moreover, in September 1940 Lieutenant General Kostring wrote to General Halder that “the Red Army was in ruins after the purges and that it would require at least three years to reach its pre-war level” (ibid.).  

Indeed, it was a funny way of preparing for aggression against Germany on Stalin’s part, executing within the space of one year, in a bid to establish an unchallenged dictatorship, some 36,700 commanders in the army and 3,000 in the navy – military district chiefs of staff, corps and divisional commanders, staff officers and chiefs of staff down to regimental level  (p.115).

Ever factual, Professor Gorodetsky doesn’t put much stress on the ideological dimension, but it can’t be ignored, as it is definitely germane to the issue. By the beginning of World War II, the idea of a proletarian world revolution to be detonated by a self-sacrificing Russia had long gone out of fashion, its chief proponent, Leon Trotsky, had been banished from the country and then assassinated, and the Comintern was on its last legs.  The overriding ideological tenet of the whole Stalinist system was by that time firmly embedded in the minds of millions of Soviet citizens in a single phrase, a bit of lousy, bureaucratic Russian that was the butt of many off-color jokes: “victory of socialism in a single, separately taken country.”  Internationalism is all very well – say, when you sing The Internationale.  For non-singing purposes, it’s strictly every country for itself.  Up Realpolitik.

So Rezun’s theory doesn’t hold water either factually or ideologically even at first approximation – and still the thorough Professor Gorodetsky has to write a full-sized, magnificently researched book to disprove this nonsense.  What is the mystery, now?  

Elementary, dear reader.  It’s a mystery only to dabblers in history like myself who are, or were, unaware of a whole school of historiography now flourishing in German-speaking countries, its adherents (Gorodetsky mentions names like Nolte, Hoffman, Maser and Post) all busy rewriting history to prove the “rationality and legitimacy of the politics of Nazi Germany.”  

To them, Rezun’s resuscitation of Hitler’s lies was a godsend.  If Stalin was indeed hell-bent on aggression against Germany, “then Hitler’s decision to fight Russia could no longer be viewed as a fulfillment of the ideological blueprint outlined in Mein Kampf, as a strategic folly or crude aggressive act.”  It was a pre-emptive strike – what else?  Ernst Topitsch goes even further, insisting that the Second World War was, in fact, a “Soviet attack on the Western democracies, in which Germany … served only as a military surrogate” (p.xi).  I guess it’s fair to say that balderdash like this serves as a present-day Hitler apologists’ surrogate for history.

It’s good to know that there are people like Professor Gorodetsky around, who are prepared to spend endless hours in dusty archives to get at the truth or, putting it more mundanely, to create a historical narrative with a reference number hanging at the tail end of practically every sentence.  

The really marvelous thing is that Gorodetsky was able to construct an inherently consistent narrative tinted with a sort of historical doom, revealing an implacable sequence of events during the year that saw the clash of wills between Hitler and Stalin over the Balkans and the Black Sea Straits lead from the Molotov—Ribbentrop pact to the inception and implementation of Operation Barbarossa, Hitler’s directive for war against Russia.  And it was the same year in which ingrained mutual suspicions of Great Britain and Russia had to give way to a rapprochement that eventually won the war.

The absence of any ideological bias and a strict adherence to fact makes this book, apart from its informative value, a refreshing mental experience, as one is free from the tension of constantly keeping an eye on the author liable to skew facts.  It’s a skew-free book, you might say – all treats and no tricks.

Grand Delusion.  Stalin and the German Invasion of Russia, by Gabriel Gorodetsky.  Yale University Press, New Haven and London, 1999. 424 pp. $29.95

[31 October 1999]

2009.Roy’s Note: This review was published in The Moscow Times on November 6, 1999. It was the first in the series of reviews I did for that paper when Oliver Ready was with TMT. Most of the texts here are somewhat different from those actually published – the latter had to be squeezed in a given space slot.

As for this particular review, a more recent tale hangs thereby. Rezun is still spreading his pro-Hitler propaganda, most recently in a book and a lecture at the Kennan Institute for Advanced Russian Studies. In February, I received this information from Vladislav Krasnov of RAGA, that on February 03 2009 Viktor Suvorov will present the paper "Chief Culprit: Stalin's Grand Design to Start World War II." The announcement went on to say:

“Event Details 

“Viktor Suvorov (pen name for Vladimir Bogdanovich Rezun), military historian, former GRU (Military Intelligence) officer and defector, probes newly released Soviet documents to explain Stalin's design to conquer Europe. Suvorov says that Stalin's strategy grew from Lenin's belief in the worldwide Communist revolution. Stalin saw that Nazi Germany would fight and weaken capitalist countries so that Soviet armies could sweep across Europe. 

“Suvorov's new book, The Chief Culprit: Stalin's Grand Design to Start World War II, brings his ideas to an American audience for the first time.”

This is what I wrote to Vladislav Krasnov in response to that announcement on his site:

“I am amazed at your publishing on your esteemed site an announcement for Rezun's appearance at some event and outlining his (actually Hitler's) views about World War II -- without a word of criticism or even comment!

“What I have to say about Rezun's "theories" (I repeat, they are not even his) I expressed in a review of Gabriel Gorodetsky's book nearly exactly ten years ago. I have since had occasion to learn that Prof. Gorodetsky, a prominent historian now living in the UK, actually agrees with what I said there. The review appeared on or about 31 October 1999 in The Moscow Times.

“Absolutely unwilling to go into the stinking garbage that Rezun is spewing these days, I append my decade-old review of Gorodetsky's book below. I hope you will find it useful to acquaint the readers of your site with the content of that review.”

Mr. Krasnov did not bother to publish my review or in any way inform his readership of the fact that there were people who, on very good evidence, saw Rezun’s writings for what they were – pro-Nazi propaganda. Instead, he wrote to me a personal email (in Russian, addressing me for some obscure reason in the familiar second person singular) in defense of tolerance to a view different from mine. 

Apparently his idea of tolerance is a bit like a one-way street: I am invited to be tolerant to Nazi-type propaganda, but my, or Dr. Gorodetsky’s, anti-Nazi views are intolerable, or at least not tolerable enough to be published.

Like Rezun, Mr. Krasnow was a defector in his time. No wonder the phrase “birds of a feather” suggests itself so strongly. Very slimy, these feathers.
5.—[19991208]. Yesterday’s News. [Mitrokhin’s Intelligence]

By Sergei Roy

In the beginning was the name: Mitrokhin, with a sort of soiled spy-scandal halo round it. Then there were TV pictures of a dour great-grandmother in the UK who turned out to be a long-serving Soviet spy, retired, and who was alleged to have contributed significantly to the Soviet A-bomb effort while working as a mousy secretary at the Nonferrous Metals Association and passing on top secret stuff to the Soviets.  A major minor sensation – history-wise.

It was revealed that her name had come up in what will now forever be known as the “Mitrokhin Archive” – a suitcase stuffed with notes on KGB archives which Vasily Mitrokhin, an officer of that venerable institution from 1948 to his retirement in 1984, collected during ten years (1972-82) while cataloguing the files of the First Chief Directorate (i.e., foreign intelligence) and generally supervising their transfer from KGB headquarters in downtown Lubyanka Square to the Moscow suburb of Yasenevo.  

In 1992, when the Soviet Union was no more and the Russian Federation not yet firmly in place, Mitrokhin brought samples of his archive, cleverly concealed in a holdall on wheels with some sausage and bread and clothes on top, from Moscow to what was later heavily disguised in the press as the “capital of one of the newly independent Baltic republics” (my bet is it was Tallinn, the Estonian train service being better than the other two).  

Here he knocked on the door of the British embassy and got in touch with some SIS officers there. The officers apparently liked what they saw.  After repeated trips to that capital, Mitrokhin, now 70, was “exfiltrated” (beautiful word – ought to mean that he took a plane) to London, where he now resides.

After various judicious leaks Mitrokhin’s archive made waves on both sides of the Atlantic, as people, though told very few specifics, expected dire denunciations to come from that sinister source.

Some of those expectations even began to come true, as for instance in Italy, where a list of 261 names from these archives was published nearly causing the downfall of Massimo d’Alema’s left-of-center cabinet.  True, some of the people on the list indignantly rejected accusations of any dealings with the KGB, saying reasonably that what Soviet intelligence officers wrote in their reports about them was one thing and what actually happened, or didn’t happen, quite another.  Some legalistic minds even went so far as to point out that KGB documents, or copies thereof, might be evidence, but longhand notes about those documents smuggled from KGB premises in the archivist’s sweaty shoes definitely were not.

But scandal is scandal, whatever legalists might say.  There is a vast audience eager to be told all and prepared to buy Christopher Andrew’s The Mitrokhin Archive, expecting to find in it countless juicy stories like the one about the above-mentioned secretary Melita Norwood, codenamed Hola.  The effect of actually reading the 1000-page tome is rather like expecting to embrace some succulent Hollywood star in a dark passage and realizing that it was her grandmother after all.

I had yawned through about a quarter of the volume before I realized that I was being rather inelegantly taken for a ride.  The Mitrokhin Archive is not a literary or journalistic presentation of Mitrokhin’s archive; it is not even primarily based on that archive.  The most that one can say about Mitrokhin’s part in the book (although his name appears on the cover) is what Christopher Andrew actually says in the Foreword – that he has “written this book in consultation with Vasili Mitrokhin.”  The nature of that “consultation” is difficult to gauge, though, as Christopher Andrew does not seem to have any Russian nor Mitrokhin, any English.  At best, they “consulted” each other through an interpreter – or in sign language.

If Mitrokhin could read the book whose co-authorship he claims, he would certainly have weeded out some of the worst linguistic and cultural bloopers in it. Just one example. Mr. Andrew stubbornly refers to KGB’s czarist predecessor, Okhrannoye otdeleniye, as Okhrana – a bit of bogus Russian not unlike words invented by Anthony Burgess in A Clockwork Orange. At any rate I was tolchoked whenever I came across this Okhrana business – probably because both the Czarist gendarmerie and its Soviet successor were called okhranka, with a k, by some people, but never in the presence of the said okhranka, unless they wanted a quick bash in the teeth – it was a term of abuse, not an official designation.

I might cite whole pages of similar blunders, but they would only have any use if a second edition of the book were planned – which God forbid.

The Mitrokhin Archive in fact purports to be a (or maybe the) history of Soviet foreign intelligence from its birth immediately after the 1917 Bolshevik coup right up to the year it was finished, 1999.  That is, it starts long before Mitrokhin’s notes begin to have any relevance to the book and ends long after Mitrokhin packed it in in 1982.  Mitrokhin’s archive serves as bait for the readership, and I wouldn’t mind this legitimate if hardly honest promotional (some might say confidence) trick if the job of writing such a history were well or at least professionally done.  It wasn’t.  

The bulk of the volume is a scissors-and-paste job done rather crudely on Mr. Andrew’s previous compilations and collaborations, all as cold as yesterday’s mashed potatoes.  One redeeming feature of the work is that the sources are all listed both in the notes and references at the back, and a more conscientious reviewer than the present one will no doubt work out how much of the text is owed to Mitrokhin’s archive – not a great percentage, I’ll wager. More is borrowed from the revelations of defectors, cashiered spies and similar authors like Oleg Gordievsky, Elizabeth Bentley, Anthony Blunt, Pavel Sudoplatov, Oleg Tsarev, Aleksandr Orlov, Kim Philby, and many others. Their outpourings were in their time quite fascinating.  Reprinting them uncritically in a book that aims to be a History is not the done thing among historians.

Worse still, Mr. Andrew is prone to stray from his own field, the history of intelligence, into general history, where he bloops most hilariously, saying things like:  “The killing of Trotsky… had become the chief objective of Stalin’s foreign policy” (p.113).  I sincerely hope that anyone interested in Stalin’s policies will read the excellent work of Prof. Gorodetsky recently reviewed in this space rather than Christopher Andrew’s hallucinations.

One of the worst features of the book is repetitiveness. Mr. Andrew has few ideas (like “Stalin was prone to conspiracy theories,” or “Soviet intelligence was strong on getting facts but weak on analysis”) but he really runs them into the ground, repeating them ad nauseam, word for word.  He even repeats quotes from Lenin (as on pp. 13 and 34). Whenever he mentions Iosif Grigulevich, Trotsky’s and Tito’s would-be assassin and Costa Rican Minister Plenipotentiary in Rome (I can’t help boasting that I worked for the guy at Social Sciences Today for quite a while), he starts his biography afresh, as if that master spy had just stepped in from the cold.

There is also an astounding amount of irrelevances, some of them weird, like KGB agent Mitchell’s revelation about “sexual experimentations” with dogs and chickens (p. 233), but mostly it’s minutiae that should have stayed in the archives.

They make it hard on the reader who would like to get straight to some of Mitrokhin’s more sensational revelations buried in them, like KGB caches of weapons and equipment all over Europe and North America preparatory to a “campaign of sabotage and disruption behind enemy lines”; or KGB “special measures” against defectors on its “death list,” including the plot to break the dancer Nureyev’s legs or kill another dancer, Natalya Makarova; or the true facts about KGB’s most successful operations – those in S&T (scientific and technological) espionage which did billions of dollars worth of damage to the West.  To get at these, though, one has to plow through heaps of rubbish about intrigues and bureaucratic tangles in Soviet intelligence of no interest to anyone but those directly involved.

The trouble with Mitrokhin was that he was a typical Soviet (for which read ill-informed and unintelligent) intelligence officer who wasted a lot of time copying what he believed to be earth-shaking secrets – which the world had known for decades.  By chance, he hit on some lulus, which could be whipped up into fine stories – quite different from the crushing bore under review.  

“The Mitrokhin Archive,” by Christopher M. Andrew and Vasili Mitrokhin. 1024 pages. Allen Lane. L25.

Published in the U.S. as “The Sword and the Shield: The Mitrokhin Archive and the Secret History of the KGB.” 720 pages. Basic Books. $32.50

Sergei Roy is a writer and journalist based in Moscow.

20081209 Roy’s Note. This review appeared in The Moscow Times on December 11, 1999. This seems to be the text that was actually published. There is a draft in my archive with a different, a more telling title – “Mitrokhin’s Intelligence.” Apparently TMT editor thought that a pun was not fit for a title. Hopefully the level of Mitrokhin’s intelligence stands out clearly in the review.

6.—[ 20000122]. Tip of the Iceberg 

By Sergei Roy

The first thing I did when I got my hands on Leon Aron’s latest book on Yeltsin, I took up a magnifying glass and tried to find my own face in the picture on the back of the jacket showing Manezhnaya Square and taken, at a guess, at about 11 a.m. on August 19, 1991, the first day of the coup.  Then I remembered that at about that time I was a few tanks away behind the photographer’s back, getting my jeans soiled in diesel oil along with a crowd of excited, flag-waving kids and stolid, sullen gentlemen sitting on armor and doing their best to obscure the crew’s field of vision with various parts of their anatomy, the air thick with epithets and colorful catalogues of the said crew’s relations, mostly female, stretching several generations back.

I mention this in passing merely to indicate how hard it is for a close (physically close) observer and sometimes participant in the events covered in the book to concentrate on the work itself rather than on its subject, particularly at a time when that subject has just made as spectacular, one might say epic, an exit from history as his entry once was, and all the world seems to be busy evaluating his character, his doings, his successes and failures, and generally his place in history – and I must say right out that these evaluators might do very well to read the Aron study.

Let me take a deep breath now and say all the nice things I want to say about Dr. Aron’s effort – naturally, before proceeding to take it apart, as an honest reviewer must.  It’s a Good Book.  It is erudite, intelligent, professional, painstaking, splendidly researched, lucid, elegantly written, with frequent bursts of inspired, tasteful narrative that will please the most exacting connoisseur of style. In my particular case, it proved unputdownable, although I am aware that not all readers will be so carried away by this account of events – simply because they will not be re-living those events as they read.

Most importantly, Dr. Aron is that rarest of animals, a 100 percent bilingual and bicultural brilliant writer fully possessing, in the words of Virginia Woolf, that native “absence of self-consciousness, that ease and fellowship and sense of common values which make for intimacy, and sanity, and the quick give and take of familiar intercourse” forever denied to a foreigner less fortunately endowed. Dr. Aron’s work is therefore blessedly free from the obscene stupidities and banalities of countless authors convinced that a smattering of Russian and a set of prejudices learned in college from homegrown pundits, plus a few trips here, qualify them to “explain Russia” to the world – and to Russia herself.  In this respect, Dr. Aron towers head and shoulders over the field.

Now for the panning part.  The book purports to be a “life” (the subtitle runs “A Revolutionary Life”). Even a superficial perusal of the volume will show, though, that it is nothing of the sort.  It is rather a political history of Russia from the 1970s to August 1998, with particular reference to events that molded, or were molded by, Boris Yeltsin.

As such, it is deficient in at least two respects.  As a political history, it is full of lacunae, with events and personalities drifting into the narrative without much motivation or background, only because they are somehow connected with the work’s central figure – springing, to use a Russian phrase, “like little devils out of a snuff-box.”  As a politician’s “life,” it lists heavily toward the official picture, with touches of hagiography here and there, concentrating on the visible one tenth of the iceberg of Yeltsin’s personality.

After this quick one to the solar plexus, I must stress that Dr. Aron’s political history of Russia in the last few decades is excellent – what there is of it.  If at times his narrative appears to consist entirely of quotations, they are invariably quotations of the right sort, from the shrewdest and most knowledgeable authors.  His own analysis, with a minimum of quotes, as in the positively scintillating Epilogue, where he assesses the results of the Fourth Russian Revolution and Yeltsin's role in it, is nothing short of masterly.

To take a random example or two.  Leon Aron makes this shrewd statement that the 1996 presidential campaign, one of the most critical stages in Yeltsin’s career and Russia’s recent history, was “the closest the country ever came to a public trial of Russian communism” (p. 623). In this, he goes straight to the heart of the matter, the real choices the country faced in 1996, and annihilates the claim that Yeltsin’s victory was “bought” by the Russian “oligarchs” helped by Western electoral technologies: “Where Western scholars and journalists were concerned, the acceptance and dissemination of this fabrication reeks of condescension, if not indeed of Russophobia and racism,” as it “depicts millions of Russian men and women as unthinking cattle” (p. 641). There’s more in this vein – scathing, you might say.  And rightly so.

Further, it warmed my old heart no end to read of Grigory Yavlinsky’s “customary disregard of reality, childish petulance, political ineptitude and all-consuming megalomania” (p. 584) and of his idiotic anti-Yeltsin stance during the above-mentioned presidential campaign.  I guess Dr. Aron will be pleased to know that his character assessment has recently been borne out by Yavlinsky’s dismal showing outside the book’s frame, in the December 1999 parliamentary elections. Examples of this kind of perspicacity are scattered throughout the book in considerable numbers.

On a more universal scale, Dr. Aron lists, among Yeltsin’s major achievements, his decisive contribution to eradicating Russia’s patrimonialism, imperialism, and militarism, all of these achievements described in glowing terms (p. 635ff.).  As far as the swift collapse of the Soviet empire is concerned, I’d say that Leon Aron deviates from the “native” point of view:  It was an Absolute Good only in terms of Western security.  Internally, any dweller in the post-Soviet space, except for the “elites,” would tell him that the lives of an absolute majority of the former Soviet people deteriorated, often unbearably, as one big empire split not into thriving democracies but into a dozen or so nasty empirelets, most of them degenerating into sheer tribalism and feudalism, not to mention bloodshed, rampant crime, universal corruption, and abject poverty.  These happenings in and outside Russia ought at least to have been mentioned, to provide a more balanced picture. 

On the same issue of the disintegration of the Soviet empire in 1991, the view has been expressed that at the time Yeltsin and the part of the Russian elite he represented faced the choice of keeping the bigger, historical Russia together for a while longer, until a more civilized climate prevailed, and immediately grabbing power at the expense of the collapse of the empire, and it was primarily Yeltsin who made the fatal choice – entirely predictable, given his inordinate craving for power.  This internal motivation does not stand out clearly enough in Aron’s book, as the author prefers to take on trust what Yeltsin himself says on the subject in his Zapiski, profusely quoted by the biographer.

Here we come to those submerged nine tenths of the personality iceberg which, unfortunately, have remained out of sight. True, Leon Aron offers quite a few intelligent and even witty insights into Yeltsin’s character and thought processes, particularly in the Epilogue – cf. comments on Yeltsin’s mode of decision-taking “by lonely and imperceptible slow accretion, absorption and digestion of information and events” (p. 735) – but they do not seem to follow from the body of the text, which is mostly taken up by accounts of speeches at various meetings, congresses, conferences, plenary sessions, rallies, TV opportunities, etc.

To be honest, I sometimes got the impression that Dr. Aron was simply scared of taking the Siberian bear by the ears, preferring instead circumlocution and Plutarch-like comparisons – with Peter the Great, Catherine the Great, Alexander II, Nikita Khrushchev, Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, de Gaulle (at some length, v. pp. 712-715), and even the poet Richard Savage.  I’d venture to say that acquaintance with the published revelations of Mikhail Poltoranin, the smaller of Russia’s “two biggest glasses” at one time, and closer attention to the Yeltsin/Gorbachev rivalry, might offer more earthy insights into the motivation of some of Yeltsin’s actions or inaction than these learned comparisons. 

A greater emphasis on Yeltsin the man might have saved Dr. Aron the embarrassment of having written Chapter 14, “The Last Struggle,” which sounded for all the world like a funeral dirge for the book’s hero – who would, after a year of ruthless experimentation, still find the man around whom the country could unite, for better for worse, and win the hardest battle of his life, crushing his worst enemy – his own lust for power without end.  

“Yeltsin: A Revolutionary Life,”  by Leon Aron. 896 pages. St.Martin’s Press. $35

Sergei Roy is a writer and journalist based in Moscow

20090405. Roy’s Note. This review (originally titled “Yeltsin’s Life and Times”) appeared in The Moscow Times on January 22, 2000. Nearly ten years ago. I would certainly not have written it now the way I did then. I was too much inclined to concur with Aron’s – absolutely erroneous – emphasis on Yeltsin’s role as fighter against Communism and not critical enough of Yeltsin as destroyer of Russia. Mea culpa.

My view of the 1996 presidential election has shifted, too. Aron protests against the depiction of the Russian people as “cattle,” and of Yeltsin’s victory as “bought” by the efforts of the oligarchs. There is no question but there was a massive campaign that cost vast sums of money to bamboozle the people – as I know well, having taken a sincere part in the bamboozling process, mostly by attacking the Communists. My position was clearly stated: “Hold your noses – and vote for Yeltsin, for the alternative is much worse.” And so the Russian people did, or are said to have done (to this day, grave doubts about Yeltsin’s victory persist).

But the main point was that the Russian people, unsurprisingly, were politically unsophisticated and gullible, so the media megacampaign did have the effect desired by the oligarchs. 

This lack of sophistication is best illustrated by the case of General Lebed – who was naïve enough to accept the post of Security Council Secretary in exchange for telling his electorate (ranking third in the first round) to vote for Yeltsin. A few months after the election he was kicked out of that post, thrown in the wastebasket like a bit of used tissue. The great Russian people had behaved very much like their beloved general.

7.—[20000226]  More Damned Than Beautiful

By Sergei Roy

Once upon a time, the poet Vladimir Mayakovsky went to the United States and wrote “My Discovery of America.”  Similarly, people have come from time to time to discover Russia and have written books about their discoveries. 

So Nick Holdsworth’s book falls within a well-established, if hardly venerable, tradition.  

By no means the first but certainly one of the most memorable essays of this sort was Marquis de Custine’s “La Russie en 1839,” regarded as scurrilous by many in Russia (the poet Vasily Zhukovsky even called the marquis “a dirty dog” upon reading it).  

In Soviet times, John Steinbeck came over here and wrote rather scathingly in his diary, later published, of what he was and was not allowed to see in Stalin’s empire.  Later, there was the pithy, thick volume by Hedrick Smith “The Russians,” so full of unpalatable truths that it made one’s ears burn.

There was also plenty of garbage, like “A Flat in Moscow,” author hopelessly forgotten, full of complaints about how cold Moscow was, how bad the service at restaurants, and how awful the people on buses smelled.  Wear a gas mask or take a taxi, you jerk. Taxis were dirt cheap then.

Several “discoveries” have been published since the start of perestroika, of which I would particularly single out Angus Roxburgh’s “The Second Russian Revolution” in that it is closest in method to Nick Holdsworth’s effort:  Both are based on interviews with considerable numbers of Russians (in the non-ethnic sense).  

The difference is, apart from the periods covered – Nick Holdsworth picks up more or less where Angus left off, in 1991 – in the type of interviewees:  While the latter mostly dealt with high-ranking politicians, the former concentrated on the view from the much lower rungs of the social ladder, going at times to the lowest of the low and limiting his interest in VIPs to no more than a couple of nationally known media people, like top NTV news analyst Yevgeny Kiselyov, now the channel’s general director.

The interviews are grouped under headings that do not form a recognizable pattern, either chronological or any other, except perhaps for a couple of contrasting chapters – “3.Winners,” “4.Losers,” only one finds both winners and losers in the other six chapters as well.  I am therefore inclined to dub the author’s method the “candid camera approach”:  He simply immersed himself in the raging torrents of Russian life and tried to snap as many pictures as he could, more or less haphazardly, arranging them later under headings that seemed appropriate or striking (like “The Beautiful and the Damned” bit).

The objects of the candid camera’s lens are roughly of two kinds: personal and political. 

On the personal level, Nick Holdsworth’s grasp of what he was told by the interviewees is truly impressive:  His characters’ stories really ring true; the camera is really candid.  One knows from personal experience or has learned by word of mouth of scores of people making good during and after the perestroika years in just the same way as, say, a former mathematician turned information technology manager at a bank; or an “engineer program-maker” turned, after a spell as a sadistically kicked-about “shuttle trader,” an affluent businesswoman, both learning their new and, for their milieu, pioneering jobs “from the school of hard knocks” (p. 93); an ordinary mother becoming a public figure through her attempts to save her child from the Chechen slaughter; and a great many other fascinating characters.

It’s not just the stories of life in the raw:  We find perceptive observations here on the “strength of a social and behavioural continuity that transcends Communism and the nascent market economy” (p. 68).  This is the sort of “continuity” that enabled most Russians to accept one more defeat after the August 1998 default and, as Nick Holdsworth puts it, shrug their shoulders, tighten their belts, and putting one foot in front of the other, “get on with their lives as best they could” (p.74).

