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UNTIL ANNA POLITKOVSKAYA was shot dead in her elevator on October 7, 2006, only those who had been closely watching the Chechen wars knew the name of this courageous journalist and declared opponent of Vladimir Putin’s politics. At that moment, her sad, determined face became an icon of freedom of expression in the West. At the time I was traveling to Russia often, and had just filmed a documentary in a small Russian city, which is why as soon as the news broke a magazine suggested I get on the first plane to Moscow. My assignment wasn’t to investigate Politkovskaya’s murder, but rather to talk with the people who’d known and loved her. That’s how I came to spend a week in the offices of Novaya gazeta, the newspaper where she’d been a star reporter, as well as in the offices of associations for the defense of human rights and committees made up of mothers of soldiers who’d been killed or wounded in Chechnya. These offices were tiny, poorly lit, and equipped with old computers. The activists who welcomed me were often old as well, and there were pathetically few of them. Everyone knew everyone in this very small circle, and it didn’t take me long to get to know them all too. This tiny group constituted practically the entire democratic opposition in Russia.

My several Russian friends aside, I know a small circle in Moscow made up of French expatriates, journalists, and businessmen, and when I told them in the evening of my visits during the day they smiled, condescension mixing with sympathy: of course these virtuous democrats and civil rights activists were respectable people, they said, but the truth is that no one here gives a damn. They were fighting a war that was lost before it even began in a country where people care little about formal liberties, as long as everyone has the right to get rich. Moreover, nothing amused or annoyed my expatriate friends as much, depending on their character, as the view widely held in France that Politkovskaya’s murder had been ordered by the FSB—the political police known as the KGB in the days of the Soviet Union—and more or less by Putin himself.

“Now hold on just a second,” said Pavel, a Franco-Russian academic turned businessman. “You’re being ridiculous. You know what I read—in the Nouvel Observateur, I think? That it’s pretty strange that, as if by chance, Politkovskaya was killed on Putin’s birthday. As if by chance! Can you imagine how stupid you would have to be to write that ‘as if by chance,’ in black and white? Just imagine the scene: crisis meeting at the FSB. The boss says: ‘Okay, guys, we’re really going to have to rack our brains. It’s going to be Vladimir Vladimirovich’s birthday soon and we’ve got to come up with a gift that’ll really make him happy. Any ideas?’ Everyone hems and haws, then someone pipes up: ‘What if we bring him the head of Anna Politkovskaya, that pain in the ass who’s always criticizing him?’ A murmur of approval runs through the room. ‘Now there’s an idea! Everybody get to work, you’ve got carte blanche.’ I’m sorry,” Pavel said, “but I don’t buy it. Maybe in a Russian remake of Monsieur Gangster. But in real life? No. And you know what? The truth, which really shocked the bleeding hearts in the West, is what Putin said: that Anna Politkovskaya’s assassination and all the stink it caused hurt the Kremlin far more than the articles she published while she was alive in a newspaper no one read.”

I listened to Pavel and his friends, in the gorgeous apartments people like that rent for a fortune in the heart of Moscow, defending the powers that be by saying that first of all, things could be a thousand times worse, and second, the Russians make do with the situation as it is—why should we go around lecturing them? But I also listened to sad, worn-out women who told me day in, day out of nighttime kidnappers who whisked their victims away in cars with no plates, soldiers tortured not by the enemy but by their own superiors, and above all, justice denied. That’s what came up again and again. If the police and army are corrupt, well, that’s the way things are. If human life is cheap, that’s the Russian tradition. But the arrogance and brutality of the authorities when simple citizens dared ask them for an explanation, the authorities’ knowledge of their own impunity—that was what neither the mothers of the dead soldiers, nor those of the children massacred at the school in Beslan in the Caucasus, nor those of the victims of the Dubrovka Theater, could stand.

You remember: it was in October 2002. Every television in the world showed nothing else for three days. Chechen terrorists had taken the theater’s entire audience hostage during the performance of a musical comedy called Nord-Ost. Foreclosing any possibility of negotiation, Russian special forces resolved the situation by gassing the hostages along with their hostage takers—demonstrating an inflexibility later celebrated by President Putin. The number of civilian casualties is still in question. Official estimates put the total at around 150, and their next of kin are considered accomplices when they ask if things might have been done somewhat differently and whether they—and their mourning—might be treated with a little more respect. Each year since the hostage-taking, these families have gathered for a commemoration ceremony which the police don’t dare ban outright but nevertheless surveil like a seditious gathering—which in fact it’s become.

I went. There were two or three hundred people, I’d say, on the square in front of the theater, and around them just as many OMON riot police, equipped with helmets, shields, and heavy clubs. It started to rain. Umbrellas opened above the candles; the candles, with their paper rings meant to shield fingers from the burning wax, brought to mind the Orthodox services I was taken to at Easter when I was little. Signs with the photos and names of the dead now replaced the icons. The people holding these candles and signs were orphans, widows and widowers, parents who’d lost a child—something for which, as in French, there is no word in Russian. No representative of the state had come, as the families’ representative emphasized with cold anger in the few words he spoke—the only ones in the whole ceremony. No speeches, no slogans, no chanting. The people were content to stand there in silence with their candles in their hands, or to talk quietly in small groups among the ranks of OMON police, who’d sealed off the perimeter. Looking around, I recognized several faces. In addition to the mourning families, every last member of the small world of opposition figures I’d met over the last week was there, and I exchanged a few nods with them, gestures marked by a fitting sense of grief.

Right at the top of the steps, in front of the closed doors of the theater, a silhouette struck me as vaguely familiar, someone I couldn’t quite identify. It was a man dressed in a black coat, holding a candle like the others, surrounded by several people with whom he spoke in a low voice. In the center of a circle, dominating the crowd, standing back and yet still attracting attention, he exuded importance; strangely, I was reminded of a gang leader attending the funeral of one of his own, attended by a close guard. I could just see parts of his profile, a little beard jutting from the raised collar of his coat. A woman beside me who’d seen him as well said to her neighbor: “Eduard’s here, that’s good.” Despite the distance, he turned his head as if he’d heard. The flame from the candle sketched the features of his face.

