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Note on Transliteration
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All translations from German are by the author.



Abstract of Thesis

Name of student: Anne Liebig

Degree sought: PhD No. of words 98143
in the main
text of thesis:

Title of thesis: Nostalgia Re-Written. Boris Akunin’s Fandorin Project and
the Detective (Re-)Discovery of Empire

Since his rise to fame in 1998, Boris Akunin has become a household name on
the post-Soviet book market. Temporarily, he also became one of the leading
voices in Russia’s liberal opposition movement to the Putin regime. Occupying
a place on the border between fiction and non-fiction, Akunin’s oeuvre
challenges genre classifications along with established perceptions of cultural
authority in Russia.

Akunin’s first and most successful project is the best-selling Fandorin series,
a series of historical detective novels that are set in the late Imperial era. The
choice of historical detective fiction - a genre that is both popular and interactive
at the same time — allowed Akunin to involve a broad, middle-brow readership in
a critical problematisation of Empire whilst updating crime fiction for a specific
post-Soviet usability. In my thesis, I approach the Fandorin project as a double
detective journey that consists of two narrative strands: one righting the historical
narrative about Empire, the other using this reassessment to counteract the
widespread trends of nostalgia and cynicism in contemporary post-Soviet culture.
In my reading, these two strands simultaneously embody the novelty of Akunin’s
self-proclaimed ‘new detective novel’: a revivification of the socio-political
function of traditional crime fiction, aimed at Russia’s post-Soviet nostalgia
discourse, and a rediscovery of original intelligentsia values, accompanied by a
critical investigation of the intelligentsia’s ill-fated nostalgia for their own,
insufficiently reassessed past. Consequently, I present the Fandorin project as a
multi-tome counternarrative to the regnant nostalgic remembering for Empire
within the wider post-Soviet nostalgia debate.
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in the main
text of thesis:
Title of thesis: Nostalgia Re-Written. Boris Akunin’s Fandorin Project and the
Detective (Re-)Discovery of Empire

This thesis discusses the work of Boris Akunin, one of the most popular writers of
detective fiction in contemporary Russia. Akunin, who became a writer in the late
1990s following the post-Soviet liberation of the Russian book market, designed
what he called a ‘new detective novel’ that mixes entertainment with intellectual
brainteasers. The result of this experiment was the Fandorin project, a 15-volume
series of historical detective novels set in the Russian Empire during the late 19'"
and early 20" century.

In this thesis, I analyse how Akunin used the specific genre of historical detective
fiction to engage readers in the playful re-discovery of Imperial history and culture.
I argue that Akunin’s overall aim was to counter the widespread nostalgic trends in
official Russian memory politics and culture, many of which contribute to a one-
sided and simplified remembering of Empire in contemporary Russia. This is an
important task for two reasons: first, the current Russian nostalgia boom contributes
to the return of authoritarian forms of governance under the Putin regime. Akunin
provides readers with reasons not to copy the past, but to learn from its mistakes.
Second, by highlighting the need for a constructive reflection on the problematic
heritage of Empire, Akunin simultaneously tackles a problem that is highly relevant
for other cultural backgrounds — showcasing literature’s unique potential for
defusing the increasingly explosive border between fact and fiction on a global
stage.



Introduction

be3 TaliHBI HEBO3MOKHO KUTh. VI3BHHUTE 3a
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No border today is as contested as that between fact and fiction. On 18" March 2018,
the official UK Russian Embassy Twitter account mocked British accusations over the
Salisbury novichok attacks in a tweet that called for the help of Agatha Christie’s

Hercules Poirot:

*  Russian Embassy, UK @ ( Fotiow WV
: @RussianEmbassy =

In absence of evidence, we definitely need
Poirot in Salisbury!

2:54 am - 18 Mar 2018

2789 Retveets 4800Lkes (P IOP L OOPHIP

O 14k 1T 28k QO ask

Figure 1 Russian Embassy UK Tweet
(Russian Embassy UK, Twitter post, March 18, 2018, 2:54 a.m. [accessed 20 February 2020])

By implying that the Skripal affair was nothing but a fabricated mystery tale, the
Embassy spokesteam chose to view politics as a spectacle, best scrutinised through the
prism of popular fiction. In the age of fake news and international disinformation
campaigns, the line between the narrative construction of truth, reality, and fantasy
poses a substantial challenge for people across the entire globe. The figure of a beloved
literary detective, used to evoke a sense of security in the midst of all this confusion,
promises to provide the reassurance modern media no longer can.

Yet detective fiction is, essentially, a paradox. It is a genre that is both new and

old, traditional and innovative, rigid and lithe. Most interesting, perhaps, is detective

! Grigorii Chkhartishvili, “Grigorii Chkhartishvili otvetil na nashi voprosy,” Snob.ru, July 13, 2010
<http://snob.ru/selected/entry/21272> [accessed 17 December 2019]



fiction’s periodical resurgence as a massively popular genre in times of social upheaval
and instability. Through its ability to answer to current trends, issues, and, most
importantly, anxieties without losing its recognisable shape for the reader, it has
contributed to the longevity and applicability of popular fiction frameworks across
world literature. Both classical and contemporary detective fiction carry an inherent
capacity to re-phrase and re-contextualise the ills and troubles of a world caught in
unremitting change, helping readers to make sense of the senseless. As the genre has
become increasingly transnational since the turn of the 19 century, it has also joined
strongly localised issues with affairs of international importance, helping to bridge
cultural gaps in the process. Today, readers of crime fiction are united by the “real
international popularity of the crime novel, which makes [them] into a community of
conspirators™ — or, to put it differently, into readers and writers of their very own
detective journey alike.

The lasting global appeal of crime stories, be they in written or in televised form,
prompted Lee Horsley to speak of a late 20"-century ‘wound-culture’, i.e. a world
characterised by a “pervasive fascination with the spectacle of the traumatized body™”.
However, contemporary crime fiction writers have begun to compose their stories not
only on the bodies of individuals, but on entire body politics. Postmodern crime
authors in particular have successfully addressed the “perceived loss of collective and
social structures, the loss of biographic certainties and the fragmentation of life
stories™ that inform the fabric of reality across modern societies. As a result, the
perception of crime fiction’s primary function has also changed: in the 21% century,
the genre no longer serves to restore the illusion of a stable social contract, but to
disrupt whatever binary conceptions of reality are in place and uncover ways of
overcoming them. Thus, the Russian Embassy’s tweet appears in dire need of a
methodological update: not only would Poirot’s easy, early 20"-century answers fail

to satisfy the demands of a postmodern readership, but his style of detection would

2 Eva Erdmann and Fiona Fincannon, “Nationality International: Detective Fiction in the Late Twentieth
Century,” in Investigating Identities: Questions of Identity in Contemporary International Crime
Fiction, eds. Marieke Krajenbrink and Kate M. Quinn (Amsterdam, New York: Rodopi, 2009): 11-27,
16. On the topic of crime fiction’s transnationality, cf. Vivien Miller and Helen Oakley, Cross-Cultural
Connections in Crime Fictions (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012).

3 Lee Horsley, Twentieth-Century Crime Fiction (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2005), 117.

4 Erdmann and Fincannon, “Nationality International,” 20.



also tragically pale in comparison to that of detective hero figures from contemporary
crime fiction — many of whom now carry Russian credentials. Erast Petrovich
Fandorin, protagonist of the eponymous and best-selling Fandorin series, is one such
contestant for the role: created in 1998 and hero of altogether 15 historical detective
novels, four film adaptations and one play, Fandorin has become one of Russia’s most
recognisable literary exports since the end of the Soviet Union. His creator, Boris
Akunin — whose real identity remained shrouded in secrecy for close to a year, and
who was eventually revealed to be former literary critic and Japanese scholar Grigory
Shalvovich Chkhartishvili — struck gold with a detective fiction project set in the late
Imperial period, which allowed him to likewise turn into a writer of international

renown.

Detective Literature, National Identity, and Post-Soviet Nostalgia
Akunin’s success on the post-Soviet book market was no isolated case. Following the
break-up of the Soviet Union, detective fiction made a dizzying ascent to the pinnacle
of Russian popular fiction: “By 1995, there were six Russian detektiv authors in the
top ten category [of bestseller lists]. In 1996, crime fiction displaced all other genres

from the top ten™.

The correspondent number of book sales should not be
underestimated, given that “publishing [was] the second largest industry in Russia
[...], surpassed only by vodka”®. This success continued to hold well into the 21
century, where crime and detective fiction still enjoy immense popularity among
Russian readers. Whence this sudden rise in popularity?

The post-Soviet detektiv was born into a period of immense political, economic,
and social upheaval — as is characteristic of the genre. Scholars generally refer to the
immediate post-Soviet years as a period of far-reaching identity issues for the Russian
public; Susan Larsen, for example, talked of the “tattered post-Soviet fabric of Russian

997

national identity”’, whereas Evgeny Dobrenko and Mark Lipovetsky compiled the

modest list of “the trauma of all Soviet history, [...] of Russian history seen in its

3 Anna L. Shparberg, “Issues in Collecting Post-Soviet Crime Fiction in Academic Libraries,” Slavic &
East European Information Resources 10, no. 4 (2009): 291-303, 292.

¢ Helena Goscilo, “Big-Buck Books: Pulp Fiction in Post-Soviet Russia, 1999-2000,” The Harriman
Review 12 (1999/2000): 6-24, 7.

7 Susan Larsen, “National Identity, Cultural Authority, and the Post-Soviet Blockbuster: Nikita
Mikhailkov and Aleksei Balabanov,” Slavic Review 62, no. 3 (2003): 491-511, 493.



entirety; [...] the breakdown of the Soviet symbolic and social order in the 1990s, [and]

the trauma of everyday existence, which often seems endless and immutable™®

, along
with Russia’s “ancient traumatic consciousness of inadequacy before Europe™ as
some of the challenges faced by the post-collapse populace. Other scholars, such as
Helena Goscilo and Rosalind Marsh, added that “the dissolution of the Soviet Union
constituted a mass/national trauma inevitably entailing dispossession of the collective
identity”!%, and that “[a]fter the fall of the Soviet Union many Russians experienced a
traumatic crisis of political, moral and spiritual identity”!'. Also nicknamed the ‘wild
nineties’ (‘muxue 90-¢’), the years following the break-up of the Soviet Union became
synonymous with the idea of an unstable reality.

Whereas literature and the arts generally play a formative role in the everyday
construction of national identities, detective fiction is a particularly prominent genre
in times of identitary crises.!? Christoph Jiirgensen sees a direct link between “a search

for identity with detective work”!?

, whereas John Scaggs stresses that crime fiction
“emphasises at every turn [...] the clear parallels between reading, detection, and
interpretation”'*. By involving readers in the creation of the text, detective fiction turns
itself into an inherently questioning genre that actively invites, rather than repudiates,
readerly participation and self-reflexion.!> As crime fiction supports the application of
literary frameworks to its readers’ extratextual reality, it simultaneously highlights the
often flimsy barrier between fact and fiction.

Detective fiction’s close relationship with both epistemological and ontological

concerns, embodied in and perpetuated by the “drive to make the unintelligible

8 Evgeny Dobrenko and Mark Lipovetsky, “The Burden of Freedom: Russian Literature After
Communism,” in Russian Literature Since 1991, eds. E. A. Dobrenko and M. N. Lipovetsky
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2015): 1-20, 10.

° Evgeny Dobrenko, “Utopias of Return: Notes on (post-)Soviet Culture and Its Frustrated (post-)
Modernisation,” Studies in East European Thought 63, no. 2 (2011): 159-71, 163.

19 Helena Goscilo, “Narrating Trauma,” in Russian Literature Since 1991, 167-88, 169.

! Rosalind Marsh, Literature, History and Identity in Post-Soviet Russia, 1991-2006 (Oxford: P. Lang,
2007), 494.

12 Cf. Bhikhu C. Parekh, A New Politics of Identity: Political Principles for an Interdependent World
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 96.

13 “in denen Identitétssuche und Detektivarbeit kurzgeschlossen werden’. Christoph Jiirgensen, “Keine
Ordnung. Nirgends,” Zeitschrift Fiir Literaturwissenschaft Und Linguistik 38, no. 1 (2008): 118-37,
122.

14 John Scaggs, Crime Fiction (London: Routledge, 2005), 143.

15 Cf. Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text (New York: Hill and Wang, 1975) for Barthes’s
distinction between readerly and writerly texts.
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9916

intelligible”"®, offers one explanation for detective literature’s ongoing popularity —

particularly in post-Soviet Russia, where “history, and especially historical fiction, has

9517

a significant role to play in articulating a post-Soviet national identity”'’. As Duncan

Bell reminds us, in order “to mould a national identity [...] it is necessary to have an

understanding of oneself as located in a temporally extended narrative”!®

— yet the
events of 1991 not only upended historical certainties, but also “forced masses of
ordinary Russians to experience the discontinuity of historical time as a matter of daily
routine”!®. As the riddle of Russia’s history became one of the biggest stumbling
blocks on the way to formulating a coherent sense of national identity, post-Soviet
detective fiction likewise discovered identity and history as two key terms in the
further development for its plotlines.

For an analysis of the post-Soviet identity search carried out through literature, it
is necessary to add a third term to this framework: the notion of nostalgia. This is
essential for two main reasons: first of all, national identity — from a methodological
point of view — is too vast and too nebulous a term to deal with in any literary analysis.
Jean-Francois Bayart provided a useful summary of this problem in the astute
observation that

[...] there is no such thing as identity, only operational acts of identification. The identities we talk
about so pompously, as if they existed independently of those who express them, are made (and
unmade) only through the mediation of such identificatory acts.?

I therefore propose to view the backwards-oriented thinking encapsulated in nostalgia
as one such operational act of identification, which helps to break down the unwieldy
topic of national identity into a manageable unit. At the same time, this approach
allows a focus on specific points of nostalgic reflection along a timeline of imagined
past stability — giving voice to identificatory desires on both an individual and a

national level.

16 Scaggs, Crime Fiction, 16.

17 Stephen Lovell, The Russian Reading Revolution: Print Culture in the Soviet and Post-Soviet Eras
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2000), 137.

18 Duncan Bell, “Mythscapes: Memory, Mythology, and National Identity,” British Journal of Sociology
54, no. 1 (2003): 63-81, 69.

19 Dina Khapaeva, “Historical Memory in Post-Soviet Gothic Society,” Social Research 76, no. 1
(2009): 359-394, 364.

20 Jean-Francois Bayart, The Illusion of Cultural Identity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005),
92.
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The second reason for the inclusion of nostalgia in this thesis is that literature often
plays an active role in the mediation of nostalgia, as “[l]iterary works are memory-
productive and memory-reflexive, and often, like a reversible figure,

simultaneously”?!.

More importantly, many literary “depictions of imagined
homelands [...] represent an effort less to recover a body of ancestral wisdom effaced
by imperialism than to translate a community’s various longings and aspirations into

”22 _ g3 creation of that which we wish we had

a set of common goals and ideals
possessed, rather than an exploration of that which we really did call our own. This is
certainly the case in the Russian context, where a veritable nostalgia boom has taken
hold of the national identity debate since the early 1990s.

The fact that Russia did witness the beginning of a nostalgic craze in the early
1990s is not in itself a unique phenomenon. Liudmila Mazur has traced the
international proliferation of nostalgic trends across the globe in the latter half of the
20™ century, linking their widespread appearance to a post-traumatic shock disorder.??
I agree that the troubled global history of the 20™ century unleashed events that drew
many a national identity into question, and consequently awakened a desire for a
reinterpretation of the past that would provide a sense of safety and stability — not just
within Russia, but across the globe. Worldwide ideological wars and the break-up of
state constellations raised the question of how to define, construct, or even justify a
national sense of identity in the aftermath of border-transcending society breakdowns
and historical horrors. A desire to rid oneself of one’s national history collided with
the realisation of the impossibility of such an undertaking. Globalisation, the
internationalisation of political entities, the expansion of the global market, and the
transgression of cultural borders further helped to corrode traditional frameworks of
identification; nostalgia, in effect, became a symptom of both progress and crisis.?*

However, the post-Soviet nostalgic boom was not only born into a set of much

more complex circumstances, but it was also, like all “[d]ebates on national identity

21 Astrid Erll, Memory in Culture (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 151.

22 John J. Su, Ethics and Nostalgia in the Contemporary Novel (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2005), 19.
23 Cf. Liudmila Mazur, “Golden Age Mythology and the Nostalgia of Catastrophes in Post-Soviet
Russia,” Canadian Slavonic Papers 57, no. 3-4 (2015): 1-26.

24 Cf. Katharina Niemeyer, Media and Nostalgia Yearning for the Past, Present and Future
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 2.
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[...] never politically innocent”?. Instead, it “[existed] in the realm of political design

9926

in a complicated relationship with various socio-cultural factors”~®, and has, as a result,

9927

produced “unusual, maybe even perverted, forms of memory and protest”™’. Among

other things, “the word ‘empire’ has become so ubiquitous that almost any article,
novel, or television program with this term in its title is likely to find an audience™® —

a proliferation that is by no means unproblematic. In the words of Oleg Kinsky,

JUISL TIOJIABJISIFOLIET0 OOJBIIMHCTBA HACEIEHHs MOHApXH4YecKas BIACTh Cedvac — 3TO IMPOCTO
KperKasi W CIpaBeIIMBasl BJIacTh, OOECICUMBAIOIIAs TpOIBETaHHE CBoero Hapoma [...] s
MHOTMX MOHapXu4yecKkas Hjes BOOOIEe IOTepsula CBOIO IOJUTHUYECKYIO aKTyajJbHOCTh |...]
OCTaJIUCh JMIIb 3HAKU — MOpajbHble (‘4ermoBedeckas’, ‘OJaropofHas’) M 3CTETHUYECKHUE
(‘kpacusas’).”’

Yet the political dimensions of Imperial nostalgia are not entirely absent from this
discourse. Under the Putin regime, the introduction of a carefully crafted narrative
about Russian Imperial exceptionalism has lent official sanction to the nostalgic
tendencies that started out from below. Multiple scholars have commented on the
increasingly neo-Imperial character of Putin’s regime; it has likewise been remarked
that Putin’s inauguration was cloaked in historic imagery from the start, drawing
heavily on symbols of Empire.>* This infatuation with the Imperial narrative on an
official and an unofficial level has resurrected Empire as the mythological resting place
of Russia’s long lost identity — and jumpstarted a search for more than just the
Romanov’s bones.

Apart from its obvious susceptibility to ideological manipulation, there is one

major problem with Russia’s post-1991 search for a viable national identity narrative

2 Parekh, A New Politics of Identity, 77.

26 Moonyoung Lee, “Nostalgia as a Feature of ‘Glocalization’: Use of the Past in Post-Soviet Russia,”
Post-Soviet Affairs 27, no. 2 (2011): 158-77, 161.

27 Alexander Etkind, “Magical Historicism,” in Russian Literature Since 1991, 104-119, 117.

28 Rosalind Marsh, “The Concepts of Gender, Citizenship, and Empire,” Russian Review 72, no. 2
(2013): 187-211, 199.

2 QOleg Kinsky, “Romanovy, kotorye my poteriali. Monarkhicheskaia ideia na XXII MMKF,”
Neprikosnovennii zapas 14, no. 6 (2000), <http://magazines.russ.ru/nz/2000/6/kinsk.htmI> [accessed
17 December 2019]

30 For discussions of the Putin regime’s neo-imperial character, cf. Zbigniew Brzezinski, “Putin’s
Imperial Designs Are Reminiscent of Stalin’s,” New Perspectives Quarterly 25, no. 4 (2008): 50-52;
Marcel H. Van Herpen, Putin’s Wars: The Rise of Russia’s New Imperialism (Lanham: Rowman &
Littlefield Publishers, 2015); Grigory Yavlinsky, “Putin Represents an Imperial Course for Russia:
Interview with Grigory A. Yavlinsky,” Demokratizatsiya: The Journal of Post-Soviet Democratization
12, no. 1 (2004): 9-12. For a description of Putin’s inauguration, cf. Elizabeth A. Wood, “Performing
Memory: Vladimir Putin and the Celebration of World War II in Russia,” The Soviet and Post-Soviet
Review 38, no. 2 (2011): 172-200, 183.
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in its memory of Empire. Empire did not have one. Serguei Oushakine correctly
observed that Russians — unlike their Soviet ‘brethren’ — never had a narrative of
national sovereignty to fall back on after the break-up of the Soviet Union.*! Prior to
1917, no viable national identity narrative existed in Russia, which had been a multi-
ethnic and multi-religious Empire from the 18" century onwards. Edith Clowes
correctly analysed that European empires “had been developing a broad national
identity and a nation state before they ever had an empire”*?, whereas Russia became
an Empire long before it started becoming a nation.

The historian Geoffrey Hosking dedicated an entire book to this topic, in which
he conclusively demonstrated the ways in which the building of the Russian Empire
obstructed the development of a nation — in other words, how “Rossiia obstructed the
flowering of Rus”**. Although there are many interesting points to discuss from
Hosking’s work, two of his arguments carry particular significance in relation to this
thesis and the discussion of present-day nostalgia for Imperial times: first of all,
Hosking looks for the origins of the Russian conflict between Empire vs. Nation in the
reign of Peter the Great, whom he views not just as the ruler who opened up Russia’s
proverbial ‘window to the West’, but who did so in a conflicting and detrimental way
that turned his reign into a system of rule where “the eye of the sovereign should be
everywhere [...] Freedom backed by compulsion; enlightenment bolstered by the
convict camp™>*. According to Hosking, Peter I’s hierarchical enforcement of Western
habits and modes of behaviour created both a physical and cultural periphery that led
to the “‘cultural construction’ of [a] Russian citizenship [that] had largely foreign
underpinnings™®. The separation of the emerging Russian nation into two parallel
societies negatively affected the development of Russia’s national identity narrative
for centuries to come.

Secondly, Hosking focusses on the role of the intelligentsia as the social class that

tried to breach the gap between these two parallel Russian societies. The term

31 Cf. Sergeui Oushakine, The Patriotism of Despair: Nation, War, and Loss in Russia. Culture and
Society after Socialism (Ithaca, London: Cornell UP, 2009), 10-11.

32 Edith W. Clowes, Russia on the Edge: Imagined Geographies and Post-Soviet Identity (Ithaca:
Cornell UP, 2011), 10.

33 Geoffrey A. Hosking, Russia: People And Empire 1552-1917 (London: Fontana Press, 1998), xix.

34 Ibid, 83-91.

33 Ibid, 290.
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intelligentsia, although Russian in origin and by now widely adopted in Western
academic parlance, is as obscure in its precise reach and meaning for Russians as it is
for Western Slavicists. In this dissertation, I am going to follow Hosking’s definition
of the term, who views the intelligentsia as “critical of the existing regime, concerned

36 and aiming to “reknit the torn ethnic and civic fabric

about the condition of society
of Russia [...] to create a new society which was both more humane and more
authentically Russian™?’. Such a definition appropriately focuses on the intelligentsia’s
traditional position between politics and culture, along with its self-imposed

responsibility to challenge the former through purposeful uses of the latter.

The Crisis of the Post-Soviet Intelligentsia
As champions of the ill-fated mission to reconnect Russia’s nobility with the people

and do “service to ‘the nation’ rather than to the state’”®

, the intelligentsia took on the
task of designing a cultural citizenship narrative of their own, partly because no
correspondent narratives were forthcoming from above. After Peter the Great, the only
attempt at designing an official Russian national identity was carried out by Count
Uvarov, whose famous triad of ‘Orthodoxy, Autocracy, Nation’ may have served Tsars
up to Nicholas II, but never even specified what ‘narodnost’ really meant.*
Throughout most of the 20" century, the formation of a Soviet — although heavily
Russo-centric — identity took precedence, ignoring all nation-building alternatives
until the dissolution of the Union invalidated the Soviet identity as well.*’ Faced with
such an overwhelming and prolonged sense of historical displacement, the newly
minted post-Soviet citizens experienced a near-obsessive wish to rediscover a stable
version of their past and self.

However, the group traditionally charged with providing answers to this kind of

task had undergone a drastic change in both social composition and function over the

36 Ibid, 264.

37 Ibid, 265.

38 Orlando Figes, Natasha’s Dance: A Cultural History of Russia (London: Allen Lane, 2002), 79.

3 According to Svetlana Boym, there are still two versions of ‘narodnost’ - which she translates as
‘people’s spirit” — to be found in Russia, neither of which actually originated among the people:
Uvarov’s legacy, summed up as state policy, and the Slavophile legacy, which also supports the idea of
an absolute monarchy. Cf. Svetlana Boym, “From the Russian Soul to Post-Communist Nostalgia,”
Representations 49, no. 1 (1995): 133-66, 140-1.

40 Cf. David Brandenberger, National Bolshevism: Stalinist Mass Culture and the Formation of Modern
Russian National Identity, 1931-1956 (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 2002).
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course of the 20" century. More importantly, it had never managed to complete its
historic mission in the first place. In the 19" century, the intelligentsia’s composition
primarily consisted of upper-class representatives whose nostalgic enthusiasm for the
past dictated a “romantic modernity a la Russe [which] drew heavily on the aesthetics

of pre-Petrine Muscovy”*!

. Although the late Imperial intelligentsia began to include
increasing numbers of non-noble members, so-called raznochintsy, it still acted as a
small elite whose attempts to build “a civic community that could become a moral and

cultural vanguard for society”*?

— although genuine — ultimately only served to
contribute to dysfunctional ideas on how to develop a Russian nation. On the one hand,
the Imperial intelligentsia gave rise to the belief that “only the toiling Russian people

could belong to the nation”**; on the other hand, they also created the notion “that the

entire multi-ethnic tsarist empire was the Russian nation-state”**

. As these questions
started to be actively discussed in the literary works of 19"-century writers, they also
became eternalised and internalised in the self-perception of its intelligentsia members,
who would carry these problems into the 20™ century.

After 1917, the intelligentsia’s main function became the defence of those cultural
and intellectual traditions that they had inherited from their 19"-century predecessors.
The efforts to preserve an independent, free-thinking spirit in society against the
unifying forces of mass Soviet education and artistic discipline made the intelligentsia
an undesirable element for the Soviet regime, as the persecutions under Stalin and the
Great Purge were quick to prove. The literary intelligentsia suffered particularly high
losses; as noted by Orlando Figes, “[o]f the 700 writers who attended the First Writers’
Congress in 1934, only fifty survived to attend the Second in 1954”%. This decimation
of the original, pre-revolutionary intelligentsia simultaneously meant the eradication
of much of their historical self-understanding and societal image.

Vladislav Zubok eloquently followed the trail of the intelligentsia in the decades

following Stalin’s death and chronicled the rise of a new generation of intelligentsia

4l Katia Dianina, When Art Makes News: Writing Culture and Identity in Imperial Russia (DeKalb: NIU
Press, 2013), 204.

42 Vladislav M. Zubok, Zhivago’s Children: The Last Russian Intelligentsia (Cambridge: Belknap Press
of Harvard UP, 2009), 160.

4 Vera Tolz, Russia: Inventing the Nation (London: Arnold, 2001), 15.

# Ibid, 16.

4 Figes, Natasha's Dance, 482.
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members, whose primary concern was the reformation of the Communist ideal.*¢
According to Zubok, the early 1960s offered a real opportunity to unite the

intelligentsia’s “subtle irony and stern judgment™*’

with the regime’s efforts to create
‘Socialism with a human face’. Yet Khrushchev’s staunch anti-intellectual stance
meant that “the revival of an intelligentsia that could be both freethinking and morally
committed to the Soviet communism was nipped in the bud [original emphasis]™*®. The
Prague Spring of 1968 completed the disempowerment of this reawakened
intelligentsia, which developed two main coping mechanisms for its renewed
disenfranchisement: a persistent pattern of cynicism called stiob and a retreat into the
private realm, which Alexei Yurchak termed ‘living vnye’, a position “that was
simultaneously inside and outside [...] neither simply in support nor simply in
opposition [of the system] [...] in some extreme cases [it] translated into having little
involvement with the system’s constative concerns, and even being ignorant of
them”*. Both stiob and the practice of living vaye carved out spheres of sovereign
intellectual activity in the late Soviet era, but they were notably removed from any
areas of official governance.

This disconnect between intelligentsia and state activity posed a real problem for
the former: traditionally, “[f]or most of the intelligenty most of the time, solutions to
Russia’s ills were state solutions: a total, systemic change directed from above™°. The
intelligentsia wanted to be the agent, but not the executor of change. Although first
attempts at overcoming this attitude had been underway at the turn of the 19" century,
these had been disrupted by the revolution. Under Gorbachev, the hopeless
unattainability of a cooperation between intelligentsia and government changed once
again, giving the “Thaw dream of a partnership between a reform-minded political

2951

leadership and the progressive intellectual and artistic elites”™" new impetus. Not

surprisingly, the representatives of the 1960s intelligentsia felt as if “the history of

46 Zubok, Zhivago’s Children, 192.

47 Ibid, 172.

8 Ibid, 224.

4 Alexei Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More: The Last Soviet Generation
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 2015), 288.

30 Leon Aron, “A Champion for the Bourgeoisie: Reinventing Virtue and Citizenship in Boris Akunin's
Novels,” The National Interest, no. 75 (2004): 149-57, 152.

31 Zubok, Zhivago’s Children, 341.
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their generation had resumed at the point where it had been forcibly arrested in 196872
— only to be faced with the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991. In Zubok’s
portrayal, the result of this dissolution was a wholesale disappointment on part of the
intelligentsia, which made perestroika “the last time that the intelligentsia, as either an
idea or a reform-minded community, would play a central role in Russian history”>?.
In many ways, Zubok’s assessment is correct. The post-Soviet intelligentsia failed
to live up to the challenges of the changed socio-political circumstances of the 1990s,
as the majority of them either continued to perceive reality through their established
prism of late Soviet passivity or joined the political system, which, by 1993, suffered
its first major setback — a crisis that was left unchallenged by most of the intelligentsia.
Rather than come up with new ways of engaging with a new polity, the intelligentsia
betrayed its “inability to create a brand new identity without reflecting on tradition and
heritage™*, thus failing to fulfil its traditional role as Russia’s “virtually [...] sole

9955

nation-builders™”. This failure found an exemplary outlet in the protagonist’s

struggles in Viktor Pelevin’s Generation P, where

[the] Russian intelligent’s anxiety about diminishing cultural capital in a world dominated by
currency is demonstrated not only by Tatarskii’s lowly status as a mid-level copywriter in several
ad agencies, but — more significantly — by his inability to produce what has traditionally been
associated with Russian authors: namely, a cosmic, life-transforming ideal.®

At the same time, many intelligentsia members chose to give in to their very own
nostalgic predicament, allowing “postmodernism [to morph] into cynicism, effectively
legitimizing it culturally and furnishing it with the fashionable discursive and media
strategies to achieve its nefarious agenda™’. The loss of intelligentsia authority that
this attitude engendered subsequently turned into a self-fulfilling prophecy.

In 1996, Tim McDaniel commented that “the intelligentsia was always oriented
more toward critique and opposition than to responsible construction, for which task

9558

they had no experience in any case’°. A year later, Masha Gessen published a book

32 1bid, 343.

33 Tbid, 345.

>4 Birgit Beumers, “Introduction,” in Russia’s New Fin De Siécle: Contemporary Culture Between Past
and Present, ed. ibid. (Bristol, Chicago: Intellect Ltd, 2013): 1-11, 3.

35 Tolz, Russia: Inventing the Nation, 8.

%6 Keith Livers, “The Tower or the Labyrinth: Conspiracy, Occult, and Empire-Nostalgia in the Work
of Viktor Pelevin and Aleksandr Prokhanov,” Russian Review 69, no. 3 (2010): 477-503, 481.

57 Mark Lipovetsky, “Intelligentsia and Cynicism: Political Metamorphoses of Postmodernism,”
Russian Journal of Communication 10, no. 2-3 (2018): 233-250, 246.

58 Tim McDaniel, The Agony of the Russian Idea (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1996), 148.
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whose title proclaimed the intelligentsia for dead, sparking a discussion about potential
new spheres of influence for its remaining members.”® In 2009, Dina Khapaeva
lamented the continued absence of an “intellectual or political force that would make

760 whereas in 2013,

post-Soviet society face the issue of historical responsibility
Birgit Beumers surmised that while “the intelligentsia was the think-tank of social
reform during the Soviet era, in present-day Russia it has lost its meaning, its role and

its touch with the political reality entirely”®!

. Two years later, Evgeny Dobrenko
astutely stated that “the cynicism that had built up in late-Soviet times became truly
pandemic in Putin’s Russia of total corruption, disenfranchisement, and government

9962

arbitrariness, and permeated all strata of society””, while Gasan Gusejnov attacked

the contemporary intelligentsia’s complacent cynicism as behaviour that “[excuses]

9963

[...] idleness as virtue™”. Mark Lipovetsky called members of the intelligentsia the

2564

“chief consumers and sponsors of neo-traditionalist sentiments™”, and according to

Andrei Piontkovsky, the intelligentsia as a whole “committed moral and ideological
suicide”®.

Thus, the list of grievances against the post-Soviet intelligentsia is long. However,
I believe a diversification of this narrative is in order, along with an update to Zubok’s
claim. Zubok’s argument about the end of the intelligentsia in post-Soviet Russia
remains plausible for as long as we consider the reformation of the Socialist dream the
sole raison d’étre for the intelligentsia’s continued existence — but there is no reason
why a second revival of the intelligentsia, comparable to the group’s self-revivification
in the 1960s, should not also be possible in contemporary, post-Yeltsin Russia. After
all, the intelligentsia traditionally strove to act as a moral, not just as a political
vanguard for society’s development, and would find plenty to oppose in today’s

atmosphere of widespread corruption, repression of freedoms, and constitutional

powerplay. A comparison of pre-revolutionary, 1960s and post-Soviet intelligentsia

39 Cf. Masha Gessen, Dead Again: The Russian Intelligentsia After Communism (London, New Y ork:
Verso, 1997).

0 Khapaeva, “Historical Memory in Post-Soviet Gothic Society,” 359.

61 Beumers, “Introduction,” 5.

2 Evgeny Dobrenko, “Recycling of the Soviet,” in Russian Literature Since 1991, 20-45, 33.

8 Gasan Gusejnov, “Intelligentsia Exhumed: Nationalist Trends Among Contemporary Russian
Intelligentsia,” Russian Journal of Communication 10, no. 2-3 (2018): 225-232, 225.

% Lipovetsky, “Intelligentsia and Cynicism,” 238.

%5 Andrei Piontkovsky, “The Post-Intelligentsia and the Russian Catastrophe of the Twenty-First
Century,” Russian Journal of Communication 10, no. 2-3 (2018): 199-211, 199.
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responses to the task of nation-building therefore seems not just permissible, but
actually in order — not least because the “politicization of literature and history which
characterized nineteenth-century Russian society and the entire Soviet period has
continued unabated into the post-communist era”®®.

Some of these literary voices have already taken it upon themselves to oppose the
political changes that occurred under the Putin and Medvedev leadership.
Complicitous as the intelligentsia was in returning Russia to its current, post-Soviet
form of authoritarianism, it also remains the part of society best equipped to create an
offer of counterculture to the public. In this sense, the cultural liberation that occurred
during the 1990s can be seen as a second, albeit much more extreme version of the
Thaw — creating opportunities not just for cynicism, but also for creative impulses that

made a lasting contribution to the critical reassessment of Russia’s past and its future

paths forward.

Boris Akunin and the Fandorin Project

Cue the appearance of the Fandorin project. Named after its protagonist and finished
in 2018, the Fandorin series comprises fifteen highly-acclaimed ‘intellectual detective
novels’ and chronicles Fandorin’s life and career from the moment he first joined the
Moscow police department as a 19-year old clerk in 1876 to his supposed death in
1918. Its historical timeline, which interrogates several key points in Russian history
— the Russo-Turkish War, the Khodynka tragedy and the 1905 Revolution among them
— has made the Fandorin project a tremendous success in post-Soviet Russia and a
uniquely suitable case study for intelligentsia-inspired cultural (counter-)productivity
in the country.

Somewhat controversially, Akunin also endowed his pioneer project with the
subtitle ‘new detective novel’ (nogwiii demexmusw) — combining the qualifier new with
the 19™-century spelling of the word detektiv, which, in Russian, can denote both the
literary genre and the figure of the detective. In this way, Akunin made a playful, yet
bold claim about the creation of an entirely new subgenre of crime fiction, showcasing

both a dissociation from the genre’s classical source texts, a desire to reform the sphere

% Rosalind Marsh, History and Literature in Contemporary Russia (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1995),
213. T would add the caveat that there was a noticeable period of diversification and even de-
politicisation during the 1990s, but this has been reversed since.
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of cultural production in Russia, and an awareness “that reality is escaping the state’s
efforts to know it and stabilize it”%’. Although Akunin’s writerly style consciously
echoed the elegance of late 19"-century novels, his work noticeably explored the past
from a contemporary point of view — asking, tongue-in-cheek, why his readership
would develop a taste for crime fiction at this precise moment in time, and linking
detective fiction’s popularity in post-Soviet Russia not just to a desire for escapist fare,
but also to the anxious, yet excited search for a national identity.

Akunin’s reinterpretation of the operating modes and functions of detective fiction
answers John Cawelti’s notion of genre transformation as the result of generic
exhaustion; in a more general sense, it also addressed the exhaustion of Soviet cultural
thought in the post-Soviet space in general and foreshadowed the rise of popular
culture in future discussions of questions surrounding state, nationhood, and history.®
Akunin’s playful disregard for genre boundaries purposefully brushed away the
cobwebs of Soviet indoctrinating thought and reactivated the pre-revolutionary belief
“that truth can only be discovered through a combination of multiple genres (fictional
and nonfictional)”®. All of Akunin’s fictional projects deal with this issue in some
form or other, but the Fandorin project was both his first and, potentially, most
experimental way of doing so.

Critical reviews from within Russia suggest that Akunin hit a nerve with his
eagerness to experiment — but not always a positive one. Roman Arbitman outright

attacked Akunin’s work in 1999 as the outgrowth of Soviet ideology:

ITpuvem Hanbosee YacTO BO3BpaIaemas rmoreps [...] — 3To, eCTEeCTBEHHO, Poccust.

Ha-na, Ta camas. KoTopyr Mbl HEHapOKOM YTpPaTHIM U KOTOPYIO, CliaBa bory, koe-KTo Hamien,
YTOOBI TeTIEPb BEPHYTh HAM 3a COJIUAH. Bo3Harp. Vnm xoTs ObI pocTo 3a Bo3Harp. Wnu gaxke 3a
OecrnatHo. JIumib 651 MbI B3sTH. 7

7 Luc Boltanski, Mysteries & Conspiracies: Detective Stories, Spy Novels and the Making of Modern
Societies (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2014), 18.

% According to Cawelti, every art genre has a certain life-span and needs to undergo a generic
transformation at a point when this lifespan reaches its exhaustion. The four common modes of generic
transformation, according to him, are the humorous burlesque, the evocation of nostalgia, the
demythologising of generic myth, and the affirmation of myth as myth, although a mixture of these
modes generally occurs at the same time (cf. John G. Cawelti, “Chinatown and Generic Transformation
in Recent American Films,” in Film Genre Reader II, ed. Barry Keith Grant (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 1995): 227-45).

% Andrew Baruch Wachtel, An Obsession with History: Russian Writers Confront the Past (Stanford:
Stanford UP, 1994), 222.

70 Roman Arbitman, “B. Akunin. Azazel’. Turetskii gambit; Leviafan. Smert” Akhillesa,” Znamya 7
(1999), <http://magazines.russ.ru/znamia/1999/7/arbitm.html> [accessed 17 December 2019]
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He further surmised that “mom BumOM ‘mOOPOTHOTO, CTHJIBHOTO NE€TEKTHBA HaM
00s13aTeNBbHO TIOACYPOIST KaKyr-HUOYIb JUTEPATYPHYIO HEJOTHIKOMKY — CKOpee
BCETO, OYEPEIHON ‘HIICOJIOTMYECKUIl pOMaH’, XUTPO OOEPHYTHIH B JETEKTUBHYIO
mxypky”’!. This unexpected resurrection of Sologub’s elusive, malevolent dust bunny
as the hidden soul behind Akunin’s project may sound humorous at first, but
Arbitman’s quotes are excellent proof for the profound scepticism that related to
authorial premeditation, stylistic experimentation and commercial reasoning in the
1990s. It also tells us a lot about the author’s failure to perceive the world through
anything but a Soviet prism, and the struggles that post-Soviet Russians experienced
in moving from the consumption of ideology to the consumption of commercial goods
instead.”? After all, the massive commercial success of Akunin’s mix of history and
entertainment was one of its first distinguishing marks, and as of 2016, the Fandorin
series reportedly sold over 30 million copies in more than 30 languages worldwide.”

Arbitman was not the only critic to exhibit the very Soviet mind-set that Akunin
wrote to overcome. Alla Latynina described Akunin’s detective hero as “ckpoMHblii

coserckuii JIxeitmc Born”’*

and linked the Fandorin project to Soviet trash culture,
without specifying what exactly it is she meant by that term. Like Arbitman, Latynina
mistakenly reads Soviet nostalgia into Akunin’s novels by applying the binary rules of
Soviet literary and political thinking to his work, singling out the fact that “Axynun
HOCBSIIAET CBOIO (paHAOPUHCKYIO cepHro mamaT aurepatypbl XIX Beka. Ho cozmaer

repos, KOTOPOro MPOCTO HE MOTJIO B Heif ObITh "

— failing to realise that this is exactly
Akunin’s aim. Yet another critic who committed this mistake was Evgenia
Shcheglova, who described Fandorin as “cmech Illepnoka Xoamca ¢ JA0KTOpoM
Barconom [...], a 3aonHo u co ltupnunem, u ¢ Morannom Baiicom, u npyrumu

COBETCKHMMH JyIIKaMM-pa3BeIdUKaMH, JTIOOMMYHKAMU XOMO coBeTukyc”’S. Detective

! Ibid.

2 Cf. Adele Marie Barker, “Rereading Russia,” in Consuming Russia: Popular Culture, Sex, and
Society since Gorbachev, ed. ibid. (Durham: Duke UP, 1999): 2-11, 7.

73 Mikhail Viesel, “8 Facts About Boris Akunin, Russian Literature’s Mystifier-in-Chief,” Russia
Beyond, May 20, 2016, <http://www.rbth.com/arts/literature/2016/05/20/8-facts-about-boris-akunin-
russian-literatures-mystifier-in-chief 594773> [accessed 17 December 2019]

74 Alla Latynina, “Entomologia roda  Fandorinykh,”  Novyi mir 8  (2005),
<http://magazines.russ.ru/novyi_mi/2005/8/lat11.html> [accessed 17 December 2019]

75 Ibid.

76 Evgeniia Shcheglova, “Zerkalo literaturnoi kontrrevoliutsii: Boris Akunin,” Voprosy Literatury 4
(2009): 62-80, 67.
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literature is here retrospectively elevated to a favourite genre of the Soviet reader, but
its popularity among readers is grossly exaggerated, not to mention the fact that
Akunin himself has talked disparagingly about the Soviet detektiv.”’

In contrast, Western critics primarily focussed on Akunin’s political engagement
in their attempts to measure his clout as a writer. After Akunin’s emergence on the
English-speaking book market, which occurred with a five-year delay (The Winter
Queen was published in 2003), Western journalists and columnists quickly took a
liking to the Russian crime-writing wildcard on their shelves. Akunin was called

99978

“Russia’s anti-Putin ‘J.K. Rowling’”’®, “Russia’s best-known author of historical

fiction—and, quite probably, its best-known popular writer fout court’’®, “the man
credited with having created a new genre of Russian literature”®°, the “virtual savior

81 and “without doubt the most interesting phenomenon in

of Russian popular fiction
Russia’s contemporary literary marketplace”. However, it is not always clear
whether these comments stem from Akunin’s actual merit as an author or whether they
are the result of a Western desire to frame Russian writers as an alluring, semi-exotic
breed of dissidents. By inferring, for example, that Akunin is “a somewhat singular
Russian by arriving perfectly on time at the Mari Vanna restaurant in London’s
Knightsbridge [...] hardly someone likely to shake the Kremlin’s walls and provoke
the wrath of President Vladimir Putin’®}, Akunin is taken more as a nolens volens
political activist than a serious belletrist. Akunin’s phenomenal success in his home
country has also been framed in this context, having been described as “startling, since
none of his books contains the ingredients said to be the sine qua non of popularity in

a post-authoritarian, post-censorship literary market%*.

7 This was a statement made by Akunin during a Skype Q&A held at Glasgow University in October
2016.

78 Will Cathcart, “How Author Boris Akunin Became Putin’s Nemesis,” The Daily Beast, April 25,
2017, <https://www.thedailybeast.com/how-author-boris-akunin-became-putins-nemesis> [accessed
11 February 2020]

7 Victoria Frede, Stephen Lovell, and Paul Werth, “Making Russian History Up,” Kritika 15, no. 2
(2014): 231-34, 234.

80 Steven Lee Myers, “A Russian Intellectual Turns to Crime (Fiction),” New York Times, May 17, 2003.
81 Eliot Borenstein, Overkill: Sex and Violence in Contemporary Russian Popular Culture (Ithaca:
Cornell UP, 2008), 234.

82 Aron, “A Champion for the Bourgeoisie,” 149.

8 John Thornhill, “Lunch with the FT: Boris Akunin,” Financial Times, March 1, 2013,
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Verdicts like these are as outdated as they are nonsensical, but they are a testament
to Akunin’s success in updating the Russian detektiv tradition in a previously unseen
manner. They also document a widespread cultural anxiety in post-Soviet Russia,
which reacted not just to the fact that Akunin took a formerly pulp fiction genre and
made it sound erudite, but which also felt threatened by the way he unapologetically
embraced a popular culture genre despite possessing a pronounced intellectual
background.®> In the Russia of the 1990s, this was not only reason for serious
consternation, but it also acted as a painful reminder of the changes that were afoot in
society. After all, no commonly accepted word for ‘popular culture’ had existed in
Russian up until the 1980s, and official Soviet literature had certainly been mass, but
hardly ever popular fiction.®® Even the term ‘mass’ was fraught with conflict: “In
Russia the term massovaia kul’tura was not applied to the Soviet Union — it was
regarded as a phenomenon specific to Western capitalist societies, which Soviet
society [...] had managed to avoid”®’. As a result, the truly popular was often
subversive in nature and marked by limited availability, but by no means lowly origins.

The fact that Akunin chose to highlight the merits of a newfound commercial
culture, rather than criticise its pitfalls, deserves special mention. Stephen Lovell
highlighted the boldness of this approach when he described the 1995 book market,
stating that “publishers were confident enough in their analysis of popular taste to
commission works of historical fiction from contemporary writers”*®. Lovell’s choice
of words is telling: publishers needed confidence to ask for popular versions of a genre
that had previously belonged to the echelons of higher culture, and which most
associated with elephantine works such as Tolstoy’s War and Peace (Bouna u mup,

1865-69) or Sholokhov’s And Quiet Flows the Don (Tuxuii [{on, 1928).

85 The fact that crime fiction enjoys popularity among intellectuals and academics has often been
remarked upon as something astounding, both by writers and critics alike. Fritz Woélcken, for instance,
commented with some astonishment in the mid-1950s that “a number of significant and mentally by no
means deficient people seem to enjoy reading works of this new genre, sometimes even with passion”
(‘eine Reihe sehr bedeutender und geistig durchaus interessierter Menschen gerne oder gar mit
Leidenschaft Werke dieser neuen Literaturgattung lesen,” cf. Fritz Wolcken, Der literarische Mord:
Eine Untersuchung iiber die englische und amerikanische Detektivliteratur (Niirnberg: Nest Verlag,
1953), 11).

8 Cf. Stephen Lovell, “Reading the Russian Popular,” in Reading for Entertainment in Contemporary
Russia: Post-Soviet Popular Literature in Historical Perspective, eds. Stephen Lovell and Birgit Menzel
(Munich: Otto Sagner, 2005): 29-39, 31.

8 Lovell, Russian Reading Revolution, 19.
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The majority of Soviet-educated literary intellectuals and readers struggled to
accept the commercialisation of Russia’s cultural sphere during the 1990s. Many felt
that the considerably less discriminate commercial publishing industry was
challenging the last vestiges of Russian cultural authority on the international stage;
people in particular lamented the loss of the ‘thick journals’, which had served as
important places for the debate of cultural and literary trends as well as for political
developments in the 19" and, partly, the 20" century.® Similarly, Russian readers
struggled to associate mass print-runs with readability or to view themselves as the
consumers they were destined to become. An inborn wariness of the commercial book
market alongside a projection of “the Soviet regime’s extreme hostility to

”0 as also

commercially successful, entertainment-orientated popular literature
reflected in the disparaging comments aimed at popular literature by Russian literary
scholars and critics of the 1990s, who, as summarised by Birgit Menzel, were united
in “the verdict that popular so-called mass literature dominates the entire post-Soviet
literary field [... and] the ostentatious refusal to deal with the reading material of
choice for 90% of the population’!. The scholars who did discuss this reading material
often took a disdainful stance. Norman Shneidman is one such example: his
comprehensive study of 1990s Russian literature stated that the “writer who is unable
to sell the product of his or her labour often stops writing serious fiction and starts
producing detective novels™?, before delivering a sweeping dismissal of all Russian
literature written during the 1990s. According to Shneidman, not “a single work of
prose [...] will become a classic, and not a single new author whose works appeared

in print in the same period demonstrates any prodigious talent”™.

8 What many readers no longer seem to be aware of, however, is the political origin of these journals:
according to Hosking, the impressive size of these volumes — averaging no less than 200 pages and
published monthly — needs to be partly ascribed to a desire to avoid censorship, as works were exempt
from censorship if they were longer than 160 pages (cf. Hosking, Russia: People and Empire, 296).

% Stephen Lovell, “Literature and Entertainment in Russia: A Brief History,” in Reading for
Entertainment, 11-28, 26.
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und Funktionen postsowjetischer Popularliteratur,” in Kunstmarkt und Kanonbildung. Tendenzen in der
russischen Literatur heute, ed. Elisabeth Cheauré (Berlin: Verlag Arno Spitz Gmbh, 2000): 219-43,
219.

2 Norman N. Shneidman, Russian Literature, 1995-2002: On the Threshold of a New Millennium
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004), 10.
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Argument Outline
From a contemporary perspective, it would be interesting to hear Shneidman’s verdict
on Boris Akunin’s work. Far from having performed a literary fall from grace, Akunin
began as a writer of popular fiction and demonstrated a much more progressive and
much less rigid attitude towards artistic boundaries than Shneidman did. By raising
questions about history, heritage and Empire in a work of popular fiction, Akunin
joined in the national identity debate that dominated much of 1990s Russian literature,
but supplemented “those overtly political bol 'nye voprosy, like ‘who is to blame?’ and
‘what is to be done?’ [with] a new focus on the equally thorny, and even more
irresolvable, ‘who are we?” and ‘where are we going?””*. His choice of detective
fiction to investigate these questions was a logical step in an international context, yet

a provocative one within the cultural sphere of Russia.
The Fandorin project was also unusual for its obvious anti-nostalgic stance.
Towards the end of the 1990s, even “popular culture in Russia [was] heavily

nostalgic™

— a trend to which Akunin refused to subscribe, imbuing his novels with
astute examinations of existing narratives about the Empire’s lost glory instead. At the
same time, Akunin embedded a new type of intelligentsia hero into this game of
historical hide-and-seek, using his protagonist to delineate ideals for the future of
Russia’s quickly diminishing intellectual elite.

By choosing the late Imperial era as the setting for the Fandorin project, Akunin
not only aimed to investigate the Empire itself, but also to question the original
intelligentsia’s failure to unite the narratives of Empire and Nation — pointing out the
historical dimension and context of this problem while expressing a hope for the
intelligentsia’s internal revivification. Thus, Akunin addressed the post-Soviet
nostalgia for Empire on multiple levels, dissecting both official, state-sponsored views
and unofficial, cultural responses to the problem. The fact that Akunin began writing

at a watershed moment in post-Soviet history offers an opportunity to contextualise

his work as a result of the 1990s search for a national identity, while at the same time

% Christopher D. Ely, “The Unfinished Puzzle of Identity in Imperial Russia,” Kritika 14, no. 4 (2013):
823-35, 824.

95 Adele Marie Barker, “The Culture Factory: Theorizing the Popular in the Old and New Russia,” in
Consuming Russia, 12-46, 19.
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rendering it into a real-time commentary on the subsequent developments of this
struggle under Putinism.

It is therefore all the more surprising that no comprehensive study of the Fandorin
project has been published to date. With the exception of Robert Mulcahy’s doctoral
thesis, only article-length discussions about select Fandorin novels — such as The State
Counsellor, The Coronation and The Diamond Chariot — are available.’® Moreover,
the majority of these studies focus on the generic aspects of Akunin’s work only; Boris
Dralyuk, for instance, claims that Akunin aimed to manipulate his “readers’ nostalgia

for detective stories and thrillers of an earlier vintage™®’

, whereas Mulcahy discusses
Akunin’s ‘refurbishment of genre’ and argues that an important factor for Akunin’s
success was the serialisation of his detective figure. He further claims that Akunin uses
the Fandorin novels to “[provide] a sense of stability absent from modern Russian

social and political structures”®

— a view that misses the main point of the Fandorin
project, which is to communicate the instability of imagined narratives of stability
instead.

Kevin Platt touched upon the latter issue when he summarised that the Fandorin
novels’ mystery plots are

a supremely appropriate form for historical fiction in the post-Soviet era — at a moment when there
is no consensual conception of national history to be had, the historical mystery takes up the task
of allegorizing not only history’s known movements, but also the search for the shape and the
mechanisms of history and identity themselves.”

Lipovetsky and Lisa Wakamiya likewise stated that “Akunin’s novels suggest that the

social and political problems that plague Russia today have a long history in its
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past”™", whereas Claire Whitehead argued that Akunin “problematizes [not only] the

act of reading, but [...] also [...] the nature of knowledge itself, particularly historical

% Cf. Robert Mulcahy, “A Not-so-thrilling Thriller: Adapting Boris Akunin’s The State Counsellor,”
Studies in Russian and Soviet Cinema 7, no. 3 (2013): 311-35; Marsh, Literature, History and Identity,
232ff.; Olga Sobolev, “Boris Akunin and the Rise of the Russian Detective Genre,” Australian Slavonic
and East European Studies 18 (2004): 63-85, and Linda Galvane, “In the Middle, Somewhat...
Japanese-Russian Mixed Blood Characters in Contemporary Russian Literature,” New Zealand
Slavonic Journal 44 (2010): 69-87.

97 Boris Dralyuk, Western Crime Fiction Goes East: The Russian Pinkerton Craze 1907-1934 (Leiden,
Boston: Brill, 2012), 1.

%8 Robert Mulcahy and Helena Goscilo, 4 Hero of Two Times. Erast Fandorin and the Refurbishment
of Genre (ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, 2013), 200.

9 Kevin Platt, “Historical Novel,” in Russian Literature Since 1991, 66-85, 79-80.

100 Mark Lipovetsky and Lisa Ryoko Wakamiya, Late and Post-Soviet Russian Literature: A Reader
(Boston: Academic Studies Press, 2014), 274.
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»101 " Elena Baraban, who offered the first substantive discussion of

knowledge
Akunin’s use of the late Imperial era to oppose the post-Soviet glorification of Russia’s
pre-revolutionary past, summarised that he exposes the “myths about a ‘wonderful pre-
revolutionary Russia’ and ‘people’s well-being’ before 1917 [as a version of] the past
[whose] wholeness [...] never existed”'?. In an important update to this verdict,
Stephen Norris described Akunin’s work in his 2012 monograph on Russian
blockbusters as “[playing] with Russia’s past, particularly the Romanov and Soviet
Empires [my emphasis]”'®>. However, important as these contributions are, they

remain limited in scope and are, in some cases, outdated — highlighting the need for

further contributions to the field of Akunin studies as a whole.

Research Question and Methodology

This thesis aims to fill this lacuna by approaching the Fandorin project as a double
detective journey, consisting of two narrative strands: one aimed at righting the
historical narrative about Empire, the other using this reassessment to reverse the
trends of nostalgia and cynicism and detect a meaningful way forward for the Russian
intelligentsia. In my reading, these two strands simultaneously embody the novelty of
Akunin’s ‘new detective novel’: a revivification of the socio-political function of
traditional crime fiction, aimed at uncovering the (in)validity of Russia’s post-Soviet
nostalgia for Empire, and a rediscovery of original intelligentsia values, accompanied
by a critical investigation of the intelligentsia’s ill-fated nostalgia for their own,
insufficiently reassessed role as nation-builders. Which overall contribution does this
two-pronged reinvention of the detective genre make to post-Soviet Russia’s nostalgic
search for a national identity? This is the central question this thesis aims to answer.

In order to reflect the two parallel narrative strands that discuss nostalgia in the
Fandorin project, my thesis will borrow Hosking’s theory about Empire and Nation as
a structural guideline for my analysis chapters. In doing so, I will not revisit at length

the complex history behind the term Empire, either from a general or from a Russian

101 Claire Whitehead, “The Temptation of the Reader: The Search for Meaning in Boris Akunin’s
Pelagia Trilogy,” Slavonic & East European Review 94, no. 1 (2016): 29-56, 37-8.

102 Elena Baraban, “A Country Resembling Russia: The Use of History in Boris Akunin’s Detective
Novels,” Slavic and East European Journal 48, no. 3 (2004): 396-420, 398.

103 Stephen M. Norris, Blockbuster History in the New Russia Movies, Memory, and Patriotism
(Bloomington: Indiana UP, 2012), 77.

28



perspective; instead, I will adhere to the basic shared understanding that Empires are
polities “marked by inequality, subordination, and difference, with hierarchically

distinct units”!'%

and “based on conquest, difference between the ruling institution and
its subjects, and the subordination of periphery to the imperial centre”!%. I also
subscribe to Dominic Lieven’s view that Empires are “by definition the antipode of
democracy [...] Power over many peoples without their consent [...] is what
distinguished all great empires of the past and what all sensible definitions of this
concept propose”!'%. The revived dominance of power over policy under the Putin
regime makes this choice doubly appropriate in its timely approach.

The term Nation is considerably more complex than Empire and notoriously
difficult to define; it is also increasingly subjected to ideological distortions in
contemporary Russia. In 2011, Oxana Shevel highlighted that “the ruling elites may
have found a way to postpone, potentially indefinitely, a resolution of the vexing
contradictions associated with [nation-building]”!%’ through the institutionalisation of
an ambiguous compatriot law. As discussed by Emil’ Pain, contemporary Russia’s
neo-Imperial character spells out further problems for the emergence of real nation-
building processes, as the misleading promulgation of imperial-civilisational
nationalism under the umbrella of an official civic nation project only serves to
strengthen the ambiguity pointed out by Shevel. I believe Pain is correct when he
predicts that “these attempts will prove even less successful than those made in the
nineteenth century”!'%8,

The situation surrounding nation-building in post-Soviet Russia is therefore both
highly complex and frustratingly fuzzy. In my thesis, I will follow Vera Tolz’s
delineation of five basic threads of nation-building in contemporary Russia, which

comprise a union identity, a community of eastern Slavs, a community of Russian-

104 Nancy Condee, The Imperial Trace: Recent Russian Cinema (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2009), 13.

105 Ronald G. Suny, “The Contradictions of Identity: Being Soviet and National in the USSR and After,”
in Soviet and Post-Soviet Identities, eds. Mark Bassin and Catriona Kelly (Cambridge: Cambridge UP,
2012): 17-36, 21.

106 Dominic Lieven, “Imperiia, istoriia i sovremennyi mirovoi poriadok,” 4b Imperio, 1 (2005): 75—
116, 79.

107 Oxana Shevel, “Russian Nation-building from Yel’tsin to Medvedev: Ethnic, Civic or Purposefully
Ambiguous?,” Europe-Asia Studies 63, no. 2 (2011): 179-202, 199.

108 Emil’ Pain, “Russia Between Empire and Nation,” Russian Politics & Law 47, no. 2 (2009): 60-86,
65.
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speakers, a racial definition via blood ties, and a civic Russian nation.!” As Tolz views
the intelligentsia as Russia’s principal nation-builder, I shall approach Akunin as one
of the “advocates of civic nationalism, who are a minority [and the only] real
innovators in the Russian context”'!’. Civic citizenship, in Tolz’s definition, is

9]11

“formed through [...] conscious efforts”' "', characterised by horizontal ties within

a multicultural community of citizens [...], who are united by loyalty to the constitution and
political institutions [...] Its proponents argue that no nation can be equated with a primordial
ethnos claiming descent from a common ancestor. Biologically based beliefs and cultural ‘myths’,
which are artificial constructs of intellectuals, only breed inter-ethnic conflicts. National identity
[...] can be a matter of individual choice.!'?

As this concept has no precursor in pre-revolutionary Russia, its use in the Fandorin
project poses a bit of an anomaly; however, Akunin’s exploration of this citizenship
model against an achronological timeline matches the premise of his project, and
fittingly illuminates a missed opportunity in the past, reevaluated now in order to arrive
at answers for the present.

While neither Empire nor Nation are in any way clear-cut categories and an
occasional overlapping of ideas and notions will undoubtedly occur, I believe that my
approach nonetheless promises to yield a comprehensive insight into the ways in which
Akunin’s work helps to address the increasingly sanitised processes of historical
remembering in Russia.

Structure of this Thesis
Chapter One of this thesis will provide a short history of the development of Western
and Russian detective fiction as a tried and tested socio-political discussion platform.
Inevitably, this discussion will touch upon some of the generic elements of these
traditions; however, for reasons previously mentioned, my overview will focus on the
function, not on the form, of the genre. Following this contextualisation of Akunin’s
work on a historical timeline and an international stage, [ will outline the particularities

of Akunin’s ‘new’ approach to detective fiction in more detail. Part of this discussion

19 Tolz, Russia: Inventing the Nation, 2371f.

10 Ibid, 266.

"1 Vera Tolz, “Forging the Nation: National Identity and Nation Building in Post-Communist Russia,”
Europe-Asia Studies 50 (1998): 993-1022, 994.

12 Tbid, 1004-5. The keyword of individual choice is important here, as it once again highlights the
prerequisite of a democratic mind-set, rather than Imperial subservience, for authentic nation-building
to occur. As a result, I cannot follow such definitions of a civic nation that rely solely on the aspect of
territorial integrity, as done in part by Shevel and others, cf. Shevel, “Russian Nation-building from
Yel’tsin to Medvedev,” 180.
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will involve a short description of Akunin’s writerly persona, along with his use of
social media that played into the transformation of the essayist and intellectual G.
Chkhartishvili into the writer B. Akunin. An examination of the postmodernist
principles that influenced Akunin’s work and his treatment of history will round off
the chapter.

Chapter Two offers an overview of the nostalgic trends that developed in post-
Soviet Russia and which shaped Akunin’s design for the Fandorin project. Elaborating
on my initial claim that nostalgia features as one of the dominant operational acts of
identification in contemporary Russia, I will trace the upsurge and development of
nostalgic sentiments in both the official and the unofficial sphere throughout the post-
Soviet period. Whereas the unofficial elements of nostalgia will largely be taken from
post-Soviet TV culture, films, and literature, their official equivalent will be traced
through laws, decrees, and other manifestations of official memory culture. My focus
throughout this chapter will be on nostalgia for Empire, but I will inevitably also touch
upon elements of Soviet nostalgia, which — while not directly pertinent to the Fandorin
novels discussed in this thesis — nevertheless play a central role in the overall post-
Soviet nostalgia discourse.

Chapter Three of my thesis comprises the analysis of three Fandorin novels: The
Death of Achilles (1998), The State Counsellor (2001), and The Black City (2012). 1
chose these novels for three specific reasons: first of all, they provide a spaced insight
into Akunin’s reaction to the increasingly politicised nostalgic discourse in Russia,
having been written just before, during, and after Putin’s coming into power.
Moreover, The Black City was written during a time of intense political involvement
on the part of Akunin and his participation in a protest movement opposing Putin’s
return to a third presidential term. Secondly, the plotlines of these novels feature a
variety of locales within the Russian Empire, providing an opportunity to unite a
temporal with a spatial analysis of Akunin’s Imperial world-building and to discuss
the geographical and the cultural peripheries explored in his work. Thirdly, all three
novels feature a rich background of intertextual references and insights into the
intelligentsia heritage, allowing for a careful, in-depth reading of the cultural subtext

that Akunin invokes for his readers. At the same time, they function as milestones in
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the development of the detective protagonist Fandorin, who features as Akunin’s
alternative intelligentsia role model throughout the project.

Each of the three analysis chapters that form the main body of this thesis will
consist of two subchapters, titled ‘Re-Writing Empire’ and ‘Writing Nation’,
respectively. These titles were not only chosen in reference to Hosking’s theory, but
also with regard to the increasingly fixed, reactionary nature of the post-Soviet
discourse about Empire, along with the decidedly more fluid and, more importantly,
unfinished conversation about Russian nation-building. Whereas ‘Re-Writing Empire’
addresses the multi-focal tendencies that characterise the existing romanticised,
official narrative for identification with Empire, ‘Writing Nation’ focusses on
Akunin’s exploration of the intelligentsia’s nostalgia for Imperial culture and the
established voices of literary and cultural authority that inform their identity narrative.

While it would no doubt have been useful to include other works from the
Fandorin series, particularly The Diamond Chariot (2002) and Not Saying Goodbye
(2018), this would have exceeded the scope of a doctoral dissertation and might be
more appropriate for a book project. Although the three novels selected for a
discussion of these questions offer only a glimpse into the Fandorin project’s overall
treatment of these issues, each of the novels analysed still provides a different, and
differently pertinent, insight into Akunin’s treatment of post-Soviet nostalgia for the
late Imperial era.

I will outline these insights, along with further avenues for analysis, in the

conclusion in Chapter Four.
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1. Detective Fiction and the Instability of Reality

Detective fiction is [...] distinguished by the
way it blurs the line between private and
public affairs, between civil society and the
state, and, more radically still, between two
manifestations of reality.!!3

Let me begin with a riddle: it is frequently claimed that detective fiction, in order to
be successful, needs to be written against the backdrop of a stable social contract that
highlights its central mystery, puzzle, or enigma as an anomaly.!'* I am not sure this
is the case. Detective fiction tends to be at its most popular and sought after in the most
unstable of times — thus lending voice to a search for, not a guarantee of, stability.
Crime fiction’s periodical re-emergence during times of social upheaval testifies to its
role as a chronicler of change. Yet at the same time, crime fiction’s contrasting image
as a provider of stability points to a central challenge that readers and writers of the
genre grapple with: the negotiation of changing social norms amid a constantly
evolving interplay between life and art.!!

The question of detective fiction’s role in inscribing destabilised or changing
social contracts into reality will be my guiding thread throughout this chapter. Leaving
aside purely generic conventions of crime and detective fiction (about which separate
volumes could and have been written), I shall trace detective fiction’s history as a
genre that not only directly reflects upon the state of law and (dis)order in given
societies, but whose primary function has fundamentally changed over the centuries. I
will argue that far from continuing to provide a return to stability, contemporary
detective fiction primarily unveils and negotiates the instability of reality for its
readers. !

As this is a common characteristic shared by crime fiction across the globe, I will

relay this development not in separate categories of Western and Russian detective

113 Boltanski, Mysteries & Conspiracies, 16.

114 Cf. ibid, 5; Maria Galina, “Outside the Law: Russian Detective Stories,” Russian Social Science
Review 42, no. 2 (2001): 93-99, 99.

115 While crime and detective fiction are not synonymous terms — strictly speaking, only detective fiction
requires the presence of a detective figure — both genres revolve around the topic of a crime. I will
therefore treat detective fiction as a subgenre of crime fiction to allow for the use of both terms.

116 Going forward, the different perception and portrayal of reality as stable vs. unstable shall act as the
main discussion thread for my differentiation between the somewhat generalised terms classic and
contemporary crime fiction, which both comprise a highly diverse subset of narrative forms and
transnational manifestations — some, but not all of which will be discussed in this chapter.
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literature, but in a single subchapter, thus effacing the notion of supposedly unique
features and functions of crime fiction in today’s world. In the second subchapter, I
will then use this overview as a starting point for the discussion of Akunin’s Fandorin
project as a ‘new’ type of detective fiction. As I contextualise the novelty of Akunin’s
approach within the greater post-Soviet crime fiction market and a wider debate on the
uses and abuses of a postmodernist thought culture in Russia, I will pinpoint the
elements that distinguish Akunin from his contemporaries — and which make the

Fandorin series a project worthy of further academic attention.

1.1.  From Classic to Contemporary
For centuries, crime fiction has enjoyed worldwide popularity as a genre that entertains
intimate relationships with the surrounding socio-political fabric of reality. Both in a
Western and a Russian context, the emergence of crime fiction dates back to the
establishment of official police forces, which paved the way for the institutionalisation
of social contracts in Europe and elsewhere. Edgar Allan Poe, who is commonly
considered the father of detective fiction, set his mystery stories not in his native
America, but in France — presumably because the French Sareté, the world’s first
criminal police force, was founded a full two decades before its New York
equivalent.!!” The alleged father of Russian detective fiction, Fyodor Dostoevsky, was
not only well acquainted with Poe’s work, but also reacted to similar events in his own
native country: the publication of Crime and Punishment (IIpecmynienue u
naxazanue, 1866) took place shortly after the implementation of widespread judicial
reforms, which were a part of Alexander II’s Great Reform project.!!8

Among other things, the Great Reforms established an adversarial system,
introduced juries, and formed new courts; they also created a temporary atmosphere

of confusion, which positively contributed to the short-lived liberation of the press that

"7 Cf. Scaggs, Crime Fiction, 19.

18 Cf. Louise McReynolds, ““Who Cares Who Killed Ivan Ivanovich?’: The Literary Detective in
Tsarist Russia,” Russian History 36, no. 3 (2009): 391-406, 395. Following Russia’s defeat in the
Crimean War, these substantial legal reforms addressed the problem of Russia’s highly ineffective and
outdated judicial system. For more on Dostoevsky’s role in the inception of crime fiction in Russia, cf.
Claire Whitehead, The Poetics of Early Russian Crime Fiction 1860-1917: Deciphering Stories of
Detection (Cambridge: Legenda, 2018).
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had begun after 1856.'"” Indeed, the Great Reforms resulted not just in a remarkable
increase of readily available information on criminal deeds and legal prosecutions in
newspapers and journals, but also a greater degree of public participation in legal
processes in general. Because the Great Reforms presented such a fundamental
overhaul of the Russian legal system — with which, at the time, “there was little that

99120

was not wrong” =" — they were avidly discussed throughout society; whereas some

99121

researchers link the Great Reforms to a “growth of nationalistic tendencies” ~', others

have commented upon their role in facilitating “the rise of modern Russian culture”!?2,
It is for this reason that the Great Reforms present an ideal backdrop against which to
observe the interaction of the political with the cultural, along with the reception of
legal changes in society and literature. As an immediate side effect to these changes,
the public developed a strong taste for so-called true crime stories, which were just as
embellished and sensationalised in Russia as they were elsewhere in Europe.
Dostoevsky, editor of the literary and political journal The Epoch (Onoxa) from
1864 to 1865, took a keen interest in these developments, and fashioned his own police
detective figure in Crime and Punishment after the newly created post of judicial
investigator, or sudebnyi sledovatel’. This position, which was introduced in 1866,
effectively introduced the role of professional detective and allowed Dostoevsky to
merge the best and the worst qualities of existing Western literary investigators into a
single character. Porfiry Petrovich, the slightly eccentric, but ultimately humane
policeman who appears “incorruptible, but also incompetent to bring closure to the

case”!?? serves as evidence that “Russians did not need the Enlightenment to see killers

124 _ a fact often remarked upon in studies on the history of Russian law

humanely
and order in general, but which is also reflected in the high number of acquittals for

Russian murder cases in the 19" century.

19 For a detailed account on the Great Reforms, cf. Ben Eklof, John Bushnell and L. G. Zakharova,
Russia’s Great Reforms, 1855-1881 (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1994).

120 Claire Whitehead, “Debating Detectives: The Influence of Publitsistika on Nineteenth-Century
Russian Crime Fiction,” Modern Language Review 107, no. 1 (2012): 230-58, 230.

121 Sviatoslav Kaspe, “Imperial Political Culture and Modernization in the Second Half of the
Nineteenth Century,” in Russian Empire: Space, People, Power, 1700-1930, eds. Jane Burbank, Mark
von Hagen, and Anatolyi Remnev (Indianapolis: Indiana UP, 2007): 455-494, 466.

122 Dianina, When Art Makes News, 4.

123 McReynolds, ““Who Cares who Killed Ivan Ivanovich?’,” 396.

124 Louise McReynolds, Murder Most Russian: True Crime and Punishment in Late Imperial Russia
(Ithaca: Cornell UP, 2012), 168.
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Another term used to explain the Russian reticence to trust in official institutions
was transfixed in the label neschastnyi, which designates the criminalised
downtrodden and is loosely translated as ‘the unlucky one’. However, the neschastnyi
figure was seen as unlucky not because of personal failure, but because of society’s
inherent unfairness, thus dictating compassion rather than imprisonment as an
appropriate response. Porfiry Petrovich’s failure to arrest Raskol’nikov could and has
been read as a literary variation of this theme. Louise McReynolds, for instance, called
Raskol’nikov the “quintessential neschastnyi”'.

By locating the source of criminality in society and not within the criminal, the
neschastnyi figure indicated “a low-level political subversion [and] a cultural
obstinacy that worked against respect for the prosecution”!?6. A similar process was
observable in Western Europe in the late 18" and early 19™ century, following the
onset of the Enlightenment.'?” However, in contrast to the European point of view that
took shortfalls of law and order as a negative reflection upon both king and country,
no such doubts about the Tsar’s fallibility arose in Russia. Instead, extreme state
despotism tended to be blamed on the Tsar’s advisors. Several Russian rulers were
happy to use this distrust to their advantage, Nicholas II among them: Russia’s last
Tsar created the “Imperial Chancellery for Receipt of Petitions, designed to give the
people the sense that they had direct access to the Tsar, where he could resolve for
them what the courts could not”'?%. The only more direct way of undermining public
trust in the legal system would have been to close the courts completely.

Western European countries and Russia did, however, share a common level of
distrust towards the police — and often for good reason. In the West, reactions to the
new profession of the trained policeman ranged from amused belittlement to outright
disdain. Despite moderately successful literary works that talked about the daily life
of policemen in England in the 1840s and 1850s, such as William Russell’s

125 Ibid, 117. This definition is debatable, to say the least. Openly portrayed as a former student suffering
from dire financial straits, the origins of Raskol’nikov’s idea to murder the old moneylender are more
securely rooted in his Ubermensch theory, and his wish to prove its validity and his own status as one
of the world’s Napoleons. Although both his own and his sister's poverty act as catalysts in his decision
to commit the actual murder, they are, ultimately, no more than that — catalysts.

126 Tbid, 267.

127 Cf. Martin A. Kayman, From Bow Street to Baker Street: Mystery, Detection, and Narrative (New
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1992), 41f.

128 McReynolds, Murder Most Russian, .
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Recollections of a Police Officer (1859), policemen continued to be viewed as
incapable and incompetent across much of Western Europe. Notwithstanding official
attempts to portray the policeman as a “substitute for organic, paternalistic community
control and the Providential eye [...] a master who embodied an acceptable image of
surveillance, ideologically as rigorous but also as benign as the eye of God [original
emphasis]”!?’, literary renditions of the Victorian policeman continued to prefer the
image of the bumbling fool instead.

In Russia, police detectives were primarily portrayed as government thugs well
past the turn of the century.'® This is not altogether surprising, taking into
consideration the high levels of control that many Russian state officials exerted. Cases
of corruption, covered up or made exempt from prosecution by the Tsar, were
widespread and often coupled with a lack of basic education as well as low pay,
resulting in an “arbitrary and coercive operational style”!*!. Nonetheless, a number of
judicial investigators strove to improve the public image of their professional peers by
publishing novels or private memoirs in the style of Eugene Vidocq’s Memoires
(1828). One of the first investigators to produce such a literary re-telling of his criminal
cases was A. A. Shkliarevskii, a contemporary of Dostoevsky who paid similar
attention to the press coverage of judicial proceedings and who later became known as

the ‘Russian Gaboriau’.!* In contrast to his Western colleagues, Shkliarevskii never
99133

5

created a serialised detective persona, but chose to “freely [mix] fact and fiction
populating his novels with “nameless judicial investigators [...], each with a different
sense of professional obligation”!3*. Consequently, it was the power of an institution,
not that of an individual, which Shkliarevskii strove to capture.

Both in the West and Russia, crime fiction thus populated the fracture line between
society and state from the very start. An important step in the development of Western
detective fiction was the advent of the sensation novel, which dominated British

literature from the 1850s until the 1870s. This genre, with its “nervous, psychological,

129 Kayman, From Bow Street to Baker Street, 83.

130 McReynolds, Murder Most Russian, 29.

131 Neil Weissman, “Regular Police in Tsarist Russia, 1900-1914,” The Russian Review 44, no. 1 (1985):
45-68, 58. Cf. also Kayman, From Bow Street to Baker Street, 150.

