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“A great experience… lively and interestingly written.”
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Introduction


I WANT THE President of the Russian Federation to decree what I should think, what religion to profess, where to work, the number of children to bear,1 how to live, and when to die.


Depending on whether his most supreme instructions bring me profit or ruin, I will swear fealty to him as a guarantor of stability, or decry him as a ruthless despot, a gangster, a corrupt oprichnik.2

 For whether I am his vassal, his serf, his victim, or his foe, there is always the option of blaming him for the quotidian scurrying of life in this impossible country.


For ten years I have been recording the first draft of his rule, for readers who cared only about his nukes and his spies, and who asked endlessly, “Who is Mr. Putin?”—missing the point entirely, for there is no mystery in the “inimitable” stare of his “pale blue eyes,”3 nor in the intent and the will that they may or may not conceal.


I have been in the presence of the sovereign on ten occasions. I have suffered his dreary aluminium stare for a total of about thirty seconds. My mind concealed no treacherous thoughts, no unpaid taxes, no unfulfilled obligations, and most of all—no unspoken ridicule— and thus did not shrivel in terror. I found no soul there, nothing “interesting”4 at all. In fact, the closest approximation to what I saw when he stared at me for a few moments—as he would at a wallpaper decoration, after his bored, impatient glance flitted all over the room— was a reflection of whatever I wanted to see.


“Those who wanted to understand who Putin is have already understood him,” his press secretary, Dmitry Peskov, told me cryptically, smiling under his mustache and staring that same aluminium stare. “Those who do not want to, well, they never will.”


No, the mystery lies with whoever that stare is directed at—be he a quavering official, a defiant journalist, a loyal or betrayed soldier, a friendly or corrupt businessman, or a harried petitioner, kneading his cap in his hands as he waits for his ruler to sort out his problems.


Russia’s involvement in the Ukraine crisis and its annexation of Crimea has shaken the international community, confounding it about what kind of country Russia really is and what its ruler is truly after. After over 20 years of transitioning towards democracy, with Putin, even before his incursion into neighboring Ukraine, being labeled the most powerful man in the world, there is little doubt that democracy hasn’t really happened in Russia. It is also becoming evident that democracy won’t simply “happen” when Vladimir Putin departs. In the literature that seeks to understand why, one concept is being cited with increasing frequency: the country is described as being a dual state. Some, like Russia scholar Richard Sakwa, describe a country in the throes of a battle between a legal-rational and a neo-patrimonial state.5 The sociologist Vladimir Shlapentokh has described Russia as a segmented society containing both liberal and feudal elements.6 The lawyer and political analyst Vladimir Pastukhov has compellingly described a competition between an external and an internal state—if the external is a failed state of laws and political institutions, then it is the internal, with its religious, personified identification of state power (as opposed to the law) that has repeatedly interceded to rule the country, like a co-pilot stepping in for his partner who is drunk or sleeping.7




In a legal-rational state, power rests with laws, institutions and the bureaucracy. Officials will often abuse their positions for personal gain, a phenomenon which is referred to as corruption and which exists, to various extents, in any country. When officials abuse their positions to the extent that the institutions stop functioning, the country can become a failed state, a condition which usually presumes a collapse of governance. In a patrimonial state, power rests individually with the person of the leader; when the feudal element is introduced, it means that power also rests with an oligarch or a local or regional official who, to a large extent, can control a certain territory as a personal domain.


On the outside, Russia is governed by a legal-rational state. It has a system of laws, institutions, and a bureaucracy that, at first glance, struggles to govern the country but is abused to such an extent that Russia is in constant danger of becoming a failed state. On second glance, however, it becomes evident that those laws and institutions often simply clash with the reality on the ground. Whatever Russia has, it’s not a failed state because it’s not really collapsing—largely because the more fluid, informal, and often irrational system of patrimonialism kicks in to govern the country.


This book aims to take the reader on an inside journey through that modern patrimonial-irrational state that steps in to rule Russia: the inner government, unwritten and quasi-divine, whose unspoken rules and psychology are either concealed from, or misunderstood by, the Western world. To understand why that is the case, I examine how the citizens—or subjects—experience state power, and delve into the basic, primordial relationships between the people and their ruler that end up violating the legal-rational state.


What often emerges from those relationships is a startling propensity to deify supreme government authority and to inadvertently participate in a cult of power. Within the patrimonial state, where social roles are reduced to the relative strength or weakness of an individual, the central government, ever distant and perennially autocratic in its constant efforts to ensure order over such a vast land, is ascribed near supernatural powers, even in cases when it is actually weak and inefficient. This is not deification in the common understanding, it is far from the transcendent, religious worship of something benevolent and omnipotent. Rather, it is the acceptance of a force beyond influence, beyond logic. “State power, not law, holds a  sacred status in Russia,” Pastukhov writes. Russians experience state power as a “mystical entity,” a “life-giving substance,” a “deity” that, in hardship, they will expect answers from. Whoever happens to occupy that sacred post can be simultaneously feared, admired, hated, or even ignored and ridiculed for inevitably failing to live up to that with which he has been endowed.


Vladimir Putin’s tenure has presented me with a unique opportunity to study these relationships and experiences. Obviously, as a journalist working in Russia during his rule, I have had a chance to report on his administration rather than someone else’s.


But the uniqueness stems from the fact that Putin, initially a small, soft-spoken, unimposing former intelligence officer, was never naturally endowed with the charisma, ambition, or popularity that are typical of a successful patrimonial leader. He never led a coup to seize power, nor did he run the gamut of a political career, which would have allowed him to expand his base with successive elections. Instead, he found himself at the apex of Russian state power largely by accident in 1999, having been chosen by the moneyed elite surrounding President Boris Yeltsin, who named him as his successor and then hastily abdicated. Putin’s popularity, then, was swiftly engineered by political scientists loyal to Yeltsin’s administration in order to ensure a smooth transition of power. In the 2000 election, the Russian people largely (53 percent) accepted what they were told to—much as they would a new Tsar, even if he was handpicked by an exceedingly unpopular predecessor.


Putin appeared to have flaunted somewhat of an autocratic streak when he reined in independent television stations and chased out or jailed disloyal oligarchs. But compare him to the spectrum of Russian rulers, and he emerges as less of an autocrat than we have habitually assumed. In a historical context, Putin has demonstrated a lack of any easily identifiable ideology or even agenda, other than remaining in power, accumulating wealth for the loyal segment of the elite, and, where possible, restoring the semblance of order and imperial grandeur (semblance, here, is the key word). While he has definitely demonstrated a willingness to “resolve issues” by extrajudicial means and instigate repressions where necessary, he hasn’t inherently shown himself to be a strong leader—his  notorious  performances  berating  errant  oligarchs notwithstanding, he has demonstrated, as we shall see, a laxity in firing and punishing corrupt officials even while promoting a campaign to fight corruption. Instead, by virtue of character and profession (and very much through an extension of his often noted personal character trait of reflecting the tone, gestures, and mood of whoever he is listening to), he has acted as a mirror of society, a product of his times, reflecting what was desired of him on a subconscious level. If he set out, as he claims he did, to impose a “dictatorship of the law”—essentially the Weberian legal rational state—then he has failed. Instead, he has succeeded in bringing out the complexes that Russians had forgotten they had. Seeing the need for a good Tsar and a patrimonial lord, he played the part expertly; seeing the need for a despot to be feared, he played that too. And where necessary, of course, he was the businessman, one who could easily strike a deal or offer protection in a lawless country.


