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PREFACE

To live in Moscow at century’s end is to exist in a strange and contradictory landscape, one filled with both ruin and possibility. The signs of a fallen totalitarian state persist: Lenin gazing out over October Square; the apartment buildings on Leninsky Prospekt built by prisoners of the gulag; the old and the poor marching on May Day, sometimes even carrying portraits of Stalin. At the same time, the newspapers (when they are not shilling for the government at election time) are alive with real news and varied commentary; stores with high-quality goods are opening all over; the airports are mobbed with people traveling abroad as often as their incomes will allow. On Lubyanka Square, the statue of the founder of the secret police, Feliks Dzerzhinsky, is gone (it was torn down after the collapse of the August coup); and, nearby, a stone from Solovki, the first of Lenin’s concentration camps, honors the millions killed under the old regime. And yet the old KGB structures (using new names and old methods) are still at work. All around, the bright lights of commerce flare while the mayor orders police to arrest the homeless and put them on trains.

In the provinces, the contrasts are more subtle, but they are there all the same: Japanese businessmen eating in the sushi bars of Khabarovsk while laborers in town wait six months or more for their wages; in Ivanovo, where three quarters of the workforce has been laid off from the textile mills, television carries up-to-the-minute reports from the film festival at Cannes; the scholars and scientists of Novosibirsk arrive home after yet another conference at Harvard and walk past refugees living in the airport; the shoppers in Murmansk try to read the labels on bottles of Norwegian shampoo and try not to worry too much about the nuclear waste threatening their city, their harbor; on the Leningrad Highway, a new Mercedes with dark-tinted windows streaks past a beggar. The symbols of transformation are stark and banal and true.

But the transformation of Russia is not merely a matter of its outward signs—its relics and innovations. The process roils in the mind and heart of every Russian. Although the epochal news stories are now a matter of history—the end of the Cold War, the end of communism, the end of empire—every Russian (even the young) lives in multiple worlds: in a past that still shapes his thinking and language and habits; in the sometimes unbearable present, with its economic and psychological shocks; and in the future, which is even more unknowable, more unpredictable, than it is elsewhere.

After having endured an inhuman, unthinkable epoch, every Russian is, in some way, engaged in building a new reality, a new state, a new identity, a place in the greater world. An American might look for a parallel in the late eighteenth century, but there are important differences: the colonists could draw on English law and custom to create American political and legal culture; they were also a relatively healthy people, not one recovering from a history of annihilation, propaganda, and neglect. In one way or another, Russians struggle almost daily with essential questions about themselves: What is our country? Who are our heroes? What is our past? What do we believe in? Who are our friends and who are our enemies? Are we Europeans, or are we Asians, or are we wholly other? What experience can we borrow and what is alien and unusable?

Ever since the Soviet Union collapsed and the threat of nuclear confrontation subsided, American interest in Russia has eased. Enrollment in Russian language and history courses has plunged. Having been denied the front page or a chance at prime time, some news bureaus grow bored, frustrated with the indifference back home. This is a serious mistake, for the process of creating a new country—a country that will undoubtedly reassert itself in every sense in the twenty-first century—is at least as interesting, as essential, as the process of erosion and collapse. It is not, however, an easy subject to grasp. The events of 1991 provided a dramatic ending to the Soviet era; the story of the new state is only just beginning, evolving, often in ways that are hard to see. The texture of Russian life after 1991 is so fluid, so changeable and supercharged, that it is nearly impossible to capture in words and images. One of the best writers of the dissident generation, Vladimir Voinovich, explained to me one afternoon that while his existence as a man and as a citizen is now easier—he happily splits his time between Moscow and his place of exile, Munich—his job as a writer is no less difficult than it was in the days of Leonid Brezhnev.

“The absurd in Russia is permanent, it just takes different forms,” Voinovich told me. “Under Soviet rule, life had congealed; it was organized and static. Writers could regard Soviet reality like Cézanne regarding a bowl of fruit. It was easier. Now the well-established life is collapsing and a new one is being built all in a fast and chaotic way, and it’s hard to write about it. It’s like writing about a sinking ship while sitting on deck. When I wrote The Ivankiad”—a mock epic about his struggle for a larger apartment—“it was as if I were painting a portrait of something as solid as a tree. Now I can’t do this. One would have to be constantly rewriting, catching up. The trick now is to try to write about eternal matters—friendship, love, envy, hatred—in conditions that are constantly changing.”

I sympathize with Voinovich, but as a journalist I don’t have the luxury of avoiding the fluidity, the quickness of Russian life. Unlike my first book, Lenin’s Tomb, which was an account of the decline and fall of the Soviet Union, Resurrection is more limited in geography and scope. The story of postimperial, postcommunist transformation is so enormous that I have limited myself to one state—Russia—and, in the main, to one rather broad theme—the struggle for a definition of the new Russian state. In describing what is newest in Russia (real politics, oligarchs and businessmen, postcensorship culture, nationalist wars), other subjects are left for other writers and other books. Yevgenia Albats and Amy Knight have written well about the post-Soviet secret services; Stephen Handelman has explored the Russian mafia; and a range of scholars is now at work on post-Soviet economics, foreign policy, poverty, and many other subjects.

This book covers the period from December 1991, when the leaders of the republics decided to squeeze out Mikhail Gorbachev and create fifteen independent states, to the beginning of Boris Yeltsin’s second term as Russian president in the fall of 1996. As the book went to press, Yeltsin underwent quintuple bypass surgery. Since a twilight atmosphere dominated the Kremlin even before Yeltsin’s victory over Gennady Zyuganov and the communists, the book ends with a consideration of the Russian future, post-Yeltsin.

Two highly contradictory stories run through these years and through this book. The first is Yeltsin’s own story, one whose tragic ending is best symbolized by the bombed-out buildings of Grozny and his own exhausted condition. There has never been a Russian leader more triumphant than Yeltsin was in 1991 and rarely one associated with such promise. Having vanquished the August coup, he seemed on the brink of leading this new state, quickly and smoothly, into the world. At least that is what so many, in their hope and in their naiveté, thought might happen. But Russians and Westerners alike have learned that transformation, especially on this scale, is at least as painful as the collapse that precedes it. Because of an intransigent opposition, because of his own errors and failures of character, morality, and imagination, because of his inability—and unwillingness—to create a consensus for change in society, Yeltsin began to suffer a series of tainted victories and terrible defeats. In Chechnya, eighty thousand people paid with their lives for Yeltsin’s vanity, his insistence on using the most violent and authoritarian means to solve a highly complex problem of nation-building. At least in the short term, those defeats went a long way toward eclipsing his victories.