132 Cf. McReynolds, ““Who Cares who Killed Ivan Ivanovich?,” 398.

133 Ibid, 398.

134 Ibid, 399.
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sexual and social shocks [and] complicated plots involving bigamy, adultery,

2135 catered

seduction, fraud, forgery, blackmail, kidnapping and, sometimes, murder
to a large audience and produced such genre-shaping works as Mary Elizabeth
Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret (1862) and Wilkie Collins’s The Moonstone (1868).
By focusing on the central importance of the family as a social construct and setting,
the sensation novel introduced an important aspect of the Victorian mind-set into the
developing detective genre: “the scene of the crime was more likely to be the home
than the road, the drawing room rather than the drinking den [...] Crime is dealt with

in and by the family”!3¢

. This family setting not only matched the Victorian
predilection for privacy and Imperial anxieties about the reach of Empire, but it

actually remained the locus of most Western crime fiction well into the 20" century.'?’

The Case of Sherlock Holmes
The next step in the development of crime fiction was the arrival of Sherlock Holmes.
While Arthur Conan Doyle was not the first writer to introduce a detective figure into
English literature — Charles Dickens is credited with having been the first writer to use
the word detective, whereas Anna K. Green created the female detective Violet Strange
in 1878 — he was the first to professionalise the role and create an international hit
figure in the process.!*® Despite the fact that “Sherlock Holmes [...] is mostly an

attitude and a few dozen lines of unforgettable dialogue'*®, Conan Doyle helped create

135 Lyn Pykett, “The Newgate Novel and Sensation Fiction, 1830-1868,” in The Cambridge Companion
to Crime Fiction, ed. Martin Priestman (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2003): 19-39, 33.

136 Tbid, 34.

137 This focus on the home should, indeed, be seen as a distinctly British addition to the genre of crime
fiction in the 19" century, because it constitutes a marked deviation from those works that had been
previously published in French crime literature. The French detective tradition, which has by now
somewhat retreated into the shadows of European literary criticism, was remarkably influential on the
development of the genre at the time, and did, in fact, provide “the prototypes for three different kinds
of fictional detectives: the eccentric amateur, [...] the zealous and brilliant professional, [...] and the
genius outsider” (Sita A. Schiitt, “French Crime Fiction,” in The Cambridge Companion to Crime
Fiction, 59-76, 63).

138 A closer look into the history of female detective fiction — both in terms of female detective figures
and female writers — would be deserving of a publication of its own, both in Britain and beyond. Existing
studies tend to focus on women in the role of victims or criminals, cf. Glen S. Close, Female Corpses
in Crime Fiction (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2018; Cristelle Maury and David Roche,
Women Who Kill (London: Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, 2020); Elizabeth Carolyn Miller, Framed: The
New Woman Criminal in British Culture at the Fin de Siecle (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press,
2009). A notable exception is Nina L. Molinaro and Nancy Vosburg, Spanish and Latin American
Women’s Crime Fiction in the New Millenium: From Noir to Gris (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge
Scholars Publishing, 2017).

139 Raymond Chandler, The Simple Art of Murder (London: H. Hamilton, 1950), 5.
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the unmistakable atmosphere of British homeliness and eccentricity that served as
identifying traits for decades of detective fiction to come.'*® Yet he also consolidated
the view of detective fiction as a reality-affirming genre that aims to safeguard,

“[consolidate] and [disseminate] patriarchal power”!4!

, rather than disrupt official
narratives about existing power hierarchies. Sherlock Holmes’s world is essentially a
bourgeois microcosm with links to the upper class and frequent allusions to the British
Empire — which Conan Doyle helped to keep that way. As pointed out by Stephen
Knight, Holmes dispels the impression of an unrulable, unreliable modernity by
uncovering reality’s supposed underlying simplicity:

Inside the scientific mumbo-jumbo, the learned baggage, the mystique of all-night pipe-
smoking and austerely distant behaviour is someone who can apply the common knowledge
of the human tribe. It is both exciting and consoling to have a hero so grand who is also so
familiar [...]'#?

In essence, Holmes is the embodiment of Imperial prowess made to (pre)serve
Empire. '

Nonetheless, Sherlock Holmes left an indelible mark on the history of Russian
literature. Once Conan Doyle’s works reached the Russian Empire, the fictional
accounts of real-life Russian investigator and head of Saint Petersburg’s detective
division I. D. Putilin quickly gained in countrywide popularity. Written by M. V.
Shevliakov and R. L. Antropov, the stories varied considerably in style from their
English prototype, replacing Holmes’s carefully orchestrated trademark search for
clues with a much more action-oriented, fast-paced approach.!** Unlike the original
Holmes stories, Putilin’s literary investigations also usually failed to lead to any
convictions — thus reinstating the neschastnyi theme, creating a “counternarrative that

rejected the closure found in Sherlockology'*’

, and highlighting Russian crime
fiction’s much earlier preoccupation with a problematisation of the existing social

contract.

140 Considering the rather modest literary merit of the bulk of the Sherlock Holmes stories, this may
seem puzzling to some. Critical acclaim of Conan Doyle’s work has taken on a much more diversified
light in recent years, however, cf. Chandler, The Simple Art of Murder, 5.

141 Scaggs, Crime Fiction, 20.

142 Stephen Knight, Crime Fiction, 1800-2000: Detection, Death, Diversity (Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2004), 57.

143 This is also one of the main reasons why Fandorin should not be compared, but contrasted to him.
144 Cf. McReynolds, Murder Most Russian, 201f.

14 Tbid, 223.
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None of that hindered Sherlock Holmes from becoming a major cultural influence
on Russian culture to come. I would not go so far as to say that Holmes “managed to
become [Russia’s] national hero”'*®, but there certainly was a remarkable public
awareness and appropriation of the Sherlock Holmes figure in Russia. After the 1905
revolution in particular, a wealth of imitations, satires, and parodies was produced —
such as a 1906 theatre play that “finds [Sherlock Holmes] reduced to an action
figure”!'*’. Around the same time, P. Nikitin and P. Orlovets penned a series of stories
that transported Holmes and Watson onto Russian soil, claiming that they had learnt
Russian from a landlady in South America. Nikitin and Orlovets’s stories create a
curious impression of the transnational quality of much of 19'"- and 20"-century crime
fiction, which was neither afraid to plagiarise nor to enhance existing prototypes.
Holmes comes across as uncharacteristically deferential and polite towards both
Watson and his clients in these stories, but suffers from a severe case of Western
capitalism in exchange for his sang-froid: “Msl, aHraM4aHe, nepecUnTHIBAEM KaXk bl
mar u MoMeHT Ha jeHbru”'*®. True to the action-loving taste of the time, the
Russianised Sherlock also engages in fights that involve brandishing revolvers, death
by bayonet, and a highly proactive Sherlock with lightning-quick reflexes.'*’ In the
words of Stephen Lovell, “Holmes had mutated into a gorilla with a pistol”'*°. Gone
were the meditative musings over violin sounds and tobacco ash: the analytical, overly
rational bent of the British super-sleuth was clearly not an ideal fit for the Russian
reader’s taste.

The 1905 revolution marked the beginning of a veritable craze for similar fast-
paced, action-oriented, and, at times, outrageous crime stories. Highlighting the
genre’s popularity in times of social, cultural, and political upheaval, Russia’s early
20™-century voracious appetite for cheap and readily available popular crime fiction
encompassed a highly diverse readership that included workers, young people, and

poets such as Sergei Esenin and Aleksandr Blok.!>! The hype also occurred at a time

146 Galina, “Outside the Law,” 99.

147 McReynolds, Murder Most Russian, 218.

148 p_ Nikitin, Tainstvennyi dom (Moscow: Direkt-Media, 2016), 110.

149 Cf. ibid, 135.

130 L ovell, “Literature and Entertainment in Russia,” 18.

5 Dralyuk, Western Crime Fiction Goes East, 35. The latter had qualms about the merits of popular
literature and was allegedly “surprised he could stomach the stories, which were almost universally
regarded as artistic and stylistic failures” (ibid, 51).
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when the power of state censorship as good as crumbled under a general strike.!>?
Following the initial surge of social-revolutionary sentiments in the 1870s, politically
motivated terrorist activity peaked once again during the years 1906 and 1907 —
catapulting Russian society into a state of permanent anxiety as “several thousand
persons, mainly government officials, [were assassinated] until the government under
Stolypin took especially harsh measures to end the wave of killings”!'>*. Desensitised
by this violence and bloodshed, urban Russian readers reacted positively to the satirical
magazines and cheap, five-kopeck crime fiction serialisations that were available on
every corner.

As a result, fast-paced tales that gave voice to shared experiences of terror and
crime acquired an identity-forming power in Russia, and “tapped into frustration about

the limits that remained over the expression of personal autonomy”!>*

in the country.
Subsequently, the choice of an exotic setting became a popular way of displacing local
worries to a safe distance away, whilst simultaneously creating the illusion of a world-
wide fraternity of companions in misfortune.! America offered the perfect
sociocultural and literary backdrop for trigger-happy adventurers and story-tellers:
following the creation of the Pinkerton Agency in 1850 and its involvement in several
high-profile cases, the ubiquity of detective work as a respectable means of police
activity helped create an international atmosphere that raised the profile of both
professional investigators and their sensational case files.

The motto of the Pinkerton Agency was ‘We never sleep’, represented by the
agency’s symbol of an open eye. Allan Pinkerton, the agency’s founder, had begun
publishing novels about his work during his lifetime, but it was only around the turn
of the century that a fictional detective by the name of Nat Pinkerton started to conquer
the literary markets all over Europe. Serialised instalments with easily recognisable
cover art that told of the American detective’s exploits appeared in almost every
country between the British and the Russian Empire, with particularly high sales

figures in Germany and France.

152 Cf. McReynolds, Murder Most Russian, 138.

153 Charles A. Ruud and S. A. Stepanov, Fontanka 16: The Tsar’s Secret Police (Stroud: Sutton, 1999),
102.

154 McReynolds, Murder Most Russian, 233.

155 Cf. Dralyuk, Western Crime Fiction Goes East, 18.
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Pinkertonovshchina and Golden Age

Only in Russia, however, did Nat Pinkerton — along with his fictional colleague Nick
Carter — achieve such a level of popularity as to be given his own cultural moniker:
Pinkertonovshchina. Figures vary, but according to one source, the American crime
stories “reportedly [sold] by the millions in Russia in 1908, Korney Chukovsky,
who made a special study of Nat Pinkerton in Russia, claimed that “in May 1908 in St
Petersburg alone no fewer than 622,300 copies of the Pinkerton books were sold”!"’.
The authorship of the majority of these stories remains unclear, but analyses of the
plots and characters suggest that many of them were Russian fabrications. In effect,
however, “both the Russian and American Carters answered much the same
psychological demands, affirming their readers’ desire for a greater justice beyond
bureaucratic, imperfect, and, in Russia’s case, flagrantly unjust legality”!>®. It is hardly
surprising that the trademarks of the Russian Pinkertons were a high degree of
violence, an abundance of life-threatening situations, high-speed travel, and garish
cover illustrations.'>

Equally unsurprising is the fact that the action-oriented crime fiction from
America enjoyed greater popularity in inter-revolutionary Russia than the
comparatively benign and unspectacular British clue-puzzle that was on the rise at the
same time. The terms ‘country-house crime’, ‘clue-puzzle’ and ‘armchair deduction’
all delineate the basic, homely qualities of the Golden Age detective story — which,
while often lauded as the epitome of an idyllic, comforting Englishness, was still far
less reassuring than commonly assumed.'®® Recent studies of Golden Age fiction
suggest that the genre acted not so much as a sterling defence of conservative social

ideals than as a disquieting spyhole into the sick British body politic. Most Golden

156 McReynolds, Murder Most Russian, 209.

157 Robert Russell, “Red Pinkertonism: An Aspect of Soviet Literature of the 1920s,” The Slavonic and
East European Review 60, no. 3 (1982): 390-412, 391.

158 Dralyuk, Western Crime Fiction Goes East, 38.

159 Cf. McReynolds, Murder Most Russian, 212. The closeness of this phenomenon to the American
dime novel is reflected in Raymond Chandler’s following comment on similar sales strategies in his
home country: “There are even a few optimists who buy it at the full retail price of two dollars, because
it looks so fresh and new and there is a picture of a corpse on the cover” (Chandler, The Simple Art of
Murder, 4). In the end, even the 1907 weekly magazine Vestnik politsii, published by the Ministry of
Internal Affairs as a means to combat public distrust in the police and bolster morale among both citizens
and detectives, could not withstand the lure of sensational photographs and graphic depictions of crime
scenes, criminals, and victims (cf. McReynolds, Murder Most Russian, 146-9).

160 Nor was it an exclusively British phenomenon, cf. Scaggs, Crime Fiction, 27.
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Age detective stories puncture “the elaborate deceptions of a sophisticated society”!®!

and portray “a society that maintains the social order through self-surveillance™!%
instead. Golden Age paragons such as Agatha Christie and Dorothy Sayers imbued
their stories with a heightened sense of paranoia and suspicion that appears appropriate
for life in 1930s Europe.

The fact that society was increasingly perceived as unstable and, in many ways,
rotten to the core is particularly prevalent in stories such as Agatha Christie’s Murder
on the Orient Express (1934), where complicity in the crime is visited upon a whole
range of characters. No other period in crime fiction expressed the genre’s capacity for
conjuring up panoptic horror through its quasi-democratic structure as did the Golden
Age, where “crime [could] be attributed to any character at all, whatever his or her
worth or hierarchical position™!%. This is not to say that Golden Age crime fiction was
not, in a remarkable number of cases, intentionally blind to its surrounding political
issues and societal worries. In fact, much of Golden Age crime fiction does display a
remarkable capacity for denial as well as an insularity of thought that becomes doubly
problematic when considered from a geographical point of view; however, uncoupled
from both the sentimental extravagance and the linguistic unctuousness of 19®-century
sensationalist fiction, Golden Age detective figures did eschew the grand exclamations
and swooning sensations produced and experienced by previous forms of crime fiction.

In Russia, Pinkertonovshchina experienced a lull between 1909 and 1913, but
revived under the influence of the cinematographic experiments and increasingly
lenient attitude towards popular forms of mass entertainment that followed the First
World War.'®* It should be noted that the Pinkerton novels were well embedded in a
generally flourishing market of cheap print materials, represented also by the kopeiki,
or kopeck newspapers, which contained similarly outrageous adventure stories
featuring bandits, outlaws and other roguish rascals.'> However, Pinkertonovshchina
found itself in a precarious position after the 1917 revolution, owing to the growing

importance of the collective in official political rhetoric: on the one hand, the detective
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booklets with their “Westernism, exoticism, fantasy, orientation toward plot, stylistic
artlessness, violence, [and] reactionary ideology served as synechdochic [sic]

»166 and were

shorthand for the worst, most corrupting elements of popular literature
deemed unfit for consumption by the reading public. Most Soviet officials discredited
Pinkerton-style literature as children’s literature, doubting it was even suitable as
that.'®” On the other hand, the influential power of Pinkertonovshchina was obvious to
Soviet officials, who would later go on to claim that they had created the ‘foremost
nation of readers’.

Arguably, it was with this goal in mind that N. I. Bukharin approached the
phenomenon of Pinkertonovshchina in the early 1920s. Trying to utilise the lingering
Russian interest in detective stories to create a branch of state literature that was both
instructive and ideologically sound, Bukharin harnessed Pinkertonovshchina to the
freshly minted Soviet ideals for art and society. Theoretically, this could have been a
success. The very shablonnost’ of the detective formula lent itself well to the new
requirements of Soviet literature, and the scholar Boris Dralyuk called the Red
Pinkerton “a vital ‘missing link’ between pre- and post-Revolutionary popular
literature”'®8. On a practical level, however, the Red Pinkerton simply did not work,
despite its closeness to the equally new, and possibly even more popular, genre of
science fiction.'®

Turning villains into capitalists and detectives into working-class heroes went
against the grain of the genre, no matter how many “mysterious disappearances,

unexpected reappearances and heinous murders”!”

authors managed to include. Part
of the problem certainly lay in the relative sameness of the new-old plots, transplanted
from a world of endless, exotic opportunities into the copy-paste scheme of
metallurgical plants and steel factories. Another problem was that even the authors
struggled to take their own work seriously. A case in point is Marietta Shaginian’s

Mess-Mend, or Yankees in Petrograd (1924), a cinematic novel which celebrates the

166 Dralyuk, Western Crime Fiction Goes East, 151.

167 Cf. ibid, 65.

168 Ibid, 160.

169 Cf. ibid, 160. The marriage between detective and science fiction remained intact throughout the
Soviet times and up to its very end, as can be seen in the involvement of the Strugatsky brothers, cf.
Richard Stites, Russian Popular Culture: Entertainment and Society since 1900 (Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 1992), 181.

170 Russell, “Red Pinkertonism,” 397.
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technical reproducibility of identities via mirrors, film, and audio files, and which
presents a disturbing commentary on the emptiness of the emerging collective self.
Some of the novel’s depictions of contemporary cultural phenomena, such as the mass
exodus of members of the intelligentsia from the Soviet Union, could even be read as
subversive.!”!

Only a few years after the initiation of the Red Pinkerton, “[i]t was increasingly
difficult to tell whether each new work [...] was truly bad writing churned out by a
profit-hungry hack, a ‘serious’ parody, or an occluded but devastating satire of Soviet
policy”!”2. The risk of it being the latter was too high for the majority of Soviet
publishers, and after a noticeable drop in demand from 1928 onwards,
Pinkertonovshchina works were indirectly banned. In the eighth volume of the Soviet
Union’s official Literary Encyclopaedia from 1934, Pinkertonovshchina novels are
called vulgar, bourgeois and fascist.'”® The years of Stalin’s reign saw the detective
genre further relegated to the realm of children’s literature, with the exception of a few
early works such as Yuri German’s Ivan Lapshin (1937). It was only after Stalin’s

death that the genre resurfaced properly, both in literature and in cinematography.!'7*

Inter-War Crime Fiction
Meanwhile, the interwar period saw the birth of the hard-boiled detective hero in
America. Growing out of “the stock market crash of 1929; the Great Depression;
Prohibition and its attendant gangsterism; the growing evidence of illicit connections
between crime, business and politics in rapidly expanding American cities”!”, this
subgenre faced a social and political situation no less dire than that of early 1930s
Britain. Contrary to Golden Age fiction, however, hard-boiled detective novels did not
pretend to comfort readers in a world where little comfort was to be found. Known to

99176

“avoid neatly optimistic closure[s]” ', its writers answered to the predominantly bleak
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political atmosphere in the United States with a hard and unforgiving stare. By
addressing the various societal ills of both mid- and post-war America in an explicit,
rather than implicit fashion, authors such as Raymond Chandler and Dashiell Hammett
helped the genre overcome the “post-war malaise [of] caution, repression, and
intellectual retreat”!”’. Criminals and detectives alike appeared as rough-and-ready
flaneurs that roamed urban spaces and followed the disenchanting promise of the
anonymous big city, calling to mind Poe’s The Man of the Crowd (1840).'78

The doubling of private eye and criminal and the vulnerability of moral
individuals in inherently corrupt societies served — regardless of the virile masculinity
brandished about by most hard-boiled detectives — to express profound hopelessness
and fatigue on part of society. Their “discovery that what seems on the face of things
to be personal is actually only a small corner of a scene of official wrongdoing so
sprawling and intractable that the investigator is ultimately powerless to resolve things

except within the most narrow limits”!””

mirrored, in many ways, the main quandary
faced by Soviet writers at the same time: most of the birth-pangs of the Red Pinkerton
continued to trouble the Soviet detektiv as it tried to gain a foothold within the limited
confines of Socialist Realism.

It seems fair to say that the trademark of classic detective fiction, i.e. a highly
individualised detective persona with easily distinguishable character traits and a flair
for the extravagant, had not found its footing in Russian literature — nor could it under
Soviet guidelines. The few detective novels that met with official approval in the
Soviet Union generally featured a team of investigators, rather than a single hero. A
case in point is the long-running TV show Sledstvie vedut znatoki (1971-1989, revived
in 2002).'% One of the first Russian writers to reintroduce a single investigator into

literature was Yulian Semyonov, the godfather of the Soviet spy novel: replacing the

investigative team in his novel In the Performance of Duty (Ilpu ucnonmenuu

177 Ibid, 87.

178 Late 20"-century studies of the flaneur increasingly tend to connect the act of aimless wandering
with a proclivity for criminal behaviour, cf. Tom McDonough, “The Crimes of the Flaneur,” October
102 (2002): 101-22. McDonough claims that the wandering individual appears as a disruptive, rather
than a creative force in the tightly controlled urban spaces and lifestyle of contemporary cities.

17 Horsley, Twentieth-Century Crime Fiction, 269.

180 The untimely popularity of Agatha Christie’s novels in the second half of the 1960s can also be
linked to this, as their frequent focus on a collective set of criminals or victims made it relatively easy
to move them past Soviet censors.
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cayaceonvix obszannocmeti, 1962) with a single, and singularly successful, literary
hero by the name of Isaev-Stirlitz, Semyonov also created one of the most recognisable
heroes of all Soviet TV.!8!

The basic idea behind the spy story, i.e. the exploration of “the gap between the
private and public self, the instable border between ‘Soviet” and ‘Russian’ and between

‘us’ and ‘them’”!'#?

was well suited to the day-to-day experiences of the average Soviet
citizen. The Vayner brothers, who were part of a wider resurgence of Soviet crime
fiction in the 1970s, went a step further by creating a series of novels with alluring
titles such as I, the Investigator (A, cnedosamenv, 1972) and The Meeting Place
Cannot Be Changed (Mecmo ecmpeyu usmenums nenvss, 1975).1%° The latter featured
a “streetwise, self-made, and devoid of doubt [...] modern Robin Hood”'®* as its
central hero, but made sure not to suggest a lone wolf mentality. It used the catchphrase
“The thief belongs in jail® to proclaim “a communal, moral, and emotional, rather than

a legal, foundation for Russian justice”!'®

, effectively resurrecting the idea of the
neschastnyi figure to highlight a continued fundamental rift between society and state.
However, the guidelines set by Socialist Realism severely limited the scope for the
detective work to be carried out, and murder as a plot device was seen as impermissibly
Western.!®® That meant that the Soviet detektiv had to revert to the kind of crimes
characteristic of both the Sherlock Holmes and the Golden Age eras: theft, forgery,
and matters of mistaken identity.

Both the social and the economic set up of the Soviet state presented crime fiction
writers with additional difficulties. On the one hand, Soviet society was no longer

officially a class society, which, in essence, eliminated the plot device of interfamilial

and interclass strife, meaning that “the butler couldn’t have ‘done it’ [original

181 Stirlitz went on to become the protagonist in Seventeen Moments of Spring, a highly popular and still
often-quoted TV series released in twelve parts in 1973. The show was “so popular that it was rumoured
Leonid Brezhnev changed the meeting times for the Politburo, so as not to miss an episode” (Anthony
Olcott, Russian Pulp. The Detektiv and the Russian Way of Crime (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers, 2001), 5).

182 Elena Prokhorova, “Can the Meeting Place Be Changed? Crime and Identity Discourse in Russian
Television Series of the 1990s,” Slavic Review 62, no. 3 (2003): 512-24, 514.

183 Many of their works were turned into TV films starring singer-songwriter and enfant terrible of
Soviet theatre, Vladimir Vysotsky, and the title of their novel Era Miloserdiya was apparently used as
a template for the translation of the 2008 Bond film 4 Quantum of Solace into Kvantum Milosderiya.
184 prokhorova, “Can the Meeting Place Be Changed?,” 515.

185 1bid, 515.

186 Cf. Arkadii Adamov, “O sovetskom detektivnom romane,” Voprosy literatury no. 9 (1976): 151-67.
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emphasis]”!®’. Similarly, avarice, greed, or base capitalist desire were categories of
thought(-crimes) which Soviet citizens would not entertain, further limiting the list of
potential crimes against the state. This meant that “more often than not, [the Soviet
crime novel] was reduced to a police novel about the brilliant actions of agents of the
OBKhSS [Section for the Struggle Against Theft of Socialist Property and
Speculation] investigating the theft of scraps of cloth from a textile mill”!®%, There was
simply no room for more intricate plots, as neither the KGB nor the state police could
be portrayed as incapable of dealing with crime or allowing society to spiral so far out
of control as to permit murder.

The world view present in the Soviet detektiv mirrored the binary world view
prevalent in much of Soviet life. Socio-political critique, one of the traditional
mainstays of detective fiction, was relegated to the fringes of society and ascribed to
dissidents and defectors. Paradoxically, this created an entire society of criminals, as
the simple act of noticing the gap between the real and the ideal form of Communism
sufficed to count as a crime. Coupled with an economic system that was based on
personal favours, denunciations, and a pervasive ‘He G6onrtaii’ mentality, this state of
things spelt out the complicity of nigh on every citizen in the Soviet Union in the
creation of a criminal society. Even literary critics of a pro-Soviet persuasion
occasionally slipped up in their discussions of crime and society; Arkadii Adamov, for
instance, decried detective fiction as a genre that had absorbed “cambie ocTprie,
GONe3HEHHBIE, 0ObIYHO CKPbIMbLEe 0m 2143 0buyecmea IpodiemMsl [my emphasis]”!%? —
thus no longer portraying criminality as an unbidden import from the West, but as

something that lurked in the very depths of Soviet society itself.

Contemporary Crime Fiction
In Western detective fiction, the post-war decades saw an internationalisation and
transnationalisation of crime and detective plots that was already briefly discussed in
the introduction. In America, this shift was largely galvanized by the Vietnam war and
the African-American civil rights movement, which gave rise to an awakening of the

civic body politic in a way that effectively undermined America’s claim to moral
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superiority and rattled the very foundations of US national identity. In East Germany
as well as in Eastern Europe, surveillance states proper came into being, inspiring
writers on both sides of the Iron Curtain to engage in the writing of spy novels.!”® At
the same time, Western Europe had its own challenges to deal with, facing an “erosion

191 that led literary

of the sense of self [as] part of the disorder of contemporary society
investigators to act “like a person with paranoia, the difference being that he is
healthy”!?. This process was exacerbated by the rise of mass media and up-to-date
coverage on global events such as terrorism and warfare.

As geopolitical, ethnic and cultural borders were beginning to appear increasingly
fluid, previously limited needs for surveillance were likewise broadened into a
panoptic spectacle that culminated in today’s atmosphere of international paranoia and
global suspicion. On these grounds, the genre of crime and detective fiction continues
to find a plethora of uncomfortable questions to ask. Western crime fiction writers
started to actively engage with socio-political concerns that relate to gender studies,
race, and ethnicity; novel series such as Walter Mosley’s Easy Rawlins (1990-2016)
or Val McDermid’s Lindsay Gordon (1987-2003) are only two cases in point.!*> The
post-millennial boom of Nordic Noir, the rise of awards such as the CWA International
Dagger, and the unwavering popularity of crime TV shows across the globe further
prove detective fiction’s continued intercultural appeal, which has long transcended
Anglo-Saxon representations of the genre and left “hardly any areas [on the map of the
world] uncharted”!"*.

In Russia, detective fiction experienced a resurgence after the break-up of the
Soviet Union, which brought its own momentous challenges with it. First
undercurrents of change made themselves felt from the mid-1980s onwards, when

Valentin Rasputin, Chingiz Aitmatov, and Viktor Astafyev acted as the harbingers of

a late apotheosis of detective fiction and effected a socio-critical turn of the Soviet

190 The annexation of Crimea in 2014 has helped the Cold War-inspired spy novel to flourish once again
and has put Russia back on the map of international crime fiction lovers. Jason Matthews’ modern-day
spy novel Red Sparrow (2013), which has since been turned into a Hollywood film, and Tom
Callaghan’s detective Borubaev series, set in present-day Kyrgyzstan, are just two cases in point.
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detektiv.'” Richard Stites, Evgeny Dobrenko and Mark Lipovetsky all consider
Gorbachev and the perestroika as the starting point for the emergence of an actual
popular culture in Russia.'”® 1989 saw the publication of the first volume of the
quarterly magazine The Detective and Politics ([{emexmueé u norumuxa), which was
edited by Yulian Semyonov and contained “crime stories, spy thrillers, documents
from the Stalin terror, and pro-Gorbachev commentary, thus closing the ranks of
practitioners of urban popular fiction along liberal lines”!”’. The magazine’s editors
and writers not only pointed a metaphorical finger at the undeniable connection
between detective fiction, politics, and society, but also helped the genre on its
transition from perestroika to post-Soviet literature, lending it a new, provocative voice
that was well suited to the newly liberated media after 1991. The first volume of The
Detective and Politics featured, among other works, Dashiell Hammett’s The Maltese
Falcon (1929), several short stories by Semyonov, and two contributions by (not yet
turned political hardliner) Eduard Limonov. Subsequent volumes grew narrower in
scope, but contained, amongst others, works by G. K. Chesterton, lan Fleming, and
Kurt Vonnegut. The last volume was published in 1991, by which time The Detective
and Politics had grown increasingly more focused on Russian contributions.
Post-1991, Russian crime fiction also quickly grew into a field that was dominated
by women writers. Polina Dashkova, Darya Dontsova and Tatyana Polyakova have all
staked their claim to fame, but none of them achieved comparable popularity to
Aleksandra Marinina, whose success even outweighs Akunin’s — in monetary terms,
at least. Marinina’s heroine, Anastasia Kamenskaya, is designed as a tough and
independent detective who contradicts the widespread notion of the elegant Russian
femme fatale and promulgates a Westernised image of the modern Russian woman
instead. Kamenskaya is “a rational and unromantic alpha-female [...] with an addiction

to work, cigarettes and coffee and an inability to complete daily chores or to get up

195 Olcott, Russian Pulp, 5.

19 Willem G. Weststeijn even went so far as to claim that popular literature was an entirely new
phenomenon in Russian culture, which is, to say the least, a contested opinion, cf. Willem G. Weststeijn,
“Murder and Love: Russian Women Detective Writers,” in Investigating Identities: Questions of
Identity in Contemporary International Crime Fiction, ed. Marieke Krajenbrink and Kate M. Quinn
(Amsterdam/New York: Rodopi, 2009): 159-171, 161. Stephen Lovell, for example, argues for the
emergence of a Russian middlebrow culture by the turn from the 19% to the 20 century, cf. Lovell,
“Literature and Entertainment in Russia,” 11-29.

197 Stites, Russian Popular Culture, 181.
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198 and is “nearly always [dressed] in jeans, baggy sweaters, and

early in the morning
ratty tennis shoes™!®”. She is both a long shot from and a travesty of the dashing alpha-
male that so many readers have come to associate with the classic detective hero.
However, the extent to which Marinina’s work uses overt feminism and political
correctness as a strategy to advocate a conservative political image is still under
debate.?% In the televised version of the Kamenskaya cycle, the heroine appears as “an
example of skilful post-Soviet pro-government small-screen propaganda’?®!,
advocating an anti-intelligentsia mind-set alongside conservative political views that
seem to mirror her creator’s personal stance.

Indeed, Marinina herself often appears to share a dislike for the creative
intelligentsia’s heritage in Russia. Many of her novels evoke a nostalgia for Soviet
times that kowtows, in several ways, to official Putin rhetoric about the deplorable
‘wild nineties’. Thus, Marinina perpetuates a trauma discourse by demonising the

1990s:

Tl nogymaii, kak BpeMeHa MeHsOTcs! PaHbplie skuBble B ouepeny 3a (PMHCKUMH CalloraMu U
CBIPOKOIUEHOM KOJIOACOH CTOSIIH, a TeTleph MEPTBBIE XKIYT OYepeIH Ha BCKPHITHE. .. MHE mopoii
KaXeTCs, 4TO Halla JeHCTBUTENBHOCTD TUIABHO MEPEXOJIUT B HEMPEPBIBHBIN Kommap.2?2

The tangible yearning for the alleged stability and innocence of Soviet life, juxtaposed
with a nightmarish present, is evocative of the desire to rebrand memories of the Soviet
byt in a positive light and restore a past that never existed. Marinina’s heroine gives
voice to similar sentiments, cutting down complex concepts such as truth and untruth
into black-and-white categories that are both reminiscent of official Soviet
terminology and eerily prophetic of today’s post-truth climate: “Ona nmymana o Tom,
9TO B PYCCKOM SI3BIKE CJIOBO ‘TIpaBjia’ — TOJIBKO OJHO, & CIIOB, IPOTHBOIIOJIOKHBIX IO

3HAYCHMIO, Kyaa OombIne: ‘0OMaH’, ‘J0Xb’, ‘HempaBaa’, ‘BpaHbe’. MoxeT, TOTOMY,

18 Doris Boden, “The Perception of Russian Popular Literature in Literary and Cultural Studies,”

Fabula 52, no. 3-4 (2011): 267-79, 271.

199 Olcott, Russian Pulp, 59.

200 Cf. Natalia Ivanova, “Why Russia Chose Putin: Alexandra Marinina in Contexts Literary and
Otherwise,” Russian Social Science Review 46, no. 1 (2005): 65-80. For a more detailed analysis of
Marinina’s role in the post-Soviet, commercial bookmarket, cf. Catharine Theimer Nepomnyashchy,
“Markets, Mirrors, and Mayhem: Aleksandra Marinina and the Rise of the New Russian Detektiv,” in
Consuming Russia, 161-191.

201 Andrei Rogatchevski, “May the (Police) Force Be with You: The Television Adaptations of
Alexandra Marinina’s Detective Novels: With Special Reference to The Coincidence of
Circumstances,” Russian Studies in Literature: A Journal of Translations 40, no. 3 (2004): 79-94, 80.
202 Alexandra Marinina, Ne meshaite palachu (Moscow: Eksmo, 1999), 246.
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4TO MpaBJia — IPOCTa, a 10Kk MEoromika?”.2%® This crude linguistic manipulation not
only creates an impression of indomitable evil, but also wilfully ignores the existence
of a number of synonyms to go along the word pravda in the Russian language — istina,
vernost’, and pravota among them.?%*

Marinina’s protagonist also frequently works together with various mafia
representatives, refusing to distinguish between good and bad citizens and preferring
to differentiate between good and bad criminals instead. This approach effectively
collapses the border between citizen and criminal, lending voice to a pervasive bandit
mentality in society instead.?> Unlike classical detective fiction writers, however,
Marinina does not condemn, but condone the fact that every character is a potential
suspect in her stories. By omitting to flag up the crisis of the social contract that
underlies this situation, Marinina effectively consolidates the image of the good
criminal, whose lawless activities serve to defend his motherland and the Russian soul
from the evil influences of Westernisation and democraticisation.

Within the context of post-Soviet crime fiction, Marinina is not the only supporter
of such a patriotic view on corruption and violence. Another popular subgenre of post-
Soviet crime fiction is the boevik, represented in the works of Viktor Dotsenko,
Aleksandr Bushkov and others. Birgit Menzel describes the typical boevik protagonist
as an orphaned loner and ex-con, afganets, or other social outsider who has explicit
inside knowledge of the criminal world and follows his own moral code. This code
differs from the long-discredited written code of law, which once again signals the
breakdown of a social contract and evokes a strong sense of fraternity between the
boevik and society’s criminal classes.?’® Unlike in Western hard-boiled fiction, the
underlying societal problems that contribute to the emergence of such a mafia society

are neither questioned nor dismantled. Instead, boeviks are generally coated in the type

203 Alexandra Marinina, Stechenie obstoiatelstv (Moscow: Eksmo, 2009), 110.

204 Marinina’s omission of istina, the Russian word for an objective truth (as compared to the more
subjective and malleable pravda) is particularly noteworthy here, as it suggests the absence of any
elemental truth at all, leaving only room for the man-made distortions generally subsumed under the
term pravda. For an analysis of the semantic difference between pravda and istina in relation to justice
and the linguistic rendering of reality, cf. M. V. Chernikov, “Kontsepty ‘pravda’ i ‘istina’ v russkoi
kul’turnoi traditsii,” Obshchestvennye nauki i sovremmenost’, no. 2 (1999): 164-175.

205 The presence of this mentality in post-Soviet Russian culture will be discussed in more detail in the
chapter The Black City (3.3)

206 Cf. Menzel, “Formen und Funktionen,” 235.
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of nationalist rhetoric that resurrects the illusory power of the fabled Russian
sonderweg.

One contemporary writer who claims to criticise Russia’s ever-upward reaching
criminal career ladder is Darya Dontsova. Credited with having created the subgenre
of ironical detective fiction in Russia, Dontsova allegedly offers her readers a “re-
orientation in Russian popular values: from nostalgia to forward-looking optimism,
from criticism of wealth to consumer-centrism, and from general pessimism to the
carnivalization of the post-Soviet socio-economic environment”?’’. While I agree that
Dontsova’s work supports the normalisation of the consumer-oriented reader, I also
believe that the above statement is far too benevolent in general: Dontsova’s supposed
optimism about present-day Russia may be refreshingly free of Soviet nostalgia (she
occasionally even stylises Soviet terms as elements of the distant past by providing
them with footnotes), but it is, on the whole, still largely unreflective about the socio-
political nature of Putin’s ‘fairy-tale Russia’.**® In one-sidedly affirming consumerism
as an antidote to the post-transition crisis, Dontsova inadvertently also ratifies the

pseudo-success of the Putin regime in returning stability to the people.

Conclusion
Over the course of the centuries, crime fiction writers in the West and Russia have
positioned themselves along fault lines that spell out the instability of reality to their
readers — be it by problematising the fallacies of the social contract, the problem of a
moral protagonist within an immoral world, or the “public’s reluctant awareness of the
uncontrollable power of violence in the hands of the government”2%. In doing so, they
created a “contest between an author and a reader about the possession of meaning”?!?,
in which the author can be both the novelist or any other entity that engages in the

creation of fictional narratives for public consumption — such as the government.

However, post-Soviet crime fiction writers increasingly fail to follow this trajectory,

207 Olga Mesropova, “Crime, Byt, and Fairy Tales: Daria Dontsova and Post-Soviet Ironical Detective
Fiction,” Slavic and East European Journal 52, no. 1 (2008): 113-28, 114.

208 Cf. ibid, 125.

29 John G. Cawelti, Adventure, Mystery, and Romance: Formula Stories as Art and Popular Culture
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976), 78.

210 peter Hiihn, “The Detective as Reader: Narrativity and Reading Concepts in Detective Fiction,” MFS
Modern Fiction Studies 3, no. 3 (1987): 451-66, 456.
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foregoing complex plotlines for the provision of comfortable, outdated sound bites —
similar to the approach taken by the Russian Embassy Twitter team in 2018. If “writing
a crime story essentially functions as an act of freedom™?!!, then the freedom exercised
here is the freedom to regress towards the official narrative, not to exact a critical
independence of mind.

However, there are exceptions to this trend. In 2016, Whitehead identified Boris
Akunin as one author whose novels “counteract the considerable uniformity in the

work of other contemporary Russian detective writers”?!?

— a uniformity that pertains
to both form and content. But what is it that makes Akunin different from other writers,
leading him and scholars alike to claim the creation of a ‘new detective novel’?
Starting from Akunin’s position on the post-Soviet book market in general, I will now
focus on two aspects of his work in particular: Akunin’s openly commercial stance

with regard to the Fandorin project and the postmodernist aesthetics that informed both

his prose style and his approach to writing historical fiction.

1.2.  Boris Akunin as Post-Soviet Literature’s Trickster
From the moment Boris Akunin appeared on the literary stage, he assumed the role of
literary trickster. His pseudonym, which was immediately recognisable as such,
sparked heated discussions because of its apparent double meaning: approached from
a Russian point of view, ‘B. Akunin’ conjures up the spectre of Russian 19"-century
anarchist Bakunin. This is a link that Akunin himself confirmed in regard to his origins
as a writer, stating: “[t]he style I used at the beginning was anarchistic. Russian
literature was either very high or low. I mixed literature with entertainment”?'3,
However, Akunin not only positioned himself as a stylistic trickster. By taking the
image of a political anarchist and giving it a literary spin, he also offered an

underhanded commentary on the often involuntarily political role of writers in the

country that he grew up in. In the light of Akunin’s active involvement in the 2011/12

211 Tbid, 460.

212 Whitehead, “The Temptation of the Reader,” 48.

213 Thornhill, “Lunch with the FT: Boris Akunin.” In another interview, he added that “he toyed with
taking the name of Molotov [so as to be able to describe his books as a cocktail], ‘but Molotov is such
a disgusting character that I preferred Bakunin’,” Jasper Rees, “The Masked Man,” Telegraph, April
19, 2004, <http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/books/3615639/The-masked-man.html> [accessed 27
September 2019]
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protest movement in Russia, this initially playful conflation of literary and political
anarchism has since acquired the aftertaste of a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Apart from its Russian connotations, akunin also carries the meaning of ‘evil doer’
or ‘evil person’ in Japanese, where the word is used to describe “lowly and disruptive
elements in society who [do] not submissively conform to communal norms and the
established social order”?!'*. Akunin assumed this role alongside that of the literary
rebel, using the subversive quality of his writerly work to expose problems in Russian
society and interrogate established norms of cultural authority. In creating a
pseudonym with such intricate layers of meaning, Akunin not only united his own
background in Japanese studies with his position as a Russian writer, but also imbued
his name with a transnational quality that broached the issue of Russia’s identity search
between East and West and foreshadowed the multi-ethnic identity construction that
would go into the creation of Erast Petrovich Fandorin.

At the start of his career, however, Akunin’s ‘evil’ role in post-Soviet culture was
largely interpreted in the context of his work’s openly commercial nature. Akunin was
both the first writer to marry the best-selling genre of detective fiction to 19™-century
soul-searching finesse and the first to embrace popular culture unapologetically: “I call
‘Boris Akunin’ a project, because that’s what it is: a sort of architectural construction.
Not a hospital or a school or an administrative building, to be sure — rather something
playful like Disneyland, but still something devised and built according to a technical
plan”?!3. Andrei Ranchin highlighted the bravery of this move, stating that “HuxTO
WHOW He JCKJIApUPOBaI U Bpoje Obl HE JEKIApHPYET CBOM cepHaj KaK OCO3HAHHBIN
MIPOEKT, HE JIEMOHCTPUPYET — PELIUTEIBHO, CMENO0, OTKPOBEHHO — COOCTBEHHYIO
cTpateruio ycrexa e,

Naturally, not all of Akunin’s critics approved of this stance. In 2001, Viktor

Myasnikov stated that “[n]aypear ‘AnTHOyKepa’ He UMeeT MpaBa NEPEKOUYEBHIBATD B

214 James Dobbins, “‘The Evil Person Is the Primary Recipient of the Buddha’s Compassion’: The
Akuninshoki Theme in Shin Buddhism of Japan,” Numen Book Series 139 (2012): 93-112, 101.

215 Daniel Kalder, “Sakkadoo: Russia’s Boris Akunin on ‘The Way of the Writer’,” Publishing
Perspectives, April 21, 2011. <http://publishingperspectives.com/2011/04/russian-boris-akunin-
interview/> [accessed 18 December 2019]

216 Andrei Ranchin, “Romany B. Akunina i klassicheskaia traditsiia: Povestvovanie v chetyrekh glavakh
s preuvedomleniem, neliricheskim otstupleniem i epilogom,” Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie 67, no. 3
(2004): 235-66, 235.
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MacciIuT — 3To npodanarus u nornca’?!’. Myasnikov then prematurely proclaimed
the end of the Akunin cult. Similarly, Lev Anninsky argued that Akunin’s work
corresponds to “riIsHIEBas TUTEPATYpa, KOTOpasi CPOJHHU TIISTHIIEBBIM )KypHaJIaM |...]
y AKyHHHaA cepbe3HBIX 3a1a4 HeT BoooOme !®. However, both these critics were too
hasty — or simply too dismissive — in their assessments.

Akunin’s star did not wane, and instead, it began to glow all the brighter with the
onset of the internet, which helped Akunin involve an even wider readership in the
discussion of several ‘serious tasks’. He became an active social media user,
employing platforms such as LiveJournal and Facebook to discuss the development of
his book projects alongside Russian daily life and politics. As a result, Akunin
successfully positioned himself as an audience-oriented writer of both intellectually
and politically engaged popular fiction.’’” He also expertly seized on new
opportunities to create interactive experiences for his ever-growing readership. From
the start of the Fandorin series, Akunin chose to provide lavishly illustrated print
publications of his novels alongside plain pocket-sized paperbacks. He also brought
two literary apps to the market: Akuninbook and Os’minog.** Whereas Akuninbook
offers access to the entirety of Akunin’s oeuvre, including illustrations, audiobooks
and Akunin’s latest social media posts, Os 'minog is a literary game for portable

devices that allows readers to choose an ending for each (paid for) chapter. As eight

217 Viktor Myasnikov, “Bul’varnii €pos,” Novyi mir 11 (2001),
<http://magazines.russ.ru/novyi_mi/2001/11/mias-pr.html> [accessed 15 August 2019]
218 Lev Anninskiy, “Interv’iu,” Peoples.ru, November 5, 2004.

<https://www.peoples.ru/art/literature/criticism/anninskiy/interview.html> [accessed 21 December
2019]

219 Tn 2010, Akunin opened a blog on the platform LiveJournal, the contents of which he described as
“pa3BiekaTe’bHbIE OKOJOMCTOPHUYECKHE OaiKy; 4TO-TO OOLIECTBEHHO-TIOJUTHYECKOE; HOBOCTH IIPO
MOIO JTepaTypHyto padoty,” Boris Akunin, “Kak ia provel leto,” LiveJournal (blog), September 7,
2015, <http://borisakunin.livejournal.com/2015/09/07> [accessed 21 September 2019]. Following
LiveJournal’s move to Russian servers in 2016 and the subsequent change to restrictive Russian terms
of service, Akunin quit the platform in April 2017 in an expression of political protest. Previously, he
had used LiveJournal to comment on various political incidents, most prominently the cases of
Khodorkovsky and Navalny. Talking about the former, Akunin called for an “ammyrtunanus”
(‘Amputination’), a neologism to be read as a word-play on the words amputation and Putin. Boris
Akunin, “Pochtovaia sumka,” Echo Moskvy (blog), January 7, 2011,
<http://echo.msk.ru/blog/b_akunin/739969-echo> [accessed 20 September 2019]) as the most effective
solution to the issue.

220 Cf. Boris Akunin, “Spasenie utopaiushchikh,” LiveJournal (blog), November 19, 2012,
<http://borisakunin.livejournal.com/2012/11/19/> [accessed 13 July 2019]; Boris Akunin,

“Akuninbuk,” LiveJournal (blog), February 27, 2014,
<http://borisakunin.livejournal.com/2014/02/27/> [accessed 13 July 2019]; Boris Akunin,
“Literaturnye igry,” LiveJournal (blog), May 20, 2016,

<http://borisakunin.livejournal.com/2016/05/20/> [accessed 13 July 2019]
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potential storylines can be discovered, readers and viewers alike are encouraged to

question the idea of linear narratives and their perception of historical time and reality.

Akunin’s Postmodernist Aesthetics
All of these elements already point to what Olga Sobolev and Elena Baraban voiced
in 2004: the fact that Akunin created a “polyphonic artistic space, so characteristic of
postmodernist writing [...] [but] hardly ever seen in the works of formula genre”??!.
Baraban called Akunin “the first among contemporary Russian detective authors to
combine the genre of the historical detective novel with Postmodernist aesthetics*2.

In 2011, Akunin affirmed this description:

river_keeper
CKancume, Hackobko Bwei cuumaeme ceou cobcmeennvie Knucu — I’lO(,’mMO()epHMS’MOM.

Ha cto npouenTos.??

However, entering the topic of postmodernism inevitably also means stepping onto a
terminological minefield. Given the manifold transformations that the term
postmodernism has undergone over recent decades, a short detour is therefore in order.

In a Western context, two of the leading authorities on literary postmodernism are
Brian McHale and Linda Hutcheon. Whereas McHale succinctly characterises
postmodernist fiction as “above all illusion-breaking art [...] systematically
[disturbing] the air of reality by foregrounding the ontological structure of texts and of

224 and holding up a mirror to a reality that “now more than ever

fictional worlds
before, is plural”??*, Hutcheon calls it a phenomenon that is “resolutely contradictory
as well as unavoidably political??®. In a postmodernist world, nothing can exist as
self-explanatory or self-evident; as a result, postmodernism raises questions about past

and present alike. In Hutcheon’s view, one of the main functions of postmodernism is

221 Sobolev, “Boris Akunin and the Rise of the Russian Detective Genre,” 68-75.

222 Baraban, “A Country Resembling Russia,” 396. That being said, other Russian authors have
combined the genres of historical and detective fiction, such as Leonid Iuzefovich. Akunin’s and
Tuzefovich’s work are often compared for their different treatment of historical subject matters, cf. O.
S. Ryzhchenko, “Leonid Iuzefovich i Boris Akunin: istoricheskii detektiv ili retro-detektiv,” Naukovi
zapiski Khar kivs ’kogo NPU, Literaturoznavstvo 3, no. 2 (2010): 133-139.

223 Boris Akunin, “Pochtovaia sumka Ne3,” FEcho Moskvy (blog), March 04, 2011,
<http://echo.msk.ru/blog/b_akunin/754756-echo> [accessed 13 July 2019]

224 Brian McHale, Postmodernist Fiction (London: Routledge, 1989), 221.

225 Ibid, 39.

226 Linda Hutcheon, The Politics of Postmodernism (London; New York: Routledge, 2002), 1.
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therefore to join readers and writers in a revolt against totalizing givens and misleading
notions of the self-understood.

It is easy to draw a link from this to historical detective fiction’s truth-searching
quests. Hutcheon united postmodernism’s epistemological and ontological concerns
in the concept of historiographic metafiction, the basic premise of which is that “story-
telling has returned — but as a problem, not as a given”??’. Because postmodernism’s
awareness of the narrative basis of all representations of reality challenges the border
between fact and fiction, it likewise turns all historical narratives into constructs —
marred by the imperfection of human language and the impossibility of rendering truly
objective views. Given today’s proliferation of post-truth thinking across the globe,
Hutcheon’s work has lost none of its topicality.

However, postmodernism’s ambiguity also makes it contentious in the eyes of
many critics. Post-Soviet writers of an ultra-conservative, nationalist conviction, such
as Aleksandr Dugin, have used postmodernism to claim validity for their Russian
sonderweg theories since the 1990s, revealing the phenomenon’s potential for political
manipulation. In 2016, Boris Noordenbos detected postmodernism’s presence in
contemporary Russian politics, judging that one “may see how the ambiguous attitudes
and politicized aesthetics of neo-imperialism—an over-the-the-top chauvinism which
borrows from and moves beyond postmodernism—in some cases informs the Putin
government’s rhetoric and policies”??®. Two years later, Mark Lipovetsky stated that
“Postmodernism in Russian politics has been especially tangible in the nationalist
discourse after Russia started its war against Ukraine and annexed Crimea, and it
reached an apex after Trump was elected the U.S. president”??°. Postmodernism is
therefore a highly prevalent aspect of contemporary Russian politics — but its presence
has been felt since the 1990s.

This timeline is not altogether surprising. When interpreted as an all-
encompassing disregard for moral, legal and criminal boundaries in face of their
ulterior meaninglessness, postmodernism carries a certain conceptual kinship with the

post-perestroika notion of bespredel’, or lawlessness, as well as with Soviet stiob and

227 Ibid, 49.

228 Boris Noordenbos, Post-Soviet Literature and the Search for a Russian Identity (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan US, 2016), 208.

22 Lipovetsky, “Intelligentsia and Cynicism,” 243-4.
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its peculiar forms of in-betweenness. Indeed, a link between today’s prominence of
postmodernism and the cultural heritage of the Soviet period has been suggested by
Mikhail Epstein, who coined the term simulacrum in this context. Epstein argues that
the emptiness of post-Soviet, postmodernist signifiers is grounded in the centuries-
long proclivity of Russian culture to engage in the creation of simulacra, for which he
lists the city of Saint Petersburg and the public image of Soviet leader Brezhnev as
examples. According to Epstein, the simulacrum-building part of Russian culture
reached its climax in the period of Socialist Realism.?*°

While I would join Rosalind Marsh in her warning that “such denials of historical
reality should not be taken too far’*!, Epstein did raise an important point when he
highlighted the existence of precursors to contemporary forms of Russian
postmodernism. This chronology has led some scholars to question the existence of a
post-Soviet postmodernism altogether: Evgeny Dobrenko, for instance, considers the

term “a slip of the pen”?*?

, arguing that Russian postmodernism is nothing but a
reaction to the undead Soviet elements in contemporary Russian art. Lipovetsky and
Borenstein, while not denying the existence of a Russian postmodernism in foto, also
suggest that Russian postmodernism is “restricted to the art of reflection on the ruins

»233 which is a position shared by Teresa Polowy.?3

of Socialist Realism

In the light of post-Soviet Russia’s nostalgia debate and intelligentsia crisis, these
claims certainly have their place. In essence, they imply that the ‘art of reflection’ has
not gone far enough, indicating an insufficient reappraisal of Russia’s Soviet past
alongside a deep-seated inability to move past established doctrines of reality
perception — outgrowths of which were noticeable in the previously cited responses to
Akunin’s work. However, it is equally important to stress that critical and creative

forms of postmodernism have also evolved in the post-Soviet cultural space.

Lipovetsky and Borenstein speak of a “new level of fullness and historical universality,

230 Cf. Mikhail Epstein, “The Origins and Meanings of Russian Postmodernism,” in After the Future:
The Paradoxes of Postmodernism and Contemporary Russian Culture, ed. ibid. (Ambherst: University
of Massachusetts Press, 1995), 188-213.

231 Marsh, Literature, History and Identity, 268.

232 Dobrenko, “Utopias of Return,” 171.

233 Mark Lipovetsky and Eliot Borenstein, Russian Postmodernist Fiction: Dialogue with Chaos (New
York, London: M.E. Sharpe, 1999), 234.

234 Cf. Teresa Polowy, “Twenty Years Later: Russian Literature and Literary Studies Since 1991,”
Canadian Slavonic Papers 53, no. 2-4 (2011): 527-44, 534.
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a new scale of history’s dramas and potential, by no means [...] history’s

annihilation”?

in relation to Russian postmodernism, whereas Rosalind Marsh
noticed that the rise of the term ‘usable past’ in post-Soviet Russia indicates a growing
awareness and appreciation of postmodernism’s versatility in society.

Marsh also showed that postmodernist historical fiction frequently challenges the
concept of linear time, which is a phenomenon that Edith Clowes described with the
words: “[if] modernity was striking for its [...] belief in linear progress, then in
postmodernity history [...] resembled movement along a Moebius strip”?®. The
mention of the Moebius strip is an interesting one in relation to Akunin, as readers of
the Fandorin series are met with at least one random use of the name Moebius in all of
the earlier novels. From among the different interpretations for this occurrence, I am
most inclined to agree with Andrei Staniukovich’s, who considers the consistently
random name-dropping a reference to the Moebius strip. In Staniukovich’s
interpretation, Akunin plays with the term to relay a view of time as circular and
developing along multiple, parallel narratives.>*’

In recent years, the idea of the Moebius strip has also been applied to Russian
history. Mikhail Shishkin, with whom Akunin interviewed in 2013, stated that the

“twentieth century locked Russian history into a Mobius [sic] strip”?*®

, whereas Ilya
Kalinin — in a highly readable assessment of culture politics under the Putin regime —
adopted a more political stance, observing that “[k]ynpTypHOE Hacineaue u
NOJUTAYCCKHE aMOUIIMK CTAHOBSTCS JIEMEHTaAMH OOIIel TOMOJOTHU, KaK B JICHTE
Meb6uyca”?*°. Both of these interpretations of the Moebius strip — either as a form of
historical cyclicity or as a visualisation of contemporary Russia’s interweaving of
culture and politics — indicate, once again, the strong presence of postmodernist

elements in contemporary Russian culture, alongside a deliberate indecisiveness about

the border between past and present, fact and fiction.

235 Lipovetsky and Borenstein, Russian Postmodernist Fiction, 238.

236 Clowes, Russia on the Edge, 3. Cf. Marsh, Literature, History and Identity, 153.

237 Cf. Andrei Staniukovich, Fandorinskaia Moskva (Moscow: Zakharov, 2008), 8-10.

238 Mikhail Shishkin, “Poets and Czars. From Pushkin to Putin: The Sad Tale of Democracy in Russia,”
New Republic, July 1, 2013, <http://newrepublic.com/article/113386/pushkin-putin-sad-tale-
democracy-russia> [accessed 15 August 2019]. For the interview with Akunin, cf. Boris Akunin,
“Razgovor belletrista s pisatelem,” LiveJournal (blog), July 30, 2013,
<http://borisakunin.livejournal.com/2013/07/30/> [accessed 13 July 2019]

2% lya Kalinin, “Prazdnik identichnosti: Russkaia kul’tura kak natsional’naia idea,” Politekonomiia
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The same is true for Akunin’s latest project, the multi-tome History of the Russian
State (Mcmopus Poccutickoeo eocyoapcmaa), which he described as “Oomprryrnyro
MErafoBecTh O KM3HH OJIHOTO PyCcCKOro pojia 3a Teicsiay net”>*°. The project features
eight historiographical tomes on major periods of Russian history, designed to emulate
Karamzin’s early 19"-century history of the same title: “[s1] (IpuILIO BpeMs B 3TOM

»241 However, each of the

NPU3HATHCS) BCET/Ia MEUYTall CTaTh HOBBIM Kapam3uHbIM
historical tomes is also accompanied by a book of corresponding fictional stories,
which are given equal prominence as the historical analyses. Both parts of the History
of the Russian State are published under the pseudonym Boris Akunin. Perhaps not
surprisingly, such a deliberate commingling of fact and fiction met with mixed reviews
by critics. Ilya Gerasimov’s verdict that Akunin “Huuero HOBOro He MPEIJIOKHUI, a
TOJBKO JIOBEJ NMPAaKTUYECKU 10 abCypja OCHOBHBIE MJCH KapaM3WHCKOH KapTHHBI
mupa’?*? is a rather stark misrepresentation, but it does express some of the anxieties
experienced by contemporary critics about Akunin’s postmodern play with history and
literature.

The same aesthetic is also used in the Fandorin project. In 2001, Anatoly
Vishevsky claimed that “the only future Akunin sees for Russia is in its literary
past”?* highlighting the way that intertextuality is not only used as a postmodernist
and intellectual mind-game in the Fandorin series, but as a serious part in Akunin’s
overall world-building. Both Russian and Western critics have commented on

Akunin’s prolific use of intertextuality, which is an element of the Fandorin series that

Akunin has neither tried to hide nor silence. In a blog post from 2011, he wrote:

240 Boris Akunin, “Novyi Karamzin iavilsia,” LiveJournal (blog), March 20, 2013,

<http://borisakunin.livejournal.com/2013/03/20/> [accessed 17 December 2019]

241 Tbid. Karamzin himself was both writer and historian and conceived his History of the Russian State
(Ucmopusa T'ocyopacmea Poccuiickozo, 1818-29) as a work that straddled the border between
historiography and literature. He also served as a source of inspiration for other elements of Akunin’s
ocuvre — Erast Petrovich’s name among them. Just like the couple in Karamzin’s novella Poor Lisa
(beonas Jlusa, 1792), Akunin’s Erast also enters a relationship with a young woman named Lisa in the
first Fandorin novel — a love affair that ends on a similarly tragic note. Unlike Akunin, Karamzin is
generally known as a proponent of ultraconservative political views.

242 Jlya Gerasimov, “L’état, C’est Tout: ‘Istoriya Rossiiskogo gosudarstva’ Borisa Akunina i kanon
natsional’noi istorii,” 4b Imperio no. 4 (2013): 219-30, 225.

243 Anatoly Vishevsky, “Answers to Eternal Questions in Soft Covers: Post-Soviet Detective Stories,”
The Slavic and East European Journal 45, no. 4 (2001): 733-39, 737.
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51 HUKOTIa HE CKpBIBaJ, YTO MHOTHE SMHU30bI/TIEPCOHAXN/KOJUTU3HH BBIXBATHIBAIO0 W3 UCTOPHH
WM 13 ‘00NBIION’ TUTEPATYPHI [...| DTa IUTEpaTypHO-UCTOPUYIECKas yraJaika sBiIseTcs OIHON
U3 HECYIMX OIIOP BCETO aKyHHHCKOTo IpoekTa.’#

Over the years, Akunin’s work has been linked to “Nikolai Leskov, Ivan Goncharov

and Sergei Aksakov, with echoes of Nikolai Gogol and Fyodor Dostoevsky**

along
with “Chesterton, Peters and Eco [...] as well as [...] Agatha Christie”?*® and many
others. As Akunin refuses to acknowledge the existence of “HempoxomumBbIX
JUTEPATypHBIX TPAHUI[ M JIETKO ONEPUPYET JETATSIMU Pa3HBIX XYJI0KECTBEHHBIX
mupor”?*’, he creates a rich tapestry of intertextual references to classical works of
Russian and European fiction in addition to carefully researched historical content —
effectively making detective fiction into the seat of a shared, transcultural history.
Through the additional use of paratextual elements such as elaborate chapter headings,
newspaper clippings and epigraphs — all of which have been named parodic elements
characteristic of historiographic metafiction by Hutcheon — Akunin creates a unique
artistic space that mixes literary memory with the impression of historical
authenticity.*

However, it is important to point out that instead of mindlessly recreating classical
source texts in the pursuit of a nostalgic utopia, Akunin stands for a critical and fluid,
rather than an unreflective memory culture. While Lyudmila Parts is correct in
pointing out that every “instance of intertextuality, be it a small quotation or a complex

network of allusions, signals the fact that the pre-text or texts are vital parts of

culture™?*, Akunin’s use of intertextuality goes further than that. He

uses the classics’ ‘testimonies’ to question the myth of Russia’s golden age [...] the philosophical
principles of Postmodernism are used to create a pertinent critique of the idealization of tsarist
Russia and to depict ‘the Russia we have never lost’ [...] allusions and pastiche become historical
details that help produce a nuanced and often ambivalent depiction of Russia [original
empbhasis].?%
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Whitehead aptly analysed Akunin’s provocative and postmodern use of intertextuality
as a method that not only creates a friendly intellectual contest between author and
reader(s) over the possession of knowledge, but which also conjures up specific frames
of reading expectations in order to engage a diverse readership in the deliberate
deconstruction of these canonised perceptions of culture, “thereby [demonstrating] the
redundancy of such literary categories!.

Akunin’s obvious desire to carve out a new sphere of cultural activity that prompts
readers to leave their Soviet-educated comfort zone of cultural superiority behind is
crucial in the context of post-Soviet Russia’s struggles to critically illuminate its own
past — literary or otherwise. However, before I can analyse the precise nature of
Akunin’s challenge to Russia’s nationwide nostalgia for Empire, it is imperative that

I first discuss the precise forms and trends that this nostalgia boom has taken since its

inception.

2. Between the Popular and the Political: The Post-Soviet
Nostalgia Debate

[...] a history lesson is the best cure for
nostalgic pathos.?

In the year 2000, Linda Hutcheon surmised that “contemporary [Russian] culture is
[...] nostalgic; some parts of it — postmodern parts — are aware of the risks [...] and
seek to expose those through irony’>>*. In 2014, Ekaterina Kalinina reformulated this
bond between nostalgia and irony, stating that “[like] irony, nostalgia should be
perceived as an emotional response and a discursive practice which is directed towards
the construction of identities”?>*. These quotes are pivotal not just because of their
content, but also because of their timing: written at watershed moments in post-Soviet
Russian history, they describe nostalgia’s persistent significance for a correct

understanding of post-Soviet culture at large.

231 Whitehead, “The Temptation of the Reader,” 46.
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Nostalgia as a term was originally coined by the Swiss army doctor Johannes
Hofer, who used it to describe the medical-pathological symptoms of homesickness
among 17™-century soldiers. Since then, the term’s meaning has undergone several
shifts, the most important of which describes the move from a spatial to a temporal
category: whereas Hofer’s understanding of nostalgia involved a simple cure by
returning the afflicted soldiers to their homeland, the modern nostalgic is seen to suffer
from a psychological condition that is embodied in a yearning for a lost time, rather
than a lost space.

Over the course of the 20™ century, nostalgia has become a mass phenomenon of
global dimensions, which acts as a culturally accepted flight response in times of
political and social uncertainty. According to Hutcheon, there are three reasons for this
mass proliferation of nostalgia: the ontological uncertainty created by postmodernism,
growing dissatisfaction with the present, and the rise of technology.”>> Indeed, most
contemporary nostalgia seems to be “less about the past than about the present [...]
which [...] is constructed as complicated, contaminated, anarchic, difficult, ugly, and
confrontational [...] Nostalgic distancing sanitizes as it selects, making the past feel

»256 _ a statement that holds true both in a Western and

complete, stable, coherent, safe
in a Russian context.

The role of the internet and social media in the creation of a specific postmodern
nostalgic boom is equally applicable to a global context. Katharina Niemeyer links the
appearance of mass nostalgia to today’s modern, ever-growing media landscape,
claiming that “nostalgia has always been an affair of mediated processes, within both
literature and the arts”?”. According to Niemeyer, both traditional and modern forms
of media can work as triggers for nostalgia. Similarly, Andrew Higson argues that
because of nostalgia’s ubiquitous presence in the media and its associated status as a
commodified good, past and present are merging into one, making nostalgia a positive
rather than a negative experience that “retains nothing of melancholia and

99258

wistfulness”~°, and which is “no longer about loss and the irrecoverable, but about the

255 Cf. Hutcheon, “Irony, Nostalgia, and the Postmodern,” 196.
256 Tbid, 195.

257 Niemeyer, Media and Nostalgia, 7.
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found, about discovery and enjoyment>’. In Higson’s view, postmodern nostalgia
achieves an atemporal perception of the past through the process of commercialisation
— unlike modern nostalgia, which upheld a temporal dimension and yearned for a

return to an authentic, often pre-industrial past:

It is not that the irrecoverable past can now be recovered; it is rather that the object of nostalgic
celebration is celebrated precisely because it is attainable, because it was never lost [...] it renders
the past as co-existent with the present; it recovers the past as something that can be experienced
by present-day spectators.?®

There are some weaknesses to Higson’s argumentation, particularly his view of
commodification as a result of postmodernism — Elizabeth Outka’s study on late-
Victorian commodified nostalgic goods is a case study to the point.?¢! Nevertheless,
both Niemeyer and Higson are right to point out the role of mediated
commercialisation processes in boosting a global, commodified access structure that
offers wide-scale nostalgia-on-demand. What neither scholar explores in any depth is
how this phenomenon applies to the post-Soviet space in particular.

Kalinina’s 2014 study of the mediation of post-Soviet nostalgia presents an
important first contribution to this field. Using Hutcheon as a theoretical framework,
Kalinina showcases how certain areas of communication — such as restaurants, fashion,
television, and theatre — have contributed to Russia’s present nostalgic boom.*®>
Nostalgia, in Kalinina’s interpretation, is not an immanent characteristic to any one
subject; instead, it is the result of a process of interpretation or mediation, be it via a
producer or a viewer. As nostalgia becomes “both a discursive and a bodily experience
[that] has the potential to contribute to the constructions and reconstructions of nation-

states”?%3

, its strong emotive powers also place it within a wider structure of feeling
that connects individuals to their surrounding social and political spheres and
contributes to the process of identity formation.

While Kalinina’s study provides an up-to-date analysis of the interrelationship

between media and nostalgia and suitably shows the infiltration of various aspects of

29 Andrew Higson, “Nostalgia Is Not What It Used to Be: Heritage Films, Nostalgia Websites and
Contemporary Consumers,” Consumption Markets & Culture 17, no. 2 (2014): 120-42, 126.

260 Ibid, 126-8.

261 Cf. Elizabeth Outka, Consuming Traditions: Modernity, Modernism, and the Commodified Authentic
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modern Russian life with nostalgic sentiments, it does not touch upon the nostalgia
mediated — or challenged — in literature. Likewise, it fails to highlight the peculiarities
of the post-Soviet nostalgia boom as compared to its Western equivalents. Where does
the Fandorin project — an openly commercial work, situated in a transcultural artistic
space, but constructed as a counter-narrative to post-Soviet nostalgia — fit in this
overall nostalgic structure, and how does it respond to specific Russian outgrowths of

nostalgic reflection?

Post-Soviet Nostalgia

As mentioned before, post-Soviet societies did not just struggle with the global
traumas of the 20 century, but also with specific “transitional periods, in which old
ideologies and value systems [were] being replaced by new ones™?** — or were
supposed to be replaced, at least. It is this reality split, complete with all its
imperfections, that has produced the fertile ground for nostalgic phenomena in the
post-Soviet space to grow on. Therefore, I agree with Maria Todorova that nostalgia,
in the case of post-Communist societies, has not only been brought about by the
aforementioned factors of postmodernism, present-day ennui and a proliferation of
social media, but by a highly specific combination of “elements of disappointment,
social exhaustion, economic recategorization, generational fatigue, and [a] quest for
dignity”?%.

Todorova’s summary adequately describes the strong socio-political layers as well
as the identitary confusion inherent to Russian nostalgia that are not necessarily found
in its less politicised Western forms. Both Niemeyer and Higson essentially consider
nostalgia a positive force; so does John J. Su, a scholar of Anglophone literature who

views nostalgia as a positive social practice that “enables a kind of constructive

forgetting and stabilization of the past”?%®. While generally correct, these statements

264 Lee, “Nostalgia as a Feature of ‘Glocalization’,” 161.
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tend to underrepresent the thin line that can be trod between constructive and
destructive forgetting — which is a problem of considerable magnitude in the post-
Soviet space, where nostalgia risks a dive into the deep end of nationalist myth-making
when turned into a political tool.

One of the definitions of nostalgia that does take this difference into account is
Svetlana Boym’s model of restorative versus reflective nostalgia. Boym views
nostalgia as different from melancholia, which according to her is a private and
individual phenomenon. In Boym’s view, nostalgia presupposes an interplay between
individual and collective mnemonic practices, which is also the point at which
nostalgia and national identity formation intersect. According to Boym, supporters of
restorative nostalgia consciously distort history for the sake of the reconstruction of a
mythical past, which is why this kind of nostalgia is particularly popular among
nationalist movements.?®’ Reflective nostalgia, in contrast, expresses what in German
is rendered with the uniquely untranslatable term Vergangenheitsbewdltigung, i.e. an
attempt to investigate, understand and come to terms with one’s past through the
creation of an “individual narrative that savors details and memorial signs, perpetually
deferring homecoming itself?%8. This kind of nostalgia invites both private and public
retrospection and frequently carries humorous or ironic overtones, which is why Boym
initially also called it creative or ironic nostalgia.?®® Unlike the unreflective nostalgic
ready-mades provided by restorative nostalgia, reflective nostalgia fashions a critical
future out of the past.

Boym helped point out another peculiarity of the post-Soviet rise of nostalgia by
placing it in the context of the Russian 1990s trauma discourse. This approach must
now be taken with a grain of salt: as pointed out by Timothy Bewes, Boym’s views
tend to overstate the significance of “the traumatic experience of Communism and

state repression’?’"

in relation to the events of 1991. Catriona Kelly and Mark Bassin
analysed the misrepresentative character of such descriptions, arguing that perestroika

and the subsequent, peaceful dissolution of the Soviet Union did not lead to a sudden
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loss of identity, but instead served as the final manifestation of a process that had been
unfolding over a long time.?”!

This is not to say that the collapse of the Soviet Union did not constitute a
traumatic incision in many peoples’ daily lives. However, their main cause for
nostalgia was less the loss of an ideological system and more the loss of certainty and
stability that this incision signified. It was the chaos and incompetence of the
transition, not the transition itself, which the majority of the people lamented.
Therefore, I am inclined to agree with Kalinina’s correction to Boym’s perspective
and to see “as the trauma that causes growing nostalgic sentiments towards the past
[...] not communism itself, but the period immediately after the fall of
communism”?’2, Consequently, the overarching master-narrative about the break-up
of the Soviet Union as the dominant identity crisis of the 1990s looks like an
increasingly shaky and potentially unsound commonplace.

The following two subchapters will now detail the development of nostalgic
trends in post-Soviet Russia since 1991, leading to a list of suitable interrogation points
for my analysis of the Fandorin project. I will trace the various narratives of truth-
bending nostalgia that developed during the 1990s and the 2000s, giving credence to
the changed interplay between culture and politics that resulted from the 1999 regime
change. Which nostalgic ideas were formulated on the unofficial level of society, and
which dominant forms of nostalgia were circulated top-down as part of an official
rewriting of Russian history? To what extent has nostalgia been politicised in
contemporary Russia, and how have cultural figures and the intelligentsia responded
to this process? Last but not least, which role have the regime and cultural figures of
authority played in circulating narratives of trauma to perpetuate a specific nostalgia

for Empire?

2.1. The 1990s: Exploring Nostalgia
It is often claimed that Russia is a country with an unpredictable past. At the beginning

of the 1990s, it was a country with no past at all: in 1988, even “university entrance
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exams in history were cancelled [...] in a reflection of the impossibility of determining
right answers from wrong ones™?’*. Hans Bagger characterised the 1990s by a “‘[...]
longing for history’ (toska po istorii) [...] so marked that there was actually talk of a
‘worship’ of the past [original emphasis]”?’*. First comments about the rise of
nostalgia in the Russian cultural sphere occurred in the mid-1990s, when “many
democratically oriented journalists raised the alarm about the new wave of unreflective
nostalgia in media and public discourse”?’>. However, it stands to reason that in order
to manifest as mediated nostalgia, nostalgic sentiments in Russian society had to
consolidate over a certain period before they could first be recorded.

One of the earliest manifestations of mediated nostalgia in post-Soviet Russia was
the 1992 film The Russia That We Lost (Poccus, komopyto mwt nomepsau). Produced
by Stanislav Govorukhin — Putin’s election campaign manager in 2011 and 2012 — the
polemically titled documentary portrays Russian 20™-century history as the tragic
result of a Soviet rise to power and conveys a decidedly anti-Soviet mentality.
Shrouded in romantic and borderline kitschy descriptions, The Russia That We Lost
laments Russia’s lost opportunities after 1913 and constructs an image of pre-

revolutionary Russia as a ‘3aragounasi, He3HaKOMast ctpana’?’®:

poccud 3aragovyHasa HesHakomMasa cTtpaHa Tak
SITH T T -

Figure 2 The Russia That We Lost Film Still
(“Rossiia, kotoruiu my poteriali. Stanislav Govorukhin 1992 god,” video file)

Supposedly factual pieces of information and personal reflections on the part of the

narrator alternate to create a non-objective (as is indeed warned at the beginning of the

273 Platt, “Historical Novel,” 66.

274 Hans Bagger, “The Study of History in Russia during the Post-Soviet Identity Crisis,” Scando-
Slavica 53, no. 1 (2007): 109-25, 110.

275 Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, 64.

276 «“Rossiia, kotoruiu my poteriali. Stanislav Govorukhin 1992 god,” video file, 4:13, YouTube, posted
by Zinkovskie.ru, August 27, 2015, <http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qy6ul82hN41> [accessed 17
December 2019]

69



film) voiceover. Norris describes the film as “an active site of memory [...]
deliberately unmaking Soviet-era historical narratives and replacing them with

alternatives”?’’

— alternatives which focussed, among other things, on the stability
provided by the Romanov family and their love for family, fatherland and tradition.
Oushakine sees in The Russia That We Lost the “trope of the Russian tragedy

[cementing] yet another community of loss™?7®

, singling out the film’s role as one of
the earliest renditions of a post-Soviet trauma discourse aimed at the loss of Empire.

Another television show that first aired in 1992, and which enjoyed great
popularity throughout the decade, was the programme Who are we? (Kmo mwui?).
According to Marlene Laruelle, it offered “a reconciled and consoling view of the
major moments of Russian history [...] [t]he overarching pathos is that of a suffering
nation, decimated by pathologically unstable leaders and frantic masses and by a
significant loss of the sense of values and identity”>”?; as such, it seems to have carried
less overt forms of nostalgia, favouring, instead, an experimental discovery of the past
that did not necessarily romanticise it.?*°

Although anti-Communist sentiments prevailed during the immediate post-
perestroika period, Kathleen E. Smith also noted that the “Communists had worked
diligently since 1992 to harness positive collective memories™*!. The 1995 musical
film Old Songs About Main Things (Cmapwie necnu o enagnom) speaks to the apparent
success of this strategy, offering an insight into the parallel development of pro- and
anti-Communist nostalgic strands in Russian society. A staple of 1990s Russian
nostalgic popular culture, Old Songs About Main Things was modelled after Soviet
propaganda films, but lacked elements of class struggle or conflict. Set in an unnamed

village and an unspecified year between the late 1940s and the early 1950s, the film
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portrays its protagonists as singing and pining after their various love interests, living
a simple and straightforward life devoid of any kind of chaos or uncertainty.

From a critical perspective, it is not quite clear how life in the Soviet Union, and
under Stalin no less, would have provided that kind of harmony — yet historical
accuracy was not the aim behind this production. Lipovetsky links Old Songs About
Main Things to other nostalgic works from the mid-90s, all of which, he says, “are
[...] aimed at pleasing the middle-aged generation for whom Socialist Realism is more
associated with childhood memories™?%2. This thought is also echoed in Dominic
Boyer’s work on 1990s nostalgia, in which he claims that people were primarily
experiencing “a sociotemporal yearning for a different stage or quality of life”?%. A
similar thought was also raised by Boym, who called early post-Soviet mass nostalgia
in Russia a “nationwide midlife crisis; [a] longing for the time of [...] childhood and
youth, [...] partaking collectively in a selective forgetting”?®¥, whereas Platt
considered the Soviet past “a treasure house of timeless elements of a shared
identity”?% for many post-Soviet Russians.