By acting as a mirror, Putin exposed and entrenched ancient habits that had never gone away, offering us an opportunity to see them in action. He served, essentially, as an easily recognizable caricature of Russian state power itself—quasi-divine, corrupt, at times brutal, and in charge of the country’s vast economic resources. Struggling to rule at the apex of a legal-rational state (as witnessed by his efforts to impose a “dictatorship of the law”), he has, to a large extent, allowed himself to be subjugated by the inner, patrimonial state. With Putin at the helm, the patrimonial state has in turn subjugated the legal-rational state, particularly its layered, tangled bureaucratic apparatus. Finally, acting within the unwritten paradigm of the patrimonial state, Putin has allowed society to mold him into a sort of sacred king, a role that many Russian leaders inadvertently assume.


As I traverse the inner, patrimonial state, I try to reveal how that has happened in this book.


For approximately four years, beginning in late 2008, I gathered interviews and case studies, trying to shed light on the patterns and expectations that molded the Russian leader. Closely watching his interactions with his people, I studied how he responded to these expectations and how he reinforced and took advantage of existing psychological and economic patterns. My work on this book was aided by the fact that these four years marked a peculiar period of what has been termed by Russia watchers as “tandemocracy”: the apotheosis of the legal-rational world clashing with the neopatrimonial. Russia, de jure, was governed by elected President Dmitry Medvedev, but, de facto, ruled by Prime Minister Vladimir Putin. Seeing Putin up close during that period presented me with a chance for an unprecedented experiment: how do we, his subjects, the journalists, the businessmen, the officials, know, at gut level, that he, Prime Minister Putin, and not President Medvedev, is our real leader?


The Putin Mystique  is structured to reflect how various groups of people along the social hierarchy experience supreme power in Russia. The titles of its four parts use sixteenth century caste terminology to suggest the patrimonial parallels and historical origins, but should not be taken literally.


I  begin  with  an  examination  of  how  people—including myself—behave in the ruler’s immediate presence, in a chapter that opens the first part of this book. Featuring examples from several regions outside Moscow, the first part deals with the economic aspects of how Russians relate to local, regional, federal, and, ultimately, supreme authority. When institutional authority fails, people will resort to supreme authority, with appeals that are sometimes as irrational as those to a deity.


The second part of this book deals with the government’s security and repressive apparatus—and the feudal “understandings” that govern that apparatus in the weakness of the rule of law. Ostensibly, it is a section about corruption—but as several of the cases I describe show, corruption may not be the right word for a far more endemic phenomenon of tax farming and protection rackets, mechanisms that, in the absence of functional institutions to protect property rights, get the job done.


The third part details how businessmen interact with state power and what role is played by their personal connections to Vladimir Putin. Given the murky rules in a world that struggles to play by the arcane, contradictory network of formal laws, business in Russia can be a deadly gamble that depends on patronage, luck, and, ultimately, your favor at court.


The fourth and final part examines the mythical, psychological, and ideological packaging of supreme state power in Russia—quasidivine, sacred, and thus prone to personality cults that have taken on a curiously sexual dimension in the twenty-first century. In a patrimonial setting, displays of affection can take place spontaneously from below—and some of the most fascinating material I was able to gather was the testimony of members of pro-Kremlin youth groups seduced by the state through glamor, money, and the exploitation of a primordial relationship to authority. The recent popular street demonstrations against Putin’s return to the Kremlin in 2012 provided valuable evidence of the experience of patrimonial power from the perspective of dissent. The case of Pussy Riot—three female members of a punk band jailed for singing an anti-Putin song from the sacred altar steps of Moscow’s Christ the Savior Cathedral—hit at the heart of the mystical foundations of the patrimonial-irrational state, and is an important case study in this book. The penultimate chapter traces the Kremlin’s closeness to the church—or, rather, the church as an appendage to the Kremlin—in the context of power cults through history.


At first glance, economic micromanagement, corruption, personality cults, and divine mandate appear to be largely unconnected themes. Indeed, I initially conceived this book as a far less ambitious investigation into the outward displays of Putin’s personality cult. It became clear, however, that those displays could not be understood without delving into the deep patrimonial state that predated Putin.


I realized that economic dependency and endemic corruption were crucial factors without which it would be impossible to answer my central question: what makes the deification of the state, and of the state personified, possible in a modern society?


What has emerged in this book is a problem that has permeated Russia’s history but has far wider implications, that, as the Ukraine crisis has shown, go beyond its borders but may not necessarily be unique to Russia: a superb confusion about the role of Caesar and God. It is a confusion that affects those who hold power, but it rests with those who give up their powers in exchange for order, abundance, and justice. It is also a confusion that has hampered even recent efforts by Russia’s fledgling opposition movement to build the foundations of a functioning civil society. This creates a persistent paradox in any attempt to forge a functioning legalrational state in Russia: change cannot happen as long as such gargantuan expectations are placed squarely on a government seen as so absolutely omnipotent that it is expected to transcend itself and curb its own powers. Without a clear delineation between secular and temporal power, there is little room for the rule of law, regardless of who assumes the role of Caesar.


Finally, I should address some questions and misunderstandings that have come up since the first edition was published in Danish. Part of the complexity of this book (aside from its eclectic scope) stems from the fact that I examine a current phenomenon through a historical prism, becoming a journalist treading on academic ground. I am writing about Putin and his subjects as though they have long passed away; as though the author is separated from her subject matter not just by time, but by space. In reality, of course, as a Russian living under Putin’s rule, I am very much in the picture. This book does not seek to be an academic study of modern patrimonialism and its causes. Instead, it seeks to reflect the real experiences—both objective and subjective—of living in a patrimonial state.


For that reason, I also feel I need to answer one question up front: what is my own opinion of Vladimir Putin? Is this book a critique, an apology, or an indictment?


Even from this introduction, it may sound as though I am shifting the blame for Russia’s current problems from Putin to the people themselves. When I describe Putin as being molded into a sacred king, it may give the mistaken impression that he is blameless and powerless in this process. This, of course, is not so—Putin has cunningly taken advantage of social phenomena that predate him to further the livelihood of his friends and to ensure his hold on power. However, his agency in this process should not be overestimated: when examining leaders, we tend to focus on the the will to power, forgetting that to make the domination of one man possible, it also takes the will of millions to follow.


Putin’s rise to power is not the subject of this book, since I seek to go beneath politics and policy to look at how human beings experience state power within the patrimonial state. The aim is not to shift the blame from the person in power to the people, or to deny that Putin is responsible for what he has become, but to look at a previously unexamined process—what role the people have played in molding a patrimonial leader. Despite the controversial material described, this book is not meant to indict either the Russian leader or, more importantly, Russians themselves.


