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‘In five years, everything can change in Russia, but in two hundred – nothing.’

Svetlana Alexievich, Second-Hand Time, 2016

‘Nearly everyone who has ever travelled in Russia has become an expert, and nearly every expert cancels out every other expert.’

John Steinbeck, A Russian Journal, 1948

And what kind of birch is that?
Who’s to know or care? –
Only a prose inscribed on air,
Illegible; evanescent . . .

Osip Mandelstam, Voronezh Notebooks, 1936
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DRAMATIS PERSONAE BETULAE



	Betula pubescens

	the white birch




	Betula pendula

	the silver birch




	Betula alba

	a phantom




	Betula pendula ‘Dalecarlica’

	Ornäs birch, a cultivar, the national tree of Sweden




	Betula nana

	a low, shrub birch that carpets Siberia




	Betula fruticosa

	the dwarf bog birch




	Betula gmelinii

	another shrub, sharp-toothed, drought-tolerant




	Betula dahurica

	the rugged black birch, with shaggy, flaking bark




	Betula ermanii

	the stone birch, a white mountain tree




	Betula utilis

	the Himalayan birch, with bark that peels like paper




	All the other birches

	unnamed, unknown








INTRODUCTION

This book is a reflection upon Russia’s surprisingly complicated relationship with birch trees. Inevitably, it also reflects my own relationship with Russia. Like any reflection, there will be distortions.

Once upon a time, a birch was just a tree. Then it became a material: its timber was burnt for warmth or carved into furniture; its bark was used for shoes and paper; its sap drunk fresh or fermented to make birch beer. Only much, much later did the birch become a symbol. And as it did so, it was represented and defined, imagined and redefined in folk tales and songs, paintings, photographs and the long, long memory of nationalism. This linear history of the birch is an alluring narrative: from tree to material to symbol. From simplicity to complexity: the story of how meaning was made. But alas, things were never so simple. The birch has always been (or always had the potential to be) all of these things – material, symbol, commodity – and, at the same time, a real tree out there in the world, growing and dying at the edge of the forest.

On a shelf in my study are nine little objects. Laid out loosely in front of novels and notebooks, magazines and postcards, they are relics from a journey, or rather from a series of journeys conducted through Russia and Eastern Europe. There is a short length of birch twig, a little longer than a pencil; three curling fragments of bark from different birch species; and three fragile birch leaves protected inside an A6 plastic sleeve. It once held a ‘Happy Forest’ greetings card that I purchased in Saint Petersburg, decorated with pop-up pine trees and cutesy deer. There is also a badge, made for me by my wife as a gift before a journey on the Trans-Siberian railway. Superimposed over a birch-bark-patterned background are three little words: ‘berezki schitat’ uslan’, meaning something like ‘sent to count birches’. It is an old Russian euphemism for being deported to Siberia.

Inside the plastic sleeve the first leaf is a healthy green, about the length of my thumb, with straw-coloured veins and just the faintest brown mottle. Its tip was folded over in my notebook as I travelled and it crumbles, now, as I pick it up. The second leaf is much smaller and rounder, its bowl maybe the size of a two-penny piece. It is sandy all over, its small edge serrations darkening towards tea. The third leaf is a leaf in flux. At its heart is a map of green, a leaf within a leaf, fingers stretching out from the central spine, around the veins, and out towards the tip. But the green meets sharply with a sea of autumnal ochre. The edges are a rich red russet. This leaf is more strongly serrated than the other two: like a child’s drawing of a little fire. I don’t know what species each leaf is from. I can’t even remember where I found them all.

If what follows is an attempt to map these objects then I would not suggest you use the result for navigation. The map is full of holes. Too much remains unsaid, unwritten, illegible, caught between languages. Some interviews I recorded with a Dictaphone (like a real journalist); others I just scribbled into notebooks. The conversations you will read may be misremembered or misconstrued. I’ve accidentally deleted a series of photographs I took in Ukraine. I seem to have lost the two leaves I plucked from specimen trees in the garden of a Latvian castle. Only their traced outlines in a notebook remain. Their Latin names are there too and a fading memory of a day-long bus journey.
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I was a teenager when I first visited Russia. ‘Russia is different,’ pronounced a sweating, lank-haired history teacher in a special talk organised to prepare us for the journey to come. No other school trip necessitated such preliminaries. But Russia was the great beyond, even then, less than a decade after the end of communism, Putin in the early years of power. We flew to Saint Petersburg, took the overnight train to Moscow, and stayed in one of the Seven Sisters, those vast Soviet-era edifices that skewer the sky. The taps dripped into the night and the plug sockets sparked alarmingly. In Saint Petersburg, I spent a day in bed with food poisoning and missed the Hermitage. My wet hair froze in the winter air. I ate borsch.

It was not until living in Helsinki fifteen years later that my fascination with Russian culture began to develop in earnest. Russia was suddenly so close, just there across the border, increasingly erratic in its behaviour. Putin had only recently invaded Crimea. Might Finland be next? The border between Russia and Finland has not always been a stable one, and Karelia, the region either side of it, is of great symbolic significance to both countries. Compelled by geography to tread a diplomatic tightrope, Finland was once again discussing NATO membership, trying to gauge how Russia might react. Fear of the unknowable neighbour was rarely far away.