There is just the same ring of authenticity to the book’s scenes from the nether depths – a businessman falling prey to his wife’s and business associates’ perfidy and becoming a bomzh; a graphic description, in horrific detail, of the death of an old bomzhikha on an ugly February night in an ugly corner of an ugly railway station in Saratov, which scene makes a disgusted Nick Holdsworth speak of “the casual disregard for human life that has always been, and remains, a feature of Russian culture” (p. 75).  I suspect that most Russians would accept that verdict, but also rather casually or indifferently, as they know from inner experience how easily a Russian crowd is moved from such “disregard” to the warmest compassion and a readiness to otdat’ poslednyuyu rubakhu “part with one’s last shirt” for the sake of some sufferer.  I guess it’s just a matter of the candid camera clicking the shutter long enough to hit a moving scene like this too.

Now, politics.  Here the author has been much less lucky than in his explorations of the Russian morals and mores.  As I was myself interviewed for the book, I know for a fact that Nick Holdsworth did those interviews intelligently and conscientiously.  Unfortunately, the interviewees’ narratives of and judgments on political events in Russia were often far from intelligent or conscientious, and Nick, being a camera/journalist and not a historian, did not bother to check out the facts and figures.  It is doubly unfortunate that he uses quotes very sparingly, and one is not always sure whether he is citing his subjects or explaining things in his own words for the reader’s benefit. 

The events that suffered most from this sort of cavalier treatment are the two coups (August 1991 and October 1993), the (first) Chechen War, the economic changes in the country in transit, and the like.
The August 1991 coup comes up in several interviews, and it is repeatedly said to have been masterminded “by Politburo insiders” (pp.1, 87, 119).  There was in fact not one Politburo member on the junta – it’s just a cliché that Nick thought the readers would understand. The Politburo had been safely sidelined by that time by Gorbachev’s efforts and staffed entirely with nonentities who kept a frightened silence throughout the coup. 

Some passages about the coup are chunks of sheer nonsense:  “The first most Russians knew or guessed of events that Sunday, 19 August, was when they tuned in their radio sets or switched on their TV sets to hear only martial music or see only a blank screen” (p.87).  It wasn’t Sunday, it was Monday; there were no “blank screens” or  “martial music” but, as everyone remembers, a much more incongruous picture – “Swan Lake” right after the announcement of the state of emergency, which was not made by “ill-organized, ageing Politburo plotters,” as Nick would have us believe, but by a couple of very ordinary, if gloomy, TV anchors.  The plotters (some of them) appeared only in the evening at a televised press conference, and they were none of them “ageing,” not more than most politicians of the period – Nick must have had some confusing pictures of a Brezhnevite Politburo in his mind when he wrote this stuff.

The account of the October 1993 coup is even more harebrained, probably because recounted from an extensive interview with some of the losers in that clash – a couple of dyed-in-the-wool Communists who talk in recognizable passages from that rabid Communist rag “Zavtra.” 

Take, for instance, their insistence that the total disappearance of the forces of law and order from the streets on the night of the coup was a clever ruse by the democratic side intended to lure the mutineers into reckless action. It would take a Martian – or a foreign journalist – to accept that bilge. 

I spent that night cradling a foul-smelling Molotov cocktail at a pitiful barricade by the Central Telegraph, and I distinctly remember the pervading sense of being betrayed by those same forces of law and order fleeing before the rampaging mob and crawling into all sorts of crevices.  Holdsworth really ought to have interviewed someone from “our” side, for balance.

Russian life is, of course, much too complex to be properly reflected in just a series of interviews. One might fill a Lenin Library with stuff that could have gone into this book and didn’t, stuff that you only learn by living here for years and years – like the fact that one of Nick Holdsworth’s interviewees, Yevgeny Kiselyov the TV superstar journalist, was, according to people who should know, a KGB informer in the not too distant past and is now serving not so much the eager public as the political-economic interests of his boss, head of the Media-MOST concern Mr. Gusinsky.  

But, given the author’s time limits and linguistic obstacles, the book is remarkable for a highly empathic treatment of its formidable subject matter and even offers a few insights into that most worn of clichés, the “Russian soul.”

In short, if you want to know something of Russia’s political history in the last decade or so, Nick Holdsworth’s book should be about the last you ought to consult. If, however, you are interested in the people of “Russia in transition,” as the subtitle claims, it ought to be among the first.

“Moscow: The Beautiful and the Damned. Life in Russia in Transition” by Nick Holdsworth. 262 pp. Andre Deutsch. Paperback. L9.99

Sergei Roy is a freelance writer and journalist living in Moscow.

20090405 note. This review appeared in The Moscow Times on February 26, 2000. Rather a superficial book, as should be clear from the review. Except, of course, for quite a few pages devoted to the interview with one Sergei Roy! Nick was a fairly likeable and hard-working chap, but the idea itself of basing a book on a meteoric visit to this country was silly, of course.

By the way, this text is slightly different from the one that ultimately appeared on the printed page. Oliver Ready, the editor and my long-time friend, had to do a bit of compression on it, for reasons of space.

8. – [20000318] Mistaken Identity

By Sergei Roy

What is translation? On a platter

A poet’s pale and glaring head,

A parrot’s screech, a monkey’s chatter

And profanation of the dead.

Vladimir Nabokov

Back in the ‘50s, there was an Off-off-Broadway production of “Carmen” done as a musical, with the music suitably jazzed up and the characters updated:  Jose was a black police sergeant, Escamillo a boxer, so they slugged it out in the ring instead of having a navaja fight, whereupon the sergeant, instead of carving Carmen up, throttled her in a quiet corner, squeezing, you might say, the last ounce of revenge out of the triangular arrangement.

This memory haunted me as I studied a collection of “Versions of the poems of Alexander Sergeevich Pushkin by contemporary poets” entitled “After Pushkin” – apparently in the same sense in which the musical was “after Merimee/Bizet.”  There’s this difference, though:  In the musical, the plot and the Bizet were more or less recognizable, whereas the Pushkin of “After Pushkin” certainly is not, for the most part.

In the Introduction to the slim volume the editor Elaine Feinstein wrote: “My editorial problem was to see that, even as I urged poets to write poems almost as if they were writing their own, Pushkin was not altogether lost in the process.”  In other words, she wanted her contributors to do the sort of thing that Pushkin himself did in his “Scene from Faustus,”  “From the Portuguese,” “From Hafiz,” “From Barry Cornwall,” “To the Boy (From Catullus),” “Songs of Western Slavs,” “From Andre Chenier,” “imitations” of Latin, Arabic, Italian, etc. etc. 

Unlike Pushkin himself, the authors of the “versions” of Pushkin most signally failed at their task, as could easily be predicted, given that almost all of them knew neither Russian nor Russian history nor Russian culture of the Pushkin period, nor did they bother to find out anything about these things for the task in hand.  How could they be expected to understand, from the English “literals” of Pushkin’s poems, what made Pushkin what he was? To have an appreciation of the very essence of Pushkin, his “ability to extract meaningful music from the most trivial words,” and of the “acoustical paradise of Pushkin’s iambics,” to quote Nabokov?

Translate Pushkin into a podstrochnik, an interlinear gloss, and he vanishes into thin air, you have lines that could have been written by any doggerel scribbler of any age, and no amount of genius will help you to produce anything that would warrant an association with the great bard unless you make a conscious, talented, and inspired effort to study Pushkin in his native setting and then out-Pushkin him.  

Ironically, this inherent danger of podstrochnik-induced superficiality is evident even in the most Pushkin-like “versions” in the collection, such as Elaine Feinstein’s own translation (it is a translation, not a “version”) of Ya pamyatnik vozdvig sebe nerukotvornyi “  I Erected a Monument to Myself, Not Made by Hand” (Ms. Feinstein, by the way, made Pushkin’s Latin epigraph the title of the poem, for no apparent reason).  It is a fact of literary history that Pushkin wrote his poem mostly as a parody of Derzhavin’s translation of Horace, and if it weren’t for Feinstein closely following the wording of Pushkin’s verse, it would be hard to say which of the three authors served as her inspiration – the message is much the same in, say, both Derzhavin and Pushkin while the difference between Derzhavin’s pompous, halting tread and Pushkin’s easy flight of genius disappears in the translation without a trace.

Unfortunately, most of the collection’s authors eagerly made use of the editor’s encouragement to write poems “almost as if their own,” totally forgetting the other part of her injunction and sometimes producing lines that would be accounted garbage in any language; cf. “Style,” by Carol Ann Duffy:

Grace in anything eludes you.

Style and you are worlds apart.

When you’re clever, thought deludes you.

When you’re beautiful, you fart.

Pushkin was here “altogether lost in the process” to such an extent that it took me a whole while to work out, with the aid of the Index at the back of the book, that what the, ahem, poetess intended to write a “version” of was a little gem of a quatrain I loved since school:

Net ni v chem vam blagodati,

S schastiyem u vas razlad: 

I prekrasny vy nekstati

I umny vy nevpopad.

You’d really have to hate Pushkin quite heartily, to translate this exquisite bagatelle straight from the aristocratic salons into Army Latrine, although I could quote some wittier and more polished latrine graffiti than Ms. Duffy’s inept effort.

Admittedly, this is about as low as the collection falls. At the other end of the spectrum we find Seamus Heany’s version of “Arion” – the story of an ancient Greek poet surviving shipwreck in which all his shipmates perished.  Heany’s nice poem stays true to the interlinear gloss he was provided with, avoiding any “farts” to the end. But in the last two lines he kills any claim to the spirit in which Pushkin’s poem was written: “And safe and sound beneath a rock shelf  // Have spread my wet clothes in the sun.”  Any school kid in Russia could tell Heany that Pushkin wrote the poem as an allegory of his own position after the December 1825 uprising, when his closest friends were hanged and he, the survivor, could feel anything but “safe and sound.” Pushkin’s dolorous pledge of loyalty to his dead or imprisoned friends turns into Heany’s “mystery to my poet self.” Heany may as well have written a version of the original story of Arion’s miraculous rescue by the dolphins, quite unrelated to Pushkin.

The editor makes a curious claim a propos of Heany’s “Arion”: “Seamus Heany managed to remain entirely colloquial in his lovely version of ‘Arion’ while keeping a sense of Pushkin’s shape.”  How Heany could be said to have kept “a sense of Pushkin’s shape” while rejecting its metrical scheme, the use of rhyme, assonance, intonation, and stylistic tone of the lexical stuffing of the poem (having substituted the “colloquial” for the elevated and tragically solemn), is more than I can understand.

In fact, this “sense of shape” of Pushkin’s verse is exactly the factor that disqualifies practically all of “After Pushkin” from any association with that name:  All of Pushkin is singable, and all of “After Pushkin” is not.  I’m using the term “singable” in the strict sense in which Tim Sergay employs it in his learned monograph on my own volume of translations of Vladimir Vysotsky’s songs (“Hamlet with a Guitar,” Progress Publishers, 1990).  In a nutshell, a singable version is equimetrical (constructed on the same metrical pattern) and equisyllabic (has the same number of syllables) with that of which it is a version of.

Singability is a must when the original exists not just on paper but as a fusion of lyrics and music in the minds of the carriers of that original.  And it is a fact, for instance, that all of Pushkin’s longer poems exist in this dual incarnation as operas by Glinka, Mussorgsky, Rimsky-Korsakov, Tchaikovsky, Dargomyzhsky, and others whom I may have forgotten.

Some authors of the longer poems in “After Pushkin” achieve this desideratum of singability – only not quite. John Fuller’s “The Gypsies” has “masculine” line ends where Pushkin’s are “feminine,” so an English singer would have to make a disyllable of, say, “tent.”  Singers do that sort of thing all the time, but expecting them to repeat the performance throughout Rakhmaninov’s “Aleko” is a bit much, while to make Zemfira’s evergreen hit Stary muzh, grozny muzh singable, the performer would have to do the trick twice per every line in the Fuller version.  Guaranteed to give her hiccups.  

As for Jo Shapcott’s “Aleko,” I couldn’t, with the best of will, even identify the passage from “The Gypsies” which might have inspired Jo’s limping outpouring, complete with such Pushkinesque lines as “Passion had made a trampoline of his soul.” Jumping Jesus.  And me talking of singability.

Similarly, I could only stare in disbelief at what is supposed to be “Tatiana’s Letter to Onegin,” which reads more like a script for a Hollywood film by someone who, years ago, snoozed through the opera, dotted with instructions like “So cut, weeks later, to an outside shot…”  Pictures came, indeed, “after” Pushkin.

Now to Pushkin’s shorter poems.  In terms of singability, they constitute a big slice of the vast stratum of the traditional Russian cultural phenomenon known as romansy “romances” – songs for one voice (rarely two) performed to guitar or piano accompaniment, popular now as they were in times before Pushkin even, both in concert halls and in domestic music-making. Literally each and every suitably sized poem of Pushkin has been put to music, sometimes by as many as a dozen different composers.  Shining examples of these are classics like Rimsky-Korsakov’s Na kholmakh Gruzii “On the Hills of Georgia,” Dargomyzhsky’s Ya vas lyubil “I Loved You Once,” and many others, unfortunately also included in the present collection (“Winter Road,” “Inesilla,” “When Into My Embraces,” etc.). 

Presented with non-representational chunks of vers libre or vulgar jingles claiming some association with these much cherished pieces guaranteed to touch his inmost strings, a lover of Pushkin will simply shrug his shoulders or grimace at the ugliness of trash like

Then deep in your mind

You sort out stuff

About men who have been unkind

While I huff and puff…

In writing this, Christopher Reid is supposed to have been inspired by one of Pushkin’s purest poems, “When Into My Embraces…”.  No doubt Pushkin was pretty physical, but – vulgar?  Not even in his underground “Tsar Nikita and His Daughters,” let alone in lyrics that became a standby in musical salons.

The “Tsar Nikita” jingles were, by the way, very ably translated here by Ranjit Bolt, so they may be said to figure most prominently in the reviewed collection – unlike their true position in Pushkin’s oeuvre:  Although a dedicated student of Pushkin for decades, I, like most Russian readers, have never even seen them in print, only had them recited to me by a connoisseur of obscene poetry.

All in all, “After Pushkin” may be said to be a very left-handed compliment to the poet on the occasion of his bicentennial.  Which reminds me.  During last year’s bicentennial madness, when all you had to do to hear or see some Pushkin was just listen and look, I hit on a huge billboard near the place where I live, with four lines of poetry beginning Sred’ shumnogo bala, sluchayno “Amidst a Noisy Ball, Quite by Chance” signed “A.S. Pushkin.” It’s a beautiful poem, made even more beautiful by Tchaikovsky’s music that goes with it in the ever popular romance – only it isn’t by Pushkin, it was written by Alexei K. Tolstoy, one of the bunch of the Counts Tolstoy endowed with literary genius, some 14 years after Pushkin’s death.  Like the authors of “After Pushkin,” the guys who put up that billboard must have meant well, only they didn’t quite know what they were about, and the result was much the same in both cases – not Pushkin.

20090405 note: This review appeared in The Moscow Times on March 18, 2000. The present text is the original version of the review, which underwent some compression on paper. Its original title was “Seamus H. Pushkin.” Of course, I could not say in print what I really thought of that book. The mildest description would be something like this – a heap of dog manure.

9.—[20000422] Infamous Last Word
By Sergei Roy

Academic historians tend to go pale and express themselves in highly non-academic Russian on hearing the name of Edvard Radzinsky or seeing him on TV.  This erstwhile author of terribly unfunny, sick-making “Soviet comedies” has now for years been feeding the public his soap-opera versions of history, notably the story, or rather the “life,” of the last Russian czar and his family.  His latest is Rasputin. The Last Word (published in the United States as “The Rasputin File”), soon to be unleashed on the Russian public as well, along with a fresh TV series. No professional historian in his senses would use that sort of subtitle about any historical subject, so it has to be taken in a Pickwickian sense – as the last world in soap opera history. 

Radzinsky recaps the biographical facts long known to any dabbler in Russia’s past: that Grigory Rasputin was a Siberian ne’er-do-well peasant of the darkest antecedents, including stints as the lowliest servant in thieves’ dens, a horse-thief, and a member of the outlawed, bestial sect of khlysty specializing in crazed, dervish-like whirling and frenzied group sex at secret orgies; an alcoholic, charlatan and sex-maniac who, through his powers of sexual hypnotism, wormed his way, with some help from Black Hundred-minded Orthodox priests, into depraved St. Petersburg High Society and eventually into the imperial family.  

Wielding enormous power over the czar’s paranoiac wife, German-born Empress Alexandra, who in turn had the weak-willed, infantile Nicholas completely under her thumb, the illiterate Rasputin became Russia’s real ruler in the last decade or so of the empire’s existence. The man had the power to make or break ministers, premiers, heads of the Synod, governors, bishops, metropolitans, not to mention holders of lesser offices. On his say-so millions of Russian soldiers attacked or retreated, died or lived in World War I. He used, and was used by, the filthiest, sleaziest perpetrators of financial scams to rob the imperial treasury of countless millions, thus destroying the life-blood of the Russian defense and other industries and bringing about the defeat of Russia in the war and the consequent revolutions in February and October 1917.  His death at the hands of inept High Society assassins was cause for universal celebration in Russia – in vain, as it turned out, for by that time the country was doomed.

This picture of Nicholas’ infamous reign does not quite tally with Radzinsky’s angelic TV portraits of the last czar and his spouse, so he was ready to grab at a chance to correct this picture or “explain” Rasputin and his relationships with the imperial family and High Society ladies.  Such a chance presented itself in 1995, when the world-famous cellist and conductor Mstislav Rostropovich bought at a Sotheby’s auction, apparently from heirs of Russian émigrés, some files pertaining to the inquiry into Rasputin’s role in Russian state affairs which was held by the Provisional Government after the February 1917 revolution.  Unlike those that remained in the Soviet archives after all the revolutionary upheavals, these newly discovered files contained depositions of Rasputin’s friends and devotees rather than his enemies, and were thus a godsend to Radzinsky.  Rostropovich, who in his own words delights in Radzinsky’s TV performances (I for one hurriedly press on some button, any button, to avoid hearing that womanish falsetto embellished with every cheap “artistic” trick of melodramatic recital, a real kitchen-maid’s idea of how an intellectual should sound), passed the precious bundle of papers to Radzinsky, who used them for all they were worth.

Not much – if only because those “friends and devotees,” called before a revolutionary tribunal, either lied their heads off to save their skins (which Radzinsky himself admits) or recounted silly stories of the conduct and “teachings” of the “man of God” in whom they were idiots enough to believe.

As far as the facts in the Rasputin case are concerned, there was virtually nothing new to me, nothing of great relevance or substance, at least – and I do not claim to be an expert on the period; it’s all common knowledge.  So, rather than the “last word,” Radzinsky’s book might be an introduction to the subject, recounting all sorts of well-known facts, like who Old Believers or the Pretenders were – stuff that you could find in the Children’s Encyclopedia.  It might, but it isn’t, because of a fatal flaw in it: Radzinsky keeps fluctuating between two extremely different genres – a historical narrative of the more gossipy sort and pure hagiography, a “people’s saint’s” life.

Consider the following episode. Young Rasputin is caught stealing a neighbor’s haystack stakes; a fight ensues, in which Rasputin grabs an ax but is felled by the neighbor with a pole.  Radzinsky’s comment on the episode:  “The [neighbor’s] simple explanation that Rasputin ‘turned kind of strange and stupid’ is inadequate here. No, he could not have understood Rasputin’s dark, complicated nature. When, during the beating, the blow of the stake seemed in danger of killing him… Rasputin evidently experienced something.  The beaten youth sensed a strange joy in his soul” etc. etc. [p.28]. One is left at a loss as to how Radzinsky knows what Rasputin “evidently felt,” and why a blow on the nose with a stake is such a nice introduction to mystical experience. Did Radzinsky use a Ouija board, perhaps? Or could he have reconstructed the scene, with himself as the mystic subject?  In that case I’d take the naïve peasant’s view that his explanation is “kind of strange and stupid.”

The whole book teems with these “spiritualistic” comments. Thus, there were persistent rumors at court that Rasputin, whose whole life was built around playing a yurodivy or “God’s fool” and ecstatic whoring, undressed the emperor’s daughters and “touched” them.  Empress Alexandra, who firmly believed that anything Rasputin did was holy, fired the nurse who tried to bar Rasputin’s entry to the young girls’ room.  Radzinsky’s comment: “Rasputin had in fact come to see the royal children… and had on occasion touched them. When he was healing them. And that is all.” [p.126].  Proof? Who wants proof – Radzinsky tells us so, period.

More in the same vein:  “In the autumn of 1912, Rasputin performed one of his true miracles: he saved the life of the heir.” [p.186].  Moreover, Rasputin is said to have saved the life of the hemophiliac heir by long-distance prayer, and if you don’t believe this sort of bullshit, offered in all seriousness, you’d better leave Radzinsky’s book strictly alone.

One of its more nauseating features is the inordinate use of words like “mystery,” “mysterious,” “secret,” etc. about things that are as plain as a pikestaff to anyone not bent on decking out a whoremonger and charlatan’s life in the cheap rags of “mystery.”  

After keeping us in suspense for a couple of hundred of pages and more, Mr. Radzinsky decides to reveal the riddle of Rasputin’s “mysterious teaching.”  It turns out to be a very convenient one for the old Adam in any of us, too. 

Point one: The sin of lechery is from God, and it therefore can’t be bad.  Point two: Rasputin’s own mission was to take women’s sin upon himself – through very natural means, namely, high-quality sex.  There was a special provision for when he couldn't get it up:  He told the women to undress and just looked at them.  This he widely practiced with prostitutes, whom this “man of God” sometimes invited in twos and threes. (These goings-on were strictly documented in reports by the dozens of police agents provided by the empress for his protection.)

The rituals to suit Rasputin’s doctrine were mostly borrowed from radeniya, or “rejoicings,” as practiced by the khlysty “self-whippers,” and involved hour-long dancing, hypnotic passes and mumblings, feeling the women up, making them pray while having sex, etc. All this often took place in bath-houses, where Rasputin would take a bevy of his “devotees.”  Naturally, the bulk of these were sexually repressed women of all ranks, as well as sated High Society dames out for new thrills.

Of all the depositions quoted by Radzinsky, the one by ex-premier Vladimir Kokovtsev illumines Rasputin’s character more graphically than any other:  “I served eleven years in the Central Prison Administration and saw… among the Siberian vagrants of unknown ancestry, as many Rasputins as you like.  Men who, while making the sign of the cross, could take you by the throat and strangle you with the same smile on their faces.” [p.206]. 

A society that could permit an individual like that to trample on its highest institutions was obviously doomed.  And Radzinsky’s pitiful tatters of “mystery” thrown over his life are nothing more than a silly attempt to prettify the filthiest blot on Russia’s history.

“Rasputin. The Last Word,” by Edvard Radzinsky. Translated by Judson, Rosengrant, Weldenfeld and Nicolson, London. 524 pp. L20. Published in the United States as “The Rasputin File.” $29.95.

Sergei Roy is a freelance writer and journalist based in Moscow.

20090406 note. I am glad that I can publish here a fuller version of the review than that which appeared in The Moscow Times on April 29, 2000. The latter suppressed some of the more scathing epithets I used – both about Radzinsky and his subject. 

The fact is that my grandfather, an officer in the Imperial Army with a career that spanned decades and was only cut short at the time of the Civil War, used to tell me of the hatred he and his comrades felt for the German-born empress and her pet animal, Rasputin, for both of them pushing Russia ever closer to the edge of the precipice as the Russian army was bleeding to death in World War I trenches. I heard those stories of my grandfather’s at a fairly impressionable age, so my hatred for that animal may be said to be hereditary – and it extends to writers of his hagiography. 
10.—[ 20000525] Nabokov’s Butterflies

By Sergei Roy
Unsurprisingly, Nabokov’s recent centenary brought a spate of publications in a variety of languages (including, one might observe with bitterness rather than pride, the first or nearly the first biography in Russian – but that’s in passing).  Of these, “Nabokov’s Butterflies.  Unpublished and Uncollected Writings” appears to me to be the most – well, “off-beat” you might say if you were loath to use words like “weird.”

This nearly 800-page long volume comprises a couple of articles by the editor/collectors Brian Boyd and Robert M. Pyle; Nabokov’s “Selected Writings. 1908—1977,” including hitherto unpublished “Father’s Butterflies: Second Addendum to The Gift”; and Nabokov’s scholarly treatise “The Butterflies of Europe” and other technical writings on Lepidopterology.

The technical side of compiling such a volume is more or less clear:  A computer might go through the whole of Nabokov’s oeuvre highlighting passages with a stated incidence of key words like “Lepidoptera,” “butterflies,” “moths,” “collecting,” “butterflies’ genitalia,” etc. The purpose of such an exercise is much more elusive.

The fact is, Brian Boyd himself starts out from the rather obvious premise that “it would be perfectly possible to read a thousand pages of [Nabokov’s] best fiction… and another five hundred pages of his short stories and not even realize he was a lepidopterist.”  Hardly that, of course – if you’d read Chapter 6 of “Speak, Memory” (or the Russian version of it, Drugiye berega), or were conscientious enough not to skip various passages in “Ada” – but that’s enough evidence to anyone (except writers of dissertations on Nabokov, perhaps) that his prose, or poetry for that matter, says quite a lot even to the lepidopterologically benighted reader. On the whole, Boyd is right, which in itself rather casts doubt on the wisdom of compiling a huge volume to correct this premise.

I can quite accept Robert Pyle’s contention that “a working knowledge of French, Russian, Russian poets, chess, or a dozen other topics can enhance the reader’s picture [of Nabokov’s writings]. One of the most important of these subtexts is Lepidoptera.” Of course one would be happy to have mastery of all these “subtexts.” It would also be nice to have had the benefits of aristocratic St. Petersburg, the Vyra manor, the Crimea, Oxford, Berlin, Alpes-Maritimes, America coast to coast; it would be wonderful to have had “monstrous mathematical abilities” in one’s childhood, or to be able to turn out imperishable texts first in one language, then another, and attain world fame in both.  However, having missed Lepidopterology, along with much else of the above, one is hardly likely to avail oneself of “Nabokov’s technical articles, known to entomologists for half a century and still playing their part in lycaenid systematics, … here made available to the general reader for the first time.” That’s a real generous offer, of course, and the “general reader” might avail himself of it – if he were about six, the age Nabokov took up entomology; but those of us who are past this delightful age might balk at taking it up even at the risk of missing some lepidopterological innuendo in Nabokov.

