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			Prologue: A Silent Procession

			It was after midnight and I was making final changes to this book when I learned that Boris Nemtsov, a liberal politician once groomed to be president of Russia, had been shot six times in the back on a bridge just yards away from the Kremlin.

			It was the most resonant political assassination in Russia’s post-Soviet history, and it did not seem real. I knew Nemtsov well—he was more than a journalistic contact. Of all the Russian politicians I kept in touch with, he was the only one I considered a friend. He was charismatic, determined, honest, unpretentious and very full of life. Now his large body lay on the wet asphalt, covered by black rubbish bags, with the cupolas of St. Basil’s behind him: his was a postcard murder.

			Those who killed Nemtsov acted with impudence and did not expect to be arrested. When one of them was detained, he turned out to be an officer linked to Ramzan Kadyrov, Chechnya’s former rebel installed by Russian president Vladimir Putin to keep the territory under his thumb. Kadyrov had sworn his personal loyalty to Putin, helped annex Crimea and promptly defended the alleged killer as a “true patriot.”

			Nemtsov’s murder marked the first anniversary of Russia’s annexation of Crimea and its “hybrid” war against Ukraine. Now the violence ignited over the border had returned to the homeland. The war in Ukraine, stoked and fanned by the Kremlin, has not just devastated a former Soviet republic that dared to break free from its grip. It has devastated Russia itself—its sense of decency and moral fiber. It has turned xenophobia and aggression into a norm and civility into an offense.

			Nemtsov was a good man who tried to stop the war. In the state media this has earned him the title of “national traitor” and “American stooge.” In the weeks before his death he was demonized on television. Soon after that hate banners carrying his image were hung on building facades with the words “Fifth column—aliens among us.”

			Six days before Nemtsov’s death I watched thousands of people—some paid, others not—marching through the heart of Moscow bearing slogans denouncing Ukraine, the West and Russian liberals. Muscle-bound toughs representing Kadyrov carried signs proclaiming PUTIN AND KADYROV PREVENT MAIDAN IN RUSSIA alongside photographs of Nemtsov, identifying him as “the organizer of Maidan.” (Maidan had become shorthand for Maidan Nezalezhnosti or Independence Square, in Kiev, the epicenter of Ukraine’s revolution.)

			I was born and bred in the Soviet Union and have worked for many years in Russia, but never before had I seen such levels of hysteria. This was something out of a documentary of 1930s Germany. As Nemtsov said in an interview recorded hours before his death, “Russia is quickly turning into a fascist state. We already have propaganda modeled on Nazi Germany’s. We also have a nucleus of assault brigades, like the [Nazi] SA.”1

			

			•   •   •

			Andrei Sakharov, Russia’s great humanist and nuclear physicist, once argued that a country that violates human rights at home poses a threat to international security. In fact, it was partly Sakharov’s knowledge of the potential impact of his thermonuclear device that turned him into a human rights activist. Russia today has no Sakharov. It has propagandists who talk about the use of nuclear arms with flippancy unimaginable in the Soviet period.

			“Russia can reduce America to nuclear ash,” boasted Dmitry Kiselev, the anchor of Russia’s main television channel, Rossiya.

			After Stalin’s death, the personal power of Soviet leaders was checked by the collective Politburo. Now Kiselev said a decision to use nuclear arms “will be taken personally by Putin, who has the undoubted support of the Russian people.” In a documentary about the “return of Crimea,” Putin admitted he was ready to make such a decision if NATO forces tried to interfere in the peninsula.

			The situation in Russia today is more dangerous than it was in the Cold War. The Soviet Union and America both emerged as winners from the Second World War and did not suffer from an inferiority complex. But Russia’s current rulers were shaped by what they consider to be their loss of the Cold War, and their feeling of rejection by the West, despite all their fabulous wealth.

			A mixture of hostility and jealousy has triumphed in Russia thirty years after Mikhail Gorbachev ended the Cold War, opened up the country and proclaimed the supremacy of human values over the interests of the state. The withdrawal of Soviet forces from Eastern Europe, which today is deemed a fatal mistake in official textbooks, was greeted with approval not just by the West but by Russia’s own people—those same people who now approve of Putin’s bombing of Syria, designed to demonstrate the country’s resurgence and to project power outside the former Soviet territory for the first time since its defeat in Afghanistan. The end of Communism gave many the hope that Russia would become a normal country and join the civilized world.

			As a drama student in Moscow at the time, I remember that feeling of hope. It was one of the happiest periods of my life. The world was opening before me, and my friends and I eagerly embraced our new freedom to travel and ability to make contact with people from the other side of the iron curtain. Theater companies from Europe brought their productions to Moscow, and we could not only see them, we could talk to their actors and directors. I remember the excitement of meeting two Swedish actors from Ingmar Bergman’s company. These were my first “proper foreigners,” and the fact that I could talk to them was more important than what we said.

			For me, the shortages of food in the shops were fully compensated by this exhilarating new sense of possibility. History was being made in Moscow, and we were in the middle of it. Looking back at that period, I realize now that this sense of excitement was experienced by a narrow circle of people. For the majority of the population, the collapse of the Soviet Union was associated with uncertainty and a sharp decline in living standards. But at the time many of my generation felt that the future belonged to us. Traveling from Moscow to England by train for the first time through Eastern Europe, passing through East and West Berlin no longer divided by the wall, I felt proud to be Russian. I was coming from a free country that no longer oppressed others, and I could finally discover the world.

			The attempted coup by hardline Communists in August 1991 seemed like a last spasm of the old regime, and its defeat triggered a celebration of freedom. On Christmas Day 1991 I watched the Soviet flag go down over the Kremlin towers and listened to Gorbachev bid farewell to the Soviet Union:

			Destiny so determined that when I found myself at the helm of this state, it was already clear that something was wrong in this country. . . . We had a lot of everything—land, oil and gas, other natural resources—and intellect and talent in abundance. But we were living much worse off than people in other industrialized countries . . . suffocating in the shackles of the bureaucratic command system. All the half-hearted reforms . . . fell through, one after another. This country was going nowhere, and we couldn’t possibly go on living the way we had. We had to change everything radically.

			Gorbachev could not save the country, but he paid tribute to what had been achieved:

			Free elections have become a reality. Free press, freedom of worship, representative legislatures and a multiparty system have all become a reality. Human rights are being treated as a supreme principle and top priority. . . . We’re now living in a new world. An end has been put to the Cold War and to the arms race. . . . We have opened ourselves up to the rest of the world, abandoned the practices of interfering in others’ internal affairs and using troops outside this country, and we have been rewarded with trust, solidarity, and respect. We have paid with our history and our tragic experiences for these democratic achievements, and they are not to be abandoned, whatever the circumstances and whatever the pretexts.2

			The journey described in this book is also my personal journey. In 1992, a year after the Soviet Union ceased to exist, I left to do a PhD in English literature at Cambridge, grateful to Gorbachev for giving me the freedom to travel, study and write. A decade later I returned to Moscow as a journalist, first with the Financial Times, then with The Economist—a foreign correspondent in my native land. By that time Russia had a former KGB man for a president who marked his first anniversary in the Kremlin by restoring the Soviet anthem and who began to bring back the Cold War order. In this process of “restoration,” Russia has not returned to the Soviet past, but it has arrived at a new junction. Old-fashioned nationalism in neo-Stalinist garb has become the most powerful force in Russian society, threatening its own citizens as well as its neighbors.

