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Dedicated to the days and nights of Aylis,  
for which my soul bitterly weeps
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Stone Dreams
A Novel-Requiem

Dedicated to the memory of 
my fellow countrymen, who 
left us their unwept pain.
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The Curious Death of an  
Old Coat Check Girl,  

the Deadly Dangerous Joke  
of a Famous Artist, and  

the Party Card-Pistol

The condition of the patient just delivered to the trauma department of one 
of the major Baku hospitals was very serious.
They took the patient, who was lying unconscious on the gurney, along 

the very middle of the half-lit hospital corridor that stretched the length of 
the whole floor to the operating room, which was located in the other wing 
of the building. There were two women in white lab coats and two men, 
also in lab coats. The surgeon himself walked beside the gurney, a spare, 
 silver-haired man of middling height, distinguished from his colleagues by 
his reserve, the compelling sternness of his face, and the particular cleanli-
ness of his lab coat.

If there was anything unusual or seemingly incongruous in this ordinary 
scene of hospital life, it was the tragic humor in the appearance and behavior of 
the person who’d brought the patient to the clinic. That small, fidgety man of 
fifty-five to sixty whose small face was not at all in harmony with his enormous, 
round belly ran around the doctor constantly repeating the same thing over 
and over.

“Doctor, my dear Doctor, they killed him! Such a man, in broad day-
light, they beat him, destroyed him. It’s those yerazy, Doctor, yerazy. Five or 
six of those yerazy-boys who fled from Armenia! Those sons of bitches, those 
 refugees simply don’t respect people, Doctor, my dear Doctor. They don’t 
 recognize artists or poets or writers. Just call someone an Armenian—and 
that’s it! Then they slam him to the ground and trample him like wild animals. 
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73Stone Dreams

They tear him to pieces, and no one dares get involved. I told them: ‘Don’t 
beat him,’ I said, ‘That man’s not Armenian, he’s one of us, a son of our people,  
the pride and conscience of the nation.’ But who listens? They didn’t even let 
me tell them my name. They kicked me so hard in the side that I almost died 
there, too. Right here, Doctor, in the right side. It still hurts badly now.”

The doctor didn’t really understand what the man who’d brought the 
patient was saying. Maybe he didn’t want to understand. Maybe he wasn’t even 
listening to what that fussy, funny man who’d knotted a yellow tie over a brown 
checked shirt was babbling without pause. However, an observant person 
might have noticed that the doctor from time to time smiled into his mous-
tache. And not because every word, every gesture of the man who’d brought 
the patient rose to comedy. But, rather, because the light-haired man lying on 
the gurney was slender and remarkably tall. And it’s possible that the contrast in 
appearance between these two reminded the doctor of the very saddest pages 
of the story of Don Quixote and Sancho Panza.

When they reached the doors of the operating room, one of the men 
 wearing a white lab coat blocked the path of the funny man in the yellow tie.

“Let him in,” said the doctor. “It seems he has something to say. Let him 
have his say.”

Although the operating room was considerably smaller than the  corridor, 
all the same it turned out to be a spacious room with a high ceiling and 
 gigantic windows. The operating table standing directly in the center resem-
bled the linen-covered gurney on which they conveyed the patient. The two 
men in white lab coats delivering the gurney that bore the patient lifted him, 
laid him on the table, glanced at the doctor for permission, and silently left the 
 operating room.

“Peroxide!” said the surgeon loudly to the nurses, rolling up the sleeves 
of his lab coat. “Bring it here, wipe off his face.” Looking at the patient covered 
in blood, he muttered an oath, and turning to the man’s companion, he asked, 
“Who did this to him?”

“I already told you, Doctor: yerazy. Those bastard refugees arriving from 
Armenia. It wasn’t enough to smash his face. They also knocked him to the 
ground like wild animals and began beating him in the stomach. It’s a good 
thing, Doctor, that I arrived in time. I went out this morning to get some air in 
the city. I’m coming down from that cursed place they call the Parapet when 
I see five or six mustachioed scoundrels beating up a man at the edge of the 
fountain. And people just standing by and watching in silence.  .  .  .” Then he 
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74 Akram Aylisli

suddenly hesitated. His lips continued to move, but the words, it seems, died 
in his throat.

“There’s no more peroxide, Doctor,” said one of the nurses in an  apologetic 
voice, as quietly as possible. (One of them was elderly, the other quite young.)

“There should be some alcohol,” said the surgeon, without hope.
“No, Doctor. Everything we had was used up yesterday.”
“Fine, clean him with water. Don’t use too much manganese.” The doctor 

washed his hands with soap at the sink standing in the corner of the room and 
then went up and stood in front of the operating table. “Take everything off of 
him. Leave only his underwear.”

The patient—his face, nose, chin, the collar of his orange wool shirt,  
the lapels of his bluish jacket covered in scarlet blood—was lying so calmly on 
the operating table that it was as if his most evil enemy rather than he himself 
had been beaten up in the aforementioned Parapet Square. He was sleeping 
deeply, although frequent, harsh moans escaped from his chest. Not only did 
he sleep but, apparently, also dreamed, and it seemed that his dreams gave him 
great satisfaction.

While the women washed the dried blood off the patient’s face, the 
doctor checked his pulse. When the nurses had stripped the patient, he began 
to  examine him attentively, as if compiling a report for himself or dictating to 
someone.

“Put two stitches in his lower lip. No fractures noted in the area of the jaw. 
Two dislocations in the left hand at the elbow and wrist. Two fingers dislocated 
on the right hand: the thumb and middle finger. Severe muscle trauma in the 
left leg. A fractured kneecap in the right leg. No serious anomalies noted in the 
back, rib cage, or spine. No skull fractures observed.” The doctor fell silent and 
again cursed angrily. “A concussion!” He said this loudly for some reason and 
in Russian, then pulled a handkerchief from the pocket of his trousers, slowly 
wiped the sweat from his brow, and added in Russian, “A brutal beating!”

After every word the doctor said, the face of the man who’d brought the 
patient reflected all his feelings, all his pain and suffering. With difficulty, he 
held himself together, so as not to burst out sobbing. When the doctor had 
 finished his exam, the man’s self-possession was also at an end. He wept vio-
lently, like an aggrieved child.

The eyes of one of the women in the white lab coats standing beside the 
operating table (the younger one) filled with tears. The elderly nurse was also 
upset and shook her head woefully. And the doctor was very sorry for the man. 
He began to calm him.
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“There, there, this isn’t good. . . . It’s nothing terrible. In fifteen days your 
friend will be like new, I’ll make a beauty out of him.” Lowering his head, he 
thought a bit and then again lifted his head and asked cautiously, “So, you say 
this man is Armenian?”

The eyes of our comic hero bulged in surprise.
“Really, you don’t know him?! You don’t know Sadai Sadygly? The pride 

of Azerbaijani theater! Our number one artist! You really don’t know this great 
master, Doctor? You haven’t even seen him on television? You’ve even seen 
me on television more than once, Doctor. Maybe you just don’t remember—
Nuvarish Karabakhly, a well-known actor of comic roles. Maybe you don’t 
know me. I’m not offended by that. But there’s no one who doesn’t know Sadai 
Sadygly. You see, no one else in the world has played Hamlet, Othello, Aidyn, 
and Kefli Iskender like he has.” 

“I recognized you immediately,” said the young nurse with unconcealed 
pride.

“I’ve often seen the two of you on television,” said her elderly colleague, 
for some reason a bit coquettishly. “But Dr. Farzani isn’t to blame. He lived 
more than thirty years in Moscow, and it hasn’t been three years since he 
returned to Baku.”

Understanding now why the doctor didn’t recognize him or Sadai Sadygly, 
the artist calmed down at once. And that the nurses, having recognized them 
immediately, hadn’t let on, Nuvarish Karabakhly put down to the fact that 
they’d certainly feared the information would have been poorly received by the 
doctor.

Nuvarish Karabakhly guessed that all his words had gone in one of the 
doctor’s ears and out the other. Either the doctor had been too immersed in his 
thoughts or else he, Nuvarish Karabakhly, had been unable to find the neces-
sary words in his nervous state. Therefore, he tried to focus as much as possible 
and resolved to recount everything that had happened on the Parapet again, 
more simply and basically.

“It was like this, Doctor: today I was walking around the city. What time 
it was, I can’t say exactly—maybe ten, maybe eleven. On the Parapet there’s 
a place with a fountain—you’ve probably seen it. And suddenly a terrible 
shriek came from there. As if someone was howling. It turns out it was an old 
Armenian. He’d gone out to buy bread, and there he fell into the hands of 
the yerazy. Right in his housecoat! And slippers. When I got to the place, the 
 unfortunate man was already dead and had been thrown into the pool. But his 
eyes were open, Doctor, and he was looking straight at me. I personally didn’t 
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76 Akram Aylisli

see how they killed him. But people who were there earlier said that at first 
they threw the Armenian into the pool, right into the frozen water. He was an 
old man, he couldn’t stay in the water. He wanted to climb out. And those guys 
were standing at the edge of the pool, kicking him, until they kicked him to 
death. And Sadai Sadygly, God help him, always has trouble circling around his 
head. Otherwise, how could he have been the one to show up at that moment 
in that cursed place? He couldn’t hold back, that’s what happened! He’s an 
artist, a humane person. His heart couldn’t bear it. He ran to help. And how 
could those yerazy know who and what he is? They’ve just arrived, they’re not 
from here. So they took him for an Armenian and attacked like wild animals.  
If I’d been just a minute later, they’d have sent him to join the old Armenian. 
But God spared him—he remained alive. I beg you, Doctor, save him. The life 
of that great person is now in your hands.” With these pathetic words, the artist 
finished his speech.

The doctor hurried to start the operation. But it seemed that some neces-
sary item was missing.

Besides, the story of the artist had apparently shaken him. He didn’t 
see anything particularly unusual in the fact that the Hamlet-Othello-Kefli-
Iskender lying unconscious on the operating table had been trying to save 
an old Armenian. In the doctor’s opinion, anyone who considered himself a 
human being would have behaved the same way. However, the inhabitants of 
the city, as if they’d come to an understanding about it, were trying to steer clear 
of what’s called humaneness. It seemed it was no longer even worth their while 
to pretend to be human beings.

Just ten or fifteen days previously in that same operating room, Dr. Farzani 
had performed a very complicated operation on an Armenian girl of fourteen 
or fifteen who, by God knows what miracle, had been brought to the hospital.

In the metro, where it’s always full of people, a few Azerbaijani women had 
attacked her and, watched by hundreds of people, inflicted savage  punishment. 
And just a few days before that, some poet-degenerate had burst into the 
 hospital and beaten up a doctor who’d worked in the cardiology  department for 
forty years, driving him out of his office just because he’d had the  misfortune to 
be born Armenian. After that, not a single Armenian remained at the  hospital—
neither doctors nor members of the supporting staff. Some had hidden at home, 
some had left Baku forever. 

“Numaish muallim, it’s as the Persians say: mesele melum est, the issue is 
clear,” the doctor said in a cheerful voice that was not at all in concert with his 
obvious bad mood, shifting his surgical instruments. 
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Nuvarish Karabakhly wasn’t offended that the doctor had mangled his 
name (a person who’d lived more than thirty years in Moscow had full right to 
do that), but he didn’t fail to correct him:

“Who is Nuvarish Karabakhly, Doctor?” he said. “An ordinary actor. 
Hundreds of Nuvarish Karabakhlys aren’t worth the little finger of Sadai Sadygly. 
It would have been better if those scoundrels had beaten me in his stead.” 

“Is he also from Karabakh?” asked the doctor, checking the patient’s pulse 
again. 

“No, of course not, Doctor. I’m not from Karabakh either. Karabakhly 
is just my stage name—I’m originally from Kiurdamir. And Sadai Sadygly 
was born in Nakhchivan, a place in the Ordubad region, the village of Aylis. 
A very ancient village, Doctor, although I’ve never been there myself. They 
say at one time many Armenians lived there. It seems seven or eight of their 
churches are standing there to this day. Apparently, those Armenians were 
very smart, good people. And Sadai Sadygly is the kind of person, Doctor, 
that even if the world turned upside down, he wouldn’t call white black. He’s 
suffered for his outspokenness many times already, but he hasn’t learned any-
thing. In a couple of months he’ll turn fifty, but he remains a ten-year-old boy. 
He says what’s on his mind. He can’t even occasionally be silent, even in such 
dangerous times. He says it’s not the Armenians but we ourselves who are 
bad. And he isn’t afraid. He says it everywhere, all the time, in the theater and 
in the tearooms.”

Dr. Farzani, his eyes widening, looked in the patient’s face, this time with a 
kind of special interest. It was as if he’d just now seen him for the first time. The 
women, who’d been preserving a dead silence, suddenly began whispering in 
a lively way about something. Farzani took Nuvarish Karabakhly firmly by the 
arm and, leading him to the door, said:

“Well, young man, there’s nothing more for you to do here. Go sit in the 
corridor, rest. And if you want, go home, drink a shot of vodka as needed, 
and topple into bed. Then come back if you want to. This isn’t cutting out an 
 appendix, my friend. A full overhaul is necessary here, which will take three or 
four hours. Don’t worry. Your friend will live. I’ll make such an Othello of him 
that Desdemona will faint with joy.”

With those words, the doctor escorted the artist into the corridor and 
closed the door behind him.
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When the double doors of the operating room closed, Nuvarish Karabakhly 
suddenly felt acutely alone, as if the whole world remained there behind those 
closed doors.

The melancholy of the cemetery wafted over the long, half-lit corridor. 
The lights were off. There was no one around. The giant, double windows on 
the opposite wall of the corridor were veiled in gloom, not admitting light; either 
they were extremely dusty, or it was already dark outside.

In only one place—not far from the glassed-in balcony by the doors—
was a bench visible. There was nowhere else in the corridor to sit. Nuvarish 
Karabakhly walked slowly along to the bench, feeling dizziness and  approaching 
nausea. He’d been wanting a smoke for a long time, but he didn’t even  
have the strength to shove his hand into his pocket and pull out the pack of 
cigarettes.

Approaching the bench, he saw two plaques attached, one above the other, 
on the wall by the door. On the upper one, “DEPARTMENT OF TRAUMA 
AND SURGERY” was written in big, black letters, and on the lower one, in 
smaller letters, “Farid Gasanovich Farzani, Surgeon, Head of Dept.” The door 
to Dr. Farzani’s office was open.

No matter how worn out Nuvarish Karabakhly was, no matter how 
much he wanted to sit down, he didn’t seat himself on the bench by the door.  
It seemed that if he sat down now, he’d never be able to get up. He peered cau-
tiously through the open door into the office: a desk, two old chairs, a sofa, 
a safe, a refrigerator, an old television, an electric tea kettle, a sink. He pulled 
his cigarettes out of his pocket, but again he couldn’t make up his mind to 
smoke. Feeling nausea approaching even more strongly, he moved towards the 
window and, before reaching it, saw that a similar long corridor stretched out 
on the other side of the operating room. In contrast to this empty one where 
Dr. Farzani’s office was located by the entrance, the other corridor had an 
 abundance of windows, and the bluish doors of the rooms strung out along the 
corridor looked out on opaque, ash-colored windows.

A man with his leg in a cast was smoking by one of these windows,  leaning 
on crutches. Near the open door of the farthest room stood an old woman with 
a bandaged hand. Besides these two, there was not another soul in the corridor.

Nuvarish Karabakhly lit the cigarette he’d been holding in his hand all this 
time, but at the first drag darkness fell on his eyes. Afraid he’d fall down, holding 
onto the wall, he forced himself along to the bench and sat there a long time 
while the mist that had been obscuring his eyes gradually dissipated.

The mist didn’t disturb Nuvarish Karabakhly. He was used to it.
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The thing he was most concerned about now was how to inform Sadai 
Sadygly’s wife, Azada khanum, about what had happened.

Nuvarish had often been in Sadai Sadygly’s home. And he knew where 
Sadai’s wife worked. Azada khanum was probably still at work. But to stand 
up and get himself to where Azada khanum worked was almost impossible 
for Nuvarish at that moment. He was still considering how to tell her about 
everything. The best thing was to stay here and wait until the operation had 
concluded. Then, when the operation was over, the wounded Sadai bandaged 
and conscious again, it would be much easier to tell Azada khanum what had 
happened. (He’d forgotten that today was Sunday, and she wasn’t at work.)

Nuvarish Karabakhly had been married three times, but on that night not 
a single person in the whole city waited for him.

He’d undertaken his first attempt to create a family when he was nineteen 
or twenty; he’d simply seated his beloved in a taxi and, without an engagement, 
without a wedding, and without a dowry conveyed her to his father’s home.  
The lack of a wedding would have been acceptable, but Nuvarish’s mother could 
in no way forgive the bride for having arrived at her husband’s home without  
a dowry. After a month-and-a-half war with her mother-in-law, the young 
woman collected her things and left the house, never to return.

Also during Nuvarish’s youth, when he still played only cameo roles at 
the theater, the living conditions of one of the most senior theater employ-
ees had been “bettered.” The senior employee’s damp basement apartment 
in Baku’s Montina Village district was given to Nuvarish, where he’d lived for 
only nine months with his second wife, who died of lung cancer. Nuvarish 
Karabakhly’s third wife, Julietta, had been a worn-down, thirty-six-year-old 
virgin, the daughter of one of the most eminent actors of the theater. For about 
five years they had no children. Then a son had been born. But when the child 
was not yet three months old, Julietta had once fallen sound asleep during his 
night  feeding, and waking up, she found the baby had turned blue, suffocated 
between her breasts. Julietta couldn’t forgive herself: the dead baby wouldn’t 
be quiet, he cried and begged for milk. And the mother stopped eating, drink-
ing, and sleeping. The poor thing didn’t live even ten days after the death of 
her baby. She wasted away, burned out like a candle, and disappeared like  
a shadow—as if she’d never been.

For more than ten years now, Nuvarish had had a wonderful, two- 
bedroom apartment in the center of the city. Up until February of that 
year, he’d led a somewhat lonely but, compared to the present, calm, maybe  
even too-happy and comfortable life in it. And then fate played a trick on  
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him—now Nuvarish Karabakhly tried to make use of his apartment only at 
night, and mainly because there was nowhere else to go. In his own home 
he knew not a minute of calm or sleep or rest. The reason was that one of 
the employees of Baksovet, the city hall, someone who worked in a minor 
but very lucrative post—a hefty, paunchy hulk of a man—had seized the 
next-door apartment of an old theater employee, the coat check girl Greta 
Sarkisovna Minasova. Greta Sarkisovna had received that apartment on 
the tenth floor, the highest floor of their  building, the same day Nuvarish 
received his. And now that hulk had turned it into a real, actual brothel.  
All day noises and crashing resounded through the wall. The animal laugh-
ter and shrieks of experienced prostitutes and girls who were still young  
(just getting into the profession) and their authentic and feigned moans of 
pleasure drove him out of his mind, giving the artist no peace during the day 
and disturbing his sleep at night.

According to rumor, the hulk had been one of the richest people of 
Shusha. He’d appeared in Baku not long before, found work at Baksovet, 
and bought a four-bedroom apartment in a cooperative building next to 
Nuvarish’s building. The man was shaped like a block. The amazing width 
of his back exceeded any standard frame. He had thick, raven-black hair; 
thick, black brows of the same color; a wide, generous moustache; and 
the bulging, empty, expressionless eyes of a crocodile. Even the first and 
last names of that man expressed cruelty and ungodliness to Nuvarish 
Karabakhly: Shakhgajar Armaganov. A curse on whomever had given that 
animal a name!

One morning when it had just turned light, noise rose from the court-
yard: they said, “Listen, people, some Armenian woman threw herself off a 
balcony.” The tiny, old woman’s body of Greta Sarkisovna was just expiring in 
a large pool of blood, but the strange news was already going around the city 
that the Armenian woman who’d thrown herself off the balcony had left a letter 
of repentance before her death: “I hate myself for the crimes Armenians have 
committed. I despise my own people and therefore don’t want to live in the 
world anymore. Karabakh belongs to Azerbaijan. Long live Azerbaijan!”

Neither then nor now did Nuvarish have any doubt that the “suicide” 
was the handiwork of that Shusha hulk. It was fully possible that Shakhgajar 
Armaganov himself had thrown Greta Sarkisovna off the balcony. The times 
were like that now. Go ahead, throw even a hundred Armenians a day off a bal-
cony! And Muslims along with them. It’s possible to easily erase any person 
from the face of the earth if there’s no one standing behind him. And with each 
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day, the artist became more afraid of the man from Shusha. There weren’t any 
laws, now, no courts—one fine day he could easily take Nuvarish himself and 
throw him off a balcony and call it suicide. Who’d find it worthwhile to inves-
tigate his crime, who’d prove that that cold-blooded, ungodly, and ruthless 
Baksovet functionary was also a real-life criminal?

The cold, grey shock of the stress he’d experienced still hadn’t left 
his soul, but the delicate, emotional insides of the artist were already 
blazing with hatred and anger. But how many times a day can you reiter-
ate the same thing to a district policeman—be a man, have a conscience, 
close that brothel because soon the whole city will turn into one endless 
whorehouse—? For that reason, the artist had been more than once to see 
the head of the police, and he’d sent so many telegrams and letters to the 
district Party committee, the Central Committee, even Baksovet, that in 
the end he resolved that either there was no authority in the country, or 
else those people in authority were all on the same side as the executioner 
Shakhgajar Armaganov. And at the theater, he told everyone what had 
recently been going on in Greta Sarkisovna’s apartment. Except he never 
said a single word to Sadai Sadygly about it. He considered that to be point-
less because the man lived in his own world, his head stuck in the clouds. 
Besides, Nuvarish Karabakhly didn’t want to drag a man in whose genius he 
believed with his whole soul into that filth.

Now, even during the hottest summer days, the artist closed all his doors 
and windows tightly, and God alone knows how many torments he endured 
each night while waiting for morning. During one of those terrible nights, he 
even made a resolution, no matter what it took, to equip himself with a pistol. 
With that request, he approached numerous acquaintances who worked in the 
police and the military enlistment offices.

However, his request elicited nothing but laughter from people who were 
accustomed to laughing just at the sight of him. And when the artist had already 
completely lost hope of arming himself and finding even some sort of peace in 
his own home, a well-known writer who’d had three plays presented in their 
theater had showed him (only two days ago) the simplest way. According to the 
writer, nowadays every member of the Popular Front had one or even  several 
pistols. And with the help of those “guys,” it was possible to buy not only a 
Makarov or Kalashnikov but even a real machine gun. And again, according to 
the credible writer, for such a famous artist as Nuvarish Karabakhly, it would be 
enough to simply go to the office of the Popular Front and whisper two words 
in the ear of the Head Bey.
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He’d known the Bey for a long time and quite well. They’d drunk tea 
hundreds of times in various Baku tearooms on the Boulevard, in Molokansky 
Garden, on Azneft Square, and even when he’d had almost nothing in his 
pocket, he always tried to pay for tea himself.

And thus, on coming out of his apartment building today at noon, the 
artist had headed straight for the office of the Popular Front. The Bey hadn’t 
yet arrived. The artist stood around for about an hour near the office entrance 
waiting for him. Then he left to eat some breakfast in a café near the movie the-
ater Araz; he drank a shot and a half of vodka and ate two servings of wieners. 
And when, coming out of the café, he again headed for the office of the Popular 
Front, there—near the pool with the fountain—he’d found himself involved in 
this terrible story.

Now, sitting on the bench in the hospital corridor and waiting for the 
end of the operation, Nuvarish Karabakhly dreamed up a wonderful scene in 
 anticipation of his still-unrealized meeting with the Head Bey.

“Hello, Nuvarish Bey! I’m infinitely delighted to see you!” Thus (in the 
artist’s fancy) the Head Bey affectionately and amiably greeted his longtime 
friend from the tearoom. “How are you, my dear fellow? What’s new in the the-
ater? Whose play are you staging? Just yesterday I was asking the guys about 
you. ‘Something’s up,’ I said, ‘he’s not around. Find out where he is, why our 
master of the stage isn’t around. Maybe he’s in need of something?’”

Hearing “in need,” the artist began laying out his request for the desired 
pistol. He was also intending to tell the Bey about the actively functioning 
brothel in the neighboring apartment, but the Bey, with the great  sensitivity 
inherent in great people, already understood exactly what had led his old 
friend to the office of the Popular Front and generously delivered him from 
 discomfort.

“It’s really nothing, Nuvarish Bey!” Here, the Head Bey lightly stroked his 
beard. Then he announced loudly and enthusiastically, “It’s our responsibility  
to protect people who are needed by the nation.” After that, he lifted his 
 telephone receiver and ordered someone, “Bring the artist a new pistol. This 
is my friend. Our great artist. Yes, times are tough, it’s a dangerous period. As 
much as possible, we must protect our best people.” The Head Bey (in the 
artist’s fancy) pronounced exactly these words and, smiling affectionately at 
Nuvarish, quietly added into the receiver, “Throw in some extra ammo.”

Finally believing that he’d soon receive a pistol from the Head Bey himself, 
Nuvarish Karabakhly remembered sadly how only a year and a half ago the two 
of them had long and pleasantly sat in various tearooms. He remembered May 
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of 1979, when the then-First Person of all Azerbaijan had suddenly visited the 
theater and just as suddenly allotted him an apartment in the center of the city. 
He remembered how, back at the end of the 1960s, he’d once been plastered 
and, heading to the bus stop completely drunk, had met the person whom the 
people called the Master on the corner of Zevin Street. At that time Nuvarish 
Karabakhly still lived in his father’s house and had just begun to go on stage at 
the theater in cameo roles. However (there are indeed miracles in the world!), 
it turned out that the then-Master had seen these minor roles of  Nuvarish. And 
not just seen, but vividly remembered.

That night the Master was also returning, it seems, from some kind of 
party and was in excellent spirits. (There were two strong men walking right 
beside him—bodyguards.)

“Oh, Artist, wait up, brother,” he said. “Well, you’ve been drinking! 
Where did you get so sloshed?” He winked at one of the men standing next 
to him. “I’ve been drinking, too. Only, look, the earth isn’t wobbling on  
its axis.”

At that time Nuvarish wasn’t formally acquainted with the First Person in 
the Republic, naturally, and if the First Person hadn’t stretched out his hand and 
said, “Pleased to meet you,” he probably wouldn’t have remembered whom he’d 
run into that night on the corner of Zevin Street.

“Pleased to meet you,” said the First Person, giving his name. “And you  
I know, you’re an artist. And play good roles in the theater. And where are you 
going now?”

Nuvarish, stumbling over his tongue, stammered faintly, “To Khy-Khy-
Khyrdalan. I’m taking the bus.”

The man with the slightly oblong face scanned the artist from head to toe. 
“Well, go!” he commanded with frightening disdain. “It’s already late.  

