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            Foreword by Charlotte Hobson

         

         During the course of my reading life many books have moved me deeply. Some have changed my life. Moscow Stations stands out among them all as the only book that has transported me to A&E with an arm broken in two places.

         I was finishing a Russian degree at Edinburgh University at the time, although perhaps my mindset was still that of Voronezh, the provincial Russian city where I’d spent the previous year and where I first read Yerofeev. Moscow Stations is often acclaimed as a masterpiece of the Brezhnev period, yet thirty years after it was written, in the post-Soviet nineties, it still seemed an entirely contemporary depiction of Russian life. The authorial voice, sailing nimbly between high and low style, between the squalid and the surreal, the witty, brilliant, lyrical and vulgar – all afloat on an ocean of tragedy – was irresistible, touching, and in many details very familiar.

         The tale centres around a pseudo-autobiographical ‘Venya Yerofeev’ travelling from central Moscow to a high-rise suburb, Petushki, where his girlfriend and his son – his dear little boy who can already write the letter ‘U’ – await him. But will Venya make it? Will the tasty treats that he’s brought for his darlings ever be delivered? It can’t be much more than a couple of hours’ ride on a rattling local train, but as more and more alcohol sluices through the narrative, Venya’s journey dissolves into the realm of myth. The wondrous land of Petushki, where the jasmine is always in flower, where the angels sing and his radiant she-devil flutters her ginger eyelashes, where his poor little boy hopes for a visit from his father, dances just beyond his grasp. 

         In Pawel Pawlikowski’s heart-breaking documentary about Yerofeev, his friend Vadim Tikhonov (who also appears as a character in the book) describes coming upon the author in a disused railway carriage while he was at work on Moscow Stations. ‘He was working on the railways at the time and everyone else had gone on holiday. As I came up to the carriage, all I could hear was laughter. I go in, and there’s Yerofeev, writing and laughing …’ Yerofeev himself said he wrote the book to amuse his friends – and to pain them a little. ‘80% laughter and 20% pain.’ Ignore the typically bathetic formula: the effect of his prose poem is profound and overwhelming. I defy anyone to be unmoved by the end of this book, to put it down and eat a bun, for example, or do some tidying.

         So after some Russophile friends and I saw Tom Courtenay in the title role at the Traverse Theatre in Edinburgh, we took immediate action to open up our souls to the impressions of their existence (as Venya would say). We bought vodka, suffered, prayed, cast aside all shame and care, and until last orders lived the life of the spirit exclusively. And at closing time, as far as I can remember, we went back to someone’s flat and finished off a bottle of Chinese whisky, and at some point after that, on my way home, I was felled by one of those dark Presbyterian lamp posts (possibly in collusion with a granite kerbstone). The following morning, full of shame, I made my way up the steep hill to present myself to a hard-working hospital nurse who, like the station buffet staff in Kursk Station, prodded me with disgust as though I were ‘some sort of dead bird, or a soiled buttercup’.

         ‘Oh, that morning burden on the heart! Oh, the unreality of calamity! Oh, the irredeemable moment!’

         The hangover – the characteristic mood of the post-Thaw Soviet Union – is captured more perfectly in Moscow Stations than in perhaps any other work. The odour that seeps from this book, despite the gallons of booze downed, is not that of drunkenness but the morning-after stench of remorse, horror at the slow dawning of memories, bitter, panicky regrets only assuaged by the first shot of the day. The irredeemable night before was the intoxicated blood-frenzy of the thirties, the horrific souring of the Soviet experiment. By the late sixties, the country was exhausted, shaky, burdened with the ‘sour mash’ of depression that Venya identifies in his own belly. These were cynical times; a knowing tone crept into every corner of life, the ‘widespread practice of ironic citation’ as someone or other said. Yerofeev the character tells us several times how suspicious he is of heroics, activism and so on; ‘general pusillanimity’ is his recipe for world peace. Yet Yerofeev the author attempts something in Moscow Stations that amounts to literary heroism. One after another, he takes each wrung-out old Soviet cliché and dips it in a neat solution of subversion; each shibboleth of Soviet culture – Revolutionary science, labour, literature, history, foreign policy – dissolves under his jokes. Single-handedly, taking on vast armies of tedium, verbosity and received ideas, Yerofeev does battle on behalf of the Russian language. And when you read his treatise on the hiccup, I think you’ll agree that he wasn’t defeated.

