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editor’s note
2009 was a remarkable year in 

its own right. But it was also a com-
memorative year, the 20th anniversa-
ry of the 1989 revolutions in Eastern 
Europe. Twenty years have seen in-
credible changes in the region—and 
incredible diversity. There’s wealth, 
poverty; freedom, repression; de-
mocracy, autocracy. The transition, 
like a fat Russian novel, has been 
fi lled with contrasts. 

So too for our journal. As stu-
dents make their own transition 
from this semester to the next, The 
Birch pauses and gives you a look at 
the work of undergraduates from all 
over the U.S. and abroad. It is just a 
sliver, a snapshot. But I hope it of-
fers a sense not just of the diversity 
of the region, but also of the students 
now studying it, whether they do it 
through a textbook or a camera lens. 

As the commemoration contin-
ues into next year, check in with The 
Birch now and then on our Web site, 
www.thebirchonline.org, as we cel-
ebrate the extraordinary time. Enjoy 
the anniversary, and enjoy the issue. 

Rebekah Kim



3

special thanks

Sponsored in part by the Arts Ini-
tiative at Columbia University.  
This funding is made possible 
through a generous gift from the 
Gatsby Charitable Foundation.

the birch

The Birch would like to thank all 
who have made this issue possible. 
As always, we thank the Harriman 
Institute and the Slavic departments 
of Columbia University and Barnard 
College. Special thanks go to Mara 
Kashper for her generous support, as 
well as to the Columbia University 
Arts Initiative.



4

creative writing
my neighborhood ... rachel hastings ....................................................................6
souvenirs ... julia alekseyeva ...............................................................................8
camp green cove for girls ... julia phillips ..........................................................10
a january evening watching over me ... olga zeveleva ......................................13
solipsism ... erica weaver ......................................................................................14

nationality against the national ... shelby fi elds ...................................................34
russian nationalism & its effects on regional stability ... eli keene ....................39
polish labor migration in the 21st century ... jūle mare rozīte ...........................43
authoritarianism & architecture ... anna kats .....................................................47

photographs by:  katarina batina ...  brinna boettger ... olivia lynn crough ... iryna 
dzyubynska ... alana holland ... william howe ... annie kennington ... shant krikorian 
... casey ann o’malley ... catherine m. stecyk ... david tolbert, jr. ... maeve pendergast
cover photo by: katarina batina (Kocani Orkestar playing a show at the Lazaretti, a 
popular concert venue outside the city walls of Dubrovnik)

table of contents

literary criticism

culture & affairs

photography

to dream or not to dream ... diana bruk ...............................................................16
madness and moral depravity ... kristen blyth ...................................................19
fantastically rational ... aimee linekar ...............................................................23
neorealism as triumph of the inanimate ... jasmine henry .................................27
beginnings in endings in Uncle Vanya ... robyn jensen .........................................30



5

photography

Ishevsk, Russia
alana holland

 Moscow, Russia
casey ann o’malley



creative writing

My Neighborhood
Rachel Hastings

My neighborhood is a microcosm of 
Petersburg as I have seen it so far. It is a 
Petersburg of crumbling Victorian-style 
buildings and speeding Soviet sedans, broken 
bottles and fl owerpots on windowsills, dented 
metal doors and imposing granite façades. It 
is a place where forbidding exteriors hide cozy 
fl ats within, and where even the mundane gives 
insight into the lives of the people who make the 
neighborhood their home.

The door to my building is in a little concrete 
courtyard where young men loiter, smoking and 
chatting. Along the alleyway to my street is a 
one-story café with several tables outside—
their bright blue Baltika umbrellas serve as 
my signal to turn when I am walking home. At 
fi rst I thought the café had fallen on hard times, 
as I never saw anyone through the smudged 
windows, and piles of trash tend to accumulate 
outside its doors. One night, however, I went 
home around 9:30 to fi nd illuminated strands 
of white Christmas lights hanging from the 
umbrellas, casting a cheery glow on the small 
groups sitting at tables outside. It simply had 
not occurred to me that Russians keep different 
hours than I.

Farther up the street is a small corner park 
next to a church. In the mornings as I walk to 
class, it is usually deserted, save for a young 
couple I have seen kissing passionately on a 
bench, and the occasional dog-walker. In the 
afternoons, it is livelier. Children play while 
their mothers stand and chat. A man can often 
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be seen lurking in a corner, swigging something 
from a bottle. Once, I saw a mother and daughter 
sitting together on a park bench with matching 
shopping bags and frizzy, bright magenta hair, 
waving their hands frantically as they spoke.

Stray dogs wander around, always the same 
size and vaguely wolf-like. They are mangy and 
beaten down, pathetic, yet potentially dangerous. 
I never quite know what to do when I see one. 
I usually settle for walking past quickly, hoping 
not to attract its attention. People walking pets, 
on the other hand, seem to stick with the smaller 
varieties. One poor canine was dressed in a blue 
doggy jumpsuit, complete with green ruffl es. 

The humanity I see in my neighborhood 
is just as diverse. Clad in tight jeans and 
coated in makeup, chain-smoking, stiletto-
wearing women strut past on super-model legs. 
Babushkas hobble behind them on swollen 
ankles, their thin gray hair pulled back in tight 
buns, their clothing matronly and practical. 
Young and old men alike gather on corners and 
around shops selling liquor, seemingly eager to 
fulfi ll all the stereotypes about Russians. 

On the surface, the one thing that unites 
these people is their scowl. I often wonder what 
it is that makes them so sullen—the infamous 
Russian weather? Dwelling on the futility of life 
and the inevitability of death? Petersburg seems 
to me a city of dark history and dark people, 
which leads to the inevitable chicken-or-egg 
question. Have the attitudes of its citizens been 
shaped by the events the city has seen, or have 



7

their attitudes somehow brought about these 
events? Perhaps the two simply collude in some 
sort of vicious circle.  

There is one girl, about my age, whom I 
pass almost every day on the way to school. 
She’s short by Russian standards and always 
wears jeans and the same army-green jacket, 
accessorized with the distinctive white cords 
of an iPod. For a few days, I sensed that there 
was something different, something comforting 
and vaguely American about her, but I couldn’t 
quite put my fi nger on it. One morning, it hit me. 
She always smiles. Not at me or at anyone else, 
but to herself. This would be nothing out of the 
ordinary at home, but here it is bracing, like the 
cold wind off the Neva.  

Scowling or smiling, these ordinary 
Russians are enigmatic to me. I cannot read their 
stories on their faces, nor can I guess how they 
spend their days. I can, however, watch them 
disappear through dark archways into shadowy 
courtyards, and match faces to the façades they 
live behind. The buildings themselves refl ect 
the tensions of my neighborhood, and of St. 
Petersburg at large. Some have a kind of faded 
elegance, with carved windowsills sporting 
granite faces and fl owers. Their original beauty 
is hidden by cracks and grime, and their metal 
doors are secure against unbeknownst threats. 
Gutters spew puddles of brownish water next 
to the buildings, and rubbish blows about in the 
breeze. Perhaps as a result of the Soviet legacy, 
no one seems to feel enough ownership for these 
structures to take proper care of them, so they are 
left to be ravaged by wind, rain, and grime. 

Time has not only ravaged buildings in this 
city. An ancient couple who passed me the other 
day, faces drained of blood and colored with a 
strange grey-green pallor, seemed positively 

ghostly. I wondered if they were dying remnants 
of Leningrad’s past, consumed by memories of 
siege, famine, and desperation.  Perhaps they 
have been here, wandering the streets, since 
Peter the Great fi rst set foot in his city.  

The future is visible as well, bound up 
inextricably in the past. On the fi rst day of 
school, the future was out in full force—hordes 
of schoolchildren bound for the classroom, 
carrying armloads of fl owers. Some were 
decked out in designer suits, with slicked-back 
hair and leather briefcases. Others were dressed 
more simply, in sweaters and slacks, but still 
clearly in their best attire. Girls wore dresses, 
skirts, and inevitably stiletto heels. The younger 
ones walked arm in arm with their mothers, the 
others in chattering groups with cell phones in 
one hand and bouquets in the other. Even the 
youngest teen girls looked as if they had walked 
straight off a movie set, with their heavy makeup 
and designer purses. If this is the future, I’m not 
sure what it means for the city. It seems oddly 
incongruous against the backdrop of gentle 
decay and ruin. 