Thus, the early 1990s forms of Soviet nostalgia appear primarily concerned with
a temporal yearning for the safety of one’s childhood — a period in time which just so
happened to coincide with Soviet rule for the majority of the Russian population. It
did not, by and large, reference actual Soviet realia. This also explains the temporarily
strong nostalgic feelings about the 1970s, which were dubbed Soviet Russia’s ‘Golden
Age’.?% Both Old Songs About Main Things and The Russia That We Lost represent,
to an extent, an apolitical form of nostalgia, which mourns not the loss of an ideology,
but the loss of stability and blissful uneventfulness.

In the field of literature, postmodern ideas and concepts were on the rise during

the 1990s, whereas nostalgia was not — yet. As noted by Rosalind Marsh,

Russian readers began to long for more escapist fare, and detective stories, thrillers and romances
became the most popular reading matter in the 1990s. The people of Russia and the former USSR,
to the great disappointment of the cultural intelligentsia, seemed to be more interested in
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developing a mass culture than in filling in the many remaining gaps in their knowledge of history
and ‘high culture’.?’

The term chernukha forms an important keyword for the era. Originally a slang term

coined in the perestroika period to denote “a tendency toward unrelenting negativity

»288  chernukha gave voice to the

and pessimism both in the arts and in the mass media
prolonged and ubiquitous sense of historical rootlessness that was frequently
expressed in images of trauma and the shell-shocked mind. The heavy use of tropes
such as “amnesia, returning ghosts, hereditary diseases, [...] psychic flashbacks [...]
standing for the problems involved in formulating a shared, continuous identity after
the traumas and upheavals of the twentieth century’?® is characteristic for novels such
as Pelevin’s Buddha’s Little Finger (Yanaes u nycmoma, 2000) and Sorokin’s Blue
Lard (I'onyboe cano, 1999), which also include frequent portrayals of Russian history
as a black hole.

The choice of these metaphors, while powerful, is also problematic. They
contributed to the artificial inflation and perpetuation of a trauma narrative that would
outlast the nineties and return in official guise under the Putin regime. Borenstein
described the post-perestroika culture industry as “hell-bent on creating [an]

99290

impression of chaos while the 1990s were still a going concern”~”", whereas Oushakine

used the more general term of the “authors of the Russian tragedy”**! in an analysis of

nationalist texts as late as 2009. At the same time, Alexander Etkind stated that

95292

“Russian literature played an integrative rather than a divisive role”””*, whereas Marsh

judges that “[i]t is difficult to measure the impact of trauma on the work of Russian

writers, since [...] mental illness remains largely taboo in Russian society’.
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Akunin struck a successful balance between these two extremes: although the
issue of trauma is incorporated into the Fandorin project, it is done in a way that helps
Fandorin — the central trauma victim — to reclaim individual responsibility for the
events and make peace with his past. Thus, both the detective’s prematurely white
temples and his pronounced stammer, which disappears in moments of stress, intense
concentration, or masquerade, are the result of a bomb blast that killed Fandorin’s new
bride in the series’ first instalment The Winter Queen (Azazens, 1998). Fandorin’s
shell-shocked view of the mutilated arm of his wife raises both the spectre of the

fragmented Empire and “the dismemberment of the Soviet Union”***

— a starting point
for the series that not only marked the Fandorin project as a product of the Russian
1990s, but which also created a conceptual link between Fandorin’s private tragedy
and the bigger picture of Russia’s national trauma.

The way that Fandorin deals with his trauma is indicative of Akunin’s break-out
position on the post-Soviet book market. His protagonist not only accepts his stammer
with equanimity, but also refuses to dye his temples — thus refusing to give his trauma
any identitarian precedence. In the novel Leviathan (Jlesuagan, 1999) Fandorin
advises another trauma victim not to escape into an illusory ideal world, but to face
the roots of his traumatic memories and come to terms with them: “MHue, Kak u Bam,
TOXKE yrpokaja MoTeps paccyaka. S coxpaHwi pasyMm U Jaxe 3aoctpui ero [...] He
YXOIIUTE OT WCTHHBI, KaKOW OBl CTpamHOW OHAa HM ObUIa, HE TPSYBTECh 3a
nmo3nio’2% . Approached in this way, trauma does not spell out an inevitable turn
towards the past, nor does it justify a rejection of objective truth.

However, similar voices of forward-looking self-reflexion were few and far
between in the Russian literature of the 1990s. The dominant, chernukha-inspired
insistence on metaphors of loss and fragmentation also created another problem by
suggesting “that the parts of a shattered empire may secretly cohere in ways hitherto

unsuspected”?%°

— triggering not only a belief in the wholeness of Empire, but also a
search for alternative identity offers that received little to no guidance from above.
The Russian President at the time, Boris Yeltsin, tried and failed to adequately

deal with the legacy of his predecessors’ politically induced historical amnesia.

2% Borenstein, “Dystopias and Catastrophe Tales after Chernobyl,” 87.
295 Boris Akunin, Leviafan (Moscow: Zakharov, 2003), 299.
2% Noordenbos, Post-Soviet Literature, 189-90.
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Yeltsin’s attempts at managing Russia’s search for a viable identity narrative were
largely confined to an open, but disorganised embrace of Western liberalism and
Western ideals. In 1996, Yeltsin initiated a search for a new ‘idea for Russia’ as part
of his presidential campaign; the results, however, were as scarce as they were
disheartening. In the end, all they revealed was a profound lack of convincingly
positive reference frames among the public. At the same time, however, responses to
Yeltsin’s call for a new national identity narrative also indicated the absence of deeply
rooted nostalgic sentiments, as neither Soviet ideology nor the intelligentsia’s liberal
mind-set evoked clear preferences on the part of the public.

While it is not particularly surprising that no sound concept of a non-Western and
non-Soviet way forward for Russia could be found in 1996, the results still aptly
illustrate the fact that Yeltsin’s “politics of memory was episodic and lacked
resources”?®’. The only suitable foil for Yeltsin’s Western-oriented political agenda
was Imperial Russian culture, mainly based on the fact that the Russian Empire had
entertained a much less reclusive cultural sphere than its Soviet counterpart. The
somewhat paradoxical identification of Imperial nostalgia with Western progress was
reflected in the fact that, for most of the 1990s, “Peter the Great (since 1990) and
Catherine II (since the end of the decade) were the two most popular historical figures
in Russia, both being perceived less as powerful rulers [...] than as enlightened
monarchs, modernizers, and Westernizers”>°%.

However, the open embrace of all things Western “as an incarnation of moral and
aesthetic perfection, economic efficiency, and political freedom™?* began to tip
towards exasperation in the wake of a growing disenchantment with the liberal
experiment during the mid-1990s. As the West stopped being an attractive offer of
identification, so did the word ‘new’. Instead, Boym registered that “sometime in the
mid-1990s [...], the word old became popular and commercially viable, promoting

95300

more goods than the word new””™ — which is an interesting observation to make in the

27 Nikolay Koposov, Memory Laws, Memory Wars: The Politics of the Past in Europe and Russia
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2017), 220.

28 Ibid, 215.

29 Ibid, 209.

30 Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, 65. Recalling Akunin’s subtitle for the Fandorin project, this puts
him onto a clear trajectory for an anti-nostalgic discourse.
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context of the Fandorin project, which continued to use the opposite approach with
some success.

During the mid-1990s, official voices that focussed on Russia’s pre-revolutionary
past in an outspokenly nostalgic manner also began to make themselves heard.
Moscow mayor Yuri Luzhkov engaged in an ambitious architectural project aimed at
redesigning Moscow as Russia’s traditional capital and the mythological heart of the
country. In 1995, work began on the reconstruction of the Cathedral of Christ the
Saviour, which had been dynamited by the Soviet authorities in 1931. It was the
crowning piece of Luzhkov’s architectural renaissance project, which betrayed his

open desire to

have Russians embrace a vague folkloric concept of their roots — one that included castles and
churches, tsars and soldiers. Gritty social history and balanced interpretations of past policies have
no place in his vision of the national capital. [...] The mayor seemed nostalgic for an idealized
distant past, when Russians were united around faith in their state and and [sic] in their church.3!

In 1997, Luzhkov’s celebrations of Moscow’s 850" anniversary drew national and
international attention as “a festival of reimagined Tsarism, fake Slavicism, and gold-
encrusted religious ceremonial”%2. Three years later, the new Cathedral of Christ the
Saviour was finished.

The symbolic and indeed nostalgic value of the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour
was subsequently referenced in Nikita Mikhalkov’s 1998 film The Barber of Siberia
(Cubupckuii yupronvnuk), which remains one of the most expensive blockbusters and
most discussed films of post-Soviet film history to date. It is said to have been heavily
sponsored by the Russian government, making it a precursor for the later wholesale
commodification of nostalgia under Putin.>** Norris paid attention to the film in several
of his works, describing it as both a “cultural eruption and the first explosion that made

9304

Putin’s use of patriotism possible”"" as well as an “effort to rekindle tsarist-era values

99305 <

in contemporary society”*®, “a comment on Russian nationalism after 199173%

and a

30V Smith, Mythmaking in the New Russia, 126-29.

302 Catherine Merridale, “Redesigning History in Contemporary Russia,” Journal of Contemporary
History 38, no. 1 (2003): 13-28, 21.

303 Cf. Rosalind Marsh, “The Nature of Russia’s Identity: The Theme of ‘Russia and the West’ in Post-
Soviet Culture,” Nationalities Papers 35, no. 3 (2007): 555-78, 561.

394 Norris, Blockbuster History, 26.

305 Stephen M. Norris, “Tsarist Russia, Lubok Style: Nikita Mikhalkov’s Barber of Siberia (1999) and
Post-Soviet National Identity,” Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television 25, no. 1 (2005): 101-
18, 106.

306 Tbid, 113.
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homage to Russia’s traditional father-like ruler figures and the “timeless patriotism of
the Russian soldier”?’. At the same time, many “reviewers [...] believed that
Mikhalkov was attempting to sell an outdated patriotism that glossed over the tsarist
past and overly criticized the West%,

As one of the milestones in the development of post-Soviet nostalgia discourse,
The Barber of Siberia encapsulates several of the nostalgic discussion points that were
carried over from the 1990s into the Putin years, and which consolidated a nostalgia
for both Empire and the image of a strong, paternal ruler in the broader swathes of
Russian society. It also joined an already existing discussion around the significance
of Eastern values for Russia’s future development. The ways in which The Barber of
Siberia focuses on the illusory image of the enigmatic, incomprehensible Russian soul
are reminiscent of Govorukhin’s earlier work, but the choice of Alexander III’s reign
provides a more selective interpretation of the Imperial past, which refutes Peter the
Great’s vision for Russia as much as it does Yeltsin’s cosying up to the West. Birgit
Beumers credited Mikhalkov’s film with performing a “shift from a nostalgia that is
openly constructed as a myth to a nostalgia for a past that pretends to be authentic™%.
In other words, The Barber of Siberia signals the move from an overwhelmingly
postmodern, ironic form of nostalgia to a nostalgia more correctly labelled restorative
after Boym’s theoretical model.

The considerable loss of ambiguity in mediated forms of nostalgia during the
1990s also became apparent in Aleksandr Sokurov’s film Russian Ark (Pycckui
kosuee), one of the last major cultural productions to emerge from the decade.
Commissioned in the mid-1990s, the film was only finished in 2002 due to its singular
production circumstances and complicated technical approach. It follows the Marquis
de Custine, a real-life French chronicler of Russian court life in 1839, on his journey
through the Hermitage. The tour leads through an achronological assortment of
snippets from Russian history and is accompanied by the voiceover of an invisible
narrator, with whom the Marquis engages in a discussion of Russian values,

achievements, and national identity. The film has alternatively been described as “a

307 Ibid, 107.
308 Norris, Blockbuster History, 112.
309 Birgit Beumers, Nikita Mikhalkov: Between Nostalgia and Nationalism (London: Tauris, 2005), 2.

76



9310 999311

covert propaganda film”'", a “solemn contemplation of the ‘Russia that we lost

and as an expression of “cultural identification that occurs on the brink of identity

hesitation>!?

— thus highlighting, once again, the multipolarity of the Russian national
identity and nostalgia discourse in the 1990s.

Both Russian Ark’s setting within the Hermitage, where the protagonist and
narrator are surrounded by artefacts of European culture, and the film’s ongoing
comparison between Russia and the West have become the subjects of prolonged
academic discussions. Despite the fact that Russian Ark features multiple instances of
criticism directed at both Russian state history and the European othering of non-
European cultural achievements, Sokurov has been accused of “[producing] various

7313 a5 well as, somewhat dramatically,

forms of erasure and national myths of origin
“[carrying] the same load of Russian nationalism that helped to unleash the flood of
the 20th century*'*. The use of the term ‘ark’ certainly does suggest a “timeless,

cloistered space™!?

and an inviolable sanctity of values that carries eternal meaning.
At the same time, the notion of an ark could be interpreted critically, or as a parody
aimed at a long out-of-date repository of cultural elements in dire need of an update.
Seen from a contemporary perspective of domineering restorative nostalgic moods in
cultural productions, I would agree with Yana Hashamova on this matter, who views
Sokurov’s attempts at dissolving the timeline between past and present as a

postmodernly inspired experiment as well as a critical and reflective engagement with

Russian history.>!¢

310 George Sikharulidze, “Rethinking Russian Ark,” Film International 10, no. 4-5[58] (2012): 101-08,
107.

311 José Alaniz, “Crowd Control: Anxiety of Effluence in Sokurov’s Russian Ark,” in Cinema of
Alexander Sokurov, eds. Birgit Beumers and Nancy Condee (London: Taurus, 2011): 155-176, 170.

312 Yana Hashamova, “Two Visions of a Usable Past in (Op)position to the West: Mikhalkov’s The
Barber of Siberia and Sokurov’s Russian Ark,” Russian Review 65, no. 2 (2006): 250-66, 260.

313 Kriss Ravetto-Biagioli, “Floating on the Borders of Europe: Sokurov’s Russian Ark,” Film Quarterly
59, no. 1 (2005): 18-26, 18.

314 Pamela Kachurin and Ernest A. Zitser, “After the Deluge: Russian Ark and the Abuses of History,”
Historically Speaking 7, no. 6 (2006): 25-27, 27.

315 Condee, The Imperial Trace, 241.

316 particularly the satirical portrayals of Russian heads of state stand out in comparison to contemporary
kowtowing to figures of authority. Hashamova also made the interesting observation that Custine and
the narrator never argue, despite their obvious differences in beliefs (cf. Hashamova, “Two Visions of
a Usable Past,” 262). While perhaps an insignificant detail to some Western viewers, this un-emotional
acceptance of differing viewpoints should also be read in the context of a more open Russian memory
culture of the 1990s.
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Considered through the prism of Boym’s methodology, it thus appears that a mix
of restorative and reflective nostalgia was at work in Russia during the time between
1991 and 1999. Neither an overarching nostalgic master-narrative nor a united sense
of national nostalgia for one particular period in time can be detected; instead, various
manifestations of nostalgia played with the borders and specifics of a hitherto illicit
discourse about the national past whilst simultaneously rediscovering the hidden
corners of Russia’s multi-faceted history. A nostalgia for the intelligentsia was
curiously absent from most of these productions: whereas Mikhalkov, for instance,
tended to “pillory the intelligentsia as weak and ineffectual [...] Sokurov, in many
ways the quintessential, absorbed intelligent, has seemed not to notice them™!”. The
intelligentsia itself remained largely silent on these issues. Unlike the realm of TV and
cinematography, the literary world of the 1990s seemed hesitant to embrace nostalgia
as a theme; instead, romance and historical fiction were on the rise, while the
intelligentsia occupied itself with its own demise and engaged in a more one-sided
chernukha-inspired discourse that laid the groundwork for its own, subsequent
cynicism trap.

Crucially, however, the initial wave of nostalgia in the 1990s was the result of a
public movement, played out from a variety of perspectives in the available arenas of
public discourse. While political figures such as Luzhkov and Yeltsin influenced this
debate and came to represent it to a degree, they never dominated it. As summarised
by Koposov,

the situation with historical memory in Yeltsin’s Russia was uncertain and contradictory. On the
one hand, it was characterized by a growing nostalgia for Soviet times, increasing anti-Western
sentiments, and the rise of nationalism. On the other hand, the liberal master narrative, which was
gradually losing credibility, remained the government’s official position and continued to enjoy
some popular support.>'3

Lee was therefore correct when she called the 1990s nostalgic discourse a “genuinely

7319 _ i.e. a spontaneous and largely unorganised

popular impulse [my emphasis]
process characterised by its intensity, but also its potential brevity. From today’s
perspective, it is impossible to say whether the 1990s nostalgic discourse would have

outrun its lifespan and simply ceased to play a part in the national identity discourse if

317 Condee, The Imperial Trace, 231.
318 Koposov, Memory Laws, Memory Wars, 213.
319 Lee, “Nostalgia as a Feature of ‘Glocalization’,” 172.
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different political events had taken place after 2000. As it happened, “after the end of
the 1990s, [nostalgia] acquired its dynamic force from the ‘outside.’ It is noteworthy
that this ‘outside’ is neither a mature civil society nor the intelligentsia, [...] but
political power itself.”*?° As of 31 December 1999, the name behind this political

power was that of Vladimir Putin.

2.2.  After 2000: Streamlining Nostalgia

Putin’s coming into power changed the trajectory of Yeltsin’s unstructured national
identity project. Starting from a “desire to restore Russia’s injured national pride’>?!,
Putin initiated an aggressive politics of revival, aimed at recapturing Russian history
for a public usability. Neither the failures of the Russian Empire nor the Soviet
regime’s horrors played a part in this narrative. Instead, the interim of the 1990s was
labelled as a period of unprecedented instability in Russian history, taking on the role
of the main culprit in Russia’s continued identity struggle. Constant reminders about
the strength of the state — and the Empire — that came before the 1990s, along with the
many ways in which Putin’s style of governance connects to these periods, served to
cement the national trauma of the ‘wild nineties’ — lest people forget how the absence
of a strong, paternal ruler and state lastingly uprooted them.

By rejecting the anti-Communist rhetoric employed by Gorbachev and Yeltsin
and placing the Soviet period — with a special focus on the victory in the Great Patriotic
War — “within a power-political continuum [that] takes its departure in the year 1612,
when [...] a popular uprising expelled the Polish occupation troops from Moscow’%2,
the Putin regime purposefully glossed over the historical breaks created by previous
regimes in the 20" century. It also filled those gaps with a blinkered view of Russian
history, following an unbroken line of Russian patriotism, military strength and

century-old anti-Western fervour in a bid to turn identitary indecision into a need for

opposition and othering instead.*?
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This confrontative stance stabilised the Russian search for a national identity in
two ways: on the one hand, a negative definition of selfhood conveniently made it
redundant to define who or what Russians really were. On the other hand, the failure
of Putin’s predecessors to create a convincing national identity narrative based on a
reassessment of history made Putin’s open embrace of Russia’s past into a trailblazing
moment, enabling him to conquer the interpretative primacy over both Soviet and
Imperial history in one fell swoop. By openly reclaiming — rather than denigrating —
past periods in Russian history, Putin answered the widespread psychological need for
clear guidance in the post-Soviet space and appeared as the first post-perestroika
politician to openly refute “the liberal habit of soul-searching”*?* — which had

seemingly only led to uncomfortable truths about self and nation anyway.

Restorative Soviet Nostalgia

Putin’s strategy in formulating a national idea for Russia was thus to dictate a narrative
from above, rather than leave the search process to society, scholarship, and culture.
Instead of embracing the radical heterogeneity of postmodernist thinking and
continuing to foster a critical spirit capable of authentic Vergangenheitsbewdltigung,
Putin chose an approach that worked for, and not against, the onset of a nationwide
revival of restorative nostalgia. The transfer of these reactionary attitudes into the
public discourse promptly followed suit: as described by Kalinina, the years
immediately following Putin’s rise to power were marked by a “rejection of ironic
attitudes [...] the general rejection of the postmodern paradigm and the revival of
conservative modes of thinking”>%>,

The education sector was one of the spheres of public life that was quickly affected

by this shift in narrative. In 2003, Catherine Merridale analysed Russia’s education

system and identified

a tendency to seek an wundivided truth, the one correct answer beside which all
others are sheer lies; a fascination with charismatic authority, and especially
with the personalities of leaders; an equal fascination with the irrational, and
especially with the idea of miraculous deliverance, the hoped-for but -elusive

playbook> [accessed 17 December 2019]) — a move that could be interpreted as the official closing
statement to the project initiated by Yeltsin twenty years before.
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‘special path’; and a taste for making extreme judgments about events, dividing them into light
and dark, good and evil, the echoes of omniscient morality.32¢

Three years later, a history textbook was withdrawn from Russian schools because it
“invited students to discuss the positive and negative aspects of the current president’s
policies™?”. In 2013, Putin’s call for a unified history textbook to end the discussion
of multiple parallel versions of historical events in schools even made international
headlines, as it drove home the fact that in his Russia, historical “Truth is unitary and
compulsory”328,

Journalism and media were also directly affected by this changed attitude towards
fact and fiction. In 2001, the independent TV channel NTV — which had been known
for its satirical political programmes — was raided and incorporated into the state-
controlled media holding company Gazprom, which effectively silenced it as a voice
of critical news coverage. While not directly related to nostalgia or the manipulation
of historical memory, the NTV incident did mark the moment from which non-
conformist news coverage was under attack in Russia. A subsequent case was that of
the liberal TV channel TVRain, which — following the publication of a public opinion
poll about the siege of Leningrad, which asked viewers to consider the hypothetical
outcome of a surrender of the city to the Germans — was ousted from all official TV
providers in 2014. As part of a fundraising campaign to re-establish broadcasting, the
channel created a promotional video titled The Strength of Words (Cuna crnosa), which
featured the reading of a Pushkin poem on public transport that defends the idea of
free speech.’?® As of 2020, the channel is still limited to online streaming — which is
also under threat following gradual changes to Russia’s internet laws.>°

The short period of the Medvedev interregnum (2008-2012), although often

lauded for its moderately successful ‘reset” of US-Russian relations, did not introduce
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history> [accessed 17 December 2019]

329 The clip can still be watched on Youtube: “Rolik v podderzhku Dozhdia ‘Sila Slova’ (korotkaia
versiia),” video file, 2:14, YouTube, posted by TV Rain, June 20, 2014,
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any considerable changes into official memory politics, particularly those concerning
the Soviet Union.**! In 2008, the NGO Memorial — a perestroika-era organisation that
researches Soviet totalitarianism and human rights issues in post-Soviet states —
became a target for state repressions and had its digital archives confiscated, before
being placed on the list of so-called foreign agents. Subsequently, Memorial was
subjected to a lawsuit that almost caused its liquidation.**? In 2009, the ‘Presidential
Commission of the Russian Federation to Counter Attempts to Falsify History to the
Detriment of Russia’s Interests’ (Komuccust npu npeszudenme Poccuiickoti @edepayuu
no Npomuooelicmeuto NONIMKAmM @anrbcuguxayuu ucmopuu 8 yuepd unmepecam
Poccuu) was established; political historian Mark Kramer reads this as evidence for
Putin’s puppeteering of Medvedev, and states that the “mere existence of the
commission was a symbolic reminder of Putin’s interest in fostering a particular
historical narrative with little regard for what the evidence might show™%3,

Putin’s rehabilitation of the Soviet past for a post-Soviet usability intensified after
his return to the Presidency in 2012. Acts such as the reactivation of Hero of Labour
medals, the construction of a Russian Disneyland featuring a Berlin Reichstag waiting
to be stormed by teenage cadets, and the return of Stalin memorial plaques, statues and
busts in official institutions across the country all confirm what Dobrenko has called
Putin’s removal of the post- from the post-Soviet space.>** Not all of these elements

were innovations by the Putin regime — Gregory Feifer, for instance, wrote as early as

31 Some scholars would disagree with me on this. Stephen M. Norris, for instance, noted the
development of a veritable ‘memory supermarket’ with relation to the Second World War at his time of
writing in 2011. However, while differing views to the official cultification of the war exist (particularly
in popular culture), I think it was premature to talk about the existence of a healthy memory culture in
a Russian context, which suffered a considerable setback following the failed protest movement of
2011/12 (cf. Stephen M. Norris, “Memory for Sale: Victory Day 2010 and Russian Remembrance,” The
Soviet and Post-Soviet Review 38, no. 2 (2011): 201-29).
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a ‘lasting legacy’.

334 Cf. Dobrenko, “Utopias of Return.” For the examples given, cf. “V Kremle vrucheny medali ‘Geroi
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<http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/49382> [accessed 17 December 2019]; Dmitrii Okrest,
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<http://snob.ru/selected/entry/110846> [accessed 17 December 2019]; Genri Reznik, “Ne
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<http://echo.msk.ru/blog/reznik h/2007712-echo/> [accessed 17 December 2019].
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1999 about the surge of Soviet military medals displayed on inner-city buildings
alongside Tsereteli statues in central Moscow, asking: “What kind of history is that?
It is myth as history, and it works all the better in Russia’s feeble knowledge of the
real, disappointing thing — and society’s reluctance to ponder it”**°. However, the Putin
regime was happy to further the nation’s ignorance and capitalise on the existing
reactionary trends in society — and it did so to noticeable success.

Today’s cultural climate in Russia not only openly supports, but actively yearns
for “a politics whose objective is the positive recording of nostalgia for the Soviet past
into a new form of Russian patriotism”*¢, Opinions such as Likhacheva et al.’s, who
claim that “[t]he last remnants of the Soviet identity are dying out”*’, therefore need
to be read with a generous amount of scepticism. Nothing seems off limits in the wide
range of commemorative practices aimed at remembering the Soviet past, as long as
practitioners stay within the political agenda set by the regime — which has led to the
emergence of some unsettling memory practices, such as the creation of a privately-
owned TV channel called Nostalgia (showing round-the-clock reruns of Soviet films
and TV programmes and featuring a sickle and hammer on its channel logo), the offer
of Hitler Youth haircuts in Russian hair salons and the emergence of a popular Stalin
selfie app.**® In Kalinina’s words, the “Soviet past [has become] an emotional
currency’* that feeds both patriotic and nationalist sentiments.

It is crucial to point out that this is no longer the emotional currency of illusory
childhood stability as purported in Old Songs About Main Things.>** However, it does
carry familial bonds of a different kind, representing the emotional currency of a nation

indebted to its paternal leader figure. Just as the Putin regime’s use of Russia’s victory
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in the Second World War masks the fact that the war was won despite, not because of,
Stalin, it also effectively reframes Stalin’s role into that of Russia’s paternal saviour —
the iron-fisted ‘Father of the nations’ who commands blind obedience from his
‘children’ in exchange for the services rendered to the country.

By expounding on his own KGB history and devising a clever PR strategy
(complete with bare-chested horseback riding, martial arts photo shoots, and public
puppy cuddling), Putin successfully updated the old operating modes of Stalin’s
personality cult for a modern-day usability. While presenting himself as the
diametrical opposite to the feeble, indecisive alcoholic Yeltsin, he also drew
legitimacy for his turn towards authoritarianism from a combined nostalgia for Stalin
and superpower glory. The success of this strategy can be seen in poll results that have
been naming Stalin as the most outstanding Russian in world history for years — closely
followed by Putin himself.**!

I therefore fully agree with Nikolai Petrov’s suggestion to label the current Putin
regime as ‘Stalin light’, with a tendency towards ‘Stalin medium’.*** Rudra Sil and
Cheng Chen have documented the return of a curious doublethink in response to this
newly authoritarian turn in politics, which they describe as a willingness to unite
“continued support for democracy [with] declining state legitimacy and rising
nostalgia for the Soviet regime”#*. The coining of the term ‘sovereign democracy’
under Putin’s leadership successfully cemented this growing “demand for non-

344 into a linguistic caveat of uniquely Russian proportions — and lent a

democracy
name to the fact that “the Kremlin is no longer trying to act as if open-ended elections,
a division of powers, local self-administration and the rule of law still existed in

Russia. The attempt to appear as a legitimate power in this way has been left

31 Cf. Vasily Maximov, “Russians Name Stalin ‘Most Outstanding’ World Figure, Putin Ties for
Second,” RT, June 26, 2017, <http://www.rt.com/politics/394158-russians-name-stalin-most-
outstanding/> [accessed 17 December 2019]

342 Cf. Nikolaj Petrov, “Legitimitit, Repression, Kollaps: Entwicklungsstadien Des Putin-Regimes,”
Osteuropa 64, no. 8 (2014): 85-98, 96-7.

343 Rudra Sil and Cheng Chen, “State Legitimacy and the (In)significance of Democracy in Post-
Communist Russia,” Europe-Asia Studies 56, no. 3 (2004): 347-68, 353.

344 ‘Nachfrage nach Nichtdemokratie’. Boris Makarenko, “Repressionsindolenz: Politische Kultur Und
Autoritire Herrschaft in Russland,” Osteuropa 64, no. 8 (2014): 113-20, 118. The return to a narrative
about the inviolability of the national leader was made quasi-official in 2019, when Putin signed a law
that introduced fines and potential prison sentences for ‘disrespecting authorities’ online. This law was
followed by a no less controversial law about a sovereign Russian internet under state control. As of
yet, both laws are still being carried out inconsistently. However, this should not distract from the fact
that they spell out a disastrous verdict on the state of democracy in contemporary Russia.
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behind**. The cult figure of Russia’s iron-fisted leaders plays an inherent part in this

shift in perception about what constitutes political legitimacy.

Imperial Nostalgia
The Soviet period is not the only source of nostalgic capital for this endeavour. The
Putin regime’s fixation on the cult potential inherent to strong leadership also provided
the Kremlin with an opportunity to seize hold of the existing discourse about Imperial

nostalgia in Russian culture. According to Khapaeva,

Re-Stalinization and Russian neo-medievalism represent two interrelated trends of a complex
ideological process. At the core of this process, which depends on aesthetics for its expression, is
the reconsideration of the concept of citizenship and of the social contract between the authorities
and the majority of post-Soviet society. That consensus is thoroughly grounded in the unprocessed
memory of Soviet crimes and collective denial of historical responsibility.34

Far less controversial than the Soviet horrors, removed from individual remembering
and pre-popularised during the 1990s, the late Imperial period offered an attractive
“source (or resource) for the extraction of symbolic capital”**” for the Putin regime —
along with a long list of paternal leader figures to emulate.

Over the course of his presidential terms, Putin reinstated the image of some of
Russia’s most notorious iron-fisted rulers to the national memory — Vladimir the Great
and Ivan the Terrible among them.**® By doing so, he not only allowed, but openly
enforced a positive remembering of their role in Russian history — making his own,
initially proverbial identification with the role of ‘Father figure Tsar’ (a logical
extension from the ‘Father of the Nations’ that was Stalin) obtain an increasingly literal
meaning over the years. This process reached its temporary climax in 2016, when a

new monument to Vladimir the Great was unveiled in front of the Kremlin. Not

345 ‘Der Ubergang zu einem offen autoritiren Regime bedeutet, dass der Kreml nicht mehr versucht so
Zu tun, als gebe es in Russland Wahlen mit offenem Ausgang, Gewaltenteilung, lokale Selbstverwaltung
und Rechtsstaatlichkeit. Der Versuch, auf diese Weise als rechtens erachtet zu werden, wurde
abgebrochen.” Petrov, “Legitimitét, Repression, Kollaps,” 86.

346 Dina Khapaeva, “Triumphant Memory of the Perpetrators: Putin’s Politics of Re-Stalinization,”
Communist and Post-Communist Studies 49, no. 1 (2016): 61-73, 72.

347 Tlya Kalinin, “Petropoetics,” in Russian Literature Since 1991, 120-144, 121.

348 Cf. Alexander Baunov, “A Tale of Two Statues,” Foreign Affairs, November 7, 2016,
<http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/russia-fsu/2016-11-07/tale-two-statues> [accessed 17
December 2019]
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without reason, many citizens took it to represent “a thinly veiled tribute to the
Vladimir residing within its walls: two bookends of a millennium of Russianness™*’.

Unlike Yeltsin’s version of Imperial nostalgia, which was mainly saturated with
the myth of Russia’s pre-Communist cultural greatness, Putin’s version of
remembering Empire was initially focussed on the sacrosanct image of the royal family
and their status as defenders of the Orthodox faith.*° Indeed, Orthodoxy has made a
return in the definition of Russian national identity that often interlinks with nostalgia
for Empire. In 2000, Nicholas II — the last Russian Tsar — was canonised by the
Orthodox Church. In 2007, a school dubbed ‘Orthodox Eton’ was founded in Moscow,
aimed at prepping students for the return of the monarchy.**' Likewise, marches
commemorating Nicholas II and other members of the murdered royal family draw
thousands of spectators every year; in 2016, a Duma deputy even carried Nicholas II’s
portrait on a march of the Bessmertny polk — providing a senseless, yet telling example
of the way Soviet and Imperial nostalgia for patriarchal rule mix in the official
discourse.>>?

Over the years, Putin’s self-stylisation into a new Tsar-like figure has also been
adopted by Western and opposition media outlets. The October 2017 edition of The
Economist featured a cover image of Putin’s head, photoshopped onto an Imperial
uniform and running the headline ‘A Tsar is Born’.3>* In 2018, Alexei Navalny’s
protest movement against Putin’s fourth inauguration as president used the slogan ‘He

is no Tsar to Us’ (on nam ne yapw), which criticised Putin’s authoritarian power grab

34 Shaun Walker, The Long Hangover: Putin’s New Russia and the Ghosts of the Past (Oxford: Oxford
UP, 2018), 246. Peter the Great is conspicuously absent from this list, although he still figured in
Luzhkov’s building mania of the 1990s.

330 Putin’s closeness to the Orthodox Church and his apparent openness towards including Orthodoxy
into a neo-Imperial Russian identity narrative have been a continuous subject of academic debate in
recent decades, cf. John Anderson, “Putin and the Russian Orthodox Church: Asymmetric
Symphonia?,” Journal of International Affairs 61, no. 1 (2007): 185-201; Alexander Agadjanian,
“Tradition, Morality and Community: Elaborating Orthodox Identity in Putin’s Russia,” Religion, State
& Society 45, no. 1 (2017): 39-60.

31 Shaun Walker, “Russia’s Soul is Monarchic,” The Guardian, March 6, 2017,
<http://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/06/russia-revolution-tsarist-school-moscow-nicholas-
ii> [accessed 17 December 2019]

352 Cf. Shaun Walker, “Thousands of Pilgrims Walk to Commemorate Russian Tsar Nicholas 11,” The
Guardian, July 17, 2017, <http://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/jul/17/thousands-of-pilgrims-
walk-to-commemorate-russian-tsar-nicholas-ii> [accessed 17 December 2019]; “Poklonskaia vyshla na
aktsiiu ~ ‘Bessmertnii  polk® s  ikonoi  Nikolaia 1II,” Lentaru, May 9, 2016,
<http://lenta.ru/news/2016/05/09/polk/> [accessed 17 December 2019]

353 “A Tsar is Born,” The Economist, October 26, 2017,
<https://www.economist.com/leaders/2017/10/26/a-tsar-is-born> [accessed 7 February 2020]
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whilst — somewhat idiosyncratically — using the word Tsar as if it really did carry the

right to omnipotent almightiness.

JonBafecloy/o

Figure 3 A Tsar is Born
(The Economist, October 26, 2017.)

Indeed, the memory of Russian Tsars in post-Soviet Russia is increasingly shrouded
in an aura of historically inscribed and officially promoted inviolability — the
transgression of which can be met with vehement opposition. This was the case in
2017, when a scandal erupted in the run-up to the release of Alexei Uchitel’s film
Matilda (Mamunwvoa). Strongly opposed by the conservative and ultra-orthodox camp
for its allegedly blasphemous and heretical portrayal of Nicholas II, Uchitel’s film
about the last Russian Tsar’s pre-marital affair with Polish-born ballerina
Kshesinskaya led to terrorist attacks on cinemas, advertising pull-outs on national TV,
a social media campaign under the hashtag #wewillstopmatilda
(#ocmanosummamuns0oy) and a barrage of threats against Uchitel. A further reason for
protest was the choice of a German actor to play Nicholas II, which offended the
nationalist sentiments of hardliners such as Duma deputy Poklonskaya — the very one
who carried Nicholas II’s portrait on a march commemorating victims of World War
I in the year prior.

If we consider that up until perestroika, “the official Soviet attitude to the last Tsar
and the immediate pre-revolutionary period had been one of unalloyed hostility,
[portraying] Tsar Nicholas II and his Empress Alexandra Fyodorovna, if they were
mentioned at all, [...] as parasites and oppressors™*>4, then the observable shift in

memory culture is truly tremendous. The scandal surrounding Matilda forced people

354 Marsh, History and Literature in Contemporary Russia, 174.
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to engage with the question of whose stance was more nostalgic: that of the film-
makers, who produced an aesthetically spectacular, but clearly romanticised vision of
the late Imperial era, or that of the film’s critics, who claimed interpretative agency
and a right to historical distortion for the sake of preserving a dead dictator’s public
image and the religious sentiments of Orthodox believers. Who wields the cultural
authority to dictate which comfortable lies to remember, and which uncomfortable

truths to forget?

Imperial Nostalgia in Literature
Russian film and cinema were not the only cultural sphere that discussed these issues,
no matter how hesitantly. Another powerful strand within the neo-Imperial nostalgic
discourse was post-2000 Russian literature, which quickly proved that “empire
survived 1917 and 1991°3%, As summarised by Marsh, a specific kind of nostalgic
literature best labelled ““serious historical fiction written from a Russian nationalist

viewpoint [...] began [to emerge] during perestroika’>®

, grew in prominence during
the late Yeltsin period, and experienced a veritable popularity boost following the
official sanction given to it by the Putin regime.

Unlike the sense of existential insecurity and inadequacy that was engendered by
the “emphasis on post-Soviet national humiliation and the tragic dissolution of former
frameworks of collective belonging”**’ during the 1990s, the literature of the 2000s
was largely dominated by works and authors who espoused a “militant devotion to ‘an
empire we have lost”*3%8, The seeds for this trend had clearly been sown in the decade
prior; however, with the perceivable lack in opposition from intelligentsia quarters and
the added support from above, openly nostalgic voices for Empire were at liberty to
freely discredit both the postmodern experiment in literature and the democratic

experiment in politics. The work of Aleksandr Dugin is a case in point: apart from

turning postmodernism into a weapon against itself, Dugin — who published his first

355 Jane Burbank and Mark Von Hagen, “Coming into the Territory: Uncertainty and Empire,” in
Russian Empire: Space, People, Power, 1700-1930, eds. Jane Burbank, Mark von Hagen, and Anatolyi
Remnev (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 2007): 1-29, 25. However, the term ‘Soviet Empire’ was
considered taboo in the Soviet Union itself, cf. Marsh, “The Concepts of Gender, Citizenship, and
Empire,” 194-5.

336 Marsh, Literature, History and Identity, 318.

357 Noordenbos, Post-Soviet Literature, 3.

338 Ibid, 119.
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books in the mid-nineties — also used “neo-imperial metaphors of Eurasian geography
and territory>> to support his rewriting of the Russian national identity narrative.
The success of the neo-Eurasianist movement signalled a public departure from
Yeltsin’s pro-Western orientation of the early and mid-nineties. Originally a 1920s
movement that emerged in the Russian émigré community, Eurasianism was created
in opposition to the doctrines of the Soviet Union and “the repressive Russification of
the nineteenth century’>®. It started to flourish again in the late 1990s, when neo-
Eurasianists began to take an interest in Asia by merit of it not being the West. Their
flirtations with the idea of neo-Imperial grandeur made heavy use of pseudo-scientific
racist doctrines and stressed Russia’s kinship with the East; during the 2000s, neo-
Eurasianism grew into “the legitimating ultra-nationalist ideology of the new [Putin]

99361

regime and “a Kremlin-sponsored ideology that aims to reconstruct a pseudo-

medieval society of orders and lead Russia into the new Middle Ages [...] [it is]
instrumental in solidifying popular support for Putinism”3¢2,

Some popular novels that fall into the neo-Eurasianist category are Aleksandr
Prokhanov’s Gospodin Geksogen (2002), the Etnogenez project (Ommnozenes, 2009-
2012) under the leadership of Konstantin Rykov and Vyacheslav Rybakov and Igor’
Alimov’s Eurasian Symphony (Espasutickas cumgponus, 2000-2005) — a series of
novels written in the ironical detective style. With their strong geopolitical focus, these
novels provide easily digestible historical ‘truths’ about Russia’s unique mission in the
world while employing “various degrees of fanaticism and seriousness [...] [to]

construct cultural continuities in response to social chaos and historical breaks’%3.

339 Clowes, Russia on the Edge, 44.

360 Ibid, 49.

36! Mervyn F. Bendle, “Putin’s Rasputin: Aleksandr Dugin and Neo-Eurasianism,” Quadrant 58, no. 9
(2014): 14-20, 14.

362 Khapaeva, “Triumphant Memory of the Perpetrators,” 69.

363 Noordenbos, Post-Soviet Literature, 106. Marsh raises the interesting point that most of
contemporary neo-Imperial fiction on the Russian market is of male authorship, particularly in the case
of the new genre of the imperial novel (e.g. Pavel Krusanov’s Bite of an Angel (Vkyc anzena, 1999)).
While I do not want to enter the gender debate in this thesis, I think it is worthwhile to point out that
Akunin does not conform to this paradigm, further strengthening his position as an author of note in the
post-Soviet literary landscape. Clowes provides another case in point for Marsh’s hypothesis when she
lists Ulitskaya and other women writers as the authors who attempt to rewrite the history of centre and
periphery by trying to give voice to “the disenfranchised, the outsider, as well as the ‘typical’” (Clowes,
Russia on the Edge, 139) and create a picture of modern Russia that incorporates all these groups without
any inherent conflict.
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Many followers of the school of Neo-Eurasianism also belong to the literary group
of the Petersburg fundamentalists, which, in 2001, penned a letter to Putin that stated
that “(geo)political action and imperial expansion were the only possible

29364 an

compensation for Russia’s humiliating and paralyzing postimperial status
aggressive, revisionist stance that went beyond the identification with the royal family
and simultaneously carried the kind of ambiguity characteristic of stiob. Boris
Noordenbos coined the term ‘imperial stiob’ for this phenomenon, calling it an attitude
that brings “conformism and consensus to their limits, by creating sweeping claims
about collective missions and strong leadership, and by noisily echoing a new
superpower rhetoric expressed in Russian politics since Putin first took office as
president’3’,

As lies in the nature of stiob, it remains unclear to what extent the work of the
Petersburg fundamentalists ought to be considered a parody or an outright expression
of support for irredentist geopolitical action. However, stiob’s reappearance in post-
Soviet Russia’s cultural sphere fittingly illustrates the long hangover of Soviet modes
of thought, along with the new-old forms of reactionary conservatism in art that it can

engender.

Geopolitical vs Cultural Nostalgia
A strong geopolitical focus remained a defining characteristic of Imperial nostalgia in
post-Soviet Russia up until 2014. By reactivating the memory of Empire and its vast
borders — borders that had remained largely the same throughout the Soviet period —
supporters of the neo-Imperial doctrine exploited the fact that Russia’s “extensive
territory was a source of state pride and self-definition®. Putin’s 2005 Annual
Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation, in which he described the
break-up of the Soviet Union as the “kpymnHeiimeii reononutiHueckoil karactpodoit
BeKa [...] HacTosen aApamoi [...] Onuuemus pacnaza [...] NepeKuHyJach Ha camy
Poccuro™®’, had not only explicitly framed the loss of territory as a loss of strength

and power, but had also superimposed the narrative of a lasting post-Soviet trauma

364 Ibid, 132.

365 Tbid, 131.

366 Burbank and von Hagen, “Coming into the Territory,” 16.

367 Vladimir Putin, “Poslanie Federal’'nomu Sobraniiu Rossiiskoi Federatsii,” Kremlin.ru, April 25,
2005, <http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/22931> [accessed 17 December 2019]
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back onto the Russian national consciousness. Kalinin speaks of an “exploitation of
trauma’*%® in this context — a rhetorical exploitation which ultimately led to a very real
act of geopolitical aggression.

The annexation of Crimea notably heightened the neo-Imperial elements in
Putin’s historical narrative, but it also initiated a change in trajectory for the Kremlin’s
nostalgia manipulation. Most notably, the “choice to make war rather than culture the

symbol of national iden‘[ity”3 69

was partially reversed. Instead, a ‘Russkiy Mir’ world-
view — a term that describes the invented concept of a spiritually and culturally linked
‘Russian World’ of historical prominence — began to be propagated, which helped
legitimise Russia’s geopolitical transgressions by promoting a defensive patriotism
under the unifying strength of Russian literature and culture. As a result, the aura of
inviolability previously attached to Russian leaders of state was expanded to include
Russia’s cultural as well as its political heritage.

Ilya Kalinin has provided one of the most astute analyses of the Putin regime’s
belated attempts to create a ‘cultural citizenship’ from above. Kalinin calls the
ideological construction of the ‘Russkiy Mir’ the “cHoBuAEHHE MOCTUMIEPCKOTO

cyObekTa, Tpessiero o6 yrpaueHHoM ™’

and describes how the current regime
portrays past truths as if they dictated the reinstitution of these lost status quos in the
present — regardless of changed geopolitical realities or legal obstacles:
“IIPUYaCTHOCTH K IOYBE CTAHOBHUTCS 3HAYMMee OO0JalaHHWs TEpPUTOPHEH: MEepBYIO
OCBAIIAET TPAJAULIKSA, BTOpas 3aKperieHa IMIIb MeXIyHapoaHbiM npasom™’!, Thus,
the Putin regime’s use of nostalgia’s characteristic “aura of ‘inevitability”" helps to
inscribe the myth of Empire with the historical authority to overrule the present. It also
imbues the Imperial period with even greater ideological worth for the Kremlin-guided
nostalgia discourse than the Soviet past.

Through a skilful manipulation and streamlining of the haphazard nostalgic

landscape of the 1990s, the Putin regime has officially returned history to the people

368 Kalinin, “Prazdnik identichnosti,” 256.

369 Koposov, Memory Laws, Memory Wars, 253.

370 K alinin, “Prazdnik identichnosti,” 254.

37 Tbid, 252.

372 Maya Nadkarni and Olga Shevchenko, “The Politics of Nostalgia: A Case for Comparative Analysis
of Post-Socialist Practices,” Ab Imperio 2004, no. 2 (2004): 487-519, 489-90.
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— but it has done so in an extremely limited offer of nostalgia-on-demand that feeds

solely off bite-sized historical myths. In Angela Stent’s words,

[by] the end of his first term as president, Putin had answered the question of Russia’s national
idea by restoring both Tsarist and Soviet-era symbols of Russian identity [...] By the end of his
second term, this blend of Tsarist and Soviet symbols had answered the question of Russia’s search
for a ‘usable past’ that could unite the nation [...] by the political exploitation of nostalgia.’”

The memory and (re-)enactment of war as a means of national self-assertion, the
concomitant belief that Russia and the West are intrinsic Others, and the reactivation
of personality cults, along with the belief that a strong political leader will act as
saviour and repairman to a battered national pride, all feature as central components
for Putin’s official narrative of historical legitimisation.

The sacrosanct positioning of historical memory as an integral part of culture
under the current regime has also made it exempt from re-tellings, analyses, or, indeed,
academic discussions. In comparison to the cultural productions that dealt with issues
of nostalgia in the 1990s, a great loss in versatility and critical-minded playfulness is
observable. Some Russian writers have challenged the increasingly politicised use of
nostalgia in official culture, but their number is shrinking. Tatiana Tolstaya, for
instance, has fallen noticeably silent on her 1990s stance of anti-nostalgia. Viktor
Pelevin and Vladimir Sorokin, whose novels Empire V (Amnup V) and Day of the
Oprichnik (/lenv onpuunuxa) made quasi-prophetic predictions about the return of
medievalesque Empires in 2006, have likewise turned away from historical subject
matters, embracing dystopian science fiction projects instead.

A notable exception to this rule is Russian popular and youth culture, which
appears to be the main frontline that openly engages with the political doctrines set by
the state in the 21% century — be it via hip hop, the world of YouTube vlogs or

individual picket lines as part of a new protest culture.’”* More often than not,

373 Angela E. Stent, “Restoration and Revolution in Putin’s Foreign Policy,” Europe-Asia Studies 60,
no. 6 (2008): 1089-1106, 1091.

374 Cf. Leonid Bershidsky, “Russian Rappers Give Up on Putin,” Bloomberg.com, December 14, 2018,
<https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2018-12-14/russian-rappers-give-up-on-putin>
[accessed 7 February 2020]; “Siloviki Ob”edinilis’ Protiv Nas | Massovye Aresty Posle 27 liulia,” video
file, 13:05, YouTube, posted by Komanda  Zhukova,  August 1, 2019,
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jNxYQ1d7KHA> [accessed 7 February 2020] and “vDud’,”
YouTube channel, started January 2, 2014,
<https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCMCgOm8GZkHp8zJ617 hIuA/> [accessed 7 February 2020].
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however, these instances of counterculture address present-day issues like corruption,
censorship and human rights violations, not the task of Vergangenheitsbewiltigung >”

However, there is also the case of Boris Akunin. In 2005, Marina Koreneva stated
that the Fandorin project is “good enough for readers who want to receive a nostalgic
positive impression of the state: back then, in the past, good did have a fighting chance
of triumphing over evil™?’¢. Yet if we take a closer look at Akunin’s detective novels,
the very opposite appears to be the case: written at the junction of not just two
millennia, but also of two political reigns in Russia, Boris Akunin’s Fandorin project
offers a critical and at times scathing testimony to the socio-political moods, issues,
and challenges that shaped not only Russia’s past, but whose nostalgic revival

continues to stymie post-Soviet Russia’s future.

375 At the same time, this shift away from the past could also indicate the end of the nostalgic era in
Russia, initiated by the first generation not to be burdened by memories of the Soviet experience.
Whether such an estrangement from the nationwide nostalgia discourse is truly underway remains to be
seen, however.

376 Marina Koreneva, “Russian Detective Fiction,” in Reading for Entertainment in Contemporary
Russia: Post-Soviet Popular Literature in Historical Perspective, eds. Stephen Lovell and Birgit Menzel
(Munich: Sagner, 2005): 57-101, 97.
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3. The Fandorin Project: Against a Canonisation of the Past

Hy u kakoe xe Oyaymee oxugaer Poccuro B
XX Beke? [...] - Camoe Bemmkoe! Hyxno
TONBKO [...] 0Opa3oBBIBaTE M IOCTEHEHHO
BOCIIUTHIBaTL B [oOmiecTBe]  4yBCTBO
CaMOYB@XXCHHsI M JOCTOMHCTBA. DTO CaMoe
rinaBHoe! Eciu aToro He caenath, To Poccuro
OXHUOarT CaMBbIC Yy AJOBUIIHBIC
ucneitanys...’”’

In 1998, Rosalind Marsh and Stephen Lovell issued a prediction for the post-Soviet
book market that foresaw a high probability “that the Russian best-seller, when it
arrives, will neglect the ‘accursed questions’ of Russian intellectual history while in
some way exuding confidence in what tomorrow will bring”*’®. Only a few months
later, the Russian best-seller did arrive — but it turned out to be neither anti-intellectual
nor overly optimistic about Russia’s future. Instead, Akunin became the only author
who approached Imperial nostalgia from the postmodern point of view of
historiographic metafiction — and who created a continuous body of work that
chronicled the post-Soviet nostalgia discourse from the late-1990s up to the Crimean
crisis and beyond. As readers are taken on a journey covering the last four decades of
the Russian Empire, they are provided with a chance to compare their own lived
experience with that of another, similarly portentous transitional period in Russian
history.

The results of my nostalgia chapter dictate the focus on a set number of reference
points for my subsequent analysis of three Fandorin novels. If we assume the Fandorin
project to be an anti-nostalgic re-writing of the post-Soviet discourse on Empire, then
the glorification of the Romanov family, the authority of autocratic leadership, the
image of Empire as a stable and unified governing unit, and Empire’s desirability as a
geopolitical and cultural model for Russia’s future all ought to feature in this
discussion. Similarly, myths about Russia’s national exceptionalism and the question
of its self-positioning between East and West must be addressed, as they feature

heavily in both the neo-Imperial and the neo-Eurasianist discourse about Empire.

377 Boris Akunin, Statskii Sovetnik (Moscow: Zakharov, 2014), 29. All further quotations will be
referring to this edition, abbreviated as (SS).

378 Rosalind Marsh and Stephen Lovell, “Culture and Crisis: The Intelligentsia and Literature after
1953,” in Russian Cultural Studies: An Introduction, eds. David Shepherd and Catriona Kelly (Oxford:
Oxford UP, 1998): 56-87, 82.
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The topic of the periphery, both in a literal and in a figurative sense, will also need
to play an important role in my analysis. As stated by Clowes, the periphery “has

become the crucial problem for post-Soviet identity””

as well as a pivotal concept in
post-Soviet discussions about Empire — not least because it poses a conceptual
anomaly. Unlike Western Empires, Russia never possessed any overseas colonies; as
a result, “the periphery could be as close as a rural province in European Russia or as
far as the farflung borderlands of the empire”*®’. The paradoxical desire to return
Russia’s dominion of influence to the dimensions of the original Imperial space is
rooted in the historical conviction that “there is no Russian identity without empire
[...] and no personhood outside of the ruler’’**!.

In my thesis, I conform to the identity-forming power of the periphery in Russian
consciousness by treating it as a geopolitical and a cultural concept. More important
than the geographical fluidity of invisible peripheral borders is the psychological effect
that this non-fixability creates: by feeding into a (literal and proverbial) state of anxiety
and fear, the problem of the ubiquitous periphery creates the desire to control the
dangers that seemingly lurk within. As my selection of novels will show, Akunin
developed the topic of a homegrown cultural peripherality in his treatment of Russia’s
historical process of self-colonisation, writing anxiety into the very make-up of
Russian society itself.

This takes me back to Akunin’s parallel narrative of writing Nation. Whereas the
first part of my subsequent analysis chapters will focus on Akunin’s uncovering of the
internal fault lines of Empire, the second part will outline the ways in which Akunin
engages with the cultural and intelligentsia heritage of the Imperial era. While
addressing Akunin’s portrayal of alternative voices for identification among Russian
classical literature and the way he questions the (un)suitability of the hero paradigms
provided therein, I will also delve into Akunin’s discussion of the post-Soviet
intelligentsia’s failure to provide a counternarrative to Empire’s continued
glorification in present-day Russia. Traditionally tasked with closing the “profound

gap between the sanitized nostalgic reproductions and the actual traumatic history’>%2,

379 Clowes, Russia on the Edge, 4.

380 Tbid, 9.

381 1bid, 63.

382 Sergei Oushakine, ““We’re Nostalgic but We’re Not Crazy’: Retrofitting the Past in Russia,” Russian
Review 66, no. 3 (2007): 451-82, 452.
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the post-Soviet intelligentsia instead chose to engage in a nostalgia crisis of its own —
thus creating an act of self-silencing so egregious that it prompted Akunin to place an
intelligentsia detective hero of his own invention in their midst.

Erast Petrovich Fandorin will form one of the main objects of discovery in the
‘Writing Nation’ chapters. Described as aloof, collected, and a person of little outward
emotional range — all of which fits the bill of the detached, gentlemanly amateur whose
blueprint was created by Conan Doyle — Fandorin both is and is not a recognisably
Russian protagonist. Where Holmes carries traces that indelibly mark him as English
and Poirot celebrates his Belgian roots, Fandorin embodies a transcultural set of
values, tastes, and principles that creates an accurate reflection of 19™-century
intelligentsia life: “citizenship in the Russian ‘republic of letters’ presupposed a
cosmopolitan upbringing, the sense that one’s roots were as much in Paris, London or
Gottingen [...] as they were in Moscow or St Petersburg. To be fully Russian, one had
to be a citizen of the world”**3. Yet at the same time, Fandorin has also been described
as a literary novelty because he is “a prototypical intelligent [...] depicted as serving
the state (and not trying to undermine or destroy it)*3%. Unlike his Western
counterparts, Fandorin does not act in an amateur capacity, but was conceived as a
state servant from the start — thus following in the footsteps of Russian detective heroes
from 19™-century literature, but certainly not in the footsteps of 19%M-century
intelligentsia members.

The resulting paradoxical character portrait was first problematised by Leon Aron
in 2004. Linking his analysis to the 19™-century journal Vekhi — an intelligentsia
mouthpiece that advocated individual self-improvement over a passive waiting for
state solutions to Russia’s problems — Aron claimed that Fandorin’s behaviour was
much closer to Vekhi in spirit than to the actual 19"-century intelligentsia heritage,
calling “Fandorin’s credo [...] the opposite of the intelligentsia’s [...] Chkhartishvili
seems to have constructed his hero as a living antithesis to every negative stereotype

of the Russian intelligenty”*®. This reading would make Fandorin a forerunner of the

383 Hosking, Russia: People and Empire, 290. Akunin makes Sherlock and Fandorin meet in the
currently untranslated short story The Tower Prisoner, or The Short, but lllustrious Path of Three Wise
Men (Vsnuya 6awnu, uiu Kpamkuil, Ho npekpachuli nyms mpex myopsix, 2006), in which the two
super-sleuths collaborate on a case — aiming to catch none other than Arséne Lupin.

384 Dobrenko and Lipovetsky, “The Burden of Freedom,” 5.

385 Aron, “A Champion for the Bourgeoisie,” 153-4.
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early 20™-century “modernist self-consciousness”*®¢ that was beginning to take root
amid the intelligentsia, and whose further development was disrupted by the onset of
the revolution.

The subsequent development of this heritage was illustrated by Zubok, who
arrived at a similar conclusion to Aron’s at the end of his book on Russia’s modern-
day intelligentsia. According to Zubok, the newly minted post-Soviet intelligentsia had
completed “‘a voyage from the coast of Utopia’ into the turbulent open sea of
individual self-discovery”**’. In Zubok’s reading, this seems to spell out an end to all
social and political activism on the part of the intelligentsia — a verdict that,
paradoxically, goes hand in hand with the age-old reproach about the intelligentsia’s
verbose ineffectiveness. 1 disagree with this reading, however. Why should a
heightened awareness of individual responsibility not also lead to a revival of socio-
politically engaged intellectualism?

Akunin’s creation of Fandorin appears to follow a similar thought experiment:
combining self-determinacy with state service, Fandorin occupies an in-between place
in post-Soviet Russia’s intelligentsia debate that embodies both late Imperial
intelligentsia hesitancy and perestroika-era intellectual activism. Deviating markedly
from the notoriously charming, yet arrogant Western prototypes of his kind,
Fandorin’s main merit and strength lie not in his unique skills, unparalleled cleverness
or quirky behaviour — although he does possess all of those traits, too — but in his
stalwart moral integrity.>*® As a result, Fandorin’s “moral qualities capture the spirit
of two ages that are outwardly different, but inwardly remarkably alike*%.

By thus highlighting the historical dimensions to Russia’s post-Soviet

intelligentsia problem, the character of Fandorin also acts as a ‘hero of two times’:

[b]y understanding the needs of his readers and the Zeitgeist of the late 1990s and the first decade
of the 2000s, Akunin limned a hero whose qualities met the requirements of those times. Indeed,
his fictional protagonist could compete with the likes of folk heroes (bogatyri), historical figures,

literary protagonists, comic book figures, and child heroes for the title of ‘hero of our time’.3%

386 Ibid, 155.

387 Zubok, Zhivago’s Children, 361.

388 In fact, most of Fandorin’s recognisable character traits and slightly unusual pastimes are connected
to his time in Japan. He practises calligraphy and meditation, acquired the habit of taking ice baths, and
moved from doing English gymnastics to Japanese training techniques. In terms of his appearance,
Fandorin demonstrates a penchant for modern, dandy-like clothing and is repeatedly described as
attractive by characters of both genders — a fact that he is unabashedly conscious of.

389 Mulcahy and Goscilo, 4 Hero of Two Times, 200.

3% Ibid, 203.
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Given the complex political and nostalgic developments that followed the initial
inception of the Fandorin figure in Russia, a careful reading of this character’s
evolution over the course of the Fandorin project is in order. My ‘writing Nation’
chapters will focus on Akunin’s search for old intelligentsia offers of identification in
classical Russian source texts, along with the ways in which Fandorin embellishes their
legacy into a new offer of civic citizenship. What kind of cultural authority does
Akunin attribute to the Imperial era, and which weaknesses in post-Soviet Russia’s
cultural nostalgia for Empire does he reveal? More importantly, how did Akunin’s
alternative intelligentsia hero paradigm fare against the backdrop of increasing
nostalgic and neo-Imperial tendencies in Russian politics and culture — and where did

it lead him in the overall debate about the death of the intelligentsia?

3.1. The Death of Achilles (1998)

Bo uro O6bl OH IpeBpaTMICH, IOJYYMB
BO3MOKHOCTb BEPIUIUTH cyab6amu
MuoHoB? CTpamHo nogyMars.*®!

The Death of Achilles is the fourth novel in the Fandorin series and was among those
published in 1998, the year when Akunin first entered the literary stage. The novel has
been described as “the most straightforward, even conventional, of Fandorin’s

adventures’%?

— yet there is little that is conventional about it. The Death of Achilles’s
events are set during 1882, the year of Fandorin’s return to Russia after a six-year
diplomatic absence. Upon his arrival in Moscow, Fandorin discovers that his old friend
General Sobolev — whom he had met during the Russo-Turkish War, in events
described in the novel The Turkish Gambit (Typeyxuii cambum, 1998) — resides at the
same hotel as him. When Fandorin asks to be shown to the General, his request is
refused; a day later, news of Sobolev’s death is broadcast. Fandorin suspects foul play

and starts to investigate, uncovering a private scandal that quickly grows into an

31 Boris Akunin, Smert’ Akhillesa (Moscow: Zakharov, 2002), 179. All further quotations will be
referring to this edition, abbreviated as (SMA).

392 “The Death of Achilles,” Kirkus Review, May 20, 2010, <http://www kirkusreviews.com/book-
reviews/boris-akunin/the-death-of-achilles/> [accessed 17 December 2019]
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international conspiracy involving both international secret agents and the Russian
government.

The novel’s subtitle, ‘a hired killer detective novel’ (0emexmuse o naemuom
youiiye), hints at The Death of Achilles’s underlying murder mystery: the novel ends
with the revelation that Sobolev was murdered by Achimas, a contract killer who
worked at the behest of the Russian government. This choice of criminal plot signals
a change in the Fandorin series, as it not only introduces a larger range of historically
identifiable figures than in any of the previous novels, but also sets an unambiguously
political stage — making The Death of Achilles the first explicitly political novel in the
Fandorin project and a suitable case study for Akunin’s interrogation of Empire and
Nation in response to the post-Soviet nostalgia crisis.

The first part of my analysis will deal with Akunin’s presentation of Empire in
The Death of Achilles. Akunin’s use of the detective genre allows him to posit
Fandorin in the traditional role of the detective-flaneur, merging a spatial exploration
of Moscow with a discovery of its historical characters and cultural landmarks. The
central nostalgic issue Akunin investigates in The Death of Achilles is that of
Moscow’s symbolic function as Imperial heartland and microcosm, which places the
city within a colonial paradigm while also addressing Russia’s conflicting position
between East and West. Unlike the geographical capital Saint Petersburg — a carbon
copy of the ideal European city, built on the very edge of Empire — Moscow is
commonly perceived as Russia’s ancestral seat of tradition and governance. Yet
scholars such as Clowes argue that the city “stands out because of its disconnectedness
from its peripheries[, resembling] the utopian and dystopian traditions of the island or
insular city’*?. In post-Soviet literature, this theme has been explored in works as
diverse as Viktor Pelevin’s Buddha’s Little Finger (Hanaes u nycmoma, 1996),
Tatiana Tolstaya’s Slynx (Kwice, 2000), and Dmitry Glukhovsky’s Metro 2033
(Mempo 2033, 2002). Where does Akunin position Moscow along the spectrum of
heartland and periphery, and how does he use the detective genre to uncover and
dismantle mythologised categories of Imperial geography in the post-Soviet neo-

Imperial discourse?

393 Clowes, Russia on the Edge, 21.
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The second part of this chapter will then address Fandorin’s own peripherality as
a character. I will read Fandorin’s status as a returnee against the traditionally liminal
position of literary detectives, taking into account the added geographical and
psychological othering present in The Death of Achilles. Akunin uses Fandorin’s role
as a semi-outsider to engage in a rediscovery of Russian literature’s traditional hero
narratives, most notably the cult surrounding Pushkin — a cult that was started in the
Soviet period and furthered by Yeltsin and Luzhkov, only to be fully instrumentalised
under the Putin regime. How does Akunin evaluate the nation-building potential
inherent in this and other hero narratives in The Death of Achilles, and to what extent
does he challenge their officially codified forms? A juxtaposition of Fandorin and
Achimas, his antagonist, will reveal the two characters’ relation to 19%-century
intelligentsia thought and highlight their potential to fulfil a new national hero role in
Russia — amid a discussion of fate and established literary blueprints of individual

agency, as well as the true meaning behind The Death of Achilles’s title.

3.1.1. Re-Writing Empire: (M)Other Moscow
From the very start of The Death of Achilles, Akunin approaches the conceptual
parallel between the late Imperial and the post-Soviet timelines through the fixed
spatial point of Moscow. The city appears as the metonymic heartland of Empire, of
which readers receive their first glimpse through the eyes of Fandorin. Akunin’s
protagonist is nothing short of enthusiastic about his return to Russia: “Ormnsnges
CKyYHBIC CTAHIIMOHHBIC CTPOCHMSI, MOJIOJIOM YEJIIOBEK C HE BIIOJHE IOHSITHBIM
BOJIHEHMEM BJOXHYJ MPOKOIMYEHHBIN BOK3AJIBHBIA BO3AYX WU mpoirentan: ‘I'ocrnoau

299

6oxe, mecth et (SMA 4). This scene is charged with symbolic meaning: as
Fandorin is said to have arrived on the Saint Petersburg train, he would have been
traversing the country for at least a day prior to his arrival in Moscow. Yet his moment
of homecoming is deferred until Fandorin’s actual arrival in the heartland of Empire —
suggesting that only Moscow, not Saint Petersburg, carries the potential to evoke the

image of Mother Russia for the Imperial citizen.>**

3% At the time of the novel’s events, the most logical way for Fandorin to return to Russia from Japan
would have been via steamship. Construction of the Trans-Siberian Railway only began in 1891.
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The search for a historically viable and emotionally charged version of Moscow
permeates The Death of Achilles. Akunin employs generous amounts of postmodern
playfulness in his construction of 1882 Moscow, imbuing the city with several easily
identifiable landmarks and characters of post-Soviet consequence. One of the latter is
Prince Dolgorukoi, the Governor General of Moscow. In the Russian system of
administration, Governor Generals were “supreme commanders of their territories
when the monarch was absent [...] they also controlled the police [...] had the power
to impose emergency measures [ ...] and to report directly to the emperor**>. Governor
Generals also considered themselves “omnipotent rulers [gosudari] of their

territories>%°

, which in effect turned them into miniature versions of local Tsars.
Rather fittingly, during the 19" century, their “main tasks [...] were limited to
combating enemies of the autocracy’>°’. The post was abolished under the Communist
regime, but reinstated, albeit under a different name, under the Yeltsin government,
making Akunin’s depiction of the role an exploration of both: authoritarian
Imperialism and post-Soviet nostalgia for Empire.

The presence of several historical and contemporary doubles for Prince
Dolgorukoi heightens this impression of an exploration of parallel timelines. As
previously pointed out by Baraban, Akunin’s fictional Dolgorukoi can be linked to
three different historical prototypes: “the real historical figure, Prince Vladimir
Andreevich Dolgorukov (1810-1891), who was the Governor General of Moscow
from 1864 until 1891 [and] a descendant of the old noble family of princes Dolgorukoi
[...] the current mayor of Moscow, Yury Luzhkov, and Prince Yury Dolgoruky’>%8.
For a study of post-Soviet nostalgia, the link to Luzhkov, Moscow’s mayor from 1992

to 2010, is the most evocative.’®® Indeed, The Death of Achilles introduces Dolgorukoi

as “BceMorymuid xo3siuH Mmartymku-MockBe” (SMA 9) and the person who

35 A. G. Trifonov and B. V. Mezhuev, “The Governor-Generalship in the Russian System of Territorial
Administration: An Exercise in Historical Reminiscing,” Russian Politics & Law 39, no. 4 (2001): 76-
88, 80.

3% Ibid, 81.

397 Ibid, 85.

398 Baraban, “A Country Resembling Russia,” 404.

39 Unconnected to a reading of Akunin, Kalinin delineated the nostalgic modernisation of Russian
history in the service of a political re-imagining of Empire, mentioning that “in the framework of such
a narrative, there is no clear-cut difference between Stolypin and Stalin (efficient managers), Nikolai I
and Solzhenitsyn (national martyrs) [...] or, finally, Yury Dolgoruky and Yury Luzhkov (founders of
Moscow),” Kalinin, “Nostalgic Modernization,” 158.

101



“[m]onTOpa mecaTka JeT MPaBHII [ ... | MATKO, HO XBAaTKO, 33 UTO HEJIPYTH HA3bIBAJIH €r0
IOpuewm [onropykum u Bonoaeii bonbioe I'nesno, a noopoxenarenem Bnagumupom
Kpacuo Comnbimko” (SMA 10).4% Both Dolgorukoi’s manner of speech and his
condescendingly paternal, yet in times of crisis demanding attitude to his subordinates
play on Luzhkov’s own public image; lastly, both Luzhkov and Akunin’s Dolgorukoi
possess a range of nicknames, which touch in similar ways upon their place in Russia’s

greater historical hero narrative:

Luzhkov has been called not only the ‘mayor in a cap’ but also the ‘Boss’ [...], ‘Iurii Dolgorukii’
[...] and the ‘Moscow bear.’ [...] ill-wishers call him the ‘godfather,” ‘Papa Doc,” even ‘Il Duce.’
But [...] most Muscovites who vote for him as mayor consider him [...] one of the epic heroes
that our country invariably produces in times of trial and trouble.*’!

However, Akunin follows a slightly more complex juxtaposition than this, avoiding a
simplified dichotomy of supposedly ‘positive’ vs. ‘negative’ influences from Russian
history for a more variegated portrayal. Thus, Akunin’s Dolgorukoi receives the
nickname of Yuri Dolgoruki, the 12"-century founder of the City of Moscow, from
his adversaries — not his supporters. The name of Dolgoruki’s son, Volodya Bolzhoe
Gnezdo — who was known for his success in expanding the reach and power of Kievan
Rus’ — is likewise given to the Governor General by his critics. From a historian’s
perspective, this approach is not unfounded: after Bolzhoe Gnezdo’s death, his
progeny descended into prolonged years of familial strife that quickly undermined the
strength of the budding Russian state and served as a case study for the dangers of
nepotism. However, these aspects are not commonly included in official portrayals of
Russian history, and therefore prompt readers to find explanations for their seemingly
paradoxical attribution to Dolgorukoi by themselves.

In a similar vein, Akunin also problematises the incomplete and incorrect
remembering of Vladimir the Great, who was the ruler of Kievan Rus’ from 980 to
1015.42 Although Dolgorukoi is put in connection with this national figure in Russian

history by his well-wishers — indicating an open appraisal of Vladimir’s active

400 These nicknames were not made part of the English translation of the novel, which suggests a bias
towards the Western reader as unable to make the necessary connections to Russian history.

401 Roy Medvedev, “The Yuri Luzhkov Phenomenon,” Russian Politics & Law 42, no. 5 (2004): 50-63,
63.

402 The fact that the name ‘Vladimir Krasno Solnyshko’ is typically reserved for Russian bylini or epic
poems adds an extra layer of mythical heroism to its use. This is also the same Vladimir whose statue
was erected in front of the Kremlin in 2016.
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diplomatic ties with other countries such as the Byzantine Empire — Akunin omits this
part of his reign, and chooses to subvert one of its better-known aspects instead:
Vladimir’s adoption of Christianity on behalf of the entire Rus’. In Dolgorukoi’s first

appearance, he laments:

[...] mo maTHUIAM [...] y MEHS 3aBeICHO pa3HbIe CEKPETHO-IEINKATHEIE Jenia 00cyxaath. Cefiuac
BOT HAMEYEHO TOHKOTO BOIIPOCA KOCHYTHCSI — IIE€ JOCTATh ACHET Ha 3aBEPIICHHUE POCIIMCH XpaMa.
CasiToe €10, KpecT MO MHOTOJIETHHUH. [...] Bynem nymarb, Kak ¢ MOCKOBCKUX TOJICTOYMOB Ha
00TOyToHOE JIeJI0 MIJUTHOH BHITPACTH. (SMA 11)

For any reader vaguely familiar with Russian news during the 1990s, the cathedral
referenced here could be none other than Moscow’s Cathedral of Christ the Saviour.
Even the time frames match: while the novel’s events take place in 1882, shortly before
the original building project was finished, Akunin’s book was published in 1998 — just

months before Luzhkov finished his own megalomaniacal (re-)building project.

Mythical Past and Modern Illusions
The reconstruction of the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour was Luzhkov’s most
ambitious and, potentially, most controversial nostalgic building project, and it
sparked a range of different reactions across the Russian public. Akunin incorporates
several of these commentaries into his portrayal of the Cathedral’s original erection,
such as when he references the enormous costs of (re-)building the Cathedral (now
estimated at 300 million dollars). In the novel, the financing talks are said to be part of
Dolgorukoy’s weekly slot for secret affairs — making it not so much a public endeavour
as a private vanity project. Such a reading calls to mind Andrew Gentes’s verdict that
“[h]Jow much the city and federal governments have actually spent on construction is
a closely guarded secret, though it appears significant”*%*. Moreover, discussions about
alternate, more useful ways of spending the city’s money not only took place during
the 1990s, but are also echoed by Moscow’s chief of police in The Death of Achilles:
“A npecnoByTslii Xpam! Benpb Bce coku U3 ropoja Bbicocal. 3a4eM, clipalmuBacTcs?
CKOJIBKO TIPUIOTOB Jia OOJBHUII HAa dTAKUE JEHBKHUIIM MOXXHO Obl mocTpouTh! Her,
Ham Xeorc HOBOSIBJICHHBIN JKEJIaeT HeMPEMEHHO MHUpaMHIy Mociie ce0s OCTaBUThH”

(SMA 76).

403 Andrew Gentes, “The Life, Death and Resurrection of the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour, Moscow,”
History Workshop Journal, no. 46 (1998): 63-95, 87.
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Rather than profess a need for grandiose spiritual salvation, the characters in
Akunin’s novel consider religion and state welfare as two separate spheres,
counteracting the image of an overarching Orthodox mind-set in the Imperial era as
well as the idea of an unbroken unity between state, Church and nation — or the appeal
of leaders turning themselves into cult figures. The fact that such an idea was an
integral part in the building of the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour is attested by
Kathleen Smith, who states that Alexander I “meant the cathedral to be ‘a visible
manifestation of the credo of ‘Official Nationality’, (that is) ‘Orthodoxy, autocracy
and nationality’ — thereby linking the notion of one god and one emperor with the idea
of the distinctiveness of the Russian people”*®*. In transplanting this credo onto a post-
Soviet context, Akunin not only alludes to Russia’s nationwide search for a national
identity, but also provides a remarkably accurate foreshadowing of its subsequent
manipulation under the Putin regime.

Akunin also works to dismantle claims about the Cathedral’s inherent national
identity potential, repeatedly framing its construction in terms of corruption and
conspiracy. One of the final plot twists in The Death of Achilles is that the money used
for the completion of the Cathedral is donated by Fandorin himself, who, in turn,

retrieved it from the assassin that was hired to kill Sobolev:

[...] Wb, kakoit mopTdensuank-To y Bac. Xopomas Bents. [loan, nHOCTpaHHON paboTHI?

- [Toptdens He Moii [...] Cobuparoch B ropoackyio JIymy nepecnats. KpymHoe moskepTBoBaHme
OT aHOHMMHOT'O JApUTEJIs, Ha 3aBEPILIECHUE YCTPOHCTBA Xpama.

- U cunbHO kpynHOE? — BHUMATEIHHO B3IISTHYJI HA MOJIOAOTO YEIOBEKA KaMEpIUHED.

- [Hourn munnmown pyoneit. (SMA 365)

The scathingly bitter irony inherent in this situation stems from the circumstance that
the killer was in the employ of a Government official, making it not only blood money,
but a symbolic investment into the strengthening of authoritarian and Moscow city
rule. This, too, bears a contemporary parallel: according to Smith, “[d]espite the
current prevailing myth that the cathedral was raised on the basis of small contributions
from ordinary Russians, the state provided by far the major part of the funding*%. As

a result, the only tradition that the new-old Cathedral manages to uphold is that of a

404 Kathleen E. Smith, “An Old Cathedral for a New Russia: The Symbolic Politics of the Reconstituted
Church of Christ the Saviour,” Religion, State and Society 25, no. 2 (1997): 163-75, 164.
405 Tbid, 164.
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government reinforcing hollowed-out myth-making processes about its own past as an
Empire.

The latter impression is heightened in the context of a discussion about the
essential lack of authenticity surrounding the Cathedral building project. Instead of
following original building plans, Luzhkov’s reconstruction of the Cathedral of Christ
the Saviour used exclusively modern materials such as steel and bronze, foregoing
even the use of several surviving stone busts from the original.**® This reconstruction
method not only raised justified warnings by architects about the future of Russia’s
restoration culture, but also revealed the fundamental hollowness of official attempts
at rebuilding Russia’s past. What is being recreated and chosen as part of the official
narrative about the Imperial period are external glamour and richness, which lack in
historical weight and serve as cheap — albeit convincing — copies instead.