         Moscow Stations was first published in Russia by some literal-minded bureaucrat (or perhaps some inspired ironic genius) at the journal Sobriety and Culture as part of Gorbachev’s anti-alcohol campaign. The editor may have been encouraged by the opinion of Yerofeev’s own doctor that ‘the entire book is just a clinical description of alcoholic illness – a classical case. Social degradation, psychosis, hallucinations … it’s all quite clear.’ It doesn’t take a very sophisticated reader, however – even one with her arm in plaster – to spot that the opposite is far closer to the truth: here, in many ways, we have an ode to marvellous drink, which liberates the enslaved and dissolves the chains of the material world. Sober, his spirit languishes in jail. A quarter-litre of vodka, and his soul is capable of visions of the sublime. ‘Drink more, eat less. That’s the best remedy for self-conceit and facile atheism.’ The inference is clear: in a corrupt, materialist world, alcohol is the route to a spiritual life.

         I am aware that Anglophone readers of this book might, in their heart of hearts, not buy this. They may feel squeamish about its loving depiction of drink-sodden squalor. There may even be a tendency to feel that the hero simply suffering from a disease, alcoholism, and his Christ-like self-image, his tragic self-sacrifice on the altar of truth, however witty, is pushing it a bit. And I suppose this view is valid, if humourless. Yet I would counter that our Venya (whom I notice I am still rather in love with, twenty years on – despite him having caused me serious bodily harm, which would be disturbing if he wasn’t at least partly fictional) makes it quite clear that the alcohol itself is not the point. ‘What’s vodka got to do with it?’ he snaps at one point, losing patience with his readers – with us. ‘You’re obsessed with vodka, that’s what!’ And he carries on: ‘Is this what my soul hungers for? No, this is what people have given me instead.’

         For Venya, you see, only two possible, mutually exclusive paths present themselves: the worldly one of success and compromise, which could be taken only by a ‘heathenish thick-skinned bastard, a pervert, forged out of pure steel from head to foot’ and the path of a sensitive creature, a poet and a lover who cannot help telling the truth and is therefore forced to remove himself from his vile surroundings by means of booze. It’s Manichean dualism for the twentieth century: a world in a constant state of war between dark and light, heavenly and hellish. The soul, a prism of divine light, is painfully imprisoned within the coarse body; so alcohol, which sets the spirit free, is the vehicle of the angels … In the seventies Yuri Lotman would publish a brilliant article about Russian cultural history that could have been written with Yerofeev in mind. Since medieval times, he suggested, Russian culture has had this extreme, binary tendency – hell or heaven, and nothing between. The tragedy of Venya’s elemental struggle is that, in his case, the battlefield between good and evil has shrunk to encompass the area of his own body. Self-destruction, on these terms, is the work of God. ‘I’ll die without accepting this world,’ says Venya, and the gentle, humorous and fiercely uncompromising Yerofeev seems to have done just that, dying at the age of fifty-one of cancer of the throat.

         Yet what did the next world mean to this post-modern man? Deep within Moscow Stations is a space beyond language, which Venya, early on in the book, summons us to commemorate: ‘Pause with me, and observe a minute’s silence for that which is inexpressible. And if you have any sort of old hooter lying around, then give that hooter a good blast!’ Throughout his meandering, stuttering tale, his non-sequiturs and absurd conclusions, Venya hints at a greater power beyond the confusing events of his journey – something as unfathomable and as omnipotent as hiccups, something misty, foggy, which he cannot mention directly: ‘The things that really concern me, I never say a word about.’ Called upon to define the mystery, he can only assert: ‘I don’t know, I really don’t know. But it does exist!’ How Christian or Orthodox is this belief? On my first reading, years ago, I understood this book in terms of Yerofeev’s layers and layers of meaning – with only darkness at their heart. Venya, tortured by his final passion, says that ‘the heavenly angels laughed … and God was silent’.