I am constantly observing these people and 
can’t help but wonder if they ever look back at 
me. Do my neighbors see me as just another 
blonde, blending in with the hordes that walk 
these streets? Or do my messy hair, my low-
heeled shoes, my less-than-stony expression 
give me away? Perhaps the watermelon vendors 
don’t notice me, or see me only as another 
potential customer. But perhaps they see what 
I am painfully aware of—the fact that I can 
never fully grasp the intricacies of this city. 
Maybe they sense that I will never be more than 
a visitor who will, one day, vanish through the 
window of St. Petersburg, back into the West 
whence I came.  
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Souvenirs
Julia Alekseyeva

There is the one-morning surprise of Odessan snails,
the refusal of watermelons, 
that word America and how dry 
and confounding it tastes in my mouth.

In my uncle’s garden I smell potatoes being reaped 
and clutch onto grandmother sleepily, 
apron-cheeked and fading slowly.

Here the line for radioactive milk is long,
spiderly.
It holds an iota of an ion isotope 
in breast, in lung, in neck, and hair.

Of all else I am unafraid, 
even Baba Yaga 
hiding chicken-footed in the forest.

Of course, I have never seen the forest, 
only Kiev—its blossoming lilacs,
strawberry balconies, 
sun-mottled dirt. 

8
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Camp Green Cove for Girls
Julia Phillips

1.
Anya’s mother wanted her to arrive prepared.  We were supposed to use slang, to spend the ride 

down to Green Cove reminding her of everything American—pop bands, foods, sneaker brands. Her 
mother had asked us to take care of her, so when we drove down through Virginia and she changed 
into her bathing suit, I crawled over the back seats and blocked the rear windshield with my body.  
“Excited to go swimming?” I asked her as I watched the cars behind us turn on their blinkers and 
turn off the highway.  I listened to her zip her backpack. “Oh, very,” she said, the syllables deep in 
her mouth, her tongue making the “r” something foreign and wonderful.

While we waited in the grass, the old man spent some minutes on the dock, balancing tall 
candles so we could swim. Anya shook the bugs off her bare legs. The old man swayed and Alex 
said he was drunk. Maybe he was, I couldn’t tell anything in the dark, but as he stumbled toward the 
water with his candles and lighter, I put out my hand and called a warning to him. “I don’t see very 
well,” he explained, and knelt again to the wet wood to place another candle there. My father had 
given us the old man’s phone number before we left but had said nothing about his drinking, nothing 
about his eyes.  Anya hadn’t said anything to him but her name. 

On the lake’s opposite side, fi refl ies burst into light and Anya pointed and asked, “What are 
those?”

“Firefl ies,” I said, “Lightning bugs. They’re insects that glow. You don’t have those in Russia?”
“We have them,” she said, “but I have never seen so many, so big, at once.” Above the far trees 

the sky was fl ashing white and grey. Once we’d made our way out of the grass and past the line of 
low fl ames, I pointed up and said to her, “See that lightning?” “It is like…” she said, “people taking 
pictures,” and held her hands up next to her face to mime a camera for me. I nodded.

The old man made us promise to shout if anything happened. He peered through the night and 
gestured to where inner tubes and a beach ball fl oated dimly near the opposite shore. In the candle-
light and the hot sweeping dark we took off our shoes and T-shirts and stood wavering at the dock’s 
edge. “You go,” Alex said, and I touched Anya’s back: “You!” She screamed and hopped back. The 
old man’s dog pushed into the water from the shoreline and swam, snuffl ing and grass-covered, out 
in front of us. “One—two—three!” Alex and I shouted and faked a step forward. Anya hopped in 
place. “What if there is a monster under there!” she said. The dog barked, halfway across the lake 
already.

I crouched and dipped my hand in. “It’s warm,” I promised her, “it’s so warm.” I slipped off 
the dock into the lake. Above us, the tall clouds fl ickered with lightning. The water was silky and 
smelled fresh like that day’s rain. Anya jumped in and when Alex followed, smashing onto his back, 
we both shrieked and turned our faces from the wave he sent up.

The old man’s dog kept barking. I called to Alex and we swam to each other and kissed, our 
mouths tasting like lake water. The dog swam over too and circled us, panting, its thin legs moving 
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frantically. “Anya?” I called. She shouted, “This is the fi rst really crazy thing I have ever done!” 
Her accent split her words into all their odd and lonely parts. Alex and I laughed and the sky lit up 
white. Underneath the water the dog’s claws ran across my lifted legs and I shouted back to Anya, 
“Come here and I’ll pull you on the inner tube.” Anya lifted her thin arms and started over, and we 
swam to meet her in the middle.

2.
The waitress stood over our booth with her pen ready. Anya looked away from her to us. “A 

Dr. Pepper,” she said slowly, and the girl began to scribble her order down, but Anya wasn’t done: 
“Can I have one?”

“Sure,” Alex said.
“And an orange juice?” she added. I smiled. “You can have whatever you want,” I said. After 

the girl tucked her pen back into her apron and left, Anya said quietly, “I love American orange 
juice.”

For dinner she had both Caesar salad and a hot dog so she got too full to fi nish her fries and I 
scooped them gladly onto my plate. Our waitress had snuck a gummy worm into her platter next to 
the bun and pale lettuce leaves and Anya picked it up with two small fi ngers. “Why is this here?”

“Because she likes you, I guess.”
“But why?”
I shrugged. “She thinks you’re cute. Try it, it’s sour.”
“I know,” Anya said. She put the blue half in her mouth for a minute then drew it back out. 

“Can we get ice cream?”
“We can do whatever you want,” Alex said.
At the ice cream shop down the block, Anya ordered lemon sorbet and a raspberry smoothie. 

We walked slowly through a parking lot and past a tiny jungle gym to a patio where a group of men 
was setting up instruments. Alex pointed out the drums to her and she stood, an ice cream in both 
fi sts, to watch them assembled. I licked my chocolate cone until she jumped and I jumped too.

“Byelka!” she said. “How is that in English again?” We all said “squirrel” at the same time.
“They’re so cute,” she said, and I shook my head in disgust.  “They’re just rats with fl uffy 

tails,” I said.
“They’re not,” Alex said, “They’re cute. I don’t know why you hate them.  They’re marsupi-

als.”
I scoffed. “Have you ever seen a squirrel with babies in a pouch? They’re rodents. Besides, 

marsupials only live in Australia.”
He thought in silence about squirrel pouches. “An’,” he said, “what do you think?”
She was still looking at the drum set and drinking from her smoothie, the lemon sorbet running 

sticky down the back of her other hand. “What?” she said.
“Is a squirrel a marsupial or a rodent?”
“A marsupial is like a kangaroo,” I explained.
She considered this. “I think,” she said, “it is not either of those, but it is the other thing.” We 

accepted this and watched with her as the band fi nished setting up.



3.
We turned off the radio as we got closer and the mountains started to interfere with the signal. 

The highway in front of us curved into stone and green and tall woods. In the silence, Anya said 
from the back seat, “Will you miss me?”

“Of course we’ll miss you,” I said, “of course we will.”
She leaned back against the leather and folded her arms. “You’ll forget all about me.”
Alex half-turned so his seatbelt strained against his shoulder. “How could we forget you?” he 

said, his eyes wide. “We’ll miss you so much.”
“We’ll cry,” I said, “every day.” She laughed unhappily. This had been the wrong thing to say 

so I became serious again: “We love having you here, we’re going to miss you so much. I bet you’re 
going to forget us, though.”

“No,” she said, “I’m going to hate it. I just know I’m going to hate it.”
I ran my hands over the steering wheel. Alex kept looking at her, half his body pressed into the 

side of his seat, his neck bent awkwardly. She looked down at her cell phone and then dropped it to 
the fl oor of the car. As we turned around another bend, the phone slid back to collide with her bags.