It was over coffee that Russia’s lingering presence in my unconscious mind burst forth in unexpected form: the wolf. As my first Finnish winter drew closer, I met with artist Terike Haapoja and writer Laura Gustafsson to discuss a performance they were working on in response to heated public debate about the apparently illegal shooting of three wolves in rural Finland. The subject of Russia kept coming up. For those who abhorred the shooting, advocacy of animal rights was a way to orient Finnish national identity progressively towards Europe and away from ‘those brutal Russians’. But there was anti-Russian sentiment on the other side too: wolves continually range back and forth across the border between the two countries. ‘Wolves in Finland are considered somehow intruders,’ said Gustafsson. ‘They don’t respect the borders that humans have tried to draw between nature and culture.’

From this moment until I left Finland two years later, Russia rose like a wolf in my mind. All wolves carried the scent of Russia with them. If Finland represented civilisation, Russia was the wild. With its social democracy and trustworthy institutions, Finland felt comprehensible to me, its strangeness confined to the margins. Russia, meanwhile, loomed so vast and impossible. It is a simplistic opposition, but if Finland is a model, Russia is a monster: a huge place of huge ideas. Russia ‘is a mewling, pulsating mass, full of mute madness, which needs perpetually to be described’, wrote activist and writer Kirill Medvedev in the early 2000s. Russia prompts sweeping statements (like this one).

Gradually, Russia’s birches began to speak to me. Birches are not the only symbolically charged tree in Russia. The oak or ‘Tsar tree’ is associated with Perun, the most powerful of the Slavic gods. The red-berried rowan is a symbol of life associated with luck and happiness. Fir trees and maples play significant roles too. By the same token, the importance of the birch tree is by no means unique to Russia. In the Middle Ages, English peasants would place green birch above doorways alongside fennel, a reddish-purple wild flower called orpine, white lilies and Saint John’s wort in order to ward away devilry and witchcraft. In Scottish ballads the birch is associated with the dead. Samuel Taylor Coleridge famously described a ‘weeping birch’ as ‘the Lady of the Woods’. Birch trees also have a powerful place in many indigenous North American cultures: the Pueblo people of New Mexico use the birch as a clan symbol; the Ojibwe people of North America believe that birches are immune to lightning strikes – making them a good place to hide during a thunderstorm.

The birch is a central symbol in the Nordic nations. A Swedish legend has it that Christ was scourged with a rod made from dwarf birch. Finland’s national tree is Betula pendula, the silver birch; Sweden’s is Betula pendula ‘Dalecarlica’, or Ornäs birch, a cultivar distinguished by its deeply indented leaves. Arguably, birch trees are even more significant in Scandinavian and Nordic cultures than they are in Russia. As I discovered first-hand while living in Finland, they are instantly identified with Nordic landscapes. In fact, it was precisely because I associated birches with Sweden and Finland that they stood out to me so clearly in a Russian context. Why did these Russians, I kept wondering, insist on thinking of this tree as their own? How could the birch be a Russian tree when it was already a Finnish tree, a Swedish tree? And yet . . . Take the train across the border at Vyborg and I swear the birches change: the symbolism borne like heavy snow on their branches becomes darker, stranger, more resistant to any desire to understand. The birches change; the birches stay the same.

As a writer on art and landscape, I have continued to be enthralled by the complex story of our changing relationship with and conception of the nonhuman natural environment: from classicism to the picturesque, from romanticism to nationalism, modernism, postmodernism, and today’s vexed discussions of psychogeography, media archaeology, climate crisis, the Anthropocene. As my fascination with Russia has developed, the question gnawing at me is how closely Russia’s histories might map onto these predominantly Eurocentric narrative frameworks. What is nature to Russia? My aim is to connect the dots – between my work in environmental art and my growing obsession with Russia. Was my history teacher right – that Russia was irreconcilably different? As Russia once more dominates headlines in ‘the West’ and as the birch – a pioneer species – recolonises neglected estates or abandoned villages across Russia (and Europe and Asia), can a better understanding of the relationship between nature and identity either emphasise what we all have in common or reveal, once and for all, what makes Russia intractably unique?
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For Russia’s intelligentsia, the birch is an old cliché, something they would rather forget about. In the Soviet era, Beryozka (little birch tree) was a group of shops that sold luxury goods in exchange for foreign currency. In 1914, Russian lyric poet Sergey Yesenin (who was later briefly married to dancer Isadora Duncan) wrote a poem entitled Bereza (‘The Birch Tree’), about a snow-covered silver birch visible beneath his window. During the late twentieth century, children had to learn this four-verse lyric off by heart. No wonder so many are by now half-sick of birches. Contemporary Russian poet and essayist Maxim Amelin has spoken despairingly of the general public’s unconquerable enthusiasm for ‘poetry about nice little birch trees’. In doing so, he places the birch at the heart of a bifurcation in Russian culture: between the kind of art and literature that is popular and the kind of art and literature that is good. This is a distinction that will not go away: my fascination with birches will force me to spend a lot of time with books and paintings that I do not like one bit.

As a non-Russian, I am coming to all this as an outsider. The symbolism of the birch is not overfamiliar to me but strange and new and I must pursue every last lead, wherever I may end up. Some clues I will uncover through painstaking research; others I will stumble across by sheer chance. Books will lead to other books; people to other people. There will be dead ends, pathways that peter out, roads that run in never-ending circles. I will get lost in the woods (not only literally).

As my research deepens, I will meet artists and curators, designers and architects, activists and ex-soldiers. I will travel the Trans-Siberian railway from Moscow to Vladivostok. I will visit palaces and museums and botanical gardens. I will climb mountains. Everywhere there will be birches – species I’ve never seen before, used in ways I had never anticipated. Sometimes I will be forced to wonder if I’m imagining the whole thing. Maybe I’m not discovering some deeply hidden truth about Russia but inventing it all as I go along. No symbolism, after all, is natural – especially a symbol of nature (like a tree). There is always a history. But in tracing such a history, how can I ever be sure what to trust? Maybe I’m simply seeing what I wish to see.