         In Pawlikowski’s documentary, however, I was struck by something Yerofeev’s friend Igor Avidiev said: ‘He brought me to religion – on our first meeting he gave me a copy of St John’s Gospel.’ In the much-disputed last line of the book Venya places himself, the narrator, beyond consciousness, which means that during the entire course of his story he has somehow been outside time and space. But where? Now, his voice from beyond the grave seems to have only one possible meaning, and I wonder at my earlier resistance to it. It seems that his earthly squalor didn’t dismay me, but a genuine expression of faith in life beyond death (however complex, however anguished) felt shocking. Yet millions of Russians have made the same leap in the quarter-decade since the end of the Soviet Union. In the midst of that dark Kremlin night, at the moment Venya is viciously silenced, there is still the hope that his soul is set free.

      

   


   
      
         

            Translator’s Foreword

         

         Venedikt Yerofeev was born on 26 October 1938, in Poyakonda, a small town in the far north of Russia, a treeless Arctic landscape relieved only by the watch-towers of Stalin’s labour camps. Yerofeev’s father was the local stationmaster, with a reputation for womanizing and hard drinking. In the year of Yerofeev’s birth, he was arrested for openly criticizing the Soviet power, and sent to the camps, where he remained until 1954. Yerofeev’s mother, to avoid the same fate, temporarily abandoned her infant son, and Yerofeev spent his early years in a children’s home near Murmansk, of which his most lasting impression was ‘mortification of the flesh and a cult of physical fitness’.

         Despite these unpromising beginnings, Yerofeev excelled at school, and in his final year won the prestige gold medal award, his passport to what he later described as ‘that idiotic monument on the Lenin Hills’, the newly built Moscow University. In an interview given in 1989, the year before his death, Yerofeev confesses that on his journey south to Moscow he saw cows and pine-trees for the first time. He also claims to have written his first story at the age of six, a work titled ‘Diary of a Madman’, but his serious literary ambitions date from his time at university, which was perhaps fortunately cut short by his expulsion midway through second year.

         Yerofeev had already begun absenting himself from lectures, out of boredom, but the last straw, as far as the university was concerned, was an incident during compulsory military training, when the Major in charge of the class informed the students, standing half-heartedly to attention, that the most important thing a man could possess was a straight back. Yerofeev couldn’t resist it: ‘Those were Hermann Goering’s words,’ he pointed out, ‘and they hanged him in 1946!’

         After leaving university, Yerofeev drifted from one town to another, and in 1959 took up residence in Petushki, some eighty miles east of Moscow, selected apparently on a whim, and enrolled for teacher training at the Vladimir Pedagogical Institute. His second encounter with the academic world proved no happier than the first, and by 1962 not only was Yerofeev himself persona non grata with the authorities, but any student spotted in his company was liable to immediate expulsion. Nonetheless, in April of that year lectures at the Vladimir Institute had to be suspended while the ‘riff-raff’, as Yerofeev describes them, flocked to his wedding. His marriage to Valya Zimakova later broke up, but not before the birth of a son, who figures prominently in the novel as a focus for Yerofeev’s feelings of regret.