Closer scrutiny of “Nabokov’s Butterflies” shows that this risk is pretty low.  Literally hundreds of pages of the volume are filled with material selected, one suspects, in the electronic manner described above – to no particular purpose.  Much of the stuff consists of two- or three-line excerpts from letters like the following:  “I have finished a book on Gogol. I am finishing a big study on the genitalia of one group of butterflies (“blues”).” End of entry.  These two-liners merely reminded me of the quintessential American monostich:  “You owe me $64.” I read it in the “Poetry” magazine about a quarter of a century ago and am still stumped by it.  It’s there on the page – but “what is it in aid of,” if one might ask in the same idiom?

Apart from these mysterious items, there are endless passages from Nabokov’s fiction devoted to, or merely mentioning, butterflies, moths, and similar subjects. For these, Boyd makes the following claim:  “Removed from their old haunts, the scores of short excerpts refocus the part and refresh the whole” (p.31).  Sorry, folks, they don’t do anything of the sort, not for this reader at least.

Consider this entry: “Van, in his blue gym suit, having worked his way up to a fork under his agile playmate (who naturally was better acquainted with the tree’s intricate map) but not being able to see her face, betokened mute communication by taking her ankle between finger and thumb as she would have a closed butterfly” (p.658).  I challenge any non-entomologically minded reader to avow that seeing this passage torn from the novel’s context “refocuses” his attention from the young lady’s ankle to the butterfly, or that it “refreshes” in any way his understanding of “the whole.”

The same exaggerated exegetic claim is obvious in the case of whole works transposed into this volume’s extraordinary and, let’s face it, chaotic and disjoint environment.  I was particularly struck by the inclusion in it of my all-time favorite, the poem Kak ya lyublyu tebya “How I Love You.” Frankly, I hadn’t been particularly aware that an insect was mentioned in its third stanza, the butterfly blending as smoothly in the poem’s fabric as it does with the tree trunk in those two lines.  Now that my attention has been drawn to it, I can feel nothing but mild irritation that Nabokov saw fit to introduce, in the English version, the learned “geometrid” for the plain Russian babochka, although that feeling is as nothing compared to my disappointment at seeing the magic music of Russian iambics transposed into limping English vers libre. These feelings, however, have nothing to do with Lepidoptera at all:  Boyd’s “refocusing” and “refreshing” are again totally conspicuous by their absence.

Another more or less whole item included in the collection is “Father’s Butterflies. Second Addendum to The Gift,” deciphered from a damaged MS and translated by Dmitri Nabokov. On reading it, however, I can only commend Vladimir Nabokov’s wisdom in not including it in the original publication of the novel.  It’s good, though, that it will be preserved in the tome under review for posterity – or rather the narrow Nabokov specialists of that posterity.

The only two items in the collection that are reviewable in the stricter sense are the articles by Boyd and Pyle. People inclined to nit-picking might point out, to start with, that the two contributions are but poorly correlated or not correlated at all, Robert Pyle going over Nabokov’s life as if it hadn’t been outlined already by Brian Boyd and often repeating the same facts, with no variation or fresh insights. (This editorial sloppiness even goes as far as reproducing one and the same full-page photograph of Nabokov twice, at short distance from each other).

But my main quarrel with these authors is different.  They set out to show the relevance of Nabokov’s lepidopterological pursuits to his art, and they fail at their task – not for want of ability or assiduity but simply because Nabokov himself kept the two realms well apart. Instead, they prove that Nabokov was a serious scientist, not a dilettante, or if he was a dilettante, then one who made a lasting contribution to science.  OK, I’ll take that on trust, as I must – but what does it tell me about “the development of the writer’s art, the evolution of the naturalist’s science, and the interplay between the two”?  All the “interplay” I can observe in the two writers’ accounts is that, when Nabokov worked as a professional entomologist at the Museum of Comparative Zoology, he had to go slow on his writing, and when he was at last able to quit that job, he did so without the least hesitation to fully engage in literary pursuits, keeping his butterfly collecting as a summer-time hobby.

Except for one or two oblique passages in Boyd, both authors miss the rather obvious link between Nabokov’s fascination with butterflies and probably the most persistent theme in his writings, which was also the most salient feature of his psychical makeup – the fear of Time/Death and his indefatigable efforts to conquer these in the spirit of Goethe’s “Stop, moment! Thou art beautiful,” to capture and freeze the fleeting moment either as a lovely butterfly on a pin or a word-image on a page.  It is our luck that, of the two modes of achieving immortality, he preferred the latter, building, out of imperishable words, rampart upon rampart to shield him against the menace of Death and oblivion.  If he hadn’t, he would have gone down in history – one shudders to think of such calamity even – as yet another Great Lepidopterist. 

Nabokov’s Butterflies. Unpublished and Uncollected Writings. Edited and annotated by Brian Boyd and Robert Michael Pyle.  New Translations from the Russian by Dmitri Nabokov. Allen Lane. The Penguin Press. 783 pp. Price 25 pounds.

20090407 note: This review appeared in The Moscow Times on June 3, 2000. Its original title was “The Defense of a Lepidopterist” – an obvious play on the title of Nabokov’s novel “Zashchita Luzhina” (Defense of Luzhin), naturally lost in the title given by TMT, as it would be lost on the average reader, or so Oliver Ready, the editor, must have suspected.

As ever, the text published here is somewhat fuller than in TMT – or, one might say, a bit wordier. Some of the harsher expressions I permitted myself, like “editorial sloppiness,” were suppressed – despite their being fully justified by the performance of the thick volume’s editors. 
11.—[20000608] The Man and – No myth

By Sergei Roy

At the annual gathering of the world’s big shots in Davos this past January, Trudy Rubin of the Philadelphia Inquirer asked a panel of prominent Russian politicians and businessmen:  “Who is Putin?”  The question was followed by a pregnant, heavy silence on the Russians’ part that left the famous Moscow Art Theater silences simply nowhere and was for weeks slobbered over in the Moscow media hostile to the then aspirant to the Russian presidency.  There just wasn’t any ready answer to that simple question.

In an apparent attempt to fill that information void in the run-up to the March 26 presidential election, Putin gave a series of  interviews to three Russian journalists, who then published them, along with contributions from Putin’s friends, school-teacher, intelligence school instructor, wife, secretary, and some others, as “From the First Person [Singular]. Conversations with Vladimir Putin” (naturally in Russian).  The sale of the book was immediately banned – on the pretext that it was election propaganda – by the Central Election Commission in a move so patently unfair (books by Putin’s rivals Zyuganov, Yavlinsky and others continued to be sold unhindered) that, when the ban expired, Vagrius Publishers must have raked in quite a packet from the ruffled public.

Now the book has appeared in English under the silly-sounding half-title/half-blurb First Person: An Astonishingly Frank Self-Portrait by Russia’s President Vladimir Putin.  The publication is a welcome one, for Ms. Rubin’s question surely remains pertinent – at least in the West.  

In Russia, the situation has changed drastically within an incredibly short period of time. Say, on Putin’s appointment as premier all of nine months ago, I myself wrote of him, in a Moscow News article characteristically headed “Yeltsin Spits in Russia’s Face,” as a “big fat political zero” whose name people all over the country were trying to make out cupping their ears.  Now Vladimir “Putya” Putin invariably comes out top of every imaginable popularity rating, leagues ahead of his nearest rivals, having become a household name in Russia and someone with whom the Russian man in the street has no trouble identifying at all – if only because the guy can sling Russian as good as the smartest Ivan in the nearest beer joint.  (There are other reasons, presumably.)

Not so in the West.  For one thing, in those word association games in which psychologists like to indulge, “Putin” would come out firmly linked with “Chechnya” – and the latter is tinged with totally antagonistic emotional overtones: “saving Russia’s unity and pride” for the majority of Russians and “human rights violations” for Western public opinion.

 Second, the “Putin—KGB” word association has sinister connotations for the West and neutral ones for most Russians (those, that is, who remember the link at all), the obvious exceptions again being members of the Media-MOST empire on whose corns various state agencies keep treading, and individuals popularly known as “clinical dissidents.”

The name “Putin” has thus become what linguists call a nest of homonyms – “words that sound the same but mean completely different things” to Western and Russian audiences. The little volume under review must therefore be welcomed as a tool of bridging the gap and making the two Putins a bit more synonymous – a useful thing in achieving mutual understanding among peoples, always a desirable goal.  Much as I dislike the English title on aesthetic grounds, “an astonishingly frank self-portrait” seems a fair and accurate description of what the booklet is about.

As I see it, Putin made an obvious effort to be as sincere as he could in these conversations, overcoming both his natural reticence and professional training.  After all, he could have glossed over or entirely omitted so many things; instead, he sometimes gives the impression of leading with his chin.  Thus, he did not need to stress so heavily his early background, which is, when all is said and done, one of abject poverty; or his long involvement with judo wrestling – an environment that is not particularly renowned for its intellectual refinement.  

He did not need to have been so frank about dreaming of becoming a KGB agent even in high school – he could easily have made out that it was just a job that promised contact with the West  (a good enough reason for the few people with Soviet intelligence connections that I have known). His one defensive-sounding statement about his KGB career seems to be a quote from his conversation with Kissinger:  “All decent people got their start in intelligence.  I did, too” (p. 81). On the whole, Putin does his utmost to play down his achievements in intelligence and has nothing but an irritated laugh for media reports about his exploits during his five-year stint in East Germany – recruiting spies, running a spy ring, etc. To listen to him, he was doing little except putting on weight  sitting behind a desk and swilling excellent Radeberger beer. Markus Wolf, the former head of East German intelligence, seems to concur, saying that the medal “for outstanding services” Putin received was awarded to practically every secretary, provided her record was reasonably clean. That appraisal is fine with Putin. 

Next, asked when he left the Communist Party, he says:  “I didn’t. The CPSU ceased to exist.  I took my Party card and put it away in a drawer.”  Let’s bear in mind that this was said and made public at a time when being tarred with the Communist brush could have cost him dearly at the polls, without fetching a single Communist vote in return, given the iron discipline of the Communist pensioner voters.  

Another issue that could have cost him plenty of democratic votes was Babitsky, the Radio Liberty reporter in Chechnya whose case was then badly mishandled by the security services.  Instead of being ultra-diplomatic on it with the belligerent interviewers, Putin staunchly defended the government’s position, jumping feet first into a full-blown fracas with the interviewers, the sort you can hear in any nocturnal debate in a Russian kitchen, a vodka bottle or two within easy reach.  In general, Putin does not mince words when it comes to Chechnya: “Whoever takes up arms will be destroyed. And we are prepared to do business with all the rest.”

To me, this sort of language lent an air of authenticity to the whole series of “Conversations,” as did the names of the interviewers, particularly that of Natalya Gevorkyan, an extremely smart lady who has written quite abrasively about the KGB.

Given all this, we might say that producing an English translation of the book is an excellent project.  And it would be – if it were not executed so shabbily. One gets the impression that no professional copy editor ever bothered to compare the Russian original and the translation.  As a result, the whole thing exudes an air of sloppiness.  Words that are Putin’s are translated as if they were his teacher’s (p.4); the interviewers’ comment is incorporated in Putin’s speech (p. 76), and so on.

Catherine Fitzpatrick generally seems to work strictly to her own version of Murphy’s Law:  “What can be mistranslated, is mistranslated.”  Some of these mistranslations have at least the virtue of being funny, as when she renders klassnaya rukovoditel’nitsa “class teacher,” “form mistress” as “wonderful teacher,” mistaking klassnyi “[teacher] attached to a class” for the slangy Russian equivalent of “super” (p.21). Or take Putin’s taktichnye uchitelya “tactful, delicate teachers,” who come out in the English version as “teachers with sharp tactics” (p. 29).

Entirely in the spirit of Murphy’s Law, the translator mostly does not simply miss the meaning of the original but, because of her wobbly command of Russian, hits on the opposite meaning, as when she translates Putin’s Ya zhe sovsem patsan byl! “You know, I was just a kid!” as “I wasn’t completely naïve” (p.42). Or, say, Putin’s podshival dela kakiye-to “filed some [crappy] papers” comes out as “knocked off some cases” (p.48), making out as if Putin was some kind of Soviet James Bond, not an obscure clerk at the start of his KGB career.

For the most part, though, Ms. Fitzpatrick’s mistranslations are not even amusing, as she puts products of her not very fertile imagination for the Russian phrases she does not know:  Putin’s rubili proseku pod LEP “cleared lanes in the forest for power lines” comes out as “chopped trees for the lumber industry” (p.30). Not a big crime against the truth, of course – just sloppy, unprofessional work.  The sort of work one expects from someone who hasn’t mastered the difference between the English substantive “principle” and the adjective “principal” (see “Principle characters” on p. ix).

Throughout the text, Putin’s virtuosity in handling Russian is totally lost, and his monologues come out as bald and uninspired as the translator can make them, so that, if one hasn’t read the Russian, one may wonder why a friend calls Putin a Cicero (p.39). 

Fortunately, Ms. Fitzpatrick often omits what she can’t cope with.  Unfortunately, she just as often adds sentences that are not there in the Russian original – worse even, sentences that could not have appeared in it. Thus Putin says, Ya svoy vybor sdelal “I had made my choice.” That’s not enough for Ms. Fitzpatrick, so she adds: “I wanted to be a spy” (p.22).  Not once in the whole series of interviews does Putin refer to himself as a shpion “spy,” it’s always razvedchik “secret agent,” “intelligence officer.”  The translation, however, is simply peppered with “spies” – Ms. Fitzpatrick’s modest contribution to the negative aura surrounding her subject.

He doesn’t deserve it, you know.  I’ll bet my bottom ruble that, deep at heart, Putin is a curious blend of Russian nationalist and not-so-subtle Westernizer – an epitome, in fact, of Russia itself.  A careful reading of even this bungled translation may show that. For doesn’t Putin repeat several times in this book, “Russia is a country of European culture,” before hastily adding: “Not NATO culture.” 

First Person: An Astonishingly Frank Self-Portrait by Russia’s President Vladimir Putin. With Natalya Gevorkyan, Natalya Timakova, and Andrei Kolesnikov. Translated by Catherine A. Fitzpatrick. New York: PublicAffairs. 207 pp. Price $15.00

Sergei Roy is editor in chief of Moscow News.

20090408 note: The original title of this piece was “Putin with a Human Face,” though I cannot say whether the final version, “The Man and – No myth,” was mine or Oliver’s. I recall there were several versions of the review, only one of which survived the many switches from computer to diskette to other computers. As the other reviews in this TMT series, the text above is considerably fuller than the one that actually appeared in print. 

Which is a pity, as all my examples of the stupid mistakes Ms. Fitzpatick made were lost in the published text of the review. Having worked for decades as a professional translator for a dozen or so publishing houses in Moscow and elsewhere, I am particularly sensitive to the cavalier attitude of British, American and other Western translators to the Russian texts with which they work, to their crass ignorance of countless linguistic and cultural facts they need to know as professionals and their supreme confidence that they know what the Russian texts should mean simply by virtue of having been educated by Western professors. They are ever loath to consult native Russian speakers – and so they bloop endlessly.  

12.—[20000806 ] Funny Kind of Elite
By Sergei Roy

In the early 1990s, the new ruling class of Russia adopted, with extremely doubtful warrant, the self-appellation elita, or elite.  Considering that the word comes from the Old French adjective for "choice," and that in reality this post-Soviet "elite" consisted mostly of power-mad, thieving Party nomenklatura in democratic disguise, power-mad, thieving "democrats," robber barons soon to be christened "oligarchs," and their intellectual and political menials, the word looks to me like the misnomer of the century.  

The usage, however, appears to be well-established, and in Evan Mawdsley and Stephen White's The Soviet Elite from Lenin to Gorbachev. The Central Committee and its Members, 1917-1991, it is even extended to cover also the Soviet nomenklatura – what Trotsky called "the bureaucracy" and Milovan Djilas, "the new class."

Quoting resignedly "What's in a name," one could accept all that – if it weren't for a rather more substantive flaw in Mawdsley and White's approach (see the second part of this review).

They limited their study, apparently the first of its kind, to exactly 1,932 persons who "were members (full and candidate) of the Central Committee between 1917 and 1991."  Certainly identifying the group on such a purely formal criterion is very convenient:  It is "small enough to be manageable using computer technology," and various interesting tables can be drawn up, based on computer analysis, reflecting the changes over the indicated time span in the Central Committee (CC) membership's size, turnover and holdover, age, gender, ethnic origin, social roots and social standing, education, as well as in the mix of the so-called "job slots" within the CC.

The authors draw some interesting, if not exactly novel, conclusions from these data, like the plummeting proportion of Jews (originally the second-largest ethnic group in the CC) in the later period of Stalin's rule and after.  They touch, in fact, on a very raw nerve of Russia's history as they show that the top crust of the first-wave Bolshevik elite consisted primarily of rank marginals, socially and ethnically, but they merely comment on this in a half sentence:  "this perhaps gives ammunition to those who see the Bolsheviks as an alien presence in 'Russia'" (p.15).  

This looks for all the world like cavalier treatment of the crucial historical problem – why should a backward, predominantly peasant society like the Russian one have gone along, in 1917, with ideas that stemmed from a completely alien, capitalist European civilization, of which the carriers were the "thinnest crust," in Lenin's own words, of intellectuals socially and ethnically alien to 99.99 percent of the population?  

On second thoughts, one sees that Mawdsley and White are totally unequipped, in terms of conceptual groundwork and methodology, to deal with mammoth issues like that and do well to stay within the narrow confines of their graphs and diagrams.

Education-level curves are as interesting as the ethnic and social ones, although in a different sense. Curiously, the authors base their conclusions on the statistics of credentials commissions of various Party congresses, so that, say, if Brezhnev told such a commission that he had graduated from a couple of universities, it was taken as God's truth, and the fact that he had, on very doubtful evidence, scraped through the Soviet equivalent of a community college is outside the scope of the Mawdsley and White study. 

The overall impression of the work's academic dryness is somewhat relieved by case histories of some of the less prominent "faces in the crowd" of CC members in each of the book's six chronologically-based  chapters. “Somewhat,” because these sketches also rely, for the most part, on official Soviet sources taken on trust or on interviews with CC survivals, their relatives, etc.  (There is an impressive list of such persons interviewed for the "Soviet Elite" project at the back of the book.  On impulse, I summoned Nikita S. Khrushchev Jr., a Moscow News colleague whose name comes up on the list, but the chap insisted that the names Mawdsley and White meant absolutely nothing to him.  He must have forgotten the interview, I guess.)

Anyway, the overall impression from reading the case history of, say, Andrei Andreyevich Andreyev – and it's a typical one – is one of rank superficiality.  Except for language and style, it reads very much like a bio from the late unlamented journal Kommunist: "the peasant's son who had been filling samovars and washing floors ten years before he entered the Central Committee owed everything to the party ... he wore the simple peasant blouse, the kosovorotka, in his case no affectation... contemporaries described his simplicity and approachability, but also noted his 'external severity'... [he] developed a love of literature and classical music."  One almost has to pinch oneself to recall that all his life this lover of literature and classical music was an iron-clad Stalinist, always "wavering with the Party's general line," as the Party in-joke has it; that his signature was on execution lists that sent tens of thousands of people to their deaths; and that he was responsible for millions of other deaths during the famine engineered by him and other wearers of simple peasant blouses.

The same curious credulity marks the pages of the book devoted to the last years of the Communist Party in power.  Mawdsley and White seem to take on trust what the top Communists themselves said of the CC, quoting Gorbachev's words in an epigraph to Chapter 6:  "After all the Central Committee – it's the brain."  

This was said in 1989, at a time when all the country listened with bated breath to speeches from Anatoly Sobchak, Gavriil Popov, Yuri Stankevich, Galina Starovoitova, and other heroes of the romantic period of Russian democracy, who came into their own with the First Congress of People's Deputies. That was the time when the locus of power was shifting from the Party as a whole, not just its CC, to the congresses of people's deputies of the USSR and of the various republics, to People's Fronts, nationalist and democratic movements, etc. To continue to speak of the CC as the "top elite" after 1989, and probably earlier, is simply anachronistic.

This leads us to questioning the basic assumptions underlying the Mawdsley-White study as a whole, not only in their treatment of the concluding years of Communist domination in Russia. Was the group of 1,932 CC members really the Soviet political elite that dominated the Soviet Union throughout its existence?  Is it, one might even ask, truly representative of the Soviet elite of the period?

To begin with, the authors' definition clearly differs from everyday usage, which Mawdsley and White in fact implicitly admit as they repeatedly refer, throughout the text of the book, to the "whole elite" (apparently meaning the entire nomenklatura) as distinct from their own all too narrow use of the term.

Of course, one might ignore this terminological inconsistency, as one does the incongruity of applying the word "elite" to Stalin's bloodthirsty, semiliterate henchmen of the Yagoda-Yezhov-Beria type. One might keep making a kind of mental adjustment:  When Mawdsley and White speak of the "Soviet elite," they actually mean the very top crust of it.

This, however, still leaves us with the above substantive question:  Can CC membership be equated with the top Soviet political elite?  To me, the obvious answer is, No.

A DAIRYMAID ELITE?

It was a fact of Soviet life that CC membership included elements that by no stretch of the imagination can be called "political elite," if the term is to have any meaning at all: alcoholic Stakhanovites, record-breaking dairymaids, illiterate cotton-pickers in many-colored headgear from Central Asia, and other individuals whose sole function was to camouflage the Party bureaucracy's omnipotence in the "worker and peasant" state.

It was another fact of Soviet life that membership in the CC did not mark a person as belonging to the political elite forever:  Kicked out of that body, people became non-persons overnight (names from recent history like Grigory Romanov or Viktor Grishin, Gorbachev's former rivals for the top rung, easily suggest themselves).  Strictly speaking, they instantly fall outside the scope of Mawdsley and White's study – and still the authors continue to trace their lives, as that of Nikolai Krestinsky and others.  By this logic, they should also have included Leon Trotsky in the later sections of their discourse, only they don't.

Even more curious is the omission of individuals who are known to have played a vital role in the Soviet Union's political life without being CC members, like the late Raisa Gorbachev.  People who ought to know these things insist that she was probably more influential in the decision-making processes of Gorbachev's times than the Politburo, the Secretariat, and the CC combined – yet her name figures just once in a hardly relevant footnote in the Mawdsley-White study.  

And this is not an isolated case. Mawdsley and White themselves write of the influence of the well-educated Dora Khazan on Andrei Andreyev, the above-mentioned lower working-class "promotee" who served on the Stalinist CC and Politburo for a quarter of a century.  Yet, she is not one of those 1,932.

Again, it makes little sense to exclude from the political elite, on purely formal grounds, the influential groups of academics and other intellectual aides to general and other secretaries, whose thinking often determined the country's development over whole historical phases, while including in it the dour, semiliterate, and often useless individuals who happened to hold offices that carried CC rank, as, say, in the Brezhnev era.

Another relevant fact undermining the formal basis of the Mawdsley--White study was the institution of "second secretaries" of mostly Slavic extraction in the predominantly non-Russian constituent republics. They were not CC members, as the respective ethnic "figurehead" first secretaries were ex officio, but they were the people with real power, the people to whom you went if you wanted anything done.

One might go on listing such facts, but Mawdsley and White beautifully do the job of undermining their own assumptions themselves:  "The Central Committee had never taken off as a self-standing institution, and its role was progressively reduced" (p. 66).  I'll say it was:  By Mawdsley and White's count, of the 139 CC members elected by the 17th Party Congress in 1934, 101 members were executed in 1937-39 (p.74, footnote 79). 

It is certainly a very curious kind of elite political institution whose members can be killed off by other political institutions not just with impunity, but with relish.  After all, politics is about power, "political elite" means "power elite," and if all the power CC members wielded boiled down to the will power needed to face a firing squad, there is obviously a need to reconsider the notion of "(top) political elite."

True, the killings petered out to a mere handful toward the end of the Stalin era – as "few" as eleven out of 158 CC members elected in 1939 and 1941, a mere seven percent, were shot then, but to say that the Great Terror of 1937-39 was an "aberration," and that "physical security and even job security were more the norm" afterwards, as Mawdsley and White do (p.94), merely reveals a staggering failure to understand the essence of Stalinism.  After 1937, the tyrant did not need to resort to wholesale murder (not of the top nomenklatura, at least) – everyone knew that he could again do so at the drop of a hat, and behaved accordingly.  Those eleven were merely a reminder that the despot was keeping his shooting hand in training.  Throughout that period, what was later called the "subsystem of fear" was firmly in place.

TYRANT GAMES

But there are even more obvious facts about the true situation of CC members than the scale or threat of killings:  Between 1939 and 1952, no Party congresses – the only assemblies empowered by the Party rules to elect central committees – were held, in flagrant violation of those rules.  CC plenary meetings were only convened at the tyrant's whim, not at regular intervals stipulated by the rules.  Whenever Stalin wanted yet another batch of CC members, or any other "enemies of the people," shot away, instead of convening a plenum he sent a circular letter to the remaining members, and they eagerly endorsed his decision.  This was called golosovaniye oprosom "correspondence ballot."  All these facts, and more, are discussed in Mawdsley and White, and still they speak of "job security."

No such security came even in the times of Nikita Khrushchev, often referred to as "herbivorous," as distinct from the preceding carnivorous regime. Khrushchev could still kick from office anyone he didn't like or saw as a threat to his personal power (such as Marshal Georgy Zhukov), whether they were CC members or not.  However, as I've written elsewhere, Khrushchev tried to continue in Stalin's tyrannical ways without the tyrant's trusty weapon of wholesale murder, so his immediate environment rebelled and in turn kicked him out.

This, as well as Khrushchev's direct appeal to the CC in his 1957 struggle with the prevailing Stalinists in the Presidium (Politburo), is taken by the authors as proof that in the post-Stalin era the Central Committee became a real "parliament of the party" and could thus, apparently, claim the status of a bona fide political elite (p.155). 