			While reporting from Moscow, my brother and I translated Tom Stoppard’s Coast of Utopia, his trilogy about nineteenth-century Russian thinkers, and our translation was staged at the Moscow Youth Theater. Gorbachev, who was shaped by the ideas of Alexander Herzen and Vissarion Belinsky, came to see the play and was invited on stage. He seemed to belong among those Russian characters who also dreamed of a liberal and dignified European Russia. The production, which is still being performed in Moscow, is a reminder that there was a time when patriotism did not translate into xenophobia, when pragmatism did not justify dishonor and when irony did not rule out love for your country.

			

			•   •   •

			How did Russia get from 1991 to 2016? Has a counterrevolution taken place? If so, when did that happen, and how did I miss it? Over the past quarter-century Russian thinkers have been obsessed with trying to find the particular point in time when the country took a wrong step: they view history as a tape that can be wound backward and forward in order to identify that crucial junction, so that a different route can then be tried. History is not reversible, but it was not predetermined either. There was no one single event after the collapse of the Soviet Union that made Russia’s current condition inevitable, and while it may be tempting to blame everything on Putin, that would be missing the point. While he bears enormous responsibility, he is as much a consequence as a cause of Russia’s ills.

			In this book I have sought an answer to the question of how Russia got here by following its story and its dominant ideas over the past quarter-century, hoping to illuminate key turning points in its history. My main characters are not politicians or economists but those who generated the “meaning” of the country, who composed the storyline, who produced and broadcast it and in the process led the country from freedom to war. They are ideologists, journalists, editors, television executives: people in charge of the message and the media.

			From the time of Gorbachev’s perestroika onward, journalists have been more than transmitters of ideas and designs conceived elsewhere. They became the source of these designs and ideas, and as such, they are responsible both for Russia’s emergence from authoritarianism and for its descent back into it. This book is not a history of Russian media, however; rather, it is the story of the country they have invented.

			Russia is an idea-centric country, and the media play a disproportionately important role in it. As Ivan Pavlov, Russia’s Nobel Prize–winning physiologist famous for his work on conditional reflexes, observed in a lecture he gave in the cold and hungry Petrograd of 1918, the task of every mind is to comprehend reality accurately. But in Russia, he remarked, “we are mostly interested in words and have little concern for reality.”3 He blamed the mind of the intelligentsia—“the brain of the country”—for leading Russia into the Bolshevik Revolution.

			As with any utopia, Communism disregarded reality, and as a pseudo-religion, it operated through words and images. It is not for nothing that Vladimir Lenin, the Bolshevik leader who sacrificed the country to the Communist idea, described himself as a “journalist.”

			The Bolsheviks began by taking over the printing presses and guarding their monopoly over printed words. Words were used to conceal facts and to construct an alternative reality. Lies and repression were the two main pillars that upheld the Soviet system. Words justified repression. Repression enforced the words. It worked like an arch. The mind dealt with the disconnection between signals and real life by developing doublethink—a condition described by George Orwell in 1984. But the system that emerged “by the word” also vanished by the word. The Soviet Union expired not only because it ran out of money but also because it ran out of words.

			Alexander Solzhenitsyn, who wrestled with the Soviet system, knew there was only one way to defeat it: “Live not by lies,” he wrote on the day of his arrest. The paradox was that the opening-up of the media could be achieved only by engaging in half-truths. But when reality burst through that opening in the form of live television broadcasts and uncensored publications, the Soviet Union crumbled.

			Whoever controlled the media also controlled the country. “To take the Kremlin, you must take television,” Alexander Yakovlev, the main ideologist of perestroika, once said.4 This was no metaphor, for the fiercest and deadliest battles that unfolded in the lead-up to and aftermath of the Soviet disintegration were for the television tower. In the 1990s television and newspapers were in the hands of pro-Western liberals who set out to project a new reality by means of the media. But in the end they used the media to enrich themselves and to consolidate power.

			Television turned Putin, an unknown KGB operative, into Russia’s president within months of his eruption into the national consciousness. His first step as he settled in the Kremlin was to take control over television; only then could he seize the commanding heights of the economy. Television has been the main tool of his power, his magic wand that substituted a counterfeit image for reality. As Putin’s friend Silvio Berlusconi once said, “What is not on TV does not exist.” Putin took this one step further: things that did not exist could be turned into reality by harnessing the power of television. This alchemical power was displayed vividly both in the annexation of Crimea and in the war in Ukraine.

			I was in Crimea when “polite green men,” as Russian soldiers with no markings would soon be known, turned up under the pretense of protecting the local Russian population from Ukrainian “fascists.” In Sebastopol, a large crowd of people waved flags and danced to old Soviet songs in celebration of their liberation. Yet the “enemy” was nowhere to be seen. “We saw them on television,” one man explained. Words and images no longer signaled reality; rather, reality was constructed to validate what had been seen—or, to put it more simply, to provide the right picture. “You furnish the pictures and I’ll furnish the war,” William Randolph Hearst famously told his correspondent in Cuba in 1897. As is often the way in its history, Russia pushed this concept to its extreme.

			Television has been the primary weapon in Putin’s “hybrid war” against Ukraine. It created a narrative that was then enacted on the ground at the cost of thousands of lives. Television news has turned into a war serial. Yet those who conduct Russia’s aerial battles are not some crazy nationalists bent on the idea of world domination. Nor are they helpless pawns in the hands of a despot. They are sophisticated and erudite men who started their careers during Gorbachev’s perestroika and prospered in Yeltsin’s 1990s but who now act as demiurges—creators of reality. The purpose of the show they have staged is to perpetuate the power and wealth of Putin and his elite, of which they are a part. In doing so, they have stirred the lowest instincts and intoxicated the country with the aggression, hatred and chauvinism that made Boris Nemtsov’s murder possible.

			Shortly before Nemtsov was shot dead, he was handing out leaflets for an antiwar rally he had organized. The rally turned into his funeral march. Two days after his murder, I walked with my wife and nine-year-old son among tens of thousands of Muscovites to the place where he was killed. It was a silent procession.

		

	
		
			I

			IN THE BEGINNING WAS THE WORD

		

	
		
			1

			Fathers and Sons

			The Last Supper

			Five minutes before seven p.m. on December 25, 1991, Mikhail Gorbachev walked briskly along a Kremlin corridor into a wood-paneled room teeming with photographers, technicians and cameramen to record his last speech as president of the USSR. Gorbachev sat at the desk, put down his papers and looked at his watch. “Oh, we still have plenty of time,” he told the cameramen, who were too overwhelmed with the historic significance of the moment to appreciate the irony. The Soviet Union was about to expire, and Mr. Gorbachev’s presidency with it.