“What activities will you take this year?” I tried.
“Oh,” she said and sighed. “Weaving. And swimming.”
“Rifl ery?” Alex asked and held up one hand in the shape of a gun.
She smiled. “Maybe. I did that one year.”
“And archery?” I asked.
“Defi nitely archery.”
“I bet all your friends can’t wait to see you.” She sighed again. In front of us, the mountains 

cast long shadows across the land. After a few miles she said, “Will you come into camp with me?”
“Alex will carry all your bags to your cabin,” I said.
“And we’ll tell the counselors that they have to let you eat as much candy as you want,” he said.
“And stay up late.”
“And watch High School Musical.”
“They don’t let us eat candy,” she said sourly.
We turned off the highway and followed the road past three stoplights and a Baptist church. 

Signs for the camp started to appear as the houses thinned out. We turned left, past a waterfall, off 
the paved road and onto pebbles.

At the last turn-off I rolled down my window and gave her name to a smiling girl with a clip-
board. “Cabin 8,” the girl said, and waved at the darkened backseat. Anya didn’t say anything.

“Look at this place!” Alex said, pointing out the window at tree houses and winding streams. 
“An’, you didn’t say how beautiful it was here. Sophia and I are just going to stay forever, you better 
watch out.” I drove slowly up the hill and parked at the edge of a fi eld where a couple counselors sat 
in shorts. They jumped up as we opened our doors. “Anna!” one shouted. Another few girls came 
out of the trees, smiling. “Anna!” they said.

While Alex opened the trunk I nudged her. “See how much they missed you!” I said.  Be happy, 
my little girl, have all the soda you want and let your words slide off the very tip of your tongue like 
a native’s would.  Let the girls at summer camp braid your waist-length hair.  Call your mother when 
you’re allowed this Sunday and tell her we kept you safe for all hundred fi fty miles of highway.

Alex lifted out her duffel bag. She looked at us. “I want to go back to Russia,” she said.

12
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A January evening watching over me,
Beneath the domes of ice and frozen blue,
I stand unharmed, I stand unseen.
Loved by the earth, but not by you.
You stay removed, not coming fore;
Like death, so uncontainable and near…
Yet nonetheless—so marvelous and dear,
Like dreams of peace at times of war.

I understand that You may have
So many others just like me,
And that my toilsome roads and paths
Will not embellish what You see.
But I will fi nd and fashion words; I will
Devote to you each day,
Like skies explained by birds of prey,
Like grain that’s come to know the mill.

Tonight on Christmas Eve, a star
Will spill on candles from up high,
We’ll blend together from afar,
And He’ll accept, and He’ll reply.
And He will lead us down the aisle with bated breath;
Beneath the arc, a secret will be given:
That nothing in the world is fortune-driven,
That our existence does not end with death...

A January Evening Watching 
Over Me
Olga Zeveleva

Январским вечером храним
Под ледяными куполами
Стою невидим, невредим
Любим землею, но не вами
Вы постоянно в стороне
Как смерть близки и неподвластны...
Но тем не менее прекрасны
Как сны о мире на войне

Я понимаю, что у Вас
Таких как я довольно много
И не украсит Ваших глаз
Моя нелегкая дорога
Но я ищу, ращу слова
Вам посвящаю каждый вечер
Как объяснивший небо кречет
Как хлеб, познавший жернова

Сегодня ночью Рождество
Звезда рассыплется на свечи
И мы сольемся в одного
И Он возьмет, и Он ответит
И поведет нас под венец
У алтаря откроет тайну,
Что все на свете не случайно
И смерть для жизни не конец...

poem by Yury Shevchuk
English translation by Olga Zeveleva
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Solipsism
Erica Weaver

I had lunch today with one of my many souls—
a tradesman from St. Petersburg, who spoke often of his love
for fresh linen
in a heavy, Russian accent, and we talked

Of philosophy—how different 
and similar our lives were;
how we both loved breaking

warm bread in our hands,
And I wondered what McCarthy 
might have said, had he spotted 
us through the window,
laughing softly over the tinkle of forks,
and very much enjoying our speculation

of whom—or what—
we might next become.
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Written in the late 1920s, The Foundation 
Pit was not published in the Soviet Union until 
1987, although it was available in the English-
speaking world by 1969. The novel’s censor-
ship should be enough to guarantee it a place in 
the pantheon of anti-Soviet literature, but Pla-
tonov’s ambivalent attitude toward Soviet ideals 
is uniquely dual because it centers on the emo-
tional aspect of the Soviet experience, revealing 
philosophical quandaries inherent to the Russian 
consciousness. The workers’ ardent excavation 
of the foundation pit exemplifi es a poignant 
paradox: they dig a physical hole to fi ll a greater 
spiritual one. By focusing on a handful of these 
workers, Platonov outlines the emotional incen-
tive behind the revolution: the desire to escape 
the overwhelming alienation of a vast country; 
to fi nd a sense of community through collec-
tive thought, consciousness, and activity; and 
to attain immortality by erecting Soviet ideals. 
Ultimately, these ideals are simply illusions—
Nastya, the symbol of the Soviet future, is des-
tined to die, the building that they are preparing 
to erect will never come to being—but Platonov 
does not harbor any resentment over this state of 
affairs. In fact, the tragedy of the novel is that 
both he and his characters are vaguely aware of 
the illusory aspect of these ideals, but indulge in 
them anyway because it gives them a reason to 
live. Even though Nastya embodies the totalitar-

To Dream or Not to Dream
The Philosophical Quandary of Platonov’s 

The Foundation Pit
Diana Bruk

ian outlook on life the Soviet Union cultivated, 
and even though she must die, caring for her 
is worthwhile because it gives life purpose. As 
such, while The Foundation Pit paints the So-
viet era in tragic, gloomy, disillusioned colors, 
it cannot truly be called anti-Soviet because it 
does not lay blame on the state so much as the 
human condition itself. 

Within the novel, the envisioned build-
ing represents the utopian dreams of the So-
viet state, and the foundation pit symbolizes its 
hopeful promises:

As he said this, Chiklin looked down calmly and 
thoughtfully and plunged all his strength into his 
spade, Voschev too began to dig deep into the soil; he 
was now ready to admit that children might grow up 
after all, that joy might become thought and that the 
man of the future might fi nd peace in this solid build-
ing, that he might look from its high windows onto a 
world that lay stretched out and waiting for him down 
below. Voschev had already managed to annihilate 
thousands of rootlets, blades of grass, and  little earth-
en shelters belonging to hard-working insects, and 
now he was down in the unyielding clay. But Chiklin 
had outstripped  him; he had long ago abandoned his 
spade and taken a crowbar to break up the solid rock 
underneath. Chiklin couldn’t understand this old order 
of nature, but he was doing away with it anyway.

The pit represents the dual nature of Soviet 
ideals, and the sacrifi ces it requires. In order to 
erect the building, they must fi rst eradicate the 
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earth, and Platonov describes this process as 
representing the obliteration of the old world, 
of everything that is ancient, organic, and most 
natural. His opposition of the “hard-working” 
insects and the “unyielding” clay shows a pre-
disposition toward the old world rather than the 
new one, but the description aptly reveals the 
virtues of both sides. The earth is pure, animate, 
even maternal, but, as evident from Voschev’s 
homeless wanderings in the beginning of the 
book, it does not provide a comfortable place to 
sleep or dream. The building will ensure com-
fort and safety but is artifi cial—like the cement, 
it is man-made and unyielding, cold and unfeel-
ing as stone. This juxtaposition then reveals the 
predominant philosophical question of the book, 
the underlying question of the Soviet era itself: 
Is it better to be happy in a fantasy, or miserable 
in reality? Does the happiness of indulging in 
illusions justify the expenses illusions demand? 
Man should strive for reality and be content with 
it, but, for Platonov, the human condition’s trag-
edy is that one will always seek illusion, with 
all its emotional, physical, and intellectual re-
percussions. 