There may be some truth in this, at least for the “stagnation period” under Brezhnev, but on the whole I'd be wary about claims like that.  Consider the fact that, not until Gorbachev-engineered implosion of the Party leadership (which can in itself serve as an indication of CC impotence), no CC plenary meeting was content with anything but a unanimous vote on absolutely any subject – which should immediately suggest the expression "rubber stamp" to any unbiased mind.  Consider the fact that most CC meetings were, in Mawdsley and White's own words, "stage-managed." Consider the fact that the crucial decision to go to war in Afghanistan was taken by some three individuals on the Politburo without previously informing even the rest of the Politburo, let alone the entire CC.

The list of these facts is practically endless, and they all point to a conclusion that is obvious to anyone who studied the Soviet regime thoroughly and without preconceptions or, say, lived under it as a sentient being:  Throughout its history, the Soviet Communist empire was a tyranny run by one, two or at most three individuals relying, like all tyrannies, on a subservient bureaucracy:  in the Soviet case, on the Party and secret police apparat.  That was the real Soviet "top elite" – all the other kinds, the CC included, were expendable.

So describing the top Communist elite in the sham terms defined by the regime itself is a bit like that drunk in the well-worn Russian joke looking for the lost key under a lamp post where it's light.  Sober-minded historians would be better advised to look for the keys to Soviet history in certain much darker, and bigger, recesses.

Evan Mawdsley and Stephen White.  The Soviet Elite from Lenin to Gorbachev.  The Central Committee and its Members, 1917-1991. Oxford University Press. 323 pp. 

Sergei Roy is editor in chief of Moscow News.  

20090409 note: This review appeared in The Moscow Times on August 19, 2000. Its original title was "Elite" as a Dirty Word,” and the published text was somewhat shorter than here. 

Although I was obviously highly critical of the study I reviewed, I believed then, as I still believe now, that it was a very useful volume in that it strongly reminded anyone interested in the origins and history of the Soviet state that it was founded by what I called here “marginals,” especially ethnic and social marginals – people from the fringes of Russia’s society who were hostile to, and ruthless in their treatment of, the absolute majority of Russia’s population. This should give pause to anyone talking of “Russian Communism” and make them wonder just how Russian that Russian Communism was. There are plenty of Russophobes who still glibly equate Russia with Communism, in sheer contravention of historical facts – cf. e.g. George W. Bush’s statement that Russia is “genetically unsuited to democracy,” so it must be “genetically suited” to Communism or some such bogey word. Is this racism, or is it?

3.—[20000926]. Troika with Seat-belts

By Sergei Roy
Lots of people have wondered in recent years what went wrong with the capitalist revolution in Russia. Just about everything – that’s the answer to be deduced from Chrystia Freeland’s Sale of the Century. The Inside Story of the Second Russian Revolution. Mostly, though, it is the individuals who carried out that revolution that are to blame.

This answer is natural, given the work’s genre. It is not an academic study, heavy with tables and diagrams, of the tectonic political and economic shifts which have changed Russia beyond recognition during the past decade. The book is in fact a collection of journalistic stories about the most powerful figures that shaped the capitalist revolution, primarily based on interviews with various individuals in that environment.

The picture that emerges is a bit like Goya’s portrayal of the Spanish Bourbons – so ruthlessly penetrating as to be devastating.

Yegor Gaidar, the acting premier who administered shock therapy to Russia in 1992 by liberalizing prices and triggering off inflation that wiped out people’s life savings within a month, comes out as a pretty scary figure despite the author’s obvious sympathy with his struggle against the entrenched post-Soviet bureaucracy.  Ms. Freeland states quite plainly that Gaidar, though versed in economic theory, had no administrative talent to speak of, which lack he made up for in fanaticism, in “Leninist zeal and ruthlessness” – traits that his colleagues, the liberal “Young Turk” reformers, fully shared. The author omits to mention that Gaidar, whose professional career was entirely  in academia and journalism, also had zero managerial experience (except for managing the family budget, perhaps) when he took up the job of top manager of Russia Corp., bungling it quite inevitably. 

Unfortunately, Ms. Freeland is so captivated by the “beautiful prose” (a really gratuitous comment) of Gaidar’s book that she repeats almost word for word his regrets that his shock therapy wasn’t shocking enough. “I’m convinced [writes Ms. Freeland] that the central failure of Russia’s capitalist revolution was that it didn’t go far enough. Price liberalism was bold, but not bold enough… Balancing the budget was painful, but the government should have cut more deeply…”  What is quite understandable as a politician’s justification and explanation of his failure stands out as journalistic inanity in a book like Ms. Freeland’s – an irresponsible recipe for civil strife. Thank God Russia had a cunning drunken slob, not a woolgathering journalist for president in those years.

When the author keeps closer to the ground, away from generalizations, her account of the “capitalist revolution” is often fascinating. Thus Ms. Freeland admires Anatoly Chubais’ administrative genius, calling him an “iron general of privatization” etc., but her story shows quite unequivocally that, for all his genius, Chubais failed at the self-imposed task of creating a class of effective owners of private property.  What he created instead, through his “voucher privatization,” is a class known as the comprador bourgeoisie – the old “red directors” plus elements of various shades of criminality whose prime concern was not the “back-breakingly difficult job of changing the way factories were run” but taking control of those factories and, above all, of the “real money-spinner” – the mineral resources – and ripping them off for anything they were worth, then salting away the proceeds in foreign banks.

The book’s center piece is, of course, the loans-for-shares scheme or rather scam, and that should have been the book’s title, “The Scam of the Century.”  It was a ploy thought up by one of the future oligarchs, Vladimir Potanin, to privatize major state-owned enterprises worth billions of dollars, like Norilsk Nickel, under the guise of a loan program:  A hand-picked bunch of Russian nouveaux riches would “loan” the state certain sums of money in exchange for shares in those enterprises – of which they would eventually gain absolute control. 

The most absorbing feature of the whole shenanigans is, to an observer with a taste for scams as intellectual exercises, the fact that the money which the budding oligarchs were “lending” the state had been gained by ripping off that same state – in most cases, by privatizing financial flows through the so-called upolnomochennye “authorized” banks, authorized, as it transpired, to play with government funds at the Exchange while the workers patiently waited for their wages for months on end. 

Moreover (and this is something that Ms. Freeland didn’t dig deep enough to discover), there were scams within the big scam, with the state getting as “loans” money that was first borrowed from the state itself, through an intricate chain of money transfers, with the connivance of high-level bureaucrats. 

No wonder many observers, as Chrystia Freeland writes, refused to believe a “scheme so brazen, and so downright weird”; still, it was carried through, and Russia’s financial-industrial oligarchy was born.

The way the scheme was implemented was just as underhand as the ploy itself. “We reached an agreement on who would take what,” the book quotes Leonid Nevzlin, a sidekick of one of the oligarchs, as saying. “We agreed not to get in each other’s way… In this respect, there was an element of insider dealing.” Mr. Nevzlin is way too modest, of course:  The whole scam was nothing but insider dealing, and the competitive bidding organized to camouflage the operation, with foreign bidders excluded, was nothing but a sham and a caricature, as the book shows in graphic detail.

The author also goes into considerable detail about the oligarchs’ previous careers – not exactly ennobling reading matter, I must stress. Say, anyone who currently sees the media tycoon Vladimir Gusinsky as a stalwart proponent of civic virtues and freedoms should certainly read the relevant chapters and prepare themselves for some shocking eye-openers. 

Basically, Chrystia Freeland’s book is about the oligarchs and how they organized themselves not only as a financial-industrial but also the dominant political force that played a decisive role in the 1996 presidential election; how they divided the spoils after the election; how they and the political establishment coalesced, becoming “Siamese twins,” as the author puts it; how they fell out among themselves over various chunks of the economy too succulent to lie about unclaimed; how their greed and lack of vision led to the August 1998 crash. 

In short, this book is about the Russian version of crony capitalism (“bandit capitalism,” more like it) and how it came to grief just like its Asian brethren.

This primary focus on what went on within Moscow’s Garden Ring explains some of the obvious gaps in Chrystia Freeland’s narrative. The author mostly tells us what the oligarchs and their political associates told her in those interviews – and they clearly didn’t tell her all there was to tell. 

Although the word krysha is mentioned, the fact that huge chunks of the Russian economy (the figures vary wildly, from 40 to 80 percent) are controlled by organized crime, is not. The history of privatization at the regional level and of the role of corrupt administrators and criminal kingpins in it is yet to be written, the piles of corpses left in the process by the roadside are yet to be explained. 

These lacunae can later be filled in, though. More irksome is Ms. Freeland’s continual tendency to substitute sloppy journalistic clichés for careful study of her facts. 

To her, Putin is a “former KGB agent who had spent most of his career in East Germany.” Putin spent less than five years there, and quite a few people both in Russia and elsewhere believe that he is a bit more than a former KGB agent. 

Grigory Yavlinsky is described as “Russia’s leading independent democratic politician” – any half-educated Russian could have told Ms. Freeland which oligarch sustains Grigory Yavlinsky’s “independence,” and the last elections have shown that a mere fraction of Russia’s democrats accept his democratic credentials. 

Often Ms. Freeland goes on in such a slapdash manner that one’s eyebrows keep climbing higher and higher: Kiev lies south of Scandinavia, not north, as she believes; Krasnoyarsk is no more of a “frontier city” than Moscow; there is no such Russian word as shturmirovka, it should be shturmovshchina. One could fill pages with similar nonsense.

Ms. Freeland is at her most unreadable when she slips into quasi-historiosophical discourse about the Russians’ messianic tendencies as the root cause of all of Russia’s misfortunes, clean forgetting, among other things, that all messianic ideologies that have allegedly motivated Russians – Orthodox Christianity, Marxism, and now market economy and democracy – are distinctly European products.

In conclusion, Ms. Freeland misquotes at length Nikolai Gogol’s comparison of Russia to a troika rushing headlong to an unknown destination, expressing the hope that this time round the driver will give the passengers of the troika “a chance to buckle their seat-belts.”  A troika with seat-belts sounds to me like an A-bomb with handles. And why not? They’d be easier to carry.

So tighten your armchair belts when you come to passages like this.

Chrystia Freeland. Sale of the Century. The Inside Story of the Second Russian Revolution. Little, Brown and Company. London, 2000. 370 pp. 14.99 pounds.

Sergei Roy is editor in chief of Moscow News.

 20090410note: The title of the review as it appeared in The Moscow Times around Sept. 26, 2000 seems to have been “The Scam of the Century,” though I am not sure, having lost the clipping. 

On the whole, I found the book rather useful, and quoted it on several occasions in my later writings – despite all its failings discussed above. The thing is, those bankers and other scum she interviewed for the book were pretty outspoken with her, even boastful – as, e.g., BIN-bank’s Gutseriev who is now under investigation but has safely absconded. Actually, he should have been arrested as early as 2000 by any prosecutor who had read Ms. Freeland’s book, simply on the strength of what the crook had bragged to her about. Only Russia’s public prosecutors do not read books in English, and generally their actions or inaction are motivated by entirely different factors which have nothing to do with reading matter.

14.—[20001029]. A Linguistic Mini-tragedy

By Sergei Roy
When the Soviet regime began persecuting Joseph Brodsky, eventually packing him off into internal, and then external exile, Anna Akhmatova let drop one of her famous bon mots: “What a biography they [the KGB] are writing for the red-headed one!”  

As I was reading Joseph Brodsky. Collected Poems in English, I was inclined to think that Anna Andreyevna’s comment might be acute but not quite relevant.  The jail, the exile, even the Nobel Prize could be the work of social-political circumstances – but they had little impact on the poet’s oeuvre. The most salient trait of Brodsky as man and poet, his non-conformism, was existential rather than social or political:  His prime concern was not the times but Time and Self, and what Time did to Self – a fact that Brodsky formulated quite clearly and explicitly in his interviews recently collected and published by Prof. Polukhina (in an awfully slipshod edition from Zakharov).

Interviewers often pestered Brodsky with questions about the way his work was affected by his brushes with the Soviet system, his exile, his emigration, etc., and he would patiently, and at times impatiently, explain that the eighteen months he had spent in exile in a northern Russian village were the best in his life; that the focus of his life was strophes, not catastrophes; and that movement through space was nothing while movement through time, everything.

There was, however, one kind of spatial adventure that affected Brodsky profoundly – the movement from the Russian linguistic space to the English one as illustrated, among other ventures, in the volume under review. 

I must say outright that this adventure ended in failure, though not a very tragic one. Putting it succinctly, Brodsky in Russian is a great poet – practically all his work has that halo of greatness which not even his detractors or people who plain hate his guts can deny. Brodsky in English is… well, patchy and not often recognizable as Brodsky. It’s all quite unlike the uniformly superb texture of his Russian verse which by now has permeated – poisoned, some say – the work of countless mini-brodskys in Russia.

Despite his frequent denials, Brodsky apparently wished to out-Nabokov Nabokov and see his work as part (maybe an important part) of the American-English poetic landscape. Thus in publishing “So Forth,” Brodsky acknowledged the translations separately from the poems, which the compiler of the present volume “understood as an invitation to the reader to consider the poems as if they were original texts in English,” and followed the same principle in the present collection. 

Now, those of us who know the originals cannot help comparing them with the translations, and those who don’t probably cannot help wondering about the obvious disparity between the stature of the Nobel Prize winner and Poet Laureate and the quality of some of the poetry, as well as about the factors responsible for such disparity.

The question of responsibility is easiest answered in the case of thirty-three poems (out of some 150 in the main body of the volume, not counting the “uncollected” ones) written by Brodsky in English. These fall under two headings: vers libre and classically structured poems complete with rhyme and meter.

Now, in Russian Brodsky avoided vers libre, for a very good reason which he himself carefully explained to an interviewer: When you pour modern content into classical form, a powerful tension arises which gives proper scope to the novel things you have to say.  I couldn’t agree more – only it didn’t work out that way in Brodsky’s English poems.

It was all right as long as Brodsky wrote light verse, or poems connected with his writings for children, like “A Tale,” or singable verse – probably intended to be sung, as his “Blues.” This last one is certainly one fine poem, but – great? Oh no man, no man, no man, no-o.

Real trouble arose, though, when Brodsky tried to squeeze serious content – say, his eternal theme of Time – into the rhymed iambic tetrameter of “Reveille,”  where he got a rather unwanted jingling, dancing effect: “Clouds of patently absurd / but endearing shapes assert / the resemblance of their lot / to a cumulative thought” etc. One wonders if Brodsky felt the jarring effect of the discrepancy between the weighty content and the lightweight medium. 

Daniel Weissbort says that he tried to explain to Brodsky that that particular metrical niche was reserved for light verse in English, and that you had to handle English rhymes carefully – there were too few of them, so that English full rhymes produced an effect quite different from Russian, with its infinite supply of rhymes.

Brodsky must have listened, for as often as not he retreats into vers libre – and you know what happens? The “tension” is gone! Like Brodsky himself put it, “Hence these somewhat wooden lines in our common language…” (“To My Daughter”). As you read, say, “At a Lecture,” you get the impression that Brodsky could go on stringing those “somewhat wooden lines” indefinitely, at no particular danger or profit to himself or the reader, except of course for the brilliant line and a half at the end: “As the swan confessed / to the lake: I don’t like myself. But you are welcome to my reflection.”  

However, he had expressed that disgust with himself and indifference to humanity with greater power and at greater length in many of his Russian poems, including his opus magnum, “Gorbunov and Gorchakov” (a translation of which, regarded by Brodsky as totally inadequate and withdrawn by him from an earlier collection, nevertheless appears in this one – probably because the compiler helped the translator with it).

About translations – authorial translations, first of all. Brodsky said in an interview that a poetic translation, at best, conveys about 75 percent of the original.  In a business where du sublime au ridicule il n’y a qu’un pas (or qu’un pour-cent), that 25 percent gap proved to be crucial – and I often thought that it was more than 25.

You might comb Brdosky’s entire Russian oeuvre in search of stopgaps – words put into gaping slots to cover up absence of thought or emotion or just sense – and you’d be lucky to collect a handful. In his English translations, stopgaps occur with irritating regularity. 

Just one example. In the second stanza of “Taps,” Brodsky fails completely to convey the connotations of the rich Sovietism, shirpotreb “consumer goods” – mostly shoddy but coveted because rare, bringing in a completely misplaced “pennant.” What that “pennant” is doing there except as a rather silly rhyme to “lieutenant” is more than I can say.

The bane of anyone who has ever done poetic translation from Russian into English is the disparity in the length of words. English words are so much shorter, so if you wish to translate equisyllabically, that is, keeping the same number of syllables as in the original, you have to do some padding, introducing ideas that are not there in the original. 

This is practically no problem in an authorial translation, because the author is under no obligation to be true to the original – and the padding sometimes comes as a striking development of the theme of the original, as in one of Brodsky’s more optimistic poems, “May 24, 1980,” where, towards the end, the rather anemic Russian line, tol’ko s gorem ya chuvstvuyu solidarnost’ lit. “I feel solidarity only with grief” erupts into this striking English one: “Broken eggs make me grieve; the omelette, though, makes me vomit.”

This, however, is a felicitous exception rather than the rule – and the padding often becomes disastrous when the translation is not done by the poet himself. 

Take Richard Wilbur’s rendition of one of Brodsky’s finest and deepest, “The Funeral of Bobo.” Despite the compiler’s assurances, I doubt if Brodsky authorized or even read that one. Here, the line v nepovtorimoy perspektive Rossi “in Rossi’s matchless perspective” becomes “in Rossi’s matchless, long, and tapering street.” Now, Ulitsa zodchego Rossi, the fairest in Russia, is exactly 220 meters long (I’d say that’s short for a street, not long) and 22 meters wide, and it has this magic effect that things “do not dwindle but quite the reverse” ne umen’shat’sya, no naoborot, that’s exactly what Brodsky says here, so why talk of “tapering” and “length”?  The padding is even more painfully obvious here when sloppy, meaningless interjections are introduced, as in “O window squares, O arches’ semicircles,” where Brodsky has dry, guttural, architecturally precise kvadraty okon, arok polukruzhya.

It was part of Brodsky’s profession de fois that the poet is an instrument wielded by language, not the other way round, as commonsense would imply. It seems that this was even truer than Brodsky himself thought. Brodsky was superb, he was great, as long as Russian wielded him. English was not his native tongue, and it refused to wield him to the best advantage. With time, it might become his life blood, there were clear signs of that. Joseph Brodsky really should have lived longer.

Joseph Brodsky. Collected Poems in English.  Farrar, Straus and Giroux. New York. 540 pp. Price $30

Sergei Roy is editor in chief of Moscow News. He welcomes e-mail at moseng@co.ru
20090410 note: This is another of those reviews of which the clipping has been lost, so I cannot tell whether it was published in this form or not, and on what date exactly. Needless to say the account moseng@co.ru has been nonexistent for years. 

More importantly, though, rereading the review has made me realize how I have cooled off towards Brodsky in the intervening years. Cannot even say when I last opened a book of his verse. 

Maybe the reason is that he is too much like Tsvetayeva, whom he regarded as the most important 20th century poet – and whom I have always heartily disliked. On the other hand, this may have something to do with aging and the overall “cooling off” process, but, frankly, I just don’t know. Лета к суровой прозе клонят… Though my prose is not exactly surovaya. 

People say they cannot live without poetry, they would be dead without it. Well, I apparently can, and do. I have not translated or written any poetry – apart from an occasional limerick, perhaps – since the collapse of the Soviet Union. There must be a connection somewhere there.

Brodsky once wrote to me in connection with my translation of his “Urania,” published in Double Rainbow (ed. Marat Akchurin), a collection of English poets translated into Russian and Russian ones translated into English, published by Molodaya gvardia some time before or in 1989. That letter was expropriated, as a keepsake, by someone at Progress Publishers when they reprinted that translation of mine. Not so great a loss – the letter was pretty snotty. Brodsky was in general a fairly snotty individual, as the actress Alla Demidova complained, among others. Am I turning into a slobbering gossip in my old age? I am not sure. I simply have too fixed an idea of how a Russian intellectual (I mean, member of russkaya intellighentsiya, a truly untranslatable collocation) should comport himself.

By the way, I do not have a copy of Double Rainbow (Dvoynaya Raduga), and if I want to dig up the text of my Brodsky translation, I will have to rummage in the heaps of my drafts from the late 1980s. I am not sure I will have the time for it, at this late date…

15.—[20001209]. The Taking of the Booker

By Sergei Roy

In December 1790,

In Catherine’s reign, whom glory still adores

As greatest of all sovereigns and –-,

General Alexander Suvorov, Count Rymniksky, Count of the Holy Roman Empire, etc. etc., took the Turkish fortress of Ismail by storm. It was a fiercely fought affair, mostly hand to hand, often with no room for the corpses to fall, so that they jigged the danse macabre on the ramparts in the melee of Russians and Turks clawing and knifing and generally manhandling each other.

If you want to read a good literary description of the event, take up above-quoted Byron’s Don Juan, Canto the Sixth. Should you, however, go to The Taking of Ismail by Mikhail Shishkin, the latest Smirnoff-Booker Prize winner, be prepared for a disappointment: you will have to wade through a few hundred pages of what critics have called “professionally written” prose to hit on the couple of paragraphs in which a kinky kid, appearing just once in the book, trains some guinea pigs to climb the walls of a toy fortress to pull a string on top of a tower to lower the Turkish flag and hoist the Russian one. 

Still, I heard the book described as an “historical novel” by the Ekho Moskvy Radio critic, and that is a good indication of the “novel’s” biggest problem – its readability. Very few people who have been talking about the book in connection with the exciting event – the doling out of the $12,500 by the Smirnoff-Booker committee – have actually read it (not the Ekho Moskvy guy, that’s for certain) or are ever going to read it.

In fact, it is safe to predict that it will be deader than the dodo immediately after the Booker Prize ruckus subsides – about as easy as it was to predict that Shishkin would come out the winner, given the way the selection of the short list had been played.

The Smirnoff-Booker Prize is awarded for the “best Russian novel of the year,” in this case the year 1999. My contention is that (a) “The Taking of Ismail” is not a novel, (b) it is terribly, boringly anti-Russian, (c) it is not the best book 1999 has seen.

On point (a). If Shishkin were as honest as James Joyce, he would call his stuff “work in progress,” but Booker prizes are not handed out for work in progress, so everybody has to use the “novel” tag and pretend that the author is pushing back certain conceptual boundaries in a courageously experimental attempt to redefine the novel.

The novelty of the novel à la Shishkin apparently lies in his stringing, without subdivision into chapters and often even paragraphs for many pages on end, a series of chunks of text varying in coherence and comprehensibility. The more coherent chunks might tentatively be called short stories or novellas or tales which, unlike their more regular namesakes, have no endings, happy, open-ended, or otherwise: they simply peter out, dissolve, or collapse in absurdist, incoherent and often incomprehensible interludes.

The tenor of the more coherent chunks is well covered by the popular Russian catchword politely translated as “Everything in this world is excrement. Except urine.” It goes something like this: in a pre-1917 setting a lawyer’s wife misbehaves thoroughly with her husband’s subordinate, guy gets tired of her, she runs away to Paris and Nice, discovers she has cancer, has another, pre-mortal fling, goes back to Russia, dies ostensibly of a heart attack, husband marries young, pregnant gal (pregnant by someone else), is accused of having poisoned his wife, dies of a broken heart as his wife’s body is exhumed; all interspersed with side trips into his grownup son’s emotions – all pretty morbid, need I say. 

All the other coherent chunks are of the same type, filled with death, murder, beatings, alcoholics, degenerates, disease, a husband who contracts a VD after a drunken coitus with a prostitute on the eve of his wedding, the wife’s subsequent madness, an autistic kid, the death of the child of another character, this time already more recognizable as the author, his wife’s suicide attempts, his mother’s cancer, death, visits to his brother in prison, the terrors of the Gulag, etc. etc.

The final such coherent chunk is different from the rest in that it is more obviously autobiographic and less surrealist than the rest. It is even given a title of its own – “Epilogue,” because it comes at the end, I suppose. And it has a distinctly happy ending, the birth of the character/author’s son, but that is because he is already in Switzerland, not in that hell on earth called Russia. Although the happy father falls asleep on the train home and wonders, on waking, “Where am I?” he knows damn well where he is and what he is doing – he is in prosperous, tranquil Switzerland writing an experimental novel that will win him the Booker Prize.

Now, as far as these more comprehensible chunks of text are concerned, they are not all that innovative – say, Yuri Buida does this morbid stuff better than that any day. However, in the more absurdist passages Shishkin shows that he hasn’t spent five years in the quiet of Swiss libraries for nothing. 

We are treated to collages or summaries of books on, say, forensic medicine, with long and captivating dissertations on the rotting of corpses. I was fascinated to learn that the uterus of a non-pregnant woman rots much slower than the brain of a newborn baby, and about a zillion similar facts. There is also lots on Russian history, or rather the more revolting aspects of it, and a bird’s eye view of classical Russian literature in quotes without the quotation marks. 

The collages are reminiscent of John Dos Passos, except that I don’t recall John slipping into Old Church Slavonic or Latin, as Shishkin does rather irritatingly, leaving the passages, in flagrant disregard for the feelings of readers unacquainted with these tongues, untranslated. But the reader’s convenience is obviously not one of Shishkin’s concerns: pleasing the Booker jury’s craving for innovation is.

Point (b), now: Shishkin’s hatred for all things Russian. I don’t mean it in any political sense, although at one point he lets himself go to produce a few sincere pages whose message might be summed up with Churchillian vim: Russia is a piece of shit wrapped in vomit inside a cesspool. I rather intend my rebuke to be taken in an aesthetic sense: all too obviously, Shishkin uses his work in progress as a vehicle for sublimating the frustrations and traumas of a lifetime, and these frustrations are all bound up with Russia. 

All writers do the sublimation trick, but not many squeeze so much pus on the heads of innocent bystanders, I mean readers. A better sense of proportion might have helped. Est modus in rebus, to use a bit of Shishkin’s beloved Latin. Or, more simply, there ought to be a difference between a work of art and material for a psycho’s case history.

Now for point (c) of my premise: not the best. For one thing, singling out the best novel on the Booker lineup this year was a bit like answering little boys’ favorite question: If an elephant gets in a fight with a whale, who will win?

