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			Foreword to the English Edition

			It hurts to be Russian.

			When Vladimir Putin launched his ‘special military operation’ in Ukraine, he claimed that its aim was to save the Russians, Russian culture and the Russian language from Ukrainian fascists. In the process, it is predominantly the Russian-­speaking cities in the east of the country, together with their populations, that have been wiped out. War crimes have been committed not only against people, but also against my language. The language of Alexander Pushkin and Leo Tolstoy, Marina Tsvetaeva and Joseph Brodsky has become the language of war criminals and murderers. For the foreseeable future, Russia will be associated not with Russian music and literature, but with bombs dropping on children and those terrible images from Bucha.

			Moreover, the regime’s criminal actions taint the whole of the country. Monstrous crimes have been committed in the name of my people, my country, in my name. But there is another Russia. That other Russia is suffering pain and anguish. In the name of my Russia, in the name of my people, I would like to ask the Ukrainians for forgiveness – but I know that what has been happening in Ukraine is unforgivable.

			When my father was eighteen, he went to the front to avenge his brother’s murder at the hands of the Germans. After the war, he spent the rest of his life hating the Germans, and everything to do with the country. I told him, ‘But Dad, Germany has some great literature! German is a beautiful language!’ But my words had no effect on him. When this war is over, what will I be able to say to the Ukrainians, whose houses have been bombed and plundered by Russian soldiers, whose relatives have been killed by Russian missiles? That Russian literature is wonderful, and that Russian is such a beautiful language?

			When war starts, culture has failed. Great German literature couldn’t avert Auschwitz, great Russian literature couldn’t prevent the Gulag, and my books and those of other Russian authors published in the past twenty years couldn’t avert this tragedy.

			So what can writers do? They can do what they do best – make themselves heard. They must tell it like it is. If you say nothing, you’re effectively supporting the aggressor and the war. In the nineteenth century, the Poles fought against tsarist Russia ‘for your and our freedom’, and now the Ukrainians are fighting for your and our freedom. They are defending not only their human dignity, but the dignity of all humankind. Ukraine is defending our very freedom and dignity, and we must help in any way we can.

			My mother was Ukrainian and my father was Russian; I can’t help but be glad that they’re not around to experience the tragedy that has hit our people.

			This war hasn’t only just begun. It began in 2014 – but the Western world refused to see it, and acted as if things weren’t all that bad. In the intervening years, I’ve kept trying to explain to people who this Putin is, in my writings as well as in public appearances. It didn’t work. Now Putin has explained it himself.

			These chapters were originally published in German in 2019 (as part of Frieden oder Krieg, which included separate chapters written by the veteran TV journalist Fritz Pleitgen). As relevant as they were then, they are becoming more so each day, and the future I predict in the final chapters – what lies in store for Russia and for the rest of the world – has become our present. Back then, I wrote this:

			The glorious recovery of Crimea already has its own chapter in [Russian] school textbooks, and the next chapter waiting in the wings will tell the story of how Kyiv crawled on its knees back into the arms of the Russian world, like the prodigal son . . . the Kremlin will keep stoking the conflict in Donbas; sometimes it’ll let it die down a little, sometimes it’ll add fresh fuel to it . . . Putin will never give in.

			On 24 February 2022, Russia’s patience ran out. The Kremlin decided not to wait for Kyiv to come crawling back of its own accord. Since that day, the world has become a different place. The West has woken up. It has expanded what I described as the ‘half-­baked sanctions’ that were in place in 2019, and banned, or substantially banned, Russian oil and gas imports; it has excluded Russian banks from SWIFT; in 2019, NATO was considering further expansion and thinking of admitting Finland and Sweden – as a result of this year’s events, the two countries are in fact close to joining (at the time of writing, only Turkey and Hungary are yet to ratify their membership). Yet the West still finds Russia inexplicable and disconcerting, and the purpose of my book remains unchanged: I want to disclose my country to Western readers, to explain Russia and its past, present and future. It is also a love letter to my country, which is blessed with stunning nature and wonderful culture, yet keeps turning into a monster that devours its own and other countries’ children.