Readers have asked me whether the first lines of this book are to be taken literally. I wrote them more as an expression of the collective unconscious than as a statement of a rationalized desire, for I believe that such yearnings, when unmitigated, are incompatible with human integrity and dignity.


And yet they exist, and exist in all of us.








Prologue:


To give unto Caesar


Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers.
For there is no power but of God: the powers that be are ordained of God.


—Romans  13:1


Render therefore unto Caesar the things which are Caesar’s; and unto God the things that are God’s.


—Matthew  22:21 


Shit, shit, holy shit. Shit, shit, holy shit.


Virgin Mary, Mother of God, banish Putin, banish Putin, banish Putin.


—Pussy  Riot’s  Punk  Prayer, February 2012


1.


IT WAS A few months after Russia annexed Crimea, after thousands of its armed men, whether mercenaries or volunteers or both, flooded into east Ukraine in the spring of 2014, christened by nationalists the “Russian Spring,” to fight alongside the separatists there, when a woman said it, spoke the thing that had, for the last sixty years, been inappropriate to say out-loud: “America has attacked us. Putin is our sovereign. We are for him, with all our soul. And body.”


The way she said it— the way she used the Russian expression— the immortal soul was given first, the profane body after, almost as an afterthought. The woman, Tatyana Gruzdeva, appeared to be in her late thirties; she may have been an accountant or a schoolteacher or a housewife, it didn’t seem  to matter by then. She was standing in the rain  holding up a sign at a rally asking Putin to give aid to the people of  Ukraine’s breakaway region of Donetsk and  protect them from Kiev’s  “punitive operation.” It  didn’t logically follow that  America had “attacked us” from  the  events in  Ukraine, or  from the “scepter of fascism” that  she  spoke of, or how that  connected to Putin being our sovereign. She wasn’t going to rationalize any of that: suzerainty over  Ukraine was a metaphysical necessity of  one empire, one true manifest destiny, just  as it  made necessary to  hand over  one’s soul, and  the  body after,  to the one true emperor, the  vice  regent of God on  earth, for  God only knew what purposes.


The body part  was  actually pretty easy  to  understand, given how modern spin  had, on occasion, propped up  the  national leader as a sex symbol and  succeeded quite well amid the contingency that Tatyana Gruzdeva represented. What was darker, and  what in  effect propelled me  to  start  writing this  book five years  ago  was  that  the soul was dragged into it. Ukraine, the annexation of Crimea, the cold Holy War  that  was brewing on state  television, all that  was just  the logical  outcome of Gruzdeva’s statement. Putin’s rule over one eighth of  the  world’s oil  reserve, over  the  world’s largest  gas reserves, over the world’s second largest  nuclear arsenal, over  Sochi, and the Winter Olympics he  had secured there, were  worth nothing unless Tatyana Gruzdeva said those words and  meant them. But  what, exactly,  had made her  say them? Many,  many  things, from the  salary  she  drew to  the  icons  she  saw  on  television each  night. As for  the  peculiarly Russian trinity of body, soul, and  government, we would need to go back  hundreds of years  to understand their ties; fortunately, however, Russian history presented an  illustration of  that   phenomenon  as recently as 2012.


* * *


Father Boris flashed his eyes and  turned away momentarily. “That’s interesting. The church and  state. But  why not? What’s wrong with that? It has been like that, the [harmony] of the powers, the spiritual

and the material.”


He was referring to Symphonia, the harmony and interdependency

of spiritual and temporal authority that had been a hallmark of Orthodox Christianity since  the  Byzantine Empire. But  there was a contradiction: the  Russian Constitution explicitly separated church and  state, but  implicitly, that  separateness just  didn’t make any sense. Not to  church authorities, who had  implied that  summer that  the separation of church and  state  was bad for  Russia and  hence did  not exist, and  not  for  the  priest.


We were sitting on  the  only bench in  the  priest’s rural  church. He  had  looked, for  a second, as though he had  thought a lot  about my question, and  yet  seemed startled, as if I had  come at him from a  different ethical  plane. I  had  asked   him   about  the   relationship between the  Kremlin and   the  Russian Orthodox  Church in  the wake of  possibly the  most  bizarre court verdict in  Russia’s recent history—that in  the  Pussy  Riot case.


“The Bible  says that   Man  was  created as  one whole, [body and  soul]. I am  not  against that  harmony,” the  priest said,  his  eyes crinkling and  shining as  he  looked directly at  me. “Power comes from God; the  people get  the  ruler that  they  deserve.”


It was August 2012. His rural church was in the  throes  of reconstruction, as a bearded, Orthodox-looking worker drilled outside, with a view  towards  a river  and  a rolling, grassy meadow. We were  on the edge  of the  Moscow Region, about 100 kilometers (62  miles)  from the capital, about a half-hour’s bike ride on a dusty road to the  nearest settlement. With its forests  on  the  horizon, the  lifestyle  there seemed to have changed little in the past couple of decades, perhaps centuries.


Built  in  the  1830s, the  church had  stood in  ruins for  as long as I could remember. During  the  1930s, on  orders from the   new Bolshevik authorities, it was—not demolished, no, but  its bricks were taken to  build  a pig  farm nearby. Around 2007, I had  noticed that it  was  being reconstructed. Then  a wooden cottage and  a garden went up  nearby, with a few  milk  goats, and  Father Boris was sent  to serve  in  the church. His parish consisted mostly of Muscovites who had bought dachas, or summer homes, in the vicinity; natives were

becoming increasingly scarce.


In  his  fifties,  with a  bushy brown beard and   laughing  eyes, he was originally a Muscovite himself, who became an Orthodox

Christian well into adulthood, after years of atheism. He married

and was ordained, then found himself here, living in a wooden house

with no plumbing, between a forest, a field, and the church. In his  faith, he  tended to lean  towards the conservatism of those who had found God  later  in  life.


“Like the  army,”  he  said  of  the  orders to  serve   in  the   rural church, and  smiled. It wasn’t clear  if he was joking, or  if the  humor was dark  or merely gray.


For half an hour, I had been trying to get him  to talk about Pussy Riot, five  female punk artists  who had  donned  colored balaclavas and  tights, and  tried to lip sync  in  Moscow’s biggest church, Christ the  Savior Cathedral. In their song, they  had  appealed to the Virgin Mary to  deliver them from Vladimir Putin. Two  weeks after their performance, Vladimir Putin was  elected President of  Russia for a  third term, after  a four-year  hiatus as prime minister under the nominal presidency of Dmitry Medvedev. Just days after  the  March 4 election, three members of the band were arrested and  charged with hooliganism. Hardly anyone had  heard of them or their radical art group; if average Russians were preoccupied with anything in  that remote realm of power and  politics, it was with the  unprecedented opposition protests that   had  spilled   out   into the  street ahead of Putin’s presidential campaign. While  Pussy   Riot’s church stunt outraged religious Russians, no one paid  much attention, not  until the  church started publicly condemning them, not  until Vladimir Putin condemned them himself.