There were, on one hand, a couple of jolly dancing elephants, Valery Zalotukha with his Posledniy kommunist (“The Last Communist”) and Aleksei Slapovsky with Den’ deneg (“Day of Money”). 

Zalotukha is a well-known film script writer, and his “novel” was a thinly disguised film script in the Hollywood-approved provincial style, with caricature characters dancing to a highly predictable tune. 

Izvestia-supported Slapovsky’s was undoubtedly a novel, but with the unpleasant adjective “picaresque” prefixed, and it suffered from the same sad predictability as Zalotukha’s: no prizes for guessing what a few hung-over Russian muzhiks will do should they hit it lucky, money-wise. And indeed, the novel ends with a drunken binge of global proportions.

On the other hand, there were the ponderously serious whales: Nikolai Kononov’s Pokhorony kuznechika (“The Funeral of a Grasshopper”), a clear attempt to out-Proust Proust, with half a dozen metaphors per every sentence; Marina Paley’s Lunch, described by one critic as a “laboratory exercise” in preparation for a novel; and Svetlana Shenbrunn’s Rozy i khrizantemy (“Roses and Chrysanthemums”), 600 pages of unreadable dialogues coming verbatim from an extremely unhappy, hate-ridden childhood in a Soviet communal flat.

The jury predictably ruled in favor of the whales, and in terms of professional inventiveness Shishkin’s was perhaps the most – how should I put it – prizeworthy of the four. But to say that it was the best novel of the year 1999 stretches our credulity beyond breaking point.

The main decision was not made in selecting Shishkin for a winner but in the jury’s refusal to include on the short list Olga Slavnikova’s Odin v zerkale (“Alone in the Mirror”), Irina Polyanskaya’s Chitayushchaya voda (“Reading Water”), Anatoly Korolyov’s Chelovek-yazyk (“Man-tongue”), or any of B. Akunin’s products now beating all sales records, and that not exactly among the Marinina-guzzling hoi polloi. 

Unlike the jury’s selection of borderline cases between graphomaniac exercises and literature, literature and explorations in psychopathology, these works have the courtesy of recognizing the existence of readers outside the Booker committee, and the decency of at least pretending to communicate with them. You take Olga Slavnikova’s book: it is deep, profound even, it is masterly, but above all it is readable. To ignore work of such quality is plain ridiculous.

But then, while there were 12,500 very pertinent reasons for these authors to be thinking of the Booker committee’s tastes, they may have been moved more by the spirit that informed Hilaire Belloc’s epitaph:

When I am dead, I wish it may be said:

“His sins were scarlet, but his books were read.”

Mikhail Shishkin, Vzyatiye Izmaila. Znamya, 1999, Nos. 10-12

Sergei Roy is editor in chief of Moscow News. He welcomes e-mail at moseng@co.ru
20090411 note:  This is yet another of those reviews of which the clipping I have lost, and so I cannot say on what date exactly it was published in The Moscow Times (must have been a few days after December 9, 2000) and whether the title I gave it was retained in the printed text. 

I clearly recall, though, that the quote from Byron at the beginning of the review was printed in such a way (without the dash for the suppressed “whores” at the end of the second line) that it made no sense at all. I was quite proud of that quote (Byron’s Don Juan was at one time my favorite reading), so its butchering infuriated me considerably. But then I thought that few people would read the review anyway, and those who would do so were more likely than not to solve the printed puzzle.

As for the content of the review, I have not changed my view of Shishkin’s produce at all, and have taken care to avoid reading anything that came from his very hard disk. Also I feel happy that I raised my dissenting voice against the chorus of delighted Slavists welcoming yet another “Russian Postmodernist.” To hell with them.

I feel a bit ashamed for lavishing praise on Slavnikova, though. I can no longer recall what Odin v zerkale was about, and this alone should give one pause: her book has turned out eminently perishable at least in one brain – mine. But that’s not the only reason for me feeling ashamed: I have since hit on a few of her productions that can vie with Shishkin for the top prize for unreadability. Of course, the proper attitude should be to commiserate with her: you either produce literary Arthouse or you fly in the face of Postmodernist gurus and foreign Slavists – and it is they who hand out those succulent grants and prizes. Not a hard choice for the likes of Slavnikova, apparently.

16.—[20001214]. A Thousand Pages of Khaltura
By Sergei Roy
Unchecked proliferation of dubious medical cooperatives on the ruins of the Soviet healthcare system has produced this pearl of folklore wit: Who is treating us these days? Answer: Anyone who needs money.

The principle seems to have become universal. It is, in fact, spreading to the field of lexicography. Anyone who wants our money can apparently take up the arduous task of compiling a dictionary.

The other day the words неологизмы конца ХХ века “end-of-20th-century neologisms” caught my eye, among other attractions, on the cover of Большой русско-английский словарь or “Great Russian-English Dictionary,” edited by Prof. I.I. Panova of MGLU (presumably Moscow State Linguistic University) and printed by Kharvest of Minsk and AST of Moscow. I bought it in haste – and, proverbially, repented at leisure. Here’s why.

In the course of the current, fifteen-year-old linguistic revolution in Russia, the verb подставить has developed a slangy sense that you don’t find in available dictionaries, either Russian-Russian or Russian-English: “to set up,” or “set a trap for,” as in Окружение опять подставило Ельцина “Yeltsin’s close associates again set him up” – that is to say, some evil-doer or fool in his environment schemed or bungled his job to make the (ex)-president look like an idiot for the umpteenth time. So first thing, I wondered how that semantic neologism was explained in the Panova dictionary.

It wasn’t. Instead, I found, under the proper heading, the ordinary, non-neologistic expression подставить щеку “to offer a cheek (as for kissing or slapping)” translated as “to stretch out the cheek”; подставить спину под удары as “to hold out one’s back to blows.”

As this review will be read not only by native speakers of English, let me explain: you can only “stretch out the (why “the”?) cheek” if it has the elasticity of an elephant’s trunk, and holding out one’s back is plain anatomically impossible.

Staggered, I shifted my gaze to the facing page – and wished I hadn’t. There, я подружил его с моим братом was translated as “I have made him contract friendship with my brother”; война подорвала торговлю as “the war has undermined, insured trade” – are “undermine” and “insure” synonyms already? Why didn’t someone tell me?

A couple of minutes browsing showed that, whatever Prof. Panova hadn’t copied from other dictionaries, bore the same imprint of the weirdest linguistic imagination, putting it politely. 

Some of the stuff was funny, like her rendering сознание, which properly means “consciousness,” as “conscience,” for which the Russian is actually совесть – though I agree that anyone who confuses the two has neither conscience nor consciousness. 

But most are lunatic items like “carried earth” for завалинка, which in fact means simply a bench by the front wall of a peasant house. Who on earth carried the earth where?!

Another amazing feature of the dictionary is its compiler’s basic illiteracy in what is presumably her native tongue, Russian. In Standard Russian, подвое “by twos” is spelled по двое, подспудом “hidden” (naturally mistranslated in the dictionary) should be под спудом, догАрать should be догОрать “burn down” etc. etc. A real подстава for the unsuspecting foreigner.

Most depressingly, though, there are pages upon pages of pseudo-Russian pseudo-words, like дебрь, додаток, додираться, доимка, долбило, and the like, all down the alphabet, which you are not likely to come across if you should live a couple of lifetimes in Russia.

About the only word correctly translated in the dictionary is халтура “trash.” And anyone who buys this dictionary “has a soft place in his head” – the compiler’s ingenious translation of с придурью. 

A half-wit, in short.

20090413 note: The Moscow Times used to have a section headed “Word’s Worth” (maybe it still has – I no longer read it). For years it was presided over by Robert Coalson, whom I first met in about 1994 or 1995.  He wrote plenty of material there himself, explaining Russian to expats and anyone who would read the column. Since he was one of those gurus on Russian who never bothered to consult native speakers, his “explanations” made me chuckle almost on every occasion I opened that page – they were so full of blunders.

The people who came after him were even worse, until Michele Berdy came to run the column. Her interpretations and comments were mostly more accurate, though not entirely blooper-proof. Thus she may still believe that she knows better than I do the real meaning of the catchphrase за державу обидно made so popular by that cult film, Белое солнце пустыни. The proper translation of it should be “It hurts me to know that my country suffers so (is so badly treated, etc.).” It’s long but it’s absolutely precise, and a shorter translation can be found with more effort. Ms. Berdy prefers her own mistranslation, “I am ashamed for my country,” for which the proper Russian equivalent would be Мне за державу стыдно.  I’d say that feeling hurt (обидно) and feeling ashamed (стыдно) are direct opposites (antonyms) in this context, and it is easy to see why her own version pleases Ms. Berdy. People like her find it only natural to accept the derogatory mistranslation, for who wouldn’t be ashamed for a country like Russia? Who would feel hurt, seeing her misfortunes? 

I tried to correct her interpretation but she proved too American for her own good and rejected out of hand an explanation coming from an ethnic Russian scholar and writer who had been handling Russian and other languages as professional tools for more years than she was alive. That was nothing new to me, though; I just shrugged my shoulders, the episode wasn’t worth more than that.

My reaction to the dictionary compiled by Panova, as reviewed here, was clearly quite different, emotionally. The Maurice Thorez Institute of Foreign Languages in Moscow (now a “Linguistic University,” by God) had been quite a respectable institution in Soviet times. For one thing, it was staffed by people who actually knew the languages they taught. In terms of practical command of the language, the Institute’s students were far ahead of, say, the famous Moscow State University alumni. 

It was a nerve-racking experience to come across this irrefutable evidence that not only the Soviet economy had gone to the dogs with the advent of capitalism in Russia but education, at least in this particular area, had traveled the same route. Turning the pages of that dictionary, I felt as if a fat, flabby lady of advanced years were publicly and shamelessly taking off her clothes, to the onlookers’ disgust. 

You could say anything you liked or disliked about the Soviet totalitarian regime or whatever. There is one thing I can assert with 100 percent certainty: that regime would never have allowed the publication of Panova’s trashy “dictionary.” In this case, freedom meant the freedom of imposing a worthless and even dangerously misleading product on an unsuspecting public.

No wonder I threw that thick collection of khaltura into the nearest trash can.

Oh, quite forgot: this piece was published (in shortened form, I guess) in TMT on or around 20001214.
17.—[20020525]. A Shoddy Monument 

By Sergei Roy
Andrei Sakharov (1921--1989), physicist turned civil rights activist and politician, Thrice Hero of Socialist Labor, winner of the Stalin and Nobel Prizes, member of the USSR Academy of Sciences, etc. etc., was a great and tragic figure. A humanist to the core, he created that most inhuman of weapons, the H-bomb. As a civil rights champion and politician, he played a major role in bringing about the downfall of the Soviet regime. It is now clear that the gains of that collapse in terms of freedom and democracy in Russia are fairly modest, while the cost in violation of human rights is nothing short of appalling.

One would expect these themes to dominate any insightful biography of Andrei Sakharov. It might profitably be based on numerous sources available, including the hundreds of Sakharov’s academic colleagues and allies, friends and foes waiting to be interviewed.

As far as Richard Lourie’s Sakharov. A Biography is concerned, though, they wait in vain. The few people Lourie interviewed are mostly members of Sakharov’s inner circle – his widow Elena Bonner, Bonner’s daughter Tatiana Yankelevich, who is director of the Andrei Sakharov Archives at Brandeis University (which published the book), Efrem Yankelevich, Sakharov’s daughters living in Moscow, and a few friends.

Lourie’s prime printed sources are the Memoirs of Andrei Sakharov himself (translated by Lourie), a few of his other works, the writings of Elena Bonner, and some collected obituaries. The “biography” is certainly a useful compendium for those disinclined to read the originals, but that’s as far as it goes.

Sakharov’s Memoirs offer fine insights into the great man’s inner world, but they are Sakharov’s memoirs, and thus outside the scope of the present review, which is therefore reduced to comments on Lourie’s own meager, and often fanciful, contributions.

To achieve the semblance of a well-researched “biography,” Lourie sprinkles the pages of quotes from the Memoirs with masses of extraneous material. As a result, the book often reads as a catalogue of irrelevancies. A few pages on the Battle of the Kursk Bulge, with notes on what Stalin, Zhukov, Manstein etc. said and did – as if Sakharov could be privy to their doings at the time. More pages on Beria’s bad manners and incipient friction between Stalin and Beria, again light years away from Sakharov’s scope of knowledge and concerns. A page that looks like a clipping from a short encyclopedia on who Maxim Gorky was. And so the padding goes, on and on. 

These irrelevancies could perhaps be excused as having to do with “background,” if it weren’t for the author’s deplorable sloppiness: the book is full of what might politely be called bloopers.

“Two Steps Forward, One Step Back,” was not what Lenin said, and least of all was it the “perfect slogan” he found for the New Economic Policy of the early 1920s. One Step Forward, Two Steps Back was the title of his book, published in 1904 – which had nothing to do with economic policies. Russian obyekt does not mean “objective”, “in military parlance” or any other. Russian peasant women do not wear – have never worn – “wooden clogs.” Kosygin was never “the official head of state,” he was the premier. The description of Yuri Olesha as “a satirist” is a misnomer to end all misnomers. Sumgait is not a “suburb” of Baku: just take a look at the map.

Some of Lourie’s comic strip forays into history, apart from being totally irrelevant, will make not just every Russian, but any person of sense, not to mention sensibility, squirm. On the subject of the Soviet armies’ fighting in Germany in 1945, the only thing he deems proper to dwell upon is the number of German women raped by the Soviet troops, quoting profusely from his own previous book. He might at least mention that more than 300,000 of those troops were in no position to rape anyone, having fallen in the Battle of Berlin alone.

A most unpleasant feature of Lourie’s book is the amount of idle guesswork in it. The KGB especially is a fertile subject for exercising the author’s imagination. A grandchild of Bonner’s throws up? The KGB is immediately suspect. Windshield wipers stolen? The KGB is to blame again. 

Some of Lourie’s fancies are positively ludicrous. Thus, he earnestly states that Yeltsin lost a couple of fingers “when pilfering grenades to fight the Germans”; and that the “h” in the word “Kazakhstan” was “supposedly there because of the way Stalin, with his Georgian accent, pronounced the country’s name.” Yeltsin lived and indulged in boyish pranks thousands of miles from the nearest German, and Kazakhs aspirate their k’s just as hard as any Georgian. Stuff like this makes one wonder what the author was smoking as he banged away at the keyboard…

These are just a few indications of what makes Lourie’s book, where it is not a recap of the writings of Sakharov and related literature, barely readable. A poor monument indeed to a great man – whose real biography is still to be written.

Richard Lourie. Andrei Sakharov. A Biography. Brandeis University Press. 465 p.

20090414 note: My disgust with Lourie’s potboiler was so strong that I later ceased to take seriously anything that he wrote. Though he could not have been unfailingly rotten – few people are. 

In the review, I should perhaps have stressed more clearly that a lot of the rubbish that he put in the book (like seeing the hand of the KGB in the swiping of windshield wipers – there was quite a lot in that vein) must have originated with Elena Bonner, judging from the amount of poison she spewed at all things Russian from her US retreat.

On reading this review, Gennady Gorelik sent me his own biography of Sakharov, in Russian and in English. I leafed through the English translation of the book just to assess the quality of the translation – which proved lousy in the extreme (of which I informed Gennady, and he was sorry, as who would not be). I promised Gennady to read the Russian volume, and may do so some day. 

Truth to say, I no longer have an absorbing interest in Sakharov as a political figure. His intentions may have been fine, but his role in the destruction of the Soviet Union puts him in the same category as all the other “destroyers” – and these days they fill me with revulsion. I feel lucky that my own role in the process was what it was – a “foot soldier of democracy,” no more.

8.—[20070303]. The Return of the Natives

Future historians of Russia – or of what Russia will become in, say, a few decades – will certainly study the events in this country in the twentieth century with a sense of puzzlement and even mistrust, however reliable their facts and documentary sources. Indeed, it is truly hard to comprehend how a country could survive and retain its language, culture and even the greater part of its territory despite a chain of tragedies, each more horrific than the last, continually plaguing it year after year, decade after decade. 

The century started off for Russia with defeat in the Russo-Japanese war of 1904-1905. 

This was followed, without a break, by the 1905-1907 revolution, the fires of rebellion sweeping across the land. Scarcely a decade passed, and the First World War erupted, bringing in its wake the collapse of the Russian empire, two more revolutions in just one year, 1917, followed by a Civil War attended with horrors and atrocities worse than anything that had happened in the world war. Millions then escaped or were driven from the country that was by then lying in ruins. Then the long years of Stalin’s tyranny, wholesale destruction of entire classes – bourgeoisie, intelligentsia, well-to-do peasants, Cossacks. Industrialization through the labor of Gulag slaves, with more millions dying in the process. Famine carrying away still more millions. Yet another world war, which cost Russia 27 million human lives. A few decades of more or less peaceful life, without major wars, just a few minor ones – then bang! Collapse of the Soviet Union, which was nothing more nor less than historical Russia, through yet another revolution, the fourth in one century. As a result, 25 more millions of Russians found themselves overnight abroad, in the newly independent states, outside their native Russia. Normal life was disrupted as badly as in the world wars: all over the former Soviet Union, Russia included, birth rates plummeted while mortality rates soared, as did alcoholism, drug addiction, prostitution, crime, and all the other social ills.

All of these were tragedies the likes of which neither Sophocles nor Euripides nor any other tragedian could have imagined. Full scale apocalypse lasting a whole century. And probably the most tragic chapter in this history was the tragedy of the Russian intelligentsia.

Its first act fell on the years of the Bolshevik revolution and Civil War, when educated classes were systematically destroyed simply for being what they were. No legal grounds were needed for pushing a person against a wall and shooting them. If you were a burzhui “bourgeois,” that meant you were a class enemy, so all you could expect was a bullet in the forehead or the back of the head, whatever was more convenient.

The stoic, calm tenor of memoirs by those who survived CheKa torture chambers is apt to give nightmares to the reader of today. You take just a few lines from the memoirs of Prince Sergei Trubetzkoy: as he was taken to be interrogated, “the soldier kept swearing at me in the worst four-letter Russian and threatening to run his bayonet through me: ‘What’s the use taking you princes to be interrogated! Finish you off, and there’s an end to it! Pity to waste a bullet on dogs like you. You’ve drunk enough of the people’s blood…’ And so on and so forth, without end.”

Little wonder that some two million of these burzhuis – including quite a few of the most fierce and brilliant denouncers of bourgeois values, bourgeois morality, bourgeois art, representatives of the Silver Age in the history of Russia’s culture – left their Motherland. They became scattered all over Europe; hundreds of thousands of them settled in Berlin, Prague, Warsaw, Paris, as well as in the East, mostly in Harbin, which was for a few decades more Russian than Chinese. 

In the wake of that exodus sailed what became known as the “philosophers’ steamship”: in 1922 Lenin and Trotsky sent into exile the flower of the Russian intelligentsia, forbidding these thinkers to return to their native country on pain of execution without investigation or trial. Well, world culture and science became much richer for these luminaries, redundant and pernicious, in Bolshevik leaders’ opinion, in a workers and peasants’ state.

Actually, this was very lucky both for world culture and for the exiles themselves. Later, in Stalin’s reign, there were no philosophers’ steamships or anything of the sort. Instead, there was the meat grinder of Stalin’s terror in which most major scientists who had stayed in Russia perished: Chayanov, Kondratyev, Nikolai Vavilov, Ustryalov, their name is legion.

The list of outstanding writers and poets, too, reads like a passional. Gumilyov – executed; Mayakovsky – shot himself; Yesenin and Tsvetaeva – hanged themselves; Klyuev – executed;  Mandelshtam – perished in the labor camps; Platonov and Zoshchenko may be said to have been hounded to death;  Akhmatova spent endless hours in prison queues in the hope of handing in a parcel for her son…  And these are just a few grander names chosen at random.  And who can tell how many others -- those rank-and-file or not so rank-and-file acolytes of the various Muses --  then disappeared without a trace…

With all these gone, literature in the Soviet Union came to be dominated by so-called Socialist Realism, which was not socialist in any civilized acceptation of the term nor was it in the least realist. What sort of realism could there be in the works of “varnishers of reality,” as they were dubbed by Party bosses themselves. The only source of conflict in those potboilers was the struggle of what was good against what was even better, and conflicts between innovators and conservatives at plants, factories etc. were successfully resolved by district Party secretaries, while secretaries of regional party committees or Central Committee instructors sent from Moscow were limned as demigods descending from Olympian heights.   

In that type of literature it was quite possible – nay, mandatory – to write a whole book about the building of a city in a godforsaken corner of Siberia without mentioning once that those “builders of Communism” were all Gulag inmates, slaves of barracks-type socialism. And it was these sort of products from the pens of Azhaev, Bubennov, Babaevsky, Pavlenkov, Kozhevnikov etc. etc. that the reader was force-fed for decades.

This, of course, was only true of the mass, run-of-the-mill readership. Any individual with a claim to membership in the true Russian intelligentsia (and there were millions of them) searched for – and found! – spiritual sustenance of a different kind.

The sources varied. It was ever possible to dip into a surviving ancien regime grandmother’s chest to find there a complete set of Vasily Rozanov, or the works of Merezhkovsky, Gippius, Nikolay Gumilyov, Innokenty Annensky, slim volumes of Anna Akhmatova’s early poems, and a great deal else from the Silver Age heritage, as well as forbidden writings from the first post-revolutionary years like Zamyatin’s We.

Khrushchev’s Thaw, the time when one no longer feared to get “ten years without the right to correspondence” (the cheating euphemism for execution used by Stalin’s henchmen) for possession of “subversive literature,” started a veritable freshet of Samizdat (hand- or typewritten copies of banned works passed from hand to hand) and Tamizdat (banned works published abroad and smuggled into the country).

The Iron Curtain, after all, is just a metaphor, and not a very apt one at that, as far as literature was concerned. Books found their way into this country by secret paths, and eventually in quite appreciable numbers. The fact is, Russia’s tradition of circulation of uncensored works went back centuries, and it was too strong even for Stalin’s system of terror, while in later years it competed with officially sanctioned literature quite successfully.  

Say, in the 1970s one could with little effort find access to typewritten copies of Nabokov’s works, including his voluminous novels even. Not to mention his English-language writings: those pocketbooks were brought into the country and passed from hand to hand almost openly. The story made the rounds, like a funny joke, of a guy smuggling Lolita across the border in his boxer shorts. Which is really not the right place for it. After all, Lolita is not about Lolita, nor about Humbert Humbert even. It would be a good idea to ask Syrin-Nabokov himself what it is about. But that is by the by.

Russia’s intelligentsia may be said to have been eagerly awaiting a reunion with its extirpated half – émigré literature – and was ready for it. What Russia had been before the arrival of Bolshevism was looked on as nothing short of paradise. The return of émigré literature was a sign of regaining that paradise after decades of wandering in utter darkness.

When that reunion finally occurred at the end of the 1980s, it came as an unforgettably joyous celebration. Publishing went into a boom to beat all booms, and all conversations among the intelligentsia were peppered with this feverish question: “Have you read…?” Of course we have, and if we haven’t, we’re sure to read it, for we have glasnost and freedom at last, isn’t that so?  

As I’ve mentioned, Russia’s intelligentsia was ready and eager to absorb émigré literature. It must be said in all honesty, though, that a more intimate acquaintance with it brought a distinct sensation of being overwhelmed. Yes, we had known that émigré literature existed, that it was great, but – to learn that there was so much of it!

 Even the list of the stars of the first magnitude turned out to be incredibly impressive: Arkady Averchenko, Konstantin Balmont, Ivan Bunin, Don Aminado, Sasha Cherny, Zinaida Gippius, Alexander Kuprin, Dmitry Merezhkovsky, Alexei Remizov, Igor Severyanin, Teffi,  Alexei Tolstoy, Ivan Shmelyov, Boris Zaitsev. These were writers who had achieved fame even before the Bolshevik revolution and exile, so their works were partly familiar to the Soviet reader from pre-revolutionary or Soviet editions, not to mention “returned natives” like Alexander Kuprin or Alexei Tolstoy. Ivan Bunin, the Nobel Prize winner, was also deemed worthy of having his collected works published in a multi-volume Soviet edition – but goodness, with what distortions and lacunae!

Now, thank God, it’s all in the past, and the classic writer can be read in perfectly creditable editions.  

Averchenko, Bunin, Balmont and the rest of the alphabetic list, these were the “elders.” However, emigration also saw the flourishing of the talent of a younger generation – Marina Tsvetaeva, Mark Aldanov, Vladimir Nabokov, Georgy Adamovich, Georgy Ivanov, Vladimir Khodasevich, Gaito Gazdanov, Mikhail Ageyev (Mark Levi), Boris Poplavsky, Nina Berberova, Anatoly Shteiger, Irina Knorring, Lydia Chervinskaya, Vladimir Smolensky, Irina Odoevtseva, Nikolai Otsup, Ilya Golenishchev-Kutuzov, Yuri Mandelshtam, Yuri Terapiano, and many, many others.

Their discovery by the Soviet (true, practically without exception anti-Soviet by that time) readership was a real revelation. The impact was so powerful that we went through a period of overflowing, so to speak, when one wanted to embrace what just could not be embraced, to read and absorb everything and at once.

I mentioned above the sense of being overwhelmed, and it is all too easy to explain. Too glaring was the contrast between the sawdust quality of Socialist Realism and the luxury of Russian prose and poetry that came to us from abroad, that carried the fragrance of the Silver Age and was free from the ugliness of Sovietisms. You see, literature that then reached us came from the time when the Nobel Prize committee was somewhat at a loss, undecided as to who was to be awarded the prize -- Bunin, Merezhkovsky, Gorky or Kuprin. They awarded it to Ivan Bunin, and rightly so, but that’s in parenthesis. Now, compare that time and the present or the recent past. Neither at the end of the eighties nor twenty or more years later would the Nobel Prize committee face any such difficulty – for the simple reason that there was and there is no one to award the prize to. Everyone who needed or had to be awarded the prize has got it…

But that’s just a bitter footnote, something to stress how acute was the ecstasy of embracing the treasures of émigré literature for the people who had been cut off from it. There was this sense of almost physical pleasure about knowing that one could simply stop at a bookshop and buy… well, I don’t know, anything you wanted – say, Osorgin’s Sivtsev Vrazhek, flop on the couch and read it – word after word, almost syllable after syllable, in the manner of Gogol’s Petrushka, and feel that you were in communion with a kindred soul, with one of your own, of the same parentage as you were.

