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‘Second-hand Time is Alexievich’s most ambitious work: many women and a few men talk about the loss of the Soviet idea, the post-Soviet ethnic wars, the legacy of the Gulag, and other aspects of the Soviet experience… Through her books and her life itself, Alexievich has gained probably the world’s deepest, most eloquent understanding of the post-Soviet condition.’


— Masha Gessen, New Yorker


‘In her most recent work Alexievich identifies explicitly (“we”) with her own generation, simultaneously Soviet and post-Soviet. In Second-hand Time, composed during a decade in political exile and published shortly after her return to Belarus in 2013, she treats the Soviet personality as a subject in and of itself, open to interpretation and reinterpretation, to be sure, but not admitting of any new beginning.’


— Timothy Snyder, New York Review of Books


‘[Her] books are woven from hundreds of interviews, in a hybrid form of reportage and oral history that has the quality of a documentary film on paper. But Alexievich is anything but a simple recorder and transcriber of found voices; she has a writerly voice of her own which emerges from the chorus she assembles, with great style and authority, and she shapes her investigations of Soviet and post-Soviet life and death into epic dramatic chronicles as universally essential as Greek tragedies. So it is precisely because her work renders meaningless the distinction she draws between documentation and art that she is now the first full-time, lifelong journalist to win the literature prize. To celebrate Alexievich’s win as a long-overdue recognition of reportage as a form of literature equal to fiction, poetry, and playwriting is anything but a snub to the particular powers of those other forms.’


— Philip Gourevitch, New Yorker


‘Alexievich has said that her work is inspired by the Belorussian writer Ales Adamovich, who wrote “collective novels” or “epic choruses” about the horrors of war. Another of Alexievich’s clear influences is Dostoevsky, whom she mentions often. She shares his belief that compassion is the greatest hope for humankind, and his rejection of the cycles of revenge that have dictated so much of human history. Like Dostoevsky, Alexievich uses seemingly artless prose, littered with ellipses, to give us truth, conveyed through the gathering strength of many voices. Like Dostoevsky, Alexievich is concerned not only with national realities, but with universal human values.’


— Sophie Pinkham, The New Republic


‘A searing mix of eloquence and wordlessness… From her interviewees’ monologues she creates history that the reader, at whatever distance from the events, can actually touch.’


— Julian Evans, Daily Telegraph


‘Awarding the Nobel Prize for Literature to Svetlana Alexievich is a brilliant choice that recalibrates the status of “non-fiction” in the literary canon.’


— Arifa Akbar, Independent


‘For the past thirty or forty years she’s been busy mapping the Soviet and post-Soviet individual. But it’s not really a history of events. It’s a history of emotions. What she’s offering us is really an emotional world. So these historical events that she’s covering in her various books… are, in a way, just pretexts for exploring the Soviet individual and the post-Soviet individual. She’s conducted thousands of interviews with children, women and men, and in this way she’s offering us a history of a human being about whom we didn’t know that much.’


— Sara Danius, Swedish Academy


‘The people she talks to, the co-authors of her books, are working people, women and elderly people – precisely those who are left behind… Alexievich’s voices are those of the people no one cares about, but the ones whose lives constitute the vast majority of what history actually is… This is history, major history, but written, as all history should be, from below.’


— Keith Gessen, Guardian


‘Amid all the voices, a pressing silence runs throughout Ms Alexievich’s writing… Her gift is in letting people speak for themselves.’


— Prospero, The Economist


‘Alexievich’s books take several years, sometimes even a decade, to write, and they require all the research work associated with the most complete journalistic practice combined with the highest levels of editorial and curatorial acuity — all in the service of literary-historical moments, stories, or narratives worthy of great art.’


— Jonathan Kyle Sturgeon, Flavorwire


‘Ms Alexievich’s work fits into a longstanding literary tradition of deeply reported narrative non-fiction written with the sweep and the style of a novel. Practitioners include luminaries like Truman Capote, Norman Mailer and Joan Didion… Her most recent book, Second-hand Time, is her biggest and most ambitious.’


— Alexandra Alter, New York Times


‘Alexievich’s interest in what happens to the human being is evident on every page of her writing. Among other things, her work testifies to the immense power of compassion to create understanding of our fellow human beings.’


— Jamey Gambrell, New York Review of Books
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‘Victim and executioner are equally ignoble; the lesson of the camps is brotherhood in abjection.’


— David Rousset, The Days of Our Death


‘In any event, we must remember that it’s not the blinded wrongdoers who are primarily responsible for the triumph of evil in the world, but the spiritually sighted servants of the good.’


— Fyodor Stepun, Foregone and Gone Forever
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CHRONOLOGY







1953: Josef Stalin dies on 5 March. On 14 September, Nikita Khruschev becomes First Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU).


February 1956: Khruschev delivers a report to the Twentieth Communist Party Congress, denouncing the Stalinist cult and the excesses of certain of his policies. This report, which remained secret, was circulated covertly and was not published officially in the Soviet Union until the late 1980s. Khruschev’s speech marked the beginning of de-Stalinization and the Khruschev Thaw, a time of relative liberalization during which political prisoners were progressively liberated and rehabilitated.


November 1956: Soviet troops crush an uprising in Hungary.


November 1957: The Italian publisher Feltrinelli publishes Doctor Zhivago by Boris Pasternak in Russian and in Italian simultaneously. Under pressure from the Soviet authorities, Pasternak was forced to turn down the Nobel Prize in Literature the following year.


November 1962: One Day in The Life of Ivan Denisovich by Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn is published in Novy Mir, an influential literary magazine. It is the first time the Soviet labour camps had been written about openly. Nevertheless, a crackdown on dissident groups marks the end of the Thaw.


1964: Khruschev is removed from power and replaced by Leonid Brezhnev.


1968: Soviet and Warsaw Pact troops invade Czechoslovakia to stem the Prague Spring, a trend towards liberalization. The Brezhnev doctrine is enunciated, giving communist countries the right to intervene in other communist states whose policies threatened the international communist movement.


1973–1974: Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag Archipelago is published in the West in Russian and in other languages. The dissident writer is expelled from the Soviet Union in February 1974.


1975: Thirty-five states including the USSR and the United States sign the Helsinki Accords, an attempt to improve relations between the Communist Bloc and the West. The document cites respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms such as freedom of speech.


1979: Soviet troops invade Afghanistan.


November 1982: Brezhnev, General Secretary of the Communist Party from 1964 to 1982, dies of a heart attack. Yuri Andropov, the head of the KGB, succeeds him.


February 1984: Andropov dies of renal failure. Konstantin Chernenko replaces him.


March 1985: Chernenko dies of emphysema. Mikhail Gorbachev becomes General Secretary of the Communist Party and takes steps towards reform, marking the beginning of perestroika. Novy Mir commences serialization of Doctor Zhivago three years later.


   Important reforms undertaken by Gorbachev between 1985–1991 under the umbrella of perestroika and glasnost: the restitution of land to peasants after sixty years of collectivized agriculture; the progressive restoration of political pluralism and freedom of speech; liberation of political prisoners; publication of banned literature; the withdrawal of troops from Afghanistan; the creation of a new legislative assembly, the Congress of People’s Deputies. The Congress elects Gorbachev to the Presidency of the Soviet Union for five years and institutes constitutional reforms in March 1990. Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START I) agreements are signed with the United States in 1991.


February 1986: Boris Yeltsin becomes a member of the Politburo a few months after being named first secretary of the Moscow City Committee (effectively making him mayor of Moscow). He is removed from the Politburo in 1988.


26 April 1986: Reactor four at the Chernobyl nuclear power station explodes, showering large areas in Ukraine, Belarus and beyond with radioactive material.


December 1986: The nuclear physicist, dissident and human rights activist Andrei Sakharov, who had been in internal exile in Gorky (now Nizhny Novgorod) since 1980, is authorized to return to Moscow.


March 1989: Yeltsin is elected to the Congress of People’s Deputies.


November 1989: The Berlin Wall falls, marking the effective end of the Cold War and the beginning of the reunification of Germany.


December 1989: Gorbachev and George H. W. Bush announce the end of the Cold War in Malta.


June 1990: The Congress of People’s Deputies of the Republic adopts the Declaration of State Sovereignty of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR), pitting the Soviet Union against the Russian Federation and other constituent republics. This marks the beginning of constitutional reform in Russia with the intention to establish a democratic constitutional state within a liberalized Soviet Union.


May 1991: Boris Yeltsin is elected president of the RSFSR.


August 1991: A group of eight high-ranking officials led by Gorbachev’s vice-president Gennady Yanayev form the General Committee on the State Emergency, the GKChP, and stage an attempted coup of the government. The GKChP issues an emergency decree suspending all political activity, banning most newspapers, and putting Gorbachev, who is on holiday in Foros, Crimea, under house arrest.


   Thousands of protesters come out to stand up against the putsch in front of the White House, the Russian Federation’s parliament building and office of Boris Yeltsin, building barricades to protect their positions. Yeltsin famously addresses the crowd from atop a tank. The army forces dispatched by the GKChP ultimately refuse to storm the barricades and side with the protesters. After three days, the putsch collapses. Gorbachev returns from Foros, and members of the GKChP are arrested. On 24 August, Gorbachev dissolves the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and resigns as General Secretary.


November–December 1991: In the Ukrainian popular referendum on 1 December 1991, 90 per cent of voters opt for independence from the Soviet Union.


   On 8 December, the leaders of Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus secretly meet in western Belarus, and sign the Belavezha Accords, declaring the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the establishment of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) in its place. On the night of 25 December 1991, the Soviet flag is lowered for the last time, and the Russian tricolour is raised in its place, symbolically marking the end of the Soviet Union. Gorbachev resigns. In a period of great tumult, Yeltsin takes on both the prime ministerial and presidential roles.


   The newly independent states of Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan are created and immediately succumb to violent ethnic conflicts. Armenia and Azerbaijan fight over the Nagorno-Karabakh enclave; Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Adjara fight to secede from Georgia. Dzhokhar Dudayev takes power in Chechnya and proclaims independence.


January 1992: the liberalization of prices leads to massive inflation, from 200 per cent initially to a high of 2600 per cent.


Autumn 1993: In response to President Yeltsin’s attempt to dissolve the legislative assembly, parliament impeaches Yeltsin and proclaims vice-president Alexander Rustkoy president.


   In events reminiscent of the 1991 putsch, demonstrators congregate at the White House and attempt to storm the Ostankino television tower. On Yeltsin’s orders, the army storms the White House and arrests members of the parliament who oppose him. The ten-day stand-off between protesters supporting the parliament and army-backed Yeltsin supporters leads to the deadliest street fighting in Moscow since 1917. Estimates place the death toll as high as two thousand casualties.


1994–1995: First Chechen War.


1998: Economic difficulties, which dramatically lower the quality of life of the population throughout the 1990s, lead to a financial crisis and a brutal devaluation of the rouble.


1999–2000: Second Chechen War. Yeltsin resigns on 31 December 1999, and Vladimir Putin becomes president of the Russian Federation. In 2000, Putin wins his first presidential election against Communist opponent Gennady Zyuganov, firmly establishing his power, and names Dimitri Medvedev prime minister.


October 2003: Oil magnate and prominent liberal Mikhail Khodorkovsky is arrested on charges of tax evasion and fraud, an early casualty of Putin’s campaign to drive Yeltsin-era oligarchs out of politics. The imprisonment of Khodorovsky and seizure of his assets marks the beginning of Vladimir Putin’s efforts to transfer control of all major Russian industries to his political party, United Russia. This economic takeover, necessitating a great deal of corrupt manoeuvring, also leads to the necessity of silencing criticism and dissent in the press. By 2010, most formerly privately owned media enterprises are under government control, including nearly all major television networks. Independent media outlets are almost exclusively relegated to the Internet.


October 2006: murder of the journalist Anna Politkovskaya, a human rights activist who was covering the conflict in Chechnya.


2008: war breaks out between Georgia and South Ossetia. Medvedev is elected president of the Russian Federation and names Putin prime minister.


December 2010: Alexander Lukashenko is re-elected for a fourth term as president of Belarus. This event leads to protests, which are brutally repressed.


December 2011: Prime Minister Putin’s declaration that he will be once again running for president in 2012 sparks the first major anti-government protests since the early 1990s.


February 2012: Putin wins the presidential election with 63 per cent of the vote and names Medvedev prime minister. Opponents take to the streets of several major cities to protest at the conduct of the election, and the police arrest hundreds.


February–May 2014: The Maidan protests in Kiev, Ukraine, lead to armed conflict between Ukrainians supporting a pro-European Union political orientation and those who wish to remain under the Russian sphere of influence. After the flight from Ukraine of pro-Moscow president Viktor Yanukovych, Russian forces take over Crimea, which then votes to join Russia in a referendum. This sparks the biggest East-West showdown since the Cold War, with the U.S. and its European allies imposing sanctions and accusing Russia of stoking separatism in eastern Ukraine.


