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Thomas Lahusen

SAYING NO TO ROMANCE?
SOVIET READERS RESPOND TO THEIR AUTHOR!

"During the Stalin era every cook was told to produce culture as well. But in
practice, only a few specially designated top chefs were given recipes for
stardom," writes Svetlana Boym in Common Places: Mythologies of Everyday
Life in Russia.? The example provided is not taken from culinary art but from
cinema — Grigorii Aleksandrov's 1939 musical comedy Volga Volga. According
to Boym, Aleksandrov's version of socialist realism is interesting for something
that transcends the genre itself: "For students of graphomania, the most
interesting feature of this film is that its own authorship seems to echo the drama
and mystery of authorship that it tells," meaning the political erasure of the
film's original scriptwriter Nikolai Erdman. Despite her nostalgia (mediated by
irony) for the Soviet common places of the past, Boym distinguishes very
clearly between "graphomania" and "healthy writing," "mediocre Socialist
Realism" and an "exemplary Soviet comedy of the thirties,” although the
boundaries, as she admits, are often blurred. At the end of her book, Boym
imagines a "collective sanatorium," organized for the nostalgic c¢itizens and
expatriates of the former USSR. "In that post-modern Alpine resort, life will be
free from ‘inauthentic’ conventions of Western civility," and, as far as cuisine is
concerned, “as a dietary supplement and a relief from healthy food, the eternal
mashed potatoes will be served, together with ‘Mikoyan cutlets’ invented in
Stalin's time, complete with the generic rosy 'fruit drink'."

Belonging to those utopian nostalgics who were bom in the inauthentic
conditions of Western civility and who were never served Mikoyan cutlets, I
started to search for the cuisine of the people who lived in Stalin's most
uncivilian times. I had to go a long way and here is what I found, far from
Moscow: a play, written by two inmates of the Press Sector of the Cultural and
Educational Department of the Corrective Labor Camp of the Baikal Amur
Mainline, city of Svobodnyi, in 1935, "The Merry Cooks" is a "hellish” musical
farce, where the parasites, refusers, wreckers, and other negative elements, who
were sent to "Camp Freedom" to serve various sentences of "social protection,"
are literally fried by the chefs of the camp, as shows the following quote:
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Tlepymxy, TyIKy, KAPTOLIKH KyCOHeK,
Topcrouky comy i JI0AKY KPYIIH ...
B rre4yRy rOToB H TOTOBHI CyTIH!
A1 - nosap, TH - TIOBap, OH - 110Bap, TOT - IIOBap,
Bcee mel, pefarku - "so” nosapal .,
Cront pas gyHyTs - SA1080 roTosol
Besakoe 6rrono epeM Ha-ypa!

Bot Bam, noxanyicra, 1ogsIpelt apa,

Bee ma dananre HX 3HAIOT ¥ HaC.

Oxono KyxHu, B Gapake, Ha Hapax

MoxxeTe HX yBHIATE BCAKHI pasl
BoT OH CTOMT, CHMY/IAHT BCEM 3HAKOMBIH -
C nepIHKOM, ¢ IyIKOM NpoykapuM erol...
OXaeT, CTOHET H XOMUT K JIEKTIOMY,
Tpaccet He mOGKT OH GOABILEE BCETO.

Ciryurait, orkasqrk! Tl ~ Bpar Hamzest crpoiixu!

Tak sgech nposxapuM, ¥To Oymenrs He pag!

CIaYH IIyTeR HaM YKasaHbl CPOKH ...

Ecmut He xo4ems paGoTats, - Hasan!?

As far as T know, the authors of the play, B. Puretskii and A. Mulenko, never
reached stardom. Possibly, they were "fried" together with the "responsible
editor" of the issue, whose name is crossed out — in the copy I saw — to the point
that the pencil made a hole in the paper. But the recipe of stardom was
undoubtedly given to one of the authors of another comedy, published in the
same Bulletin-Repertoire of the Press Sector of the Cultural and Educational
Department. "An Alien Calendar” is a slapstick comedy on the theme of
"reforging" (perekovka): "Antonov the first," a typical "refuser” and "trickster”
believes that his liberation is imminent on the basis of something he read in the
wall newspaper of the camp; the misunderstanding (in which only he believes)
is resolved by the arrival of the positive shock-worker "Antonov the second,"
who decides to stay on the construction site as a free-laborer, to the great satis-
faction of the commander-educator and his Stakhanovite comrades. Like
Antonov the Second, the author of the play, Vasilii Azhaev, a twenty-year-old
prisoner sentenced for "counter revolutionary agitation” in January 1935, stayed
on the construction site as a free-laborer after his release in 1937, ahead of
schedule. His commander-educator and Stakhanovite comrades gave him the
recipe for stardom: eight years of "free labor™ in various camps of the Far East,
as — according to Azhaev's own words — "head of inspection, organizer,
administrator, investigator, ‘on special assignments,’ including cultural and
educational work," and a course by correspondence at the Gorky Institute of
- Literature. During the years of the campaigns against "antipatriotic” elements
and struggle against "rootless cosmopolitanism,” Azhaev became one of the top
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chefs of Soviet literature. The icing of the cake was a Stalin Prize (first class),
received in 1949 for the publication of his production novel Far from Moscow.,
Not unlike what happened with the scriptwriter of Volga Volga, authorship was
“erased," reality was "varnished," or better (io remain within the realm of con-
fectionery) glazed over. The institution that had disclosed the secret of the recipe
was of course one of the first asked to taste the product, which was officially
endorsed during a readers' conference, organized at the Dzerzhinskii Club of the
MGB and MVD (the Ministry of the State Security and the Ministry of the
Interior) on 3 February 1949: the MGB/ MVD gracefully accepted its "own"
Stalin Prize in literature.® The masses liked it too, and it became a feast. There is
no doubt that Far from Moscow was read by the people. Here is a reader's letter
1o the author of 9 November 1949:

Bl 3naere, wro "Hamexe oT Mocksr" Mom6HIM; HO BRI HE SHAETE,
YTO 3Ty KHUTY DaspelBajH Ha JIMCTKH B PabovyHX NOCeaKax
Houbacca {kuura 6sina OFHA, a YNTATE XOTeAH Bee cpasy). Ma Hee
[ePenUcHIBAIU Lle/Ible CTPAHMIIBL, AN PASHEIX podeccuit.