I recognized Limonov.
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HOW LONG HAD it been since I’d thought of him? I’d gotten to know him at the beginning of the eighties when he moved to Paris, crowned by the success of his scandalous novel It’s Me, Eddie. In it he told the story of the superb and squalid life he’d led in New York after emigrating from the Soviet Union. Odd jobs, living from day to day in a sordid hotel or on the street, flings with both men and women, drunken benders, robberies and brawls: in its violence and rage, it was faintly reminiscent of the life of the urban drifter played by Robert De Niro in Taxi Driver; in its vigor, of the novels of Henry Miller—whose tough skin and cannibal’s composure Limonov shared. The book wasn’t half bad, and those who met its author weren’t disappointed. In those days we were used to Soviet dissidents being bearded, grave, and poorly dressed, living in small apartments, filled with books and icons, where they would spend all night talking about how Orthodoxy would save the world. And here was this sexy, sly, funny guy, a cross between a sailor on leave and a rock star. We were in the midst of the punk era; his proclaimed hero was Johnny Rotten, the lead singer of the Sex Pistols; he didn’t think twice about calling Solzhenitsyn an old fart. This new-wave dissidence was refreshing, and when he arrived, Limonov was the darling of the small literary world in Paris—where I was making my own timid debut. He wasn’t a novelist—all he could write about was his life—but his life was captivating, and he told its story well in a simple, unadorned style and with all the energy of a Russian Jack London. After his chronicles of emigration he published memoirs about his childhood in the suburbs of Kharkov in Ukraine, his time as a juvenile delinquent, and his life as an avant-garde poet in Moscow under Brezhnev. He talked of this era and of the Soviet Union with a wry nostalgia, as if it had been a paradise for resourceful hooligans, and every so often, at the end of dinner, when everyone was drunk but him—he can really hold his liquor—he sang Stalin’s praises, which we chalked up to his taste for provocation. You’d see him at a club like Le Palace wearing a Red Army officer’s jacket. He wrote in L’Idiot international, the newspaper put out by Jean-Edern Hallier, which was rather dubious ideologically but brought together brilliant, anticonformist minds. He liked to argue and was incredibly successful with women. His unconventional behavior and adventurous past impressed us bourgeois youths. Limonov was our barbarian, our thug: we adored him.

Things began taking a turn for the bizarre with the collapse of communism. Everyone was delighted but he, and he didn’t seem to be kidding around anymore when he said Gorbachev should face a firing squad. He started disappearing to the Balkans for long periods of time, where we discovered to our horror that he was fighting on the Serbian side—which was pretty much the same thing, in our eyes, as siding with the Nazis or with the genocidal Hutus. In a BBC documentary we saw him bombard besieged Sarajevo under the benevolent eye of Radovan Karadžić, the leader of the Bosnian Serbs and a known war criminal. After these exploits he returned to Russia, where he created a political group with a compelling name: the National Bolshevik Party. News reports sometimes showed young people with shaved heads, dressed in black, marching in the streets of Moscow giving a half-Nazi (raised arm), half-Communist (balled fist) salute while braying slogans like “Stalin! Beria! Gulag!” (implying: We want them back!). The flags they waved imitated that of the Third Reich, with the hammer and sickle in place of the swastika. And the fanatic in the baseball cap, gesticulating at the head of these columns with a megaphone in his fist, was the amusing, seductive boy who, several years earlier, we’d all been proud to call our friend. It was about as strange as discovering that an old school buddy had gone into organized crime or blown himself up in a terrorist attack. You think back to your time with him, sift through the memories, and try to imagine the chain of circumstances and blend of personal motivations that have led his life so completely away from your own. In 2001 we learned that Limonov had been arrested, tried, and imprisoned for rather obscure reasons—something to do with arms trafficking and an attempted coup in Kazakhstan. Needless to say, in Paris we weren’t exactly elbowing one another out of the way to sign the petition calling for his release.

I had no idea he was out of prison and, perhaps more important, I was astonished to find him here. He looked less like a rocker than before, more intellectual, but he still had the same imperious, energetic aura you could feel even a hundred yards away. I considered joining a line of people who, clearly touched by his presence, were coming to say a respectful hello. But then I caught his glance for an instant and, since he didn’t seem to recognize me and since I didn’t know exactly what to say to him, I let the idea drop.

Troubled by this encounter, I went back to the hotel where a new surprise awaited me. While leafing through a collection of articles by Anna Politkovskaya, I discovered that two years earlier she’d covered the trial of forty National Bolshevik Party militants accused of having occupied and vandalized the offices of the presidential administration, shouting “Putin must go!” They’d been given lengthy prison sentences and Politkovskaya loudly took up their defense, calling them young, courageous people of integrity, practically the only ones who could inspire hope in the moral future of their country.

I could hardly believe it. To me it seemed like an open-and-shut case, no chance for appeal: Limonov was a hideous fascist leading a militia of skinheads. But here was a woman who since her death has been unanimously considered a saint, describing him and his followers as heroes in Russia’s fight for democracy. Same tune, on the Internet, from Yelena Bonner. Yelena Bonner! The widow of Andrei Sakharov, the learned scientist, dissident, and moral authority, winner of the Nobel Peace Prize. She too was all in favor of the nazbols, as I discovered the Russians call members of the National Bolshevik Party. Maybe they should think about changing their party’s name, Bonner said, which for some carries unpleasant connotations. Otherwise, marvelous people.

Several months later I learned that a political coalition called Drugaya Rossiya, The Other Russia, was forming under the leadership of Gary Kasparov, Mikhail Kasyanov, and Eduard Limonov—that is to say one of the greatest chess players of all time, a former prime minister under Putin, and an author whom by our criteria you shouldn’t even be seen with: quite the troika. Something had obviously changed—perhaps not Limonov himself but the position he occupied in his country. Which is why when Patrick de Saint-Exupéry, whom I’d known as Moscow correspondent for Le Figaro, told me he was preparing to launch a news magazine and asked if I had a subject for the first issue, I responded without a second’s hesitation: Limonov. Patrick looked at me with wide eyes. “Limonov’s a petty thug.”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “It’s worth checking out.”

“All right then,” Patrick said, not needing any further explanation, “go check it out.”

It took me a while to track him down and get his cell phone number from Sasha Ivanov, a Moscow editor. And then once I’d got the number it took a while to dial it. I hesitated about what tone to adopt—not only toward him but also for myself. Was I an old friend or a guarded journalist? Should I speak Russian or French? Use formal or informal language? I remember these hesitations but not, curiously, what I said when he picked up—on my very first call and before the second ring. I must have said my name. Without a moment’s delay, he answered, “Ah, Emmanuel. How’re you doing?” Somewhat taken aback, I stammered that I was doing fine: we didn’t know each other that well and hadn’t seen each other for fifteen years; I expected to have to remind him who I was. He went on without pausing, “You were at the Dubrovka ceremony last year, weren’t you?”