At a march! And don’t drink so much again.”
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Night and Day: Night
First Book1

When spring comes, the work begins.2

—Folk saying

1

Every year the coming of spring joy tickles hearts. Warm blood rushes to 
nature’s trembling bodies once again.
The ever-so-green sochpopuks of the willows begin to quiver like a young 

woman’s intricate braids . Under the ice the somber cheeks of the murky running 
waters begin to smile; the water, though tired and limping, like a freed slave, 
begins to gnaw its way forward towards the satisfaction of liberty. Birds begin 
to appear one by one at the ends of branches. The first bird of spring brings the 
pleasure of the season’s first well-fried corn. Planted last year, the cobs have just 
recently poked their heads out from that kohl root that will be applied above the 
eyes. Oh, how that green of spring, which not long ago emerged from wintry ice 
that melts in warm hands, so loves to lie on the courtyard platform of the eyes.3 

 1 The 1988 serial publication of the novel contains as its first epigraph the following citation, 
perhaps more a paraphrase, taken from Gorky’s 1931 article “For Labor.”

 Knowledge is obtained by comparison, our youth has no perspective on what it 
sees; young people do not know the past and for that reason they do not understand 
the present.

 The text printed in Cho’lpon’s lifetime did not contain this epigraph, and neither do versions 
of the text printed after 1988.

 2 The folk saying “hamal keldi, amal keldi” indicates that spring has come, Hamal being the first 
month of the year (March 22 to April 21) according to the solar Hijri calendar.

 3 Traditional sedentary Central Asian homes, which are often walled-in compounds with an 
enclosed building serving as one of the four walls, contain platforms, supa, in the courtyard 
on which residents sleep or relax in the summer. The use of the courtyard platform here 

Copyrighted material. Do not duplicate.



Night and Day46

Oh, how the cool wind that playfully toys with those bare women4—with their 
hair and their curls, with the ends of their headscarves—never touches the flow-
er-embroidered skullcaps of men. Spring frolics in the revelation of its beauty.

Why is life so beautiful and sweet in spring?

..............................................................................................................................................

Zebi’s soul had felt compressed all winter, as if rusting, but it began to 
expand with spring’s warmth. She had just begun thirsting to ride out into the 
fields and meadows in a horse-drawn cart, even one covered in straw. The chain of 
matchmakers that poured into her house uninterruptedly all winter had stopped 
momentarily for the last one to two weeks, and now the creak of a door, the slow 
steps of a woman, and the rustle of a paranji no longer terrified her young heart.

Ever since she had seen a few farms and some wide courtyards, though her 
family lived in the city, her heart had started to long for the fields and meadows, 
for faraway places.

Her father hadn’t yet returned from the morning prayer, her mother was 
busy milking the cow, and she was sweeping their small courtyard. The sudden 
opening of the outside door set her heart aflutter. In one hand she held her 
broom, the other hand was on her knee, she stared intently at the open door. It 
couldn’t have been her father since not much time had passed since he had left 
for the prayer, having closed the big door on a heavy chain while coughing and 
clearing his throat as usual. This man, who couldn’t tell haram from halal, had 
the habit of sitting for a long time at prayer, staying to put out the candles in the 
mosque long after others had left.

Through the door hurried in a young girl Zebi’s age. This girl, still not yet a 
woman, wore a paranji that older women had wrapped over her to protect her 
from wandering eyes. The long hems of the paranji enclosed her girlish arms 
like a well-kept secret.

The tightly covered girl, entering the female side of the house almost 
jumping, threw off her paranji, and, full of youthful energy, ran up to Zebi and 
embraced her. The two of them looked at each other rejoicing. Zebi laid her 

continues the metaphor equating natural and cultural life by suggesting that the supa is the 
plane created by kohl line which women drew to connect their eyebrows, a traditional sign 
of beauty.

 4 Here the author uses “bare” to mean uncovered women. In a homosocial setting, women 
were not required to cover themselves, whereas they would be if men outside the family were 
present.
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broom on the ground without returning it to its place. Their cheeks bright, 
hearts bursting, they took one another by the hand and headed towards the 
porch to sit together in Zebi’s father’s place.

Saltanat still hadn’t explained why she had arrived at Zebi’s home panting 
and exhausted so early. They were engrossed in each other, in sharing mahram 
secrets, in advising one another how best to sew designs and stuff skull caps 
with paper. Saltanat suddenly opened up regarding her arrival:

“I didn’t rush here so early without a reason. …”
“I sensed it. … My heart fluttered.”
“Why, friend?”
“Those terrible matchmakers, you know. … They came without end all 

winter.”
“I am sick of them too, they’re exhausting. That’s why I came to invite you 

to the village.”
“Oh, what a wonderful idea! The water in the canals has already peeped 

out from under the ice.”
Zebi’s face was filled with all the signs of her winter fatigue. Her tired eyes, 

which stared so intently at the stitches in the blankets underneath her, were 
cloudy like glass under warm breath. Saltanat’s face, on the other hand, like a 
shining star, was full of contentment and happiness, far from any worry, and 
reflected the waves of joy escaping from the deepest corners of her heart. She 
couldn’t sense the heavy despair in Zebi’s words. Although her eyes were on 
Zebi, her thoughts were in another place altogether.

“Do you know Enaxon? My friend in Yoyilmasoy?”
Zebi lifted her head and looked at her friend. That look showed that she 

couldn’t remember Enaxon. Saltanat added, “Last fall, do you remember, she 
came to us with her sister-in-law? At that time, I invited several guests, but you 
didn’t come, your father didn’t reply to my invitation. …”

Zebi shook her head.
“Yes, yes … I know, I know. I didn’t see her myself, but I heard.”
“When she came that fall, her sister-in-law invited me to visit her in return. 

I’ve been planning to go as soon as spring came. She just recently reminded me. 
I’m going there with some other girls soon. I’ll take you with me.”

“When?”
Saltanat understood a good deal from Zebi’s short question. That ques-

tion alone showed that, if she could, Zebi would that very day take her paranji 
(without putting it on!) and rush as far away from her home as possible. Realiz-
ing this, Saltanat said, “I want to take you with me, dear friend!”
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And the two young girls once again embraced each other in their bound-
less happiness.

..............................................................................................................................................

A mother’s heart is usually tender. Zebi’s mother, as soon as she heard Sal-
tanat’s invitation, gave her consent.

“Very well, go be free and frolic. Winter has made your hearts tense. … 
Young things. But …”

Zebi knew her mother’s answer well ahead of time. Qurvonbibi was a 
mother who wanted nothing but her daughter’s happiness. She wished and 
truly desired everything good and beneficial in the world for her only daughter. 
“But …”

The poor girls didn’t have a chance to bring to crest again their waves of joy 
when Zebi’s mother added that “but” to her words of agreement.

They all fell silent. Each of them saw a singular impediment before their 
eyes: Zebi—her father, Qurvonbibi—her husband, and Saltanat from beneath 
her eyelids saw the old man as cold as snow.

Only a mother can clear such cloudy weather. 
“When father comes from his morning prayers,” she said looking at Sal-

tanat, “let me try to reason with him. He won’t refuse me.” Then she looked 
at Zebi: “You, dear, prepare the house, see your friend in, and set the table. I’ll 
speak with your father over tea and tell him what you told me.”

The girls remained silent because both knew Razzoq-sufi’s character well. 
To get him to accept even the most agreeable of things one had either to be his 
master or be wealthy. The man had never listened to a single word of advice 
from his equals. For Razzoq to accept advice from women, or, to be precise, 
one little suggestion from his wife, he would have had to be remade from head 
to toe.

For that reason, Zebi’s eyes grew wide with worry as she stood silently in 
the house. She began to cry.

After she prepared the table for breakfast, she stuffed tea leaves into the pot 
by the hearth.

“No word of father?” she asked her mother. Qurvonbibi, after looking first 
at the door to the street, at the sun rising up between the trees next to the door, 
and then at her daughter by the hearth, answered.

“I don’t know. Could prayers have gone late? Put the tea down quickly, 
finish sweeping the spots you missed, and come here.”
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Though she had no desire to take up the broom again, she dreaded that her 
friend might think that she wasn’t an obedient daughter. She silently took the 
broom in one hand, put her other hand on her knee, and started to sweep the 
ground. Having waited for Zebi to start the tea, Saltanat got up from her place 
behind the table in the house and went out to check on her friend. Zebi ran up 
to meet her and apologized.

“Friend,” she said, “Father is still at prayers. That’s his way. He should come 
any minute. Don’t be upset.”

The sincerity with which Zebi uttered her request could only be expressed 
between young girls in a close friendship. One had to see Zebi’s face as she said 
that “don’t be upset” with the broom in one hand and the other hand on her 
knee, never lifting the broom from the ground and only holding her head up to 
know that her whole being was submitted to Saltanat’s will. Her soul, her aspira-
tions, her love, her joy. All of these flew towards Saltanat; they were shot at her, 
they wrapped her up, moved her, embraced her! Zebi’s face, clear as the moon 
and bright as the sun, openly revealed the truth of her being.

Saltanat didn’t see her friend’s sincerity with her eyes, but understood it 
through her heart. She understood so well that she didn’t bother to answer 
Zebi, but suddenly grabbed the broom in her friend’s hands. She knew that if 
she could take the broom and sweep some for her friend, then that would be 
a sufficient response to Zebi’s sincerity. Zebi released the broom, but quickly 
said, “Voy, what are you doing! Put it down, I’ll do it myself!” and seized the 
broom. Saltanat didn’t give it back; Saltanat ran, she chased; lost in themselves, 
instead of sweeping the courtyard the two friends turned Zebi’s home on its 
head, their noise and shouting disturbing their whole world as they chased one 
another.

Razzoq-sufi, who preferred the quiet of a graveyard, the silence of a 
mosque, whose very soul was coarse and frowning, returned to this chaos!

A voice emerged from the doorway: “What is this hell?!” he bellowed like 
lightning striking a tree, petrifying the two young girls in their places. Qurvon-
bibi, ever faithful to her husband, had already shouted, “enough already!” a few 
times herself. If the cold old man hadn’t returned, the two young girls’ pent up 
tension from the long winter would have expanded with the warmth of spring 
and produced even more mischief. In fact, the girls had completely forgotten 
themselves. How could their games with one another not release the coiled 
spring of their agitation, not break the dam holding back the flood? To stop 
such madness from overflowing, of course, equally mad screams and thunder-
ously powerful force were needed.

Copyrighted material. Do not duplicate.



Night and Day50

..............................................................................................................................................

Razzoq-sufi had such power in excess. This man, as a jadid denizen of the 
city said of him, “was one of those ancient monsters put out for display.” The old 
woman that shot him from her womb perfectly healthy and swaddled him for 
the first time was named Hamroh. She had a reputation for jokes and mischief. 
After swaddling him, she looked at the face of her child, which hadn’t yet been 
disfigured by manhood, and coddled him with these words: “My dear guest, 
who has upset you? Who has hurt you? Tell me! Unfurrow your brow! You have 
come into the bright world! Give thanks! Be happy! Laugh a little! Smile! Grin!”

Razzoq-sufi, who hadn’t laughed then, still has not laughed. There is a big 
difference between laughing and crying. There is again a great distance between 
laughing and maintaining quiet gravity. It cannot be said that Razzoq-sufi ever 
laughed.

He “laughed” in situations where laughter couldn’t be avoided, but his 
laugh was pained like that of a sick person; it was unpleasant like a cold joke, 
injurious like false well wishes. One day Zebi said with a serious face: “Father 
has never laughed.”

As soon as she heard her daughter’s words, Qurvonbibi scolded her. She 
openly scolded her daughter for speaking the truth, but how many times had 
Qurvonbibi repeated the same truth to herself in secret? It is easy to speak of 
someone else’s faults with a sharp tongue, but those who can speak of their own 
faults with their own tongue are rare, and though Qurvonbibi had a very sharp 
tongue, she couldn’t count herself among that rare class.

As sharp as her tongue was, Razzoq-sufi was to the same extent a reticent, 
tight-lipped, boring man who kept to himself. In the outside world, that is the 
world outside his home, his sole, ever-present task was to answer “yes, yes” to 
those who were more powerful than he and to shake his head “no, no” to those 
less powerful. While he was at home, not one word that could be called mean-
ingful, healthy speech which an adult uses around children ever left his lips. He 
didn’t think it necessary to move his tongue in the presence of womenfolk, and 
his muteness before his family members was a point of pride. “This tongue,” he 
told himself, “moves only in remembrance of God. This mouth opens only for 
God. The mouth and tongue are the dearest and most blessed parts of a believ-
er’s body. Should they really be embarrassed by being used in front of such a 
low creature as a woman? If they were meant to be used with women, then God 
on high would have granted dogs speech! No, only the most necessary phrases 
should be used with women. Those creatures should only be spoken with con-
cerning the most urgent matters and that’s all!”
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Every Uzbek man calls his wife—his lawful partner in life—by his daugh-
ter or his son’s name. It just won’t do to call his wife by name. If his wife’s name 
was Maryam and his daughter’s Xadicha, a faithful Muslim wouldn’t bring 
shame on himself. He would call his wife Xadicha. Most mother-daughter pairs 
would both answer, “yes, sir!” and the true head of the family would specify: “I 
mean the elder, the elder!” But he would never say Maryam.

Our Razzoq-sufi, our faithful Muslim didn’t observe this tradition. He 
always called his lawful partner in life Fitna. “Fitna, bring me my turban!” he 
would declare. “Fitna, where is your damn daughter?” “Fitna, give me some 
money!”

Whether she caused havoc in her husband’s life on purpose or it was just 
her nature, Fitna wasn’t an inaccurate label for Qurvonbibi, who was no stranger 
to guile and perfidy. Even if she wasn’t all that upset by the fact that her husband 
didn’t speak a word in front of womenfolk, she suffered from his not speaking to 
her, and she knew how to use all manners of tricks to coax words from him and 
even excite his tongue into singing. With one word, she would not just upset her 
husband: she would enrage him. Just look at how Razzoq-sufi wags his tongue 
in front of the womenfolk! Oh my!

“They say your elder master is quite upset with you,” Qurvonbibi said to 
Razzoq-sufi one day.

Razzoq-sufi’s face, normally hard and motionless like a stone, suddenly 
came to life with various movements and changes.

“What did you say, Fitna? Why was he upset?”
“You flirted with a boy who came to have his braid cut. …”5

That was it! Razzoq-sufi, normally a master of brevity, turned into a 
preacher.

“Love is of two kinds, Fitna. Don’t speak of what you don’t understand! 
There is miraculous love, true love.”

 5 It was a common practice in Islamic mysticism for the mystic to transcend his earthly bonds 
through contemplation of earthly beauty found in young boys and, more rarely, women. 
Male bodies were, in fact, considered superior objects of beauty for contemplation. In 
prominent Sufi writings and poetry, ʿishq, the unrequited love for these young boys and the 
accompanying anguish, often serves as a metaphor for the Sufi’s quest to overcome the dis-
tance between himself and God. ʿIshq was not simply a metaphor, and many indeed acted 
on their lust; however, it was considered sinful to do so, hence Qurvonbibi’s teasing. Despite 
the seeming taboo against homoerotic love, many engaged in the practice. See Najmabadi, 
Women with Mustaches and Men without Beards: Gender and Sexual Anxieties of Iranian 
Modernity, 17–19.

 Late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Muslim reformers like Cho’lpon, influenced 
by European sexual mores, began to condemn homoeroticism as well as adultery.
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Qurvonbibi, not understanding her husband, suddenly became bored.
“Really, is that the case? I didn’t know. I’m the ignoramus,” she said, trying 

to avoid a long diatribe.
After his wife had turned around and left, Razzoq-sufi quieted down. 

Suffice it to say, when he became angry, he would talk himself into the grave. 
And oh, how he would talk!

When Razzoq-sufi was at home, he was usually picking weeds by the 
creek, locking the door and gates, cutting firewood; or, if not, he would contin-
uously walk inside with his hands behind his back, then outside, then into the 
courtyard, keeping his mouth sealed shut as if his lips had been stung by bees. In 
the summer, he normally slept in the afternoon; in the evenings, he lay awake, 
screaming “idiot!” to himself in a loud voice so that neither his family nor his 
neighbors could sleep. On those days when his elder master wasn’t present he, 
according to neighbors, would sit in the cool prayer hall and sleep with great 
satisfaction. Sometimes the other murids would throw him into the mosque’s 
pool. When he was at home, he would cool the house, like he did his lodge, 
lie down, and if he had fallen asleep after the early afternoon prayer, he would 
just barely wake up in time for dinner, usually to the sound of Qurvonbibi’s 
screaming. The late afternoon prayer usually fell victim to his naps, for which he 
heard all kinds of reproaches from his wife. But his tongue wasn’t up to it, and 
he wouldn’t say a word.

In the winter, he would fall asleep in the evenings. “If I spend the scarce 
winter daylight sleeping, how will I spend the winter evening that is longer than 
the Kashgar?6 Sleep is life’s measure!” he told himself. 

He shared this philosophy only with worthy and dignified people. His 
poor family members and womenfolk in general were deprived of this great 
philosophy, derived from sleep!

If he was in the city, he never spent a night in a place other than his home. 
At whatever celebration his elder master was, he would come home towards 
dawn. He rarely went outside the city. Only together with his elder master (only 
with that one person!) did he go to celebrations, large parties, fruit and melon 
festivals. While at those events, his bed at home went cold for four to five days. 
In Qurvonbibi’s words, “he is relaxing,” and in Zebi’s, “he is enjoying himself.” 
One time, after one celebration dragged out nearly a week, on the sixth day our 
Razzoq-sufi left for home without asking his master! That left his elder master 
upset with him for quite some time.

 6 A river in the Western Chinese province of Xinjiang.
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With that in mind, Qurvonbibi pressed him on another occasion.
“Why did you run away from your master after you left together with him? 

You’ve seen all the respect he is given and received from him an abundance of 
blessings. Do you have a store in the city that didn’t open on time or a watermill 
that suddenly stopped?”

Razzoq-sufi was forced to open his blessed mouth and wag his prized 
tongue in front of the lesser sex.

“Wretched Fitna! Will you let me alone or won’t you already? Ḥubb al-waṭan 
min al-Īmān, that is, ‘love of home comes from faith!’ If you don’t know that, you’re 
hopeless. Only gypsies have no home in this world. Are you calling me homeless?”

Razzoq became a bit heated and continued.
“Do you want to say that because this house was your father’s, that it is 

yours? If that’s what you’re saying, then I’ll get a passport and get on the Rus-
sians’ rails and I’ll go to Mecca! May you lose your house, Fitna!”

This time Qurvonbibi begged and pleaded, just barely managing to talk 
him out of it.

Truthfully, Razzoq-sufi’s desire to go on the hajj was strong. Every year he 
brought it up. Once or twice he even got a passport. Only, for some reason, he 
could never separate his feet from the soil of his city.

Regarding his reproach—“love of home comes from faith”—was it true 
that he really couldn’t leave his “home”? There’s a secret to that.

He did not have a single professional skill or craft. He neither traded, nor 
farmed, nor wrote for a living. Nevertheless, his table was never without bread 
and his pot was never cold.

One year his brother came from a faraway village for three to four days. 
Because he too was a faithful old man, they got on well. They went to the lodge 
every day together.

“Razzoq, do you really plan to pass your life without taking up any kind of 
work?” his brother asked him as they were leaving for the lodge.

“Heeey,” said Razzoq-sufi, protracting his monosyllabic objection with a 
self-satisfied laugh, “no one has the wealth that I do, brother! Being my elder 
master’s beloved servant, blessings flow like water from all four sides. Do we 
thirst at the river? You’re a strange one!”

After they had gone a little farther laughing, Razzoq-sufi said seriously:
“My wife and daughter are tricky ones, thanks be to God. My daugh-

ter sews a skullcap, and it looks as if it was made in Europe! They deal with 
the household’s needs. As long as I can lie down and turn my prayer beads, 
everything is fine!”
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Razzoq-sufi’s brother visited again a year prior to our story in the fall. This 
time a serious issue was raised. One or two days after the guest arrived they 
started conversing:

“Razzoq, you yourself say ‘home, home,’ but you don’t know your own 
home.”

Razzoq-sufi fumed at “you don’t know.” “Why don’t I know, brother?! 
Please tell me!”

“Don’t get angry. I’ll tell you. Is your home not the place where your 
parents passed, where your umbilical blood was spilt, where you light a candle 
for the spirits of your parents?”

Razzoq-sufi was silent. Tears seemed to well up in his eyes.
“Why are you silent?” his brother asked.
“What can I say to the truth? You’re amusing. …”
“In that case your home is our village.”
“Yes, our village. …”
The two of them were silent for a moment. Razzoq-sufi took his tooth-

brush out of its case but then slowly put it back. His brother took the autumn 
leaf that had fallen on his knee by its stem and twirled it, saying:

“I came to take you back to our village. We once fought over the land left to 
us by our parents, decided to split it, and then you left for the city.”

Razzoq-sufi’s voice wavered as he sighed:
“Why do you bring up what’s already been decided? The past is the past. …  

Let the land dry up and the inheritance too.”
“No, Razzoq! Don’t speak that way!”
His brother’s words were harsh like a command. Razzoq-sufi raised his 

head and looked straight into his brother’s face. Razzoq’s brother continued:
“Nothing is more precious than land! Our deceased father, our grandpar-

ents, our ancestors—all of them received their subsistence from that parcel of 
land. True?”

Razzoq-sufi responded, barely audibly, “True …”
“Why do you flee from the land?”
Razzoq-sufi couldn’t manage another answer to this important question 

other than: “Where is there land for me? You have your parcel of land and it’s 
not enough for you.”

His brother gave a brave answer; while starting his answer, his face invol-
untarily smiled and his toothless, bare mouth opened with joy.

“I evened out the hill on the far side of the river and opened it up for  
planting. Now I just need labor and capital.”
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“What can I do?” asked Razzoq-sufi; his voice was very low. “What am I 
able to do?”

His brother became serious.
“Leave the city!”
Razzoq-sufi was going to say something to his brother’s demand. His 

brother didn’t let up.
“Don’t dismiss me! Listen to what I have to say!”
Razzoq-sufi was silent. His brother continued:
“Leave the city! Sell your house! You can get good money for a house in 

the city. We’ll find a small house in the village. We’ll get it for half or even a third 
of that money. We’ll use the rest on tools. We’ll find another parcel of land close 
to ours. You’re still healthy, we can work together. Right?”

Razzoq-sufi didn’t utter a word; he took his white skullcap in his hands and 
began to fold it.

“Well, say something!”
Razzoq-sufi said nothing and got up. Without hesitating, he took two steps 

towards the inside of his house. Then he turned around and spoke.
“Let me put on my turban and robe. We’ll read the Friday prayer in the 

lodge. We’re late …”
As they were leaving for the lodge, his brother raised the question again.
“Just say it. We’ll leave for the village! Death is what you should be think-

ing of! Let’s not be far from one another when it comes time to die; let’s not die 
thirsting for one another’s company.”

Razzoq-sufi pointed to a colt in the street.
“What a beast, hey, isn’t that a fine horse? Oh my!”
Silence set in. Then he started speaking again.
“Well, what do you say? Will you answer my question?! Even an old 

woman prays aloud.”
“Over there is the bathhouse of Umarali, the Kokand court official. It’s 

been here for 170 years. Not one brick has been moved. … If you go inside, you 
can hear bells ringing. …”

His brother, unable to get his point across, asked Qurvonbibi for advice, 
who, in turn, sent him to Razzoq-sufi’s master.

“Where is Razzoq himself?” the eshon asked.
“He is at home … his teeth hurt …,” his brother answered.
The eshon laughed. “His teeth hurt? Oh no! A toothache is a frightful thing. 

Go tell him: go to the barber in the corner of the market, have him take his pincers 
and yank the bothersome tooth out. That will cure him. Go. Amen, God is great!”
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With that Razzoq-sufi’s brother became despondent and set out for his 
village. He mounted his horse and, while he said his goodbyes, Razzoq remained 
inside reading the Book of Wisdom.7 Draping a headscarf over her face, Qurvon-
bibi saw him to the gate. With her long sleeve, she dried her tears and saw off 
her guest from the village. Standing next to her mother, Zebi sang loudly with 
her sweet voice, “Goodbye! Send aunt Adolatxon next time. Bring a gift.” After 
the guest was out of sight, she asked her mother: “Why did father not come to 
see uncle off?”

Qurvonbibi gave a short answer, “Damn your father’s character, child!” 
She turned to go back into the house.

Qurvonbibi had worries other than her brother-in-law. The village guest’s 
arrival had only added to her troubles. Truthfully, poor Qurvonbibi was worried 
about clothing and material needs, but most of all, about her daughter’s dowry. 
Those worries sat in her mind until her patience was exhausted and she would 
begin bickering with her husband. Razzoq-sufi had no tolerance for her bicker-
ing. He would respond with screaming, telling her “God will deliver!”

But is Qurvonbibi not human? Patience can be exhausted.
One day she broke out, saying, “God will deliver, of course! If his servant 

moves and desires, He will deliver! Don’t they say, after all, that God created 
the means to ensure that deliverance? Your eshon’s wife read to us from Sufi 
Olloyor’s book;8 a profession, he says, is a religious duty!”

Razzoq-sufi didn’t give an answer to his wife’s jabbering. Without a 
word, he turned away from her. Qurvonbibi didn’t relent; she raised her voice 
further still. Razzoq-sufi almost let out one of his laconicisms, but decided it 
would be better to deal with it all at once—angrily he barked at her: “Enough, 
you bitch!”

..............................................................................................................................................

7 The well-known book of Ahmad Yassavi, a Sufi and poet of the twelfth century who wrote in 
the Turki language of Central Asia rather than in Persian, the more popular court language. 
He was popularized as an Uzbek poet in Cho’lpon’s time.

8 A religious tome called Firmness of the Weak regarding morality written by Sufi Olloyor 
(1644–1721), a poet and scholar trained in Bukhara, who wrote in the local Turkic tongue 
and was considered an Uzbek poet in Cho’lpon’s time.
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CHAPTER ONE

The others didn’t have time to answer before they were driven back by the 
fast-moving throng. Morningtime Fyodor hung onto Sergey’s neck with 
one hand while using the other to brandish the latter’s weighty suitcase. 
The blackcurrant bushes in the front garden gleamed and one leaf, struck 
by an elbow, spilled forth a ponderous drop of dew.

“The stars sparkle, the moon weeps, sounds fly around, disturbing 
my sleep. But moonlight makes me mournful—as bygone nights of bliss I 
recall. If only I could return those days, those joyful dreams of gaiety, if only 
I could feel again the blaze, caresses of love’s ecstasy.”

“What the hell,” said Sergey. “What’re you talking about the moon 
for? It’s morning, and a pretty hot one at that. Who’s over there playing the 
guitar?”

“Yes, it’s always hot here. Let’s go inside, we won’t bother them. You 
see?”

Three marvelously good-natured dogs’ muzzles peeked out from under 
the balcony. An old woman’s voice coming out of the kitchen called, “Hey, 
Kisser . . . here . . .” 

“Afternoon passions,” thought Sergey. “Kiss me: your kisses are sweeter 
than myrrh and wine.”1

“And the other two,” Fyodor went on. “Let me introduce you: Fingal 
and Ossian, ancient hounds, parasites on the laboring masses, vestiges of 
the cursed past. Which one do you like better, Seryozha?”2

1 Sergey refers to “Sebastian Bach,” a story from Vladimir Odoevsky’s Russian Nights 
(1844) that features a middle-aged character, Magdalina, caught in the grip of passion 
in the “afternoon of her life.” The second quote is from Alexander Pushkin’s poem “The 
Fire of Desire Burns in the Blood . . .” (1825), inspired by the Song of Songs. 