The second story, which runs parallel to Yeltsin’s own, is the development of Russia itself: the rise of a market economy, the development of political liberties (and their limits), the struggle for a national identity, and a recovery from postimperial funk. And here the story is deeply complicated. Russia is now a state with features of democracy (mainly elections), but also elements of oligarchy and authoritarianism. In writing a history of this jumbled period, I have tried to provide a small gallery of characters who represent this sense of transition: Zyuganov, Yeltsin, his bodyguard Aleksandr Korzhakov, the business magnate Vladimir Gusinsky, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, and others. Without ever regretting for an instant that the days of communist rule are over, I also see that this second strand of my story is filled with error and pain, with uncertainty, and this is likely to be the pattern for quite a long time. How could it be otherwise? Russia is emerging from seventy years of barbaric rule and hundreds of years of authoritarianism. It must still climb out iz pod glib—from under the rubble, in Solzhenitsyn’s phrase. That Russia has survived at all is remarkable; that the situation today is not worse—far worse—than it is seems to me a miracle. For all its trials, for all its mistakes, the story of Russia at the end of the century must be counted as a kind of revival, a resurrection.

David Remnick 
New York City  
November 1996


CHAPTER 1
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THE LOST EMPIRE

In the years after his fall, Mikhail Gorbachev would leave his dacha outside Moscow, fold himself into the backseat of a Volga sedan, and, on the way downtown to his office, survey the contours of the new Russian world. Billboards and beggars. Strip joints and traffic jams. A small fascist parade. Neon brightness and construction everywhere: a quarter-billion-dollar cathedral rising on the Moscow River embankment, an underground shopping mall burrowing in outside the gates of the Kremlin.

It had been more than four years since the leaders of the union republics dissolved the Soviet Union and declared Gorbachev’s job moot. On December 21, 1991, leaders of eleven republics put together a retirement package for him that included a small house in the countryside, office space for a foundation in town, and a pension worth (as it turned out) $140 a month. The nominal head of the republican leaders, Russian president Boris Yeltsin, drank heavily throughout the session, and, with time, his head slumped to the desk. Once in a while, he would raise his head, mutter, “What you say is right,” and then fall off again into a stupor. At the end of the meeting, he had to be helped from the room.

“This is terrible! Who’s ruling Russia?” the Armenian president, Levon Ter-Petrossian, asked one of Yeltsin’s aides. “How are you Russians going to live? We don’t envy you.”

Gorbachev was the last general secretary of the Communist Party, the first—and last—president of the Soviet Union. He resigned Christmas night 1991, an event that marked the end of Soviet history and, in many ways, the twentieth century. His fate, unique in a thousand years, was to be a retired czar, free to accept plaudits and lecture fees abroad, free to suffer the disdain of a people he did so much to liberate. For their part, the republican leaders divvied up the perquisites of traditional Kremlin power: the private jets and limousines, the communications systems and palaces, thousands of nuclear warheads. The dissolution of the Soviet Union had become inevitable after the collapse of the August coup, but the haste and vanity of those who dissolved it were extraordinary. Although they portrayed themselves to their people as national heroes, many had supported or, at least, were ready to knuckle under to the leaders of the August 1991 coup attempt. In time, the leaders of Uzbekistan, Belarus, and Turkmenistan would establish authoritarian regimes more severe than anything seen in the Soviet Union since the days of Andropov and Chernenko. Yeltsin, for his part, would bloody a record of liberal reform and political bravery with corruption, war, and retreat.

Change came so quickly in modern Russia that a few years marks an epoch, so what Gorbachev saw from the car window on his rides to the office on Leningradsky Prospekt no longer stunned him: not the marble-and-glass banks, not the bulletproof limousines, not the Museum of the Revolution where old men now came to pawn their busts of Lenin and Western tourists came to buy them for a laugh.

“Shocked?” Gorbachev said. “What on earth could ever shock me now?”

At first, Gorbachev was humiliated by his abrupt eclipse. Whenever Yeltsin, his successor and antagonist, slighted him, or whenever the media failed to show him the respect that was once his due, Gorbachev suffered. Invariably, he took his suffering public. Talking to a clutch of reporters, his face would redden, his syntax would falter until his speech was a stream of pure rage. His aides learned to soothe him or, barring that, to avoid him. But that, too, changed with time. Anatoly Chernyaev, who remained after fifteen years Gorbachev’s most trusted aide, told me, “When Mikhail Sergeyevich first came to the foundation after leaving power, he would be mortified when things were published about the supposed grandeur of his house, about how he supposedly squirreled away for himself the Party’s gold reserves. All that nonsense. But he has adapted. He realized that under the conditions of free expression he has to expect that kind of thing. He holds it all in contempt but he tries to ignore it.”

It was not easy. In 1993, Andrei Razin, the lead singer for a pop band called Sweet May, duped Gorbachev’s ailing mother into selling her house in Privolnoye, a village in southern Russia. Razin then gave an interview to Komsomolskaya Pravda accusing Gorbachev of abandoning his mother—and this, Razin declared, is “even more immoral when it’s being done by a person who used to claim the role of leader of the entire Russian nation.” Gorbachev, who was born in Privolnoye, where his father was the chairman of the local collective farm, was enraged by Razin and the bad publicity. But anger did him no good. He was reduced to imploring Razin to sell him back the house.

For the young, Gorbachev soon became a figure of fun. One of the biggest hits of 1995, the music that seemed to blare from every taxi radio, was a techno-pop song by the group Gospodin Daduda (Mr. Daduda). As a synthesizer throbs in the background, there is a hilarious Dada interplay between a woman in a state of sexual ecstasy and a “Gorbachev”—complete with southern accent, bureaucratic clichés, and grammatical tics:


“In the village, cattle mortality rates are up.”

(Orgasmic cries)

“I understand your reaction.”

(Orgasmic cries)

“And this is the main thing.”

(Orgasmic cries)

“Da-doo-da.”

(Orgasmic cries)

“We need to get more control.”

(Orgasmic cries)

“And Raisa Maximovna is also aware of it.”

(Especially loud orgasmic cries)

“Da-doo-da.”



Had there ever been a figure of such historical stature who left the throne so easily and then lived on with so little fuss? Certainly not in Russia, where monarchs either died in office or were shot. Even Khrushchev, after he was overthrown by Brezhnev, in 1964, was banished to a KGB-monitored dacha in the woods outside Moscow and was not allowed to publish or pronounce on the politics of his successors. Gorbachev, by contrast, published constantly in his retirement. He ran his foundation, which raised money for various academic, environmental, and first-aid projects. He wrote accounts of the August coup and the collapse of the Soviet Union and, with the help of a team of advisers, a two-volume memoir called Zhizn i Reformi (“Life and Reforms”). In Moscow, no one seemed terribly interested in Gorbachev’s memoirs; the books were expensive, the sales paltry.

Gorbachev left office saying he was not “going off to the taiga,” though no one imagined that he would ever return to politics. It was not just a matter of age and the futility of a second act; politics in Russia had changed, and while Gorbachev was the master of the one-party system, its true Nijinsky, he had always avoided the elective system he had done so much to create. Among his greatest failures as the leader of the Soviet Union was his reluctance to test himself in the marketplace of politics; instead he looked on as Yeltsin, playing the populist card, won elections and therefore a measure of legitimacy that he could never claim.