Five months later, on August 17, a court found the  three  women guilty of hooliganism motivated by religious hatred, sentencing them to two years in  a penal colony.


Father Boris didn’t  want to  discuss  the  case  or  the   verdict. Initially, on  the phone, he demurred and  suggested I talk to someone higher up  in  the  church hierarchy, explaining that  they  would be more knowledgeable.


“I’m telling you, it’s  being blown out of proportion,” he kept saying  with a smile.  He  was convinced, for  instance, that, according to  Russian state  television there had  been a  copycat performance in  Europe and  the  participants had been sentenced to jail. In reality, they had  been fined  for  causing a disturbance, not  imprisoned for a federal crime.


The truth was that, like many average Russians who reluctantly

shared their views with me about the Pussy Riot case, he didn’t seem

to have an opinion about the verdict. The group and what they had done disgusted him; as he saw it, their careless, self-serving affront to their own people, a people they  did not  even  try  to understand, was not  worth the  words that  we  were wasting on them.


But  there was a clear  sense that the only reason  we were  talking about them was  because the  government decided to  put them on trial. And that  just  didn’t seem to be  any  of his business.


“What can  we  do,  if something political happens?” he  said at length. “Do everything with love.”


2.


“So can  you  just   translate the  word itself  into  Russian, or  not?” Vladimir Putin asked  the  journalist provocatively, “or does it  make you  uncomfortable?”


It was the second time he’d  tried  to get Kevin Owen, his British interviewer for RT,  the state-owned, English-language Russia Today channel, to say “Pussy Riot” in Russian—with no success. The band had  an  English name that  everyone understood to  be  far cruder in Russian; the  group was  referred to using the  English words. Owen tried to laugh it off; Putin smiled and  tried again. “Maybe you  can’t, for  ethical reasons,” he said finally, smiling no  longer.


Owen tried changing the subject. “Actually, I’d  thought it was referring to a ‘cat’, but  maybe I’m missing a point… Anyway, do you think that… the  case was  handled wrongly in  any way?”


But  Putin cut  him off, raising his voice slightly.  “You  understand everything perfectly. Don’t pretend you  don’t understand.”


Owen, who was not  a native Russian speaker, could be forgiven for  misunderstanding. While  crude, the   English “pussy” is  still  a euphemism, not  nearly as obscene as “cunt.” But  Pussy Riot—as the group had  named itself—was  clearly aiming for  the  only Russian equivalent—pizda.


And  Putin would try to  make another journalist, this  time a Russian, also  translate the  English name of  the  band into their native language, pushing  him  towards saying an  obscenity on national television.


“I want to ask you about the punk group Pussy Riot,” Vadim Takmenev, a presenter at the federal NTV channel, asked in a two-hour long documentary that purported to portray the “real” Putin—with his dog, at breakfast, at the  gym, and  at the pool, where he spent most  mornings. Takmenev, a seasoned prime time host  and, unlike Owen, a Russian, asked  the  more “uncomfortable” questions with a self-conscious nervousness.


But  Putin seemed to have  his own agenda. “How is the  name translated?” he  asked  back.


“Yes, I know,” the  presenter tried to smile,  trying to  nod  away the  obscenity.


“Can you  say it?”


“I can’t  say it.”


“Can you  say it  to your audience?” Putin insisted. “For people who don’t study foreign languages?”


Instead of  saying  the  obscenity, the  presenter said  something unintentionally revealing.


“I can’t  say it in front of you,” he  gave in.


Putin laughed out loud. “If you  can’t say it in front of me, then it’s an obscene word. You see? Those were talented girls. They forced all of you  to say it. What, is that  good?”8 




It was early  October 2012, nearly two  months after  the verdict that  sent  Nadezhda Tolokonnikova and  Maria Alyokhina to a penal colony (the   third and   oldest participant, Yekaterina Samutsevich, would be freed  on probation at an appeals hearing just  days after  the interview aired). Putin no longer had to  worry about his statements pressuring the court. He  was using crudeness to make a point about how the  women had  undermined society’s moral norms.


He  also  seemed, unbeknownst to him, to  be  following in  the footsteps of  Nicholas I,  who had  the  poet Alexander Polezhayev brought into his presence in  the  middle of a winter’s night in  1836, to force him  to read  a far less crude poem.


Before  the   audience, someone  had   made  sure   that   all  of Polezhayev’s buttons  were in  place,  for   Nicholas was  notoriously pedantic. After sizing up the student with his serpentine gaze, Nicholas handed him a notebook with his poem. “Read it out loud,” he ordered, but  Polezhayev, feeling the Tsar’s eyes on  him, was too  petrified.


“I can’t,” he said. This was not just terror of the Tsar, who had

clearly already read the poem: Polezhayev’s work contained words

that, in those times, were considered indecent; and he could hardly

bring himself to utter something dirty in that sacred presence.


“Read!” the Tsar ordered. Polezhayev read. The Tsar lectured him for a moment, then suggested that  the young poet join the army as a soldier, recommending that  he use  the  opportunity of military service to  cleanse his  soul.  As  they   parted, the  Tsar   kissed   him.9

Polezhayev would spend the  rest  of his life as a soldier; at the age  of thirty-four he  died  in a military hospital from tuberculosis.


Like  Nicholas facing an  upper class  revolt, Putin seemed to have found himself suddenly becoming a guarantor not just  of  the Constitution, but of  the  moral norms that   often contradicted it. He  was privatizing God, he was proclaiming his  rights to the  souls of his subjects, and  he  hadn’t the  strength to conceal it any  longer.


It was as though a façade had  cracked: with the  jailing of three women for  dancing in a  church, something that  had  lain  dormant underneath, that we had thought we’d  outgrown, was spilling out  onto the  surface, to  ours, and  to Vladimir Putin’s dismay, amid  haphazard efforts  to patch up the  hole with repressive measures that only made it grow. It was as though the  unmitigated relationship between a human being and  his government was laid  bare,  along  with the  underlying mandate of  Russian governance: a  mystical  mandate that  preceded democratic institutions by thousands of years, a mandate that  came down to  something as simple as strength versus  weakness, food  or death, master  or  God. That an  unlikely,  poker-faced former KGB officer  found  himself at  the  apex  of  this  primordial chaos  and  had initially tried to suppress  it only accentuated its resilience.


It had started with the Dmitry Medvedev conundrum. For four years, Vladimir Putin had  ruled from the  seat  of the  prime minister, to  where he  had  withdrawn in  2008 to  preserve the  letter of  the Constitution, which forbade more than two  consecutive presidential terms. For president, he handpicked a lawyer  he had worked with for decades. And  while Russians implicitly understood who the  real boss was, there was an eagerness to  play the  political game, to  bet on the soft-spoken liberal, to speculate whether he would run for a second term. Indeed, until the  very  end, the  question of whether Dmitry Medvedev was  merely a placeholder or  a true successor remained shrouded in intrigue. Most importantly, even Putin—known to make

decisions at the last minute—seemed eager to give him a chance,

to test whether institutional—rather than personal—authority was

strong enough to survive.