2 Sergey is referred to variously: “Sergey Sergeyevich,” “Seryozha,” “Seryozhenka,” etc.—
the same is true of other characters as well. For more, see the Note on Names following 
the introduction.
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“This one. He’s jumping around all shaggy and shoving his homely 
mug into my knees.”

“That homely mug was shot up with birdshot once when he was steal-
ing apples. Now he’s reformed and quieted down, made friends with Ossian 
and taught him not to bark. But Sergey, you’re not even looking over here.”

“The quiet garden has dropped into sleep, the scent of flowers is every-
where—never before, my dear friend, were you ever so lovely. For you, for 
you, my idol, I will forget the contemptible world; may night and garden 
and moon bear witness: my soul is entirely full of you, entirely full!”3

The rounded corner of a guitar really was peeking out from behind the 
bushes, and a white batiste dress was standing a distance from the garden 
wall, listening to the guitar. The dress was either opening the gate or closing 
it after itself, producing a frantic screech.

“And here is our haven.” Fyodor led Sergey into the room. “Isn’t it a 
cozy refuge, our Mon Repos?”

“I haven’t read Saltykov-Shchedrin,”4 objected Sergey. “Who was that 
girl at the gate, in the white dress? Such Russia—more than you could ever 
ask for.”

“And she has such a poetic name—Leocadia! Did you bring me the 
underwear and flypaper?”

“Here they are: blue, red, green; choose whichever suit you best. And 
here’s the paper. And some of my poems, as part of the set.” 

“Thanks, toss it all over here.”
The tabletop seemed crowded with the frying pan and its mostly eaten 

omelette; bottles, their insides streaked with the traces of recent milk; and 
cigarettes scattered everywhere.

“You can’t sit indoors in weather like this! Get comfortable, Seryozha—
it’s better here in the shade, beneath the spruce—as for me, I have to get to 
work. When I get back we’ll talk about everything.” Fyodor started har-
nessing the horse. The straps slapped and the bridle jangled in the morning 
stillness.

“It’s so quiet here, Fedya. Where are the spirits of the ancestors you 
wrote me about?”

“They’re probably out picking raspberries. Listen up: you can hear 
them coming.”

3 An early twentieth-century “Gypsy romance” made famous by the tenor Leonid 
Sobinov. 

4 The Refuge Mon Repos (1882) is a novel by Mikhail Saltykov-Shchedrin.

Copyrighted material. Do not duplicate.



5CHAPTER ONE

A tiny old lady in fur-lined slippers was mincing her way along the 
path leading to the house. The big old-fashioned leather pack hanging 
from her neck by a ribbon was open, and was crammed to bursting with 
just-gathered raspberries. The old lady was singing along industriously in 
time to her little steps in a lifeless voice: The little wind is breathing barely, 
the little wind doesn’t rustle a leaf, not in the clear field, not a bush in the dark 
forest, la-la-la, la-la-la.5

“Haloo, my little eighty-year-old windlet, damn your eyes.” Fyodor 
plunged his hand into the pack. 

“Don’t go roving round other people’s wallets, you cheerful bastard, 
you! What’re you beaming for anyway? Awfully glad your friend’s here?” 

Going over to Sergey, the grandmother stretched out a wrinkled hand 
and introduced herself. “Stratelates.6 Very pleased to meet you. Make your-
self at home. I’m sorry I have no cologne.”

She went into the house, and the guitar player emerged from the 
bushes. He strummed a few minor chords.

“Never you mind, we’re going to get this horse unharnessed right now. 
How can you even talk about work when your friend’s just arrived? Listen—
without you here, he’s fallen into hermitude. Won’t go out for a jaunt and 
never drinks a drop, just keeps bowing out and saying: when my friend gets 
here, then we can have a little fun. I’ll close up my shop today if it means we 
can go out; I’m doing business every other day anyway. Let’s relive a bit of 
the good old days, remember how the students used to sing: O people, the 
people, we share a single fate, rage blazes in our eyes and our soul rages like 
a thunderstorm.”7

The sensitive horse twitched an ear: she thought that the guitar was 
going to be yoked onto her head—an unusual and unnecessary harness.

“So we’ll bring the whole gang over to your place today, then,” the 
co-op operator concluded. 

“Fine. Grandma, get everything we need.”
“For how many people?”
“Twenty,” answered the co-op operator.

5 Folk song “A Little Wind.”
6 Fyodor’s name comes from Fyodor Stratelates (stratelates—“the general” or “military 

commander”), also known as Theodore of Heraclea. He was a martyr and warrior saint 
during the time of Emperor Licinius (307–24). 

7 Sergey Sergeyevich, the co-op operator, garbles some lines from the poem “My Soul is 
Dark” by Semyon Frug, a minor Romantic poet of the late nineteenth century.
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“Good God, Fedya!”
“Grandma, don’t contradict me.”
“I’m not contradicting you, of course; it’s your money. But you yourself 

know full well . . .”
“Just give the money to Sergey Sergeyevich, he’ll go buy everything 

himself. I’m not talking about you, Seryozha—you haven’t met yet, I 
think”—and Fyodor set about introducing the co-op operator and Sergey. 
“This is my friend Sergey Sergeyevich. And this is also my friend, also 
Sergey Sergeyevich.”

A squeal drowned out the pleasantries. Some kids were shrieking and 
rolling around on the grass, pulling up their smocks. Two cats politely 
climbed out of a basket, followed by eight or so kittens. The kittens evi-
dently didn’t make much of a distinction as to which of them belonged to 
which mother and snuggled up to both equally. Sergey stumbled; there was 
a piteous moan, and the maimed kitten crawled off like a paralytic, drag-
ging its newly useless hind legs.

The only thing that could be made out in the muddle were the fol-
lowing words of the new arrival: “I was buried in Therapnai . . . they are 
mistaken when they say I was hanged from a tree . . .”

The co-op operator didn’t see the hand held out to him.
“Give me the money, Grandmother, and don’t worry: all of our stuff is 

official prix-fixe.”
“Fyodor,” whispered Sergey. “I’m not here alone, you know; where can 

we put the new arrival?”
“No problem,” answered Fyodor. “My grandmother’s a good woman, 

she can look after Helen, too. I remember how an old homeless woman 
used to live with her: she would sleep on chairs, but since the room was 
already cramped, they used to take out one of the lower dresser drawers, 
and the old lady would lie there with her legs stuck in the dresser. But never 
mind that, I just thought of something even better. Hey, Grisha Ermolov! 
Take the lady to the lean-to.”

Grisha Ermolov materialized, wearing a felt hat. 
A march started playing. Bronze trumpets blared.
Fyodor leapt up onto the cart and was already whipping the horse. 

Sergey ran alongside and jumped up to join him. “May I go along with you 
to work, to have a look?”

Fyodor began explaining the mechanics of boreholes and bell-shafts, 
but an approaching chicken shifted his thoughts in a different direction. 
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“My grandmother is always complaining that there isn’t enough money, 
no matter how much she scrimps and saves. I know that she’s terribly 
forgetful: when someone brings her a chicken, she bargains and bargains, 
eventually bargains them down to a ruble, and pays for it. Then the same 
lady comes back the next day to sell her the very same chicken, and it goes 
on like that for several days in a row. In the end, the chicken costs us five 
rubles.”

“Are we really going to talk about chickens? I wouldn’t have come.”
“And if I want to talk about chickens?”
“I won’t have it.”
“Stop teasing me like some kind of monkey! I beg of you, don’t quash 

the child’s individuality.”
“You’re no child—you’re a beanpole.”
The horse took off at a full gallop, carried away by the skirmish under-

way in the cart. 
A slightly drunken little peasant was scuffling his feet in the middle 

of the road. When they drove around him, he launched into conversation. 
“You’ve no hat, and I’ve no hat, so you won’t run me over. My old lady took 
off to Moscow; they’ve put her in a hospital there. If you want, I’ll sell you 
a bull.”

A little girl was pulling him by the shirt and crying, “Dada, let’s go 
home.”

“It’s strange,” said Fyodor. “Around here the word ‘engineer’ has taken 
on the meaning of ‘nobleman.’ But what kind of noblemen are we? And 
you’re not even an engineer. Anyway, enough is enough, Seryozhka: we’ve 
arrived. But please, if you can, try to keep quiet, otherwise you with your 
jibber-jabber . . .”

The workers shook hands with Fyodor. Sergey sat down on a pile of 
sand next to the proving winch. Rope was wound around a wooden shaft, 
which was supported on both sides by two struts. Fyodor put his foot 
through a loop of rope. 

This is how giants ride around.
Fyodor is about to push off from the ground and fly off, tracing circles 

in the morning air. During his ascent, he’ll see the whole of the area: slight 
hills, fields bristled with the remnants of harvested rye, far-off drilling rigs.

“Let me down,” said Fyodor, unwinding his measuring tape.
“You want some wind?” The guy standing by the winch winked.
“Sure, give me a little wind.”
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The bell-shaft rapidly swallowed up Fyodor’s legs, then his shoulders 
and cap. He disappeared from the face of the earth.

Indians bury people alive like that, thought Sergey, and pronounced, 
“Mayne Reid!”8

The workers glanced back and forth. Sergey bit his tongue. A hollow 
echo came up from the bell-shaft: “Shut up already.”

The rope stopped unwinding. From the depths wafted, “Bring me up! 
All right. Floor of red sand. Hanging layer. About twenty meters. OK, bring 
me up higher. More.”

Fyodor’s cap emerged from underground, then his hand holding a 
notebook and pencil. Finally all of him jumped out of the pit. His trousers 
were stained all over with red.

“Everything’s fine,” he said. “Well, see you guys later. Seryozha, you 
wait here in the grove—I can’t take you anywhere, you ruin everything. I’ll 
go check out a few more bell-shafts, and then I’ll come by here at the dinner 
break.”

Sergey was let out from the cart near the white tree trunks. A brook 
was enjoying the midday shade. It was pleasant to dabble bare feet in it and 
to feel thin sand running between your fingers.

Girls came out from behind the birches.
Each of them was holding a large white mushroom. Sergey learned 

their names right away. They were Dunya, Fenya, another Dunya, Domasha. 
None of them was more than twenty, and they all turned out to be village 
schoolteachers.

The whole company settled down on the bank. Sergey was in the mid-
dle, lying on his back. He saw the little flowers of colorful country calico; 
the reddish hairs on the napes of their necks, brushed lightly by the impu-
dent breeze; and a bit higher up—the green leaves and very bright sky cov-
ering the four girls.

Railroad engineers used to refer to tracks in the feminine: “get up on 
her,” they’d say about the fifth track, or “she’s a tough one, the eleventh.” 
They were right, and this track of theirs fell in with other words like “ship,” 
“moon,” or “whale.” Was this what had bothered Sergey yesterday, when he 
was gazing out at the railway couplings splayed out along both sides of the 
train, merging roundly with one another at the switches? He wouldn’t mind 

8 Thomas Mayne Reid (1818–1882) was an English author of young adult adventure 
novels. His works were especially popular in prerevolutionary Russia and in the Soviet 
Union.
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staying a while in that unused train car turning green over on the eleventh 
track, next to a little ditch and patch of grass. He’d take along the necessary 
goods and chattels—a razor, soap, a towel, a blanket and pillow—and set-
tle in on the lower bunk. Run to the station in the morning for hot water 
and fly headlong back into the train car, afraid it would take off from right 
beneath his nose. He’d look out the window at the motionless landscape: a 
potato patch, some metal detritus, a five-story building with tiny windows; 
and he’d entertain bizarre visions of looming cities with towers on the shore 
of the ocean. Walking along the corridor of the motionless train car, he’d 
hold onto the walls to keep from falling from the shaking of the train hur-
tling along. He’d read the same book over and over, whatever happened to 
be on hand—a book read in a train car becomes forever beloved.

The assembled company shared their bread in brotherly fashion and 
began drinking it down with water from the brook. Dunya scooped up 
water in her palms and carried it to Sergey’s mouth, but her hand trembled 
slightly, and all the water slipped away between her virgin fingers, trickling 
onto her yellow hem.

Then she ran her wet hand across Sergey’s face, uttering, “Here, wash 
your face.”

Finally, everyone was worn out, the mushrooms were placed to the 
side, and the songs began.

Dunya and Domasha started. “Two flowers on the kerchief, palest blue 
and darker. Nobody knows a thing about love, but for my sweetie and me. A 
starlet fell from heaven on the fragrant lilacs, take me, take me, falling star, 
can you really be too lazy? I will sew a dress with arrows forward, go on, my 
sweet, come after me, like a fox after the squirrel.”9

Fenya and the other Dunya answered. “Pinned to my breast, adorning 
my breast, oh believe me, my dear girl, I sing not for joy. Undo my white dress, 
my heart cannot breathe: he was going to my place but stopped by hers. How 
can he feel no shame? Where we stood, my sweetie and me, the snow melted 
through to the earth; where my sweetie and me kissed, flowers bloomed.”

Fyodor entered the grove and took off his cap. Sergey leapt up to meet 
him. Fyodor, displeased, slumped on a stump. 

“You’re tired, Fyodor?”
“And you’re not, Seryozha? You seem pretty busy here.”

9 Folk ballad “Two Flowers on the Window Sill,” unknown author.
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“Oh, these men, always fighting about something,” exclaimed Dunya. 
She plucked some nettles and began striking Fyodor about the arms, repeat-
ing, “Take that, men, don’t be mean.”

Fyodor pulled back, but Sergey reached out his arms. “Now do me, I 
don’t want to be mean either.”

Whole bunches of nettles were pressed into the effort. The girls 
were pleased that Sergey, unblinking and with pursed lips, kept his arms 
stretched out so stubbornly, even as they turned red and became covered 
in white blisters. They didn’t know that Sergey was thinking the whole time 
about Mucius Scaevola.10 

Finally, the girls ran off, tossing all the nettles into the men’s faces.
“I love my work more than anything,” said Fyodor. “Just think, 

Seryozha: this is the ancient Tula region. There were no Urals then, no 
Krivoi Rog,11 but the tsars needed iron tools, at the very least for making 
their instruments of torture. How else could they torment the people? So 
they came here for the ore.”

“And the kings?” asked Sergey. “Do you remember the Thule king?”12

“He was just an idiot, like all kings: throwing golden grails into the 
water. That’s called squandering the people’s property.”

They gazed at the moss-covered bed of the brook. Sergey thought he could 
see a copper Tula samovar gleaming there on the bottom, scrubbed clean by 
brick.13 He threw a blade of grass into the water and followed its floating, off 
toward the fields where the rye lay harvested and the bell-shafts dug out.

Fyodor gestured outward. “This is all my domain.”
“So you believed my poem?”
“I don’t remember your poem. This is my domain, because I work here. 

My oil wells, my bell-shafts. The mountains, laid bare by mining, the plant 

10 Gaius Mucius Scaevola was a Roman youth famous for his bravery. According to the 
legend, Scaevola burned his hand to show that he was not afraid of suffering.

11 The Urals are Russia’s largest mountain range, dividing “European” (western) Russia 
from Siberia and the Far East. Krivoi Rog (Russ., “crooked horn”) or Krivyi Rih (Ukr.) 
is a city in the Dnepropetrovsk industrial region of modern-day Ukraine. It is famed for 
being “the longest city in Ukraine.”

12 Sergey refers to Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s “Der König von Thule,” a stylized folk 
ballad (1774); in the poem, the king keeps a golden goblet to remind him of his lost 
love, and with his dying breath tosses it into the sea. Goethe later made the poem into 
Gretchen/Margaret’s opening monologue in Faust; it becomes clear later in the story 
that Sergey is currently reading the tragedy, in German. 

13 The city of Tula has long been famed for its samovars, rounded vessels used to boil water 
for tea.
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11CHAPTER ONE

products of nature unearthed in raw form, еxtracted, cultivated, segregated, 
clarified, and subjugated to the goals of humanity—that’s what interests me. 
What a beauty that oil rig over there is, don’t you think, Seryozha?”

“You know, Fyodor, this is stupid, but I just can’t shake the feeling: 
when you say, ‘the bell-shafts sprung up all over the place,’ to me it sounds 
like you’re talking about musical instruments.”

“Why not! We’ll start playing them soon enough. The whole country 
will start ringing.” And Fyodor lashed Sergey across the face with the net-
tles, but the leaves had wilted and faded and no longer stung.

“Did you notice that guy who was turning the winch?” Fyodor contin-
ued. “I like him a lot. When Fedya’s letting me down into the bell-shaft, I 
feel calm: the rope unwinds steadily. By now they must have brought him 
breakfast—we would probably just call it cold soup, but here they call it 
kvass. I’ll introduce you to his fiancée, Maryanka, later so you won’t be 
bored here. Really, Seryozhka, now you’ll have to come visit me every sum-
mer, wherever I happen to be working—who knows, Altai, Siberia, the 
Tanutivinsk Republic.

“No,” said Sergey. “I won’t come to Tanutivinsk: there’s too many mos-
quitoes there.”

“Not any more than in your Peterhof. Or are the mosquitoes there 
domesticated?”

“Tell me, Fyodor, is it true that you can buy tea here without ration 
cards?”

“Yes, as long as the kulaks haven’t bought it all up to cause a crisis.14 
Here in Mirandino the kulaks run thick and fast. When I first moved out 
to start working here, no one wanted to rent me a place to live. I had to 
settle a ways out from the village, in a wing of the big house. The co-op is 
over there, see, next to the church. You go straight all the way and then turn 
right.” 

“Do you need anything, Fyodor? Some soap? A toothbrush, cologne, 
chlorodont toothpaste?15 Why is it that you practically don’t bathe?” 

“Buy soap, but not the perfume-y kind. I have no use for cologne; that 
is, I always drink it with wood varnish. Well, goodbye; I have to go back to 
work.”

14 Kulak (literally, “fist”) in Soviet propaganda of the late 1920s to the mid-1930s, a word 
for supposedly rich peasants resisting collectivization—the number-one class enemy of 
the time. 

15 The first Soviet toothpaste.
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Coming out of the grove, Sergey noted that the dust on the road had 
grown whiter from the noontime heat. A dog jumped out at him from a 
tumbledown cottage. Scorched beams and charred planks surrounded 
the intact, jutting chimney of the central brick oven, where puppies were 
squealing. 

“What’s your name?” Sergey struck up a conversation with the dog. 
“It must be Queenie? Hey, Queenie, Queenie! What’s wrong, sweetheart?”

Sergey lisped and whistled, made kissing sounds, but Queenie lifted 
her top lip to reveal teeth bared in a firm grimace.

“You dummy,” Sergey continued. “What are you worried about? I love 
your puppies no less than you do; even more, of course. I don’t feel like pick-
ing them up right now, but otherwise I’d play around with them for a while.”

Queenie read the love in Sergey’s eyes and, giving a growl, disappeared 
back into the ruined hearth.

With falling heart and weak knees, Sergey ran into the co-op and fell 
onto a chair.

“Welcome. We’ve got the order for Fyodor’s party all ready. And what 
can I get for you?”

“Tea,” cried Sergey. “As much tea as possible and then soap.”
The co-op operator was delighted. “I get it. The yokes and the tar are 

just here for show; I don’t keep nails in stock. My goods are as elegant as my 
customers: all engineers. Don’t you be afraid of me, I know the remedy: when 
you’re scared of something or get to feeling down, you have to drink a cup of 
cold water with three spoons of sugar right away. Though beer is even better.”

Light was coming into the shop only through the open door, since 
there were no windows. Beauties equipped with luxurious bosoms and 
captions were smiling out from the soap wrappers: rose, lily of the valley, 
hyacinth. On the wall a green water nymph was surfacing with a priceless 
potion in her hands. A gray peasant blouse hung from a stretching frame. 
Sergey sketched in its continuation: he put bare legs below, a beard above, 
and wrinkled hands in the pockets—a little old man like that might have 
been geometry tutor to the princess. 

Meanwhile, the co-op operator had shut the door tightly. Everything 
disappeared. The only thing left was a warm, rather sweaty hand tugging 
along the meek customer.

Sergey discerned that the co-op operator smelled of fresh footwear, 
New Way of Life cookies, and the breath of a man who did not use chlo-
rodont toothpaste. Chlorodont squeezes out like a white fragrant sausage 
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onto the stubble of the toothbrush. The paste foams in your mouth along 
with warm water, and when you gargle, you see the bathroom ceiling—it’s 
smaller and darker than in other rooms. 

“Come on, come on.” The co-op operator dragged Sergey into the 
neighboring room, illuminated by a dim little window high up the wall. 

“You were right not to live in the village—people would have lurked 
under your windows to see what you were up to. And you and I have 
secrets, after all—I’m nobody’s fool. Well, she keeps saying that these days 
the evening light is more flattering, that she’s only got three years left to live, 
because after forty your face only shows vestiges of the cursed past, and 
that’s when she’ll really need her innocence. But I tell her: we’re not going 
anywhere anytime soon, don’t you worry. Just don’t worry. I did some secret 
calculations. Mitenka says, ‘I’ll buy a revolver: I need to learn to be a perfect 
shot, just in case.’ But he’s got it all wrong. Everything needs to happen in 
silence—I’m nobody’s fool, after all. You aren’t his relative, now, are you? 
You weren’t at the university together? As for me, brother, I graduated from 
the Moscow Institute of Commerce.”

When Sergey’s eyes adjusted to the half-darkness, he could make out the 
threadbare but, by all means, mahogany furniture distributed about the room. 
It all looked uncomfortable, cracked and falling apart, but was of an unmis-
takably aristocratic design. An outdated chart with portraits of revolutionary 
leaders hung above the couch. The co-op operator ushered Sergey over to the 
opposite wall, where there was another chart with carefully traced lines:

Registration of persons having made it past eighty, by profession: 
Wetnurses—2. Shepherds—3. Cardinals and bishops—6. Merchants—11. 

Painters—3. Sailors—2. Musicians—2. Stewards—10. Officers—21, 3 of them 
field marshals. Popes—1. Philosophers—18. Scholars—23. Schoolchildren—4. 
Soldiers—12. State ministers—4. Gravediggers—1. Doctors—6. Co-op 
operators—? 

The co-op operator shifted his gaze from Sergey to the revolutionary 
leaders’ portraits and snickered conspicuously. “Did you get it, about the 
ones on top?”

Darya Fyodorovna came in and asked whether to serve them dinner, 
but the co-op operator was loping dreamily around the room. A porcelain 
Easter egg was hanging in the corner beneath the icon case; paper roses, 
already very ancient, were pinned thickly to the icons. 
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“What a tiresome circumstance,” complained Darya Fyodorovna. “The 
son died from scarlet fever, so they won’t allow an open coffin. What do you 
two want for dinner?”

“What dinner? You think we’re interested in dinner when Fyodor’s 
friend has arrived? And your circumstance is tiresome ’cause you don’t 
know how to live right.”

Big Al made his entrance, smooched with the co-op operator, and 
started relating, “Buddy of mine, three days now I’ve been planning to go 
to Moscow, but somehow I just can’t leave—there’s so much cultural educa-
tion to be done here.”16 The young engineer winked. 

Another couple of beers appeared on the table, foamy as the engi-
neer’s blond curls. Everyone clinked bottles and Big Al continued his tale. 
“Romania is a shitty country. People sell all kinds of garbage right out of 
their houses, right out the window, all over the place; there’s a lawyer in 
every house and his wife is up to all kinds of dirty business. When I was 
there, all my underwear got stolen. There are thousands of pillows on the 
beds, stacked up with the smallest one on top, but they think it’s gauche to 
sleep on them. In a word—bourgeois bullshit. 

“But why bother remembering war stories, that’s all in the past. Let’s 
drink to the health of today’s educational front!”

After he drank, Big Al left.
The co-op operator splashed the remaining beer onto the chart with the 

revolutionary leaders’ portraits. “I know everything, y’hear. When Fyodor 
Fyodorovich first showed up, Domasha went over to his landlady’s place like 
she was just visiting, sat there for hours, and ended up staying the night. She 
made up her bed on the floor in the room that’s in between Fyodor’s bal-
cony and his drafting studio, right on the threshold. And what do you think? 
Fyodor stepped right over her, y’see, very politely, and settled in to work at his 
desk nearly all night long. Domasha was so insulted she didn’t sleep a wink 
either. As for me, y’hear, I got it right away: a hermit and a draftsman . . . You 
know, I myself am . . . anyway, I put my trust in your student’s word of honor.”

“I’m not a student,” Sergey objected.
“Yeah, right! Don’t be shy, now: that’s what I’ve got my red corner all 

fitted out for.”17

16 Big Al is identified as working for KULTPROS, a new Soviet government outfit devoted 
to “cultural education.” 

17 By “red corner,” the co-op operator refers to his chart with the revolutionary leaders. 
In prerevolutionary times, the “red [krasnyi, also beautiful] corner” in a house was the 
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Sergey turned over on the mahogany, manorly divan and pinched 
himself terribly painfully on the cracked seat. While the pain was passing 
and Sergey was surreptitiously rubbing the pinched spot, he managed to 
take a little stroll with Fyodor. Actually, at first Sergey was walking by him-
self and looking at the ruts in the road. They were worn deep from all the 
peasant carts. 

Kids were sitting atop the haystacks; mongrels were yelping at the 
horses, sticking out their tongues as far as possible (since dogs don’t sweat, 
and in hot weather their tongues serve as their only air vent). Fyodor came 
up from behind and took Sergey by the hand. Sergey pulled him forward; 
at first Fyodor was embarrassed and didn’t want to keep going forward, 
although the going was very comfortable: a splendidly swept path led 
toward the house. Flowerbeds with blooming roses lay to either side. But 
there was something still more vividly red than the roses there, and this was 
what had made Fyodor embarrassed.

Rods appeared, and the stripes came out after the first blow—white for 
an instant and crimson immediately afterward. They couldn’t see the face of 
the young man lying prone on the bench: the hem of his shirt was pulled up 
over his head. No cries could be heard, either; the flogging was proceeding 
magnificently and did not disturb Susi’s strolling beneath the shade of the 
linden trees, a French novel in her hands. The rounded linden leaves cast a 
shifting shadowy grid onto her gauzy dress. She had plunged with all of her 
maidenly and innocent heart into the musings of Lelia, whose unquench-
able love had forced Adolphe to throw himself headlong into the waterfall. 

Noticing Fyodor and Sergey moving along the path straight toward 
her, Susi furrowed her pretty little brow. 

“Hey, boys, where do you think you’re going?” she exclaimed. “Peasants 
aren’t allowed to walk in the park.” 

Then Sergey realized that, indeed, he and Fyodor were stepping out 
in highly inappropriate outfits. At least they had on trousers instead of just 
briefs, but everything else was very bad: Fyodor was wearing a sleeveless 
undershirt, his naked armpits shone with red-gold down, and his bare feet 
were barely covered with perforated sandals.

Susi was getting ready to fall onto the yellow sand with a lifeless “Ah!” 
when Sergey suddenly got hold of himself.

corner where the icons hung, but the Soviet ideologues repurposed the pun. In Soviet 
institutions the red corner was a recreational area decorated with a red flag, portrait of 
Lenin, etc. 
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“Don’t be frightened, for the love of God, don’t be frightened!” he said, 
in French, pronouncing the words as best he could. “My friend and I, we 
are, of course, simple folk, that is, the unhappy victims of fate: we were 
attacked by bandits. However, their leader assured us that he remains tor-
tured by the flame of unrequited passion. We left Sir Ralph sitting by the 
edge of the forest, weaving a wreath of wild mistletoe leaves.”