February 2015: Opposition activist and former first deputy prime minister Boris Nemtsov, a leading figure in the democratic movement since the 1990s, is shot dead in Moscow within sight of the Kremlin.




















REMARKS FROM AN ACCOMPLICE





We’re paying our respects to the Soviet era. Cutting ties with our old life. I’m trying to honestly hear out all the participants of the socialist drama…


Communism had an insane plan: to remake the ‘old breed of man’, ancient Adam. And it really worked… Perhaps it was communism’s only achievement. Seventy-plus years in the Marxist-Leninist laboratory gave rise to a new man: Homo sovieticus. Some see him as a tragic figure, others call him a sovok*. I feel like I know this person; we’re very familiar, we’ve lived side by side for a long time. I am this person. And so are my acquaintances, my closest friends, my parents. For a number of years, I travelled throughout the former Soviet Union – Homo sovieticus isn’t just Russian, he’s Belorussian, Turkmen, Ukrainian, Kazakh. Although we now all live in separate countries and speak different languages, you couldn’t mistake us for anyone else. We’re easy to spot! People who have come out of socialism are both like and unlike the rest of humanity – we have our own lexicon, our own conceptions of good and evil, our heroes and martyrs. We have a special relationship with death. The stories people tell me are full of jarring terms: ‘shoot’, ‘execute’, ‘liquidate’, ‘eliminate’, or typically Soviet varieties of disappearance such as ‘arrest’, ‘ten years without the right of correspondence†’, and ‘emigration’. How much can we value human life when we know that not long ago, people died by the millions? We’re full of hatred and superstitions. All of us come from the land of the Gulag and harrowing war. Collectivization, dekulakization‡, mass deportations of various nationalities…


This was socialism, but it was also just everyday life. Back then, we didn’t talk about it very much. Now that the world has transformed irreversibly, everyone is suddenly interested in that old life of ours – whatever it may have been like, it was our life. In writing, I’m piecing together the history of ‘domestic’, ‘interior’ socialism. As it existed in a person’s soul. I’ve always been drawn to this miniature expanse: one person, the individual. It’s where everything really happens.




 





Why does this book have so many stories of suicides instead of more typical Soviets with typically Soviet life stories? When it comes down to it, people end their lives for love, from fear of old age, or just out of curiosity, from a desire to come face to face with the mystery of death. I sought out people who had been permanently bound to the Soviet idea, letting it penetrate them so deeply, there was no separating them: the state had become their entire cosmos, blocking out everything else, even their own lives. They couldn’t just walk away from History, leaving it all behind and learning to live without it – diving head first into the new way of  life and dissolving into private existence, like so many others who now allowed what used to be minor details to become their big picture. Today, people just want to live their lives, they don’t need some great idea. This is entirely new for Russia; it’s unprecedented in Russian literature. At heart, we’re built for war. We were always either fighting or preparing to fight. We’ve never known anything else – hence our wartime psychology. Even in civilian life, everything was always militarized. The drums were beating, the banners flying, our hearts leaping out of our chests. People didn’t recognize their own slavery – they even liked being slaves. I remember it well: after we finished school, we’d volunteer to go on class trips to the Virgin Lands§ and we’d look down on the students who didn’t want to come. We were bitterly disappointed that the Revolution and Civil War had all happened before our time. Now you wonder: was that really us? Was that me? I reminisced alongside my protagonists. One of them said, ‘Only a Soviet can understand another Soviet.’ We share a communist collective memory. We’re neighbours in memory.




 





My father would say that he personally started believing in communism after Gagarin was sent into space. We’re the first! We can do anything! That’s how he and my mother raised us. First, I was a Little Octobrist, I sported the pin with the curly-headed boy; then I was a Young Pioneer; and then I became a member of the  Komsomol¶. Disillusionment came later.


After perestroika, we were all impatient for the archives to be  unsealed. Finally, it happened. We learned the history that they had been hiding from us…




 





‘We need to attract ninety million out of the hundred that populate Soviet Russia. It’s impossible to talk to the rest of them – they must be eliminated.’ (Zinoviev, 1918)


‘We must hang (and it has to be hanging, so that the people will see) no fewer than one thousand inveterate kulaks, the rich ones… seize their grain, take hostages… Make sure that people hear about it one hundred versts|| around and tremble from fear…’ (Lenin, 1918)


‘Moscow is literally dying of hunger.’ (N.G. Kuznetsov to Trotsky)


‘That’s not hunger. When Titus was taking Jerusalem, Jewish mothers ate their children. When I have your mothers eating their young, then you can tell me you’re starving.’ (Trotsky, 1919)




 





People read newspapers and magazines and sat in stunned silence. They were overcome with unspeakable horror. How were we supposed to live with this? Many greeted the truth as an enemy. And freedom as well. ‘We don’t know our own nation. We don’t understand what the majority of people think about; we see them, we  interact with them every day, but what’s on their minds? What do they want? We have no idea. But we will courageously take it upon ourselves to educate them. Soon, we will learn the whole truth and be horrified,’ my friend would say in my kitchen, where we often sat talking. I’d argue with him. It was 1991… What an incredibly happy time! We believed that tomorrow, the very next day, would usher in freedom. That it would materialize out of nowhere, from the sheer force of our wishing.


From Varlam Shalamov’s Notebooks: ‘I participated in the great lost battle for the true reinvention of life.’ The man who wrote these words spent seventeen years in Stalin’s camps. He continued to yearn for the ideals … I would divide the Soviets into four generations: the Stalin, the Khrushchev, the Brezhnev, and the Gorbachev. I belong to the last of these. It was easier for my generation to accept the defeat of the communist idea because we hadn’t been born yet when it was still young, strong, and brimming with the magic of fatal romanticism and utopian aspirations. We grew up with the Kremlin ancients in Lenten, vegetarian times**. The great bloodshed of communism had already been lost to the ages. Pathos raged, but the knowledge that utopia should not be attempted in real life was already ingrained in us.


This was during the first Chechen war… At a train  station in Moscow, I met a woman from the Tambov area. She was headed to Chechnya to take her son home. ‘I don’t want him to die. I don’t want him to kill.’ The government no longer owned her soul. This was a free person. There were not many of them. More often, people were irritated with freedom. ‘I buy three newspapers and each one of them has its own version of the truth. Where’s the real truth? You used to be able to get up in the morning, read Pravda, and know all you needed to know, understand everything you needed to understand.’ People were slow to come out from under the narcosis of old ideas. If I brought up repentance, the response would be, ‘What do I have to repent for?’ Everyone thought of themselves as a victim, never a willing accomplice. One person would say, ‘I did time, too’; another, ‘I fought in the war’; a third, ‘I built my city up from the ruins, hauling bricks day and night.’ Freedom had materialized out of thin air: everyone was intoxicated by it, but no one had really been prepared. Where was this freedom? Only around kitchen tables, where out of habit people continued to badmouth the government. They reviled Yeltsin and Gorbachev: Yeltsin for changing Russia, Gorbachev for changing everything. The entire twentieth century. Now we would live no worse than anyone else. We’d be just like everyone else. We thought that this time, we’d finally get it right.


Russia was changing and hating itself for changing. ‘The immobile Mongol,’ Marx wrote of Russia.




 





The Soviet civilization… I’m rushing to make impressions of its traces, its familiar faces. I don’t ask people about socialism, I want to know about love, jealousy, childhood, old age. Music, dances, hairdos. The myriad  sundry details of a vanished way of life. It’s the only way to chase the catastrophe into the contours of the ordinary and try to tell a story. Make some small discovery. It never ceases to amaze me how interesting everyday life really is. There are an endless number of human truths. History is concerned solely with the facts; emotions are outside of its realm of interest. In fact, it’s considered improper to admit feelings into history. But I look at the world as a writer and not a historian. I am fascinated by people.




 





My father is no longer living, so we won’t get to finish one of our conversations… He claimed that it was easier to die in the war in his day than it is for the untried boys to die in Chechnya now. In the 1940s, they went from one hell to another. Before the war, my father had been studying at the Minsk Institute of Journalism. He would recall how often, on returning to university after the holidays, students wouldn’t find a single one of their old professors because they had all been arrested in the interim. They didn’t understand what was happening, but whatever it was, it was terrifying. Just as terrifying as war.


I didn’t have many honest, open conversations with my father. He felt sorry for me. Did I feel sorry for him? It’s hard to answer that question… We were merciless toward our parents. We thought that freedom was a very simple thing. A little time went by, and soon, we too bowed under its yoke. No one had taught us how to be free. We had only ever been taught how to die for freedom.


So here it is, freedom! Is it everything we hoped it would be? We were prepared to die for our ideals. To prove ourselves in battle. Instead, we ushered in a  Chekhovian life. Without any history. Without any values except for the value of human life – life in general. Now we have new dreams: building a house, buying a decent car, planting gooseberries… Freedom turned out to mean the rehabilitation of bourgeois existence, which has traditionally been suppressed in Russia. The freedom of Her Highness Consumption. Darkness exalted. The darkness of desire and instinct – the mysterious human life, of which we only ever had approximate notions. For our entire history, we’d been surviving instead of living. Today, there’s no longer any use for our experience in war; in fact, it’d be best to forget it. There are thousands of newly available feelings, moods, and responses. Everything around us has been transformed: the billboards, the clothing, the money, the flag… and the people themselves. They’re more colourful now, more individualized; the monolith has been shattered and life has splintered into a million little fragments, cells and atoms. It’s like in Dal’s dictionary††: free will… free rein… wide-open spaces. The grand old evil is nothing but a distant saga, some political detective story. After perestroika, no one was talking about ideas any more – instead it was credit, interest, and promissory notes; people no longer earned money, they ‘made’ it or ‘scored’ it. Is this all here to stay? ‘The fact that money is a fiction is ineradicable from the Russian soul,’ wrote Marina Tsvetaeva‡‡. But it’s as though Ostrovsky and Saltykov-Shchedrin§§ characters have come to life and are promenading down our streets.


I asked everyone I met what ‘freedom’ meant. Fathers and children had very different answers. Those who were born in the USSR and those born after its collapse do not share a common experience – it’s like they’re from different planets.


For the fathers, freedom is the absence of fear; the three days in August when we defeated the putsch. A man with his choice of a hundred kinds of salami is freer than one who only has ten to choose from. Freedom is never being flogged, although no generation of Russians has yet avoided a flogging. Russians don’t understand freedom, they need the Cossack and the whip.


For the children: freedom is love; inner freedom is an absolute value. Freedom is when you’re not afraid of your own desires; having lots of money so that you’ll have everything; it’s when you can live without having to think about freedom. Freedom is normal.




 





I’m searching for a language. People speak many different languages: there’s the one they use with children, another one for love. There’s the language we use to talk to ourselves, for our internal monologues. On the street, at work, while travelling – everywhere you go, you’ll hear something different, and it’s not just the words, there’s something else, too. There’s even a difference between the way people speak in the morning and how they speak at night. What happens between two people at night vanishes from history without a trace. We’re accustomed to looking at the history of people by day,  while suicide is a night-time state, when a person wavers on the edge between being and non-being. Waking and sleep. I want to understand suicide with the rigour of a person in daytime. Someone once asked me, ‘Are you worried that you’re going to like it?’




 





We were driving through the Smolensk region when we stopped in front of a shop in one of the villages. What familiar faces (I grew up in a village), how beautiful, how good – and what a humiliating, impoverished life they lead! We struck up a conversation. ‘You want to know about freedom? Have a look around our shop. There’s vodka, any kind you like: Standard, Gorbachev, Putinka; heaps of cold cuts and cheese and fish. We even have bananas. What more freedom could you ask for? It’s enough for us.’


‘Did they give you any land?’


‘Who’s gonna break their back working the land? You want it, you take it. The only guy who took it was Tough Vasya. His youngest kid is eight years old and he’s already out there next to his father at the ploughtail. If he hires you for a job, watch out – you can’t steal, you can’t nap. He’s a total fascist!’


In ‘The Legend of the Grand Inquisitor’, Dostoevsky stages a debate about freedom. Namely, about the struggle, torment, and tragedy of freedom: ‘What’s the point of delving into that damn good and evil when the cost is so high?’ People are constantly forced to choose between having freedom and having success and stability; freedom with suffering or happiness without freedom. The majority choose the latter.


The Grand Inquisitor tells Christ, who has returned to Earth:




Why have You come here to interfere with our affairs? For You have come to interfere with us, and you know it.


For all of Your respect for man, You’ve acted as though You have ceased to have any compassion for him because You have asked too much of him… If You respected him less, You would have asked for less, and this would have been closer to love, for it would have lightened his burden. He is weak and base… Is a weak soul to blame for not having the strength to accept such terrible gifts?