			 

			The aim of Russia’s ‘special military operation’ is to destroy democratic Ukraine. The result of the ‘special military oper­ation’ will be the destruction of Putin’s Russia. But what then?

			Two previous attempts to introduce democracy in Russia have both failed. The first Russian democracy of 1917 lasted only a few months; the one of the 1990s just managed to cling on for a few years. Each time my country tries to build a demo­cratic society and to institute elections, a parliament and a republic, it finds itself back in a totalitarian empire. Again and again, Russian history bites its own tail.

			Do dictatorships and dictators give birth to an enslaved population, or does an enslaved population give birth to dictatorships and dictators? It’s the old chicken-­and-­egg conundrum. How can the vicious circle be broken? Where can Russia make a fresh start?

			If Hitler’s Germany was able to extricate itself from the vicious circle of dictatorship and slave mentality, why shouldn’t Russia? The Germans have diligently studied the topics ‘Dealing with the Past’ and ‘Processing Guilt’, and managed to create a democratic society; yet Germany’s rebirth was founded on its total, crushing military defeat. Russia, too, needs its zero hour. It cannot make a fresh start as a democracy without repentance and an acknowledgement of national guilt.

			Russia was never de-­Stalinised, and there were no Nuremberg trials for the Communist Party. Russia’s fate now depends on its de-­Putinisation. Just as, in 1945, the Germans who ‘didn’t know’ were confronted with the concentration camps, the Russians who ‘don’t know’ have to be confronted with ruined Ukrainian cities and the bodies of dead children. We Russians must openly and bravely acknowledge our guilt and ask for forgiveness. Every Russian has to go down this road. But will Russia get down on its knees in Kyiv, Kharkiv and Mariupol, or anywhere that Russian tanks have been: in Budapest, Prague, Tallinn, Vilnius, Riga, Grozny?

			In 1945, the Germans tried to justify themselves, arguing that, yes, Hitler was a vile and evil criminal, but they, the German people, didn’t know anything about it – that they, too, were Hitler’s victims. The moment the Russians use the same argument, and claim that Putin’s criminal gang took the people hostage, that he did wage a criminal war against Ukraine, but ordinary Russians didn’t know that and thought it was about liberating the Ukrainians from fascists, that they, too, were Putin’s victims – the moment this happens, de-­Putinisation will fail, and a new Putin will be born.

			Neither NATO nor the Ukrainians can do the de-­Putinising for the Russians. The Russian people must clean up the country themselves. Are we up to the task? Is it realistic to expect constitutional democracies to form in those territories that will declare their independence from Moscow – since the disintegration of the Russian empire isn’t over yet? Yugoslavia showed how quickly a multinational state can descend into brutal war and genocide, and if violence escalates in Russia it will set my country back centuries. For the West, this would mean a fresh wave of countless refugees.

			A new era of turmoil is on the horizon for Russia, where most people have lost faith in democratic ideas and are pinning their hopes on a strongman ruler. Such a strongman will no doubt be found, and the West, too, will understand and accept a new ‘dictatorship of order’. No one wants turmoil in a country that has lots of rusty nuclear missiles.

			This is my credo: there must be an acknowledgement of national guilt. Without complete de-­Putinisation, Russia has no future. A long and painful process of rebirth is its only option, and all those sanctions, the poverty, being ostracised, will be the least of Russia’s worries. For the Russian people not to undergo an inner rebirth – that would be far more terrible. Putin is a symptom, not the disease.

			It should now be the mission of Russian writers and artists to show the world that there is another Russia, and that not all Russians support this war. This war isn’t being waged between Ukrainians and Russians, but between human beings who speak both Ukrainian and Russian on the one hand, and inhuman beings who speak the language of lies and are willing to obey criminal orders on the other. In this war, then, there are no nationalities – only human beings and inhuman ones. The latter have no nationality, because they are this criminal regime’s slaves, who beat up and arrest the humans who are taking to Russia’s streets to protest against the war.

			Putin’s crime is that he has poisoned the people with hate. Putin will step down at some point, but the pain and hate will probably remain in their souls for a long time. Then it will be up to culture, to literature and the arts, to process the trauma. The day a dictator ends his miserable, unworthy life, doesn’t mark the end of culture – it never has and never will. There will be no need for books about Putin or books that explain the war: war, someone ordering the people of one nation to kill those of another, cannot be explained. True literature defies war. True literature is about our need for love, not hate.

