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(Island of Crimea)

Abstract

by Tatjana Hofmann

Aksénov’s novel Ostrov Krym (Island of Crimea) plays with the idea that Crimea is not a peninsula

but an isolated, non-Soviet, liberal island. The narrative tension, centred on the affair of the male and

the female main character, asks whether Russia should develop towards the western or the eastern

world. Aksénov’s novel can be read as part of the underground pop culture in the late Soviet Union

as well as a space for discussion of its non-official, desired, demanded or dreaded cultural vectors.

Keywords: Aksénov, Crimea, alternative vision, Eastern vs. Western Europe, mass culture and

high culture.

The following article addresses aspects of
everyday culture in the fictional space of the
alternative Crimea. It takes the novel Ostrov
Krym (Island of Crimea) as an example, tracing
some of its references to cultural visions and
habits, and the function they carry out for the
text structure and the novel’s effect. What we
find are dominant, historically still popular
cultural “voices’ as the two main positions of
the novel are caught between the western and
the eastern world. The main tension, centered
on the affair of the male and the female main
character, conveys the traditional question of
which way Russia should develop. Both cul-
tural layers and the narrative structure are
characterized by antagonisms and ambiva-
lences, combining mass culture and high cul-
ture, sympathy and antipathy for the Soviet
Union and for Crimea /’the West’, respectively.
Using this approach, the novel tries not to ro-
manticize Crimea as a southern, arcadian, per-
haps superior place in contrast to the Soviet
Union, but as an indispensable part of it — and
at the same time as a distorting mirror of the
western world. This article tries to participate
in the narrative’s discussion without coming
too close to the proposed cultural concepts. It
aims for a close reading which tries to avoid
any policitally biased labelling of these visions.
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Aspects of popular culture in Vasilii P.
Aksénov’s Ostrov Krym (Island of Crimea)

When exploring popular culture in the late So-
viet Union, itis worth taking fictional literature
into account as well. By way of condensation
and (re-)production of knowledge, fiction can
be regarded as a parallel discourse to the em-
pirical world which condenses mass culture,
subculture and also the so-called high cul-
ture in the case of Russian literature. My pre-
ferred terms ‘way of life’ / ‘everyday culture’
(in Russian: byt) comprise popular culture in
the sense of mass culture, and subculture in
the sense of alternative culture — their mean-
ing depends on the context as they overlap.
In terms of Russian popular culture, we deal
with a concept that grew in the second half
of the nineteenth century from sympathy for
narodnost’, the simple folk, peasant life and
equitable forms of possessions. While authors
like Gertsen, Chernyshevskii and Dobroliubov
elaborated their utopian socialism in opposi-
tion to the tsarist regime, the ideal of justice for
all classes has been implemented in the offi-
cial, state-controlled mass culture in the Soviet
Union. In Soviet literature and arts the corre-
sponding aesthetical programme is known as
the style of social realism proclaimed in 1934.
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The definition of popular culture leads us to a
complex history of the term, reaching across
Europe and based on its opposition to ‘high
culture’. In the German-language countries
the post-war discourse is determined by scep-
ticism towards the superficial and illusive
mass amusement. Within this academic di-
vision a post-Herderian interest in mass cul-
ture (Volks- and Alltagskultur) rather emanates
from empirical cultural studies, whereas ‘high
culture’, including literature, is investigated
mainly by theoretical orientated philologies.
While the latter primarily focuses on aesthet-
ics of canonical works, British cultural stud-
ies have drawn attention to the social func-
tion of text genres outside the official literary
canon. They instead belong to youth culture,
for example song texts and sex-and-violence
novels.? In the beginning of the 1990s this ap-
proach was criticized for its naive optimism
as mass culture inevitably involves consum-
erism and ideological appropriation.®> At the
same time, the difference between ‘high’ and
‘low’ cultures fades away with the increasing
usage of plurimedial electronic mass media.
In Russia of the twentieth century, literature,
even artistically sophisticated literature, of-
ten seems to belong to both elite culture and
cultural heritage familiar to millions of people
such as poems and quotations often known
by heart. Due to this culture of reception, the
value of published and forbidden books, the
density of intertextual references between
1 For a detailed history of the term see: Her-
mann Herlinghaus, “Populér/volkstiimlich/
Popularkultur”, Asthetische Grundbegriffe: Historisches
Worterbuch in sieben Binden, eds. Karl-Heinz
Barck et al,, vol. 4, Stuttgart: J. B. Metzler Verlag,
2002, pp. 832884 ‘

2 Richard Hoggart, The Uses of Literacy: Aspects of
Working-Class Life with Special Reference to Publica-
tions and Entertainments, London: Chatto and Win-
dus, 1957, p. 251.

3 Lawrence Grossberg, We Gotta Get Out of This

Place: Rock, die Konservativen und die Postmoderne,
Wien: Locker, 2010 (1992).
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self-preserving text systems, and large-scale
printing, the “good old” book deserves to be
called a Soviet/Russian mass medium of the
twentieth century. Thus, literature reflects the
typical Russian way of life and, at the same
time, reading is part of everyday practices.
In addition to that, literature provides poten-
tially polysemantical space for the interaction
of cultural signs. Fictional explorations of cul-
ture arise when the text creates a semantical
space for several cultural ‘voices’. The most
interesting scenario does not aim to establish
a hierarchy of certain messages, but lets the
readers instead decide which position they
would like to take towards the phenomena
presented. As Raymond Williams, one of the
cultural studies scholars, writes: “A culture
has two aspects: the known meanings and direc-
tions, which its members are trained to; the new
observations and meanings, which are offered and
tested.” * This battle between inclusion and ex-
clusion remains a trait of culture in general.
Not only after the alphabetization and writing
campaigns in the Soviet Union, but also before
the October Revolution, literature and jour-
nalism were the main media of politically con-
troversial opinions on culture for centuries,
despite waves of suppression and censorship.
Actually, popular culture might be considered
as a voice itself in a totalitarian state, as it is
partly inside the official discourse and partly
outside. The chosen writer and this novel were
prominent representatives of a subcultural
network of officially hardly acknowledged
writers in the late Soviet Union. It was not un-
til after Stalin’s death that the first subculture
— the so called stiliagi® — appeared in the Sovi-

4 Raymond Williams, “Culture Is Ordinary” (1958),
Resources of Hope: Culture, Democracy, Socialism, ed.
Robin Gable, London / New York: Verso, 1989, pp.
3-14, here p. 12.
5 The ’stilliaaga’—movement was a youth subculture
in bigger cities in the USSR from the 1940s until the
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et Union. Vasilii P. Aksénov (1932-2009), son
of Evgenia Ginzburg, had a dissident back-
ground, and lived as a ‘stiliaga’ in the Soviet
Union. This was part of the non-official pop-
ular culture, which was primarily available to
the youth of the elite and was expressed by
literature, too. Together with Viktor V. Ero-
feev he co-edited the underground almanach
MetrOpol. After publishing prose like Kollegi
(Colleagues, 1960) and Zviezdnyi bilet (Ticket to
the Stars, 1961) in the magazine Iunost’, Aksén-
ov was considered as one of the authors con-
tributing to the Thaw (ottepel’) and a member
of the so called Shestidesiatniki movement.
Aksénov’s texts, which use slang and are not
prudish, were read and welcomed by the
young generation as an affront against the
official aesthetics and values.® He turned out
to be an author some of whose works had to
wait for decades to be published in the So-
viet Union and who had to leave his home-
land with the consequence that the state
withdrew his citizenship in January 1981.7
This biographical background represents
one of the ‘cultural voices’ in Ostrov Krym.®
The novel’s most striking assumption plays
with a geographical idea: Crimea is not a pen-
insula but an island. In addition to that, it as-
sumes an alternative historical development
by the suggestion that the Russian civil war
ends when the tsarist forces are able to hold on
to this southern piece of the old empire. After

1960s. These young people were keen on the Amer-
ican way of life, western music and dance with the
tendency to dress in a non-Soviet way and establish
their own slang. For more information view the ar-
ticle by Gleb Tsipursky in this volume.