I was speechless. Separated from him by a hundred yards, I’d given him a long look, but we’d only exchanged glances for a second and nothing in his face—not a slight hesitation, not a raise of his eyebrows—had indicated that he’d recognized me. Later, once I’d gotten over my astonishment, it struck me that our mutual friend, the editor Sasha Ivanov, could have told him I was planning to call, but I’d said nothing to Sasha about having been at the Dubrovka Theater. It was a total mystery. Later I understood that it wasn’t a mystery; Limonov simply has a prodigious memory and a no less prodigious capacity for self-control. I said I wanted to do a long article on him and he seemed to have no problem with my hanging around for a couple of weeks—“Unless,” he added, “they put me back in prison.”
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TWO YOUNG, BURLY guys with shaved heads, dressed in black jeans, black jackets, and combat boots, come pick me up to bring me to their leader. I half expect them to blindfold me, but no, we cross Moscow in a black Volga with tinted windows. When we arrive, my guardian angels just take a quick look around the courtyard, then the stairway, then finally the landing that gives onto a dark little apartment, furnished like a squat, where two more skinheads are killing time smoking cigarettes. One tells me that Eduard divides his time among three or four Moscow apartments, moving from one to the next as quickly as possible, keeping no fixed hours and never venturing anywhere without bodyguards—that is, party militants.

While waiting, I think to myself that my story is getting off to a good start: hideouts, clandestine movements, what could be more romantic? Only I have a hard time deciding between two versions of this romanticism—is it the romance of the terrorist cell or the resistance network? Carlos the Jackal or Jean Moulin?—though it’s true that as long as the official version hasn’t yet been written, the two are pretty similar. I also wonder what Limonov is expecting from my visit. Is he wary, put off by the few portraits Western journalists have done of him, or is he counting on me to rehabilitate him? I myself have no idea what to expect. It’s rare, when you’re preparing to meet and write about someone, to have so little clue as to where you stand.

I’m finally shown into a spartan office with drawn curtains; he’s standing up in black jeans and a black sweater. A handshake, no smile. On his guard. In Paris we’d said tu to each other, but he used the formal vous on the phone and that’s what we use now. Despite being out of practice, his French is better than my Russian, so he opts for my native tongue. In the old days he did push-ups and lifted weights for an hour a day, and he must have kept it up because at sixty-five he’s still slim: flat stomach, adolescent’s silhouette, the smooth, olive skin of a Mongol, only now he sports a gray mustache and goatee that make him look a little like the aged d’Artagnan in Twenty Years After and a lot like a Bolshevik commissar, in particular Trotsky—only Trotsky didn’t go in for bodybuilding, at least as far as I know.

On the plane I reread one of his best books, Diary of a Loser, whose back cover sets the tone: “If Charles Manson or Lee Harvey Oswald had kept a journal, this is what it would have been like.” I copied several passages into my notebook. This one, for example: “I dream of a violent insurrection. I’ll never be Nabokov. I’ll never run across meadows collecting butterflies on old, hairy, Anglophone legs. Give me a million and I’ll spend it on weapons and stage an uprising in any country.” This was the scenario he painted for himself at thirty as a penniless immigrant on the streets of New York, and thirty years later there you go, the film becomes reality. He’s playing the role of his dreams: the professional revolutionary, the urban guerrilla, Lenin in his armored car.

I tell him that and he lets out a cold, dry little laugh, blowing the air through his nostrils. “It’s true,” he admits. “My life’s gone pretty much according to plan.” But he sets me straight: the time is no longer right for an armed uprising. He no longer dreams of a violent insurrection, but of something like the recent Orange Revolution in Ukraine. A pacifist, democratic revolution, which is what the Kremlin fears above all else and will stop at nothing to crush, he says. That’s why he lives the life of a hunted man. Several years ago he was beaten with baseball bats, and only recently he narrowly escaped an assassination attempt. His name is at the top of the list of “enemies of Russia”—that is, of people to kill, put out by those in power to incite public hatred, complete with addresses and telephone numbers. Politkovskaya, taken down with an Izh pistol, was also on this list, as was the ex–FSB officer Litvinenko, poisoned with polonium after having denounced criminality among his former colleagues, as was the billionaire Khodorkovsky, who spent time in Siberia for having meddled in politics. And the next one is him, Limonov.

The next day he holds a press conference with Kasparov. In the room I recognize most of the militants I met researching my story on Politkovskaya, but there are also quite a few journalists, above all foreign. Some seem very excited—the group of Swedes, for example, who aren’t just doing a short feature but a whole documentary, three months of shooting, on what they hope will be the irresistible rise of the Drugaya Rossiya movement. They give every indication of believing it lock, stock, and barrel, and are banking on selling their film for a fortune all over the world once Kasparov and Limonov have come to power.

With his powerful build, his warm smile, and a peculiarly Jewish-Armenian charm, the former chess champion is the more imposing of the two when they take the podium; Limonov, with his goatee and glasses, seems to be playing the cold-blooded strategist in the shadow of the natural leader. And it’s Kasparov who goes on the offensive, explaining why the presidential elections that must take place the following year—2008—present a historic opportunity. Putin is coming to the end of his second term, the constitution prevents him from running for a third, and he’s sealed himself off so securely that no officially endorsed candidate has yet emerged to fill the void. For the first time in Russian history, a democratic opposition has its chance. The media is gagged and so people don’t know how fed up the Russians are with the oligarchs, the corruption, the limitless power of the FSB, but he, Kasparov, knows. He is eloquent, with a voice like a cello, and I start to think that maybe the Swedes are right. I want to believe I’m witnessing something extraordinary, like the beginning of Solidarność, when the guy beside me, a British journalist, snickers and says to me with a whiff of gin on his breath: “Bullshit. The Russians love Putin and they can’t understand why a screwed-up constitution prevents them from electing such a good president for the third time in a row. But don’t forget: what the constitution forbids is three consecutive terms. Not skipping a turn while a straw man keeps the seat warm, then coming back. You’ll see.”