			A reader once told me, ‘Your book prevented my love for Russia from suffocating in the blood of the Ukrainians.’ The Russian army’s invasion of Ukraine has caused so much bloodshed – can a book still prevent anyone’s love for Russia from drowning in all that blood?

			After war comes anti-­war literature. Just like Ernest Hemingway and Erich Maria Remarque once, I have no doubt that there will be young authors writing about their experiences in this war. Both Russians and Ukrainians will write books, and they’ll be very different books. Both will write about the pain that loss brings, about death, about grief; but while Ukrainian literature will see books on the birth of a free country, the heroic resistance against evil and the fight for human dignity, Russian authors will be preoccupied with the acknowledgement of national guilt for the crimes that have been committed.

			Hate is a disease. Culture is the cure.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Paradox of the Lie

			I sometimes think it’s the words that are the problem.

			As they cross the Russian border, some words turn out to be mislabelled crates, their contents either quietly, eerily exchanged or simply stolen. Against a Russian backdrop, the best, most wonderful terms lose their meaning.

			When I was young, it all seemed so straightforward: our country had been taken over by a communist gang; if we ejected the party, the borders would open and we’d once again become part of the global family of nations that lived according to the rules of democracy and freedom, and honoured the rights of the individual. ‘Parliament’, ‘republic’, ‘constitution’, ‘elections’ – the words had a fairy-­tale aura about them. We were naive back then, and somehow it never occurred to us that those words already existed in Russia: after all, the 1936 Stalin Constitution was ‘the most democratic constitution in the world’. We already lived among those weighty words that were crammed into all the papers, and had regular elections too.

			We forgot that the good Western words that had crossed the border and penetrated our society had lost their original meaning; that they had begun to describe all kinds of things, except what they actually meant.

			The constitution guaranteed all sorts of rights; there they were, in black and white: ‘the universal and equal right to a direct vote’ – ‘freedom of speech, freedom of the press, freedom of assembly and the holding of mass meetings, the freedom of street processions and demonstrations’ – ‘Citizens of the USSR are guaranteed inviolability of the person. No person may be placed under arrest except by decision of a court or with the sanction of a procurator’ – ‘The inviolability of the homes of citizens and privacy of correspondence are protected by law’.

			This wonderful constitution was written by Nikolai Bukharin. Three months after it was adopted, in March 1937, its author was arrested for espionage and plotting to assassinate Stalin. In his final letter, Bukharin begged Stalin to allow him to take a fatal dose of morphine rather than be shot. Instead of granting him that mercy, the NKVD chief Nikolai Yezhov – who personally oversaw Bukharin’s execution – forced the condemned man to wait his turn and look on as his fellow prisoners were shot dead before him.

			Bukharin married three times. His first wife, Nadezhda Lukina, was arrested on 1 May 1938 and shot on 9 March 1940. His second wife, Esfir Gurvich, and their daughter Svetlana spent years in the Gulag. His third wife, Anna Larina, was also arrested. Their son Yuri grew up in an orphanage, not knowing who his parents were.

			The words had abandoned their author. It seems as if the words conspired against us.

			The simplest, most common words can mean very different things in Russia. When Russians talk about the market economy or private ownership, it sounds appealing and familiar to Western ears. But it’s an illusion. In Russia, there is no guaranteed private ownership, no market economy in the Western sense. Or take the state: in the civilised world, the state has long been considered an instrument whose function is to act in its citizens’ interests, not its own; it is built from the bottom up, and authority is delegated upwards only for things not within the competence of the lower strata; and the separation of the legislative, executive and judicial branches of government is instilled in every citizen from infancy. In Russia, however, the state means something very different. It means power and territory – and both are sacrosanct. In the West, a state’s citizens are its shareholders; in Russia, no matter whose coat of arms hangs over the gates, they are the state’s serfs.

			Who in the Soviet Union would have thought that, although the Communist Party would disappear, in the new Russia all those good words like ‘democracy’, ‘parliament’ and ‘constitution’ would turn into mere cudgels in a never-­ending battle for power and money?