6 Viktor Esipov, “Chetyre zhizni Vasiliia Akseno-
va”, Vasilii Aksenov — odinokii begun na dlinnye_dis-
tangcii, ed. Viktor Esipov, Moskva: Astrel’, pp. 7-18,

p.-9.
7 Citizenship was returned to him in 1990.
8 Vasilii Aksénov, Ostrov Krym, Ann Arbor: Ardis

1981; Vassily Aksyonov: The Island of Crimea, transl.
by Michael H. Heim, New York: Aventura, 1984.
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the Whites defeated the Red Army in 1920 they
preserved an aristocratic Russia which was de-
veloping in a capitalist, liberal, economically
and politically more successful way than the
Soviet Union. This isolated, Swiss-like Crimea
stayed neutral during and after World War IL
The novel, originally published in samizdat,
contributed to Aksénov’s popularity in Mos-
cow’s underground. It might reveal “the au-
thor’s frustration with the West’s gullibility
in its relation to the Soviet Union”,’ reflect-
ing the disappointment of the Shestidesiat-
niki and their lack of action. Written in 1979
shortly before his emigration, Ostrov Krym
first officially appeared in Ann Arbor in 1981
after Aksénov moved to the United States in
1980. In the Soviet Union, it was only pub-
lished in 1990 in the first issues of the mag-
azine Iunost’ — the bestseller of the year.
First of all, the book was understood as a
critique of the Soviet invasion politics. Pri-
marily, Aksénov’s fantasy island provokes
the stagnated Soviet official culture of the
Brezhnev-era with an integrating approv-
al of both pre-revolutionary and western
everyday culture. Looking back, the nov-
el anticipates the cultural period after 1985:

The reordering of popular culture since Mikhail
Gorbachev’s advent to power in 1985 after the
brief interludes of Andropov and Chernenko
was marked by unprecedented freedom of
expression — the cultural side of glasnost — and a
legitimation by the authorities of spontaneously
generated culture from below. This brought
changes in reading habits, show attendance, film
and television viewing, musical styles, and non-
structured leisure; the quickening of amateur
culture; and a decentralization of cultural life

9 Konstantin Kustanovich, The Artist and the Tyrant:
Vassilsy Aksenov’s Works in the Brezhnev Era, Colum-
bus: Slavica, 1992, p. 37.
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through the spread of electronic media. [...]
The new popular culture —much of it legalized ‘old’
culture — contained strong currents of iconoclasm,
demythologizing, and open irreverence. The ridicule
of sacredicons that could previously be voiced only in
underground anecdotes, paintings, and songs was
now publicly heard. For the first time in memory,
nude pictures and obscene lyrics appeared in public
places as did heretofore unseen levels of shock and
violence in movies and TV. This evoked counter
currents of envy, resentment, and hostility.’°

Moreover, the novel is an example of a belle-
tristic vision that has become common cultural
knowledge, a part of Russian everyday culture.
Zoia Boguslavskaia made a similar observation
on Aksénov’s use of subcultural oral language:
“mo Au Axceros 6Hec 6 Aumepamypy 20poocKot
MOAODEXHYIIL CAeHZ HAYAAA ULeCTHUOECSMIbLX, 110
AU MOA0DEXD 3A2080pUAA A3bIKOM €20 2epoeg” .M
Again, (fictional) slang carries cultural and
political connotation in the considered nov-
el as it stands for a new international youth
culture (Iaki) in Crimea. Together with em-
bodiments of virulent cultural-political ideas
by main figures, characters drawn in black-
and-white, an action-led dramaturgy, and,
in terms of its genre, political tensions, the
novel has an entertaining style of a pop-cul-
tural product like a spy novel or political
thriller. “Written in the late 1970s, the Crimean
novel is a thoroughly fictional assessment of the
same period, a parody on a James Bond fantasy.”'?
This impression arises straight from the begin-

10 Richard Stites, Russian Popular Culture: Entertain-
ment and Society since 1900, Cambridge et al.: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1992, 1131 178.
11 Ibid., p. 8: “Either Aksénov has transfered young
people’s slang of the 1960s into literature or the
Koung people have started to speak the language of
is protagonists.” (My translation.)
12 Olga Matich, “Vasilii Aksénov and the Literature
of Convergence: Ostrov Krym as Self-Criticism”,

Slavic Review 47.4, 1988, pp. 642-651, here p. 643.
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ning. In Ostrov Krym, popular culture delivers
a means for the “popping up’ of converse cul-
tural-political ideas advocated by interacting
protagonists and by historical coincidence.
The nuance of “pop-up’, a suddenly imposed
proposition, starts with the fictitious, acciden-
tally emerging topography of an island. The
narrative proposes that after the October Revo-
lution the Whites fled to Crimea on foot across
the frozen sea separating it from the Soviet
landmass. The Bolsheviki were not able to fol-
low them because a British vessel, positioned
in the Black Sea, shot at the ice, causing it to
break under the feet of the pursuers. Therefore,
its spatial structure determines the political
development of Crimea as well as its economy.
Like its extraordinary geography, its wealth
seems to emerge of its own accord, when we
follow the thoughts of the male protagonist
Luchnikov, who introduces us to this place:

"Omxyda 6ce-maxu 634A0co Haute 0ozamcmeo?’
— 6 molcAuHbIL pas cnpawiusar ceds Ayuru-
K06, 2A405 ¢ Ppuyss 6Hu3 Ha 0Adz00ammuyto 3e-
AEHYI0 3eMAI0, 20e MEeALKAAU NPSIMOY20AbHbIE,
MpeyzoAbHble, 06aAbHDIE, NOUKOSUOHblE NAM-
HA NAABAMEALHDIX 'MYA06™ U 208 10 GbIOUUMCS
MeCHOIM 00p02AM MEOAEHHO 6 DOAbULUX 'Ka-
Jurraxax’ e30uru dpyz K 0pyzy 6 20Cmu 3aXu-
moynvie AKu. Amoparvho 0Oozamas cmpana.

These landscapes appear like an exaggerated
image of the prototypical ‘beautiful island’,
especially as they form the setting for adven-
tures reminiscent of western political thrill-

13 Aksénov, Ostrov Krym, pp. 12-13; Aksyonov, The
Island of Crimea, p. 8: “Where does all our wealth
come from? Luchnikov asked himself for the thou-
sandth time, looking down over the land-of-plen-
ty landscape dotted with rectangular, triangular,
oval, and kidney-shaped swimming pools and
crisscrossed by winding back roads now bearing
Cadillacs full of wealthy Yakis to their wealthy Yaki
friends. Yes, an immorally rich country.”
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ers, and they remain the focus of the novel,
regardless of its shifts to Moscow and Paris.