This aside brings me back down to earth. In one fell swoop the truth lands back on the realists’ side, with people like my perceptive friend Pavel, who know what’s what and don’t let themselves be taken in, and who say this whole business about a democratic opposition in Russia is like wanting to castle when you’re playing checkers: simply not part of the rules, something that has never worked and never will. Kasparov, whom just a moment ago I was ready to consider a Russian Wałęsa, now seems entirely emptied of prestige. All his talk now strikes me as noisy, provincial rambling, and my neighbor and I develop the conspiratorial relationship of two slackers swapping dirty pictures at the back of the class. I show him a book of Limonov’s I’ve just bought. Translated only in Serbia, it’s called Anatomy of a Hero and has a section with over-the-top photos of the hero in question, Limonov himself, marching in camouflage fatigues alongside the Serbian paramilitary leader Arkan, the French right-wing politician Jean-Marie Le Pen, the Russian populist Zhirinovsky, the mercenary Bob Denard, and a couple of other humanists. “Fucking fascist … ,” the British journalist comments.

We look up at Limonov. Standing beside and somewhat behind Kasparov, he patiently listens to him complain about the persecutions carried out by the authorities; he doesn’t seem to be waiting, as all politicians usually are, for the speaker to stop talking so they can take the floor themselves. He just sits there attentively, as straight and calm as a Zen monk in meditation. Kasparov’s warm voice has receded to a peripheral droning: it’s Limonov’s inscrutable face I’m examining now. And the more I look at it, the more I realize I don’t have the slightest idea what he thinks. Does he really believe in this Orange Revolution? Does it amuse him, the outlaw, the mad dog, to play the virtuous democrat among these longtime dissidents and human rights activists that he’s been calling naive his whole life? Is he secretly enjoying being the wolf in sheep’s clothing?

I find another passage from Diary of a Loser in my notebook: “I’ve sided with evil—with the small newspapers, with the Xeroxed leaflets, with the parties that stand no chance. I love political meetings with just a handful of people and the cacophony of inept musicians. And I hate symphony orchestras. If I ever came to power I’d slit the throats of all the violinists and cellists.” I’d have liked to translate it for the British journalist, but it isn’t necessary, he must be thinking the same thing at the same time because he leans over, this time not laughing at all, and says, “His friends had better watch out. If he does manage to take power the first thing he’ll do is have them all shot.”

This has no statistical value, but for what it’s worth: while researching this piece I discussed Limonov with more than thirty people, strangers whose cars I’ve been in—because anyone and everyone moonlights as a taxi driver for a few extra rubles in Moscow—as well as friends you could safely call Russian yuppies: artists, journalists, and editors, who buy their furniture at IKEA and read the Russian edition of Elle. In other words, not fanatics. And yet not one said a word against him. No one so much as mentioned the word fascism. When I said, “Still, the flags, the slogans … ,” they shrugged their shoulders; they treated me like something of a prude. It was as if I’d come to interview Michel Houellebecq, Lou Reed, and Daniel Cohn-Bendit all at the same time: two weeks with Limonov, what luck! Which doesn’t mean for a second that these reasonable people would be ready to vote for him—no more than the French would vote for Houellebecq, I imagine, were they given the chance. But they like his fiery personality, they admire his talent and audacity. The newspapers know it too, and feature him incessantly. In short, he’s a star.

I accompany him to the gala thrown by the radio station Echo of Moscow, one of the social highlights of the season. He’s got his musclemen in tow, but he also brings his new wife, Ekaterina Volkova, a young actress who’s become famous for her role in a soap opera. They seem to know everyone who’s anyone in politics and the media, and of all the people who flock to this soiree no one is more photographed or celebrated than they. I’m hoping that Limonov will invite me to join them for dinner afterward, but he does nothing of the kind. He also doesn’t invite me to the apartment where Ekaterina lives with their baby—I learn tonight they have an eight-month-old son. Too bad: I’d have liked to see the place where the warrior relaxes between hideouts. I’d have liked to surprise him in the unexpected role of father. Above all I’d have liked to get to know Ekaterina better; she’s ravishing and exudes the kind of charm I thought was the sole prerogative of American actresses: laughing a lot, marveling at everything you say, leaving you abruptly when someone more important walks by. Nevertheless I get to talk with her for five minutes at the buffet, enough time for her to tell me with a naive freshness that before meeting Eduard she’d never been interested in politics but that now she’s understood: Russia is a totalitarian state, you’ve got to fight for freedom and participate in the protest marches, which she seems to take as seriously as her yoga classes. The next day I read an interview with her in a women’s magazine where she reveals beauty secrets and tenderly embraces her famous husband, the opposition leader. What has me speechless is that, when asked about politics, she repeats what she said to me exactly, attacking Putin with as little precaution—and as little consequence—as, let’s say, the Dixie Chicks had or felt when they attacked George W. Bush at exactly the same time. I try to imagine what would have happened under Stalin, or even under Brezhnev, on the fictitious assumption that such words could have been printed, and I think that there are worse things than Putin-style totalitarianism.
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I HAVE A hard time reconciling these images: the writer-hoodlum I knew in the past, the hunted guerrilla, the responsible politician, the star the magazines’ “People” sections write gushy articles about. I tell myself that to get a better idea I have to meet some party militants, some grassroots nazbols. The skinheads that drive me to their leader every day in a black Volga and who frightened me a bit at first are nice kids, but they don’t talk much—at least I can’t get them to. At the end of the press conference with Kasparov I start talking to a pretty girl, and ask if she’s a journalist. She says yes, that is, she works for the website of the National Bolshevik Party. Cute as a button, sensible, well dressed: she’s a nazbol.

Through this charming girl I meet a charming guy, the (clandestine) head of the Moscow section. With his long hair tied back in a low ponytail, his open and friendly face, he doesn’t look like a fascist at all, more like a militant antiglobalist. In his little apartment in the suburbs he’s got albums by Manu Chao and paintings in the style of Jean-Michel Basquiat on the walls, done by his wife.

“So your wife shares your political struggle?” I ask.

“Oh, yes. In fact she’s in prison. She was one of the forty in the big 2005 trial, the one Politkovskaya covered.”

He says it with a big smile, proud as can be—and as for him, if he’s not in prison too, it’s not his fault, it’s just that “Mne ne povezlo”: that’s not how things worked out. Another time, maybe, it’s not too late.