         During these years, when he traversed Russia like a latter-day Maxim Gorky, Yerofeev did a variety of jobs, including bricklayer’s mate, librarian, factory inspector, and cement storekeeper on the Moscow–Peking roadworks. Depending on one’s point of view, Yerofeev’s most bizarre employment was either as a laboratory technician in Tadjikistan in Soviet Central Asia, waging war on the local midge population, or as a police desk-clerk at Orekhovo-Zuevo, onto whose station platform his fictional ticket-inspector drunkenly tumbles. And perhaps the comparison with Gorky is more apt than it might seem, given the extent to which Moscow Stations, even its most fantastic episodes, is grounded in Yerofeev’s experience. In the same 1989 interview, Yerofeev recalls having once bartered a full bottle of vodka, which the ticket collector drank on the spot, for his train fare, and both the absurd ‘war’ on Norway and his proposed demonstration of Turgenev-style true love – breaking into Party headquarters and swallowing ink – derive in some measure from an incident in which Yerofeev and his drunken cronies attempted to set fire to the local KGB office.

         Yerofeev did indeed work as a brigade leader, laying underground telephone cables in Moscow and elsewhere, during a ten-year spell of continuous employment. And while one need not speculate about the authenticity of his ‘notorious system of individual performance graphs’, there is evidence that his equally celebrated ‘cocktails’ – Canaan Balsam, Tears of a Komsomolka, Dog’s Giblets and the like – also have a basis in fact. Western readers may regard Yerofeev’s murderous recipes as inspired fantasy, but Russian career alcoholics will, as the repeatable half a popular saying puts it, ‘drink anything that burns’. And in a series of reminiscences published in the magazine Teatr the year after Yerofeev’s death, more than one contributor bears witness to the writer’s extraordinary drinking habits. A woman friend even describes having to hide bottles of expensive perfume, whenever Yerofeev visited the house.

         Although written in 1970, Yerofeev’s novel was not published in his homeland until 1989, when it was serialized as a cautionary tale, ironically, in a journal titled Sobriety and Culture. Only then did Yerofeev achieve local fame, as distinct from international, and the great Russian physicist Pyotr Kapitsa described Moscow Stations as being distinguished by ‘the most brilliant form, the most tragic content’. Yerofeev’s life was not lacking in the latter. The novel ends with the death of Venya, stabbed in the throat with a cobbler’s awl wielded by the leader, presumably Stalin, of the four Horsemen of the Communist Apocalypse, who eventually run him to ground near the Kremlin. Within a few months, Yerofeev was himself stricken with an incurable cancer of the throat, in an obscene parody of Venya’s fate in the novel. His full-length dramatic fantasy, Walpurgis Night, written in 1985, also features a character who dies of a throat wound, inflicted by the spire of the Komsomol Palace of Culture.

         In April 1990, BBC2 screened a documentary film by Pawel Pawlikowski on Yerofeev’s life, including a poignant scene in which the writer, his vocal chords removed, cracked jokes during an interview, speaking with the aid of a primitive squawk-box. Meanwhile recorded passages from the novel, read by Yerofeev himself in his resonant, mellifluous voice, were heard in the background. A month later, Yerofeev was dead, at the age of fifty-one.

         Regardless of the almost uncanny connections between work and life, the notion of autobiography is much too limiting to apply to Yerofeev’s ‘poem’, as he terms it, in which close personal friends – Vadim Tikhonov, for example, and Igor Avidiev (Black Moustache) – enter the lists along with Franco and King Olaf, not forgetting the Sphinx and Mithridates. Yerofeev claims to have written the entire work in three months, but despite its comparative brevity, Moscow Stations sweeps across time and space with cosmic ease. Strewn with quotations and allusions – literature, history, politics, philosophy, scripture – Yerofeev’s journey from Moscow to Petushki extends infinitely beyond the 125 kilometres of its nominal track. A recent critical study, Svetlana Geisser- Schnittmann’s The Rest is Silence, is supplemented with a reference index of around a dozen pages, yet the novel is anything but ‘heavy’. Far from it: Moscow Stations is wonderfully funny, Rabelais in miniature, filtered through the dark surreal imagination of a modern Gogol. And for the reader, Yerofeev’s philosophical reflections are almost invariably fixed in the mind by a comic image – Turgenev’s lace jabots, Schiller’s champagne foot-bath, Mussorgsky’s ditch. His ‘scientific’ analysis of the drunken hiccup, for example, employing the Kantian categories, is introduced by a detailed account of how to achieve the desired state, fuelled on strong vodka and ‘bread that has seen better days’, which is no less entertaining for the sombre fatalism it embodies.