In the passage above, Chiklin digs with 
greater zeal than any of the other characters, 
which is signifi cant because he represents the 
dual nature of the new Soviet man. Of all of the 
characters, he is the most brutal in his treatment 
of the kulaks in the process of collectivization, 
yet he is the most tender in his paternal—or ma-
ternal—treatment of Nastya, the proletariat’s 
hope. Wholeheartedly entrenching himself in 
digging the foundation pit, Chiklin completely 
absorbs Communist propaganda because he is 
not a contemplative individual. In order to ful-
ly ensconce oneself in illusion, then, one must 
eschew the thought process, or else live in per-
petual self-denial. Voschev, Chiklin’s foil, also 
exhibits this idea, as he is constantly ridiculed or 
reprimanded for his uncontrollable propensity 

for contemplation. “The State,” the factory man-
agement reminds him, “has given you an extra 
hour to do your thinking in—you used to work 
eight hours, but now it’s just seven. What if we 
all suddenly got carried away thinking—who’ll 
be left to act?”    In order to live solely in illusion, 
one must obliterate thought, a concept Platonov, 
as a philosopher, cannot reconcile himself with. 
Yet thought is dual in nature as well, repeatedly 
shown to be just as much of a burden as it is a 
gift. Voschev is not any happier than Chiklin for 
thinking; in fact, contemplation is largely what 
prevents him from ingesting the ideals that he 
genuinely wants to believe in, and what disables 
him from attaining a sense of collectivity and 
thereby ridding himself of the alienation that 
plagues him throughout the text. Then the bliss 
of ignorance or the inherent value of knowledge 
are the two options man possesses, and once 
again, the question of which is ultimately better 
is largely a rhetorical one. 

Whatever the slogan, the Soviet emblem 
remains the same: a leader, preferably Lenin, 
stretching his hand toward a future only he 
can see, with an enormous sun barely over the 
horizon behind him. This iconic image repre-
sents the “dawning” of a new age, that moment 
when darkness has disappeared but the day 
remains a promise. This serves as apt symbol-
ism, since the workers at least subconsciously 
realize that, should they fi nd themselves about 
to be rewarded for their struggles and suffering, 
they will be faced only with disappointment and 
disillusionment. Thus, they want to strive for 
the manifestation of Soviet ideals without ever 
reaching them. The subconscious recognition of 
their own anguished states is revealed through 
their constant declarations that they are culti-
vating a future they will not live to see, through 
Voshchev’s promulgation of “I keep thinking 
that somewhere a long way away there’s some-
thing special, something wonderful we’ll never 
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get to, while all I ever do is feel sad,”   and per-
haps most compellingly through Prushevsky’s 
unique ontological quandary. Having realized 
that life is without purpose, Prushevsky decides 
to commit suicide; but by creating this motiva-
tion, his life acquires a level of meaning. Ironi-
cally, death becomes his incentive for life, so he 
repeatedly detains the moment of suicide, know-
ing the end must exist but always be out of reach 
to ensure any joie de vivre. Happiness can only 
be achieved through the struggle for it, and must 
therefore be unreachable; otherwise we lose 
what motivates our daily lives. To Prushevsky, 
“life seemed best when happiness was unattain-
able, when it was just something the trees rus-
tled about, or that a band serenaded in the Trade 
Union Park.”

The same can be said for other abstract 
ideals, such as freedom, brotherhood, and of 
course, romantic love. Prushevsky exemplifi es 
this concept when Chiklin leads him to survey 
the corpse of Nastya’s mother, and he is uncer-
tain whether she is the woman who once walked 
passed him in his youth, the one he has dreamt 
of all these years. “‘This isn’t the woman I saw 
when I was young. [...] Or maybe it is—I never 
recognized people I loved once I’d got intimate 
with them—I just yearned for them from a dis-
tance.’”  As with love and happiness, the ab-
stract ideals promised by the Soviet state—the 
obliteration of loneliness, the establishment of 
a collective consciousness, the forging of a bet-
ter world—are believable only so long as one 
never reaches them. The infamous linguistic 
defeat that characterizes so many of Platonov’s 
sentences, then, symbolizes the inescapability of 
the human condition—the way our own desires, 
our own language, our own inherent urges leave 
us with nowhere to go. 

Despite its altogether stygian tone, The 
Foundation Pit remains optimistic in its rela-
tively benign portrayal of death. Within the text, 
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death is viewed as a release: the emancipation of 
the spirit from the decaying body in which it is 
trapped. Moreover, it may be the only true real-
ization of the promises of the state, as the dead 
attain the immortality and collectivity that the 
workers of the foundation pit long for but never 
actually obtain in waking life. While the deaths 
of Safronov and Kozlov are meant to be read 
with pity, their deaths are simultaneously pre-
sented as acts of nobility and relief, as Chiklin 
demonstrates when he speaks to them in face-
tious, conversational tones, saying to one, “Lie 
easy mate—you can afford to be dead!”  The 
idea that a valorous existence will secure ever-
lasting tranquility reveals some of Platonov’s 
lingering Christian principles, but this attitude 
toward death also illustrates the aforementioned 
philosophical quandary when compared to the 
thoroughly terrifying end granted to the kulaks. 
Is it better, one wonders, to die with certainty 
and have all the peace that this entails, or to be 
fl oated off to sea, to an unknown ending, but one 
with a minute chance of survival? The language 
of both scenes, while not decisive, suggests a 
preference for the former option. Safronov and 
Kozlov are lucky in the sense that they die be-
lieving in the ideals of the state, and never have 
to face the shattering of life-affi rming illusion in 
store for their comrades. In the philosophically 
complex world of Andrei Platonov, it seems it is 
better to die than face disillusionment, and that 
it is better to die well than live badly. 
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Madness and Moral Depravity
An Analysis of Ludmilla Petrushevskaya’s 

The Time: Night
Kristen Blyth

The award-winning Russian playwright and 
novelist Ludmilla Petrushevskaya is renowned 
for her bleak, grotesque, and blackly comical 
literature. She specializes in perplexing plot 
structures that provide little self-analysis and 
force the reader to interpret the work’s purpose 
and meaning. Her 1992 novel The Time: Night, 
a meta-diary of sorts, contains the personal jour-
nals of both its protagonist, the poet Anna An-
drianovna, and her daughter Alyona. From with-
in Anna’s rambling and often irrelevant musings 
on family, love, and poverty emerge strong 
themes of insanity and deterioration brought on 
by the dysfunction of established Russian social 
structures. Petrushevskaya inverts 20th-century 
cultural conceptions of motherhood and patriar-
chal family structure to emphasize the failure of 
the Russian government to provide for its peo-
ple, and to underline the internal decay of the 
Soviet Union as a whole.

Among feminist issues under consideration 
in the Russian socioeconomic arena through-
out the 1900s, the topic of motherhood proved 
prominent. The “glorifi cation of maternity and 
reaffi rmation of women’s traditional famil-
ial duties”  cited by Helen Goscilo fi rst gained 
heavy cultural momentum under Stalin’s “Big 
Deal” propaganda push of the 1950s. Desper-
ate to repopulate Russia after the devastation of 
World War II and bolster a declining birthrate, 
the Soviet government launched a demobiliza-

1

tion campaign to promote women’s return from 
wartime duties to domestic and maternal social 
roles. The pronatalist trend intensifi ed through-
out the later Khrushchev and Brezhnev years, 
in which the state emphasized the dangers of 
abortion, “maintaining it was women’s duty 
to reproduce […] and providing incentives for 
women to give birth.”  The period in which Pe-
trushevskaya penned The Time: Night, through-
out Mikhail Gorbachev’s glasnost era of the late 
1980s, extended the emphasis to “the upbring-
ing of children and the creation of good family 
atmosphere.” 

Unfortunately, this ubiquitous pronatalist 
movement bore severe economic consequences. 
The “double burden” of working mothers com-
bined with a fl oundering economy and pervasive 
unemployment led to widespread poverty and 
the general neglect of Russia’s youngest genera-
tion. Petrushevskaya experienced many of the 
horrors described within her works while grow-
ing up alongside Stalin’s purges: an absent fa-
ther, crippling poverty and social ostracization, 
single motherhood with three children and no 
steady job. Within this context, Petrushevskaya 
indirectly examines both cultural idealizations 
of maternity as well as the darker, harsher real-
ity in The Time: Night. 