The two of us go to Taganskaya District Court, where, as it happens, a couple of nazbols are standing trial that day. A tiny courtroom, the accused handcuffed in a cage, their friends on the three benches reserved for the public, all of them from the party. There are seven in the dock: six guys with a range of looks, from the bearded Muslim student to the working-class hero in a tracksuit, as well as a somewhat older woman with tousled black hair and a pale complexion, rather beautiful in the style of a leftist history teacher who rolls her own cigarettes. They’re accused of hooliganism, that is, of tussling with pro-Putin youths. Minor wounds inflicted here and there. When questioned they say it was the others who started it, and they aren’t being charged with anything; the trial is purely political and if they have to pay for their convictions, so be it, they’ll pay. The defense points out that the accused aren’t hooligans but serious students with good grades and that they’ve already done a year of preventive custody, which should be good enough on its own. The judge isn’t convinced. Verdict for the lot: two years. The police lead them away and they laugh as they go, clenching their fists and saying “Da, smert’!”: Hail death! Their friends look on with envy: these are heroes.

There are thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, like them. Enraged at the cynicism that has become a religion in Russia, they worship Limonov. This man who could be their father—or even, for the youngest, their grandfather—has led the adventurer’s life everyone dreams of at twenty. He’s a living legend. And at the heart of this legend is the cool heroism he demonstrated during his imprisonment, which they all want to emulate. He was at Lefortovo—a KGB fortress that is the Alcatraz of Russian mythology—in the harshest labor camp, and he never complained, never buckled. He managed not only to write seven or eight books but also to help his cellmates, who ended up regarding him as both a kingpin and a kind of saint. The day he was released, inmates and guards wrangled over who would carry his suitcase.

When I asked Limonov himself how it was in prison, at first he just said, “Normalno,” which means, roughly, Okay, no problems, nothing special. It was only later that he told me the following anecdote.

From Lefortovo he was transferred to the labor camp at Engels, on the Volga. The fruit of ambitious architectural planning, it’s a brand-new model establishment that is willingly shown off to foreign visitors so they’ll draw flattering conclusions about the progress of penitentiary conditions in Russia. In fact the inmates at Engels call it “Eurogulag,” and Limonov confirms that the stylish architecture doesn’t make it any more livable than the classic camps surrounded by barbed wire—rather less so. In any case, the sinks in this camp, made of a polished steel plate above a cast iron pipe with sober, pure lines, are exactly the same as in a hotel conceived by the designer Philippe Starck, where Limonov’s American publisher put him up the last time he visited New York at the end of the eighties.

That started him thinking. None of his fellow inmates was in a position to make the same comparison. Nor were any of the elegant guests at the chic New York hotel. He wondered if many people in the world apart from him, Eduard Limonov, had lived such different lives: as a prisoner in a forced-labor camp on the Volga, and as a trendy writer surrounded by Philippe Starck interiors. No, he concluded, probably not. That was a source of pride for him, a pride that I can understand. The gap between those two lives he’s lived is what made me want to write this book.

I live in a calm country on the decline, where social mobility is limited. Born into a bourgeois family in Paris’s Sixteenth Arrondissement, I became a bourgeois bohemian in the Tenth. The son of a senior executive and an eminent historian, I write books and screenplays and my wife is a journalist. My parents have a vacation home on the Île de Ré—more or less the French equivalent of Martha’s Vineyard—and I’d like to buy one on the Greek island of Patmos. While I don’t think this is a bad thing or that it precludes rich human experiences, nevertheless from both a geographical and a sociocultural point of view, you can’t say life has taken me very far from my roots—and that’s true for most of my friends as well.

Limonov, on the other hand, has been a young punk in Ukraine, the idol of the Soviet underground, a bum, and then a multimillionaire’s butler in Manhattan, a fashionable writer in Paris, a lost soldier in the Balkans, and now, in the fantastic shambles of postcommunism, the elderly but charismatic leader of a party of young desperadoes. He sees himself as a hero; you might call him a scumbag: I suspend my judgment on the matter. But after I was done laughing at his anecdote about the sinks in Engels, I thought to myself, His romantic, dangerous life says something. Not just about him, Limonov, not just about Russia, but about everything that’s happened since the end of the Second World War.

Something, yes, but what? I’m writing this book to find out.
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UKRAINE, 1943–1967







1

THE STORY BEGINS in the spring of 1942, in a city on the banks of the Volga called Rastyapino before the Revolution and Dzerzhinsk since 1929. This new name pays tribute to Felix Dzerzhinsky, one of the earliest Bolsheviks and founder of the secret police agency that has throughout its history been known as the Cheka, GPU, NKVD, KGB, and is today called the FSB. In this book we will meet it in the form of the last three of these menacing acronyms, but Russians, in addition to the designations of each era, call it, even more ominously, organy: the organs. The war is raging; heavy industry has been dismantled and relocated to the hinterland, out of the theater of operations. In this way, a weapons factory in Dzerzhinsk ends up employing the city’s entire population, as well as NKVD troops to watch over them. It’s a time of heroism and brutality: a worker who arrives five minutes late is court-martialed, and it’s the Chekists, as the secret police are called, who arrest, sentence, and execute him, if need be, with a bullet to the back of the head. One night, as some Messerschmitts on a reconnaissance flight from the Lower Volga drop some bombs on the city, a soldier standing guard over the factory uses his flashlight to light the way for a young worker, who left her post late and is hurrying to a shelter. She stumbles and catches hold of his arm. He notices a tattoo on her wrist. In the darkness lit up by the glow of fires their faces come closer. Their lips touch.

The soldier, Venyamin Savenko, is twenty-three and comes from a family of Ukrainian peasants. A skilled electrician, he was recruited by the NKVD, which plucks the best workers from every industry. So, rather than being sent to the front like most of the youths his age, he was assigned to guard a weapons factory in the countryside. He’s far from home, which is more the rule than the exception in the Soviet Union: what with deportations, exiles, mass population transfers, people continually being shuffled around, the chances of living and dying where you were born are as good as nil.