For present-day critics, the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour is a culturally empty
replica that “demonstrates the futility of trying to establish links with the imperial

407 ‘mirroring “the new cultural landscape of Russia [...] as an indecipherable and

past
sometimes impenetrable maze™**®. Akunin takes this criticism a step further by
questioning not just the original Cathedral’s claim to authenticity, but also its
subsequent benefit to the neo-Imperial discourse, thus ridding both of their elevated
statuses and turning the Cathedral’s supposedly glorious reconstruction into twice the
farce.

Akunin’s repeated references to Luzhkov’s personality cult also play an important

role in this depiction. As pointed out by Baraban,

[the] ironic attitude of Akunin’s narrator to Dolgorukov’s megalomania is a projection of
Russians’ irony about Luzhkov’s megalomania, which, in turn, is a manifestation of the neo-
imperial attitude in Russia, the desire to reinstate Russia’s greatness through pursuing grandiose
projects such as the erection of the WWII memorial on Poklonnaia Hill, the celebration of the
850th anniversary of Moscow, and Pushkin’s bicentennial in 1999.4%°

In this comment, Baraban constructs two clearly separate fronts: the desire for a

nostalgic reconstruction of a neo-Imperial heritage is limited to Luzhkov and the

406 Cf. Clementine Cecil, ““We Shall Soon Have the Newest Ancient Heritage in the World’: The Rise
of the Sham Replica under Moscow Mayor Yuri Luzhkov and Its Implications for Russia's Architectural
Heritage,” The Historic Environment: Policy & Practice 2, no. 1 (2011): 68-102, 81-2.

407 Gentes, “The Life, Death and Resurrection of the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour,” 89.

408 Barker, “Rereading Russia,” 4.

409 Baraban, “A Country Resembling Russia,” 404.
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political strata of post-Soviet Russian society, whereas a predominantly ironical
attitude towards these projects is attributed to the Russian general public. Indeed,
public opinions about the Cathedral were mixed, despite “initial efforts [by]
preservationists and believers”*!? to support the project. As early as 1995, the
Cathedral was called both “an expression of the autocratic vertical power structure in

Russia, in which personality and power count for more than the law”4!!

and a building
that “evokes the ugly, autocratic, face of Imperial Russia”*!'?. Chrystia Freeland called
Luzhkov the “country’s first mainstream [politician] to flirt with Russian
nationalism™*!®. The various voices in Akunin’s novel that criticise the Governor
General’s grandiose construction projects thus become an echo of the public voice of
discontent of the 1990s, which also expressed scepticism about personality cults and
the perceivable shift in public opinion towards the far right. Akunin extends the reach
of these sceptical voices in his novel by putting them into the mouths of members of
the police apparatus and even the Governor General’s advisor, which creates a true
social network of critically-minded feedback.

As Fandorin’s investigation into Sobolev’s death leads him to rediscover Moscow

as part of his detective journey, he also comes across yet another symbolically charged

architectural landmark of Empire: the Swedish Gates,

C JIepPEBSIHHBIM HaBECOM, C PE3HBIMH CTOJI0aMu. FICKOHHO pycCKHe, JOTEeTPOBCKOH KOHCTPYKIHH,
a 30ByTCS IMOYEMY-TO ‘CBeWCKMMHM . BUIHO, B He3almaMsATHBIC BpeMeHa HayYHJIHCh MOCKBHTSIHE
STOH IJIOTHUIKON IMPEMYIPOCTH Y KaKoro-HUOyIs mBeackoro Kymma. (SMA 354)

The oxymoron in this statement could not be more obvious, despite the fact that
Akunin changed the name of the original structure from Spasskie, or Saviour, to
Sveiskie vorota, or Swedish Gates. The apparent naivety with which Fandorin
describes the gates’ history evokes an ironical distance on part of both the narrator and
the reader — not least because the gates’ re-naming hints at Russia’s controversial
Norman theory, which outlines the role that Scandinavian rulers played in resurrecting
the faltering Rus’ in the 9 century. Ever since its first formulation in the 18" century,

the Norman theory has sparked controversy as to Russia’s national origins.

410 Gentes, “The Life, Death and Resurrection of the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour,” 64.

41 Cecil, “"We Shall Soon Have the Newest Ancient Heritage in the World',” 70.

412 Chrystia Freeland, “Moscow Puts Its Faith in a Capital Project,” The Financial Times, August 24,
1995.

413 Thid.
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Akunin’s invention of an architectural structure that links the word Swedish to the
concept of Saviour serves as both a historical reminder and a terminological question
mark in the very heart of Moscow’s claim to authenticity. Akunin neither mentions the
Norman theory by name nor does he explicitly refer to it, but he nonetheless challenges
the image of a distinctly Russian Imperial past — along with the portrayal of Peter the
Great’s reign as a clear demarcation line for the onset of European influences in
Russian culture. Fandorin’s thoughts not only point out that Europe played an integral
part in Russia’s development long before Peter the Great took power, but they also
reveal the historical palimpsest that is inherent to all so-called national memoryscapes.
Rather than appear as a seat of ur-Russian values, Moscow becomes a core
representation of the cultural influence of the other instead — and reveals the manifold
ways in which it has enriched Russia in the process.

The fruitlessness of trying to utilise a nostalgic vision of the past as a raison d'étre
for retro-imperial sentiments about Russia’s distinctiveness is also shown in the
description of government buildings and the Imperial bureaucratic apparatus in The
Death of Achilles. As Fandorin walks past the house of the chief of police on Tverskoi

Boulevard — the supposed seat of law and order in the city — he describes it as follows:

HdoMm obGep-nonureiimelictepa Ha TBepcKOM cUHTAICA OJHOH W3 MOCTOIPHMEYATEIBHOCTEH
NIepBOIIPECTONIbHOM. Brixoas ¢acagom Ha pecriekTaOenbHbIH OyibBap, Ije B IIOTOXKHE JHU
MIPOTYJIMBAJIOCH JIy4lllee MOCKOBCKOE OOIIECTBO, JBYXITAXHBINA JIOM [...] CJIOBHO obeperai u B
HEKOTOPOM pOJIe JlaKe OJIaroCioBIISUT NPHIMYHYIO MYOJIIMKY Ha H3SIHOE W Oe3MATEKHOE
BpeMsNpenpoBoxaeHue. ['yndiiTe, MO, MNPOCBEIIEHHBIE MAaMbl M TOCHNOJAA, IO Y3KOMY
€BPOIEHCKOMY IPOMEHaAy [...] MycTh Bac HE TPEBOXKUT CONEHHE OTPOMHOIO IOIY-a3MaTCKOro
ropojia, HaCeJIEHHOro MO NPEUMYIIECTBY JIOABMHU HENPOCBEIIEHHBIMU U HEBOCIUTAaHHBIMHU —
BJIACTh 3/I€Ch, BOT OHA, Ha CTpaXke IMBUIINA3IINHY U TIOPSIIKA, BIACTH HUKOT/IA He cruT. (SMA 193)

Akunin’s use of irony in this passage is overwhelming, mocking a shallow adaptation
of Western mannerisms that fails to transcend to the level of principles and values by
describing the police headquarters as a tourist attraction (‘omHoW U3
JoCTOMpUMeYaTeNbHOCTeN nepBomnpecTonbHoii’) and a place for rich Muscovites to
flaunt their fake Western-ness.

As the European image of Moscow is shown to be nothing but a fagade, the city’s
wholesomeness begins to appear like a Potemkin village, using civilised elevatedness
to mask the underlying reality of frailty and decrepitude. The sickness of Moscow’s
organism is given voice through the heavy breathing of the city, which reveals its

laborious effort to function. The official representatives’ love for a mere veneer of
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Europeanism is shown to be lacking in substance just as much as the Cathedral of
Christ the Saviour was shown to be lacking in authenticity: by coveting a Western
appearance, the city’s elite affirms the desirability of an idealised West, but at the same
time, the integrity and initiative to act on this ideal remain absent. The narrowness of
the described European promenade symbolically reflects this process of selective
Westernisation, which was as topical of Russia in the 1880s as it was of the 1990s.4!*
The inside of the police apparatus in The Death of Achilles is shown to be similarly

inefficient and outdated. Fandorin criticises the use of antiquated fighting techniques

in the gendarmerie as proof of an obsolete mind-set within the administration:

@®aHmOpHH CKENTHYECKH I0Ka4yaj TOJOBOW: TOXKE €lle JKM3HEHHas HEeOoOXOIUMOCTh IS
*aHmapMmckoro odurepa — Ha panupax ¢exrosars. C keM, crpammBaercsi? C 6omOucramu? Bee
TIEPESKUTKH TpoInioro. Jlydine Obl I3I0AIONY H3YYaId WIH, HA XYJIOW KOHEIl, aHTJTMHCKII OOKC.
(SMA 155)

Moreover, mistrust and suspicion reign supreme, hinting at the ruling elite’s failure to
fulfil their role as “cronm 3akonHOCTH U TIopsiAKa” (SMA 163). Yet they also indicate
the resurfacing of a surveillance state that contradicts both Moscow’s and Russia’s
claim to kinship with the West: as the police and official representatives of the state
begin to live in a state of permanent fear, the fact that ‘power never sleeps’ (‘BnacTb
HUKOT/Ia He ciuT’) turns from a reassurance to a threat.

The way Akunin repeatedly phrases the state as an unknowable or unintelligible
entity in The Death of Achilles duplicates the narrative of the crime novel onto its
intratextual reality, recreating a claustrophobic atmosphere of secrecy that is both
recognisable and oppressive for the modern-day reader. The unassailability of the state
is mirrored in the arbitrary violence it exacts upon its people; in the end, the Empire’s
own police officials are turned into the victims of their own panoptic spectacle: “[oH]
OBLT TIPUCTABJIEH HAOIIOJATh 32 HAOJIOMAIONIMM — Y HAC B BEIOMCTBE 3TO 4acTO
obBaer” (SMA 169). Nobody, however, appears to be aware of this fact other than
Fandorin, the semi-foreigner who captures everything through the internal outsider’s
inquisitive gaze: “Hu mary 6e3 oxpansl. boxe, kyna karurcsa Poccus... [...] MHe Bce

Temeph Kaxkerca mojo3puteibHbiM!” (SMA 194-6).4'° Despite being a historical

4141t is also an oddly prophetic statement about the way in which protest spaces for the liberal opposition
movement were firmly restricted in Moscow during the 2011/12 protests.

415 Akunin’s choice of words in the Russian original, in particular the verb kamumucs (‘to rush’ or ‘to
roll’), calls to mind Gogol’s The Dead Souls, which posits this very question as its final sentiment and
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insertion into an alternative past, this is the voice of the modern Muscovite — left adrift

in a plurality of truths, finding its echoes in the sentiments of a fictional forebear.

Moscow’s Urban Jungle
The impossibility of arriving at a part of Moscow that offers a stable narrative of
distinct Russianness also draws Moscow’s identification within the Imperial heartland
into question. Surprisingly, it is Fandorin’s colleagues and superiors who introduce
this thought into the conversation, as they repeatedly voice colonial attitudes about the

city they call home:

- [...] He Mocksa, a 4nucThI€ KYHIJIH.
- Uto? — He nonsn GannopuH.
- XKynrmu. 3Beps Ha 3Bepe! (SMA 71)

- BBl B Hammx MOCKOBCKax JOKYHIJIAX YE€JIIOBEK HOBBIﬁ..., - OCTOPOXXHO Ha4aJl OH.
W stoT mpo pKyHIIH, MBICIEHHO yauBmics Opact [letposud, Ho Buxy He moman. Ckazan
b - Jla u B poccuiickux Toxe. (SMA 75)

At first, Fandorin is reluctant to adopt this terminology, but he eventually succumbs to
its usage: “B camom nene, He MEepBONMPECTONbHASA, & KaKUE-TO JHKYHIJIH, MOyMall
Opacr IlerpoBuu” (SMA 76). Thus, Moscow is not perceived as the core of the
Empire, but as an exotic, ungovernable periphery instead. The use of the word ‘jungle’
is noteworthy, as it is a term better associated with Western colonial narratives and the
colonial boomerang than with Russian colonialism — particularly as the Russian
Empire never possessed any overseas colonies in tropical climates.*!¢ However,
Akunin’s use of it conveys a slightly different meaning. Whereas the term ‘urban
jungle’ was traditionally used to suggest a focus on the maze-like urban structures of
the city, the mention of beasts (‘3Beps Ha 3Bepe’) in The Death of Achilles brings the
behavioural codes and interactions of Moscow’s inhabitants to the fore instead.

In a paradoxical twist, Akunin’s characters fall back on Western terminology just
as they have stumbled upon a phenomenon that does differentiate Russia from the
West. According to Steven Sabol, the Russian Empire was “not [an] accidental

[empire]; instead, [it was] opportunistic, deliberate, and aggressive [...] the Russian

also uses a verb that implies an out-of-control movement. The question of political terror, here only
mentioned fleetingly, will be explored in more detail in chapter 3.2 (The State Counsellor).

416 Cf. Joseph McLaughlin, Writing the Urban Jungle: Reading Empire in London from Doyle to Eliot
(Charlottesville and London: UP of Virginia, 2000).
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Empire colonized, but it had no colonies™*!”. Alexander Etkind took this definition a
step further, resurrecting the term self-colonisation from Russia’s historiographical
annals, where it had first been discussed in some depth by the 19™-century historian
Vasily Kliuchevskii.*!®

As described by Etkind, Russia’s development into an Empire was not only
accompanied by a conquering of people of different ethnicities and faiths in Asia and
Central Asia, but also by a colonisation of Russia’s own people via serfdom — which
was a phenomenon primarily located in the Imperial heartland: “There were few
privately owned serfs in northern Russia and Siberia; no serfdom among Kalmycks,
Kazakhs, Jews, or peoples of the north; few serfs among Tatars [...] However one
defines the core of this Empire, the closer one got to it, the more serfs there were”*!°.
Paradoxically, the majority of serfs were Orthodox Russians who were treated akin to
‘white negroes’ — regardless of the fact that they were still viewed as humans and
Christians. They were not, however, viewed as part of the Europeanised elite and, as a
result, relegated to a place in Russian society that was culturally peripheral.

Akunin problematises the lack of awareness about this historic process of internal
colonisation in his use of jungle-rhetoric, but also in the way his characters associate
Asia with either despotism or danger. The reactions to Masa, Fandorin’s Japanese
assistant and manservant, are indicative of this process. While Masa is dressed as a
beggar as part of their investigation, he is mistaken for a “gymasplii kuprusz B
3acaJIeHHOM XaJiaTe W IPaHoM Maiiaxae. ['ocroju, Koro TOIbKO B MaTyIIKy-MOCKBY
He 3a"ocutT’ (SMA 129). Voiced by a servant herself, this statement turns Masa’s
Asian features into a threat, whilst linking the image of ‘Mother Moscow’ to the
concept of non-Asianness — an interesting statement to make, given that Moscow is
traditionally portrayed in Russian literature as the antidote to Saint Petersburg’s
excessive Europeanism. Akunin uses the apparent contradiction in this statement to
point out Russia’s historic problems with verbalising its own in-betweenness.

A further parallel between the Russian Empire and the post-Soviet context is to

be found in the contextualisation of present-day racism in the unmistakably Imperial

417 Steven Sabol, The Touch of Civilization: Comparing American and Russian Internal Colonization
(Boulder: University Press of Colorado, 2016), 4.

418 Cf. Vasilii Osipovich Kliuchevskii, Sochineniia v vos’mi tomakh (Moscow: Gos. izd-vo.
politicheskoi lit-ry, 1956-1959).

419 Etkind, Internal Colonization, 125.
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narrative of the ‘Yellow Peril’. In turn-of-the-century Russia, “the East and Asia

7420 a5 sources of an existential

loomed ever larger in Russian intellectual discourse
threat to both the Russian Empire and its civilisation — a discourse that was shared by
other Empires in the West, but which carried particular poignancy in the Russian
Empire for obvious geopolitical reasons. One of the most famous literary reflections
of this fear was rendered immortal in Andrei Bely’s novel Peterburg (Ilemep6ype,
1913), in which Bely “plays on the figure of the ‘yellow peril,” not as an impending
threat [...], but rather as a form of confusion about Russia’s origins”**!. Even though
Masa is Japanese, he is automatically perceived as Kirghiz — mirroring a similar
confusion about Russia’s ‘internal’ Asianness, which appears more threatening and
more disturbing than its external equivalent.

As summarised by M. L. Roman, the problem of anti-Asian sentiments in Russia
resurfaced with some force after the break-up of the Soviet Union, which resulted in a
swift parallel collapse of the Soviet narrative of the brotherhood of all peoples. As
widespread racial profiling of Caucasian and Central Asian citizens began to be
instated in Moscow, “uncertainty and insecurity on [...] streets and public transport,
frequent verbal and physical harassment and arbitrary fines”**? became everyday
occurrences in the city. I concur with Roman in this regard, who convincingly argues
that a neo-Imperial subtext needs to be read into this growth in hostile sentiments.
According to Roman, the predominant Russian view about the break-up of the Soviet
Union contains a strong element of blame for the Central Asian people, who so
willingly abandoned their quasi-colonial overlord for a return to the state of self-
governance — an illogical embrace of pre-civilised and barbarian roots as well as a
rejection of the nostalgically charged heritage of Imperial grandeur.

From a post-Soviet view, the real issue at the heart of this confrontative stance is
the lack of a similarly attractive and similarly distinct identity narrative for Russia to
fall back on. Only a deeply ingrained inferiority complex along with romanticised

views about Imperial superpower glory could explain such an aggressive defence of

420 Clowes, Russia on the Edge, 13.

421 Sabine Doran, The Culture of Yellow, Or, The Visual Politics of Late Modernity (New York:
Bloomsbury, 2013), 134.

42 M.L. Roman, “Making Caucasians Black: Moscow Since the Fall of Communism and the
Racialization of Non-Russians,” Journal of Communist Studies and Transition Politics 18, no. 2 (2002):
1-27, 19.
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the narrative of Russian ethnic superiority. The 19"-century Western colonial
stereotype of the urban jungle harbouring savage beasts unfit to govern themselves
therefore finds its double equivalent in Akunin’s text: first in a hint at Russia’s
historical process of self-colonisation in the 19" century and the way it imposed a
narrative of savagery upon its own people, followed by a more overt description of the
post-Soviet adoption of a colonial gaze that openly embraces, rather than repudiates,
the widespread contemporary denomination of non-white, non-Russian citizens as
‘blacks’.4*

In The Death of Achilles, Akunin does not pass up the chance to reveal the secret
reciprocity and accompanying hollowness of such discriminatory thinking. When a
Caucasian adjutant lieutenant employs the quasi-Darwinian racist comparison of man
to monkey upon seeing Masa dressed in a ceremonial kimono, he exclaims: “3to0 eme
yro 3a Makaka!” (SMA 36). The scene is rendered parodic by the fact that the lieutenant
himself is decked out in his national, Georgian uniform; moreover, Masa — who, at this
point in the series, does not speak or understand Russian — responds to the news that
the duel will be fought by pistol, not by sword, with the words: “Omnstp Ha
MUCTONIeTax ? — pa3odyapoBaHHO cripocuil Maca. — Urto 3a BapBapckuii o0br4aii. M koro
xe Bbl yobere? Toro Bosiocaroro uenoBeka? J[o 4ero e OH MOXO0XK Ha 00e3bsHy”
(SMA 36-7). Scenes like these undoubtedly serve a humorous purpose, but there is an
underlying bite of bitter irony to them: as Japan is shown to harbour the same
pretensions towards national superiority as Russia does about its Eastern neighbour,
the inherent meaninglessness of statements of this kind is laid bare. The horizontal

axes of the equation are inversed: West mocks East and East mocks West, ridding both

423 The portrayal of other non-Russian characters in The Death of Achilles likewise brings the existence

of a range of national stereotypes to the fore. Germans are repeatedly described as ‘sausage eaters’
(‘xombacuukm’) who value punctuality and possess a “[4]ucTo HEMeIKasi, TOIOpHAS XUTPOCTh (SMA
96); when the suspicion arises that the death of a German spy may be attributable to the German
government, the act is described with the words: “Hexopoiiio, MaiiHe XeppeH, He MMO-XPUCTHAHCKH —
COOCTBEHHOTO pe3nICHTa, KaKk CBHHEIO Ha OoitHe” (SMA 97) — which, given the resolution of the novel,
certainly carries a considerable degree of parodic acerbity. At the same time, Germany is also placed
within a terminological fraternity that denotes the West as civilised; thus, while trying to solve the
mysterious circumstances surrounding Sobolev’s death, the head of the secret section of the police
states: “Otpasutb benoro I'enepana? bpen! He Bepro, 4TO HEMIIBI MOTJIM MONTH HA TaKOW PUCK. DTO
JKe MUBIIIN30BaHHAS HalWs, a He Kakas-HuOyas [lepcus!” (SMA 61). The recollection of Persia recalls
the death of the Russian poet Griboyedov, who was serving as the Russian ambassador to Persia in 1829
when he was murdered by an angry mob after signing a treaty that forced the country to cede several of
its territories to the Russian Empire — making this also a potential allusion to the break-up of the Soviet
Union.
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insults of any actual meaning. As Japanese and Russian speakers alike adopt Western
colonial attitudes in an attempt to overcome their own sense of inferiority, they strip
not only themselves, but all Imperial discourses of their claim to civilised
enlightenment.

Masa’s description of Achimas, the antagonist who managed to trick him into
relinquishing the suitcase containing the contract money, inverts another commonly
known racist stereotype: “>kenTbie BOJIOCHI, BOASHUCTHIE TJ1a3a... MbI I-1UI1 HETO Bce
Ha oxHo juno” (SMA 159). Masa’s inability to differentiate one Western face from
another echoes the alleged indistinguishability of Asian features for people of Western
origin. Yet the quote also underhandedly comments on the pointlessness of relying on
visual markers of otherness in Russia — an impossibility that is explicitly problematised
in the character of Achimas. Born to a Moravian father and a Muslim mother in the
Caucasus, Achimas is described as having had “aBa Gora u Tpu s3p1ka” (SMA 211) as
a child. He also appears as the ethnic enfant terrible of the story: optically
indistinguishable from an ethnic Russian, Achimas fails to conform to the role of
peripheral Asian scapegoat based on his looks alone. For Masa, a Japanese character,
Achimas is the embodiment of the stereotypical European; for the Russian characters
in the novel, Achimas’s place of origin singles him out as the Caucasian, Asian Other.

Achimas’s background as a half-Chechen does indeed seem to predestine him for
the role of antagonist — both from a historical and a contemporary point of view. On
the one hand, Achimas’s journey from the southernmost borders of the Empire to its
nominal core reflects the classical voyage of colonial-era threats; on the other hand,
the context of the 1998 Chechen War and the aforementioned discrimination against
‘people of Caucasian nationality’ provide Akunin with a contemporary link to the
narrative of a renewed Asian peril. Yet just as Akunin dissolved the demarcation lines
between East and West by playing with the blurry boundaries between Russia’s
“metropole and colony [...] subject and citizen***, he also reveals the unsuitability of
Russia’s North-South axis as a historical tool for differentiation and negative self-

identification. Achimas does not move to Moscow in the pursuit of private terror

424 Alexander Morrison, “Metropole, Colony, and Imperial Citizenship in the Russian Empire,” Kritika
13, no. 2 (2012): 327-64, 338.
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designs — he simply follows the trail of the highest bidder, i.e. the Russian government,
in his search for contract money.

Therefore, transgressions move from the core of the Empire outwards in Akunin’s
Imperial Russia — not vice versa. By subverting the dictum of the periphery as a zone
of violence and instability in the Russian Empire, Akunin challenges its continued use
in the post-Soviet space and offers a scathing comment on the pathological post-
perestroika flirtation with Imperial categories of thought. The resulting narrative
collapses conceptual, rather than geopolitical borders and focuses, first and foremost,

on the inborn, not the imported, instabilities of Empire.

3.1.2. Writing Nation: Strolls With Pushkin, Lermontov & Co.
Another instability of Empire that The Death of Achilles deals with is the novel’s
eponymous crime. Akunin’s choice of murder victim places an emblematic figure of
Imperial strength and military prowess at the heart of Fandorin’s detective journey:
General Sobolev, also called the ‘White General’ or ‘Achilles’ by his friends, is
modelled after real-life General Mikhail Skobelev (1843-1882), who achieved
nationwide fame in his lifetime for campaigns in the Russo-Turkish War (1877-78)
and the Siege of Goek-Tepe (1881). As an easily recognisable figure from Imperial
history for present-day readers, Sobolev is described as “mob6umernt Bceri Poccuu. Jla
yto Poccum — Best EBpona benoro I'enepana 3naer” (SMA 17). Correspondingly, his
death is framed as a national tragedy that surpasses even the assassination of Alexander
I1, the “Tsar Osvoboditel’” or ‘Tsar Liberator’: “Takoii ckopOou Topoj He BhIKA3bIBA
W B TPONUIOM MapTe, KOT/Ia CIYKWIA TaHUXHIBl TI0 3JI0JCHCKH YOHEHHOMY
nmreparopy” (SMA 101).

In The Death of Achilles, instead of corroborating a view of the deceased as an
embodiment of Russian virtue, a summary description of Sobolev’s character portrays
him as a man of international tastes, who prefers Russia’s European capital over its

historical one:

Yconmuii momonry xwuBan B [lerepOypre, B ApeBHEH cTONMIIE ObIBAT TOJIBKO HAE3aMH, OJHAKO
e MockBa JTF00MITa ero CHIIbHEH, 9eM X0IoaHbIH YnHOBHBIH [Tutep [...] JocTatouHo To, 9TO OBLI
OH XOpoII coboii u cnaBeH modexamu, a Oosee Bcero momoomics MockBndaM Co00JIeB TeM, 4To
YYBCTBOBAJIM OHM B HEM HCTHHHO PYCCKOTO HUEJNOBEKa, Oe3 UyXKeCTpaHHHIX (aHabepmii u
9KHBOKOB. (SMA 100f.)
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Although Sobolev is still presented as a beloved national hero across all strata of
society, his public persona appears distinctly different from his private one — hinting
at the existence of a double life that draws the General’s suitability as a Russian
national hero into question. The notes gathered by Achimas in preparation for the
assassination reveal: “[m]peT yMepeHHO, MPEINOYUTAET ‘IIATO-UKEM’, KypHUT
Opa3uiIbCKUE CHUrapbl, JIOOUT PYCCKHE POMAaHCHI, B ocoOeHHocTH ‘Psibuny’” (SMA
280). The circumstances of Sobolev’s death pose the final challenge to his
unadulterated hero status: although Sobolev’s unexpected demise is passed off as a
sudden heart attack at his desk, Fandorin’s investigations soon reveal that the General
died in the bed of a well-known German femme fatale of the capital. Unaware of the
fact that Sobolev was assassinated, his svifa subsequently tries to safeguard the
General’s hero narrative in a way that remains marketable for the wider public:
“HapoaHnsblii repoii — u takas cmepTh. Hekpacuso. Kak-to He mo-pyccku. ®@paHity3sl
CBOEMY KyMHPY, TIOKaTYH, TPOCTHIIN OB, Y HAC YK€ COUYTYT HAITMOHAIBHBIM TI030pOM”’
(SMA 55).

The wish to protect the dead General’s reputation also leads several members of

his entourage to desperately attempt to hinder Fandorin from investigating the case:

- ®angopuH, obelaiTe, YTO HE UCIONB3yeTe CBOU JICTCKTUBHBIN TaJaHT BO BPE/ OTYM3HE. 3/1eCh
Ha KapTy nocrtasiieHa yecTh Poccuu. Opact [letpoBuu nomomnyan. — O6emaro [...] 4To HU4Ero He
CZIeNalo MPOTUB CBOEH YECTH, U IyMalo, 3TOro goctatouHo. (SMA 40)

For the first time in his career, Fandorin finds himself faced with a moral conflict of
interest while carrying out his duty to the state. Although he ignores the military’s wish
to keep up appearances, imbuing a full reconstruction of the crime with greater
importance than the protection of an official narrative of Empire, Fandorin equally
does not suspect any foul play on part of the Russian state. At one point, he even
suggests to act in a private capacity — thus offering to preserve the Empire’s face by
avoiding diplomatic conflicts with Germany (cf. SMA 73).

Throughout The Death of Achilles, Fandorin’s loyalty to the regime is repeatedly
put into the spotlight. When Fandorin comes across a newspaper article that details the
use of a fake cover story in an American newspaper, announcing the U.S. President’s
death as part of an advertisement campaign for woollen underwear — an insertion so

random that it begs interpretation — he mentally argues that “rocymaps umrmepaTop 310

115



BaM He Kakoi-To Tam mpesuaeHT’ (SMA 44).%** By condemning the everyday
normalcy allowed in the treatment of a democratically elected head of state, Fandorin
lifts the image of the autocratic ruler above that of a representative of the people —
imbuing the former’s image with the sacred inviolability typical of his post, and
embellishing it with the concomitant notions of greater wisdom and competence.
Fandorin’s indignation in this scene is an expression of the leader cult thinking that
continues to inform Russian culture today, along with the associated metonymic
identification of Tsar, Empire and Russia.**®

What Fandorin fails to perceive, however, is that while an Emperor may be a
stronger representation of Empire than a President will ever be, he is always a weaker
representative of Nation, too. While reluctant to submit to the irrational concept of
blind allegiance, Fandorin still wishes to uphold the reputation of the Russian Empire
and professes complete faith in the government’s right to rule — a position that marks
him as a highly idealistic intelligentsia member of his time. Although Fandorin is led
to suspect a government official as the main culprit early on in the novel, even voicing
his doubts in a letter to his superiors, his conviction crumbles to shameful resignation
as soon as the order to abandon this investigation comes from above, which effectively

places Fandorin under house arrest:

IMo6nennes, Opact IlerpoBuy MemieHHO monHsuics. Her, He cTporas, HO, B CYII[HOCTH,
CIpaBe/JINBasi MOHAPINbSI Kapa 3acTaBUiIa MOXOJIO/AETh €ro cepiaue. Xyxe BCero ObUIO TO, 4TO
MO30PHO TPOBAJIUIIACh BEpCHs, BBIIBUHYTas MM C TakuM arioMOom. [IpHHATH TalHOTO
MIPAaBUTEILCTBEHHOTO areHTa 3a riraBHoro 3nojes! Kakas mocteimaas ommoka! (SMA 181)

However, Fandorin’s assumptions of guiltlessness on the part of the government are
gradually proven wrong as the full circumstances surrounding Sobolev’s death are
revealed. Through accounts presented by Achimas and Sobolev’s former lover
Ekaterina Aleksandrovna, General Sobolev’s private persona is shown to be even more
complex than previously assumed. True to his historical prototype, Akunin’s Sobolev
harbours militant pan-Slavist convictions akin to sonderweg ideas for Russia’s future,

which Ekaterina Aleksandrovna summarises with the words: “Poccus s pycckux,

425 Tronically, the headline given in the Russian original, “Ilpesunent ymep” (‘The president died’),
recalls the 2015 internet phenomenon of the website putinumer.com, which was called to life after Putin
failed to appear in public for over a week. The site featured a button that generated satirical answers to
the question of whether Putin had, in actual fact, died. It has since been taken off the internet.

426 At the same time, Putin’s present-day tsar-ification of the Presidential post now makes Fandorin’s
distinction appear oddly redundant — in the Russian context, at least.
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00BEIMHEHHOE CIIaBIHCTBO, COOCTBEHHBIN HE-€BPONENCKUI MMy Th U Mpoyas JUKOCTh”
(SMA 105). She also mentions a clear geopolitical dimension to Sobolev’s plans,
saying “Poccum HyxHBI He JlapmaHemnbl, a mpocBemnieHne u KoHctutyus” (SMA
178). In the end, Fandorin uncovers Sobolev’s plan to organise “kakoii-To aep3kuii
nemapii. Bo3aMo)kHO, IEpeBOPOT B [yXe BOCEMHA/ILIATOTO CTONETHs. B o6mmiem To, uro
HeMIIbl Ha3biBatoT putsch” (SMA 195). The only further details the reader receives are
marked as mere speculations, but they include the idea to take the royal family into
custody and establish a military dictatorship in their stead.

Not coincidentally, these plans sound reminiscent of the events of 1917. Akunin
lives up to his self-chosen image of the literary trickster and ‘evil man’ by connecting
a national hero image with political designs that would have been controversial in the
context of the 1990s, when anti-Communist sentiments were still comparatively strong
in post-Soviet society and the revolution particularly detested. Even in 2017,
commemorative acts to mark the centenary of the revolution were limited to a
minimum:

[a]s the centenary of 1917 approached, the focus was not on the two revolutions and their
confusing, shades-of-grey meaning for Russia, but on slotting other historical events into place to
weave a grand narrative of Russian history. Second-tier heroes and victories, including from the
tsarist past, could take their place below the Great Victory and the return of Crimea in an unbroken
narrative of Russian success.*?’

Representations like those of Govorukhin’s, who framed the revolution as the year of
Russia’s national downfall, certainly prevailed at the time when Akunin was writing
The Death of Achilles.

The intricacies of Sobolev’s national hero image thus acquire a confounding
complexity: on the one hand, his proposal of a politics that envisages ethnic Russian
dominance and ultra-nationalist superiority is said to find support across all of Imperial
society, in principle answering the demands for a truly Russian national hero: “Ectb
CepbE3HbIC OCHOBAHHMS II0JIaraTh, YTO 3TOT OE3yMHBIH MPOXKEKT OyJeT MmojajepikaH
3HAYUTEIBHOM YaCThIO apPMUH, IBOPSIHCTBA, KyIIeUecTBa U 1aXkKe KpeCcThsIHCTBA. bernblit
I'enepan upeansHO MOAXOAMUT Ha poJib cnacuTens oredectBa!” (SMA 276). On the
other hand, the power to unite the highly diverse Russian society behind a common

cause places Sobolev in rivalry to the Tsar and in the role of political enfant terrible —

427 Walker, The Long Hangover, 245.

117



a threat great enough that it warrants Sobolev’s death sentence at the hands of the
government. His assassination is deliberately framed in a way that discourages
Sobolev’s followers from idolising him further, placing a halo of shame on his memory
instead.

By unravelling the seemingly straightforward national hero narrative surrounding
the White General — whose real death occurred under similarly mysterious
circumstances and remains shrouded in speculation to this date — Akunin engages in a
play with potentially not-altogether-alternative history and deliberately calls a
contested episode in Russian national history back to the attention of his contemporary
readership. Without stripping Sobolev’s character of his overall identification potential
for the population, Akunin still reveals the dark underbelly of his fictional General’s
activities — which intersect closely with the real Skobelev’s historical controversy and
thus spell out the complexity of historical hero narratives in general. As the traditional
‘whodunit’ quest of classical detective fiction is elevated onto a more abstract level
and turned into a quest for stabilisers of national identity instead, the question arises:

what makes or breaks a national hero?

Achilles, Achimas and the Doubling of the Antagonist

Akunin further interrogates the seeming givens of the national hero theme through the
thinly veiled double meaning inscribed into The Death of Achilles’s title. Although
Sobolev is the most obvious candidate for the nickname of Achilles, the antagonist
Achimas also bears several parallels to Homer’s original character. Thus, the chapters
describing Achimas’s childhood reveal that he was secretly trained by his mother to
become an invincible fighter; just like Homer’s Achilles, he, too, escapes into a
temporary hideaway disguised as a girl and eventually goes on to murder a famous
general. Whereas Homer’s hero was felled by an arrow to the heel, Achimas is killed
by a shot in the leg. Finally, Achimas’s point of view is explored in a considerably
greater number of chapters than Sobolev’s, imbuing his character with much greater
poignancy and a much more recognisable presence for the reader.

Achimas’s traditional doubling function is turned into a threedimensional
character constellation when it is extrapolated onto Fandorin, with whom Achimas

shares an equally large number of similarities. Akunin uses the formulaic juxtaposition
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of Fandorin and Achimas to paint them as quintessential doubles: both characters
embark on quests to discover the identity of a murderer, while exhibiting a distinctive
way of enumerating their arguments and reasoning logically.*?® Both also lead an
unsteady lifestyle, traversing the Russian Empire and foreign regions to follow
assignments on their respective jobs. Finally, both spent their childhoods as orphans,
leading Achimas to blandly discredit the idea of father- or motherland altogether:
“'My>K4rHA JOJDKEH [ ...] 3amumaTh ce0s M 4eCTh CBOETo poaa.” AXuMac He 3HaJl, 4TO
TaKoe 4ecTh poja. Y Hero He O6bu10 poma” (SMA 221).4* For Achimas, there is no
patria — meaning there is no need to shackle himself to a reductive sense of national
identity or the empty invocation of honour based on the coincidence of birthplace. All
that counts for him are individual actions and interests.

The most important connection between Achimas and Fandorin is their
preoccupation with the theme of fate and coincidence. According to Achimas, “xu3Hb
IpecTaBisiiach [eMy] OyHHO 3apOCHIMM ra30HOM, B KOTOPOM OH BBICTPUTAJl JIMHUIO
cBoeil cyapOb” (SMA 264). This quotation recalls Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago
(Joxmop Kueazco, 1957), who used the phrase ‘“Ku3Hb NPOXUTH — HE TMOJE

nepeiitu”**°

in Gamlet (I'amnem), one of the best-known poems from the novel.
Achimas’s variation of the theme indicates defiance of Zhivago’s submissiveness to
the force of fate and his religious beliefs, as life to him is no longer a field — subject to
nature’s whim — but merely an overgrown lawn, i.e. an object of human agency and
responsibility that can be controlled and cut into the desired shape.

Throughout The Death of Achilles, Achimas’s refusal to subscribe to a higher will
clashes with his awareness of feeling inserted into events he can only partially control.
During Sobolev’s funeral procession, “AxuMac CTOSUT B TPUIUTAIONIEH, KPECTSIICHCS
TOJNIIE ¥ YyBCTBOBAI C€0S TJABHBIM IMEPCOHAXKEM O3TOTO  TPAHIUO3HOTO
MPEJCTABIICHHS, €r0 HEBHIUMBIM IICHTPOM. DTO OBUIO HENPUBBIYHOE, MbSHSIIICE
qyBcTBO” (SMA 331). Achimas’s surprise at feeling at the centre of things proves that

he is typically aware of being confined to the opposite role of self-dependent outsider

and foreigner. Yet, once arrived in Moscow, he realises he is not so very different from

428 Cf. SMA 282.

429 Translated as ‘family’ by Bromfield, I would suggest a broader interpretation of the original Russian
term ‘pox’ to suggest a genealogical line and infer a sense of nation and national community instead.
430 Boris Pasternak, Doktor Zhivago (Moscow: Sovetskaia Rossiia, 1989), 604.
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the Empire’s centre — or perhaps it is the heartland that is not so different from the
periphery.

Achimas’s awareness of his invisible role in the funeral spectacle — in itself a
theatrical performance of post-mortem celebration, callously staged by the perpetrator
of the crime — focusses on the authority it grants him over the ignorant masses,
providing him with a taste of power akin to that of the panoptical, power-wielding
state.*! Translated by Bromfield as ‘theatrical production’, Achimas’s choice of
words underlines his instinctually correct perception of the events as staged and
choreographed. They also open up a parallel between the real and the written world,
divided only by the invisible border between fact and fiction: as Achimas becomes an
unwitting actor within a play of deception staged by the state, his condition likewise
raises questions about the autonomy of citizens in real political entities.

The role of the state as an authorial presence that imposes its own — potentially
violent and transgressive — narrative onto the body politic is also expressed in
Fandorin’s relationship with fate, which is similarly antagonistic to Achimas’s. At one
point during the novel’s events, Fandorin realises that the Empire and Achimas share
an uncanny ubiquity of knowledge, which he expresses through the use of identical

terms:

I'naBHOEe K€ — OTKyJa Takas JbsBOJBCKAs OCBEIOMIICHHOCTh, Takas (aHTacTHYecKas
sesoecyuecmsv? (SMA 168)

OTO0 YeNoBEK HE3aypsIHBIM, HEBEPOSTHBIX crocoOHOcTell. HeBuamM, HEynOBHM, HEYA3BHUM.
Besoecywuii, oH IOBCIOJly TIOSIBIISUICSL paHbILIE HAC C BaMH, HAHOCHJ yzaap nepBbiM. (SMA 197)
[my emphases]

As omniscience becomes a weapon, knowledge is, quite literally, turned into power —
of the surveillance kind. Fandorin bristles at the sensation of existing within a pre-
written reality, partly because one of his own character quirks is that he is “nctunnbrit

6asioBeHb cyapObI” (SS 256-57) — a person who preternaturally wins at gambling, bets

431 In his descriptions of Moscow’s Khitrovka district, Akunin creates another parallel like this by

describing the city’s underworld as a Tsardom, “*xyTkoe [...] MecTedKko, Kakoe-TO IIOA3EMHOE IIapCTBO,
rae oduTaroT He XUBBIC JroaW, a TeHn (SMA 132). Akunin goes on to show that the criminal
underworld has its own set of rules and moral guidelines, some of which appear to be followed by a
stricter code of honour than those entertained on a government level — similar to the way it is portrayed
in Aleksandra Marinina’s novels. However, unlike Marinina, Akunin does not allow his protagonist to
fraternise with these criminal elements out of a supposed lack of alternatives.
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and duels. Fandorin dislikes his supernatural luck because he is aware of the imbalance
it creates in life: robbed of uncertainty, he also feels robbed of individual agency.

Fandorin’s grudging self-perception as a pawn of fate, to be moved randomly
across the stage of life, finds its parallel within 19"-century Russian literature and
connects both him and his double Achimas to various well-known figures from
classical Russian works of fiction. One of these characters is Pechorin, Lermontov’s
superfluous man in 4 Hero of Our Time (I epoti nawezo epemenu, 1840). Stuck in the
moral morass of uncertainty, hypocrisy, and boredom that was the fate of many
nobility members of his time, Pechorin repeatedly engages with the question of
destiny: “eciu TOYHO €CTh MPEOTPEICTICHUE, TO 3a4eM e HaM JaHa BOJIs, pacCy10K?
royeMy MbI JIOJKHBI 1aBaTh OTYET B HAMIUX mocTynkax?”*2. The question of moral
integrity and a potential descent into criminality acquires real significance for Pechorin
after he kills his former friend and colleague Grushnitsky in a duel, prompting him to
famously pronounce the phrase ‘finita la commedia’ — a statement that expresses both
his knowledge of the rigged nature of the duel and his scorn at fortune’s script for life
in general.

Pechorin’s murder of his would-be-assassin Grushnitsky finds its double parallel
in Fandorin’s and Achimas’s final encounter in The Death of Achilles. Not only does
Achimas attempt to kill the detective during this showdown, he is also revealed to be
the person behind the bomb blast that killed Fandorin’s wife on their wedding day in
The Winter Queen. An additional intertextual layer is introduced as Fandorin recalls
“cuena qysnu u3 onepsl ‘Eprenuit Onerun’. Ceiiuac 6enmormnassiii 3amoet: ‘[lamy mu 1,
ctpenoit nponsenHslii”” (SMA 355). The mention of Eugene Onegin creates a mirror
connection between Onegin and Pechorin as well as Lensky and Grushnitsky, along
with Fandorin and Achimas as their doubles: like Onegin, Fandorin perceives the
outcome of his fatalistic encounter with Achimas as preordained by fate; this
impression is heightened by the fact that the line he quotes from Pushkin’s novel is
preceded by the words “npas cyns6b1 3akon”*>. Just like Pechorin, Fandorin also

escapes a treasonous murder through an unnatural stroke of luck, but has to save his

432 M. Iu. Lermontov, Geroi nashego vremeni (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1963), 166.
433 A. S. Pushkin, Evgenii Onegin. Roman v stikhakh (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1963),
153.
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own life by killing his would-be assassin — feeling all the more disillusioned with the
state of reality because of it.

The literal death of Achilles-Achimas provides an opportunity for both him and
Fandorin to break through the paradigm set by the fate-wielding state. Achimas’s final
act in The Death of Achilles is to defy his pre-written script, performing the move from
enemy to the role of conspirator. As he lies dying, Achimas provides Fandorin with
proof of the government’s complicity in Sobolev’s murder, thus destroying the fagade
of the state’s carefully enacted play. With his dying words, Achimas predicts that
Fandorin will be erased from the state’s narrative of Imperial grandeur, presaging a
role reversal that will turn him into enemy number one instead: “Bac yOptoT Bamm xe
HadanbHUKH. OHU Bac BhIYEPKHYIMU. 13 sku3HH. [...] Bbl HUKTO 1 HUYTO. BBI TpyIL.
[...] Tenepp BBl 3HaeTe BCIO NpaBAay. 3a 3To Bac YyObiOT. ['ocynapcTBeHHas
HeoOxoaumocTh” (SMA 359-60).

As Fandorin is forced to acknowledge that his view of the Empire was
romanticised and wrong, he is also faced with a decision: whether to remain a cog in
the Imperial machine — as indeed most Russian literary detectives have done — or
whether to act as an individual and reclaim his sense of self-governance in the process.
The seeming incongruity of the two options weighs heavily on him, and even after
being presented with undeniable proof of the government’s involvement in the murder

of a national hero, Fandorin struggles to come to terms with the truth laid before him:

Jlvmmncst Bcero — ciyxObl, 4ecTH, )H3HEHHOro cmbiciaa. Heromsaii Kapauenues mpenan ero,
mocnan Ha BepHylo cMmepTb. Her, He KapadeHueB — rocymapctBo, AepikaBa, OTYM3HA. [...]
OmnopoyeHHBbIH, peciielyeMblii, OpOCUBILUIA CiTy>kK0y, M3MEHUBIINHI ONTYy U oTedecTBy. Her, He
M3MEHMBILUN, 3TO OTEYECTBO Mpeano cBoero BepHoro cinyry! (SMA 360-61)

The triple invocation of the term ‘fatherland’ (‘rocymapctBo, nepxaBa, oTum3Ha’)
reveals Fandorin’s continued desire to uphold the sanctity of the state and patriotic
attachment to Empire, which he mistakenly sees as the synonymous embodiment of
Nation. As the ultimate expression of his faith in being able to repair the two disjointed
narratives, Fandorin returns to state service at the end of The Death of Achilles —
hoping that he will prove capable of turning the country into a state where Rossiya and
Rus’ align. From an intelligentsia standpoint, that potentially makes him into an anti-
hero; from the point of view of Akunin’s ambition to create a new type of intelligentsia

hero, however, it makes perfect sense.
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Fandorin as National Hero

The title of the third and final part of the novel, ‘White and Black’, offers a fitting
phrase for Akunin’s reversal of hero and anti-hero narratives, which turns established
categories of heroism and national belonging upside down. As neither Fandorin nor
Achimas agree to act as clear-cut pawns in a simplified game of good vs. evil, they
also appear as two different manifestations of the modern, self-determined subject,
united in an essentially identical will for independence. What differentiates Fandorin
from Achimas is his moral integrity, along with a childlike belief in the righteousness
of authorial subservience and the existing social contract. Whereas Achimas dares pick
at the notions of the seemingly self-understood, Fandorin only challenges the very
foundations of the existing discourse — yet at the same time, Achimas’s suggested hero
narrative contains violence and transgressions that ultimately result in his death,
leaving only Fandorin’s much more moderate, critically engaged middle-ground to fill
the suggested hero paradigm.

The peculiarity of this hero ideal becomes obvious in the light of Fandorin’s
cultural otherness from his peers, made manifest from the outset in 7he Death of
Achilles. On the very opening pages of the novel, Fandorin discards several
conveniently located offers of accommodation in favour of a hotel that fascinates him
because of its literary associations: “Y Jltocco Bce HaWIydmIue IHCaTENN
ocTaHaBIMBaIKCh — U JlocToeBckuid, u rpad Tomcroit, u cam rocnionua KpectoBckmid.
[...] KpacaBeu-Oproner axuyin: - Heyxro rpad Toncroit?” (SMA 5). This reaction
echoes not so much that of the native Muscovite as the curiously intrigued foreign
traveller.

Fandorin’s choice of hotel is also revealing in another regard: the Dusseaux (or
Duseaux, as it is sometimes spelt) did indeed host both Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, and
was even mentioned by name in Anna Karenina: “A s Buepa 6bu1 y J[focco 1 BIXKY Ha

17434 and one of

nocke ‘KapeHWH’, a MHE W B TOJOBY HE MNPUIILIO, YTO 3TO ThHI
Dostoevsky’s letters: “O cebe ckaxy, 4To s OBLIO MOCENWICS cHadaina B MockBe, y
Jrocco, rae crosn Toxe Ouunmos™. Just like Stepan Arkadyevich, Fandorin learns

about Sobolev’s stay at the hotel because his friend’s name is written onto the publicly

434 L. N. Tolstoy, Anna Karenina (Tula: Tul’skoe knizhnoe izdatel’stvo, 1963), 332.
435 F. M. Dostoevsky, “A. P. Miliukovu, 10-15 iiulia 1866, Liublino,” Sobranie Sochinenii v piatnadtsati
tomakh, tom XV (Leningrad: Nauka, 1988), 286.

123



displayed guest board. Akunin creates a world of well-known literary classics into
which to place his protagonist — only to parody, along the way, the post-Soviet
distortions of this heritage.

Whereas Tolstoy and Dostoevsky are likely to be recognised by all of Akunin’s
readers, Vsevolod Krestovsky is a less well-known figure. A literary contributor to the
Dostoevsky brothers’ journal Epokha (Onoxa) and a writer who — much like
Dostoevsky himself — frequently chose Russia’s downtrodden society as a leitmotif,
Krestovsky became famous for his novel The Slums of Saint Petersburg
(Ilemepbypeckue mpywoowr) in 1864. This novel was turned into a television series
during the 1990s, which was named The Secrets of Saint Petersburg (Ilemepoypeckue
matinol, 1994-1998) in an obvious attempt to cater to the increased public taste for
detective stories. From slums to secrets, the serial showcased the conflicting nostalgic
atmosphere prevalent during this period and changed Krestovsky’s original text into a
romanticised portrayal of Imperial Petersburg. The very first episode begins with a
character who, upon returning home from a lengthy absence, proclaims how good it is
to be home — finding reassurance in the fact that nothing has changed during his years
away. Imperial glamour and the criminal underworld are made to coexist in The
Secrets of Saint Petersburg in a strikingly flattering symbiosis aimed to make crimes
look intriguing, rather than condemnable.

To an extent, the Fandorin series followed the same strategy. On every single book
cover of the Fandorin project, readers find a dedication to the 19" century that reads:
“xorjaa auTeparypa Oblia BEJIMKOH, Bepa B IPOrpecc 0e3rpaHUYHOMN, a MPECTYIICHUS
COBEPIIAINCH M PACKPHIBAIUCH C U3AIECTBOM U BKycoM”. A similar thought was also
voiced in the stories about Sherlock Holmes, who endorsed an aestheticized view of
crime and deplored “the decline of the art of crime in his day”**®. Akunin reactivates
this 19"-century heritage in literature, but subverts its tenets through the provision of
a considerably more sordid, less elegant post-Soviet equivalent. As he uses the genre
of detective fiction to strengthen the romanticisation of fictional villainy and yet
undermine the concomitant glorification of the criminal mind-set in post-Soviet

society, Akunin also challenges the nostalgic chorus of voices that changed

436 payl Barolsky, “The Case of the Domesticated Aesthete,” Virginia Quarterly Review 60 (1984) 3:
438-52, 440.
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Krestovsky’s socio-critical novel into shallow bedtime television. By providing this
tongue-in-cheek commentary inside a crime story of his own, Akunin issues a poignant
verdict on how the genre ought to engage with the past instead: irreverently, but
honestly.

Irreverence also plays a part in the way Fandorin’s outlandish behaviour is
perceived by his compatriots. Fandorin appears as a distinct cultural alien, combining
the traditionally liminal position of the eccentric detective figure with the cultural
peripherality of the Russian intelligentsia member. During the carriage ride to his
hotel, Fandorin confounds his driver by inquiring into the identity of a newly erected
statue, asking: “A xomy 3TO Ha 0-OynbpBape maMATHHK moctaBuwian? Heyxrto nopay
baiipony? - [lymkusn 3t0, Anekcanap Ceprend, - yKOPU3HEHHO 0OCpHYJICS BO3HHIA”
(SMA 6). Here is a whodunit-mystery that rattles the very foundations of Russian
cultural heritage: how could a Russian citizen possibly confuse Pushkin with Byron?

Despite appearing like a mere humorous insertion at first glance, Fandorin’s faux-
pas carries multiple layers of meaning. On the one hand, the carriage driver’s rebuke
is a barb aimed at Fandorin’s loss of connection with his home culture, particularly as
the distance between Fandorin and the rest of his countrymen is linguistically marked
by the narrator’s use of the pronoun ‘ours’: “Momo10#1 YeTOBEK MOKPACHET U OMSTh
3aJI0TIOTaN YTO-TO no-Henautemy [my emphasis]” (SMA 6) — a distinction sadly lost in
translation. On the other hand, Fandorin’s statement violates the national hero

narrative linked to Pushkin as Russia’s national poet. As pointed out by Dobrenko,

Pushkin’s unique place in the Russian national consciousness owes less to his greatness as a poet
than to the fact that a myth of Pushkin lies at the heart of the Russian national identity which is
defined by a conflict between a lofty image of Russia’s majesty, and the bleakness of her past and
uncertainty of the present. It can be described as a cross between an inferiority complex and a
superiority complex [...] Pushkin incorporates everything that Russia wants to be and everything
that it fails to be.*¥’

Whereas the Communist regime initially deprived Pushkin of his pivotal role in
national identity formation, the cult surrounding the poet resurfaced during the Soviet
years — quickly imbuing him with the inviolable status of national genius and messiah

that continues to inform the political use of Pushkin’s name today.***

47 BEvgeny Dobrenko, “Pushkin in Soviet and Post-Soviet Culture,” in The Cambridge Companion to
Pushkin, ed. Andrew Kahn (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2006): 202-20, 202.
438 Cf. ibid, 205f.
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The fixation of Russia’s contemporary political elite on utilising Pushkin as their
figurehead in the construction of a cultural citizenship narrative first gained
momentum during Yeltsin’s and Luzhkov’s reign, who both played important parts in
the nationwide Pushkin bicentennial celebrations in 1999. Under Putin, the image of
the national poet was then made into a sacrosanct notion of patriotism, effectively
turning any attack on the poet into a collateral ambush on Russia’s national prestige
and pride. This is why, in the contemporary post-Soviet cultural climate, even films
like [yane. Ihywkuns — Jlepmonmosw (2014) can cause a national scandal — simply by
suggesting an alternative historical timeline in which neither Pushkin nor Lermontov
died in their respective duels.**’

In his willingness to point out and subvert the ideological corruption of Pushkin
as Russia’s national poet, Akunin follows in the footsteps of both the Russian futurists
and Soviet writers such as Andrei Sinyavsky and Andrei Bitov. Sinyavsky’s novel
Strolls with Pushkin (IIpoeyaxu ¢ Ihwkunom, 1975) was heavily criticised at the time
because of its attempt to “[liberate] Pushkin from the deadening myth of greatness”**’
— a stance that Fandorin’s matter-of-course replacement of Pushkin with Byron
mirrors, pointing out the futility of trying to create an aura of national uniqueness
around a historical figure who was emblematic for much of the transnationalism of
19%_century Russian thought.*4!

The strong European influences that informed both Pushkin’s work and that of
many other classical Russian authors strengthens the impression that these writers
achieved their immortal renown not through the sheen of national distinctiveness that
was belatedly added to their work, but through a cross-fertilisation of literary traditions

that put Russian identity into a cultural context of curiosity, open-mindedness and

intellectual daring. This is particularly so in the case of Pushkin, who served several

439 Ekaterina Aponina, “Al’ternativnaia istoriia. V Krymu vse zhe pokazali ‘Duel’. Pushkin —
Lermontov’,” Argumenty i fakty, November 6, 2014, <http://www.krym.aif.ru/culture/events/1376404>
[accessed 17 December 2019]

440 Stephanie Sandler, “Sex, Death and Nation in the Strolls with Pushkin Controversy,” Slavic Review
51, no. 2 (1992): 294-308, 296.

41 In an academic context, the juxtaposition of Pushkin and Byron is a well-established and often
discussed subject for research. Cf., among others: Ann Gelder, “Wandering in Exile: Byron and
Pushkin,” Comparative Literature 42, no. 4 (1990): 319-34; Connor Doak, “Poltava at 300: Re-Reading
Byron’s Mazeppa and Pushkin’s Poltava in the Post-Soviet Era,” Australian Slavonic & East European
Studies 24, no. 1-2 (2010): 83-101; Monika Greenleaf, “Pushkin’s Byronic Apprenticeship: A Problem
in Cultural Syncretism,” The Russian Review 53, no. 3 (1994): 382-98.
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years in exile for his vocal defence of free speech and his frequent criticism of
authoritarian rule. The rediscovery of Pushkin’s critical spirit is therefore what lies at
the heart of Fandorin’s mistake — along with his own character construction as an

intelligentsia hero of his time(s).

3.1.3. Conclusion
The Death of Achilles is the first of the Fandorin novels to move beyond a general
representation of Imperial Russia and towards an explicit representation — and
dissection — of Empire and Nation. Akunin interweaves historical timelines in a way
that invites a reading of the novel’s events against the backdrop of post-Soviet Russia,
creating the impression of a postmodern circularity of history akin to the two sides of
a Moebius strip: readers cannot read the past without also reading the present, and vice
versa.

This blurring of the boundary between fact and fiction, intensified by the real
mystery surrounding Mikhail Skobelev’s death, allows Akunin to put an important
detective quest to his readers: by prompting them to detect the border between
alternative and real history, he simultaneously raises the question as to whether such a
border can exist at all. Unlike traditional detective fiction, which reliably provided
readers with a reassuring resolution to the dilemma at hand, Akunin’s The Death of
Achilles refuses to generate the impression of such a return to stability. Instead, the
novel’s ending stresses the inmstability of reality, confronting both Fandorin and
Akunin’s readers with an epistemological dilemma that spells out the corruption of
Empire and raises the spectre of cyclical manipulations of national identity narratives
in Russia.

The manipulation of the historical narrative likewise plays a key role in The Death
of Achilles. Akunin’s process of re-writing Empire in the novel focusses primarily on
the myth of Moscow as Russia’s authentic heartland. Fandorin’s spatial exploration of
Mother Moscow (‘matymika-Mocksa’) perpetually turns into a discovery of the Other
Moscow instead, linking architectural landmarks of Empire with cultural elements
from abroad that are either hidden or barred from the contemporary discourse. When

read as a metonymic microcosm of the vast Russian Empire, Akunin’s Moscow reveals
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the narrative disfigurement of memories about Imperial stability and cohesion.**?
Symbolic landmarks that carry meaning in both Imperial and contemporary Russian
history, such as the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour, are given a prominent, but
contested place in The Death of Achilles: just as Akunin acknowledges their
importance as cultural identity structures, he also subverts it, thus highlighting the
arbitrariness of all such symbolic narratives.

Akunin also investigates the peripherality of Moscow’s populace, thus joining into
a dialogue with other post-Soviet writers who have portrayed Moscow as “a centripetal
force [that] has isolated itself in three ways: ideologically, through its closed, single-
minded leadership; physically, through building walls and barriers; and temporally, by
controlling the narrative about its history”***. The recognisably colonial stereotype of
the urban jungle fulfils a double function in the novel: on the one hand, it places the
history of the Russian Empire within the same corrosive framework as Western
colonialism, blurring the boundary between Europe and Russia through a shared
legacy of oppression. On the other hand, the peculiar singularity of Russia’s colonial
experience comes to the fore as Moscow’s populace — not its territory — is placed in
the heart of this colonial paradigm.

Russia’s historic process of self-colonisation and the identity split it produced is
exemplarily explored in the character of Achimas, who defies attempts at pigeon-
holing according to predetermined East-West or North-South dichotomies and
introduces the issue of modern-day racism into the novel. While illustrating late
Imperial Russia’s lack of a stable national identity narrative alongside the
fragmentation of its ethnic subtext, Achimas’s role also challenges post-Soviet
Russia’s continued colonial behavioural patterns towards Central Asian and Caucasian
citizens. Other than in the Sherlock Holmes stories, where the exotic appears as an
unmistakable threat from the outside, in Fandorin’s, and by extension the post-Soviet
reader’s Moscow, no comparable stabilisation point can be found: there is no Other

that is not also the own. Imperial Russia, in Akunin’s view, is therefore not part of a

442 Emma Polotskaya noted the same “paradoxical motif of the claustrophobia of Russia’s vast expanse”
in the work of Chekhov (cf. Emma Polotskaya, “Chekhov and His Russia,” in The Cambridge
Companion to Chekhov, eds. Vera Gottlieb and Paul Allain [Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2000]: 17-28,
20.) Akunin’s close connection to Chekhov’s literary and cultural legacy will be discussed in detail in
chapter 3.3 (The Black City).

43 Clowes, Russia on the Edge, 23.
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binary world where West means progress and East means degeneration; instead, the
influence of both East and West on Russia’s development is represented, but the
allegedly irreconcilable otherness of their experiences resisted.

The categorical transnationality of values that forms part of the central mystery of
Empire in The Death of Achilles is also apparent in Akunin’s choice of crime plot.
Fandorin’s detective journey towards debunking the myth of Empire is intertwined
with his investigation of the murder mystery surrounding General Sobolev. By not just
spelling out, but commercialising the mortality of one of Russia’s best-known national
heroes, Akunin uses one of detective fiction’s formulas — the need for a crime — as a
means to violate the general sanctity of the national hero figure in contemporary
discourse. As Russia’s fabled military hero of the 19™ century is shown to be half
mirage, half narrative construct, Sobolev’s dethronement from the pedestal of Russia’s
indisputable hero pantheon expands The Death of Achilles’s story arc beyond a mere
detective plot and reveals a question of general historical significance: does a true
national hero show unwavering loyalty to the state, no matter how corrupt, or does he
stand out as a daring, potentially brash, free-thinker?

By refusing to provide his readers with a reductionist, clear-cut answer to this
question, Akunin successfully demonstrates the transience of national hero paradigms
in general. In The Death of Achilles, national hero figures are not portrayed as immortal
manifestations of unshakeable nostalgia, but as arbitrary objects of selective national
memory processes. Akunin expresses the same irreverent attitude in relation to
Pushkin, who is not toppled from his place of literary worship, but presented from the
alternative angle of critical 19"-century intelligentsia thought. As a result, Pushkin
arises not so much as a cultural copy to the image of the national leader, but as a
blueprint for voices that dare resist the petrification of claims to power — be they of a
cultural or a political nature.

The same spirit of resistance finds its expression in Fandorin and Achimas’s
rebellion against fate: as they attempt to break through the pre-written course of their
lives, they also end up railing against their creator — establishing an extratextual level
of meaning that not only pits the individual citizen against the state, but which also
exposes Akunin as the villain he has made himself to be. By problematising his role

as author, Akunin draws attention to the role of authorship in the more general sense
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of Russia’s national identity narrative, while continuing to play with his self-
stylization as Russian literature’s unruly purveyor of uncomfortable truths.

At the end of The Death of Achilles, Fandorin is the only surviving candidate for
the role of national hero. His stance is characterised by a conciliatory compromise
between the two extreme positions embodied by Sobolev and Achimas: whereas
Sobolev appears as the military idealist whose voice bridges 19"-century Slavophilism
and 21%-century conservative thinking, Achimas, whose Machiavellian practicality
mirrors much of post-Soviet utilitarianism, spells out a path of bloodshed and violence.
Fandorin appears as a less radical version of these turns towards individualistic
autonomy, favouring integrity and self-determination over a senseless inflation of
empty hero rhetoric and patriotic fervour. The fact that Fandorin’s path ultimately
leads him back into the folds of Empire is a testament to Akunin’s commitment
towards fashioning a new intelligentsia ideal that seeks active co-partnership with the
state. Yet as subsequent instalments of the detective project show, Fandorin’s

discovery of the conflicting split between Empire and Nation had only just begun.

3.2.  The State Counsellor (2000)

[...] B camom pmene mHoro yuTan [...] Xoren
MOHSTh, MOYEMY JIFOAU MYYarT IPYyT Apyra,
oTKyza OepeTcsi HeCIpaBeUIMBOCTh U Kak ee
Jydlle HCTpaBisATh. IIpsiMOrO oOTBeTa B
KHUTaX He OOHApYKHBAJOCh, HO, €CIH Kak
CllelyeT TMOPa3sMbICIHTh, €r0 MOYHO ObLIO
MIPOYECTh MEXITy CTPOK. (SS 40)

The novel The State Counsellor (Cmamckuii cosemnux) is the sixth novel in the
Fandorin series. It was published in the year 2000 and has been called “the most
ceremonious tale of terrorism and counterterrorism you’re ever likely to read”***. The
novel’s plot, set in 1891, opens with the murder of one Adjutant-General Khrapov by
the Combat Group, a revolutionary terrorist cell. Khrapov, who is acting Governor
General of Siberia and soon-to-be Minister of the Interior, is assassinated following a
nationwide scandal surrounding his involvement in the hanging of a young

revolutionary. Several of the General’s attendants identify the escaped murderer as

444 «The State Counsellor,” Kirkus Reviews, April 17, 2017, <http://www kirkusreviews.com/book-
reviews/boris-akunin/the-state-counsellor/> [accessed 17 December 2019]
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Fandorin, who is subsequently arrested, but quickly able to prove his innocence. After
realising that the murderer only masqueraded as Fandorin, capitalising on the
detective’s reputation as a trustworthy and loyal servant to the state in order to gain
access to Khrapov’s private train compartment, Fandorin’s honour is piqued and he
begins to investigate the case.

Accompanying him in this task is Prince Pozharsky, a newly arrived detective
from Saint Petersburg. Together, Fandorin and he infiltrate the simmering
revolutionary circles in Moscow and navigate the corrupt and incompetent behaviour
of police and government representatives alike. It soon becomes clear that a
conspirator has been passing on government secrets to the Combat Group, helping
them orchestrate several successful assassinations. During the final confrontation with
the Combat Group, Fandorin uncovers that this conspirator is none other than
Pozharsky himself — acting at the behest of the highest echelons of the Tsarist family
and causing Akunin’s protagonist yet another major identity crisis.

The State Counsellor’s historical backdrop of revolutionary circles and terrorist
conspiracies lends a particular vibrancy and topicality to Akunin’s novel, inviting a
reading that focusses on the “political parallels between 1891 and Putin-era Russia, a
national situation in which the government is besieged by terrorist attacks [...] and
heated discussions within government circles about how to confront those attacks”*+>.
As The State Counsellor explores the cyclical repetition of Russian history through the
prism of its terror episodes, it also skilfully broadens the traditional whodunit-structure
of the crime novel into an overarching exploration of Russia’s problematic revival of
Imperial politics. Moreover, Akunin draws attention to the increased theatricalisation
of post-Soviet political life through the narrative structure he chooses for The State
Counsellor: unlike other instalments of the Fandorin series, the novel is framed by a
prologue and epilogue, which outline the initial crime and set the stage. In addition,
The State Counsellor contains a chapter “B KOTOpOii, KaK IMOJIOKEHO, MPOUCXOAUT
Hecuactee” (SS 225) — delivering a meta-commentary not only on established crime
fiction formulas, but also on Aristotelean drama structure.

By making the careful extremes to which he pushes The State Counsellor’s self-

referentiality obvious, Akunin also parodies his readership’s unspoken expectations of

45 Mulcahy, “A Not-so-thrilling Thriller,” 314.
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what constitutes a thrilling plot — pointing out his own powerful position as author and
master of the narrative. The paratextual elements that Akunin uses in the construction
of his plot — such as newspaper reports, telegrams and secret notes in varying fonts,
indentations, and a diagram of rooms needed for a plan of action — conjure up the
spectre of historical authenticity, but double-perform as representations of the ludic
elements of a play and act as a visual reminder of Akunin’s continued transgression of
the border between fact and fiction.*4¢

The first part of this chapter will resume my analysis of Akunin’s process of re-
writing Empire against the backdrop of these mind-games with Russian history.
Akunin continues his previous discussion of Moscow’s peripherality in The State
Counsellor, but relocates it from a focus on architectural landmarks to a discovery of
Imperial power structures instead — questioning both Imperial attitudes towards
Eastern and Western forms of governance and the way power distribution works within
the Russian Empire. As he traces the remnants of these attitudes into the post-Soviet
space, Akunin uses the parallels between late Imperial and post-Soviet Russia to
highlight the instability of this (neo-)Imperial experience. Once again, he also touches
upon the lasting legacy of Russia’s self-colonisation process, first by exploring
conflicting attitudes towards East and West among the Russian characters in his novel
and then by positing a Jewish character in the role of main antagonist. How does
Akunin utilise the specific backdrop of terrorist activity, led by a character of Jewish
origin, to subvert post-Soviet Russia’s problematic search for a negative self-definition
of identity — dismantling the neo-Imperial narrative about ethnic Russian superiority

in the process?

446 Through the provision of these paratextual elements, Akunin also copies both the style of classical
crime fiction and of sensationalist and Gothic novels — most notably Bram Stoker’s Dracula. The first
novel to make deliberate use of textual performativity to engage its readers with the fluid borders
between textual and historical authenticity, Dracula also involved its protagonists in a quest for truth
and carried a strong “focus on power (who has it, who wants it, who gets it, and who gets to keep it)”
(Harriet Hustis, “Black and White and Read All Over: Performative Textuality in Bram Stoker’s
Dracula,” Studies in the Novel 33, no. 1 (2001): 18-33, 18). In the late-Victorian Gothic novel, a
preoccupation with power resulted from a sense of the threatening collapse of society, fears about the
nature of the self, and, as is particularly prevalent in Dracula, concerns about racial impurity and the
destabilising influence of the periphery on the heartland of Empire. Akunin uses these elements of
Gothic fiction as a foil for the post-Soviet era and a means to criticise Empire, which is why scholars
like John Givens count him among Russia’s neo-Gothic writers — who, according to Givens, “[seek] to
cope with the recent past by exploring more ancient history or by returning to old literary forms” (John
Givens, “The New Gothic, Mythic Prose, and the Post-Soviet Novel [Special Issue],” Russian Studies
in Literature: A Journal of Translations 46, no. 4 (2010): 3-103, 3).
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In the second subchapter, I will return my attention to Akunin’s process of ‘writing
Nation’. Both the revolutionary leader Grin and Prince Pozharsky will appear as
doubles to Fandorin’s candidacy for the national hero role, and their validity for the
part will be analysed through an exploration and juxtaposition of the different 19'"-
century source texts that went into their construction. Through the use of these various
doubling processes as well as the notion of the double agent, Akunin once again
problematises the fluidity of hero narratives: how can a character who strives to
destroy the status quo from within — such as Pozharsky — act as a hero alternative?
While this question would not pose a dilemma in other genres such as sci-fi, fantasy,
or dystopian novels, disruptive behaviour on the part of a protagonist in detective
fiction does constitute a serious breach of genre conventions and therefore begs closer
interpretation. Finally, the issue of post-Soviet Russia’s need for an identifiable hero
figure will return my discussion to Fandorin, whose character development and
intelligentsia stance will be re-evaluated against the background of The State
Counsellor’s final plot-twist and the novel’s pivotal place in the overall Fandorin
project.

3.2.1. Re-Writing Empire: Of Might and Men
Like so many other Russian novels, The State Counsellor begins with a train journey.
Just as Adjutant-General Khrapov’s train hurtles along snow-covered landscapes, the
man himself dies underneath a map of the Russian Empire — imbuing the novel’s
opening scene with a double symbolic meaning: on the one hand, the fact that
Khrapov’s train is moving from the colonial hinterland of Siberia to Moscow
reactivates the narrative of the periphery as a destabilising force for the Imperial
heartland. On the other hand, Russia’s geographical vastness dictates that “3momeit mor
Kyna yromHo mogmathes...” (SS 18), while the layout of Russia’s train network
simultaneously narrows the available hiding spots for the criminal at large into one
logical endpoint: Moscow, the Empire’s epicentre of boundless moral lawlessness,
sprawling street mazes and diverse societal undergrounds.

Strolling through Moscow at the beginning of the novel, Fandorin experiences a
moment of foreshadowing as he reminisces about the city’s double-edged beauty:
“MockBa mpojenana cBod JIIOOMMBIN (DOKyC — oOpaTwiack W3 JIATYIIKA TaKOM

[JapeBHOM, YTO BAOXHYTh BJJOXHEIIb, & BBIAOXHYTH Mo3adyaems” (SS 27). What starts
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like a deep breath of enamourment turns into a stifling chokehold upon closer
inspection. Rather than function as the embodiment of the Empire’s might and
unyielding power, Moscow once again appears as the claustrophobia-inducing source
of infection in Russia’s overall sick body politic. Both city and countryside, heartland
and periphery, thus become spaces of infiltration and danger, once more collapsing the
supposed border between the two categories.

Throughout The State Counsellor, Akunin moves his discussion of Moscow’s
peripherality onto the more abstract level of government structures. Instead of
focussing on specific landmarks, he explores the historical capital primarily through
the prism of its power structures. Neil Weissmann noted that the fragility and
fragmentation of concepts such as “‘obshchestvo and narod’ [...] were deeply rooted
in the empire’s socio-economic structure and political culture [and] reflected the
weakness of institutions which normally provide a kind of social cement - institutions
like the school, church, or police [original emphasis]***’. The police department is one
such structure in Akunin’s novel, rendered in a state of complete internal
disintegration:

OueBUAHO, B CBOE BPEMsI KTO-TO MY IPBIii, ONBITHBIH, NPUICPKUBAIOIIUIICS HE CIUIIIKOM JIECTHOTO
MHEHUS O JIFOACKOU IPUPOJE, PaCCyWl, YTO OJHOTO HAI3HUPAIOLIET0 U IPUIJIbIBAIOIIETO OKa
JUIsi OECTIOKOWHOM MMIlepuH MajoBaro. Beap HeaapoMm u uenoBekaMm [ocroab BBIIENWI HE 10
OJIHOM 3eHuIle, a o Age. (SS 30)

The use of the old Slavic term oko for eye calls to mind the Biblical law of retaliation
‘an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth’ (‘oxo 3a oko, 3y0 3a 3y0’), which shows the state
machine’s potential for brutality and its capacity to exact, quite literally, biblical
revenge. At the same time, the parallel existence of two police branches results in a
deliberate obstruction of the law: “no naBHel TpaguIMKM OTHOILEHHS MEXIY IBYMS
OTBETBJICHUSIMU TalHOW TIOJMIIMU CKJIAJBIBAIMCH PEBHUBBIC M HEMPUS3HEHHBIC, YTO
CBBIIIIE HE TOJIBKO JO3BOJISUIOCH, HO Jlaxe, MoXkalyH, u moommpstocsk” (SS 30). If the
two warring police departments act as the warring eyes of the governmental head of
state, then this also suggests a fundamental incompetence: two eyes that do not look

as one may as well leave the state blind.

47 Weissman, “Regular Police in Tsarist Russia,” 66.
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Prince Dolgorukoi — an old acquaintance from The Death of Achilles — further
expands the religious narrative of an impending downfall of Empire by linking

Moscow’s police department to the biblical image of Babylon:

Berl ke BunuTe, Kakoi y Hac no nofauneiickoil yactu BaBunon caenancs. Ilon Basumonom ero
CHATEIBCTBO UMEIN B BUAY XaOTHIECKOE MOJIOKEHIE, 00pa30BaBIIeeCsl BO BTOPOI CTOJHIIE MOCTE
TOro, Kak OBUI OTCTAaBICH MOCIEAHUH oOep-monuneiMencTep, CIUIIKOM OyKBaJbHO
TPAKTOBABIIUI CMBICI MMOHSITUS ‘HEMOJOTYETHBIC CeKpeTHBIC GoHab’. (SS 19)

Apart from incorporating the modern-day problem of corruption into the narrative,
Dolgorukoi’s use of the Babylonian simile also highlights the break-down of
communication within the legal apparatus.**® The resulting impression of police
impotence casts doubts about the longevity of the existing social contract across all
levels of society, not just the revolutionary camp; thus, when a young lieutenant by the
name of Smol’yaninov starts on his first assignment, Fandorin advises him to carry out
his duty in plainclothes because of the “HenpuszsHEeHHOE OTHOIIIEHKE, C K-KOTOPHIM K
CHHUM MYyHAHpaM oTHocsTCs B obmectBe” (SS 28). However, Smol’yaninov rejects
the idea and delivers a fierce defence speech about the special honour that it is to serve
Russia — saying that he especially enjoys the “cekpeTHble 3a1aHus, BbICIEKUBAHNE
OTIACHBIX MPECTYIHHKOB |...]| u nmepectpenku’” (SS 28).