... Mue IOBenoCk BUAETH 3TY KHUTY B oMe Bpavya. Ha xmure 6nuio
HATIMCaHO: "3Ta KHHIa Ay4lliee eKapcTBo T MHOFUX Gomeanmit”. O
KHHTE TOBOPHIY HA MAPTHHHBIX aKTUBAX U pabounx cobpaunax. Ee
CPaBHMHEAMH C Hcropuest mapruu. Ona crama moOMMOHN XHHTO#H Ha-
pona. "Hanexo or MoCKBE" HeT B KHHIKHBIX MaraayHax, axke HeT
Ha JIATBIIICKOM SA3BIKE.Y

Is Far from Moscow an example of Soviet "popular culture"? Recently, the
Stalinist thirties (and forties, to a lesser extent) have become popular. Scholars
have discovered "Hollywood in Moscow"; excerpts from How the Steel Was
Tempered, The Stalin White Sea-Baltic Canal, or Cavalier of the "Gold Star” are
now published together with Marshak's tale for children Misrer Twister, songs
by Lebedev-Kumach and Dunaevskii, "purge poems" of 1937, anecdotes, and
even a recipe of "gasoline cutlets,” cooked at the North Pole by Soviet explorers
(from LT. Spririn’s radio sketch of 1938). These examples are all taken from the
1995 anthology Mass Culture in Soviet Russia, edited by James von Geldern and
Richard Stites.b Like the latter's Russian Popular Culture, published three years
before,” the collection seeks to avoid both Frankfurt School elitism and
traditional Sovietology. It shows that Soviet culture under Stalin was not limited
to Akhmatova, Mandelstam, Pasternak, and other great dissident writers. The
editors argue that socialist realism was not always gray and uniform, and that it
had even some virtues: despite triteness and cliché, it “steered Soviet culture
toward the mass andience" and "made culture accessible to most citizens."8 At
the same time, "any success needed consumer collaboration.” It seems to me that
such focus on the "consumer," the "mass audience," whe "craved enter-
tainment," is not unproblematic. Rescuing Soviet popular songs, films, urban
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folk tales, and anccdotes from oblivion is most valuable, but to equate the
culture of the Soviet masses with "entertainment genres" can be seen as a new
type of colonization: market economy and democratic values for the present,
"popular culture” for the past. Alse, I wonder whether the use here of the very
concept of "popular culture,” which is after all a very recent and localized
construct, does not run the risk of introducing a kind of reverse elitism. "Good"
mass culture seems to be perceived by the editors of Mass Culture in Soviet
Russia as "counterculture”: "interesting"” socialist realism of the early thirties has
it roots in the avant-garde. When Soviet culture becomes finally "frozen into a
conflictless and actionless tranqguillity” during the years following World War 11,
it "finds no resonance within the mass public.” According to Stites and von
Geldern, there were only a few popular alternatives, a couple of Tarzan or
cowboy films — Nazi booty recycled during the era of Soviet "film hunger.”
They perceive the real alternatives, or "parallels" to Stalinist culture in society's
margins; the culture of prison camps, and the Stilyagi, who "listened to
American jazz, flaunted Western wardrobe, and spoke in a willfully un-Soviet
slang." These were the "pioneers of the 'unofficial' cultnre that would drag
Soviet society out of stasis."?

How can we explain the resonance of Far from Moscow within the mass
public? Was it the author's "erasure,” Gulag counterculture, or something else,
that the masses perceived? Azhaev's private archive contains several
stenographic accounts of readers’ conferences and many hundreds of letters,
written to the author. I propose to listen to some of them, just to give these
participants and letter writers a chance to define their own alternative version of
"mass" or "popular culture,” at a time when — to cite von Geldern and Stites
again — "the myth of the 'new Soviet man' excluded sex (though not love),
ambition, concern for one's own welfare, even individual struggle."19

Clearly, readers’ letters cannot always be taken at face value: they belong to a
certain tradition, probably more ajive in Russia than elsewhere, and related to
the very status of the writer in Russian society. In the late forties, the reception
of literature was institutionalized according to a highly organized ritual, called
"readers’ conferences." As far as Far from Moscow was concerned, the
organization of its readership was launched right after the publication of the
novel in the July, August, and September 1948 issues of Novyi mir. According
to a list established by the writer himself, twenty-four "conferences and
discussions" were organized between 12 October and 31 December 1948,
starting with the Central House of Literati (Tsentral’nyi dom literatorov) in
Moscow and ending with a middie school in Gzhatsk (Region of Novosibirsk).
The next year brought many more. Azhaev's typed list ends on 30 March 1949,
with another sixty-five added by hand, the last of which taok place in the Higher
School of the Ministry of the State Security (MGB). Obviously, the author
couldn't catch up. After the novel was awarded a Stalin Prize in April 1949,



Saying no to Romance? 97

meetings and conferences mushroomed throughout the country. They seem to
have abated somewhat at the end of 1949. The last two readers' conferences that
I found documented in Azhaev's archive were organized in 1951 and 1953, the
first in a regional bank in Gor'kii, the second by the mobile library of a factory.

Most of the readers’ statements reflect the ideology of the moment and offer
few surprises, responding to a scenario planned well in advance. For example,
conference No.76 on Azhaev's list, which took place on 24 March 1949 in the
Sovetskii district library of Moscow, was organized according to a plan
provided five weeks earlier, listing the following items:

1. YKOMINAEKTORATE GUOIHOTEKY MAKCHMAaNBHO BO3MOXHEIM
KOIU4MECTROM SK3eMITIAPOB KHUTH B. Axaesa "llanexo ot
Macxsar".

2. CocTaBUTE INaKaT-00'bABNEHNE B 3-X 3K3EMILIAPaAX.

3. CocraBUTh IPHMEPHEIE TEMEB A OGCYCNCHUSA POMaHa,

4, O¢popMHTE peKOMEHRATENbHBIN CTHCOK, HANKY-MaTepuana, KpH-
THYECKUE CTATHH H3 TASET U XKYPHANOB.