And yet, at the age of sixty-five, Gorbachev still dreamed of a return to power and a redemption. When the presidential race of June 1996 began, it seemed wide open. None of the contenders, not the communist Gennady Zyuganov, not the nationalists Vladimir Zhirinovsky and Aleksandr Lebed, not the liberal Grigory Yavlinsky, not even Yeltsin himself, could be considered prohibitive favorites. The communists swept the parliamentary elections in December 1995; the communists proved themselves to be the one party in Russia with a sizable membership base, grassroots organization, and a viable set of myths. Zyuganov artfully abandoned orthodox Leninist rhetoric and replaced it with a more appealing language of wounded national pride; however, he had been a former midlevel Central Committee apparatchik and looked it. Zhirinovsky continued to attract support, but it was doubtful that a majority of the electorate would vote for a man who promoted a neofascist ideology and, in his time in parliament, had slugged a woman deputy and posed naked in the shower for photographers. Lebed was a general, well regarded in military circles, but could he make it in politics? No one knew. Yavlinsky, a young economist, could count on support from intellectuals in the biggest cities, but his liabilities included a self-defeating ego, a narrow political base, and a Jewish mother. Yeltsin remained a formidable politician, especially so since he could exploit the tools of Kremlin power during the race, but it was hard to imagine that he had not ruined himself by now. The crime rate, the rampant corruption, the war in Chechnya, and his own failing health were not a prescription for victory. A number of Yeltsin’s hard-line advisers, men who feared for their own political lives, told him to use whatever pretense necessary to call off the election.

Not that any of this would help Gorbachev. He was despised by the communists, who regarded him as no better than the CIA; despised by the “great power” nationalists, who believed he was responsible for the humiliation of a great power and its army; and despised as well by liberal democrats, who felt he had never fully shed his allegiance to the nomenklatura that raised him. Running was a risk that only he seemed willing to consider. Late in 1995, when I spoke with a number of his old inner circle, none of them was eager to see their man run.

“Gorbachev is a great historical figure and this is known all over the world, but he has achieved enough,” the loyal aide Anatoly Chernyaev told me one afternoon at the Gorbachev foundation. “He should live up to the level of his historical greatness and not stoop to the level of campaign bickering. Maybe he could run and win in a normal country. But that will take maybe twenty years. I don’t know. Maybe he should wait and run then.”

Gorbachev was not through desiring. Aleksandr Gelman, a playwright and a friend of the former president, told me, “Gorbachev is a cunning man, but he is also totally demoralized without power. He can’t imagine himself without power. It’s almost as if he’s gone mad. He won’t run for the Duma, but he is serious about running for the presidency. Which is too bad. The role of an ex-president is an important enough one. If only Yeltsin would join Gorbachev in the ranks of the ex-presidents, this would be a great gain for a fledgling democracy.

“I saw Gorbachev a few months ago and he told me that he gets a lot of letters telling him he should run for president. I said, ‘Why should you run? Why do you need this? You’ve done enough.’ But he is a difficult man. He wants to move back into power. As a writer, I am very interested in this quality, the way that the yearning for power can blind a man.”

After meeting with Chernyaev at the foundation, I walked up a set of marble steps to Gorbachev’s office. The building once housed a Party institute; there are still some of the old-style columns and draperies, the same red runner carpets that the Party favored in the days of Stalin. After several battles with Yeltsin’s staff, Gorbachev had lost some of his office space. The business school kids from down the hall strolled by outside Gorbachev’s door and thought nothing of it.

Unlike Yeltsin, who had grown as fragile at times as the old general secretaries, Gorbachev seemed, if anything, revived. When I saw him, he looked fit, tanned, and trim. He wore a dark-blue Italian-made double-breasted jacket. The long rest suited him, and it did not take him long to explain what he planned to do with his new reserve of energy.

“I haven’t really decided yet to run, but I am getting more positive about it all the time,” Gorbachev said. “When I travel around Russia I find that the cliché that Gorbachev has been forgotten is overturned. Everyone who travels with me sees what goes on, despite the opposition to these trips from Moscow. Recently I went to Cheboksary and Yeltsin’s people called the local leadership and asked them to limit my contacts there. But I met with all the press there—communists, noncommunists, reformist, nonreformist—and they all wrote about me. I answered questions on the air for an hour. Some of the university officials tried to deny me an auditorium. Under student pressure the administration gave me the philharmonic hall, and instead of fifteen hundred people, twenty-five hundred people came. Not just students, but communists and Zhirinovsky people, too! Everyone! I answered questions for three hours. I met with workers there, too. They came up to touch me and test whether Gorbachev is still alive. They said, ‘How is your health, Mikhail Sergeyevich?’ And I replied, ‘My health is just as you see it.’ Then they’d say, ‘Well, do you have the guts to run? One more time?’ And they would look me right in the eye.”
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This was not the first time I had met with Gorbachev in his retirement, and sitting there in his bare and nearly bookless office, listening to him once more, I had the sense that his vanity, charm, and self-delusion were wisdom itself. He has the gift. You sit across from Gorbachev and react with an idiot’s awe, a fixed smile, intermittent nods of agreement. He takes you in before you’ve had a chance to sort through what he’s actually said.

It could only have been the power of personality—a form of magic—that allowed Gorbachev to guide the Communist Party to its own transformation, purge, and eventual crack-up. Despite various forces suggesting the need for economic and technological reform, the Party did not have to take Gorbachev’s radical course. Vitaly Vorotnikov, a conservative Politburo member, in his diaries—published under the title This Is How It Was …—recounts how he would sit in at the meetings of the top Party leadership and listen to Gorbachev propose changes that everyone knew would mean the weakening, if not the end, of one-party rule. Why do we all sit still for it? Vorotnikov wondered. Why do we all vote our assent? Vorotnikov and the rest still ask themselves the same questions. When I asked one of Gorbachev’s key conservative rivals in the Politburo, Yegor Ligachev, how it could have happened, he sneered. “Mikhail Sergeyevich played us for dupes,” Ligachev said. “When we caught on, it was too late.”

To his allies, Gorbachev’s deceptiveness, his instrumental amorality, was his political talent. “Gorbachev is a figure who refutes the law that by evil means no good can be done,” said Gelman, who besides writing plays also served briefly on the Party Central Committee. “He lied to his circle of Communist Party people. He had a double personality. He was two-faced to nearly everyone. Next to Gorbachev, Ligachev was a moral genius. Ligachev, after all, said what he thought and was clear about his principles. Gorbachev had to operate among people who would have killed him had they known what he was really up to. And sometimes Gorbachev deluded himself, too. So on the basis of classic moral principles, Gorbachev was a bad man, a dishonest man. But what he achieved was enormous. Thanks largely to Gorbachev, the world was redivided in a sensible way without war.”