Dialogical entanglement of the protagonists

The novel’s dialogical structure within the tri-
angle Crimea — Moscow —Paris is underpinned
by the main characters Andrei Luchnikov and
Tat'iana Lunina who have a love affair, and
whose interaction embodies the geocultural
disruption between the island and the rest of
Europe. Both work in the mass media, which
is necessary for the dissemination of popu-
lar culture: Andrei is the editor-in-chief of a
nostalgic magazine promoting the idea of a
‘common destiny’ with Russia, while Luni-
na hosts the television programme Vremia in
Moscow, and later on becomes a spy working
for the Soviet Union in Crimea. They are both
physical: Like Luchnikov, Lunina is dedicat-
ed to sports as a former professional athlete.
Luchnikov, the leader of the party Common
Destiny, represents the majority of the island’s
population which longs for reunification with
the Soviet Union and expects a peaceful transi-
tion. He offers a slow and non-violent reunion
with the Soviet Union, which initially agrees,
but then starts to invade Crimea forceful-
ly, eliminating all opponents. The end of the
novel, in particular, is reminiscent of a sus-
pense-packed thriller: Andrei’s son manages
to escape with his girlfriend and their baby, the
symbol of a future reborn. The ending can be
interpreted as either a tragic or happy end and,
looking at it after the spring of 2014, as antic-
ipatory from both points of view — that of the
Russian medial reception (peaceful reunifica-
tion) and the western one (illegal occupation).
Due to the narrative’s changing personal point
of view we are able to experience that place
through the eyes of the protagonists but still
from a distant perspective. Both figures can be
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called ‘experiencing mediums’ representing
ambivalent cultural concepts around the Rus-
sian idea: Luchnikov stands for the pre-Soviet
Russian idea with a tendency to sovietize it,
and Lunina stands for the Soviet Russian idea
with a westernizing tendency. Luchnikov is
searching for the Russian ‘spirit’ but this en-
deavour is broken by ironic moments; simi-
larly Lunina’s quest for the Crimean life with
Luchnikov is foiled by her emotional return to
her husband in Moscow. The partners comple-
ment each other, demonstrating how Soviet
order longs for Crimea (Lunina) and how the
Crimean order (Luchnikov) feeds a nostalgic
attitude towards an ideal Russia ‘behind’ the
Soviet Union. In sum, they contribute to the
popularization of Crimea as a place of pleasure
and passion, but also as one of unpredictability
where fate / the sujet might suddenly change.
The narrator takes a relatively outside position
in a Bakhtinian sense, allowing us to watch
from this perspective a flow of different, even
antagonistic ‘cultural voices’."* The characters
rarely speak for themselves in the first person.
With the introspection into the protagonists’
experiences, the narrator enters and conveys
the traits of a specific way of life on Crimea
where their ambivalence increases: They are
exposed to different everyday cultures in
the laboratory of fictional space, transmitting
contradictions and overlaps to the reader.
While Luchnikov mainly represents the
Crimean order by taking it for granted, Lun-
ina is the narration’s guide through the
Crimean world as a would-be local who in
fact remains a stranger. With the help of her
often naive perception, the narrator not only
informs the reader about the specifics of life
14 Bakhtin has defined heteroglossy as a plurali-
ty of ‘voices” without the author’s predominance.
For further reading: Sylvia Sasse, Michail Bachtin

zur Einfiihrung, Hamburg: Junius-Verlag, 2010, pp.
40-43.
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on the island but also provides insight into
the richness of the Russian woman’s joyful
emotional states bordering on dangerous sit-
uations — Lunina is a figure of female sacrifice
whereas Luchnikov tries to be the superhero.’

Superman in a simulacrum: Luchnikov’s So-
viet affair

Luchnikov’s positive and western traits refer
to attributes of pop-cultural heroes. As Olga
Matich points out, Luchnikov “embodies all
the archetypical talents of Aksénov’s super-
man.”'® Having a closer look at a) how Luch-
nikov is introduced in the novel and b) how
his reunion (which is also readable on a politi-
cal level) with his Soviet affair Lunina is intro-
duced, we witness Luchnikov’s role as a figure
between pre-Soviet Russia, the Soviet Union
and Crimean/western byt. First of all, the joy
of living on the island embodied by Luch-
nikov stands for the features of the Crimean
way of life such as the desired (Soviet) Russia.
This superman is portrayed as a gentleman
of past times and benchmark of the island’s
hybrid culture: He combines physical aware-
ness, personal happiness and spiritual val-
ues, although the latter are ironically con-
veyed as already anachronistic in the 1970s.
The wedding of this James Bond-like hero —
he meets his wife after being injured during
the Hungarian uprising in 1956 — sets an ex-
ample for a new youth culture.” His sexu-
al adventures later on strengthen his quest
to remain young, attractive and successful.
The very first of the novel’s 14 chapters intro-

15 Although the novel itself has an extraordinary
position and does not ressemble any other prose by
its writer, Luchnikov is a typical character within
Aksénov’s oeuvre.

16 Matich, “Vasilii Aksénov and the Literature of
Convergence”, p. 647.

17 Aksénov, Ostrov Krym, p. 30.
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duces a spectrum of protagonists representing
the policital and cultural views to be discussed
in the course of the novel. “In a typical example
of convergence, the Soviet and western 1960s
are brought together on the Russian island.”*®
We get to know three generations of the Luch-
nikov family as they meet at grandfather Ar-
senii’s house.!” The three ‘alpha-males’ — their
names all start with an A — discuss the major
policital trends on the island and, accordingly,
three ways of life: The grandson Anton, who
has just returned from a year of travelling
the world, lives the hippie-like youth move-
ment called Iaki which is opposed to the idea
of the reunion with Russia and orientated to-
wards the US;?® Andrei, in the middle, advo-
cates the reunion with the Soviet Union and
the eldest, Arsenii, represents the preserva-
tion of the aristocratic way of life on Crimea.
Andrei is at the center of the narration. From
the very first paragraph on, the narrator puts
the reader on the same observation level as
himself. Together we look down on the phal-
lic newspaper building — and at the narrator’s
uncertainty when his book will be published:

Beaxuii snaem 6 yenmpe Cumbeponors, cpe-
0u e cymacueowux apxumexmypHolx Kc-
npeccuii, dep3Kuii 6 céoeti npocmome, NMOXOKULL
HA O4UHEHHbL Kapandaui, Hebockped 2asemvt
"Pyccxuii Kypvep’. K navary nauiezo nosecmeo-
6anus, Ha ucxode J060OAbHO cyMOYypHoil pedax-
UUOHHOU HOYUU, 6eCHOL, 6 KOHUe meKyu4ezo Oe-
camuAemus uAu 6 Hauare Oyoyuiezo (3asucum
om 6pemen 661X00a KHU2U) Mol 6UOUM U30ame-
Ad-pedaxmopa amoi zasemvl 46-Aemmezo Andpes
Apcenuesuua Ayunuxosa 6 €20 AUMHBLIX anapma-
Menmax, Ha ‘eepxomype’. IMuUM CcoO6eMCKUM

18 Matich, “Vasilii Aksénov and the Literature of
Convergence”, p. 646.

19 Aksénov, Ostrov Krym, p. 42.

20 Ibid., p. 24.

122



caogeikom xorocmax AyunuKos ¢ yoosorbemesu-
emM UMEHO6AA €601l nAetiboiickuil nenmxays.?

From the outset, the reader is confronted with
Luchnikov’sinnerambivalencetowardsCrime-
an and Soviet life (managing the newspaper
Russian Courier and founding the party Union
of Common Destiny), his hyperbolic male power
and his crucial function within the narration.
With some self-irony Luchnikov observes
how he mistakes a traffic light for a church,
disapproves of Simpferopol’s modern aes-
thetics, for instance the unusual shape of a
church, and misses the feeling of nostalgia
in this town. Andrei does not fully appreci-
ate the simulacrum-like visuality and loss of
traditional values of material culture and so-
cial practices on Crimea. Sticking to the gro-
tesque exaggeration of his dialogical style, the
narrator stresses the imaginative character of
the world Luchnikov lives in (what reminds
us of the theatre stage on which Lunina will
end up), hence showing Luchnikov’s search
for depth and meaning behind the artifi-
cial world of commerce and entertainment:

Bopyz netisax cman pesiko menamoca. Aynnolii
npodurv Cropro-Kasa snauumerono pacmamycs,
U NOKA3AAOCD, 4O CHOUULL Teped 00UUPHOL AYH-
HOT HO6EPXHOCIILIO, USPESAHHOT KAHDOHAMU U Uje-
ASAMU KAvIKACHBIX 20p. OUEAOMASTOU4AS HOGUSHA