This unsystematic search for significance will encounter a multitude of different meanings and beliefs. Sometimes the birch will click sharply into focus; sometimes all these meanings will be little more than a blur. Over time, the symbolism of the birch tree has slowly merged with and come to stand in for certain ideas not only of Russianness, but also of femininity, purity and innocence. At times, the birch is a symbol of humility and suffering. At other times, it signifies honesty, authenticity, even reality itself. A Russian reality, in which Russia is always feminine – a youthful innocent, a cruel mother. In many ways it doesn’t make any sense. And even though I’m trying to understand, I’m also aware that when it comes to nature and national identity and the power of symbols, there are limits to what rational explanations can achieve. I want to hold on to the random and the weird, the contingent, and the simply meaningless. Sometimes the irrelevant detail might be the most telling.

On one of a number of Russian journeys that inform this book, I stay a few days in Irkutsk in eastern Siberia. One of the largest cities in the region, Irkutsk is known for its fine wooden houses, built by prominent aristocrats exiled for rebelling against the Tsar in 1825. Early evening on a sunny September Sunday, I wander across to the Island of Youth in the Angara River that flows through the centre of the city. Established as a public park in the 1960s and further landscaped in 2011, the island is bustling with families and couples, teenagers on scooters and riverside drinkers. As I stroll down a winding path I look to the left where a teenage girl poses while her friend takes photographs of her. In a white top and black skirt, the girl is leaning back against a white birch. I want to stop and speak to them, ask them why: ‘Why a birch tree? What does it mean?’ Maybe its black and white bark just matches her outfit. Maybe it’s simply because it’s there. But I don’t stop to ask: my Russian isn’t good enough and I don’t want to interrupt. I smile vaguely and walk on. Besides, I think to myself, perhaps they don’t even know why they’re doing what they’re doing. Most of us don’t.

Here in Irkutsk, as everywhere else, I’m on the trail of the birch. The birch has meant so many things to different people at different times. It has been hand-planted by Tsarinas and felled by foresters. It has been celebrated by peasants, worshipped by pagans and painted by artists. It has self-seeded across mountains and rivers and train tracks and steppe and right through the ruined modernity of a nuclear fall-out site. And like all symbols, the story of the birch has its share of horrors (white, straight, native, pure: how could it not?). But, maybe in the end, what I’m really in search of is a birch that means nothing: stripped of symbolism, bereft of use-value. The forests, surely, are not interested in human meanings. Somewhere, therefore, must stand a birch that escapes the great weight of significance that Russia has given it, that I will be giving it. A birch that is simply a tree in a land that couldn’t give a shit.




I.

POSING

‘Without the birch tree, crystal pure, I cannot conceive of my Russia.’

Viktor Smirnov, ‘Once Again About Birches’, 1968

Picture this: thirty Russian women, each alone in the woods. Wearing heels or high boots, bright, clinging dresses, lace or leopard print, each strikes a momentary pose now frozen: an arm across a stomach, a hand behind a head, one leg raised (calf muscle taut). Each photograph is a statement of individuality expressed through appearance and posture. But each is also a statement of collective identity: we are Russian; we are women; we are Russian women.

Each pose is struck for the camera, for the viewer. That viewer is you, whoever you may be. All of these photographs have been sourced from the internet by artist Maria Kapajeva, who was born in Estonia when it was still part of the Soviet Union. Originally the images appeared on some of the hundreds of dating websites through which foreign men look for ‘mail-order brides’ from Russia and the countries of the former USSR. According to the statistics compiled alongside the photographs, some twenty-five thousand Russian women per year sign up to these websites, but only around 6 per cent eventually find a foreign husband.

Maria has assembled the photographs into a short film. She has made only one change: the addition of a small oblong to conceal the eyes of each subject. It is an unusual gesture. As we sit and talk in her north London studio, Maria tells me that the oblongs are marks of respect. Concealing the eyes prevents artificial intelligence from effectively running recognition software and stops the images from being reused in other undesired contexts. Each oblong is a different colour, the exact tone (pink or turquoise, green or yellow) drawn from the photograph itself: a dress, a shade of make-up, the leaves of a tree. But in rendering the subjects partially anonymous, the oblongs also foreground the essential depersonalisation that takes place in any act of online self-presentation. The personalised colours ironically individualise the process by which one’s individuality is concealed.

[image: illustration]

Birch Trees of Russia © Maria Kapajeva

Maria has set the whole film to music. The song is an accordion-heavy pop chanson entitled ‘Birch Trees of Russia’ (Maria’s work borrows the same name), performed with predatory folksiness by Russian singer Yevgeniy Ross. It is an apt choice, for next to every woman in every photograph, unwittingly draped over or leaned against or gently caressed, stands a birch tree – as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

Throughout its long history, portraiture has involved great sensitivity to symbolism. In portraits of monarchs, the orb and sceptre denote power. In portraits of landowners, the rolling hills of a landscaped estate communicate wealth and taste. A locket can be a token of love. Books are symbols of learning. Likewise, the dating photographs brought together in Maria’s film would originally have been conceived to communicate to a specific audience by means of a limited visual language. Careful choices of pose and clothing are suggestive of certain characteristics thought to be valued by Western men: sexual availability, submissiveness, loyalty. These women must perform their individuality through a narrow, pre-existing aesthetic vocabulary. They are on show. But the birch tree? What could it possibly mean?

The birch tree is a symbol of Russia, but it is much more than that too. It is doubtful whether the middle-aged Western men trawling through these websites will have any idea of the complexity of this symbolism.