“All the same,” objected Susi, “you must agree that I cannot speak with 
young men unchaperoned. It is unacceptable. If you wish to ask for my 
hand, please speak to my papà.”

By then all three had made it past the execution scene. The young 
man’s back no longer resembled a human body, and Fyodor stopped feeling 
agitated. It was a hash of willow switches and flesh oozing blood.

“Papà, papà, it’s so fine,” exclaimed Susi, ascending the balcony steps. 
“We have unexpected guests from Mirandino, a charming visite.”

She fluttered off to adjust her toilette.
“Welcome, guests.” The old man took a foulard handkerchief from his 

pocket. “Come along, I shall show you my farmyard and kennels. I do hope 
you will consent to stay the night?” 

“No, we’re in the hayloft.”
“Of course, of course, some people like that. The deceased Anempodist 

Pavlovich did too . . . Hey, Proshka, bring us . . .” The friendly old man began 
to fuss about. A bit blind, he hadn’t noticed Fyodor and Sergey’s outfits. 

They wanted to respond in kind, and said, “If you come to see us in 
Mirandino, we could show you a photograph of your great-granddaughter  
with Memento mori written on the back. Serpukhov, 13 September 
1903.”

“I’m sorry, I’m a little hard of hearing. What would you like to show 
me in Mirandino?”

“A photograph of your granddaughter.”
“I did not receive such a brilliant education, of course. Susi, come over 

here—what does ‘photograph’ mean in French?”
“It’s a kind of science, papà.”
“Ah, yes, of course. But I have no granddaughter: it’s still too early for 

Susi to think about getting married, and Voldemar is young, too—just this 
fall he found a place in Petersburg, in the noblemen’s regiment.18 Though, by 

18 The scene with Susi and her papà presents a caricature of the lifestyle of the early 
nineteenth-century nobility.
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all means, Volodka has already embarked on his seventeenth year. You know 
yourselves how young people are. What do I know—it’s possible I do have a 
granddaughter somewhere in Petersburg, but, if you’ll excuse me, they don’t 
teach photographies to such people; we’ll never have enough science to teach 
it to everyone. They should all be sent to the villages, let ’em grow up eating oat 
flour. Heh-heh, you’ve given an old man a nice chuckle. I too was young once, 
I know: I love the roar of debauchery, the fires of mind and speeches, the thun-
derous boom of champagne corks . . .19 Are you by any chance hussars?” The old 
man wiped away a little tear that had rolled out from under his red necrotic lid.

“No,” answered Fyodor and Sergey.
“No? But you are, I trust, noblemen?”
“Many thanks, but not really.”
The outraged old man leapt up and staggered. Fyodor reached out to 

support him, and his golden armpit flashed before the weak-sighted eyes of 
the old man, who fell as if dead onto the waxed floorboards.

“Papà, papà, he’s dead, oh God!” screamed Susi, throwing herself onto 
her father’s corpse.

Fyodor sang out, “. . . To the foundations, and then . . .”20

Everything started shaking. A faint scent of air flickered beneath the 
arches of the age-old lindens; the motheaten judge’s robe, a white cap with 
nobleman’s cockade, the glistening dapples of sunlight on the sand of the ave-
nue; and all of this jumbled together with a melancholy song: They want to 
wed our Paranya to a nobleman—two lapdogs in front, two lackeys behind.21

“Not a bad little poem,” noted the co-op operator. “But these days peo-
ple don’t sing those songs anymore. You know, the twentieth century—the 
age of steam and electricity! The subtlety of feeling among our countrymen 
has reached the point of: Oh, remember, I came to you when I was sick, you 
were waiting for my touch—and you’ll wait forever.22

19 The old man quotes Denis Davydov’s poem “The Hussar’s Confession” (1832). Davydov 
was a contemporary of Pushkin known for his dashing charm and hardcore partying.

20 Fyodor sings a line from the official Russian translation of the “Internationale,” which 
in 1922 became the national anthem of the USSR. The surrounding lines read “We will 
destroy the whole world of violence/To the foundations, and then/We will build our 
own, a new world.”

21 Sergey hears some of the words of a late eighteenth-century ballad, attributed to a serf 
actress, Praskovya Ivanovna Kuznetsova-Gorbunova (1768–1803) who was indeed 
wedded to her noble master, Count Sheremetyev. 

22 The co-op operator quotes the poem “Flowers” by Semyon Nadson (1862–1887), an 
extremely popular sentimental poet of the late nineteenth century and the subject of 
many jibes by later modernist and avant-garde poets.

Copyrighted material. Do not duplicate.



Beyond Tula18

“Yes,” continued the co-op operator. “It’s too bad Leo Nikolaich didn’t 
write poetry,23 but some poems are wonderful—they just go straight to the 
heart, especially the ones written by young ladies. The day before yesterday 
Domasha came by, all stern and gloomy. I took a dig: ‘Wherefore this sad-
ness on the exquisite features of a young face?’ ‘The sadness,’ she answered, 
‘is ’cause I want some grub.’ But I kept at her: ‘Crazed, agonized, I want 
happiness and tears, and I love you endlessly.’ And what do you think? She 
stayed to have dinner with me! Well, I grabbed a can of sprats from the 
co-op so her feelings wouldn’t be hurt at dinner.”

Sergey looked at the co-op operator’s paunch, at his rosy little cheeks, 
and resolutely said, “I write poems too.”

“Hurrah,” howled the co-op operator. “I love students and poets. 
Anyway, a true student is always a poet: Up and over, one hump down, up 
and over, two humps down.24 Could you remind me of your last name? . . . 
Very pleased to meet you. Are you related to the famous one?”

“Of course, I’m his son.”
“Well, over there in Yasnaya Polyana Leo Nikolaich spawned a whole 

pile of kids, and they’re all talentless; it’s a real tragedy. Talent doesn’t always 
carry over. But hey, brother, let’s hear your poem.”

“Sure,” said Sergey. “Just a minute. All right: ready, set . . .”
The co-op operator made to kiss him. “You’re an oasis in the Arabian 

desert. Hey now, look after yourself, you and I still have to live for the future. 
So, brother, trust means trust. Scoot over. One, two, three . . .”

Sergey reckoned, Now there’s going to be a card trick, and the card I 
choose will turn out to be lying at the top of the deck. Then they’ll start play-
ing forfeit. The loser’s head will be covered with a kerchief; he will become 
an oracle. Everyone will come up to him, touch the top of his head with a 
finger and ask what this forfeit should do. He will designate one of them 
a mirror, another the lighter of streetlamps, and order the third to hop in 
circles on one leg. 

23 There are many references to Leo Tolstoy throughout the novel. Sometimes he is called 
by his full name, given here in the standard English spelling; and sometimes by his 
name and patronymic, Lev (Leo) Nikolaevich (or, as here, a more informal version of 
it). Tolstoy’s estate, Yasnaya Polyana (literally, “clear meadow” or “clearing”), lies outside 
the real city of Tula and near the imaginary village of Mirandino.

24 The co-op operator sings the opening lines of the chorus to a popular student drinking 
song, known variously as “There by the Kryukov Canal” or “From Dusk till Dawn” and 
dating from the mid-nineteenth century. 
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“See,” said the co-op operator and moved the heavy table aside. The 
table’s one leg began as a column, then widened into a red oval—smaller 
than the tabletop, but still large and comfortable, like a footrest.

Beneath the table, there was a ring lying in a hollowed-out depression 
in the floor, like a jeweler’s masterpiece in its little box. The co-op operator 
spread his fat thighs wide. When he grabbed the ring, a secret hatch opened 
up. A few steps of a wooden staircase could be seen leading down into the 
black hole.

“Is that a grave?” Sergey was curious.
“No, it has everything you need for the continuation of life. Nothing to 

worry about. I’m trusting you, brother. Now go down into the crypt.”
The lit candle guttered to the side, doused by the co-op operator’s 

breath.
Down below there was a cement floor and air deprived of season. It 

smelled neither of summer or winter, but of eternity: lard, candies, kero-
sene. It was cooler down in the basement than it had been coming down the 
stairs, with a belly from behind weighing heavily on Sergey, and the candle 
in raised hand threatened to drip hot stearin onto the top of his head. 

The copper candlestick was placed on a barrel.
“I come down here to enjoy solitude amid the scarce commodities. See, 

here in this basket I have maraschino liqueur—ordered it from Moscow. 
My sacred principle is: scarce commodities for scarce people. There isn’t 
enough for the whole village anyway, so what’s the sense in giving it out 
by the eighth or the pinch? Better for the people to suffer: it elevates their 
souls, and there are so few of the rest of us—we need to look after ourselves 
for the sake of the future. A healthy stomach is the guarantor of digestion. 
Just you wait, we’ll turn out to be healthier than everything else: it’s the lot 
of the people, their happiness . . . You want some salami? It’s pretty fatty.” 
The co-op operator twirled his knife around.

“What am I sitting on here?” asked Sergey. “It’s hard, with sharp edges.”
“Get up and feast your eyes.”
The co-op operator untied the sack and drew out a block of lump sugar 

that resembled Kazbek.25

“Isn’t it a beauty?”

25 One of the highest peaks in the Caucasian Mountains and, as such, a literary cliché of 
the nineteenth century.
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Preface

In today’s gastronomically obsessed landscape, with chefs competing on television, cuisine blogs proliferating on the internet, food selfies on Facebook, and 
Julia Child’s entire kitchen firmly ensconced at the Smithsonian, this fact seems obvious: Food is culture.

But the 1970s in the United States were not a time of great cuisine. (I know—I still have my great aunt’s recipe box from 1975. Canned soup, corn flakes, 
and marshmallows feature in an alarming percentage of recipes.) When Pyotr Vail (the “yo” in Pyotr is pronounced much as you might hear “YO!” on the 
streets of New York) and Alexander Genis emigrated from the Soviet Union in 1977, they were surprised at how much they missed the cuisine they had 
known since childhood, and they were horrified by much of what they found here. The whitest of white breads, priorities of convenience over taste, food 
whose primary virtue was the speed with which it arrived. They did not really understand American culture, but what they perceived made them long for 
the habits of their homeland.

After arriving in the United States, Vail and Genis began to work in both newspaper and radio in New York City (among other things writing and presenting 
stories on the Russian Service of Radio Liberty). They were part of a larger community of writers and artists, including Vagrich Bakhchinyan, Lev Loseff, Joseph 
Brodsky, and Sergei Dovlatov, with whom they founded the short-lived weekly newspaper Novyi Amerikanets (New American). What made these émigrés into 
a true community was their shared level of sophistication and their encoded language of humor and satire, and Vail and Genis wrote with them and for them. 
A cross-section of Soviet dissident society, brought together primarily from the capitals of Moscow and Leningrad, but repeating the multiethnic nature of their 
country of origin, these émigrés were Jews, Armenians, Georgians, Russians, often in combination, and their food culture drew on that history. 

Vail and Genis were actually from Latvia, but they quickly embraced the New York area as their home. Until 1990 they wrote together, as a team, and 
their output included such books as The Sixties: The Soviet People’s World and Native Tongue, both of which remain in print today.1 The authors “separated” 
after 1990 and continued their own careers. Genis remained in the U.S. while Vail decamped for Europe, where he reported on events including the first 
war in Chechnya. When the headquarters of Radio Liberty’s Russia service moved to Prague in 1995, Vail became managing editor there. He died in that 
city in 2009 after a long illness.

By leaving the Soviet Union, Vail and Genis joined a larger Russian diaspora, what has been called Russia Abroad or the “Russian emigration” (as though 
that were a place, not a description), participating in the so-called “third wave” of Russian emigration after 1917.2 After the Revolution over a million 
Russians—the “white émigrés” or first wave of emigration—fled the Bolsheviks. Most went to Europe, though some ended up in Harbin and Shanghai, 
China, and a few even landed in New York. The “second wave” included secondary émigrés, as refugees in Europe moved on to the UK or United States, as 
well as those who fled the Soviet Union during and after World War II. 

Gleb Struve was one of those itinerant émigrés who left Russia after the Revolution. From Paris to London to Berkeley, he spent several decades 
moving house, only to establish himself eventually at the University of California. From there he wrote his Russian Literature in Exile (1956).3 His choice of 
vocabulary—not émigré literature, not diaspora literature, but literature that has been driven out of its homeland, cast out, banished, ostracized—reflected 
the spirit of his enterprise. None of the literary figures he wrote about, or so Struve implied, left their homeland of their own free will. Instead they had been 
expelled, and their mission in exile was to maintain, protect, and nurture their national literature, in order to be ready at any moment to return home and 
take up pride of place in Russia again. That didn’t happen, of course, until the 1990s. 

1 60-e: Mir sovetskogo cheloveka (Ann Arbor, MI: Ardis, 1988) and Rodnaia rechʹ (Tenafly, NJ: Hermitage, 1990).
2 For an encyclopedia of the emigration, see John Glad, Russia Abroad. 
3  For V&G’s joke on this account, see note on Russian Sex in Exile in chapter 12. Russkaia literatura v izgnanii was published by the Chekhov publishing house in New York and 

YMCA Press in Paris.
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When Vail and Genis wrote their book there was still no going home. But by pairing “cuisine” and “exile,” Vail and Genis spoofed Struve’s somewhat more 
melancholy project. Yes, we have had to leave our homeland, they seem to be saying, but let’s have a little fun in our new environment. Soviet dissident culture 
of the 1970s and 1980s is characterized by the tone that pervades this book: satirical and yet gentle, affirming and at the same time bitter, hilariously deadpan 
and vividly poignant. And, I might add, quite difficult to translate.

We have striven mightily to capture that sensibility in this translation. When Alexander Genis looked over our work he wrote, “I rejoiced every time I 
saw that you were translating not word for word but smile for smile, as Dovlatov used to beg his translators to do.” We were delighted too with that response. 
And while it would be possible to simply present an English version of Russian Cuisine in Exile with no explanations at all, that seemed irresponsible. 
Instead we have supplied an extensive set of commentaries. At first Genis was put off. “I was horrified to see over two hundred notes,” Genis said, “but 
then I realized that this was in itself a kind of game, a serious one that will allow Slavists and other crazy people to immerse themselves in culturological 
research.”4 That is exactly our goal.

Vail and Genis’s book demonstrates a yearning for the time of their youth, when loose tea had not yet been sacrificed to the rapid convenience of 
teabags and processed cheese was a favorite chaser for a bout of drinking. Yet even as it functions in an à la recherche de la cuisine perdue way, with its self-
deprecating humor, self-mockery, and all the plays on words, it refuses to take nostalgia too seriously. It is a cultural artifact of a time, and a place, and most 
importantly an attitude. 

Like Russian Literature in Exile, with which Russian Cuisine in Exile surely resonates, this book documents and organizes historical material, in particular 
habits, preferences, and memories of the Soviet kitchen. (In fact, the title in English could easily be The Russian Kitchen in Exile—we think about Dovlatov’s 
book of short stories, The Suitcase, in which each item he brought with him receives its history and backstory. Here the entire kitchen is unfolded in a New 
York apartment.) And like the peripatetic Struve, Vail, Genis, and other third wave émigrés made stops in Europe on the way to North America, which is 
why the Spanish paella and other recipes and ingredients unknown in the Soviet Union make it into the book.5 

Importantly, this book is not a cookbook, not merely a reference book to check how to make borscht or ukha (fish soup), but a repository of a vanishing 
culture, a means of protecting and sharing that culture. It is also a record of a particular attitude, perhaps unique to dissidents or to émigrés—we loved our 
country, and we hated it, and the best way to explore and process those feelings is through humor. And finally, it is a recipe book. Pull a copy down off the 
shelf of any émigré and it will open magically to favorite dishes. Russian Cuisine in Exile was read, and it was used, by Russian émigrés across the world. 

Ethnic restaurants have always sprung up in immigrant communities in the United States—consider Philadelphia’s Italian South Philly or the Chinatowns 
of New York and San Francisco, or Greektown in Chicago. When we think of Russian cuisine in the United States today we usually imagine Brighton Beach, 
Brooklyn. Some in that wave of Soviet émigrés to which Vail and Genis belong were among the founders of those very restaurants and shops. 

At the same time, Soviet cooking was home cooking, not restaurant fare—and émigrés needed help to remember the dishes they were used to and to figure 
out how to prepare them in their new consumer landscape. Russian-language newspapers were one of the ways that the far-flung Russian diaspora communicated 
with each other—the literary version of Little Odessa. Each place had its own paper, or even competing papers, and writers published wherever they could. When 
a fellow émigré suggested the column title “Russian Cuisine in Exile” for the Los Angeles newspaper Panorama, Vail and Genis were in business.

As they thought about food and culture, Vail and Genis quickly came to understand that their own mutual palate was formed from a completely unusual 
menu. One part nostalgia for Soviet canned goods and public catering options, one part Jewish tradition, one part cosmopolitanism that extended to the 

4  Genis compared our effort to the “Literary Monuments” series published by the Soviet and then Russian Academy of Sciences beginning in 1948 that presents the world’s 
“great books” with academic commentaries. He personally believes that there is no such thing as too much commentary. We hope you will agree! 

5  As Masha Gessen explains, by the time in the early 1970s that the Soviet Union finally granted Soviet Jews the right to leave—hard-fought and won by Soviet Zionists—“the 
Soviet Union had long severed diplomatic ties with Israel. This meant, among other things, that a plane could not go directly from the Soviet Union to Israel, and neither 
could the Jews.” While in Vienna or Rome, non-Zionist Jews “broke ranks” and “declared their intention to seek asylum in the U.S.—or Canada, or Australia” (Where the 
Jews Aren’t, 141). David Bezmozgis, another Latvian Jewish refugee from the Soviet Union, chronicled his family’s decision to choose Canada in the novel The Free World. 
I myself, after giving a scholarly lecture at Middlebury College, was treated to a Spanish paella concocted from Vail and Genis’s recipe—a dish prepared for me by Sergei 
Davydov, a Russian émigré born in Czechoslovakia [AKB]. 
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spicy foods of the Caucasus, plus a generous serving of the adventurous spirit that had made them dissidents in the first place, that palate led them to brave 
the unknowns of emigration and prompted them to experiment in the kitchen. Food, they discovered, was a major part of who they were: the comfort of 
family recipes, the habitual products of Soviet everyday life, the Russian and Ukrainian and Jewish and Georgian and Siberian specialties that they had 
tasted throughout their childhoods and young adulthoods.

The audience for these newspaper columns, and eventually the book Russian Cuisine in Exile, was as cosmopolitan as the authors. These Russian readers 
in exile were political and cultural dissidents, often Jews, and their personal histories involved poverty and deprivation, making do, and creating what we 
now call work-arounds to the obstacles in their paths. They were cultured, literate, politically sophisticated, steeped in the Russian classics from literature 
to history to ballet. They were also in desperate need of laughter, and Vail and Genis were just the men to deliver it. Being savvy and smart creators as well 
as consumers of public taste, Vail and Genis recognized a literary niche when they saw one.

It was thirty years ago, in 1987, that thirty-eight-year-old Pyotr Vail and thirty-four-year-old Alexander Genis penned this book, and it has gone on to 
be reprinted many times in the post-Soviet era. Now a beloved cultural artifact in post-Soviet Russia and across the world, Russian Cuisine in Exile is being 
translated into English for the very first time.

In the notes to the chapters of this book, the reader will find that the translators begin to refer to Vail and Genis as V&G. We do this for several reasons. 
First, the style of this book is very personal. It will draw you in as it drew us, and you will begin to feel a relationship developing with the authors. We 
certainly did, and as with any friends, we groaned at some puns, found jokes or descriptions that had us chuckling for days, and others that left us flat. Vail 
and Genis came to feel like relatives, like our co-conspirators, as we worked on rendering their clever phrasing, their literary allusions, or their typically 
Russian aphorisms into comprehensible English. Thus we dubbed them V&G (and when we asked Alexander Genis if this offended him, he assured us that 
it did not).

(Here we might imagine a scene in which we sit down to a favorite Russian beverage, probably vodka, with accompanying zakuski [snacks]. We talk, we 
laugh, we tell stories, we become inebriated. At some juncture one of us—Thomas, or Alexander, or Pyotr, or even me [though I’m a woman, which carries 
different connotations in drinking culture]—says, seriously or in jest: “Do you respect me?” In some happy afterlife we may all still get together to have that 
drink.)

Another reason why Vail and Genis became V&G to us was that we could not tell them apart as we translated—they write as one. Sometimes it seemed 
as if we could discern a personal voice through the prose, but we could never be sure. Were they conversing? arguing? sparring? speaking with one accent? 
playing off each other? America has a tradition of pairs of comedians: Abbott and Costello, Laurel and Hardy, Burns and Allen, Cheech and Chong, Key 
and Peele, and their routines involve physical slapstick as well as linguistic humor. But in Russia it has been literature that teems with partnerships. Kozma 
Prutkov, Ilf and Petrov, the Strugatsky brothers—this satirical tradition of writing as partners was another thing V&G brought with them into exile. 

For the translators of Russian Cuisine in Exile, who have ourselves worked as a team, correcting each other, making suggestions, arguing over what 
we called our “points of contention,” the term of affection V&G reminds us of P&V, the husband and wife translation team of Richard Pevear and Larissa 
Volokhonsky. Though neither Thomas nor I is a native speaker of Russian, we brought to the project extensive experience in Russian language and culture 
(AKB), a strong background in British humor (TF), deep knowledge of intertextual references (AKB), fresh eyes and a poetic touch (TF). So while we are 
not yet ready to dub ourselves B&F, we have had immense fun working together to transfer this comedic duo’s philosophical, insightful, and often highly 
amusing view of the intersection of Russian/Soviet life and the American cultural landscape. We hope you will enjoy the result.
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Introduction: Expressions of the Soul1

When the Japanese make declarations of love, they place their hand not on their heart but 
on their belly. They are sure that the soul resides in the stomach. This is why they perform 
hara-kiri, to set the soul free—which is a rather torturous way to reassure yourself of your 
own metaphysical being.

A Westerner, when talking about spiritual matters, might thump himself on the chest. 
If he does, he might feel, in the breast pocket of his coat, a Parker pen, a handkerchief, or 
even a billfold.2 He won’t find his soul, though, which lies three buttons below. You can grow 
accustomed to any geographic distance: longitude, latitude, altitude. But the umbilical cord, 
which ties a man to his home, naturally connects to the stomach, not the heart. Hearts may 
differ across the world. But no one can dictate to the stomach. Try to explain to the stomach, 
for example, that avocados are for eating and not just for decoration.3 

The threads that tie a man to his homeland are many and varied: a rich culture, a mighty 
people, a glorious history. But the strongest threads stretch from the homeland to the soul. 
That is to say, to the stomach. These are not mere threads but more like ropes, Manila ropes. 
You can argue about culture, ethnicity, and history until morning, but can there really be any 
controversy about dried fish?4

They say you can’t bring your country with you on the soles of your boots,5 but  
you can bring crabs from the Far East, spicy Tallinn anchovies, store-bought layered  

1  The original Russian, Dushi prekrasnye poryvy, is quoted from Pushkin’s ode “To Chaadaev” (1818): 
“My friend, let us dedicate to our country the beautiful outpourings of the soul!” Pyotr Chaadaev was 
a member of the Tsar’s bodyguard in the Napoleonic Wars. After his resignation, he wrote a number of 
“Philosophical Letters,” which criticized Russian culture. Nicholas I declared him insane in 1836. This is 
thought to be the first use of a diagnosis of mental illness to discredit a critic of the government in Russia.

2  This translation modifies the “white man”/Japanese contrast of the original; the importance lies in the 
exoticism of Japanese cultural markers such as hara-kiri. Russians are perhaps closer to the “East”; at 
any rate, they value the “soul” in a way that Westerners do not. The everyday details here are striking, 
and the Parker pen is important. In the authors’ childhoods a ballpoint pen—especially one that wrote 
smoothly—would have been a luxury. However, does anyone actually carry a billfold in his breast pocket?

3  An avocado was quite an exotic food in the Soviet Union, one that must have seemed utterly 
improbable to new émigrés to America.

4  Dried fish, vobla, here evokes Russian drinking parties where beer is the preferred accompaniment to 
this appetizer. Russians are tied together by their eating and drinking habits, and differing opinions 
about other matters pale in comparison to solidarity on this front.

5  This expression, attributed to French revolutionary Georges Danton (1759–94), dates to the late 
eighteenth century, considerably before today’s border control concerns about whether visitors have 
been on a farm or in a pasture while abroad.
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wafer cakes, “Bears of the North” chocolates, and bottles of Essentuki artesian mineral water (the best is No. 17). A shopping list like this (plus hearty 
Russian mustard) makes living in an alien land (ooh, and unrefined sunflower oil) better (don’t forget those tangy little tomatoes) and more joyful (and 
round it out with some six-star Ararat cognac).6

Of course, even with a spread like this there will still be room at the table for nostalgic memories. Suddenly, with a puff of pink smoke, out swims an 
aspic costing 36 kopeks, then piroshki with “jam,” then “borscht b/m” (b/m means bez miasa, without meat, nothing indecent).7 Also—hot greasy meat 
patties, bloody roast beef, Strasbourg pie. However, pardon, we’ve moved from nostalgia straight to the classics.8 As the prophet of our own scandalous 
generation, Venichka Erofeev, said, “We are given only one life, and it’s necessary to live it so as not to make mistakes in recipes.”9 

Our recipes, naturally, are not taken from the Larousse Gastronomique culinary encyclopedia,10 but they do have one undeniable advantage: they are 
ours, assembled by the collective mind of the masses and imbued with the spirit of the nation. Can we really leave all that behind?11 There will always be 
vegetarians and atheists who assert that the soul does not exist.12 But, then, why should we bother with people for whom nothing is sacred?

6  This sounds like a conversation between the two authors—one, trying to stay on topic, while the other keeps adding more items to the imagined shopping list. “Better 
and more joyful” evokes the Stalinist maxim: “Life has become better, comrades, life has become more joyful.” The juxtaposition of this Stalinist phrase associated 
with multiethnic bounty (as advertised and promoted, for example, in the 1939 Book of Healthy and Tasty Food) onto the émigré’s life “in an alien land” makes a good 
introduction to this book of recipes and essays—nostalgic, but always playful. The shopping list features the flavors of a pan-Soviet diet: Essentuki is in Southern Russia, 
near the Caucasus mountains, but Ararat cognac comes from Armenia. “Northern” chocolates, far Eastern crabs, and Estonian anchovies mean this list contains every 
point of the compass across the vast Soviet empire.

7  As part of medical testing during the resettlement process, Russians—like all immigrants to the United States—were subjected to conversations with doctors and interpreters 
about b.m. (bowel movements). My own experience explaining about taking samples “cherez stul” (or every other b.m.) led to embarrassment and hilarity in sparsely furnished 
refugee apartments in the late 1980s. Among other things the Russian translation, cherez stul, sounded like I was asking the refugees to jump over kitchen chairs [AKB].