5. TToAroTOBUTEL K BLICTYTIAEHMAM M0 KOHpePeHIUM He MeHee 15
YHTATEAEH.

6. K 1 MapTa yTOYHHTE TeMEI OOCY)KACHHA ENA KAKIOTO BBICTYITAM0-
ere YHTATeNA Ha KoHpepeHImm.

7. OpraHusoaparh c6Op YHTATEALCKUX OT3HIBOB O KHUTe B. Axxaesa
"Manexo oT MockBs!" H BEINYCTHTE MOCBAIEHHELH et SlonneTens,
8. CocTaBUTb TeKCT MpUNTACHTENLHOrG OHlIeTa ¥ oTHewataTs 300
GUnETOB,

9. {IpurnacuTh Ha xoHdepennuio yMraTenedt aBTOpa KHMTH B.
Axcaepa.

10. O606umuTs MaTepHan KoHGEPEHUHH, IPOBECTH CPEAH YIACTHN -
KOB kOH(epeHIIHN c6OpP OTSBIBOB BICYATACHWI 1 TIOKe/IaHM.

11. OdopMHTD anb60M, MOCBALCHHEIN KOHGEPEHIIMH YHTATE el
o oficykneHnIo pomana B. Axaesa "Jlanexo ot Mocksb".1!

A few months later, the plan itself "went public" in an article entitled
“Chitatel'skie konferentsii" (Readers’ Conferences), published in the July issue
of Novyi mir and signed by N. Kovalev, "Party Organizer of the Central
Committee of the VKP(b) in the Stalin Automobile Factory” (in Moscow).!2
After a general introduction, the lengthy, inevitable quotation from Lenin's
"Party Organization and Party Literature," the demonstration of the superiority
of Soviet belles lettres over all others, of the free and democratic character of
this literature, "read not by the 'top ten thousand', bored and suffering from
obesity," but by "millions and tens of millions of laborers," the institution itself
is presented through the example of the "Palace of Culture” of the Stalin
Automobile Factory in Moscow, or simply ZIS, for zaved imeni Stalina (Stalin
Factory). In the "Small Hall" and "Lecture Room" of the Palace, recent
discussions were held on a series of literary works, among others Azhaev's Far
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Jrom Moscow. Then follows a detailed description of the conditions under which
the conference will take place, containing the same elements that we already
saw itémized in the plan of the Sovetskii district library, plus a few details that
are worth mentioning:

U sor Hacrynaer HeHb wnTaTennckol xoudepenuun. CrpacrHbie
UITATENN XYAOHECTBEHHON TUTEPATYPHI (4 TAKUX Ha HAIIIEM 3aBOJe
MHOTO) He 3afepXUBATCA B LEXAX M OTAENaX, a CTAPAOTCH
NOpaHbllle MOTMACTh AOMONH, YTOOH YCNeTh HOHAPAXHER
TIPHORETHCH, HIIIHAN Pa3s 3aTNAHYTE B KHHUTY, IIEpedecTh HaubGonee
TIOHPABUBIIMECH MECT4, TIOATOTOBHTS 3aMETKH K BHICTYI/IEHHIO.
Koe-KoMy, BepOATHO, HYKHO OTMEHUTh HAZHATEHHYIO BCTPEYY AN
NPOBECTH ee JO Hadana KoH(epeHuM, CIPaBUTHCA ¢ AOMAIIHHMY
AienaMu M TAK JaJee. ..

Ho Bor mocrenensno sanomusercs Maretil san MK TToMelLleHe
JexTopus. ManeiM 3a10M OH HA3KIBA€TCH He [IOTOMY, 9T0 AEMCTBH-
TEALHO M4aj, a MOTOMY, 4T BO JJBopue KyAbTYpH ecTs H Donsimon
san, eme Honee BMecTHTeAbHEIL, B ManoM sane Ha qUTATeNBCKON
KOH(EePeHIHH O6BIYHO HMPHMCYTCTBYET A0 NATHCOT YeloBeK. B
JlekTOpPHM - TpPOCTOPHOM TOMEINEHHU (O CKaMeHlKaMH,
PaccTaBcHHEIMH aM(bHTEATPOM, KAK B CTYICHYECKON ayfHTOPHH, -
TPHCTA - TPHCTA NATHAECAT. Y IaCTHHKH KOHGEPCHITHM 3aIIOMHAIOT
BCE MECTA, BCE IPOXOMEL 13

According to Kovalev, the readers' conferences "represent the last link of a
long chain of tremendous work, provided by the Party organizations and the
Party committee of the factory in the propaganda of ideas contained in the works
of literature."14 As a result, literature is explicitly deprived of any autonomy.
Kovalev writes: "Our readers, in contrast to some backward critics, compare the
books to life, and not to some kind of literary genre. One can understand the
warker Borisoglebskaia when she speaks angrily of these aesthetes who see in
the heroes of V. Azhaev's novel not living people but only schemes." And he
quotes her words: "These aesthetes don't know the living people, they are
detached from them, but we know them well, we are ourselves similar to V.
Azhaev's heroes, every day we meet Beridze and Kovshov in our factory.”13
(Beridze and Kovshov are two of the main characters of the novel).

It is interesting to compare Kovalev's article to the original stenographic
account. Both the article and the report reproduce a speech given by a certain
"comrade Muromtsev,” foreman of the Motor No. 2 division of the Stalin
factory, during a discussion of Azhaev's Far from Moscow on 22 April 1949,
Going beyond copy editing an "oral" text for publication, the editors of Nowyi
mir literally "make sense” of the at times incoherent sentences of comrade
Muromisev's speech, The still formless material of the foreman’s performance is
elevated into the well-formed ideal of state language and thought. At the same
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time, something gets Jost in the operation: the flow of Muromtsev's original
discourse, with verbal islands of the "Big Other" alternating with words and
phrases from his own world, a world that focuses on the "construction site." This
is precisely what makes these stenographic accounts so interesting: even if the
"line" of the day is reflected in the readers' interventions like in a mirror, with
many citations of Lenin, Stalin, Zhdanov, and Gor'kii, this does not prevent
them from "reading in" their real-life concerns, using their own formulations,
their own language and style, in accordance with their position in the social
field, their geographic or class origin, their gender, and other parameters.