There is no more pressing or torturous task for man, having found himself free, than to seek out somebody to bow down to as soon as he can… someone on whom to bestow that gift of freedom with which this unhappy creature was born…







—





In the nineties… yes, we were ecstatic; there’s no way back to that naïveté. We thought that the choice had been made and that communism had been defeated forever. But it was only the beginning…


Twenty years have gone by… ‘Don’t try to scare us with your socialism,’ children tell their parents.


From a conversation with a university professor: ‘At the end of the nineties, my students would laugh when I told them stories about the Soviet Union. They were positive that a new future awaited them. Now, it’s a different story… Today’s students have truly seen and felt capitalism: the inequality, the poverty, the shameless wealth. They’ve witnessed the lives of their parents, who never got anything out of the plundering of our country. And they’re oriented toward radicalism. They dream of their own revolution, they wear red T-shirts with pictures of Lenin and Che Guevara.’


There’s a new demand for everything Soviet. For the  cult of Stalin. Half of the people between the ages of nineteen and thirty consider Stalin an ‘unrivalled political figure’. A new cult of Stalin, in a country where he murdered at least as many people as Hitler?! Everything Soviet is back in style. ‘Soviet-style cafés’ with Soviet names and Soviet dishes. ‘Soviet’ candy and ‘Soviet’ salami, their taste and smell all too familiar from childhood. And of course, ‘Soviet’ vodka. There are dozens of Soviet-themed TV shows, scores of websites devoted to Soviet nostalgia. You can visit Stalin’s camps – on Solovki, in Magadan – as a tourist. The adverts promise that for the full effect, they’ll give you a camp uniform and a pickaxe. They’ll show you the newly restored barracks. Afterwards, there will be fishing…




 





Old-fashioned ideas are back in style: the great empire, the ‘iron hand’, the ‘special Russian path’. They brought back the Soviet national anthem; there’s a new Komsomol, only now it’s called Nashi¶¶; there’s a ruling party, and it runs the country by the Communist Party playbook; the Russian president is just as powerful as the general secretary used to be, which is to say he has absolute power. Instead of Marxism-Leninism, there’s Russian Orthodoxy…




 





On the eve of the 1917 Revolution, Alexander Grin wrote, ‘And the future seems to have stopped standing in its proper place.’ Now, a hundred years later, the future is, once again, not where it ought to be. Our time comes to us second-hand.







 





The barricades are a dangerous place for an artist. They’re a trap. They ruin your vision, narrow your pupils, drain the world of its true colours. On the barricades, everything is black and white. You can’t see individuals, all you see are black dots: targets. I’ve spent my entire life on the barricades, and I would like to leave them behind. I want to learn how to enjoy life. To get back my normal vision. But today, tens of thousands of people are once again taking to the streets. They’re taking each other by the hand and tying white ribbons onto their jackets – a symbol of rebirth and light. And I’m with them.


I recently saw some young men in T-shirts with hammers and sickles and portraits of Lenin on them. Do they know what communism is?




* This is a widely used pejorative term for one who adheres to Soviet values, attitudes and behaviours. ‘Sovok’ can also refer to the Soviet Union itself. It’s a pun on the word for ‘dustpan’. — Trans.


† ‘Ten years without the right of correspondence’ is a clause that appeared in official form letters addressed to relatives of political prisoners regarding the status of the arrested, especially… during Stalin’s purges of the 1930s. It often meant that the person had been executed.


‡ The Stalin-initiated campaign of ‘liquidating of the kulak class’ lasted from 1929 to 1932, entailing the arrest, deportation, and execution of better-off peasants (‘kulaks’) and their families, for the purposes of seizing their property and incorporating it into collective enterprises (‘collectivization’).


§ The Virgin Lands Campaign was an agricultural reform strategy initiated by Nikita Khrushchev in 1953, the purpose of which was to increase crop yields rapidly by bringing a vast swathe of new land under cultivation. The workers who participated in the campaign faced severe food, housing, and machinery shortages.


¶ Little Octobrists, Young Pioneers, and the Komsomol were Soviet youth organizations that most children joined in school. Children were Little Octobrists from age 7-9, when they would join the Young Pioneers. At 14, children could elect to join the Komsomol, the youth division of the Communist Party.


|| Obsolete Russian unit of length, equal to approximately 1.07 kilometres, or 0.67 miles.


** Russian and Soviet modernist poet Anna Akhmatova (1889–1966) coined the term ‘the vegetarian years’ to describe a period when her work was merely suppressed and not published, as opposed to the ‘cannibalism’ of Stalin’s purges when Soviets, including many of her fellow poets, were murdered by the millions. It is used colloquially to denote the contrast between Stalinism and what followed.


†† Vladimir Dal (1801–1872) wrote the most influential Russian dictionary collecting sayings, proverbs, and bywords compiled during his extensive travels through Russia.


‡‡ Marina Tsvetaeva (1892–1941) was a Russian and Soviet modernist poet.


§§ Alexander Ostrovsky (1823–1886) was a prominent nineteenth-century Russian realist playwright whose plays depicting the petite bourgeoisie are still among the most performed in Russia today. Mikhail Saltykov-Shchedrin (1826–1889) was a satirist, novelist, and playwright whose works criticized Russian officialdom and the prevailing social order of his day.


¶¶ The youth organization associated with Putin’s political party, United Russia; the name means ‘Our People’.
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THE CONSOLATION OF APOCALYPSE





















SNATCHES OF STREET NOISE AND KITCHEN CONVERSATIONS (1991–2001)





ON IVANUSHKA THE FOOL AND THE MAGIC GOLDFISH


— What have I learned? I learned that the heroes of one era aren’t likely to be the heroes of the next. Except Ivanushka the Fool. And Emelya. The beloved heroes of Russian folklore. Our stories are all about good fortune and strokes of luck; divine intervention that makes everything fall right into our laps. Having it all without having to get up from your bed on the stove*. The stove will cook the bliny, the magic goldfish will grant your every wish. I want this and I want that… I want the fair Tsarevna! I want to live in a different kingdom, where the rivers run with milk and their banks are heaped with jam… We’re dreamers, of course. Our souls strain and suffer, but not much gets done – there’s no strength left over after all that ardour. Nothing ever gets done. The mysterious Russian soul… Everyone wants to understand it. They read Dostoevsky: what’s behind that soul of theirs? Well, behind our soul there’s just more soul. We like to have a chat in the kitchen, read a book. ‘Reader’ is our primary occupation. ‘Viewer.’ All the while, we consider ourselves a special, exceptional people even though there are no grounds for this besides our oil and natural gas. On the one hand, this is what stands in the way of progress; on the other hand, it provides something like meaning. Russia always seems to be on the verge of giving rise to something important, demonstrating something completely extraordinary to the world. The chosen people. The special Russian path. Our country is full of Oblomovs†, lying around on their couches, awaiting miracles. There are no Stoltzes. The industrious, savvy Stoltzes are despised for chopping down the beloved birch grove, the cherry orchard. They build their factories, make money… They’re foreign to us…




 





— The Russian kitchen… The pitiful Khrushchyovka‡ kitchenette, nine to twelve square metres (if you’re lucky!), and on the other side of a flimsy wall, the toilet. Your typical Soviet floor-plan. Onions sprouting in old mayonnaise jars on the window-sill and a potted aloe for fighting colds. For us, the kitchen is not just where we cook, it’s a dining room, a guest room, an office, a soapbox. A space for group therapy sessions. In the nineteenth century, all of Russian culture was concentrated on aristocratic estates; in the twentieth century, it lived on in our kitchens. That’s where perestroika really took place. 1960s dissident life is the kitchen life. Thanks, Khrushchev! He’s the one who led us out of the communal apartments; under his rule, we got our own private kitchens where we could criticize the government and, most importantly, not be afraid, because in the kitchen you were always among friends. It’s where ideas were whipped up from scratch, fantastical projects concocted. We made jokes – it was a golden age for jokes! ‘A communist is someone who’s read Marx, an anti-communist is someone who’s understood him.’ We grew up in kitchens, and our children did, too; they listened to Galich and Okudzhava along with us. We played Vysotsky§, tuned in to illegal BBC broadcasts. We talked about everything: how shitty things were, the meaning of life, whether everyone could all be happy. I remember a funny story… We’d stayed up past midnight, and our daughter, she was twelve, had fallen asleep on the kitchen couch. We’d gotten into some heated argument, and suddenly she started yelling at us in her sleep: ‘Enough about politics! Again with your Sakharov, Solzhenitsyn, and Stalin!’ [Laughs.]


Endlessly drinking tea. Coffee. Vodka. In the seventies, we had Cuban rum. Everyone was in love with Fidel! With the Cuban revolution. Che in his beret. A Hollywood star! We talked non-stop, afraid that they were listening in, thinking they must be listening. There’d always be someone who’d halt mid-conversation and point to the ceiling light or the power outlet with a little grin, ‘Did you hear that, Comrade Lieutenant?’ It felt a little dangerous, a little bit like a game. We got a certain satisfaction out of leading these double lives. A tiny handful of people resisted openly, but many more of us were ‘kitchen dissidents’, going about our daily lives with our fingers crossed behind our backs…




 





— Today, it’s shameful being poor and unathletic… It’s a sign that you’re not making it. I come from the generation of janitors and security guards. Getting a job like that was a form of internal emigration. You lived your life and didn’t pay any attention to what was going on around you, like it was all just the view out the window. My wife and I graduated from the Philosophy Faculty of St Petersburg (back then, it was Leningrad) State University, then she got a job as a janitor, and I was a stoker in a boiler plant. You’d work one twenty-four-hour shift and then get two days off. Back then, an engineer made 130 roubles a month, while in the boiler room, I was getting 90, which is to say that if you were willing to give up 40 roubles a month, you could buy yourself absolute freedom. We read, we went through tons of books. We talked. We thought that we were coming up with new ideas. We dreamt of revolution, but we were scared we’d never live to see it. In reality, we were completely sheltered, we didn’t know a thing about what was actually going on in the world. We were like houseplants. We made everything up, and, as it later turned out, everything we thought we knew was nothing but figments of our imaginations: the West. Capitalism. The Russian people. We lived in a world of mirages. The Russia of our books and kitchens never existed. It was all in our heads.


With perestroika, everything came crashing down… capitalism descended… 90 roubles became 10 dollars. It wasn’t enough to live on any more. We stepped out of our kitchens and onto the streets, where we soon discovered that we hadn’t had any ideas after all – that whole time, we’d just been talking. Completely new people appeared, these young guys in gold rings and magenta blazers. There were new rules: if you have money, you count – no money, you’re nothing. Who cares if you’ve read all of Hegel? ‘Humanities’ started sounding like a disease. ‘All you people are capable of is carrying around a volume of Mandelstam¶.’ Many unfamiliar horizons unfurled before us. The intelligentsia grew calamitously poor. On weekends, at the park by our house, Hare Krishnas would set up a mobile kitchen serving soup and something simple for a second course. The line of the dignified elderly was so long, just thinking about it is enough to give you a lump in your throat. Some of them hid their faces. By then, we’d had two children. We were literally starving. My wife and I became pedlars. We’d pick up four or six cases of ice cream at the factory and take them down to the market, to the most crowded spot. We had no refrigeration, so a few hours in, all the ice cream would be melting. At that point, we’d give it away to hungry kids. They were so happy! My wife did the selling. I’d deliver it, carry it – I was willing to do anything but actually make sales. I felt uncomfortable about that for a long time.