         Structurally, the novel is picaresque in character, a series of bizarre encounters and adventures in ‘real time’ or reflection, fitted loosely over the thirty-odd stations of the Moscow–Petushki line. It is an odyssey of sorts, an alcoholic philosopher’s vain quest for the land where the jasmine forever blooms and his golden-haired she-devil awaits him. But it is also a Via Dolorosa, its bleak suburban halts the stations of the cross which Venya must bear, and Yerofeev underlines this throughout the novel by direct and indirect reference to Christ’s own agony. Moscow Stations is in many ways a profoundly religious book, a hymn of praise to the meek who, even if they don’t inherit this earth, will at least be re-assessed when they depart it.

         It is a scholarly tour-de-force, furthermore, the work of a cultured reader with near-total recall. And it is a critical record of its time, what Russians call ‘the period of stagnation’, though Yerofeev was no dissident in the accepted sense – that would have been a ‘heroic’ posture of the kind he repeatedly deplores. Nonetheless, the circumstances in which the action unfolds – a sick economy, a demoralized people, a complex under-class of the disaffected, among whom we may count its narrator – have changed little since the Brezhnev years. The play may have been re-cast, but its tragicomic essence remains fresh. And Yerofeev’s Venya, armed with his Russian survival kit of irony and self-deprecating black humour, still stands erect outside some Kursk Station of the mind, a monument to the resilience of the human spirit.

         
             

         

         My involvement with the work began in 1990, when I was asked by Ian Brown to adapt Moskva-Petushki for the Traverse Theatre in Edinburgh. Soon after its completion, the monologue script found its way into the hands of Faynia Williams, who persuaded the Traverse to let her offer it to BBC Radio 3, where Moscow Stations duly received its first production, with Tom Courtenay as Venya. He later recreated his interpretation on the Traverse stage, and with the help of Brian Brolly the play transferred to the Garrick Theatre, where Courtenay won the 1994 Evening Standard ‘Best Actor’ award for his performance in a role that might have been designed for his unique talent. Moscow Stations was later also staged in the Union Square Theatre, New York.

         My dramatization employed perhaps less than a fifth of Yerofeev’s masterpiece, and I was painfully aware of how much had to be omitted, for reasons of time and structure. I thus owe a debt of gratitude to all the aforementioned, and many others, who have made it possible for me to translate the complete novel.

         Stephen Mulrine

         Glasgow, 1996

      

   


   
      
         

            Preface

         

         Thanks to there being only one copy, the first edition of Moscow Stations sold out fast. Since then I have taken a good deal of criticism over the chapter titled ‘Hammer and Sickle to Karacharovo’, all of it quite unjustified. In the preface to the first edition I did warn young ladies to skip that chapter, since the words, ‘Then I promptly had a drink’, are followed by a page and a half of ripe obscenity – indeed, in the whole chapter there’s not a single printable word, that is, with the exception of the phrase: ‘Then I promptly had a drink.’ And of course the outcome of this well-intentioned advice was that every reader, young ladies in particular, homed in immediately on ‘Hammer and Sickle to Karacharovo’, and didn’t read the preceding chapters, not even the opening words, ‘Then I promptly had a drink.’ So that’s why I’ve considered it necessary to cut all the foul language out of that chapter in the second edition. That’s a better idea because first, they’ll read me right through, and second, they won’t take offence.

         
             

         

         Venedikt Yerofeev
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            Moscow. On the Way to Kursk Station

         

         Everybody says: the Kremlin, the Kremlin. They all go on about it, but I’ve never seen it. The number of times (thousands) I’ve been drunk or hung over, traipsing round Moscow, north–south, east–west, end to end, straight through or any old way – and I’ve never once seen the Kremlin.