8  These first items are all “proletarian” or everyday items one might find in a Soviet factory or school cafeteria, whereas the last two, “bloody roast beef ” and “Strasbourg 
pie,” are upper-class food items from Alexander Pushkin’s 1820s novel-in-verse Eugene Onegin. Russians of the late Soviet period would know these lines, both because of 
the culturally conditioned habit of learning vast stretches of Pushkin’s novel by heart, and because these dishes were so exotic as to be unattainable and even unimaginable 
in the Soviet era. We can see the logic as the “hot, greasy meat patties” lead directly into the “bloody roast beef ”—but for a Russian reader, the other (also unattainable in 
the Soviet era) items on Pushkin’s dinner menu would also be hovering in his mental background as he read: truffles, pineapple, Limburger cheese. See Eugene Onegin, 
chapter 1, verse XVI.

9  The transition directly from the “poet-prophet” of the nineteenth century into the underground “prophet” of Soviet dissident culture indicates that the reader should take 
Venedikt Erofeev’s alcohol-infused 1969 novel Moscow to the End of the Line (sometimes translated as Moscow’s Stations) seriously as a vital cultural text. This quote from 
Erofeev’s novel is a parody of another famous line from Nikolai Ostrovskii’s classic Socialist Realist novel How the Steel Was Tempered (1936), spoken by his protagonist 
Pavel Korchagin: “We are given only one life, and it’s necessary to live it so as not to feel excruciating pain about aimlessly lived years, so as not to feel burning shame 
about a miserable and trivial past and so that, dying, we can say: All my life and all my strength were devoted to the most wonderful thing in the world—the struggle to 
free mankind.” The Pavel Korchagin line was memorized by all Soviet schoolchildren and was supposed to serve as a moral guide to how they lived their lives; Erofeev’s 
line gives them a different message, a suggestion that they drink heavily, concocting more and more new and cheaper cocktails, which would help to obliterate the effects 
of official propaganda all around them. 

10  Both an important culinary artifact and, again, something very exotic to the Russian ear. The Larousse might evoke à la russe to someone unfamiliar with the name, but 
the next word in French, gastronomique, makes it clear that the homonym is only a coincidence.

11  The “collective mind of the masses” and the “spirit of the nation” are Soviet clichés, but the authors’ reluctance to part with them underscores the degree to which Soviet 
culture remained essential to those who chose to emigrate. And, of course, like many of V&G’s borrowed expressions, these clichés drip with irony in their new usage.

12  The “b/m” [without meat] in the previous paragraph indicates a cheaper soup for a student budget, although its precedent would have been a “fasting” version of beet soup 
for those who followed Russian Orthodox dietary restrictions. In the Soviet context, diners could not admit to following a religious diet, and yet vegetarianism for V&G 
is, as we see here, an abomination. So where does religious feeling inhere? Clearly for V&G, it is to be found in cuisine.
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You can prepare chicken or rabbit in the clay pot in the same way. And you can also 
cook a fish fillet in it; pour over top a mixture of milk and eggs, sprinkle generously 
with dill (1/2 cup) and in a half an hour serve the fish—tender as a young bride.

Cooking in the clay pot is very simple, because after you add the ingredients you don’t 
have to do anything else.

The only problem is buying the pot. It’s easiest to find one in stores that stock goods for 
people from Africa and the Caribbean Islands. In those underdeveloped countries, clay pots 
are normal and indispensable. One more thing—never put your clay pot on an open flame. 
It doesn’t like that and will crack.

If you like to eat, if you feel a natural nostalgia for the culinary relics of the homeland you 
left behind, if its traditions are dear to you—buy a clay pot. A capacious glazed clay pot with 
a tightly fitting lid—now that’s a thing worth having! All of Russian cuisine comes out of it, 
the way that all Russian writers came out from under Gogol’s overcoat.1 

Technological progress has led to the invention of aluminum pots. But your life will be 
even better if you acquire this simple object, a gift from your ancient kin, who knew that the 
thick walls of a clay pot heat up slowly and evenly.

In the clay pot food does not boil, but rather stews. It retains all its vitamins, proteins, 
or whatever. (A normal person shouldn’t worry about this. One doesn’t thrive on vitamins, 
but on meat, fish, and vegetables.)

The main thing, of course, is taste. Food prepared in a clay pot acquires that delicacy, 
that refined quality and nobility of spirit characteristic of the highest achievements of 
ancient Russian cuisine.

Let’s take, for example, a 3-pound piece of beef. We’ll chop 2 large onions very 
finely and scatter them on the bottom of the pot. Then we lay the meat on top in one 
large piece, add peppercorns and a bay leaf, and put the pot into the oven on medium. 
Under no circumstances add water or salt. The pot will do all the work itself, and after 
2 ½ to 3 hours you will have a tender meat dish, swimming in a mixture of onion and 
meat juices. In the meantime, you can prepare your sauce. 

Fry some flour on a dry frying pan until it begins to smell of nuts (and it will, don’t 
worry), then add 2 cups of sour cream to the flour. When it comes together, add 3 
tablespoons of Dijon (if you don’t have any Russian) mustard. Now you need to season 
the sauce with ginger and marjoram, add some garlic, and pour the sauce onto the 
meat. Then lightly season the dish. Another 1/2 hour in a warm oven, and you will 
have Merchant’s Roast, the pride of the restaurant Slavic Bazaar.2 

The meat will be so tender, well-spiced, and aromatic that it will simply fall off the bone. 
Add buckwheat kasha as a side dish, and you can invite your boss to a dinner à la russe.

1  These words are usually credited to F. M. 
Dostoevsky, but as S. A. Reiser demonstrated 
in an article in Voprosy literatury [Questions 
of Literature] (no. 2, 1968), they actually 
belong to Eugène-Melchior de Vogüé 
(1848–1910), who published an article 
about Dostoevsky in 1885 in Revue des 
deux mondes [Review of the two worlds]. 
De Vogüé’s book, Contemporary Russian 
Writers: Tolstoy, Turgenev, Dostoevsky, was 
later translated into Russian and published in 
Moscow in 1887.

2  The hotel and restaurant Slavic Bazaar 
opened in Moscow in the 1870s and became 
popular with local merchants as well as 
visitors to the capital. (Chekhov’s Anna 
Sergeevna, in the story “Lady with a Little 
Dog,” stayed here when visiting her lover 
in Moscow. Another of his characters, 
from the story “Peasants,” was a waiter 
at the restaurant.) The historically real 
chef Vladimir Ivanov trained in Paris but 
maintained a menu in the “Russian style.” 
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1  This chapter title, like many in the book, is a common 
Russian saying.
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It’s safe to say that the national drink of Russia is vodka. To argue about this is foolish, and 
we’d rather not bother, but for the sake of the truth it is necessary. This is because there is 
also tea. Tea was brought to Russia from China in 1638, which was over a century before it 
was introduced in, say, England. Since then tea has become the symbol and sometimes even 
the center of Russian cuisine. The samovar has evolved into an icon of Russian life. Without 
tea you cannot understand the plays of Ostrovsky or Chekhov. Tea drinking accompanies 
key aspects of everyday Russian culture: long conversations about the meaning of life, the 
dacha, nightingales…2

Despite all of this, in Russia currently no one knows how to drink tea properly. As is 
often the case, one must go into exile to enjoy Russian cuisine. It’s not that they understand 
tea here, but America has everything a true gourmet needs. 

First of all, forget about teabags. Do not confuse ease of preparation or price with quality. 
You can make a cup of fabulous tea in just 10 minutes, and even the best drink does not cost 
more than three cents a glass.3 Tea bags are packed with mere flecks of tea (that is to say, the 
waste).4 What’s more, the glue in the paper wrapper dissolves in boiling water, spoiling the 
whole flavor. 

Another historical mistake is the practice of diluting the brew with boiling water. This 
custom originated with the poor and has grown into a superstition according to which 
strong tea is bad for your health. There is not one medical authority who would deny that 
strongly brewed tea is exceptionally valuable for good health. Many claim that  Anglo-Saxons’ 
predilection for this drink is precisely what allowed them to create their global empire. And 
the invention of the tea bag led to the demise of that empire. 

Brewing tea is surprisingly simple. The only thing needed here is precision. Generally 
speaking, cooking is unlike any other art: diligence is more important than talent. 

2  Everyday life is related to the important Russian concept 
of byt. As semiotician and cultural critic Yuri Lotman has 
defined it, “Byt is the usual passage of life in its real and 
practical forms; byt is the things that surround us, our 
habits and everyday behavior. Byt surrounds us like air, 
and, like air, we notice it only when we don’t have enough 
of it or when it is spoiled. We notice the specificities of the 
byt of other [cultures], but our own byt is elusive. We tend 
to consider it as ‘life itself,’ the natural norm of practical 
being. Thus byt is always in the sphere of practice, it is 
the world of things above all.” From “Introduction: Byt 
and Culture,” in Iu. M. Lotman, Besedy o russkoi kul’ture: 
Byt i traditsii russkogo dvorianstva (XVIII–nachalo XIX 
veka) [Conversations on Russian Culture: Russian Noble 
Traditions and Lifestyle in the Eighteenth and Early 
Nineteenth Centuries; this work has not been translated 
into English]. Dachas are obviously a significant part of 
Russian byt—they seem normal to the Russian and exotic 
to the foreigner. But nightingales are another matter—the 
nightingale is a symbol of inspiration and the presence 
of love in Russian poetry, as it is in classical and English 
poetry as well. But as V&G emphasize, the Russian 
dacha wouldn’t be the same without the twittering of real 
nightingales. They are also a part of byt.

3  Many American grandchildren of émigrés from 
the Russian empire grow up wondering why their 
grandmother or grandfather always talked about a 
“glass” of tea. Russians drink in cups or glasses, but the 
glass is a classic way to drink tea à la russe, particularly 
in a metal glass holder.

4  The Russian word brak, translated here as “waste,” 
means any second quality or defective merchandise that 
cannot be sold but must be disposed of somehow.You can drink real tea with sugar, but don’t use lemon or jam, which take away the smell. 

If you love English tea, observe the proper order: pour the tea into the milk, not the other 
way around. 

It’s hard to believe that a large part of humanity is unable to observe these simple rules 
and drinks swill when they could be enjoying an enchanting beverage.5 

In any American city, there is a store where they sell the best sorts of loose-leaf teas. And 
there are tin cans packed with the famous English brand Twinings everywhere. The Indian 
tea Darjeeling is considered the best kind. All the high-quality black Chinese teas, such as 

5  Notice how V&G frequently prefer the short, even 
one-sentence paragraph. Throughout the text we have 
maintained their stylistic specificities as much  
as possible.

Heat up a porcelain teapot, scoop in some tea—1 spoon of tea leaves for every cup 
plus a spoonful for the teapot—pour in freshly boiled (not reboiled!) water. Let it steep 
for 4 minutes (if you leave it longer, it will turn bitter). Then stir and pour into a cup.
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Yunnan, are lovely and aromatic. Ceylon is best for 
a cup of milky tea. And after a heavy lunch, nothing 
beats a Japanese green tea. The unusual Chinese tea 
Lapsang yields a gentle, smoky flavor. When added 
to any black tea, it summons nostalgic visions of tea 
parties in the woods.

For lovers of the exotic, the nomadic Kalmyk 
variation can be adapted for city conditions. 
Brew very strong, black tea in boiling milk (not 
water!). Add a pinch of salt and some butter. 

Kalmyk tea will cure your hangover, a result that 
can only enhance overall health. Especially if you 
remember the ancient Russian proverb: tea is not 
vodka, you can’t drink too much.
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What is the symbol of the Russian table? Vodka? Gefilte fish? Fighting?
Of course not. There is only one dish without which Russian cuisine is as unthinkable as 

an émigré newspaper without the old men of the Kremlin.1 What is it? Cabbage soup, shchi.2 
Our entire culture and history are concentrated in this soup. And that’s why we talk about 
shchi using not the singular, but the plural, not “it” but “them.”3 

Over the course of the first thousand years of Russian history shchi was the main and 
often the only dish on the Russian peasant’s table. Then both shchi and the peasantry went 
into decline. Gradually this meal descended to the level of а pauper’s thin broth, and it 
proceeded to seriously compromise Russian cuisine. If it smells like shchi in the house it 
must mean that the people living here are uncultured and backward. But at one time the 
scent of cabbage soup signified a special Russian hominess and coziness. “Here’s the Russian 
spirit! Here it smells of shchi!” as the great poet wrote.4

Of course, in order to enjoy shchi, you don’t actually have to put on a Russian peasant blouse 
and bast shoes.5 You just have to prepare the shchi properly. Which may not be simple, but it’s at 
least entertaining. Put the marrow bone and a good chunk of beef into the pot (don’t ever use 
pork—that is a Ukrainian influence which is forbidden to us both as Russians and as Jews).6

Pour water over the meat and boil until it is partially cooked. Squeeze out some 
sauerkraut, put it into a clay pot, pour boiling water over it, and add 2 spoonfuls of 
butter. Cover the pot and place it in a warm oven; keep it there until the cabbage is 
soft. This will give the shchi the taste of having been stewed, something which you 
can otherwise only achieve by cooking it in a Russian stove. Since in America even 
the president doesn’t have a Russian stove, this cabbage operation is unavoidable.7 In 
another pot boil 2 or 3 dried mushrooms with a chopped potato.

Now you need to unite all the ingredients (the cabbage, the mushrooms and potato, 
and the liquid in which they were cooked) and add to the shchi finely chopped onion, 
carrot, turnip, parsley root and greens, celery root and greens, a few black peppercorns 
(crushed), 2 or 3 bay leaves, a teaspoon of marjoram, and some salt, and let it cook for 
about 20 minutes. Then take it off the flame, add garlic and dill, and place the soup pot 
into a warm oven for half an hour.

Before serving the shchi at table, it’s good to add some pickled mushrooms cut 
into large chunks (we can’t imagine where you will get them) and don’t forget to add 
a dollop of a mixture of sour cream and cream to the soup plate when you serve it. 
Aesthetes sometimes include finely diced ham along with the root vegetables, but that 
is the devil at play.

 1  The expression “Kremlin Elders” (or “old men”) refers 
generally to the politicians of the Brezhnev era and later, 
all of whom lived on well into their seventies. There was a 
sense in the USSR that young (men) didn’t have a chance at 
power. And certainly Russian émigré newspapers followed 
the speeches and actions of those in power closely; after 
all, the Communist leaders were much of the reason that 
people emigrated from the USSR in the first place.

 2  Shchi is one of the classic Russian soups, and it also 
consists of only two letters in Russian, ЩИ. Generally 
speaking it symbolizes the simplest of Russian meals. As 
Pushkin wrote in the final chapter of his novel Eugene 
Onegin: “My ideal is now a housewife, All I desire is 
peace and quiet, A pot of cabbage soup, a proud toddler”. 
A favorite Russian aphorism about the simple things in 
life goes: Shchi and porridge are our daily bread.

3  Russian, like many languages, has a familiar and a 
formal “you.” Since the formal corresponds to the 
plural, it may sometimes seem as though a really 
important person is addressed as if plural, or spoken 
about as “them” rather than him or her.

4  Pushkin didn’t say this. In the prologue to his first 
narrative poem, Ruslan and Liudmila, he did write: 
“There’s the Russian spirit, there it smells of Rusʹ’” 
(1820). V&G have rewritten this to emphasize the smell 
of cabbage soup.

5  Bast shoes were made of woven fibers and worn 
primarily by peasants in Russia.

6  Note that the authors do not always eschew pork 
products—just when it’s convenient for their rhetoric.

7  The Russian stove traditionally takes up 20–25% 
of the interior of a peasant home. Built of bricks, it 
has elaborate piping inside to turn the entire edifice 
into a source of heat as well as a place to cook food. 
Frequently the upper portion of the stove is turned into 
a berth which creates a warm bed for the young, infirm, 
or elderly, and sometimes it has benches for sleeping 
built in along the sides as well.
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You must eat the shchi with an enormous 
quantity of fresh black bread, cut into slices a 
hand’s breadth thick. On shchi day, no main dish 
is necessary. May God help you manage this soup 
course. The biggest problem is the consistency of 
the shchi. It must be very thick, so thick that a spoon 
can stand in the soup. But this recommendation, 
like all others of its kind—for example, “salt to taste, 
boil until ready”—is not particularly helpful for the 
cook. On the other hand, a reasonable person must 
have an inborn intuition and a sense of measure. 
People who don’t shouldn’t make shchi at all.8 They 
will manage with less: for culinary purposes—a 
hamburger, for art—television, for sports—the card 
game of durak.9

8  Notice how few exact measurements we find in this 
recipe. V&G would certainly argue that intuition (rather 
than precise measure) should guide the  
cook’s hand.

9  Durak (or “fool”) is similar to slapjack or Egyptian 
ratscrew, all easy card games which are often the first 
game a child will learn.

Walking on 
Eggshells1
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Eggshells1
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1   The Russian original of the title is “The Value of a 
Hollowed-out Egg”—an idiom that means more or less 
“nothing.” V&G would have loved the marketing slogan 
of the American Egg Board (1976): “The Incredible 
Edible Egg.”
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We have a complicated relationship with the edible egg. On the one hand, it’s tasty and 
supposedly nutritious. On the other, if your child gets a rash, you may be reminded of the 
dirty word “diathesis,” which is awfully close to the even worse word “diet.”2 Civilization has 
not invented anything more demeaning to human dignity than dieting. At least abstinence 
makes a certain sense—for example: economic sense. A heavy drinker spends far more 
money than a teetotaler. Not just on vodka, but also on related pleasures—taxis, decorative 
flowers, stupid presents like lamps or budgerigar parrots. Even sexual abstinence makes 
some sense (at least theoretically). They say that it increases creative potential exponentially. 
And it frees up more time for self-improvement and for cooking.

But there’s not even a kernel of sense in dieting. First of all, health professionals don’t 
have a clear understanding of which foods will be harmful or helpful for whom and under 
what circumstances. We know from our own experience that heartburn comes from tea, 
eggplant, milk, oysters, and so forth. But sometimes those foods don’t lead to heartburn at 
all. The whole point is that the process of food absorption is not subject to the purview of 
universities. It is governed by higher spheres.

There is confusion about the egg’s role in specific diets. Entire systems have been 
developed around eating hard-boiled eggs. Rumor has it that French ballerinas subsist on 
eight eggs a day, plus well water. Yet almost all other set diets, including Orthodox Christian 
fasting rules, exclude eggs entirely. The anti-egg movement is supported by Slavophile 
ideology and based on data from the Russian fairytale about Kashchei’s death, which is 
hidden away in an egg. Since the Russian Kashchei is traditionally slender and gracile, his 
death must signify the victory of Western self-indulgence and its resulting corpulence.3 

Actually, the egg is one of the most universal foods known to mankind and, significantly, 
one of the few that you don’t get sick of if you eat them frequently. Apart from that, the egg is 
quickly and easily prepared, which has made it a fundamental part of breakfast, when time 
tends to be short. Eggs are fantastic raw, cooked (soft-boiled, coddled, hard-boiled), sunny 
side up (Russian-style), and scrambled (Ukrainian-style). But the pinnacle of egg culture 
remains the omelet!

2  Diathesis, not a common word in English, describes a 
constitutional tendency or predisposition to a disease. 
This must have been a fancy way of saying what  
American pediatricians tend to say when they see a 
rash: “It may be contact dermatitis.” In other words,  
we don’t know why your child has developed a rash. The 
anxiety this induced in Soviet mothers was matched 
only by their anxiety about questions of diet.

3  Orthodox dieting rules are extremely complex, in part 
because they were designed for people dwelling in 
monasteries rather than for lay people. In brief, there 
are four major “fasts” per year and many minor fasts, 
including most Wednesdays and Fridays, ranging in 
severity from no animal products at all to dairy-only  
days. Well over two hundred days of the calendar are 
“fasting” days of one kind or another. It is interesting 
that V&G add Kashchei the Deathless into their 
discussion of Orthodoxy and Slavophilism. Kashchei 
is one of the primary characters in the Russian folk 
tradition. Motifs from this tale were used in Nikolai 
Rimsky-Korsakov’s 1902 one-act opera Kashchei the 
Deathless and in Igor Stravinsky’s The Firebird (1910), 
which merged two traditional Russian tales. The most 
important thing for this chapter, of course, is that 
Kashchei’s death was hidden in an egg.

In the old days, when master chefs were hiring, they would give the candidate one 
and only one test: making an omelet. This dish, laconic and demure, is simultaneously 
modest and clever—like a sonnet. On a thoroughly heated skillet you melt butter, and 
then pour in the egg-milk-flour mixture, already beaten to foaminess. (Only a little 
flour—1 teaspoon per 2 eggs. Together with the milk, you could add diluted sour 
cream and regular cream.) 

As soon as the mixture thickens, immediately move the skillet to a preheated oven, 
where the omelet will swell and rise. The omelet should be eaten within seconds of 
being removed from the skillet.
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The secret here is the uninterrupted process. The 
removal needs to be done quickly and the temperature 
should be just right. Only then will you be able to enjoy 
this dish. All kinds of side dishes are possible: an omelet 
goes with practically all vegetables, meat and sausage 
products, with cheese, fruit (including pineapple), and 
jam. The side dishes should be prepared in advance and 
already hot. You can then place them atop the omelet 
before moving it to the oven.

It is skill and constant refinement of technique 
that ensure the uninterrupted process. The most 
complicated thing is getting people to the table at the 
precise moment. It usually doesn’t work out that way. 
You call your family. Your family answers: “Be right 
there!”, but they don’t go anywhere. They are busy with 
their own pointless tasks. You are sending them to  
hell under your breath, and they don’t go there either. 
Now your small culinary triumph brings you no 
joy, and you feel like killing all the members of your 
family. A fantasy may develop from the proximity of 
knives and the oven, but that’s a different kettle of eggs 
altogether. 
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Conversation in the 
Mountains

There they stand, the cousins, on a road in the mountains, the stick silent, 
the stones silent, and the silence no silence at all. No word has come to an 
end and no phrase, it is nothing but a pause, an empty space between the 
words, a blank—you see all the syllables stand around, waiting.

—Paul Celan, Conversation in the Mountains

I’ve never thought of photographing the landscape that unfolds from the 
top of a mountain. The panorama, the chiseled clarity of the depths, the 
beyond and the just-now fixed on the film: better to escape it. That’s why 
you leave the house before dawn and climb the slope as the day begins. You 
aren’t there or then anymore. The point of reference: here and now. 

But look: the point of reference is gone. The slope can’t stay still. It’s 
crawling down toward the valley, into the green and blue depths. The rocks 
are running down like gray mice, disappearing into the gaping mouth with 
an endless hiss. They like to move as a herd. Below is dissolving into a 
swarm: rocks, the path, buttercups, bellflowers, and in particular rocks and 
more rocks, and on their heels, imminently: my fall. 

In the mountains, the now is won bit by bit. It’s in the details that 
appear in a close-up: rock, path. The chalice of a buttercup or a bellflower, 
which bloom later here than in the valley.

Колоколы-балаболы, Колоколы-балаболы, Накололи, намололи, 
Дале боле, дале боле…Накололи, намололи, Колоколы-балаболы.

While hiking up, you save your breath, you don’t talk, you content your-
self with the words that roll around inside your head without fuel—thirst, 
buttercup, beyond, I’m straying too far from the others, bellflowers—a 
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Where There Is Danger2

mishmash of words without French or Russian wrapping, words outside 
language. 

Barely brushed, the words fall and free the mountain from their trem-
bling noise, leaving it to the dry and silent duo of rock and foot and to 
the miserable guests of this steep and sun-scorched land; these shrimpy 
mountain plants called “immortals” in Russian and in French for the 
good reason that nothing ever seems to overcome their ascetic transpar-
ency, their blandness floating in the eye of vastness. They fall, humble and 
consenting, these words from my languages—from behind language, not 
wandering but marching along at their own pace. Bellflower: my eyelashes 
flutter, the word blinks at the edge of my vision without the time to fall 
into my mouth—blue scent, that’s it. No need to know which side of the 
word—Russian or French—sticks in the pupil of the language-eye. No need 
to pick it up. The words roll down smoothly, draped in their unpronounced 
Russian or French petals. Now that the summit seems to be within arms’ 
reach, the path is no more than a sliding mirage. The rocks crumble under 
my feet, they crumble under my fingers. 

A word that hasn’t been chewed, or bitten off, that hasn’t crossed the 
threshold of the throat is a word in limbo, pure image, a thin glow above 
it like the halo around the depiction of a saint. Curled up in its shell, like 
energy sleeping in ore while waiting to be extracted, this verbal shadow 
isn’t duplicated in Russian and French syllables any more than the outlines 
of things we see are split up. Somewhere at the periphery of our vision, we 
see double—each pupil sneakily takes its own photo, our field of view is 
bordered by two noses—but officially, our two eyes roam hand-in-hand. As 
long as a word remains unpronounced, its image is whole. 

Imagine then the moment when the rocky treadmill begins to roll 
under your feet. There is nothing else but the ground and your feet, the 
moving ground and your groundless feet, terrified. 

In that wavering moment, another grounding is needed: that of sounds 
and syllables. Brutally thrust back into their languages, the names have 
seized power. These kings are ready to leave the shadows, insisting on being 
carried in their sonorous litters. Two monarchs per word. Each one wished 
to be pampered, proclaimed. Each says, “Say my name in both languages!” 
Each bit of the mountain demanded to be named in two languages. 

How do you say bellflower in Russian? Kolokol’chik, little bell. 
(Колоколы-балаболы, Колоколы-балаболы). How do you say “scree” in 
Russian? How do you name this kind of grass in one language, in the other? 
How do you say immobility, crumbling, the summit whisked away, unat-
tainable? Each stem, each twig demanded imperiously to be named—in 
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3Conversation in the Mountains

both languages. The immortals, these high-altitude survivors, in both lan-
guages. Chaos, capsizing, shelest— “rumbling.” 

As long as I can keep an eye on the rapidly shuttling words, as long as 
I track their flow from one world to the other, from the world in Russian 
toward the world in French and vice versa, I won’t fall. They give me an 
infinitesimal but ungraspable refuge: the refuge of passage. In this intersti-
tial space, warding off everything plummeting around me, the clattering of 
the scree—but how do you say scree in Russian, for heaven’s sake?—I’ll hold 
on and I won’t fall—won’t fall.

Help finally comes. Leaving the group, which had taken another path, 
one of the hikers comes over to me and gives me a hand, and soon the 
crumbling of the mountain and the frantic circulation of words stop.

When you’re on loose rock, you have to set your feet on a flat surface, 
he tells me.

So that’s it: to avoid skidding off the mountain, you must have both feet 
in the same language.

However, since I haven’t fallen, it’s certainly because there was, between 
the two shuttling languages, a small immortality to hold on to. Salvation 
wasn’t in the names, those eternal migrants, but in their losing hold, their 
disintegration from language to language, from one world to the other.

Hölderlin: “Mais au lieu du péril croît aussi ce qui sauve.” But where 
there is danger, the rescue grows as well.

A Republic of Two Versions

The body takes root not at the feet but in the throat. Sagittal slices through 
the speech organs, used in phonetics class to show the pathways of sounds 
in language, look like geological cross-sections to me: the larynx (which 
contains an animal name: lynx), the pharynx (pax) and the vocal cords. 
Intended to show the origins of sounds, the different varieties (not of plants 
but sounds)—labial, dental, guttural or hissing, even fricative or approxi-
mant—that grow from my body, that are nourished by myself and that sink 
their airy roots into me—form colorful strata, the geological layers of my 
terrain, of my res publica where two versions of the world live. 