Gorbachev himself is entirely aware of the power he exerted over other people. “I think a lot of it is about human nature,” he told me. “As early as boyhood, among the other kids, I was always the leader. This is just a natural quality, like the curiosity I have that pushes me to get to the bottom of things. It never occurred to me to get into politics. But then when I got involved in Komsomol politics someone said, ‘Okay, who here is Gorbachev?’ I stood and climbed up on my chair. Then, suddenly, someone pulled the chair out from under me and everyone laughed. That’s how my career began! But my conclusion was always to get up off the floor and keep going. Keep going. That’s what my experience tells me.”

Gorbachev’s memoirs chronicle a small-town boy’s climb up through the only political hierarchy his country offered: the hierarchy of tyranny. Without apology, Gorbachev writes of his uncanny ability to win over the old Party leaders and make them his mentors, and his willingness to stifle disagreement and even laughter in the presence of his age-fogged superiors. In scene after scene, Gorbachev plays the courtier to Brezhnev, who, in his dotage, was unable to frame a clear thought, much less utter one. In one episode he describes how, in 1982, one Politburo ancient, Andrei Kirilenko, was eased into retirement only after receiving assurances that he could keep his dacha and other perks; when the time came for Kirilenko to write his resignation papers, tears filled his eyes and he asked the general secretary, Yuri Andropov, to draft the letter for him. Kirilenko could not hold the pen.

“Oh my God! I couldn’t write about everything—but Kirilenko!” Gorbachev told me, collapsing in laughter. “The man could not put two words together. This was, simply put, a problem. I think now, when we look back at such things years from now, we simply won’t be able to imagine them.”
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Language was a foundation of the old regime. The old Communist Party controlled language absolutely (banning writers, creating the Newspeak of official doctrine and media) and, like God almighty, gave everything its name. Brezhnev’s inability to speak coherently was a fair representation of the regime’s decline—imitations of the old man’s garbles were common comic currency in the late seventies. When he took power in 1985, Gorbachev displayed a fluency that held out the illusion that the regime, now in command of its faculties again, could express itself, revive itself, and endure.

The most important speech Gorbachev ever gave while he was in power (and still popular) came in November 1987 on the seventieth anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolution. Hidden among phrases that now seem painful in their obeisance to Leninist theology, Gorbachev returned to the theme of Soviet history and anti-Stalinism that Khrushchev had first raised in 1956 in the “secret speech.” Gorbachev described Stalin’s regime as “criminal” and went on from there. Even though he took time to redeify Lenin and skimmed over numerous episodes of his brutality, Gorbachev had, in a public, televised forum, opened the political history—and system—of the Soviet Union to criticism, doubt, and question. In spite of Gorbachev’s own intentions for the system’s renewal, the suicide had begun.

One of the rallying cries of the revived Russian Communist Party as it began its campaign for the presidency in 1996 was that the “democrats,” beginning with Gorbachev, had “blackened” the Soviet past, crossed out all its triumphs and glories. Russian school texts, at least in the big cities, have now been sufficiently revised to include a version of the Revolution that is closer to that of an American historian like Richard Pipes than to Lenin’s. Schoolchildren now read of the weakness of Nicholas II, the vacuum of power that followed his fall, and then the ruthlessness of the Bolshevik seizure of power; the new texts are a litany of cruelties as well as of achievements. The Communist Party standard-bearer, Gennady Zyuganov, did not vow a return to censorship and the Stalinist version of history, but he was intent on battling what he insisted were “criminal distortions.”

“At first there was criticism of Brezhnev, then of Stalin, then of the period going all the way to Lenin,” Zyuganov said in one of his speeches. “Today all that was glorious is eliminated. In our schools today textbooks practically do not mention Pushkin and Tolstoy, Dostoevsky and Nekrasov … instead we have literary and political pornography. And these textbooks are written with the sponsorship of the Soros Fund.… This is done to kill our memory.… Today one hears terrible lies, that the October Revolution was a plot, a coup. We hear it said that the revolution was the product of several people, a limited number of people. No. The revolution was a social earthquake which decided the most burning contradictions.”
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The resentment against Gorbachev never abated. For the men who led the communist opposition, he was the man who had betrayed everything: the Party, history, the empire. One afternoon, I went to see Anatoly Lukyanov, a leading communist, a key figure in the Duma, and one of Zyuganov’s gray cardinals. Under Gorbachev, Lukyanov had been a Politburo member and chairman of the Supreme Soviet; he was also a key supporter of the August 1991 coup. Lukyanov and Gorbachev first met at Moscow State University in the early fifties. Lukyanov was Gorbachev’s protégé in the Party. After Lukyanov and the other coup plotters were released from prison under a general amnesty, he no longer spoke of his friendship with Gorbachev, only his hatred. When Gorbachev’s name came up, Lukyanov’s face darkened, his fists clenched and whitened.

When I visited Lukyanov at his office, he greeted me the way a fighter greets his opponent in the center of the ring. He thrust out his chest and stared hard. I began by asking about various publications in the communist press that blamed the collapse of the Soviet Union on Western intelligence agencies and their “agents of influence”—men like the former adviser to Gorbachev Aleksandr Yakovlev. Did Lukyanov really believe that?

“Are you a naive person?” Lukyanov said. (He now made sure his nose was about six inches from mine.) “I know this to be a fact. It is enough to read the Americans from John Foster Dulles through Zbigniew Brzezinski and Henry Kissinger. Their role in this was enormous. The West simply didn’t want the competition of the Soviet Union. Geopolitically, the United States wanted to break up the Soviet Union and turn it into a raw-materials annex. This was the eternal policy of the West. They wanted to create a vast new market. They wanted to ‘liberate’ the market, give jobs to their unemployed and use our people for cheap labor. And still the Americans are producing ten times more weapons than ever. All the rest is superficial. The West even managed to lead on young, inexperienced Soviet politicians who could be bought with nice words. It was enough in 1984 for Margaret Thatcher to praise Gorbachev and he became theirs. And sitting next to Gorbachev was Yakovlev, who had spent twelve years in Canada as ambassador, where he became a rabid anticommunist. I have known Gorbachev for forty years and Yakovlev for thirty. I know these men.”

While Lukyanov was in power, he was always next to Gorbachev, forever reminding reporters of their great partnership in perestroika. After the coup collapsed, he begged for Gorbachev’s indulgence. But now he portrayed their relationship quite differently: as a wise counselor failing to sway a foolish king.

“All that happened with Gorbachev could have been predicted at the end of 1990,” Lukyanov went on. “He was a confused politician. He was like a child who refuses to see that some stories have scary endings. I knew by April 1991 that all of this would end in arrests and catastrophe. But what happened in August 1991 was not a coup, not a plot. It was an attempt to save the country, and that is all. In Gorbachev, we were dealing with a politician who was out of his depth, a man who had never known anything except Komsomol politics and Party politics. In me, you are talking to a man who worked as a lathe operator at a factory in 1943. The metallic dust has come out of my pores only in these last ten years. Gorbachev was just a functionary given to great outbursts of suggestions and then irresponsible implementation. He was a brilliant actor.”