Raya Zybin, for her part, comes from Gorky, formerly Nizhny Novgorod, where her father directed a restaurant. In the Soviet Union you don’t own or manage a restaurant, you direct one. It’s not something you can start up or buy into, but a post to which you’re assigned, and not a bad one at that. Unfortunately Raya’s father was dismissed for embezzlement and sent to a disciplinary battalion in the battle for Leningrad, where he died not long ago. It’s a stain on the family, and in these days, in this country, a stain on the family can ruin your life. For us it’s one of the most basic tenets of justice that children don’t pay for the crimes of their fathers, but in the Soviet Union it’s not even a formal principle, something you can appeal to in theory. The children of Trotskyists, or of kulaks, as wealthy farmers are called, or of those privileged under the old regime, are doomed to live as outcasts, barred from becoming Young Pioneers, attending university, and joining the Red Army or the Party; they have one chance to escape this fate, and that’s by renouncing their parents and being as enthusiastic about the Party as possible. And since being enthusiastic means denouncing those around you, the organs have no better helpers than those with tarnished biographies—as is brought home by so many terrible stories in Orlando Figes’s outstanding book The Whisperers, on private life under Stalin. In the case of Raya’s father it may be that his death on the battlefield helped things somewhat; the fact is that like the Savenkos, the Zybins made it through the Great Terror of the thirties without mishap. No doubt they were simply too insignificant. This luck doesn’t stop young Raya from being ashamed of her dishonest father, just as she’s ashamed of the tattoo she got while she was at technical school. Later, she’ll try to get rid of it by spraying hydrochloric acid on her wrist, because she hates not being able to wear short-sleeved dresses and, as the wife of an officer, she hates looking like a bit of a slut.

Raya’s pregnancy coincides almost to the day with the siege of Stalingrad. Conceived in May 1942, a terrible month, the time of the most bitter defeats, Eduard is born on February 2, 1943, twenty days before the German Sixth Army capitulates and the tables turn. Repeatedly he will be told that he is a child of victory, and that he would have been born into a world of slaves if the men and women of Russia hadn’t sacrificed their lives to prevent the city that bore Stalin’s name from falling to the enemy. Later bad things will be said about Stalin; he’ll be called a tyrant and his reign of terror will be denounced. But for the people of Eduard’s generation he will remain the supreme leader of the people of the Union at the most tragic moment in their history; the man who defeated the Nazis and proved himself capable of a sacrifice worthy of the ancient Romans: the Germans had captured his son, Lieutenant Yakov Dzhugashvili, while the Russians had captured Field Marshal Paulus, one of the top military leaders of the Reich, at Stalingrad. When the German High Command proposed an exchange, Stalin responded with disdain that he didn’t exchange field marshals for simple lieutenants. Yakov committed suicide by throwing himself on the electrified barbed wire fence of his prison camp.

Two anecdotes stand out from Eduard’s earliest childhood. The first one, his father’s favorite, is touching: the baby, for lack of a crib, lies in a shell crate, sucking on a herring’s tail in place of a pacifier, smiling as if he were in seventh heaven. “Molodets!” Venyamin cries: “Good boy! This little guy will be comfortable wherever he goes!”

The second anecdote, less charming, is told by Raya. She’s downtown, carrying her baby on her back, when the Luftwaffe launches an air raid. She takes refuge in a cellar with a dozen city dwellers, some of them terrified, others apathetic. The ground and walls shake; everyone listens to gauge how far away the bombs are falling and what buildings they’re bringing down. Little Eduard starts to cry, attracting the attention, then the rage of one guy who hisses that Fritz has ultramodern techniques for pinpointing live targets, that they home in on the faintest sounds and that the baby’s crying will get them all killed. He does such a good job of rousing the others against Raya that they throw her out, forcing her to seek another shelter under the falling bombs. Livid with anger, she tells herself and her baby that everything people say about helping one another, about solidarity and fraternity, is just a joke. “The truth, and never forget this, Edichka, is that men are cowards and bastards, and they’ll kill you if you’re not ready to strike first.”

2

IN THE PERIOD following the war, cities aren’t called cities but “population concentrations,” and the young Savenko family, moving from place to place as the postings come, lives in barracks and army camps in various population concentrations on the Volga before settling in February 1947 in Kharkov, now Kharkiv, in Ukraine. Kharkov, a large industrial center and rail hub, was the scene of bitter fighting between the Germans and Russians, who took and lost and retook it, each occupying the city in turn, massacring the inhabitants in the process and leaving, by the end of the war, nothing more than a field of ruins. The concrete constructivist building on Red Army Street that lodges the NKVD officers and their families—called “persons in charge”—overlooks what was once the imposing main station and is now a chaos of stones, bricks, and metal surrounded by fences that you’re not allowed to climb over because apart from the bodies of German soldiers, there are mines and grenades strewn amid the rubble. One little boy had his hand blown off. Despite this example, the band of rascals Eduard joins likes nothing more than raiding these ruins, hunting for cartridges whose powder they empty onto the tramway tracks, causing crackling and fireworks, once even provoking a derailment that becomes legendary. In the evening, the biggest boys tell terrifying stories: of dead Fritzes who haunt the ruins on the lookout for unsuspecting stragglers; of stew pots in the cafeteria with children’s fingers at the bottom; of cannibals and trading in human flesh. Everyone is hungry in these days, there’s nothing to eat but bread, potatoes, and above all kasha, the buckwheat porridge that’s part of every meal served up by poor Russians and which features occasionally in the homes of fairly well-off Parisians like me, who pride ourselves on how well we make it. Sausage is a rare luxury; Eduard is so wild about it he dreams of becoming a butcher when he grows up. No dogs, no cats, no pets: they’d get eaten. Rats, on the other hand, abound. Twenty million Russians died in the war, but another twenty million brave the postwar period without a roof over their heads. Most children no longer have fathers; most of the men still alive are invalids. On every street corner you see people missing an arm, a leg, two legs. Everywhere you see gangs of children left to fend for themselves, children whose parents died in the war or are imprisoned as public enemies, hungry children, child thieves and child murderers, children returned to the state of nature who move about in dangerous hordes and for whom the age of criminal responsibility, that is, of the death penalty, has been lowered to twelve.

The little boy admires his father. On Saturday evenings he likes to watch him grease his service weapon, he likes to see him put on his uniform, and nothing makes him happier than being allowed to polish his father’s boots. He plunges one arm inside, right up to the shoulder, and spreads the polish with his other hand with care, using special brushes and cloths for each step of the operation, part of a whole kit that takes up half of Venyamin’s suitcase when he leaves on assignment and that his son looks after, packing and unpacking it, anxious for the glorious day when he’ll have one too. In his eyes, the only men worthy of the name are soldiers, and the only children to hang around with are the children of soldiers. He doesn’t know any others: the families of the officers and junior officers living in the NKVD building on Red Army Street keep to themselves and have little respect for the civvies, a sniveling and undisciplined lot who are liable to stop without warning in the middle of the sidewalk, obliging the soldier to readjust his path in order to keep to the steady, energetic, regulation four-mile-an-hour pace at which Eduard will walk until the end of his days.