In this one, pax usually reigns. The sounds of my two kingdoms don’t 
clash any more than those of far-flung provinces. At rest, bilingualism is 
no more noticeable than a part of the body that doesn’t hurt. On waking, 
you rediscover the world without noticing that it’s split in two—that would 
be like noticing, “Oh! I have teeth.” When we examine our bilingualism, it 
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Where There Is Danger4

turns its back on us, because we examine it in one language or the other, 
not both. It’s impossible to look at it directly. It can present itself as a 
non-experience: nothing happens. 

Heidegger says that man must have a homeland. The homeland is the 
“nothing” that happens: the interstitial space. I’d like to sketch its physical 
geography. Draw up a soil map. Show the “horizons” of bilingualism—this 
is the name for the parallel slices that make up the “profile” of a soil. 

Tools

Bilingualism is waiting for its chronicler, someone down-to-earth who will 
follow each step of the bodily clues to the constantly shifting center. This is 
the task that I’ve given myself: to track the physical signs and the palpable 
traces from this reciprocal inhabitation. 

It’s a kind of report. The material that I’m trying to describe is the same 
that I’m using to describe it. It’s like telling the story of a flood with water or 
the story of a fire with flames. 

The musician will tell you about his instrument, and so will the tailor, 
the furniture-maker, the shoemaker, the gardener, the sailor—all of them 
have stories to tell about their tools and the materials that they work with. 
For the writer, the tool and the material are one and the same. Language 
works with language. The writer fashions her own tools. The writer’s tool is 
bolted fast to her body—to talk about it is to display the body that writes. 
Bilinguals who write—a category I belong to—use double-edged tools. The 
goal of this book is to show them at work. There is a time in one’s life when 
one feels the need to talk about her profession: for me, it’s the concrete 
experience of living inside language—being inhabited by language—and 
in duplicate. 

I said “tool.” Of course, this is an optical illusion. We say that we “use” 
language like we say that the sun orbits the earth. In reality, language uses 
us in order to live and evolve. We are its instrument and it shapes us by let-
ting us shape it. We are the material that it works over while it lets itself be 
worked on. What ideas does language have for bilinguals, and what instru-
ments has it set aside for us? 

When you devote your life to questioning words, you must at some 
point make space for the body they create: language itself. This book isn’t a 
reflection, but a cross-section.
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5Conversation in the Mountains

Physics of Bilingualism

To live in a language other than one’s native language shouldn’t be perceived 
as a loss or abandonment. No more than an amputation or atrophy. It’s the 
physical experience of toggling back and forth. Inside and outside. Physics 
is a science that teaches us that things are not as they seem. In a world 
where almost everyone wields a second language, where half of the planet 
is on the road while the other half tries desperately to put up roadblocks, 
sketching out physics of bilingualism seems almost medically necessary. 
Not because I see pathology there, but because I see a singularity called on 
to expand. Each case of bilingualism is probably unique—the languages 
we come from and the languages we moved towards are different and our 
minds evolve in different worlds. But our bodies are identical, and physi-
ologically there’s something in this experience that transcends individual 
cases and rings true for every language. 

Examining bilingualism unveils a truth familiar to linguistic expats: the 
language that we call our native, that we spoke as children with our parents, 
will always be something of a language of the past, even if we don’t have 
another one. Unable to confine us under house arrest, it confines us to where 
we come from. We return to it as archaeologists investigating ourselves. 

If I was writing in Russian, I’d use the verb vyrasti to express this idea. 
Vyrasti, from the root rasti, to grow or get bigger, and the verbal prefix vy-, 
which means “outside of ” but also “starting from.” When a piece of clothing 
gets too small, we say vyrasti iz: to have grown toward the outside. We grew 
starting from our native language, and we’ve grown toward the outside of it. 

But I’m not writing this text in Russian. I’m not observing myself bilin-
gually—that would be like watching myself sleep.

Twins

When I’m in Moscow—never for more than ten days at a time—I can 
smoke, drink, and stay up all night. Not without damaging my body, but it’s 
my-body-there that’s damaged and not my-body-here. So there are no con-
sequences for “me.” Elsewhere in Russia, like in Siberia, that’s no longer the 
case. I’m traveling, like when I go to the United States. This natural law is 
purely local and only applies in the city where I was born. There, a possible 
body is at risk, the one I could have had: invulnerable. 

Let bilingualism speak: make it talk about what living between two 
languages does to the body, the twinned body dressed differently.
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This is the tale of a transplant. The story of a transplant. A whole body 
has been invisibly grafted onto yours. The graft is so successful that no 
one can tell which body is the original. You have duplicates of every limb 
and organ. You have a head and a golova, two legs and two nogi, a heart 
and a serdtse. All of this seems to occupy the same space. Anyhow, when 
other people see you, they don’t pinch themselves, make the sign of the 
cross, brandish heads of garlic, vow to stop drinking, or call up their eye 
doctor. They only see one of your hypostases, the one that appears in the 
field of their own language. (Language is an organ of sight, too.) For them, 
there’s only one version of you, as there should be. Even when they know. A 
Russian friend said to me recently, “It’s strange to think that you live your 
whole life outside yourself, somewhere else.” But it’s not somewhere else! 
There are two “heres,” two “insides.” A bilingual person can’t be seen in 
entirety by others. I extend either a Russian or French hand, never both at 
the same time. I don’t speak “bilingual” except with myself. I’m never seen 
in 3D. Never head-on, always in profile. One of the two bodies is always an 
“astral body” that I take along but can’t make visible. I can only talk about 
it or mime it. And the inhabited body is always ready to withdraw and fade 
into immateriality to make way for the other one.

These bodies are a little different. A golova is never exactly the same 
thing as a head. A noga is never exactly the same as a leg, not least because it’s 
both leg and foot. In Russian, when you “fly with your own wings,” you stand 
on your own nogi. A hand is not exactly the same thing as a ruka, which is 
both hand and arm, and wearing your heart on your sleeve is “having your 
heart on your palm”; the palm, crisscrossed by fate lines, is present in all the 
gestures I make, whereas in French, it’s just the inside of the hand, but in 
French, rivers also have arms—while in Russian they have sleeves—and arm 
is masculine, so by definition different from ruka, which is the extension of 
the hand (feminine) and not the other way around, and when saying ruka I 
think “hand” before thinking “arm,” because hands write and do everything 
in life, and in French the hand is the extension of the arm, because you carry 
something “with arms held up,” you take someone in your arms, and so in 
French I have more strength in my arms than in Russian.

The languages aren’t born from the same part of the body. To use a 
somewhat archaic vocabulary, they can be carried in the “bosom” or the 
“womb.” It depends.

The bodies of each language move differently in space. We—“she” and 
“I”—don’t have the same schéma corporel. We don’t have the same body 
image. We don’t take up the same space in the universe.
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7Conversation in the Mountains

We gesture differently. Facial expressions change too. The set of my 
shoulders, the incline of my head, my pace. My gaze. My breathing.

It starts as soon as you pick up the phone: “Allô!” In French, the o 
is closed and drawn out a bit, as if leading to a secret that we’re going to 
share. An allô that stretches out the moment before the speaker identifies 
himself—but I’m not revealing myself yet, I’m hiding under the hat of the ô.

In Russian: a wide-open o verging almost on a—“alloa!”  sometimes 
tacked down at the beginning by an e: allioooa. 

In French: l’accueil, welcome—the a at the beginning followed by a 
curtain dropping down. In Russian: a wide-open, waiting door. Fear of 
intrusion in the former—and fear of no one showing up in the latter. 

If, when picking up the phone, I don’t know who the speaker is, I never 
say “allô” the Russian way. It would be like opening the door to a stranger 
while in a dressing gown and slippers.

Showing my French side is being “dressed up.” 
In Russia, when you return home, you put on your dressing gown (for 

my generation and those above) or your “home clothes” (for the younger 
people). If it’s hot, men might strip down to their underwear. 

One hot morning in September, my father was doing some work on the 
counter in my kitchen in Paris when the doorbell rang. He was alone in the 
apartment and was only wearing bright red boxer shorts. He went to open 
the door and saw a woman with her arms full of shopping bags. It was my 
mother, who had decided that day to bring my children some raspberries 
from the market. My father said, “Vera, why are you carrying such heavy 
bags?” My mother retorted, “And why are you in your underwear?” They 
hadn’t seen each other in more than forty years.

In 1988, on the Paris-Moscow line that took me back to my birth country, 
at the first small squeak of the wheels—the Gare du Nord falling away in 
the distance—keys began to click in luggage locks: everyone on the train 
took out their dressing gowns. The corridor filled with colors like a field 
scattered with flowers: the ladies left their compartments to look out the 
windows. I didn’t have a luggage lock or a dressing gown. Just my arms, 
hugging my ribs, clinging to my French armor.

When I arrived in Paris, I spoke French with a bit of an accent. People 
asked me where I came from. I threw myself into losing the accent so no 
one would ever ask me that again. I choose who gets to know where I come 
from. 

Copyrighted material. Do not duplicate.



Where There Is Danger8

The French are perpetually astonished that someone can learn their 
language. I’ve often received the question, “How is it that you speak French 
with no accent?”

Keeping your accent is like never being able to close the door of your 
room all the way: anyone can barge in. I insist on the ability to keep the 
door closed. 

Rabinovich from the well-known Jewish joke takes the name Dupont, 
then changes it to Durand to be able to answer the question “What was 
your name before?” I don’t want anyone to ask me, “What language did you 
speak before?” 

My Russian body is my “home” body. Parading it outside (for example, 
when with Russian friends in Paris) is like going out in pajamas, a night-
mare that everyone is familiar with.

If I spoke French in the streets of Moscow, it would be like wearing a 
suit to a meeting where everyone else was in jeans. 

(Don’t take this example too literally. These days, Muscovites are much 
more elegant than Parisians.)

But if I return home in Moscow and speak French there, it’s back to the 
dressing gown.

In Russian, I almost never say the word “body.” If I was writing this 
book in Russian, I wouldn’t talk about the body but about physiology, flesh, 
silhouette, and muscles. The body, in Russian, at the time when I left, was 
either a corpse or the counterpart to the mind, or the transfigured body 
from the Gospel. Since the borders opened, which coincided with changes 
in translation practices as well as in hygiene, the body arrived in Russia: 
these days, people take care of it. That means two showers per day and not a 
weekly bath, an updated version of the well-known Russian bania (sauna). 
The word “body” made its way into Russian via television series translated 
with the same toneless voiceover for every character, which reproduced 
the original dialogue almost word-for-word. But also via theoretical works 
from Western researchers that were translated literally as well. The word is 
a calque. To me, it still sounds like a body made of transparent paper. 

The body in Russian provokes more pity than the body in French.
In Russian, I walk more slowly. I inherited the pace from the era when 

Russians had eternity before them, because the simple act of living took 
an unimaginable amount of time. They stopped constantly to contemplate 
life, as if in front of a shop window. They brought a healthy supply of atem-
porality to Paris with them. Having friends over was like a journey to the 
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9Conversation in the Mountains

country of hours lost, and I remember the sensation of thick, viscous time 
trickling through my veins whenever I walked with a Russian in Paris. Try 
running in water!

In Moscow, my time, which is already naturally sped-up, becomes 
even more dense. My accelerated time squeezes even more tightly together. 
There are no more pauses between moments. In a week, I live through sev-
eral lives and when I come back, the air seems rarefied and I float weight-
lessly—a little like when you walk after running. 

It’s strange to think today that everything I said or thought before June 
1, 1975—that is, before I was seventeen—was said and thought in Russian.

That was my past life. It’s as strange as saying, “I used to be a blonde.” 
My childhood has been translated (relived?) in French.
“I” and “She.” But rather “I” and “You”—reversible up to infinity.
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Starting in 1998, I began to travel to Moscow regularly. 
Each time, it was more like a passage to another world than a return 

home. (This had nothing to do with the huge Russian financial crisis 
that struck the day before my arrival in Moscow on August 17. Not even 
the young woman at the exchange office knew the value of the ruble.) A 
first-person subject makes the return trip; and yet (besides) I have to call 
the person who arrives there “she.” About the “I” in Russian, I can only say 
“she” in French. A twin body narrated differently. 

The RER stops on the way to the airport become stops for nothingness. 
Drancy, Aulnay-sous-Bois, Aubervilliers: names of nothing. 

What’s out there, anyway? Absolutely nothing. The Lord has some 
tricks up his sleeve, though, to make up for the empty names. For example, 
as you approach Sevran-Beaudottes, you see two cranes rising over a hill, 
two elegant red-and-white marvels, one a little bigger than the other like 
an older sister, both transparent, as if made of words. Smack in the mid-
dle of a landscape of lines and hills where construction seems reluctant to 
emerge, the two birds are wholly devoted to their silent flight. But they’re 
there, although there’s truly nothing in Sevran-Beaudottes. The land there 
is made of a unique substance, like the lakes and hills that you spot from 
an airplane and that reveal themselves to be nothing more than convolu-
tions of clouds, sometimes sluggish, sometimes suddenly piling up. Sevran-
Beaudottes could be lacking even this strange substance, which isn’t white 
but greenish or rusty or tawny. Sevran-Beaudottes might be just a ripple in 
the eye that, not expecting to see nothing, draws shapes behind the name; 
it might be the mental shape of the an in Sevran, the ot in Beaudottes, its 
imprint on the retina drawn from the reserve of images that our eyes use 
to compensate for the lack of things—like a sensible girl who always has a 
sewing kit in her bag in case something rips. 

When you close your eyes, strange shapes start to move on the inside 
of your eyelids. They slide down slowly, cross the dark pool at the edges 
of your vision and disappear. But the slightest movement, an involuntary 
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twitch of the eye, brings them back to the beginning of their journey like 
board game players who’ve landed on an unlucky square. The eye doesn’t 
know how to stay silent, and when it has nothing to say, it speaks to us only 
in commas. The involuntary speech of the eye. Ponge called these crea-
tures “shrimp.” Through their movements, they reveal a frail anatomy: they 
are made of tiny segments. Similar segments make up the crane jibs that 
you see near Sevran-Beaudottes, and yet these red and white cranes surely 
exist. Maybe they are there simply to mark the limits of the eye’s kingdom, 
where something ends and nothing begins, where eye-creatures lend some 
of their substance to things but don’t completely replace them as is the case 
in Sevran-Beaudottes where there is truly nothing.

Saying “I” in the Third Person

This image was promoted by the darkness that still covered the suburb 
when the train passed by early in the morning. Sevran-Beaudottes wasn’t 
the last stop before the airport, but it was the third-to-last syllable of my 
departure, the line I crossed to enter an in-between state. No longer Paris, 
not yet Moscow. At the next stop, the game was up. My distress left me, 
and I had moved outside the walls, beyond the walls of my two bodies, 
suspended.

In the airplane, between “I” and “she,” between “she” and “I,” which 
language is mine?

I know that there are borders in the sky too: you do hear, “A plane was 
shot down in the airspace of....” I know that planes are an extension of the 
land. When a baby is born on a flight, regulations dictate that he claims 
the nationality of the country where the plane is registered (future mamas, 
always fly SWISS!) or the nationality of the country that the plane is flying 
over when he is born (a Serbian child could thus become Bosnian if his 
mama was flying to Switzerland to give birth). Falling short of these pos-
sible births and within their potential, within every possibility imaginable, 
I fly over these unhappened things like a pure stream of words, and words 
start to come to me in one language or the other as they wish. Words falling 
from the sky. 

As soon as you fall asleep, you forget about the sky. Sleep is an archaic 
state; it brings you back to earth. Dreams demand something more con-
crete than a fantastical airplane. The humming of the engine and the slight 
vibration of the floor become the sensations of a train ride. The engine chugs 
and makes a landscape appear through the window. A sudden jolt into 
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wakefulness—and the mechanism of these sensations of the landscape, the 
distance, and the engine falls to pieces. In a plane, the humming doesn’t make 
the sky scroll by. Another calculation takes place. Muscles count up immobil-
ity and you measure the distance by their numbness. Inside you is the same 
mechanism held within all train passengers throughout history, and in an 
instant, it’s thrown off-kilter. Our ancestral motor has failed: we’re going to 
crash. Did train passengers in 1850 feel the same way when they fell asleep 
and their body started to count the miles or versts as if on horseback? 

In my family’s memory, trains bring grief. Trains took the ones who 
couldn’t ever come back, and trains returned empty of the people who 
had been seen leaving. Airplanes are blank slates with regard to pain. My 
mother and grandmother had never taken a plane before we left Moscow 
permanently for Vienna in March 1975. Airports are filled with the scent 
of spring, of fuel and makeup, of voluntary departures. But train stations 
smell like the rusty metal of boxcars ferrying crowds of “them” to hazy 
destinations.

Sevran-Beaudottes is just a city outside Paris, so you can’t see it on a world 
map. But it was powerful enough to swallow up infinity. Although “Sevran” 
left a tiny possibility of salvation, “Beaudottes” closed the door on you for 
sure. Sevran was a peak to climb, Beaudottes was a black hole. Instead of 
seeing the “beau” and the “dot,” I could only see the hollowness of the two os. 

I couldn’t pinpoint the moment when I crossed. At a certain point, I 
realized that I was “severed” from the world and that my distress had left 
me, that’s all. Neither “I” nor “she”: an in-between.

The O’s

I’m thinking of a poem by Tsvetaeva dedicated to the White Army.

Who survived—will die, who died—will rise up.
And then the descendants remembering the past: “Where were you?” The 
question will peal like thunder.
The answer will peal like thunder: 
“On the Don!”

“What did you do?” —We suffered,
Then got tired and lay down to sleep. —
And in the dictionary the pensive grandsons
Will write after the word “Duty,” the word “Don.”
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13The Third-to-Last

When Tsvetaeva read her poems on the White Army to soldiers from 
the Red Army, they applauded and cheered for her. She concluded that 
what the listener takes away from a poem isn’t its content, but its rhythm. 
The soldiers heard the abyssal o’s that threatened to engulf Reds and Whites 
alike. O: both death and memory. In French, these two words have similar 
sounds. In “commémoration” there is also “mort.” 

In French, the Don River, the “remembrance place” of the Russian 
Civil War, is twinned with Nabokov’s Le Don (Russian Dar, English The 
Gift). The don (gift) of writing as a place of passage: Berlin, the ephemeral 
refuge of Russian émigrés. The narration in this novel switches impercep-
tibly from first person to third person and back again. The Styx is crossed 
in both directions: as a character on the way there and as an author on the 
way back. 

Streets and Courtyards

In 1981, the year when my first book came out (in French), my mother 
tongue tried to reclaim me. It was during a trip to the United States. I had 
never left Europe: the change in urban scenery broke down the mental walls 
separating my languages. The issue was the spaces between the buildings. 

In Paris, the street is sealed shut. The buildings are sandwiched 
together tightly enough to protect you from the idea that a world beyond 
could snatch you up at any moment. The “within” is sheltered from the 
outside, and vice versa. Chaos won’t infiltrate the inside, while private life 
won’t spread outside. Outside: sidewalks, roads, gutters. Inside: an elevator 
cage, a little courtyard—we call it a “well” in Russian. In Paris, the beyond 
is muzzled. 

In Moscow, the street is just an idea. A fiction. You say “such-and-
such street” but it’s really more like a direction, a shape, or a datum of con-
sciousness. For drivers, there is certainly a road with intersections and red 
lights (however rare): passing through so quickly shrinks the gaps so that 
the city unfolds continuously, as if on a screen. Moscow is like this book: it 
takes an observer in motion to give it a sense of continuity. In Paris, when 
someone gives you an address, you’re sure to get there. A street is already a 
destination. In Moscow, it’s an abstraction. People tend to say, “I live near 
such-and-such movie theater,” or store, or park, or embassy, rather than, “I 
live on such-and-such street.” In Moscow, it can take half a day to walk from 
one end of a street to the other. A building number doesn’t mean anything, 
because it usually refers to several buildings. 
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(In Irkutsk, I’ve even spotted a cluster of buildings with no numbers at 
all.) I was looking for an Internet café and I had the address, on Lenin 
Street if I remember correctly. However, on this street, there was a whole 
stretch of numberless houses. I asked, “How do you get your mail?” (It 
turned out that the houses had hidden numbers that corresponded to the 
cross-streets.)

To find the building you want, you have to walk between two apartment 
blocks or under an archway to get to the courtyard. It’s not a “well.” The 
courtyards are never closed off. In Moscow, between the city and the home, 
the courtyard serves as an intermediary world. Everything happens in this 
in-between space. Here, there are stores, children’s playgrounds, publish-
ing houses, bars, and travel agencies. Dog walkers and dominoes players. 
Lovers and alcoholics. A city within the city—hidden and exposed at the 
same time, like the tails side of a coin. 

When I was a child, this is where we learned to swear, smoke, and cook 
potatoes in the ashes of fire. This is where we hid our little treasures and 
shared what we knew about the mysteries of procreation. There’s a concept 
in Russia that doesn’t exist in Western cities: going for a stroll. When a child 
says he’s going for a stroll, it doesn’t mean he’s going out with his parents 
or babysitter. It means he’s going down to the courtyard. I remember that a 
French cousin who came to visit Moscow was horrified by the idea that the 
children were supposed to fend for themselves (in reality, their parents kept 
an eye on them from the upstairs window). “In Paris, children never ‘go for 
a stroll’!” he told me. “Then it’s a dog’s life!” I retorted. I couldn’t shake the 
idea of all of the city’s children shut up in apartments, but in Paris, even 
being a dog would have made me happy. 

(Moscow’s courtyards did more to civilize me than any other space did. 
Streets and building fronts were for other people. In Moscow, the old build-
ings all have a servants’ door that leads to the courtyard, called the “black 
door,” and a guests’ door that leads to the street, called the “great door.” 
There have been times in history when the existence of a black door [or 
black exit, rather] could save your life.)

In Moscow, you never go straight where you’re going, you cut through the 
courtyards. No matter where you’re going, there’s always a shortcut.

The Haussmannian perspective and the tight seal of Parisian walls 
limit your gaze—but these limits are shattered in New York. Here, in this 
discord, among the staggered buildings, the city-up-high—cloaked in alien 
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transparencies that firefighters’ ladders puncture like probes sent into the 
future—is superimposed on the city-on-the-ground, with its human scale, 
brick-footed buildings and shards of our little Europe, our shared Troy. 
Here is where my mother tongue rose up to give voice to a need for some-
thing shapeless and uncontrollable.

There are compact cities—Paris, London, Vienna, Amsterdam—and 
cities with holes in them—Moscow, Berlin, New York, Chicago. There are 
fully mature cities whose past becomes richer with each transformation, 
where every innovation immediately becomes history. And there are cit-
ies that are irremediably unfinished, intended for an unattainable future. 
Cities for the “always-already” and others for the “not-yet.” Architecture 
has its own language, visual and in 3D like sign language. The language 
of architecture has a “timeline” perpendicular to the observer: the past 
is behind him, the present at the same level as him and the future ahead. 
In Moscow, places only exist ahead of you. What’s behind you has disap-
peared. The city is in front of you—forever. In Paris, the landscape behind 
you doesn’t wait for a gesture to cue its appearance. It sticks to your shoul-
der blades. 

From Paris, Moscow is inconceivable. I can only imagine it by remov-
ing Paris from my mental map and vice versa. In one of these spots—Paris 
or Moscow—the map stays silent. A blank spot. 

Seen from the United States, Moscow is believable. I’m not talking 
about Moscow as the large village it was in the nineteenth century and 
at the beginning of the twentieth, but as the city it is today, where suc-
cessive waves of destruction have shaped a quirky modernity. Moscow 
not only sculpted a face turned toward America (since the 1920s); she 
intended to compete with the New World as the capital of the Novy mir 
(New World).

However, New York and Chicago have sought to manage the observer’s 
gaze. The skyscrapers, all sporting different caps, reflect each other. A sym-
phony of colors. These places think of a city as a single organism, a whole 
being. Moscow laughs in the face of this idea. She is a cruelly ironic city.

The chattering colors, escaping their structure in a redeeming halo, 
console humans about their fate. Little crumbs lost in space, we’re not aban-
doning you, we’re sparkling just for you, we’re putting on an enchanting 
show to make you forget, a show for you who are swarming below; to make 
you forget what we know, we whose heads are up in the clouds: humanity 
will soon disappear. 

In Moscow, redemption is anachronistic and always commented on 
via voiceover by one Ivan Karamazov, who “returns his ticket” to God.
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(You’ll tell me that I’m not being fair and you’re right. There are certainly 
places in Moscow where people feel “saved,” or at least that they’ve been 
allowed to borrow time. However, if you get settled in, you expect a man 
in uniform to yank you out of your dream and show you his badge… It’s a 
metaphor, of course.)

In 1981, in New York, I wanted to leave French and that boxed-in gaze, 
I wanted to conquer the outrageousness and inhumanity of piling words 
up ever higher and instead give them some texture and unharmonious 
curves. What I wrote in Russian at that time got lost and scattered over 
intersections in New York streets. It probably served no other purpose than 
to sketch a distance and locate the view of the language.

In Russian, there are only three verb tenses: past, present, and future. 
There is no particular way to express anteriority. No “I had been,” no “I 
will have finished,” even less “when he had finished writing,” no “going,” 
no subjunctive. There’s a conditional form, but sometimes, plausibility is 
expressed in the future tense. In Russian, there is not always a distinction 
between what is real and what is not. 

In Russian, the past doesn’t want to pass away. You will hear stories 
told in the present tense to make them easier to visualize or to “replay the 
film” in a way.

Verb tenses are as simple as could be. Why do people say that Russian 
is hard? Beginners rejoice. And then a chasm opens under their feet. The 
past and the future each split into two: the perfect and the imperfect. In 
Russian, the language carries the idea of “unfinishedness” with it perma-
nently—and here students start hitting their heads against the wall and yell-
ing in the perfect tense: I will do! I will act! I will be fulfilled!

Brodsky and Bruno Schulz

In New York, I feel nostalgic for “unfinishedness.”
So I call the poet Joseph Brodsky, soon a Nobel prizewinner and 

already the god of poetry in Russians’ eyes. He’s a little reluctant to invite 
me over, since young writers are already overwhelming him with copies of 
their work, but he has nothing to fear from me. And I have nothing to fear 
from his judgment either. I’m bringing him a mute book, in French. 

(When it was published, a French journalist claimed to detect a voice 
similar to Bruno Schulz’s, but I hadn’t yet read any of his work at the time. 
Someone had given me The Street of Crocodiles, which I didn’t open until I 
returned from New York.)
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Brodsky is also a minor god of English prose. He wrote Less Than One 
on his childhood under Stalin—or rather, his remembrance of childhood. 
I want to talk to him about all of this back-and-forth. He receives me in 
his writer’s lair in Greenwich Village. “It’s like Moscow,” I think to myself. 
What does that mean? Well, he has a sagging couch and old armchairs in 
an apartment that’s black and white and sepia. The same colors as photos of 
my childhood. The atmosphere of Muscovite bohemia in the sixties. There’s 
a cat, which I would say is black. (Those who have known this New York 
home may correct me.) An old gas cooker that he uses to heat up water, in 
a soot-blackened kettle, for the coffee we drink in the courtyard. (Seriously, 
you must be exaggerating, you might say.) A window opens above, and 
someone pours a bucket of dubious liquid onto us: an extremely Muscovite 
turn of events. I suspect, of course, that Brodsky arranged the scene.

