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SUMMARY                                                                                                                       

 

Captivated at a young age by Russia, Marianna Tax Choldin immersed 

herself as a student at the University of Chicago in that country’s language 

and culture. In her book she describes the tension between her strong 

commitment to freedom of expression and her growing understanding of 

Russian and Soviet censorship. Fluent in Russian, she travels widely in post-

Soviet Russia, speaking with hundreds of Russians about their own 

censorship history. She writes of the close friendships she formed in Russia, 

and reflects on her Jewish roots in the country her family had left behind 100 

years earlier.   
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PRAISE 
 

 

 

 

“Marianna Tax Choldin has written a delightful memoir that 

enlightens us on many topics: censorship, librarianship, Russian 

culture, and the special challenge of combining motherhood and 

scholarship. One of our leading Slavic librarians, she long ago left her 

mark on her profession, and now she beautifully widens that 

influence.” 
— Loren Graham, author of Science and Philosophy in the Soviet Union  

 

 

 

 

“Marianna Tax Choldin’s luminous Garden of Broken Statues takes the 

reader on a deeply personal journal that compellingly exposes the 

pernicious effects of censorship and the authoritarian impulses it 

reveals on ordinary human beings from Chicago to Tobolsk, with 

innumerable stops in between. Witness to some of the late twentieth 

century’s seminal events, Choldin translates the heroic through the 

private, revealing with knowing hand, how the genuinely historic is 

always deeply secluded in the fates of individual human beings.” 
— Blair A. Ruble, Vice President for Programs, Woodrow Wilson Center, 

Washington, D.C.   

 

 

 

 

“Marianna Tax Choldin has written a memoir of emotional intensity, 

intellectual depth, and professional expertise on censorship in the 

Soviet Union and Russia. The book is a wide sweep of personal ties, 

political and social context, and the changing meaning of public 

monuments. With a passionate commitment to freedom of speech, the 

author describes the difficulties and rewards of mounting exhibitions 

about censorship to a public from whom what has been left out, 

deliberately mistranslated, or forbidden altogether has been hidden.” 
— Ellen Mickiewicz, author of No Illusions: The Voices of Russia’s Future 

Leaders  
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INTRODUCTION

I was sitting with Katia Genieva, my Russian partner and close friend, in 
velvet-covered seats in the ornate theater of the Palace of Congresses in the 

Moscow Kremlin. It was October 1992, and I’d just arrived for one of my 
weeklong stays to work with Katia on the censorship exhibition we were to 
open in her library, the Library for Foreign Literature, the following May.  
It was early evening, dark and snowy in this northern city. I was jet-lagged—
there was a nine-hour time change working against me—and my eyes felt 
gritty; I hoped I’d be able to stay awake. It was uncomfortably warm in the 
hall, but what agitated me most was the intense awareness of being in the 
Kremlin, the center of Soviet power. I remembered this feeling from earlier 
visits in Soviet times, a kind of uneasy claustrophobia. Stalin’s ghost is 
everywhere.

This evening we were in the Palace of Congresses not to see Swan Lake 
or a folk ensemble, nor for any kind of political function, but to see and hear 
a Christian rock group perform. And perform they did, with great energy 
and verve, to the joy of the packed house. I managed somehow to stay awake, 
aided by drums and electric guitars at high volume. At intermission, the 
ushers, older women dressed in black, glared disapprovingly at the mostly 
youthful audience, dressed in Western jeans and sweatshirts—certainly not 
appropriate attire for this grand Soviet palace of culture. 

In my woozy state, I wondered whether this could really be happening. 
Was I perhaps dreaming? A religious rock concert in the Kremlin? I pinched 
myself. No, it wasn’t a dream. The music blared, the musicians gyrated, the 
audience screamed approvingly. Religion and rock music had been forbidden 
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topics under Communism, no doubt about that. And here I was, with all 
these people around me swaying and bobbing their heads and screaming in 
their velvet seats, being bombarded by these sights and sounds in the Kremlin, 
the heart of the empire! Amazing. Yes, the Soviet Union must truly have 
disappeared.