			Waiting for the clock to strike the hour, a large gray-haired man energetically approached the desk and leaned over Gorbachev. “Don’t sign it now,” he told him. “First you will [say] ‘I want to sign a decree relinquishing my duties.’ The camera will show a close-up and will then move back. Then you will start your speech.”1 The man was Yegor Yakovlev, the head of Soviet television and a former editor of Moskovskie novosti (The Moscow News)—the mouthpiece of Gorbachev’s perestroika. Yakovlev had persuaded Gorbachev that his final days in office should be recorded by Soviet and American television crews and turned into a documentary, Ukhod (Departure).

			Yakovlev and Gorbachev had spent the past hour in Gorbachev’s office reminiscing about their mutual Soviet past. Now Gorbachev looked up at Yakovlev as if he were seeing him for the first time. Gorbachev leafed through the papers. “I’ll simply sign it now and we will move on,” he said, turning abruptly to his press secretary for a pen and trying it on an empty sheet of paper. “A softer one would be better,” he said.2 The president of CNN, who had flown to Moscow to interview Gorbachev on his last day in office, held out his pen. Gorbachev accepted it and, with a journalist’s pen, signed his abdication from power. Nobody in the room noticed the moment. The clock struck seven p.m., and Gorbachev began to speak. At first his voice sounded soft and forced, almost trembling, but gradually it became more controlled.

			As one of the people present in the room recalled, once Gorbachev had finished speaking, Yegor Yakovlev rushed up to him. He was unhappy with Gorbachev’s intonation and suggested that the speech should be rerecorded. Gorbachev looked at Yakovlev in astonishment. It did not just seem tactless—it was absurd. A historic event was not a staged performance. It could not be repeated, just as the empire could not be restored or the clock turned back. The Soviet flag was lowered over the Kremlin for the last time, to be replaced with the Russian tricolor.

			The country that had come into being after the Bolshevik revolution in 1917 had ceased to exist. Minutes later Gorbachev passed the nuclear briefcase to Yeltsin. Most of the television journalists who followed Gorbachev around in his last days were foreign—the Russian ones had lost interest. Bizarrely, the film about Gorbachev’s departure was shot by an ABC crew, with some assistance from Soviet television, and narrated by an American journalist, Richard Kaplan. This was the result of a difference in attitude between Russian and Western journalists not only toward Gorbachev but also toward “historic” media events. Soviet training did not leave space for the proclaiming of a historic event of this kind since historic events were defined by the party and the state. The Western media, which prioritized the personal over the ideological and had already elevated Gorbachev to a world figure, of course treated his resignation as a huge moment, even a tragedy. The Russian public did not see it in those terms.

			A few hours later, in an empty and largely dark Kremlin, Gorbachev and five others gathered around a table in the Walnut Reception Room for a simple meal that resembled a wake or a last supper. Among them was Alexander Yakovlev, unrelated to Yegor by blood and temperament.

			The role played by Alexander Yakovlev in the dismantling of the Soviet Union was second only to Gorbachev’s. He was the spiritual leader of Gorbachev’s perestroika. One of the most senior figures in the Soviet Politburo, Yakovlev was formally in charge of propaganda and ideology and was in effect responsible for smashing both. He was also the author of glasnost, the most successful part of Gorbachev’s reforms, which opened up the media by removing ideological constraints, knocking out one of the key elements of the Soviet construction.

			Alexander Yakovlev’s relationship with Gorbachev was complex and often fractious. When Yakovlev died, Gorbachev did not attend his funeral, although Yakovlev had been by his side at one of the most difficult moments in his life. Shortly before Gorbachev’s television announcement, Yakovlev had mediated an eight-hour-long meeting between Gorbachev and Yeltsin at which power was transferred from the last president of the USSR to the first president of Russia. Yakovlev recalled the resolute step of Boris Yeltsin as he walked down the long Kremlin corridor “as if on a parade ground” (“It was the walk of a victor”) and the weakness of Gorbachev. When Yakovlev walked into Gorbachev’s office, he found him lying down on a sofa.

			“There were tears in his eyes. ‘You see, Sasha, that is how it is.’ Thus spoke a man, perhaps in the hardest minutes of his life. I tried to console him. But I myself was choking. . . . A feeling that something unfair had happened was suffocating me. A man, who had brought drastic change to the world, who only yesterday ruled the fates of billions of people on earth, today was a helpless victim of the cruelty and capriciousness of history.”3 The irony was that it was Gorbachev and Yakovlev who had set this history in motion.

			Next to Alexander Yakovlev at Gorbachev’s dinner table sat his namesake, Yegor Yakovlev. Despite their common last name, the two Yakovlevs rarely got confused with each other. The elder Yakovlev was always referred to as Alexander Nikolaevich; the younger one was always Yegor, rarely with his patronymic and often without adding his surname. When he died, obituaries referred to him as Yegor. This was partly a reflection of his mythological status. He was not just the editor-in-chief of Moskovskie novosti; he was simply “the chief editor.” Legends were, and still are, told in Russia about Yegor’s talent for nurturing authors, his oozing of irresistible charm that affected men and women alike, his habit of falling in and out of love, his despotic and dictatorial manner, his sparkle.

			The two Yakovlevs were not related, but the bond between them was no less real for that. Yegor saw Alexander, “Uncle Sasha,” as a patron saint and a father figure who enabled him to stretch the limits of perestroika and who protected him when he crossed them. Although the difference between them in age was only six years, they belonged to different generations, separated by the experience of the Second World War. (Alexander was born in 1923 and fought in the war.) Yet the two Yakovlevs were to die within one month of each other: Yegor on September 18, 2005, and Alexander on October 18, 2005. Gorbachev spoke at Yegor’s funeral with sincerity unusual for a politician: “I counted him among my closest people and friends. One could always rely on him. He was close to me in spirit, in his attitude to life and to people. . . . We remember the role his newspaper, Moskovskie novosti, has played. . . . Yegor and everything that he did was a yardstick by which people measured themselves.” Moskovskie novosti was a newspaper that tested Soviet ideology to destruction.