For  months running up  to  the  2012 decision, rumors of a rift between the  two  men  festered, fueled deliberately by  the  Kremlin itself. The suspense seemed necessary to uphold a façade of politics, as if getting politicians to take part  in the  rehearsal would eventually usher in the  real thing. Then, sometime during the summer of 2011, the  decision was quietly made between Putin, Medvedev, and  a few key  insiders: the  president was  not  going to run for  a second term, and  Putin would return to  the  Kremlin.


When Putin and Medvedev finally announced their decision in September 2011, admitting that  they had  reached it privately “years ago,” it  came as a demoralizing blow   to  a whole swath  of  society that  had  got  used  to the  motions of democratic  process, even  if they understood that  those motions were  flawed. No  one was surprised that  Putin was  returning to  the  Kremlin—they were shocked that he had  admitted, so nonchalantly, that  it wasn’t any of their business and  never had  been. It was  as if, standing before 11,000 delegates of his  majority United Russia party,  he had  admitted that  it was all just  a game used  to bewilder his subjects, but  that  it had become too confusing, arcane, and  risky  to carry on  with.


It took about two  months for  the  frustrations in that  swath of society to boil over. The December 4 parliamentary elections became the  tipping point. It did not  matter that  Putin’s United Russia party, though still winning, garnered far fewer  votes  than  in  the  previous elections, nor  that  the  alleged vote rigging was about the  same—if not   less—than last  time. The damage had  already been done, the gauze curtain had  been punctured, and  thousands of people began spilling into the  streets in  protest.


For the  Putin generation, who had  come of age under the  high oil prices of his pseudo-autocracy, it was like a form of psychotherapy as they began articulating their attitudes in an  attempt to desanctify state  power. “You are  not a Tsar,  not a  God,” a group of  veteran paratroopers sang   at  rallies,  joining an   urban,  professional  class. After   the   president ridiculed their white ribbons and  compared them to condoms, the  protesters turned up with all sorts  of creative descriptions for the president as a used condom.  Sex—which, under

Putin, emerged for the first time as an explicit feature of a personality

cult around a Russian leader—proved an easy target. At one rally,

a girl boldly proclaimed “I do not want you,” in a country where

a fifth  of  the  female population did.10 She  may  have  not  meant it, but  she  seemed to  be  suggesting that  sexual willingness was a key condition of political loyalty. “A  president who is not  doing it with his wife  is doing it to his country,” a protest leader proclaimed from the stage at the same  rally. A day after Putin won the  presidential vote in the  first round, another leader proclaimed from the stage  that  the rigged elections had  been tantamount to  rape.


The  Kremlin’s initial response to  the  protests was  to  act  as though this was a normal part of the democratic process. When rallies broke out  in  early  December, as people feared bloody clashes, city authorities took a consistent line  on allowing mass demonstrations. A  top   government official  praised the   upper class  demonstrators as “the best  part of our society” and  Putin proclaimed that  he  was “pleased” to see them protesting—it meant that  the  civil  society he was so eager  to  foster  was  taking root.


To  demonstrate just   how   serious he  was  about  democracy, he  invited them for  dialogue—and even designated liberals  in  his government as potential mediators.


But  within two  months of the  first protests, in  early  February 2012, it  was  already clear  that  the  dialogue just  didn’t seem to  be happening—as one of the  mediators told  me  then.


It  may  have  been that  Putin never wanted genuine dialogue, or  maybe he  didn’t immediately recognize that  by  being open to dialogue he  must  be  open to  giving up  the  reins  of power. Maybe he  earnestly believed that   the   kind  of  democratic façade he  had instituted was indeed the  real thing, just like those gadgets  they  had in Europe that he was so keen to import. Maybe dialogue, to him, meant something on  his own terms, a recognition of token concessions from him  in  order to  bring the  dissenters back  into the  fold.


But   the   opposition, too,   had   little   experience  in   political activity—in a country where, as they said themselves, politics did not yet exist. The most  charismatic voice to emerge from the  movement, lawyer  and  anti-corruption blogger Alexei  Navalny,  initially refused to  run for  office  in  a  campaign that  he  did  not  recognize as real. When he finally ran for Moscow mayor in the summer of 2013, as

we shall see later in this book, it was a forced decision. With Navalny

facing a conviction that would bar him from public office, the liberal

Moscow mayor Sergei Sobyanin eagerly backed him as a contender to  ensure a competitive election, knowing full well  Navalny could never pose  a real threat.


In  early   2012, without  a  clear  political platform, and  with demands that  were clearly fixated on  Putin’s personal removal from power, the  protest rallies  bore all the  marks  of a  carnival—at once hopeful, enlightening, and cathartic—but harboring something darker underneath. If the  rallies  were  a carnival, a true carnival carries the threat of death.11




Inadvertently, an  underlying current in  the  protest movement seemed intent on provoking Putin to reveal himself as a true autocrat, a  feudal sovereign who  would  respond to   revolt   with  physical repression, jailings, and torture—either subduing his people, or giving them a pretext to  depose him.


For  lack of an alternative, the confrontation between the “best part  of society” and  its ruler began to turn into a mirroring process, a  game of  chicken between two  thugs of clearly unequal strength, staring at  each other, waiting to  see  who would budge. It  wasn’t about politics, it  was about something that  predated politics: sheer, brute force, and  who had  more self-confidence.


When dialogue didn’t happen, the Kremlin stopped pretending. Out went the  Kremlin official who praised the “best part  of society,” and   in  came  Soviet-style propaganda. To  rival   the   carnival-like protests, the  administration began rallying masses from all over  the country—with a gentle mix  of  financial enticement  and  coercion. Teachers, accountants, nurses, clerks on  the state budget, when given tickets to  attend pro-Putin rallies  in  Moscow, didn’t really  see it as much of  a choice: When your boss  tells you  it’s voluntary, then it’s mandatory.


If the  inadvertent temptation of the  protesting opposition had been to  bring out the feudal sovereign in  a bureaucrat struggling to play the  game  of democracy, then they succeeded. With the elections a week away, he wasn’t asking for  their votes,  he was asking them to lease  their bodies and  souls  as the  price of economic  stability.


Implicit in the role of feudal sovereign were the repressions—and they had already begun. Activists had been detained for a few

weeks at the first unauthorized rallies, in early December 2011. But

by 2013, nearly thirty people were in custody for taking part in a

rally that had turned violent, some of them simply for standing next to a skirmish between police and  protesters; opposition leaders were facing up  to  ten  years  in  jail, and  an  activist had  been snatched in front  of  a UN office  in  the  Ukraine12 and  taken to  Russia, where he claimed to  have been kept  in  a basement without food  until he confessed to  planning a mass revolt.13 (The authorities would deny the  activist’s claim, saying  he turned himself in voluntarily.)


Just  as repression was implicit in the  role of a feudal sovereign, a sacrificial victim was implicit at a carnival.