Merezhkovsky’s words – “We are not exiles, we are the message” – had at last come true. The message had reached its addressee. For many it came too late, many it never reached at all, only what’s the use of upbraiding  history, what good is it looking around for someone to blame. We should rejoice in what has come true and what we have.      

As we swam in the deluge that was the return of émigré literature, one more realization came stunningly clear: that body of literature had become part and parcel of world culture, an inalienable part of it, and could never be lost or forgotten – too big a gap would be left. I don’t mean the fact that Nabokov became an English writer, Zinaida Shakhovskaya a French one, and there were quite a few other similar examples. That is not the main point. The point is their stature, their contribution to the treasure-trove of humankind’s culture. Quite obviously, the contribution of Bunin or Nabokov to European and world culture was significantly greater than, say, that of Louis Aragon or Thomas Mann, and comparable to that of figures of the caliber of James Joyce or Marcel Proust. 

In this sense, Russian émigré literature was on a totally different level than the massif of Soviet literature as such. No narrative about world literature would be complete without reference to Bunin or Nabokov, no question about that, whereas it does not make much difference to world culture whether the bulk of Soviet literature existed at all (that is, of course, unless we wish to use the term Soviet literature to cover phenomena like Boris Pasternak, Anna Akhmatova, Andrei Platonov, Mikhail Bulgakov, and other figures of similar caliber and worldview. This, we believe, should not be done if we do not wish to get mired in arguing as to what was Soviet, anti-Soviet, or plain non-Soviet.)

There was more. The merging of two branches of Russian culture, “domestic” and émigré, also brought this joyous realization that at long last the time of scattering the stones of Russia’s spiritual values was over, and it was now time to gather them carefully and treasure them. It was all in the past, the time when émigré cultural figures were frequently, and viciously, accused of betrayal of their Motherland and of other mortal sins. Well, okay, Merezhkovsky did say something terribly silly about Hitler – but does that cover all that Merezhkovsky was to Russia’s belles lettres? 

Motherland, it’s so big and big-hearted that it can forgive even those who were guilty of sins, trespasses and grave errors, while granting forgiveness when there is nothing to forgive and taking in her embrace the innocent is her holy duty. 

Now for the last thing that I would like to express in these all too cursory notes: my, and I guess all Russian readers’ gratitude to those who preserved and returned the texts of that great literature to its natural habitat. When all is said and done, it is all the same to the present-day reader what moved the various forces that supported émigré culture and preserved it for posterity. It could be pure love for that art, as in the case of devotees like René Guerra, or it could be done to spite the Soviets, as in the case of ideological adversaries of communism. The funds that the philanthropists and the powers that be of today lavish on the publication and new editions of these works may be due to a desire to add a few bright cultural feathers to their caps, but what of that? Heartfelt thanks to them all the same. The main thing is for the texts to be preserved, to exist and to be accessible. A great writer once said that manuscripts do not burn – but they do, you know. They turn to dust and disappear no one knows where unless they are taken care of and read by living human beings.

For the rest, the texts are sure to speak for themselves. And they will say a very simple thing: Russian culture is one, it is indivisible, and there is just one source and carrier of it, the people of Russia, however hard it may be buffeted and torn to pieces by the winds of history.

But – what am I on about here. Ivan Alekseevich Bunin said it much, much better in his “Hay Mowers”: “ ‘Farewell, farewell, my dear native land,’ a man might say – and yet he would know that for him there was no real parting from his Motherland; that wherever fate might cast him, his native skies would still be above him, and all around him would be eternal Russia, the land that spoiled him forever with its freedom, vastness and fabulous wealth…”

20120908 note:  The essay was originally written in 2007, in Russian, as an introduction to the collected works of Ivan Bunin or some such enterprise – I can’t be more precise for I never saw it in published form. 

As I reread the piece some five years after it was written, I had some very mixed feelings. On the one hand, the way I wrote it was clearly affected by a bad case of nostalgia for the years – late eighties and early nineties – when the dam burst and one was carried high on waves of elation as one read masterpiece after masterpiece from émigré literature. Even if one realized after a while that not all of those masterpieces were what they had been cracked up to be, and some of the stuff was decidedly mediocre (take the writings of Aldanov-Landau as just one illustration out of many), there was this sense of discovering a whole new literary continent – a discovery that was in any case exciting and worthwhile. And it wasn’t just the literature, you know:  one discovered a whole mode of existence outside one’s native land.

As I wrote of that time a few years later, when the turmoil had long passed and interest for literature, any kind of literature – domestic, foreign, émigré, any sort – had dwindled to a trickle, the younger generations losing the knack of reading anything but price tags and text messages in scrambled-egg Russian – the memory of that past excitement set the rather ecstatic tone of my judgment on my subject, émigré literature. By contrast, I was too harsh on Soviet literature – apparently on the four-legs-good-two-legs-bad principle.

Actually, my whole frame of reference was screwed up.  I implied, and even said outright, that there was this lousy Soviet, Socialist Realist, Azhaev-Bubennov-Babaevsky literature and there was the good, anti-Soviet or just non-Soviet Akhmatova-Mandelshtam-Pasternak-Bulgakov type of literature. 

This Soviet vs. anti-Soviet opposition, it was an erroneous antinomy, but definitely. All writers who lived in Soviet times were Soviet writers, even if they were secretly or openly anti-Soviet and despised Socialist Realism and its proponents. Vremena ne vybirayut, v nikh zhivut in umirayut... It’s like gravity bending space. A writer simply cannot jump out of his skin daily assailed by the times, the whole damn social context moulds him, even if he or she is a genius three times over.  Incidentally, the four writers I mentioned above as non-Soviet or anti-Soviet are as good an illustration as any: they all were forced to write something in praise of Stalin. This did not make them pro-Soviet at core, but it just shows that they were firmly embedded, or you might say ensnared, in the times they lived in.

For the rest it may be firmly stated that, starting in the fifth millennium B.C., there has always been about four kinds of literature – great, good, middling, and bad, and the various –isms are pretty much irrelevant and immaterial. Anyone asserting the Soviet vs. non-Soviet antinomy in which everything Soviet will be bad while everything anti-Soviet intrinsically good will immediately stumble over some figure of the stature, say, of Sholokhov. Surely the author of Virgin Soil Upturned is a wee bit Socialist-Realist, but he also wrote And Quiet Flows the Don, a great novel on any scale -- socialist, capitalist, realist, romanticist, European or Chinese. 

Then you take his opposite, the anti-Soviet, anti-Socialist-Realist etc. Alexander Solzhenitsyn. His world fame notwithstanding, his prose was middling to lousy, and his poetry unadulterated shit. Was he a Soviet writer? Absolutely. His whole work was defined by Soviet realities, and his tone was as strident and ideologically warped as any of Babaevsky’s babblings on the beauty of living on a collective farm. Topical trash, both of these, to use Nabokov’s apt phrase. Solzhenitsyn’s was historically useful and effective trash, but trash all the same.

Now, to say that all Soviet literature, with those few exceptions that I mentioned in the body of the essay, falls into the category of topical trash would be simply egregious. Of course there were sleazy, talentless characters whose writings were merely an instrument for currying favor with Party officialdom and reaping material rewards proportionate to the amount of ass-licking they did. But hell, there were scores of really good writers who did nothing of the sort at all or only occasionally and unwillingly; there was a whole body of fine literature in Soviet times. Just a few names off the top of my head: Leonov, Paustovsky, Ilf and Petrov, Kaverin, Kataev, Fedin, Alexei Tolstoy, later – Astafyev, Rasputin, Bitov, Iskander, Pyetsukh. All of them were – some still are – members of the literary establishment in good standing (unlike, say, Dovlatov, Veniamin Yerofeev or Aleshkovsky) – and they were first-class writers, veritable giants compared to the prolific graphomaniacs of the Bykov-Zilbertrud type currently dominating the literary scene.

Surely all of this is pretty obvious, but I thought I’d put in this post-script just to correct the skewed impression that “The Return of the Natives” might produce. A bit of a load off my chest.
19.—[200704]. Echoes of February 1917 in Russia Today
By Sergei Roy

On February 27 this year you could not buy Rossiyskaya Gazeta in Moscow for love or money – something unheard of since the heady days of perestroika.  I failed to secure a copy, though that day’s issue was printed in millions of them. Thank God, or Bill Gates, for the Internet.

The reason for the furor?  Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s article “Reflections on the February [1917] Revolution,” pegged to the 90th anniversary of that event. Originally written in 1980-93 as part of the mammoth, multi-volume (and totally unreadable) epic, The Red Wheel, it was printed in Russia in 1995 in the literary journal Moskva and passed quite unnoticed at the time. So why the frenzy
 now?

The reason is fairly obvious: it touches on some raw nerves of present-day Russian society.  Looking back at the downfall of Russia’s monarchy in February 1917, the various political forces of today are asking themselves questions like: What is its relevance for the current political and social situation?  Was it a Good or a Bad Thing? Should Russia celebrate the overthrow of Russia’s autocracy by freedom-loving forces in February 1917 – and perhaps prepare itself for more battles in the cause of liberalism and democracy now?  Or should it curse and mourn the event – as Solzhenitsyn does – and opt for stability, sovereignty, and supreme value of Russia’s statehood?

The two types of questions are expressive of the views of present-day Russia’s two political camps distinctly unequal in strength.  The gosudarstvenniki “statehood-niks,” supporters of the “sovereign democracy” ideology, prevail both in their own numbers and in terms of electoral support.  The oppositionists, though very vocal and well-represented in the media, are clearly outnumbered and stand for ever dwindling sections of the electorate (as the recent provincial elections have shown, to take just one instance). 

Like all schemata, this division is an oversimplification, but an overview of the recent and still raging debate shows: there is a case for drawing this main demarcation line. 

Says Vyacheslav Nikonov, head of the Unity in the Name of Russia Foundation (and, as all the world knows, the grandson of Stalin’s sidekick Vyacheslav Molotov):  “February 1917 is not the kind of date that is worth celebrating. In the space of several days Russian statehood was destroyed, and with it, a great country.”
  This can also be taken as the gist of the Solzhenitsyn pamphlet, though Mr. Nikonov insists on disagreeing with some of his points.

Contrariwise, Grigory Yavlinsky, leader of the liberal Yabloko party (no longer represented in the State Duma), states this of his own party: “We are the heirs of February 1917.” And he goes on to say:  “There was a monarchy in Russia, and it collapsed without any violence at all because it failed to adapt to the new realities. It had wavered for 17 years, set up the Duma, then dispersed it, and it all ended in the czar abdicating. Then, at a time of extreme hardship and disintegration, our country began building a modern, European state, making preparations for a Constituent Assembly, a Constitution, and conducting elections. And when one of the parties, the RSDRP(b)  [the Bolsheviks. – S.R.], lost at the polls, receiving a mere 20 percent [actually 25 percent. – S.R.], it upped and grabbed power by force.”
  Conclusion: celebrate February 1917 and take over where the “Februarists” left off. 

As ever, there is a third party there to yell, “A plague o’ both your houses!”  Sergei Shelin accuses both Solzhenitsyn and Yavlinsky of exaggerating the historical role of political parties and of educated classes in general: “Strangely or not, the writer and the politician are in accord with each other in many respects. Both of them believe that the main historical players in this country have been, and still are, the ‘educated class’ and the powers-that-be, while the lower classes are mere objects manipulated by both.  Solzhenitsyn states this outright, while Yavlinsky implies it…  There is nothing surprising about this. Our ‘educated class’ has always exaggerated its own role.  Only – the greater part of it has been accustomed, just like Yavlinsky, to paint the educated class’s contribution to any event in the most radiant hues, while the smaller part prefers, along with Solzhenitsyn, a gloomier palette.”

I’d say there is a lot in this last view. There is always, not just in Russia but in Russia especially, a vast majority of the – pardon me – hoi polloi sarcastically observing the goings-on of the educated classes while completely engrossed, as right now and much more so a few years ago, in the serious business of physical survival, only rarely raising their heads to mutter gloomily Nam by vashi problemy “We wish we had your problems.”

That does not relieve one, as a member of the “educated classes” and a confirmed (I nearly said certified) moderate liberal, of the demanding chore of finding one’s own place in this line-up of the current political forces. Should one side with one of these parties to the conflict – or perhaps strive to achieve intellectual and spiritual equilibrium in some other, preferably clearly defined and sincerely embraced position?  Is one a Februarist, an heir to the 1917 Februarists, like Mr. Yavlinsky, Academician Sakharov et al., or an anti-Februarist – and in that case, what kind?  Like Mr. Solzhenitsyn? Or like – who?

Let me deal with the hub of the affair, the Solzhenitsyn article, first.  Who does not know Mr. Solzhenitsyn – the Nobel Prize winner for literature; the author of the Gulag Archipelago that denounced Stalin’s labor camp system; the man who opened the eyes of the Western world, of its left-leaning intellectuals in particular, to the iniquities of the Stalin regime of terror; who was banished from the country in 1974 to become the “hermit of Vermont” for 20 years; returned to Russia in 1994 to become the “hermit of Troitse-Lykovo” near Moscow; regarded by the majority (if they think of him at all, which is very rare, to tell the truth) as a classic of Russian literature, the conscience of the nation, and the figurehead of the Slavophile pochvenniki (soil-niks) wing of the Russian intelligentsia.  

As a member of the opposite, Westernizing
 liberal wing of that same intelligentsia, I must avow my long-standing, hearty dislike of the man both as a writer and as a public figure.  

The writer Solzhenitsyn makes my skin crawl with his slaughtering of the Russian language in an attempt to create an “inimitable” style of his own, with its pseudo-folksy neologisms instantly reminiscent of the language of tenth-rate peasant-stock writers of the 1920s so beautifully parodied by Ilf and Petrov.  The poet Lev Losev referred to Solzhenitsyn as an “average prose writer.” I would insert the word “below” there.

As for Solzhenitsyn as a public figure, I cordially resent his overt claim to be the nation’s spiritual leader, something in the manner of an Orthodox Church ayatollah periodically descending from Olympian heights to deliver a final, irrevocable verdict on the way this universe is run (sorry about that – no ayatollahs on Mount Olympus). This kind of supreme judgment interferes with my innate right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness according to my own lights as long as it does not interfere with another man’s freedom to pursue the same.  And I definitely prefer my own, hopefully level-headed, kind of analysis to Solzhenitsyn’s Old Testament-like castigations.
 

Having got this off my chest, I must admit that there is little I find to quarrel with in Solzhenitsyn’s assessment of the February 1917 revolution – except his style, which is still deeply antipathetic to me.  It is in fact not an “assessment” in any acceptable sense, not an historian’s analysis of past events sine ira et studio, but a fierce harangue against the various evil forces that brought about the February revolution – an event that opened the way to the Bolshevik coup a few months later.  The best word for this harangue is perhaps “denunciation.” 

He denounces just about everybody and everything.  The revolution as a whole was “spiritually sickening; from the very first hours it introduced both enmity in the morals and manners and collective dictatorship over independent opinion… its ideas were trite, its leaders were complete nonentities.”  

Emperor Nicholas II, Solzhenitsyn’s pet aversion, was a traitor to his dynasty, to the principle of monarchy itself, to the army, the people, the Orthodox Church, you just name it.  He was tied to his wife’s apron strings and cared more about his own family, especially his sick son, than about the country’s fate.  He made an unpardonable error in appointing himself Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces and handing over the running of the empire’s civil affairs to his hysterical German wife and her “friend,” the pseudo-holy man, drunk and charlatan Grigory Rasputin.  Solzhenitsyn works out detailed instructions on what should have been done to prevent the revolution or nip it in the bud, and accuses the czar of not carrying out those instructions, a few decades post factum.  His list of the czar’s transgressions appears, indeed, open-ended.

A step below the czar, the State Duma is found guilty because “its speeches overexcited society and prepared it for the revolution.” Milyukov, leader of a Duma party, “slanderously accused, from the Duma lectern, the empress and the premier of high treason – and he was not even suspended from a single Duma session, let alone persecuted.”  It was the Duma’s top-ranking deputies, along with top army commanders, who forced Nicholas’ abdication and then usurped executive powers by setting up a quasi-government in the shape of a Duma Committee.  It later legitimized, without having any right to do so, the Provisional Government that kept sliding more and more to the left until it was kicked out by the Bolsheviks.

Members of the governments, both the czarist and the revolutionary provisional one, come under just as scathing censure; by way of an example of Solzhenitsyn’s style of criticism, just one typical characteristic – of the czar’s Interior Minister Protopopov: a “psychopathic chatterer, liar, hysterical coward gone mad with power.”  Reading this sort of narrative, one unwittingly remembers a remark from a character in a play by Bernard Shaw: “Lady Brittomart, your moral duty is done when you have called everybody names.” 

Recounting all this is tiring and tiresome.  No one escapes Solzhenitsyn’s accusing finger, everyone is to blame – the officers, the generals, the aristocracy, the czar’s brothers, the Church, the treacherous Cossacks, the foreign ambassadors (especially French and British ones), the Soviets of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies, the peasantry, the intelligentsia, Milyukov, Guchkov, Kerensky, the German spies and agents provocateurs, ditto British ones, etc. etc.

One could of course object to some details of this onslaught. For instance, one could say (as some do) that Nicholas II was an honest, cultured and decent man who was simply not up to the world-historical tasks facing him, not fit to handle the earthquake that he found himself on top of; a man who hated the idea of shedding his subjects’ blood, who let things slide rather than give orders to fire at the people, as his namesake Nicholas I did in 1825 and he himself, in 1905 – an event the memory of which had singed his soul and made him abhor that kind of violence ever after.  

One could say that the Empress Aleksandra Feodorovna, Queen Victoria’s granddaughter, was English rather than German (the imperial couple corresponded almost entirely in English), and that in the decades since those times no trace was found of her treacherous activities in support of the Germanophile party at court or elsewhere. 

One could say that the Provisional Government bunch were, like Nicholas II, disinclined to use violence even where use of force was clearly indicated to prevent worse disasters – like the Bolshevik coup.  Freemasons to a man, they abolished capital punishment, the chain-of-command principle in the army, the governorships, the police, local administration, and committed a lot of other stupidities – all with the best of intentions simply because they were what they were, sons of their own times and cultural background.

If we take this attitude, we cannot but be shocked or just taken aback by the fierce tone of Solzhenitsyn’s invectives – the more so that their news value is zero.  All the facts that he treats of have been before the public for decades in the émigré literature, of which there are mountains.  Even in the Soviet times one could, with a little effort, gain access to the spetskhran, the special departments at major libraries where banned literature was kept, and I have known people (like my rector at Kalinin University) who wrote whole dissertations about the period in question. Of course these dissertations expressed officially approved views, but the researchers who wrote them read the pertinent books and documents, and made copies of them, and they circulated among the people in the know in samizdat form – as typewritten or even handwritten copies.  

Needless to say all these materials have been perfectly accessible for nearly two decades here. As I write this, I have a pile of such books on my desk, mostly memoirs – by Prince Sergei Trubetzkoy, the Nobel Prize-winning writer Ivan Bunin, Zinaida Gippius, General Anton Denikin, S.P. Melgunov, Princess Zinaida Shakhovskaya, and even John Reed the misguided American Communist.  There is also a history textbook by S.G. Pushkarev
, where all the pertinent facts are neatly laid out, minus Solzhenitsyn’s prophetic heat and fervor, only prophets do not usually prophesy about the past, do they…

I must say that the main conclusion I have drawn from reading these volumes is the opposite of Mr. Solzhenitsyn’s if-only attitude. If only the czar had picked his generals more astutely or just intelligently, if only he had not been such a milksop, if only he had given orders to blockade Petrograd by destroying the railways leading to it, if only the reservists had been pulled out of the capital, if only certain telegrams had not unaccountably gone astray or been destroyed — the list of these if-onlies is practically endless and just as hopeless.  In a country like Russia, with its age-old antagonism between the ruling classes and the downtrodden ones, none of these if-onlies would have worked, especially not in a time of war and hardship.  Aloof from and below the stage where all kinds of political agents were acting out their jeus de scène, there was the roiling, hundred-million-plus-strong peasant masses whose sole idea of freedom was, in the words of the poet, “Russian mutiny, senseless and ruthless.” 

Incidentally, even some of the leading actors realized that. Here is an excerpt from a telephone conversation between Alexander Kerensky, the future head of the liberal Provisional Government, and Zinaida Gippius, hostess of a literary-philosophical-political salon in St.Petersburg, several months before the February revolution: “What will there be, then?” asks M-me Gippius. Kerensky’s reply:  “There will be something… that begins with an A…”  Zinaida Gippius’ comment: “Kerensky is right, and I understand him: there will be anarchy.”

And realizing that, Mr. Kerensky jumped both feet first in the most radically liberal revolution the world had known.  So what was more natural than the outcome of that adventure: Russia looped the loop from autocracy to Bolshevik tyranny.  Radical liberalism did away not just with autocracy but with Russia’s entire state apparatus, it triggered off anarchy, anarchy was harnessed by all kinds of Socialists and eventually by the Bolsheviks – et voilà, you have Military Communism complete with such exquisite touches as “Chinese meat.”

So, if Mr. Solzhenitsyn’s denunciation is aimed at this kind of radical-liberal adventurism and irresponsibility, I am ready to embrace his conclusions.  Unfortunately, there is reason to suspect that the spirit of such radicalism is still here with us now.

Let me therefore proceed to deal with Mr. Yavlinsky’s stance.  It is assumed, and sometimes stated outright in the circles which Mr. Yavlisnky stands for, that we here in Russia are in the pre-February 1917 situation.  In the paper I’ve just quoted, Sergei Shelin says: “…certain… nuances in today’s behavior of the upper and lower classes give rise to ‘February,’ or, more accurately, ‘pre-February’ associations in many people.”
  Specifically, the “Putin regime” is said to be authoritarian and even autocratic and thus slated for an overthrow, just like the Nicholas II regime in 1917.  So, Up the Revolution – Orange, Red, or color-blind!  

It is enough to formulate this position clearly to make any true Russian liberal shudder – if he really holds the future of liberalism in Russia dear to his heart.  It is my firm belief – an article of faith, you might say – that no revolution in Russia, liberal, democratic, or any other, is either possible or desirable, either now or in the foreseeable future. 

Anyone who has taken a course in Marxism-Leninism – or in ordinary commonsense – knows that there cannot be a genuine revolution without something called a “revolutionary situation” (unless of course you care to apply the term to comic-opera Latin-American-type coups).  This revolutionary situation concept is encapsulated in the simple formula: “The ruling classes can no longer rule, while the lower classes can no longer go on living as they do.”  

Is there anything like that now in Russia? Only in the fevered imagination of various electorally negligible, radical-minded outsiders in politics. Sure, the ruling classes, the “oligarchs” multiplying so exceedingly (see Forbes Magazine) and the monstrously inept and corrupt bureaucracy are not exactly popular (and when were they, in Russia?).  But are they impotent and ready to drop the reins of power from their hands, like the czarist bureaucracy did all too readily in 1917? Not on your life!  Just try and do something revolutionary to the upper classes – and see what it will get you.  

General of the Army Andrei Nikolayev, a Duma deputy whom I had the pleasure of interviewing for the Moscow News a few years ago, provided me with some memorable statistics.  Apparently in Moscow alone “close security protection services” (bodyguards, in plain English) were 100,000 strong.  That is ten divisions, if you get my drift.  Fully armed, well-paid, and ready to defend their style of living and that of their masters.  This is entirely apart from the state “repressive apparatus” – which has also done pretty well for itself in recent years and is not likely to welcome any revolutionists in the streets of Moscow or anywhere else. 

Now for the second part of the revolutionary situation formula: are the underprivileged classes so desperate that they can no longer live as they do now and are ready to rise up in arms or resort to civil disobedience?  Sure, there is plenty of discontent among what Marxists call “the masses” – but then again, when wasn’t there?  Clearly there is less of it now than in the Yeltsin reign, when pensions and wages were not paid for months and sometimes years on end, when crime and unemployment were at their peak, and women staged “empty pan marches” through downtown Moscow.  

It was then that popular discontent erupted in violence in October 1993, but, speaking as an eyewitness and a foot soldier on the democratic side, it was a very mixed affair. It is mostly portrayed as a Communist-led putsch against Yeltsin’s democratic government, but it was not as clean-cut as that, not by a long chalk. Even as I nursed a stinking Molotov cocktail all that cold, horror-filled night of October 3/4 behind a “democratic” barricade near Central Telegraph, I realized, rather dimly and shame-facedly, that we, the people on both sides, were but pawns in a game played by two power-mad clans that went for each other’s throats over the divvying-up of the nation’s assets, soon to be privatized in what I later referred to, rather charitably, as the “scam of the century.”

Anyone who has his ear to the ground in today’s Russia will realize that a spontaneous popular uprising, like the late February 1917 mutiny of the reservist regiments in Petrograd in support of mobs of women marching through the streets yelling “Bread! Bread!” is definitely not on the cards now. Mere fantasy and wishful thinking of folks on the fringes of politics, lunatic and otherwise.  

Other differences between the February 1917 and the current situation in Russia are even more glaring.  There was a two-and-a-half-year-old world war going on at that time, with a seven-million-strong Russian army fighting losing battles and bleeding copiously.  Its men – peasants in army fatigues – were combustible material in the hands of the revolutionists who were promising them the two things they desired most: peace and a speedy return to their villages where they fully expected to take part in dividing landowners’ property among themselves.  Nothing even remotely similar is to be found in the current situation.

Lastly – and you will have to forgive my turning even more Marxian at this point – the class structure of Russian society has changed drastically not only compared to 1917 Russia (whose population was 90 percent peasant), but even to that of this country as it was in 1991.  There is a struggling but ever more numerous middle class now, comprising some 30 percent of the populace, according to some sociologists – and middle class values do not include bloody revolutions.  Sure, these people thoroughly dislike the oligarchs, but they would not mind turning oligarchs or mini-oligarchs themselves – which some of them are, in their own tight circles. 

No, neither a genuine, mass revolution nor a political coup is in the realm of the possible in today’s Russia; nor is it desirable, not to anyone of true liberal convictions.  I would hate to agree on the time of day with Communist leader Gennady Zyuganov, but he really hit the nail on the head when he said, “Russia has exhausted its quota of revolutions in the 20th century.” Coming as it does from the leader of a party responsible for at least three of those revolutions in the past, this is worth saying “Hear, hear!” to. 