			Take the word ‘democracy’: in Europe, it guarantees personal freedom and human rights. For most Russians, it signifies the chaos of the 1990s, and no one wants to see the country return to the ‘wild nineties’.

			In Russia and the West, the same words can trigger vastly different reactions. In the West, for instance, we smile at the now-­famous statement that the Soviet Union’s break-­up was the ‘greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the twentieth century’ (Putin, April 2005). Yet whereas the US and western Europe saw the end of the Soviet Union as a victory for freedom and democracy, the majority of Russians saw it as a large-­scale human and social catastrophe. When Putin said this, he echoed the sentiments of most Russians.

			Probably the greatest source of misunderstanding between Russia and the West is the fact that in Russia, democratic terms are just empty, inconsequential shells. Western governments are assessed against them, but in Russia they are facades, and everybody knows that behind these facades is nothing but yawning emptiness. The Russian state can proclaim ‘laws’, a ‘constitution’, ‘human rights’ and all kinds of ‘freedoms’, but Russia lives, as it has always done, according to one rule only: whatever the all-­powerful Kremlin says goes. This is why, for example, my country’s government simply cannot understand why Britain doesn’t extradite Chechen separatists to Russia. The way they see the world, the matter could be sorted with a phone call from the British PM to the judge in charge of the case.

			In the Russian universe, big words work differently: they serve as camouflage. What to an outsider looks like a lie merely facilitates everyday conversation between Russian speakers. This is not a paradox – it’s the Russian reality of words.

			‘There are no Russian troops in Crimea,’ Putin told the world in spring 2014 with a sly grin. People in the West didn’t understand why Putin would so blatantly lie to his people. But the people didn’t think of it as lying. Their attitude was, ‘Everyone deceives their enemy, we get it. Deceiving the enemy isn’t a sin, it’s a military virtue.’ And how proudly did Putin later admit that, yes, Russian troops had been active in Crimea!

			Russia brazenly lied to the West when it claimed that it didn’t shoot down the Boeing 777 over Donetsk. Everyone knows it’s a lie. And then life goes on – business as usual.

			As Putin brazenly dishes up patent lies to Western politicians, he watches their reaction with evident interest and not without amusement; he basks in their bewilderment and helplessness. Brazenness is a display of strength, and puts your opponent on the spot. The next move is theirs; but they don’t know what to do, because they aren’t prepared to lie like that. Western politicians don’t lie openly – when they do lie, they do it as surreptitiously as possible. In democratic Europe, lying is governed by a different algorithm.

			In his memoirs, Chris Patten, the last governor of Hong Kong and former EU commissioner, recalls sitting next to Putin during a summit. They were discussing Chechnya, and the human rights violations that had occurred there. ‘It was odd . . . We knew that Putin was lying. He knew that we knew he was lying. He did not give a damn, and we all let him get away with it’.*

			The Kremlin claims it isn’t involved in the war in eastern Ukraine, and everyone knows that this, too, is a lie, but the Western diplomats put up with it. The Kremlin sends soldiers to eastern Ukraine, allows them to die there in this nefarious sham intervention, and afterwards lies to their families about how and where they died. The families pretend to believe the government, and say nothing. When Putin lies in his own country, everyone knows he’s lying and he knows that everyone knows, but his voters consent to his lies. Russian truth is a never-­ending lie.

			None of this is new. Soviet Radio once broadcast the following lie: ‘TASS [the Soviet news agency] says that there are no Soviet troops on Korean territory.’ There were no Soviet troops in Egypt, Algeria, Yemen, Syria, Angola, Mozambique, Ethiopia, Cambodia, Bangladesh or Laos either. If the soldiers stationed in those places were lucky enough to survive and return home, they were warned not to talk about it. Their own country disavowed them. It was only in the 1990s that the state belatedly acknowledged their service and expanded the ‘Federal Law on Veterans’ to include the military actions they were involved in. The law lists every war that our soldiers and officers have fought – wars that our various governments nonetheless categorically and angrily denied having had any part in. Future legislators will have to add Ukraine to the list.