There was a time when I’d often reminisce about our kitchen days… There was so much love! What women! Those women hated the rich. You couldn’t buy them. Today, no one has time for feelings, they’re all out making money. The discovery of money hit us like an atomic bomb…





ON HOW WE FELL IN AND THEN OUT OF LOVE WITH GORBY


— The Gorbachev era… Huge crowds of people with radiant faces. Freedom! It was the air we breathed. Everyone hungrily devoured the newspapers. It was a time of great hope – at any moment, we might find ourselves in paradise. Democracy was an exotic beast. Like madmen, we’d run around to every demonstration: now we’d learn the truth about Stalin, the Gulag. We’d read Anatoly Rybakov’s forbidden Children of the Arbat and other good books: finally, we’d all become democrats. How wrong we were! A single message rang out from every loudspeaker: Hurry! Hurry! Read! Listen! Not everyone was prepared for all this… Most people were not anti-Soviet; they only wanted to live well. What they most wanted was blue jeans, VCRs, and most of all, cars. Everyone wanted nice clothes and good food. When I came home with a copy of The Gulag Archipelago, my mother was horrified. ‘If you don’t get that book out of my house immediately, I’m kicking you out.’ Before the war, my grandmother’s husband had been shot, but she would say, ‘I don’t feel sorry for Vaska. They were right to arrest him. He had a big mouth.’ ‘Grandma, why didn’t you tell me before?’ I’d ask her. ‘I hope that my life dies along with me so none of you will have to suffer the consequences.’ That’s how our parents lived, and their parents before them. Then it was all bulldozed over. Perestroika wasn’t created by the people, it was created by a single person: Gorbachev. Gorbachev and a handful of intellectuals…




 





— Gorbachev is an American secret agent… a freemason… He betrayed communism. ‘All communists to the trash heap, all Komsomol members to the dump!’ I hate Gorbachev because he stole my Motherland. I treasure my Soviet passport like it’s my most precious possession. Yes, we stood in line for discoloured chicken and rotting potatoes, but it was our Motherland. I loved it. You lived in a third world country with missiles, but for me, it was a great nation. The West has always seen Russia as an enemy, a looming threat. It’s a thorn in their side. Nobody wants a strong Russia, with or without the communists. The world sees us as a storehouse that they can raid for oil, natural gas, timber, and base metals. We trade our oil for underpants. But we used to be a civilization without rags and junk. The Soviet civilization! Someone felt the need to put an end to it. The CIA… We’re already being controlled by the Americans… They must have paid Gorbachev a tidy sum. Sooner or later, he’ll see his day in court. I just hope that that Judas lives to feel the brunt of his nation’s rage. I would gladly take him out to the Butovo Firing Range|| and shoot him in the back of the skull myself. [Slams his fist down on the table.] Happiness is here, huh? Sure, there’s salami and bananas. We’re rolling around in shit and eating foreign food. Instead of a Motherland, we live in a huge supermarket. If this is freedom, I don’t need it. To hell with it! The people are on their knees. We’re a nation of slaves. Slaves! Under communism, in the words of Lenin, the cook ran the state; workers, dairymaids, and weavers were in charge. Now our parliament is lousy with criminals. Dollar-rich millionaires. They should all be in prison, not parliament. They really duped us with their perestroika!





I was born in the USSR and I liked it there. My father was a communist. He taught me how to read with Pravda. Every holiday, we’d go to the parades. With tears in our eyes. I was a Young Pioneer, I wore the red kerchief around my neck. Then Gorbachev came, and I never got the chance to join the Komsomol, which I’m still sad about. I’m a sovok, huh? And my parents are sovoks, and my grandparents, too? My grandfather the sovok died defending Moscow in ’41… My sovok grandmother fought with the partisans… The liberals are working off their piece of the pie. They want us to think of our history as a black hole. I hate them all: gorbachev, shevardnadze, yakovlev** – don’t capitalize their names, that’s how much I hate them all. I don’t want to live in America, I want to live in the USSR…




 





— Those were wonderful, naive years… We had faith in Gorbachev like we’ll never have faith in anyone ever again. Many Russians were returning from emigration, coming back to their Motherland. There was so much joy in the air! We thought that we’d tear down the camp barracks and build something new in their place. I got my degree from the Philology Faculty of Moscow State University and started graduate school. I dreamed of working in academia. In those years, I idolized Averintsev††, all of enlightened Moscow sat in on his lectures. We would meet and reinforce one another’s delusions that soon, we would find ourselves in a completely different country, and that this was what we were fighting for. I was very surprised when I learned that one of my classmates was moving to Israel. ‘Aren’t you sorry to leave at a time like this? Things are just starting to get good.’


The more they shouted and wrote, ‘Freedom! Freedom!’ the faster not only the cheese and salami but also the salt and sugar disappeared from the shelves. Shop stood empty. It was very scary. You could only buy things with ration cards, as though we were at war. Grandma was the one who saved us, she’d spend her days running around the city making sure we got our ration cards’ worth. Our whole balcony was covered in washing powder, the bedroom was full of sacks of sugar and grain. When they distributed vouchers for socks, my father broke down in tears: ‘This is the end of the USSR.’ He felt it coming… My father worked in the construction bureau of a munitions factory, he’d worked on missiles; he was crazy about his job. He had two graduate degrees. Then suddenly, instead of missiles, the factory started putting out washing machines and vacuum cleaners. Papa was laid off. He and my mother had been fervent participants in perestroika: they painted posters, distributed flyers, and here’s where it got them… They were lost. They couldn’t believe that this was what freedom looked like. It was impossible for them to come to terms with it. The streets were already filling with cries of ‘Gorbachev’s not worth a pin, long live Yeltsin!’ People were carrying around portraits of Brezhnev covered in medals next to Gorbachev covered in ration cards. It was the beginning of the reign of Yeltsin: Gaidar’s reforms‡‡ and all of that ‘buy and sell’ I can’t stand… In order to survive, I started travelling to Poland with big bags of light bulbs and children’s toys. The train car would be full of teachers, engineers, doctors… all of them with bags and sacks. We’d stay up all night talking about Doctor Zhivago… Shatrov’s plays… It was like we were still in a Moscow kitchen.


When I think about my friends from university… All of us ended up as anything but philologists: senior executives at advertising agencies, bank tellers, shuttle traders… I work at a real estate agency for a woman who comes from the country, a former Komsomol worker. Who owns the businesses today? The mansions on Cyprus and in Miami? The former Party nomenklatura§§. That’s where we should look for the party’s money… As for our leaders, the dissidents of the sixties… they’d tasted blood during the war, but they were as naive as little kids… We should have spent our days and nights out on the squares, fighting with all our might to get what we had come for – a Nuremberg trial for the CPSU. We all went home too early. The black marketeers and money changers took power. Contrary to what Marx predicted, after socialism, we’re building capitalism. [Silence.] But I’m grateful I lived through that era. Communism fell! And that’s it, it’s gone for good. We live in a different world and see it through different eyes. I’ll never forget how freely we breathed in those days…


ON FALLING IN LOVE WITH TANKS UNDER YOUR WINDOWS


— I was so in love, I couldn’t think about anything else. It was my entire universe. Then, one morning my mother wakes me up: ‘There are tanks outside! I think there’s been an uprising!’ Still asleep, I tell her, ‘Mama, they’re just doing training exercises.’ But oh no! There really were tanks right outside our windows; I’d never seen tanks up close before. On TV, they were playing Swan Lake… My mother’s friend ran over, she was very anxious that she hadn’t paid her Party dues in several months. She said that at the school where she worked she had stashed a bust of Lenin in the store-room – what should she do with it now? The lines were drawn immediately: you couldn’t do this and you couldn’t do that. On the radio, they declared a state of emergency… My mother’s friend shuddered at every word: ‘My God! My God!’ My father spat at the television…


I called Oleg… ‘Are we going to the White House¶¶?’ ‘Let’s go!’ So I put on my Gorbachev badge and made some sandwiches. People were quiet on the metro, everyone anticipated tragedy. Everywhere you looked there were tanks… and more tanks… The drivers weren’t murderers, they were just frightened kids with guilty looks on their faces. Old ladies would feed them hard-boiled eggs and bliny. What a relief it was to see tens of thousands of people in front of the White House! Everyone was in excellent spirits. We felt capable of anything and everything. We chanted, ‘Yeltsin! Yeltsin! Yeltsin!’ Self-defence squadrons were already forming. They would only let the young join, which the old people really resented. I remember one old man was very upset: ‘The communists stole my life from me! Let me at least have a beautiful death!’ ‘Step aside, Grandad…’ Today, they accuse us of fighting for capitalism… That’s not true! I was defending socialism, but some other kind, not the Soviet kind… That’s what I was standing up for! Or at least that’s what I thought. It’s what we all thought… Three days later, when the tanks were rolling out of Moscow, they were different, kinder tanks. Victory! And we kissed and kissed…




I’m in my friends’ kitchen in Moscow. There are a lot of people here: friends and relatives visiting from the country. We remembered that tomorrow is the anniversary of the August putsch.





— Tomorrow’s a holiday…


— What’s there to celebrate? It’s a tragedy. The people lost. 


— They buried Sovietdom to the music of Tchaikovsky.


— The first thing I did was get cash and run out to the shops. I knew that no matter what happened, the prices were going up.


— We got so excited – they’re kicking Gorby out! By then, we were pretty fed up with that windbag.


— The revolution was nothing but a spectacle. A play they put on for the people. I remember the total indifference of anyone you talked to. Everyone was just waiting it out.


— I called in sick to work and went out to make the revolution happen. I brought every knife I had in the house. I realized that this was war… and that I needed weapons…


— I supported communism! Everyone in our family is a communist. Instead of lullabies, my mother would sing us songs of the Revolution. Now she sings them to her grandchildren. ‘Are you nuts?’ I ask her. She replies, ‘I don’t know any other songs.’ And Grandpa was a Bolshevik… and Grandma, too…


— Now you’ll go saying that communism was nothing but a pretty little fairy tale. My father’s parents disappeared in the Mordovian camps.


— I went to the White House with my parents. My father said, ‘Let’s go, or else we’ll never have salami or good books.’ We ripped out the cobblestones and built barricades out of them.


— Today, the people have come to their senses. Attitudes toward the Communists are changing. You don’t have to hide it anymore… I worked at the Komsomol District Committee. On the first day, I took all the Komsomol membership cards, unused stationery, and badges home and hid them in the basement. There was so much stuff that later on, we had nowhere to store the potatoes. I didn’t know what I needed it all for, but I imagined them coming to shut us down and destroying everything. To me, these were precious symbols.


— We could have ended up killing each other – God protected us!


— Our daughter was giving birth. I went to see her but all she wanted to know was, ‘Is there going to be a revolution, Mama? Is civil war breaking out?’


— I graduated from military academy and served in Moscow. If they had given us the orders to arrest someone, we wouldn’t have even thought twice, we’d have done it. Many of us would have even relished following those orders. We were sick of all the turmoil. Everything used to be cut and dried, things were done by the book. There was order. That’s how army people like to live. In fact, that’s how everyone likes to live.


— I’m afraid of freedom, it feels like some drunk guy could show up and burn down my dacha at any moment.


— What are we doing arguing about ideas, friends? Life’s too short. Let’s drink!




19 August 2001, the tenth anniversary of the August putsch. I’m in Irkutsk, the capital of Siberia, where I do some brief interviews with people on the street.





Question: What would have happened if the putschists had won?


Answers:


— They would have saved a great country from ruin.


— Look at China, where the Communists are still in power. China has developed into the second-largest economy in the world…


— Gorbachev and Yeltsin would have been put on trial for betraying the Motherland.


— They would have drowned the country in blood and filled the camps to capacity.


— They wouldn’t have betrayed socialism. We wouldn’t have been split into rich and poor.


— There wouldn’t have been a war in Chechnya.


— No one would have ever dared to say that the Americans defeated Hitler.


— I stood in front of the White House myself. I feel like I was cheated.


— What would have happened if they’d pulled off the putsch? Well, when you think about it, they did! They may have taken down the Iron Felix||||, but the Lubyanka*** is right where it always was. We’re building capitalism under the leadership of the KGB.


— My life wouldn’t have been any different…





HOW STUFF BECAME WORTH AS MUCH AS WORDS AND IDEAS


— The world shattered into dozens of colourful little pieces. We were so terribly eager for the grey Soviet everyday to turn into an American film! Not many people reflected on how we’d rallied in front of the White House… Those three days may have shaken the world, but we remained unshaken… Two thousand people will go out and demonstrate, and the rest will ride past them, looking at them like they’re idiots. We drank a lot, we always do, but back then, we drank even more than usual. Society stopped dead in its tracks: where to next? Will there be capitalism, or maybe some good kind of socialism? Capitalists are fat and scary – that’s what they’d been telling us since we were little kids… [She laughs.]