Let us take the very first and most official readers' conference organized at
the Tsentral’nyi dom literatorov in Moscow on 12 October 1948: as the
stenographic account shows, some interventions explicitly addressed the issue of
"popular culture." "Azhaev is good every time he writes about the production
process,” said one reader. "But when he treats such problems as love and the
personal feelings of the heroes, he falls to the level of very low-quality belles
lettres."16 Aleksei Kovshov's conduct in love "sounds hypocritical,” stated the
critic Aunatolii Tarasenkov, who also touched upon the problem of rewriting
history by pointing out some of the novel's "historical inaccuracies”: the fact that
the characters use personal radios, which were confiscated during the very first
days of the war, and that Stalin is characterized as "commander in chief," a title
assumed "only later." All this shows that Azhaev "violated the artistic truth of
the image."17 Comrade Akshinskii, who came from the Far East and was an
"auditor of the Higher Party School attached to the Central Committee,”
expressed institutional and regional concerns. Akshinskii regretted that Azhaev
had failed to attach enough importance to the role of the Party and to "the
transformations by which the Nivkh, Nanai and other small peoples of the North
joined the great Soviet family."1® For the writer Aleksandr Chakovskii, on the
contrary, the publication of Far from Moscow represented the "triumph of the
communist world view" and "served as an example for the Stakhanovite
movement."!?

The response of the "Stakhanovites" to Azhaev's novel can be deduced from
the stenographic account of a readers' conference organized among the Builders
of the Zaporozh'e Industrial Complex "Zaporozhstroi" on 22 October 1948.20
The typed transcript reveals the intervention of a pen, probably belonging to the
one who "prepared” the readers' interventions (and the author's response) for
publication in the newspaper of the construction site. Some passages or words
(such as names of local bosses) are crossed out, others are underlined, or queried
in the margin. The transcript also contains critical comments or editorial
remarks, such as: "to be kept," "to be corrected, but very slightly [rado
popravit', no ochen' miagko]," "and what about the conclusion?," and so on.
Finally, each page is numbered and initialed by the typist, whose name is spelied
out at the end of each reader’s text.
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Most of the readers praise the novel and point out only minor "inaccuracies."
But Ivan Vikent'evich Sobolevskii, the Party organizer of Zaporozhstroi has a
lot to say against Azhaev's novel.2! He is the alter ego not oaly of N. Kovalev,
the partorg of the Stalin automobile factory who made it to the most central
pages of the press with his article on "Readers' Conferences” in Novyi mir, but
also of Zalkind, the Party organizer in Far from Moscow. Comparing the two
construction sites — his own and the one depicted in the novel — Sobolevskii
wonders about the conditions that led to the catastrophic situation depicted at the
beginning of the book, when almost everybody wanted to leave the shores of the
river Adun, discouraged by the inefficiency of the (former) leadership which had
brought the project almost to a standstill. He raises questions about Azhaev's
Party leaders, where they were at that time and why the Party organizer Zalkind
allowed the situation to degenerate. At the Zaporozh'e construction site — says
Sobolevskii — it was enough for the Party leaders and the builders to intervene,
and most problems were solved. Sobolevskii gives very concrete examples from
the year 1946, when Zaporozhstroi missed its first government deadlines. After
a successful struggle headed by the Party organization, both the director of the
construction, Nazarenko, and the main engineer, Komissarov (both names are
crossed out by the "editorial pen"), were "dismissed with great noise [sniaty 5
treskom)],” including the "recovery of unauthorized expenditures [s nachetom]
and reprimands.” They had been more interested in their personal affairs than in
the construction: Nazarenko "had brought back a radio from Germany and was
busy building his own house." As for Komissarov, he "liked to drink.”
Therefore, argues Scobolevskii, those who were responsible for slowing down
the construction in Far from Moscow "should have been depicted as saboteurs,
counter-revolutionaries, or as members of some underground organization."
Following comrade Zhdancv's directives on the need to organize "socialist
competition," the Stakhanovites of Zaporozhstroi made the construction a
success, The characters in Azhaev's novel, however, failed to follow these
principles: although the book depicts the enthusiasm of the leaders, it neglects
the participation of the workers themselves. Sobolevskii frankly dislikes the
communications mechanic Tania Vasil'chenko (a pretty Komsomol
shockworker, whose job was to rig up a temporary telephone line stretching
from tree to tree through the taiga). He demonstrates that "there are no such
people in reality": she takes too many liberties with the leaders; she even uses ty
(the second-person singular) and other familiaritiés in addressing the partorg
and other leaders. We also see her in the editorial office of the newspaper of the
construction site, where she starts to rummage through the papers, In life, she
would have been thrown out of the office immediately, Commenting on the
negative character Kondrin (a wrecker who ends up by being discovered and
shot), Sobolevskii notes some disturbing inconsistencies: at the end of the novel,
Zalkind discloses Kondrin's identity — he was the son of a kulak. "For whom did
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he work before?" asks Sobolevskii. "Where did he come from?" "How can it be
that he is first a dangerous wrecker, but then turns out to be a pitiful coward?™
"The novel takes place in the Far East, i.e. in the border zone. It would have
been correct to link Kondrin's activities to the very real presence of Japanese
spies. All this would have served to educate the reader to be more vigilant."