But surely Gorbachev wanted to preserve the union? Was he to blame for its collapse?

Lukyanov smiled, indulging once more the naiveté of his visitor.

“Gorbachev could have stopped it all,” he said. “Belovezhskaya Pushcha”—the hunting lodge near Minsk where the leaders of Belarus, Russia, and Ukraine first declared an end to the union—“is just a few kilometers from the Polish border. It would have been enough just to give them a little shove and they would have all fled to shelter under Lech Walesa. Gorbachev was never a master at seeing three steps ahead. But he knew the collapse was coming. He had at his disposal forces that could have prevented it. He could have acted decisively. But he was so naive he thought these people would have mercy on him.”

Before leaving, I asked Lukyanov about the possibility of Gorbachev’s return to politics.

Lukyanov grinned almost maniacally. “Before he thinks about his future and running for president, Gorbachev ought to try walking the streets of Moscow and let’s see if he comes back in one piece,” he said. “He needs to get out among workers and farmers and see if he returns in one piece. Let him visit a military base and see if he can come back in one piece. Then we’ll talk about running for president.

“You see, sooner or later there will be a trial. A Duma deputy named Viktor Ilyukhin held a trial and sentenced Gorbachev to the people’s eternal shame, and this was a conviction and punishment worse than capital punishment. Do you know how Gorbachev will persist in people’s memories? As the destroyer of the Soviet Union. Nothing more. Just that. Yeltsin will be the man who fired on the parliament. Nothing more.”

“And you, Anatoly Ivanovich? How will you be remembered?” I asked.

“Me?” he said. “I will be the man who realized his power too late, who, together with some others, was responsible for letting happen what happened. I should have been more resolute.”
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On a dismal winter afternoon, I took the subway out to the northern fringe of Moscow to watch Zyuganov work a crowd of faithful constituents. At the Polyarni movie theater, several hundred people, most of them past retirement age, filled the seats and the aisles to hear their man. The theater was warm enough, but in customary Russian style, everyone wore his coat and hat. The place had a steamy wet-wool smell. After Zyuganov arrived, we all stood. The “Internationale” played on the loudspeakers, and in this crowd nearly everyone still knew the words—and sang.

Older voters were Zyuganov’s most visible supporters, but they were far from alone. The Party was able to revive itself not because of any individual, but rather because it is the one political organization with a resonant mythology. In its electoral programs and in its newspapers, the Party combined elements of the old ideology (collectivism, social equality) and elements of the nationalist agenda (the reestablishment of Russia as a rival to the United States, the restoration of the Soviet Union, an allergy to foreign influences). At the Polyarni theater, Zyuganov unleashed his standard speech, his travelogue across “this long-suffering country,” his description of how the United States destroyed the Soviet Union with “lies, provocations, and money.” Yeltsin, of course, came in for a beating, but Gorbachev did no better. “Gorbachev is responsible for the banditry in this country,” Zyuganov said. “He is responsible for police having to wear bulletproof vests. Gorbachev got the Nobel Peace Prize, and for that Alfred Nobel must have spun ten times in his coffin.”

What was unforgivable for Zyuganov and his constituents was the humiliation they felt at the collapse of the Soviet Union. While in the West many scholars and journalists came to see the political battles between Gorbachev and Yeltsin as the great struggle of the late eighties and early nineties, the story line of an era, the Russian opposition forces saw one man as the extension of the other. The men were equally despised for their complementary roles in destroying the empire. No matter what the angle of vision, there is no doubt that the relationship between the two men, and the effect it had on Soviet history, loomed over all Russian politics. Countless empirical factors contributed to the collapse of the Soviet Union—a rotting economy, a bankrupt ideology, percolating intellectual and moral dissidence, foreign military and political pressure, and then, under Gorbachev, the catalytic effect of a little freedom and the rise of nationalism in the republics.

“The Soviet Union was doomed to collapse as a multinational empire. But it was an entirely different matter when this historical moment would happen,” said Galina Starovoitova, a member of the Duma who had been close to Andrei Sakharov and then worked in the early nineties as an adviser to Yeltsin on ethnic issues. “My feeling is that the disintegration was inevitable but the historical moment, the timing, was accidental. If it hadn’t been for a number of subjective factors—and not just the personal feud between Yeltsin and Gorbachev—it all could have happened thirty or fifty years later than it did.”

Starovoitova had traveled extensively throughout the Soviet Union, both as a scholar and as a dissident, and her sense of the empire was as keen as anyone’s in the Kremlin. “The Soviet Union brought together one hundred and twenty-six different nations and tried to homogenize them, managing it only superficially,” she told me. “They were different in terms of language, which ranged from the Ural-Altaic linguistic families to Indo-European, and in religion, which ranged from Christianity to Islam. Religion and language usually determine the mentality of a nation, and so there were great differences. The layer of Homo sovieticus was extremely superficial. The thickness, so to speak, of this layer was probably greater in Russia or Ukraine than in Tadjikistan, Estonia, Turkmenia, or Azerbaijan.”

For decades the Soviet empire was held together by ideology and coercion and even the perversity of the imperial economy. Under Stalin, especially, whole nations were directed to assume responsibility for economic monocultures: cotton in Uzbekistan, for instance, or rocket parts in Ukraine, cigarette filters in Armenia. To challenge that imperial arrangement was to invite not only brutal punishment but economic disaster.

“When Gorbachev began perestroika, he certainly did not understand all these factors,” Starovoitova said. “He was simply a younger and more energetic leader who wanted to look civilized in the eyes of the West, where he had traveled a little. He wanted to be regarded as a decent man, not another senile character of the Brezhnev, Chernenko type. Thatcher played a role in this—encouraging him—and he tried to live up to her expectations. Of course, Gorbachev wanted to renovate the facade, not modify the foundation or the construction itself. He did not understand that he was cutting the very branch that he was sitting on. In criticizing the Communist Party and disclosing information about the crimes of the Party and Stalin, he inevitably—even though he didn’t understand it—arrived at a conclusion that one-party power was illegitimate. His two liberal advisers, Aleksandr Yakovlev and Eduard Shevardnadze, claim they were the only ones who understood everything, but I doubt that even they did at first. Gorbachev certainly did not understand. I know this from personal talks with him.”