To get them to go to sleep at night, the children on Red Army Street are told stories of the conflict that the Russians don’t call the Second World War as we do but the Great Patriotic War, and their dreams are filled with caving trenches, dead horses, and brothers in arms whose heads are ripped off by an exploding shell. Eduard is thrilled by these stories. Still, he notices his father seems a bit embarrassed when his mother tells them. They’re never about him or his adventures, but only about Eduard’s uncle, Raya’s brother, and the little boy doesn’t dare ask, “But what about you, Dad, did you go to war too? Did you fight?”

No, he didn’t fight. Most of the men his age have looked death in the eye. War, his son will write later, bit them between its teeth like a suspect coin and they know, for not having bent, that they are the real thing. Not his father. He didn’t look death in the eye. He served out the war far from the front, and his wife rarely misses a chance to remind him of it.

She’s hard, proud of her standing as the wife of an officer, an enemy to all tenderness. She always sides against her son and with his adversaries. If he’s been beaten up she doesn’t console him but lauds the aggressor: that’ll make Eduard a man, not a sissy. One of his first memories is suffering from a serious ear infection when he was five. Pus dripped from his ear; he was deaf for several weeks. The way to the clinic where his mother took him crossed the railway tracks. He saw, rather than heard, the train as it approached—the smoke, the speed, the shape of the black metal monster—and he was suddenly seized by the irrational fear that she wanted to hurl him under its wheels. He started to scream: “Mommy! Mommy! Don’t throw me under the train! Please! Don’t throw me under the train!” In his account he insists on the importance of the word please, as if this politeness alone had dissuaded his mother from her dire project.

When I got to know him in Paris thirty years later, Eduard liked to say his father was a Chekist, because he knew that would cast a pall over the room. Once, after he’d gotten his kicks with this announcement, he poked fun at us: “Stop imagining such terrible things, my dad was basically a gendarme, that’s all.”

Really, that’s all?

During the civil war, just after the Revolution, Trotsky, serving as commander of the Red Army, had been obliged to press members of the imperial armed forces into service. These were professional soldiers and weapons specialists, but “bourgeois specialists,” and as such relatively untrustworthy. He created a corps of political commissars to control them, countersign their orders, and shoot them if they showed signs of resisting. That’s how the principle of the “double administration” was born, based on the idea that to accomplish a task you need at least two men: one to do it and one to make sure he does it in conformity with Marxism-Leninism. This principle spread from the army to society at large, and in the process, it became clear that a third person was then needed to supervise the second, a fourth to supervise the third, and so on.

Venyamin Savenko is a modest cog in this paranoid system. His work is to supervise, control, and report. That does not necessarily imply—on this point Eduard is right—terrible acts of repression. Let’s not forget, as a simple NKVD orderly he spent the war planted in front of a factory. Promoted during peacetime to the modest rank of junior lieutenant, he works as a nacht-kluba, which you could translate as “nightclub manager,” but which here means organizing leisure and cultural activities for the soldiers—dance parties on Red Army Day, for example. The job suits him well: he plays the guitar, likes to sing, and in his own way has a taste for the good things in life. He even puts clear polish on his nails: quite the dandy, this Junior Lieutenant Savenko, who, his son says in retrospect, could have led a far more interesting life if he’d had the courage to get out from under his wife’s thumb.

The life of nightclubbing NKVD-style in which Venyamin to a certain extent blossoms doesn’t last, however, because the job is swiped by one Captain Levitin, who becomes without knowing it the sworn enemy of the Savenkos and a key figure in Eduard’s private mythology: the schemer who’s not as good as you but is more successful, whose insolence and devilish luck not only humiliate you in front of the bosses but, even worse, in front of your family, so that the little boy, who all the while loyally parrots his parents’ disdain for Levitin, can’t stop thinking in secret—although he hates himself for it—that his father is kind of pathetic and that Levitin’s son is, actually, pretty lucky. Eduard will later develop the theory that everyone has a Captain Levitin in life. His own will soon appear in this book in the guise of the poet Joseph Brodsky.

3

HE’S TEN YEARS old when Stalin dies, on March 5, 1953. His parents, that entire generation in fact, spent their whole lives in the Great Leader’s shadow. To all of their questions he had the answer, terse and gruff, no room for doubt. They remember the days of fear and grief that followed the German attack in 1941 and the day when, overcoming his despair, Stalin spoke on the radio. Addressing the men and women of his country, he did not call them “comrades” but “my friends.” “My friends”: these simple, familiar words, whose warmth had been forgotten and that proved a balm to the soul in times of such terrible trouble, were as important to the Russians as Churchill’s and de Gaulle’s were to Westerners. The entire country mourns the man who pronounced them. Schoolchildren weep because they can’t give their lives to prolong his. Eduard weeps with the rest.

At the time he’s a nice, sensitive, and rather sickly young boy who loves his father, fears his mother, and is a great source of satisfaction to them both. The delegate of the soviet of Young Pioneers in his class, he’s on the honor roll every year, as is only fitting for the son of an officer. He reads a lot, and his favorite authors are Alexandre Dumas and Jules Verne, both very popular in the Soviet Union. Despite all their differences, that’s something our childhoods have in common. Like him, I admired the Musketeers and the Count of Monte Cristo. I dreamed of becoming a trapper, an explorer, a sailor—or, more precisely, a whale harpooner like Ned Land as played by Kirk Douglas in the film version of Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea. Tattooed, quick-witted, and never flustered, his chest muscles swelling his striped shirt, he towered over the learned Professor Arronax and even the mysterious Captain Nemo with his brute strength. These three figures provided me with divergent heroic models: the scholar, the rebel, and the man of action, who was also a man of the people. If it had only been up to me, this last was who I’d have wanted to be. But it wasn’t only up to me. My parents made it clear early on that no, becoming a whale harpooner was out of the question, it would be better to be a scholar—I have no memory of the third option, the rebel, ever being up for discussion—especially because I was shortsighted: try harpooning a whale with glasses!