In these comments Sobolevskii effectively reconstructs one of the subplots of
the novel, related, as we already know, to "prison camp culture,” a subplot that
had been "erased™ by the author and various editors when Far from Moscow was
written and rewritten. Sobolevskii admits that "it would be unjust to say that the
novel is not interesting"; for the problems “are well posed, and in practical terms
correct.” But instead of showing the builders themselves, Azhaev showed only
the leadership: "We have to attract to our construction effort the carpenter, the
bricklayer, the plasterer, the electric welder, the gas welder, so that they will see
their heroes in the novel and will imitate them. When they showed Chapaev in
the movie theaters, the next day the militia had to disperse the population, who
started to riot: some were playing Chapaev, others the machine-gunner, the
fights spilled over into one street after another ... (laughter)."22 Sobolevskii
concludes by encouraging Azhaev to correct his novel and to add "more fighters,
more Matrosovs."?

Some participants agreed with Sobolevskii that there were too many leaders
in Azhaev's novel and not enough real builders. "Where are the carpenters, the
concrete workers, the fitters, the boiler-makers, etc.?" "Azhaev knows the
construction only superficially."24 Others disagreed, some quite strongly: "One
should not forget the fact that the construction in the novel took place during the
war, that the heroes of 1941 did not build like those of 1947."25 "Azhaev
showed the collective and the initiative of the masses correctly," said comrade
Usyskina, and rose to the defense of Tania Vasil'chenko and explained her
“liberties" by recalling the fact that Zalkind and her father "had been partisans in
the same detachment [during the civil war]."26 What Usyskina is "reading in"
here, referring to a passage from the novel, is one of the important myths of the
Stalin period: ties created by the Revolution are stronger than kinship, Zalkind is
"more than a father" to Tania Vasil'chenko. Mark Ivanovich Nedushko, "former
head of Stal'montazh” who was alse a welding specialist, noted that “the whole
pipeline (the main "hero" of Azhaev's novel) seems to have been built by one
welder, Umara Magomet." And he shared with the participants his own expe-
riences: "In order to build 34 km of pipeline in Leningrad, eighty welders were
needed, and for the Astrakhan - Saratov pipeline, four hundred.” He asked the
visitors from Moscow and from Literaturnaia gazeta "to take a hard look at our
construction, which is a great source for great novels."??

The conference ended with Azhaev's response. He explained how difficult it
had been to write his first novel and said that "it is easier to write a chronicle
than 1o give the generalized plan that I imagined." He would take the
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stenographic account with him and return to it "more than once," His last words
(before expressing his gratitude to the Builders of Zaporozhstroi}) were
addressed to the Party organizer:

S MOT 651 HONMONEMUSKPOBATh B YACTHOCTH ¢ ToBapHIneM Coboien-
cKuM. I ¢ 6OMBUTHM METEPECOM KN €r0 BEICTYIINEHHSA, MHE TOBO-
punu o Hem B Mockse MHOTO HHTEPECHOTO, HO II0 COBECTH TOBOPA
S €ro BBICTYIUICHWEM pPAa30CYaAPOBAH, OHO OKAa3aNoCh HUKE
BOIMOXHOCTE ToBapUia COGQJIEBCKOTO, MOXeT 6LITh § Hero
6uino Mano BpeMenn. OH MEHS IIPH3BIBAJ MCIPABUTh KHHIY, HO 9TO
BELIE He JIETKagx. JTO MOXHO OBl CAS/NATH HA OCHOBAHHM 0DYeHBL
CepBe3HOi, KBaNUpUUUPOBAHHOR KPUTHKH, UPENBABICHHON K
pomany.28

An editorial comment in the margin reads: "This here is not so good [vot eto
uzhe nekhorosho]." The stenographic transcript of the conference was published
a week after the conference as an editorial on the second page of Stroitel’ (The
Builder), the newspaper of the Zaporozh'e construction site.2%

Many of Azhaev's readers responded individually to Far from Moscow. As of
now, I have only been able to read some 200 out of the 1,500 letters that I found
in Azhaev's archive. Most of them were written between 1949 and 1952. A
provisional "sociology"” of the sample yields the following results: the letters
were written by slightly more men than women; they came predominantly from
the provinces of the RSFSR and republics of the USSR, only a few were sent
from Moscow or Leningrad; many were written on simple notebook paper or
pages torn from accounting and other official "books." Their writers were
mainly students, soldiers, workers, novice or would-be authors, or members of
local editorial boards. Very few came from collective farmers or other
inhabitants of the countryside. Some of them were written by acquaintances and
friends, including former colleagues of the corrective labor camp of the Lower-
Amur in Komsomol'sk, who recognized themselves among the herces of the
novel; one suggested to the author to come back and see the progress of forced
labor in "peaceful conditions"; ancther, a former prisoner of the Nizhne-
Amurlag, asked for money, Many letters were produced at a school desk or in a
workers' ¢lub as a result of a "discussion,” on assignment by a teacher, or at the
suggestion of the director of a reading room or of the Party organizer. Most of
them retell the plot, repeat the "correct" commentary, and congratulate the
author on his Stalin Prize. At times, whole essays and notebooks of
interpretation were attached, and some letters were written in verse, Here is an
example:
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A yxe crapa, MHe TPyIHO B BO3pacTe
TAKOM

HavaTs mHcaTs Ha KHUTY OT3BIBLI
CTHXOM

M ripo3odt A IHCATh TOAKORO He YMEID
CEaXy CNoB HeckonbKo 0 Baimeir kaure,
Kak cymero!

Bo-nepsrix, xoueTcs MHe Bam cxasate,

4T0 eC/H 6 TAK, KaK Bbi, MOI/TH IIHCATENH [THCATD
Yurarens Mor b1 gymats - Bol He COUMHANTK

Bbl npocTo ToOUKA B TOYKY - XKHIHB

nepeckasany ,.,30
Others expressed in prose a truly endless pleasure of text:

A noMamHAA X038KKa cocTol THTareeM M. Bumepckoit weneano-
AOpOKHONK OHOAHOTEKH ¢ OBYMA KaccaMu obpasosanus, ., § nepe-
9HTATa KHMI CTOJIBKO, YTO €aMa HacTO HE MOTY BCIOMHHTb...
Muorue KHHIH YHMTana MO fIBA pasa, YMTada H HHOCTPAHHBIX
kmaccukos, Ho Bamy xuury necmorpsa Ha To, 9YTO MHe 46 ner
YHTATh XOueTca Hes kona,3!