Akunin’s characteristic meta-textual mockery in this scene breaches the supposed
border between fact and fiction: instead of sounding like an actual police officer,
Smol’yaninov appears more like a crime fiction reader about to enjoy a good Pinkerton
novel. In smiling, however indulgently, at the young lieutenant’s rose-tinted
enthusiasm for a good crime story, readers of The State Counsellor simultaneously
engage in an act of self-observation and are made to reflect on their own reasons for
choosing this particular genre. Although Smol’yaninov’s follow-on statement that
“amoOsiema, HazHaueHHas Kopnycy umneparopom Huxomaem IlaBnoBudem — Oebrii
IUTATOK JUIsl yTUpAHMS Clle3 HEeCUacTHBIX U cTpaxayumx”’ (SS 28-9) could easily be
read as a sincere expression of patriotic fervour by readers who are so inclined,
Smol’yaninov’s essential naivety is underlined when he claims that people would think

better of officials such as him if only they knew about the rigours of their training —

48 Tt is noteworthy that embezzlement on the uppermost levels of government not only serves as a

reminder of the parallels between late Imperial and post-Soviet politics, but that it is also considered a
crime of such ubiquity in the novel that it does not even invite further discussion.
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summed up as having to achieve good grades and not run up any gambling debts.
Smol’yaninov ends his speech with the admission that it was his father’s influence that
ultimately secured him his post in Moscow. Nepotism is alive and well — both in
Fandorin’s 19™-century Russia and the reality of most post-Soviet readers.

The ubiquitous state of unchecked corruption and abuse of power in The State
Counsellor creates an oppressive atmosphere of paranoia, which not only makes an
appearance in the revolutionaries’ “camas HacTosIas MaHus npecieaoBanus” (SS
263), but also features as a common characteristic among the many double agents that
populate the novel. Burlyaev, the head of the Moscow Department of Security,
entertains an entire network of spies — “u OBbIBIIFE HUTHIMCTBI, H BCSIKAE TEMHBIC
muyHoct” (SS 24) — and explains his recruitment strategies as follows: “Cron y
JlapmoHOBa XOpOI, HAIl CEKpPeTHbIM (oHI orutaynBaeT. bepem OonaTyHOB Ha
3aMEeTOYKY, 3aBOJMM Ha Ka)xJ0ro mamodky. Kak momagaercs Ha 4yeM Cephe3HOM — Y
Hac yx Ha roy0unka nonHas oyxranrepust” (SS 64). Fandorin’s reaction to this piece
of news is one of indignation: “Ho Benp 310 mpoBokanus! [...] Ber camu mmoaute
HUTHIIUCTOB, a TOTOM CaMH ke X apectoBbiBaeTe” (ibid.). By turning the narrative on
its head like this, Fandorin also questions the causal relationship between government
oppression and terrorist activity in the country.

In a subsequent conversation with Larionov, Fandorin rejects the latter’s offer to
hand him additional information with the words: “f ycayramMmm TalHBIX
OCBEJIOMUTEJICH HE MOJIb3YIOCH, [...] [To-MoemMy, IINMUOHUTh Ha CBOMX TOBAPHUILIEH M-
Mep3ko” (SS 73). Thus prompted to explain the reason why he turned informer,
Larionov reveals that he “roxe o commansHO# crpaBennuBocTu Meutan” (SS 74).
However, having engaged in revolutionary activities as a student, he was arrested for
distributing leaflets that called for liberal changes to the government. Larionov was
subsequently coerced into working for the police to avoid being sent to exile or prison,
which would have left his ailing mother to fend for herself. He was provided with an
apartment, a good job and an additional salary for his services, but adds that he has
been living in a permanent state of fear of detection ever since: “B o6miem, BceM Xu3Hb
xoporra. ToIbKO BOT COBCEM HE CIUTIO MO HOYaM. [...] 3a0yaych Ha MUHYTY U
B3J[parvBar0 — CIbINIY CTYK. /lymaro, a BOT u 3a MHOU npunutd. To ju Te, TO Ju 3TH.

Tax u nepratoch Bcro HOUb. CTyk-cTyK. CTyk-cTyK” (SS 75). As if to give credence to
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this quasi-Gothic sense of inescapable doom, Larionov’s words are followed by an
actual knock on his door. The visitor turns out to be a member of the Combat Group,
sent to kill the informer.

Running counter to popular depictions of spies in crime fiction, this is not the
portrayal of a glamorous character full of clever deceit and cunning, but of a human
being reduced to animal-like fear and terror. Larionov’s sense of persecution highlights
the interchangeability of the two reigns of terror that co-exist in the Russian Empire:
both the revolutionaries and the government elicit identical reactions of fear on the
part of the populace. At the same time, the recognisable parallel between revolutionary
terror and Empire also echoes a later situation under the Stalin purges, which doubled
up with an omnipresent culture of denunciation and secrecy. The resulting impression
is one of a lasting legacy of paranoia and mistrust, both of which date back to the era
of authoritarian rule and Empire.

Police officials are likewise no longer exempt from observation by their peers in
Akunin’s Imperial Russia. Fandorin is spied upon by his colleague, the Collegiate
Assessor Myl’nikov (cf. SS 77), whereas Dolgorukoi is routinely informed of
Fandorin’s whereabouts without the latter’s knowledge. Nonetheless, Akunin’s
protagonist comments less fervently on the Empire’s regression into a surveillance
state than he did during the events set a fictional decade ago, which indicates that the
routine violation of personal freedoms has since become a common and commonly
accepted state of affairs: “OcBegOMIIEHHOCTh KHS3S O YAacCTHOM JXHU3HH CBOUX
OmmKaimx nNoMonHuKoB aH0prHA HUYYTh HE YAWBWIIA — YCIIEN MPUBBIKHYTH 32
rogael coBMecTHOU cimyxObr” (SS 139). In the end, all of these different forms of
surveillance are born out of the state’s fear of losing power: “Korga Bmactu crparniso,
OHa HHUKOTO He aiyeeT. Hamo Ha Bcex cTpaxy HarHath, 1 0COOEHHO Ha cBouX. UTo0 B
o0a cMoTpenu U 4Tob ee, BIacTH, 6onblie, yeM youiin 6osumcs” (SS 18). In engaging
in this top-down transfer of anxiety into the very make-up of Russian society, the
Empire not only produces the ruthless battle strategies of the revolutionaries, but
ultimately even exceeds them.

The question about permissible transgressions of the law is raised multiple times
in The State Counsellor. Unlike the other high-ranking police officials in the novel,

Fandorin insists on observing the letter of the law in his fight against terrorism, but is
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met with varying degrees of cooperativeness on the part of his colleagues. When
MyI’nikov attempts to carry out an arrest despite a lack of evidence, announcing that
“Het BpeMeHH CIEeXKY pa3BopaunBathk. Pesynbrar Hy*)en” (SS 65), Fandorin steps in
and declares that he will not allow any such arrest to be made. In Fandorin’s
interpretation of duty, it is not permissible to fill quotas without sufficient evidence —
a practice which was not only widespread in Imperial times, but which continues to
influence Russia’s contemporary system of justice. In 1997, for instance, foreign
observers and Amnesty International raised alarms about “the state’s continuing
keenness to lock up supposed malefactors without due process”**°. Because of this
continued malpractice, Myl’nikov’s stance may not strike Russian readers as
particularly unusual or even objectionable, but it does make Fandorin’s unrelenting

conviction to the opposite appear markedly foreign:

- l'ocrioivH MOATIONKOBHUK, BOJIS Ballia, a s OBl C 3TOM CBOJIOYBIO MTO-CBOWCKH TOTOBOPHIL. B
TOJIEKO BCE WCIOPTUTE CBOMM Jubepanm3moM. [laiiTe MHE MX Ha MOTYACHKa — COJOBBSIMH
3ar0I0T, YeCTHOE 0JIarOpOJHOE CIIOBO.

- Croiite, rocnoguH MbUIbHUKOB, - MOJHSUI NaNel CTATCKUM COBETHUK. — HUKOTrO YBO3UTH st
HE II-TI03BOJIIO.

- Oto HecabixaHHo! — npopsedn Iletp MBaHOB, LIBETOM JIM1Ia HATOMUHAIOIIMM YK€ HE CBEKILY,
a OaxmaxkaH. — Jla Ha ubeif BB cTopoHe!?
- 51 Ha cTopoHe 3-3ak0oHA. A BHI? (SS 68-71)

By forcing Fandorin to spell out his allegiance, Myl’nikov puts his finger on one of
the central hiccups of the Imperial justice system: the volatility of its interpretation by
Russian officials, along with the way in which ‘law’ and ‘order’ are by no means

synonymous terms.

Law and Order vs. West and East
Fandorin’s perception of the law as inviolable is contrasted not only by Myl nikov, but
also by Prince Pozharsky. The latter’s arrival broadens the existing discussion into a
wider analysis of Russia’s self-positioning between East and West, as Pozharsky’s
Saint Petersburg origins mark him as the novel’s token representative of Western,
democratic values — at least following the Russian literary tradition of positing Saint
Petersburg as Moscow’s European double. According to the same paradigm, Fandorin,

as the born Muscovite, ought to defend the Asiatic position of established rules and

49 “Lawless: Russia. (Criminal Justice System),” The Economist (US) 342, no. 8013 (1997): 52.
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authority. Yet both their true allegiances are a matter of complex debate, which the
reader gets to know via a quasi-Aristotelian dialectic — a “[criop] AByX yMHBIX Jt0JIeH,
KaXIblii M3 KOTOPBIX TPAMOTHO U JIOKA3aTEIbHO M3JIaraeT CBOK MO3MIIUIO [...] A€o
YUTATENs — UbIO MO3MIMIO BEIOpaTh ™.

One of the issues Fandorin and Pozharsky continually clash over is the use of

illegal combat strategies in the fight against terrorism. When Pozharsky suggests an

ambush on the revolutionaries, Fandorin points out the unlawfulness of such an act:

- Hamo Outs Ge3 mpenmynpexxaeHus, 3ammaMu. [lepecTpensars, kKak OemeHbx 1mcoB. MHade cBonx
JIFO/IEN OTepsieM.

- Y Hammwmx Jofei Takas Ciry>k0a — pUCKOBATh )KHU3HBIO, - YIIPSIMO 3asBUJI CTATCKUIA COBETHHK. —
A 0e3 npeIoKEHUS! CIIOKUTH OPY KUE ONEPaLMIo IPOBOIUTE TI-IPOTUBO3aKOHHO. (SS 232)

This is a continuation of a previous discussion, during which Fandorin argued that “n
Ha BOIHE eCTh IpaBmiIa. A 3a IIMUOHAX C UCIOJIb30BAaHHEM BEPOJIOMCTBA HA BOWHE
npuHsTo Bemats” (SS 148). Pozharsky’s reply to Fandorin’s admonition teems with
inflated stereotypes about Europe and Asia, ignoring the authority of the common code

of law in favour of irrational fearmongering:

— OTo He Ta BOIfHa, B KOTOPOH NMpHMEHUMBI IpaBuia [...] BoroloT He nBe eBpomenckue
nepkaBbl. [...] Wpmer aumkas, MCKOHHAas BOMHA MOpsiAKa ¢ XaocoMm, 3amaaa ¢ BocTokowm,
XPUCTHAHCKOTO PHIIAPCTBA C MaMaeBOM OpIoM. [...] 31ech BOIOIOT IO Bceil 6e3:kaIocTHOM
a3MaTCKON HayKe C 3aJMBaHMEM pACKaJCHHOTO CBHHIA B TJOTKY, CAMPAaHHEM KOXH M
n3brueHneM mitaneHnes. (SS 148)

In this scene, Pozharsky positions himself as the last chivalrous defender of Western
values in the fight against chaos, using staple images of populist mythmaking in his
references to the Mongol horde, the slaughter of children and the use of torture as
outgrowths of Asian degeneracy. The topic of torture is particularly relevant to him,
as Pozharsky also rejects its use during an earlier interrogation scene, during which he
states: “Kaxue neitku? Mel Benb B Poccun, a He B Kutae. Benute passasats, Iletp
NBanoBuu. Yto 3a azuaTunHa, mpaBo” (SS 105).

However, by arguing for a suspension of all martial laws in the fight against
terrorism, Pozharsky takes a stance not so very different from the revolutionaries
themselves. To make matters more complicated, the same stereotype of Asiatic

barbarity is also voiced by the young revolutionary Esfir, a provocative socialite and

40 A. N. Tarko, “Akunin-Chkhartishvili-Brusnikin-Borisova: Chetyre avtora ili smert’ avtora?,”
Voprosy russkoi literatury 31, no. 1 (2015): 146-161, 149.
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prototypical ‘new woman’ who makes textbook use of her liberal attitudes to criticise
the barbarity of Russia’s existing system of rule. Esfir frames her anti-Imperial
allegations within the historic context of the ‘oprichnina’ (SS 73, 84), recalling Ivan
the Terrible’s reign of terror as a suitable comparison for her own era and mocking
Fandorin for receiving an invitation to dinner at Prince Dolgorukoi’s house with the
words: “I'po3nbiii 11apb 30BeT? Co0aubio TOJIOBY K CEANy U Ha CIykOy — TOJIOBBI
pyouts?” (SS 139).%! Thus, whereas Pozharsky sees Asiatic degeneracy in the
revolutionaries, Esfir levels her negative illumination of Russia’s Asian heritage at the
Empire itself. In her view, historical continuity is not a sign of stability, but failure.

As a result, it appears that the “Asiatic character of Russia’s despotism [was
indeed] a commonplace of the nineteenth-century democratic intelligentsia™**2.
However, as both sides of the political divide connect to the same inflated stereotype
in their accusations of each other, the problem of Asia also increasingly appears as the
expression of an identity conflict that has more to do with Russia itself than with any
real concept of the East. Pozharsky’s earlier use of the word ‘aziatchina’ (‘a3uatunna’)
is highly apt in this context, as it is an inherently ambivalent term meaning “the almost
unlimited capacity among Russians to identify themselves with Asia while showing
their contempt for the Asian peoples and civilizations as utterly barbaric*>}. The same
highly conflicting parallel process of self-identification and othering is also expressed
in Pozharsky’s talk of the ‘two powers’ at war (‘He IBe eBpomeicKHue Aep>KaBbl’),
which splits Russian society into a European and non-European entity.

In an essay titled ‘“What is Asia to Us’, Dostoevsky explored this very idea in
1881. Discussing the parallel existence of two Russias, he decreed that “Boo06ie Best
Hama pycckast A3us, Bkiarodas 1 Cubups, 11 Poccun Bee ere kak 0yATo CyImecTBYOT
B BHJIE KAKOT'O-TO NMPHUBECKA, KOTOPHIM KaK ObI BOBCE JTa)kKe M HE XOYET €BpOIeHCcKas
Hama Poccus unTepecoBathes™ 4. Dostoevsky’s choice of words in this quote is

interesting in the context of the final encounter between the revolutionaries and the

451 Although Akunin is not the only post-Soviet author to recycle the image of the oprichnina, he might

have been the first to do so. In 2006, Vladimir Sorokin published Day of the Oprichnik ([Jenv
onpuunuka), a dystopian novel about the return of an authoritarian Russian state loosely modelled after
the Holy Rus’ and its most notorious medieval ruler.

432 Figes, Natasha’s Dance, 369.

453 Milan Hauner, What Is Asia to Us?: Russia’s Asian Heartland Yesterday and Today (London:
Routledge, 1992), 2.

44 F. M. Dostoevsky, Dnevnik Pisatelia Za 1877 God (Paris: YMCA-Press, 1952), 603.
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policemen in The State Counsellor, as the revolutionary leader notices — somewhat
randomly, in the midst of the combat action —a shop sign with the inscription “Mebuyc
u ceiHOBBsl Kononuansueie ToBapbr” (SS 240). Not only is there a certain linguistic
similarity between the Russian words for appendage (‘mpuBecka’) and attached sign
(‘BeiBecka’), but the sign’s inscription also recalls the Russian Empire’s colonial past
in the context of the Moebius strip. Dostoevsky’s differentiation between a Russian
Asia and a European Russia corresponds to this visualisation, placing the Russian
Empire in the simultaneous role of coloniser and colonised.

This doubling is made even more explicit by the fact that both corresponding parts
of Russia in Dostoevsky’s essay are called ‘ours’ — an attitude clearly shared by
Pozharsky. Akunin thus returns to the topic of Russia’s process of self-colonisation
through Pozharsky’s inconsistent rhetorical rejection of the concept of Asia, which is
accompanied by the concomitant failure to transform this renunciation into a practical
denial of despotism and autocracy. Instead, Pozharsky even justifies the need for quasi-
despotic leadership. When Smol’yaninov echoes Fandorin’s concerns about the moral
implications of recruiting double agents, saying that “3amuTHHKaM rocynapcTBa He
HPUCTAIIO JICHCTBOBATh HEYECTHBIMH METOJIAMH | . ..| MBI JTOJDKHBI CIIPABEIITUBOCTD U
YUCTOTY OJFOCTH, a MBI emie OOJIbIlie, YeM HUTHIUCTBI, 00IIecTBO pactieBaem’ (SS

110), Pozharsky responds:

- C d4ero BbI B3sUIM, IOHOIIA, YTO TOCYAApCTBO — 3TO CIPaBEIMBOCTh U umcToTa? [...] Hame
rocyapcTBO HeCIpaBeUIMBO U HeurcTo. Ho mydrre Takoe, yeM OyHT, KpOBb H Xaoc. MemjieHHo,
HEOXOTHO OOIIECTBO CTAHOBHUTCSA UYyTh-4yTh YHINE, UyTh-4yTh Ipe3eHTabempHe. [...] A
PEBOJIIONMS OTLIBBIPHET ero Hasax, k MBaHy 'pozHoMy. CrpaBeinBOCTH BCe paBHO He Oyner
[...]. (SS 110-11)

Rather than criticise a status quo where injustice and corruption prevail, Pozharsky
argues to uphold this very system of rule as the only way to achieve long-lasting
control. More importantly, he considers justice an empty phrase, non-achievable under
either system — and threatens with the return of a medieval system of rule which,
according to Esfir, has already found its way back into Russia.

Pozharsky’s mockingly selective attitude towards Westernism is made further
apparent when he responds to Fandorin’s accusations of corruption by asking:
“Obpatumbes Ha razeTsl? He HamewararoT. Y Hac, cnaBa bory, ne EBpona” (SS 269).
Freedom of speech or lack of censorship are rendered as exotic, foreign elements in

Pozharsky’s view, which lose their applicability once transplanted onto Russian soil.
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Likewise, Pozharsky criticises the idea of an approachable leader, announcing
Dolgorukoi’s dismissal from the post of Governor-General of Moscow by voicing the
hope that “[B]macT B ropose ycTaHaBiIMBAaeTCsl HACTOsIIAsA, Kpemnkas, 6€30 BCAKOH

299

‘nerkonoctynHoct’” (SS 255). The latter comment in particular demonstrates the
lasting legacy of Russia’s self-colonisation process, as Pozharsky inadvertently lends
voice to the country’s obsession “with complexes of its own powerlessness and
inferiority [...] how you wish to be seen is how you wish to be in reality. This mix of
aggressiveness and impotence is the last and strongest thread connecting today’s
Russia with its history [original emphasis]”*>.

Pozharsky’s desire to appear strong and distant demonstrates an underlying fear
of inherent weakness, which stems from the fragmentation of the Imperial national
identity narrative itself — exposing its unsuitability as a reference frame for a
rediscovery of political and societal stability. Pozharsky’s view of the West as
something he can invent in order to accommodate his own ideological needs for a fixed
Russian identity mirrors Orlando Figes’s hypothesis that the “idea of ‘Russia’ could
not exist without ‘the West’ (just as ‘the West’ could not exist without ‘the
Orient’)”**¢, Yet Akunin also broadens this concept, showing that ‘the idea of Russia’
can likewise not exist without Asia — an important contribution to the largely Western-
centric identity discourse of the Russian 1990s.*” In the end, both the West and Asia
appear as two sides of the same coin, making the inconsequent rejection of one into an
equally hypocritical embrace of the other.

The complexity of this situation elevates Pozharsky’s character into a highly
recognisable mirror image for the contemporary post-Soviet reader. Pozharsky’s
perverted sense of pride in his own lawlessness not only resonates with the bespredel’
atmosphere of the Russian ‘wild nineties’ — which is also hinted at by Fandorin’s use

of the term ‘bandit’ in an earlier scene — but also corresponds to the subsequent

development of a ‘sovereign democracy’ under the Putin regime.*® As pointed out by

455 Dobrenko, “Utopias of Return,” 161.

436 Figes, Natasha’s Dance, 66.

457 Cf. Tolz, Russia: Inventing the Nation, 69-132.

458 During the illicit arrest scene featuring Esfir, Fandorin provides her with a subterfuge to escape the
law’s clasps: “- Bbl Benp MoriM mpuHATH rocnoaunHa bypnseBa 3a 0-0ananTa? — cnpocun Opact
[lerpoBuu OaphINIHIO, CMOTPEBILYIO Ha HEr0 C BEChbMa CTPAHHBIM BHIpAKEHHEM. - A pa3Be OH He
0aHIUT? — HEMEUICHHO OTKIUKHYJIachk Dchups JIuTBHHOBA, M300pa3uB Kpaitnee yausieHue” (SS 71).
During the 1990s, the term ‘bandit’ was applied copiously to Russia’s legal and financial system; Boris
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Svetlana Tishchenko, Pozharsky’s attitude carries “popular appeal in the ‘new Russia’
of Putin and Medvedev: it embodies a gung-ho attitude of the political leaders™** that
is not only perceived as a sign of strength, but also as a long-overdue rebuke to the
allegedly weak transparency of democratic ideals.

Akunin incorporated an explicit link to the political situation of the late 1990s into
The State Counsellor. In referring to the fictional Dolgorukoi’s amiability
(‘merxkomoctynHocTH’), he makes Moscow’s Governor General appear closer in
character to Yeltsin than to the previously constructed alter ego of Moscow mayor
Luzhkov. This similarity is expanded upon through the mention of a not altogether
sincere newspaper announcement, which commemorates Dolgorukoi’s “rmy6okoe
3HAYCHHME JIJIS SICHOTO CO3HAHUA Bcero Hapoaa” (SS 255) in a way that could easily be
read as a reference to Yeltsin’s failed national identity project of the mid-1990s. Lastly,
just as Yeltsin’s era was clearly coming to an end when Akunin was writing The State
Counsellor, so did his fictional Dolgorukoi have to face the end of his own era as
Moscow’s Governor General.

Pozharsky is not incidentally placed in the midst of this historical parallel. His
historical double, Dmitry Pozharsky, acted as a figurehead of the Time of Troubles
and paved the way for Romanov rule to take over from the Rurikid dynasty — one of
whose members was Yuri Dolgoruky. In Akunin’s novel, Pozharsky fulfils the same
role, as his superior and successor to Dolgorukoi’s post is none other than the
Romanov Grand Duke ‘Simeon’ Aleksandrovich Romanov. Akunin conflates the
historical and fictional timelines in order to link the 1990s to the Time of Troubles —
thus seemingly catering to the trauma narrative that dominated much of the cultural

and the political discourse in post-perestroika Russia, while also addressing the

Nemtsov’s entry into Moscow politics, for instance, was labelled ‘New Man in Bandit Country’ (cf.
Chrystia Freeland, “New Man in Bandit Country [Russia’s First Deputy Prime Minister Boris
Nemtsov],” The Financial Times, May 27, 1997) by Western reporters. Since then, the popularity of
attaching the epithets ‘lawless’ or ‘bandit’ to post-Soviet Russia has continued unabated — and has
entered the public consciousness to a degree where it is not only left unchallenged, but readily accepted.
4% Svetlana Tishchenko, “My Hero Is a Villain: The Relationship Between the Hero and the Villains in
Boris Akunin’s Turkish Gambit and State Counsellor,” Transcultural Studies 6, no. 1 (2010): 187-99,
193.
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symbolic capital that both the Putin regime and the neo-Eurasianists drew out of the
events of 1612.46°

Akunin acknowledges the importance of the Time of Troubles in the construction
of narratives about Imperial greatness and stability, but subverts their nostalgic power
by highlighting Pozharsky’s duplicitous role in the novel. Instead of ushering in a new
era of strength, Pozharsky betrays both the Russian Empire and the Russian nation —
ridding his offer of identification of all promises of stability and glory. Pozharsky’s
ultimate complicity in the end of Empire is implied in his inability to express his own
Imperial identity, which results in his use of diversified concepts of othering instead.
Clowes noticed the continued topicality of this problem for post-Soviet Russia when
she argued that “expressions of identity under the Putin regime have turned resolutely
in the direction of [...] drawing thick ideological borders between itself and all the
‘others’ out there — Chechens, Jews, new, politically engaged Russian entrepreneurs,
artists, freemasons, freethinkers™*¢!. Marsh noted the same problem, documenting a
“heightened awareness of the presence (often the malign influence) of ‘the Other’

99462 i

(whether in the form of Westerner, Jew or ‘person of Caucasian nationality”) n

post-Soviet public discourse.

The Jewish Other in Imperial Russia
In the context of the Fandorin project, these lists of prominent others find their echoes
across several of the novels — The State Counsellor among them. Whereas Akunin
included an antagonist of Chechen origins in The Death of Achilles, the revolutionary
circle in The State Counsellor features several characters of Jewish origin. By once
again placing a peripheral Other in the stereotypical role of troublemaker and
incendiary, Akunin subverts, rather than solidifies, the stereotypes that pertain to this
group and opens up a historical dimension for the discussion of anti-Semitic tendencies

in the post-Soviet space. Owing, in part, to the fact that Jews “constituted the largest

460 Neo-Eurasianism’s ‘high priest” Aleksandr Dugin, for instance, glorifies the Time of Troubles as the
beginning of Russia’s sonderweg in global history, cf. Dmitry Shlapentokh, “The Time of Troubles in
Alexander Dugin’s Narrative,” European Review 27, no. 1 (2019): 143-57.

41 Clowes, Russia on the Edge, 199.

462 Marsh, “The Nature of Russia’s Identity,” 571.
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non-Slavic as well as the largest non-Christian ethnic group™* in the Russian Empire,

the so-called ‘Jewish Question’ was one of the leading issues in late Imperial
nationality politics.

The two most prominent Jewish characters in The State Counsellor are the
antagonist Grin and the revolutionary Esfir. In line with Esfir’s supporting role in the
novel overall, descriptions of her experiences with anti-Semitism are sparse.
Nonetheless, her character creates the impression of widespread anti-Jewish
sentiments across various strata of late Imperial Russian society, such as when
Burlyaev exclaims “Xotb camoro Pormunbna!” (SS 70) after Esfir fires a shot at him
and is then recognised as a well-known banker’s daughter. Apart from raising the ugly
spectre of the stereotypically greedy, money-hoarding Jew, Burlyaev’s follow-on
comment expresses a further disregard for Jewish customs and traditions: “[Ha
Karopre| TeOs XKHIOBCKUMH Kollepamu KopMmuTh He cTaHyT” (ibid.). Even more
disturbing, perhaps, is the description of Esfir’s family’s reception in society:
“JINTBMHOBA MPUHMMAIM U B CaMbIX JIyYIIMX MOCKOBCKHX JOMax, HO TPH 3TOM,
ObIBaJIO, TOBOPWJIM ILIEMOTOM JIPYTUM TOCTSIM, Kak Obl ompaBnbiBasich: JKun
KpelieHblit uto Bop mporieHsiit’” (SS 155). Regardless of her family’s contribution to
society, Esfir will always remain the Other in terms of her ethnicity. She tries to change
this narrative by aggressively embracing and expanding it through her outspoken
defence of women’s rights, her liberal sexuality, and her activity in the revolutionary
circle; yet in doing so, she inevitably also caters to the stereotype of the seductive and
dangerous female Other that is predicted by her Russian peers.

Grin’s development from a culture-loving, hard-working student into the novel’s
revolutionary ‘man of steel’ is also contextualised as a Jewish experience early on in
The State Counsellor. One of Grin’s earliest memories is the relocation of his family
to a small town within the Pale of Settlement — an area historically situated in today’s
Ukraine and Poland — following an Imperial crackdown on the Empire’s Jewish
populations.*** The event reinforces the young man’s awareness of his institutionally

enforced otherness, as it stands in clear contradiction to Grin’s previous self-perception

463 Benjamin Nathans, Beyond the Pale: The Jewish Encounter with Late Imperial Russia. (Berkeley
and London: University of California Press, 2002), 5.

464 In a remark not wholly unfounded, Clowes also draws comparisons between the original Pale of
Settlement for Jewish citizens of the Empire and the way the Chechen situation was handled by the
Putin regime, cf. Clowes, Russia on the Edge, 152.
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as a Russian citizen: “TOJKOM HE MOHHMMAET UX YyJIOBOIIHOTO TOBOpA, IOTOMY YTO
JoMa Bcerna pasroBapuBaiiu no-pyccku’ (SS 44). Grin’s coldness of character is in
part explained by the need to confront this kind of hostility from an early age; speaking
about his school days, Grin reminisces that “ero He TpaBuiIM, He Ipa3HWIN “KUAOM’,
MMOTOMY YTO YyBCTBOBAJIH B OYyAYIIEM CTaJIbHOM YEIIOBEKE [ ...| THXYIO, HECYETINBYIO
CUIly, HO Jpy3el y Hero He Obuio ¥ He Moryio ObITh” (SS 39). The small town that
Grin’s family must relocate to is never mentioned by name, drawing attention to its
symbolic, stand-in meaning in the wider context of the Russian Empire.

Akunin pays close attention to the Empire’s chronological timeline in his
depiction of the ‘Jewish Question’. The assassination of Tsar Alexander II in 1881 is
described as the event that galvanized a pogrom and thus Grin’s career as a
revolutionary. Historiographic studies confirm the link between news about the
tsaricide and a nationwide outbreak of pogroms between 1881 and 1884;*° Grin’s
relocation to the Pale of Settlement nearby Kiev also matches this description from a
geopolitical point of view, as the “commonly accepted geographic and chronological
[area] of pogroms [is] usually assumed to be in the Ukrainian lands of the tsarist
empire”*%®, Moreover, Simon Sebag Montefiore summarises that “[e]ven though
scarcely any of Alexander II’s assassins were Jews, rumours spread that Jews had
killed God’s tsar*®’. The same explanation is given in The State Counsellor:
“Kabarunk Mutpuii Ky3mud, oTpskeHHBIN 001ecTBoM B benorepkoBek, mpuexai ¢
MOJTBEPKICHUEM, YTO CIIyX ObUT BEpHBIN: Iaps-UMIIEpaTopa yOuiIH Kuapl. 3HAYUT,
abpariek MOXHO OUTh, U HUYETo 3a 3T0 He OyneT” (SS 42).

According to Jonathan Dekel-Chen, alternative voices to this discourse did exist,
but these were primarily “represented in the international press [which] accused the
reactionary tsarist government of instigating the violence™*®®. Incidentally, when
Fandorin questions Pozharsky’s readiness to use illegal, or at least immoral, tactics in
his investigation, the latter responds with the question: “A urto, npukaxere
KanuTyaupoBath? YToOBI B30ECHBIIMECS TOJIIBI KM JIOMa U TTOJHUMAIIA Ha BUJIBI

ayumux Jroged Poccun? UtoOwsl momopoieHHble PoOecnbepsl 3amuiau ropoja

465 Cf. Jonathan L. Dekel-Chen, Anti-Jewish Violence: Rethinking the Pogrom in East European History
(Bloomington: Indiana UP, 2011).

466 Tbid, 13.

467 Simon Sebag Montefiore, The Romanovs: 1613-1918 (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2016), 463.
468 Dekel-Chen, Anti-Jewish Violence, 10.
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KpoBbi0? UTOOBI Hallla iepkaBa CTalia IyTajioM Ui YeIOBEYeCTBa U OTKATHIACh Ha
Tpucta jaet Hazan?” (SS 148). Ironically, or perhaps quite tellingly, this reply reads
more like a description of the actual pogroms than of the terrorist deeds, thus once
again calling into question the exact relationship between revolutionary terror and state
brutality.

Akunin’s portrayal of the pogrom, subjective in view as it is through its retelling
by Grin, gives sufficient room to the ambivalence of this historiographic discourse and
manages to incorporate multiple perspectives as to the ‘true’ course of the historical
events. Both Dekel-Chen’s assertion that the pogroms were “unrivaled episodes of
ethnic violence and tended toward increasing levels of destruction with each new

99469

outburst and his follow-up statement that the “early pogroms [...] caused greater

99470

loss of property (shops, warehouses, and homes) than deaths”"” are reflected in Grin’s

account:

Bce BbIIIII0, KK [TOJ0XKEHO: MOXIIJIA CUHATOTY, MOLIAPKIIM 110 XaTaM, KOMYy pedpa HaMsUIH, KOro
3a MEWCHl OTTACKalH, a K Beuepy, KOrJa B LIMHKAPCKOM IOTpede OTHICKAIUCHh MPUIIPATAHHBIE
0OYKH ¢ BUHOM, KO€-KTO W3 MapHel U 10 )KUIOBCKUX JEBOK qoOpaics. [...] Poaurenu yuenenu,
OTCHJICIIMCh B KAMEHHOM II0/IBajie, HO JIoMa ObUIO MEP3KO: MOTPOMIIMKHU Pa3oMalii 00JIbIle, YeM
B3 [...] YTpoM B cio6ojie yaapuil KOJIOKOJ, U ¢ MaljaHa K MOCTYy ABHMHYJIAch T'ycTas TOJIIA,
MHOTOJIIOJIHEE, ueM HakaHyHe. (SS 43-4)

Rather than turn his depiction of the pogrom into unreflective, pro-liberal, anti-
governmental propaganda, Akunin attempts to keep the historical complexity of the
events intact. The mob, for instance, is not portrayed as caught up in a raging bloodlust
from the start, but is shown to move through a slow, and because of its hesitancy all
the more senseless, momentum that corresponds to historians’ assessments of the
pogroms as spontaneous and unorchestrated outbreaks of anti-Semitic violence:
“IIpumepsIuCh AONT0 — HE XBaTajo TONYKa, 4To0 pacTBopmiach ayma” (SS 43).
Grin’s account of the pogrom also features a tsarist official who rides off to gather
reinforcements in support of the Jewish inhabitants — although he does so only in return
for payment. The official does not manage a return until after Grin has stopped the
pogrom and killed one townsman in the process, but no suspicion of foul play or
embezzlement of the money is raised: “B cymepku ipuOBbLI [...] ¢ B3BOJIOM KOHHOM

IMMOoJIMOWKU U YBHUJCIH, YTO B TOPOJKE BCC CHOKOMHO. YI[I/IBI/IJ'ICﬂ, IMOroBOPUI C €BPCAMU

49 Tbid, 1.
470 Tbid, 4.
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U yBe3 anTekapeBa chiHa B TIOppMY” (SS 44-5). Nor is the policeman’s cooperation
glorified or subjugated to criticism. Instead, it is relayed in a neutral observer’s voice
— leaving only the question as to why Grin has to suffer the consequences of his crime,
whereas the killings that accompanied the pogrom go unpunished.

According to Dekel-Chen, this discrepancy is historically plausible insofar as
“many officials [...] had sympathy for the perpetrators, and agreed to legal
discrimination against the victims™*’!. Sebag Montefiore also states that anti-Jewish
sentiments were widespread in Alexander III’s court, while the Tsar himself was said
to have “encouraged an almost fetishistic anti-semitism among his entourage”™*’?.
Akunin refers to the existence of anti-Semitic tendencies on the highest levels of
Empire in the character of Grand Duke Simeon Aleksandrovich Romanov, who
appears closely modelled after Sergei Aleksandrovich Romanov — Governor General
of Moscow from 1891 and the person generally held accountable for the Khodynka
tragedy of 1896, which Akunin turned into a plot event in the subsequent Fandorin
novel The Coronation (Koponayus, 2000). The unusually high number of parallels
between Akunin’s fictional Romanov and his historical prototype presage a dark future
for the Empire’s Jewish population: one of the first official acts of the real Grand Duke,
who was well-known for his anti-Jewish stance, was to issue a decree ordering the
expulsion of all Jews from Moscow and Saint Petersburg. According to Sebag

Montefiore, the Tsar — in compliance with Sergei’s wishes — signed a

series of laws allowing Sergei to deport whole categories — ‘Jewish artisans, distillers, brewers,
general craftsmen and workmen’ and even ‘discharged Jewish soldiers’. In Moscow, Sergei closed
the Great Synagogue, sent Cossacks to raid Jewish homes and allowed Jewish women to remain
only if they were registered as prostitutes. Twenty thousand Jews were expelled.*”

This ukaz not only caused serious damage to both cities’ economies, but was also
accompanied by a high level of police brutality, which was once again commented
upon in the international press of the time — and largely barred from the Imperial
discourse.*’

On a contemporary parallel, Akunin’s confrontation of his readership with late

Imperial anti-Semitism and the controversial aspects of the Grand Duke’s rule also

471 Ibid, 7.

472 Sebag Montefiore, The Romanovs, 463.

473 Ibid, 472.

474 Cf. “Enforcing the Anti-Jewish Laws,” The Washington Post (1877-1922), May 2, 1891.
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provides an important counterweight to post-Soviet, state-sponsored views of
Romanov glory. The topicality of this approach has not been diminished since 7The
State Counsellor’s publication: in 2017, Putin attended the unveiling of a statue
commemorating Grand Duke Sergei Aleksandrovich at the site of his assassination in
1905. In his speech, not a single reference to the controversial aspects of the
Romanov’s rule was made. Instead, Putin stressed the significance of the statue for
Russia’s national identity, claiming that it “BoccTaHaBIMBaeTCs €AMHCTBO POCCUICKOM
UCTOpPHH, B KOTOPOM HaMm Jopora Kaxnaas CTpaHHUIa, Kakoi Obl TpyAHOH OHa

HH GbuTa” ",

In the light of the unilateral nationalist rhetoric and one-sided
mythologisation of heroes that accompanies the Putin regime’s politics, this cannot be
read as anything but a mockery of historical memory.

At the same time, the problem of renewed anti-Semitism in post-Soviet Russia is
not just limited to official channels — nor is it portrayed as such by Akunin. Marina
Aptekman noted that an “odd mixture of reactionary Orthodox and reactionary
Communist ideologies, combined with a very strong anti-liberalism and anti-Semitism

2”476

[...] originated around 199 , providing several examples for anti-Semitic poetry

that were written in the decade after perestroika. In 1995, Marsh surmised that
“[e]xtreme Russian nationalists have deliberately fostered [...] nostalgia [for pre-
revolutionary Russia], suggesting that the ‘Jewish-Masonic conspiracy’ was
responsible for toppling the Russian monarchy and destroying the Russian state™”’.
Akunin already included a side note on this development in The Death of Achilles,
where Fandorin voices a damning verdict on conspiracy theories of the kind:

- EBrennit OcumnoBud, [...] 9TO ke 3TO 32 TAWHCTBEHHAs CHJa B-BepTHT cynpoamu Poccuu? Ilo
Kakomy TipaBy? U 4ro 3Ta cuiia ymymaet 3aBTpa’?

- Ha maconoB Hamekaere?

- Kakne Tam MacoHBI, - 1ocauIMBO cMoOpIImII Tinankuii 100 @anmopun. — [Ipo HUX Bee 3HaOT. TyT
K€ IPOCMaTPHUBACTCS] HACTOSIIIMI KOMIUIOT, He onepeTounslid. (SMA 201-2)

Worried about the developments in the state, Fandorin refuses to shift the

responsibility for the Empire’s instability to an artificially inflated Other. By calling

475 Vladimir Putin, “Otkrytiec Pamiatnika Velikomu Kniasiu Sergeiu Aleksandrovichu,” Kremlin.ru,
May 4, 2017, <http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/54447> [accessed 17 December 2019]

476 Marina Aptekman, “Kabbalah, Judeo-Masonic Myth, and Post-Soviet Literary Discourse: From
Political Tool to Virtual Parody,” Russian Review 65, no. 4 (2006): 657-81, 664-7.

477 Marsh, History and Literature in Contemporary Russia, 174.
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theories about a Jewish-Masonic conspiracy the ‘operetta kind’, he not only flat-out
rejects their applicability to Russian history, but also emphasizes their narrative
construction in a way that hints at an underlying possibility to change them.*’

In post-Soviet Russia, the spread of a theatricalised narrative about Russian
historical grandeur and the Jewish complicity in the downfall of Empire has developed
along conflicting lines since the end of the 1990s. In 2001, Stella Rock stated that
although anti-Semitic texts had not yet gained a dominant cultural currency on the
post-Soviet Russian book market, “[w]ith racist history books, including [Oleg]
Platonov’s, finding their way into schools and Dom Knigi selling Jewish-Masonic
plots as authentic history, antisemitic historical ‘revisionism’ is in danger of becoming
part of mainstream Russian historiography”*”. A year later, Akunin’s own work was
subjected to an anti-Semitic re-telling, as the 2002 TV version of the Fandorin novel
The Winter Queen “largely omitted the interesting section of the novel set in an
authentically re-created Victorian London, and introduced references to a ‘Jewish-
Masonic conspiracy’ — an interpretation that is specifically rejected in the novel as
‘anti-Semitic ravings’*0,

At the same time, state-sponsored anti-Semitism and the number of anti-Semitic
attacks appear to be on the decline under the Putin regime.**! While this is “not for
want of effort among certain segments of the Russian elite”**?, Putin himself is

increasingly seen as “the only leader in modern Russian history who seems to have no

apparent problem with Jews being Jews and Russians simultaneously”***. However,

478 Again, there is a historical precedent for this, as Marina Aptekman noted that “original Russian works
on the subject of Judeo-Masonry” (Aptekman, “Kabbalah, Judeo-Masonic Myth, and Post-Soviet
Literary Discourse,” 600) appeared as early as the 1880s.

47 Stella Rock, “Russian Revisionism: Holocaust Denial and the New Nationalist Historiography,”
Patterns of Prejudice 35, no. 4 (2001): 64-76, 76. Rock’s pessimistic outlook finds its confirmation in
the works of authors and fake historians such as Prokhanov, Dugin, and Mironov, along with the
continued literary activity of the abovementioned Platonov. The latter not only continues to publish
works that engage in Holocaust denial, but also founded a think-tank called the ‘Institute for Russian
Civilization’ in 1993 — self-proclaimedly aiming to strengthen the ideological narrative of Russian
historic greatness and Orthodox heritage in its fight against the forces of ‘worldwide Russophobia’, cf.
“Institut Russkoi Tsivilizatsii,” Institut Russkoi Tsivilizatsii, <rusinst.ru/> [accessed 20 June 2019].

480 Marsh, Literature, History and Identity, 526.

81 Cf. Zvi Gitelman, Jewish Identities in Postcommunist Russia and Ukraine: An Uncertain Ethnicity
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2012).

482 James L. Gibson and Marc Morj Howard, “Russian Anti-Semitism and the Scapegoating of Jews,”
British Journal of Political Science 37, no. 2 (2007): 193-223, 217.

43 Konstanty  Gebert, “Putin’s  Jews,”  Momentmag.com, November 5, 2015,
<https://momentmag.com/putins-jews/> [accessed 12 February 2020]
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anti-Semitic rhetoric against Ukraine increased noticeably in the context of the
annexation of Crimea, and some scholars, such as Masha Gessen, argue that public
faith in the seeming acceptance of Jewish culture is minimal — in part because anti-
Jewish sentiments are frequently masked as expressions of anti-intellectualism.***
Aptekman noticed a similar phenomenon in the mid-2000s when she described how
post-Soviet fears about a Judeo-Masonic conspiracy often carry a predominantly
“allegorical and even metaphysical [nature] [...] which actually and ultimately means
‘a member of the liberal intelligentsia’*%>.

By engaging with the irrational fears of a ‘Jewish-Masonic conspiracy’, Akunin
not only utilises the genre of detective fiction to add to the historical narrative about
the Empire’s Jewish population, but also directly addresses the contemporary
transformations of these anti-Jewish sentiments. In this sense, one emotionally laden
and historically evocative Other is conflated with another, resulting in a telling insight
into both Imperial and post-Soviet identitary fears. From a post-Soviet perspective,
this process simultaneously lays bare anxieties about the prolonged impotence of the
intelligentsia — along with its failure to make its own, meaningful contribution to the

contemporary national identity debate.

3.2.2. Writing Nation: The Disenchantment of the Positive Hero
Fandorin’s in-between position as an intelligentsia member and state servant once
again marks the exception to the above rule and creates a bridge that connects Akunin’s
detective rediscovery of Empire with his attempt to offer a narrative of ‘writing
Nation’. In The State Counsellor, this process resumes its focus on the critical
discussion of a select number of national hero narratives and their grounding in 19"
century literary thought. Akunin adopts three different angles in his exploration of this
theme: Pozharsky’s role as a representative of Empire, Grin’s function as the voice of
revolutionary counteractivity, and Fandorin’s unique position as a double to both.

As discussed previously, Pozharsky appears as an advocate of Empire and a post-
Soviet voice of discontent with the democratic experiment. His world consists of either

a repressive totalitarian state or the revolution, alleged order or presumed chaos — a

484 Cf. Masha Gessen, The Man without a Face: The Unlikely Rise of Vladimir Putin (London: Granta,
2013).
485 Aptekman, “Kabbalah, Judeo-Masonic Myth, and Post-Soviet Literary Discourse,” 667.

151



binary world of mutual aggression and exploitation in which everybody is everybody’s

enemy, and where Russia is at war with itself.

Pozharsky as Puppeteer

In an attitude reminiscent of Kalinin’s theory about the sacrosanct status of historical
authority, Pozharsky is convinced of being the bearer of a historical mission: “SI ceds
ot Poccun He otensto. B koHue koH1oB, Poccus co3gana TeicAdy JIeT Ha3a OJHUM
13 MOMX NPEIKOB, a JPyroi TpUCTa JIET Ha3aJ MoMor el Bo3poauTbes” (SS 269).
Talking about his ancestors, Pozharsky not only lists the saints Gleb Muromsky and
Georgii Pobedonostsev, otherwise known as Saint George, as his family’s adopted
patrons (cf. SS 104), but also bases his delusions of historical grandeur on his kinship
to Dmitry Pozharsky. Immortalised on the Red Square, Pozharsky is a familiar figure
to all Russian readers and joins the list of historical prototypes whose authority Akunin
challenges in the Fandorin project.

In The State Counsellor, Pozharsky refers to the Red Square statue himself, albeit
in critical tones. Condemning the seated stance his ancestor is shown to take, he reads
this passivity as emblematic for his family’s political inactivity since 1612. In a bout
of aristocratic existential dread, Pozharsky warns Fandorin (in whom he suspects a

like-minded compatriot) not to follow in his family’s footsteps:

sL XO4y Bac C MECTa CABHHYTb, YTOOBI BBl BOH TOMY KAMEHHOMY CHJIHIO HE YIOJ00JsUIHCh. MBI ¢
Bamu, Opact [leTpoBud, cTomOOBBIE NBOpsSHE, Ha TaKWX CToy0ax Bcs Poccuiickas mmmepus
JepxuTcs. 51 Bemy pol OT BapsroB, BBl — IOTOMOK KPECTOHOCLICB. B HamMX sKuiiax Te4eT ApeBHss
pa300MHNYBST KPOBb, OT BEKOB OHA CTajla TePIKOM, kKak cTrapoe BUHO. (SS 192)

Considering how Fandorin never told Pozharsky about his family history, it stands to
reason that the latter did a little reconnaissance himself. However, there is little
evidence to back up his claim about the detective’s genealogy. Pozharsky’s blood and
birth rhetoric not only carries aspects of late 19"-century social Darwinism and the
racism that served various Imperial powers in their colonising efforts, but it also
mirrors the rhetoric found amid contemporary nationalist revivals such as the neo-
Eurasian movement. In 2009, then-president Medvedev used a similar phrase when he

talked about WWII veterans during an address to the Federal Assembly: “Mb1 ogHo#
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KpPOBH C TEMH, KTO TTOOEINI, CTaJI0 OBITh, BCE MBI — HACJICTHUKHU no6equreneir’*%. By
embodying such clearly ideologized ideas, Pozharsky functions as an early mouthpiece
for the kind of nationalist rhetoric that openly flirts with grand historical narratives and
mythological invocations of an unbroken line of patriotic fervour. All the more ironic,
then, that neither of the allegedly ur-Russian ancestors that Pozharsky invokes — the
crusaders and the Varangians — were of ethnic Russian origin.

In his discussion of the Red Square statue, Pozharsky also expresses an anti-
capitalist standpoint that propagates a conservative, aristocracy-focussed world-view:
“[Pa300iHNYbS KPOBB]| IOTYyLIE, YEM >KUJKAs KUHOBAph KYMYMILEK U IPUKA3HBIX.
Hamm 3y0bl, KyJlakv ¥ KOT'TH TOJDKHBI OBITh Kperde, 4eM Y MUHHHBIX, MHAaUe YIIIBIBET
HWMIIEpUs Y HaC MEX MaJIbIIeB, TaKoe Yk moaxoauT Bpems” (SS 192). Being both a
reactionary and an aristocrat intent on keeping Russia’s parallel societies apart,
Pozharsky inscribes the nobility with the right to bend the rules to their will and whim.
However, just as in previous instances in the novel — such as when Fandorin provided
a counternarrative to Pozharsky’s glorification of banditry, and Esfir condemned
Fandorin’s love of autocracy as a source of chaos — Pozharsky’s point of view about
the role of merchants is also presented with an essential counterview.

The character who voices this difference is the factory owner Lobastov, who
supports the revolutionaries financially. As an embodiment of the class of socially
responsible entrepreneurs that was beginning to develop in Russia and elsewhere at
the turn of the 19" century, Lobastov’s work ethic and management style effectively
belie Pozharsky’s verdict of a useless merchant class that bears no social relevance
whatsoever. When Grin visits Lobastov’s factory, he is surprised to realise that “Ecnu
0 BCce KanmUTAIUCTHI ObUTH Kak JIoOacToB, HE3aueM cTayio Obl U nodicap 3asxcueams | ... ]
I'mynast mpicib, motoMy 4To Ha BCl Poccuto JIoGacToB MMencsi TOJIBKO OJMH [my
emphasis]” (SS 88) — a statement that includes a potentially deliberate word-play on
Pozharsky’s name and the proverbial sparking of a flame to bring about change in
society.

Despite offering the revolutionaries financial support, Lobastov refuses to be

placed on either side of the terrorist divide. In fact, he is affronted by the idea that he

486 Dmitry Medvedev, “Poslanie Federal’nomu Sobraniiu Rossiiskoi Federatsii,” Kremlin.ru, November
12, 2009, <http://kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/5979> [accessed 17 December 2019]

153



could be taken for a convinced revolutionary and explains his support of the Combat
Group with the passivity of the government, which sparked his desire to scare the

ruling elite into action:

Brer mymaere, s BaM JIeHBIW U3 cTpaxa maro? Wi MHIYIBTeHIHMIO Ha Cay4ail Bameil moOembl
mokymaro? [...] He mpuBenu ['ocrions, ecu BeI mobenute! Jla n He OyAeT y Bac HUKAaKOM MOOSBI.
[...] HAamMX qypakoB HAAYTHIX MyraTh HAJ0, YTOO HE CTABWIIM MAJKU B KoJieca, YTOO HE Mellain
YMHBIM JIIOJISIM CTpaHy W3 00J0Ta TamuTh. YYHTh WX, OCIOB, HajoOHO. [...] Ilycte nmo ux
YYTYHHBIX TOJIOB JoineT, uto Poccum nubo co muoii, JlobacToBeiM, uaTH, 1100 C BaMu, B
TapTapapsl KaTUThCs. TpeTsero He naHo. (SS 90)

Lobastov correctly predicts the end of Empire in his diatribe, and although his
reductionist view of the possible paths for Russia’s future is not reflective of the actual
historical complexity at play, the idea that a change in business culture could have
prevented a revolution is in itself an important addition to the historical narrative.

A similar thought is also expressed by another supporting character, the senior
operations officer Zubtsov. Unlike Lobastov, Zubtsov reasons that the best way to
rectify the current situation in the Empire is to secure the cooperation of the autocracy
itself: “Tot, KOMy CHOCHO *kHBeTCsl, Ha OappuKazbl He moiaeT [...] CiaBa Oory, y Hac
camojiepkaBHasi MoHapxus. CaMbIM OOTaTHIM M YMHBIM Pa3bsCHHTB, YTOO MOHSIIN
CBOIO BBITOAY, a MOTOM 3akoH mpoBecTH. Cepxy” (SS 178). In designing this
character, Akunin once more took inspiration from Russian history itself: Zubtsov’s
opinions strongly echo those of Sergei Zubatov, “brilliant secret policeman [...] [and]
chief of the Moscow Okhrana, who was sponsoring and guiding his own unions in the
new labour movement — so-called ‘police socialism’”*’. Although a convinced
socialist, Zubatov still “advocated paternalistic governance over the working
masses”*® and devised a successful system of turning revolutionaries into informers,
thus infiltrating much of the Leftist movement up until and during the First World War.
The complexity of this historical prototype thus only appears in sketches in Akunin’s
novel, but it, too, offers an alternative to Pozharsky’s sonderweg rhetoric of
supposedly Russian exceptionalism.

Ultimately, both Lobastov and Zubtsov-Zubatov appear as positive business

figures in The State Counsellor — a daring feat in the cutthroat capitalist atmosphere of

487 Sebag Montefiore, The Romanovs, 509.

488 Laurent Murawiec and Clifford Gaddy, “The Higher Police: Vladimir Putin and His Predecessors,”
The National Interest, no. 67 (2002): 29-36, 32. As the paper title suggests, Murawiec and Gaddy draw
parallels between his and Putin’s approach to politics.
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the 1990s, when consumers were wavering between self-loathing and jokes about
Russia’s nouveaux riches. Thus, although Akunin’s contextualisation of business
involvement in revolutionary activities to ward off state backwardness evokes
stereotypical reader reactions about the prototypical character type of the soulless,
Westernised businessman, it also subverts this character portrayal. As a result, both
Lobastov and Zubtsov form important contributions to the multi-layered historical
world-building at play in the Fandorin project. This fact is also expressed in the chapter
heading “T'maBa neBsiTas, B KOTOPOW MHOTO TOBOPAT 0 cyovbax Poccum [my
emphasis]” (SS 173): instead of reverting to a simple black-and-white explanation for
revolutionary intent that would support a Pozharsky-ian reading of Russian history, a
plethora of reasons for engagement in political dissent — or support — is expressed by
Akunin’s character ensemble instead.**

Pozharsky’s offer of a questionable national identity narrative is further made
manifest in the context of his political machinations. As the events of The State
Counsellor progress, Pozharsky’s eagerness to leave his mark on the history of the
Russian body politic is framed as a wish to play the role of puppeteer in the lives of
his fellow citizens. Just like Achimas in The Death of Achilles, Pozharsky aspires to
become a writer of other people’s fates; his self-insertion into the history of the Russian
state is framed in a correspondent literary context. When Pozharsky first appears in
The State Counsellor, he enters the room with the words “TIpuexaBmmii Mo UMEHHOMY
noBesieHuto u3 [lerepOypra yunHOBHUK TpeOyeT Bac ceit ke dac k cede” (SS 104). This
is a quotation taken directly from Gogol’s Revizor (Pesusop, 1836), a play that features
a band of corrupt provincial officials sent into a panic by the arrival of a fake
government inspector. The play refers to various cases of corruption, embezzlement

and venality, yet Pozharsky’s quote itself has no bearing on actual events in The State

489 The English translation renders the chapter title in the singular, saying ‘Chapter 9 in which a lot is
said about the destiny of Russia’ (SC 184). Without laying claim to any translation expertise, I would
want to insist on the plural for this phrase, as it appears to be a deliberate choice by Akunin. It would,
in any case, be considerably more common to use ‘o cyapbe’ in the original Russian. This view is
corroborated by the fact that Akunin keeps introducing the topic of underrepresented historical
perspectives into the Fandorin novels; in The Jade Rosary Beads (Hegpumosgvie uemxu, 2007), for
example, one of the short stories about the death of a business magnate (/3 swcusnu wenox) ends with
the plot twist that his death was just collateral damage, used to draw attention away from the murder of
an individual of considerably lesser social standing. The aha-effect that this produces among the
characters in the story is mirrored by the reader realisation that most historical narratives only ever focus
on a select group of players, rather than taking into account the views and perspectives of minorities or
disadvantaged groups.
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Counsellor. It 1s also immediately rephrased into a request for coffee, signalling that
its insertion serves no other purpose than to call Gogol’s play to mind — both for the
characters in the novel and for Akunin’s readership. By repeating the General
Inspector’s words verbatim, Pozharsky places a humorous claim on the role of
defender of law and order, whilst at the same time hinting at his own masquerade and
double-identity. It is a hint that he knows will fall flat and remain undetected, which
allows him to simultaneously mock the gullibility of his colleagues and revel in his
mastery over the surrounding world.

Pozharsky continues his re-writing of reality according to literary modes during
the recruitment of the double agent Rahmet. Rahmet’s interrogation proves futile until
the appearance of Pozharsky, who coerces him into cooperation by threatening the
release of incriminating pictures, taken during one of Rahmet’s regular visits to a local
child prostitute: “Bsi, Cene3HeB, Moay4uTe He TepOMUYECKHI Tpoliecc, Ha KOTOPOM B
Bac OyIyT BIIOOIATHCS TaMOYKHU W3 3ajia. B Bac TUTIOHYT Ballv jk€ TOBapHUIIN Kak B
npeaaTelis U MOAOHKA, 3alsTHABIIEro CBETJbIN Uk peomomnu’ (SS 107). Rahmet
relents; when it is Pozharsky’s turn to choose a codename for the new recruit, he settles
for “I'BumoH [...] Oynere nerath ¢ Bariero octpoba bysiHa Ko MHE, B IapCTBO CJIABHOTO
Canrana, To KOMapoMm, To Myxoi, To mmesem” (SS 108). It is at this point that Fandorin
realises “4To BepOOBKa yKe COCTOSIIACH [ ...]| HEBHAUMBIN pybex nepeiiaen” (ibid.).

The literary reference to Pushkin’s fairy tale with the (somewhat cumbersome)
title The Tale of Tsar Saltan, of His Son the Renowned and Mighty Bogatyr Prince
Gvidon Saltanovich, and of the Beautiful Princess-Swan (Ckaska o yape Canmane, o
CblHe e20 ClagHOM U Mozyuyem Ooeamvipe kHAze Ieudone Canmanosuye u o
npexpacroul yapeste Jlebeou, 1831) construes an interesting relationship between
Pozharsky and Rahmet. In the fairy tale, Tsar Saltan is betrayed by his wife’s sisters,
leading him to exile her while he is away at war. Unbeknownst to Saltan, the queen
gives birth to a baby boy, who reaches adulthood within days instead of years and
helps her flee to a foreign island. On this island, the boy Gvidon saves a swan from
certain death, whereupon the grateful bird lends him its magical powers and enables
him to visit the kingdom of his father in disguise — first in the shape of a mosquito,
then that of a fly, and finally in the form of a bumblebee. Every time Gvidon visits his

father, he asks travelling merchants to relay an invitation to Tsar Saltan from King
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Gvidon’s tsardom, hoping he might observe his father’s reaction. The queen’s jealous
sisters interfere each time the Tsar comes close to the decision to visit, but thanks to
the information Gvidon gathers during his visits and the swan’s magical powers, he
eventually manages to reunite with his father and bring about a happy family ending.

The relation this construes between Rahmet and Pozharsky offers an essential clue
as to their relationship in the novel. On the one hand, Rahmet clearly takes on Gvidon’s
role as spy, gathering information while hiding in plain sight — just like the near
invisible insects that his literary role model turns into. Likewise, Pozharsky exhibits
early megalomaniacal traits otherwise characteristic of totalitarian rulers and openly
covets the role of Tsar, causing him to appropriate a popular Russian proverb about
the powers of Tsar and God: “Mo:, XOTbh 5 ¥ HE B CTOJIUIIE, HO BBICOKO CHIKY H JJATIEKO
rsky” (SS 275).4° Pozharsky also aims to achieve “moueTHoe MecTo B MCTOpHUH
pOocCHiiCKON rocyTapCTBEHHOCTH |, YTO JUIS MEHs elle 0oJiee CyIeCTBEHHO, 3aBUTHOE
MecTo B poccuiickoMm rocymapcte” (SS 191) and eventually proclaims himself
“genoBeK, KOTOpbId MOkeT crmactu Poccuro. [loToMy 4TO 9 yMeH, CMEN W JIMIIEH
caHnTUMEHTOB” (SS 268).

On the other hand, unlike his fairy-tale prototype, Akunin’s Gvidon does not act
on his own behalf. Neither is the kingdom he infiltrates at peace, and the information
gathered is not meant to be used for its defence. These differences acquire significance
in the context of yet another discrepancy: in the fairy tale, Tsar Saltan is Gvidon’s next
of kin, not his enemy. It is this particular relation invoked in the Saltan-Gvidon-
dynamic that suggests an alternative reading to Akunin’s relationship between Rahmet
and Pozharsky, in which Rahmet is not a new recruit, but a long-standing informer.
The hidden father-son dynamic is revealed through the literary reference in
Pozharsky’s choice of codename — a link that is once again too obscure for the
surrounding characters to decipher, although Fandorin’s impression that the
recruitment went uncommonly smoothly steers him in the right direction.*!

Consequently, it becomes clear that Rahmet’s entire recruitment is staged —

followed by the novel’s final revelation that Pozharsky acted as a double agent himself,

40 The Russian proverb I am referring to is ‘Jlo Bora Beicoko, 1o I{aps nanexo’.

41 Rahmet’s own confession to Grin after being caught red-handed confirms the suggestion of a long-
standing collaboration between Pozharsky and him: “/laBHo? — Jla cuuTaii, ¢ camoro Hayayia! MeHs
JIaBHO TOILIHUT OT Bac, CKy4HOPBUIBIX ™ (SS 127).
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committing “IBOMHOE TpenaTeabCTBO, TO €CTh Jeprarb 3a HUTOUYKH 00€ KYKIIBI,
noyuueickyo u peomonuonny” (SS 109). During the showdown, Pozharsky
reveals that he is the anonymous source that fed state secrets to the Combat Group,
enabling Grin’s circle of revolutionaries to carry out their recent string of successful
assassinations. Additionally, he also acted as a puppeteer of Grand Duke Romanov,
whose views Pozharsky manipulated and whom he cunningly implemented as a ruler
too weak to withstand advisorial whispers.

In thus perceiving others as puppets, Pozharsky is shown to view life as a play to
be written or directed at will. Both this duplicity and Pozharsky’s repeated self-
stylization as a bandit and trickster figure liken him to Akunin’s writerly persona of
the equally mischievous ‘evil man’. However, unlike Akunin, Pozharsky does not toy
with historical what-ifs in an attempt to awaken Russian society from its self-induced
slumber or to parody the officially sanctioned amnesia it so willingly engages in.
Instead, he dons the costume of an unpredictable rebel for entirely reactionary reasons.
The success he has in doing so acts as a reminder about the revolution’s flaws and the
brittleness of political reality, but it also serves as a warning sign about the compelling
persuasiveness of totalitarian discourses. In the end, anybody bold enough to do so can

play with the historical narrative — for better or for worse.

Grin as National Hero
In The State Counsellor, mastery over Russia’s historic hero narrative is also fought
over by the revolutionary circle around Grin. As Pozharsky and Grin share the same
destructive approach to fashioning Russia’s future, they also share several other
similarities. Thus, both refer to the battle of Borodino as a simile for their fight with
each other — exposing their respective self-perception as noble and heroic freedom
fighters. As one of the decisive battles in the Napoleonic War, Borodino conjures up
the image of the Russian nation’s valiant, self-sacrificing nature. The battle occupies
an important place in the construction and manipulation of identity narratives in Russia
and has not only been immortalised in various works of 19"-century literature,

Tolstoy’s War and Peace (Botina u mup, 1869) and Lermontov’s poem Borodino
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(Popoouno, 1837) among them, but has also given birth to the literary trope of the
Napoleon figure as “a sinful yet heroic rebel”**2.

Borodino also plays a recurrent part in political representations of national unity
and heroism in Russia — which neither Grin nor Pozharsky focus on in their references
to the battle.*** Instead, Grin singles out the grand-scale bloodshed of the Borodino
battlefield, using it to stylise Russian officials as ruthless executioners and worse
enemies than the French: “Bot Bce bopoauno, bopoauso. [...] Tam Beaw crpemnsm,
HE JyMajy, B XOpPOLIETro WX B II0X0ro. @paHiry3 — 3Ha4UT, HaNH. [...] A TyT Bparu
oxy»ke, yeM mpocto ¢paniy3s’” (SS 169). Meanwhile, Pozharsky draws attention to
the sheer levels of destruction that accompanied the battle, which heralded the razing
of Moscow: “Hx Tam ceMb 4esoBeK, BOOpYKeHbI 10 3y0oB. Takoe bopoanHo ycTposiT,
4yT0 mociie cHoBa MockBy orctpauBath npuaercs” (SS 231). Thus, both characters
invoke the battle of Borodino as a warning sign, not as a call-to-arms — dissolving not
only the boundary between government and revolutionaries, but also pointing towards
an important shift in frontier: unlike in the Napoleonic War, the enemy now comes
from within.**

Grin’s revolutionary Combat Group is the quintessential embodiment of such a
threat from within. While it is not the first revolutionary group to be referenced in the
Fandorin series, it is the one most closely modelled after a historical forebear, i.e. the
19%_century Narodnaia volia, the group responsible for Alexander II’s assassination
in 1881.% A revolutionary undercurrent did, however, feature in the Fandorin series
from the very start; in The Winter Queen, set in 1876, Fandorin received a warning
that “[H]amm poccuiickiie peBONIOIMOHEPHI HA TpaHu packona. [...] To, yTo 6bLIO 110

CHUX MOp — LIBETOYKH. Teppop NpOTUB MPABSIIETO KIAacCa MOKET CTaTh MAaCCOBBIM. |... |

492 Robert L. Jackson, “Napoleon in Russian Literature,” Yale French Studies, no. 26 (1960): 106-18,
107.

493 Putin marked the 200-year-anniversary of the battle with a visit to the original battle site, invoking
parallels to the Great Patriotic War in his speech. Cf. Vladimir Putin, “Torzhestva po sluchaiu 200-letiia
Borodinskogo srazheniia,” Kremlin.ru, September 2, 2012,
<http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/16346> [accessed 17 December 2019]

494 The theme of state and revolutionaries as doubles has also been explored in works of other Russian
writers, for example Bely’s novel Peterburg, cf. Platt, “Historical Novel,” 81.

495 The group’s newspaper is said to be the ‘neneranpnas mopuxckas ‘Bons mapona’” (SS 5), which
could also be a reference to Lenin’s time hiding out in Switzerland.
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cyap6a Poccun Ha kapty nocrapiena’®, whereas in The Death of Achilles, Russia is
described as having reached the “smoxy nonuruueckoro teppopusma’ (SMA 194).

In The State Counsellor, Grin’s circle of revolutionary fellows-in-arms is small,
but diverse, and represents a microcosm of a proto-democratic society based on
equality and the rejection of a hierarchy of ranks. This is, among other things,
expressed in the fact that “[B] rpynme Bce ObL1M Ha “ThI’, BHE 3aBUCUMOCTH OT BO3pacTa
U peBOMIOIMOHHBIX 3acuyr” (SS 46). While Grin’s revolutionaries are ready to
sacrifice themselves and others in the name of the greater good, they do not intend to
create a reign of terror or fear for the greater public; instead, they are portrayed as
striving for freedom of expression and equal comradeship. The revolutionaries’
standard activities are described as “[m]opyraTe BiIacTH, MOINETh HEIO03BOJICHHBIC
MeCHU W, KOHEYHO, BBIMUTH-3aKycUTh (SS 64) — which further strengthens the
impression of the communal nature upon which their established social rites hinge.

The group also includes female members, among which are the prostitute-turned-
madame Julie and the aristocrat’s daughter Needle.*” However, most of the
revolutionary members hail from a socially disadvantaged background or the fringes
of society, such as Grin’s closest comrades Emelya and Bullfinch. Whereas Emelya is
described as “xopormmii 60oeBuk. Kpernkwii, HeCyeTIUBbIH, 03 WHHTEIUIUTCHTCKUX
danabepuii” (SS 47), Bullfinch is introduced as “chiH mOBEIMIEHHOTO TIAPSYOUHITHI 1
HapOJOBOJIKM, yMEpIIeHd B Ka3zeMare OT MNPOTECTHOM rononoBku [...] IlepBbiit
CBOOOTHBIN YenoBek Oyaymiel cBoooaHol Poccun. bes mycopa B ronose, 6e3 MyTH B
nymie” (SS 52).

Whereas gender and social distinctions do not matter in Grin’s choice of
comrades, the ability for self-reflection and moderation do. Although the
revolutionaries do not in any way qualify as role models for socially responsible

behaviour, they do showcase moral qualms in a way not a single government official

4% Boris Akunin, Azazel’ (Moscow: Zakharov, 2009), 76. All further quotations will be referring to this
edition, abbreviated as (AZ).

47 Although the actual plot presence of female characters in the Fandorin novels is often lamentably
limited, most of Akunin’s women are endowed with a glittering array of proto-feminist thoughts and
forward-thinking opinions. In The State Counsellor, women are at the centre of all crucial plot
developments. Julie, for instance, acts as a double agent and betrays both Pozharsky and Grin; she is
also responsible for gathering both men in Needle’s family home for the novel’s showdown. Needle
herself is the person who not only builds and delivers bombs, but also does reconnaissance work and,
ultimately, lights the bomb that kills both Pozharsky, Grin, and herself.
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in The State Counsellor, with the exception of Fandorin and Smol’yaninov, does.
During a planned operation at a railway station, for instance, Bullfinch decides not to
give the agreed signal to throw a bomb after spotting a mother and child in the
crowd;*® likewise, Grin condemns Rahmet’s unauthorised acid attack on a politician
with the words: “[c] To#t mopsl Ha Paxmera [0H] cMOTpeTh O€3 OTBpaIeHUs HE MOT”
(SS 49).

Although the revolutionaries do collaborate with members of the intelligentsia —
such as the private lecturer Aronson, who is said to be “cxopee mmbepan, uyem
PEBOIIOIIMOHED, U TEPPOPUCTHUECKUX MeTOA0B He on00pser” (SS 50) — the overall
revolutionary circle’s attitude towards the intelligentsia can best be described as
sceptical. As a self-proclaimed man of deeds, Grin has little sympathy for people like
Aronson, who talk but do not say anything (cf. SC 54). Still, both Grin and his comrade
Emelya are well-read and far from uneducated. In his youth, Grin “nexknamupoBan
Hekpacosa u JlepmonToBa” (SS 39), whereas Emelya’s process of reading The Count
of Monte Cristo accompanies the events of The State Counsellor — leading to his
frustrated proclamation: “I'nmma kakas 3ToT Bunbdop! — mpobopmotan Emens,
nepeBopaunBas ctpanuily. — Yucto Hamm cyaevickue” (SS 187). The result is an
interesting layering of fictionality: a late 19™-century fictional criminal is portrayed as
reading an early 19-century crime story, during which an early 21%-century crime
fiction reader observes him. Becoming a part of this literary and historical palimpsest
draws Akunin’s reader’s attention to crime fiction’s long-established function as a
socio-politically engaged genre, but it also highlights its involvement in the portrayal
of unstable realities across various cultural contexts.

Akunin’s contextualisation of the national hero narrative within classical literature
is made even more apparent in Grin’s own character profile. Figures from within the
revolutionary circle twice make Grin’s hero status explicit in their greetings, saying
“Bpl 3HaeTe, 4TO BBl Temephb caMblil rnaBHbIA repoi?” (SS 118) and “Bbr cambrii
HACTOSIIUHN Tepoii, - IPOU3HECTa OHA OUYEHb CEPbE3HBIM U CIIOKOWHBIM TOHOM, Oy/ITO

KOHCTaTHpoBana jAoka3zaHHbIM Haykoi ¢akr” (SS 189). Esfir, without personally

498 This scene could potentially also be read as another reference to Grand Duke Sergei Aleksandrovich,
whose assassination in 1905 is said to have been delayed several times because of the presence of his
wife and young niece and nephew, cf. I. C. Wakerley, “The ‘Delicate Murder’ of the Grand Duke Sergei
of Russia (1905),” Theoria: A Journal of Social and Political Theory, no. 47 (1976): 1-9 and Sebag
Montefiore, The Romanovs, 522.
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knowing Grin, also issues the more general statement of “Bce mnm moutu Bce
PEBOTIOLIMOHEPHI — 10U OJaropoiHbie U reponyeckue” (SS 176).

Akunin does not stop there. The literary intertext used in the creation of Grin
actively plays with Russia’s heritage of ambiguous (anti-)heroes and provides a rich
palimpsest of intertextual sources. Thus, one of the first obvious prototypes for Grin
is Raskol’nikov, the quintessential man of ideas in Russian literature, whose influence

on Grin as a character is indirectly referenced in the use of one of his signature phrases:

Be3 trpanobopcTBa PEBOIIOIMI HE ObIBACT — 9mo akcuoma. JINCTOBKaMU M MPOCBETHTEILCKUMHU
KpYy>KKaM¥ [Iapu3M He CBOPOTHTH. Teppop ObII HyKeH Kak BO3IyX [...] [my emphasis] (SS 54)

I'M... ma... Bce B pyKaX YellOBEKa, U BCE-TO OH MHMO HOCY MPOHOCHUT, CIUHCTBEHHO OT OJHOM
TPYCOCTH... 3MO Yot akcuomd... JItobonbITHO, Yero aroau Gousblue Beero 6osrcs? Hosoro mara,
HOBOTO COOCTBEHHOTO CJIOBA OHHU BCETo Gouibile 6osATes... [my emphasis]*®

Grin and Raskol’nikov share the kind of cold-blooded rationalism that allows them to
talk about murder as if it was a mathematical equation. A lot of Grin’s habits also
involve physical deprivation and pseudo-scientific rigour, further adding a
Raskol’nikov-an scientific discipline to his story; when Grin is described as counting
his heartbeats in his sleep, for instance, this activity is relayed with the words: “sTa
apupMeTHKa He ObLIa JINIIIEHA CMBICITb, TOTOMY 4TO | ... ] 3aKaJjsiia BBIIEPKKY U BOJIIO”
(SS 37). Moreover, Grin is described as a character who dreams of becoming a ‘match’
in the course of world history; in a similar way, Raskol’nikov hopes to take a step in
life that no-one has dared take before him. Lastly, Grin’s aforementioned reference to
the battle of Borodino reconnects him to Raskolnikov’s aim at becoming a ‘new
Napoleon’.

The chapter that features these descriptions is subtitled “Otapix crampHOTO
yenoseka”, which introduces several other intertexts for a reading of Grin as a
contender for the role of national hero. The first of these is Chernyshevsky’s novel
What is to be Done? (UYmo oerams, 1863), occasionally labelled the ‘revolutionary’s
bible’. In his analysis of The State Counsellor, Kevin Platt stated that What is to be
Done? is “such an obvious source text for a novel dealing with revolutionary terrorism

that Akunin simply delegates the citation function to one of his characters>%. Despite

49 F. M. Dostoevsky, Prestuplenie i Nakazanie (Berlin: Izdatel’stvo 1. P. Ladyzhnikova, 1919), 6.

390 platt, “Historical Novel,” 79. Alternatively, Tishchenko suggests Dostoevsky’s novel The Adolescent
(lToopocmox, 1875) as the main source material for the character of Grin, cf. Tishchenko, “My Hero Is
a Villain,” 194.
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the similarity in name to the novel’s protagonist Rakhmetov, however, it is not Rahmet
who resembles Chernyshevsky’s revolutionary ideal the most, but Grin. Like
Chernyshevsky’s Rakhmetov, Grin develops the habit of lying on hard surfaces (cf.
SC 37), practices gymnastics for physical strength, and generally lives an ascetic
lifestyle that neither allows for luxurious foods nor sexual pleasures. Grin’s Spartan
outlook on life is also reflected in his clipped manner of speech, which is mirrored in
the laconic subtitles given by Akunin to the chapters that focus on his point of view.
The link between Grin and Rakhmetov is further reinforced through Grin’s fervent

commitment to the revolutionary ideal. He sees Russia’s only hope for a better future

B IIEPHOINYECKOM B30aITBIBAHUH, UM KOTOpOMY peBomonus. [lepenoBeie Haluu — e, KOTOpbIE
MIPOLIUTK Yepe3 3Ty OOJIC3HEHHYIO, HO HEOOXOIMMYIO OIepalMIo, U YeM paHblle, TeM JIydllle.
Knacc, chaumkom noiaro HaxopsIuiics HaBepxXy, MEPTBEET [...] OT 3TOrO MHOPHI CTPaHbI
XaKyIOpUBAIOTCS,, U B OOIIECTBE HAPACTAET YAYIIbE, MPOU3BOJISIICE OECCMBICICHHOCTh H
Npou3BoJ. ['0CyapcTBO BETIIAET, KaK NaBHO HE PEMOHTHPOBAHHBIA IOM, U €CJIH IpoLece
paspyllieHus 3alen  CIMIIKOM  JajeKo, IMOAIMpaTh M JaraTh THUWIYIO IIOCTPOMKY
HerenecooOpa3Ho. HyXHO ee crmaiaWTh, ¥ Ha TENENHIIEC BBICTPOWTH HOBBIM JOM, KPENKHH U
cBesId. (SS 40)

It is worthwhile quoting this passage in full, as it construes an important parallel to
post-Soviet reality through the use of the metaphor of the ‘common European house’,
which was one of Gorbachev’s preferred figures of speech and a cornerstone of the
public perestroika discourse. Its invocation in this passage provides a contemporary
level of meaning for Grin’s opinion and suggests that a ‘novostroika’, rather than a
‘perestroika’, would have been the advisable course of action. This is particularly
relevant for Akunin’s readership in the context of the inadequate government reforms
that took place during the 1990s, and which allowed numerous members of the old
Soviet nomenklatura to retain their places or move on to occupy similar ones.