			The Soviet system rested on violence and ideology. The death of Stalin in 1953 put an end to mass terror and repression. Violence, administered by the security services on behalf of the Communist Party, became more sporadic and was now used mainly against dissidents. Nikita Khrushchev, who seized power after Stalin’s death, shifted the weight of the system from repression to ideology, promising to build Communism by 1980. Writers and ideologists were to play a more important role in this than the security services. As Khrushchev told Soviet writers in 1957, “Just as a soldier cannot fight without ammunition, the party cannot conduct a war without print. Print is our main ideological weapon, and we cannot pass it into unreliable hands. It must be kept in the most reliable, most trustworthy hands which would use this weapon to destroy the enemies of the working class.”4

			By 1980 the ideology was completely rigid and lifeless. The economy was barely functioning, and the grand utopia of building Communism was dead. As Alexander Bovin, a speechwriter for Leonid Brezhnev, who replaced Khrushchev in 1964, and one of the leading perestroika-era journalists, wrote, “Only the lies—the end product of ideologists—provided the effectiveness of the violence (real or potential) which the system had rested upon.”5 Once the ideology and propaganda started crumbling, the system came down, crushing those who had aimed to reform it. The Soviet collapse was determined not so much by the economic meltdown, by a revolutionary uprising in the capital, or by a struggle for independence on the periphery of the empire (at least, not directly) as it was by the dismantling of lies. Without lies, the Soviet Union had no legitimacy. The ruling elite no longer saw any reason to defend a system that constrained their personal enrichment and comforts. The paradox was that the dismantling of propaganda was not the result of some spontaneous and accidental process. As Otto Latsis, a prominent economics journalist of the time, a friend of Yegor Yakovlev’s and one of Moskovskie novosti’s regular authors, wrote in his memoirs, it was “a meticulously planned suicide.”6

			The decisive blow was struck not by the dissidents—although their writing certainly undermined the system—but by the people who were in charge. While Gorbachev carried the banners of perestroika, it was Alexander Yakovlev and his team of like-minded journalists and editors, including Yegor and Latsis, who wrote the messages on those banners.

			As Yegor himself put it, “This was a completely unique period in the history of the Russian, and possibly world, press. What we wrote was aimed at liquidating this state. At the same time all the newspapers were fully subsidized by the state.”7 So why did the men who had the most comfortable lives in the Soviet Union commit this “suicide”? Alexander Yakovlev considered this in his memoirs:

			I often asked myself: why did you need to do all this? You were a member of the Politburo, a secretary of the Central Committee—you had more power than you knew what to do with. Your portraits were displayed everywhere—people even carried them along the streets and squares during official holidays. What the hell else did you need? But what was eating away at me was something else. For years, I was betraying myself. I had doubts, looking for all sorts of excuses to what was happening around me only to quieten down the grumbling conscience. All of us, and particularly the nomenklatura . . . lived a double, or even a triple, life. Step by step, such amorality became a way of life and was deemed “moral,” while hypocrisy became a way of thinking.8

			These men were not heretics; many of them were faithful followers of the Communist religion. They studied its sacred texts, paid tributes to its gods and participated in its rituals. Their zeal stemmed not from a lack of faith but from their desire to purify and cleanse Communism of the orthodox bureaucracy. Alexander Yakovlev called perestroika a reformation. This was not only its literal translation but also its historic meaning. Like the sixteenth-century Protestants in Europe, they rose up against the priests who had inserted themselves between God and the people and who, they believed, had corrupted his teaching.

			They fought against the corrupt nomenklatura under the slogan “more socialism,” holding Lenin’s teaching in their hands. They believed in the ideals of justice and equality and hoped to make the system more humane and moral. Had they wished to do anything other than that, they would most definitely have shared the fate of many of the Soviet dissidents who were sidelined, exiled, jailed or incarcerated in psychiatric wards. Stylistically, the reformers operated within the strict boundaries of Soviet language. Stepping outside the canon, breaking into a different style of writing, was a crime greater than criticizing the system. Andrei Sinyavsky, a literary critic and writer who was tried and sentenced for anti-Soviet propaganda, said that his differences with the Soviet rule were mainly of stylistic nature. For the generation of the Communist reformers, their objections to the Soviet system were ethical rather than stylistic.

			“We, the reformers of 1985, tried to destroy the Bolshevik church in the name of a true religion and a true Jesus, not realizing yet that our religion was false and our Jesus was an imposter,” wrote Alexander Yakovlev.9 Yakovlev himself went further than anyone else. His evolution from Soviet apparatchik to liberal freethinker was perhaps the most deliberate of any high-ranking Soviet official, Gorbachev included: “I came to hate Lenin and Stalin—these monsters who had cruelly deceived me and crushed my romantic world of hopes.”10 In a country that had never fully repented for its crimes against its own people, Yakovlev embarked on—and completed—his own journey of repentance and atonement.

			The fact that the reformation began with print also attested to its quasi-religious status. The Communists destroyed and defaced churches but they borrowed from religion its attitude to the written word. Texts by Lenin and Marx were studied in every high school and university: they defined our approach to history and view of the world. The battles on the pages of Soviet newspapers were conducted with the aid of citations from their sacred texts.

			From the very beginning of the Bolshevik rule in 1917, words were nationalized and guarded by the party. Nothing could be printed without its permission. The first “black” lists of banned books were compiled by Nadezhda Krupskaya, Lenin’s wife, and included the Bible as well as many children’s books. In the 1930s a librarian was tried and exiled for issuing philosophical works that were not even banned but that simply did not fit into the Marxist view of the world. Libraries had “closed” sections and special permission was required for reading books there. Some books were marked with a stamp: “not to be issued.” Subscriptions to literary magazines and newspapers were strictly regulated by the state. A death sentence during Stalin’s Terror was euphemistically called “ten years without the right to correspondence.” The fear of the written word penetrated deep into the system. The secret police who carried out arrests and executions were specifically banned from issuing written statements to the relatives of those who were murdered. The relatives could only be told verbally (lied to) that a father, a wife, a son, a sister, had been sentenced to “ten years without the right to correspondence” when he or she was, in fact, dead.

			By the mid- and late 1940s—when the ten-year sentences were supposed to have expired—families began to ask what had happened to their dear ones, and they were told that the relative had died while serving their sentence. This practice remained in place after Stalin’s death. Only in 1989—three years into perestroika—did the KGB allow the true dates and information about executions to be printed in formal documents and death certificates.11 The letters of those who were not executed but sent to the gulag were censored. Words equaled life. The denial of words equaled death.

			Words, like people, were kept behind the iron curtain. Publishing a book in the West without the permission of the state was considered no less a crime than illegally crossing the frontier without a special “exit” visa. In 1958 Boris Pasternak was expelled from the Writers’ Union and viciously vilified for the publication of Doctor Zhivago in the West. The poet Joseph Brodsky, who was expelled from the Soviet Union in 1972, acknowledged the magic ability of words to transcend closed borders: being effectively barred from seeing his parents before their death, he wrote about them in English—a language they did not understand—as “their only chance to see me and America” and “the only way for me to see them and our room.”12

			In the 1980s the main ideological battles unfolded in print—rather than on television or the radio waves. All the men who led this new reformation were men of letters. Yegor was a student of history and archives; he was Lenin’s biographer, which gave him strength in “theological debates” about the purity of the teaching. Otto Latsis worked as an editor of a magazine called Kommunist. Alexander Bovin was a speechwriter for Brezhnev. The list goes on. These men were members of one generation known as shestidesiatniki—the men of the 1960s, when they became most active. They were almost exact contemporaries of Gorbachev, born within a few months of one another in 1930 or 1931. They shaped the narrative of perestroika and articulated the values of their generation. In the West, Gorbachev is often seen as a visionary historic figure solely responsible for the liberalization of the Soviet Union. In fact, he was a man of his generation, which determined his sensibilities and choices.