A student of the Tomsk Artillery School compares Far from Moscow to A
Thousand and One Nights:

Benn TOMABKO HO AOTAfKaM, Aa IO CI0BAM TepOa POMANa, MHXKeHepa
Bepupse, KOTOpbLIH BLICKA3aN CBOU TPeNOAGKEHUA PaGoIuM o6
OKOHYAHUM CTPOHKH, MOXXHO NOTAAbIBATECH 06 OKOHYAHHM
CTpORXH. 37eCh IOMYIMIOCH, KaK B ckaakax "Tricaya ¥ onpa HOWE",
rac ckaska o6pHIBaNace Ha CAMOM MHTEPECHOM MeECTE M
TIPUXOAMIIOCH OXHUEATL CIEAYIOMEN HOYM, TaK KE CAMOE M 3AeCh
06OpEANOCh HA CAMOM OTBETCTBEHHOM MOMEHTE M IIPMXOAMTCA
OXHIATH, KOTIA )K€ HACTYIINT Creyiomas "Hous" .32

The sender of the last letter shows us precisely what made Far from Moscow
a "hit" in the late 1940s, something that writers of "popular culture" have been
using, from Scheherezade to the authors of the serial The Rich also Cry
(Bogatye tozhe plachut), an open-endedness of the story that leaves a space for
the reader's self. Defending "her author” against criticism voiced in the press,
one letter writer states that
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Banr poman uMeer cBoit ocoGeHnBIN (axcaeRckui) konopur, [lyers
Bac He orop4aoT BCe 9TH YMHEHbKHE KDUBASHES NHTEPATYPHBIX
MMIIOTEHTOB, O HUX 3abyuyT, a poman Ban ocranercs.3?

Far from Moscow is also open-ended in terms of plot, The last page of the
novel shows the young engineer Aleksei Kovshov boarding a plane, which will
take him from the city of Rubezhansk to Moscow. In the capital he will report to
the authorities on the completion of the task — a pipeline built along the shores
of the "mighty river Adun," from the city of Konchelan on Taisin Island to the
oil refinery of Novinsk. The production theme is tied to a "tragic” love story:
Aleksei leaves behind Zhenia, a sexy young woman who loves him tenderly,
But he was strong enough to resist, uniting duty to marital faithfulness. In
Moscow, he will not only meet with the highest officials of the Soviet state, but
also with his wife Zina, a partisan hero of the Great Patriotic War, who
miraculously escaped from behind the German lines.

Many readers wanted to know about the "next night" and many responded
with their own stories: some didn't go much further than the “line" of the day,
and their responses reflected the "myth of the new Soviet man." Others told
more about themselves, and here I found out that to read Far from Moscow
conld be a matter of life and death:

Hparouennsit Bacummi Huxonaesm!

Kakaa a cyactnmean, mory CMOTPETh Ha XHMBOTO H yCHbLITY
COCTaBUTENA HWHTepecHOTO pomaHa "Jlaneko or Mockert". Takas
MHTEpeCHaA MEICIE ¥ MEHA IOABWIACH B IOJI0Be, Korha Brl Toneko
BBILITM Ha cueHy. B xakodt mMepe on /poMan/ MHe IIOHPaBUACA,
cyouTe camd. B 1949 rogy MHe mpemcroAia cnoXkHas OoAbBIIas
onepaiuA. 5 He HafleAAaCh NEPEHECTH STOH OIEPALNH, H BCE-XKE A
mana cornace Ha ee. Ho # npmaHaiiach Bpadam, 9TO 1 He X049y
yMepeTh He qouuTaB KHurH "Janexo or Mocksnl” u oM nepenecmu
fleHs OTepallMM JO TOTO AHSA, KOTAA f IPOwWIa KHHUTY. YecTHO
roBOPIO, YTO0 3T0 Obino. S 210 HuKorAa He 3abyny. W spagnm nocne
omepanyy MHe TOBOPWIM, MTC ¥ HHX He BbUIO B NPaKTHKE TOTO
ciy4ai, YTO6b1 OHM TOLIH HA YCTYTIOK GonpHOMY f13 e1Lie KOT/a TakK
CPOYHO HYXKHO JIEUHTE A3 IO TaKOH puuvHe. OHM IIOHANM, 4TO
3TO HYXKHO. 3

Some other letter writers seem to have sensed the "drama and mystery of
authorship" that is inscribed in Far from Moscow. The following letter, sent
from the Udmurtsk Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic, informed "comrade
Azhaev" of the friendship that its author had felt for books and their creators
since his childhood. But the real grounds for his message were more serious:
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MHe HMKOTOA He OBLIIH YYXIBL MEPONPMATHA IIPOBOIMMEIE B
AM3HL HAIIMM TOCYNAPCTBOM, A HMKOTZA HE COMHEBAACH B
TPABMABHOCTH MX, HO BOT HEOXKHUAHHO CAYYWIOCH TaK, YTO %
OUYTH/ICH 33 BOPTOM MHU3HK HALIETO rocylapcTa. Bomee Toro A
yXKe OAHKAM OH [PeCTYMHHKOM Iepel TOCYyHapCTBOM,
HAaXONMACA B 3AKIIOYEHHH, CCBOBOIMICH AOCPOMHO 32 XOPOIIYIO
paboTy, Ho MOCIe 3TOTO HE TONLKO HE CTa)l yvile, HO HaoGopor,
TIPM OTPOMHOM >KefTAHKH GBIThL YeCTHBIM GOHLIOM KOMMYHHW3M3,
mpeRpaTHACA B 3a6aypmyio OBIY, KOTOpPafA HHKAK He MOXKET
BHIGPAThCA € APEMYYero feca, YTOGB IIPHATH K CBOEMY AEny...
INogeMy s He aHaw, rae xopomo rae mwioxo! BobmemM y mens ecrs
Xopolllee M IJIOXOE HO OTCOPTHPOBATh €T0 A He Mory ogun. OHo
NepenyTanock M NPHBEN0 MEHA X TOMY, YTO maxe ofpanopanca
KOT/i2 MHE CKa3alH, YTO MeHS apecTyioT. Heyxenn IpyruM nyTem a
He MOTY RAUTH CBOE MECTO B JXKH3HU?3S

According to the author of this letter, Far from Moscow shows that its creator
knows "what fills the human soul" and how to “sort things out." He would like
to tell him everything, frem the beginning of life to the present moment.