I ask him, “How do you live between two languages?” He replies, “I don’t 
see why that’s a problem. Write in Chinese if it pleases you.” My question 
testifies to a particularly European discomfort—Europeans cling to their lan-
guages like limpets to rocks. My head is organized like the Parisian streets.

We all know that America is a country of immigrants, but… Brodsky 
wasn’t entirely truthful. His essays in English were widely praised but his 
poems in English were soundly criticized. How can a modern poet write 
rhymes? What an outdated idea. 

(In one of my books, which was translated into German, there were several 
rhyming poems. The translator asked me who their author was, assum-
ing that it was a poet from the nineteenth century, although there were 
some modern elements (a cigarette in the wind). Upon learning that I had 
written them, he yelped, “That’s impossible! No one writes rhyming poetry 
these days!”) 

In Russian, rhymes sit astride poets’ words like seafoam on a wave.
Varlam Shalamov wrote to Boris Pasternak: 

Rhyme isn’t just the cement and screws of verse, not just its main tool or the 
key to harmony. It is—and this is its main role—an instrument for searching 
for comparisons, metaphors, thoughts, turns of phrase and images, a 
powerful magnet that sticks out of the darkness and before which the whole 
universe passes, depositing within the poem the merest traces of what has 
been grasped. Rhyme is the instrument of choice, the tool of poetic thought 
and of knowledge of the world, the fishing hook of the poem. (Letter from 
December 24, 1952)
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Although Brodsky had written in English, the rhymes came from 
somewhere else, far away. They landed in front of startled readers like the 
hull of a boat that had washed up on their culture’s shores, covered in sea-
weed and barnacles. 

Oh God, another book! you think to yourself on receiving the latest 
accomplishment of a friend (or a stranger). My gift was the ideal one, since 
it didn’t demand to be read. “Another book,” yes, but also “one fewer.” “Let 
me take a look at it,” Brodsky said, and after he’d gotten his hands on it: 
“Something tells me you’re in the same literary family as Bruno Schulz.” 

Sevran-Beaudottes lost its power over me the year I went to Kolyma, seven 
thousand kilometers east of Moscow, following the (nonexistent) tracks of 
the camps where Varlam Shalamov had lived. My mental pendulum shifted 
and placed Moscow in the West. Kolyma’s mineral landscape and shim-
mering stony mountains returned Moscow to another world, the European 
world. The mass graves in Kolyma rearranged my geography. Moscow’s 
spaces-between, its passages and its gaps no longer threatened to engulf me. 

(However, Kolyma, an industrial and labor-camp empire from the 
1930s to 1950, was indeed Moscow’s creation. In a certain sense, that makes 
Kolyma a European invention.)

They became as tame as dragons and snakes in children’s rooms that 
the light of day reveals to be clothes thrown over a chair or toys piled in a 
corner. 

In one of the villages of Kolyma, I saw a shop named “Lalita.” Without 
a doubt, its owner too was afraid of o’s. 

The Silent “e”

In French, words are stressed on the last syllable. There are no excep-
tions to this rule, so it isn’t even perceived as a rule. Most French speak-
ers wouldn’t even understand what you were talking about. What do you 
mean, stressed? It would be a little like telling them, “You know, in order to 
walk, you put one foot in front of the other.” Is it possible to do otherwise? 
My grandmother always complained that the French were accent-crippled. 
We lost the contours of our first names in France. They were disfigured by 
this sonic current that pushed all of a word’s weight to the end: Tatiana, 
Vera, Luba. Bam, bam, bam! This pattern of stress strikes all words without 
mercy. French words all slant in the same direction and make you slide 
down the interminable slope of sound.
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When someone says the last, stressed syllable, you know: the end is 
here. 

In Russian, the accentuation tends to wander, which is a nightmare for 
students. The accent chooses its target wherever it wants to.

(There are rules, of course. But don’t bother trying to learn them. You’ll 
get there a lot faster if you learn the words by heart.)

A certain prefix might attract it. The vy mentioned earlier likes to grab 
it—vy meaning “toward the outside.” But as soon as a similarly imperious 
suffix competes with it, the prefix loses its privilege. The stressed syllable is 
the one that gets developed fully and the place where the word blossoms. 
The syllable before it is just a bud, and the one after it is withering. An o 
before the stress will be pronounced a, and after the accent it will be like 
a silent e. The sounds chased to the periphery of words become weaker, 
gaunt and bloodless. When the word changes forms, they rush toward the 
accent, gobble up air and come back to life. The sides of the o fill out once 
again and its flesh fills the mouth. With my eyes, I can follow the unrelent-
ing struggle of sounds fighting for their place in the sun. The accent pulls 
them from the limbo where they lay curled up in the shadow between two 
consonants and puts them in the spotlight. A stressed vowel brightens up: 
this is its time to shine. It lives fully and lasts. In each word, only one vowel 
gets this opportunity. In grammar class, this phenomenon is called “vowel 
reduction.” The stress is like the façade of the word or its “great door.” 
The unstressed vowels are servants’ doors. Shadows surround the stress, 
wastelands, yards, and somewhere—at the beginning, in the middle, at the 
end—one fully furnished sound grabs you. Lit up as if by a spotlight. At any 
moment, the window of the word will open, and the main show of the word 
will begin—unpredictably.

Maybe this is why the heroes in Russian novels die so often in the mid-
dle of the book. Physically or symbolically, the accent—a culmination, a 
disappearance—falls in the middle of the story. 

I like Polish because the accent always falls on the second-to-last syl-
lable. It’s Sevran-Beaudottes syndrome: the end before the end. The end 
doesn’t wait until the last stop. It jumps in earlier. 

I tell myself that after crossing a certain border, I won’t exist anymore. 
There will only be “her.” But the border has already been crossed. At the 
heart of this “she”—the murderous third person—there was an “I” curled 
up inside like a fetus. 

To stress the second-to-last syllable is to thwart death.
In French, after the last syllable—invariably and ruthlessly stressed— 

there is a silent “e.”
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Introduction
By Mark Lipovetsky

Although all twenty-one texts included in this collection were written in 
the twenty-first century, they are notably far more different than they are 
similar. 

First of all, the texts in this book can be united by the label “short 
prose” only in the most abstract terms—in fact, they belong to numerous 
genres: traditional short stories, essays, absurdist parables, quasi-photo-
graphic snippets, fairy tales, and others. Some writers in this book are con-
temporary classics like Vladimir Sorokin, while others have published just 
one or two books and have never before been translated into English. The 
majority of these texts were written in Russian—but not all of them, which 
testifies to the global character of contemporary Russian literature. In this 
respect, the writers’ places of residence—Russia, Ukraine, Latvia, Israel, 
UK, Germany, the United States—are quite telling too. 

Furthermore, the writers represented in this collection belong to at 
least three different generations. Writers born in the 1950s—Nikolai Baitov 
(b. 1951), Evgeny Shklovsky (b. 1954), Vladimir Sorokin (b. 1955), Nikolai 
Kononov (b. 1958), Leonid Kostiukov (b. 1959) and Sergei Soloukh (b. 
1959) had their dose of Soviet experience—some of them belonged to the 
underground, others sought to be published (typically in vain), but the 
bitter taste of cultural suffocation and political stagnation remained with 
them for decades. Which is probably why their prose is saturated with a 
countercultural energy that frequently manifests itself through innovative 
literary forms. 

The next generation are those born in the 1960s, such as Margarita 
Khemlin (1960–2015), Elena Dolgopiat (b. 1963), Kirill Kobrin (b. 1964) 
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and Pavel Peppershtein (b. 1964). These writers also caught the experience 
of the literary underground, including harassment from the authorities 
(like Kobrin, who wrote songs for a banned rock-group, or Peppershtein, 
well known as a nonconformist artist), but for them the formative moment 
coincided with Perestroika. This perhaps explains their sensitivity to social 
issues, which provide new storylines or suggest provocative rewritings of 
old plots (see, for example, Elena Dolgopiat’s interactions with Gogol’s 
“Overcoat” or Peppershtein’s rewrite of Lolita).

The generation of writers born in the 1970s and early 1980s—Aleksandr 
Ilichevsky (b. 1970), Stanislav Lʹvovsky (b. 1972), Valery Votrin (b. 1974), 
Linor Goralik (b. 1975), Alexei Tsvetkov (b. 1975), Polina Barskova  
(b. 1976), Lara Vapnyar (b. 1976), Arkady Babchenko (b. 1977), Denis 
Osokin (b. 1977), Maria Boteva (b. 1980) and Marianna Geide (b. 1980)—
gives voice to the first post-Soviet generation, whose youth and early matu-
rity were defined by the fluid and dangerous environment of the 1990s. 
From adolescence, this generation has encountered war, poverty, some-
times emigration along with other major and minor catastrophes. At the 
same time, this is probably the most cosmopolitan generation in Russian 
literature since the 1920s. Almost each of these writers has experienced liv-
ing in several countries and even writing their prose in languages other than 
Russian (like Lara Vapnyar, a representative of the circle of American writ-
ers of Russian/Jewish descent writing in English and living in and around 
New York). Cosmopolitanism expands these writers’ worldview, but at the 
same time, paradoxically, pushes them to seek existential, rather than social, 
political, or cultural, paradoxes, dramas and comedies within diverse situa-
tions. Their texts balance on the edge of a parable or myth—even when their 
subjects are far from abstract, such as the war in the Caucasus (Babchenko), 
the Soviet historical past (Ilichevsky, Barskova), emigration (Vapnyar), 
national minorities in contemporary Russia (Osokin), or semi-criminal 
youth groups (Boteva, Geide). 

In the twenty-first century, short prose, along with poetry, has taken 
over the traditional leader of literary process—the novel. Each of the texts 
included in this collection can easily be read as the outline of a novel—
historical, epic, philosophical, non-fictional, fantastic, psychological, and 
so forth. However, the compression of such a novel to ten or fifteen pages 
not only intensifies the impact and eliminates everything secondary and 
superficial, it also offers a concentrated version of the very idea of literature 
or even culture. Certainly, each of these stories offers an algorithm or, at 
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least, a contour of its own model of culture, with its own spectrum of real 
or imaginary discourses, symbols, and memories. Thus, today’s short prose 
can be compared with a memory stick or with zipped files containing huge 
volumes of information—in this case aesthetic—in the most portable form. 
Why did this compression become necessary?

Probably, because the cultural monoliths that existed in Russia 
throughout the twentieth century—not only in official Soviet culture, but 
also in the different nonconformist cultures—either collapsed or trans-
formed into something unrecognizable and amorphous. The atmosphere 
of disappointment in the political and social results of the anticommunist 
revolution of the late 1980s (known under the name of Perestroika) further 
aggravated this process, enhanced by a growing alienation from the cul-
tural and political mainstream in Russia. Many of the writers in this collec-
tion came to interpret the Russian 2000s and especially 2010s as the steady 
course of the disintegration or marginalization of everything dear to them 
forced by the changing political climate. Simultaneously, the first decades 
of the twenty-first century witnessed the restoration of those dead forms of 
culture that seemed justly doomed to oblivion in the 1990s. 

In this atmosphere, the writers included in this collection started feel-
ing a very personal responsibility for the state of contemporary Russian 
culture. In her or his own way, each of them intends to preserve the seeds 
of contemporaneity as each of them understands it, following their predom-
inantly modernist and postmodernist sensibilities. In a certain way, these 
attempts recall the strategies of the first generation of the Russian literary 
emigration—with Nabokov, Tsvetaeva, or Boris Poplavsky as examples. 
Another set of examples belongs to the history of late Soviet nonconform-
ism, and, not surprisingly, the names of Venedikt Erofeev, Sasha Sokolov, 
Evgeny Kharitonov, or Andrei Sinyavsky mean a lot for many of the writers 
in this collection. Not only had these writers been creating vibrant experi-
mental literature in the dark times, but eventually, they successfully formed 
a parallel contemporary culture, alternative to its official counterpart.

Certainly, it is too early to speculate whether the experiments of the 
short prose writers from the twenty-first century will thrive as their pre-
decessors’ had, but it is obvious that their texts need to be closely read and 
studied, since they present the finest example of what Russian literature can 
offer today, and make it possible to imagine what it will become tomorrow.
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Nikolai Baitov (b. 1951)

Solovyov’s Trick

1.

The train slowed down . . . then stopped entirely. Merch was in the bath-
room. He suddenly became aware of the total silence all around. It was two 
in the morning. He pricked up his ears—no, it wasn’t a station . . .

Gradually the silence became less total; the wind was murmuring out-
side. Someone was walking around inside the train car. A compartment 
door clicked nearby. A bottle landed in the trash—he heard the crunch of 
plastic . . . Whoever it was didn’t jiggle the bathroom door handle, but stood 
near the bin across the way. He’d probably stuck his head out the window, 
trying to discern the glow of a distant traffic light . . . Suddenly, Merch 
heard the man reciting poetry, and fairly distinctly, too. But the voice was 
muffled and occasionally dissolved into muttering. The man was clearly 
talking to himself—there was no one else around. Merch struggled to make 
out the words.

After the Moscow high-speed train <rumbled past> <. . .> the graveyard 
columns,

No one there to hear how slowly 
the echo <faded> in the empty spaces of the skulls,
Only a binge-drinking guitarist, out in the <cold and filthy> mire 
Heard the wind howl a quarter-tone lower <. . .>, and a sheet of music 

trembled. And he understood that everything’s so much less simple than it 
seems, and that he needed to scrape together enough cash 

To move house further from the churchyard,
And maybe even get a dog.1

1 This story features a poem by Igor Alekseyev.
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The last stanza came out louder and sounded somewhat more confident. 
Merch quickly flushed the toilet, glanced in the mirror, opened the door, 
and stepped out. 

“Excuse me,” he said to the man’s back. The man didn’t respond, but 
when Merch touched his shoulder, he started and turned around—fear-
fully, Merch thought.

“Sorry about that,” said Merch, trying to smile in a friendly and dis-
arming way. “I was in the bathroom and inadvertently heard the poem you 
were reciting . . . You know, it . . . uh . . . just blew my mind . . . You know 
. . . uh . . . if you don’t mind, I’d like to . . . um, I guess . . . make your 
acquaintance?”

“Make my acquaintance?” the man retorted listlessly (fear flickered in 
his eyes, then disappeared). “Well, why not. I’m Igor.” He extended his palm. 

“Really? What a coincidence: that’s my name, too!” said Merch, shak-
ing the man’s hand. “But my friends prefer to call me Merch. It’s my nick-
name. (Some people who don’t know me call me ‘Igor Merch,’ so it even 
becomes a kind of last name . . .) But that’s not the point . . . Tell you what, 
why don’t we go to my compartment and drink some cognac? And maybe 
I can get you to recite that poem again—because I couldn’t hear it too well, 
though I really wanted to . . . I think I want to learn it by heart.”

The man looked at Merch without speaking for some time, apparently 
distracted. Merch was suddenly struck by his own fussiness. It wasn’t like 
him at all. And what was with that tone he’d taken—so nagging and fretful? 
Merch felt ashamed . . . This man, Igor, was more or less his same age and 
build: a short, sturdy, healthy guy with a slightly puffy face, a buzz cut, and 
a small earring in his left ear.

“Your compartment?” the man drawled, sounding doubtful. “They’re 
probably all asleep in there, we’d be disturbing them . . .”

“There’s only one person there—my coworker. Really, though, he’s my 
subordinate, my business manager. I reserved an entire compartment just 
for the two of us . . . He won’t drink with me. He’s being shy, acting all offi-
cial. Not that I’m offering him any—I don’t want to make him uncomforta-
ble . . . Anyway, I doubt we’d be disturbing him at all.”

“Well, in that case, it’s fine.” Igor smiled. “Not like I have anything bet-
ter in mind: my own compartment’s full, and everyone’s asleep.”

A minute later, they were sitting at a little table and Merch was pouring 
Dagestan cognac into plastic cups.
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“I hate being on the train. It’s always a struggle, I can’t sleep, can’t sit 
still. And the crowding, people everywhere . . . That’s why I ponied up for a 
separate compartment, but it’s not all that much better.”

“You on your way to Petersburg?” asked Igor, sipping from his cup.
“Yeah, Petersburg. On business.” With his pocketknife, Merch cut a 

wedge of lemon and handed it to Igor.
“What kind of name is . . . What was it, again? Merch? Where’s that 

from?”
“Let’s switch to the informal ‘you,’ OK? It’s easier that way.”
“Sure, let’s. It kind of reminds me of the French mort, for ‘dead man.’ Is 

that where it comes from?” guessed Igor.
“Dead man? Jesus!” Had Merch been drinking alone when that thought 

came to him, he’d have crossed himself. But he felt too shy to do that now. 
Big mistake . . .

“No,” he said seriously. “My handle comes from the word ‘com-merce.’ 
‘Merchant,’ ‘mercantile’—that’s its meaning . . . By the way, the Latin name 
‘Mark’ translates to ‘merchant.’ It’s also related to the word ‘market.’” Suddenly 
it dawned on him. “And by the way . . . there’s also Mercury, god of commerce!” 

“Maybe. But you wouldn’t think it to look at you. You’re ‘marked,’ all 
right, but it’s more like a vague shimmering . . . I would never have guessed 
that you’re in finance.”

“Thanks a lot! No, I mean it. It’s good to know I make that impression. 
I really didn’t expect . . . But what about you—what do you do? And where 
does your journey end, so to speak?”

“I’m traveling with friends. We’re going to Petersburg, for a festival.”
“Are you a musician?”
“Why?” said Igor with surprise.
“Well, you were reciting a poem about a guitarist. I thought maybe you 

were talking about yourself.”
“Eh, not really. I’m an artist.”
“An artist? Did you write that poem yourself?”
“No.”
“Who then?”
“I can’t remember. I read it somewhere, or heard it . . . A good poet . . . 

I feel like he’s from Samara . . .”
“You forgot his name, but you remember the text?”
Igor shrugged:
“Yeah, I guess so. Selective memory.”
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“Read it again,” asked Merch, pouring out more cognac.
“Sure . . . and since you liked it so much, maybe you could write it 

down this time.”
“Good idea. So I will.” Merch reached into his travel bag for his note-

pad. Igor watched him, thinking slowly—it wasn’t clear what about.
“Ah, I forgot. I wanted to . . . I need to charge my phone. It’s on its last 

legs.” He stuck his hand in his pocket, then reached into another pocket—in 
his jacket this time—to fish out the charger.

“Stick it in there,” said Merch, pointing.
“Oh, I thought you could only do it back there, by the bathroom . . .”
“No, all the compartments in this car have outlets. ‘First class,’ you 

know . . . You don’t have outlets in your car?”
“Dunno.” Igor shrugged listlessly.

2.

After the Moscow high-speed train rumbled by
Past graveyard columns lusterless,
No one was there to hear how long it took the echo
To settle in the empty spaces of the skulls.
Only a binge-drinking guitarist, 
Lying in a puddle of vile liquid, gave a sigh,
Sensed the wind’s howling changing by a quartertone. A sheet of music lightly 
trembled. 
And then he understood: it’s not that simple;
I need to scrape together enough cash 
And move house further from the churchyard,
And maybe even get a dog.

3.

After that, Merch talked for a long time. The train sped along, clattering. 
Merch was telling his life story. Igor listened, sighing or grunting once in a 
while. To a third party (like the business manager lying on the upper berth, 
politely faking sleep), these confidential revelations might have seemed com-
pletely inexplicable—were they really triggered by a completely random 
poem about a Moscow train, a graveyard, and a guitarist? But neither Merch 
himself, nor the sympathetic Igor (they had already finished the cognac, and 
Merch had extracted a fifth of vodka from his bag) found the connection 
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between poetry and life at all strange. On the contrary, it seemed perfectly 
natural. Merch was now describing how, exactly, he’d gotten into finance: it’s 
the early ’90s. He’s hitchhiking across Kazakhstan. (By that point, he’d already 
traveled around India, Tibet, and parts of China—the western part, where 
the Uighurs live . . .)

But OK, no need to reproduce his tale here: it’s fairly uninteresting and 
rife with dubious details. But most importantly, it has nothing to do with 
the point of this story . . .

“Are you asleep, Igor?”
“No. Keep talking. I’m fascinated, I’m amazed.”
“Are you being sarcastic? What’s so fascinating?”
“I don’t know. It all seems so normal, at first. Ordinary. But I’m amazed 

. . . You must be a talented storyteller, Merch . . . a shimmering one . . .”
“But actually you’re falling asleep.”
“Eh, no . . . But I am going to go . . . there’s two hours left.”
“Sure, go ahead. Which compartment are you in?”
“Number eight.”
“Maybe we could meet up in Petersburg?”
“Stop by the festival, if you want.”
“Where is it?”
Igor took a crumpled program from his pocket. Merch glanced at it:
“At the Manege?”
“Yeah. Come around three. Or later . . . Three is when it starts . . .”

4.

Merch lay down on the lower berth, fully clothed, and listened to the ambi-
ent sounds, newly audible in the surrounding silence. The train was moving 
quickly making little noise and shaking even less. “That poem had the word 
‘rumbled’ in it. That’s the wrong word,” thought Merch, glancing over at the 
table, where he’d left his notepad next to the empty bottles. The train could 
be described as “gliding rapidly.” Merch even thought he could hear the 
passing stream of air murmuring behind the double-pane windows. “But 
maybe it sounds totally different on the other side . . .”

He started dozing off, only to wake amid incoherent snatches of 
thought. He tried to puzzle something out—and then, apparently, fell asleep 
for real . . . Not for long, it felt like ten or fifteen minutes—but the con-
ductor was already walking through the train, knocking on compartment 
doors. Merch kept lying on his berth. His business manager shifted around, 
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yawned, got up—“Must be getting close!”—and went off to the bathroom. 
Merch looked around in embarrassment: bottles everywhere. “I should’ve 
at least stuck them under the table . . . eh, whatever . . .” Finally, he got up 
and saw the cell phone Igor had forgotten. He went looking for him and 
ended up at our compartment.

“Uh . . . sorry . . . good morning . . . where’s Igor?”
“Igor?” We were confused.
“Is this compartment number eight?”
“Yes, number eight.”
“There’s a guy traveling with you, an artist . . . he forgot his phone in my 

compartment. He was charging it and forgot . . . He’s going to some festival 
. . . Is that where you’re going?”

“Yes,” we said, looking at each other. “We are. Look: there are three of 
us. Is someone else also going?”

Merch looked around the compartment in surprise (Sosna was still 
asleep).

“Who’s in the fourth seat?”
“No one. That seat’s been empty since Moscow. Maybe you’ve got the 

wrong compartment. Did he say he was traveling in this one?”
“Yes, number eight.”
“Weird,” I said. “Who could it have been? . . . And he said he knew us?”
“Yeah, I think so . . .”
Sveta took the phone from Merch and looked through the contacts. 
“Look,” she said, showing me the phone. “Here we are! And Elmar . . . 

and lots of other people, too . . .”
“Hm, interesting! What did he look like?”
Merch gave a brief description.
Sveta looked over at me.
“Sounds like Solovyov . . .” she said quietly.
“Who’s this Solovyov?” asked Merch, sensing something amiss.
“An artist,” I said with a sigh. “Our friend. Except there’s no way he 

could be here. He died a year ago.”
Sveta put the phone down on the table and got out her own. She found 

Solovyov’s number and dialed. The phone on the table started ringing.

Translated by Maya Vinokour
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Silentium

The purser said to start the sauerkraut. Mishka and Fedka went down to the 
village and loaded up the cart, but on the way back they broke an axle. The 
back of the cart sank to the ground. Cabbages started sliding off and rolling 
away. Cursing, the men began unloading the rest. Suddenly, they realized 
they didn’t have an axe. There was no way to fix the axle.

“The prosphora baker borrowed it.”
“Why didn’t you say something?”
“Forgot.”
“Oh, Lord, what a trial!”
Some young peasant matrons were passing by, on their way back from 

market.
“Hi there, dearies! You don’t perchance have an axe, do you?”
“Ha ha ha! No axe here, just a barrel of beer!”
“It’s not too heavy, is it? We’re happy to help.”
“Thanks, we’re feeling all right.”
“I bet we could make you feel even better.”
“Ha ha ha! Like you’d be any good—I can see your tonsure from here!”
“I’m not tonsured everywhere—why don’t you come on over and see?”
“Oh, so your parts haven’t gone sour, you cabbagy oaf?”
Fedka answered with an even raunchier joke, which only made the 

women laugh harder. They sat down on a hillock overgrown with wild 
strawberries and started drinking.

Presently a wanderer appeared at the edge of the woods.
Though he’d downed a fair amount of beer, Mishka hadn’t forgotten 

their task.
“Hey, man of God, you got an axe?”
The wanderer paused near the cart, glancing dully and humbly up at 

the women sitting with the monks.
“Axe,” he said.
Mishka was confused.
“See, look, our axle broke, we need a new one.”
“New one.”
“That’s what I’m saying. You got an axe?”
“Got.”
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“Give it.”
“Give it,” said the wanderer, not moving.
Mishka had jumped down from the hillock. Fedka stood up, too.
“Give it, where’ve you got it?”
“You got it,” said the wanderer, staring so hard into Mishka’s eyes that 

Mishka winced and looked abruptly over his shoulder. Behind him was 
only sandy road.

“What do I have?” said Mishka, perplexed.
“I have,” said the wanderer, his gaze steady.
Mishka shuddered.
“Are you playing with me, man?” he blurted out menacingly.
“Playing,” said the wanderer.
“Oh, so you’re playing? How’d you like a punch in the face?”
“In the face.”
“Here you go, then!” shouted Mishka and slugged the man in the ear. 

The wanderer rocked backward, but stayed upright, not even lifting a hand 
to protect himself. He simply repeated, “Here you go,” in the same even, 
expressionless tone.

Fedka, who was milling around nearby, burst out laughing, and Mishka 
too felt himself released from fear.

“Ugh! God forgive me! A ploy of Satan, that was!”
“He’s not right in the head!” the women remembered, belatedly. “They 

were talkin’ about him at the market. He can’t really talk, just repeats things.”
“Not right in the head! He can understand right enough . . .” grumbled 

Mishka. “He’s no fool—see how he looks at me . . . What’re you looking at 
me for, man?”

“Looking.”
“Yeah, ‘looking.’ You scared me . . .”
“Me . . .”
“What a trial! But what can you do,” said Mishka, turning to Fedka. 

“Listen, give him a coin and let him be on his way.”
Fedka searched his pockets.
“Here, man of God, forgive us . . .”
“Us.”
“Go with God.”
“With God,” said the wanderer and stayed where he was.
“We shouldn’t have hit you . . .”
“You.”
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“All right, enough,” Fedka waved him off and started back toward the 
women. Mishka lingered for a while longer, cringing and hiding his face 
awkwardly. Then he began shuffling back over to Fedka.

The wanderer still stood in the road, as though guarding the fallen 
heads of cabbage.