			Russia has returned to the Soviet days of the total lie. Back then, those in power signed a social contract with their subjects that would guide life in Russia for decades: ‘We know that we’re lying and that you’re lying, and we’ll keep on lying to survive.’ Generations of Russians have grown up under this social contract.

			I once borrowed the children’s book Gelsomino in the Land of Liars by Gianni Rodari from the school library. It tells the story of a boy who arrives in a country that has been hijacked by pirates, who are now forcing everyone to lie. They order the cats to bark and the dogs to miaow, bread is now called ‘ink’, all of the money in circulation is counterfeit, and a paper called The Model Liar is the inhabitants’ source for any important news. The absurdity of the situation amused me, of course, but the reason the book enjoyed such huge success among adults is that they, unlike their children, knew which country Rodari was really writing about. It was Orwell for beginners. I remember my parents wondering why the book hadn’t been banned – they knew that its hijacked country of lies was really their own.

			Lies were everywhere. The newspapers, TV and teachers lied. The state hoodwinked its citizens and the citizens hoodwinked the state. Those were the rules of the game, and everyone knew what they were. We got used to them from nursery school onwards; this landscape of lies is where the movers and shakers who represent modern Russia grew up. For decades, the state lied to its own people and to foreigners, and nobody cared that no one believed each other. Soviet government posters told the people that the USSR was a ‘bastion of freedom’, even as it sent its tanks all over the world. It invaded Czechoslovakia under the pretext that it had been ‘invited’ by ‘a group of comrades’ (a laughably small group – five functionaries from the Czech Communist Party’s Stalinist wing). They lied when they claimed that we had been ‘asked’ to send troops to Afghanistan. They lied about plane crashes too, provided that no football or ice hockey teams died in them; after all, such tragedies only happen over there, in the West. When Leonid Brezhnev became general secretary of the Communist Party he lied to the whole world, erasing Nikita Khrushchev from official photos taken at a Red Square reception held in honour of Yuri Gagarin after he returned from space. They lied about the past, the present and the future no matter what the occasion, however important or trivial.

			On TV, they joyfully reported that the five-­year plan had been met, but in the shops the shelves emptied as the queues outside grew ever longer. We were living in a country where socialism had ‘won’, and the law said that the people owned everything; in reality, they owned nothing. In fact, no one owned anything. We were living in an extraordinary country full of slaves, where everyone belonged to the system – even our leaders.

			The state demanded enthusiastic reports of successes in all areas of the economy, and the reports it received from the people were jubilant and fake. The powers that be ordered a pack of lies, got it, and then pretended to believe those lies. Should anyone be unwilling to join in this word game, they were neutralised, censured, fired, arrested, killed. The severity of the punishment depended on the temperature of the time – in Stalin’s day, they shot you. You’d better tell lies like everyone else, then, especially if you have a family and children to take care of.

			My mother was a schoolteacher, but I was too young back then to appreciate how tough it was for her and the other teachers to plan their lessons. They faced an impossible task: teach the children to tell the truth, but also prepare them for life in the land of lies. The written rules stipulated that you should always tell the truth; but the unwritten rules said that if you told the truth, the consequences were your responsibility.

			Our teachers loved us and wanted to save us, so they taught us lies they didn’t believe themselves. They were afraid to say the wrong thing, but afraid for us even more than for themselves. A deadly word game was being played in our country. You had to say the right words while avoiding the dangerous ones, and although there was no official line separating the two, deep inside everyone knew where it was. Dissidents broke the rules of the game out of a suicidal sense of personal honour (as Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn famously urged people, ‘Live not by lies’); the fearless young broke the rules too, because of their inexperience, and the teachers tried to save those truth-­loving adolescents by vaccinating them with an invigorating dose of fear. The injection hurt a little, but it would protect them for the rest of their lives. Our English or Chemistry lessons may not have been the best, but we received an exemplary education in the difficult art of survival: we learnt how to say one thing, think another and do a third. A split personality, a cleaved consciousness – saying one thing while thinking and acting otherwise – shaped the reality of an entire nation. When a lie becomes detached from itself, it is capable of constructing a brand-­new reality; and we are that reality. Every one of us Russians alive today is born of this false reality, both those who support the government and those who oppose it. You can’t even call it a reprehensible lie, because all our vital force and instinct for survival are concentrated in it. You need certain qualities to maintain your will to survive behind the barbed wire of this prison camp called Russia. The structure of your psyche changes. This is not without consequences, especially when the qualities needed to survive are passed down through generations – generations for whom lies have been the elixir of life. In ‘The Paradox of the Lie’, his 1939 article about the dictatorships of Hitler and Stalin, the émigré philosopher Nikolai Berdyaev wrote that ‘the people live in fear, and lies are the weapon with which they defend themselves’. We were all scared, and needed a way to defend ourselves! The state was afraid of its own people, so it lied; and the people participated in that lie, because they were afraid of the state. The lie thus safeguarded the existence of a society built on violence and fear.