However, what predominantly filled the human soul after reading Far from
Moscow, was the unfinished love story. Some readers thought that the author
shouid have allowed the love of Zhenia and Aleksei a chance to blossom on the
shores of the river Adun. But the majority of them rejoiced, anticipating the
return of the faithful husband to his wife Zina. Many women, especially,
appreciated the second type of resolution, where family values prevail over
romance. And here, at times, the stories told by the readers responded to each
other, creating a new plot and continuing the author's novel:

Hoporoit Topapum! Moi mo6umen rivcarens!

Topado npomry Bac oTKAMKHYTECA Ha MOe GOABIIOE MYHOE TOpe.
Bame MueHMe, Bame pobpoe cnoBo Moray 6Bl CHIXPaTE OrPOMAYIO
pons B MO XKM3HH. BOIpock!, ¢ KOTOPBIME R ofpainalock K BaM,
cnoxcHbl. Ho MHe KaXKeTCH, paspellieHHe HX BCe-TaKi BOSMOXHO. A
aTo Tak Heobxomumo! A H MoM MyX BOT Y)Ke IIATL JIET XMBEM B
pasmyke. [IpHuHHa TONBKO OfHA: MOF MYXK, IyGoKo yBaXkas MeHA
KaK 9e/I0BEeKd, He MOXKET MONIOGHTE. JKMBET OH OIIHHOKOH XKH3HDIO,
THXENO, TaK JKe, Kak M i, MepeXkMBag 3TO HEMOCTIDKMMOE HaMm
ABOHM HeENOpAsyMeHUE.

Bce st ropel A rAyGoxo MOOHMAA M CTPafana, CO3HABAA CBOE
feccuIne YKpenuTs Hamy cembio, Ho A Bepuia, uTo ropsayas,
npegaMias MOG0BB CO BPEMEHEM ONEPXHT MOGedy M 3aCTaBUT
cepaue mobuMoro yenoBeka npodynuThes. Benb Mbl xe pabpHbe BO
BCEM M B IIEPBYIO OodepeAb B TpyAe! Y mac mpexpacHas mouka! Ho
noka 3TO He TIPOHSONIT0,

1. Cxascure, BOSMOMHO JIM Hallle COENWHEHUE NPH HAMHYHE
NI0SBY TONBKO CO CTOPOHB YKeHDBI?
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2. MosKer i Hailla 109b CHITPATE PEIUAIGIIVIO PONL IPU paspe-
IIEHHH 3TOTO Bopoca?

3. Moxxer 1M COBeTCKHM 4ENOBEK BOCIIMTATE ¥ cefd YYBCTBO
RIOGBH K OPYToMY, COSHABAA KUIHEHHYIO HEOOXOIMMOCTS 3TOr0?

4. Kag 6pl nocrynmun B TaKOM CAyYae HACTOAMINI COBETCKUN
qenosex? .

51 Bepio, 4o Bol He ocraHeTeCh Ge3YIAcTHEI K CyAbGe Tpex npo-
CTHIX COBETCKMX JIofei. Balrr 0TBET MOXET OTKPSITh HaM I/Aa34 Ha
OYEHE MHOTOE, MOXKET BOCCOEAMHHTD HAIITY CEMBIO.

Kax 651 Mpt 651K TOTHA cYacTAMBRL JiNg STOrO Tak MHOTO BO3-

MOXHOCTEH, KpoMe OFHOM.

OdeHr H o4eRs Ipomy Bac 0TBETHTD.
C npuseToM
ArHa [apunosa.io

YeaxaeMbii; TOBApHIN AxaeB!
C uyBcTEOM rrybovaiineil IPH3AATEAPHOCTH K Bam muimy A 510
MHCBMO, '
Mmae x04eTCA OT BCETO CcepAna moGnaronapHTe Bac 3a Takymo

“YIecHyI0 KHMTy kax "[ameko oT Mocksrr', 3To - 3aMeyaTe/IbHAS

KHHIa W LEABHOCTBIO 00pasoB M YAMBHMTEABHO IIOAPOSHBIM
ONMCAHHEM PaBOT HO CTPOMTENLCTBY HEPTENPOBOAA Y OIMCAHNEM
MMOOBWTOB CTPOKTENEH ero ¥ MHOTHM [PYTHM,
Ho pna MeHA AMIHO 3T4 KHHTA MMEeT HeOUeHNMOe JHATEHIE.
_ Bet nipocriTe MeHA, BO3MOXHO H3WIRHION BABIIIUBOCTY, HO
MHe XoueTcH o6 BRcHUMTS Bam, 32 uTo MMeHHO A HnaronapHa Bam.
A crymenTKa. Y MEHSA €CTh CEMbA - MY H AOUKA ABYX C IO/IOBH-

HOWG JIET. S mavke MoTNA IIOXBACTATE 0coB0I CIAXKEHHOCTRIO HaIITelH

CeMBbH, OCOBEHHO MOHAMAHHEM, TAK HEOGXOMMMEBIM MEXKIY MYXEM
HKEHOM. '

' Y] MBe ¥ MoeMy MKy 10 25 /€T M HALI? MAJICHBKAA CEMbS 6pLa

" AaNéKo He Ha IPOYHOH OCHOBE MOCTPOCHA, BO3MOXKHO, K4K

GONBIIMHCTBO cefyac paHHuX 6PaKOB.