The carefree little feast had now lost its charm. The matrons tensed up, 
pulled long faces, and, after a brief while, gathered their things and set off. 
Mishka couldn’t bring himself to stay any longer, either, and soon went off 
to the village to get help.

Fedka didn’t care, he wasn’t afraid of the wanderer. Making the sign of 
the cross, he clambered onto the cart and dozed off.

Soon, however, the Hegumen’s carriage came into view. He was return-
ing to the monastery. Fedka thought nothing of it, felt no surprise at how 
lucky it was that the wanderer had appeared and the women had gone—
though something to that effect did run vaguely through his mind.

“Stop!” the Hegumen shouted at the coachman as they rode up to the 
pile of cabbages. “Fedor! What on earth happened here?”

“Well, the axle broke, Father.”
“So fix it . . .”
“We have no axe, Father,” said Fedka, scratching himself in embarrass-

ment. “Mikhail’s run to the village . . .”
“Oh, so Mikhail is with you? And who is this?” said the Hegumen, 

looking at the wanderer.
“Some simpleton, been pestering us. Doesn’t say anything, just repeats 

your words . . . And stands there, stock-still.” 
The Hegumen examined the wanderer.
“I know this man,” he said to his companion, Nikolai Petrovich, a pious 

pilgrim from the nobility. “Hey, you, want to come up to the monastery 
with me?”

“To the monastery.”
“Yes, to the monastery. Come sit up next to the coachman.”
“Next to the coachman,” said the wanderer and climbed up, readily 

enough.
The coachman slapped the reins. The carriage rolled slowly into the 

woods.
“Quite an autumn we’re having this year,” Nikolai Petrovich was saying. 

“So dry, it’s such a blessing! There’s been years when you could hardly take 
this road at all.”
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“Ten years ago, in Hegumen Pavel’s time, he came to the monastery,” 
said the Hegumen. “Lived among us for a while, then disappeared. I remem-
ber this man and wish to speak with him.”

“What news of Father Zakhar? Is he well? Is he saved?” Nikolai 
Petrovich wanted to know.

“They say he’s well. As for being saved—I know not: he does not attend 
services,” the Hegumen answered with displeasure. “He has his repast 
brought to the woods. The people visit him also . . .”

“I will assuredly need to pay him a call . . .”
The Hegumen sighed.
“Let us hope you will find it instructive.”
“Of course! Of course! Instructive, certainly!”
“Let us place our hope in the Lord, that He may help us understand 

everything in the correct way!” the Hegumen insisted, combatively and with 
mounting irritation. But Nikolai Petrovich had turned deaf as an infant or 
a grouse. The Hegumen realized that, in this case, hope wasn’t in the cards. 

By the time they drove up to the monastery, the vesper bells were ring-
ing. Nikolai Petrovich made his way straight to the church. The Hegumen 
asked that the wanderer be fed in the kitchen and then sent to his cell. This 
was done.

The Hegumen was very preoccupied. He frowned, lost in thought.
“Sit,” he said to the wanderer.
“Sit,” said the man, and remained standing.
The Hegumen thought some more.
“I don’t know what you keep your silence for. Is it for Christ?”
“For Christ.”
“Or no?”
“No.”
“There, you see . . .”
“See.”
Suddenly, in his mind’s eye, the Hegumen saw the multitude of people 

the wanderer must have encountered in his life. There were surely jokers 
among them, people who laughed and uttered curses . . . The Hegumen 
could not bring himself to imagine even a single one of those curses, so 
repulsive did he find them . . . but the wanderer repeated them all . . . There 
was probably blasphemy, too . . .

“I never once saw you cross yourself. Do it.”
“Do it.”
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The Hegumen turned toward the icons and slowly crossed himself. 
Then he looked back at the wanderer, who stood there, motionless.

“We allow ourselves to imagine too much, and yet there are things we 
fear to imagine . . .”

“Imagine.”
“But if we renounced all imaginings, could we love God? Answer!”
“Answer.”
“I pray. And, of course, He to whom I pray exists. That is beyond doubt. 

The prayer itself is evidence. But where does the rest of it come from? Is He 
the one who answers?”

“Answers.”
“I don’t know. What if it is all my invention? What if others invented it?”
“Invented it.”
“And if my prayer is vain and there is no answer, what should I do—

cease to pray?” the Hegumen probed.
“Pray.”
“You see . . .”
“You see.”
“And what of strength?”
“Strength.”
“Strength has its limits. Anyone might despair . . .”
“Despair.”
“It is wrong to despair . . . Take Father Zakhar . . . It’s a sin to speak ill 

of him, of course—he has descended into second childhood. But he prays 
to God, and moreover believes in many other entities: demons, angels, 
heaven, hell, in the miraculous power of relics and icons . . . He lives as if in 
a fog . . . But should this fog dissipate and he stand as though naked, will he 
not lose God? That’s what I’m afraid of . . .”

“Afraid.”
“Afraid?” frowned the Hegumen. “Don’t be afraid!”
“Don’t be afraid.”
“That’s right. Think for yourself.”
“Think.”
“That’s what I’m doing. But answer me this—what of the Kingdom of 

Heaven?”
“Heaven.”
“Does it exist?”
“Exist.”
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“Does it exist, or no?”
“No.”
“So it’s all the same to you?”
“To you.”
The Hegumen nodded.
“Then it’s not in the name of the Kingdom.”
“Not in the name.”
“And will we die?”
“We die.”
“And if . . . there’s nothing?”
“Nothing.”
“And—it’s all the same?”
“The same.”
The Hegumen fell silent for a long time. A measureless fatigue spread 

suddenly through his whole body. He sat down on his cot. After a moment, 
he began to pray silently, but the words floated away and tangled together. 
He began to doze.

A short while later, he shuddered, sensing movement in his cell, and 
returned to himself.

The wanderer was standing in front of the lectern and writing some-
thing in a big book. At his feet lay a meager bindle.

“That’s where he got the book from,” thought the Hegumen. “He car-
ries it with him.”

He stood up to see what the wanderer was writing. He took a step—
and realized he was still sitting on the cot. Horror boiled up within him. 
He jerked his body as hard as he could and this time stood up for real. He 
walked over to the wanderer and looked over his shoulder. Before him lay 
a thick heap of pages sewn through with coarse string. An inkwell, which 
the wanderer evidently carried with him as well, stood on the lectern. He 
dipped the quill into it and wrote in crooked, enormous letters, scratching 
the paper at every stroke. 

AGAFYONA
IVAN
PROKHOR
MARYA
NIKOLAI
PYOTR
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IVAN
MAVRA
MIRON
PYOTR
VASILISA
LUKERYA
PELAGEIA
PANTELEY
IVAN
EFIM

“A commemoration book?” thought the Hegumen, then guessed: “Ah, 
those are all the people who gave him alms and asked him to pray for them, 
and now he’s writing them down . . . They probably said their names to him 
one by one so he’d repeat them . . .” But suddenly the words changed:

AXE
NEW
IS
GIVE
YOU HAVE
I HAVE
PLAYING
FACE
AT
LOOKING 
ME
US
WITH GOD
YOU
TO THE MONASTERY
COACHMAN

Here the Hegumen recalled something and guessed the answer once 
more: “He’s writing down all the words he said!” The Hegumen contem-
plated the huge number of filled-up leaves with dismay. “Is that in all his 
years of silence? From the very beginning?”
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The wanderer kept on writing, then turned the page. The Hegumen 
saw that it was the last one in the book; all that remained was the nail-stud-
ded board to which the string that held the leaves was attached . . . As he 
approached the bottom of the page, the wanderer wrote more and more 
slowly, in larger and larger letters:

SIT CHRIST
NO
SEE
CROSS YOURSELF
IMAGINE
ANSWER
ANSWERS
INVENTED
PRAY
SEE
STRENGTH
DESPAIR
AFRAID
DON’T BE AFRAID
THINK
GOD’S
EXISTS
NO
FOR YOU
NOT
DIE
NOTHING
ALL THE SAME

The Hegumen leaned forward as far as he could, looking over the wan-
derer’s shoulder . . . Suddenly, he said and thought at the same time:

“Would you give this to me to read? All of it. From the very beginning.”
“No,” said the wanderer and, without turning around, closed the book.

Translated by Maya Vinokour
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Meyer Raskin was fifty-four years old when the lease expired on Telyatichi, 
the large country estate that had been his family’s home. Before closing his 
business, the old man, who had only a vague idea of his worth, finally sat 
down to count his money. Not including his sons’ assets, Meyer himself 
turned out to have seventy-five thousand rubles.

At his usual brisk and somewhat agitated gait, Meyer went to find his 
old wife Chava, who had never been happy living among the Belarusian 
peasants. Her father had been a cantor and kosher butcher in the Antopol 
shtetl. When he was young, he once managed to put together two hundred 
rubles and publish his work on religious philosophy. It was a long time ago, 
the publication was a failure, and his hope of becoming a rabbi came to 
naught. He was poor, always in need, but he kept his head high, guarding 
his pride and independence. He married his only daughter to a poor coun-
try Jew named Raskin. The young man, who was seventeen at the time, 
arrived in the shtetl with his father in a simple farm cart. The two purchased 
paper shirtfronts and stiff collars to look good, and went to see the butcher. 
Three days later, after weeping on the withered chest of her gloomy phi-
losopher father, the girl left her home and went to live in the country with 
people she hardly knew.

At first, she was afraid of the vigorous young Meyer, then she grew 
accustomed to him, then she fell in love with him. They were poor too, 
living in a shabby peasant hut. Its thatched roof leaked in the springtime, 
and in winter the half-rotten log walls creaked loudly. Chava did not sleep 
much at night.

Meyer’s father ran a tavern. From morning until evening and from 
evening until late at night, the poorly lit tavern was filled with peasants who 
sang, drank, cursed, brawled, and collapsed on the floor. Drunk, they would 
now and then break a window, then sober up and pay for the damages. It 
appeared that Meyer’s destiny was to open a tavern too, and live the way his 
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father did. But even as a young man, Meyer possessed energy that his ances-
tors lacked. He was incapable of sitting in one place doing nothing—some 
force always pushed him out of the house. For a while he bought up flax seed, 
another time he signed up to supply firewood to the village administration, 
yet another time he found a business partner, hired some peasants, and began 
digging for lime. . . . He kept starting new projects, rushing around, going on 
trips, and doing business with what seemed like incredible ease.

Within a few years, the hut where old Raskin sold vodka was replaced 
by a large house with a tile roof. Meyer opened a small store. His children 
were growing up. Young Chava quietly walked through the rooms, sat pen-
sively by the window and, resting her arms forlornly at her sides, dreamed 
of her past life in the shtetl. When Meyer built the house and opened the 
store, she hoped against hope that her husband would settle down, stop 
traveling all the time, and perhaps just quietly live with her in the village. 
She was sick and tired of grim winter nights spent listening through closed 
shutters to the distant barking of dogs and the howling blizzards. Alone 
with the children, she had trouble getting to sleep in the large house that 
never felt cozy. The sound of dry floorboards cracking and the popping of 
wallpaper separating from the walls drove her insane. 

But Meyer had no intention of relaxing or settling down. Sporting a 
suit jacket, a beard, and a rosy complexion, he was robust and resembled 
young Leo Tolstoy of the 1860s. He was brimming with energy. Whenever 
he stayed home for a few days, he would move the furniture around, change 
the dining room into the bedroom, the bedroom into the children’s room, 
or tidy up the barn. During such work-free days at home, he would walk 
through the village dressed in his fine bowler hat, with his nimble hands 
clasped behind his back, humming Sabbath tunes, and making the peasants 
vaguely envious. 

 “How about that Jew?” they would say, clicking their tongues. They 
weren’t quite sure how to treat him, and always began with his lineage. 

“You’re Yossel’s son, aren’t you?” 
“Yes, Yossel’s!” 
Scratching the back of his head, one of them would say,
“And I thought you were a landowner or something. . . . Some Jew you 

are!”
Involuntary idleness made Meyer suffer, so in order to kill time, he 

would offer,
“Want me to show you a trick?”
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“What trick?”
“Here’s what I’ll do: I’ll put a stick through your arms and legs, and you 

won’t be able to stand up.” 
“Really?” 
A skeptical smile would appear under the peasant’s thick mustache. In 

his own secret way, Meyer would push the stick through, leaving the man 
trussed like a sheep and begging,

“For God’s sake, let me out!” 
But the Jew would walk away, chuckling and humming.
For weeks on end during all seasons of the year, Meyer rode around 

in his cart. You could find him in the most remote estates, villages, and 
shtetls of the district. Meyer had become indispensable; even some land-
owners turned to him for advice. Watching his children do their home-
work, he learned in passing how to read and write in Russian. He observed 
the landowners and picked up their refined manners: he said “thank you 
very much” to his wife after dinner in Polish, and once even kissed her 
hand, making her blush in embarrassment. The young woman grew more 
confident, and one night, after her embraces had put Meyer into a peaceful 
sleep, Chava gently shook him awake. 

“Meyer,” she said, her voice trembling with self-pity. ”Meyer, I’d like to 
ask you something . . .”

“What? Who’s here?” Meyer asked, alarmed and still half asleep. 
“Nobody’s here. . . . It’s just me. . . . Meyer, enough of this wandering 

all over the world! You have a family, and you aren’t that young anymore. 
. . . Listen, let’s just stay home together. You don’t need to travel all the time 
. . . or . . .”

Her heart started beating faster. 
“Or . . . I know you have money. Please, let’s move to Antopol, and start 

living like all Jews do. Here, I even forgot how to talk, I don’t speak to anyone 
for weeks on end. And in winter time . . . alone with the children . . . I’m ter-
rified . . .”

 She burst into tears.
At first he frowned, but then he patted her gently on the shoulder. 
“Ah, you’re such a silly woman! And I thought . . . , Well, stop that. I 

know what I’m doing. Just wait a bit longer—we’ll live so well! We’ll ride 
around in a two-horse carriage.”

But Chava didn’t need a two-horse carriage. All she needed was the 
simple shtetl life, with old women, a synagogue, Friday night candles, and 
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warm comforting tears at Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. She sighed and 
wept softly for a while, then waited for the dawn with her eyes open, listen-
ing to her husband’s robust, healthy snoring.

The years were rolling along, and the first three children were growing 
up: sons Ilya and Isaac and daughter Sarah. When the children had been 
younger and other Jews lived in the village, the families had hired an old mel-
amed for a small fee to instruct the children in biblical wisdom. The melamed 
would dispassionately tell the children how Jacob fell in love with Rachel, how 
he was forced—against his will—to marry Leah, how Leah’s children found 
the apples of mandragora, and how Rachel wanted to obtain those apples.

“Fine,” Leah said, “But first let Jacob sleep with me.”
So when Jacob came to his tent, Rachel met him and said to him,
“Tonight, you are sleeping with Leah.” 
So he slept with Leah, and they had children . . . 
Sometimes the melamed grew angry and spanked the children on 

their bare bottoms. When he had to punish the girls, he shut his eyes and 
whipped their rosy behinds, asking the boys, 

“Children, am I hitting the right place . . . ?”
 As an observant Jew, he was not allowed to look at a girl’s naked body. 
But as other Jewish families left the village, the Raskin children started 

going to the village school with peasant children. The Raskins kept to them-
selves. On their way home from school, the peasant children would scream 
at them:

“Dirty Jew, dirty Jew,
Devil’s hiding behind you!” 
Looking at her children, Chava would shake her head and wipe away 

tears. If her father were to rise from his grave and see how his grandchil-
dren were growing up, one would think he would die all over again! And 
these are the grandchildren of a cantor, almost a rabbi! No synagogue, no 
proper prayers—they will forget everything among these Christians! 

It didn’t trouble Meyer at all. It was as if he didn’t notice his wife’s con-
cerns, he was too busy. The children? Let them grow, they will be good for 
something! He did love them enough, though. At first he brought them toys 
and candy from Pinsk and Kobryn, later he brought books.

After a break of ten years, Chava became pregnant again. At three-year 
intervals, she gave birth to Hersh, Motya, and Sheva. The older children 
were growing up and finishing their studies. They were healthy, but more 
and more Chava thought about what would become of them. 
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“It’s no joke! Ilya, the oldest one, is fifteen. The boy is fifteen, and how 
does he spend his time? He wheedled fifty kopeks out of his father and gave 
the coin to a peasant who made a fiddle for him. Now he spends entire days 
scratching out sad Jewish tunes on that piece of wood. Oh, if only the can-
tor, their wise grandfather, were still alive!“ 

Chava, however, without noticing it herself, began to hum along with 
her son’s playing. She wiped her reddened nose often and swayed her head 
in tune. “What does Meyer think of the children? Does he think of them 
at all?”

Meyer did think about the children, of course, but he never talked 
much with his wife anyway, and he especially did not like to share his plans 
with her. He observed his children, but not through their mother’s sad eyes. 
He observed and noticed what he needed to know. He loved his children 
with a caring, practical love. 

Ilya was an industrious young man. From his early days, one could 
sense a hard worker in him. When Meyer gave him a ruble, he created a 
ledger to keep track of his funds, binding several sheets together and sep-
arating the income and expense columns. He was meticulous, and even 
his handwriting was neat—straight and round. He respected his elders, 
counted every kopek, and played violin in his spare time. What more could 
you want from a fifteen-year-old? 

But when Ilya turned sixteen, his father asked him, 
“Ilya, if I gave you a project, do you think you’d be able to see it 

through?”
Ilya put down his violin and paused. He bit his fingernails for a while 

and answered the question with a question,
“Why shouldn’t I?”
“Excellent,” Meyer said. “I’ve just purchased a forest parcel in Adryzyn. 

Of course, there will be a man there to oversee things, but you will need to 
keep an eye on the operation, too. A hired hand is one thing and an owner 
is something else.”

“Yes,” Ilya replied readily. “Why not? Of course!”
So, Meyer took Ilya to Adryzyn. The parcel was located fifty miles 

from their village. They made Ilya a sheepskin jacket and two pairs of good 
boots, one from leather and one from felt. Ilya enjoyed being treated like 
an adult, and he tried to emulate the merchants he knew in every possible 
way. He worked hard. During the day, he crisscrossed the forest on foot. 
In the evening, he recorded income and expenses in the ledgers in his 
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neat handwriting. He respected his elders, he was humble and curious. He 
tweaked his upper lip; he liked to listen and even tried to tell stories of his 
own. His father was a master storyteller, but Ilya wasn’t nearly as good at it. 
Even though he added “in short . . .” to every sentence, his stories weren’t 
nearly as lively and engaging as his father’s.

Meyer continued with his travels. He gained weight. He wore stiff col-
lars instead of just wrapping a scarf around his neck like most Jews did. 
People in the shtetls started calling him “Reb Meyer,” and some tried to 
invest money with him. 

“A smart Jew,” other Jews said of him. “He’s on fire! He comes from a 
simple family, but he’s not your average man!” 
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At home, the older children—Isaac and Sarah—continued to mature, and 
the younger three were growing out of their diapers. Isaac also played 
the violin, but not the sad Jewish tunes favored by Ilya. He composed his 
own music, and at times even he couldn’t tell exactly what he was playing. 
However, Isaac was more concerned with his looks. He was handsome. He 
loved to stand in front of the mirror for hours when no one was watching. 
Once, when his father was at home, a landowner came to visit, bringing 
his son with him. The son’s hair was slicked down. After that, Isaac began 
to wear his hair the same way, and the result looked quite striking on him. 

Sarah was a reader. She was a quiet girl, somewhat secretive. People 
often thought that she was unhappy about something or thinking sad 
thoughts. She made no friends, not even with the rabbi’s children or those 
of the woman who worked at the liquor store. Only after Sarah had finished 
the few books that they had at home, did she start visiting the saleslady at 
the liquor store and borrowing books from her, because the woman had 
subscribed to Niva since time immemorial. The illustrated magazine came 
with literary supplements. The supplements didn’t last Sarah very long, 
though. The saleslady was a stylish woman, always following the world’s 
fashions through magazines. She once told Sarah that wearing a red ribbon 
in her braid was ugly and in poor taste. Sarah blushed and burst into tears. 
She stopped visiting the liquor store and even avoided leaving home if she 
could help it.

When summer came, Meyer took Isaac and Sarah to the city of Pinsk. 
That journey had a lasting effect on the way the children chose to lead their 
lives. 

They stayed in Pinsk with Daniel Yaglom, a distant relative. Oh, this 
was a very different household! On the way there, however, Meyer had spo-
ken of Yaglom with scorn.
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“What is wrong with these people? One day they have money and live 
like magnates, the next they have no money and are dying of hunger. Hah! 
They think they are nobles! Oh yes! And at times, other people’s money 
somehow sticks to their fingers. Nobles, huh!”

But no matter what their father said, Isaac and Sarah were absolutely 
enchanted by their relatives. The Yagloms had curtains covering their win-
dows, their maids wore starched aprons with shoulder straps, their two 
daughters studied at the gymnasium,2 and everyone in the house—even 
the parents—spoke Russian rather than Yiddish. Students from technical 
schools came to call on the daughters, who were fifteen and sixteen years 
old. The older daughter played the mandolin and sang romantic ballads like 
a grown-up.

Sarah was all ears and tried to catch every word that the young people 
said. Now these were real people! Isaac quickly realized that he couldn’t 
possibly compete with the students—they spoke unaccented Russian, they 
were far more knowledgeable than he was, and they knew how to court 
young ladies. So he set out to distinguish himself in a different way. The 
students wore black uniform jackets with gold buttons, and simple shoes. 
Isaac convinced his father to buy him a real grown-up suit, complete with 
collar, cuffs, and tie. The barber did his hair in the latest style. Isaac’s plan 
paid off handsomely. Rachel, Yaglom’s older daughter, couldn’t take her 
eyes off him. She started complaining that she was bored, that the students 
were stupid and dull. She said all this openly and without hesitation, as no 
one in the Yaglom household was afraid of candor. But the Raskins—even 
Meyer—were taken aback when Daniel bluntly asked Rachel, “Do you like 
Isaac?,” and she replied without even lowering her eyes, “Very much so!”

“Listen, you village capitalist,” Daniel Yaglom said, moving his glasses 
to his forehead and putting on a pair of silver pince-nez. “Here is what I 
have to say. Leave your children in Pinsk, and I will make them into real 
people! For Isaac, we will hire a tutor. The technical school director doesn’t 
ask too much: five hundred rubles will make Isaac a student. We’ll enroll 
Sarah in the gymnasium. I won’t charge you much for room and board 
either.”

In his head, Meyer quickly added up what all this would cost him. “Oh, 
no,” he thought to himself, “I haven’t lost my mind yet! Nothing good ever 

2 A fairly privileged secondary school in old Russia, with emphasis on humanities. 
Technical schools were nearly equivalent to gymnasiums but emphasized sciences. All 
notes are by the translators.
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comes from getting involved with these penniless aristocrats!” Still, he was 
pleased that Yaglom had called him a capitalist. 

“Well, I’m no capitalist, are you joking? No, Reb Daniel, I cannot afford 
to send my children to schools like that, I just can’t.”

Sarah flushed. Oh, God! If only she could continue her studies, live in 
the city, meet educated people. Read books! She even tried to bring it up 
when she was left alone with her father.

“Dad,” she said, “would it still be possible, by any chance? Times have 
changed, but we continue to live like wolves in the forest. What will become 
of us?”

Isaac wasn’t too interested in school. Put his fine attire aside and study 
day and night? Thanks, but no thanks. But stay here as a guest for a month 
or so—that’s another matter. That he wouldn’t mind.

“It won’t cost you anything,” Daniel said to Meyer wryly. “So why don’t 
you leave the young man with us for a while?”

And Meyer agreed, “Just for a month. One month only! I want him to 
start working with me.” With that, Meyer and Sarah set out for home.

Oh, how excruciating it was for Sarah to be back in the countryside! 
Goodness, other people study, they become doctors, engineers, or mid-
wives, and she is doomed to sit here in the country and wait for some boor 
to propose to her! Her eyelids became swollen from crying, and Chava 
could not fathom what was happening to her daughter. Did someone put 
the evil eye on her in the city? Why did Meyer have to take her there? He’s 
always coming up with something!

A week passed, and Sarah was still beside herself. She wasn’t doing any 
chores, she wasn’t taking care of the children. She read books on all kinds of 
subjects with no rhyme or reason, so that they all became mixed up in her 
head. At night she quietly wept, burying her face in her pillow so that no 
one would hear. One day, she’d immerse herself in Pushkin, learning doz-
ens of his poems by heart; the next day, she’d study Russian accentuation in 
Kirpichnikov’s grammar because she had difficulty pronouncing Russian 
words and made them sound Jewish. She kept pestering her father until 
he bought her Pavlenkov’s single-volume encyclopedic dictionary, then she 
began to memorize words. Oh my God! So many words out there—and she 
doesn’t know any of them! She knows nothing!

And Isaac? Look at him! A new man returned from Pinsk. Even his 
own father, who had seen all sorts of things in life, opened his mouth in 
astonishment—but then immediately furrowed his brow. What did it all 
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cost, how much money did Isaac borrow from Yaglom? He had hairbrushes 
and combs, and a razor, and another suit, and a small photographic camera, 
and a pair of stylish shoes. He must have spent at least thirty-five rubles, 
more like fifty! But Meyer wasn’t the kind to mention this to his son directly. 
He just furrowed his brow even more so that everyone could see that he was 
displeased.

“Fine” he thought, “what’s done is done. Now it’s time to get down to 
work. When Ilya was Isaac’s age, he was already at Adryzyn . . . 

But Meyer was even more displeased when Isaac began receiving let-
ters from Rachel Yaglom. Those penniless aristocrats! As soon as they smell 
cash, they start putting a “spell” on the boy! But Meyer did not mention this 
to his son either; he just complained to his wife at night. That’s the kind of 
man he was. 

A few weeks later, he took Isaac to Ilya at Adryzyn. Their forest at 
Adryzyn was large, since Meyer kept buying more and more parcels.

Ilya had made himself into a true owner in the full sense of the word. 
All evening long the old Jew who oversaw the work was shaking his head, 
sighing, and expressing admiration. 

“This young man will go far,” he told Meyer, nodding in Ilya’s direction. 
“You ask why? Well, when he got here, he was pretty much blind, blind as 
a puppy. And look at him now! Look how he understands everything! He’s 
got a golden pen and a golden eye. And his head! It’s really something! You 
should hear him bargain with the drovers—you really should!”

 And indeed, Ilya had done really well here. That same evening, after 
Meyer and Isaac had tea and something to eat, Ilya took them to his room 
and showed them the ledgers. Speaking in a whisper, so that the overseer—
who wasn’t part of the family—couldn’t hear, he used an abacus to add up 
the profits. The operation was really lucrative, and Ilya knew how to keep 
expenses to a minimum.

“Well done,” Meyer said. “Here, I brought you a helper. If you work 
well together, everything will be fine!” 

Ilya glanced at his dandy brother and didn’t say much. Ilya was a kind 
and warm man, all he said was: 

“You’ll ruin this suit here, better save it. And actually, you need felt 
boots here, not these shoes . . .” 

Isaac stroked his closely shaven cheeks and suddenly pulled a flashlight 
from his pocket. Ilya examined it, pressed the button, and shook his head. 
He was captivated, like a true country boy . . . 
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