The account centers on Anna Andrianov-
na’s struggle to support her institutionalized 
grandmother, recently incarcerated son, preg-
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nant daughter, and grandson. Anna, a paranoid 
and irrational poet, spits out her narrative in a 
fi rst-person stream of consciousness with ram-
bling digressions and nonsensical internal asso-
ciations, using run-on sentences that can extend 
for several pages. As a mother, Anna displays 
a strikingly contradiction between selfl essness 
and neurotic distrust and manipulation: she de-
scribes her daughter Alyona as “my beauty, my 
quiet little nestling who was such a comfort to 
me,”  yet repeatedly calls her “deranged”  and 
tells her, “You should have had [your baby] 
scraped out […] you slut!” 

Although Anna appears to care for her chil-
dren, she suffers from a crushing desire to con-
stantly feel wanted and needed (and therefore 
indispensable). If they demonstrate autonomy or 
self-suffi ciency in any way, she laments, “They 
didn’t need my love.”  Anna cites the need to 
“protect the children”  as a justifi cation for her 
well-intentioned, yet suffocating mothering. 
Consequently, her offspring grow up to be emo-
tional and maturational cripples: Alyona sleeps 
with any man available to reinforce her fl agging 
self-esteem, and Andrei psychologically abus-
es his mother while draining her of food and 
money. Anna therefore “creates the selfi sh mon-
strosities that devour her,”   failing to protect her 
progeny and condemning them to the same life 
of dependency, poverty, and misery.

Anna describes her mother’s treatment of 
her as an adolescent in an analogous manner: 
“My mother herself wanted to be the sole object 
of her daughter’s love […] she wanted to […] 
take the place of everything and everyone else 
[…] imagine the nightmare!”    Attacking inad-
equacies in others but blind to her own, Anna 
embodies Petrushevskaya’s established pattern 
of cyclical maternal failure. The Time: Night’s 
three main female characters, Sima (Anna’s 
mother), Anna, and Alyona, all maltreat and 
manipulate their offspring to create emotional 

4 5

6

7

8

9

10

monstrosities even more psychologically twist-
ed than they are. Petrushevskaya thus inverts the 
glorifi cation of motherhood as an “emancipa-
tion”  or realization of “essence and destiny,”   
by portraying the role through what Helen Gos-
cilo characterizes as “self-sacrifi ce unmasked as 
[…] sadistic, egomaniacal control and vampir-
ism, all in the name of love.”  

This depiction serves as a metaphor for the 
greater failure of the Soviet Union to care for 
its citizens. Initiated by the pagan Slavic con-
cept of “Мать Сырая Земля” (Moist Mother 
Earth), contemporary society refers to the na-
tion simply as “Mother Russia”—an abstraction 
materialized in traditional matryoshka (nesting) 
dolls, which serve as symbols for fertility.   Pe-
trushevskaya’s blatant criticism of motherhood 
tears down the cultural idealization of maternity 
to highlight Mother Russia’s collapse, which 
resulted in nationwide economic struggle and 
governmental repression throughout most of the 
1950s to 1980s.

Parental failure is not the only cyclical 
aspect of the novel: psychological instability 
is also evident in each of the three central fe-
male characters. Institutionalized for paranoid 
schizophrenia, Anna’s mother Sima most ex-
plicitly manifests the ailment. Anna recounts 
her gradual descent into insanity: “The months 
went by and she kept laying her teeth out on the 
sideboard, where they’d fallen out of their own 
accord.”   Alyona too displays unambiguous 
signs of paranoia: “You spy on us and go calling 
the police […] then you have to go steal Sasha’s 
military service card and put it back again on 
purpose!”   Anna, while not consciously recog-
nizing her own schizophrenic tendencies, be-
trays such qualities through internal dialogue: 
she contradicts herself, interprets innocent in-
teractions with others as subversive attempts to 
manipulate her, and often jumps to conclusions 
(if a family member is unexpectedly absent, she 
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child-rearing, Russian women are driven to de-
lirium while men escape with no responsibility. 

Throughout the tangled and tortuous de-
scent into horror and insanity that is The Time: 
Night, Petrushevskaya blackly condemns nu-
merous aspects of Russian culture that were in-
strumental in the decay of social stability and the 
eventual fall of the Soviet Union. Her dismissal 
of maternal paradigms and stark denunciation 
of male abandonment ultimately emphasize the 
importance of unity and compassion, within  
both the family and the nation as a whole.
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assumes his death). The family members all 
verbally emphasize each other’s mental instabil-
ity: “My mother’s completely bonkers,”   “she’s 
sick, she’ll crush your fi ngers, she’s completely 
mad!”  —but never in themselves. The Time: 
Night’s female characters toil through life blam-
ing and manipulating others, struggling to sur-
vive in a world of horror and moral depravity,  
while remaining ignorant of their own contribu-
tions to the pandemonium. 

Petrushevskaya’s male characters stay un-
involved in this vicious cycle. The men of The 
Time: Night are conspicuously marginalized: 
most lack names. The only signifi cant male 
character, Andrei, is a freeloading, self-centered 
criminal who hurls himself out of a window to 
punish his wife for an offensive remark—yet 
his mother dotes on him and continually ex-
cuses his behavior. Upon Andrei’s return from 
prison, Anna removes his shoes and cooks him 
a hot meal; he reciprocates with “Shu-u-ut up! 
Bitch!” to which she responds, “You’re home 
again, my sunshine! Light of my whole life!”   
Other men—mostly illegitimate fathers of Alyo-
na’s children—rape, commit adultery, steal, and 
abandon, utterly without consequence. Anna 
comments on the authoritative effect of men in 
her life: “Ah the force of a man’s hand!—at his 
bidding it can push you down, pull you up, pin 
you to the spot.”   Yet she also recognizes their 
recurring desertion: “You look back on your life 
and the men run like milestones through it.”  
The Time: Night’s psychologically ill women 
instinctively know not to expect monetary or 
emotional assistance from the men.

Anna cites poverty as a central reason for 
the women’s insanity: “Every member of our 
family’s been a bit twisted […] it’s poverty 
that does it of course.”   Lack of male support 
contributes heavily to their destitution. Socially 
encouraged to reproduce, yet saddled with an 
insurmountable “double burden” of work and 
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As much as literature may aspire to tran-
scend, it is often diffi cult to separate literary cre-
ation from its historical and social context. Case 
in point: the fantastic. Those who have sought to 
defi ne the genre temporally do so not simply out 
of sloth, but because it is so intimately linked 
with the philosophical concerns of its histori-
cal context. Man’s struggle with the concepts of 
truth and reason may be timeless, but according 
to historico-philosophical theorists of the fantas-
tic such as Pierre Georges Castex, the hesitation 
of the fantastic is the incarnation of man’s inabil-
ity to reconcile his experience of the world with 
the rationalism, empiricism, and positivism of 
the post-Enlightenment 19th century. Other in-
terpretations, however, offer broader analyses of 
this historical environment beyond the triumph 
of reason, arguing that the fantastic embodies a 
general sense of alienation from religious belief 
systems, from societal and political structures, 
or even from the self. 

Highly bureaucratic and “backward” 
compared to her Western European neighbors, 
19th-century Russia resists classifi cation as a 
truly post-Enlightenment society—which chal-
lenges Castex’s reading of the Russian fantastic 
as a reaction to Enlightenment ideas. Alexander 
Polunov, however, states that Alexander I es-
poused French Enlightenment ideals, and that 
even Nicholas II’s reactionary regime gave rise 

Fantastically Rational 

Aimee Linekar

Science and the Supernatural in 
Odoevsky’s The Sylph

to “enlightened bureaucrats” who ”worshipped” 
science and sought to prepare Russia to absorb 
the changes taking place in the West.  The So-
viet philosophical historian P. S. Gratsiansky 
detects signs of scientifi c Enlightenment in Rus-
sian literature “long before the 1760s.”  Science, 
reason, and other Enlightenment thinking had 
reached the Russian intelligentsia and literati 
by the genesis of the fi rst fantastic works in the 
1820s and 1830s. As evidenced by the contra-
dictory historical analyses, however, the country 
had yet to come to terms with this new philoso-
phy, and the tension borne of this unresolved re-
lationship may well have provided impetus for 
the birth of the fantastic. 