MiE MacTo CIIOPHAM C MYXeM, YacTO HE HAXONA AHYEro oblmero
MEXnRy co6oit, BO BITIANAK, HHTEPECAX, MBI CTPEMMIIMCE Ha BpeMA
PaybLEXAThCA M ... PACCTABANMMCh Ha 2-3-4 mecaua [pu scrpee Bee
CHOB4 5BUIO XOPOLIO, HO MPOXOIMIC HECKOIBKO MECALEB; TOJ M MBI
CHOBa MeYTam O pasayke. MoXHO MOAYMAaTs, YTO MBI He MOGHAK
npyr npyra. Her, 3To He Tax. Korja Mut 6pinu B pasmyke, Ml
CTPeMMIHCh K CKOPOY BCTpeue ¥ GRUIM pajbl, KOTAA OHA HACTyIIaka.
Mgt He MOHAMATH CebA. ..

CAyauI0Ch TaK, 4TO BO BPEMA MOHX SUMHIX KaHUKY/ My ObL1
spech, B MOCKBe K BOT, TYT-TO, & HE AaNeKO OT Hee, Mbl 06a
npoynranyu Bary xuury "Hanexo o Mockssr",

Brt He MoxeTe cefe MPENCTABHTD, KAK TEPEBEPHY/A OHA, 9T
KHHra, BCE HAIM OoTHOWeHWA. Kak MBI ofa MOHMIN, KaK JOPOTH
APYT BpPYTY, KaK YBMACHH, KAKHM CBATHIM BODKHO GHITH IyBCTEO K
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XeHe, K MYXY, Ha npHMepe Anekcea Kobinoea, kakas uynecHan
cemea ¥ 3ankunna! Kakue ecTh cunbibie, Croiikue mopy!

OcofleHHO CHALHOE BHIEYaT/AeHMe Ha Hac mpomseen Barmanoe.
3TtoT CcTpOTHH K ApPYruM H cefe, CHOCOOHBIN MarMiecKH
AefCTBOBATE JIMINb B3IIAZOM Ha MORYMHEHHLIX eMY HIoXel,
YenoBeK.

3TOT HEOO'BATHBIN KPYT030p, CIIOCOGHEIN OXBATUTL GYKBaALHO
BCE YIOJIKH CTPOHKIL

OH - BOCXHMTHTE/IEH IPOCTO,

Mu ¢ Myxem 06a NpoYMTATH 3Ty KHHIY ellle pas, yKe OH -
6ypyus B AcTpaxann, a A 3geck. J Hago ckasats, ¢pasa Batmanosa
- "PasBe A MOTy CKasaTb, YTO ITO-HACTOAINEMY LEHHI CeMBbIo!
YecTHO NPU3HAKOCE: A KaK 6bI He 3amMevan ee! ... He nopoxun g no-
HACTOAIEMY CBOEfl ceMbeH W MOGOBBIO, CNMIHKOM INO3KHO
HAY4WICH JOPOXHTL" - 0coGeHHO NeHHa. BoT MMeHHO 2a TO, ¥TO
Bamra KHHMTa flaNa BOSMOXKHOCTb HaM € MY)XeM NOHSTL BOT ITQ -
IEHHOCTh CEMbH M ROPOMMTE €10, CAEJATh CYACTAMBEIM M Hac M
Hallly JOYS - MHe XOMeTCA OT Beell Aymm noQmarofaputh Bac,
TOBapHU] Axaen,

C ray6orum yBakenneM K Bam Bnna WUsanosa.3?

How to appreciate these letters is of course a matter of taste, and this goes for
all the others as well. Some are too sweet, some are too salty, and some are
bitter as wormwood, but they were all cooked in the communal kitchen of
Soviet "popular culture” during Stalin's time. According to Svetlana Boym, this
communal kitchen "hardly resembles the dream of the utopian architects: to be a
place of women’s liberation from the daily chores.” Women have to bear most of
the communal interactions and negotiations, the world of the communal kitchen
is "matriarchal by necessity and not by choice." And it is a place that
exemplifies the kind of communality to be avoided": the communal appartment
is a "domestic Nagorno-Karabakh,"” as says one of her recently interviewed
commaunal appartment residents. The “socialist idyll" of the utopian house-
commune has been transformed into a "social farce." For Boym, "any.ujopia is a
u-chronia; in other words, it assumes a certain atemporality, a cessation of the
time-flow and an immobility of life, What an architectural utopia does not take
into account is history and narratives about inhabiting places."38 What the author
of Common Places seems to forget here is the dynamic and "positive” side of the
concept of utopia, the "principle of hope” that it has preserved through centuries,
since Thomas More invented his “island," and certainly up to the Stalinist 1940s.
As Frank and Fritzie Manuel remind us in their Utopian Thought in the Western
World, "the spirit of neologism possessed the future saint” from the very
beginning: "He combined the Greek o, used to express a general negative and
transliterated into Latin «, with the Greek topos, place or region, to build Utopia.
In the playful printed matter prefixed to the body of the book the poet laureate of
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the island, in a brief self-congratulatory poem written in the Utopian tongue,
claimed that his country deserved to be called 'Eutopia' with an eu, which in
Greek connoted a broad spectrum of positive attributes from good through ideal,
prosperous, and perfect."?® From the "hybrid" vantage point of those who
inhabit a "post-modern Alpine resort," organized for the "nostalgic citizens and
expatriates of the former USSR,” it might be entertaining to see the communal
appartment (and kitchen) of the late 1940s as a "social farce." But the narratives
of those who inhabited these very places, who lived in the communal ap-
partments of the demographically and psychologically depleted Soviet Union
after the Great Patriotic War (and other wars from which many didn't come
back), tell another story. From what these people write to "their author,”" we
understand that there was no other choice than to try and change the "immobility
of life," to "sort things out," to find out how "sacred" should be the feeling of a
husband toward his wife, or to find out what would be the conduct of an
"authentic Soviet person.” In this context, "entertainment” and the very concept
of "popular culture” have to be treated with circumspection. If we don't want to
produce yet another architectural utopia, a2 new mythology of everyday life in
Russia, it is this history and these narratives about inhabiting places that must be
taken into account,
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