Gorbachev announced many times that while the Soviet Union suffered from serious failings, even crises, “the nationalities problem has been solved.” Such had been the propaganda, and the genuine belief, of the Party for many years. “No Catholic priest, and certainly no pope, can be a nonbeliever,” Starovoitova said, “and so it is with general secretaries and high Party functionaries: they believe what they proclaim. So the subject of the nationalities went banned and unexplored.” In 1988 and 1989, when the various people’s fronts began to show enormous political strength in the Baltic states and in Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan, Gorbachev reacted as if he were being challenged by extremists, marginals, even madmen—and it is clear now that he was encouraged to think so by the reports he was getting from the KGB. In every case, Moscow made arrests of local leaders and sent troops and tanks into the republican capitals; and while casualties were relatively few, the military reaction only built support for nationalism on the periphery of the empire. “Gorbachev’s belief,” Starovoitova said, “that it was all a provocation by some extremists—his belief that we had, in fact, a Soviet people—was a more important subjective factor in all this than even his relations with Yeltsin.”

In May 1992, Gorbachev was in Washington as a guest of the librarian of Congress, James Billington, and during a breakfast with a small group of scholars and other guests, he was asked what had been his most difficult problem as Soviet president and general secretary. “The nationalities issue,” Gorbachev said. And when did you really grow aware of it? he was asked.

“In the fall or winter of 1990,” came the answer. At least two years too late.
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So there were many factors, political and economic, undermining the union. But as Sergei Parkhomenko, one of the best-known journalists in Moscow, put it to me, “The hatred between Gorbachev and Yeltsin was the engine.” Gennady Yanayev, one of the leaders of the August coup, agreed: “The animal hatred between Gorbachev and Yeltsin, this was the subjective factor that played an evil trick on the nation, this is what eventually led to the disintegration of the country.”

Boris Yeltsin was not a part of Gorbachev’s original inner circle. When Gorbachev came to power in March 1985, Yeltsin was a regional party secretary, in the Urals; it was a provincial career distinguished, above all, by his accepting the order to destroy the Ipatiev house, where the Romanov family had been executed. But as Gorbachev was trying to build a core of support for himself in the Central Committee, his two closest political allies in the Party at the time, Nikolai Ryzhkov and Yegor Ligachev, debated the wisdom of bringing Yeltsin, a construction foreman and Party apparatchik, to Moscow from the city of Yekaterinburg (which was then called Sverdlovsk). Yeltsin had a mixed reputation in Party circles: he was energetic and intelligent, but also erratic and quick to take offense.

“I remember when I was first told about Yeltsin, I had my doubts,” Gorbachev told me. “I talked about it with Ryzhkov, and he said, ‘Don’t take him, you’ll be in trouble with him.’ You see, he really knew Yeltsin from the Urals. But then the process sort of started. Ligachev was in charge of personnel and he said, ‘Let me go down and check it out.’ Ryzhkov said no, but I thought maybe Ryzhkov and Yeltsin had a conflict, so I said to Ligachev, ‘Yegor Kuzmich, go ahead and check it out.’ He went and called me a few days later and said, ‘Yeltsin is okay. He’s what we need. He’s our man.’ ” Even this early incident is fraught with irony, for it was Ligachev, the Party traditionalist, who would become Yeltsin’s fiercest enemy.

As the first party secretary of the Moscow Party organization, Yeltsin made his mark not with sophisticated political arguments or ideological speeches, but rather through a technique utterly alien to Soviet political culture: raw populism. He began firing dozens of officials and bragged about it to the press. He visited stores and rode the Moscow metro, and was always careful to see that the press covered the event. At least in the capital, Yeltsin competed with the general secretary for attention.

“When Yeltsin worked as first secretary I didn’t criticize him, or if I did it wasn’t on a Politburo level, only on a personal level,” Gorbachev said. “It was never public. But more and more I had the suspicion that he was too much about breaking things over his knee. I spoke to him about this and said that if it ever seems that we are conducting reforms like this, the question will arise, ‘Can you really call these democratic reforms?’ That’s when the crisis arose.

“Also, Ligachev demanded a lot from everyone, and that included Yeltsin, and Yeltsin didn’t like that. Yeltsin began to complain, saying, ‘Why am I being castigated for every little thing? Ligachev is always trying to push me around.’ Such was Yeltsin. He began to sense that he could use his populism. He would take a little tram or he’d go ‘shopping’ for food or meet the press. And by the way, I supported his meetings, his openness. I did not try to change him. I wanted him to be absorbed in this process, like all of us. But he was so full of hurt feelings that he began to hold things against us sometimes. Then he’d go off and say, ‘The Politburo is so old, filled with mastodons who should be fired.’ But I had changed the entire Politburo, I made a clean sweep, like there had never been before, even in Stalin’s time. We had to go about these things in a proper way, not like Yeltsin thought. I think he only brought these things up to exploit them, so that he could put himself forward under this banner. They were really careerist claims. He also took it hard that he was not a full member of the Politburo. Maybe if he had had full Politburo status he would have behaved differently. There was something about Yeltsin, something inside him, maybe hard feelings, even vengefulness, and he still carries around these qualities. He doesn’t forgive anything.”

Gorbachev, of course, tells the story in a language and version totally in his favor. He was tolerant of Yeltsin, it is true, but he also turned on him when he thought the occasion demanded. In October 1987, Yeltsin made the mistake at a closed Central Committee session of trying to challenge Ligachev’s authority in the Party and what he saw as a tendency in the leadership to create a “cult” around Gorbachev. Within minutes, one speaker after another rushed to the podium to denounce Yeltsin, setting off the pattern of confrontation that would define Soviet politics thereafter.

As we talked about this old sequence of events—Yeltsin’s exile, then his reemergence as the leader of the opposition and then as the first democratically elected president of Russia—Gorbachev assumed an expression of pained disgust. When the subject is Yeltsin, he cannot be stopped.

“I don’t believe Yeltsin was ever really a democrat,” he said angrily. “Yes, he got incorporated into democratic and intelligentsia circles. But I think he joined with these forces deliberately and took advantage of them to break through to the top.

“When he was on the Politburo he would write letters to me while I was on vacation telling me how disappointed he was. In Moscow he realized he just couldn’t manage. He would reshuffle personnel, disband various Party committees. He acted as if he were still a Party chief in Yekaterinburg. But it’s not the same level. Moscow is a state within a state, with all its bureaucrats and politicians watching our every move. Then he realized he was losing his grip and tried to turn a failure into a victory, to make himself seem more democratic, more pro-reform, as if he had ever been prevented from having this opportunity.”
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There has never been a politician, Russian or otherwise, who has believed more in the power of personality than Gorbachev. And the personality he believed in was his own. He was convinced of his ability to reconcile and balance forces of all kinds, and so long as he was dealing with the Communist Party in its old and obedient form, while it still observed the rules of Party discipline, he was right in admiring his own mastery. He had the gift of Stalin’s manipulations without resorting to Stalinist means.