Odoevsky’s The Sylph, the tale of a men-
tally disturbed nobleman who believes he has 
unlocked the secret of how to invoke a supernat-
ural creature, exemplifi es this troubled relation-
ship with the rational. The protagonist’s spiritual 
unease and “spleen” can be seen as symptoms of 
his alienation from the positivist notion that all 
is knowable. In bitterly rejecting learning (here, 
in the form of a book) as a deceptive seductress 
unable to fulfi ll promises of absolute truth, the 
protagonist concludes that “you read on and see 
only soap bubbles—you feel that awful sense 
that has plagued scholars throughout history: 
that of searching and not fi nding!”   The protag-
onist’s philosophical preference for the irratio-
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nal also emerges here in his lexical progression 
from sight, the most reliable sense, to feeling, 
an intangible one, as his argument strengthens. 
For Mikhail Platonovich, the irrational and the 
inexplicable, not the verifi able, lead to truth.

The futility of deductive reasoning is fur-
ther expressed in his later remark that “true hap-
piness can only be achieved through knowing 
everything or nothing, and since the former is 
still not humanly possible, we must choose the 
second.”   Mikhail Platonovich scoffs at the idea 
of a modern age of Enlightenment, affi rming 
that the limits of learning and knowledge are 
still unconquered, and, perhaps, unconquerable. 
How could a single generation hope to traverse 
the gulf separating human consciousness from 
truth? Worse, approaching this truth threatens 
man’s very nature. In an explicit and all-encom-
passing indictment of Enlightenment principles, 
Mikhail Platonovich expresses his hope that he 
might “put down this good-for-nothing Enlight-
enment [prosveshchenie], which only […] runs 
counter to man’s internal, natural impulses…”  
The voice of rationality, in this case the post-
humous publisher of the scholar’s notes, is ill-
equipped to rise to reason’s defense, as his con-
tributions to the fragmented narrative carry no 
more authority than those of the protagonist. 

Beyond The Sylph, there are indications in 
other fantastic works that the genre is a manifes-
tation of alienation from the rational. Voices of 
logic are often relatively absent or undermined. 
Fantastic protagonists generally belong to the 
practical or artistic spheres. Mikhail Platonovich 
is labeled a poet; in Chekhov’s The Black Monk, 
Kovrin is a philosopher; meanwhile, in Shtoss 
and The Portrait, Lermontov and Gogol opt for 
artists. Where reason and science are given a 
voice, it is frequently through a doctor incapable 
of dispensing more than an irrelevant Latin tax-
onomy of illness and a prescription for country 
air, quackish potions, or morphine.

4
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This literature inverts the values of its 
time by consigning the scientifi c and rational to 
the periphery, just as its society condemns the 
madman or the mystic to the asylum. As sci-
ence is rejected, the supernatural, anathema to 
rationalism, is installed at the very heart of the 
fantastic’s celebration of otherness. While not a 
pure literature of the paranormal, the fantastic 
embraces duality (and dual explanations), hesi-
tation, and doubt. The ultimate rebellion of the 
fantastic may lie in this limbo, where multiple 
explanations have equal currency and no one in-
terpreter has a monopoly on truth. 

However, to view the fantastic and the ra-
tional in direct opposition is to oversimplify. 
Science and empiricism do not exclude doubt; 
on the contrary, scientifi c endeavor grounds it-
self in theories of probability. This is precisely 
what distinguished the age of reason from the 
previously uncontested dominance of religion-
based philosophical frameworks. The investiga-
tive spirit of rationalism can be seen through the 
fantastic’s constant self-interrogation in an ef-
fort to account for the apparently inexplicable—
as Bessière explains, “It seems more accurate to 
view the fantastic as a study of different types 
of rationality, conducted from a rationalist point 
of view.”

A re-examination of The Sylph reveals 
that in his denunciation of Enlightenment 
thought, Odoevsky’s protagonist in fact con-
demns “prosveshchenie”—a philosophical 
revolution of bourgeois thought—rather than 
“prosvetitel’stvo”—a scientifi c Enlightenment 
based on rationalism. His revulsion is primar-
ily provoked not by features of the latter, but by 
those of the former: the “ambition,” “jealousy,” 
“vanity,” and “avarice” of the new urbanites.  At 
one point, Mikhail Platonovich even makes a 
convincing case for the conjugal nature of the 
supernatural and the scientifi c, arguing that the 
seemingly magical is the scientifi c in infancy: 
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many ideas that “seemed incredible in the eigh-
teenth century [...] have been borne out as true 
by new discoveries.” 

Thus we see that The Sylph is not unilater-
ally anti-science, but rather that it proposes ex-
tending rational principles to their natural con-
clusion. If, as Mikhail Platonovich points out, 
mythical dragons turn out to have been real in 
the form of dinosaurs, how can we discount the 
possibility of alchemy or apparitions without 
putting them to the test? This reconciliation of 
the fantastic and the rational is even apparent 
lexically, as he refers to his attempts to invoke 
the sylph in highly scientifi c terms, explaining 
that he “repeated [his] experiment.” 

Furthermore, if fantastic literature simply 
manifested alienation from the scientifi c and 
the rational, we might reasonably expect it to 
promote the religious domain as an alternative. 
However, as Bessière remarks, it is a literature 
“often full of religious […] borrowings, yet 
which also parodies all belief.”  The religious-
ly symbolic ritual of marriage cures neither 
Mikhail Platonovich nor Chekhov’s Kovrin. The 
Black Monk equates the religious with the imag-
ined. In Mikhail Zagoskin’s Unexpected Guests, 
the elderly protagonist goes through the motions 
of religious observance, yet swiftly accepts the 
existence of the mystical after what may have 
been a drunken hallucination. In a literature of 
lost noses, apparitions, and cat-bridegrooms, 
other, more conventional—yet equally irratio-
nal—beliefs are hardly presented as superior or 
more credible.

If it is not an expression of alienation from 
the rational, then what else might the fantastic 
be reacting to? Retinger casts more light upon 
the question with his defi nition of the fantastic 
tale as “the struggle of the repressed […] against 
higher powers.”  This defi nition leads us to con-
sider fantastic tales as allegories of socio-politi-
cal oppression. Nineteenth-century Russia was, 
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after all, a hyper-stratifi ed and repressive autoc-
racy that spurred the proliferation of revolution-
ary thought. Despite literary censorship, themes 
of social stratifi cation emerge from several of 
Gogol’s fantastic tales as well as Dostoevsky’s 
The Double. Chekhov’s portrayal of megaloma-
nia in The Black Monk, meanwhile, might well 
be seen as a critique of those who view their 
positions of authority as God-given—in other 
words, of the tsarist yoke itself. Monleón goes 
so far as to argue that almost any supernatural 
element can be interpreted as a representation 
of alienation from unnatural, inhumane societal 
structures:  

It is clear that a correspondence exists in his-
tory between the way people envisage the law 
of the physical world and the way they see the 
law of society. Thus when supernaturalism fi nds 
a voice in cultural production, it may certainly 
refer to […] a social supernaturalism. 

As we have seen, then, the opposition of 
the individual with a supernatural other in 19th-
century Russian fantastic works can be read 
allegorically as a struggle against a number of 
“higher powers”: the contemporary philosophy 
of rationalism, timeless frameworks of religious 
and superstitious belief, or even the prevailing 
socio-political hierarchy.

However, there is one more level upon 
which we might understand the genre, reconcil-
ing these three external oppressors as projec-
tions of an inner alterity. The supernatural entity 
may in fact be best interpreted as an avatar of 
the other within: the underlying groundswell 
of insecurities, complexes, and base or irratio-
nal urges that each of us attempts to suppress. 
Does the universality of such a portrait not con-
tradict the assertion that fantastic literature spe-
cifi cally describes 19th-century epistemological 
disenchantment? Not entirely. While this genre 
of otherness may speak to many generations, it 
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is diffi cult to imagine another time when philo-
sophical and socio-political conditions might 
coincide to precipitate such a literature of di-
chotomy, disturbance, and desire.
All translations are the author’s own.
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Neorealism as Triumph of the 
Inanimate in Zamyatin’s “The Cave”

Jasmine Henry

Zamyatin approached art as an infi nite 
spiral. He postulated that all art forms could be 
defi ned as affi rmation, negation, or the negation 
of negation. In his view, these forms were inher-
ently sequential, with neorealism being the most 
authentic, as it refl ected a natural progression 
from the presage of the Russian traditions of re-
alism and symbolism. By using the accomplish-
ments of its predecessors, neorealism achieved 
the most accurate analysis of reality. Writers like 
Zamyatin deliberately blended the tangible ele-
ments of realism with the fantastic, challenging 
the absurdist nature of symbolism. 