Our country was suddenly covered in banks and billboards. A new breed of goods appeared. Instead of crummy boots and frumpy dresses, we finally got the stuff we’d always dreamed of: blue jeans, winter coats, lingerie, decent crockery… everything bright and beautiful. Our old Soviet stuff was grey, ascetic, and looked as if it had been manufactured in wartime. The libraries and theatres stood empty. Markets and shops had taken their place. Everyone decided that they wanted to be happy and they wanted it now. We were all like children discovering a new world… Eventually, we stopped fainting at supermarkets… A guy I know went into business. He told me about how the first time he shipped in a thousand cans of instant coffee, people bought them up in a matter of days. He used the profits to buy a hundred vacuum cleaners and those went just as quickly. Coats, jumpers, this and that – if you’re selling, they’re buying! Everyone was making themselves over, getting a whole new wardrobe. New furniture and appliances. Renovating their dachas… They wanted pretty little fences and charming roofs… When my friends and I start remembering this stuff, we die laughing… Savages! We were completely impoverished people. We had to relearn how to live from scratch… In Soviet times, you were allowed to have a lot of books but not an expensive car or house. We had to learn how to dress, cook good food, drink juice and eat yogurt in the morning… Before, I had hated money, I didn’t know what it was. My family never talked about it – it was considered shameful. We grew up in a country where money essentially did not exist. Like everyone else, I would get my 120 roubles a month and that had been enough. Money appeared with perestroika. With Gaidar. Real money. Instead of ‘Our Future is Communism’, the signs began exclaiming, ‘Buy now!’ If you want to, you can travel. See Paris… Spain… fiesta… bull-fighting. When I read about it in Hemingway, I’d been sure that I’d never see any of it with my own eyes. Back then, books replaced life… This was the end of our nightly kitchen vigils and the beginning of making money then making more money on the side. Money became synonymous with freedom. Everyone was completely preoccupied with it. The strongest and most aggressive started doing business. We forgot all about Lenin and Stalin. And that’s what saved us from another civil war with Reds on the one side and Whites on the other. Friends and foes. Instead of blood, there was all this new stuff… Life! We chose the beautiful life. No one wanted to die beautifully anymore, everyone wanted to live beautifully instead. The only problem was that there wasn’t really enough to go around…




 





— In Soviet times, the word had a holy, magical significance. Out of inertia, the intelligentsia still sat in their kitchens discussing Pasternak, making soup without putting down their Astafiev and Bykov†††, but all the while, life kept demonstrating that none of that mattered anymore. Words no longer meant anything. In 1991, our mother came down with acute pneumonia and had to be hospitalized. She came home a hero, having spent her convalescence talking away in the ward. She told everyone about Stalin, the assassination of Kirov, Bukharin‡‡‡… People were prepared to listen to her day and night. In those days, everyone wanted to have their eyes opened. She was recently in the hospital again, but this time, she never said a word. It’s only been five years, but things are completely different now. Instead of her, the star of the ward was the wife of a big-time businessman. Her stories had everyone entranced… She talked about their house – 300 square metres! All of their help: a cook, a nanny, a driver, a gardener… Their holidays to Europe – the museums are nice, of course, but you should see the boutiques! Those boutiques! This ring has this many carats, this one has that many… And her pendants, and gold clip-on earrings… It was standing room only! Nothing about the Gulag or anything of the kind. That’s all in the past. What’s the point of arguing with old people?





Out of habit, I would go into the used bookshop where the full two hundred-volume sets of the World Classics Library and Library of Adventures now stood calmly, not flying off the shelves. Those orange bindings, the books that had once driven me mad. I’d stare at their spines and linger, inhaling their smell. Mountains of books! The intelligentsia were selling off their libraries. People had grown poor, of course, but it wasn’t just for the spare cash – it was because ultimately books had disappointed them. People were disillusioned. It became rude to ask, ‘What are you reading?’ Too much about our lives had changed, and these weren’t things that you could read about in books. Russian novels don’t teach you how to become successful. How to get rich… Oblomov lies on his couch, Chekhov’s protagonists drink tea and complain about their lives… [She falls silent.] There’s a famous Chinese curse: ‘May you live in interesting times.’ Few of us remained unchanged. Decent people seem to have disappeared. Now it’s teeth and elbows everywhere…




 





— You want to talk about the nineties… I wouldn’t call it a beautiful time, I’d say it was revolting. People’s minds flipped 180 degrees. Some couldn’t handle it, they went crazy, the psych wards were overflowing. I visited a friend of mine in one of them. One guy was screaming, ‘I’m Stalin! I’m Stalin!’ while another one screamed, ‘I’m Berezovsky! I’m Berezovsky!’ The whole ward was filled with these Stalins and Berezovskys§§§. Outside, there was always gunfire in the streets. A huge number of people were killed. Shoot-outs every day. You have to make it, you have to snatch it – get your hands on it before anyone else can snag it! Some people went broke, others went to jail. Down from the throne, straight into the gutter. On the other hand, it was cool to see all that happening right before your eyes…


People were lining up at the banks, eager to try their hands at business: they wanted to open bakeries, sell electronics… I stood in one of those lines myself. It surprised me how many of us were there. Some woman in a knit beret, a boy in a tracksuit, this big guy who looked like he might have done time… For over seventy years, they’d told us that money wasn’t happiness, that the best things in life were free. Like love, for example. But the minute someone from the podium said ‘Sell and prosper!’ all of that went out the window. Everyone forgot the Soviet books. These people were nothing like the ones I’d been staying up all night with, strumming the guitar. I barely knew three chords. The only thing they had in common with the kitchen folk was that they were also sick of the red calico flags and all that flotsam: the Komsomol meetings, political literacy classes… Socialism had treated the people like they were dummies…


I know full well what it means to dream. My whole childhood, I begged for a bicycle, and I never did get one. We were too poor. In school, I sold blue jeans on the side; in university, it was Soviet war uniforms and memorabilia. Foreigners loved that stuff. Your run-of-the-mill black market goods. In Soviet times, you could get three to five years for that if they caught you. My father would chase me around the house with his belt, screaming, ‘You profiteer! I spilled blood defending  Moscow only to raise a little shithead!’ Yesterday, it was crime – today, it’s business. You buy nails in one place, heel caps some place else, put them together in a plastic bag and sell them as a set, like new. That’s how you bring home the bacon. I was making sure that we always had a full fridge while my parents kept waiting for them to come for me. [He laughs.] I sold household appliances. Pressure cookers, steamers. I would go to Germany and haul back truckloads of that stuff. And it would all sell out… I kept a computer box full of cash in my office – that was the only way I could feel like I really had money. You keep taking bills out of it, but there’s always more inside. At a certain point, I felt like I’d already bought everything I’d ever wanted: wheels, an apartment… a Rolex… I remember the intoxication… You can make all of your dreams come true, all of your secret fantasies. I learned a lot about myself: first of all, I have bad taste; second of all, I’m completely neurotic. I’m just no good with money. I didn’t know that you’re supposed to put big money to work, that it can’t just lie there. Money is a test, like power or love… I had this dream… So I went to Monaco. Lost big at a casino in Monte Carlo, it was really a lot of money. Things were slipping away from me… I’d become the slave of my box. Is there money in there or not? How much? There had to be more and more. I lost interest in everything I had once been inter ested in. Politics, protests… Sakharov¶¶¶ died. I went to pay my respects. A hundred thousand people gathered at his funeral… Everybody was weeping, and I wept, too. The other day, I read about him in the paper, ‘a great Russian holy fool died,’ and I thought to myself that he probably died just in time. Solzhenitsyn came back from America, and everyone fell at his feet. But he didn’t understand us, and we didn’t understand him. He was a foreigner. He’d returned to Russia but found Chicago in its place…


What would I have been if not for perestroika? An engineer with a pathetic salary. [He laughs.] Now I own an optometrist’s office. A few hundred people, counting the children, grandmothers, grandfathers, all depend on me. You, you delve into yourselves, you reflect on your lives… I don’t have that problem. I work day and night. I bought all new, cutting-edge equipment, sent my doctors to France for training. But I’m not an altruist, I make good money. I’m a self-made man. I started out with just 300 dollars in my pocket… If you saw what my first business partners looked like, you’d pass out from fear. Gorillas! With ferocious stares! They’re not around anymore, those guys went extinct like the dinosaurs. I used to wear a bulletproof vest; I’ve been shot at. If someone eats worse salami than I do, I don’t care. All of you wanted capitalism. You dreamt of it! Don’t go crying now that you’ve been lied to…


ON HOW WE GREW UP AMONG VICTIMS AND EXECUTIONERS


— One night we were walking home from the cinema and stumbled on a man lying in a pool of blood. There was a bullet-hole in the back of his trench coat and a cop standing over him. That was the first time I’d ever seen someone who’d been murdered. Pretty soon, it became a familiar sight. We live in a big building with twenty entrances. Every morning, they’d find another body in  the courtyard; eventually, we stopped being shocked. Real capitalism was here. With blood. I thought that I’d be disturbed, but I wasn’t. After Stalin, we have a different relationship to murder… We remember how our people had killed their own… The mass murder of people who didn’t understand why they were being killed… It’s stayed with us, it’s part of our lives. We grew up among victims and executioners… For us, living together is normal. There’s no line between peacetime and wartime, we’re always at war. Turn on the TV, everyone’s speaking in prison camp slang: the politicians, the businessmen, even the president; kickbacks, bribes, siphoning… Human life – you can just spit and rub someone out. Just like in prison…




 





— Why didn’t we put Stalin on trial? I’ll tell you why… In order to condemn Stalin, you’d have to condemn your friends and relatives along with him. The people closest to you. I’ll tell you about my own family… My father was arrested in 1937 and, thank God, he came back after doing ten years in the camps. He returned eager to live… He himself was amazed that he still wanted to after everything he’d seen. This wasn’t the case with everyone, not by a long shot… My generation grew up with fathers who’d either returned from the camps or the war. The only thing they could tell us about was violence. Death. They rarely laughed and were mostly silent. They drank… and drank… until they finally drank themselves to death. The other option… the people who were never arrested spent their whole lives fearing arrest. This wouldn’t be for a month or two, it would go on for years – years! And if they didn’t get time, they’d wonder, ‘Why did they arrest everybody but me? What am I doing wrong?’ They could put you in prison or they could put you to work for the NKVD… The party requests, the party commands. It’s not a pleasant choice to have to make, but many people were forced to make it… As for the executioners… the everyday ones, not the monsters… our neighbour Yuri turned out to have been the one who informed on my father… For nothing, as my mother would say. I was seven. Yuri would take me and his kids fishing and horseback riding. He’d mend our fence. You end up with a completely different picture of what an executioner is like – just a regular person, even a decent one… a normal guy… They arrested my father, then a few months later, they took his brother. When Yeltsin came to power, I got a copy of his file, which included several informants’ reports. It turned out that one of them had been written by Aunt Olga… his niece… A beautiful woman, full of joy… a good singer… By the time I found out, she was already old. I asked her, ‘Aunt Olga, tell me about 1937…’ ‘That was the happiest year of my life. I was in love…’ My father’s brother never returned. Vanished. We still don’t know whether it was in jail or the camps. It was hard for me, but I asked her the question that had been tormenting me, ‘Aunt Olga, why did you do it?’ ‘Show me an honest person who survived Stalin’s time.’ [He is silent.] Then there was Uncle Pavel who served in the NKVD in Siberia… You see, there’s no such thing as chemically pure evil… It’s not just Stalin and Beria||||||, it’s also our neighbour Yuri and beautiful Aunt Olga…







It’s 1 May. On this day, communists march through the streets of Moscow by the thousands. The capital ‘reddens’ once again, filling with red flags, red balloons, and red T-shirts with hammers and sickles. Portraits of Lenin and Stalin soar over the crowd. More Stalins than Lenins. The signs read, ‘We’ll see your capitalism dead and buried!’ ‘Red banners advance on the Kremlin!’ Regular Moscow watches from the pavement as Red Moscow barrels down the road. Skirmishes flare up at the crowd’s edges; here and there, they escalate into fist-fights. The police are incapable of untangling these two Moscows. I barely have time to write down everything I hear…





— Bury Lenin already, and without any honours.


— You American lackey! What did you sell out our country for?


— You’re idiots, brothers…


— Yeltsin and his gang robbed us blind. Drink! Prosper! One day, it’ll all come crashing down…


— Are they afraid of telling the people outright that we’re building capitalism? Everyone is prepared to pick up a gun, even my housewife mother.


— You can get a lot done with a bayonet, but sitting on one is uncomfortable.


— I’d like to run over all of those damn bourgeois with a tank!


— Communism was dreamt up by that Jew, Marx…


— There’s only one person who can save us, and that’s Comrade Stalin. If only he’d come back for just two days… he’d have them all shot, and then he can be once again laid to rest.


— And glory be, Dear Lord! I’ll bow down before all of the saints…


— You Stalinist bitches! The blood on your hands hasn’t even had a chance to dry yet. What did you murder the Tsar’s family for? You didn’t even spare the kids.


— You can’t build a Great Russia without a Great Stalin.


— You’ve filled the people’s brains with shit…


— I’m a simple man. Stalin didn’t touch regular people like me. No one in my family was affected, and all of them were workers. It was the bosses’ heads that flew, regular people lived regular lives.


— You red KGB goons! Soon enough, you’ll start saying that the only camps we had were Young Pioneer camps. My grandfather was a street sweeper.


— And mine was a land surveyor.