* * *


Vadim  Takmenev’s documentary  aired   on  national television on Putin’s sixtieth birthday on  October 7, 2012, and  for  the  first  time, fear  emerged as a normal part  of an  interview—something that  no longer needed to  be  concealed, an ironic allusion in  a conversation set to  tinkling, comic music.


“When  someone’s sitting in front of  you   like  this,  can  you sense…  if  he’s   afraid   of  you… if  he’s    embarrassed?”  Takmenev asked  Putin.


“Of course. It’s visible.”


“With  me?” the  journalist laughed nervously. 




“With  you it’s less,” Putin said dispassionately, after considering him  for  a moment. “But you’re used  to  it.” 




3.


Yekaterina Samutsevich didn’t really  feel  anything when, on  February 21,  2012, she  climbed to  the  altar  steps  of  Christ the  Savior Cathedral, the  holiest section of Russia’s biggest church, forbidden, by church canon, to  anyone but  priests.


“I  had  to act  quickly, clearly, it’s very  easy for something to go wrong and  for  everything to  fall apart,” she  described shortly after her  release  from prison in  October 2012. “So it was a desire to  do  everything  right, everything that  I had  thought through beforehand.”


Clad in colored tights, with a balaclava hiding her face, she

prepared to dance out the trademark moves of her little-known

feminist punk group, Pussy Riot, with four other girls, genuflecting

in a mock proskynesis, the gesture of full prostration that, in ancient Russian custom, had  been used   before both  secular and   clerical figures. As she  tried to  remove her   guitar  from her  case  to lip  sync the  words to  the  song they  intended to  perform, a  church  guard seized her  and  removed her  from the  cathedral. She  did  not  resist.


The words  she  intended to  lip sync  were, “Shit, shit,  holy  shit, Holy  Mother, banish Putin, banish  Putin, banish Putin.”


As Pussy  Riot would later  underline in their defence, they  saw themselves as holy  fools—those half-crazy, half-blessed social outcasts of Orthodox tradition.


“There’s this  situation of  utter despair,  when there’s  no  other way out, and  in that case, in the Orthodox tradition you appeal to the Holy  Mother. We quoted this cultural phenomenon.”


If she intended to protest at an emerging status quo in which her government’s power was implicitly based  on  God, then on  another level she wound up reinforcing it. By holding a punk prayer, whether they  felt  anything at  all  as they  uttered those words, Pussy  Riot’s inadvertent message  was,  “only  God can  replace the  man  who rules over  us.”


If their desecration angered Orthodox Christians—by sullying the sacred space of the church with something as corrupt as politics— then it was the duplicity of their message  that   enraged  the  church  and the  Kremlin, a Kremlin bent  on legitimizing itself through elections and  rule  of law.


As  a punk  group,  Pussy  Riot had  already held  several  similar performances during that  political season,  and  their anti-Putin song had debuted in other venues. An offshoot of the radical art group Voina (War), Pussy  Riot could only dream of  generating any  nationwide publicity outside a fringe audience of protesting performance artists.


In that  milieu, their antics were designed to shock. Nadezhda Tolokonnikova, whose pouting, pensive gaze  through the  bars  of her   court  cage  was  immortalized during the   trial, had  taken part in  a videotaped group orgy in  2008. Nine months pregnant, she was  shown in   Moscow’s Polytechnic  Museum,  having sex  with her  husband, Pyotr Verzilov, in  a performance titled “Fuck for  the Successor, Little Bear”—a reference to Putin’s protégé, Dmitry

Medvedev. Another member of Pussy Riot—who did not take

part in the Punk Prayer—was videotaped in a supermarket trying

to stuff a raw chicken into her vagina.


Samutsevich herself didn’t  expect  their performance in Christ the Savior Cathedral to generate anything more  than a brief media  storm.


And  yet  something in  that  dubious message, sounded from the  altar  of  Russia’s top   church, struck an  unexpected chord, as if beaming straight into a collective unconscious that had  already begun to  stir.


The  supreme displeasure made itself evident  immediately. On the   following day, Archpriest Vsevolod Chaplin—a de facto mouthpiece for  the  church—condemned  their act. “This is a sin that  violates  the  law of God. The most important law. For  the wages of sin  is death,” he  told  news  media, quoting from Romans 6:23.


Within days,  the   law  of  God was  neatly discovered in the Criminal Code of the  Russian Federation—hooliganism motivated by  religious hatred, a sin  that  merited up  to  seven  years  in  a penal colony. On February 26,  the  the   girls   who had  taken part in the performance were named as wanted by the  police.


On March 6, two  days after Vladimir Putin won the  presidential  election, his  displeasure at  Pussy Riot’s performance became known for  the  first time. His  reaction to Pussy  Riot’s performance was  “negative,” said  his  spokesman, Dmitry  Peskov,  calling their stunt  “disgusting.” 




The beauty of  a Byzantine power structure is that  “rule by signal” can  neither be proven nor disproven. There is no  record, no personal decree by Putin, that  citizens A, B, and  C should stand  trial for  any particular crime. According to several unconfirmed reports around that time, Patriarch Kirill, on close  terms with Putin, had asked  him directly to  take “revenge” on  Pussy  Riot, while certain investigators on  the  case  allegedly claimed to  be  reporting about it  directly to  Putin himself.


Whatever spoken or unspoken instructions passed  down from the  very top,  a signal was  sent  that  was  powerful enough to  set  in motion a whole criminal investigation—and whether it came from the  church or from the  Kremlin was immaterial, for  the  result  was the  same.


That criminal investigation—as though itself a continuation

of Pussy Riot’s art performance—reflected what, exactly, had

displeased the authorities. In the indictment presented by investigator

Lieutenant Colonel Artem Ranchenkov, Pussy Riot’s stunt served to   “diminish  the  spiritual foundation of  the  government.” Experts recruited by prosecutors stated that  the  women had violated decrees by  the  Church Council of Trullo held  in Constantinople under Byzantine Emperor Justinian II in 692.


“Imagine if something like this  happened under Tsar  Ivan  the Terrible,” a literary expert who would go on  to testify in court, wrote in a patriotic publication. “The headless corpses of the heretics would have been thrown to the dogs. Terrible! But what was done in Christ the  Savior Cathedral was,  in  terms of the  seriousness of the  crime, far worse than the  execution I mentioned.”14




Each  side seemed to be  forcing the other to assume  an ancient role. The  “criminals”  exposed a divine mandate that  the  supreme power found  itself  relying on,  in  the   absence of  other forms of legitimization. The  criminal  investigators responded  in   kind, identifying the “spiritual foundation of  the  government” as a legal concept, and  initiating what, in effect, could be called an  Inquisition. And  the defence, opting out  of the confused and ineffective paradigm of  the  law, focused instead on   exposing  and  indicting that  spiritual foundation. The effect  was  the  same:  both sides  were proving that it existed.