			You were supposed to lie, but not to believe. If you believed, you were soon lost. I still remember how we found out about Chernobyl: I was working at a school then, and one break-­time a visibly agitated Physics teacher came into the staffroom to tell us what had happened. An acquaintance had told him about the tragedy on the quiet. We instantly believed him. It was he, not the government, who prompted us to quickly get the children back inside, so that they wouldn’t be exposed to the radiation. For a long time, the official channels remained tight-­lipped. Then, later, they reported on the events, but at the same time reassured us that we weren’t in any danger whatsoever. We knew right away what it meant: if they said there was no danger, things had to be really bad.

			Western politicians have a different relationship with lies. Western voters, too, think some of their politicians are liars and frauds – and for good reasons; and their lies can also have grave consequences, such as the one about Saddam Hussein’s weapons of mass destruction. When compared to Russian autocrats, however, those politicians, who are subsequently divested of their power in the next election, look like small-­time crooks. Can you imagine a US president or a British prime minister sending their troops into action, and washing their hands of them afterwards? The voters would never understand or forgive them for it.

			Western politicians, whose fate is decided in the polling booth, need to say what they really mean if they want to win the voters’ trust. In a democratic society, being caught in a lie can end a politician’s career. The idea that you should take responsibility for your words has its roots in the fundamental transformation of European thought during the Reformation. The words you speak are taken seriously and considered binding; a civilised society is based on trust – trust in state institutions, and trust in the spoken word.

			The different ways in which words function can be illustrated by the example of the two politicians who made the twentieth century the bloodiest in human history: Hitler and Stalin. When a Russian reads Hitler’s repellent book, they see a sincerity and directness that would have been unimaginable from Stalin. Hitler’s openly articulated hatred of the Jews stands in stark contrast to the Soviet rhetoric of ‘the solidarity of the people’. This is where two different traditions collide: taking responsibility for what you say, and abusing words to camouflage what you actually mean. The Führer’s candid words expressed real conviction, which earned him the trust of the German masses. He didn’t lie to the Germans and, once in power, did what he promised he would do: he enacted the Nuremberg Race Laws, and thereby created the legal basis for the persecution of Jews. Anti-­Semitism was now legitimate and legally prescribed; as in word, so in deed. Hitler’s candid hate speech thus paved the way for the Holocaust. Stalin, however, never said a single word against the Jews in public, but he ordered the execution of members of the Jewish Anti-­Fascist Committee after the war and instigated the nationwide persecution of Jews under the guise of fighting ‘international Zionism’; the notorious trial of the alleged ‘Doctors’ Plot’ conspirators was meant to provide the pretext for a Soviet version of the ‘Final Solution’ – they had already started preparing for the deportation of Jews to Siberia along the same lines as previous deportations of other peoples. (Stalin’s death put a stop to those plans.)

			Both Gestapo agents and NKVD agents were executioners; but while the Gestapo tortured prisoners to get them to admit the truth, that they were a communist or a Jew, the NKVD tortured prisoners to extract a lie from them, to force them to falsely confess that they were a British-­Japanese spy or an agent of international Zionism.