I’d seen it coming over the past few years, even while the Soviet Union 
still existed. One bright spring day, my Russian friend Galia Levina and  
I had taken some visiting Americans on a small cruise on the Moscow River. 
Our fellow passengers were ordinary people: a grandma with her small 
granddaughter, a pair of lovers, some tourists from other parts of the Soviet 
Union enjoying the lovely weather. In a low, conversational voice, Galia had 
begun to tell me about her grandfather, a scientist, and how he suffered 
under Stalin. The grandmother sitting near us leaned over and chimed in 
with a story about her father, who had been taken away in 1938 and resur-
faced in 1957. Other passengers nodded and offered their own family stories. 
Suddenly, strangers on a boat were sharing intimate tales of horror, all drawn 
together in a net of memory. Their voices grew louder as they shook their 
heads and poured out their tales to each other. Speechless, I peered in from 
outside. 

Before that day, I had never experienced anything remotely like this in 
the Soviet Union. People simply didn’t talk about such things in a public 
place, among strangers. You might be seen as anti-Soviet, and you didn’t 
know who might be listening. No, better to lock up your pain in your heart. 

Life was full of such surprises in the years leading up to December 31, 
1991, when the Soviet Union collapsed. You could arrive at your hotel from 
the airport, walk into your room, turn on your TV, and find yourself staring 
in disbelief at none other than Leon Trotsky on the screen. Trotsky was well 
known in the West as the Communist leader who didn’t make it to the top 
and had to take refuge in Mexico, where Soviet agents eventually murdered 
him. His very name couldn’t be printed or uttered during Stalin’s reign, and 
if you broke the rules, you might well be sent to the gulag or shot. Now here 
he was on television, portrayed by a respectable Soviet actor, in a play about 
revolutionary times aimed at a wide audience. I sank into a chair, seriously 
disoriented. Where was I? 

One day, when post-Soviet Russia was less than a year old, Katia sent 
me to the Russian State Library, formerly the Lenin State Library, known in 
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Soviet times and now as the Leninka, or Dear Little Lenin Library (Russians 
love to give their beloved buildings ironic nicknames). I was there for the 
opening ceremony of an exhibition of Russian Orthodox publications, trea-
sures of the library’s collection. Most people had no idea these books were 
there because they had been locked up in what was arguably the world’s 
largest spetskhran, or special closed collection, an institution of great impor-
tance in the Soviet system. The Leninka’s spetskhran held millions of 
items—books, magazines, newspapers, pamphlets, and other objects that 
had been, for a variety of reasons, banned during Soviet times. Among them 
were, of course, thousands of books dealing with religion, including Russian 
Orthodoxy and other world religions. 

People who lived in the Soviet Union knew that religious books were 
never accessible to ordinary people. Religion was the opiate of the masses 
(“das Opium des Volkes,” in Marx’s words), and religious books were deemed 
dangerous. But that day in the Leninka, they were being exhibited and cele-
brated. And who was on the stage, along with the Leninka’s director and 
Aleksandr Rutskoi, then vice president of Russia and quite a high-ranking 
politician to grace the stage at an exhibition? None other than the patriarch 
of all Russia and spiritual head of the Russian Orthodox Church, Aleksy II, 
with his impressive gray beard, priestly black robes, decorative white head-
dress, and large gold cross on his breast. The patriarch was there to bless the 
exhibit opening. 

For the first time in decades of Russian and Soviet history, the signifi-
cance of an entire category of books was being tacitly acknowledged, but 
with no explanation or opportunity for discussion. Suddenly, religion was 
not only acceptable but also highly honored, presented with pomp and 
showered with blessings. I took pictures to convince myself later that this 
really had happened. The patriarch, in ceremonial regalia, really did appear 
before the television cameras in a packed hall in the Lenin Library, that 
temple of atheism. He really did bless us, along with those Orthodox books 
that had been hidden from the public for decades, the mere mention of 
which had sent thousands of priests, scholars, and believers to the gulag.

These incidents and many more like them made me dizzy, as though I’d 
been pushed off-balance. They came hard and fast, and I didn’t have time to 
analyze them, to understand what, beyond the superficial shock, struck me 
so deeply. I made notes and put off analysis until sometime later. 
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The beginning of an answer came on a dreary November day in 1997. 
Harvey, my husband, and I, along with an American and a Russian friend, 
were strolling in a park in central Moscow near the new building of the 
Tretyakov Gallery. As I looked around that park, I realized I had stumbled 
into a place that was going to be important for me. I asked Harvey to take a 
few pictures so I could look at them later and sort out my thoughts.