“In Russia it  is  customary,  if you  are  under investigation, to lick  the  shoe  of  the  judge,” the  fiery  defence lawyer  Mark Feygin, an  ambitious activist and  a former regional politician, proclaimed from the  crowded defence bench. Behind him, the   three girls  of Pussy  Riot sniggered from their glass cage,  the same one built  nearly a decade before to  “protect”  Mikhail Khodorkovsky, the oil  tycoon jailed  in  2003 after  falling out  of favor  at court. (The justice system was,  of  course, about protection—“we are  protecting them from you,” a stony-faced court bailiff had told  me as they led the  members of Pussy  Riot past  us.)


Feygin was on  a roll.  “You   must weep, debase  yourself, you must squash your identity. You must  allow  the  government to tear you  to pieces. You must  turn into a complete nothing.”


It  was  an  irony that   as Feygin spoke, he  was  not   hauled off by the guard, as he would in a real Inquisition. It was ironic also that the judge, Marina Syrova, watched this condemnation of her work, her shoes, and her implicit sadistic tendencies with a detached

bemusement, as if not really comprehending the meaning of his words, but  acknowledging that  they  must  be part  of the due process she was charged with overseeing.


What made this   scene   startling as  I watched it  was  that   in an  American courtroom, a lawyer making such  an  unwholesome reference to a judge’s shoe could well  be held  in  contempt of court, given  the  relative  independence of  an American judge. But  Judge Marina Syrova  remained silent.


For Yekaterina Samutsevich, the  art  performance stopped in early  October, when she  switched  lawyers. Accused  of  that  very bootlicking by  more  radical detractors  (and   later   by  her   former lawyer,  Mark Feygin), she  opted for  a less politicized lawyer  who focused not  on  the  statement she  had  been trying to  make,  but  the fact  that  she  never  had  the  opportunity to  make it—having  been removed from the  stage  before she  could start  her  performance.


That had  been enough, to  everyone’s surprise, to  set  her  free. And  with Samutsevich out of  jail,  her  performance stopped. The provocation she  had set  in  motion was, for  her,  concluded.


“Political art  which holds events in  public places  is of course provocative. It’s a test. You make  an  event, you  watch how a system responds,” she  said.


But  if she  believed that  Russia was  a secular state,  then why test  it, why stage  the  provocation? If there was  a mix  of  the  two, then why deliberately bring out   that  dormant, primordial matrix, especially if it posed a mortal threat?


And  then she  said  something else: ”Harmony of  church and state—of course we were trying to disrupt this harmony, and  I hope we  succeeded.”


If there was  harmony to  disrupt, and  a patrimonial deep state that  ruled through personalized power instead of the  constitutional state  that  ruled by  law,  then Pussy  Riot should have  known they would go  to jail  for  their antics.


There was  something else  she  didn’t fully  explain, possibly because she  didn’t fully  understand it  herself: she  seemed to  have internalized the  role of the  sacrificial victim.


“It’s as though there’s a mechanism for the opposition, created

by the government, that the only way to be in the opposition is to

be in jail,” she said.


“As soon as you get out of jail, you lose that aura of the sacrificial victim. You’re not  interesting. This image of someone who is behind bars—who is being silenced by force—it’s somehow been made more appealing for  the  opposition. It’s an  illusion.”


What she  didn’t know—at least,  she  could not  recall  it when she  spoke to me—was that  it  was  Putin who,  about  a week after  the Pussy  Riot performance, made the  first reference to sacrifice.


He  was  talking about planned provocations at  protest  rallies,  and  was  describing the   potential methods. “I  know about  this. They’re even looking for  a so-called  ’sacrificial victim,’  someone famous. They’ll  ’whack’  them, if you’ll pardon me,  and  then blame the   government.” 




There was something about Yekaterina Samutsevich that didn’t compute—a double  origin, a  combination  of  two  matters that  did not  mix  easily.


On one level,  Katya,  as she  had  become known, looked and spoke like the kind  of person I’d encounter in an American university town, or  in  Europe. Born too  late  to  attend  Soviet schools, she was  a   teenager in  the  1990s, joining the  workforce soon after Vladimir Putin became president. For   a  few  years   after   college, she  worked from nine to  five  in   an   office  as a  computer programmer writing code for  a nuclear submarine, and  then suddenly decided to  drop out, downshift, as she  put  it.


But  on   another  level—in the  stunt that  became the  ultimate product of  her  yearning for   creativity—she  had  tapped into the  ancient   identity of  the   holy fool. Thanks to  her  stunt and   her subsequent punishment, she  had  helped expose a social paradigm  where the   holy fool is  both a  necessary  and    an  inevitable role,  a    paradigm where all players,  as  if  on   cue,   assume their positions: the   victim and   the   executioner, who  could  not   exist without each  other.


Free  from prison, she  would never be  free  from this.  “Sometimes  I  feel  like   we  are  being used,” she   said.  She   said  this,  as everything else she  told   me   during our interview, with the   air  of  a  person who has  very  little idea  of what is happening to  her.


4.


Father Boris was too far removed from all this for the simple reason that he was restoring his church. If the government had once destroyed these churches and sent priests like him to their death, now it was helping restore what its predecessors had destroyed.


No, they  were  not  getting  in  the  way  anymore. “Local [authorities] even helped out… there’s even a managing role,” he said, speaking of both public and private funds that trickled down to restore the rural church. “That unifying, directing role—in many ways it comes from the authorities.”


But wasn’t he afraid of becoming dependent on them?


“What kind of dependence can there be? To announce from the pulpit who to vote for in the local administration?”


I told him then that Patriarch Kirill had met with Putin in February to proclaim publicly that his presidency had been a miracle of God—precisely the meeting that Pussy Riot sought to ridicule in their church performance—that the Patriarch was endorsing Russia’s de facto ruler for the de jure role of president, and that the would-be president was drawing his legitimacy from the church.


To this the priest replied: “Power comes from God, yes. Any people have the ruler that they deserve.”


I saw a glimmer of what this meant in the way that Yelena, a music teacher from the Moscow suburbs who sang in this church on weekends, described her feelings about the Pussy Riot verdict.


“It was disgusting what they did and they needed to be punished,” she said reluctantly. “Perhaps not harshly.” What certainly annoyed her was how, with the help of the government, the case had become overblown.


And why was that happening? “I am not privy to it,” she said. “It will be as they decide, it’s not for us simple people to judge what goes on between the church and the state. Only God knows what goes on up there.”


I told Father Boris about the kind of book I was trying to write, looking out of the church window onto the fields, and impatient for a swim in that winding river nearby.


“You have to understand the life of the people you are writing about,” he said, certain that the life of his people had been misunderstood and distorted. “There are things that are nearly impossible to understand.”


I nodded.


He looked at me inquiringly. “You don’t have it easy, do you?”








PART I
THE SUBJECTS







Chapter 1


To See Putin and Die


I closed the window and everything  ceased being
Only the sun swam  and  glimmered, shivering  and  ringing
 No one before me, no one  around  me, no one before me
 Only the sun is  against  me, and around me and before me 
I stare into the fire, it’s burning and shining and  glowing
 I fall and  lie  there afraid they will notice me cowering.