Realists such as Gorky, Bunin, and Chek-
hov sought to write characters and situations 

casey ann o’malley

The vivid and ultimately triumphant role 
of the inanimate in Yevgeny Zamyatin’s “The 
Cave” illustrates the bold departure of neoreal-
ism from the literary traditions of symbolism 
and realism. Zamyatin sought to create a dream-
like parallel universe without traditional hierar-
chical structures, in which “the sun is an atom, 
the planets are molecules.”   Neorealism offers 
a new examination of reality, more lifelike than 
any preceding portrayals of human experience 
and interactions. In the dark, frigid cave that 
is Martin and Masha’s Petersburg apartment, 
material objects are assigned signifi cant, active 
roles in the progression of events. These objects 
ultimately prevail over the protagonists. 
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Masha to consume their only phial of poison, 
and we are to assume he succumbs to the cold. 
Zamyatin got his inspiration for the story in the 
winter of 1919, while he was sharing watch duty 
with a “frozen, half-starved Professor,”  who ex-
pressed that he’d rather “die than steal.”  From 
this man’s desperate attempt to maintain mo-
rality, Zamyatin created a fantastically realistic 
portrayal of the clash of necessity and morality 
in the face of abject poverty.

The initial description of the contents of 
Martin and Masha’s bedroom reveals how far 
the couple has fallen from a cultured life of com-
fort into desperate poverty. The unusual combi-
nation of objects salvaged from the past and car-
ried into the present offers a vivid metaphor for 
the compilation of realism and symbolism into 
neorealism. Zamyatin transports the reader into 
a frigid, desperate reality, causing the reader to 
feel sympathy for the protagonists. Ultimately, 
the reader achieves a sense of intimacy with 
them, effectuated through a distinctively intri-
cate description of the couple’s background and 
circumstances: “In the cavelike Petersburg bed-
room everything was just as it recently had been 
in Noah’s ark: clean and unclean creatures—
fl ood-confounded. Martin Martinych’s desk; 
books, stone-age fl at cakes resembling pottery; 
Scriabin’s Opus 74; a fl atiron; fi ve potatoes lov-
ingly scrubbed white.” 

By referencing Noah’s ark, Zamyatin as-
signs a distinct animism to the objects and inno-
vatively illustrates the irreparable loss of a for-
mer civilization. Martin and Masha consciously 
preserve these items, or “creatures,” while re-
treating to the bedroom. The inclusion and igni-
tion of Scriabin’s Opus 74 does not merely sig-
nify the characters’ lost participation in the arts. 
This distinctly atonal opus was Scriabin’s last 
work, written during his descent into insanity. 
This carefully selected soundtrack for the short 
story illustrates the pandemonium of the situa-
tion and foreshadows the ultimate demise of the 
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as they were in life. The examination of a set-
ting with a “naked eye”  resulted in literature 
that mirrored life. In contrast, symbolists such 
as Valery Bryusov and Fyodor Sologub acted as 
“fl uoroscopes,”  looking beyond the mundane to 
the intangible. They were guilty of fi xation upon 
the fantastic and death as the negation of life. 
Neorealism’s distorted portrait departed from 
these methods and depicted life as a dreamlike 
state that refl ected the “synthesis of the fantas-
tic and of daily reality.”  Through the negation 
of the excessively intangible and the confi nes of 
the concrete, one could form truly challenging 
and original art in accordance with the signifi -
cant cultural upheaval of the era.

Neorealism’s bold departure from what 
Zamyatin regarded as the “erstwhile traditions 
of Russian prose”  provides a more engrossing 
experience for the reader than voyeurism in re-
alism or escapism in symbolism do. Zamyatin 
transports the reader into the cluttered, frigid 
apartment with a detailed initial description of 
its strange contents. He deliberately designs an 
environment in which “every detail is palpable, 
everything has its measure, weight and smell; 
everything is bursting with juice like a ripe cher-
ry. And yet, out of rocks, boots, cigarettes, and 
sausages, we have the phantasm, the dream.”  
The calculated description of inanimate objects 
within a neorealist text lends a new sentience to 
the items, resulting in a text that is both more 
engaging and believably imaginative than any-
thing before.

“The Cave” depicts the last days of Martin 
and Masha, a couple struggling to maintain their 
morality and civility in the harrowing cold of a 
Petersburg winter during the Russian civil war. 
In a last attempt at survival, Martin steals wood 
from a neighbor’s excessive supply. When the 
neighbor notices the missing logs, he demands 
that they be returned. The couple is left hope-
less. Any possible redemption of the act has 
been cremated with the logs. Martin allows 
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The fi nal victory of object over man is seen 
in the confl ict that arises between Martin and 
Masha over the vibrantly blue phial of poison. 
The poison serves as a key to a dignifi ed death, 
and Masha loses any remaining semblance of ci-
vility through her increasingly frantic demands 
for the phial: “Mart, if you still love me… 
Please, Mart. Remember! Mart, dear!”   Her dis-
traught begging departs sharply from her former 
attempts to maintain gentility and her indigna-
tion with Martin for neglecting to observe soci-
etal or religious conventions, such as her saint’s 
day. Her importunity demotes her position to be-
neath that of object, enabling the fi nal triumph 
of the inanimate.

Zamyatin’s adherence to neorealism as a 
natural synthesis of symbolism and realism al-
lowed him to create a distinctively authentic 
parallel universe in which even the most basic 
assumptions of man’s dominance over object are 
challenged. Through a blend of elements, which 
includes the concrete details of realism and sym-
bolism’s absurd dismissal of reality, Zamyatin 
achieves an unprecedented authenticity and al-
lows for a new degree of intimacy for the reader.

12

protagonists. Scriabin’s mystical and idiosyn-
cratic compositions were a prominent part of the 
Russian symbolist movement, and the kindling 
of the opus for warmth is a scarcely concealed 
metaphor for Zamyatin’s opinion of symbolist 
art as adverse to de facto existence.

Zamyatin was deliberate in the presentation 
and constitution of the laundry list of items sal-
vaged by Martin and Masha. In his conception 
of neorealism, he sought to combine an initially 
curious collection of objects that “are welded by 
synthesis […] and the rays issuing from these 
pieces always meet at one point; the pieces 
always form a single whole.”  The upheaval 
within the frigid Petersburg apartment, which 
serves as a more fantastic microcosm of the sur-
rounding societal upheaval, calls into question 
even the most fundamental assumption of man’s 
dominance over object. The result is a distinctly 
uncomfortable and unresolved challenge to as-
sumed hierarchical structures, delineated by the 
possession or non-possession of sentience.

The most signifi cant reconsideration is giv-
en to the cast iron stove in the apartment, which 
becomes a triumphant antagonist in Martin and 
Masha’s struggle for life: “And in the middle of 
this Universe—its god: a short-legged, rusty-
red, squat, greedy cave-god: a cast iron stove.”  
In the neo-Universe of the protagonists’ frigid 
apartment, the stove is a third, more powerful 
character, a voracious “god” given the distinct 
image of an unattractive male villain. Its cen-
tral position in this Universe is realized through 
multiple means: paying homage to the hungry 
god, Martin and Masha forget about religious 
holidays and relinquish precious sheet music 
and letters to feed the stove. This burning of 
the letters and music illustrates some remaining 
dominance of man over object, but it remains 
a form of homage to the cast iron stove. In the 
end, Martin is forced to commit the unspeak-
able—theft of fi rewood—as a form of ultimately 
deadly sacrifi ce to the hideous god.
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Chekhov wrote the play The Wood De-
mon in 1889, but after its poor reception he re-
worked it into Uncle Vanya, published in 1897. 
Although it retains certain elements from The 
Wood Demon, Uncle Vanya is signifi cantly dif-
ferent. Unlike the end of The Wood Demon, in 
which lovers are happily united, none of the love 
plots in Uncle Vanya comes to fruition. Instead 
of having an affair with Astrov, Yelena leaves 
for Kharkov with her husband Serebryakov, 
whom she does not love. Vanya’s love for Yele-
na is unreciprocated, as is Sonya’s love for As-
trov. In his dissolution of all romantic plot lines, 
crystallized in the fi nal moment of the play as 
a niece—not a lover—comforts Vanya, Chek-
hov undoes The Wood Demon’s happy ending. 
However, while nearly all the characters at the 
end of Uncle Vanya are grief-stricken, Chekhov 
challenges the audience to see that the end is not 
tragic.