21 Ibid., p. 9; Aksyonov, The Island of Crimea, p. 3:
“Everyone knows the Russian Courier skyscraper,
insolent in its pencil-point simplicity among the
wild monuments to architectural self-expression
in downtown Simferopol. As our story begins — at
the end of a hard night at the teletype machines,
a spring night late in the present decade or early
in the decade to come (depending on when this
book comes out) — we find the publisher-editor of
the Courier, forty-six-year-old Andrei Arsenievich
Luchnikov, in his suite atop the skyscraper. Al-
though he prefers more modest names for it, it is in
fact a playboy’s penthouse.”
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neisaxa! 3a BoAowunckum cedviM  XOAMOM
60pyz svipoc Hekuti basarvmosviii ucmyxar. Ilaz
6 CMOPOHY — U3 MOps NOOHUMAENCS HesedoMas
npexde ckaia c zpomom y nodwoxus... Tozda
on écnomHuA: Aucteiirand oan espocavix! On
yxe 20e-mo uumar 00 amom usoOpemeHuu
KOKMeDeAbCKotl  cKyuarouetl adMUHUCPauu.
Tax nasvieaemovie ‘Apkadvt  BooOpaxenus'.
IKoe céuncmeo — HU 00UH mypucm HC
sameuaem nepexoda U3 Mupa ecmecmeeHHozo
6 ucCKyccmeeHMulil:  nepeosdantas  npupoda
6AUBACHICS CH00A Yepes3 UCKYCHO 3AMACKUPOsaHHbIe
npoemuvl 6 cmenax. Bausaemcs u donoamsemcs

3amMeUamerbHbvIMU UMUMAUUIAMU. Kaxcowit

waz omkpvieaem HoGvle 20A060KPYKUMEADHDIE
nepcnexmusol. Y 00AbULUNCITGA NHOCEMUMeAet
sostuxaem 3decb ocobas aiidopusl, HeobvIUHOE
cocmostue dyxa. He sabvima u xommepyus. Tam
U cam 6 uszubax ncesdomupa pasdpocarivt Oapui,
pecmopaniuKy, SUMpunovl 00poIUx Mazasunos.”

In this description of a shopping center, by

22 Aksénov, Ostrov Krym, pp. 44-46; Aksyonov,
The Island of Crimea, p. 48: “Then, abruptly, the
landscape began to lose the contours he knew so
well. It turned into a moonscape, crisscrossed with
canyons and ravines. Unbelievable! Whole new
configurations! A basalt boulder rising like an idol
from behind a hill. Then two feet away — a com-
pletely uncharted hill sloping gently to the water,
a grotto at its base ... Only then did he remember.
Of course! The municipal board had grown tired
of having nothing to do and thought up a Disney-
land for adults. Fantasy Arcades they called it, and
it was totally obscene! No tourist could possibly
distinguish between what was natural and what
was artificial; primeval nature made its appearance
through skillfully masked openings in special pre-
fabricated walls and was then complemented by
remarkable imitations. Every step opened new ver-
tiginous perspectives and vistas. The result in most
visitors was a curious stage of being, a kind of eu-
phoria. And that’s where business came in. Tucked
away in the cozy little corners of this pseudoworld
were elegant bistros, boutiques, even whole depart-
ment stores.”
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stressing the seductive power of imitations the
narrator seems to refer to Grigorii A. Potém-
kin (1739-1791), an army officer, politician
and lover of Catherine the Great. Potémkin
showed rich scenery of Crimea when he had
to present the results of his appropriation of
the rather undeveloped peninsula to the Rus-
sian monarch and international diplomats.
The perception of the cliffs as art in Kokteb-
el’, together with the romantic attributes of
moonlight, draw upon the symbolist poet
Maksimilian A. Voloshin (1877-1932). How-
ever, the term “Disneyland for adults” decon-
structs the alluring atmosphere as the elusive
feelings (“euphoria”) and the entire setting
are not authentic. As E. Meila states: “Octpos
KpeiM - cumyasakp B 0oapUILSPOBCKOM
CMbICJe: W3OBITOYHOCTh BCEX €ro 3HaKOB
BeJeT K IIoTepe KOHKPETHON CyOCTaHIIUM 1
ayrenTnaHocTn.”? Incidentally, the surnames
of both protagonists imply a “shine” that re-
minds us of the moon or rays, respectively.
The above passage anticipates Luchnikov
and Lunina’s break-up. At this intersection
of the real and the artificial world, of the past,
present and future, of Crimea and Russia,
Luchnikov meets (and deconstructs) Lunina
while she is studying perfumes in a window
display and identifies her as a Soviet citizen:

Omey, coit, At0006b, npowiroe u  Oydyuiee
— 6ce COeOUMHUAOCD U 630AAAMYMUAOCL HENo-
nammoti  Hadexdoit. Ocmpos u Konmumenm.
Poccus... Lenmp >xusnu, cxpeujerve 00poe.

23 E. Meila, “Krym u Vasiliia Aksénova: Ot zhizni
k tekstu i obratno”, Krymskii tekst v russkoi kul’tu-
re: Materialy mezhdunarodnoi nauchnoi konferencii.
Sankt-Peterburg, 4-6" of Sept. 2006, eds. Nina
Buhks and Mariia Virolajnen, Sankt-Peterburg
2008, pp. 226-234, p. 230; http://lib.pushkinskijdom.
ru/Default.aspx?tabid=8917 (access 28 Sept. 2017).
“The Island of Crimea is a simulacrum in the sense
of Baudrillard: the abundance of all its signs leads
to a loss of a concrete substance and authenticity.”
(My translation.)
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— Tanvxa, — cxasar on. — Jasaii-xa nockopeii 6vi-
OUpaAmMvbCs U3 MO Hepmosoti KoMHAMvL cmexa.

His order towards her indicates that he tries
to pull her out of the bizarre in-between
state, offering her a commited relation-
ship. The setting is symbolic. Lunina will
remain between the two worlds of Soviet
Union and Crimea, between her family and
Luchnikov whom she eventually rejects.
After Lunina’s husband finds out who his ri-
val is and casts Luchnikov out, the narrator
shows Andrei’s state of mind from the inside.
Suddenly, he reveals an emerging solidarity
with the Igki-movement Andrei’s son stands
for, as the rejected hero projects his hatred
of Lunina’s husband onto the Soviet Union:

Bom mos poduna u 6om moe cuacmve — Ocmpos
Kpoim nocpedu 6orr c60600vr. Mot Hukozoa e
COALEMCS € 6AMU, 3AKOHONOCAYULHbIE, MHOZOMUA-
AUOHHDIE, Ce6epHAs YHBIAAL pyccKas c60A0ub. Mot
He pycckue 1o udeoA0ZUl, Mol He KOMMYHUCHILL
10 HAUUOHAALHOCHIU, Mbl AKU-OCHPOSUMSLE, Y
Hac céos cydvOa, nawa cydvba — KApHABAA C60-
000v1, Mbl CUAbLHEI 6aC, KAKUM 0bl MOACHIBIM
CHEKAOM 6V, CYKU, He Opocaru HAM 6 20A06Y!?

However, this incident does not stop Luch-

24 Aksénov, Ostrov Krym, p. 46; Aksyonov, The
Island of Crimea, pp. 49-50: “Father, son, love, past,
and future all blended together into a vague feeling
of expectation and hope. The Island and the con-
tinent. Russia. The center of life, the place where
all roads converged... ‘Tanya,” he said, ‘let’s get the
hell out of this hellhole of a fun house!”