Russia had two radical-liberal revolutions in the early 1990s: a political one (which led to the disintegration of the Soviet Union – which was, after all, simply historical Russia); and a socioeconomic one in the shape of shock therapy and wholesale privatization carried out ruthlessly, with Bolshevik zeal, by Yeltsin’s minions – Gaidar, Chubais and the like – which left Russia in a worse plight than after World War II and led to the national default of August 1998. 

To me, “radical liberalism” is an oxymoron; one is either a radical or a liberal.  Russia’s history, both remote and recent, provides enough proof of this truth to any reasonable observer – quite apart from Mr. Solzhenitsyn’s rancorous denunciations and in contravention of Mr. Yavlinsky’s wishful thinking.

Notes:
�And frenzy it is. If you google “solzhenitsyn february revolution,” in Russian, you will have to plough through about 42,000 entries to get to the bottom of the affair; in English, Google will get you more than double that number.  Even if you discount a few tens of thousands of irrelevancies, the residue is still stupefying.





�Vyacheslav Nikonov, “Krushenie imperii” (Collapse of an Empire). Rossiyskaya gazeta, 16 March 2007.  See also V. Nikonov’s article “Fevralskoe krushenie” (The February Collapse) in Izvestia, 7 March 2007. [Here and elsewhere, translation mine. – SR]





� Grigory Yavlinsky’s interview in Izvestia, 23 January 2007.  This view was supported by Andrei Sakharov, historian, director of the Institute of Russian History, Russian Academy of Sciences: The February revolution “really made the country a free, democratic bourgeois republic while preserving the main levers of the world’s civilized development – a market economy, private property, and respect for the rights and freedoms of the individual.” (See stenographic report of a discussion of Solzhenitsyn’s article “Reflections on the February Revolution” at � HYPERLINK "http://www/rg/ru/stenogramma/html" �http://www/rg/ru/stenogramma/html� published on 27 February, 2007).





� Sergei Shelin. “Fevralskiy opyt” (The February Experiment). GlobalRus.ru, � HYPERLINK "http://www.globalrus.ru/column/783694/" \t "_blank" �http://www.globalrus.ru/column/783694/�. 





� A note on my kind of Westernism.  I am a Westernist in the sense that the culture of liberalism, historically speaking, is not endemic in Russia, that it was transposed onto Russian soil – precisely from the West.  Unfortunately, the term zapadnik “Westernist” is now often applied – with sufficient reason – to individuals who advocate the subordination of Russia’s national interests to those of the West. I have absolutely nothing to do with this kind of Westernism; I am a Russian Westernist – and there are plenty of us over here. So far as I can judge, Mr. Putin is one; a European to the core – however hard the Western reader may find to accept this.





� For an expanded version of my views on Solzhenitsyn, see Sergei Roy. “Solzhenitsyn’s Remedy Cannot Cure Russia’s Ills.”  The Moscow Times, August 10, 1994.





� One wonders how Mr. Solzhenitsyn, an Orthodox Christian, squares his philippics with the fact that the Church has sanctified the emperor who died a martyr’s death, along with his whole family, at the hands of the Bolsheviks.





� Rossiya 1801-1917: Vlast i obshchestvo (Russia 1801-1917: Power and Society). Moscow, Posev Publishers, 2001. Originally published in English as The Emergence of Modern Russia 1801-1917 in the USA in 1963 and in Canada in 1985.





� Zinaida Gippius. Dnevniki. Vospominaniya. Memuary (Diaries. Remembrances. Memoirs). Minsk, Harvest Publishers, 2004, p.55.





� Caution: people with delicate constitutions should not read this footnote. “Chinese meat” was the flesh of those “enemies of the proletarian revolution” who were executed in the SS. Peter and Paul Fortress by the Bolsheviks (they used Chinese to do the actual shootings) and sold to the famished city populace as veal, in 1918-1920.





� Sergei Shelin, op.cit.





� See Sergei Roy. “Troika with Seat-belts.” The Moscow Times, Sept.2000. Also on Johnson’s Russia List, 6 April 2005.








20120923 note: The publication history of this article is fairly interesting and, for me, highly instructive. It was solicited by a certain Ben Ramm of the The Liberal magazine. I was to be paid “$525 USD for the piece” (see below). In the event I did not get a red cent from that professed liberal, or do I mean crook. But worse was to come, as the cheating did not confine itself to money matters, as will be clear from the exchange of emails below. 


First, the initial letter by Ben Ramm:


“From: Ben Ramm <editor@theliberal.co.uk>�“To: sergeiroy@yahoo.com�Sent: Friday, March 16, 2007 4:10:20 PM�Subject: 'The Liberal'


“Dear Sergei,


 


“I hope this finds you well. Many thanks for your email to my colleague: we would be delighted to commission an article to mark the anniversaries of the 1917 revolutions. A response to Solzhenitsyn's piece would be particularly apt; although his 'Reflections' have not yet appeared in English, Solzhenitsyn's recent views on the country's direction -- vis-a-vis the Orthodox Church and 'Mother Russia' -- are well-known, and warrant a response. This would be illuminated by the pertinent historical material you mentioned, particularly if it sheds light on struggles of liberalism in Russia and the meaning, in this context, of the February revolution, 90 years on.





“We would be looking for 2300 words by the end of Monday (sincere apologies for the short notice) and can offer $525 USD for the piece. Fellow contributors to this issue include Garry Kasparov and Robert Conquest, with poetry from Sasha Dugdale.





“The Liberal is a publication with a rich and radical heritage. First founded in 1821 by Percy Shelley, Lord Byron and Leigh Hunt, The Liberal set out to challenge the consensus of conservative publications with a selection of original poetry, essays and reviews. Contributors to the short-lived journal included the three protagonists, along with Mary Shelley and William Hazlitt – together, some of the foremost influences of the Romantic Movement. 





“The re-launched Liberal is committed to reinvigorating this literary tradition and to acting as a platform for the political and cultural debates within modern liberalism. Contributors to the first ten issues include Christopher Hitchens, Harold Bloom, George Steiner, Germaine Greer, Wole Soyinka, Anatole Kaletsky, Ariel Dorfman, Robert B. Reich, Slavoj Žižek and Simon Sebag-Montefiore.


 


“With best wishes,


 


“Ben Ramm�Editor, The Liberal�� HYPERLINK "http://www.theliberal.co.uk/" \t "_blank" �www.theliberal.co.uk�


 


+ 44 (0)20 8444 5413�+ 44 (0)7812 650 399.”





Well, who would not be delighted to work for such a splendid publication hallowed by the names of Lord Byron, Percy Shelley et al., and with a promise of a fat fee for one’s labors? I set to, and in three days produced the article posted here, going far beyond the 2300 wds limit. However, when I looked it up on The Liberal site, I got the shock of my life – and reacted promptly, sending this email to a few dozen correspondents of mine:


  


“Date 20070403 


�“Dear Colleagues:�


“attached please find an article of mine on the echoes of the Russian February 1917 revolution in present-day Russia.��“The article was solicited by the UK-based magazine The Liberal. At the time, the editor of that publication assured me that my article would appear along with a piece by Gary Kasparov, the world chess champion and oppositionist politician here in Moscow. In the event it appeared, in somewhat truncated form, side by side with a gooey interview with Akhmed Zakayev, wanted here in Russia on criminal charges related to his terrorist activities.��“I wish to express my disgust with such editorial proceedings in the strongest possible terms. Had I known that my stuff would appear along with a saccharine portrait of a known terrorist, I would certainly have refused to have anything to do with such a publication.��Sergei Roy�editor, guardian.psj.ru .”





This elicited the following reply from Ben Ramm:





“Date 20070403 





“No Sergei, your piece preceeded (sic! – SR) the lead article by Garry Kasparov, as promised, and appeared in a different section of the magazine to the Zakayev interview. But not having yet seen the issue in question, you would not know this, so were rash to jump to an erroneous conclusion. That the articles are �juxtaposed on our website - � HYPERLINK "http://www.theliberal.co.uk/" \t "_blank" �www.theliberal.co.uk� - says more for the �reader's general interest than it does for the editorial line of the magazine, which nonetheless does not adhere to Putin's line on Zakayev, and suspects an experienced journalist such as yourself should take the �Kremlin's statements with at least a little pinch of salt...”





See? Not a word about paying me the promised fee, but a strong rebuke about not taking the Kremlin’s statements with a pinch of salt. A crook is a crook is a crook, apparently. Naturally I told him where he got off:





“Date 200704 03 





“Dear Mr. Ramm,


 


“whatever you may say, the fact is that on your site -- which surely reaches more people than your printed edition -- my article appeared side by side with an interview that is nothing short of a eulogy for a known terrorist, a sidekick and staunch defender of that child-slayer Shamil Basayev.


 


“As for your advice for me to take "the Kremlin's statements with at least a little pinch of salt" -- I could tell Putin, the Kremlin and the world at large quite a few things about Chechnya and people like Zakayev, having lived 19 years in that area and steeped myself in the local manners and mores. 


 


“In fact, I have made my views on Chechnya fairly well known in quite a few writings in both English and Russian, starting well before Putin came to power, and rather than me "accepting the Kremlin's statements," the evidence is that the Kremlin eventually accepted my positions and those of my way of thinking. 


 


“Naturally I have nothing but contempt for your assumption that I am just a zombie-like receptacle for Kremlin propaganda.  The interview with Zakayev that you were good enough to publish in your magazine shows clearly that both the interviewer and you as publisher are yourselves victims of your own Russophobic propaganda, seeing a "resistance movement" and "fight for freedom" where there was nothing but sheer banditry, organized slave-trade – perhaps the last instances of it humanity has known, drug trafficking, train-robbing, counterfeiting, fighting among the warlords for control over oil, a reversal to medieval barbarity complete with public executions, cutting off of the heads of hostages and prisoners (many of them filmed), and a thousand similar bestial pursuits thinly veiled with Islamist verbiage.


 


“I have been called, in print, rather undeservedly, the "grandfather of Russian liberalism." Apparently my kind of liberalism has certain bounds -- the need to stay within the human pale, while yours is so broad that you are prepared to embrace animals aiding and abetting terrorist acts against schoolchildren, as in Beslan. I heard with my own ears what Zakayev had to say on that occasion, and I can only repeat that I am disgusted at my name appearing, through no fault of mine, along with that of an accredited defender of child-killers.


 


Sergei Roy.”





To make my position vis-a-vis that bunch of crooks at The Liberal, I wrote this letter to David Johnson of Johnson’s Russia List:





“Date: Tue, 3 Apr 2007


From: Sergei Roy <SergeiRoy@yandex.ru>


Subject: Echoes of February 1917 in Russia Today





“Dear David,





“Attached please find an article of mine on the echoes of the Russian February 1917 revolution in present-day Russia.





“The article was solicited by the UK-based magazine The Liberal. At the time, the editor of that publication assured me that my article would appear along with a piece by Gary Kasparov, the world chess champion and oppositionist politician here in Moscow. In the event, it appeared side by side with a gooey interview with Akhmed Zakayev, wanted


here in Russia on criminal charges related to his terrorist activities. I wish to express my disgust with such editorial proceedings in the strongest possible terms. Had I known that my stuff would appear along with a saccharine portrait of a known terrorist, I would certainly have refused to have anything to do with such a publication.





“I hope to have this stance of mine to be made widely known through JRL.





“Best,


Sergei.”





The article appeared immediately on Johnson’s Russia List #38 20070404.





Like I said, all this was highly instructive for yours truly. Words can hardly be blamed for the way humans use and abuse them. Still, this whole episode made me, for quite a while, shudder at seeing or hearing that perfectly innocent combination of sounds or letters, “the liberal.” The association with all kinds of crookedness and sleaze was – still is – too strong. No wonder I ceased to take pleasure in hearing myself described as “that grandfather of Russian liberalism” or just a liberal. Common decency appears to me to be a much higher value than the conception of liberalism under which “anything goes.” We have seen it in Russia as nihilism – and it stinks. Although, of course, Turgenev’s nihilist Bazarov is a paragon of rectitude compared to the likes of Ben Ramm and his terrorist-loving associates. 














20.—[20090420]. The Solzhenitsyn Phenomenon: An Alternative View





By Sergei Roy





ITAR-TASS  reports: Fayard, a major French publishing house, has published Georges Nivat’s monograph The Solzhenitsyn Phenomenon, in which Nivat refers to his subject as a “titan of literature,” the “Dante of our epoch who has changed the people’s view of the world,” and similar encomiums. 





To me, these characterizations seem greatly overblown. Of course, Solzhenitsyn was Nivat’s friend, but Nivat should really have remembered Aristotle’s dictum, “Plato is a friend but truth is a closer friend.”





Georges Nivat is not alone, of course, in making such exaggerated claims. Solzhenitsyn’s heirs and various sections of the Russian establishment, literary and political, have been endeavoring to keep up the Solzhenitsyn cult in the spirit of the special site, � HYPERLINK "http://www.solzhenicyn.ru/" ��http://www.solzhenicyn.ru/�, which has this subhead, “The great Russian writer,” clearly to leave the reader no room for doubt as to what it is about.





All this reminded me of an article I published 15 years ago, at the time when Solzhenitsyn was making his two-month-long re-entry in Russia amid considerable media brouhaha. I re-read it, and found it quite a salutary reminder that the “official” view of Solzhenitsyn was not the only one at the time when the writer was alive, nor is it now.





The text of that article follows – along with some present-day comments.�





When the Saint Comes Marchin’ In





Nikita Khrushchev, admittedly not the most literate of Russian rulers, said that he used a pin to prick himself when succumbing to drowsiness in an effort to keep up with the latest in socialist-realist literature. But he had needed no such ruses to get through Solzhenitsyn’s long short story One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, a masterly description of the horrors of Stalin’s labor camps that appeared in 1959, at the height of the Khrushchev Thaw. 





I’ve always wondered about that pin. Just why did Nikita put it aside? Was he fascinated by the beauty of the prose? That sort of aesthetic sensitivity is hardly likely in a man more famous for swearing a blue streak at artists deviating from socialist-realist standards. Did he fall in love with the peasant-soldier-POW-labor-camp-inmate Ivan Denisovich? But even Khrushchev might recognize him as an obvious update on Leo Tolstoy’s Platon Karatayev from War and Peace. Finally, did the story open his eyes to the sufferings of millions of people in what Solzhenitsyn later dubbed the GULAG Archipelago? Hardly, Khrushchev being one of the top Kremlin men who had sent tens if not hundreds of thousands of people to these camps – and worse.





My guess is that Khrushchev’s reaction was no different from most of his subjects’. Everybody knew about the mass executions and the camps. A goodish portion of the population were their inmates, another portion was busy guarding them, while still others enthusiastically denounced each other – the husbands their false wives and vice versa, neighbors coveting other neighbors’ rooms in communal flats, underlings aspiring to their bosses’ jobs, or just informers practicing their trade. Their denunciations were all cooked up in the current political cant. Meanwhile the omniscient and omnipotent “organs” processed these denunciations and invented their own, later to be whole-heartedly or hypocritically approved at mass rallies where even silence was suspect and could lead to further denunciations.





No one could stay clean in this cesspool. It took a superhuman effort just to stay human in the inferno of the camps – and all glory to Solzhenitsyn for showing how it was possible. But his main claim to greatness lies in his daring to make literature out of the sordid side of the lives of millions, so sordid and agony-filled that even the victims, once released, were mostly eager to put it behind them.





This is a quirk of the Russian ethos that has to be made clear if we are to understand the Solzhenitsyn phenomenon. It is a fact that a poet in Russia is more than a poet. The poet is, above all other things, a saint, a priest, and Solzhenitsyn is undoubtedly a high priest.





Before Solzhenitsyn, folklore chastooshkas (limerick-like four-liners, often dirty, sung to dance tunes played on an accordion or balalaika) and jokes (called “anecdotes”) were the only art forms critical of the regime.





I’ll quote just one of these, to prove my point about the pervasiveness of the totalitarian horror: “How did we live under Stalin?” “Like in a tram: One guy drives, half the people sit (Russian euphemism for doing time), the other half straphangs, shaking.” Even the Party and KGB bosses got a chuckle out of these, though they regularly sent people to prison for them – that was called “to do time for one’s tongue.” There were jokes even about such jokes, like the one about the KGB offering three prizes for the best anekdoty of the year: First Prize, fifteen years; Second Prize, ten years; Third Prize, just five years. Or the one that illustrates the Russian national character; better, perhaps, than volumes of research: Three people talking, two of them know that the third one is an informer – and still they can’t help telling the latest “political anecdote” likely to qualify them for the finals of the KGB anecdote contest.





Solzhenitsyn’s Ivan Denisovich was no joke. It was high literature, and Solzhenitsyn was a high priest holding up a mirror before everyman and fixing him with a stern eye: “Thou hast sinned.” And sin means penitence and – expiation. A deeply religious people deprived of, or having reneged on, their proper God, conscious of having served, even if by tacit acceptance, a horrible personality cult, responded overwhelmingly to his book, raising Solzhenitsyn to the status of “great writer” overnight.





Well, great writer he is not – or if he is, then only in this Russian, “high priest” sense. Russia has had her great writers even in this century, when considerable pains were taken to physically eliminate the greatest ones. As a writer, as an author, Solzhenitsyn is leagues behind Andrei Platonov or Boris Pasternak or Mikhail Bulgakov, even if we forget, as we tend to, émigrés like Ivan Bunin, Vladimir Nabokov or Boris Zaitsev.





But that is only the ordinary intellectual’s view. For the general public and the more hysterical sections of the intelligentsia, he is a great writer, period. I have yet to meet, though, a person who has managed to wade through his mammoth epic The Red Wheel – an endless exercise in historical journalism by the look of it, though I cannot say for sure, having found it totally unreadable.





True, certain lady fans of Solzhenitsyn insist that the doubters are just professorial nitwits incapable of appreciating or even understanding a work that will outshine anything written in the 20th century a hundred years hence. Some of the doubters might timidly argue that they have read James Joyce or Marcel Proust, certainly not the easiest of writers, in the original, and did not have to wait a hundred years to appreciate them – but at this point the argument unaccountably shifts to their own conformist, non-dissident, and generally unsavory past conduct. 





Rather than trying to prove that they had been knights in shining, if invisible, armor, these doubters shut up – though they secretly go on believing that The Red Wheel is only the ultimate in unreadability, that The Cancer Ward or In the First Circle with their stilted, often pretentious prose and impossible dialogue were barely readable, and that it was not literary merit that made the stylistic monotony of The Gulag Archipelago bearable and the book unputdownable – when it first appeared. The doubters themselves squash their doubts about Solzhenitsyn’s greatness all the more eagerly as they feel undying gratitude to the man who first charted the boundaries of a whole new literary continent, not archipelago, and made the world aware of its gruesome reality.





The spectacle of Solzhenitsyn’s protracted, two-month-long homecoming and his theatrical statements have changed these mixed feelings into definite apprehensions. Called “great writer and citizen” to his face by everyone from the country’s president to railroad conductors, Solzhenitsyn himself obviously has no doubts about his greatness and clearly intends to fulfill the role of the nation’s spiritual guide, a Leo Tolstoy or Mahatma Gandhi or Ayatollah Khomeini, a messiah whose mission is Russia’s greatness, a high protector of the insulted and the injured.





Ayatollah Khomeini would appear to be his closest model, for Leo Tolstoy with his aristocratic taste and Mahatma Gandhi with his innate or God-given humility would have squirmed in sheer embarrassment at the showbiz quality of the hullabaloo surrounding Solzhenitsyn’s carefully stage-managed return, complete with a multimillion BBC film project, a railway car reminiscent of tsarist times, and coquettish surprise disappearances inviting rumor. (Curiously, all this seemed not enough to the great man’s wife who bitterly complained – in a TV appearance – about the TV’s conspiracy of silence.)





In my considered opinion, and with all due respect for his age, past suffering and achievement, the man is making a priceless ass of himself. He plain does not know what is good either for him or for the country.





If I may be permitted a brief digression here, I’d like to recall a scene from Hedrick Smith’s The Russians, the one in which Mr. Smith meets Solzhenitsyn, before the latter’s expulsion from Russia, in a safe house in Gorky Street, for an interview, only to find that Solzhenitsyn had come, in the best Soviet tradition, armed with the entire text of a proposed interview complete with long, laboriously formulated questions that Mr. Smith should ask, like “Alexander Isayevich, what do you think of…” It took Mr. Smith several frustrating hours to persuade the writer that that was not the way things were done in the big wide world out there and that he, Hedrick Smith, might know better which questions he wanted to ask.





It looks like Solzhenitsyn has come for a reunion with his native land with another set of ready-made questions and answers. He had seen it all clearly back in Vermont, and the trip home only confirmed his old convictions: Russia is falling apart and dying out. Gaidar’s reforms are brainless. Money has become worthless, honest workers can’t earn a living. No one understands where the country is going; the state does not carry out its obligations towards citizens. Russia has abandoned 25 million of her countrymen outside her borders. Racketeers and officials rob peasants and workers. Moscow faces west, away from its own people. On and on and on.





The complaints are all true or nearly true, of course. Only this country needs yet another fiery tribune and a soapbox protector of the miserable masses like it needs a hole in the head. There are herds of these tribunes mostly in parliament and around it: climacteric actresses, without a thought in their heads to claim their own, who have failed at their families’ budgets and now want to run the country’s; talented tyrannical macho film directors who would love to run the nation like they do production units – on an unlimited budget provided by the Central Bank; psychopathic journalists famous for lines like “I want more corpses for tonight’s newscast”; writers whose talent, if it ever was, has withered in the heat of their hatred for Jews and Masons and “democrats” (invariably in quotes). If Mr. Solzhenitsyn isn’t careful (and he definitely hasn’t been), he will get sucked down into a morass of rivalries and alliances, and become simply the top dog in a rather unsavory pack stirring up trouble. Bloody trouble. Not exactly the most dignified ending for a fairly illustrious career.





What Mr. Solzhenitsyn fails to see is that the situation in the country does not call for a messiah or saint or prophet. It just isn’t that kind of country anymore. The totalitarian “moral-political unity of the Soviet people” is dead as the dodo. Different strata of the citizenry need different things, and the country as a whole needs more moderately honest, moderately intelligent, excruciatingly boring little individuals good at figures and compromises, plus a few builders of financial, baby food and lingerie empires intending to stay here when all the oil, gas, timber and nonferrous metals have been smuggled out and all the messiahs are safely out of the way.





Maybe he thinks that this nation needs another top leader, not just spiritual but also political – like himself? So far, his attitude towards Yeltsin has been patronizing enough, the implication being that he would have done a better job in Yeltsin’s place. He obviously takes Yeltsin at his absurd face value as a tongue-tied, ham-fisted, blundering bear of a man. Solzhenitsyn is in for a rude shock when he discovers that Yeltsin’s public and private personas are mere nodding acquaintances, that the peasant façade barely conceals a shrewd, intelligent and far-seeing politician with a will and mind very much his own. Russia, and probably the world, would now be wading knee-deep in blood, if he weren’t all that and more. So thanks very much, Alexander Isayevich, but this country already has a leader, not as saintly as some, but he will definitely do for now.





Solzhenitsyn keeps repeating that he is not going to interfere in politics. Like the poet said, it would be funny if it weren’t so sad. So far, he hasn’t made a single public speech that could be construed as apolitical by even the most generous listener. Wielding a hard-hitting if somewhat clumsy pen, he could have done a lot to clean up the Augean stables of Russian society. But no, he won’t be content with anything less than settling geopolitical issues. And some of the things he says are truly scary. 





He thinks in geopolitical terms of the sort that can be overheard in any beer joint in this country: Russia should retreat from Central Asia and the Transcaucasus, Russia should do certain vague things to bring Kazakhstan with its majority of Russian-speakers and five formerly Russian oblasts, and Slavic Ukraine and Belorussia into the fold of the Union (Greater Great Russia?). The titular ethnic groups in Russia’s autonomous republics are in the minority and should therefore – what? Know their place? One fears even to mention things like that, but it is easy to see how such geopolitical daydreams, translated into political actions, could eventually be measured in casualty figures on a Rwandan scale.





If the CIS is indeed a “nothing,” a “ghost,” “smoke” (all Solzhenitsyn’s terms), then Russia should, of course, withdraw from it – only what is she going to do about those 25 million Russian-speakers beyond Russian borders? Invite them here, and give them plenty of paper money to start a new life? 





Then, this Slavic union idea. It is estimated that the proposed financial union with little Belorussia alone will bring down Russian living standards by about 10 percent. No one apparently even dares to estimate the cost of a similar union with Ukraine and Kazakhstan.





Another plank of Mr. Solzhenitsyn’s would-be election platform is local self-government. He is very big on local self-government. Fact is, though, that this country has plenty of local self-government – inept, corrupt and mafia-ridden, every kiosk and flower-selling babushka paying separate taxes to local, not federal, bureaucrats and racketeers. Will Solzhenitsyn say a few magic words – and they’ll all slink away in shame ceding power to honest men? Or will he call in the army to dislodge them – and start a hundred-year-long Latin America-type merry-go-round – corrupt officials replaced by incompetent army officers turning into corrupt officials, in a never ending cycle? That would be the grimmest irony of fate, an inmate of Stalin’s labor camps using Stalin’s methods to build a brave new Russia…





Land reform, now. Solzhenitsyn is dead against land being bought and sold like any other commodity. It seems a bit silly to have to explain that market economy requires markets of capital, labor and commodities including land; that, without a land market, an economy is a half-ass, hamstrung cripple that has lost all battles on the cutthroat world market long before joining them. Does Mr. Solzhenitsyn aim to be yet another Kremlin dreamer muttering darkly, “We shall follow a different path”?





I am reminded at this point of that old story about Louis Armstrong: When asked by someone, “Louis, what is jazz?” Satchmo snapped, “Man, you gotta ask, you’ll never know.” If these ABCs have to be explained to Solzhenitsyn, he will never understand them. 