Like all national ideas, Russianness has been riven by ironies and contradictions. But rather than undermine its power, self-contradiction seems actually to reinforce it. Over the past two hundred years or so, Russian national identity has been consciously coupled to a specific idea of ‘Russian’ nature. My aim is to ask what the birch tree can tell us about this tenacious equation between nation and nature.

Today, Maria Kapajeva’s film shows Russian women performing their proximity to the birch in order to signal their Russianness in public. But the irony that Maria’s art draws our attention to is that the subjects of these dating photographs are performing this Russianness in order to appeal to non-Russians. They only strive to identify themselves with Russia in order to leave the country. The Russia that is evoked, therefore, is a highly generalised one: easy to communicate to foreigners but, given visa difficulties, fluctuating exchange rates, political suspicion and economic uncertainty, not so easy for Russians to escape from. What does national identity really mean if it is simply an escape route from the nation itself? If one must declare allegiance to a nation in order to leave it behind? And what might the birch tell us about all this?

The singer in Maria’s film, Yevgeniy Ross, provides a first clue. Even his name is suggestive: Ross is an Anglicisation of Pocc, ‘Russ’, the first four letters and grammatical stem of the Russian word for Russia. Yevgeniy Ross also performs under the name Yevgeniy Chuzhoy (Yevgeniy ‘the Stranger’ or Yevgeniy ‘the Alien’). At once the archetypal Russian and the archetypal non-Russian. Self and other, both at once. By contrast, the lyrics to ‘Birch Trees of Russia’ do not embrace such dichotomies. Instead, the song crystallises a narrow understanding of the role of birch trees within Russian culture. Ross harks back to an apparently timeless symbolism, one whose timelessness, in fact, has a history that I want to try to trace. Russia is not as ancient as some Russian nationalists like to claim. The birch tree’s symbolic power, it turns out, may not be so old either.

‘Russia,’ the song begins, ‘your white birch trees / keep your warmth and kindness.’ From the start, the birch is evoked as distinctly Russian. Ross then sings of running away from his father’s house (and in this one line situates himself within the entire tradition of Russian émigré art and literature with all its yearning, yawning nostalgia). But he will always be welcomed back, if not by his absent father (who disappears from the song as quickly as he arrives) then at least by the motherly birch trees: ‘Birches are waiting me with womanlike patience,’ he sings (according to the slightly idiosyncratic English subtitles that accompany Maria’s film). The women in Ross’s lyrics, not dissimilar to the women in the film, are like trees: patient, passive, ever-waiting for the man to return. ‘They wave me with leafage like with a scarf.’

This is not an original analogy. Fifty years before Ross released ‘Birch Trees of Russia’ the shadow of a birch was likened to a woman’s scarf in Boris Pasternak’s much-loved novel Doctor Zhivago (1957). Each evening, the workers tasked with clearing snow from the railway line return to a ruined train station: ‘just as the sun, as if out of loyalty to the past, set[s] at its usual place behind an old birch tree outside the telegrapher’s window’. After an appropriately picturesque description of the interior of the ruined station, Pasternak, who in the same scene has acknowledged the influence of two great figures of nineteenth-century Russian literature, Sergey Aksakov and Alexander Pushkin, returns to the birch. Or rather, its shadow:


As before the collapse, the setting sun brushed the tiles, brought out the warm brown glow on the wallpaper, and hung the shadow of the birch on the wall as if it were a woman’s scarf.



In these lines Pasternak confirms a trinity of symbolic meanings around the birch: Russia, femininity and nostalgia for a lost past. This is the same trinity that Ross too will evoke. It is no accident that the opening credits to the 1965 film version of Doctor Zhivago starring Julie Christie and Omar Sharif also feature birches. Slow, stirring orchestral music and sonorous ‘la la las’ by French composer Maurice Jarre overlay a painted forest of expressionist birch trees by Spanish scenery painter Julián Martín. As a symbol of Russia, the birch tree was becoming international. If the birch does communicate an image of Russianness to all those men in search of mail-order brides, it may well be that it came to them in part through Doctor Zhivago.

(Prompted by both Ross and Pasternak, a question arises: could it be that every great Russian journey is actually a return journey? To childhood, to the family estate, to some authentic past . . .? This question of the return will itself return.) ‘But I’ll be back,’ Ross continues, ‘in winter, spring and summer.’

And then it starts to get just a little weird. Not for the first time in Russian history, the logic of the birch analogy is pushed to its limits. ‘Then I’ll come quietly to them, my darlings,’ Ross sings of the birch trees, whose association with a feminine presence is becoming stronger. Rodimymi is a vital adjective. The internet translates it as ‘dear’; Maria as ‘my darlings’. But it has specific connotations: the verb from which it derives, rodit’, means to give birth, to give rise to, or, in the case of land, to yield (for example, a crop). Rodimoye pyatno means birthmark. Rodit’ is also the root from which two fundamental Russian concepts both derive: narod, the people, and rodina, the motherland. These ideas will also return. For now, it is enough to observe how in Ross’s song, this one little word evokes a complexity of affection that is at once patriotic, filial, sexual and nostalgic. All of this comes together in the song’s final stanza:


I’ll embrace a birch tree as a bride
Nestle my cheek to its cool bark
My land, I will stay with you together
In both: happiness and trouble!