25 Aksénov, Ostrov Krym, p. 133; Aksyonov, The
Island of Crimea, p. 153: “Crimea is my only home,
my pride, my joy. The Island of Crimea floating free
among the waves. We shall never merge with you,
you law-abiding, monumental, hulking, northern,
Russian swine, you! We're not Russian by ideolo-
gy, we're not communist by nationality; we're Yaki
Islanders, we have a fate of our own. Our fate is
the carnival of freedom, and it makes us stronger,
no matter how thick the glass you bastards hurl at
our heads!”
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nikov in his quest to embrace Soviet culture
when he is in Moscow. He uses Sovietisms
and tries to understand his home country’
in order to feel like a ‘real’ Russian, for ex-
ample insisting on having a men’s talk in
the sauna. Nonetheless, Luchnikov’s adjust-
ment to Soviet byt is characterized like bad
mimicry. When he is seen by Lunina wear-
ing Soviet clothes, these artefacts make her
react in a negative sense of estrangement®
— just like when her husband is picking her
up in Moscow on her return from Crimea.?”
Regardless of remarks by others who consider
his attitude ridiculous,”® Luchnikov’s longing
for the Soviet Union is presented as a stronger
one than Lunina’s longing for Crimea. He is
not only desiring but also acting on his dream
by importing western pop-cultural goods like
jazz records, jeans and shows, when he travels
to Moscow.? Taking Arjun Appadurai’s con-
cept of transculturality into account,® Luch-
nikov fulfills the expectations of his Soviet
friends by transmitting the everyday culture
of Crimea and the west to Moscow with goods
like forbidden music, magazines, and other
desired products. Once he forgets to buy west-
ern goods, he immediately develops a bad
conscience when thinking of it. The narrator
uses this opportunity to expand mockingly
the long list of goods missed and longed for in
the Soviet Union.*! To sum up, Luchnikov rep-
resents the convergence Matich writes about,
mainly the western male adventurer as well

26 Aksénov, Ostrov Krym, p. 187.

27 Ibid., p. 48.

28 The American Buxter is also used for a comment
on Luchnikov’s vision: He explains that romantic
nostalgia is supposed to be the best attitude of man-
kind. Eksénov, Ostrov Krym, p. 184.

29 Ibid., p. 54.

30 Referring to Arjun Appadurai it might be called
a case of a mediascape. (Arjun Ag})adurai, Modernity
at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization, Minne-
apolis et al.: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1996.)

31 Aksénov, Ostrov Krym, pp. 99-100.
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as the pre-revolutionary Russian aristocrat
and the political activist living for the ideal of
a Euro-Soviet Crimean hybridity. His Crimea
stands for a cultural medium, an intersection
between an old Europe and a new Russia.

Lunina, the failed spy in a blockbuster

For Lunina, who has an eccentric lifestyle with
ups and downs in both places, it seems that the
two worlds, Moscow and Crimea, are ambiv-
alent. Her experiences with Luchnikov repre-
sent an exception to her Soviet life in Moscow.
Yet, what she experiences on Crimea without
him is horrible, as she is not able to control
her state of mind: Lunina fails to be a spy and
a prostitute, becomes an actress in a movie
without knowing and later on gets caught up
in sexual violence. Thus, the allusion to Alek-
sandr Grin’s romantic fantasy Alye parusa (Red
Sails, 1923), which was about a western no-
bleman arriving on a boat with red sails and
taking his bride from Crimea with him, tran-
forms into an emotional disaster of self-loss.
Lunina also acts as cultural transmitter, un-
like Luchnikov: By travelling between both
places and their cultures she is able to send
her ‘Crimeanness’ to her Moscow environ-
ment by (literally) transmitting a subversive
message through the way she looks at the TV
images: “Takue auiia MOTyT He3aMeTHO, TOJ,
3a roJOM, JeCATHAeTHE 3a AeCATUAETUEM,

CTPYKTYPY

Haceaenus.”*? As the attractive woman, Lun-

U3MEHATh  IICUXOAOTHYECKYIO
ina is cast in the role of a sex object from the
point of view of a typical male gaze in both
worlds, she symbolically transports the
Crimean atmosphere by way of her person-

32 Ibid., l}; 79; Aksyonov, The Island of Crimea, p.
70: “Year by year, decade by decade, faces like that
can imperceptibly alter the psychological structure
of the population.”
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al habits, for instance her style of dress.® It is
striking that her ‘aura’ is not a political one
— she is not trying to fight the system. Like
Luchnikov, she could act subversively against
the Soviet Union but actually both of them re-
main hopeful of a reasonable Soviet Russia.
Lunina’s attractiveness stands for the Russian
absorption of some western leisure culture
and also hints at the Black Sea coast, which in
the nineteenth century started to develop into
the Russian Riviera. We find her interested in
the luxurious everyday life on Crimea, but po-
litically she stays loyal to her homeland and, in
terms of marriage, to her husband. Becoming
a spy radicalizes both her patriotism for the
Soviet Union and her fascination for Crimea.
Now that she has permission to enter the most
forbidden places, the narrator is able to sketch
them.?* Through these stylistic means Aksén-
ov’s novel provides visions of several cities,
which resemble small copies of western mega-
polises. Simferopol’, the regional capital with
the westernized name “Simfi’ is architecturally
the most interesting city.* Feodosiia is the most
stylish one, while Sevastopol’ has the most
impressive skyscrapers, and Evpatoriia and
Gurzuf have the most beautiful villas. While
following Lunina on her trips the narrator em-
phasizes the exceptional features of the most
western city, lalta. This city stands for Crimea’s
young generation’s ideology of demon-
strating lalta as the most non-Soviet place.
Lunina’s shifting between the two worlds
shapes their differences, particularly when the
reader observes her problems adapting to a
new situation. This happens, for instance, after
she returns from Crimea. Estrangement also oc-
curs when she looks at the positive sides of her

33 Aksénov, Ostrov Krym, p. 49.

34 Ibid., p. 167.

35 This is already stated at the beginning of the
novel. Ibid., p. 9.
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regular Soviet life. After a devastating experi-
ence during the shooting of a movie that an-
ticipates the novel’s ending — a blockbuster on
the Soviet annexation of Crimea — she mentally
escapes Crimea and her affair with Luchnikov:

Yaeuy sasmpa ¢ Mockey, nowato x uepmy yu-
Huxosa, Cepzeesa ¢ ez0 PpupMoii npocmo Ha Xyii,
sabepy demeil U3 NuUOHepAAzeps, MOUUNHIO Ma-
uwuny u éce noedem x Cyny ¢ Llaxxadsop. bydy
mpenuposamuvcs emecme ¢ HuM. Toavio on 00un
MeHS UCKpeHHe A0um, u 4 ezo xend, a OH Mol
MY, OH MHe 6ce npocmum, u 5 0ydy Xumo 6
Hauiem, 8 Moem mupe, 20e 6cezo He xéamaent, zde
6ce 6cezo 0oamcs, 0a-0a, amo 0oree HOPMAALHBLI
Mup; nocmynaro  Kyoa-Hubydv npodasuiuien
UAU KAAOOBULUKOM Ha npoddasy, 0ydy 60posamv
U 4yecmeosamv ceds HOPMAALHLIM teAoserxoM.*

This accident shows that local Crimeans, un-
like Lunina, are conscious of their society be-
ing a model, a realized dream and theatrical
stage for a possible future Russia. The feeling
of being on a theatre stage goes along with the
fear that the peninsula might become an inter-
national vertep (a Ukrainian puppet theatre),
as Luchnikov’s colleague Gangut says.” Final-

36 Ibid., p. 190; Aksyonov, The Island of Crimea,
p. 218: “I'm going to catch the first plane back to
Moscow. Screw Luchnikov, screw Sergeev and Co.
I'll take the kids out of the Pioneer Camp, have the
car repaired, and drive down to Tsakhkadzor with
them to visit the Hub. I'll go into training with him.
He’s the only one who really loves me, I'm his wife,
he’s my husband, he’ll forgive me, and I'll go back
to living in our world, my world, a world where
you can't get anything you need and everybody’s
afraid of everything, the real world. I'll find a job
selling fruits and vegetables and live a normal {ife
of thievery.”