But when the rules of politics changed in the Soviet Union, Gorbachev could not change his personality. He tried to lecture and cajole men like Yeltsin and the other republican presidents as if they had no power or will or ambition of their own. In the spring of 1991, Gorbachev brought together nine republican leaders, including Yeltsin, to begin a process of negotiations on a new, less centralized Soviet Union. The negotiations, which took place in the dacha village of Novo-Ogarevo outside Moscow, were seen as a sign of great promise. Gorbachev, after so many battles with Yeltsin and the others, had finally decided to compromise, to cede power to the republics without giving up entirely the importance of Moscow as an imperial center.

But during the Novo-Ogarevo process, Gorbachev spoke mainly in monologues, the way he would at Politburo sessions in years past. The various republican presidents grumbled among themselves about how Gorbachev was behaving like a glukhar, a bird that goes deaf while making its mating calls. Even Stanislav Shushkevich of Belarus, not an especially powerful personality from not an especially powerful republic, told his colleagues he was getting fed up. He had things to do, meetings to attend. Gorbachev was taking them all for a ride. The others nodded in agreement.

One day, Ruslan Khasbulatov, who was sitting in for Yeltsin as the Russian representative, interrupted Gorbachev, mid-monologue, and said, “Okay, Mikhail Sergeyevich, if you want us to continue with these talks, you’ll have to apologize to all of us here. Here lined up in front of you are the representatives of the sovereign states as the Soviet constitution defines them.”

Gorbachev went pale, then red, and then apologized. The meetings went on. By July 1991, the group reached agreement on a union treaty that would result in a far more decentralized, federative union than any known before in Soviet history. The republics would tend to their own economies and pay far less into the central government. Gorbachev and Yeltsin, as well as the other republican presidents, argued over taxation, security, and dozens of other issues, but it was clear, as the August vacation began, that the treaty, scheduled for signing on August 20, would undermine the power of the central authorities.

The leaders of the KGB, the army, and the Interior Ministry police had listened to wiretaps of the union treaty negotiations. For them, the treaty would mean the end of their singular power—the KGB chief, Vladimir Kryuchkov, for one, heard from the tapes that he would soon be fired—and to put an end to it, they attempted the coup.

The failure of the coup was the spark that lit a bonfire beneath the old union structures. Lithuania had already declared independence in 1990, but with the failure of the coup and the weakness it revealed, one republic after another declared its sovereignty. Even in republics where the presidents welcomed or at least showed no resistance (even rhetorical) to the coup, independence became the politics of the day. Gorbachev struggled in every way he could to return the situation to what had existed before August 19—he convened sessions of the old Soviet Congress of People’s Deputies, he called on a core of liberal advisers he had abandoned only a year before—but he had lost power and could no longer control the political game.

“The August putsch and its failure was the Chernobyl of the old system—that is the most precise image,” Yeltsin’s chief aide at the time, Gennady Burbulis, told me. “The putschists revealed the depths of the system’s deterioration and collapse. All the long-term decay of the military, the political system, the economy was all expressed by the August coup. After that, our goal was simply to give some shape to the collapse.”

“After the coup, Gorbachev was in a state of shock,” said Galina Starovoitova, who was in the middle of all these negotiations. “He didn’t know what to do or what to say, and so he tried to go on singing the old song. He tried to keep up the Novo-Ogarevo process, but it was a balloon with no more air left in it. It was too late. Before the coup, everything was possible, but not now, not afterward. Now he had to face all these new partners and talk to them on an entirely different level.… Who was he? A king without a kingdom.”

Sensing Gorbachev’s weakness and tired of his old song, the republican presidents became more active in their disdain. “And it wasn’t Yeltsin alone who disliked him,” Starovoitova went on. “Everyone was sick of him and his garrulity. I heard this from Shushkevich [of Belarus] and Nazarbayev [of Kazakhstan]. Kravchuk, the Ukrainian president, simply despised him. Yes, they wanted to push him out. Not just Yeltsin wanted to do it. And they couldn’t find another way of pulling out his chair without abolishing his post. There was no other way. For Gorbachev, everything was collapsing. The ground was slipping from under him.”

Yeltsin, especially, began to intensify a double game he had been flirting with for nearly a year. Even while he continued negotiating with Gorbachev about a new union—the terms had shifted from federation to confederation—his advisers explored the possibility of what would happen if there were no union at all. Yeltsin’s top aide, Gennady Burbulis, his legal adviser Sergei Shakhrai, his economic guru, Yegor Gaidar, and his foreign minister, Aleksandr Kozyrev, began working with their staffs on alternatives to the union. “We began looking into various examples around the world: the United Arab Emirates, the European Community, the British Commonwealth, all the possibilities,” Kozyrev told me. Burbulis added that as early as the beginning of 1991, he and his staff were seriously considering the organization of a four-sided union of Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, and Kazakhstan. Gorbachev was aware of this double game, but he never even tried to take action. Even to the distraction of his last remaining loyal aides, he acted as if he were still capable of steering events through sheer force of personality and will.

“This was utterly characteristic of Gorbachev,” his aide Anatoly Chernyaev said. “I remember when those ministers—Dmitri Yazov, Vladimir Kryuchkov, and Boris Pugo, the eventual coup plotters—I remember when they went into the Supreme Soviet in June 1991 and railed against Gorbachev, tried to seize power, quietly. I called Gorbachev on the phone and I said, ‘Do you know what they are saying about you in the Supreme Soviet? Your own people?’ And Gorbachev said, ‘Why should I care?’ So this was his habit, a kind of confidence or innocence, so that he would not pay heed. Gorbachev could never believe that someone close to him, not even Yeltsin, would raise a hand against him. Here he was, surrounded by hatred, and he remained completely alone. Even while the so-called democrats were criticizing him and insulting him, he couldn’t believe that such a deal would be done, that people would abandon all common sense and try to disband the union.”

Yeltsin, in fact, did not make an overt move to disband the union until December. In meetings in November, Gorbachev was still able to convince Yeltsin that without a confederative structure and a union center in Moscow, economic and political disaster was inevitable. (Or, at least, Yeltsin pretended to be convinced of this.) More and more power was being ceded to the republics with each passing week, but Gorbachev had still managed to retain a few prerogatives for Moscow, not least his own office, the union presidency. But on November 25, with Ukraine scheduled to vote on an independence referendum one week later, Yeltsin balked at initialing a draft treaty, telling Gorbachev that he did not want to alienate the Ukrainians. Gorbachev once more went back to treating the men assembled as if they were his Politburo.

“I don’t understand how you plan to get along,” he said in a long and often obscene rant. “You know, when you set up your shantytown instead of a united state you will put your people through torture. We are strangling in the shit as it is!… If you reject the confederated state version, then just go on without me!” Gorbachev stormed out of the meeting.

A little while later, Yeltsin went to calm Gorbachev down and tell him that he and the others had agreed to submit the draft treaty to their national legislatures. Gorbachev kept referring to Yeltsin as “Czar Boris”—a reference to the tragic Boris Godunov.