GARDEN OF BROKEN STATUES TOUR, STOP 1: 
INTRODUCTION TO THE GARDEN 
Clearly, we were in no ordinary park, with flowers and benches and chil-
dren’s play equipment. This park was a place where Soviet-era sculptures 
had been gathered together, uprooted from their pedestals around the city 
and then abandoned. Among trees, bare and black on this cold, rainy 
November day, they stood, some nobly upright, others dumped ignomini-
ously on their sides—or perhaps they had started out upright and fallen 
over or been pushed. There were Lenin and Stalin, of course, and Felix 
Dzerzhinsky, founder of the Soviet secret police, nicknamed “Iron Felix” 
and “Bloody Felix,” and many more unnamed, unfamiliar figures.

two Socialist-realist statues being moved into the Garden of Broken Statues 
(november 1997)
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I called this park the Garden of Broken Statues, and the images of those 
statues lodged in the back of my mind, together with the other images I saw 
and accumulated in my notes and my memory in the course of the 1990s 
and early 2000s.

I was too busy absorbing all the changes taking place in Russia to sort it 
all out then, as I had promised myself to do, and more than fifteen years 
passed before I was able to think clearly about the garden. As I organized my 
thoughts to write this book, I found myself returning again and again to 
some of the statues and monuments and museums I had seen in the former 
Soviet Union and its neighbors during these early post-Soviet years, and  
I imagined a kind of garden tour that linked them to one another. A stop on 
the tour looks like this:

Statue of Lenin in the garden
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Statue of Stalin in the garden

Foreground: Leonid Brezhnev, general secretary of the central committee of  
the communist Party of the Soviet union, 1964–1982, presider over the  

“Era of Stagnation.” Background: “the Soviet union, Stronghold of Peace” 
(Garden of Broken Statues)
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GARDEN OF BROKEN STATUES TOUR, STOP 2:  
KGB CONFERENCE

In October 1993, on our way to the airport for my flight home, Katia 
decided to stop for half an hour at a conference in progress, “The KGB, 
Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow.”

I shook myself when I saw the title, which suggested to me any number 
of conferences being held in hotels in the United States: “Good Nutrition 
Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow” or “Redeveloping Neighborhood Design 
Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow.” But the KGB? The very name struck 
fear into my heart, and I was not even a victim of this secret police force 
with its unspeakably bloody history, this institution that had terrorized 
and abused the Soviet people for so long. 

The session featured KGB agents onstage, beautifully dressed in suits 
and being yelled at by scruffy former dissidents and gulag survivors in 
worn leather jackets. I left for the airport feeling shaken by the anger in 
that room but amused and gratified by the scene: the dreaded KGB men 
looked pretty silly in their elegant clothes, not scary at all as they mouthed 
lame excuses for their collective unspeakable behavior. The KGB had 
transformed even its appearance, exchanging badly made Soviet clothes 
for suits of a fine cut. (On his first trip to Leningrad, in 1978, Harvey 
looked around him at the sea of Soviet jeans and dark overcoats that 
didn’t hang right and murmured, “So this is the price they paid for getting 
rid of all the Jewish tailors!”)

I revisit that KGB conference in my memory from time to time. How 
deep are the changes? I caution myself to question this institution’s new 
image, not to accept it at face value. There is probably more going on here 
than meets the eye. After all, the KGB is part of the new Russia. What role 
will it play? 

GARDEN OF BROKEN STATUES TOUR, STOP 3:  
VILNIUS, LITHUANIA, KGB MUSEUM 
In July 1998, I visited an unforgettable site in Vilnius, the capital of 
formerly Soviet Lithuania. Guides who had been inmates took some 
colleagues and me through a particularly grisly museum in the building 
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that had housed the KGB prison during Soviet times. As Lithuania was 
becoming independent, local Soviet authorities attempted to cover up the 
execution chamber, but zealous Lithuanians refused to let this happen. 
Thanks to recent work by archeologists, I could see beneath the hastily 
erected false floor the real floor stained with prisoners’ blood as they were 
shot. I can’t recall specifics because as soon as I realized where I was,  
I couldn’t bear it, and I squeezed my eyes shut. I took no photographs.