37 Aksénov, Ostrov Krym, p. 28: “De3BU3HBIN Bbe3,
GecIomAMHHAsL TOPIOBAS... — BCe DTO, KOHEYHO,
HeBepOSITHO ODOralliaeT Hallle HaceAeHle, HO AeHb
3a 4HEM MBI CTAaHOBUMCS MeXAYHapOJAHBIM BepTe-
oM nounite I'oukonra.” Aksyonov, The Island of
Crimea, p. 27: “Relaxed visa restrictions. Duty-free
trade. It will do wonders for our coffers, all right,
but at the rate we're going, we'll end up more a den
of international iniquity than Hong Kong itself.”
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ly, the movie about the reunification of Crimea
with Russia, which was already planned in the
first third of the novel, becomes not only a vi-
sion: “Onu cnumym zuzanmckuti 6a0xbacmep o
6occoedureruu Kpviva ¢ Poccueii. Tpazuueckuil,
AUPUHECKUT, UPOHUYECKUL, OpaMAMUYECKU,
pearucmuveckuti u ‘ciop’, 6 CAMOM C60eM NOCHIAE
cynep-purom.”* These attributes can be read
as a commentary on the novel as rather “trag-
ic, lyrical, ironic, dramatic, realistic and sur-
realistic’, ending with the destruction of a
hybrid Crimea and the end of a dialogue
about its development. Finally, we are deal-
ing with an anti-utopia where values are
turned upside down as liberal society even-
tually loses its freedom and independence.

Cultural hybridity of the Crimean way(s)
of life

The Crimean way of life, represented by the
protagonists, is politicized — culture goes
along with expression of power, regardless
of whether the protagonist uses it overtly or
implicitly. The novel refers to popular culture
in terms of symbols and their purposeful use.
The omniscient narrator lets us observe these
instrumentalization processes, for instance
when Andrei gives a record to his father — the
song Kakhovka reminds the elder of the Civil
War —in order to let him approach the “Idea of
a Common Destiny” which Andrei is striving
for.* In his professional life Luchnikov reflects
38 Aksénov, Ostrov Krym, p. 91; Aksyonov, The
Island of Crimea, p. 104: “A blockbuster. A good
old-fashioned sweeping epic about the reunifica-
tion of Crimea and Russia. Tragic, lyric, ironic, dra-
matic, realistic, surrealistic — a sure winner.”

39 Aksénov, Ostrov Krym, P 18: “IIpemoOonBITHEIM
obpas3om coserckas ‘KaxoBka’' crana mobumoit necHen
CTaporo BpOBaKyaHTaA. Hy‘lHHKOB-MJ’IaHHIHfI, KOHEYHO
K€, C YIOBOJIBCTBHEM MOAApWI OTLY IIACTHHKY:
eme oauH mar k Wpee O6meit Cyns0bl, KOTOPYIO OH
nponosenosan.” Aksyonov, The Island of Crimea, p.

15: “And so the Soviet song ‘Kakhovka’ came to be
the favorite of an old provacuee. Needless to say,
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about how to use an artefact of mass culture,
namely a dissident reportage about the ter-
rible cafés in the Soviet Union. Publishing it
in his magazine would allow him to pretend
that he advocates anti-Soviet propaganda. In
general, the Russian patriot refuses to report
negatively about everyday culture in the So-
viet Union, which he considers as his country,
too.” Popular culture, even if it partly ap-
pears superficial and emotionally exaggerat-
ed, cannot be separated from political culture.
Life on Crimea seems to embody the Russian
as well as the Soviet longing for the west as
a well-off paradise. Correspondingly, every-
day culture on the island consists of many ele-
ments of popular culture of the western world.
Crimea’s byt can be regarded as the desired and
complementary everyday culture of the Soviet
Union, characterized by abundance and den-
sity.*! Its presentation in Ostrov Krym distends
negative traits of western capitalism as both
attractive and decadent through the prism of
Crimea: consumerism of luxury goods, lei-

Luchnikov junior was ha%py to make his father a
present of the record. For him it was one more step
on the road to the Idea of a Common Fate he so
zealously advocated.”

40 Aksénov, Ostrov Krym, p. 36: “Jla, coBcem He
TpyZAHO mepeMeHuTh Kypc ‘Kypbepa', — mogymaa oH.
— Her muuero aerde, yem mpesupaTh 9Ty CTpaHy,
Hallly CTpaHy, MOIO, BO BCAKOM caydae. Kcratw, B
3aBTpallHeM HOMepe KaK pas U MaeT peropTax O
COBETCKMX goporax. Ja-Aa, Kak 5To 5 3a0b1a, 9TO Ke
BHYTPEHHMII AMICCUAEHTCKII MaTepuas, eMy LIeHbl
net. ‘[lyremectBue d4epe3 crpany kade'. AHOHUM-
HBINT MaTepmaa 13 MOCKBBI, TalaHTAUBOE U3JeBa-
TeABCTBO HaJ, KOIIMAapHBIMM COBETCKMMM IIPMAO-
posxabBIMU Kade. BBITh MOXKeT, TOT0 A40CTaTOYHO,
YTOOBI Ha HECKOABKO AHell cOepedb CBOIO HIKypy?”
Aksyonov, The Island of Crimea, p. 37-38: “True, he
thought, it wouldn’t take much to change the Cou-
rier’s politics. What could be easier than heaping
scorn on that country, our country? As a matter
of fact, the feature on Soviet roads will be running
tomorrow. Right, how could I have let it slip my
mind? Dissident material. Priceless. ‘Fast Food on
the Road — Soviet Style’ by Anonymous, Moscow.
A clever Buchwald-type piece on the nightmares of
the Soviet roadside café. Who knows? It may save
my skin for a few more days.”

41 Meila, “Krym u Vasiliia Aksénova”, p. 228.
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sure activities, the lack of moral restrictions
and a prevalence of mass culture seems to
exaggerate traits of upper-class tourism. One
example is Luchnikov’s friend Buturlin tell-
ing him he prefers Andrei’s son’s dandy-like
way of life — drinking, enjoying women and
sleeping — to that of his own children who
play Haydn, Stravinsky, Rakhmaninov and
Handel.*> Nevertheless, in these intellectual
salons condemned by Buturlin, the aristocracy
socializes like in the nineteenth century, con-
tinuing a tradition of Russian piano playing.*
Speaking with Olga Matich, Aksénov defends
“the ultimate superiority of art to life”, as em-
bodied through Luchnikov and Buturlin.*
Aksénov’s Crimea shows features of a techno-
logically, aesthetically and economically de-
veloped international but still Russian society:
These Crimeans live without passports, speak
several languages and are allowed to move
freely.* Here the elitism is evident, especially
regarding access to symbolic resources such
as education at the best European universities
and the freedom of travel. It is a society for a
select, aristocratic and well-to-do minority.
Liberal mass culture is depicted as attrac-
tive and criticized simultaneously. Crimea
even seems to be a place of razvrat (depravity):

B nepesvie nocaecmarurickue 20000 Ocmpos nome-
PAA YKe C6010 MPAUHYIO, UCKATOUATOULYIO 6CAKUE
801poCHl POPMYAUPOSKY, HO O 020 He NPUOAU-
SUACH, A, KAK HU CMPanHo, 0axe 0mOAAUACS. Om
Poccuu. Bosruk 00pas nodospumeavrozo 3AauH020
Mecma, MexoyHapodHozo npumona, Dabdopado
asarmiopucmos, wnuoros: Tam Oviau amepu-
KarckKue 6oertbvle 0a3vl, crmpunmusel, 0xas, 0y-
2u-6yzu, cao6oMm, Kpvim euje darvuie omouier om
42 Aksénov, Ostrov Krym, pp. 25-26.

43 Ibid., p. 174.

44 Matich, “Vasilii Aksénov and the Literature of

Convergence”, p. 643.
45 Aksénov, Ostrov Krym, p. 57.
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Poccuu, nodmsanyacs 6 kurvéamep 6CAKUM MaAM
Tonxonzam, Cunzanypam, I'onoryay, cmar xax
0bl CUMBOAOM 3aNA0H020 PA3EpaAma, Hmo omud-
CIMU  COOMGEMCME06ar0  JelicimeumeAbHoC.