The problems that arose from this insufficient ‘perestroika’ are now being linked
to Russia’s swift return to a authoritarian system of rule. In 1996, Olga
Kryshtanovskaya and Stephen White concluded that already under Yeltsin’s rule, the
“Soviet tradition of ‘selection and allocation of cadres’ was in effect revived, and with
it the ‘table of ranks*°!, While summarising their findings, they also stated that
during “the post-communist years [...] three-quarters of the presidential administration

and nearly three-quarters of the Russian government were former nomenklatura

501 Olga Kryshtanovskaya and Stephen White, “From Soviet Nomenklatura to Russian Elite,” Europe-
Asia Studies 48, no. 5 (1996): 711-33, 722. This table of ranks is present for readers of the Fandorin
project as well, as Fandorin rises steadily on the associated career ladder.
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members, and among the regional leadership over 80% had similar origins™%.

Rostislav Turovskii carried out a similar analysis in 2010, which led him to surmise
that “rotation within the nomenklatura [has been retained], which brings to power in
the regions new groups from the state bureaucracy [...] The elite reproduces itself>%.
Vasily Gatov, Elisabeth Schimpfossl and Ilya Yablokov traced the persistence of
nomenklaturnost’, as they call it, across various post-Soviet Russian media
institutions, only to arrive at similar findings to those of the previous authors.>** Read
in this context, Grin’s statement contains a judgment that is equally applicable to late
Imperial as it is to post-Soviet Russia — and which contains a comment on the failure
of the Yeltsin regime and the liberal ruling elite to seize the opportunities that the
perestroika presented.

A second intertext used in Grin’s character construction is hinted at in the epithet
‘steel man’ (‘cranpHBIN YenoBek’). Mulcahy, in his study of the film adaptation of The
State Counsellor, recognised a connection between Chernyshevsky’s and Akunin’s
novels, but also pointed out that Grin “[augurs] the new Soviet man of the 1920s [...]
through rigid self-discipline and vigorous exercise”>%. Strangely enough, Mulcahy did
not refer to Nikolay Ostrovsky’s novel How the Steel was Tempered (Kax 3axansnacs
cmanw, 1934) in this analysis; however, the repeated descriptions of Grin as a man of
steel invite a comparison between Chernyshevsky’s novel and the later tenets of
Socialist Realism just as much as they present Grin as an ambiguous, and therefore
sufficiently Akunian, continuation of the positive hero tradition in Ostrovsky’s vein.

Although originally a term coined in the Soviet era, the ‘positive hero’ has a long
history in Russian literature. Marcia Morris links its rise to the literary blueprint of the
early ascetic hero, who played a key part in a number of religious texts that predated
the rise of the realistic novel in Russian literature by several centuries. Talking about
both Chernyshevsky’s What is to be Done? and Ostrovsky’s How the Steel was

Tempered, Morris argues that a degeneration process of the ascetic hero ideal took

302 Ibid, 727-8.

303 Rostislav F. Turovskii, “How Russian Governors Are Appointed,” Russian Politics & Law 48, no. 1
(2010): 58-79, 74.

04 Cf. Vasily Gatov, Elisabeth Schimpfossl, and Ilya Yablokov, “From Soviet to Russian Media
Managers,” Russian Politics 2, no. 1 (2017): 7-31.

305 Mulcahy, “A Not-so-thrilling Thriller,” 328.
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place following its secularisation under the Soviet regime.’*® Instead of fulfilling the
role of spiritual role model, the Sovietizised hero figure became a hollow echo of
Socialist ideals that turned the original separation of body and soul — which was meant
to enable a search for higher truths — into a farce. Although it was sold as a positive
role model, the figure acquired the meaning of a negative hero instead.

In a convincing extension of this view, Rufus Mathewson reformulated the
positive hero tradition by tracing its origins to “the earliest moments of the realist

epocha7507

—claiming, in the process, that it inspired the Soviet search for a new literary
ideal because of its obvious connection points to Socialist Realism. Mathewson not
only states that Chernyshevsky was “an enormously important figure in Lenin’s
life”3%, but also that the literary creation Rakhmetov “[i]n all his character traits [...]
is a nearly perfect early model of the Bolshevik [...] a member of a tiny elite which
aspires to change the world>%. As a result, the positive heroes of Russian literature
ought to be seen as “emblematically virtuous images of political men™!°.

It is this political capacity of Russia’s positive hero tradition that Akunin arguably
transfers to the post-Soviet detective novel, prompting a search for potential catalysts
of a new societal rupture. True to form, Akunin parodies the obvious disconnect
between the positive hero’s official title and his unofficial negative reception, spurning
Soviet detective fiction’s tendency to be “ideologically tendentious and populated by

squeaky-clean ‘positive heroes’”>!!

in the process. Just as Morris calls Ostrovsky’s
work the “Triumph of Cliché”>!2, Grin is an embodiment of the culminated clichés of
both realist and Soviet literature’s search for a positive hero — made manifest in
Rahmet’s semi-spiteful description of his character as “®@paHkeHImITelH U3

AHTJIMICKOTO POMaHa, moiry4esioBek-nmoaymammnaa’ (SS 109).

306 Cf. Marcia A. Morris, Saints and Revolutionaries: The Ascetic Hero in Russian Literature (New
York: State University of New York Press, 1993), 107-27.

307 Rufus Wellington Mathewson, The Positive Hero in Russian Literature (Stanford: Stanford UP,
1975), 14.

398 Tbid, 63. Perhaps not coincidentally, Akunin’s Grin is said to have fled from a penal colony via
China, Japan, and America, only to end up in Switzerland, a country Lenin also spent some time in exile
in (cf. SS 52).

399 Tbid, 76.

310 Ibid, 2.

311 Theimer Nepomnyashchy, “Markets, Mirrors, and Mayhem,” 166.

312 Mathewson, The Positive Hero in Russian Literature, 173.
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Although Rahmet erroneously calls the monster, not the Doctor, Frankenstein, his
comparison correctly points out the patchwork of clichés that went into Grin’s literary
creation. If we collect all the intertextual references previously mentioned, then Grin
appears as a receptacle for Lermontov’s disillusioned demons, Nekrasov’s rebels,
Chernyshevsky’s revolutionaries, and, finally, Ostrovsky’s man of steel.’!* At the
same time, Grin’s success as a positive hero is about as convincing as that of his Soviet
prototypes — it barely exists. This parodic quality is also hinted at through another
literary intertext, once again provided by Rahmet. During an early scene in the novel,

he greets Grin with a couple of self-composed verses:

Kun Ha cBete I'puH orcenesnuiii,
OH MMeJI TAJTaHT MOJIE3HBIH —
Crman Ha nockax ciaemnwiii I'puH,
O6xoauics 6e3 IepuH.

- EcTp u npyroit Bapuant. PaxmeT ocTaHOBHII XKecTOM MBICHYBIIET0 CHETHpS M PO TOIIKILL:

JKwuit Ha cBete pwiyaps OGenHBINA
[To mpo3Bankio Xpabputii I'puH.
OH uMe TaJlaHT HEBPEIHBINA —

Oo6xomuics 6e3 nepuH. (SS 48)

As his comrades burst into laughter, Grin realises that “sto om u3 IlymknHa
neperHauymi. Hasepro, cmemno” (SS 48). Given Rahmet’s duplicitous role in the
novel, the poem’s rephrasing is almost certainly meant to be mocking — not least
because it reminds readers of Pushkin’s own literary heritage as one of Russia’s great
masters of irony and satire. The obvious banality of Grin’s accomplishments in the
poem — such as making do without feather duvets — is delivered in the same, highly
stylised mode that Pushkin was known for, making Rahmet’s verses equally
reminiscent of 19™-century intellectual satire and the conceptually empty hero rhetoric
of Soviet times.

The choice of a poem about knights in reference to Grin is not entirely coincidental
either. Grin’s own mantra of life reflects his self-perception as a national hero figure,
summarised in the trinity “cTanpHast Bois, OoraTslpckas cuiia, 6e3ynpeuHas yucrora”

(SS 40). Unfortunately, the English translation loses one of the most important aspects

13 Apart from this, Frankenstein has been called both “a novel of racial panic” (Adriana Craciun,
“Frankenstein’s Politics,” in The Cambridge Companion to Frankenstein, ed. Andrew Smith
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2016): 84-98, 88) and “a kaleidoscopic political imaginary” (ibid, 84) of
its times — labels that could just as easily be applied to The State Counsellor.

166



of this triad, i.e. the link to the Russian byliny: in these epic tales, the bogatyri appear
as “patriotic warriors [...] endowed with superhuman strength and moral goodness.
Typically, these warriors [...] serve a mythical prince Vladimir Krasnoye Solnyshko
[...] and protect the Russian soil from evil-meaning antagonists”'*. This summary is
worthwhile discussing for two reasons: first of all, Grin’s self-stylisation as a bogatyr
invokes a very particular set of reader expectations as to his role, all of which are
almost immediately renounced by Grin’s actual function in the novel.’!

Although Grin did train himself to become a warrior-like figure of extreme
physical and mental strength, he fails to pursue a path of moral goodness that would
actually liken him to fairy-tale-esque heroism. Only at the end of The State Counsellor
does Grin perceive the wrongness of his self-established narrative, which is when he
realises that people cannot be reduced to fit black-and-white patterns of allegiance.
This realisation finds expression in Grin’s meditations on the unsuitability of uniform

colours as signposts of otherness — a topic he had previously lectured his comrades on:

- [lonsATe Hy?HO. D10 BoliHA. MBI BotoeM. Tam, Ha TOW CTOpOHE, BCAKUE JIIOAU €CTh. briBaeT, uto
noOpele, Xxopomre, YecTHple. Ho Ha HUX Apyrod MyHIWp, W 3HAYWT, OHU Bpard. [...] XKameTts
Henb3s. To ecTh MOXKHO U Iaxke Hy)KHO, HO He ceitdac. [lTorom. CHadana moOequTh, HOTOM >KaJIETh.
(SS 169)

In admitting that this stance was a misconception, Grin simultaneously realises that
few other grounds allow for such a dehumanisation of the enemy. The inefficacy of
the coat-comparison is satirised further in the context of the novel’s final street battle
between revolutionaries and government forces, where the Combat Group members —
following a hint anonymously provided by Pozharsky — appear in disguise, wearing
official military coats to blend in with the representatives of the government.

The second problem in Grin’s self-comparison to a bogatyr is also connected to
this scene, as it revolves around the traditional bogatyr’s link to Prince Krasnoye
Solnyshko. In The Death of Achilles, this name was given to Prince Dolgorukoi, who
—in both The Death of Achilles and The State Counsellor — was presented as a stand-
in figure for paternal figures of authority. Yet unlike a classical bogatyr figure, Grin is

not loyal to figures of state, but to the idea of the state itself. At the same time, none

314 Natalija Majsova, “The Hazy Gaze of the Bogatyrs of the Russian Byliny,” Teorija in Praksa 53, no.
4 (2016): 906-19, 912.

515 Grin’s revolutionary comrades appear aware of his ambiguity, as they greet him with the words
“I'punby, kak 3mel [opeiabra” (SS 46), referring to the recurring ‘evil’ figure Zmei Gorinych in
Russian fairy tales and byliny.
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of Grin’s moves are truly autonomous, as he indirectly carries out Pozharsky’s will.
The twisted, convoluted net of obligations this produces points at Grin’s quite literal
split into a force of good and evil in The State Counsellor, along with his failure to
convincingly embody the face of revolutionary heroism.

Just as the Combat Group’s fake coats place them visually on the same side as the
state forces, so are all of Grin’s successes in the end nothing but chapters in
Pozharsky’s masternarrative aimed at preserving the Empire. Grin is not spared the
realisation of this failure at the end of the novel; instead, Pozharsky reveals his true
identity to Grin shortly before his death, making the revolutionary’s world view

crumble:

Jaxe Bo BpeMs eBpeiickoro norpoma I'prH He 4yBCTBOBaJI ceOs TAKUM HECUACTHBIM, KaK B 3TH
MHHYTBI, IepeYepKHYBIINE BECh CMBICIIb TPYAHON, M300MII0BaBIIeH )kepTBaMu 60pbObl. Kak ®uTh
Jlajibliie — BOT HaJl YeM Teleph CJIeJ0BalIo AyMaTh, U OH 3HaJl, YTO HalTH OTBET Oy/AET HEMPOCTO.
(SS 276)

Not only has the positive hero ideal as incarnated by Grin failed to fulfil its purpose, it
has also turned the revolutionaries themselves into guileless pawns of the
government.>!®

More than just a literary sleight of hand, The State Counsellor’s problematic and
complex doubling process between government representatives and revolutionaries
correctly mirrors the historical situation of the 19" century. As noted by historians, the
Great Reforms of 1864 — which, as formerly described, played a paramount role in the
development of the Russian detective novel — created a situation in which “the
government intervened in the judicial process at precisely those junctures where, by
law, the court should have interacted openly with the public. Thereby, the government
[...] eventually produced and publicized the specter of terrorism™>!”. Part of this search

7318 was a shift in

for a “paradigmatic way of becoming a modern political subject
political self-awareness, which encapsulated the move from a disregard for the faces

of autocracy towards a wish to abolish autocracy itself.

316 If this simile were to be extended, then both Pozharsky and Grin would appear as pawns in the grand
narrative of Akunin — revisiting the theme of the author as ‘evil-meaning antagonist’.

517 Claudia Verhoeven, The Odd Man Karakozov: Imperial Russia, Modernity, and the Birth of
Terrorism (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 2009), 10.

318 Tbid, 4.
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Not all the characters in Akunin’s novel recognise the newly systemic nature of
the revolutionaries’ fight for what it is — indicating, to an extent, the novelty of the
phenomenon and its historical roots in Russian soil. Smol’yaninov provides some
comic relief by proposing a particularly absurd theory about how to tackle the terrorist
problem in the country: he proposes the decimation of revolutionaries through duels,
using government officials as proverbial cannon fodder until the last of the terrorists

are eradicated. Describing the logic behind his plan, Smol’yaninov states:

s OBl [...] Hameyaran B ra3ere: ‘XBaTHT OXOTUTHCS Ha HAC, CIYTY IPeCcTosia. XBAaTHT CTPEIATH B
HAC W3-3a yriia u 6pocaTh OOMOBI, OT KOTOPEIX THOHYT HEBHHHBIC JIIOAM. S OT Bac He MPSIYCh.
Ecnu BB, MHIOCTBHMBIH TOCylapb, JCHCTBUTENIBFHO, BEpUTE B CBOIO IIPaBAy U XOTHTE
MIOXKEPTBOBATH COOOH paju Oara 4eloBe4ecTBa, TO IaBaiTe COHAEeMCs B Y4ECTHOM TOEIUHKE, H00
sL TOXKE CBSTO BEPIO B CBOIO NPaBOTy M Juid Poccuu He mokanero >ku3HH. Tak mepectaHeM e
MIPOJIMBATE PYCCKYIO KpoBb. (SS 200)

The humour that this scene evokes simultaneously lays bare the fundamental change
in jurisdiction that occurred during the 19" century, along with the political changes
that made institutions of power, not individuals, into objects and perpetrators of

violence alike.

Fandorin as National Hero
The topic of violence is an important connecting thread between the hero ideals
promoted by Grin and those embodied by Fandorin. Faced with the violent behaviour

that his colleagues display during Rahmet’s interrogation, Fandorin feels

[My4HTEBHOE OIYyIIEHHE]| HEUUCTOTHI [ ...] OTYErO BO BCSIKOM JIENIE, CBSI3AHHOM C MOJIUTHKOM,
HEMPEeMEHHO eCTh IPUBKYC TYXJIOCTHU U rpsizu? Bpoje Obl paccienoBanme Kak pacciieloBaHHe,
Ja ele MNoBaxkHee JoOoro apyroro. M mens gocToifHas — 3amuTa OOLIECTBEHHOTO
CTIOKOWCTBUSA W MHTEPECOB rocyaapctBa. OTKyaa k€ 4yBCTBO 3amadykaHHOCTH? [...] Mmes
JIeTIO C )KECTOKMMHU yOuiiliaMu, 6€CCOBECTHBIMH MOIICHHUKAMH, KPOBOXKaIHBIMH BBIPOIKAMH,
Dpact ITeTpoBUY HUKOT/[a HE UCTIBLITHIBAJ TAKOM OPE3TIMBOCTH, Kak cerofns. (SS 82-3)°"°

Just as Fandorin’s impression of defilement mirrors Grin’s final disillusionment before
his death, The State Counsellor features multiple other doubling processes between the
two characters that Akunin is careful not to let slip past even the most inattentive of

readers.

319 The first line of the quote recalls a 1931 poem by Mandel’shtam, which begins with the words
‘CoxpaHu MO0 pedb HABCET/a 3a MPUBKYC HecuacThs u JpiMa’. This poem was written in anticipation
of his arrest under the Stalin terror regime.
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Thus, the novel starts, quite literally, with Grin masquerading as Fandorin in order
to successfully carry out his assassination contract. Grin meticulously copies not just
the detective’s grey whiskers and his aloof comportment, but also his stutter; the
juxtaposition of the two characters is subsequently heightened to humorous-historical
proportions when Grin is referred to as “mxe-[@anmopun]” (SS 21) — a phrase easily
identifiable to Russian readers as a reference to the throng of false Dmitrys that
peppered Russian history between 1606 and 1612.52° Moreover, both characters have
developed somewhat stiff, distant personalities following tragic events in their
adolescent lives; at one point in the novel, Fandorin is also said to issue a reply “B
rosoc metamia” (SS 63), followed by Count Dolgorukoi’s description of him as
“HEXUBON KaKOW-TO, OyJTO MHEEM NMpUXBadeHHBIN. Mnu nerom npuckimanasid. He
OTOTpEeIIb ThI €T0, He OXKUBUIIL (SS 249). At the same time, both Grin and Fandorin
share a certain flair for theatricality, along with an awareness of the extraordinariness
of some of their skills. They also ultimately share a common goal: to change Russia
for the better.

The crucial difference between Grin and Fandorin is the latter’s condemnation of
all forms of violence, terror, or power abuse on either divide of the political spectrum.
Fandorin is against the idea of chaos, but remains opposed to a rule of arbitrary
despotism at the same time. It is for this reason that I cannot agree with Tishchenko’s
assessment that “with the course of the history of Russia, the polarity between
Fandorin and Green would change, bringing Green into the side of ‘good’ and ‘ours’
and sending Fandorin to the side of ‘bad’ and ‘enemies’*?!. The very end of The State
Counsellor spells out Fandorin’s refusal to act as an accomplice to a corrupt Empire
or any other violent political force — such as the Whites, who might be the enemy that
Tishchenko is referring to in her quote. Grin and Fandorin are doubles in the closeness

of their beliefs, but they are — and will remain — divided by an insuperable moral abyss.

320 The name also once more conjures up the Time of Troubles as the backdrop of an uncertain, chaotic
political climate.

321 Tishchenko, “My Hero Is a Villain,” 198. Tishchenko follows Andrew Bromfield in her
transliteration of Grin’s name, which I find misleading. It is explicitly stated in the novel that Grin’s
full surname is Grinberg, and that his codename refers to the historical terrorist Ignacy Hryniewiecki.
As Russian lacks a letter ‘h’, the latter’s name is rendered Grinevitsky. There is no association in The
State Counsellor that would suggest a link to the colour green or the English language at all.
Alternatively, the name could also be read as a nod to Alexander Grin, an early 20"-century writer of
fantastic literature.
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Through Esfir’s character, the reader is provided with valuable additional insights
into Fandorin’s political beliefs. When the detective, exasperated by the news of
civilian casualties after a terrorist attack on a Saint Petersburg railway station,
proclaims “Mep3ocTh U 37I0ACHCTBO, BOT YTO Takoe T-TBOsI peBosonus’ (SS 174),
Esfir responds with the words: “Ax, peBomrorust — Mmep30cTh? [...] A TBOSI UMIICPHS
He Mep3ocTh?” (SS 175). In the way these questions are phrased, Fandorin and Esfir
are framed as representatives of Empire and revolution respectively. A neutral ground
between these two polarities is not provided, nor can the individual be absolved from
the crimes of the movement or state he or she represents. When Fandorin accuses Esfir
of using “n-nemesas putopuka” (SS 175), she retaliates by reading out a number of
newspaper articles, all of which are approved by official censorship and feature a
similarly pathetic tone.

Apart from highlighting the similarity of the two discourses, this comparison also
sheds light on several juridical shortcomings in the way the rule of law worked in the
Russian Empire. Fandorin is forced to admit that “/la, mepzasyes u oypaxos B
rocyaapctBe MHoro [...] Beunas Oema Poccuu. Bece B Helt mepemytano. J{o6po
3alIUIIAI0T OYPAKU U Mep3asybl, 311y CIyKaT MydeHUKH U r-repou [my emphasis]” (SS
176). Despite appearing like a concession at first, this statement illuminates Fandorin’s
stalwart political views: by using the identical phrase ‘idiots and crooks’ (‘mypaku u
Mep3aBibl’) to denote government representatives and defenders of the Good alike,
Fandorin outright rejects the idea of a revolution as a force of positive change. It is not
the concept of the state itself that Fandorin excoriates, but its contemporaneous, far
from ideal, form.

Fandorin’s otherness within the existing national hero narratives therefore
primarily revolves around the question of moral integrity and an aversion to chaos. Yet
Fandorin’s adherence to order fails to perceive the profound split that exists between
zakon i spravedlivost’ in Imperial Russia. Esfir is not wrong when she compares
Fandorin to a jinn, enslaved by the will of Dolgorukoi — and, by extension, other

patriarchal figures of authority:

- A-a, Tot cambrit @armopud! [...] Tapyn anp-Pamma! Pad mamrsr!

- Kaxkoii eme namnel? — yausuics Opact [lerpoBud.

- Hy kak xe. Moryuuil [UKMHH, OXpaHAOIUNA ctaporo cyiaTtaHa Jloaropykoro. [...] He 3Hana,
TOCTIO/IH JPKUHH, YTO BBl M TOJIMTUYECKHM CBICKOM He THyImaerech. (SS 73)
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Through her use of this comparison, Esfir verbalises Russia’s problems of

322 once again

subservience towards “the idea of a state-dependent patriarchal society
linking this cultural heritage to Asia. Her criticism of Fandorin is justified in many
ways: his return to state service in The Death of Achilles was indicative of a belief that
a higher power of justice still exists. Moreover, when Fandorin realises that the strict
adherence to his own moral code will likely cost him his career in The State

Counsellor, he muses:

W3 mepconsl mepBod BemmuwHBI [...], Opact IletpoBmu mpeBpatmics B Qurypy
HEOoOs3aTeNBHYIO U JJayke HECKOJIBKO KOMUYHYH0. COOCTBEHHO, KTO OH Tereph Takoi? [...] U
BE/Ib YCTPAHUTHCS OT PACCIIETOBAHUS TOKE OBUIO HENb3s. JTO 03HAa4Yaso Obl, OIS Ha TOBOIY
y TOpAocTH, IpeaaTbh noOpeiimero Bnamumupa AHIpeeBHYa, OKHIABIIETO OT CBOETO
MOMONIHUKA COAEHCTBHSA U axe cnacenus. (SS 113)°%

Fandorin’s desire to perform the role of saviour to Dolgorukoi is not only emblematic
of a more general submission to Tsar-like father figures, but also of his assumption
that these paternal figures are worth saving. Pozharsky likewise stylised himself as a
saviour to Russia, but chose to pursue his goal in a much more confrontational way.
In his subservience to authorities, Fandorin expresses a slave-like belief in the
existence of a just ruler — but he also embodies the late Imperial intelligentsia attitude
of quiescence that came to be its main stumbling block on the road to survival.
Despite this character flaw, Fandorin cannot be said to suffer from the same
mental passivity that the late 19"-century intelligentsia was often accused of. His
internal attempts to follow a strict moral path only remain largely invisible to the
outside world, prompting Diana — a police informer — to question the actual possibility
of a new type of government official altogether. When Fandorin interferes in

Burlyaev’s botched arrest attempt, Diana reacts with the accusation:

[...] packonono MOUX PEBOJIIOLUOHHBIX Apy3edl Ha nBa nareps. OAHHM ycMaTpUBarOT B Bac
20¢y0apCcmeeHH020 YUHOBHUKA HOBO20 MUNA, TIPOBO3BECTHUKA TPANYIINX THOEPaIbHBIX IIEPEMEH.
A npyrue...

- Uro a-npyrue?

- A npyrue TOBOPST, YTO BaC HYKHO YHHYTOXHTbH, TOTOMY YTO BBl XHUTpPEE M ONAacHee TYIBIX
umeek u3 Oxpanku. (my emphasis, SS 141)

522 Khapaeva, “Triumphant Memory of the Perpetrators,” 69.

323 Interestingly, in this scene Fandorin is guilty of the same naive servility as Smol’yaninov in the scene
quoted before; in his case, however, this servility is founded on an actual personal relationship and
acquaintance with Dolgorukoi.
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To split the revolutionary camp into two so as to weaken it would, of course, be just
what a loyal government official would strive to do. Fandorin’s desire to carve out a
new way of behaviour is less believable than a government representative’s criminal
intents.

As the final events of The State Counsellor show, Diana’s doubts are not
unfounded. After Fandorin writes up a full report on Pozharsky’s involvement in the
terrorist movement, he is granted an audience with Grand Duke Simeon
Aleksandrovich. The latter acknowledges the truth in everything that Fandorin says,

but refuses to act on the intelligence:

Cnenan npunucky: ‘[lomHeimmii Open u Kk ToMmy ke onacHbii’. [...] KoHeuHo, Bce Tak u ObLIO.
[...] TompKko BOT pamopT ImUcaTh HE CIEIO0BANO. [...] s ero pa3opBal u npeaan 3adBenuro. Huuero
3TOr0 HE OBLIO. IIpecThk BIIaCTH BakKHEE BCETO, B TOM YHCIIE U HCTHUHBL (SS 281)

Faced with direct evidence for the collapse of a value system in whose inviolability
Fandorin had believed for years, he rejects the proffered promotion to the post of chief
of police at the Grand Duke’s side and quits state service instead — walking out on the
Tsar’s brother without even waiting to take his leave.

As a result, Akunin’s new version of the positive hero figure in Russian literature
comprises not only the ability for critical reflection, but also the courage to act on the
outcomes. Paradoxically, the initiative that this demands simultaneously spells out
Fandorin’s exit from the political stage — and thus the concomitant failure of Akunin’s
idea for a new type of intelligentsia hero. The State Counsellor is arguably the most
important novel in the Fandorin series because it marks a fundamental turning point in
the design of Akunin’s overall project: a caesura at which Fandorin’s “previously
unseen positioning of an intelligentsia character [which] marked a [...] new period in
the two-century-long ‘romance’ between the Russian intelligentsia and the

99524

Russian state”~" collapses in on itself.

3.2.3. Conclusion
If we see the inception of the Fandorin project as an experiment with the idea of uniting

Empire and Nation into a new type of national idea for Russia, then The State

Counsellor marks the moment this hope died: while Fandorin’s retreat into the private

524 Dobrenko and Lipovetsky, “The Burden of Freedom,” 5.
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realm still fulfils a novel function for the detective figure in Russian crime fiction, it
also signals the failure of Akunin’s original project idea, which was to unite the
divergent narratives of Empire and Nation under the umbrella of a new intelligentsia
mission.

Written on the eve of Putin’s rise to power, The State Counsellor provides an
intriguing reading of revolutionary and reactionary sentiments in late Imperial and
post-Soviet Russia alike. In contrast to The Death of Achilles, the novel renders the
instability of Empire not through an exploration of geopolitical categories, but a
portrayal of Moscow as a microcosm of (neo-)Imperial rule. The city’s peripherality
finds its expression in an overarching atmosphere of panoptic paranoia, mistrust, and
the internal fragmentation of government structures that seemingly transcends history.
Continuing the trend that was started in The Death of Achilles, Akunin increasingly
challenges institutionalised narratives of nostalgic remembering, turning towards a
wider, more all-encompassing political subtext that simultaneously allows for more
overt parallels between late Imperial and post-Soviet Russia to be drawn.

As a result, The State Counsellor features a noticeably higher number of easily
identifiable historical prototypes than previous Fandorin novels, which range from
marginal roles such as Zubtsov-Zubatov and Grand Duke Simeon-Sergei
Aleksandrovich Romanov to the largescale fictional insertion of Dmitry-Gleb
Pozharsky. Through these characters, Akunin engages in a fictionalised interrogation
of key points about late Imperial Russia that are being used as cornerstones in today’s
distorted nostalgic remembering of the era. The resulting impression is one of
disillusionment and a loss of credibility for the officially constructed narratives of
Imperial grandeur, geopolitical strength and national unity.

Despite being set in the late Imperial era, much of The State Counsellor reflects
on contemporary, post-Soviet issues. Akunin contextualises the renewed obstruction

of the formation of a Nation through the

resurgence of Russian nationalism by the mid-1990s[, which] allowed anti-western sentiments to
surface in some mainstream Russian films on historical topics, in which foreigners or Russians
subject to alien western influences were presented either as capitalist exploiters, political enemies,
or purveyors of decadent western culture.’?’

525 Marsh, “The Nature of Russia’s Identity,” 561.
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Instead of catering to this narrative, Akunin relocates all three of these categories back
onto Russian soil, thus not only actively questioning their myths of origin, but also
rephrasing their root causes into something homegrown and internal. Marsh’s
addendum that post-Soviet anti-Western sentiments “have been predominantly anti-

American or anti-Semitic rather than anti-Western in general*>%¢

also finds expression
in The State Counsellor, as Akunin exposes historically traceable links between the
‘Jewish Question’ and Imperial misrule. As a result, Russia’s underlying inferiority
complex towards the West is revealed as a legacy of the Imperial process of self-
colonisation.

Akunin also offers an important realignment of this Imperial identity narrative by
reintroducing Asia into the discussion, providing readers with a reading of Empire that
is rarely found in contemporary Russian literature. This is particularly true for the late
1990s, when Russian national identity was being discussed, but with an almost
exclusive focus on the West as Russia’s only constitutive Other. In The State
Counsellor, stereotypes about Asia as the home of despotism, barbarity and
backwardness are voiced by characters across the social spectrum and the
revolutionary divide, thus construing a counternarrative to contemporary, neo-
Eurasianist distortions of Russian sonderweg thinking. Running counter to
Noordenbos’s description of post-Soviet depictions of Empire “as a shorthand for
fantasies about the coherence of Russian space and history, and for ideas about Russian
culture’s fundamental deviations from the liberal traditions of ‘the West’”*>?’, Akunin’s
fictional Empire instead conveys an atmosphere of deep identitary confusion about
East and West alike.

Pozharsky also acts as a minuscule copy of the late-1990s statesman who responds
with satire and ridicule to the failed democratic experiment. Throughout 7The State
Counsellor, Pozharsky’s sonderweg rhetoric, reminiscent of its equivalent post-Soviet
discourses, boils down to an openly criminal way of life that favours a survival of the
fittest. The parallels between this attitude and a post-Soviet embrace of the bandit
rhetoric are sufficiently obvious, particularly in the context of the 1999 terrorist attacks

and the nationwide resurgence of nationalist tendencies, which marked a shift in

526 Tbid, 567.
527 Noordenbos, Post-Soviet Literature, 5.
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Russia’s political climate that continues to affect Russian politics to this day. Akunin
allegedly even included a comment on Putin’s infamous August 1999 press statement
about ‘wasting [Chechen insurgents] in the outhouse’ by having Pozharsky describe
the secret police’s dirty work in the novel as “[4]ucTum oTx0XHMe MecTa, YTOOBI
JIepbMO Ha YJIUILy He XJbiHyn0” (SS 111).5%8

While deconstructing the appeal of Empire, Akunin once again also directs an
equally critical eye to the legacy of Russian culture and literature. However, in contrast
to The Death of Achilles, the lustre of the literary heroes invoked in The State
Counsellor has noticeably dimmed. Pozharsky’s heroism, along with his narrative of
century-old ethnic Russian exceptionalism, is discredited, if not by his deeds, then by
his death at the end of the novel. Having assumed the role of puppet-master of late
Imperial history, Pozharsky becomes a victim of his own narrative and is consumed
by the revolutionary spark he helped set loose. His revolutionary counterparts do not
fare much differently: built out of various positive hero figures from canonical Russian
literary works, Grin fails to present a future path for Russia in a similar way Pozharsky
does. Posited in the role of a late 20™-century update to the literary tradition of the
bogatyr, Grin acts as a cautionary tale for zealous patriotism and the hollow political
message it sends. Akunin skilfully creates a situation in which neither the supposed
glamour of the revolution nor the glory of a lost Empire can be upheld; by doing so,
he wrests control over the medieval Russian hero image from the nationalist,
conservative camp, and starts readers on a journey of readerly detection for an
alternative hero paradigm instead.

This alternative paradigm is, once again, embodied in the figure of Fandorin.
Having dissected the tradition of the positive hero in Russian literature through the
character of Grin, Akunin begins rewriting it in the form of his protagonist. As the
need for an intellectual figure capable of self-reflection and the moral integrity not to
blindly follow orders grows, Fandorin is faced with the task of renouncing the Empire
he so diligently tries to preserve. By consciously placing an intelligentsia member with
a modern understanding of patriotism in the midst of this Imperial conundrum, Akunin
playfully explores the notion of a ‘better past’ while laying bare the topicality of the

neo-Imperial discourse for contemporary Russia.

528 Cf. Mulcahy, “A Not-so-thrilling Thriller,” 327.
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What if state and intelligentsia had, indeed, found a common ground to collaborate
on? The posing of this question places Akunin firmly within the post-Soviet nostalgia
debate and adds his voice to other literary explorations of the theme. Yet the end of
The State Counsellor reveals Akunin’s doubts about the plausibility of his own hero
paradigm, arguably indicating a contemporaneous disillusionment with its basic
premise. By remaining a patriot, Fandorin is forced to adopt a position outwith the
state. Akunin — committed as he was to the search for a niche that would allow
protagonists of integrity and moral fibre to prevail in a Russian setting — succumbed
to the Anglophone dictum of the amateur detective and private protagonist for lack of
better alternatives, not as part of a prior design.

Unlike the bourgeois home of the Western detective, which served as a thinly
veiled symbol for the wholeness of government and state, Akunin’s Imperial Russia is
not a place of safety or stability. Instead, it augurs Fandorin’s future role as a persona
non grata and sets off a period of prolonged exile for him — a decision not only
reminiscent of large swathes of the intelligentsia after 1917, but also oddly prophetic
in relation to Akunin’s own exile after 2014. Did Akunin, just like his protagonist,
realise the futility of attempting to work with, rather than against the state? While it
may be argued that the novel’s message of resignation and disappointment is covert
enough to leave room for interpretation, a reading of The State Counsellor that does
not take into account the country’s political changes around 1999 will likely fail to
provide a believable answer.

It is for this reason that the 2005 film adaptation of The State Counsellor poses
such a problem in the discussion of the novel. The most costly and most widely
advertised cinematic adaptation of any of the Fandorin novels to date, Filip
Yankovsky’s version of The State Counsellor garnered a considerable amount of
critical attention and academic interest from among both the Russian literary and film
critic scene.”” Its dubious fame was in part due to its alternative ending: in

Yankovsky’s film, Fandorin does not resign from his post, but continues to serve under

32 Previous films, produced by different directors and featuring a different cast each, were Azazel” in
2003 and Turetskii Gambit, also in 2005. There were rumours in 2015 that a British channel had
acquired the film rights for the series, but those rumours seem to have died, cf. Alexandra Guzeva,
“Russian Sherlock Holmes’ to Come to British TV Screens,” Russia Beyond, May 05, 2015,
<http://www.rbth.com/arts/2015/05/05/russian_sherlock holmes_to come_to_british _tv_screens 457
35.html> [accessed 17 December 2019]
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the state — despite his knowledge about the Empire’s all-encompassing corruption.
Other differences between novel and film include the elision of Grin’s backstory and
a rebranding of Pozharsky as a fiery patriot.>** In a nod to Putin’s personality cult,
Pozharsky’s iron fist and strong character also make him the only politician capable of
dealing competently with the terrorist question, whereas the remaining defenders of
law and order — Fandorin among them — appear incompetent and weak.>’!

Pozharsky’s changed image was also commented upon by Nina Khrushcheva,
who views Yankovsky’s The State Counsellor as the expression of a Russia “stuck
[...] in the gray matter of Putinism™*?. Mulcahy arrived at a similar conclusion, stating
that “the film sanctions policies that envision an authoritarian state with the power to
maintain internal order, silence its enemies and ruthlessly protect Russian interests™.
According to Mulcahy, The State Counsellor should be classified as a blockbuster that
follows in the footsteps of other successful Russian films of the late 1990s and 2000s,
such as The Barber of Siberia (Cubupckuu yupronvnuk, 1999), Night Watch (Hounot
0o3op, 2004) and Day Watch (/{nesnou oozop, 2006) — all of which aim to “[include]
a hyperbolically positive image of the country, a manufactured past that is shaped to
depict present issues, impassioned nationalism employed to stir patriotic sentiment and
a heavy dose of emotionalism™**, In changing the novel’s ending, Yankovsky’s film
propagates, in a best-case scenario, a passive, resigned attitude towards newly
authoritarian politics and, in the worst case, outright support for Putinism.

How are we to judge Akunin’s acceptance of these changes? Whereas Latysheva
commented on Akunin’s unwillingness to discuss the film in public, her colleague
Liubov Arkus successfully interviewed Akunin in 2005.>% In this interview, Akunin
states that he tried to change Yankovsky’s mind, but that his attempts ultimately
proved futile. By way of an explanation, Akunin adds that he is “He Ha cTO poreHTOB

9536

yBepeH B MPAaBMWJIBHOCTU TMOCTynKa KHkHOro ®Panmgopuna™°, despite feeling

330 Marina Latysheva, “Spetsluzhb Goes to the Movies,” Russian Life 49, no. 6 (2006): 46-51, 48.

331 Ibid, 49.

332 Nina Khrushcheva, “Tsar of the Intelligentsia,” Newsweek International 160, no. 17 (2012),
<http://go.galegroup.com.ezproxy.is.ed.ac.uk/ps/i.do?&id=GALE|A305331019&v=2.1&u=ed_itw&it

=r&p=ITOF&sw=w#> [accessed 17 December 2019]

333 Mulcahy, “A Not-so-thrilling Thriller,” 311.

534 Tbid, 318.

335 Cf. Latysheva, “Spetsluzhb Goes to the Movies,” 49.

336 Lyubov Arkus, “Podberite sebe Fandorina po vkusu,” Seans Ne 23/24, <http://seance.ru/n/23-
24/strelyayte-v-pianista-akunin/podberite-sebe-fandorina-po-vkusu/> [accessed 17 December 2019]
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personally closer to the book ending than the film version’s. He also wondered:
“MOXKHO JIU OCYXK/aTh 4YeNOBEKa, KOTOPBIM JKepTByeT cBoed integrity (mporury
IPOLICHUS, HO y HAC M CJIOBAa-TO TaKOTO HET) PajH TOTO, YTO €My MPEACTaBISACTCS
obmecTBeHHbIM 61arom?”%3”. Far from agreeing with Yankovsky’s view that it is the
responsibility of the intelligentsia to sacrifice their moral integrity for the sake of
‘rescuing’ the state (although it remains unclear whether the state is salvageable at all),
Akunin does leave room for an open discussion, confronting his readers — and viewers
— with a storyline that challenges his own alternative historical universe. It is a bold
move, but it also expresses Akunin’s commitment to the counteracting of binary
reductions of historical matters in the public cultural discourse — even if they do run
counter to his authorial intentions. Quite fittingly, Akunin ended his interview with
Arkus with the statement that “mmist Toro u jmenaro CBOEro repos U CHUTyalluw,
B KOTOPBIX OH OKAa3bIBAETCS, HEMOHOXPOMHBIMH, 4YTOOBI Y uuTartens Obuia
BO3MOKHOCTb YTO-TO JIOMBICUTh U JOCTPOHTH caMOMy” >,

Ultimately, Fandorin’s hero potential remains based on this carving out of a new
position between Empire and Nation, where he reclaims his right to political self-
determinacy and opposes the master narrative prepared for him by the state. Inherent
in Fandorin’s renouncement of state duty is “Akunin’s transparent hope [ ...] for a post-
Soviet Russia defined not by the corruption of the past, but by principled behavior in
the present”™*. Yet Fandorin’s banishment from Russia and transformation into a
persona non grata in exile do not so much make him into “‘a true original’ [...] [and]

a ‘moral citizen’ for a new and troubled age”>*°

as it turns him into a painful historical
reminder of the limitations of intelligentsia agency. As subsequent instalments of the
Fandorin series would show, Akunin’s indecisiveness about Fandorin’s — and, by

extension, Russia’s — future path would only grow in proportion in the years to come.

537 Ibid.

538 Ibid.

539 Platt, “Historical Novel,” 83.

340 Mulcahy, “A Not-so-thrilling Thriller,” 312.
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3.3.  The Black City (2012)

[...] or xHmXKHM B rojoBa Berep ayeT. Kto
KHIDKKA MHOTO YHUTaeT, HayalbCTBO HE
yBakKaeT, XO4eT Bce JApPYroe CHenarh.
Pagosrorust xouer. 3!

The Black City is the thirteenth instalment in the Fandorin series and was published in
late 2012. Akunin wrote the first chapter in 2008, following a call for literary works
by the French newspaper Le Figaro that prompted authors from around the world to
compose a story based on the first sentence of Book Fourteen of Homer’s Odyssey.
Akunin’s contribution was subsequently published in a volume of Russian short stories
titled Kuuea, paou xomopou obveoununuco nucameinu, 00bEOUHUMb KOMOPHIX
negozmoocro (2009); a few years later, Akunin used his blog to describe how the
story’s open ending, which had been meant to tease his readers, returned to haunt him
instead. Eventually, the short story’s antagonist sparked the idea for another Fandorin
novel: “Oxnako yeproB Oxuccelt 3acesl y MEHs B TOJIOBE, HAayall IIECTH XUTPOYMHYIO
UHTPUTY, 1a eiie 1 DaHIopHH He Ha IIYyTKY pa3o3iwics |[...] U cta BeIpUCOBBIBATHCSI
poman™42,

The Black City’s events begin in Yalta in 1914 and unfold in Baku, the capital of
modern-day Azerbaijan. Fandorin follows the trace of an elusive terrorist by the name
of Odysseus, who succeeds in assassinating Spiridonov, the head of the Tsar’s security,
in the latter’s private garden. Fandorin himself becomes the target of several
assassination attempts from the moment he sets foot in Baku, and ends up embroiling
himself in the budding oil capital’s parallel societies in order to uncover Odysseus’s
plan to spark a nationwide revolution. His investigation leads him to accept the help
of Hasim, a local Azerbaijani crime lord, and brings Fandorin into closer contact with
the multi-faceted ethnic and religious patchwork society of the Caucasus. It also sets
him the challenge to face his estranged wife, a theatre actress whom Fandorin married
at the end of the previous Fandorin novel, All the World is a Stage (Becb mup meamp,

2009).

341 Boris Akunin, Chernyi Gorod (Moscow: Zakharov, 2012), 142. All further quotations will be
referring to this edition, abbreviated as (CHG).

32 Boris Akunin, “Baikhua iundun!,” LiveJournal (blog), November 21, 2012,
<http://borisakunin.livejournal.com/83054.htm1> [accessed 20 December 2019]
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Set against the backdrop of the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of
Austria and the looming shadow of the First World War, The Black City is not only a
political thriller, but also an exploration of questions concerning the survival and
longevity of Empires at the beginning of the 20" century. The novel ends with
Fandorin’s success in arresting Odysseus, followed by the order to travel to Vienna
and act as a mediator between the European Empires — a daring, if characteristic, play
at alternative history. However, Fandorin never gets to fulfil this task, as he is shot in
the head by Hasim, who acted as Odysseus’s accomplice and henchman from the start
and releases the criminal back into the world.

Akunin’s process of writing The Black City coincided with a period of intense
political turmoil in Russia. In autumn 2011, Putin announced his intention to run for a
third presidential candidacy, which sparked a nationwide protest movement that
culminated in mass demonstrations against the fraudulent elections carried out in
March 2012. As part of the protest movement, so-called ‘strolls with writers’
(‘mporynku ¢ nucarensimu’) were organised in Moscow. Akunin became one of the
leading faces of this movement, participating on several occasions alongside other
well-known writers such as Lyudmila Ulitskaya, Dmitri Bykov, and Sergei
Gandlevski. Once Akunin decided to participate in the protests, he stopped working
on his book projects, The Black City among them, and relocated from France to Russia
in December 2011. In response to a user question on his blog in March 2012, Akunin
stated that his work on the novel had temporarily stalled and that its further plot design

would likely change in response to the political events of 2012:

Bech nexabpb W MOYTH BeCh SIHBaph sI ObLT B TBOPYECKOM oIlerieHeHu . [...] danmopuHCKU

POMaH s OTJIOXWJI, TIOTOMY 4YTO PaJMKAILHO CMEHWJIOCH HACTPOCHHE. [...] CKOpo Oymy roTtoB

MIPOIOIKUTH (PaHIOPUHCKYIO KHUTY. TOIBKO OHA, BUAMMO, CTAHET HECKOJIbKO HHOM 10 IIBETOBOM
543

ramme.

Akunin actively used his blog as a platform for political agitation as well as a tool for
gauging and discussing the political views of his readership during those months. He
was forced to concede that his previously unseen involvement in political events had

adverse effects on his public perception as a writer:

BHCpBLIe 3a4 CBOIO NHCATCIBCKYIO Kapbepy s1 003aBecs BHYIIUTCIbHBIM aHTHpefITPIHFOM.
Ecmm paHbIIC JHOAUM OTHOCHUJIHNCH KO MHC 1160 663p33HI/I‘IHO, 6o OZ[O6pI/ITeJ'IBHO,

3 Boris Akunin, “Prosnulas’ sovest’,”  LiveJournal (blog), March 29, 2012,
<http://snob.ru/profile/5232/print/47514> [accessed 20 December 2019] The original LJ entry is no
longer publically accessible.

181



ampomopuus  HefobposxenaTeneil  Oblla  MHHHUMANBHOM, TO CBOel  0OIiecTBEHHOM
AKTUBHOCTBIO 5 CHMCKAJ HENPHUA3Hb, C OJHON CTOPOHBI, ILIAMEHHBIX HyTMHHCTOB (3a
‘packauuBaHue JOAKH’), C APYyroil — IUIAMEHHBIX pEBOIIOLUOHEPOB (32 PoOOCThH
U COMamaTenbcTBo).

In October 2011, a lawsuit was filed against Akunin’s publisher Zakharov for
publishing A/l the World’s a Stage, in which the author was accused of including
extremist statements in his novel. True to the unruly nature of his literary persona,
Akunin quipped “[H]y Bce, MOei NpeCTymHOU AEATENLHOCTH, KaXKETCS, HACTYIAeT
xoner’>*. He also did not fail to point out subsequent, rather blatant official attempts
at covering up the incident.’*®

Not surprisingly perhaps, The Black City was met with strongly contrasting
reactions amid both Western and Russian critics. Whereas Western reviewers
considered the novel “prime Akunin — ingenious, twisty, at times digressive,

347 and “a novel to sharpen the wits [...] the journey is amazing”>*3, Russian

exotic
voices alternated between sceptical and outright negative, if not to say scathing.
Historian and literary critic Lev Lur’e called the novel “[o]aun U3 Xyamux poMaHOB

7349 whereas Konstantin Matrosov initially criticised the feeling of déja vu

AKyHMHa
and lack of novelty in the plot construction, only to go on to say that “cTwib
U3JI0KCHHUS U Ta BUPTYO3Has JIOBKOCTh, C KOTOPOW AKYHHH OOpAIIaeTCs C CEOKETOM
¥ TIEPCOHAKAMH, C JTUXBOI HCKYMaeT TAKEN0BECHOCTh >,

Other Russian critics were not quite so easily appeased and voiced their
displeasure about Akunin’s political involvement through hostile reactions to his
literary work in foto. Whereas Matrosov did not comment on Akunin’s newly acquired

status as an opposition figure other than to note that “[y]:xe He repoii, a aBTOp BCTYMmIII

% Boris Akunin, “Kto s vami, mastera kul’tury?,” Echo Moskvy (blog), March 22, 2012,
<http://echo.msk.ru/blog/b_akunin/871074-echo/> [accessed 20 December 2019]

545 Boris Akunin, “Ekstremizm ne proidet!,” Echo Moskvy (blog), October 27, 2011,
<http://echo.msk.ru/blog/b_akunin/824595-echo/> [accessed 20 December 2019]

346 Cf. Boris Akunin, “Eto byl samozvanets! Lovite ego!,” Echo Moskvy (blog), December 23, 2011,
<http://echo.msk.ru/blog/b_akunin/842084-echo/> [accessed 20 December 2019]

347 Elizabeth Buchan, “Historical: Black City by Boris Akunin,” Mail Online, November 8, 2018,
<http://www.dailymail.co.uk/home/books/article-6368811/historical.html> [accessed 20 December
2019]

348 Marina Vaizey, “Boris Akunin: Black City Review — A Novel to Sharpen the Wits,”
TheArtsDesk.com, December 16, 2018, <http://theartsdesk.com/books/boris-akunin-black-city-review-
novel-sharpen-wits> [accessed 20 December 2019]

3% Lev Lur’e, “Novyi roman Borisa Akunina ‘Chernyi gorod’,” DP.ru, February 10, 2013,
<http://www.dp.ru/a/2013/02/08/Fandorin_v_zhanre komiksa> [accessed 20 December 2019]

3% Konstantin  Matrosov, “S  bol'iu v Baku,” Gazeta.ru, November 22, 2012,
<http://www.gazeta.ru/culture/2012/11/22/a_4863041.shtml> [accessed 20 December 2019]
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B MEPHUOJ| CTPEMHUTENbHbIX HU3MEHEHUH, T0OPOBOJBHO U BIIOJIHE OCO3HAHHO CTaj

yacThi0 HOBOro croxera”!, Geidar Dzhemal’ surmised: “[T]o nu I'puropuit

[llanBoBuu ycTtan or Dpacra I[lerpoBuya, TO JIM ONMO3ULMS BPEIHO BIMSET 2,
Pointing out several alleged incongruences in the plot construction, Dzhemal’ takes
particular issue with Akunin’s representation of Muslim characters in The Black City,
questioning the author’s integrity because of Akunin’s Georgian roots and finishing
with the suggestion that “Buaumo, [...] oH [...] BocmpuHHMaeT ceOs B pa3HBIX aMILTya
[...] -- xomsiku u Genonenrounuku!”>>*. As will be recognisable for Russian readers,
the term ‘white ribbon-ists’ (‘OemosienTounukn’) is a denigrating neologism aimed at
the bearers of white ribbons, which were the protest symbol of the 2010/11 public
strolls.

The comment section for Dzhemal’s article featured several further denigrating
comments aimed at Akunin’s person, including a wordplay based on Akunin’s

99554

Georgian surname and the Russian word for the devil, “geptumBunm’™", and a

”335 A similar

description of Akunin’s “omep3uTenpHas auduMHA Bpara Poccum
statement of questionable political libel was made in 2012 by Putin, in which the
President linked Akunin’s ethnicity to his anti-Russian sentiments.>>® Akunin was well
aware of these allegations and included a response to them in The Black City, using
Fandorin’s new habit of keeping a Japanese-style diary to reminisce about the
weaknesses of the Russian national character: “I'ne eme takoe Hanuirems? TOIBKO B
cobctBeHHOM Hukkwy, rre [...] HUKTO He mpouteT. He To mpocisiBemis pycododbom, u
BCE UCTHHHO PYCCKHE JIIOJM OCKOPOSTCS, OTBEPHYTCS, Ja €lIe CKaXyT, YTO TaKyIO

raJlocTh MOT' HamcaTh JIMIIb YeNIoBeK ¢ Hepycckoi pamumuein ‘@anpopun’ (CHG

296). By making the recommendably private explicitly public, Akunin subverted the

351 Ibid.

332 Geidar Dzhemal’, “BAKUnin.az. Reaktsiia na ‘Chernyi gorod’ B. Akunina,” Odnako.org, December
24, 2012, <http://www.odnako.org/blogs/bakuninaz-reakciya-na-chyorniy-gorod-b-akunina/>
[accessed 20 December 2019]

553 Ibid.

334 Z.H.L.O.B., comment on “BAKUnin.az. Reaktsiia na ‘Chernyi gorod’ B. Akunina,” Odnako.org,
December 24, 2012, 2:44 p.m., <http://www.odnako.org/blogs/bakuninaz-reakciya-na-chyorniy-gorod-
b-akunina/comments/> [accessed 20 December 2019]

335 uliss, comment on “BAKUnin.az. Reaktsiia na ‘Chernyi gorod’ B. Akunina,” Odnako.org, December
24, 2012, 11:50 p.m., <http://www.odnako.org/blogs/bakuninaz-reakciya-na-chyorniy-gorod-b-
akunina/comments/> [accessed 20 December 2019]

336 Cf. “Putin na vstreche so SMI govorit o natsional'nosti Akunina, upotrebliaet slova ‘ponos’, ‘bydlo’,”
Gazeta.ru, January 18, 2012, <http://www.gazeta.ru/news/lenta/2012/01/18/n_2170829.shtml>
[accessed 20 December 2019]
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notion of self-censorship and lent a deliberate overtness to his literary contribution to
Russia’s soul-searching mission.

Baku is a telling choice of setting for The Black City from precisely this point of
view of artistic license and censorship. Unlike other cities in the Empire, Baku and its
newspapers “reported on political assassinations and revolution in neighboring Iran
and Turkey, pogroms in Russia, and strikes and riots in Baku”>7 — in short, all the
undesirable proof of Imperial instability that was usually carefully kept out of public
sight. Akunin capitalised on this in The Black City by peppering various of the novel’s

chapters with authentic newspaper clippings from pre-revolutionary Baku, including:

- K 3abacroBke npucoeaunmuchk banaxansi!

- Ha nBectu nBaanaTh nstoi 3a06mun GoHTaH!

- B Mapnaxsinax kpoBHUK 3acTpenui ['amku-Pamkaba-3apoanu-oribi!
- B Capaese yout Hacnenauk aBctpuiickoro npectona! (CHG 48)

Photographs of the original newspaper articles can be accessed in the interactive eBook
edition of The Black City, encouraging an active comparison of these historical source
texts and their representation in Akunin’s work.*>® They also invite a reflection on the
historical power of the written word in disempowering state censorship and
normalising citizens’ access to free media coverage. Akunin’s inclusion of Baku’s
liberal media landscape in his novel not only points out the media’s role as a separate
form of political protest, but also highlights the Fandorin project’s subversive return
of historical fact to mainstream culture through the anti-nostalgic use of popular

fiction.

Figure 4 Original Newspaper Captions
(Boris Akunin, “Baikhua iundun!”)

37 Audrey Altstadt-Mirhadi, “Baku: Transformation of a Muslim Town,” in The City in Late Imperial
Russia, ed. Michael F. Hamm (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1986), 283-319, 303.

358 Cf. Boris Akunin, “Baikhua iundun!”. For the first time in the series, Akunin also used the help of a
historical consultant, who is mentioned on the page containing general editorial information.
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As in previous discussions, my following analysis will begin with a focus on Akunin’s
response to precisely this nostalgic portrayal of Empire in post-Soviet discourse. As
The Black City is the only novel in the series that is set in the Russian Empire, but does
not feature any scenes in either Saint Petersburg or Moscow, Akunin’s discussion of
the actual borderlands of Empire invites a closer analysis. How did the changed locale
of the Caucasus impact Akunin’s portrayal of Russia’s process of self-colonisation,
and what are the differences between the ‘internal Orient’ previously portrayed in The
Death of Achilles and The State Counsellor and the ‘lived Orient’ of The Black City’s
protagonists? Fandorin’s journey to the Imperial borderlands acquires an important
psychological function within this contrast, as it allows him and the other Russian
characters in the novel to posit themselves against the more visibly Other of the
periphery. I will correspondingly analyse how Akunin incorporates the Empire’s
failure to integrate its peripheries into his portrayal of Imperial identity and governance
—asking, along the way, which role Baku’s oil boom played in the portrayal of political
parallels between Imperial and post-Soviet Russia.

The second part of this chapter will offer a continuation of my previous discussion
points for the narrative thread of writing Nation, i.e. the national hero theme and the
rediscovery of Russia’s cultural heritage through literary source texts. Linking back to
Fandorin’s own conflicted position as an Imperial subject and intelligentsia detective,
Akunin explores two literary leitmotifs in the development of his national hero
paradigm in The Black City: Chekhoviana and Dostoevskiana. Both intertextual
strands will be discussed in corresponding detail in my analysis. How does Fandorin’s
turn away from his original intelligentsia hero position move him closer to a
Chekhovian ideal, and in which ways does Odysseus fulfil the traditional role of
Fandorin’s double by becoming a Dostoevskian mouthpiece? The discussion will be
rounded off by a look at the national characteristics that Akunin links to these two
pillars of Russian cultural heritage, along with the respective successes and failures he
sees within their corresponding national hero narratives. Lastly, I will interpret these
findings with a view to Akunin’s final message for the post-Soviet intelligentsia and

the fate of his hero ideal.
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3.3.1. Re-Writing Empire: Elephant on Edge
In The Black City, Akunin’s process of re-writing Empire is heavily influenced by the
locale he chose for the novel. Just like Simon — an old acquaintance of Fandorin’s,
who now acts as a director on the film set that lured Fandorin’s wife to Baku — Akunin
capitalises on the mythical image of the ‘real East’ in his search for a gripping sujet
and authentic setting: “I coOpan geHbru, 4TOObl CHUMATh OPUIHTAIBHYIO (PUIIbMY B
HATypaJbHOM MHJIbE — HE B MaBHJIbOHE M HEe B KpbpiMy, a Ha caMOM HAaCTOSIIEM
Bocroke” (CHG 59-60). Simon is joined in this endeavour by Fandorin, whose desire
to perceive Baku as an exotic Other guides his detective work from the very opening
pages of the novel — turning his view of the city and the Caucasus into an overt source
of both reader entertainment and self-scrutiny.

Throughout The Black City, Fandorin’s engagement with cliched notions about
the East is paired with a much less romanticizable reality.>> Thus, when the detective
travels from the train station to his hotel, the ‘New Europe’, he finds little to set the

local boulevard apart from its European and Russian counterparts:>®°

@®asTOH NOANPHITMBAI MO OyIBDKHUKY HAEAIBHO MPSIMOTO, COBEPIIEHHO €BPOINEHCKOro
mpocnekrta. [...] byaro Ha IlerpoBke mimu Hernmuanoi. [TyOnrka Toske MaToMHTEpeCHas! — Kak B
LeHTpanbHOM dacTH Tudmuca. To ecTh momajaiuch MPOXOKHE B BOCTOYHOM Hapsiie, HO OHU
COCTAaBIISUTH He3HaYNTEIbHOE MeHBIIMHCTBO. (CHG 50)

Even the name of Fandorin’s chosen hotel contradicts his paradoxical quest to
experience the Other. Yet he goes on to compare his disappointment in the insufficient
exoticism of his surroundings with his memories of Japan, where he encountered a
similar feeling of disenchantment — creating an analogy that places Baku in a distinctly

Asian framework of reception:

5% This is not the first time Fandorin uses an Orientalist gaze in the series. In The Death of Achilles, he
describes Wanda, a German national, with the words: “B 3TOoM pakypce oOHa BBIIJIAICTA
cOOJIa3HUTENBHO 0e33alUTHO, CIIOBHO BOCTOUYHAs pabbiHA y HOT maaumaxa” (SMA 52). Instead of
viewing her as the German national citizen that he knows she is, Fandorin feels the need to apply an
orientalist attribute to the demimondaine in order to be able to mentally place her in a victim’s role, as
if her Westernness automatically precluded her from being disadvantaged or helpless in his books. The
male gaze overriding her individuality in this scene is placed in an Asian context, but the only thing it
purveys is the Western construction of this alleged Asianness — a circumstance all the more disturbing
as Fandorin is generally described as enjoying the company of strong-willed, independent women, of
which there is no shortage in the Fandorin series.

360 Just like in The Death of Achilles, Akunin references a real hotel here. The ‘Yeni Avropa’ or ‘New
Europe’ hotel in Baku was built in 1913 and housed, among others, the poet Sergei Esenin and future
Azerbaijani President Geidar Aliev. At the time of writing, it is the seat of the Baku branch of Russian
oil company Lukoil.
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@DaHIOpPUH MMOYYBCTBOBAI HEKOTOPOE pa3oyapoBaHHE, KaK B CBOC BpEMs OT 3HAKOMCTBA C
Hoxoramoii, B 0011MKe KOTOPOIT 0Ka3aI0Ch TaK MaJIo SK30THKH. becriepeMoHHBIH mayk-3ana Bce
GoubIe orIeTaeT cBoer cepoit maytunoi manety. (CHG 51)

Fandorin explains his mounting disappointment by criticising the uniformity that
follows European influences across the world, referencing architecture, clothing and
language as examples. This is an interesting statement to make, both from a historical
and a contemporary point of view: whereas Fandorin perceives Europe as the synonym
for an equalising, threadbare influence that extinguishes local specifics — not realising
or not stopping to realise that the colonial influence of the Russian Empire has the
same eradicating effect on the Caucasus — the contemporary Russian reader is
accustomed to portrayals of Europe as the seat of diversity, multi-ethnicity and a quasi-
threatening tolerance for otherness. Yet although the image of Europe has changed,
what remains is the same existential angst expressed in Fandorin’s thoughts: “Benp
BOCTOYHBII TOPOJI, PUHAUISKAIIUN PYCCKOMY TIpecToiry, a ynuna Oynro B Humre,
MIOJIOBUHA BBIBECOK — Ha (hpaHIty3ckoM u Hemerkom” (CHG 52).

Fandorin’s fears mirror not only those of a post-perestroika audience, but they are
equally emblematic of the insecurities of his Imperial compatriots, who — unlike in
The State Counsellor, where the characters struggled to identify with the East for its
links with despotism and barbarity — are discomfited because Baku does not provide
the desired level of otherness that they hoped to see. Europe itself is not the actual
culprit in either scenario. Instead, it is Russia’s distorted and shaky self-image that
causes its gaze to wander ever outward in search for reliable markers of self-definition.
Fandorin starts to perceive the clash between his search for authenticity and the

colonial filter he imposes onto Baku during his discovery of the city:

Benw 310 Poccuiickas umnepusi, 3T0 ABaJUATHIi BEK, a CIOBHO Ayproil MUp M JApyras 3Io0xa.
BosmoxHo 51, uTo6br Ky3nenkuit Moct 1 ata ckaska lllaxepesansl cymecTBOBAIN B IIpejienax
omHoro rocynapctBa? W cam ycMexnyncs: uro Opate Kysnenkuit Moct? EBpoma Haxomminach
ropaszio OJrKe, B IByXCTax METpax OTCIOJIa — M HUYEro, Kak-To Bce 3To yxkuBaeTcs BMecte. (CHG
72)

Fandorin’s identification of the Kusnetsky Bridge with Europe reveals Russia’s
underlying irresolution about its place between East and West, but it also highlights
the general futility of trying to define a Russian identity along arbitrary benchmarks of

geopolitical boundaries. As the conceptually blurry borders between a European and a
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Russian identity begin to overlap, they also cease to pose an existential threat (‘kak-To
BCE 3TO Y>KHBAeTCsl BMECTE’).

As Baku’s otherness is not sufficiently fixated in its appearance, it is verbally
inscribed onto the city by its inhabitants instead. Fandorin uses the phrase ““/lukoii
Zaman [...] Wild East” (CHG 40) in his diary, expressing his need to render the
epistemological mystery of the Russian Imperial identity intelligible in a transfer of
alphabets. By doing so, Fandorin also plays on a succinct historical parallel — one in
which “Westernized Baku [...] held for contemporaries the same romance as did the
American frontier for the eastern tenderfoot — and the same dangers”®!. The use of
Cyrillic indicates a closer kinship of Russia with the ‘Wild” West than with its equally
‘wild” Eastern counterpart; however, the phrase is also used by Saadat, a Muslim
woman and oil entrepreneur, who argues: “East is East. Tyt u3 mo0oii epyHabI
yCTpauBatoT TaliHbL. MOXET, B 9TOM U 3aKJII04aeTcs IJaBHOe ouapoBaHue Bocroka”
(CHG 180).

Saadat’s own use of the Latinised phrase reveals a simultaneous othering process
that occurs from within the local population — an impression heightened by the fact
that only a few moments earlier, she had initially stated that it is “[c]memHO, Kak
JICUCTBYET HA €BPOIEUIIEB OPUECHTAIBHBINA KOJOPUT B COYETAHUHU C APOMATOM TalHBbI.
Onu npsimo neneneror” (CHG 178). As a result, the use of opposite alphabets
ultimately only serves to collapse the border between East and West. As the one side
creates and the other side manipulates the imported narrative of the ‘mysterious East’,
its supposed mysteriousness becomes nothing but a tool in the fight over control and
power on both sides of the colonial divide.*?

A more apparent marker of Baku’s externally inscribed otherness is the phrase
‘aTo baky’, which is intoned with almost religious predictability by all of the novel’s
Russian characters. The inflationary use of this expression in The Black City is imbued

with a clear othering function that reveals its own constructedness:

361 Altstadt-Mirhadi, “Baku,” 284.

362 Saadat and Fandorin are juxtaposed in a similar way in their perception of each other. Whereas
Fandorin thinks that “rocmosxa BammubexoBa npeBpartmnace B LlapeBHy-JIeGens ¢ H3BECTHOTO ITOJIOTHA
Bpy6emns” (CHG 219), Saadat considers the Russian detective as “moxosx Ha mpuHIa ['omracna u3
‘[Haxuname’” (CHG 284) — a comparison that serves to show that each character views the other through
the cultural paradigms of their source culture, while ultimately expressing the same thought. Moreover,
the connection wrought through the two comparable narratives proves art’s capacity to transgress
cultural borders and to highlight the interchangeable charm inherent to other cultures.
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Bce-Taku nopasutenpHas HarnocTs! 1laiika GaHIUTOB KHBET, MOXXHO CKa3aTh, Ha BUIY y BCETO
ropona u Hu4ero He bontcs! 3HaUnT, aOCONIOTHO yBEpEHHBI B Oe3HaKa3aHHOCTH. Kak TyT roBopsT:
‘Jr0 Baky...” (CHG 156)

“This is Baku’ serves as an obvious shorthand for the many illegalities committed in
the city’s day-to-day life, which are being exoticized in order to make them appear un-
Russian and usable. Yet the more frequently the phrase is invoked as an explanation
for Baku’s love affair with illegality, the more impatient Fandorin grows with it —

mirroring the reader’s simultaneous exasperation with the notion:

[...] y MEHS HET HM OJTHOTO COTPY/IHHKA, B KOM 5 OBUI OBI CTOIIPOLIEHTHO yBEPEH. Y KaKA0TO
0OaKMHCKOTO IMOJUIICHCKOTO UMEETCs KaKOW-HUOYy b MaNieHbKuid remedr. borock, He BBINLIO
651 yreuku. OnuH yepT pa3deper, KTo rie npukapminBaetcs. — OH pa3Ben pykaMu. — Yero BeI
xorture? O10 baky.

- Jla-na, - kuBHyn ®@anmgopud ... — A 31ar0. (CHG 205)

Incidentally, almost all of the utterances of ‘this is Baku’ are made by Shubin, a corrupt
government official who wields considerable power in the city and who is described
as a cunning strategist. Shubin expresses a laissez-faire attitude about tackling the local
corruption problem by jokingly telling his aptly named subordinate Altynov to defer
plans for eradicating bribery for yet another month (indicating that this will likely grow
into an interminable process of procrastination — a case of Chekhovian irresolution
turned on its head).’®® Thereafter, Shubin is twice portrayed to engage in manipulated
roulette games at the local casino and freely admits to taking bribes both times he is
confronted about it by Fandorin: “s 3Ha10, 4TO B Ka3MHO MHE BE3€T TOJIBKO 10 CPEIaM.
Tonbko y aToro crona. U B mpeaenax onpenenennoit cymmel. to baky” (CHG 265,
cf. 106).

Shubin is also one of the characters in The Black City who fails to acknowledge
his own otherness within the specific context of the Caucasus. Propagating a view of
Baku as a place of softness, warmth and welcome that starkly opposes the supposedly
law-abiding, rigid and soulless West, he instead carries a distinct similarity to
Goncharov’s literary hero Oblomov — all that is lacking is that Shubin should put on a

khalat and lounge on his divan, contemplating whether or not to put on his slippers:

Ha Boctoke Bce paccrnabneHHoe, OnarofyIiHoe, S>KHpPHOE — JaXe IPOTHBY3aKOHHAs
JeaTenbHOCTh. [IoTOMy 4TO 3aKOHBI 3/1eCh — KaTeropus ycioBHas. Y Hac Ha Pycu 3akoH Bce-Taku
BpOZE IBIIIIA: XOTh W MOBOpAYMBAETCS, Ky/Aa BBIIUIO, HO KakK-HUKaK MpsMON W TBepabld. Ha
BocToxke 3aKk0H Bpo/ie BRIOHKA — OOBHBAET BCSKYIO KPETKYIO MANKY H JIACTHTHCS K Hell. [...] C Tex
TIOp KaK 51 HAY9WJICS IPaBHIIBLHO MOJIB30BATHCSI BOCTOKOM, MOS )KH3HB ClleNaach ChITHA, TPHUATHA,

363 The altyn is a historical Russian currency formerly used by Tatars.
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HeXJIONOTHA. [...] Ho Ham HavanbHUK »aHAApMCKOTO YNPAaBJICHHUS — YEIOBEK EBPOIMEHUCKUH,
KBapaTHO-Tpeyronbubii. (CHG 104)°%4

In this quote, Shubin frames Europe as a harsh and unforgiving frontier whose natural
opposite is the East and whose emblem is Baku, with its pliancy of the local law and
its sedate attitude towards vigilante justice. Shubin’s use of the historical and
emotionally charged term Rus’ creates the impression of a temporal and spatial split
of Imperial core and periphery: the historical Rus’ appears as the geographical
heartland of Empire, but fails to fulfil the function of ideological homeland because of
its progressing Europeanisation. In its place, Baku emerges as the peripheral Eastern
locale for Mother Russia’s mythological future.’%

Shubin is not the only Russian official in the novel to utilise the methods of
orientalist myth-making. Pestrukhin, the head of a gendarmerie division, offers an
outright colonial narrative of life in Baku — succumbing to stereotypes of the opposite

kind to Shubin’s:

[...] B 9TUX H300MIBHBIX H TEMHBIX JUKYHTJISIX BOJUTCS MHOXKECTBO 3y0ACTBIX XUIIHUKOB, PBYIITIX
Jpyr y Apyra no0biuy. HedrsiHble OapoHBI IpbI3yTCs MEXAY CO00H M3-3a Oaphllleil; TIOPKUA U
apMsHEe BPaXIyIOT; O4e€Hb Pa3BUT OOBIYail KPOBHON MECTH; IOBCIOAY IIHBIPSIOT HMHOCTPAHHBIC
areHTHI; PEBOJIOIIOHEPH! BCEX OTTEHKOB 3aHUMAIOTCS AKCIPONPHALUSAMH U BEIMOTaTEIbCTBOM, a
KPOME TOT0, TOPO/| KMIIUT 0OBIKHOBEHHBIMH yronoBHukamu. (CHG 40)36¢

Pestrukhin not only transfers the ‘Imperial jungle’ back onto its traditional locale in
the Empire’s borderlands, but also dehumanises Baku’s entire population in the

process, highlighting the manifold divisions that exist within its society. For a post-

364 Saadat’s plans for her son Tural’s future provide a counter-argument to Shubin’s view of the East as
soft, relaxed and malleable: having employed an Austrian tutor for Tural, she envisions that he will be
taught gymnastics, German, good manners and “camoii BayxHO# Hayke: ObITh MywknHoH~ (CHG 175).
In this case, neither the image of the barbaric nor of the exotic East uphold. Overall, Saadat is the
character who pays the least attention to national stereotypes and alleged national characteristics; this
is not only mirrored in her desire to emigrate to Nice, but also in her parting appeal to Fandorin to ignore
all of these pointless differences and focus on their emotional bond instead.

365 As noted by Clowes, a similar impression arises in the work of Lyudmila Ulitskaya, who tends to
locate “authenticity [...] with the older cultures of the peripheral area, and much less so with the center”
(cf. Clowes, Russia on the Edge, 137).

3% Incidentally, Fandorin is described as having missed the Governor General of the Caucasus
Viceroyalty, Count Vorontsov-Dashkov, for this particular audience; his name is only mentioned in
passing, but Fandorin would likely have received a highly contrasting narrative from this individual,
whose liberal tendencies are well recorded (cf. Altstadt-Mirhadi, “Baku,” 300f.) and who “showed a
proclivity for tolerant nationalities policies” (Stephen Badalyan Riegg, ‘“Neotraditionalist Rule to the
Rescue of the Empire? Viceroy 1. Vorontsov-Dashkov amid Crises in the Caucasus, 1905-1915,” Ab
Imperio 2018, no. 3 (2018): 115-39, 123). It seems only fitting that Akunin felt the need to relegate the
Count — an example for a workable version of Imperial rule in the Caucasus, whose attempts failed to
create a lasting legacy — to the sidelines of the official historical narrative.
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Soviet reader, the mention of ‘foreign agents’ (‘uHocTpanHble areHTHI) 1S particularly
evocative, as it recalls the Foreign Agent Law that was signed by Putin in the summer
of 2012. Requiring non-profit organisations to register as ‘foreign agents’ should they
engage in political activities whilst receiving funding from abroad, the law has affected
a number of NGOs working to create a civil society in Russia, Memorial and Golos
among them, and has been criticised as a human rights violation both from within
Russia and from abroad. The law officially commenced on the same date as The Black
City was published.

Ultimately, all of the moral and legal transgressions committed under the auspice
of ‘this is Baku’ in The Black City have one thing in common: their perpetrators are
ethnic Russian characters. As a result, the phrase becomes less of a descriptor of
otherness and more of an expression of Russia’s process of self-colonisation. Having
exoticized criminality in an attempt to justify it, the Russian ruling elite reclaims it for
itself — thus turning its members into a separate periphery and failing to escape the
original othering process that was at work in the Imperial heartland. As Akunin renders
this process visible in the specific locale of Baku, he also establishes a connection to
Russia’s literary legacy of the early 19" century, when writers such as Lermontov and
Pushkin “converted the Caucasian tribes into gratifying meanings about their own
undeniable cultural and intellectual retardation vis-a-vis the West”>¢’. Akunin reveals
Russia’s authorship of this particular narrative whilst drawing attention to the desires
and insecurities that informed it — exposing, along the way, the historical longevity of

the problems surrounding Russia’s national identity formation.

Megalomania and misrule
Akunin continues his discussion of Russia’s problematic self-positioning between East
and West through a focus on the imperfect Imperial system of rule in the Caucasus.
The beneficial impact of Russia’s reign on both heartland and periphery is routinely
questioned in The Black City, made symptomatically obvious in the status of Russian

as a language of crime and corruption, rather than that of a linguistic bridge of stable

567 Susan Layton, Russian Literature and Empire: Conquest of the Caucasus from Pushkin to Tolstoy
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1995), 288.
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governance and peace: “[u] apMsiHEe, 1 MyCyJIbMaHe, ¥ KTO YTOAHO [...] yacTto OepyT B
MOCPEITHUKU PyCCKUX — 4T00 He HaBoauTh Ha ciex” (CHG 183).

Shubin takes a central role in this portrayal, as it soon becomes clear that despite
his claims to the contrary, he has by no means learnt how to control the Empire’s
periphery. What Shubin frames as positive lawlessness for the higher-ups conversely
translates into an abject lack of rights for the local people, which Akunin highlights by
repeatedly referring to the complete and utter distrust that the locals harbour towards
the Russian police. Reminiscent of the breakdown of the social contract in The State
Counsellor, Baku’s citizens perceive Russian rule as an arbitrary and foreign system
of oppression that they cannot rely on. Hasim strictly refuses to collaborate with the
police while helping Fandorin, advising the detective not to even try to seek official
help in the persecution of his would-be assassins because “[m]onmuiusi He mypak
6ecrutatHo Xauatyp soBuT’ (CHG 149). For Saadat, “[x]anoBaTbCcsi B PyCCKYIO
TIOJTMITUIO €IIe XYAIINNA cpaM, YeM periaTh TSHKOY B PyCCKOM CYAE [...] 3Ta MO
TOJIKO U yMeeT, yTo0 Opats Oakuumr” (CHG 185). Leon, a Bakinian actor who starts
an affair with Fandorin’s wife, responds with confusion — rather than outrage — to the
detective’s suggestion of involving the police following her abduction: “ITomunyiite,
st 6akunen! Kakas momunusa? U ato ona moxet?” (CHG 290).