“the KGB, Yesterday, today, and tomorrow” (Moscow, February 1993)



CHAPTER 1

MY AMERICAN PLANET

North America is my home planet and Chicago my anchor city, but 
Hyde Park is the South Side neighborhood where I was born in 1942 

and grew up and was the epicenter of my first twenty years. In Hyde Park we 
lived five minutes’ walk from the University of Chicago campus, where Papa 
taught anthropology. We were close to Lake Michigan to the east and not far 
from the Stockyards to the west. The poet Carl Sandburg called Chicago 
“Hog Butcher for the World,” and sometimes, when the wind was just right, 
the fishy smell from the lake and the stink of freshly killed meat from the 
slaughterhouses would meet over the six-flat apartment building where  
I spent my first eleven years and the house one block to the east where I lived 
until I graduated from college and married Harvey. There was soot in the air 
from the steel mills a few miles south along the lake—our white curtains 
turned black so quickly that Mama and Grandma were always washing 
them. At night, the flames from the mills’ chimneys lit up the sky. We could 
hear the Illinois Central Railroad trains roll by on their tracks a few blocks 
toward the lake; I often fell asleep to the gentle rhythm of the wheels. 

My earliest memories are of that apartment on University Avenue. The 
campus was my playground, and many of the world-famous professors were 
just the parents of my friends, as far as I was concerned. One of my best 
friends in my early years at the university’s Laboratory Schools was Barbara, 
stepdaughter of Robert Maynard Hutchins, chancellor of the university 
(later president) and a giant among intellectuals throughout the country. 
Still today people speak of Hutchins with awe, but to me he was just 
Barbara’s father. 
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Barbara lived in the president’s house a couple of blocks down the street, 
but we practically lived in each other’s houses. She was the only child in the 
house at that time, and her parents welcomed her friendship with me, 
including me in private French lessons and on weekend trips to their country 
place on a little island in a lake northwest of the city. Mr. Hutchins had a 
driver who picked us up in a nice black car, and we spent the hour and a half 
riding to the island happily engrossed in conversation. Barbara’s father never 
talked down to me; he asked me what I thought of this and that, and  
I responded and asked questions of my own. What was I reading these days? 
The Red Book of Fairy Tales? What were some of my favorites? And we’d talk 
about fairy tales for a while. Then I’d ask him what he was reading, and he’d 
tell me—a book about philosophy—and ask whether it sounded interesting 
to me. Yes, I’d answer honestly, because he explained so clearly what the 
book was about, and the time would fly by. On the island we spent hours in 
a rowboat; Mr. Hutchins loved to fish, and neither Barbara nor her mother 

Sol tax (1979) (university of chicago Photographic Archive, apf1-08217, 
Special collections research center, university of chicago Library)
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shared his passion. I had never fished before and felt queasy when he baited 
his hook and even more so when he caught a fish. I tangled my line hope-
lessly, and he patiently untangled it as we sat in the boat and talked for 
hours.

I didn’t realize it then, but growing up with people in high places—our 
apartment building housed at various times three Nobel Prize laureates and 
hosted as visitors a number of domestic and foreign dignitaries—put me 
completely at ease with figures of authority. The house we moved into later 
was home to Enrico Fermi during the Manhattan Project, when the first 
atomic bomb was developed. I wondered how Fermi’s kids had liked it. Later 
in life, when I encountered people in academic or political life who inspired 
awe or fear in my friends and colleagues, I would think to myself, “Oh, well, 
he’s just some kid’s father.”

I was a very early reader and benefited from my sister, Susan, nearly four 
years older. As long as I can remember, books have been an important part 
of my life. My school, which was part of the university, had two excellent 
libraries. The librarians and the collections in both were outstanding, and  
I read whatever I wanted. In the summers I rode my bicycle to the nearby 
branch of the Chicago Public Library, where I wandered through the entire 
collection, filled up my bicycle basket with books, and pedaled home. No 
one told me what I should or should not read, and as a child I assumed that 
this was true everywhere. 

I don’t know when I first heard or read the term “censorship,” but by the 
time I did, I was already vigorously opposed to it. I suppose I picked up that 
attitude from my parents and the milieu in which I lived, because even as a 
kid I believed I should be able to read anything I wanted and thought all 
children were capable of doing the same. I had no interest in Reader’s Digest 
abridged books or young peoples’ editions of classics: I wanted to make up 
my own mind and form my own opinions. My parents, teachers, and librar-
ians encouraged me in this view, and both at home and at school I was 
treated as an adult when it came to reading.