			From podiums and in newspapers, they proclaimed that all ethnicities were equal in the Soviet Union and eulogised the country as a brotherhood of nations, but a covert state-­sponsored anti-­Semitism prevailed even decades after Stalin’s death. The government may not have passed a law making it illegal for certain colleges and universities to accept Jewish students, but it was an unwritten law that everyone obeyed. In my country, you don’t need official ‘Nuremberg Race Laws’. The relationship between word and reality works differently here – which is why there’s a grave misconception among Western political leaders when it comes to Russia: Western media and politicians try to judge the regime in Moscow by the things it says, to draw important political conclusions from statements made by the occupants of the Kremlin. But those statements merely translate as: ‘We are lying and you know it, but you’ll have to swallow our lie.’ They judge Russian leaders by their words, whereas they should judge them by their actions.

			Will Europe find a way to resist this tsunami of lies, or will it accept Putin’s social contract?

			If you want to understand Russia, you have to uncover the conspiracy of words. You have to compile a dictionary of misleading words, find the true, hidden meaning of mendacious, hackneyed terms, translate forgery into clarity. Every translator knows those so-­called ‘false friends’, foreign words that resemble words in your own language and therefore seem familiar and unambiguous, but which actually mean something entirely different. When it comes to the Russian world, it seems that almost every word is a false friend – and if you don’t clear up this muddle of words, all that talk about ‘the mysterious country on the edge of civilisation’ will never stop. People keep writing about the ‘inscrutable Russian soul’ – epitomised by Churchill’s comment that Russia is ‘a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma’ – but Russians are neither puzzling nor mysterious. There are no ‘puzzling and mysterious’ people on this planet. There is only ignorance. In The Frigate ‘Pallada’, an account of his voyage around the world, Ivan Goncharov – the famous author of Oblomov, the magnum opus of the ‘psychology of the Russian soul’ – remarked that the ‘puzzling’ Japanese ‘think our politeness rude, and vice versa’. It was wrong, he said, to judge the inhabitants of Japan by European standards. In order to understand the Japanese mentality, their way of life and their politics, you had to know the country’s history: ‘No matter how well you know the human heart, no matter how much you have seen of life, it is difficult to follow the local customs if you don’t have the key to the people’s world view, morality and conventions. It is like trying to learn a language without a grammar or dictionary.’

			Japanese, German, Papuan, Russian – we are all puzzling. But these puzzles can be solved. The past has provided the building blocks for our present.

			We, the living generation, are a glove, and our history is the hand.

			

			
				
					* Chris Patten, Not Quite the Diplomat: Home Truths About World Affairs (London: Penguin, 2005), p. 202. 

				


			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Mountain Tsar

			When I was a kid, we used to play a game called ‘Mountain Tsar’ in winter. We’d pile up a mountain of snow in the yard and make a sort of icy slide down one side, and the aim was to climb to the top and push everyone else off by any means, fair or foul. Russian history has been playing this game for a thousand years now. The only difference is that, in this version, blood is shed, and sometimes inundates the entire country. 

			Alexander Herzen once said about writers: ‘We are not the physicians, we are the pain.’ He also devastatingly diagnosed life in Russia as ruled by a ‘state that has installed itself in Russia like an occupying army’.

			The fact that the state behaves like an occupying force towards its own people goes all the way back to the Vikings, whose invasion of what was then Slavic tribal territory marks the beginning of Russian history. Chroniclers have tried to prettify the event with the legend that the Vikings had been ‘invited’ by the Slavs, but the truth is that they conquered them. They founded a state there, just as they had previously done in Normandy and Sicily, settling in Novgorod and Kyiv. In 882, Prince Oleg made Kyiv the capital of his realm, which is why historians call the first major East Slavic state ‘Kievan Rus’. The Slavs who rose up against the foreign intruders were brutally massacred; when the avaricious prince Igor the Old was killed by the Drevlians during one of his predatory raids, his widow Olga avenged his death by having five thousand Drevlians murdered on his burial mound and a delegation of their men burnt alive in a bath house. Iskorosten, the Drevlian capital, was reduced to ashes and the citizens mercilessly executed. The gulf between the ruler and the people was Russia’s birth trauma.

			The fact that the Scandinavian princes married Slavs and their children learnt to speak the local language did not affect their relationship to their subjects; later generations continued to live off raids, on foreign soil as well as in their own ‘hunting ground’, and the country fragmented into several rival principalities whose rulers treated the ‘lowly masses’ as prey, rather than fellow tribesmen.
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