We mustn’t complain, though. So far he has given good spectator value free of charge. Russians, probably even more so than ancient Romans, love a circus. Witness their mania for inane Mexican soap operas. Right now Alexander Isayevich is offering them exactly what they want: A good tear-splotched show on the subject of a venerated writer/patriot who has “suffered for telling the truth” (a magic phrase with the Russian people) returning to Mother Russia to be eventually buried under a poetic birch tree. Before that, he is expected to do something about their miserable plight in the best Russian tradition: “The lord will come, the lord will judge which of us is right.”





But no one can do for the people what they cannot do for themselves. All he can do is join the ranks of those who amplify the sound of their complaints, but this can soon become a bore. Everybody knows these pleas and laments, both those who utter them and those who listen to them daily. What must one do about them? Print more money? Shoot a few million corrupt officials? Persuade the people to stop stealing and drinking? Ah, if only Alexander Isayevich could stop the nation drinking for one single day!  But Solzhenitsyn can’t work miracles, like a real saint should. It would be better for us all if he didn’t even try to find simple solutions to ultra-complex, inherently tragic, often unsolvable problems.





That’s why I would like to end with a plea: Please, Alexander Isayevich, don’t rock the boat. Folks in Russia are fair sick as it is.





Only somehow I don’t think he’ll listen.





20090417 note: The article quoted here in full originally appeared in Moscow Magazine, 1994, #5 (30), under the pseudonym Sergei Grey (there was another article signed Sergei Roy in the same issue, so I thought best to use a penname for this one). A shorter version, headed “Solzhenitsyn’s Remedy Cannot Cure Russia’s Ills,” was published by The Moscow Times on August 10, 1994 (the title provided by Robert Coalson, then the op-ed page editor). That one was signed Sergei Roy. An even shorter version headed “Solzhenitsyn’s Easy Answers” appeared in the August 14, 1994 issue of the magazine where The Moscow Times published its best articles of the month. 





A footnote is due here. There is a factual error in the text, placing the publication of “Ivan Denisovich” in 1959. It was actually written in that year (in the space of three weeks, we are told, and under a different title), but it was published in 1962, in issue #11 of the “fat” monthly Novy Mir (New World) with the express permission of Nikita Khrushchev.





No other factual errors to be rectified here, I guess. Since Alexander Solzhenitsyn is dead, I would have liked to tone down some of the expressions I then used about him, in the spirit of de mortuis aut bene aut nihil. However, that would hardly be honest. The article expresses what I felt then, and it is reproduced here without any changes whatsoever: Iz pesni slova ne vykinesh “You can’t throw a word out of a song.” Anyway, my language was less billingsgate than, say, the one that Varlam Shalamov, another writer and former labor camp inmate, used in print about his more successful colleague. The man described Solzhenitsyn’s guiding principle in life as khitrozhopost’ – a truly earthy expression meaning something like cunning-arseness.





In fact, what I said there about the literary quality of Solzhenitsyn’s works is precisely what I still feel. The same goes for his “easy answers.”  I could enlarge on that score here, only I have done so on many other occasions.





What least pleases me about this article is my defense of Yeltsin, especially that silly phrase, “he will do.” Of course he was a much more suitable leader of the nation than Solzhenitsyn could ever be, but defending him so loyally was hardly forgivable. A bit more criticism would have come in quite handy – and I amply made up for that in later years.





My position in the summer of 1994 could only be justified – if at all – by the fact that, but for Yeltsin, the country could have been plunged into a civil war of imponderable proportions merely a few months before, in October 1993. Solzhenitsyn’s fiery denunciations of the regime could easily be used as rabble-raising propaganda inside the country and cause a lot of friction within the CIS. In fact Kazakhstan’s leader Nursultan Nazarbayev made some angry noises about Solzhenitsyn’s pontification on CIS issues at the time. And we must not forget that Chechnya was coming to a boil at precisely that time even without Solzhenitsyn’s harangues on ethnic minorities.  





As I see it now, my article’s silliest passage was this: “the country as a whole needs more moderately honest, moderately intelligent, excruciatingly boring little individuals good at figures and compromises, plus a few builders of financial, baby food and lingerie enterprises intending to stay here when all the oil, gas, timber and nonferrous metals have been smuggled out.” 





Surely this country needed – still needs – such honest and intelligent individuals. But to write this at a time when quite a different brand of individuals, led by the Gaidar-Chubais bunch then very much in power, were preparing to tear the country to bits like a pack of hungry wolves fighting over its “oil, gas, timber and nonferrous metals…” Well, it took an idealist concerned more with liberal and democratic values than with sordid realities staring him in the face to dream of those “little individuals good at figures and compromises.” Need I say that later experience did a good job of knocking those silly dreams out of my head?   





[The complete article, incorporating the 1994 one, appeared on Johnson's Russia List�2009-#73 on 20 April 2009 (item #26)]

















21.—[20120414]. Vysotsky As We Knew Him





By Sergei Roy





The recently released film “Vysotsky: Thanks for Being Alive” (that’s a literal translation; I’d rather render it as “Thank God He’s/I’m Alive”) has produced at least one positive effect: it has started a fresh wave of the Vysotsky craze, even if with obvious commercial consequences. The film is a big box-office hit. Collections of Vysotsky’s songs are swept off the shelves of bookshops as soon as new print-runs come out; ditto for albums of his songs, pirated or not. TV and radio naturally add their strident voices to the hullabaloo. 





The most noticeable positive feature of this commercial success is that it engulfs not just Vysotsky’s contemporaries, men and women on whose lives he left an indelible imprint, but mostly the young. That’s great, you know. It tells us something of the quality of Vysotsky’s work, which survives the toughest test of all, the test of time. It also tells us something of the quality of Russia’s young people who prove receptive to real artistic merit, and that too warms the cockles of aging hearts worried about this land’s precarious future.





Those same old hearts, though, cannot but bleed at the sight of all the commercialization, especially in that damn film. I’ll save all the language I might use about that product; still, I have to say this. Vladimir Vysotsky of the film is a very distant relation of the man and artist we of his generation knew, a colossal figure that loomed vast on the Soviet scene. After all, there was that joke about future historians describing Leonid Brezhnev as a minor politician of the Vysotsky era in Russia’s history.





In the film (script by Vladimir Vysotsky’s son Nikita) he comes across as a hophead who just happens to be a popular singer, an underground star caught in a web of intrigue woven by a couple of slimy KGB colonels, one from Moscow, one from Bokhara, by slimy KGB stooges; by his true friends, treacherous friends, his women, etc.etc. Add to this the story of Vladimir’s paramour who heroically flies out to Uzbekistan with 40 ampoules of morphine to save the drug addict from clinical death but is nearly raped on the way by a slimy taxi driver and is saved in the nick of time by one of those slimy KGB colonels who then proceeds to beat up the slimy driver, and much more in the same vein – add it all up and you get imitation Hollywood that is barely saved by the high professionalism of the actors, especially of the lead – if he is the lead.





Well, that Vysotsky is not the hero of our times, of us his contemporaries. From the mid-1960s to his death in 1980 and beyond, our Vysotsky was above all a figurehead of nonconformism, a politico-moral-aesthetic phenomenon, in fact, without the tiniest smear of commercialism. 





What follows is an attempt to show, if only in brief outline, what Vysotsky really was to millions of us in what then was the Soviet Union.


***


In the turbulent years that followed Vysotsky’s death, and soon after the collapse of the Soviet Union, his fame somewhat waned, most likely because people were too busy surviving to care much about singer-songwriters, however great. In the mid 1990s, talking to an American intern at a Russian-English magazine I then ran, I happened to mention Vysotsky’s name in the same breath as that of the Russian rock star Boris Grebenshchikov, of whom she was an ardent fan.





“Who’s this Vladimir Whatsisname?” she innocently asked.





I just stared blankly.  To someone of my generation, it was like asking, “Who are these Beatles?” in, say, the mid 1960s. But then I remembered that this wasn’t the 1960s, nor even the 1970s or ‘80s, and replied flippantly:





“Oh, just a Russian Hamlet with a guitar.”





In fact, the answer wasn’t all that flippant – it was the title of a book of Vysotsky’s songs and poems and memoirs devoted to him that I had translated into English and which was published in 1990 for the tenth anniversary of his death. [1]





His death, now.  He died in July 1980, presumably of a heart attack, at the age of forty-two.  The only official notice of that event was a tiny announcement in a Moscow evening newspaper, placed there by the Taganka theater company after a great deal of string-pulling.  The Soviet officialdom, always less than warmly disposed toward the singer-songwriter, was at that time busy celebrating the Moscow Olympics and didn’t want anything to mar the beauty of that triumph of Soviet sports. 


   


The powers that be ignored Vysotsky in death as they had done their best to ignore him during his lifetime.  That stance was stupid to the point of idiocy.   The people learned of their idol’s death by a sort of subterranean telegraph, in the same way Vysotsky’s songs had miraculously spread overnight all over this vast, chaotic country – totally without help from radio or TV or the printed media.  They learned of it, and they turned out to pay their last respects in their hundreds of thousands or millions – who knows?  No one counted the multitudes, everybody was busy grieving.  Take away the beautiful organization and the reserve of the British public during Princess Diana’s funeral, add about a sea of spontaneous, crazed emotion, and you’ll get a pale idea of what it was like on that day in July, 1980, at Taganka Square and all the way to Vagankovo Cemetery. 





“Flowers hit against the glass of the hearse like clumps of earth.  They came flying from every side, thrown by thousands of hands.  The car could not start -- not only because the whole square was packed with people, but because the driver could not see the road.  The flowers covered the whole of the windshield.  It became dark inside.  Sitting next to Volodya’s coffin, I felt as if I was being buried alive together with him.  The thuds against the glass and the roof of the hearse were endless.  The human wall stood solid before the funeral procession.  Police cars, with their sirens shrieking, could not clear a path for it.  The square and all the streets adjoining it were flooded by a human sea.  People stood on roofs of houses, even on the roof of the Underground station—“  





That was how Vadim Tumanov, one of Vysotsky’s close friends and the hero of one of his best songs about life and death in the Stalin labor camps, described the scene.   





Another friend, the writer Yuri Trifonov, mused:  “How is one to die, after Vysotsky?”  And the whole country kept repeating the poet Andrei Voznesensky’s apt phrase about the bard:  “a chansonnier of All Russia.”  It doesn’t sound quite good in English, as “of All Russia” in the original is in Old Church Slavonic, like part of the title of His Holiness the Patriarch of All Russia.  Very blasphemous, I’m sure – but very true.  For quite a long time Vladimir Vysotsky was the purest, if quite raucous, expression of the Russian soul and absolutely the most loved person in the whole land. 





I mean it.  Even the Party bastards he ridiculed in his songs treasured endless kilometers of his tapes.  A high official at the Ministry of Culture, one of those who suppressed Vysotsky’s attempts to record his songs at Soviet studios, asked Vladimir for a record of his songs produced in France, but when the singer said no, the culture boss walked to his safe and took out that same record, which he had gotten through his own channels and at great pains.  The Party bosses, mercilessly guyed in Vysotsky’s satirical skits, vied with each other trying to lure him to their sumptuous dachas for an evening’s soul-searching in truly Russian style.  





As for the people, the whole of the people – intellectuals, working stiffs, homeless wanderers, prison inmates, cosmonauts, geologists, housewives, youngsters, war veterans, literally everybody – they totally identified with him and saw him as an intimate friend, even if they happened to see him once in their lives from afar.  Vladimir himself took this adulation with a wry grin.





“So I’m sitting in a corner of this restaurant having lunch,” he once told a few friends.  “Now this guy comes to my table – young, good-looking, built like a safe.  He looks at me suspiciously, then bingo! He gives me one big bear hug, lifts me in the air, chair and all, practically, and kisses me most warmly:  ‘Volodechka, old man, isn’t it great, meeting you like this…’  So we sit down and talk awhile, and then I pluck up enough courage to say,  ‘Look, buddy, I can’t remember for the moment, just where was it that we first met?’  The guy is honestly amazed:  ‘How could you forget?  You came to Kemerovo, right?  You gave a concert at the House of Culture, remember?’  ‘Well, yes, I do--.’   ‘So who was it in the third row, next to the aisle?  Me, that’s who…  I clapped louder than anyone else!…’”





There were untold millions of these fellows who “clapped louder than anyone else” or happened to drop a maudlin tear in their glass of vodka as they listened to the cracked, soul-squeezing voice telling them what they felt to be the real truth about life, the meaning of life and death, and about themselves.   I remember a song of Vysotsky’s played on the BBC, and the DJ saying at the end, “What a baritone!”  It seemed curiously irrelevant.  Sure, the voice was “divine,” as someone remarked, but the main thing was what the voice said to your inmost self, not the tricks of singing.





From the rise of his star in about 1965 to the time of his death and a few years after, Vysotsky remained a sort of underground singer, the voice of the people, totally rejecting the System and the aesthetics of the System, singing of life in this country as it was, not of the lying picture the System made it out to be.  All these years Vysotsky was taboo, but, in the schizoid frame of things of those times, a taboo broken even by those who imposed it.  





Then, as perestroika came into its own, somewhere around Vysotsky’s fiftieth anniversary in January 1988, the dam burst, and there came a flood of total recognition: articles in practically all papers and magazines – local, regional, and national; TV serials; films; meetings of Vysotsky fan clubs; scholarly conferences; books; festivals; and I don’t know what else – a veritable craze. 





It was against that background that I received an offer from Progress Publishers to translate some fifty songs and longer poems of Vysotsky, and also some of his interviews and other materials for the volume I mentioned before.  I definitely think I paled at the news.  I had by that time translated miles of poetry, mostly mediocre Soviet stuff but also some really worthwhile verse by, say, Anna  Akhmatova or Boris Pasternak, to name but two – and still, Vysotsky was something special.  In language, style, and content, Vysotsky’s songs were of a piece with Soviet realities of his time, and as such seemed virtually untranslatable into any other linguistic or cultural medium.





Then I took a look at some of the translations of Vysotsky that were then available – sloppy, wretched doggerel that had nothing to do with the bard except the name on top, full of mistranslations of the simplest passages – and decided, What the hell.  I at least would know what I would be reaching at, even if it were like reaching for the moon.





So I packed a few books and tapes and Xeroxed, home-made collections of Vysotsky’s texts (no other kind were then available) and headed for the Caucasus, where I had first heard his songs some twenty years before.  There, at the foot of Mount Beshtau, I read a bit about Vysotsky – not much, just enough to learn a few more or less hard facts and not to spoil my own fond picture of what Vysotsky was or should have been if he had been me or I, him.  You see, I, too, was a bit like that guy who “clapped louder than anyone else.”  By that time, Vysotsky was firmly embedded in the nation’s soul as a myth and a legend, and I wanted to stick to a legend all my own.





The facts on which the legend rested were fairly simple, or rather they were familiar, recognizable, and easily identifiable with events and circumstances of one’s own life. 





Born in Moscow in 1938 (just two years my junior), his very first childish memories must have been of war (like my own).  His mother tells of a curious episode from 1941, when Germans started bombing Moscow.  As a tiny tot, Volodya loved reciting poems, of which he knew quite a few, so whenever they went down to the air-raid shelter, he would climb on a stool or something and recite those poems, loudly and with great expression.  On one such occasion a middle-aged gentleman came up to his mother and said, “Thank you for your son,” and kissed her hand.  It’s the easiest thing to read a prophetic significance into an episode like that.





While his father fought at the front, his mother took Volodya out of wartime Moscow to the foothills of the Urals.  After the war, the boy spent a few years with his father in Germany, then returned to Moscow and lived with his mother again in a tiny cubicle in a communal flat, which he later described in his “The Ballad of Childhood”:





Here, everyone lived modestly,


In comfort somewhat dubious:


There was just one amenity –


One loo to forty cubicles.





Teeth chattering, we’d curse the frost,


The kids would be too cold to bawl, 


And here I learned how much it cost


To make two loose ends meet at all.








At school, he was lucky in his friends – some of the school friendships lasted his whole life.  His classmate, the poet Igor Kokhanovsky, recalls that in their final year at school Vladimir and himself developed a serious enthusiasm for literature, particularly for poetry, studying the work of Velimir Khlebnikov, Igor Severyanin, Nikolai Gumilyov, Anna Akhmatova, Marina Tsvetayeva, Boris Pasternak, Sasha Chorny, and others.  There’s one feature common to all these authors, despite considerable differences between them – they were all either forbidden or regarded as suspect by the Soviet authorities.  So the list attests to at least two things about Vladimir – a clear tendency for nonconformism and excellent literary taste (probably not his own, to start with). 





After school and a single term at a Civil Engineering Institute, Vladimir resolutely kicked over the traces, so to speak, and decided to follow a path in life of his own choosing.  Over his parents’ protests, he joined the Moscow Art Theater drama school and put his whole heart in learning his profession.  Curiously, his first success did not come with the first bit parts in the theater or films but at a Riga restaurant, where he asked the maitre d’s permission to “strum the piano” and sing a bit.  





Volodya’s singing at the time was of a rather curious nature:  He didn’t know a word of English yet managed to imitate Louis Armstrong, producing an impression of someone singing in English – the sort of English where you couldn’t make out a single word.  He did that almost every night during the time he and his friends vacationed in Riga, to the audience’s wild delight.





Apart from these sound-imitations, Volodya sang, in the circle of his friends, a lot of street or “gutter” songs, underworld songs – anything but the official mumbo-jumbo.  He wasn’t alone in that.  Russia seems to be a unique country in this respect:  With millions of innocent people doing time in labor camps under Stalin, and the rest more or less sympathizing with them, prison folklore had an immense impact on the songs sung and poetry composed outside the prisons. 





It was therefore more or less natural that, when Vladimir began writing his own songs in the autumn of 1961, they were in this vein.  He did the imitations so well that there were thugs who swore they knew people who had done time together with Vysotsky at such and such a camp in Siberia. 


 


It may well be that Vysotsky was simply swimming with the current, doing what his friends liked and encouraged him to do, but in this he also responded to the dimly felt need for nonconformist songs that would replace the nauseatingly cheerful bravura noises coming over the radio what seemed like twenty-four hours a day.





This phase lasted until about 1965. By that time Vysotsky had already graduated from the Art Theater school and found his true career with Lyubimov’s Taganka Theater, then newly opened.  It soon became a sort of rallying point of the capital’s cultural life, with writers, artists and scientists often gathering there during rehearsals and backstage after performances.  Distinctly dissident in flavor, the theater fought an endless war against Soviet officialdom that did its best to emasculate its productions or ban them altogether.  No wonder people, especially young people, spent endless hours, sometimes whole nights, in lines, waiting for a chance to get a ticket. 





Vysotsky played the title roles in two of the most popular productions, Brecht’s Galileo and Shakespeare’s Hamlet, and also acted in The Fallen and the Living, a play on the theme of the war.  For the latter, he wrote a few “war songs,” and these became part of a whole cycle – Vysotsky’s tribute to his father’s generation.  Again, he did it so remarkably well that war veterans found it hard to believe that he hadn’t been, say, a fighter pilot during the war.  I had never been in a dog fight, either, but I distinctly felt my flesh creep as I translated this: 





Spring is here at long last, royal blue is the sky.


I called out, without thinking, most likely:


“Buddy, give us a light!” Not a sound in reply.


He was shot down in yesterday’s fighting.





Vysotsky worked feverishly on his songs, mostly writing at night and sometimes producing a new one every week or so, as if he knew that he wouldn’t have all that much time to pour out in song all that was burning inside him.  It wasn’t all deadly serious, though. There was quite a lot of light-hearted, uproarious stuff, especially his so-called fairy-tale songs.  Come to think of it, the first Vysotsky song I heard was precisely of this sort, “Song About a Wild Boar,”  and that was quite a rounded experience in itself. 





That must have been 1968 or thereabouts. I lived down south, in Pyatigorsk, at the time.  One day a friend came back from Moscow, all bubbling with enthusiasm about a new singer-songwriter doing absolute wonders with guitar, lyrics, and an incredible, Louis Armstrong-type voice.  The guy was supposed to be even better than Okudzhava -- something I flatly refused to believe until the friend performed for my benefit “The Wild Boar.”  





The chap had neither voice nor ear, and he even couldn’t remember the words right, but the magnetism of the piece and the songsmith’s skill of handling the words, the intonations, the accents were so easily recognizable that we simply had to go and have a few drinks, congratulating each other and anyone who would listen on the birth of yet another Russian immortal.





The song is all about a terrible monster (“could be aurochs, could be bison, could be boar”) that kept eating “chicken and women,” the king, and “the king’s best shooter, now in disgrace,” living in terrible debauchery:





On the floor lay skins, old buddies and strumpets


Singing songs and drinking mead and what not.


There was suddenly a flourish of trumpets,


And the shooter was dragged straight to the


                                                                court.





The king bids his disgraced soldier to shoot the monster and promises to give him his daughter the princess for a wife, but the soldier scorns such an offer, insisting that he would “do it for a bucket of port.”  So they scream and bawl at each other, but in the end





The shooter got what he ought to,


Shot the monster and skipped off to his place.


Thus he put to shame the king and his daughter –


Once the king’s best shooter, now in disgrace.





There were so many people wanting to put to shame the country’s kingpins of those times, if only in their imagination – no wonder songs like that traveled trough the country like wild fire.





Then there were the films, most notably The Vertical Line, a film about rock-climbers.  Here my memory falters a bit:  I can’t honestly recall whether I heard Vysotsky’s songs from that cycle at a rock-climbers’ camp (these were always hotbeds of unofficial or rather anti-official art) or at the cinema, but anyway it didn’t matter because the whole country was soon singing “If a chum begins acting rum…” and suchlike stuff, people who’d never been near a mountain, for goodness sake.  It somehow didn’t seem fair to rock-climbing folks like myself.  





Also about that time there appeared dozens of Vysotsky imitators, some singing his songs almost as well as Vysotsky himself, but none better.  And that signaled the beginning of the Vysotsky craze that continued, unabated, for two solid decades.  From time to time one heard fantastic stories about the way people expressed their adoration for Vysotsky, but, knowing something of the Russian soul, these stories were only too easy to believe.  





In one city where he came for a concert with a group of other actors, the populace, consisting almost entirely of factory workers, could not think of anything better than picking up Vysotsky’s bus and carrying it bodily to the local hotel on their hands. 





In another place where Vysotsky came on tour, all the windows in town flew open, and he was treated to a megaconcert of his own songs from thousands of tape-recorders on window-sills.[2]





Somewhere in Siberia, airliner crew and passengers alike refused to take off because Vysotsky was giving a concert in the city stadium, and they just couldn’t miss it, and to hell with flight schedules.





There was the darker side to his life, too:  He drank.  After his demise, there was talk that he’d drunk himself to death, not without help from some bastards calling themselves his friends who provided the liquor when he was not fit to take a single drop, with his bad heart.  If we are to believe his wife, the French actress Marina Vlady (and why shouldn’t we?), toward the end of his life Vladimir was also a morphine addict.  This country, though, which may yet be ruined by its drinking habits, found it easiest to forgive its idol this weakness, if weakness it was.





I’ve heard many people explaining that weakness away as a necessary relief from the incredible strain under which Vysotsky wrote and performed his songs, and I found that explanation all too easy to accept.  After all, Vladimir did not exactly sing his songs as complacent tenors are prone to do, admiring their own voice.  He rather acted them out in the true tradition of the Russian theater. In that tradition, if a character in a play is supposed to have hysterics, you may rest assured that the actress will have authentic, 100 percent genuine hysterics onstage.  I’ve seen it, and it was scary.  





And Vladimir Vysotsky sang his tragic songs as if he could spill his guts any moment now – the intensity of emotion seemed at times to be beyond the humanly possible.  Surely he drank.  And surely he knew he would not be able to live much longer at that pitch of intensity.  But he found it in him to write a poem about it for his wife, a few days before his death.  It ended like this: 





I’m half my age – a little way past forty.


I’m living thanks to God and you, my wife.


I have a lot to sing to the Almighty.


I have my songs to justify my life.





Notes:


[1]. See: Vladimir Vysotsky: Hamlet with a Guitar. Translated from the Russian by Sergei Roy. Progress Publishers, Moscow, 1990, 422 pp. Price, 2 rubles 80 kopeks. The original Russian title of the book was typically Soviet-idiotic: Vladimir Vysotsky. Chelovek. Poet. Aktyor. (Vladimir Vysotsky. Man. Poet. Actor). I took a bit of liberty with it, as I assumed that anyone interested in Vysotsky (and who wasn’t?) knew that he was a Taganka Theater actor and his star role there was that of Hamlet in a Yuri Lyubimov production. Apart from the translations, I also wrote a sort of Preface to the volume.





[2]. That was the way Vysotsky’s songs travelled all over the country in those days, on tapes mostly recorded during his live, semi-official or underground concerts at Academy institutes, plants, factories, “palaces of culture,” stadiums, and such. There was not a word breathed then of infringement of the author’s rights. Vysotsky was the property of the people, and anything he produced was in the public domain in the best sense of the word. In fact, the phenomenon was a continuation of the tradition of uncensored poetry that existed since at least the early 19th century in myriad spiski, handwritten copies of verse traveling from one person’s album to the next. In the Soviet Union, the practice was known as samizdat or self-publishing, typewritten copies of banned works traveling unstoppably from hand to hand. Curiously, the practice continues in this new, materialistic age. Say, my own translations of Vysotsky’s songs wander all over the internet, and I am grateful if the poetry buffs so much as mention my name. They are also sung by various groups (as by some Swedish bunch a few years ago, at Taganka), and I have not seen a red cent in royalties, nor am I likely to, and that is right and proper, as I once told Paul Richardson, publisher of the Russian Life magazine where an earlier version of this essay appeared. Actually, I plan to publish my “singable translations,” as an American student of Vysotsky’s work called them, on a free website run for me by a German friend, � HYPERLINK "http://www.sergeiroysbooks.de/" �www.sergeiroysbooks.de� .








20120824 note: This text was posted on Johnson's Russia List  (2012-#27 14 February 2012). Later Russky mir posted it, with my permission, at � HYPERLINK "http://www.russkiymir.ru/russkiymir/en/publications/articles/article0241.html" �http://www.russkiymir.ru/russkiymir/en/publications/articles/article0241.html�





Incorporated in the body of this text is an earlier essay of mine published in February 1998 by the Russian Life magazine. It was also reprinted in The Best of Russian Life . Vol.2. Biographies. Ed. by Paul Richardson. Rusian Life Books. [2011]











 


