The truth was, Yeltsin did not really know how Ukraine would vote. He had said all along that without Ukraine, there could be no union of any kind. Around the time of the ill-fated meeting with Gorbachev, Yeltsin asked Starovoitova how she thought the vote would go in Ukraine. Starovoitova had sent a team of pollsters and ethnologists to the republic to canvass public opinion there. She told Yeltsin that she thought that as much as 75 percent would vote for Ukrainian independence.

“How is that possible?” Yeltsin said. “It can’t be!”

Yeltsin refused to believe the news.

“They are brother Slavs,” he said. “There are so many Russians there. If you had said fifty-one percent, I would believe you, maybe. But seventy-five percent?”

But then Yeltsin collected himself and said, “Okay, well, if this is so, then we’ll be forced to accept it. So this is what we’ll do. One week later, when the euphoria subsides, I’ll bring together the leaders of the Slavic republics. Not in Kiev, where they have just seceded, not in Moscow, which is like an imperial center, but in Minsk. And we’ll begin to build something new, a new union, a commonwealth.”

On December 1, a few votes shy of 90 percent voted for Ukrainian independence. Eighty-four percent of the eligible voters went to the polls, and even ethnic Russians in the eastern part of the republic voted overwhelmingly for independence. Almost no one had confidence in Moscow or the old union structures any longer. For Yeltsin, the vote clarified everything. There could be no more double game.

One day after the vote, Yeltsin’s ethnic relations adviser, Starovoitova, went to see the plenipotentiary representative of Ukraine in Russia, Pyotr Kryzhanovsky.

“On the way over I bought a big bunch of roses,” Starovoitova recalled. “I came to him and he was frightened and confused. He didn’t know how to react. He was an old communist apparatchik and suddenly his republic has seceded from the union and here he was sitting in Moscow with no instructions and no idea what to do. He was thinking, Maybe tanks will be moved into Kiev as they were sent into other republics. And suddenly I show up as an official adviser to Yeltsin with a bunch of roses and say, ‘I’ve come to congratulate you on the first day of Ukrainian independence!’ He was completely confused. In my presence he called Kravchuk in Kiev and said, ‘GalinaVasilievna is here.’ And they switched to Ukrainian and he said, ‘It’s the first time in my life that a zhinka [a woman] has given me flowers.’ They were thinking tanks and they got roses. This was an official signal. I told him, ‘Boris Nikolayevich recognizes the new reality and Russia will recognize you.’ ”
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In their opposition to Yeltsin, Gorbachev and Zyuganov would agree: the new regime began its habit of flouting the legal order when on December 7, 1991, Yeltsin, Kravchuk, and Shushkevich met at a government compound in Belarus near the Polish border and declared the Soviet Union defunct. A couple of weeks later, eleven of the fifteen republics confirmed the decision (the Baltic states and Georgia thought the meeting superfluous) in the Kazakh capital, Alma-Ata. It is common knowledge in Russia that the meeting in Belarus was lubricated, at least part of the time, in traditional fashion. On the door of one of Gorbachev’s aides at the foundation is a picture of Yeltsin, Kravchuk, and Shushkevich looking indecently happy. Underneath is the caption “Three split a bottle and millions get a headache.”

“Remember this,” Gorbachev’s aide Anatoly Chernyaev said of the decision to end the union. “All these men wanted their own state. I remember Karimov, of Uzbekistan, always complained about how when an African head of state would come to Moscow he would be greeted with a red carpet and a real Kremlin reception and so on, but for him—the leader of a place with ten times the population and a great industrial base—the reception was a yawn. So, yes, ego played a role. The union only lasted as long as it did mainly due to Communist Party discipline. In every republic, Moscow put ethnic Russians in charge of the military and the KGB and the Party. And it stayed together through force or the threat of force. But when the republics saw what had happened in Eastern Europe, when they saw that Gorbachev would not venture to use force on any scale, the disintegration process grew quicker.”

The three-way meeting in Belarus was not exactly a secret. Yeltsin told Gorbachev that he was going to Minsk to go over some “bilateral business,” nothing of great importance. “What we did,” Kozyrev told me, “was to use the opportunity of a long-standing date we had with Shushkevich for a bilateral meeting. We wanted to explore what Belarus wanted. Since they were, by nature, closest to Russia, we wanted to see what was maximally feasible. We knew if Belarus didn’t want to maintain a union, then we had to go on to something else. The idea was also to avoid meeting in Moscow. If we met in Moscow, Gorbachev would be drawn in and the game would go around in circles.”

In the last two days before going to Minsk, Kozyrev put together a four-page memo for Yeltsin suggesting various options ranging from a “renewed union”—more or less what Gorbachev was hoping for—to a loose confederation. To get a sense of how improvised this period of history was, to understand the lack of sophistication involved, one need only know that on the night before he left Moscow for Minsk, Kozyrev went to the Savoy Hotel not far from the KGB headquarters and met with an old friend, Allan Weinstein, head of the Washington-based Democracy Project and the author of a book on the Alger Hiss case.

“Allan,” Kozyrev said, “what is the difference between a commonwealth, a federation, and an association?” The discussion proceeded from there. But while Yeltsin would certainly bring up the subject of a union, Kozyrev, Shakhrai, Burbulis, and Gaidar—his key advisers on this issue—knew that would not stay on the table for long.

“The idea behind the whole meeting in Belarus was that while you couldn’t take Gorbachev out of the country, you could take the country away from Gorbachev,” the journalist Sergei Parkhomenko said.

At the start of the meeting, Yeltsin asked Shushkevich if Belarus was prepared to join in a union. Shushkevich said that it was not. They then called Kravchuk in Kiev and invited him to meet them in an informal setting, a hunting lodge near the Polish border. Once Kravchuk arrived in Belarus, Yeltsin asked him if there was any chance that Ukraine would join a confederate union. Yeltsin said he felt he had to ask, if only to satisfy Gorbachev.

“All our efforts at this point were directed at Kravchuk to participate in the Novo-Ogarevo process,” Burbulis recalled. Later, Kravchuk would say, “When we went to Belovezhskaya Pushcha, I did not know what the outcome of the meeting would be. We had to talk together. If we had invited more delegates, it would have been pointless. Russia, Ukraine, Belarus—these were the founding states, the foundation, of the old union [in 1922]. Our logic was that we should meet and then talk with the others.”

When Kravchuk said that Ukraine would refuse to join a new union of the sort that Gorbachev was insisting on, the negotiations moved to a far different, a revolutionary, plane. “The mood was tense, reflective, inspired, somewhat worried,” Burbulis said. “The person who was most worried was Yeltsin himself. We really had to convince him, to prod him, because he, more than anyone else, felt the scale of the consequences.”

The three parties agreed that they would try another possibility, a commonwealth of sorts. They had only the vaguest notion of where they were moving. The team of Russian and Belarussian experts and ministers began working at a smaller dacha while the heads of state began what can only be called a celebratory dinner. As it became
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