I had to start wearing them at the age of eight. So did Eduard, but he suffered for it more than I did. Because his handicap barred him not only from an action-hero career but from the one to which he had been naturally destined. The eye doctor who examined him left his parents little hope: with such bad vision their son was very likely to be declared unfit for service.

For him, this diagnosis is a tragedy. He never thought of being anything other than an officer, and now he’s told that he can’t even do his obligatory military service, that he’s condemned to become what he’s been taught to disdain since his earliest childhood: a civvy.

And perhaps that’s what he would have become if the building housing the NKVD officers hadn’t been demolished, its inhabitants scattered, and the Savenkos moved to the new housing complex in Saltov, on the very outskirts of Kharkov. Saltov has streets that intersect at right angles, but there’s been neither the time nor the money to pave them. Four-floor concrete cubes, home to workers at three factories called the Turbine, the Piston, and the Hammer and Sickle, have just gone up and already they’re run down. This is the Soviet Union and in principle it’s not demeaning to be from the working class; still, most of the men in Saltov are alcoholic and illiterate, and most of their children leave school at fifteen to go to work in a factory or, more often, to loiter on street corners, get drunk, and beat one another up—and even in a society without classes it’s hard to imagine how the Savenkos can see this exile as anything but a drop in status. From day one Raya bitterly misses Red Army Street, the community of officers proud to belong to the same caste, the books they passed around, the evenings when, with their uniform jackets unbuttoned, revealing white shirts beneath, the husbands led their young wives around the dance floor to fox-trot or tango records confiscated in Germany. She berates Venyamin, reminding him of more clever comrades who’ve been promoted three times while he’s risen laboriously from junior lieutenant to lieutenant, who’ve been given real apartments in the center of town while the three of them have to make do with one room in this horrid suburb where no one reads or dances the fox-trot, where there’s no one a refined woman can talk to, and where the streets ooze with blackish mud every time it rains. She doesn’t go as far as to say she would have been better off marrying a Captain Levitin, but that’s exactly what she thinks, and little Eduard, who so admired his father—his boots, his uniform, and his pistol—starts to pity him, starts to see him as honest and a bit stupid. His new friends aren’t the sons of officers but of workers, and the ones he likes don’t want to become laborers like their parents, but thugs. Like a career in the army, this career too has a code of conduct, has values and morals that he finds attractive. He no longer wants to be like his father when he grows up. He no longer wants anything to do with that honest and ultimately fairly dull existence; he wants a free and dangerous life: the life of a man.

He takes a decisive step in this direction the day he gets into a fight with a boy in his class, a big Siberian named Yura. In fact, he doesn’t fight with Yura; Yura beats the living daylights out of him. He’s taken home dazed and covered in bruises. True to her stoical military principles, his mother doesn’t pity or console him; she sides with Yura, and it’s a good thing, he thinks, because his life changes that day. He understands one basic thing: there are two kinds of people, those you can hit and those you can’t—not because they’re stronger or better trained, but because they’re ready to kill. That’s the secret, the only one, and nice little Eduard decides to defect to the other camp: he will become someone you don’t hit because you know he can kill.

Now that he’s no longer a nacht-kluba Venyamin is often away on assignment, for weeks at a time. Just what these assignments consist of is unclear. Eduard is starting to lead his own life and isn’t really interested, but one day Raya says she’s counting on him to show up for dinner because his dad’s getting home from Siberia, so he decides to go meet him at the station.

In line with a habit he’ll never lose, he arrives early. He waits. Finally the Vladivostok–Kiev train pulls in. The passengers get out and head for the exit. He’s standing where no one can possibly escape his attention, but Venyamin doesn’t appear. Eduard asks at the desk, checks the train’s arrival time, which is easy to get wrong because there are eleven time zones between Vladivostok and Leningrad and departure and arrival times at each station are indicated using Moscow time—still the case today; it’s up to travelers to calculate the time difference. Disappointed, he wanders from one platform to the next, in the din amplified by the station’s immense windows. Old women in headscarves and felt boots, hawking pails of cucumbers and cranberries to travelers, nag him. He crosses the sidings and comes to the area reserved for freight. And it’s here, in an isolated corner of the station, between two trains, that he happens upon this spectacle: men in civilian clothing, handcuffed and haggard, walk down the plank of a freight car while soldiers in greatcoats with bayonets on their rifles push them roughly into a windowless black truck. The whole operation is overseen by an officer. In one hand he holds a sheaf of papers fastened to a clipboard; the other rests on the holster of his pistol. He calls out the names in a dry voice.

This officer is his father.

Eduard remains hidden until the last prisoner has climbed into the truck. Then he goes back home, troubled and ashamed. What is he ashamed of ? Not of his father being part of a monstrous system of repression. He has no idea about this system, has never heard the word Gulag. He knows there are prisons and camps where delinquents are shut away, and has no problem with that. What is happening, something he doesn’t really understand and which explains his shame, is that his value system is starting to change. When he was a child there were servicemen on one side and civvies on the other, and even if he didn’t see the heat of battle, as a soldier his father still deserved respect. According to the code of the Saltov boys he’s in the process of adopting, there are hoods and punks on one side and cops on the other, and just when he chooses the punks’ camp he discovers that his father is less of a soldier and more of a cop, and of the lowest rank at that: a patrolman, a screw, a petty security guard.

The scene has a nocturnal follow-up. In the family’s single room, Eduard’s bed is at the foot of his parents’. He has no memory of ever having heard them make love, but he does remember listening in to a hushed conversation they had when they thought he was asleep. Depressed, Venyamin tells Raya that rather than taking Ukrainian convicts to Siberia as usual, this time he brought some back in the other direction, a whole contingent that was to be shot. A change had been introduced to avoid overly demoralizing the camp guards: one year all those condemned to death in the Soviet Union are shot in one prison, the next year in another. I’ve looked in vain for a trace of this improbable custom in books on the Gulag, but even if Eduard misunderstood what his father was saying, it’s certain that these men whose names his father called as they left the train and ticked off as they climbed into the truck were going to their deaths. One of them, Venyamin tells his wife, made a very strong impression on him. His file was coded as “particularly dangerous.” He was a calm and polite young man who spoke an elegant Russian and made sure to do his exercises every day, whether in his cell or in the freight car. This refined, stoical condemned man becomes a hero for Eduard, who begins to dream that he’ll be like him one day, that he’ll go to prison too and impress not only lowlifes and underpaid cops like his father but women, thugs, real men—and like everything he dreamed of doing as a child, in
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