Fandorin’s own investigations are hindered by the inefficacy and incompetence
of the police from the start of The Black City. The detective’s physical distance to his
superiors impedes a successful communication even more than usual, leading Fandorin
to distrust everyone around him: “B Hanuuuu ogau nogo3penus” (CHG 256). Just as
the Empire appears to be following a ‘divide-and-conquer’-strategy in the Caucasus,
its own institutions of power are once again warring between one another, continuing
to secure the absolute power of the Tsar as a result of their internal quibbles: “nepssie,
camble JIparolieHHbIe Yachl YIUIM HAa YHU3UTENbHBIE U O€CIoyie3Hble OOBSCHEHUS C
JBOPLIOBOM monuiueil, OXpaHHBIM OTACICHHUEM, >KaHAAPMAaMHU, HPUIBOPHBIM
BenoMcTBOM | npounmu nHcTanuusiMu” (CHG 17). As the events of The Black City
draw to a close, Fandorin adopts the locals’ attitude, conceding the uselessness of
Russian law enforcement as a system of structure and order: “3BaTh Ha mOMOIIb

nonuneiickux @angopuny u B rosnoBy He npuiwio” (CHG 336).
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The Russian failure to successfully police Baku is indicative of a wider failure to
govern the Caucasus as a whole. Akunin skilfully weaves hints as to the longevity of
this problem into his narrative, the most evocative of which is Hasim’s answer to
Fandorin’s question about the source of hatred between Armenians and Azerbaijanis.
Hasim’s outspoken dislike of Armenians is a source of constant consternation for
Fandorin, who nonetheless does not intervene when Hasim rewards a young boy for
his help in guiding Fandorin to a secret meeting place by promising: “M0>HO CJIyIIaTh,
Kak MbI OyzieM apmsiHe youBaTb. CMOTPETh HEJb3s, CIIyIIaTh MOXKHO. Takoii Harpaga”
(CHG 156). Hasim describes the ethnic tensions in Baku as an age-old problem, yet
links the latest outbreak of violence to the failures of Governor Nakashidze, the
Imperial Governor of Baku. In Hasim’s report, Nakashidze instigated violence
between Armenians and Azerbaijanis by letting his anti-Armenian resentments dictate

his style of governance:

Haxammpnze-rybepnatop BMmecte ¢ OxpaHka 3axoTen apMsiHE Hamyratb. YtoObl 3a0butn
paBomrorma. OxpaHKa cKa3alia TIIyIble U KaJHble oAU (Y Hac TaKHe TOXKe €CTh): MOYKHO apMsHe
HEMHO)XKO TpaOuTh U pe3ars. Korma HauanbCTBO pas3pemiaeT pe3aTh, 3TO jerko. Ctamu pesaTs,
rpabuts. ‘HeMHOXKO’ HE IMOy4HIOCh, TOTOMY YTO HEMHOXKKO pe3aTh HUKOTJa HE MOJIydaeTcs.
HavanscTBO TOBOPHT: XBATHUT, a JIFOAU €Ie XOTAT. Torna congaTsl cTpensaTsh crand. A Ha Kapkas
CTpPETSTh HAYHEIb — CTPeNb0a HECKOPO KOHUHUTCAL. [...] Bee, Teneps cTo neT cTpensTsh Oyaem. 1o
KaBka3. MbI He moOuM apMsiHe, apMsiHe He JIF00ST Hac, Bce BMECTE He JIIoOUM pycckue. PaHbine
B baky Bce pstmom xwumm. (CHG 142)

Nakashidze is portrayed as having engaged in a misguided attempt at securing and
bolstering his own role as a would-be mediator between the ethnic factions — an
underestimation of the tense situation in the city that eventually cost him his life.
From a historical point of view, the situation was — needless to say — slightly more
complex than just an “[0]ObIyHas ucTopusa Ha TeMy ‘pazzaensii u BiactByit’” (CHG
142). Akunin’s Nakashidze is closely modelled after the historical prototype of
Mikhail Nakashidze, whose surname Akunin did not even attempt to alter. The
catastrophic effects of Nakashidze’s rule in Baku are moderately well documented:
Stefan Wiese’s analysis of the events of February 1905, for instance, portrays
Nakashidze as a newcomer to the region who was paralysed by events and pushed into
passivity by his own incompetence. Wiese’s article attributes the failure to nip the
interethnic violence in the bud not just to the (lack of) interference on the part of the

Imperial government, but also to the unreliability of the local police apparatus and its
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loyalty to different criminal gangs in the city.’®® Nevertheless, Wiese also confirms
that anti-Armenian moods were widespread among the local administration,
corroborating the fact that Imperial rule consolidated a Russian enemy image among
the Armenian community.>®® Wiese also backs up the idea that there were ethnically
mixed districts in Baku prior to 1904/5.57° The fact that Hasim purports a less forgiving
view of this chain of events is a result of his ethnic affiliation, yet the end result is the
same: the central cause for the Caucasus’s prolonged instability is attributed to the
incompetence of Russian Imperial governance in the region.

In the character of Shubin, Akunin places a successor to Nakashidze’s system of
rule in the midst of his own novel. Much like Nakashidze, Shubin believes that he can
control the spark of violence he is in the process of igniting; rather than quench the
flames of ethnic strife in the city, Shubin fans it: “[c]amMblif BIUSTENbHBIN U3 MECTHBIX
HAYaJIbHUKOB, (PAKTUYECKU XO3SMH TOpOja, KOTOPOMY TOJIAarajioch Obl OXpaHATh
MOPSIIOK, JelaeT HEYTO MpOTHBOMOJOXKHOE: pazkuraer miamsa’ (CHG 253). In
behaving this way, Shubin lives up to Etkind’s verdict that the “re-enchantment of the
world by the enlightened colonizers for the sake of ‘the idea’ ignites violence and is
impossible without it”3’!. However, just like Nakashidze, Shubin is destined to fail in
his endeavours, and does indeed get killed at the end of the novel. Shubin’s
megalomaniacal designs for his professional future are reminiscent of Pozharsky’s in
The State Counsellor, as he, too, pursues a political path that ultimately only serves to
bolster his personal station, not stabilise the Empire he serves: “4 naBHo yxe mokian
3aroTOBHJI Ha BhICOYAiIIee NMsI: Kak JienaTh OypHoe 3aKkaBKa3be TUXUM U CIOKOHHBIM.
[...] xorma s pomuHy cmacy, BepHy ummepun He(dTh [...] VICTUHHBIM XO3SIHHOM
Kagkaza crany s!” (CHG 268).

In a complementary view to the issue of Imperial misgovernance, Akunin also
focusses on the consolidation of the late Imperial opposition movement as an
embodiment of the breakdown of the regnant social contract. As Fandorin records his

impressions of Baku in his diary, he notes that his knowledge about the city “mens oTo

398 Cf. Stefan Wiese, “Lalaevs Haus Brennt. Das Februarpogrom Von 1905 in Baku — Paralysierter Staat
Und Massengewalt Im Russischen Reich,” Journal of Modern European History 10, no. 1 (2012): 117-
38, 133-5.

369 Tbid, 119-35.

370 Tbid, 136.

71 Btkind, Internal Colonization, 216.
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THS 00oTramiajacs CBEJACHUAMH O OAKHHCKHX PEBOJIIONMOHHBIX OpraHU3alusX:
OOJIBIIICBMKAX, MEHBIICBUKAX, aHAPXUCTaxX, 3CepaX, MycCaBaTHCTaX, JallHaKaXx,
nanuciamuctax” (CHG 189-90). Odysseus’s success in creating a united
revolutionary front that crosses both ethno-religious and class lines — securing the
cooperation of Georgian railway workers, social democrats, Mensheviks, social
revolutionaries and the Caspian flotilla — is contextualised in the Empire’s concomitant
failure to provide the people with an integrative identity narrative of its own. Baku’s
particular potential as a hotbed for political activity is rendered as the result of this
heightened conflict potential between a colonised people, a corrupt police force, and

an ineffectual leadership:

Wneanvuprii mmamgapm — He Tudumme, a baky [...] TyT HeucuepraeMblii HCTOYHHK
PEBOJIIOIIMOHHBIX KaJIPOB: TOpSYNE TIOPKH, TUIAMEHHBIE apMsiHe, 00eBUTHIN mposietapuar. [limroc
HEMaJIOBaXKHBIH (hakTop — pacKkopMiieHHas1, mokuaanucras nonunus. (CHG 85)

Odysseus also refers to the sluggish, inept Imperial machine of the Russian Empire as
an ‘Elephant’, i.e. a colossus of cumbersome heaviness — representative of a system of
rule that can be hunted and brought down.

Throughout The Black City, the disintegration of this Imperial ‘Elephant’ is shown
to be far more advanced than its official representatives suppose. General Lombadze,
a high-ranking Tsarist official, professes an astounding amount of naiveté¢ when it
comes to the allegiances of the people, made apparent in his refusal to refer to the agent
provocateur Afina as such; instead, he calls her “[x]ocToitneiimas mama, KoTOpas
corpynuaudaer ¢ Hamu u3 narpuotuzma’ (CHG 7). In freely combining the terms
Bolshevist, patriot and collaborator, Lombadze proves his inability to realistically
assess the current situation, which is a discrepancy made even more surprising given
his high rank within the Imperial surveillance state. On the very opening pages of The
Black City, Lombadze proudly proclaims: “Ara! MHue nokiaapBaioT 000 Bcex
npuesxux!” (CHG 6). However, the Empire’s failure to inspire loyalty and integrity
among its servants also means that the unshackled liberty to (mis)use information in
the pursuit of individual gain spawns an endless cycle of corruption, turning the tools
of surveillance into yet another source of instability instead.

In contrast, Odysseus commands an effective and loyal informer network that
spans from the periphery all the way to the capital of the Empire: “Mexny [Turepom

u baky neranu mmdporpammbel. A s ux uurtai. Ectb y MeHs Ha crentenerpage
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genoBeuek...” (CHG 340). Odysseus also leaves a note at the site of Spiridonov’s
murder that is signed with his official codename; as Fandorin correctly deduces, this
suggests a contact “BHYTpH KaKoro-To u3 po3bIicKHEIX BenoMcTB” (CHG 18), i.e. the
higher government circles. Although the identity of Odysseus’s informer is never
revealed in The Black City, other members of the state machinery are shown to harbour
similar views to those of the revolutionaries — Pestrukhin, for instance. A captain by
rank, he says: “3akOHHOCTh, OTKPOBEHHO TOBOpS, M TOBCIOYAY-TO y Hac B Poccumn
I0X0 coOmonaemasi, B baky orcyTcTByeT BoBce [...] OpaBupys IuOepaIn3Mom, 4To
y XKaHIapMCKUX ouiiepoB mountanock ocooeHusM mukoM” (CHG 40). The apparent
spread of liberalism as an en-vogue attitude among higher-ups on the table of ranks is
a notable change from previous Fandorin novels and indicates the shaky legs upon
which the Imperial Elephant totters.

Another feature of the Imperial surveillance state that Akunin addresses is the
existence of a far-reaching prison network. As a microcosm of panoptic despotism, the
Empire’s complex penitentiary system wields unifying powers that are praised by
Odysseus, who states: “Bai KOpOHOBaHHBII OCTOJION HaM J1IapoM He HykeH. OH Hall
TJIaBHBIN coro3HUK B OopbOe ¢ mapusmom” (CHG 14). Incidentally, the panoptic
surveillance structure of prisons also lies at the heart of Odysseus’s and Hasim’s
partnership: as Hasim’s radicalisation occurred under Odysseus’s tutelage in prison, it
not only points towards the self-made problems of Empire, but also towards the overall
revolutionary success in recruiting a wide diversity of followers: “B TroppmMa MeHs
MOCaIMIIN He apMsiHE — pycckue. B TiopbMa apMsiHe Toxke ObIIIH, MHOTO, HO J]paKa He
ObU10, U pyraHb He 0bU10. B TIoppMa oauH Bpar — HauasbeTBO” (CHG 143). Hasim’s
memory of his time in prison reads like a thinly veiled metaphor for life in the Russian
Empire as a whole.

Lastly, there is a third reason for the instability of Imperial rule in the Caucasus.
Not only have dissatisfaction with the system eroded the last traces of loyalty and a
lack of moral guidance made collaboration with the criminal fringes of society more
attractive than the pursuit of a non-violent change of power, but Russia’s presence in
Baku for the economic exploitation of its oil resources likewise led to a destabilisation
of Imperial rule in The Black City. As summarised by Etkind, most of Russia’s

colonisation expeditions were driven by economic enterprises such as the fur trade and
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the oil industry. As the upkeep and security of these new markets grew in importance
for the Empire, the provision of liberty to the people proportionally decreased. Etkind
characterises the resulting situation as “a double monopoly that could be best

compared to a Mobius [sic] strip™>"?

— imbuing this latter symbol with an additional
meaning to those previously provided in the Fandorin project. Since the Empire’s
wealth had to be protected at all cost, the colonial attitudes that accompanied the
conquest of various peripheries helped to implement more restrictive policies based on

artificial othering narratives.

Fuelling the Revolution

In The Black City, Akunin provides a multi-focal portrayal of Baku’s oil industry, aptly
capturing its complexity within Russia’s narrative of Empire. On the one hand, the
Empire’s fears of foreign interference in Russian dominance over Baku’s oil reserves
are given centre stage — coming to a tragic climax when Fandorin overreacts and kills
an Austrian secret agent, thinking he has uncovered an international conspiracy to cut
off Russia from its oil supplies to spark a regime change (cf. CHG 303f.). The fact that
Baku’s oil fields were a highly contested locale on the international stage at the
beginning of the 20" century is a well-researched piece of historical information,
bolstered by the presence of a number of key historical players such as “monomoit
PoGept HoGenn, Opat Bnagenbia nmerepOyprckoro opyxkeinoro 3asona” (CHG 33),
Rudolph Diesel (CHG 199) and Baron Rothschild (CHG 177). Shubin’s words
summarise the martial character of Baku’s oil industry, as he links the entire oil world
to the sphere of warfare and conflict: “B mMupe HedTH BoliHA HE MpeKparaeTcs
Hukorja. Camast HacTosIas — ¢ TMBepCcUsIMu, cabotaxem, youiicreamu” (CHG 198).

On the other hand, Akunin’s portrayal of the budding oil business in early 20"-
century Baku not only reveals fears about foreign interference in the trade, but also
focusses on anxieties related to Empire’s inability to control its self-created internal
Others — along with the way they may impede Russia’s survival as an Empire.
Akunin’s description of Baku’s oil industry renders a fairly accurate picture of its
complex ethno-religious composition of workforce; as Jonathan Sicotte’s analysis of

survey results from 1909 indicates, “Baku, just before the First World War, had

572 Btkind, Internal Colonization, 73.
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absorbed [...] a reliable and diverse source of low-cost labour from across both the
region and the Russian Empire™’3. At the same time, Emil Souleimanov states that “it
was primarily Russian, Armenian, and foreign capital that profited from the oil wealth
of Baku™*’*. Audrey Altstadt-Mirhadi refers to Baku’s enormous and unprecedented
increase in population following the city’s oil boom by stating that Baku’s number of
inhabitants grew by over 700% between the 1870s and 1897, at which point “over one-
third of Baku’s population was Russian™">.

Thus, faced with the problem of mass urbanisation and industrialisation — which,
by nature, bring their very own social problems with them — Baku was also shouldered
with the process of colonisation by the Russians. As Souleimanov points out, the
Empire’s Russification campaign in the Caucasus in the 1870-1880s led to a
deterioration of Russian relations with both the Armenian and the Azerbaijani

populace and the rise of an attitude of “condescending accommodation™>7®

among the
colonisers —a statement easily applicable to Fandorin’s own behaviour towards Baku’s
inhabitants.

The fact that there was rivalry between the Russian administration of the area and
its local oil barons is also explored by Akunin in the character of Mesrop Artashesov
— an Akunin-ian copy of Zeynalabdin Tagiev (unknown birth year-1924), to whom
Altstadt-Mirhadi ascribes considerable socio-political significance. She mentions

95577

rumours that “council decisions were actually made in Tagiev’s parlor and calls

him “a patron in Baku Muslim society”*’®

, which suggests an appropriately intricate
network of relations between Baku’s oil business, the city’s ethno-religious tensions,
and Russian Imperial politics in the early 20" century. This is also reflected in
Fandorin’s visit to Artashesov-Tagiev’s summer residence in Mardakan, which he
compares in its splendour to Buckingham Palace (cf. CHG 92). At Mardakan’s dinner

parties, Fandorin witnesses the planning of several oil deals and criminal undertakings.

373 Jonathan Sicotte, “Baku and Its Oil Industry through War and Revolution: 1914-1920,” The
Extractive Industries and Society 5, no. 3 (2018): 384-92, 386.

74 Emil Souleimanov, “Between Turkey, Persia and Russia: Perception of National Identity in
Azerbaijan and Armenia at the Turn of the 19th and 20th Century,” Middle East Review of International
Affairs 16, no. 1 (2012): 74-85, 77.

375 Altstadt-Mirhadi, “Baku,” 288.

376 Souleimanov, “Between Turkey, Persia and Russia,” 81.

377 Altstadt-Mirhadi, “Baku,” 300.

378 Tbid, 300.

198



Fandorin’s own perception of the oil industry is a predominantly negative one. He
perceives the substance as threatening and repellent, exclaiming, at one point: “Kaxas
Bce-Taku rafocth 31a Hep1h!” (CHG 342). From Fandorin’s point of view, the wooden
oil rigs in Baku’s actual Black City create a spectacle which “manomunano e nec, a
knaaoume” (CHG 29); he also links it to a “mayka, pacKHHYBIIIETr0 TYCTYIO TAyTHHY
(CHG 90). His negative surprise at mistaking a drill zone for a forest mirrors the
distressed gaze of the pre-industrial subject, but more than being confronted with
existential fears brought about by modernity — an out-of-character reaction for
Fandorin, who otherwise harbours a strong interest in technological progress and feats
of engineering — Fandorin’s shock at realising that the passenger train he is on is moved
to a holding track to allow the oncoming “poTmmiabaoBcKHE, HOOETEBCKHE H
ManTameBckue cocraBbl”’ (CHG 29) to pass reads as a literal manifestation of
Hosking’s theorem about Empire taking precedence over Nation.’” In switching the
established poles of meaning and connecting the train image to one of disruption,
Akunin endows the associated image of the railway station with “a new sense of
personal and social insecurity”*’. The paramount significance of the train as the only
means of establishing and securing communication, trade, and travel across the vast
swathes of the Russian Empire is turned from a symbol for national cohesion into an
emblem of Empire’s impending downfall instead.

Fandorin’s interrupted rail journey to Baku thus becomes indicative of a wider
rupture in the Empire’s stability, which is a metaphor that plays a central role
throughout the Fandorin series. The majority of the novels’ plotlines open at train
stations, featuring events that disrupt the imagined cohesion and symbolic function of
Russia’s train network as the country’s main artery: thus, in The Death of Achilles,
Fandorin’s arrival by train marks his return to Russia as an internal Other; in The State
Counsellor, the opening train scene replaces Fandorin with a murderous double that
assassinates a representative of Empire. In The Black City, Fandorin’s arrival at Baku’s
central station culminates in the first attempt on his life, conveying yet another instance

of threatening instability.

57 This occurrence is historically accurate, cf. Sicotte, “Baku and Its Oil Industry,” 385.
380 Frithjof Schenk, “Attacking the Empire’s Achilles Heels: Railroads and Terrorism in Tsarist Russia,”
Jahrbiicher Fiir Geschichte Osteuropas 58, no. 2 (2010): 232-53, 234,
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As aresult, railway stations in the Fandorin series are turned into prime locales to
“[challenge] the Tsarist regime [...] [turning] out to be a cage-like site of modern
public space, sheltering an assassin and imprisoning his victim at the same time’8!.
This vulnerability also extends to the country’s oil network, placing Baku and its
reliance on a functioning railway back in the role of the Empire’s weak spot. Historian
Frithjof Schenk realised this when he called the railway Russia’s Achilles Heel, but so
does Akunin’s antagonist Odysseus, who states: “camoe TJIaBHOE OBLIIO — HAWTH
aXWJJIECOBY TMATY: TOUYKY, yJIap IO KOTOPOW Cpa3suUT HacMepTh, Ka3aJloch Obl,
HenoOenumoro Bpara. Touka 3ta— baky. CoBpeMeHHbIE BETHKHE IeP>KaBbl, CAMH TOTO
He 3aMeTHB, CTaJIM TOIUTMBBIMH HapkomaHamu®™ (CHG 322).%82

At this point in the novel, loyal readers of the Fandorin series will have identified
Odysseus as the same anti-hero who was active during the events of the novel The
Diamond Chariot (Anmasnas konecnuya, 2002). In this novel, Odysseus’s attempts to
sabotage the railway system were aimed at preventing the outbreak of the 1905 Russo-
Japanese War. Odysseus’s revolutionary activity in The Black City bears a similar
stamp, as he chides Fandorin for delaying the inevitable revolution and risking the
outbreak of a world war instead:

CJ0H Tak WM WHaYe CAOXHET, - CKa3al OH. — A BBI, (DOKYCHHK SITTOHCKHUH, TOIBKO CAETATH XyKe.
Peponronust Bce paBHO rpsiHET. TONBKO CHayaja HOPUAETCS IPOUTH 4YEPE3 MHUPOBYIO BONHY.
Bwmecrto HedTn Ha pacTonKy MoiayT MUIUIMOHBI Xku3Hel. 1 Oyzxer Trma, a 3a Heto — Ceer. (CHG
343)

The logic behind fueling a revolution to prevent a war is further explained by Odysseus

in a similar dichotomy of light vs. darkness:

BoeHHO-TTpOMBINIIIIECHHONW KJIMKE MPUAETCS 3a0bITh 00 WMIEPHATTUCTHUECKON BOWHE — KHUHYTCS
cmacath coOcTBeHHyI0 IIKypy. Ho He cmacyr. CiioH camopep)kaBus, TPEXCOTICTHHH
OJIPSIXJIEBIINH WCIOJHH, HE YCTOUT HA CBOMX TyM0OOOOpa3HBIX HOXHIaX. [...] CBeT BoccusieT
BHOBb, 03apsisi OECKpaiHIO0 CTpaHy, HaKOHEI] 0cBOOoauBIIyIocs OT padbctBa. (CHG 323)

The rhetoric that Odysseus employs in these quotations is important to note. For the
revolutionaries, Baku’s oil and kerosene supplies function as a visual symbol of
progress and enlightenment, as they dictate an acceptance of competition and the laws
of the market as integral parts of a new social contract. This new societal make-up, in

turn, enables the evolution of a society where the “o0nem moObiBaemoii HedTH OBLT

381 Tbid, 245-6.
382 Cf. ibid.
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4yeM-To Bpoje apucrokparuyeckoro tutyia” (CHG 98) — thus making Baku into a
modern and progressive counterpart to the Empire’s obdurate and soon-to-be-obsolete
heartland. In the wake of this process, Baku is transformed from a peripheral
backwater into a path for the future, albeit in a very different sense from the one
previously envisioned by Shubin. The socio-economic power of oil in Baku effects
societal changes from within, resulting in the fact that the Empire’s hunger for
resources feeds its own demise. Consequently, the source of Imperial darkness is not
oil itself, but the Empire that mismanages both its resources and its people.

Oil as a resource of Empire is also a central category of analysis for a discussion
of post-Soviet nostalgia for Empire. As pointed out by Kalinin, the post-2000 years
saw a rapid rise in literary productions concerned with the topic of ‘petropoetics’,
which mirrored oil’s simultaneous elevation into a symbol of national cohesion and
even national identity in a Russian context.’®* Kalinin notes a number of identical
functioning modes in the way the political elite treat the extraction of cultural capital

from the past and the drilling for oil, summarising that

oil acts as one of the central symbolic figures through which the post-Soviet unconscious finds a
language — the unconscious that seeks in the bowels of the earth, the depths of memory, and the
beginnings of history a resource for the articulation of utopian perspectives, the restoration of
historical totality, and the revelation of a metaphysical source.’

Fandorin’s distaste for oil can thus also be read as a veiled comment at the neo-Imperial
exploitation of the resource of history — along with the corruption it engenders.

The significance of the oil theme in The Black City for a post-Soviet readership is
not limited to matters of nostalgia. The link between oil, Empire, and geopolitical
instability likewise carries relevance within the greater context of post-Soviet foreign
policy. Just as securing Baku’s Black City played a paramount role in prolonging the
lifespan of the Romanov dynasty, so did Russia’s post-1999 oil boom help to
consolidate Putin’s rule. John Lawton links the Russian interference in Georgia in
2008 to a question of dominance on the oil market, viewing oil and gas as “the

Kremlin’s key tool for ensuring the success of its foreign policy initiatives as well as

383 Cf. Kalinin, “Petropoetics,” 122.
584 Ibid, 143.
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its national economic prosperity Similarly, Stephen Blank labels Russia’s

contemporary policy in the Caucasus as neo-Imperial, stating that

the conflicts that currently roil the Caucasus are either the result of Russia’s new neo-colonialism
or [...] can [...] be characterized [...] as the wrecks of empire [...] the legacy, if not the current
example of Russian governance, has contributed greatly to the overarching authoritarianism that
characterizes the Caucasus, north and south.3%

As Russia’s influence in the region has once again led to an increase in ethno-religious
conflicts, it has also brought about a state of political instability that directly benefits
Russian neo-Imperial designs and places Russia back in the role of the pseudo-
mediator.

What remains is the question of how much better equipped contemporary
politicians are in dealing with the unrest they set loose. Unlike historians’ accounts of
the genuine incompetence of early 20"-century Imperial governors of Baku and
surroundings, Blank views Russia’s contemporary Caucasus policy as premeditated
and deliberate — calling to mind Shubin’s callous willingness to plunge the region into
chaos. Blank hypothesizes that Putin used the Chechen War to reintroduce the kind of
power vertical that furthers “the return of a traditional internal colonialist pattern of
rule that incited unrest when applied to a twenty-first-century problem”*’, before
summarily pointing out “Moscow’s unrelenting desire to recover some of its lost

imperial heritage in the Caucasus™%®

— a desire effectively subverted by The Black
City’s events, which undermine nostalgia for Imperial rule in the area by focussing on

the concomitant wrecks of Empire and oil’s considerable conflict potential instead.

3.3.2. Writing Nation: More of Chekhov, Less of Dostoevsky
At the end of The Black City, Akunin’s inversion of the symbolic meaning of darkness
and the colour black is carried over into the scene of Fandorin’s death. During his final

moments, Fandorin muses:

Bapyr ronoc, oueHb 3HaKOMBIN, HO y>K€ HE BCIIOMHUTbH ueH, 3amienrtan GaHJOpuHYy Ha yXO
CKa3Ky, IT0J{ KOTOPYIO KOT1a-To OBIJIO TaK CTPAIIIHO 3achINaTth: ‘B yepHOM-4epHOM ropoje, Ha
4YepHOU-uepHOH ynuIle, B 4epHoM-uepHOoM fome...” (CHG 362)

385 John Lawton, “The Great Game: Power Struggles in Asia,” History Today 59, no. 2 (2009): 39-41,
41.

386 Stephen Blank, “Russia’s Caucasus Wars: The Wrecks of Empire and the Wars of Decolonization,”
American Foreign Policy Interests 34, no. 4 (2012): 182-93, 182.

387 Tbid, 184.

388 Tbid, 189.
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The repeated incantation of the word black creates an impression of claustrophobic
terror and establishes a link to the novel’s title. However, the format Akunin chose for
Fandorin’s final thoughts refers to a popular oral tradition of short horror stories for
Russian children, so-called strashilki, which generally end on a sudden anti-climax by
revealing a thoroughly banal source for the horror. Such a playful turnaround is not
only hinted at throughout The Black City — following the first attempt on his life,
Fandorin is forced to go undercover; as case proceedings make it necessary for him to
announce his survival to the authorities, he plans: “/lefictBoBats Oynem Tak. Bo-
nepBhIX, 5 BockpecHy” (CHG 195) — but it is also continued in Fandorin’s resurrection
in the novel Not Saying Goodbye (He npowarocw, 2018).°%° Nevertheless, the fact that
Akunin’s hero is brought to the brink of death raises questions about the survival of
his proposed hero paradigm — and, by extension, the post-Soviet intelligentsia in foto.

In The Black City, Akunin’s traditional juxtaposition of literary national hero
narratives largely rests on Fandorin and Odysseus, his antagonist and routinely explicit
double. Fuelled by their desire to discover a stable homeland within the folds of the
Russian Empire, Fandorin and Odysseus are condemned to an identical journey of
nostos — a Greek term describing the homecoming of an epic hero in tales such as The
Odyssey and the original source term for the word ‘nostalgia’.>** Both Fandorin and
Odysseus fulfil the function of wanderers in the physical and philosophical sense that
nostos requires, but their search for a state of identitary arrival is perpetually thwarted

and deferred by the Empire it is linked to:

[...] A xak TOJBKO TPHIIYTy TOCIIOAWHA TTOATIOJKOBHUKA, JKU3Hb Cpa3y cClelaeTcs MeHee
tanacTBeHHOU. (CHG 257)

[...] xorma cBepmmTcs Benukoe odmiee Jleno, MOKHO OyAeT 3aHAThCS JIMYHBIM CYACTBEM. |...]
[Mocne Toro kak m3noxuer CioH, Bce 3T0 cTtaneT Bo3MokHO. (CHG 325)

As both characters entertain visions of a better future that will not only reintroduce
safety and stability to Russia, but which will also enable them to move beyond their

established hero roles, they likewise dream of a return to the status of private citizen.

389 Apart from the obvious parallel to Sherlock Holmes’s resurrection by Conan Doyle, Golovacheva
also sees a foreshadowing of Fandorin’s status of ‘undeadness’ in a reference to Tolstoy’s posthumously
published play The Living Corpse (MKusoti mpyn, 1911). Cf. Golovacheva, “Dilogiia B. Akunina,” 130.
3% Cf. Marigo Alexopoulou, The Theme of Returning Home in Ancient Greek Literature: The Nostos of
the Epic Heroes (Lewiston and Lampeter: Edwin Mellen Press, 2009).
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However, the comfort of a contemplative refuge in the cosy tradition is neither
envisaged nor achievable for either hero, who, despite being placed in the midst of
both the Greek and the classical detective literature tradition, function as emblems of
the rootless modern man and identitarily uprooted Imperial subject instead.>"!

By choosing Odysseus as the namesake for his antagonist, Akunin cunningly
explores the parallel between Greek literary heroes and their detective counterparts —
summed up by Brigid Brophy in their underlying purpose to “perform miracles [...]
They rely on nothing but commonsense, which, however, the detective uses to an
uncommon, heroic degree™*?. However, Akunin also reconnects to the classical
reception of the Odysseus character in ancient Greek literature as a trickster and rebel
figure. Whereas the majority of readers are likely to associate the figure of Odysseus
with positive images of a cunning and intricately developed hero, this very
cunningness also allows for inverse interpretations of his character: Homer’s
contemporaries and direct successors, for instance, treated Odysseus “[...] in all his
significant appearances in extant tragedy except in 4jax [...] [as] a rogue [...] the main
villain [...] the instigator of the mob [...] merciless opportunist and pragmatist,
indifferent to human suffering [..] a thievish trickster [original emphasis]”.
According to Silvia Montiglio, Odysseus also embodied “a propensity coldly to defend
the rule ‘the end justifies the means’ [...] [and] the figure of the demagogue™>°*.

It is difficult to ascertain whether Akunin was aware of and playing with this
classical reputation of the Odysseus figure or not; however, his own criminal’s
uncanny deviousness is expressed not just in his official codename — in General
Lombadze’s words, “YeTslpHaauars et B po3bicke! HeBeposiTHOIM n3BOpOTIIMBOCTH!
Ortcrona u knuka!” (CHG 7) — but also in the fact that he himself acknowledges his

status as a bandit figure, contextualising his behaviour within the functioning modes

of Empire: “Bceit aToit pa3z0oiinndbeil (kakoil ke emie?) AesITeNbHOCTH MpUIaBaia

391 Whereas Fandorin changes his domicile in almost every novel, more often than not taking up

residence in a hotel — the quintessential resting place of the traveller and home of several well-known
flaneurs of world literature — Odysseus, as mentioned previously, is a recurring figure in the series
whose revolutionary activities take him all across the country.

392 Brigid Brophy, “Detective Fiction: A Modern Myth of Violence?,” The Hudson Review 18, no. 1
(1965): 11-30, 19.

393 Silvia Montiglio, From Villain to Hero: Odysseus in Ancient Thought (Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 2011), 3-4.

3% Ibid, 8-10.
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CMBICII ¥ OTIPaBIaHUE TOJIBKO BEJIMKAs 11eJb: 3aBayinTh CiioHa. be3 nee Jlsten Obut ObI
npocTo BeiMoraTenb 1 mantaxuct’ (CHG 84).

Odysseus and Fandorin also mirror one another in one additional shared character
trait, which is their preparedness to engage in self-criticism. Throughout The Black
City, both the detective and his counterpart repeatedly question their preconceived

notions of truth and reality:

- [IpaBusnbHO st roBopro?
- He 3nat0. — ®annopuH yapI0HyIICs, TOHEBOJIE 3aII000BABIINCH PACCKa3uMKOM. — To ecTh st Toro
’Ke MHEHHS, HO He yBepeH, uto n-mpas. (CHG 130)

Bcerna nose3Ho moiBeprHyTh CBOM B3TJISIBI U TUIAHBI UCTIBITaHUIO ckericucoM. (CHG 83)

A similar desire to get to the bottom of things is also reflected in Odysseus’s choice of
moniker for himself. As stated in his official secret police file, Odysseus has appeared
under a range of nicknames in the past, all of which relate to bird species (cf. CHG
18). His nickname in The Black City is Diatel (Woodpecker), a bird which he links to
“mpeKkpacHOM, XOTh MaJIOW3BECTHON MOTOBOpKU ‘Jlaren u my0 mnpomanbiuBaet’”
(CHG 83) — the proverbial oak, in this case, being the Russian Empire.

Apart from his role in the non-Fandorin novel Bruderschaft with Death (Cmepmes
Ha opyoepwagm, 2007), Diatel also appeared in the Fandorin novel The Diamond
Chariot under the name Drozd (thrush). In a Q&A hosted by BBC Russian on their
Facebook page in 2015, Akunin seemingly confirmed this chronology of the

character’s previous appearances:

Azamat Ulbashev [...] 2) Berperumes mu mbl eme ¢ Jposmom-I'pauem-I'Boznem-/Istoom-
Onucceem?

3) Bbumn nu y Bawero J{stiia npoo6passl: Bukrop [1aBnosud Horun, nanpumep?

BBC News Russian: [...] 2) O6s3arensro. 3) Her, 310 coOuparenbHbiii 06pa3 CHIBHOTO
BosbIneBuUKa, KaK s MpecTaBIsio cede dTy purypy.>

The ‘collective’ nature of Diatel’s role as a Bolshevik is subsequently also expressed

in the character’s supposed real name, which is given on file as “HenpumeuarenabHoe

395 Boris Akunin and BBC News Russian, “Pisate]’ Boris Akunin, Gost’ Prokhodiashchego...,”
Facebook, April 10, 2015,
<www.facebook.com/bbcrussian/photos/a.410032698324.185727.190992343324/1015282715817332
5/?type=1&comment_id=10152830311198325&reply comment_id=10152835798048325&offset=0
&total comments=109&notif t=photo_reply> [accessed 20 December 2019]
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[...] IBan UBanoBuu MBanmoB” (CHG 9) — 1.e. a literal everyman’s name, devoid of

any distinguishing aspects.>*°

Odysseus, Diatel and Dostoevskiana

However, there is also an alternative way of interpreting Odysseus-Diatel’s supposedly
‘real name’. As all three chapters written from Diatel’s point of view in The Black City
are captioned as ‘conversations with the devil’, an explicit literary reference to
Dostoevsky’s Ivan Karamazov in The Brothers Karamazov (bpamwesi Kapamaszogul,
1880) is created: “B mpsiBoina, Kak U B 00)KEHBKY, YETIOBEK, pa3yMeeTCsl, He BEPHII |...]
[lcuxuyeckn yenoBek ObLT aOCOJIOTHO 3/I0pPOB, MM3o(dpeHuel He crpaaal, [...] K
obpazy HBana KapamazoBa u TtBOpuecTBy Demopa JlO0CTOEBCKOTO OTHOCHIICS
tomopuctuuecku” (CHG 83). Akunin’s established trickster role in regard to literature
and stylistic conventions makes this open renunciation of Dostoevsky’s novel into an
equally overt postmodernist subterfuge, aimed at bringing the intertextual relationship
between the two novels to the fore.

As Diatel’s ‘conversations with the devil’ take the shape of critical moments of
self-reflection and soliloquies, Akunin places his own devil in a similar role to that of
Ivan Karamazov’s critical interlocutor. By creating this link, Akunin resumes
Dostoevsky’s search for the true nature of the devil: “U BoT BeIgamace MHHYyTKa
mo00ITaTh C YMHBIM Y€... — 9yTh ObLIO He oayManoch ‘yenoBekom’” (CHG 83). The
conflation of the Russian words for ‘man’ (‘uenoBek’) and ‘devil’ (‘uept’) in this scene
mirrors Ivan Karamazov’s own argument with the figure, in which he steadfastly
proclaims that the devil is nothing but “Boruiomenue MeHsi caMoro, TOJILKO OJHOM,
BIIPOYEM, MOEH CTOPOHBL.. MOWUX MBICICH M YYyBCTB, TOJBKO CaMBIX TaIKUX U
ronyneix”7. The corresponding view of evil as man’s critical spirit lends The Brothers
Karamazov the appearance of an anti-intelligentsia manifesto, written in support of a
subservient national spirit.

Indeed, according to Vladimir Kantor, The Brothers Karamazov was generally

read as “an explication of ‘the people’s truth’ and ‘the Russian path’ and as a

3% In The Diamond Chariot, the name ‘Lagin’ is mentioned once, but this, too, might be a pseudonym.
97 F. M. Dostoevsky, Brat’ia Karamazovy. Tom vtoroi (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo
khudozhestvennoi literatury, 1963), 347.
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condemnation of the Russian intelligentsia™*®. Katia Dianina, who argues that culture
“lost currency at the end of the imperial period, when it was assailed on all fronts™>%,
also talked about Dostoevsky’s satirical views on the term and noted how he used
‘culture’ as a curse word.*”® Akunin offers his own view on the topic by using Fandorin
as a mouthpiece: during one of his ruminations on Russia’s future, the detective
demands “[m]oMeHbmie OB HaM JIOCTOEBCKO-PO3aHOBCKOIO, TOOOJBIINBE OBl
yexoBckoro” (CHG 296).

The literary-cultural maxim created by Fandorin establishes an additional link
between Dostoevsky and Rozanov, a 19"-century religious thinker and conservative
writer who published a book on Dostoevsky’s Grand Inquisitor in 1891. The Grand
Inquisitor is a theological digression and story told by Ivan Karamazov to his brother
Alyosha, and is often considered one of the most important parts of Dostoevsky’s
novel overall. In this story, Christ returns to Earth during the time of the Inquisition,
but is imprisoned and sentenced to death by the Church. A conversation between the
Grand Inquisitor and Christ unfolds, in which the former criticises Christ for having
encumbered humankind with the burden of freedom. Christ never responds to these
allegations with words, but eventually kisses the Inquisitor on the lips and is released.

According to Simona Forti and Zakiya Hanafi, both Dostoevsky and Rozanov saw
the essence of the tale about the Grand Inquisitor in the belief that “humanity should
be saved from its own freedom — a freedom that is a crushing, tormenting burden”®!.
It is important to note that this belief is presented by Ivan, a member of the radical
intelligentsia, who juxtaposes his own intellectual worldview with that of his spiritual
brother’s. Ivan’s highly analytical worldview makes him doubt the existence of truly
objective moral categories — an intellectual struggle that finally leads him to insanity,
as it would also allow innocents to suffer. In despairing over the notion of morality,

Ivan’s character simultaneously loses faith in the rightness of personal freedom,

ultimately railing against God and life in one.

398 Vladimir Kantor, “Whom Did the Devil Tempt, and Why? Ivan Karamazov: The Enticements of the
‘Russian Path’,” Russian Studies in Literature 40, no. 4 (2004): 69-92, 70.

3% Dianina, When Art Makes News, 37.

600 Cf. ibid, 32-3.

%1 Simona Forti and Zakiya Hanafi, The New Demons: Rethinking Power and Evil Today (Redwood
City: Stanford UP, 2014), 187.
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There is a clearly identifiable socio-political dimension to this conundrum, as
Ivan’s troubled rejection of freedom links to what Daniel Rancour-Laferriere called
the Russian ‘cult of suffering’®*?>. According to Rancour-Laferriere, who analysed the
work of Dostoevsky as part of his study on masochism in the Russian national
character, Dostoevsky is “the master [of] depicting masochism in literature — Russian
or otherwise”%%. Authoritarianism clearly benefits from such a submissive mind-set,
which is why it also tends to nourish the three pillars of “ayno, TaiiHa u aBToputer”***
as supported by the Grand Inquisitor — all of which are threatened by the development
of sceptical individualism and a desire to look beyond manipulative narratives of
mystery and wonder. Both Ivan’s teachings and his descent into sickness mark out the
perils of the associated intellectual mind-set in The Brothers Karamazov.

In The Black City, Akunin not only reclaims the vector of ‘raitna’ for renewed
interpretation through his use of detective fiction — once again drawing attention to his
self-stylisation as an ‘evil’ trickster figure — but also responds to the way that “neo-
religious thinkers perceived [The Brothers Karamazov] as a warning about the
intelligentsia’s negative role”®®. Through the doubling of Odysseus-Diatel and
Fandorin, Akunin investigates both the role and the conscience of the late Imperial
intelligentsia from his own point of view — returning both characters to an overarching
discussion of morality.

Diatel’s critical intellect challenges him to reflect on his outsider status in society
and future path of development: “TsI BCIO )XHM3HB B IOAMNOJBLE, B TeMHOTE. CMOXKEIIIb
au T %uTh Ha cBety? He ocnennems?” (CHG 325). Although there is an obvious
reference to Dostoevsky’s Notes from the Underground (3anucku uz noinonvs, 1864)
here — whose protagonist embodies an enthusiastically masochistic mind-set —
Akunin’s antagonist presents a different kind of underground man from Dostoevsky’s

original figure. Instead of finding happiness in kowtowing to a higher power, Diatel

602 Cf. Daniel Rancour-Laferriere, The Slave Soul of Russia: Moral Masochism and the Cult of Suffering
(New York: New York UP, 1995).

603 Tbid, 80. The propagation of this attitude is by no means an accepted fact among all Dostoevsky
scholars, but I believe its use is intended in Akunin’s references to his work.

604 F. M. Dostoevsky, Brat’ia Karamazovy. Tom pervyi (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo
khudozhestvennoi literatury, 1963), 320.

605 Kantor, “Whom Did the Devil Tempt, and Why?,” 74. Kantor draws special attention to Ivan’s
description of Europe as a cemetery and the way it presages, in some ways, post-Soviet Russia’s
subsequent disenchantment with the West.
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receives pleasure from opposing it. This is because his own underground status is not
a choice, but a sentence, reminiscent of the othered status of the liberal intelligentsia
in 19™-century Russia — which, slowly but surely, branched out into an ever-greater
opposition movement in response to the ‘aBropurer’ imposed from above.
Problematically, Diatel considers his own peripherality of thought exceptional to the

point where he fails to identify as part of the society around him:

OnuH CIOHSBBIHM MOAT ckazan: ‘HukTo u3 mozaei He octpoB’. A Jlaten gyman mpo cedsi, uTo OH
UMeHHO ocTpoB. [Ipruem GoubIioii. Takoit OONBIION, 9TO MOXKET CYMTATHCS MATEPUKOM. [...] UTo
Takoe OCTpoB? OTO TBEpIb, CO BCEX CTOPOH OKpYXKEHHas OECCMBICICHHOM, IKHIKOH,
BoJHyto1eics maccoit. (CHG 83)

Contextualised here in a reference to John Donne’s No Man is an Island (1624),
Diatel’s self-exultation is also reminiscent of Ivan Karamazov’s embittered
dissociation from humankind. It is subsequently mocked by his own ‘devilish’ voice
of reason: “Ckaxu MHe, 4eJIOBEK-OCTPOB, @ HE IPEBPATUTHCS JIU TeOe B MOIyOCTPOB,
koraa 3akonuutcs 6oproa?” (CHG 324).

Reminded about the underlying selfishness of his revolutionary endeavours,
Diatel is forced to confront his lack of a workable offer of narrative for Russia’s future.
However, he refuses to do so, envisioning, instead, a retreat into the private realm
(‘mo>xHO Oynet 3aHAThCs MTUaHBIM cuactbeM’, CHG 324). The inherent paradox in this
stance marks Diatel as an unsuitable hero for imitation: expressing, on the one hand, a
distaste for the masses (‘OeccMbICTIEHHOM, KUAKOH, BOHYIOIIEHCS Maccoit’), he is still
willing to leave the fate of Russia to their hands and act as a catalyst alone. The critical
intelligentsia voice embodied in the devil reminds Diatel of his societal responsibility,
but is silenced by his revolutionary gusto.

Consequently, although Diatel does mark an evolution from The State
Counsellor’s Grin to a more Bolshevist version of the positive hero — reflected in
Diatel’s description as possessing a “TBepaas pyKa, €AMHAas BOJS U Kele3Has
opraanzoBanHocTh” (CHG 317) — he simultaneously showcases a notable lack of
responsible leadership, which would later become emblematic of the functioning
modes of Bolshevik rule. The fact that Russia’s path is set on a Bolshevik future is
foreshadowed in various ways throughout The Black City, most notably through
mentions of the Tiflis bank robbery in 1907, one of the biggest Bolshevik coups used

to finance the movement (cf. CHG 84), and the repeated name-dropping in references
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to Lenin (CHG 9), Kerenskii (CHG 8) and Koba, the later Stalin (CHG 9).° At some
point in the novel, the Communist Manifesto also puts in a passing appearance (CHG
193), whereas the admonition that “6onBanoB HukTo He JH0OUT” (CHG 15) sounds
suspiciously like a well-known Soviet propaganda poster phrase.

Instead of listening to the devil’s reprimands, Diatel continues to pursue his more
or less selfish course of actions. Fandorin’s retreat from the field of Russian politics
following the events of The State Counsellor could be read in a similar vein, and
indeed, the fact that Fandorin could have developed into the same kind of revolutionary

activist as Diatel is stressed in the novel:

JIuno sTo @aHAOpHUHY CHUIIBHO HE MOHPABUIIOCH: YMHOE, BOJIEBOE, IPUTOM C UYEePTOBLIMHKOM. 13
TaKUX IOHOUICH TIPU OMPEJCICHHOM CTCUCHUM IKM3HCHHBIX OOCTOSTENBCTB ITONYYAIOTCS
Ype3BhIUAHO OMAacHbIE MHAWBUAYYMBL. JpacT IleTpoBud 3HaM 3TO MO COOCTBEHHOMY IIPUMEDY.
(CHG 9)

Hasim voices a similar sentiment, explaining his continued loyalty to Odysseus-Diatel
as a result of mere bad timing, not a lack of leadership potential on Fandorin’s side:
“Te1 TOXXE MOT OBI OBITH MHE Kak OTell, eciii O s BcTpeTus Teds panbiie. Ho nByx
otuos He ObiBaeT” (CHG 359). However, in contrast to Diatel — who relegates his inner
voice of critical reason and morality to the extraneous sidelines of his official identity,
thus rejecting the freedom of critical thought in a Dostoevsky-Rozanovskian vein —
Fandorin listens to his inner ‘akunin’ and follows a firm set of moral guidelines
instead.

As part of this catalogue of moral virtues, Fandorin not only recalls Kant’s
teachings — asking “Uro ckaxer moralische Gesetz in mir?” (CHG 111) — but also
criticises two widespread attitudes in the Russian national character, embodied in the
sayings “Coiiner u Tak” (CHG 295) and “Tlomo0uTe MeHs1 YepHEHBKUM, a OCJIIEHBKUM
MeHs KTo yroano nomo6ut” (ibid).%”” Whereas the first functions as an expression of

a careless indifference to life, as if “mbl oOuTaeM B cBO€il CTpaHe BPEMEHHO U HE

606 In a tragicomic aside, Akunin includes a little apostille in his novel, saying that Stalin was caught by
Chechens who decided not to kill, but only beat him, “YTo0sI moka3ars: Takyto OyKamky qaxe yOuBaTh
He ctout” (CHG 234).

607 Instead of using a Russian translation, Akunin marks the idea of a superior moral ideal as foreign to
Russian thought by inserting the original German. The parallel to Kant is overall a curious one, as the
philosopher not only unexpectedly found himself a Russian subject after the occupation of Kénigsberg
in 1756, but also experienced a profound writer’s block and mental paralysis until the city’s liberation
from Russia, cf. Etkind, Internal Colonization, 181. A. G. Golovacheva uses Fandorin’s invocation of
Kant as the last in a long line of instances that posit him in a mirror role to Pierre Bezukhov in Tolstoy’s
War and Peace, cf. Golovacheva, “Dilogiia B. Akunina”.
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00s13aHbI IyMaTth O TeX, kmo 6ydem nocie Hac [my emphasis]” (CHG 296), the latter
— taken from Gogol’s unpublished second part to the novel Dead Souls (Mepmevie
oywu) — stresses a willingness to excuse, if not to embrace, criminal modes of
behaviour, and to use them as “ompaBnanue W pacxysiOAHHOCTH, W ATHYECKOMN
HEYHMCTOIUIOTHOCTH, U XaMCTBY, U BOpoBcTBY (ibid). It is this “idea of nonresistance
to evil [original emphasis]”®®®, traced by Rancour-Laferriere from religious writings
of the early Rus’ to Dostoevsky and beyond, that Fandorin wishes to quell. In doing
so, Fandorin embodies a literary heritage opposite to that of Dostoevsky and Rozanov

— the literary heritage of Chekhov.

Fandorin, the Noble Man, and Chekhoviana

To an extent, Akunin is a professional in the creative re-imagining of Chekhov’s
literary heritage in his own work. In 2000, the author published a homonymous sequel
to Chekhov’s play The Seagull (Hatika, 1896), which starts with Treplev’s ‘suicide’
and turns it into a murder mystery instead. Each one of the eight attending characters
is given a motive for the crime, providing viewers with eight possible, but not a single
conclusive solution to the case. The play also establishes a family relationship between
the physician Dorn and Fandorin: “Mou nipenxu, ¢gou JJopHsl, nepeexanu B Poccuro
enie npu Asnexkcee MuxaiiaoBuie, 04eHb ObICTPO 00PYyCer U Y>KaCHO PaCTUIOANIHCH.
Onun npepatwiuck B GOHIOPHOBBIX, npyrue B DaHIOpUHBIX, HAllla K€ BETBb
yceknack pocto g0 Jlopros %,

Akunin’s The Seagull received mixed reactions from the Russian public, but has
since been read as a successful parody on the detective genre by Lyudmila Parts.
Focusing on the heightened postmodern metatextuality of the play, Parts argued that

2610 and “an

Akunin’s version works as both a “defense mechanism of cultural memory
ironic take on the postmodern rejection of the concept of truth”®!!. Through this playful
transfer of The Seagull into the popular detective fiction genre, Akunin dethroned

Chekhov from the pedestal of canonical grandeur, whilst at the same time returning

608 Rancour-Laferriere, The Slave Soul of Russia, 19.

09 A. Chekhov and B. Akunin, Chaika. Komediia i ee prodolzhenie (Moscow: Mosty Kul’tury, 2000),
113.

610 Parts, “Boris Akunin’s Postmodern Cajka,” 39.

611 Tbid, 40.
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the playwright’s text to the attention of a contemporary readership — creating, in the
process, a disrespectful homage to their literary (dis)interests.

Michael Katz goes one step further by describing Akunin’s play as “an act of
homage [...] perverse and subversive, and carnivalesque in its overturning of venerated
authority”!2, Katz’s invocation of the carnivalesque lifts it out of its original,
Bakhtinian sense and merges the idea of a subversion of political authority with the
equally rebellious task of dethroning literary idols. Akunin indirectly refers to
Bakhtin’s work when Fandorin makes a fleeting, yet consequential remark about the
way it feels to walk next to Hasim: “noxoxwuii na [lanypra psaom c Ilantarprosnem”™
(CHG 153). On a surface level, this comparison reads like a mere comedic reference
to Hasim’s enormous body height; yet Panurge and Pantagruel are also the lead
characters in Rabelais’ work — which, in turn, was studied by Bakhtin. The resulting
book Rabelais and His World (1965) explored “the interface between a stasis imposed
from above and a desire for change from below, between old and new, official and
unofficial”®!3,

In my reading, Akunin uses the carnivalesque in this precise sense of suspension
between the political and the cultural. Just as Renate Lachmann analysed Bakhtin’s
concept of the carnivalesque as a phenomenon of counter-culture, leading her to extend
its applicability to Stalinism and the statement that Bakhtin “sees the anticipation of
another, utopian world in which anti-hierarchism, relativity of values, questioning of
authority, openness, joyous anarchy, and the ridiculing of all dogmas hold sway”®!*, a
similar mood shift in society can also be registered in Putin’s Russia. In 2004, so-
called ‘monstrations’ — demonstrations that feature pointedly absurdist, nonsensical
slogans — became an annual feature in various cities across Russia. Geir Flikke
describes these ‘monstrations’ as popular expressions of an apolitical mind-set; at the
same time, however, he also discusses the inevitable political reactions that these

events entail, confirming that participants consciously anticipate police retaliation.®'®

612 Michael R. Katz, “Boris Akunin’s Khuliganstvo: Literary Parodies of Chekhov and Shakespeare,”
in American Contributions to the 14th International Congress of Slavists, ed. by David M. Bethea
(Bloomington: Slavica, 2008): 85-90, 88.

613 Katarina Clark and Michael Holquist, Mikhail Bakhtin (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1984), 5.

614 Renate Lachmann, Raoul Eshelman and Marc Davis, “Bakhtin and Carnival: Culture as Counter-
Culture,” Cultural Critique 11 (1988): 115-52, 118.

15 Cf. Geir Flikke, “‘Monstrations for Mocracy’: Framing Absurdity and Irony in Russia’s Youth
Mobilization,” Demokratizatsiya 25, no. 3 (2017): 305-34.
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In concluding that “Monstrators use irony and evasiveness strategically [...] [to]
demonstrate that the specific context offered by the authoritarian regime of Putin
cannot successfully control perceptions and what people think and feel”®!6, Geir also
describes the inadvertently political nature of much of contemporary Russia’s cultural
sphere.5!”

The Chekhovian story arcs present in the novels All the World is a Stage and The
Black City continue this theme and address the conflicted border between culture and
politics in contemporary Russia, highlighting the increased theatricality of the post-
Soviet political space in the process.®'® It is noteworthy that the subplot about
Fandorin’s marriage to the actress Clara runs parallel to the appearance of the
Chekhovian subtext in the Fandorin project: in All the World is a Stage, Fandorin is
recruited into helping his future wife by Chekhov’s widow, Olga Knipper.¢'° The Black
City begins with Fandorin’s journey to Yalta following a request by the “k-komuccun
no Hacieanio Yexosa” (CHG 6). In the novel’s opening scene, the arrival of General
Lombadze interrupts Fandorin’s perusal of The Cherry Orchard (Buwmnesvui cao,
1904) — a disruption of the cultural by the political that merges the two spheres into a
symbiotic spectacle of the absurd through Lombadze’s melodramatic excitability,
which reminds Fandorin of “mepconaxk W3 paHHEW YeXOBCKOW MHECHI [...] [JI|eBbie
ra3eThbl IPO3BAJIM F'eHepalia ‘TIPUIBOPHBIM MOTICOM’ M IITYTST, YTO 110 yTPaM OH B 3y0ax
npuHocHut ero BenudecTBy Tanouku” (CHG 5-6). As a readily apparent copy of Ivan
Antonovich Dumbadze, Yalta’s ultraconservative and semi-dictatorial Governor in

1914, the character of Lombadze-Dumbadze is not only turned into a caricature of

616 Ibid, 334.

617 On the opposite end of the spectrum, the resurfacing of show trials likewise gives cause for concern,
cf. Catherine Schuler, “Reinventing the Show Trial: Putin and Pussy Riot,” The Drama Review 57, no.
1 (2013): 7-17; “Russian Justice and Theatre of Absurd; Show Trial Strengthens the Case for an EU
Magnitsky Act,” The Financial Times, February 19, 2013.

618 As noted by Olga Sobolev, Akunin also toyed with the topic of carnivalesque subversion in the novel
The Coronation, cf. Sobolev, “Boris Akunin and the Rise of the Russian Detective Genre,” 79.

619 Fandorin’s acquaintance with Olga Knipper dates back to a case involving Chekhov himself: “Kak
TeHHAATBHO OTBHICKAIN BBI MIPOMABINYO0 pykonmuch AHTOHA [lIaBmoBuya!” (Boris Akunin, Ves’ Mir Teatr
(Moscow: Zakharov, 2010), 20; all further quotations will be referring to this edition, abbreviated as
(VMT)). This same, ‘lost’ manuscript is mentioned again in the opening pages of The Black City,
although it is never identified by name — making it a likely contender for Chekhov’s play Platonov, one
of the writer’s earliest works that was kept in a safe deposit box by his sister Maria and was later
confiscated by Soviet officials. It is occasionally labelled Chekhov’s ‘lost play’, making this entire
interlude one of Akunin’s characteristic plays with literary history — which, at the same time, posits
Fandorin as both a contemporary and a kindred spirit to Chekhov.
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mindless subservience, but also becomes an indictment of the disruptive influence of
authoritarian regimes on the cultural sphere in general.

True to the tenets of his established writerly persona, Akunin’s parodic barb at a
figure of Imperial authority carries not only an external referent, but also targets his
own work. In The Black City, Fandorin is already estranged from his wife, but her
presence is still inflicted upon the reader (and Fandorin) at periodical intervals —
suggesting a function other than the mere provision of comic relief. As Fandorin’s
exasperated reactions to Clara’s theatrics grow in acerbity, they also begin to open up
a parallel discussion about the mockery made out of reality by post-Soviet politics: “B
baky >xmanu BakHBIC Jeia, TOCYJAapCTBEHHOTO 3HAaueHHUs, a 37ech OyddoHama ¢
Ty3emHbIM KonopuTom” (CHG 301).5%° Yet just like Clara’s film-set, Akunin also
exploits the ‘local flavour’ of Baku to attract a wider readership. Similarly, the assassin
and love triangle plot that can be found in the sujet of ‘The Caliph’s Love’, the film
Clara is starring in, is equally present in 7he Black City, calling to mind the success of
the romance genre on the Russian book market of the 1990s.°?! As a result, Akunin
parodies both the continued success of action and romance productions in Russia and
the societal conditions of the 1990s that led to the proliferation of this escapist fare in
the first place — a time when “literature considered escapist distracted readers from
more serious ideological concerns [...] the detective novel in particular’®?,

Yet it is not escapist fiction itself that Akunin criticises, but escapist fiction that
leads to a complete dissociation from truth and reality — particularly in regard to the

genre of historical fiction. As Fandorin visits his wife’s film-set in Baku, Simon

620 This impression is heightened by the realisation that the majority of Clara’s replies are quotations
from theatre plays that she has acted in — works by Chekhov, Ostrovsky and Shakespeare among them.
Fandorin usually identifies these quotes straightaway, thus providing an insight for the readership on
their fake allure; however, as pointed out by Golovacheva, not all of his attributions are correct. One of
his mistakes includes a reference to Chekhov’s The Seagull — a play that Akunin, as previously
mentioned, rewrote and therefore knows exceptionally well. Fandorin mistakenly attributes one of
Clara’s replies to Trigorin, not Treplev — the very same character who was shot in Akunin’s re-writing
of The Seagull. Thus, Fandorin’s mistake can be seen as foreshadowing his own death and fate at the
end of The Black City, cf. Golovacheva, “Dilogiia B. Akunina,” 125-6.

02 Fandorin’s embroilment in the ‘love’ triangle between himself, Clara — playing the heroine in
Simon’s film — and her actor colleague Leon creates an additional layer of reality between film, history,
and Akunin’s novel. Just like the historical Harun al-Rashid, Fandorin is the ‘older’ of the two male
characters, and just like in Simon’s film, he is repeatedly followed and attacked by assassins in Baku.
Just like Fandorin, Harun al-Rashid plays the role of hero in both his fictional source text, the Arabian
Nights, and in Simon’s film.

622 Theimer Nepomnyashchy, “Markets, Mirrors, and Mayhem,” 163-4.
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describes the film’s plot and mentions the characters of Harun al-Rashid and Hassan-

1 Sabbah. Fandorin is prompted to ask:

- Iloromn, - ynusmics @aHIOpHH, - €CIH THl UMeellb B BUAy XacaHa nOH-Cab0axa, OH KW Ha
TpH Beka no3jaHee I'apyHa. Bo BpeMeHa anb-Pamnia accacuHsl €llie He CyleCTBOBaIU.
- B camom gene? — [Ipomtokrep He onevanuics. — Hy, a y Hac Tak. HeBaxkno. (CHG 61)

Simon’s flippant dismissal of historical fact is rendered as an expression of capricious
artistic license — but it does not find Fandorin’s approval, who subsequently goes on
to question Simon’s decision to include blunderbusses in his film. Simon replies that
these guns were available for cheap from the set of ‘The Siege of Izmail” and that he
intends to use them for the creation of sound effects (cf. CHG 75).%* Fandorin’s
censure echoes Lipovetsky’s words, who, when talking about the rise of
postmodernism in Russian politics post-2014, criticised the “painless and almost
artistic shifting from [reality to performance] which never stops and is never reflected
upon as a problem”®?*, Lipovetsky also expressed criticism about the post-Soviet,
postmodern replacing of categories such as truth, reality and fact “with the notions of
‘hyperreality,” ‘simulacrum’ and performance, with concerns for the real subordinated

7625 _ thus also recalling Epstein’s earlier

to esthetic considerations [my emphasis]
work.

The late Imperial interest in action and historical sujets in Akunin’s fictional world
mirrors the post-Soviet obsession with the same topic, but it also showcases the same
inherent flaws. Fandorin’s challenge to observe historical accuracy makes the various
layers of reality within the fictional text interact with the reality of the reader: as the
use of the mocking chapter title ‘Hactostmmii sk’ (CHG 70) indicates, there is
nothing ‘real’ about the action described. The same phrase is repeated at the end of the
chapter, thus constructing a literary frame reminiscent of a theatre curtain, drawn open
and closed at the beginning and end of a performance. The curtain metaphor is also

applied to the whole of Baku at an earlier point in the novel when Fandorin attempts

to find a suitable Japanese translation for the city’s name: although he initially renders

623 The Siege of Izmail was a battle fought between the Russian and Ottoman Empires in 1789, which
ended in a decisive victory for the Russian army; the day of the battle, December 22, is now annually
celebrated as the Day of Military Honour. An attentive reader will also have caught a potential reference
to The State Counsellor in the character of Harun al-Rashid, which was the nickname given to Fandorin
by Esfir to mock the detective’s slave-like allegiance to Governor General Dolgorukoi.

624 Lipovetsky, “Intelligentsia and Cynicism,” 242.

625 Ibid, 244.
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it as “[rJopon-nyBopwui [...] Cpasy myckaet nsuib B T11a3a” (CHG 42), he eventually
settles on “I'opon-3anasec” (CHG 41).

Although Fandorin’s reason for calling Baku a ‘curtain city’ links to his plans to
draw the curtains on Odysseus’s career as a revolutionary, the name also appears as a
suitable sobriquet for The Black City’s preoccupation with the topic of duplicity and
deceit.®*¢ The dangerous effects of a politicised theatricalisation of reality are further
highlighted in the novel when another attempt on Fandorin’s life is made during the
abovementioned action shoot, during which the killer conveniently exploits the use of
Simon’s historically inaccurate weapons to obscure his own location. As artifice’s play
with history helps cover up the intrusion, it simultaneously reveals that the ‘real action’
craved by the characters in the novel already exists within their lives.

Read against the backdrop of Russia’s political protest movement in 2012, this
‘play within the play’ can be read as a warning against the deliberate transfer of the
political world into the realm of staged nonsense. It reflects a transformation of
Akunin’s attitudes towards the limits of his own playfulness, along with a
condemnation of distorted representations of history for the sake of cheap
showmanship. Writing from within the very genre that lives by these transgressions,
Akunin claims a voice of authority on the matter that demands a more responsible
stance of irreverence towards contemporary treatments of history and its concomitant
forms of nostalgia. Thus, the ‘play within the play’ no longer serves to catch the
conscience of the ‘king’, but to hold up a mirror to the readership’s tastes instead.

Throughout The Black City, Akunin discusses the contrast between a calamitous
world and its cultural recoding into laughter by resurrecting and interrogating the spirit
of Chekhov’s work. Having already questioned Chekhov’s sharp-witted understanding
of parody and humour in The Seagull by asking why the play was considered a comedy
in the first place, Akunin raises a similar thought in Fandorin’s meditations on 7he

Cherry Orchard:%’

[...] oH BOpyT MOHSLI, ToyeMy ‘BuiHeBbIi can’ koMeausi. ITO Ibeca, HaMMCAaHHAS YaXOTOYHBIM
0OJILHBIM, KOTOPBIM MPEIIyBCTBYET, UTO €r0 I'pyCTHas XKU3Hb 3aKoHUUTCS (hapcom. CKOpo OH

626 1t also provides an equally metaphorical hint at Fandorin’s looming ‘death’ and the end of the novel
— a curtain drawn on his own career, so to speak.

627 Parts quotes a blog article written by Akunin and in which he discusses this question in her footnotes;
unfortunately, the corresponding website is no longer available online. Cf. Parts, “Boris Akunin’s
Postmodern Cajka,” 47 (footnote 21).
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yMpeT Ha 4yOWHE, W €ro NMpuBe3yT Ha3aJ B BaroHE-XOJOAWIBHHKE C HAJIIHCHIO ‘yCTPHUIBI .
THNHYHO YEXOBCKHIA TIPUEM KOMEIMIHOTO CHIKEHUs Tparndeckoit curyanuu. (CHG 6)%%8

The ‘overturning of authority’ through the use of tragicomic laughter is a desire shared
by Chekhov and Akunin. As pointed out by Parts, Akunin’s use of the detective genre
emphasises Chekhov’s own proclivity for “providing questions rather than answering

7629 3 feat which also characterised Chekhov’s fictional works — some of which

them
pertained to the detective genre. Thus, Alfred Sproede provided a relevant update to
the interpretation of Chekhov’s novel The Shooting Party (/[pama na oxome, 1884)
when he argued that the novel functions not just as a parody of the Russian readership’s
outspoken taste for crime fiction at the time, but also as a critique of the Russian legal
system and its internalised state of corruption. In placing the criminal in the role of
both narrator and sudebnyi sledovatel’, Chekhov created an early version of the
unreliable crime fiction narrator that would later become an internationally successful
format under Agatha Christie. Yet Chekhov also delivered a shrewd, if harsh,

commentary on the theatrical aspects of the Empire’s legal system, which provided a

smokescreen for widespread corruption and illegality:

The diagnosis of the local nobility and regime of dignitaries is scathing. Chekhov presents the
criminal proceedings as a ‘cultural’ event, which becomes memorable not through its precise
investigations and questioning of witnesses, but through the exchange of educated hints and
clues related to world literature.53°

This verdict, censuring the use of fake culture(dness) as a veneer for a corrupt political
system and revealing this disconnect through the use of literary intertexts,
simultaneously echoes Akunin’s design of The Black City.

Chekhov’s willingness to provide a counternarrative to the official representation
of Empire was also documented by Jeffrey Brooks. Brooks traces a distinct change in

the representation of the Russian Empire as a multi-ethnic state in the illustrated press

628 The historically correct description of Chekhov’s last journey in a train wagon marked for oysters

not only parallels this and prompts real tragicomic laughter, but also foreshadows Fandorin’s own
‘death’ at the end of The Black City — which catapults him into a prolonged coma and reduces him to
comical insignificance as he is eventually carried onto a train by his assistant Masa in the form of a
“IMHHEIHA cBepTOK n3 oBUMHBI (Boris Akunin, Ne proshchaius’ (Moscow: Zakharov, 2018), 2).

629 Parts, “Boris Akunin's Postmodern Cajka,” 41.

630 ‘Die Diagnose der lokalen Adelsgesellschaft und des Honoratiorenregimes ist vernichtend. Den
Strafprozess prisentiert Cechov als ,,Kultur“-Veranstaltung, die statt durch prézise Ermittlung und
Zeugenbefragung vor allem durch den Austausch weltliterarischer Bildungsreferenzen in Erinnerung
bleibt,” Alfred Sproede, “Rechts- und Justizkritik im friihen osteuropédischen Kriminalroman,” in
Investigation - Rekonstruktion - Narration: Geschichten und Geschichte im Krimi der Slavia, eds. Nina
FrieB3 and Angela Huber (Potsdam: Universititsverlag Potsdam, 2019), 13-49, 27.
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of the 1890s, which he links to the publication of Chekhov’s Sakhalin Island (Ocmpos
Caxanun, 1893) and Tolstoy’s Redemption (Bockpecenve, 1899). Brooks portrays the
1890s as a decade that was characterised by “an ongoing discourse on nation and

99631

identity and the moral self that unfolded [...] in the new popular media”®’" — a verdict

that could be applied verbatim to the post-Soviet period. He also states that Chekhov

?632 into his narrative.

temporarily succeeded in working a “glint of imperial pride
Singling out Sakhalin Island for his analysis, Brooks points out how Chekhov
integrated previously marginalised groups into his portrayal of the Russian nation,
focussing on people’s characteristics and values instead of pre-defined ethnic or social
backgrounds. According to Brooks, this approach helped Chekhov in his portrayal of
an “inclusive body politic, embracing Russians of disparate origin together with
criminals and obscure native peoples, and showing the ability of inherent personal and
cultural strength to triumph over adversity”®*. In thus using literary subversion to
challenge “the state’s role in defining the nation”%* Chekhov advocated a “solicitude
for outcasts and for all nationalities as well as [...] sympathy for people who had

635 _ reminiscent of the neschastnyi mind-set of earlier

overcome sins and failings
decades.

Lastly, Brooks mentions The Steppe (Cmens, 1888) in his discussion of
Chekhov’s re-writing of multi-nationalism in the Russian Empire — a work that Akunin
also referenced in 2015, when he used it to criticise the Russian patriotic movement.®*
Condemning the hate-fuelled, ostentatious forms of nationalism characteristic of the
Russian patriotic movement at the time, Akunin postulated that “Bcsikmii HacTosTIHIA
naTpHoT — yenoek poctoitnbii”®’, followed by a direct quote from Chekhov’s short
story:

JypHOH, KpUKIMBBIN, KHUIUBBIN ‘aTpuoTU3M’ oTBparuteneH. Uexos, nosects ‘Crens’: ‘Hauwa
mamywxa Pacus ecemy ceéemy ea-na-6a!’ - 3anen 60pye ouxum 2onocom Kuproxa, nonepxuyincs u
ymoax. CmenHnoe 2X0 NOOXEAMUNIO €20 2010C, NOHECNO0, U, KA3AI0Cb, NO CMENU HA MANCENbIX
Konecax noxamuaa cama 2nynocmy . [original emphasis]®3®

631 Jeffrey Brooks, “Chekhov, Tolstoy and the Illustrated Press in the 1890s,” Cultural and Social
History 7, n0. 2 (2010): 213-32, 216.

632 Ibid, 216.

633 Ibid, 224.

634 Ibid, 229.

633 Ibid, 229.

636 Ibid, 215.

07  Boris Akunin, “Patriotizm i ‘patriotizm’,” LiveJournal (blog), April 11, 2015,
<http://borisakunin.livejournal.com/2015/04/11/> [accessed 18 December 2019]

638 Tbid.
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The concept of the ‘Gnaropoanslit Myx’, or ‘noble man’ is the underlying idea for the
development of Fandorin as a Chekhovian man and intelligentsia prototype. Although
first mentioned in The Winter Queen in the description of Fandorin as “[to]nomia
YUCTBIN, CMENbIH, 01aropoiHbIX yCTpeMIIEHUN U naTpuoT oteuectBa’ (AZ 134), the
concept of the ‘noble man’ became a mainstay of Fandorin’s character construction
only after the character’s prolonged period of service in Japan and his concomitant
internalisation of certain dominant tenets of Eastern philosophical thought. Fandorin’s
ruminations on the topic are typically linked to behavioural maxims of honour and
dignity, such as in The Death of Achilles, where the idea that “mommaBaTbcs
HEpPa3yMHBIM HMOIMSM HEJOCTOWHO OsaropogHoro wmyxa” (SMA 145) is
accompanied by the dictum that “OGmaroponmublii MyX HE MOXET OBITH HHUYBUM
opynueM” (SMA 362). In the novel Special Assignments (Ocobwie nopyuenus, 1999)
Fandorin refers to Confucianism and states that “braropomnbrit My HacwIIaeTcs,
Bo3epxkuBasch”®?, whereas in The State Counsellor, Fandorin finds consolation “B
u3peueHnn Myapeiiiero: ‘biaropoaHslii My 3HaeT, B UM €r0 JIOJT, U He MbITaeTCs
OT Hero yKIoHuThes’” (SS 253).

References to both Confucianism and Buddhism continue to influence the
discussion surrounding the ‘noble man’ in the Fandorin project. In the novel The
Diamond Chariot, which covers Fandorin’s time in Japan, the detective mentally
argues that “[c]ymecTtByer CnpaBemmBocth, [IpaBna, 3ammimarh KOTOPYH —
0053aHHOCTh BCSIKOTO OJIaropoJHOro 4ejoBeka. Henb3st mo3BOJATh, YTOOBI PSIIOM
Ge3Haka3zaHHO coBepruanach momnocts’®’. Another of these maxims states that
“[6]maropoHbBIN MY>X 3HAET, YTO MUP HECOBEPIICHEH, HO He omyckaeT pyk~ (ALM
55). Finally, in the novel A/l the World is a Stage, Fandorin links his concept of the
‘noble man’ to the intelligentsia itself, criticising the latter’s tendency to talk, but not

act, and calling it the central shortcoming of the intelligentsia as a social group:

‘Knaccudeckuit MHTEIUITUTEHT - CyliecTBO 1j1si Poccuu BpenHoe, gaxe r-ryourensHoe! CocioBue
BpOic ObI CUMIIATHYHOE, HO 00J1aIacT POKOBBIM HEOCTATKOM, KOTOPBIH TaK BEPHO MOAMETHII U
BbIcMesul UexoB. MHTENNIUIEHT yMeeT AOCTOMHO IIEPEHOCUTb HEB3IOJBI, YMEET COXPaHATh
0J1aropoICTBO TpH MmopakeHuH. Ho OH coBepIlieHHO He yMeeT modexaaTh B 00pb0e ¢ XaMOM H
MEp3aBUEM, KOTOPBIC Y HAC TaK MHOI'OYUCJICHHBI U CUJIbHBI. I[O TCX MOP, MOKAa UHTCIIIUT'CHTCKOC

39 Boris Akunin, Osobye porucheniia (Moscow: Zakharov, 2010), 252.
40 Boris Akunin, Almaznaia kolesnitsa (Moscow: Zakharov, 2019), 469. All further quotations will be
referring to this edition, abbreviated as (ALM).
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COCJIOBHE HE HAY4UTCS JI-IIpaThCs 3a CBOU HIEANIBI, HUUEro myTHoro B Poccun He Oyner! [...] O1o
JOJDKHA OBITH JIpaka Imo CBOWMM IpaBUIiIaM, IpaBmiiaM 0-OmaropomHoro denoBeka! (VMT 134-35)

Akunin’s understanding of the Chekhovian ideal thus not only focusses on a
willingness to challenge authoritarian narratives about Empire and Nation, but also
formulates a different perception of the intelligentsia’s main function — viewing it as
the agent, not just the philosophical mastermind, of change.

Fandorin, designed as a representative of this new type of intelligentsia hero, is
the ‘noble man’ made manifest, inserted into Russian history in an attempt to see where
the journey would lead him. Aron noted the detective’s similarity to a Chekhovian
character as early as 2004, long before the publication of A/l the World is a Stage and
The Black City:

Fandorin’s temperament [..] is unmistakably that of an Anton Chekhov: neither optimist nor
pessimist, but a pragmatic skeptic wary of grandiose social projects and believing in a few self-
made and self-policed rules of honorable living. Chkhartishvili’s hero daily practices the four
virtues that Chekhov seemed to consider Russia's only hope: decency, dignity, competence and
hard work.%*!

As outlined previously, Aron interprets this character profile as proof for Akunin’s
desire to sever Fandorin from Russia’s traditional intelligentsia heritage altogether.
However, I would argue that Fandorin’s criticism of the classical intelligentsia is not
so much aimed at its basic existence than at the continued imperfection of its ideals.
Fandorin’s fundamental belief in the possibility of change for the better is what sets
him apart from the general chorus of intelligentsia-critical voices of his time — and that
of Akunin’s post-Soviet readers.

That being said, it is also crucial to keep in mind that Chekhov’s efforts to change
the Imperial narrative, temporarily successful as they were, in the end failed to create
a lasting impact. Following the resurgence of right-wing political parties after the 1905
revolution, the attractiveness of Chekhov’s identity narrative for the public faltered,
which prompted Brooks to call the 1890s a “lost moment of increasing toleration and
acceptance of different peoples within the empire”®*?. Similarly, the once hopeful anti-
nostalgic discourse purported by Akunin in the 1990s, along with his attempt to fashion

a new narrative of nation based on a dignified version of enlightened patriotism, was

1 Aron, “A Champion for the Bourgeoisie,” 155.
%42 Brooks, “Chekhov, Tolstoy and the Illustrated Press in the 1890s,” 221.
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exposed to a comparable climate of restorative nostalgia — forcing him to reevaluate
his innovative intelligentsia stance.