—Dmitry Ozersky,  poet and  songwriter, “Fell”




I wanted to call my next book To  See Putin and  Die,


 but then everyone said that would be  a  bit too much.




—Andrei Kolesnikov, pool reporter,  author  of
 

I saw Putin  and  Putin saw me,  in  an  interview with
 the  author




1.


THERE WAS  NO door in  our newsroom on that  day. Taken off the  hinges for  the  occasion, it  revealed the  worn-out woodwork of economy-class panelling (“Regulations,” a manager said reverently when asked  why this  was  necessary). After about four hours of queasy anticipation, a woman, wearing a slightly glamorous, low-cut black  suit  and white frilly  blouse (the  same  one, it seemed, donned at countless protocol events  at  the White House), leaned in through this  opening and  told  a milling retinue of scrawny security guards, journalists, and staff that “they are on their way.”


The hype had actually started four days ago on Friday, when an ominous memo advised middle managers at the sprawling, government-owned enterprise that “due to a special regime on Tuesday, Feb. 24” guests would not  be  allowed on  the  premises of the  building. The “movement” of  employees outside their offices was to be “minimized” or “limited.” The “movement” of employees on   the  second floor (where our offices  were located) was  to  be  “maximally  limited.” It  was  even  suggested that  some people not show up  for  work altogether. And yet  the  reason for  the  special measures was  never named. Employees passed  news  of a “visit” to each other in  hushed voices, joking about what they would say to the   “guest”  if they got  the  chance.


Everyone was  told to  clean their desks. All  photographs and posters were ordered  to  be  removed—including a little postcard one translator had   in  her  cubicle, with a 1950s-style drawing of Putin and the  inscription: “I’m  watching you, you  are not  working!” 


A janitor, when asked  why  the  door was  taken off  its  hinges, was incredulous.


“Don’t you know who’s going to be here tomorrow?” she said. People in  the  building had  been talking like  that  since   Friday—a visit  by  Prime Minister Vladimir Putin was  euphemized down to “a VIP  guest” or  “a  special regime,” or,  in  the  case  of  this  janitor, simply “they.”


“They are   expected  at 11  am,   if they deign to  drop  by. They will  walk  along this   corridor,  into the  archive, and  through there, to the  press hall.”


The janitor, who only  gave   her  name as Tatyana, knew the itinerary because she  had vacuumed these areas three times over  the long weekend, when no one was even  here. And now she was doing it again—washing every surface of every room the  prime minister might or  might not  cast  his eyes on.


“It’s always been like that,” she said. “We’ve had  to do  the same thing, even under Yeltsin. Then they  will  kick  us out, so that, God forbid, we  are not  seen  by them.”


Worst of all, it could still be all in vain. “And what if he doesn’t even  show up?”


But on  the afternoon of February 24, after about three hours of waiting, it was finally clear that yes, they would drop in, and Tatyana’s

three days of scrubbing would not go to waste.


After the press representative announced them, leaning in

through the opening, a slow procession lumped in through the doorway. Instinctively, I stood up. A  cameraman behind hissed  for me  to  sit down.


Milling around, stepping into their midst   and   slowly   sizing up  the  immediate surroundings, the  prime minister walked with a noticeable swagger, like a CEO  checking  out his business. Gray and bland, benevolent and  sinister, he was boring, glorious, and terrifying all at once.


He  nodded and  returned the  smile of  the  first  pretty girl  in the  office, then, slightly aloof, allowed himself to  be led  towards us. 


 “They  have  surpassed [their competitor]  in  terms of  online hits,” the director of the organization he was touring told  him gravely. She was showing him  the offices of an English-language newspaper, a brand that  had  recently come under the control of the  state-funded news  agency, and  that, on  the  prime minister’s orders, had  been relaunched anew.  He  nodded and  smiled. He  liked  what he saw.


“How  many people work here?” he  asked   her   in  a  barely audible voice that  was  heard  all over  the  room.


“Thirty,”  she  said.  In  reality, there were  a lot  fewer; to  fill the empty seats, employees from another department had  been told, to their great  annoyance, to spend half  their workday next  to us.


When he  reached the  middle of  the  room and  stood about six feet  away  from me,  I deemed it appropriate to  look him in  the eyes, smile,  and  say “hello.” He  answered soundlessly with a  nod, looked directly at me  for  a quarter of a second, blinked once, like a camera, and, having acknowledged my existence, click, he looked at someone else.


After  eye-contact was  made with all of the  staff, he turned to the  director, asked  her, “That’s it?”, turned around and  left.


Two   foreigners on   the  staff,  who had  sat  less  than   a  meter away  from where Putin stood, pronounced the  whole affair  anticlimatic and   compared  it  noisily to  an episode of  M.A.S.H.. Their disappointment was understandable: as they  had waited for the prime minister to appear, they were held  for  two  hours in  the office  of the top  manager, who drilled them on  how   to  pronounce  “Vladimir Vladimirovich,” how to ask for permission to be photographed

together, and how to shake his hand most eloquently.




But paralyzed by his proximity less than a meter away, they did

none of those things.


Still,  these foreigners and   the   Russian top   manager would never quite understand each  other; for  the  foreigners, Putin’s visit was an inconvenient disruption to their working day. For the  general director, it was obviously something more: when I asked  him, hours in advance, if Putin was actually going to pass through our office,  he nodded wordlessly with a look of childlike rapture that  I was startled to see on the  face  of an otherwise intelligent, grown man.


Aside   from  the   memo, no  one had  instructed me  on   how to   behave  in   the   presence of   the   prime  minister and   former president of  Russia. Neither to  stand when he  entered our office, nor to  worry about the  fact   that   I  was  busy  writing an  article about the   trial  of  his  foe,  Mikhail Khodorkovsky, widely seen  as politically motivated.


Indeed, no one told  the director general to have his employees approach Putin to shake  his hand. If anything, we were specifically told   to  “relax” by  the   head   of  the  organization during her  final inspection of the  premises prior to  the  arrival.


And  while we  were  told  to clean  our desks  before his visit, no one even  hinted that  I remove a pile of books with titles  like  Putin’s Russia: the Ruins  of the Opposition.  Growing up in America, I had once 

prided myself on refusing to stand  for the pledge of allegiance in high school, thinking it servile and  totalitarian. But  here in Moscow, half an  hour away  from meeting the  de facto ruler of  Russia, I removed the  books from my desk  myself. Why?


2.


Dmitry Ryabov,15 a  rookie reporter with an  independent  weekly, aligned himself with a row  of cameramen near  the  grand stairwell of the  State Duma building on Okhotny Ryad, just across the  street from the   Kremlin, and  stood waiting on  his  tiptoes for  about an hour in  a setting clearly heralding the  appearance of a celebrity. “It was like  Cannes,” he  recalled later,  casting his eyes down in  a timid disgust. But  it was  also nothing like  it: for  to  applaud a movie star was not regrettable, but to applaud inadvertently the appearance of

Vladimir Putin was.
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