			These men shared childhood memories of Stalin’s repressions, but their teenage years were overwhelmingly shaped by the Second World War and by the Soviet victory, which gave legitimacy to Soviet rule. They graduated from universities in 1953, the year of Stalin’s death, which profoundly changed the country, and began their professional careers at the time of Nikita Khrushchev’s historic speech at the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party, where he denounced Stalin’s repressions and his cult of personality. Khrushchev’s Thaw gave them encouragement and a chance to pursue political careers without becoming either murderers or victims. To belong to the shestidesiatniki was a matter not just of age but of background and values. Most of the members of this club were well-educated, like-minded liberal intelligentsia, largely pro-Western, certainly anti-Stalinist. They moved together as a group, seeking out and helping one another along the way. Some of the most active members and ideologists of that generation were born into the families of Old Bolshevik revolutionaries, many of whom had been purged by Stalin. Their raison d’être was to restore socialist justice and clear the names of their fathers.

			In the early years of perestroika, young journalists turned to these men for their experience. A few years later, as is often the case with fathers and sons, they were to reject and ridicule them.

			Morally Stable and Ideologically Sound

			Every person bears the reflection of history. On some it glows with a hot and fearsome light, on others it is barely visible, barely warm, but it is there on everyone. History blazes like a huge bonfire, and each of us throws into it our own brushwood.

			Yuri Trifonov, Fireglow, 196513

			I hold in my hands a cardboard folder with Yegor Yakovlev’s personal file, brought to me by an elderly archivist who studied with Yegor at the Moscow State Historical Archival Institute. In it is a passport-size photograph of a serious-looking Soviet man in a dark suit and thick-framed glasses. “Yakovlev, Yegor Vladimirovich, born 1930, member of the Communist Party from 1953. Writes articles on the subject of party propaganda, Soviet development and Communist ethics; pays particular attention to the subject of Lenin.” Then a standard sign that states: “politically literate, morally stable and ideologically sound.”14

			Yegor was neither the most talented nor the cleverest of his generation. But he was one of the most colorful and active. He encapsulated its traits and its defining features with a clarity unobscured by genius. He remained an active player in Russian political life longer than many others. As such, he is an ideal subject for a study of the generation that attempted to reform the Soviet Union but instead contributed to its demise.

			How and why did this “ideologically sound” journalist, a fervent member of the Communist Party, come to undermine the system? If the Soviet Union was a monolithic totalitarian system, how did he manage to break through it? And what gave him and those around him the strength and determination to rise to the top? Some of the answers can be gleaned from their anketa, official forms that had to be filled out with every move—a change of job, a trip abroad, a promotion, a demotion. The first question was always about “fathers.”

			Yegor’s first “autobiography” is dated July 1949, when he was about to go to the Historical Archival Institute. Faint blue ink on aged, poor-quality yellow paper. “Father: Yakovlev Vladimir Ivanovich, participated in the revolutionary movement since 1911, a member of the Communist Party since January 1, 1919. The first years after the revolution worked in Cheka in Ukraine.”15

			Cheka was an abbreviation for the All Russian Extraordinary Commission for the Struggle against Counter-Revolution, Sabotage and Speculation. It was set up to stop looting but quickly developed into a secret police force designed to prevent counterrevolutionary actions and execute “class enemies.” Yegor’s father was the head of the Cheka in Odessa, which was taken by the Bolsheviks in April 1919. Ivan Bunin, one of Russia’s finest writers and its first winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature, an ardent anti-Bolshevik, who fled St. Petersburg after the revolution, described Odessa in 1919 as “a dead and empty port; a dead burned-out city.” The office of the Cheka, where Yakovlev’s father served, was “decked with red flags which, extremely filthy and droopy from the rain, cast thin and bloody reflections on the wet asphalt.”16 “Day and night we live in an orgy of death. They keep talking in the name of some ‘bright future’ that will supposedly issue forth from this satanic gloom. There have already appeared on this earth an entire legion of specialists and contractors who seek to fashion human well-being,” Bunin wrote.17

			Yet in his own imagination, Yegor placed his father, whom he barely remembered, in a context created by Isaak Babel, an Odessa writer who embraced the revolution and painted colorful portraits of local gangsters “squeezed into crimson waistcoats, their steel shoulders enveloped in red-brown jackets.” Yegor believed it was his father who had nailed the most notorious bandit Mishka “the Jap,” who had served as a prototype for Babel’s Benya Krik, the “King” of Odessa gangsters. Whether Yegor’s father actually caught Mishka “the Jap” is unknown. What is known, though, is that according to Grigory Besedovsky, a former Soviet diplomat who defected to Paris in 1928, he was a “strange and sinister” figure of extreme cruelty who, in three months as the head of the Cheka, ordered the execution of five thousand people—among them his own father, who was an active member of the ultranationalist, monarchist and anti-Semitic organization called the Union of Russian People. Yegor described his grandfather as a drunken and abusive man who occasionally threatened his wife—Yegor’s grandmother—with a knife. When he was detained for counterrevolutionary activities, Yegor’s father decided he should be dealt with according to the law of the revolution, and so he sanctioned his own father’s execution. Afterward Yegor’s grandmother apparently committed suicide in her son’s flat.

			Was this inhuman? Perhaps. But so, Yegor argued, was the murder of his father’s sister, who had been beaten to death with metal rods by the Cossacks when they found revolutionary literature on her. The harshness of the revolutionary years was dictated not by cruelty but by “the purity of the revolution and its ideals” and by “neterpenie [intolerance or impatience]—the most wonderful quality of a revolutionary,” Yegor concluded in a short book published in 1965.18

			The book was written in the form of an imaginary conversation with his father. Yegor called it Ia idu s toboi (I Am Walking Alongside You). It was preceded and possibly inspired by a novel by Yuri Trifonov, one of the most prominent and talented post–Second World War Soviet writers, called Otblesk kostra (Fireglow)—a semidocumentary book about the life of his father, an Old Bolshevik who participated in the revolution and the civil war. People of Yegor Yakovlev’s generation and background lived in the glow of the fire that their fathers had started in order to burn the old Russia, which eventually consumed them too. Soviet history was their family history, and they perceived it as such.

			Yegor’s father died in 1935, two years before Stalin’s purges of his own elite reached their peak. Yegor was five years old. Though his father apparently died of cancer, there were rumors that he had been poisoned. “Within a few years most of Yegor’s father’s colleagues vanished. Yegor remembered a family friend coming to see his mother in 1937 and telling her stories of people being taken away in the middle of the night. Her response was placid and common: ‘When you chop down trees chips fly.’”19

			“Chopping trees” was something that Yegor’s father himself oversaw. Metaphors in the Soviet Union had a physical dimension. In the late 1920s and early 1930s Yegor’s father was responsible for timber harvesting, which was carried out almost entirely by the slave labor of the gulag. When Yegor was born, his father was in Vologda and Archangel, overseeing the logging of trees by the inmates. Some of this gulag timber was exported to England. British timber yards received logs that had markings and inscriptions made by the gulag prisoners as it was their only way of communicating with the outside world. “With suffering you get this timber,” read one such inscription.