As The Black City shows, Akunin became increasingly aware of the parallel
between Chekhov’s and his own fate. In the novel, Fandorin’s embodiment of the
‘noble man’ principles is put under constant scrutiny. In part, this is done through the
novel’s colonial setting: despite concerted efforts to adapt to his new surroundings —
for instance by radically changing his appearance following the escape from his would-
be assassins, shaving his head, switching his clothes, adopting the new name
‘lumrubazh’ (meaning ‘round head’) and taking instructions in ‘good manners’, such
as loudly slurping his tea and not taking off his hat indoors (cf. CHG 140) — Fandorin
still showcases several traits that unmistakably mark him as an Imperial citizen. Thus,
he frequently employs the same exoticising gaze as his compatriots, perceiving his
surroundings through an explicit colonial filter that retains an aloof manner and betrays
a certain condescending attitude towards the local populace. Hasim comments on this
at the end of the novel, saying: “Tsr gyman, s Tymoi aukapb. Thl OTHOCHICS KO MHE
CBBICOKA. [...] S monro Boaum Tebs, kak codaky Ha moBoake” (CHG 360). This is no
longer just Hasim speaking to Fandorin — it is the colonised subject speaking to its
coloniser.

Hasim’s role in the novel is overall a complex one, regardless of the overt
simplicity of his character. On the one hand, he appears as a mouthpiece of the
Caucasian mind-set in The Black City and as a character who provides comic relief
through his good-natured sense of self-complacency and his happy-go-lucky attitude.
Fandorin receives several local philosophical gems from Hasim, such as “Goratsie Bce
moxue” (CHG 125) and “[B]par mos Bpar — mou apyr, sicho?” (CHG 127). Hasim
also proposes a thoroughly misogynistic, yet creative interpretation of the gendered
Russian language, which Fandorin promptly applies to a more abstract political

context:

Xopotiee CI0BO BCera 'oH’, INI0OX0€ CIIOBO — '0HA’. S1 JKEHIIMHBI He yBaXkato. Bed 3110 oT HuX.
‘UurepecHas uzest. He npo sxeHIMH — Npo OTHOLIEHHUE K ciioBaM. Cpasy BUIHO, YTO YEJIOBEKY
HpaBUTCs, a 4To HeT. Hampumep, roBopuis: ‘MusoctuBasi rocyaapb, MOTY JH s TOBEPSThH
Bara yectHas cnoo?’ (CHG 126)

Last but not least, Hasim also feigns a dislike for literacy. Linking the power of the

written word to manipulation and secrecy, he censures: “Sl OykBa He 3HAIO, YATATh-
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nucaTth He yMmero. Bes 310 ot rpamoTra. YMHOBHUK MUILET, TOJUIUS MULIET, OypKyH
numietr — Bee miuoxue moau numyt’ (CHG 151). From a historical point of view,
Hasim is not wrong: not only had literacy levels in the Russian Empire reached an all-
time low towards the end of the 19'" century, but they also carried overt ethno-religious
connotations in a city like Baku, where “literacy among Azerbaijani workers was as
low as 18% and among other Muslim workers as low as 5%; in contrast, literacy rates
among Russians were 76% and 51% respectively”®*’. As most of the administrative
power in the region was controlled by Russians, Hasim’s association of literacy with
evil likewise identifies it with the Russian ruling elite in Baku.

At the same time, Hasim’s attitude highlights authoritarian attempts to impose a
narrative of dominance onto its population — along with Akunin’s own role as a literary
‘evil man’. The self-referentiality in this statement, which elevates literature into
contested and incendiary material, is further strengthened through the role that the
written word plays at central plot points in The Black City. Thus, the note that
Odysseus leaves at the assassination site in Yalta starts Fandorin on his journey to
Baku; conversely, Fandorin uses his diary as a trap for Odysseus once he realises that
it is being monitored, and starts to insert fake schemes that allow him to control his
adversary’s movements and bring about the confrontation that leads to Odysseus’s
temporary arrest (cf. CHG 340).

Language and literature as a means to distort reality also gain prominence when
Hasim uses a note to lure Fandorin into Odysseus’s final ambush. Hasim’s role reversal
from friend to foe at the end of the novel reveals that both his wrong grammar and his
anti-intellectual attitude were only play-acts, meant to lead Fandorin astray and to
expose the folly of Fandorin’s colonial gaze — along with his contemporary
readership’s willingness to buy into these stereotypes. As Fandorin’s
inappropriateness becomes the reader’s, it creates interrogation points about everyday

Orientalism for both the past and the present.

3 Sicotte, “Baku and Its Oil Industry,” 386. Cf. Boris N. Mironov, “The Development of Literacy in
Russia and the USSR from the Tenth to the Twentieth Centuries,” History of Education Quarterly 31,
no. 2 (1991): 229-52, 246.
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Intelligentsia vs Banditry

The most important lapse in judgment that Fandorin commits in regard to Hasim is his
infatuation with the image of the oriental bandit figure, which sets off their
acquaintance and simultaneously jumpstarts the novel’s main chain of events.
Following the second assassination attempt on Fandorin’s life, during which he is
dumped inside an oil rig and rescued by Hasim, the bandit gains the detective’s
confidence by means of a rather simple conversation: “Iloroau-ka. 9To ThI 32 HAMH
exan? - . - 3-3aueM? Tsl kT0? - Kak 3auem? ['pabuth XO0Ten, - C JOCTOMHCTBOM
orBetun cwiiay”’ (CHG 124). The extent to which the detective falls prey to the allure
of Hasim’s bandit image is obvious in his choice of monikers for the Azerbaijani,
whom both Fandorin and Masa call “nvactostiumii uenoBek. MickpeHnHuii 4enoBek, X0Th
u akynun” (CHG 167), “Iloproc, Tomuipko B mamnaxe u yepkecke” (CHG 130) and
“oorateipp”’ (CHG 124). At the same time, Hasim’s actions and approach to life often
confuse Fandorin, whose value system fundamentally differs from Hasim’s. Indeed,
the latter seems to know only a single fixed benchmark in life: “YBaxaemplii genoBex
BCerja npas, gaxe kornaa nenpas” (CHG 130).

Transferred onto a post-Soviet context, Hasim becomes the late Imperial
equivalent to a loyal, but lawless mafia bandit: respectability, in Hasim’s view, is
commanded exclusively through power and despotism. Truth and untruth lose all
meaning in this context, making the seeming incongruence between the terms ‘traitor’
and ‘hero’ disappear at the same time. Hasim’s firm belief in the validity of his value
system is corroborated by his opinions on the ubiquity of crime and lawlessness in the
society he is a part of. While explaining the difference between the terms ‘pa36oiHuK’
and ‘roun’ to Fandorin, Hasim states: “IImoxue mtonu Ha cBete MHOTO. Beerna ects y
koro mtpad B34Th [...] BynyT He maBate — yObro. [lopsgok takoil. KTo He xouer
oTnaBaTh — MOKHO youts” (CHG 125).

Ultimately, it is unclear whether Hasim is a product of his times or a contributor
to its various forms of lawlessness — most likely, he is both. However, his character
clearly resembles the susceptibility of the infantile muzhik to a stronger father figure.
Hasim’s loyalty towards Odysseus marks his quick adoption of whatever value system
is proffered by this paternal stand-in person, as long as it is presented with panache

and confidence:

223



OH OTKpBIT MHE TJla3a Ha XHW3Hb, KOIJIa MBI CHJIEIU B OJHOH kamepe. Hayuwmi MeHs xoporo
TOBOPUTB, XOpOLIO AyMaTh. BceMy Hayumn. OH MHe Kak otell.[...] OTten My npslii, - ckazan I'acsim.
[...] oTen ckazai, 4TO, TIOKa THI CTOMIIB Ha €T0 MyTH, Je] cAenaHo He Oynet. Tol noexems B Beny
U TIOMeIIacnib BoitHe. A Oe3 BOWHBI He OynmeT peBomtonnu. TeOs 00s3aTebHO HYKHO YOWTB.
(CHG 359-60)

As a result, Fandorin’s desire to see the Russian periphery as a dangerous, oriental
frontier not only produces the spectre he wishes to perceive, but also leaves him blind
to the real Hasim hiding behind a masquerade of buffoonery.

In a characteristic exploration of parallel timelines, Akunin’s treatment of the late
19%_century taste for stories about the Caucasus’s mysterious bandit-like rogues also
draws a direct link to the concomitant post-Soviet enamourment with the same theme.
According to Frederick White, “the Russian bandit was a romantic hero [and] a cultural
hero [...] evolving in response to the changes in post-Soviet society”*** throughout the
1990s. The national identity implications of this process were complex: White
documents both a growing Western interest in cultural productions of the kind and a
reciprocal Russian desire to satisfy their neighbours’ demand in search for a positive
self-image. Marsh observed this interplay in Pelevin’s work, describing Generation P
as a novel that depicts “a mafia bandit who instructs an advertising copy-writer to
compose a Russian idea so that Russians can impress the Americans”%.

It thus appears that in post-Soviet culture, Russia’s lasting infatuation with the
bandit theme is not only characterised by a continued desire for external affirmation,
but also by a move away from the Imperial ‘periphery’ that it traditionally inhabited.
Instead, it has settled comfortably in the midst of the neo-Imperial ‘heartland’ —
lending further support to Akunin’s distinctive collapsing of the border between those
two contested terms. In acknowledging both Fandorin’s fascination with the bandit
image and his contemporaries’ admiration for contumelious corruption, Akunin
explores a well-known 19"-century literary trope against a post-Soviet frame for
reading.

This exploration was all the more timely against the backdrop of 1990s Russian
cinematography, in which the bandit theme occupied an even more prominent place

than it did in literature. White comprehensively commented upon the fact that the

044 Frederick H. White, “Balabanov’s Bandits: The Bandit Film Cycle in Post-Soviet Cinema,”
Canadian Journal of Film Studies 25, no. 2 (2016): 82-103, 89.
645 Marsh, “The Nature of Russia’s Identity,” 563.
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“unfamiliar freedom that brought out the worst in human nature also provided

filmmakers with ready stories from their daily lives”%*

— which led to a surprising
spike in the popularity of the bandit motif in post-Soviet film productions. As the
bandit theme was increasingly used to invent a conceptual smoke screen that glorified
transgressions of the law as an expression of anti-Western, Russian exceptionalism, it
also bolstered the advancing institutionalisation and normalisation of crime in the post-
Soviet world.

White chose the highly popular filmic work of Aleksei Balabanov as a case study
for this observation, which lays bare the intense reciprocity between Russian and
Western culture that shaped and informed much of the Russian national identity debate
in the 1990s. Writing about the development between the immensely successful
productions Brother (bpam, 1997) and Brother 2 (bpam-2, 2000), White flags up the
growing desire to not just passively, but actively contradict or even punish the West —
and, by doing so, “[alleviate] national anxieties and post-Soviet humiliations [...]
striking a positive chord with post-Soviet audiences”**’. However, post-2000, White’s
appraisal of Balabanov’s cinematic work took a dramatic turn. Talking about the film
Dead Man’s Bluff (Kmypxu, 2005), White not only concluded that Balabanov
decisively declared an end to the bandit cycle, but that he did so in response to the
restructuring of Russian society under the Putin regime. Describing how Balabanov
turned towards parodic pastiches of his own work, White details how the portrayal of
former petty bandits was first transformed into oil and gas magnates and then into
corrupt government officials — “the new bandits of the Putin years®*.

Akunin traces this exact development in The Black City through the parallel world
of Simon’s film production. During Fandorin’s set visit, Simon talks admiringly of the
government official and industrialist Putilov and a certain Sal’kovskii, who is

described as the local director of the Imperial Mining Department. Praising the latter’s

steely resolve and unimpressionability, Simon says:

Emy npezyiararot B3sTKY, TOBOPAT: ‘MBI BaM 3arjIlaTUM JBA/IATh THICSY U FapaHTHPYEM IOJIHY IO
KOH(pHICHIIMATBHOCTE.” A OH B oTBeT: ‘[laBaiite mydine copok u Oonrtaiite komy yroauo’. He
YeN0BEK — KpyMIoBcKas OpoHs!

— Y Hac B UMIIEPUH TaKUX OPOHUPOBAHHBIX CKOJIBLKO YTOJHO, - 3aMeTui1 @annopuH [...] (CHG 89)

646 White, “Balabanov’s Bandits,” 85.
%47 Ibid, 88.
48 Ibid, 92.
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Not only are both of Simon’s idols Russians by ethnicity, they are also employed in
the very trades which White pointed out as the career branches for Putin’s ‘new
bandits’. Sal’kovskii’s open embrace of bribery and defiance of the moral code that
dictates shame for criminal behaviour mirrors the post-Soviet image of the proud
bandit figure who revels in his own lawlessness. The association of this kind of
behaviour with Krupp steel, the early 20"-century synonym for hardiness and
defensibility, lends additional bellicosity to the image, framing aggressiveness and an
open disregard for the law as desirable manifestations of strength.

As Putin’s rise to power cemented a law and order mentality in post-Soviet Russia
that produced a shift of criminality from street to government levels, the lawlessness
of the 1990s grew into a criminal code of law in which banditry is portrayed as
necessary for survival. Fandorin’s enamourment with Hasim results from the latter’s
identical embrace of his own criminality, highlighting the appeal that this lack of
duplicity carries for a post-Soviet readership: “Y Hac cuuTaercs, 4TO TPUKUIBIBATHCS
NPUIMYHBIM YEJIOBEKOM XYX€ U CThIHEE, YeM OTKPOBEHHO JIEMOHCTPUPOBATh CBOE
npupojHoe ckotctBo” (CHG 296). However, Fandorin’s ultimate fate also functions
as a warning about this kind of mind-set: as the detective succumbs to the lure of the
oriental bandit image, considering criminality permissible and even charming within
the context of Baku, he is ultimately made to pay the price of his life for this faulty
double standard. Fandorin’s failure also carries catastrophic results for the
international stage: on the one hand, Odysseus-Diatel is freed from prison and released
back into the revolutionary void; on the other hand, Fandorin fails to fulfil his task as
negotiator between the warring Empires in Europe, meaning that World War 1 will
inevitably break out.

Audacious as this play with history may seem at first glance, it is, essentially, just
a continuation of Akunin’s exploration of his alternative national hero paradigm. As
Akunin re-writes Russian history by inserting a ‘noble man’ and intelligent into the
crucial political events of the late Imperial era, he challenges readers to reconsider the
teleological fallacies often attached to historical events of global magnitude. Akunin’s
previous commitment to preserving the historical timeline more or less dictates that he

will not take the extreme liberty of saving the world from World War I; nevertheless,
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Fandorin’s mission showcases the kind of leadership and moral integrity his character
was meant to represent, and which simultaneously symbolises the alternative role
Russia could have played on the international stage of the 20" century — had there been
a different hero narrative and a real civic nation in place.

Fandorin’s failure to carry out his task returns readers to a discussion about the
survival chances of Akunin’s hero narrative. Ultimately, Fandorin is kept from his
mission by a combination of two factors: his false assessment of Hasim and his
subsequent attempt to remedy this failure by upholding the strictest of moral codes.
Fandorin is lured into Odysseus’s trap by a fake letter from his ex-wife, in which she
asks for his urgent help. Deciding that it is the moral thing not to ignore the missive,
he sets out to rescue her — despite having no desire to actually help her. Odysseus
comments on Fandorin’s predictability by mocking the success of his scheme: “fl ne
COMHEBAJICS, YTO ThI PEIIHIITH HAMIOCIICIOK MOMTPATh B philiaps. JIFoau TBOEH MOpOIbI
cimumkom nipenckasyemsr” (CHG 359). As Odysseus leaves Hasim to finish the job,
Fandorin is given the opportunity to avert his death sentence by telling a rather simple
lie. However, Fandorin decides to remain true to his moral integrity — even at the cost

of sacrificing security in Europe:

CBepHYTh B CTOpPOHY OT 374, NPETPaAMBINETO TeOE IMyTh, O3HAYAECT NPH3HATH CBOIO JKU3Hb
HUKYeMHOW. MoxHO ObUTO OBl celiyac HaBpaTh — Kasajioch Obl, dero mpome? Ho u 3rtoro
dannopun no3ponuth cedbe He mor. (CHG 361)

The decision to die rather than betray the ‘moralisches Gesetz in ihm’ makes Fandorin,
on the one hand, a novelty among his contemporary literary fellows; on the other hand,
it also turns him into an embodiment of the powerlessness of the individual noble mind
within a sea of corruption.

As a result, Akunin’s exploration of the ‘noble man’ theme simultaneously poses

an exploration of the aspects of ideal leadership — Fandorin’s among it:

[...] xorma 6maroponHBIN My>X CTAHOBHUTCS IIPaBUTENEM (UTO CIyYaloCh B HCTOPHUH PEIKO), BCe
00I1IECTBO, Cleaysl ero MpUMepy, TOXKe HaAYMHACT TSHYThCSl BBEPX: YJIYUIIAIOTCS HPABbl, B MOJY
BXOJIAT 0OJIarOpOJICTBO, OeckopbhicTHe, oTBara. Korma »xe Bomapsercs CsS0XIHb, BCEOOIIUM
3aKOHOM CTaHOBUTCS YHI)KEHHE TOAJAHHBIX [...] B 3MOXY NpaBICHUS CSI0KIHEH B oOIiecTBe
pacmpoCTPaHAIOTCS TLCTUBOCTh, BOPOBATOCTh U BEpOIoMcTBO [...] (CHG 153)

Written in the context of the events of 2011/12, there is reason to assume that this
quotation refers not just to the issue of late Imperial leadership, but also to the explicit

case of Putin’s presidency. This suggestion is corroborated by a reply written by

227



Akunin to a LiveJournal user asking about the role distribution between Fandorin and

Putin in 2012:

Ecmuv nu 6 @anoopune cmapuwiem, yepmul Hayauoepa?
Hamero-to? O0mxkaete. @annopuH — '0xaropoansiii Mmyx’, a Bmagumup Brnagumuposuu —
APXETUMTMIECKUH CI0KIHB,

As this juxtaposition creates a clear frontier between the two hero narratives provided
from above and below, it also reactivates a discussion about the intelligentsia’s actual
leadership potential. In the same year as The Black City was published, Akunin

expounded on this question in one of his blog posts:

[[310HI3bI JOJKEH OCTaBaThCs ‘0JIarOpOAHBIM MYXKeM’ B JTF000H CUTYaIMH, U HUYETO II0XOT0
C HUM TOTJa He ciayuuTcs. MakcumyM - yObtor. Ho Omaroponnas rubens ‘01aropoxHoro
MyXKa’ - BCeraa TsDKKoe mopakeHue 3ia. [...] BpoHs n apcenan 61aropofHOro yesioBeKa —
STHYECKOE IIPeBOCX0ACTBO. Touka. %’

Yet Fandorin’s death nonetheless spells out the end of Akunin’s experimentation with
the idea of the ‘noble intelligent’ — a verdict in part reversed by the subsequent
resurrection of the detective, but overshadowed, nonetheless, by Fandorin’s complicity
in his own ‘death’. Finishing a diary entry on the differences between ‘good’ and ‘evil’

men, Fandorin ends up chiding himself:

XoTenoch HamucaTb YTO-HUOYAb YTEIIMTENbHOE, 4YTOOBI BBIHTH M3 CaMOEACKOTO
pacIojoXXeHHus JyXa, a BMECTO 3TOTO IONYYHIOCh MOPAIU3aTOPCTBO C HAPIUCCHYECKHM
YKJIOHOM: Bce IUIOXHE, OJUH 51 XOPOIIHH, TONBKO OYeHb YK K cebe, beqHsukke, ctpor. (CHG
241)%!

This struggle between the ideal and the real is one of the defining moments of
Fandorin’s character development in The Black City. It is also indicative of the post-
Soviet intelligentsia’s struggle for recognition, along with their supposed lack of
initiative in carving out a new function for themselves in society. As Fandorin’s failure
to take more decisive action earlier on precipitates his demise, he also becomes a living

reminder of the fateful passivity of the intelligentsia he represents. Situated between a

%49 Boris Akunin, “Otvety na voprosy i Obrashchenie za pomoshch’in,” Echo Moskvy (blog), January
16, 2012, <http://echo.msk.ru/blog/b_akunin/849226-echo/> [accessed 20 December 2019]

60 Boris Akunin, “Otvety na voprosy,” LiveJournal (blog), December 3, 2012,
<http://borisakunin.livejournal.com/2012/12/03/> [accessed 20 December 2019]

91 This quote, I believe, could also easily be read as a meta-textual commentary inserted by Akunin
about what he was trying to achieve with the Fandorin series — along with the question of what he does
not want the project to become.
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useless (neo-)Empire and a ruthless Soviet elite in the making, the hope for a new kind

of national hero is not altogether buried, but silenced — and, quite literally, put to sleep.

3.3.3. Conclusion

In 2012, Akunin stated in his LiveJournal blog that “[u]auunas c ‘Tearpa’, s
UCTIONIB3YIO CBOETO TJIAaBHOTO I'eposi B KAUECTBE (PPOHMOBOU pa3eedKu: Kak OHO TaM,
o Ty cropony Bpemenu? [my emphasis]”®*2. The turbulent political events of 2011
and 2012 not only prompted Akunin to take on the role of scout on the frontlines of
historical memory, but also to frame Russia’s nostalgia for Empire in the explicit
semantic field of warfare. The result of this confrontation between politics and culture
was The Black City — one of the darkest Fandorin novels in the overall series and a
work in which the two competing narratives of Empire and Nation have drifted further
apart than ever.

In The Black City, the visible fiction of late Imperial rule as a period of
international might and internal stability is thoroughly subverted. The city of Baku
appears as a concentration of all of the Empire’s problems: ethno-religious, political,
economic. Just as in previous instalments, the novel traces the source of these problems
back to the Empire itself, focussing in particular on the issues of incompetent
leadership, resource greed, and the synchronous escalation of violence and ethnic
tensions in the Caucasus. The Russian Empire’s double vulnerability in the form of its
railway network and its dependency on a steady flow of oil feature centrally in The
Black City; yet despite the name of the novel, the fight for control over the oil market
is only one piece of the overall puzzle — comparable to a symptom in an overall sick
body politic.

Throughout The Black City, Imperial rule in the Caucasus appears both criminal
and inept, as epitomised in the character of Shubin. The Empire’s self-proclaimed role
as a mediator in the region crumbles against the rich historiographical backdrop of
Akunin’s novel, which features a record number of historical prototypes used in the
creation of world-building background characters — among them General Lombadze-
Dumbadze, Governor Nakashidze, the head of the Tsar’s security Spiridonov

(modelled after Aleksandr Spiridovich) and the minister Sal’kovskii, whose prototype

952" Akunin, “Otvety na voprosy.”
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was most likely Konstantin Skal’kovskii. All these representatives of Empire in the
novel perform, first and foremost, the role of instigators of social and ethnic strife,
posing as the main source of instability in the region.®>

By fuelling the ethnic tensions in the Caucasus, the representatives of Empire are
also shown to speed up the breakdown of the existing social contract — which is
inherently shaky to begin with. One of the foremost broken links between state and
society in the novel is the local police, whose failure to inspire trust among the citizens
eventually also contributes to Fandorin’s downfall: because the detective cannot send
the police after his kidnapped wife, he begrudgingly sets out to the meeting place
himself. The inadequacies of the Imperial system of colonial rule figuratively become
a source of danger for its own citizens, and by extension the Empire as a whole.

The ultimate embodiment of incompetent leadership in the novel is the Romanov
family itself, which is notably absent: unlike in previous Fandorin novels, neither the
figure of the Tsar nor any of his relatives appear in acting roles in The Black City.
Instead, the process that was foreshadowed in The State Counsellor has come to full
fruition: as the fight against authoritarianism has grown into a fight for ideas, it has
also turned into a fight against the system in foto. The Tsar’s inconsequence is not just
voiced by Odysseus-Diatel, but also by Fandorin himself, who — in stark contrast to
his previous, youthfully passionate defender’s stance — utters the harsh criticism:
“JIlyamme Ob1 I'ocromp oOBeHYanm Poccuio ¢ KakMM-HUOYIb JPYTHM K-)KEHHUXOM,
nomaposureir” (CHG 10).

Whereas the Empire fails to modernise itself in a way that would vouchsafe its
survival, its opposition has evolved into a force that foreshadows the rise of the
Bolsheviks. Having created a surveillance state to curb citizens’ liberties, the Empire’s
ruling elite has also provided its opponents with the very mechanisms of surveillance
that enable civic disobedience. Akunin successfully construes a portrayal of cross-
party unification under Bolshevik leadership that stresses the movement’s appeal as a
force of change in the face of unrelenting authoritarianism, not failing to point out the

concomitant lack of loyalty among various members of the government apparatus.

653 Akunin deviated from the course of documented history in an uncharacteristically strong manner by
killing off Spiridonov. The real Spiridovich survived the First World War and succeeded in emigrating
in 1920, whereafter he became a historian.
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The issue of successful leadership connects the narrative exploration of Empire
and Nation in The Black City. Looking for authoritative voices to lead in the
construction of a viable national identity narrative, Akunin returns to a discussion of
Russia’s historic process of self-colonisation. Fandorin’s inability to overcome his
Imperial mind-set plays a central part in this, as does his desire to perceive the Imperial
periphery as an exotic Other. Indicative of an overall Imperial need to find self-
definition against a visibly distinct and clearly recognisable Other, the attempts of both
Fandorin and his compatriots to fixate the ‘real East’ are, in essence, nothing but the
desire to discover the nature of the ‘real Russia’. As Akunin relocates the estrangement
of the ruling and educated classes and their concomitant feeling of being strangers unto
themselves — to borrow Julia Kristeva’s words — to the literal periphery of Empire, he
explores both Russia’s role as a colonising power and Fandorin’s internalisation of the
Imperial gaze. Tellingly, all of Fandorin’s attempts to delineate Russia from the
outside world lead to a collapse of the borders between self and Other, ending in
Fandorin’s summary that “na /[ukom BocTtoxke, kak u Ha [lukom 3amnaze, yenoBeyeckast
XKU3Hb, BeposATHO, cTouT AemieBo” (CHG 47). Thus, the people of Empire are not so
much divided by social class or ethnic origin as they are united in the shared experience
of a denigrating disenfranchisement.

Invoking a post-Soviet parallel, Akunin links the open disregard for lawfulness
and morality in Imperial Russia to the growing post-2000 desire to refute and even
punish the West. Throughout The Black City, Akunin constructs a cinematographic
subplot surrounding Fandorin’s actress-turned-wife that runs parallel to the main
events of the novel and serves as a nod to the wildly popular 1990s bandit motif in
Russian cinema and culture. Problematising the internalisation of this bandit mind-set
under the Putin regime, Akunin criticises the fact that Russian society — unlike the
heroes in Balabanov’s famous bandit films — has not yet completed the journey from
self-stylization to self-parody, but instead condones the institutionalisation of
criminality within politics and society. In choosing this mode of portrayal, Akunin
simultaneously turns the seemingly harmless world of Simon’s film-set into a
surprisingly caustic perspective on post-Soviet escapism. Fandorin’s reactions to
Simon’s irresponsible treatment of history are similarly scathing as his responses to

his estranged wife: “AkTpuca, A0 KOHYMKOB HOTTEH. A 3HAYUT, CBOETO poJa
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WHBaJU/IKa, HE yMelollasi OTJinyaTh Urpy oT u3Hu [...]” (CHG 246). In reacting
negatively to transgressions of the border between playfulness and lawlessness,
Akunin also speaks out for a more responsible use of cultural voices in the re-
imagining of history.

As a result, Akunin not only makes a dismantling of nostalgia into a central
concern of The Black City, but also stresses the role of art in shaping perceptions of
reality. This discussion seems largely informed by the increased politicised distortion
of culture in the post-Soviet space — yet Akunin’s criticism is also aimed at his
perceived lack of public reaction to it: “M0XHO >KUTh B COBPDEMEHHOM T'OpOJIE, T/I€ Ha
KaXX/IOM YTy KpUYaT ra3eTuYnkd, 1 He HMETh HU MaJICHIIIETO MPEICTABICHUS O TOM,
yto ipoucxoaut B mupe” (CHG 355). Such an attitude was also expressed in Akunin’s
social media posts from early 2012, where he pleaded with his readers: “Te u3 Bac,
KTO HE BEpPUT B pedepeHAyMbl; KTO TBEPAO YBEpEH, 4YTO ‘B 3TOW CTpaHe BCe
GECIIoNe3HO’; KTO MPOCTO HE HHTEpPeCyeTCs MONUTHKOH, MoKayiicTa, moTeprnure”t>4,

Akunin’s desire to counteract the post-Soviet tendency towards nostalgic
escapism finally also finds its expression in his elevation of the Chekhovian character
type into a cornerstone of his new national hero narrative. As in the previous Fandorin
novels discussed in this thesis, Akunin’s portrayal of the Imperial nation is construed
along a careful interweaving of classical literary intertexts in 7he Black City. The two
main cultural tendencies for affiliation are identified as the Chekhovian vs. the
Dostoevskian world view: in Akunin’s reading, the first comprises an embrace of
quasi-carnivalesque critique of authoritarianism and the cultivation of an
individualised sense of responsibility, whereas the latter stands for a kowtowing to
authority, a proliferation of moral masochism and a concomitant indulgence of
nationalist isolationism, along with the devaluation of the individual freedom to choose
to act morally — which is presented as an inherently faulty concept. While neither of
these standpoints is treated as outright desirable or condemnable by Akunin, they are
used as reference points on a gradient upon which Akunin’s protagonist clearly favours

the Chekhovian end.

054 Boris Akunin, “Kandidaty v voprosy na referendume,” LiveJournal (blog), May 31, 2012,

<http://borisakunin.livejournal.com/2012/05/31/> [accessed 20 December 2019]
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The routine doubling between protagonist and anti-hero, i.e. Fandorin and the
character Odysseus-Diatel, is carried out within this same framework of juxtaposition
and transplants The Black City’s discussion of the national hero motif onto the
opposition between Chekhovian and Dostoevskian values. The comparison of the two
characters as alternative national hero blueprints eventually zeroes in on the question
of morality. Whereas Fandorin appears as the Chekhovian ‘noble man’ by upholding
a non-violent stance of moral integrity, Diatel is willing and intent on bringing down
the system with a bang — without taking responsibility for the consequences. By
pursuing this course, both Diatel and his loyal henchman Hasim will eventually end
up on the side of Russia’s national heroes, but they will be supporting a regime that is
going to replace one system of oppression with another. Thus, Akunin provides an
implicit warning about the mindless elevation of historical victories into benchmarks
of national glory, and once again reveals the volatility of hero concepts in general.%>

Subsuming the principles of proactive intelligentsia leadership and inviolable
moral integrity under his Chekhovian-inspired hero theme, Akunin lastly also
questions the suitability of his protagonist for the role of ‘noble man’ and national
leader. Fandorin attains a moral victory, but he loses the overall battle for change.
Although he is resurrected in a subsequent and final novel, Fandorin’s fate provides a
symptomatic interrogation point for the intelligentsia in both its Imperial and its post-
Soviet form: just like Fandorin, the temporarily vanquished intelligentsia of the 19
century reappeared as the voice of cultural reason at a later point in the 20" century.
Just like him, it also let itself be vanquished amid a neo-Imperial consolidation of
power, following another turn-of-the-century period of instability. The victory of
reason is therefore neither pre-written nor a matter of course — and its authority is

increasingly made into a subject of debate.

%55 Vishevsky noted this trend in the Fandorin series as early as 2001, when he commented on Akunin’s
anti-heroes with the words: “Negative in the tenets of their genre, these literary characters turn out to
be positive in the realm of history,” cf. Vishevsky, “Answers to Eternal Questions in Soft Covers,” 738.
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4. Conclusion: The Empire That We (Never) Lost

Bone3np Bcskoll THHIOH BJIAcTH B TOM, YTO
OHa BBITECHSET TaAJAaHTIMBEIX JIOAEH Ha

o6ounny. (CHG 86)

The past, in contemporary Russia, has turned
into a kind of future perfect, or future
imperfect (both are clear deviations from
Russian grammar).%%

In 2017, Akunin gave an interview to Anastasia Edel, a Russian-born American writer

and social historian. When asked about his relationship with Russia, he stated:

I write my ‘letters’ to Russia—books. And I receive answers, via Facebook or comments on
my blog. It’s hate mail, mostly. Like, Stop reviling our great Motherland, you bloody
Russophobe. So, 1 guess, the separation is likely to continue for a while longer. [original
emphasis]®’

From Russia’s most popular representative of crime fiction to the country’s literary
enfant terrible: Akunin’s changed perception in the Russian public is indicative of a
wider shift in the social and political make-up of the country, which hinges on
questions of historical truth, cultural memory and the increasingly unstable border
between fact and fiction. Delivering an insight that is both timely and thought-
provoking, the Fandorin project helped chronicle these changes from 1998 until 2018.

Having started as a predominantly stylistic, playful experiment on the genre
boundaries of detective fiction, the Fandorin series evolved into a multi-faceted
investigation of post-Soviet Russia’s nostalgic re-orientation towards its past. By
actively generating impulses to critically address the regnant simplification of the late
Imperial era, along with the underlying crisis of national identity it represents, Akunin
assumed a key role in tackling the repressive perversions of historical memory that
currently define the post-Soviet Russian sphere of both politics and culture.

The main objective of this thesis was to move beyond the existing, genre-based
studies of Akunin’s work and embark on a detective quest of my own, analysing the
Fandorin project as an anti-nostalgic picce de résistance of alternative remembering

for Empire within the wider post-Soviet nostalgia debate. This investigation was

56 Boym, “From the Russian Soul to Post-Communist Nostalgia,” 152.

57 Anastasia Edel, “A Top Russian Dissident on Why Putin’s Honeymoon with Trump Won’t Last,”
Quartz, February 15, 2017, <http://qz.com/910971/boris-akunin-russian-dissident-explains-how-
democracy-died-under-putin-and-what-the-us-can-still-do-to-resist/> [accessed 17 December 2019]
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guided by three underlying research questions: (1) Which elements of the Fandorin
project make it a ‘new detective novel’ in the post-Soviet context, capable of critically
addressing post-Soviet distortions of the past? (2) Which widespread nostalgic
tendencies accompanied the creation of the Fandorin novels, and how did these shape
the design of the project overall? (3) To what effect did Akunin use his ‘new detective
novel’ to deconstruct the existing romanticised narrative for identification with
Empire, whilst resuming the intelligentsia’s original nation-building mission through

the provision of a future-oriented counter-narrative?

(1) Akunin’s ‘new detective novel’

Akunin’s choice of historical detective fiction — a genre that is both popular and
interactive at the same time — involved a broad readership in a critical problematisation
of Russian history and updated crime fiction for a specific post-Soviet usability.
Akunin’s intimate knowledge of the history and development of detective fiction in
Russia and abroad enabled him to create a middle-brow format that utilises the genre’s
long-standing function as a vehicle for socio-political critique, but which
simultaneously honours its Russian literary roots. Unlike Western crime fiction, the
Russian crime novel was a deeply subversive genre from the start, often eschewing
legal solutions to crimes in favour of empathy for the criminal. Jumpstarted by the
Great Reforms of 1864 and brought to life in Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment,
Russian crime fiction produced a series of literary works and police memoirs over the
course of the 19" century that frequently focussed on an incompetent police force, the
Russian neschastnyi figure in society, and a deeply ambivalent attitude towards the
terms zakon i spravedlivost’.

As a result, the Russian crime novel consistently brought the instability of the
Imperial system and its legal code to the fore — only losing its strongly subversive
character towards the end of the 19™ century, when Russian writers started looking
westward in the search for individual detective heroes to emulate. Both the British
Sherlock Holmes and the American detective prototypes Nick Carter and Nat
Pinkerton were incorporated into Russian crime fiction, producing a plethora of action-
filled and entertaining detective stories. At the same time, the substitution of socio-

political critique for cheap effects and garish cover pages created a lack in originality
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that Akunin, with the confidence of the postmodernist writer, belatedly aimed to fill.
Akunin’s self-stylization as a literary anarchist and ‘evil man’ played an important part
in the realisation of this project, as he posited himself as a writer who actively seeks
to break established cultural paradigms and discover new answers to old problems —
providing historical insights that disturb, engage, and provoke all at the same time.

In the Fandorin project, Akunin combined the socio-political critique of early
Russian crime fiction and the literary style of the late Imperial period with the Russian
reader’s 20™-century taste for action plots and foreign dandyism. The result is a
commercially viable project that rids post-Soviet popular fiction of its negative
connotations with pulp fiction, and which freely mixes Russian and international
detective traditions into a new form altogether. The format of the postmodern detective
novel was crucial to this journey of discovery, as it allowed Akunin to move away
from easy answers and ready-made solutions and face the dilemma of Russia’s
incomplete historical memory from multiple, contrasting perspectives.

Consequently, three main aspects spell out the originality of Akunin’s ‘new
detective novel’. First of all, Akunin applies the international crime fiction tendency
of connecting a “a wider interrogation of society or of what constitutes criminality”¢*3
with the explicitly Russian problem of a post-Soviet identity crisis — thus positioning
himself as a readily recognisable detective fiction writer of the 21*' century who deals
with more than just a simple whodunit-problem. As the first Russian writer to imbue
the highly formulaic genre of crime fiction with this new function, Akunin
acknowledges detective fiction’s reality-shaping power and its ability “to affirm and
also to undermine all concepts of identity, be these at the level of nation, ethnicity,
culture, or at the level of gender and genre”®®. At the same time, the entirety of the
Fandorin project also draws attention to the imperative role that narratives play in
present-day perceptions of reality — both in a Russian context and on a global stage.
This avenue for interpretation potentially opens up room for further studies on the role

of crime fiction in a 21%-century post-truth world.

58 Marieke Krajenbrink and Kate M. Quinn, “Introduction: Investigating Identities,” in Investigating
Identities: Questions of Identity in Contemporary International Crime Fiction, eds. ibid. (Amsterdam,
New York: Rodopi, 2009): 1-11, 1.

%9 Ibid, 1.
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Second of all, the middle-brow format that Akunin created for his detective fiction
project successfully bridged the gap between a post-Soviet taste for escapist fare and
a need to tackle identitary concerns via a discussion of history. Akunin embraced the
post-Soviet shift towards popular culture, but without losing sight of the tenets of
critical postmodernism. By unapologetically espousing commercial reasoning and
willingly engaging with various new types of media, Akunin actively linked his
literary craft to the political events of his day and postmodernised several traditional
aspects of the detective novel — the treatment of history among them. As Akunin chose
to view history as a Moebius strip of mutual interaction between past and present, he
tackled not just the issue of nostalgia in a way that set him apart from other writers of
his time, but which also provided an appropriate visualisation of the instability of post-
Soviet reality. In Akunin’s reading, “the world is ruled by principles entirely different
from those apparent at the surface level, leading ultimately to rejection of ideological
master narratives and skepticism towards the logic of history per se”*®’. By revealing
the parallels between the pre-Soviet past and the post-Soviet present, Akunin refused
to provide a stable endpoint for his detective’s quest for truth — whilst also paying
homage to the resilience and complexity of 19™-century intellectual thought and
pointing out their gradient loss in the contemporary cultural sphere.

Lastly, in taking a stance for a more courageous and demanding attitude towards
nostalgia in post-Soviet Russia, Akunin also deviated from the widespread entrenching
of oversimplified attitudes about the Russian past among the Russian intelligentsia. By
positioning an intelligentsia member in the role of his main detective figure, Akunin
reactivated the intelligentsia hero type in literature at a time when the intelligentsia
was being proclaimed as dead. Thus, he expressed hope in the group’s ability to resume
their historical nation-building mission, whilst also reviving the reading traditions of
the late Imperial era — a time when “there was no simple opposition between literary
intelligentsia and lower-class readers. By the 1880s, and even more so by the 1900s,
[...] Russia was [...] acquiring a ‘middlebrow’ fiction of its own®¢!. In reminding his
readership of this heritage, Akunin attempted to reverse the emerging anti-intellectual

tendencies in Russian culture and to fashion a ‘popular’ literature capable of uniting a

660 platt, “Historical Novel,” 80.
1 T ovell, “Literature and Entertainment in Russia,” 20.
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diverse Russian audience. By doing so, he also counterbalanced the widespread
cynicism that had become a characteristic trait of the post-Soviet intellectual elite at
this time, and which continues to pose a particular problem on the way to solving post-
Soviet Russia’s identity and nostalgia crisis. As a result, Akunin devised a hero not
only capable of a critical engagement with the intelligentsia’s past, but also of a

meaningful search for a usable identity narrative in the depths of Russian history.

(2) Post-Soviet Russian Identity Crisis and Nostalgia

As perestroika pushed Russia into a deep-seated identity crisis, the country developed
multiple parallel processes for the mediation and commodification of nostalgia, which
became one of the main operational acts of identification for the construction of a new
national identity narrative in the post-Soviet era. In the early and mid-1990s, these
processes were largely focussed on memories of childhood carefreeness and an earnest
desire to mend the broken timeline of Russia’s past. Towards the end of the decade,
the decline of the democratic experiment and Yeltsin’s failure to create
“commemorative traditions to preserve positive memories of Russia’s founding
moment or its adoption of a new constitution”*%? began to erode the public willingness
to critically reflect on the uncomfortable realities of the past. The regime change that
occurred at the beginning of the 2000s further broke down the multipolarity of the
existing discourse, harnessing its simplified remnants to a singularized narrative of
past glorification instead.

As images of stability, strength, and paternalistic authoritarianism gained in
prescriptive prominence about both the Imperial and the Soviet past, they also started
to impose the oppressive comfort of a sanitised national identity narrative of eternal
value onto the Russian public. The Putin regime crafted a historical timeline that
recovered Russia’s ‘lost” periods from their protracted acts of silencing, whilst
simultaneously mediating the idea of a prolonged crisis of the Russian state — thus
effectively conquering the interpretative agency over four centuries of Russian history.
Putin’s labelling of the disintegration of the Soviet Union as ‘the biggest geopolitical
catastrophe of the century’ in 2005 officially elevated Empire back to a conceptual
category for the public perception of the Russian past, framing the 1990s as a historical

662 Smith, Mythmaking in the New Russia, 181.
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aberration in need of reversal. As a result, official memory politics after 2000
increasingly funnelled the disorganised 1990s trauma and nostalgia discourse into an
official rhetoric that neatly fit under the umbrella of nostalgia for the super-status of
Empire.

The national scope and nationalist overtones of this historical narrative offered a
welcome — and, in many ways, desirable — reprieve from the prevalent 1990s rhetoric
of self-flagellation. However, it also forcibly boosted the development of a nostalgia
culture that interpreted the term Empire to mean “not only that a country was powerful
but also [...] that it was in the forefront of progress”®®*. Subsequently, the Imperial
past became an increasingly attractive resource for the extraction of ideological capital.
In my reading, this also meant the re-emergence of Geoffrey Hosking’s historical
theorem about Empire impeding the formation of a Nation: by giving official sanction
to the reactionary sentiments that were already existent in Russian society in the late
1990s, the Putin regime effectively suppressed its alternative voices, streamlined the
public discourse on Russia’s past into a fairy tale about Russian exceptionalism and
Imperial might, and undermined Yeltsin’s focus on openness, tolerance, and
democracy — shambolic as it was. By doing so, it also weakened the development of a
civil society and elevated the concerns of power over those of policy.

In today’s Russia, cultural memory about the 19" century is predominantly limited
to notions of geopolitical power and Imperial martyrdom, whereas the rich intellectual
culture of thinkers, writers, and artists who carried a very different vision for the
country is being silenced. Similarly, the Soviet era is commemorated, but largely in
martial terms of warfare, an elevation of national suffering, and various forms of
Stalinist adulation, not through official references to the dissident heritage or the
countless victims of terror, war and the gulag years.®®* As Noordenbos correctly
pointed out, “Putin has never made equally decisive statements about the ‘catastrophe’
of Soviet executions and deportations, or its other crimes of repression and

29665

corruption” as he has about the loss of Empire.

663 Dominic Lieven, “The Russian Empire and the Soviet Union as Imperial Polities,” Journal of

Contemporary History 30 (1995) 4: 607-36, 607.

%4 One exception to this might have been Russia’s continued enamourment with the concept of the
Russian people being the best read in the world, but I believe it is fair to presume that this ‘fact’ (if it
ever was one) no longer applies to the post-Soviet book market and reading culture.

65 Noordenbos, Post-Soviet Literature, 13.
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The Fandorin project forms an important counterweight to this overall tendency,
as it neither dismissively invalidates nor uncritically embraces the nostalgic impulses
that came to dominate the post-Soviet Russian search for a national identity. Instead,
it presents the ambivalent cultural world of the Imperial era as harbouring the key to a
solution for the contemporary Russian identity crisis. Akunin corroborates his
readership’s desire to uncover identity pillars worth emulating in the past, but rejects
the simplified depictions of symbolically charged images of Empire in favour of an
often uncomfortable investigation into the Russian past and its intelligentsia heritage.
Empire, in the Fandorin project, is therefore not just a romanticised backdrop, but one
of the main subjects of discovery and interrogation.

I will now outline the main ways in which Akunin deconstructed the prevalent

image of Empire in the Fandorin series.

(3.1) The Deconstruction of Empire

Throughout the Fandorin project, Empire appears as a character in its own right. The
basic idea that “the criminal writes the secret story of his crime into everyday ‘reality’
in such a form that its text is partly hidden, partly distorted and misleading®® is
investigated on both a textual and an extratextual level in the Fandorin series: on the
one hand, Akunin’s fictional, historical Empire acts as the main culprit behind the
crimes committed in the Fandorin series. This means that the glorifying distortion of
historical memory committed by the present state likewise constitutes a criminal act —
a crime that may differ from previous instances of the silencing of history, but which
nonetheless proves highly problematic. On the other hand, Akunin’s role as ‘villain’
makes it possible for him to expose these crimes in the traditional role of the subversive
intelligentsia writer, and to break his analysis of Empire’s weaknesses down into
subject blocks that carry a distinct recognisability for the post-Soviet reader.

My analysis of Akunin’s process of writing Empire has revealed three such
subjects blocks along which the author deconstructs the official nostalgic narrative
about Imperial Russia as a stable, lawful, and imitable state. The three subject blocks,
as explored in the three novels I discussed, are: (1) periphery vs centre, (2), East vs

West and (3) leadership vs society. Over the course of the Fandorin project, Akunin’s

666 Hijhn, “The Detective as Reader,” 454.
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treatment of these issues substantially lost in playfulness, substituting his characteristic
tongue-in-cheek irony with an increasingly more acerbic and explicit commentary on

present-day nostalgic politics.

3.1.1 Periphery vs Centre
Across the Fandorin project, Akunin’s exploration of the Imperial heartland and its
border regions draws attention to the sheer scope of the Empire under discussion.
Instead of equating size with strength, Akunin rephrases Russia’s Imperial borders into
a source for its present-day identitary confusion — thus elevating the categories of
heartland and periphery into subjects for a geopolitical as well as a psychological
reflection.

In all of the Fandorin novels discussed, the idea of a clearly fixable, distinctly
Russian heartland of Empire is upended through repeated portrayals of the supposedly
Other that is at the same time also the own. The Death of Achilles discusses
architectural landmarks from the Imperial era, but simultaneously reveals the neo-
Imperial inauthenticity and historical hollowness that characterise the resurrection of
this pseudo-Imperial glory. The choice of a Chechen antagonist, hired by the Kremlin
to assassinate a national hero, turns the classical topos of the infiltrated heartland
upside down, portraying Moscow as an uncontrollable, peripheral force instead.

This process continues in The State Counsellor, where the revolutionary deeds of
Grin, the peripheral Jewish Other, pale in comparison to the treason committed by
Pozharsky — the heir to Russia’s historical ‘Saviour of the Motherland’, whose statue
adorns the Kremlin and acts as a literal embodiment of Empire within the Imperial
heartland. The discussion of the periphery is further lifted out of'its geopolitical context
as the Kremlin and its subordinate government structures are portrayed as the main
seats of liminality and transgression — subverting Moscow’s representative function of
Imperial wholeness and strength in the process.

In The Black City, the actual geographical periphery is explored on location in the
Caucasus — yet Baku, too, reveals Russia’s unresolved issues of the internal Orient as
posing a much greater danger for the Empire’s survival than the revolutionary activity
along its physical borders. As representatives of the heartland infiltrate the Empire’s

border regions for economic and political gain, the traditional image of “the Caucasus
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and its peoples as that alien setting against which Russian characters discover and
define themselves”®® is turned upon its head. Akunin rejects established portrayals of
the Caucasus as “something of a representation of hell and of the transgressive nature

of life on this edge of the empire”®

and relocates the periphery’s supposedly hellish
aspects to the centre of Imperial rule instead. In doing so, he creates expressions of
Russian self-definition that skilfully reveal Russia’s long-standing inferiority complex
as the main source behind these transgressions.

Akunin consistently collapses the distinction between self and Other in situations
that carry relevance for both Imperial and post-Soviet Russia, thus applying the tenets
of a postmodern historical understanding to present Russia’s contemporary instability
as an heirloom of Empire, not a post-1991 import from the West. The Death of Achilles
features references to Luzhkov’s neo-Imperial building projects and the Chechen Wars
of the 1990s, which is a topic that also resurfaces in the terrorist setting of 7The State
Counsellor. The latter novel additionally deals with the problem of Anti-Semitism in
Russia, whereas The Black City explores the significance of oil for Russia’s long-
standing and troubling presence in the Caucasus.

In all these explorations, Akunin highlights the continued topicality of what
Alexander Etkind termed Russia’s process of internal colonisation for a contemporary
Russian readership. As the exploration of this topic primarily occurs through Fandorin
and his character doubles, Akunin reverts to one of self-colonisation’s main literary
expressions: “The circular character of [doubles] matches the reflective character of
self-colonization, which is striving to define its Other and ends up with doubles of the
Self*%®. However, this doubling process also extends to a more abstract level: as
Russia’s internal colonisation process is relayed as a late Imperial problem, it is also
shown to have found its double in the Russian present.

In summary, I suggest that Akunin’s consistent linkage of periphery and heartland
to the topic of Russia’s internal colonisation process conveys one of the central
messages of the Fandorin project. By expanding his portrayal of the periphery into a
cultural construct that spans all of Empire, Akunin likewise turns periphery and

heartland into interchangeable categories that lose their status as geopolitical givens.

%7 Clowes, Russia on the Edge, 141.
668 Tbid, 129.
69 Etkind, Internal Colonization, 247.
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The Imperial heartland is characterised by a peripheral self-understanding of its
inhabitants, who in turn carry this internal peripherality to the Empire’s borders in a
futile search for lines of cultural demarcation.

In thus highlighting the hollowness of a neo-Imperial re-imagining of Russia as a
to-be-born-again Empire, Akunin flags up the necessity of recanting Russia’s
sonderweg fantasies and invented narratives about a ‘geopolitical catastrophe’.
Instead, he highlights the need to focus on the challenges posed by Russia’s lingering
problem of the internal periphery. The failure to comprehend this problem is ultimately
elevated into an existential threat when Fandorin’s own struggles to overcome his
colonial gaze lead to his ‘death’ at the end of The Black City — marking him as a
Russian, vanquished by the very periphery he fails to understand.

3.1.2 East vs West

Akunin’s deconstruction of the centre/periphery-binary also aligns with his discussion
of the Russian Empire’s cultural vacillation between East and West. In the Fandorin
novels, both the European West and the Asian East appear as equal stimuli for the
development of Russia, neither of which is portrayed as inherently detrimental or
uniformly beneficial. Just as the Russian periphery is shown to be an invisible and
fluid conceptual border, so is Russia’s alignment across cultural spaces shown to be
malleable and, in a sense, unstable.

The ambivalent treatment of Asia throughout the Fandorin series is a particularly
important feature in the overall project, as it provides an innovative counterweight to
the 1990s infatuation with the West and the post-2000 rise of neo-Eurasian doctrines.
Akunin portrays Russian views about Asia as encapsulating parallel ideas about
despotic backwardness and enchanted exoticism; likewise, the West appears as both a
seat of enlightened civilisation and a source of unsettling liberalism. Instead of
disproving either narrative, Akunin corroborates both sides of each — exposing, in the
process, the multi-faceted othering processes that went into the construction of the
Russian sense of self over the course of the centuries.

As a result, I concur with Baraban’s view that “Akunin’s heroes see the

advantages and drawbacks of both the West and Russia, de-idealizing, though not
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denigrating, and offering a more appreciative view of both”®. In this adaptable
attitude, Akunin in many ways resembles the approach of Vladimir Sorokin, whose
literary work also dealt with the topics of Empire, Asia, and the intelligentsia over the
course of the 1990s and 2000s. According to Tatiana Filimonova, Sorokin not only
moved from a predominantly postmodernist play with conventions towards an
increasingly more noticeable socio-political agenda in his work, but also “[exposed] a
paradoxical view of China [...] as a metaphorical extension of self and an increasingly
powerful ‘Other’”®"!, In line with such alternative postmodern representations of the
East, the Fandorin project propagates the peaceful co-existence, not the mutual
exclusivity, of Western and Asian influences on both the Russian past and its present.
Throughout the Fandorin project, Akunin’s overt criticism of stereotypical
national pigeon-holing supports this reading. The casting of ethnic minorities in the
role of villains, such as the Jewish Grin in The State Counsellor and the Caucasian
Muslim Achimas in The Death of Achilles, elicits historical and contemporary
stereotypes about groups facing discrimination in post-Soviet Russia, only to
subsequently re-contextualise the associated narratives of threat as outgrowths of
Empire. In The Black City, Akunin notably omits the creation of an ethnic Other as the
main antagonist altogether, focussing instead on the destabilising role that Russians
have historically played for others and themselves. By portraying the Imperial ruling
elite as providing a breeding ground for corruption and an all-encompassing homo
homini lupus est mentality, Akunin also reveals how the late Imperial mind-set has
created its own anti-heroes — embodiments and scourges of ‘Mother Russia’ alike.
Lastly, Akunin increasingly problematises the Russian exploitation of stereotypes
about East and West in the context of lawlessness. As he condemns the pervasive
bandit mentality that has captured post-Soviet Russian culture, Akunin compares
instances of power abuse in the Russian Empire to the selective democratisation
processes that have shaped the post-Soviet reality — drawing an equally damning
picture about both eras as a result. Consequently, the detective journey that Akunin
invites his readership on ultimately reveals the crime story of their own, present-day

lives. As Akunin’s use of national stereotypes keeps circling back to the Russian
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Region 3, no. 2 (2014): 219-44, 220-1.

244



complicity in the central criminal cases of the novels, he also produces a counter-
narrative to the contemporary infatuation with the image of the lawless criminal as the
embodiment of Russia’s ‘special path’. The overall impression this produces is doubt
about the benefits of an open embrace of criminality, which ultimately only preserves
the power of Empire at the cost of internal stability for the nation. As Empire becomes
the main source of criminal activity in the Fandorin project, the Imperial discourse is
likewise shown to offer a highly undesirable and unstable identity narrative to fall back

on in the present day.

3.1.3 Leadership vs Society

The fragmentation of late Imperial society and the associated instability of Empire are
lastly also revealed through Akunin’s discussion of the issue of ideal leadership. In all
the novels analysed in this thesis, problems born of internal strife in the late Imperial
state apparatus are linked to a breakdown of the existing social contract. Again, the
ultimate cause of this internal strife is the Empire itself, which artificially inflates the
rivalry among its various police and law enforcement institutions in order to secure the
lasting power of the Tsar.

The weakness of official zakon is reflected in the fragility of spravedlivost’ in
Imperial society. Readers encounter this problem throughout the Fandorin series in the
form of a panoptical surveillance society that enacts a similar degree of repressive
violence on members of the public as it does on representatives of the state. In The
Death of Achilles and The State Counsellor, this problem is largely rendered obvious
through the surveillance of Fandorin by his higher-ups and the descriptions of a
growing public distrust in the police; in The Black City, this latter process reaches a
climax, as the Russian Empire’s colonial mismanagement creates a situation where
considerations of power completely overrule those of policy. As a result, Hosking’s
theory comes back to life and acerbates Baku’s potential as a political hotbed,
hastening the fall of the ‘Imperial elephant’.

The relevance of the topic of Imperial misrule and incompetent leadership for a
post-Soviet readership was also addressed by Akunin. Throughout the Fandorin series,
readers encounter a number of characters who are modelled after contemporary

prototypes — a process that extends to figures from politics, economy and society.
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Thus, in The Death of Achilles, the first face of government and Empire that Fandorin
encounters is Governor General Dolgorukoi, whose megalomaniacal attempts at
resurrecting past glory mirror Mayor Luzhkov’s 1990s grand designs for Moscow. In
The State Counsellor and subsequent novels, Akunin’s representatives of Empire
become increasingly more evocative of general paternal father figures; Fandorin’s own
susceptibility and child-like trust in figures of Russian authority is turned into an
emblematic symbol of the wider issue of Russia’s ‘Tsar-father’ mind-set, which
continues to inform post-Soviet attitudes towards political leadership. The fact that the
Romanovs are first presented as untrustworthy, then rendered altogether superfluous
shows the development of Akunin’s critique of authoritarian leadership, along with his

gradual doubts about the principle of successful Russian leadership in toto.

(3.2) The Reconstruction of Nation

Within the context of cultural responses to Russia’s post-Soviet identity crisis, it is
important to point out that Akunin did not only dismantle the dominant narrative about
Empire. While the majority of literary works from the 1990s followed such a singularly
destructive, chernukha-inspired approach to exploring Russia’s issues with itself —
followed by the post-2000 trend to explore increasingly simplified narratives of self-
glorification that eschewed self-critique altogether — the Fandorin project
simultaneously dissected established truths and provided a counternarrative of future-
oriented self-critique, which was not just aimed at the state, but also at the post-Soviet
intelligentsia and Akunin’s entire middle-brow readership. As Akunin engaged the
public in an open discussion of Russian national history, he attempted to promote
society-wide ideals suited to the task of creating a functioning model of civic
citizenship. He also pursued the formation of a more variegated and — by virtue of
being so — more inclusive sense of national identity.

Akunin’s portrayal of 19-century literary and cultural conventions followed two
main trajectories: (1) a prolific use of intertextual sources as a means to test the
applicability of Russia’s existing national hero paradigms to the post-Soviet national
identity crisis, accompanied by the evolution of Akunin’s own hero ideal in the
character of Fandorin, and (2) a problematisation of the fragile border between art and

artificiality, which carries topical applicability for the post-Soviet cultural and political
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space and which created the Fandorin project’s meta-textual detective quest to uncover
the complicity of Russia’s cultural elite in facilitating a restorative nostalgic turn in

politics.

3.2.1 Intertextuality and National Hero Narratives
Akunin’s use of intertextuality is guided by his desire to critically illuminate Russia’s
19"_century intelligentsia heritage and to question the ways this legacy continues to
influence post-Soviet Russian cultural thought. Instead of invoking literary history to
instil a sense of restorative nostalgia among his readers, Akunin looks to Russia’s
literary past in an attempt to dispel the halo that has been constructed around its cultural
ancestry.

Although the original impetus for this reappraisal of cultural authority came from
Akunin’s self-proclaimed role as a ‘literary anarchist’ — mixing the popular with the
intellectual as a way of creating a ‘new detective novel’ — the later Fandorin novels
suggest a much more purposeful counteraction of the nostalgic misappropriation of
literary voices from the past. Thus, a large number of Akunin’s intertextual references
in The State Counsellor and The Black City are not aimed at the corresponding source
texts per se (although Akunin would doubtlessly be in favour of a careful re-reading
of them), but at the culture of critical thought they symbolise, and which he considers
the crucial — possibly the only, apart from the elegance of style — reference point for a
nostalgic remembering of the 19" century.

As an advocate of a civic citizenship approach to building a Russian nation,
Akunin unites quintessentially moral intelligentsia ideals with the notions of political
activism and patriotism. His protagonist Fandorin fulfils the role of detective not just
in order to detect the fractured lines of late Imperial political life, but to simultaneously
uncover elements in Russian history and culture that would help guide the Russian
public on the way to a stable future. As part of this detective quest, Akunin returns a
range of 19"-century classical texts to his readership’s attention, presenting and
dissecting various literary hero narratives amidst his search for a new hero ideal.

As the Fandorin series progresses, this discussion becomes both more streamlined
and more self-referential. Whereas The Death of Achilles saw a somewhat haphazard

de-throning of Pushkin from his (quite literal) throne, the resurrection of Lermontov
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and the deromanticisation of the actual military hero Sobolev, the novel’s antagonist
Achimas did not recall any particularly overt literary prototypes. In contrast, The State
Counsellor’s Pozharsky and Grin followed clear literary blueprints, fulfilling the roles
of literary scribe of fate and positive hero, respectively. Grin’s attempt to fashion
himself into a new kind of bogatyr in the positive hero tradition of the late Imperial
and early Soviet era — mixing influences from Lermontov, Nekrasov, Chernyshevsky
and Ostrovsky into an intertextual Frankenstein’s monster — ultimately revealed the
unsuitability of this national hero narrative for the post-Soviet present, as it failed to
provide a forward-looking, constructive reimagining of Russia’s future and propagated
a destructive patriotism reminiscent of post-Soviet patriotic spectacles instead. In The
Black City, Akunin limited his intertextual forays to a concise confrontation of the
Dostoevskian and Chekhovian literary heritage, which eventually zeroed in on the
question of individual morality. By choosing to elevate Chekhov into his protagonist’s
literary ideal, Akunin also lifted Fandorin from the contextual sidelines of earlier
instalments and moved him into the explicit focus of his alternative national hero
paradigm.

Over the course of the Fandorin project, this national hero narrative underwent
several transformations — all of which occurred in response to changes in the post-
Soviet political landscape and the intelligentsia’s concomitant failure to address them.
The pronounced optimism Akunin first embraced in the design of his detective hero in
the late 1990s speaks to the generally open cultural sphere at the time, but the lustre of
Akunin’s idea of imbuing an enlightened patriot with the active willingness to
cooperate with the state waned soon after its inception. Mere months before Putin’s
official rise to power and only about one and a half years after the start of the Fandorin
series, Akunin’s hero construction underwent a major re-alignment, resulting in
Fandorin’s exit from state service in The State Counsellor and the burying of Akunin’s
first version for an alternative national hero paradigm.

Because of this timeline, Aron’s enthusiastic 2004 proclamation that Fandorin is
“nothing short of an existential breakthrough — an alternative to the silent opposition
to the regime and alienation from state-produced resignation, dour cynicism, sullen

submission and shoddy work characteristic of the intelligentsia’s way of life”®’* lacks

672 Aron, “A Champion for the Bourgeoisie,” 154.
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the textual clout to be fully convincing. While Aron correctly identified a change in
Akunin’s national hero design, which thenceforth placed moral self-responsibility over
a duty to the state, he failed to address the fact that this was not only a compromise
and deviation from the original project idea, but that it highlighted the apparent
impossibility of a softening of the confrontational frontier between state and nation in
contemporary Russia. Although Fandorin acted as a stalwart defender of moral
integrity and self-improvement, his split from the state apparatus simultaneously
incapacitated him from contributing to any timely changes within the country he was
trying to (pre)serve.

At the same time as Akunin’s doubts about the validity of his national hero
narrative grew, Fandorin was also increasingly turned into an object of discovery
himself. It is true that “[a]s if heeding Vekhi’s call, Fandorin’s first priority [was] not
to change Russia, but to change himself - or rather to change Russia by changing
himself and helping others around him to change as well”®" — at least from The State
Counsellor onward. As the official ruling elite of Empire and its revolutionary enemies
were grouped on one side of a moral abyss, Fandorin occupied its opposite side. The
problem I see with Aron’s verdict, however, is that over the course of the Fandorin
project, Fandorin remains alone on his side of the chasm: although his notion of
bettering Russia by bettering himself reads like a textbook embodiment of civic
citizenship, Akunin’s faith in the success of this approach ultimately faltered,
culminating in an overall sense of resignation and the death of his protagonist.

In many ways, this makes Akunin similar to Chekhov, the author he invokes in
the development of Fandorin’s stance of moral self-dependence and the principle of
the ‘noble man’. In Akunin’s reading, Chekhov is elevated to the role of intellectual
godfather to the flatlining post-Soviet intelligentsia: convinced of the basic value of
morality as an individual choice, he offered a workable and authentic embodiment of
the multifaceted national identity of the historical Russian Empire. Fandorin’s stance
of inviolable moral integrity not only transported these Chekhovian values to the post-
Soviet time, but also made him an innovative protagonist for a contemporary
readership: as the identitary lostness that produced detrimental forms of self-

attribution and othering during Imperial times returned to do so in post-Soviet Russian

673 Ibid, 153-4.
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society, Fandorin’s stalwart views mirrored the attitude of the Russian intelligentsia
just before the 1917 revolution and offered a workable model for its internal
revivification.

Yet as the development of the Fandorin project coincided with the consolidation
of the Putin regime, Akunin’s search for a sustainable intelligentsia mind-set of
proactive morality faced the identical problem of a consolidation of reactionary powers
in politics and society. This process reached its zenith during the 2011/12 protest
movement when Akunin participated in the call for greater democratic freedoms and
an end to Putinism. While doing so, he mirrored Chekhov’s focus on non-violent,
socially responsible forms of change. Chekhov’s categorical rejection of violence
“made it impossible for him to accept the revolution which he felt was about to break

out”74

— and similarly, in December 2014, Akunin chose the anniversary of his
involvement in the protest movement to reflect on its outcomes, outlining once again
his initial hopes for a peaceful opposition movement that could have brought about a
democratic turn and toppled the government without the use of bloodshed or violence.

However, while looking back at these previously held convictions, Akunin also
arrived at the disheartening conclusion that his optimism was misfounded from the
start. Making use of the train imagery that is synonymous with discussions of Russia’s
fate as a state, Akunin outlined three possible future stops in 2014: the Lubianka, i.e.

a complete devolution into a totalitarian police state, Biriulevo — synonymous with a

descent into criminality and lawlessness — and the self-explanatory Revolution Square:

S BepuI1 B TO, BO YUTO BEPUTH HE CIIEJ0BAIIO. S PUHUMAIT KeJlaeMoe 3a JCHCTBUTENbHOE. A Oelbie
JICHTOYKH XOpOIIM TOJBKO Ha cBaabOe... [...] JIBepu, COOCTBEHHO, YK€ 3aKpBLIKCH.
Ocraercst TUIIb TaaaTh, KAaKOW OyJeT cienyronias OCTaHOBKA. TaM pa3BMIIKa M3 TPeX CTaHIWH,
U T0e3]l MOXET NOBepHyThb Ha iroOyro. CraHuum HaswiBatorcs ‘JlyOstHka’, ‘buproneBo’ u
‘ITnomans peBomorun’. C MOEH TOYKM 3pEHHMS, 3TO KaK BHIOMpAaTh MEXIy YETBEPTOBAHUEM,
COMOKEHHEM Ha KOCTpe M pacctpesiom. [Ipu TakoM BBIGOPE 51, pasymeercs, 3a paccTpen.t’

Akunin’s sense of resignation in response to the failed protest movement and the
overall development over the course of the 2000s recalls the failure of Chekhov’s own
attempts at changing the Imperial narrative from within. Akunin’s increased

preoccupation with the Chekhovian mind-set towards the latter half of the Fandorin

674 Polotskaya, “Chekhov and His Russia,” 27.
675 Boris Akunin, “Ostorozhno, dveri zakryvaiutsia. Sleduiushchaia ostanovka...,” LiveJournal (blog),
December 13, 2014, <http://borisakunin.livejournal.com/2014/12/13/> [accessed 20 February 2020]
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project adequately demonstrates his attempts to fortify his national hero paradigm
against the growing conviction of an inescapable historic parallel between his own era
and Chekhov’s. Once again, Filimonova issued a similar summary of Sorokin’s oeuvre
when she noted a complete absence of “hope for Russia’s spiritual salvation”®’® in his
work following the millennial turn.

Having first highlighted the underlying ambivalence of previous Russian national
hero narratives and the inherent volatility of hero concepts in general, Akunin was
ultimately forced to concede the ephemerality of his own narrative. As exile becomes
the only refuge for Akunin’s hero, Fandorin embodies the intelligentsia’s repeated
failure to oppose the regime in a constructive, proactive way. This problem not only
pertains to the pre-revolutionary intelligentsia, but also to the late Soviet period, during
which the intelligentsia “repositioned itself as the moral elite. Articulating a promise
of morality in an immoral society became its main function™®’. Writing from the
vantage point of 2020, it appears that another period of potential self-renewal within
the intelligentsia has passed — once again without producing any of the desired
changes.

To all appearances, Akunin has joined the chorus of disillusioned voices about the
intelligentsia’s future. In 2016, he published a collection of short stories titled
Unchekhovian Intelligentsia (Heuexoeckas unmennucenyus), based on historical sujets
that Akunin had previously explored in his LiveJournal posts. In 2018, the Fandorin
project came to a close. In a commemorative article, the literary critic Galina
Iuzefovich summarised Fandorin’s unique role in post-Soviet literature and called him
“eIMHCTBEHHBIM HACTOSIIIUM I'€pOEM, KOTOpPOro 3a 25 JET CBOEro CyLIECTBOBAHHUS
cyMena OpoIuTh MocTcoBeTckas autepatypa’”®’s. However, Iuzefovich also noted the

dwindling potential for imitation that this new hero model possesses in the changed

circumstances of post-Soviet Russian politics:

U3 repos, ube cepalie OUIOCH B YHHUCOH C ceplllaMH YUTaTeNel, OH, 10 CYTH Jieja, IPEeBPaTHIICS
B PEIIMKT MpPEXHEH 3MOXH — HOCTAJIbIHYeCKHi, BOIUIOTUBIIMKA B cebe HalM COOCTBEHHBIE
Ueanbl ¥ MEYTHI, U IIOTOMY CETOJHS BBI3BIBAIOLINHA HE CTOJBKO JII0OOBb, CKOJIBKO JKaJOCTh
1 HEJIOBKOCTb — O TOCIIO/N, KAKMMH XK€ TIYITBIMH, CMEIIHBIMU M HAWBHBIMH MBI OBIIM KaKHUX-TO

676 Filimonova, “Chinese Russia,” 239.

677 Serguei Oushakine, “Introduction. Whither the Intelligentsia: The End of the Moral Elite in Eastern
Europe,” Studies in East European Thought 61, no. 4 (2009): 243-48, 245.

78 Galina Iuzefovich, “Akunin zakonchil posledniuiu knigu o Fandorine,” Meduza.io, October 10,
2017, <http://meduza.io/feature/2017/10/10/akunin-zakonchil-poslednyuyu-knigu-o-fandorine>
[accessed 21 December 2019]
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20 et Has3an. [ . ] MBI BCC, BBIPOCIINEC C 3TUM I'€pOCM, HECKOI'Ia OYaPOBAHHBIC UM, pa3ACIsIBIINC
C HUM €r0 WUTIO3HH U HECOBITOUHBIE HaACK/bI, JOJDKHBI IPUCYTCTBOBATH IPU 3TOM l'IpOI.T.[aHI/II/I.679

Invented in order to combat nostalgia, Akunin’s hero has become an object of nostalgia
himself — nostalgia for the optimistic, courageous and critically elegant self-reflectivity

of Russia’s cultural climate in the 1990s.

3.2.2  Artvs. Theatricality

Finally, Akunin’s loss of playfulness in treating the national hero theme in the
Fandorin series also went hand in hand with an increased focus on the theatricality of
post-Soviet politics and a problematisation of the question about recommendable
limits for artistic escapism. More than any other discussion point in the series, this
question helps to illuminate the post-Soviet context for Akunin’s decision to proclaim
his self-invented national hero paradigm (almost) dead — whilst also highlighting his
condemnation of the post-Soviet intelligentsia’s complicity in this process.

Akunin began discussing the problematic relationship between authorial activity
and a re-writing of reality within two years of starting the Fandorin project. His early
treatment of the theme was characterised by a generous degree of playfulness, leading
the characters in The Death of Achilles to rail against their pre-written fates in much
the same vein as Lermontov’s Pechorin did — by asking general questions about human
self-determinacy, instead of launching a concrete attack on the blurry boundaries
between lived reality and political spectacle. In contrast, The State Counsellor featured
Pozharsky’s explicit wish to impose his narrative of Russian exceptionalism onto the
Russian body politic — producing the impression that life in the Russian Empire is a
controlled spectacle, orchestrated according to the laws of deceit and deception that
are instituted from above. In The Black City, Akunin made the link between post-
Soviet politics and the production of criminal simulacra even more explicit by
introducing the cinematographic world of Simon’s film-set — creating a constant clash
between political investigations and theatrical asides of seemingly superfluous
randomness.

As the Fandorin novels increasingly questioned the permissible limits of escapist

fare, they also pointed out the irresponsible collapsing of the border between fact and

679 Tbid.
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fiction in the post-Soviet Russian space — practising self-critique as much as a critique
of the intelligentsia and Russian society as a whole. In doing so, Akunin practised a
characteristic feat of foresight and anticipated Lipovetsky’s 2018 warning about
performance becoming “the Achilles heel of contemporary Russian politics”®® by
more than a decade. At the same time, Akunin went one step further in the Fandorin
project and problematised the conflict of performance superseding reality as the
Achilles heel of contemporary Russian culture in general.

Ultimately, the Fandorin project made it clear that artificiality can only become
an Achilles heel if left unchallenged by the public. In many ways, Yurchak’s definition
of Soviet stiob as a mixed stance of irony, cynicism, and passivity that affected all

spheres of daily life still seems to affect large swathes of Russian culture:

By refusing the boundary between reality and performance, seriousness and humor, support and
opposition, sense and nonsense, bare life and political life, life and death, this humor imitated the
performative shift of authoritative discourse and all the concomitant paradoxes and discontinuities
that resulted from it in the everyday.®®!

As Fandorin’s growing adherence to late Imperial thought patterns in the later
Fandorin novels shows, Akunin is aware of the post-Soviet intelligentsia’s problematic
passivity. He framed this not only as a legacy of Soviet times, but traced its roots back
to late Imperial thinking — highlighting the need to question and reform the entire
intelligentsia tradition in order to secure its survival.

In the end, Akunin’s Fandorin project — aimed at providing a solution to Russia’s
post-Soviet identity crisis, counteracting the nostalgic romanticisation of Russia’s past,
and creating a new national hero paradigm situated at the border between intelligentsia
and civic-minded intellectualism — failed and succeeded at the same time. Just as the
late 19"-century intelligentsia effort to create a nationwide national identity offer had
its internal flaws and suffered from an overly ambitious scope, so did Akunin’s project.
The Fandorin series aimed high and was disenchanted by reality; yet Akunin’s
initiative nonetheless symbolizes literature’s importance in the formulation and
formation of national identity narratives — the resulting plurality of which is a boon,
not a bane. Akunin’s significance as a writer of post-Soviet historical detective fiction

lies precisely in the provision of such historical mind-games as presented in the

0 Lipovetsky, “Intelligentsia and Cynicism,” 242.
81 Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More, 289-90.
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Fandorin project, which contribute to the safekeeping of pages of Russian cultural
history that otherwise risk being consigned to oblivion. In confronting his readers with
answers to unasked questions, Akunin challenged them to continue the detective play
at would-have-been history that he initiated and to mend the broken story thread that
a resurrection of Empire at the cost of integrity produces.

Going forward, Akunin’s innovative use of the detective genre to defuse the
increasingly explosive border between fact and fiction can hopefully act as a case study
for popular literature’s unique potential to verbalise and tackle problems of a
transcultural relevance across the global stage. Akunin’s pioneering role in the
discussion of convoluted identity issues through popular culture has not lost in
topicality since his emergence on the post-Soviet book market, and is beginning to
create echoes in the work of younger writers from Eastern Europe, too — such as
Ziemowit Szczerek, whose semi-journalistic gonzo deconstruction of Ukrainian and
Polish identities Mordor Will Come and Eat Us (Przyjdzie Mordor i nas zje, czyli tajna
historia Stowian, 2013) features a nod at Akunin’s hero, describing Russian police
cadets in a telenovela as “innocent and filled with noble ideals like Erast Petrovich
Fandorin™®%2,

An equally timely takeaway from this analysis of the Fandorin project is the need
for further literary investigations into the incomplete task of de-Sovietising Russia’s
cultural sphere, which will ideally feature an analysis of the post-Soviet cultural
cynicism trap amid a larger pool of intelligentsia voices. A comparison of Akunin’s
oeuvre to that of other critically postmodern writers such as Sorokin or Pelevin would
be just as compelling as a look at the further development of historical fiction in
Russia, for instance in the work of Sergei Lebedev. Lastly, given Akunin’s prolific
activity in genres other than detective fiction over recent years, a book-length analysis
of his overall role in Russian contemporary literature that would take into account his
move towards historiography and high-brow fiction, and which would contextualise
this evolution against the backdrop of the Fandorin project, would be a highly

rewarding endeavour.

82 <unschuldig und erfiillt von hehren Idealen wie Erast Petrowitsch Fandorin,” Ziemowit Szczerek,

Morder kommt und frisst uns auf, translated by Thomas Weiler (Dresden and Leipzig: Voland & Quist,
2017), 104.
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