— Mine was an engine driver…




 





A rally begins in front of the Belorussky Railway Station. The crowd bursts into applause and cries of ‘Hurrah! Hurrah! Glory!’ At the end, the whole square sings a song to the tune of the ‘Warszawianka’, the Russian ‘Marseillaise’, but with new lyrics: ‘We’ll cast off these liberal chains / Cast off this bloody criminal regime.’ After that, packing up their red flags, some hurry toward the metro, while others line up for pastries and beer at the kiosks. The real party begins. There’s singing and dancing. An old lady in a red kerchief twirls and stomps her feet around an accordion player, singing, ‘We’re merrily dancing / Around a big tree. / In our Motherland, / We are happy and free. / We’re merrily dancing / And singing our song / The one who we sing for / Is Comrade Stalin…’ By the very entrance of the metro, I can still hear snatches of a drunken folk ditty: ‘All the bad stuff can fuck off! And the good stuff fuck right on!’ 


ON THE CHOICE WE MUST MAKE BETWEEN GREAT HISTORY AND BANAL EXISTENCE


It’s always noisy by the beer stand. All sorts of people gather there. You can meet a professor, a working stiff, a student, a homeless man… They drink and philosophize. The conversation is always about the same thing: the fate of Russia… And communism.




 





— I’m a drinking man. Why do I drink? I don’t like my life. I want to do an impossible somersault and, with the help of alcohol, transport myself to another place where everything is good and beautiful.


— For me, it’s more of a concrete question: where do I want to live, in a great country or a normal one?


— I loved the empire… Life after the fall of the empire has been boring. Tedious.


— A great idea demands blood. Today, nobody wants to go off and die somewhere. Fighting in some war. It’s like that song: ‘Money, money, money everywhere, / Money everywhere, gentlemen…’ But if you insist that we do have a goal, then what is it exactly? That everyone drive a Mercedes and have tickets to Miami?


— Russians need something to believe in… Something lofty and luminous. Empire and communism are ingrained in us. We seek out heroic ideals.


— With socialism, the people were participating in History… They were living through something great…


— Fuck! Look at us, we’re so soulful, so special.


— We’ve never had democracy. What kind of democrats would you and I make?


— The last great event in our lives was perestroika.


— Russia can either be great or not exist at all. We need a strong army.


— What do I need a great country for? I want to live in a small one like Denmark. No nuclear weapons, no oil, no petrol. So no one would ever hit me over the head with their pistol. Maybe then even we would learn to shampoo our pavements…


— Communism is too strenuous an undertaking… We’re always either demanding a constitution or Sevruga caviar with a side of horseradish…


— I am so envious of the people who had an ideal to live up to! Today, we are living without one. I want a great Russia! I don’t remember it, but I know it existed.


— We used to live in a great country where we stood in line for toilet paper… I remember the smell of Soviet cafeterias and grocery stores all too well.


— Russia will save the world! That’s how it will save itself!


— My father lived to the age of ninety. He said that not a single good thing happened in his entire life; he was always at war. That’s all we’re capable of.


— God is the infinite within us… We are created in His likeness and image…


ON EVERYTHING


— I was 90 per cent Soviet… I couldn’t understand what was going on. I remember seeing Gaidar on TV saying, ‘Learn how to sell… The market will save us…’ You buy a bottle of mineral water on one corner and sell it on another – that’s business. The people listened, bewildered. I would come home, lock the door, and weep. All of it scared my mother so much, she ended up having a stroke. Maybe they wanted to do  something good, but they didn’t have enough compassion for their own people. I’ll never forget the rows of elderly begging for alms along the road. Their worn-out little hats, their jackets that had been mended too many times… I would run to and from work with my eyes down, afraid of looking at them… I worked at a perfume factory. Instead of money, they paid us in perfume… make-up…


— There was a poor girl in our class whose parents had died in a car crash. She lived with her grandmother. All year long, she wore the same dress to school every day. No one felt sorry for her. It’s surprising how fast being poor became shameful…


— I don’t have any regrets about the nineties… It was an exciting, tumultuous time. Even though I’d never been interested in politics or even read the papers, I ended up running for parliament. Who were the foremen of perestroika? Writers, artists… poets… You could have collected autographs at the First Congress of the People’s Deputies of the USSR. My husband is an economist, and it would drive him up the wall: ‘Poets are capable of setting people’s hearts on fire with words. You’re going to end up with a revolution on your hands. And then what? How are you going to build democracy? Who’s going to do it? I can already see what your efforts are leading to.’ He laughed at me. We ended up getting divorced because of it… But as it turned out, he was right…


— Things got scary, so the people turned to the church. Back when I still believed in communism, I didn’t need church. My wife goes to services with me because in church, the priest will call her ‘little dove’.


— My father was an honest communist. I don’t blame the communists, I blame communism. I still can’t decide  how to feel about Gorbachev… Or that Yeltsin… You forget about the long lines and empty shops faster than you do about the red flag flying over the Reichstag.


— We triumphed. But over whom? And for what? You turn on the TV, and they’re playing a film about the Reds beating the Whites. You flip the channel, and it’s the Whites beating the Reds. Sheer schizophrenia!


— We’re always talking about suffering… That’s our path to wisdom. People in the West seem naive to us because they don’t suffer like we do, they have a remedy for every little pimple. We’re the ones who went to the camps, who piled up the corpses during the war, who dug through the nuclear waste in Chernobyl with our bare hands. We sit atop the ruins of socialism like it’s the aftermath of war. We’re run down and defeated. Our language is the language of suffering.


I tried to talk about this with my students… They laughed in my face: ‘We don’t want to suffer. That’s not what our lives are about.’ We haven’t understood a thing about the world we’d only recently been living in and yet we’re already living in a new one. An entire civilization lies rotting on the trash heap…




* The Russian stove is a large masonry stove that, to this day, serves as the central and most important feature of rural Russian houses. Stoves are used not only for cooking and heating, they are large enough to accommodate people sleeping on top of them – and they are always the warmest place in the house.


† Hero of the eponymous novel written by Ivan Goncharov published in 1859, Oblomov is an idle aristocrat whose extreme laziness and apathy gave rise to the expression ‘oblomovism’. Stoltz, his friend, is an active and energetic young man.


‡ Khrushchyovkas are cheap, prefabricated concrete-panel or brick apartment blocks that started being built in the 1950s, during the administration of their namesake, Nikita Khrushchev. Though they are cramped and shoddy, they provided many families with their first-ever private apartments. Mass-produced, Khrushchyovkas were identical in cities and towns across the entire Soviet Union.


§ Alexander Galich (1918–1977), Bulat Okudzhava (1924–1997) and Vladimir Vysotsky (1938–1990) were singer-songwriters who rose to popularity in the 1960s, primarily among the Soviet intelligentsia. Their songs were known for their anti-Soviet undertones.


¶ Osip Mandelstam (1891–1938) was a Russian and Soviet poet and essayist who died in the Gulag.


|| Between 1936 and 1953, over twenty thousand political prisoners were executed on the Butovo Firing Range as victims of Stalin’s purges. It is located just outside of Moscow.


** As the minister of foreign affairs from 1985 to 1991, Eduard Shevardnadze (1928–2014) was responsible for many important foreign policy decisions in Gorbachev’s administration. He was the president of Georgia from 1992 to 2003. Alexander Yakovlev (1923–2005) was a Soviet politician and historian, sometimes called the ‘godfather of glasnost’. He was one of the main theoreticians behind perestroika.


†† Sergey Averintsev (1937–2004) was a philologist, cultural historian, translator, poet, and a specialist on antiquity and Byzantine culture. He lectured on Russian spiritual traditions.


‡‡ Yegor Gaidar (1956–2009) was an economist and the author of a series of controversial ‘shock therapy’ reforms that defined the early post-Soviet Russian economy. As a result of these reforms, which entailed the privatization of all major Soviet industries, most of the largest formerly Soviet enterprises ended up in the hands of a small group of Russian executives who would come to be known as the Russian oligarchs. At the same time, due to reform-related hyperinflation, most Russians’ assets and savings were devalued wholesale, landing a large percentage of the population in poverty overnight. Many Russians blame the ensuing high crime rates and low quality of life on Gaidar’s reforms.


§§ The nomenklatura refers to the Soviet government elite.


¶¶ The Russian White House, originally known as the House of the Soviets, is the primary Russian government office and serves… as the official office of the Russian prime minister. In 1991 and The Russian White House, originally known as the House of the Soviets, is the primary Russian government office and serves as the official office of the Russian prime minister. In 1991 and 1993, it was a locus of protest; first, during the 1991 coup d’état… and then, in 1993, during the Russian constitutional crisis, when the building was stormed.


|||| Felix Dzerzhinsky (1877–1926), also known as Iron Felix, was responsible for creating and developing the Soviet secret police, which was known as the Cheka, NKVD and KGB at various stages of its history. The ‘Iron Felix’ also refers to a gargantuan statue of Dzerzhinsky that stood on Lubyanka Square in Moscow from 1958 to 1991. Many statues of Dzerzhinsky remain standing throughout the former Soviet Union, where towns and streets and squares continue to bear his name.


*** The Lubyanka is an infamous Moscow prison that also served as the secret police headquarters in Soviet times. Its name is synonymous with the horrors perpetrated by the Soviet secret police, especially during Stalin’s purges of the 1930s. Today, it houses the directorate of the Federal Security Bureau of the Russian Federation, the FSB.


††† Viktor Astafiev (1924–2001) and Vasil Bykov (1924–2003), were both prominent Soviet novelists who wrote candidly about social realities and war.


‡‡‡ Sergey Kirov (1886–1934) was an early Bolshevik leader whose assassination, believed by many to have been ordered by Stalin, served as one of the pretexts for the Great Purge that followed. Nikolai Bukharin (1888–1938) was a Bolshevik revolutionary who worked closely with Lenin and Trotsky. He was executed by Stalin, who saw him as a rival, during the Purge.


§§§ Boris Berezovsky (1946–2013) was one of the first Russian oligarchs. After contributing to bringing Putin to power, he was accused of fraud and corruption, which led him to take exile in London. The circumstances surrounding his death remain unclear.


¶¶¶ Andrei Sakharov (1921–1989) was a Russian nuclear physicist best known as a Soviet dissident and human rights activist. He won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1975.


|||||| Lavrentiy Beria (1899–1953) was the chief of the NKVD from 1938 to 1946, responsible for significantly expanding the Gulag system, overseeing the exile of many ethnic minorities from their native lands, and supervising the Soviet atom bomb project. He was arrested and executed shortly after Stalin’s death.
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ON THE BEAUTY OF DICTATORSHIP AND THE MYSTERY OF BUTTERFLIES CRUSHED AGAINST THE PAVEMENT





Elena Yurievna S., third secretary of the district Party committee, 49 years old




 





There were two of them waiting for me: Elena Yurievna, with whom I’d arranged to meet, and her friend Anna Ilyinichna M., who was visiting from Moscow. She immediately joined the conversation. ‘I’ve been waiting for someone to explain what’s going on to me for a long time.’ Their stories had nothing in common except for the significant proper nouns: Gorbachev, Yeltsin. But each of them had her own Gorbachev and her own Yeltsin. And her own version of the nineties.