			Yegor’s father had traveled to England on business, which is where Yegor’s parents actually met. In 1929, the year of Stalin’s “Great Break,” his mother, who had worked at the Soviet Trade Representation, moved back to the Soviet Union pregnant with Yegor. As Yegor’s father was a senior member of the Soviet nomenklatura, the family was given an old merchant’s house in a quiet part of Moscow across the river from the Kremlin. Yegor’s mother chose it in preference to a flat on the embankment, in a luxury apartment building where many of the Bolshevik elite lived—and where most of them would be arrested. (Trifonov wrote a novel about this place called The House on the Embankment.) Such was the scale of the purges that nobody living in the Moscow of the 1930s could claim ignorance. The show trials of the enemies of the people were public; the stories of those who returned from the labor camps were plentiful. But seeing the arrests, or hearing about them, was not the same as comprehending them as evil. That required a remarkable independence of thought, and few people possessed it. Yegor was not one of them. He grew up with the cult of his father in his head and a portrait of Stalin on the wall—just like any nomenklatura family.

			When, in 1949, Yegor’s school friend cursed Stalin and accused those who worshipped him of hypocrisy, Yegor kicked him out of the house. “I never heard anyone talk about him like this. He called hypocrites those who spoke of their love for Stalin, he chose the worst epithets for him. It was unbelievable. But he spoke calmly and firmly, just like he talked about astronomy in school. First I argued with him. Then I said, ‘Go away! Go away! You are a bastard.’ He was walking down the stairs, and I was shouting something offensive at his back.”20

			The next time Yegor heard something like this said about Stalin was in 1956, three years after Stalin’s death, and this time the words were spoken by Nikita Khrushchev in the Grand Kremlin Palace.

			Breaking the Spell

			Stalin’s death in 1953 was a watershed as great as his coming to power had been: it marked the end of one country and the beginning of another. But the realization of this did not come overnight. In the first days after his death, the country seemed numb. His death was greeted with a mixture of disbelief, fear and grief. Gods cannot die the way mortals do. His cult had hypnotized the brightest minds. Andrei Sakharov wrote to his wife at the time, “I am under a spell from the death of a great man. Thinking about his humanity.”21 Sakharov cited this letter in his memoirs, struggling to explain his own reaction.

			Nikita Khrushchev, who succeeded Stalin, started to lift this spell. His own appearance—short, round, bald, with protruding ears—evoked laughter rather than terror. His national Ukrainian collarless shirt was the antithesis to Stalin’s buttoned-up, high-necked, military-style tunic. Khrushchev loosened the suffocating collar. “I like him ever so much,” enthused Sakharov. “After all he differs so much from Stalin.”22 A wild, uneducated, capricious man complicit in Stalin’s Terror, with blood on his hands, Khrushchev nonetheless displayed some human features. Like a folktale hero who slays the dragon and opens up the castle, one of his first acts was to open up the Kremlin to the public. The paralyzing fear that had enveloped the country during the years of Stalinist rule began to lift. “People were still scared to make any sharp move, but the nooses around their necks suddenly got looser.”23

			Yegor Yakovlev, who had joined the Communist Party just before Stalin’s death, was working as a low-level party official. A few months after Stalin’s death, he organized street patrols in central Moscow to help the police catch drunks and prostitutes. Yegor remembered the sensation of walking back at night along Moscow’s main streets. “For the first time we walked the Moscow streets like masters, aware of our strength.”24 Only a few months earlier the NKVD (People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs—the secret police) had ruled the streets, whisking people away from their homes. Trade returned to Red Square. Three weeks after Stalin’s death, the nineteenth-century trading galleries facing the Kremlin, which had been occupied by state offices in the 1930s, became the main department store in the country—GUM. Yegor’s first journalistic job was at a small-circulation newspaper called Za obraztsovuiu torgovliu (For the Exemplary Trade), published by GUM.

			The main marker of Yegor’s generation was Khrushchev’s speech at the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party in 1956, in which he denounced Stalin’s cult of personality and revealed the scale of the purges within the party. It had the impact of an exploding bomb. “Everything seemed unreal,” Alexander Yakovlev recalled, “even the fact that I was in the Kremlin. . . . Everything [I lived by] was blown up into small pieces—like shrapnel in war.”25 The speech was delivered at an unscheduled secret session held on the last day of the Congress and lasted nearly four hours. It was not printed in newspapers or broadcast by television and radio. The most important events in the Kremlin, those that defined the fate of millions of people, occurred with the media outlets “switched off.”

			Just as, during the war, newspapers had been glued over windows to protect people from shattered glass, the role of newspapers in the Soviet political system was to block out information and protect the facade of the state. A few hundred copies of Khrushchev’s speech were printed for internal use and marked “strictly secret.” The first public text appeared in English a few weeks later in The New York Times, but it did not make it into the Russian press until 1989. But the party resorted to the most arcane way of delivering information—through messengers and by word of mouth. Perhaps one reason was that the spoken word was meant to have a greater impact on listeners than the printed one. (After all, people go to church to hear the Bible, not to read it.)

			Yegor was one of the messengers charged with reading out the text of Khrushchev’s speech to the rank and file of the party. He did not like what he read. He remembered a feeling of protest at and rejection of the speech. When he came home that day and saw that his wife had taken Stalin’s portrait down, he touched the nail in disbelief. He then got angry and demanded that the portrait be put back. Soon he took it down himself—this time for good. The portrait of Dzerzhinsky, which the founder of Cheka had given to his father, remained on the wall. Yegor was not alone in his reaction: many party activists felt the same way. As Gorbachev recalled, while those who had directly encountered Stalin’s repressions welcomed Khrushchev’s speech, many either refused to believe it or rejected the need to bring it up, even if the facts were true. “Whom will that benefit?” Vyacheslav Molotov, one of Stalin’s senior henchmen, asked. “What will that give us? Why stir up the past?”26 After all, the Soviet Union could have followed the path of China after Mao. His followers could have sworn allegiance to Stalin and moved the country’s economy in a different direction. Lavrentiy Beria, the most feared boss of the NKVD, who primed himself as Stalin’s successor, could have played the role that Deng Xiaoping played in China. So why did Khrushchev do it?