The heteroglossy of the novel is contained not
only in the coexistence of differences but also
in the hybridity, as demonstrated particularly
in the fictitious Crimean language containing
many loanwords from English. The language
“laki” is defined as “cmecv mamapujunvl u
pycamunw” (“a mixture of Tatar and Rus-
sian”).* This language and national culture
are considered to be the best possible: “fIku
— amo xopouio, amo cpedee Mexody ‘axuwu’ u
‘oxeti’, amo popmupyrowaics ceudac HAUUs
Ocmposa Kpvima, cocmasiennas us nomomxos
mamap, umarvAHues, 00Azap, 2pexos, Mypox,
pycckux otick u bpumatrickozo paoma.”*® At the
same time, Iaki-nationalists suppress Russian,
Tatar and English speaking cultures in order
to establish a Iaki-culture and language. Ev-
idently, the novel ignores Ukrainian culture.
Besides the melting of different cultures, the
novel is structured by balancing the forces
between the Russian past, the Soviet present
and a westernized conglomeration that could

46 Ibid., p. 56; Aksyonov, The Island of Crimea, pp.
62-63: “Although during the early post-Stalin years
the Island was no longer reduced to that one rigid,
all-encompassing sentence, it did not thereby move
any closer to Russia; in fact, it moved farther away.
It gained the reputation of a den of ini(}uity, a sus-
picious international playground, an El Dorado of
spies and adventurers. With its American military
bases and striptease joints, its jazz and boogie-woo-
gie, it seemed another Hong Kong, Singapore, Ho-
nolulu, a symbol of western decadence. And to a
certain extent it was.”

47 Aksénov, Ostrov Krym, p. 22; Aksyonov, The Is-
land of Crimea, p. 20.

48 Aksénov, Ostrov Krym, p. 24; Aksyonov, The
Island of Crimea, p. 22: “Yaki is a combination of
‘okay” and ‘yahsi’, a Turkish word for ‘good’. It is a
nation currently taking shape here on the Island of
Crimea and includes the descendants of Tatars, Ital-
ians, Bulgarians, Greeks, and Turks, of the Russian
army and the British navy.”
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serve as a model for the future. This triangle
is realized mimetically (arguing in dialogues
about different political attitudes), diegetically
(de- and evaluating cultural features, mate-
rial objects, habits etc. of all involved cultur-
al codes), symbolically (with the help of the
two main protagonists) and compositionally,
too: from chapter to chapter the novel switch-
es locations, the action is set in the Soviet
Union, mainly Moscow, Crimea and Paris.
Speaking of ambivalence, Aksénov anticipates
postcolonial conceptsofhybridity,ambivalence
and mimicry put forward by Homi Bhabha,*
in particular the attraction and repulsion that
characterizes the relationship between colo-
nizers and the colonized. Instead of imperson-
ators, ambivalence produces subjects “whose
mimicry is never very far from mockery” and
who “produce a profound disturbance of the
authority of colonial discourse.”® In these
terms, Aksénov’s Crimea can be described as
a third place in the sense of Edward Soja — a
realized alternative amalgamation conveyed
in a surrealistic style. While the “firstplace” is
a measurable, segmented material space and
“secondplace” a purely mental construction,

thirdplace is the space where all spaces are, capa-
ble of being seen from every angle, each standing
clear; but also a secret and conjectured object, filled
with illusions and allusions, a space that is com-
mon to all of us yet never able to be completely
seen and understood. [...] Any attempt to capture
this all-encompassing space in words and texts, for
example, invokes an immediate sense of impossi-
bility, a despair that the sequentiality of language
and writing, of the narrative form and history-tell-

49 Homi Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man: The Am-
bivalence of Colonial Discourse”, October 28, 1984,
pp. 125-133.

50 Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, Helen Tiffin,
Post-Colonial Studies: The Key Concepts, London,
New York: Routledge, 2000, p. 13.
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ing, can never do more than scratch the surface
of Thirdplace’s extraordinary simultaneities.”
The cultural hybridity of the island provokes
two contradictory questions: Are we dealing
with a mirroring parody of Soviet culture
where high culture (music, opera, ballet and,
last but not least: literature) is meant to be ac-
cessible to the masses? Or are we dealing with
criticism of western culture, which lacks the So-
viet Union’s idealism, and thus any profound
meaning of life? In its paradox simultaneity of
ingratiation to western freedom and criticism
of western mass culture, the novel actually
performs a key concept of Russian culture.
Aleksandr Kabakov calls the novel a “warn-
ing” (“roman-preduprezhdenie”) and, besides,
a “bytovoi roman” (“novel of everyday life”)
in which the love stories do not appeal to
the reader’s empathy as they are more sex-
ual than emotional.®® Although the political
systems of Crimea and the Soviet Union are
completely different in this novel, they resem-
ble each other in their non-transparency, sur-
veillance and power-driven decision-making.
Assuming this parallelity, everyday culture is
a means of identity shaping — it acquires the
role of conveying the most striking differ-
ences you can experience between the island
and its ‘Big Brother’ in both political spheres.

Intercultural and intertextual points of con-
tact

As Michael Idov points out, the novel is tak-
en into account whenever Russia comes to a
turning point as it captures the principal dual-
ity of Russia which “is both the island and the

51 Edward Soja, Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles
and Other Real-and-Imagined Places, London: Black-
well, 1996, pp. 56-58.

52 Aleksandr Kabakov and Evgenij Popov, Aksén-
0v, Moskva: AST, 2001, p. 369.

53 Ibid., p. 367.
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mainland, a reef of free thought and a colossus
poised tostomp itout of existence”.* To the con-
temporary Soviet reader, the novel has prob-
ably invited giggles of dizzy disorientation:
“A skyscraper—in Simferopol! The idea that a
newspaper canbe called a‘Russian’ (asopposed
to ‘Soviet’) anything, let alone an ultra-bour-
geois ‘Courier’! Where in the world are we?
Where we are, in fact, is not in an earnest
counter-historical what-if but instead inside
the eternal fever dream of the Russian intel-
lectual: what Russia could have been if not for
the path it chose. While Aksyonov paints the
neighboring U.S.S.R. as an inferno of scarci-
ty, cruelty, and idiocy —somehow managing
to sound like an outside observer (he wrote
the book just before emigrating to the Unit-
ed States)—he can’t help gleefully stuffing
his imaginary Crimea with every cool thing
that a Soviet hipster could think of: high-
speed freeways, a hopping jazz scene, swinger
clubs, an auto industry producing Peter-Tur-
bo roadsters and luxurious Russo-Balt cars
(an actual brand whose production ceased
with the revolution), Novy Svet champagne,
posh villas, Burgessian Russo-Anglo-Tatar
youth slang, and a tony night club named
after Nabokov. And then he proceeds to
throw it all under the Russian tank tracks.”*
In this fictional Crimea, the Whites and their
offspring have established a pre-revolution-
ary society with three different political par-
ties, all antagonistic towards the Soviet Union.
In the narrative, capturing the late 1960s and
1970s, the island’s opposition towards the So-
viet Union is depicted as unstable. Herein we
can indicate the crucial dialogical moment of

54 Michael Idov, “The Novel that Predicts Russia’s
Invasion of Crimea”, The New Yorker, 2 March 2014,
http://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/
the-novel-that-predicts-russias-invasion-of-crimea,
accessed 25 October 2017.

55 Ibid.
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a communication between the proposed vi-
sions. On the one hand, we encounter some
affirmation of the new Soviet Union without
Stalin whereas, on the other hand, we face its
renunciation as there is still some home for
a return to pre-revolutionary society and an
orientation towards Western European life.
The novel does not align itself with a special
— utopian or dystopian — tradition of writ-
ing on Crimea, as it contradicts its own pos-
itive picture at the end. It still corresponds
with the so called Crimea-text which tends
to glorify the peninsula as a Russian project
of (over-) Europeanness and to regard it as a
welcomed southern supplement to the north-
ern country, and, so to speak, its paradisiac
garden.® The Crimea-text, Aleksandr Liusyi’s
term in accordance with Vladimir Toporov’s
Petersburg-text (Peterburgskii tekst russkoi lit-
eratury),”” assumes an intertextual network
of sujets, figures and symbols in the Russian
literature of the classicism, romanticism and
symbolism, coined by canonical poems, sto-
ries, pictures and becoming part of popular
Russian culture, t00.® In sum, thanks to the
intertextuality of medial representations,
the fictional Crimea has grown into a pop-
ular, common and community strengthen-
ing locus amoenus, a vivid imagination of an
arcadian place with high symbolical value.
Apparently, the novel’s polyphony is a paral-
lel to Aksénov’s trilogy Ozhog (The Burn, Ann
Arbor 1980). Here, the narrative presents dif-
ferent social environments in Moscow, includ-

56 Kerstin S. Jobst, Die Perle des Imperiums: Der
russische Krim-Diskurs im Zarenreich, Konstanz:
UVK Verlagsgesellschaft, 2007, p. 136; Elisabeth W.
Clowes, Russia on the Edge: Imagined Geographies and
Post-Soviet Identity, Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University
Press, 2011, p. 116.