Elena Yurievna


Is it really already time to tell the story of socialism? To whom? Everyone around is still a witness. To be perfectly honest, I’m surprised that you’ve come all this way just to see me. I’m a communist, part of the nomenklatura… No one wants to listen to us any more… Everyone wants to shut us up. Lenin was a gangster and don’t even mention Stalin… We’re all criminals, even though there isn’t a single drop of blood on my hands. Still, we’ve been branded, every last one of us…


Perhaps fifty or a hundred years from now they’ll be able to write objectively about the way of life we called socialism. Without all the tears and obscenities. They’ll unearth it like ancient Troy. Until recently, you weren’t allowed to say anything good about socialism. In the West, after the fall of the Soviet Union, they realized that Marxism wasn’t really over, it still needed to be developed. Without being worshipped. Over there,  he wasn’t an idol like he’d been for us. A saint! First we worshipped him, then we anathematized him. Crossed it all out. But science has also caused immeasurable suffering – should we eliminate scientists? Curse the fathers of the atom bomb, or better yet, start with the ones who invented gunpowder? Yes, start with them… Am I wrong? [She doesn’t give me a chance to answer her question.] You’re on the right track, leaving Moscow. You could say that you’ve come to the real Russia. When you walk around Moscow, you might get the impression that we’re a European country: the luxury cars, the restaurants… those golden cupolas gleaming! But listen to what the people talk about in the provinces… Russia isn’t Moscow, Russia is Samara, Tolyatti, Chelyabinsk… Some Bumblepinsk… How much can you really learn about Russia from sitting around in a Moscow kitchen? Going to parties. Blah, blah, blah… Moscow is the capital of some other nation, not the country beyond the ring road*. A tourist paradise. Don’t believe Moscow…


You come here and right away, it’s perfectly clear, ‘Now, this is the sovok.’ People live very poorly, even by Russian standards. They blame the rich and resent everyone. Blame the government. They feel that they’ve been lied to, that no one had told them that there was going to be capitalism; they thought that socialism was just going to get fixed. The life that we’d all been used to, which is to say the Soviet way of life. While they were out at demonstrations, tearing their vocal chords chanting ‘Yeltsin! Yeltsin!’ they were robbed. The plants and factories were divvied up without them. Along with the oil and the natural gas – everything  that came to us, as they say, from God. But they’ve only just understood. Back in 1991, everyone was joining the revolution. Going off to the barricades. They wanted freedom, and what did they get? Yeltsin’s gangster revolution… My friend’s son was almost killed for his socialist views. ‘Communist’ has become an insult. The boys who hang out in the courtyard nearly murdered one of their own. Their friend. They had been sitting around on the benches with their guitars and talking, saying that pretty soon, they’d be marching on the Communists, hanging them from the lamp-posts. Mishka Slutzer is a well-read boy, his father worked on the district Party committee. He quoted G. K. Chesterton, ‘A man without some kind of dream of perfection is quite as much of a monstrosity as a noseless man…’ And for that they beat him… kicked him with their heavy boots… ‘You little kike! Who brought about the Revolution in 1917!’ I remember the way people’s eyes gleamed at the beginning of perestroika, I’ll never forget it. They were prepared to lynch the Communists, to send us all to prison camps… Volumes of Gorky and Mayakovsky piled up in the dumpsters… People would drop the complete works of Lenin off at the paper recycling centre. And I would take them home… Yes! I’ll admit it! I recant nothing! I’m not ashamed of anything! I never changed my colours, repainting myself from red to grey. You’ll meet people like that – if the Reds come to power, they welcome the Reds; if it’s the Whites, they’ll greet the Whites with open arms. People performed incredible transformations: yesterday they were communists, today they’re ultra-democrats. Before my very eyes, ‘honest’ communists turned into religious liberals. But I love the word ‘comrade’ and I’ll never stop loving it. It’s a good word. Sovok? Bite your tongue! The Soviet was a very good person, capable of travelling beyond the Urals, into the furthest deserts, all for the sake of ideals, not dollars. We weren’t after somebody else’s green bills. The Dnieper Hydroelectric Station, the Siege of Stalingrad, the first man in space – that was all us. The mighty sovok! I still take pleasure in writing ‘USSR’. That was my country; the country I live in today is not. I feel like I’m living on foreign soil.


I was born Soviet… My grandmother didn’t believe in God, but she did believe in communism. Until his dying day, my father waited for socialism to return. The Berlin Wall had fallen, the Soviet Union was crumbling, but he clung to his hope. He stopped talking to his best friend because he had called the flag a red rag. Our red flag! Red calico! My father fought in the Russo-Finnish War, he never understood what he’d been fighting for, but they told him to go, so he went. They never talked about that war, they called it the ‘Finnish campaign’, not a war. But my father would tell us about it… in hushed tones. At home. On rare occasions, he would look back on it. When he was drinking… The setting of his war was winter: the forests and metre-deep snows. The Finns fought on skis, in white camouflage uniforms; they’d always appear out of nowhere, like angels. ‘Like angels’ — those are my father’s words… They could take down a detachment, an entire squadron, overnight. The dead… My father recalled how the dead always lay in pools of blood; a lot of blood seeps out of people killed in their sleep. So much blood, it would eat through the metre-deep snow. After the war, my father couldn’t even bear to butcher a chicken. Or a rabbit. He couldn’t stand the sight of a dead animal or the warm smell of blood. He had a fear of large trees with full crowns because they were the kinds of trees that the Finnish snipers  would hide in – they called them ‘cuckoos’. [She is silent.] I want to add… This is my opinion… After the Victory, our little town was flooded with flowers, people went flower crazy. The most important flowers were dahlias, you had to keep the bulbs alive through the winter and not let them freeze. God forbid! People would swaddle them, tucking them in like they were little babies. Flowers grew in front of people’s houses, behind their houses, around the wells, along the fences. People were hungry for life. After living in fear for so long, they needed to celebrate. But eventually, the flowers disappeared; there’s nothing left of that now. But I remember… I just remembered them… [Silence.] My father… My father only saw six months of combat before being taken prisoner. How did they capture him? They were advancing over a frozen lake while the enemy’s artillery shot at the ice. Few made it across, and those who did had just spent their last strength swimming through freezing water; all of them lost their weapons along the way. They came to the shore half-naked. The Finns would stretch out their arms to rescue them and some people would take their hands, while others… Many of them wouldn’t accept any help from the enemy. That was how they had been trained. My father grabbed one of their hands, and he was dragged out of the water. I remember his amazement: ‘They gave me schnapps to warm me up. Put me in dry clothes. They laughed and clapped me on the shoulder, “You made it, Ivan!”’ My father had never been face to face with the enemy before. He didn’t understand why they were so cheerful…


The Finnish campaign ended in 1940… Soviet war prisoners were exchanged for Finns. They were marched toward each other in columns. On their side, the Finns were greeted with hugs and handshakes… Our  men, on the other hand, were immediately treated like enemies. ‘Brothers! Friends!’ they threw themselves on their comrades. ‘Halt! Another step and we’ll shoot!’ The column was surrounded by soldiers with German Shepherds. They were led to specially prepared barracks surrounded by barbed wire. The interrogations began… ‘How were you taken prisoner?’ the interrogator asked my father. ‘The Finns pulled me out of a lake.’ ‘You traitor! You were saving your own skin instead of the Motherland.’ My father also considered himself guilty. That’s how they’d been trained… There was no trial. They marched everyone out on the quad and read the entire division their sentence: six years in the camps for betraying the Motherland. Then they shipped them off to Vorkuta to build a railway over the permafrost. My God! It was 1941… The Germans were moving in on Moscow… No one even told them that war had broken out – after all, they were enemies, it would only make them happy. Belarus was occupied by the Nazis. They took Smolensk. When they finally heard about it, all of them wanted to go to the front, they all wrote letters to the head of the camp… to Stalin… And in response, they were told, ‘Work for the victory on the home front, you bastards. We don’t need traitors like you at the front.’ They all… Papa… he told me… All of them wept… [Silence.] Really, that’s who you should be talking to… Alas, my father is gone. The camp cut his life short, and so did perestroika. He suffered so much. He couldn’t understand what had happened. To the country, to the Party. Our father… After six years in the penal colony, he forgot what an apple was or a head of cabbage… sheets and pillows… Three times a day, they would give them thin gruel and a single loaf of bread split among twenty-five men. They slept with a log under their heads and  a wooden plank on the ground for a mattress. Papa… He was a strange man, not like the others… incapable of striking a horse or a cow or kicking a dog. I always felt bad for him. The other men would make fun of him: ‘What kind of man are you? You’re a girl!’ My mother would cry over the fact that he… well, that he wasn’t like other people. He would pick up a head of cabbage and stare at it… Or a tomato… When he first came back, he was totally silent, he wouldn’t tell us anything. It wasn’t until about ten years later that he finally started talking. Never before… Yes… At a certain point, while he was in the camp, his job had been transporting dead bodies. There would be ten to fifteen fresh corpses a day. The living returned to the barracks on foot, the dead were pulled back on sleds. They were ordered to remove their clothing, so the dead men lay naked on the sleds, ‘like jerboas’. My father’s words… It’s coming out all muddled… because of my feelings… It’s all so upsetting… For the first two years in the camp, none of them thought that they would survive. Those who’d been sentenced to five or six years would talk about home, but those who got ten to fifteen never mentioned it. They never brought up anyone, not their wives or their kids. Their parents. ‘If you started thinking about your loved ones, you wouldn’t survive,’ my father explained. We waited for him… ‘Papa will come back, and he won’t even recognize me…’ ‘Daddy…’ I would look for any excuse to say the word ‘Papa’. Then, one day, he returned. Grandma saw a man in a soldier’s cloak standing by our gate: ‘Who are you looking for, soldier?’ ‘You don’t recognize me, Mama?’ Grandma fainted on the spot. That was Papa’s homecoming… He came back frozen to the bone, he could never get his hands or his feet warm. My mother? Mama would  say that my father came back from the camps gentle, although she had been worried… She’d heard scary stories… about people coming back mean. Papa wanted to enjoy life. His motto was, ‘Man up – the worst is yet to come.’


I forgot… I forgot where this happened… Where was it? The transit camp? They were crawling around a large yard on their hands and knees eating the grass. Men with dystrophy and pellagra. You couldn’t complain about anything with my father around. He knew that in order to survive, you only needed three things: bread, onions, and soap. Just those three things… that’s all… They’re no longer with us, our parents, their generation… but if any of them are still around, they should be put in museums, kept under glass so that no one can touch them. They went through so much! After my father was rehabilitated†, they paid him two months’ wages for all of his suffering. For a long time, a large portrait of Stalin continued to hang in our home. A very long time… I remember it well… My father didn’t hold a grudge, he considered it all to be a product of his era. Those were cruel times. A powerful nation was being built. And they really did build it, plus they defeated Hitler! That’s what my father would say…


I grew up a serious girl, a real Young Pioneer. Today, everyone thinks that they used to force people into the Pioneers. I’m telling you: no one was forced to do anything. All of the kids dreamed of becoming Young Pioneers. Of marching together. To drums and horns. Singing Young Pioneer songs: ‘My Motherland, I’ll love forever / Where else will I find one like her?’ ‘The eagle nation has millions of chicks, and we are our nation’s pride…’ There was a stain on our family name because my father had been in the camps. My mother was scared that I wouldn’t be accepted into the Pioneers right away or even at all. I really wanted to be with everyone else. I had to be… ‘Who are you for, the sun or the moon?’ the little boys would interrogate me in class. You had to be on your toes! ‘For the moon!’ – ‘Correct! For the Soviet Union.’ Because if you said, ‘For the sun,’ you would get, ‘For that damn Japan!’ They’d laugh and tease you. The way we swore was ‘Pioneer’s honour,’ or we gave ‘Lenin’s word.’ The most sacred oath was ‘Stalin’s word.’ My parents knew that if I gave them Stalin’s word, I couldn’t possibly be lying. My God! It’s not Stalin I remember, it’s our life… I joined a club and learned how to play the accordion. Mama got a medal for being a shock worker‡. It wasn’t all misery… barracks life… In the camp, my father met a lot of educated people. He never met people that interesting anywhere else. Some of them wrote poems; the ones who did were more likely to survive. Like the priests who would pray. My father wanted all of his kids to go to university. That was his dream. And all of us – there are four of us – ended up with degrees. But he also taught us how to plough, to mow the grass. I know how to load a cart with hay and how to make a haystack. ‘Anything can come in handy,’ Papa believed. And he was right.





Now I want to remember it all… I want to understand what I’ve lived through. And not just my own life, all of our lives… our Soviet life… Overall, I’m not impressed with my people. And I’m not impressed with the Communists either, our Communist leaders. Especially nowadays. All of them have grown petty and bourgeois, all of them chase after the good life, the sweet life. They want to consume and consume. Grab hold of whatever they can! The Communists aren’t what they used to be. Now we have Communists who make hundreds of thousands of dollars a year. Millionaires! An apartment in London, a palace in Cyprus… What kind of communists are these? What do they believe in? If you ask them, they’ll look at you like you’re an idiot. ‘Don’t tell us your Soviet fairy tales. Anything but that.’ What a great country they destoyed! Sold it off at bargain prices. Our Motherland… So that some of us could go traipsing around Europe berating Marx. The times are as terrifying as they were under Stalin… I stand behind everything I’m saying! Will you write all this down? I don’t believe you… [And looking at her, I can tell that she doesn’t.] We don’t have district or regional Party committees any more. We’ve left the Soviet regime in the dust. And what do we have in its place? The boxing ring, the jungle… Thieves running the country… They grabbed furiously, racing for the biggest piece of the pie. My God! Chubais§, ‘the foreman of perestroika’… Now he goes around bragging, giving lectures around  the world, saying that in other countries, it took centuries to build capitalism, while here, we did it in three years. They carved it up with surgical precision… And if anyone was a thief, God bless them, maybe their grandchildren will turn out decent. Ugh! And these are the democrats… [Silence.] They put on American suits and did what their Uncle Sam told them to do. But American suits don’t fit them right. They sit crooked. That’s what you get! It wasn’t freedom they were after, it was blue jeans, supermarkets… They were fooled by the shiny wrappers… Now our shops are filled with all sorts of stuff. An abundance. But heaps of salami have nothing to do with happiness. Or glory. We used to be a great nation! Now we’re nothing but pedlars and looters… Grain merchants and managers…