			Partly, it was an instinct for self-preservation. Khrushchev, like most of the high-ranking party nomenklatura, was exhausted by the constant fear and expectation of another superpurge, which Stalin had probably been planning. The main reason, however, was not rational but emotional: he denounced Stalin because he could and because he wanted to. As William Taubman, Khrushchev’s biographer, wrote, it was partly “a way of reclaiming his identity as a decent man by telling the truth. On the night he gave the speech, he later recalled, he could ‘hear the voices of comrades who perished.’”27

			Khrushchev’s speech had several vital implications. One was that it removed the fear of being murdered, particularly among the elite. After the execution of Beria in true Stalinist fashion in 1953 (Beria was accused of being a British spy and promptly shot), Khrushchev effectively called a halt to the use of violence against political rivals. The first test of the new rule came a year after the speech, in 1957, when a group of hard-line Stalinists, including Molotov, Kaganovich and Malenkov, fearing that Khrushchev was undermining the foundation of the regime, attempted to overthrow him. The media once again were silent.*  The conspirators were labeled an “antiparty” group—a charge that a few years earlier had carried a death sentence. This time none of the plotters were executed or even jailed. When Khrushchev was finally toppled in 1964, this same course was observed by his successors. In 1991 Mikhail Gorbachev spared those who led a coup against him, and in 1993, although Boris Yeltsin jailed those who took up arms against him, he quickly let them out again.

			In fact, the main reason the plotters lost in 1957 was a significant mood shift within the elite. As Alexander Yakovlev wrote, the new generation, which supported Khrushchev in 1957 and then turned against him in 1964, did not want a return to the hyper-tension of Stalinist times. It was striving for a measured, safe and comfortable life. Its main goal was to stay in power without fear of being purged. This pact applied not only to the top political ranks but to the Soviet elite more generally. Members of the ruling class who fell out of favor could be pushed aside, “exiled” into far-flung embassies or put under house arrest, but they were not physically eliminated.

			In the 1960s this pact allowed the growth and survival of a new party elite that could pursue its own goals. Its members were happy—not with Stalin’s death as such but with their own youth, their hopes and their strength, and above all, just with being alive. Khrushchev opened up the Kremlin—both physically and figuratively—to a new generation that had been too young to serve under Stalin.

			As Alexander Bovin, one of the young Communist reformers in the Kremlin, wrote in his memoirs, “A critical mass started to form, a mass that a quarter of a century later blew away the mightiest totalitarian regime of the twentieth century.”28 An invisible shift of the generations—the engine of all big social changes in Russia—was taking place.

			Members of the generation empowered by the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party did not seek to destroy the system; they tried to work their way into it in order to seize its tools and aim them against the old Stalinists. The denunciation of Stalin did not undermine the shestidesiatniki’s faith in socialism. On the contrary, it reinforced their belief in its self-cleansing quality. Stalinism was seen not as the ultimate manifestation of the Soviet regime but as a distortion. The goal, as Yakovlev’s generation understood it, was to improve the system of proofs rather than to throw out the theory. As Yegor reflected:

			We would disrespect the memory of those who innocently suffered [from Stalin’s repressions] if we were to equate Stalin’s cult of personality with the regime. . . . No, the cult of personality was never part of our socialist order, but emerged despite it. . . . The greatness of the revolution is not just in the fact that the workers took power into their hands but in the creation of an order that would inevitably reject everything that is alien to it.29

			It is usual for the sons to reject the experience of the fathers. But the untimely deaths of the Old Bolsheviks at Stalin’s hands meant that their children saw it as their duty to clear and redeem their fathers and carry on their socialist cause. Yegor’s generation lived with Hamlet’s complex: the urge to redeem and carry out his father’s commandments while reconciling his actions with morality. Hamlet, a play that was effectively banned under Stalin, returned to the Soviet stage after his death, when these men graduated from universities and entered active life. In 1954 the first post-Stalin Hamlet was full of vitality and determination: as he delivered “To be or not to be,” he viciously shook the iron bars of what looked like a prison gate.

			By right of their revolutionary fathers, who had embarked on the socialist experiment, these children were patricians empowered by a sense of entitlement and personal responsibility for their country. They were the Soviet aristocracy. They did not try to escape reality either physically or mentally, and they never considered emigrating. It was their country—they were entitled to it—and they wanted to change it according to their own needs and views of what was right and wrong. “If only I were at the top” was the dream of Yegor and his generation. They were born for active life, had the strength for it and were constantly looking for a cause to which they could apply their energy.

			Private Thoughts

			The removal of terror opened up space for individual thought and action, and Russian artists, writers and journalists were quick to take advantage of it. Their work shaped the consciousness of those who, thirty years later, would launch perestroika. The word thaw—which the writer Ilya Ehrenburg used as the title of a novel he published in 1954—gave a name to an entire period in Russian culture and captured the sensation that new life was breaking through the ice. One of the main discoveries and joys of the post-Stalinist years was that the nation, exhausted by collectivization, shattered by the war, tortured by the gulags, had nonetheless managed to preserve some healthy instincts and lively qualities.

			While the Soviet system still barred private ownership of land and property, it now allowed space for privacy, for intimate feelings and thoughts. Khrushchev’s main urban project, the building of five-story apartment buildings throughout the country, transformed the living space of millions of people who moved out of communal flats with one kitchen and one bathroom for up to ten families into small individual apartments, each equipped with its own kitchen and bathroom. These apartments were cramped and inconveniently designed, but they were separate from one another. The impact of the transformation from communal to private living can hardly be overestimated. Individual tape recorders and individual television sets now populated individual flats. With them came the artists, poets and bards who filled up the intellectual space of that era. Their works were designed for an intimate audience rather than for the echoing public halls.

			Normal human feelings were cultivated by novelists and playwrights, but nowhere more so than in a journal called Novy Mir (New World). “All of us in those years—I mean the people of my circle—worshipped Novy Mir, we lived according to Novy Mir,” Yegor recalled.30 Whereas Pravda (Truth) appealed to the mass consciousness, Novy Mir appealed to private minds.

			The Bolsheviks did not nationalize only private land and assets; they also nationalized humankind and individual consciousness. And while they expropriated physical assets by means of physical violence, they claimed minds through ideology and the media. The paternalistic state was supposed to take care not only of the livelihood of its citizens but also of their morals. The aim of the media had been to standardize the minds of readers by treating them as one collective body, feeding everyone the same (mis)information so that we would all think collectively. In the 1960s Novy Mir, which had a circulation of 130,000 copies, undermined the very principle of a collective mind. After the Twentieth Party Congress, the yearning for a more individual identity became widespread, and Novy Mir fulfilled that need.

			At the head of Novy Mir stood Alexander Tvardovsky, a Russian poet from a solid peasant family whose father, brother and sisters had been “collectivized” and exiled as kulaks (well-off peasants with their own land). His own consciousness had been formed by his peasant background. His father was the son of a soldier who had bought a patch of land with the earnings he had made as a blacksmith. “From a very tender age our father impressed on us the love for this sour land, mean and unkind, but our own—our ‘estate,’ as he called his farm jokingly.”31 C.P. Snow, an English author and essayist who met Tvardovsky in London, described him as “an honest and rooted man. He stood like a rock, exceptionally subtle in his emotional nature, strong and simple in his intellect.”32

			Tvardovsky was appointed the editor of Novy Mir by the Central Committee. He gained his national reputation as the author of a connected cycle of poems in which the central character, Vasily Tyorkin, is a life-loving Russian private soldier, instinctively patriotic, with an acute sense of duty and camaraderie, who never loses heart and who defies death with his wit and courage. The rhyming work, made up of scenes from Tyorkin’s life, reads like a comic book. It was easy to remember and easy to relate. It had a folkloric sound to it, as if it had been written specially to recite during short breaks in the trenches.