         For instance, yesterday – yesterday I didn’t see it again, though I was buzzing round that area the whole evening and it’s not as if I was particularly drunk. I mean, as soon as I came out onto Savyelov Station, I had a glass of Zubrovka for starters, since I know from experience that as an early-morning tipple, nobody’s so far dreamed up anything better.

         Anyway, a glass of Zubrovka. Then after that – on Kalyaev Street – another glass, only not Zubrovka this time, but coriander vodka. A friend of mine used to say coriander had a dehumanizing effect on a person, i.e., it refreshes your parts but it weakens your spirit. For some reason or other it had the opposite effect on me, i.e., my spirit was refreshed, while my parts went all to hell. But I do agree it’s dehumanizing, so that’s why I topped it up with two glasses of Zhiguli beer, plus some Albe-de-dessert straight from the bottle, in the middle of Kalyaev Street.

         Of course, you’re saying: come on, Venya, get on with it – what did you have next? And I couldn’t say for sure. I remember – I remember quite distinctly in fact – I had two glasses of Hunter’s vodka, on Chekhov Street. But I couldn’t have made it across the Sadovy ring road with nothing to drink, I really couldn’t. So I must’ve had something else.

         Anyway, after that I walked into the city centre, because whenever I’m looking for the Kremlin, I invariably end up at Kursk Station. I mean, I was supposed to go to Kursk Station, and not into the city centre, but I made for the centre regardless, to have a look at the Kremlin even just once. I knew I wouldn’t find it anyway. I knew I’d end up at Kursk Station.

         I’m so annoyed now I could almost cry. And it’s not because I didn’t make it to Kursk Station yesterday (shit, who cares? I didn’t get there yesterday, I’ll do it today). And it’s not because I woke up this morning in some godforsaken entry. (Seems I’d sat down on the entry step, actually the fortieth, counting from ground level, pressed my little suitcase to my heart, and fallen asleep just like that.) No, what’s annoying me is this: I’ve just worked it out, that from Chekhov Street up to that entry I must’ve drunk more than six roubles’ worth – but of what, and where? And in what order? And did I drink it for good or ill? Nobody knows, and now nobody’ll ever know. I mean, to this day we don’t know whether Tsar Boris killed the Crown Prince Dmitri, or the other way round.

         What sort of place was this entry? I still haven’t a clue, but that’s as it should be. Same with everything – everything ought to happen slowly, and out of joint, so we don’t get above ourselves, so we remain miserable and confused.

         Anyway, when I came out this morning into the fresh air it was already dawn. And if you’ve ever fetched up unconscious in some entry, and emerged from it at dawn, well, you’ll know what a heavy heart I bore down the forty steps of that godforsaken place, and out onto the street.

         Still, what the hell, I said, it doesn’t matter. Look, there’s a chemist’s, you see? And over there – there’s some old bugger in a brown jacket scraping the pavement. So, relax. Everything’s fine. If you want to go left, Venya, go left, I’m not forcing you. If you want to go right, then go right.

         So I went right, practically staggering from cold and grief, yes, cold and grief. Oh, that morning burden on the heart! Oh, the unreality of calamity! Oh, the irredeemable moment! What does it mostly consist of, that burden which nobody’s yet found a name for? Paralysis, or nausea? Nervous exhaustion, or a deathly sadness somewhere in the vicinity of the heart? And if it’s in equal parts, then what’s it got most of, all in all? Stupor, or fever?

         Well, never mind, I told myself – just wrap up against the wind and go quietly. And breathe only now and then. Take the odd breath, so your feet don’t graze the back of your knees. Yes, and go somewhere. Anywhere. Even if you go left, you’ll wind up at Kursk Station, and if you go straight ahead, you’ll get to Kursk Station just the same. So, go right, and you’ll get there for sure. Oh, vanity of vanities!
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‘Oh, that most impotent, shameful time in the life of my people —
the hours between dawn and opening time!
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