Here, the man finds his home in Russia, in nature, and in the nameless, unspeaking bride to be. All of these are encapsulated in the birch. ‘Zemlya moya’ is the key phrase here: ‘my land’. The noun is feminine: the long, difficult history of associations between nature and femininity is not unique to Russia but it will nonetheless be vital to unpick. Here, the last two lines of each stanza are repeated and, as the crescendo rises into the subject of Ross’s address, its zenith coincides with the second beat – the ‘my’ of ‘my land’. For a song with such regressively patriarchal attitudes to gender, it is infuriatingly catchy. Then the accordion volume lowers and Ross’s language echoes that of Russian wedding vows as he promises an eternal relationship with the bride, the birch, with Russia itself.

If this reads as downright bizarre, it should not be dismissed as simply the fantasising of some lecherous old pop singer. This kind of sentiment is surprisingly widespread. One of the best analyses I’ve read of Russian nationalism leant heavily on psychoanalysis. Psychoanalysis, I had always thought, was a way of reading the unconscious of an individual: surely the same techniques could not be applied to a nation of 144 million people? But what if it makes sense? What if a psychoanalytical reading can help us understand Russia just that little bit better? Maybe then we should start paying attention. That is certainly the argument made by humanities scholar Daniel Rancour-Laferriere, who has characterised Russian nationalists as pathologically masochistic, unable to move away from an obsessive conception of Russia as suffering parent. Russian-American writer Masha Gessen also channels psychoanalysis, but goes one step further, describing not only Russian nationalists but all of Russian society as effectively suicidal.

Following Russia expert Vera Tolz, Rancour-Laferriere argues that the 2014 annexing of Ukraine might best be understood not by analysing possible geopolitical motivations, but by heeding the psychological impact of the shame and humiliation that Russia supposedly felt over the ‘loss’ of Ukraine following the fragmentation of the USSR in 1991. Ukraine became an independent nation and Russia, according to Rancour-Laferriere, has never got over it. Gessen notes bleakly that, according to one study, a scarcely believable 88 per cent of Russians supported Putin’s military action in Crimea.

A psychological or psychoanalytical approach is not that new: Russia has long been conceived of as the motherland and associated with a feminine conception of nature. But it was not until around 1900 that artists and writers began to associate Russia with, as professor of Russian literature Ellen Rutten puts it, ‘the more modern image of the female beloved’. Rutten was writing mainly about the paintings of Mikhail Nesterov and the poetry of Aleksandr Blok. But she mentions in passing a strange work by Wassily Kandinsky, best known for his pioneering abstract compositions, especially his work at the Bauhaus in the 1920s. In 1903, however, he produced a little painting on cardboard: variously referred to as Russian Beauty in a Landscape, Woman in the Russian Land or simply Bride. The painting is owned by a public gallery in Munich and its Russian title seems to be unknown.

Painted in a style known as divisionism, which separates every colour into an individual brushmark, Kandinsky’s painting depicts a pale-faced woman in flowing white dress and veil. She is seated in a night-time landscape framed to the left by the slim, white trunks of a pair of birches. The unusual painting technique, which Kandinsky did not stick with for long, allows for one especially interesting characteristic: with the colours all separated, the white of the woman’s dress gradually seems to merge with the whites of the wild flower meadow in which she sits. Her pale skin is nearly the same colour as the moonlit grass behind her. Russians prized pale skin in the nineteenth century and women would undertake many procedures in order to lighten their complexion, including drinking water made from birch sap. The merging of women with birches is therefore not only metaphorical but molecular too. In Kandinsky’s depiction, this merging operates in both directions: the woman is gradually becoming landscape and the landscape is becoming woman. Just as in the pop lyrics of Yevgeniy Ross, the Russian man – the presumed audience for such a painting – is encouraged to love both.
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In his recent book, Other Russias, Brian James Baer, a US academic who specialises in Russian language and literature, charts a sexual history of Russia with a particular focus on the Soviet and post-Soviet eras. He describes the ‘extreme normativity of Soviet society’ which was silent on all sexual matters beyond the importance of marriage and reproduction. Homosexuality was criminalised under Stalin in 1934 and only decriminalised under Yeltsin in 1993. Despite such an apparent relaxation, Baer argues that in fact essentialist gender roles (strong men, submissive women) became even more rigid in the 1990s and 2000s.

Baer writes about a book entitled The ABCs of Sex written in the mid-1990s by Russian politician Vladimir Zhirinovskii, leader of the ultranationalist Liberal Democratic Party (neither liberal nor democratic), with co-author Vladimir Iurovitskii. In it, the pair argue that gay people have too much visibility and power in the US and that Russia ought to be more like Thailand, encouraging sex tourism. The pair champion what they describe as the ‘enormous sexual potential of Russia, whose men are known for their sexual power and women for their beauty and attractiveness’.

In Baer’s book, birches feature in two interesting ways. One is a homoerotic film by Canadian Steve Kokker entitled Birch, in which Kokker films a young soldier called Nikolai, who poses topless but resists the sexual advances of the film-maker. The other is the book’s front cover: a photograph by Vyacheslav Mizin and Alexander Shaburov entitled Epoch of Clemency. Made in 2005, twelve years after the decriminalisation of homosexuality, the photograph shows two men in police uniform kissing passionately against the backdrop of a white birch forest. The title suggests that this should be seen as a celebratory image. But liberalism was short-lived: Russia under Putin has become violently repressive of any sexual minority. Homosexuality has been repeatedly equated in public discourse with paedophilia and gays slurred as American agents and a threat to the Russian birth rate. Beatings and murders have increased while the state looks on approvingly.

In Baer’s introduction, he recalls the decision by the Russian government to remove the photograph, alongside sixteen other works of art, from an exhibition due to open in Paris in 2007. The episode garnered significant international news coverage, as censorship stories often do. Many pointed out the irony that the work had been permitted to be shown in the Tretyakov Gallery in Moscow but not abroad.