In addition to my strong convictions about the freedom to read, I also 
possessed a love of great ideas eloquently expressed. I knew that our Consti-
tution, the basis of our government, included something called the First 
Amendment that guaranteed freedom of speech and freedom of the press to 
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all citizens. I felt so strongly about the subject that I even memorized a 
phrase written by one of my American heroes, Thomas Jefferson: “I have 
sworn upon the altar of God eternal hostility against every form of tyranny 
over the mind of man.” A few years later, while studying German, I learned 
the rousing song “Die Gedanken sind frei”: “thoughts are free, no one can 
catch them.” 

My fascination with these strong ideals—some carved in marble, others 
expressed in poetry or music—is the basis for my lifelong interest in monu-
ments and the stories they tell. Over the decades I’ve wandered through 
countless cemeteries in many countries, poring over elaborate inscriptions 
on the mausoleums of rich and powerful people as well as weed-covered 
nameless graves. I got my start close to home, at Oak Woods Cemetery, 
Chicago’s oldest, where my family’s plots reside, and as a child I was drawn 
to the “Confederate Mound,” where some six thousand Confederate pris-
oners of war are buried. 

But it wasn’t only graves that spoke to me as a child; all monuments 
intrigued me. I grew up among Chicago’s many statues commemorating 
heroes, often mounted grandly on horses. I’ve always been especially moved 
by little-known monuments that people often miss. One that comes to mind 
is Fort Dearborn, established thirty-four years before the city itself and 
destroyed by the widening of the Chicago River and Great Fire of 1871. Its 
corners are marked by metal strips on either side of the river, which runs 
through downtown, and when I was little, I used to stop and stare intently 
at those last remnants, imagining the fort in all its glory. Only later did  
I learn that not all monuments are glorious, that they may commemorate 
villains as well as heroes, and that their messages may be lies masquerading 
as truth.

I don’t know when I first heard the word “tolerance” either, but  
I embraced the concept around the same time I learned to talk. “Some 
people are different than other people!” I remember marching through the 
halls of our apartment building at the age of three or four, announcing this 
truth to our neighbors, much to the consternation of my grammatically 
correct mother. 

“Different from other people, Nana,” she would instruct me. “Different 
from, not different than.” (As a little girl, I couldn’t pronounce “Marianna” 



MY AMErIcAn PLAnEt 5

and called myself “Nana”; the name stuck, and I was Nana to the family for 
many years. Now I am Nana again, to my granddaughters!) Friends and 
family laughed indulgently, and I look back on my toddler self and laugh, 
too, and with great affection at the memory of my distraught mother, who 
never could tolerate even minor grammatical errors. 

Today I realize that my “difference mantra” still lies deep inside me, as 
does my dislike of censorship and my fascination with monuments, and that 
these three characteristics—tolerance for people different from myself, the 
rejection of controls on thought and expression, and my intense interest in a 
community’s history as expressed through tangible symbols—were woven 
into the fabric of my being in early childhood and grew into the passions 
that color the cloth of my adult being. 

My parents always accepted differences among people as something 
quite natural. For Papa, the anthropologist, something we in the family 
perceived as different was to be observed, described, discussed. It might 
strike us as positive or negative, but it was always interesting and worthy 
of attention and respect. He gently admonished me whenever I declared  
something (liver, stewed tomatoes) bad. “Let’s just say, ‘I don’t like it,’”  
he would urge.

In the 1940s and 1950s, we lived in a liberal bubble surrounded by 
eminent scholars from all over the world. My family and our circle of friends 
believed strongly in critical thinking, tolerance of differences, and freedom 
of expression. Not everyone in Hyde Park was a liberal, of course; we, too, 
had our far-righties and far-lefties, which made for animated discussions. 
But this bubble, my cocoon, provided me with a warm, peaceful, safe child-
hood environment within the university community. There is some irony,  
I suppose, in the fact that a great university filled with brilliant, feisty, and 
argumentative thinkers exploring every aspect of life should be perceived as 
a warm, peaceful, safe place. After all, a few weeks before my birth, scientists 
from all over the world initiated the first artificial, self-sustaining, nuclear 
chain reaction in an artificial nuclear reactor just a few blocks from our 
apartment and the ice rink where I skated on weekend mornings. Some 
cocoon! And yet that’s what Hyde Park was for me. 

I began to emerge from the cocoon when I was seven or eight and started 
to hear about Senator Joseph McCarthy and the word “McCarthyism.”  