57 Vladimir N. Toporov, Peterburgskii tekst russkoi
literatury: izbrannye trudy, Sankt-Peterburg: Iskusst-
vo-SPB, 2003.

58 Aleksandr Liusyi, Krymskii tekst v russkoi litera-
ture, Sankt-Peterburg: Aletejja, 2003, p. 15: 195.
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ing its underground and dissident milieu, by
using polyperspectivism, exaggeration, mix-
ing language codes and provocative allusions.
As Per Dalgard states, the grotesque and poly-
phonic narrative with its overlapping of the
fantastic and the realistic, of avantgardism and
realism and its ambivalence towards the op-
posite ends of a spectrum, like the old vs. the
new, the beginning vs. the end of the metamor-
phosis is fundamental to Aksénov’s works.”
Dalgéard refers to Mikhail Bakhtin’s analy-
sis of the grotesque’s dialectical dimension
as a means of estrangement that can have
a satirical function dominating composi-
tion as well as style.” The grotesque style
tends to use folk and folklore elements.® In
the novel discussed here, these are supple-
mented by linguistic elements, material cul-
ture and social practices of Soviet and west-
ern everyday culture, hence contributing
to the novel’s partly grotesque ambiguity.
The novel’s western orientation appears to
be anti-Soviet: Moscow and its function as an
imperial capital are not taken seriously by the
laki speakers who sharpen the de-ideologiza-
tion of Soviet speech patterns. This attitude
spans from the ironic use of Soviet abbrevi-
ations and slogans® to mockery of ‘Soviet’
literary style.®® Soviet literature is vilified by
the narrator or provokes some nostalgia in
terms of the interesting Soviet literature hav-
59 Per Dalgard, The Function Of The Grotesque In
Vasilij Aksenov, transl. by Robert Porter, Arhus: Ar-
kona 1982, pp. 5 and 11.

60 Ibid., pp. 14, 20, 24.

61 Ibid., p. 29.

62 Anatoly Vishevsky and Timothy Pogacar, “The
Function of Conventional Language Pattern in the
Prose of Vassilii Aksenov”, Vasiliy Pavlovich Aksénov:
A Writer in Quest of Himself, ed. Edward Mozheiko,
Columbus: Slavica Publishers, 1986, pp. 131-146,
here pp. 135-7.

63 Ibid., p. 136. The authors tell the following ex-
ample: “For instance, a KGB officer in The Island of
Crimea paraphrases the well known lines of Pavel

Korchagin from Nikolay Ostrovsky’s How the Steel
Was Tempered.” Ibid., p. 143.
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ing disappeared as many of the Shestidesiat-
niki have left.** Furthermore, the intertextual
reference to George Orwell stresses the text’s
orientation towards western political satire.
By contrast, the novel shows solidarity with
pre-Soviet Russian literature as Aksénov’s
style demonstrates similarities to that of
Andrei Belyi and Nikolai Gogol’.®® There
are also allusions to Mandelshtam and
Chekhov.% Actually, the question of geocul-
tural development has occupied Russian liter-
ature and philosophy since Peter the Great’s
policy of Europeanization. Olga Matich states
that Aksénov’s text represents a pronounced
self-criticism and a kind of parody on oth-
er literary parodies of his time.” The irony
runs parallel to the grotesque ambivalence
and can be read as anti-utopian pessimism:
The novel leaves a rather non-entertaining
message about a problematic future with
the cultural and political dialogue interrupt-
ed. Aleksandr Kabakov stresses that Ostrov

64 Aksénov, Ostrov Krym, p. 58.

65 Aksénov’s poetic style has parallels to that of
Nikolai Gogol: “1.) use of poetic devices: play with
sound, rhythm, alliteration, repetition etc., 2.) retar-
dation of the epic narrative; lack of the convention-
al, logical-causal development of plot, character
and action, replaced by 3.) development of a lyr-
ical theme shown in its various aspects, from dif-
ferent points of view, creating a mosaic of motives,
symbols, themes etc.” Per Dalgard, “Some Literar
Roots of Aksénov’s Writings: Affinities and Paral-
lels”, Vasiliy Pavlovich Aksénov: A Writer in Quest of
Himself, ed. Edward Mozheiko, Columbus: Slavica
Publishers, 1986, pp. 68-86, here pp. 69-70.

66 Aksénov, Ostrov Krym, pp. 131, 165.

67 “In the broadest sense, then, Ostrov Krym re-
flects the demythologizing tendency in post-Stalin
Soviet literature, a tendency that began with the re-
vision of socialist realism and the Stalinist version
of Soviet history. Although the novel contains dis-
sident political ideas and satirical images of Soviet
reality, it is first and foremost self-critical, demy-
thologizing Aksénov’s own utopian motifs of the
1960s — the supermen heroes and beautiful ladies
in western garb who put their faith in the magical-
ly simple convergence panacea. Exposing liberal
ideology, Ostrov Krym presents grad secular causes
in the name of the people as naive, perfidious, and
self-serving.” (Matich, “Vasilii Aksénov and the Lit-
erature of éonvergence”, p. 651.)
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Krym occupies an outstanding position with-
in Russian literature of the twentieth century:
Following the publication of Evgenii Zami-
atin’s My (We) from 1920, anti-utopian nov-
els were en vogue for a brief period, but for
the next three decades no anti-utopias were
published either in the USSR or in exile.®®

* ¥ X

In Aksénov’s novel, the Soviet Union rep-
resents the Other with the ambiguity of a
cultural double-bind. It represents the Russi-
anness Luchnikov is looking for, and the back-
ground for Lunina’s imagination of a better
life. Interweaving the protagonists’ destinies,
the narration demonstrates the aesthetical
productivity of confronting different ways
of life. Thus, the novel offers not only an al-
ternative history, suggesting an anti-Sovi-
et, old-fashioned pro-tsarist concept,® but
an open discussion of three evolved cultural
mindsets, which are all crucial for Russian
self-conception: pre-revolutionary Russian,
Soviet and European. There is actually a
fourth: Crimean hybridity. Aksénov’s novel
can be read as part of the underground pop
culture in the late Soviet Union as well as a
space for discussion of its non-official, de-
sired, demanded or dreaded cultural vectors.
Leaving the novel’s opposition towards Sovi-
et culture aside, the heteroglossy of cultural
issues makes this text interesting for cultural
studies focusing on the late Soviet Union. We

68 Kabakov and Popov, Aksénov, p. 366.

69 Aleksandr Kabakov says about Ostrov Krym and
its writer: “Mucosorust pycckoro 0enoro IBHKEHHS,
arororeTrka napckoit Poccun. To ecTb OH Ha Kakoe-TO
BpEMsI OTOIIET OT CBOETO JIHOEPATBHOTO YXMBUIOYHOTO
OTHOLICHHUS K TOMY Hamemy nponuiomy.” Kabakov and
Popov, Aksénov, p. 91.
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can observe the negotiation of mass culture(s)
as a prospective vision for the Soviet Union.
The novel does not try to preserve, insist or
convince of one possible way, but rather asks:
quo vadis? Exposing his readers to all possi-
bilities in an ambivalent, at times grotesque
manner, Aksénov challenges them to continue
the dialogue of Russian and Un-Russian ideas.
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