In the photograph the birch forest functions in several ways. It is immediately familiar both as a real place (a birch forest near you) and as a symbol of Russia. But the forest serves another function too: it creates an enclosed space, a world walled off from outside influence and imbued therefore both with freedom and intensity. In this respect, this birch forest differs from the ‘mail-order bride’ photographs in Maria Kapajeva’s film, which usually show each woman standing by a single birch tree.

Mizin and Shaburov’s image reminds me of a famous scene in Andrei Tarkovsky’s 1966 film Ivan’s Childhood. Set during World War II, the film follows the titular Ivan, a young village boy whose knowledge of the rural terrain enables him to run unofficial reconnaissance missions on behalf of the Russian army. Aside from Ivan, the film’s other main characters are Captain Kholin, who cares, father-like, for the orphaned Ivan while sending him on dangerous missions; Lieutenant Galtsev, a young officer; and Masha, a young army nurse. Galtsev is in love with Masha but seems unable to tell her. Instead he represses his feelings and replaces them with petty irritability.

[image: illustration]

Ivan’s Childhood. Image courtesy of MINISTERSTVO KINEMATOGRAFI/Ronald Grant Archive/Mary Evans

One of the film’s most visually distinctive scenes takes place in a birch forest, very much like that in Mizin and Shaburov’s photograph, nearly thirty years later. If the war necessitates a harsh existence limited to the carrying out of duties, the forest offers the fleeting possibility of freedom and licentiousness, albeit within limits. For Kholin, the male officer, it is a place in which to act without repercussions; for the younger Galtsev, and in particular for Masha, it is a confusing place of disorientation and doubt. It is far too easy to get lost in the woods.

Wearing a military greatcoat, Masha takes a walk alone through the birches, where she meets Kholin. She frequently stands close to one of the birch trees, creating a visual parallel between her pale skin and dark hair and the black and white of the bark.

‘Are you from Ukraine?’ asks Kholin.

‘Why?’

‘You’re beautiful and stubborn.’

‘No, I come from near Moscow.’

She approaches and shyly retreats. He is teasingly dominant. The scene cuts to Galtsev who hears that the two are together and charges into the birch forest to find them. Meanwhile, Kholin coaxes Masha to walk up a fallen birch trunk and back down again. He is playing a game, aggressively. She is unsure how to respond. Then he stands astride a trench, and as she crosses it, he grabs her and kisses her, her body hanging lifeless in the air. The camera dips down into the trench to look up at the pair of them, soil and severed roots to either side, incessant birches all around.

Kholin orders Masha away, and she retreats. Suddenly the camera changes again, merging with Masha’s point of view as she rushes and stumbles among the birches. Is Masha, visually equated with the birches and publicly confirmed as Russian, here a symbol of Russia itself? Does she suffer domination (by the military) or, in Tarkovsky’s view, desire it? There is nothing visible beyond these trees, no sky above, and they seem to crowd around her, offering no discernible route through or out. There is a palpable sense of panic.

A man and a woman alone in a forest. A kiss. A fallen birch tree. All in the middle of a war. This is a scene laden with symbolism. For the man, the birch forest is a place of sexual possibilities. For the woman, it seems overwhelming, restrictive, inescapable. The birch forest is a world within the world, a self-contained (Russian) world.

[image: illustration]

As soon as I enter Maria Kapajeva’s north London studio, I know I’m on the right path. We’re meeting to talk about her film work, ‘Birch Trees of Russia’, but I’m very quickly distracted. On her desk is a small dark object, no bigger than a purse. I recognise it instantly. The object is a Soviet-era reproduction of a famous Russian landscape painting: A Rye Field (1878) by Ivan Shishkin. Large pine trees rise above a field of ripe golden rye. From the foreground, taking the eye towards the horizon in a way that was typical of nineteenth-century landscapes, is a winding track. The original is an oil painting, over six feet across, that hangs in the Tretyakov Gallery in Moscow. Maria’s little reproduction has been printed onto paper and attached to a block of wood. It is dark and muddy under layers of age and brown varnish.

Maria hands me her latest work: a book incorporating family photographs that she found at her parents’ home in Estonia and subsequently rearranged to suggest imaginary past narratives. There are images of grey apartment blocks, a woman glimpsed from a train window, groups of men turned away from the camera. There is sparse text too. The first line reads: ‘But how to establish the exact moment in which a story begins?’ Time and again, I find myself asking exactly the same question.

One of the photographs shows a nondescript Soviet interior. All that’s visible is a rectangle of wall. A shadow of something unidentifiable, possibly a plant, flits across the geometric floral pattern of the wallpaper. Hanging in the top left, its frame just cropped out, is another reproduction of exactly the same nineteenth-century landscape painting that is sitting on Maria’s desk. She is explaining some of the background to her work but the presence of Shishkin’s painting – in the photograph, in the reproduction – makes it difficult for me to concentrate.

One unexpected discovery during my research has been the enduring popularity of nineteenth-century landscape painting under the Soviet regime. Many people I speak to mention a reproduction of some famous old landscape hanging on the wall of their parents’ or grandparents’ home. It’s so unexpected to me because Russian art of the twentieth century is often generalised into two camps: on the one hand, the radical abstract work of the early twentieth-century avant-garde characterised by El Lissitzky, Kazimir Malevich, Liubov Popova and others; and on the other hand, once Stalin came to power, the rosy-cheeked workers of state-sanctioned Socialist Realism. Landscape painting is easily overlooked. But it played a surprisingly prominent role in the Soviet era. In the aftermath of World War II especially, a whole new generation of landscape painters emerged. The likes of Arkady Plastov, Viktor Ivanov and Vladimir Gavrilov each adopted their own approach to the landscape aesthetics established in the nineteenth century. All the while, those old paintings retained a powerful popular appeal.