			Alexander Solzhenitsyn, who read Vasily Tyorkin during the war, wrote:

			Amid the fume and crackle of gibbering propaganda which always accompanied our bombardments, Tvardovsky had succeeded in writing something timeless, courageous and unsullied, helped by a rare sense of proportion, all his own, or perhaps by a sensitive tact not uncommon among peasants. . . . Though he was not free to tell the whole truth about the war, Tvardovsky nevertheless always stopped just one millimeter short of falsehood, and nowhere did he ever overstep the one-millimeter mark. The result was a miracle.33

			Tvardovsky first heard of Solzhenitsyn in December 1961, when the reclusive schoolteacher from the provincial city of Riazan submitted to Novy Mir his story Щ-854, better known as One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich. To get it printed, Tvardovsky went straight to Khrushchev, who was moved by the story of a hardworking peasant in Stalin’s gulag and saw it as a validation of his own attack on Stalin. He allowed it to be printed—“a fact,” Tvardovsky recorded in his diary, “remarkable not only for my daily life and which, I think, will have a pivotal importance in it, but one that will have serious consequences in the flow of literary (which means not only literary) affairs.”34

			Tvardovsky saw One Day not as a subversive story, as Solzhenitsyn did, but as deeply therapeutic prose that would help heal a society traumatized by Stalin’s excesses. It was printed in November 1962 and had an impact similar to Khrushchev’s own speech at the Twentieth Party Congress. Its novelty and power were not in the description of the gulag system but in the choice of the protagonist. Ivan Denisovich was not an inventor, an artist or a Communist. He was a Russian peasant: hardworking, conscientious and self-reliant—a close relative of Tvardovsky’s Tyorkin.

			One Day and Vasily Tyorkin had a common theme: human resilience under all circumstances. Be it in the gulag or in the wartime trenches, life—both physical and artistic—had its own proclivities that could not be squeezed out by politics. Both Tyorkin and Ivan Denisovich were survivors who nurtured and sustained the best traits of the Russian peasantry, however hard the system tried to erase them. Solzhenitsyn was invited to attend a reception at the Kremlin and was toasted by Khrushchev as Ivan Denisovich.

			But having let thousands of such Ivan Denisoviches out of the gulag, Khrushchev was not prepared to give them economic power. He allowed individual thinking but not individual action, private ownership of land or economic freedom. As Alexander Yakovlev wrote, having achieved a spiritual breakthrough, Khrushchev did not dare to touch the economic foundation of socialism.

			Otto Latsis, a Latvian by birth and one of the most respected economic journalists and proponents of Gorbachev’s perestroika, later recalled the draconian rules on private ownership of the late 1950s and early 1960s when his father, an Old Bolshevik, was expelled from the Communist Party on the pretext that he had built with his own hands a country house that did not fit the strict norms imposed by the party. The law banned ownership of a private house that exceeded 60 square meters (51 square yards) of living space, regardless of the number of people living in it. It specified the height of ceilings in the cellar and banned fireplaces in country dachas. “People were forced to physically bend down to the authorities: a cellar where a person could stand up to his full height was prohibited.”35

			The young party elite longed for economic and political reforms and was frustrated by Khrushchev’s failure to deliver either. His ousting in 1964 did not, to their mind, spell disaster or the end of an era—at least not immediately.36 The coup against Khrushchev was the work of two rival camps in the party: neo-Stalinists and nationalists led by Alexander Shelepin and his protégé and KGB chief Vladimir Semichastny, and the mediocre but less militant regional clan led by Leonid Brezhnev. Brezhnev, who came out on top, oversaw nearly two decades of stagnation. He did not seem like a master of evil. He had been through the war, though not as a soldier but as a political commissar. He was no reformer, but nor was he a bloodthirsty Stalinist or nationalist like Shelepin. His motto was “live and let live.” An obsessive hunter, he preferred shooting game at his country residence to addressing international affairs in his Kremlin office. A man of little education, he was generally good-natured and not afraid to admit his own ignorance even to his own speechwriter, Alexander Bovin.

			“Listen, do you know what ‘upland game’ is?” Brezhnev asked him after listening to one of the speeches Bovin had drafted for him.

			“Vaguely,” said Bovin.

			“Let’s do it this way,” Brezhnev suggested. “I will tell you about upland game, and you will explain to me what the word konfrontatsiya [confrontation] means. Agreed?”

			Bovin, who held a doctorate in philosophy, agreed.37

			Unlike Yegor Yakovlev and Otto Latsis, both of whom were born into families of Old Bolsheviks, Bovin came from a less revolutionary background. His grandfather was a priest, his father a military officer in the Far East. Bovin himself trained as a lawyer, held two graduate degrees and worked as a judge. His enormous size, hussar-style moustache and side-whiskers, his sense of humor and joie de vivre, made an immediate comic impression on his interlocutors, but behind this appearance was a man of great intelligence and decency.

			In the early 1960s, having spent a few years at the influential journal Kommunist, Bovin became a staffer at the Central Committee, which was a fairly large and diverse body that de facto governed the country. He joined the department responsible for Communist parties in the Soviet bloc, which happened to be led by Yuri Andropov. “They needed people who, on the one hand, would give no grounds for doubting their allegiance to the political regime and ruling ideology and, on the other hand, who could look at the world openly and be able to understand and explain the changes that were coming.”38

			The biggest change of all was a recognition that the country could no longer be held together by terror, nor be completely isolated from the rest of the world. Although the iron curtain was still very much in place, it worked more like one-way tinted glass than a brick wall. The Soviet people could not be seen by the West, but they could see out to the West, and they liked what they saw.

			The party could bar people and ideas from traveling abroad, but it could not stop the fashion for miniskirts, loose hair, songs by the Beatles and films by Fellini. (Fellini’s 8½ received a Grand Prix at the Moscow Film Festival in 1963.) Unable to travel abroad, Soviet youths started roving around the country with rucksacks on their backs and guitars in hand, spurring along the way an entire subculture of tourism. Journalism transcended the domain of official party ideology and became romantic and fashionable.

			Yegor Yakovlev set the tone for these roving restless youth in a new magazine called Zhurnalist (Journalist). Its cutting-edge design and its illustrations and photographs by Henri Cartier-Bresson and the Magnum photographer Dennis Stock caught the attention of the urban intelligentsia who dreamed of the West, idealized it and longed for it and tried to steal glimpses of Western life from films and journals. A lucky few who traveled to the West on business brought back stories and pictures: friends and family were invited for an annotated slideshow. Zhurnalist aimed to satisfy
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