Gorbachev came to power… He started talking about the return of Leninist principles. Excitement filled the air. The people had been waiting for change for a long time. Back in the day, they’d believed in Andropov¶… Yes, he was KGB, but… how can I explain it? People no longer feared the Communist Party. At the beer stand, the men might curse the Party, but no one would dare to say anything about the KGB… No way! It was ingrained in them… They knew the iron fist, the red-hot iron, the iron rod… Those boys would get everyone in line. I don’t mean to repeat clichés, but Genghis Khan ruined our gene pool… And serfdom played its part, as well… We’re used to the idea that everyone needs a  good whipping, that you won’t get anything done without flogging people. That was Andropov’s point of departure – tightening the screws. Everyone had let their hair down: they started skipping work to go to the cinema, the bath house, the shop. Drinking tea instead of working. So the police started doing raids and round-ups. They would check documents and grab the slackers right off the street, at the cafés, in the shops, notify their places of work, fine them and get them fired. But Andropov was very ill. He died soon into his term. We kept burying them, one after the other. Brezhnev, Andropov, Chernenko… A very popular joke before Gorbachev came to power: ‘Transmitting a message from TASS news agency. You’re going to laugh, but another General Secretary of the CPSU has passed away…’ Ha, ha, ha… People laughed away in their kitchens, while we laughed in ours. In that little patch of freedom. Kitchen talk… [Laughs.] I remember how, during these conversations, we’d turn up the TV or the radio. There was a whole art to it. We’d teach one another the tricks, so that the KGB agents who tapped our phones wouldn’t be able to make anything out. You turn the dial to the end – old telephones had little holes for numbers that you could turn – and then you stick a pencil in it so that it locks… You can hold it down with your finger, too, but your finger gets tired… You probably know that one? Do you remember it? If you needed to say something ‘secret’, you had to get two or three metres away from the phone, from the receiver. Bugging and snitching were everywhere – from the bottom to the very top. At the district committee, we would try to guess who the informant was. As it later turned out, I had suspected a totally innocent person, and there wasn’t just one informant, there had been several. None of them were people I would have ever suspected… One was a cleaning lady. A kind, friendly, and unfortunate woman. Her husband was an alcoholic. My God! Even Gorbachev himself… the General Secretary of the Central Committee of the CPSU… I read an interview with him where he described how during confidential discussions in his office, he’d do the same thing, he’d also turn the TV or radio up to full volume. The oldest trick in the book. For serious conversations, he’d have people come out to his dacha. And when they were there… they would go to the woods, strolling and talking. The birds wouldn’t inform on them… Everyone was afraid, even the people that everyone was afraid of. I was afraid, too.


The last years of the Soviet Union… What do I remember? The ever-present shame. I was ashamed of Brezhnev covering himself in medals and stars, ashamed that people had taken to calling the Kremlin a comfortable retirement home. I was ashamed of the empty shop shelves. We were meeting and even surpassing production quotas but somehow the shops were completely empty. Where was our milk? Our meat? I still don’t understand where it all went. The shops would run out of milk within an hour of opening. After noon, the sales clerks just stood there behind clean, empty display cases. The only things on the shelves were three-litre jars of birch juice and packages of salt, which were always wet for some reason. Canned sprats. And that was it! If they put out salami, it’d be sold out in seconds. Hot dogs and pelmeni were delicacies. At the district committee, they were always divvying up some lot – this factory gets ten refrigerators and five fur coats, that collective farm gets two Yugoslav furniture sets and ten Polish purses. They would ration out pots and  lingerie… pantyhose… The only thing that could hold a society like this together was fear. Extreme conditions – execute and imprison as many people as possible. But the socialism of Solovki and the White Sea Canal project|| was over. We needed a new kind of socialism.


Perestroika… There was a moment when people wanted to turn to us again. They were joining the party. Everyone had great expectations. Back then, everyone was naive, on the left and on the right; the communists and the anti-Soviets alike. Everyone was a romantic. Today, we’re ashamed of our former naïveté. People worship Solzhenitsyn. The great Elder of Vermont! It wasn’t just Solzhenitsyn, there were many other people who understood that we couldn’t go on the way we were. Caught in a web of lies. And the Communists – I don’t know whether or not you believe me – we weren’t blind to it, either. There were a number of good and decent people among the Communists. Sincere. I personally knew people like this, especially outside of the cities. People like my father… My father wasn’t accepted into the Party, he’d suffered at its hands, but he kept on believing in it. He believed in the Party and in our country. Every morning, he’d start his day by reading Pravda from cover to cover. There were more communists without Party membership cards than those who had them; many people were convinced communists in their souls. [Silence.] At all the parades, they carried banners  reading, ‘The People and the Party Are One!’ Those words weren’t make-believe, they were the truth. I’m not agitating for anything, I’m just trying to describe the way things really were. Everyone has already forgotten… Many people had joined the Party as an act of conscience, and not out of careerism or some other pragmatic consideration like, ‘If I’m not a Party member and I steal, they’ll put me in jail, but if I join the Party and steal, they’ll just kick me out of the Party.’ I get indignant whenever people start talking about Marxism with disdain and a knowing smirk. Hurry up and toss it on the trash heap! It’s a great teaching, and it will outlive all persecution. And our Soviet misfortune, too. Because… there are a lot of reasons… Socialism isn’t just labour camps, informants, and the Iron Curtain, it’s also a bright, just world: everything is shared, the weak are pitied, and compassion rules. Instead of grabbing everything you can, you feel for others. They say to me that you couldn’t buy a car – so then no one had a car. No one wore Versace suits or bought houses in Miami. My God! The leaders of the USSR lived like mid-level businessmen, they were nothing like today’s oligarchs. Not one bit! They weren’t building themselves yachts with champagne showers. Can you imagine! Right now, there’s a commercial on TV for copper bathtubs that cost as much as a two-bedroom apartment. Could you explain to me exactly who they’re for? Gilded doorknobs… Is this freedom? The little man, the nobody, is a zero – you’ll find him at the very bottom of the barrel. He used to be able to write a letter to the editor, go and complain at the district Party headquarters about his boss or poor building maintenance… about an unfaithful husband… A lot of things about the system were stupid, I don’t deny it, but who will even listen to the man in the street today? Who needs him? Remember the Soviet place names – Metallurgists’ Avenue, Enthusiasts’ Avenue, Factory Street, Proletariat Street… The little man was the most important one around… You say it was all just talk and a cover-up – today, no one even attempts to disguise their disdain for him. You’re broke? Go to hell! Back to your cage! They’re renaming the streets: Merchant, Middle Class, Nobleman Street… I’ve even seen ‘Prince’s salami’ and ‘General’s wine’. A cult of money and success. The strong, with their iron biceps, are the ones who survive. But not everyone is capable of stopping at nothing to tear a piece of the pie out of somebody else’s mouth. For some, it’s simply not in their nature. Others even find it disgusting.


With her… [She nods in the direction of her friend.] We argue, of course… She wants to prove to me that true socialism demands perfect people who simply do not exist. That it’s nothing but a crazy ideal… a fantasy… There’s no way our people are going to trade in their faded foreign currency and passports with Schengen visas for Soviet socialism. But that’s not what I believe in, anyway. I think humanity is headed toward socialism. Toward justice. There is no other way. Look at Germany, France… there’s the Swedish model. What values does Russian capitalism espouse? Hating the underdogs, the people who haven’t made millions and don’t drive Mercedes. Instead of the red flag, it’s Christ is risen! And the cult of consumerism… People don’t fall asleep thinking of anything lofty, instead they mull over how they didn’t buy this or get that. Do you really think that this country fell apart because people learned the truth about the Gulag? That’s what people who write books think. People… Regular people don’t care about  history, they’re concerned with simpler things: falling in love, getting married, having kids. Building a house. Our country fell apart from the deficit of women’s boots and toilet paper, because of the fact that there were no oranges. It was those goddamn blue jeans! Today, the shops resemble museums. Theatres. And people want me to believe that rags from Versace and Armani are all that a person needs. That they’re enough. That life is nothing but pyramid schemes and promissory notes. That freedom is money and money is freedom. While our lives aren’t worth a kopeck. Well, and… well, and… you know… I can’t even find the words… I feel sorry for my little granddaughters. I pity them. That’s what gets beaten into their heads every day on TV. I don’t agree with it. I was and remain a communist.




We take a short break. The eternal tea, this time with the hostess’s homemade cherry jam.





It was 1989… By then, I was the third secretary of the district Party committee. I was recruited to work in the Party from the school where I’d taught Russian language and literature. My favourite writers, Tolstoy, Chekhov… When they first offered me the job, I was intimidated. What a huge responsibility! But I didn’t hesitate for a moment, I had a real burst of desire to serve the Party. That summer, I went home for the holiday… I don’t usually wear jewellery, but I had bought myself this cheap necklace. When she saw me, my mother exclaimed, ‘You look like a Tsaritsa.’ She was so impressed… and it wasn’t the necklace that impressed her! My father said, ‘None of us will ever come asking you for favours. You need to have a clean conscience before the people.’ My parents were so proud! So happy! And I… I… What  did I feel? Did I believe in the Party? To tell you the truth, I did. And I still do. Come what may, I will never throw out my Party membership card. Did I believe in communism? I’ll be honest with you, I’m not going to lie: I believed in the possibility of life being governed fairly. And today… As I’ve already told you… I still believe in that. I’m sick of hearing about how bad life was under socialism. I’m proud of the Soviet era! It wasn’t ‘the good life,’ but it was regular life. We had love and friendship… dresses and shoes… People hungrily listened to writers and actors, which they don’t do any more. The stadium poets have been replaced by psychics and magicians. People believe in sorcerers, just like they do in Africa. Our Soviet life… you could say that it was an attempt at creating an alternative civilization. If you want to put it in dramatic terms… The power of the people! I can’t calm down about it! Where are you going to see a metro station devoted to dairymaids, lathe operators, or engine drivers today? They’re nowhere to be seen – they’re not in the newspaper, they’re not on TV, and they’re nowhere near the Kremlin when they’re handing out medals and awards. They’re not anywhere any more. Everywhere you look, you see our new heroes: bankers and businessmen, models and prostitutes… managers…The young can adapt, while the old die in silence behind closed doors. They die in poverty, all but forgotten. My pension is fifty dollars a month… [She laughs.] I’ve read that Gorbachev’s is also fifty dollars a month, too… They say that the ‘communists lived in mansions and ate black caviar by the spoonful. They built communism for themselves.’ My God! I’ve shown you around my ‘mansion’ – a regular two-bedroom apartment, 57 square metres. I haven’t hidden anything from you: my Soviet crystal, my Soviet gold…


— But what about the special clinics and food rations, ‘internal queues’ for apartments and government-issued dachas? The Party sanatoriums?


— Honestly? All of that existed… It did… But mostly up there… [Points up.] I was always at the bottom, on the lowest rung. On the bottom with the people. Always in full view. The fact that this was the case in some places… I don’t argue with that… I couldn’t deny it! Just like you, that’s what I read about in newspapers during perestroika… about how the children of the secretaries of the Central Committee would fly out to Africa to go big-game hunting. How they’d buy up diamonds… But still, it’s nothing compared to how ‘new Russians’ live today. With their yachts and their castles. Take a look at the houses they’ve built for themselves all around Moscow. Palaces! Two-metre thick stone walls, electric fences, security cameras. Armed guards. They’re like penal colonies or top-secret military bases. What, is computer genius Bill Gates living there? Or world chess champion Garry Kasparov? That’s how the victors live. There was no official civil war, but there are victors. They’re behind those stone walls. Who are they hiding from? The people? The people thought that they’d overthrow the communists and usher in a new golden age. Life in paradise. Instead of free people, we now have all these… with their millions and billions… Gangsters! They shoot each other in broad daylight… Even out here, a businessman’s balcony was shot to pieces. They’re not afraid of anyone. Flying around in their private jets with their gilded toilets and bragging about it to boot. I saw it with my own eyes, on TV… One of them was showing off his watch that cost as much as a bomber jet. Another one flashed his diamond-studded mobile phone. And no one – no one! – will shout from  the rooftops that this is all shameful. Revolting. We used to have Uspensky and Korolenko. Sholokhov** wrote Stalin a letter in defence of the peasants. Today I want to… You’re the one asking the questions, but now I want to ask you: where is our true elite? Why is it that every day I’m reading Berezovsky and Potanin’s opinions on any and every topic instead of Okudzhava… or Iskander††… What happened that made you guys give up your seats for them? Your university departments… You were the first ones to chase after the crumbs from the oligarchs’ table. To run to their service. The Russian intelligentsia never used to pander to the rich. Now, there’s no one left – no one will speak for the soul except for the priests. Where are the former supporters of perestroika?









OEBPS/9781910695111_cover_epub.jpg
SECOND-HAND
TIME

SVETLANA ALEXIEVICH

Fitzcarraldo Editions





OEBPS/a004_online.png
Fitzcarraldo Editions