The Soviet era is often understood as a radical break from the Tsarist past. But there were many threads of continuity from one regime to the next. The centrality of nature to national identity is just such a thread – one that has been woven through the art and literature of the twentieth century. In response to unprecedented social change in the 1930s, landscape became imbued with a powerful sense of nostalgia: mass urbanisation engendered a longing for a lost rural past. In the 1940s, this nostalgia was mobilised as state-sanctioned nationalism in the war against Nazi Germany, known in Russia as the Great Patriotic War. Then, with the Nazis defeated and much of Europe and Russia ravaged by war, many artists and writers sought to offer idealised landscapes as places of escape.

Socialist Realism has been widely derided by Western art historians. But the Russian landscapes summoned up by the poets and writers of the Stalinist era and beyond were not simply false. Rather, they intertwined with government policy in ways that were sometimes contradictory and sometimes mutually reinforcing. Their realism was the reality not of the present but of the future that was being built. As I shall soon discover, Soviet policies towards nature were much more complicated than I had been led to believe.

From the eighteenth century to the twenty-first, the Russian relationship to nature has been characterised by a shifting tension between love for an untouched (Russian) nature and the desire (and necessity) to harness the land in order not only to survive but to thrive. Across fields and forests, this dichotomy is neatly dramatised in Maria’s photography book. The reproduction of the great Shishkin landscape is on a left-hand page, harking back to an apparently timeless past. On the facing page is another photograph: a figure in a long black coat and fur hat kneeling before a freshly felled pine. As this juxtaposition suggests, Russia’s relationship with the natural world is much more complex than a simple opposition between Romantic nationalism and industrial efficiency. To start to sketch these complexities will take both time and care.

As we sit drinking strong black coffee, Maria tells me about her upbringing in Soviet Estonia and I continue looking through her book of photographs. Another image grabs my attention. It fits my search for birches so perfectly it’s almost as if I put it there myself. The image depicts an unknown woman looking into the camera from the branches of a birch. She has climbed up a little and stands in a fork between two trunks. Her body curves in echo of the tree, her hand placed against the bark. Only the eyes separate this image from those Russian dating portraits. Here, the unknown woman looks off to the left; the camera is at ground level, below her. There is a suggestion of freedom, of independence from the (male) photographer that is not shared by those on the dating sites. But this is not an image designed to be seductive. My eyes are drawn to the way her tights wrinkle just below the knee.

‘I associate Estonia with the smells of pine trees and the sea,’ says Maria about the country of her birth. ‘But birch trees have been so implanted in our consciousness. You can’t avoid how important they have been. Maybe that’s why these women are not questioning it – the birch tree is so present in Russian folklore that you are already thinking by default that, if you are Russian, this is your tree.

‘I always say I’m a Soviet product,’ Maria continues. ‘I was a teenager when the USSR collapsed. Everything turned upside down. From being a member of a celebrated, dominating nation, we were turned into an occupied minority. That was the hardest challenge.’ As Maria opens up about this past there is still confusion about exactly what happened, maybe anger too. ‘But this unique experience, even though very traumatic, made me realise that what we know of history depends on who is the narrator. Nobody asked us questions. They just gave us new history books and said, “Now you have to study these”.’

Erased, repressed or simply unaddressed, such traumas linger beneath the surface for many in Russia and the countries of the former USSR. After 1991 Estonia introduced new laws that required Russians living in Estonia to pass language and history exams in order to obtain citizenship. Capitalism threatens existing identities at the same time that it tries to sell us nationalism as a false solution. For many post-Soviet countries, the 1990s were marked, on the one hand, by a desire for those long-inaccessible, foreign-made consumer goods and, on the other hand, by a doubling-down of national or regional identity – a clinging to familiar symbols, like the birch perhaps, in the face of unprecedented change. For so long, a certain relationship existed between Russia and the West, one characterised by the apparently clean simplicity of a binary opposition. But suddenly everything changes. If nationalism attempts to root itself in the soil, what happens when the earth begins to shift? Boundaries are hastily redrawn. Russia splinters. But so too does that which is conceived of as non-Russian, foreign, other. No self-identity without an identifiable other. So many places become suddenly foreign: Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Azerbaijan . . . So many Russians become foreign in their own homes; their homes become foreign to them. No wonder the birch has returned as a powerful symbol of a simpler past.




II.

PLANTING IDEAS

‘I’m sick of Crimea . . . I want to go back to Russia. You know, birch trees, mosquitoes, the nostalgia.’

Maria Baronova, quoted in Masha Gessen,
The Future is History, 2017

The birch, a botanist once told me, is a ‘cryptic species’. What they meant is that various taxa within the species can be difficult to differentiate from one another. But ‘cryptic’ also carries with it the sense of a hidden meaning. It is in crypts where the dead lie concealed. Birches are cryptic in both senses. The history of birches goes right back to the Upper Cretaceous, seventy million years ago, before the extinction of the dinosaurs. Today, birches span most of the globe and have been especially widespread in the northern hemisphere since the last Ice Age.

The family Betulaceae is made up of six genera of deciduous nut-bearing trees and shrubs: birches, alders, hazels, hornbeams, hazel-hornbeams and hop-hornbeams. The birch genus, Betula, was established by Swedish botanist Carl Linnaeus in 1753. Since then, the size and composition of the genus has continued to shift as various taxa – such as common and grey alder – have been reallocated to different families.

[image: illustration]

Betula Pendula X Pubescens © South London Botanical Institute

In 2013, Kew Gardens published The Genus Betula: A Taxonomic Revision of Birches by botanists Kenneth Ashburner and Hugh A. McAllister, billed as the most authoritative treatment of birches to date. The book, a kind of catalogue raisonné of birches, redraws a number of pre-existing taxonomic boundaries in light of new knowledge and new scientific techniques. Taxonomists are always redrawing lines, either lumping previously separate species together or splitting them apart. A species is a hypothesis, a suggestion to be tested (and potentially disproved).

The size and range of the Betula genus have generated a number of difficulties. In particular, it is the white-barked species that do not always like to be pinned down. To me it is perhaps this aspect of the tree, rather than its elaborate symbolisms, that makes the birch so well suited as an analogy for Russia: a tree of shifting boundaries, hard sometimes to distinguish from its near neighbours.

Today, Betula contains dozens of taxa: from the common (and commonly accepted) such as Betula pendula (silver birch) to the hyper-rare Betula megrelica, an endangered shrub species found only on Mount Migaria in western Georgia. Due to the region’s political instability, Western botanists know little about this particular species. There may be other such rarities, but botanists do not always agree. One example is Betula klokovii, named by a botanist who believes there may be as few as fifty all living in one tiny area, under six square miles, in the Kremenets Mountains in western Ukraine. But Betula klokovii is not recognised as a separate species by Ashburner and McAllister. By email McAllister explains to me that to name a new species is to become the authority on that species, meaning that ‘there can be a perverse incentive to describe species on rather little evidence’. In addition, he tells me: ‘In some countries there is a nationalistic wish to have endemic species which only occur in that country – even though they may not be distinguishable from similar plants in neighbouring countries.’ This botanical nationalism is therefore pitted against botany’s historical proximity to colonialism. But that’s another story . . .

To me at least, there is something fascinating about botanical disagreements – as if you can see the apparent certainty of expertise unravelling right before your eyes. A common difficulty is distinguishing between Betula pendula, the common, silver or warty birch, and Betula pubescens, the white, moor or downy birch. Pubescens supposedly has silky or hairy twigs (downy) rather than the rough twigs (warty) of pendula. Of all the species of white-barked birch, it is only Betula pendula whose branches hang down vertically and allow the foliage to move easily in the breeze. Moreover, it is only the European populations that have these characteristically ‘weeping’ branches.

I’ll be honest with you, though: I cannot always tell them apart. But then I’m not alone. When he named the genus Betula in 1753, Carl Linnaeus did not distinguish between pubescens and pendula. Instead, he named them as a single species: Betula alba, the white birch. Botanical boundaries have shifted in many ways since then, but if you look carefully enough, you can still track these changes on herbaria specimen sheets. The contradictory notes and botanical marginalia constitute a strange kind of argument that traverses the centuries. ‘Appears to be B. pubescens x verrucusa,’ reads one caption from 1923 that I’m delighted to discover on a specimen housed at the South London Botanical Institute. The label has been pointedly pasted over a previous one describing the same specimen by the Linnaean classification, Betula alba. It dates from 1884. Such classificatory problems have apparently been so severe that something called the Atkinson Discriminant Function was proposed in 1986 in order to differentiate mathematically between pendula and pubescens. It involves extremely detailed measurement of different parts of each birch leaf. Few outside the botanical profession have the energy for such precision, but somehow I can’t help but be beguiled.

If Linnaeus himself did not distinguish between pubescens and pendula, then should I? Little of the art and writing I’ll be looking at will show much interest in taxonomy. This means that the white birch of this book’s title is a strange hybrid. It combines the species Betula pubescens with the Linnaean Betula alba and also a generic birch. In some ways then this book is a return to the science of the eighteenth century. Any birch will be important to me, as long as it is white and as long as it is Russian.

Scientists have been (justifiably) criticised for their often reductive approach to the complexities of the world. But when it comes to birch trees, it is artists and writers who have overlooked diversity far more than those in the fields of botany or horticulture. In both painting and poetry, the birch tends to be a generic birch. It is white or silver interchangeably. A birch is ‘wet and bare . . . like a roadside beggar’ in Anton Chekhov’s short story ‘Dreams’ (1886); a pair of them gleam white on a hilltop in Mikhail Lermontov’s poem ‘Rodina’ (1841); a row of birches shines in the sun, with ‘motionless green and yellow foliage and white bark’ in Tolstoy’s War and Peace (1867). No mention of the betulin that causes the whiteness of birch bark, even though it had been discovered in 1788. No mention of the species of birch in question. It is not important necessarily to know the botanical details. Indeed, sometimes the not knowing can be just as significant. As Osip Mandelstam writes in his Voronezh Notebooks, 26 December 1936:


And what’s that forest – spruce?
Not spruce, a spruced-up violet –
And what kind of birch is that?
Who’s to know or care? –
Only a prose inscribed on air,
Illegible; evanescent . . .



Writing is ephemeral, fades in the air. The birch leaves just a passing impression.

But it is not simply artistic licence that has led to this generalised presentation of birches in art and literature. There are other reasons too, and they have to do, I’m beginning to think, with the biology of the birch itself. The first reason is that birch trees are comparatively short-lived. A grand old oak is a charismatic individual around whom meanings cluster, whose very presence becomes synonymous with the histories and mythologies of the place in which it lives. There are some ancient birches too: the oldest scientifically dated living birch outside the Russian Far East stands on the north side of Lake Torneträsk in sub-Arctic
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