Astrov is a hard-working doctor, but it is 
his dedication to forestry that is crucial and, si-
multaneously, jeopardized by romantic love. In 
Act Three, Astrov shows Yelena his maps, which 
illustrate the deterioration of the district over the 
last fi fty years. While woodlands once covered 
half the district, they are now barely visible on 
the map. Astrov explains to Yelena the momen-
tum of the destruction: “What we have here is 
basically a picture of gradual but unmistakable 
decay, and the way things are going it won’t take 
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Beginnings in Endings in 
Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya

Robyn Jensen

another ten or fi fteen years to complete.”  By 
planting trees now, Astrov positively shapes the 
future of the district. Yelena, however, is unin-
terested in the doctor’s maps which detail the 
increasing eradication of the district’s fl ora and 
fauna. While she does not actively destroy the 
trees herself, she is unconcerned with rebuild-
ing the ruins, and destruction ensues through her 
passivity.

The ruins from Yelena’s destructive passiv-
ity extend beyond the forest. Astrov, Vanya, and 
Sonya all insist that Yelena’s boredom and idle-
ness are infectious. They treat Yelena’s languor 
as a contagion that has rendered them all hope-
lessly inert and incapable of performing the nec-
essary and productive work that occupied their 
time before her arrival. Astrov cites her presence 
as the reason he has neglected his duties of late. 
“You infected all of us with your idleness […] I 
was infatuated with you and didn’t do a thing all 
month. And meanwhile people have been falling 
ill, the peasants have let their cattle graze in the 
woods I was planting […] And I’m convinced 
that if you’d stayed on, the destruction would 
have been enormous.”

Yelena’s departure at the end of the play 
can then be seen as a blessing, instead of as a 
tragic act that prevents her from attaining love. 
Chekhov gives us reason to believe that, were 
Yelena to succumb to Astrov’s entreaties to stay 
with him at the end of the play, Astrov would 
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never return to medicine or the woods. This 
would have serious repercussions for the dis-
trict, since, as Astrov tells Yelena in Act One, his 
orchard and nursery are the only ones for miles. 
In addition to caring for his own land, Astrov 
has taken charge of the state-owned forest near 
him because the old forester is no longer capable 
of performing his duties. If Astrov were to give 
up revitalizing the woods, there would be no one 
to continue his work. 

Chekhov gives the audience no reason to 
doubt that Astrov, Vanya, and Sonya will con-
tinue to work after the curtain falls. While many 
characters in Chekhov’s plays preach the ben-
efi ts of hard work, they often fi nd it exhausting 
and unfulfi lling once they actually engage in it. 
For example, in the beginning of Three Sisters, 
Irina’s naïve perception of the glories of work 
bespeaks the fact that she has never toiled. It is 
not surprising, then, that come Act Two Irina’s 
job at the post offi ce does not measure up: “I’ve 
got to fi nd another job. This one’s not right 
for me. It has none of the things I’d hoped for, 
dreamt about.”  Vanya, Astrov, and Sonya are 
some of the few Chekhovian characters who ac-
tually enjoy working. Astrov describes the plea-
sure he derives from the practice of cartography: 
“When I’m all in, completely exhausted, I drop 
everything, rush over, and spend an enjoyable 
hour or two with my maps […] But it’s a plea-
sure I don’t indulge in very often.”  Even when 
weary from his work as a doctor and forester, 
Astrov is not content to sit idly. He fi nds relief 
by engaging in another type of work. Sonya 
and Vanya, too, try to impress upon Yelena that 
nursing the sick and running the estate can bring 
pleasure, despite the hard work they require. 
Before the professor and Yelena arrived, Sonya, 
Vanya, and Astrov worked steadily and produc-
tively, and they will continue to do so after the 
couple leaves for Kharkov at the end of the play.

While Yelena’s departure from the estate 
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ensures a return to work, it also leaves her love 
affair with Astrov unfulfi lled. However, this 
need not be seen as tragic, not only because As-
trov returns to work, but also because Chekhov 
has buried hints throughout the play that Astrov 
and Yelena’s union would not be a happy one. 
Throughout Uncle Vanya, characters respond to 
threads of earlier conversations so that they are 
in perpetual dialogue, even when not on stage 
together. This structure gives the audience in-
sight into the true nature of characters’ relation-
ships with each other, and it ultimately allows 
the audience to make an evenhanded judgment 
about the play’s seemingly tragic end.

For instance, instead of having Astrov and 
Yelena speak to each other directly, Chekhov 
places fi rst Astrov and then Yelena in conversa-
tion with Sonya. Astrov speaks about Yelena in 
confi dence to Sonya, praising her beauty but crit-
icizing her idle nature: “But all she does is eat, 
sleep, go for walks, and charm us with her looks. 
She has no obligations. Everyone else works for 
her… Isn’t that so? And an idle life can never be 
pure.”   When Astrov vacates his role as Sonya’s 
interlocutor, Yelena fi lls his space, offering her 
view on the cause of Astrov’s impurity. Having 
extolled Astrov’s work as a doctor and forester, 
Yelena says: “Oh, he drinks and he can be a bit 
crude, but what’s wrong with that? In Russia a 
man with talent can never be pure […] Anyone 
who struggles day after day in conditions like 
those will have a hard time keeping pure and so-
ber till the age of forty.”  She believes his hard 
work impinges on his ability to have a pure life, 
while he considers her idleness to be the source 
of her impurity. Astrov and Yelena are not privy 
to each other’s opposing view on the relation-
ship between work and purity, but Chekhov al-
lows the audience to see that these characters are 
ill-suited for each other. The observer entertains 
a privileged position in that he or she is able to 
see the unrealized love affair at the end of the 
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with the characters’ repeated cry that Yelena has 
brought a plague of inertia, but that tragedy does 
not come to fruition here.

Chekhov also ends several of his plays 
with characters destroying nature. In Three Sis-
ters, Tusenbach, aware that he may soon lose his 
life in a duel, takes comfort in a conception of 
death that is like a withered tree; it is still a part 
of life because it sways in the wind. Moments 
after Tusenbach receives the fatal shot offstage, 
Natasha needlessly plans to cut down the very 
trees through which Tusenbach imagined a con-
nection to life after death, which creates a stark 
vision of the future. And in Cherry Orchard, the 
chopping of an ax rings throughout the play’s 
fi nal moments, as Anya’s unanswered plea at the 
end of Act Three to plant a new orchard hangs in 
the air. Uncle Vanya, however, culminates in a 
return to work, bringing with it the birth of new 
trees. The ending is the beginning of new life. 
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play in a more realistic light than the characters, 
who, in living the drama, are aware of only a 
fraction of what has been revealed. 

Chekhov also encourages the audience to 
see that there is no great love lost when Yele-
na leaves Astrov in the end. Astrov himself 
maintains that he loves no one and can only be 
aroused by beauty. He says to Sonya: “I think 
Yelena Andreevna could turn my head in a day 
if she felt like it… But that’s not love or affec-
tion…”  Nor does Yelena claim to be in love 
with Astrov. In their last scene together, Yelena 
confesses her feelings to Astrov: “Why hide it? 
I was a trifl e infatuated with you.”   Yelena’s ad-
mission recalls Tatiana’s confession of love for 
Onegin in the last scene of Tchaikovsky’s opera 
Evgenii Onegin: “Why hide it? Why dissemble! 
Ah! I love you!...”  In 1888, Chekhov had be-
come acquainted with Tchaikovsky, whom he 
considered to be the second greatest artist in 
Russia after Tolstoy. Given his reverence for 
Tchaikovsky’s work, it is possible that Chekhov 
intentionally alters Tatiana’s words to undercut 
audience expectations. The contrast to Evge-
nii Onegin enhances the anticlimactic effect of 
Yelena’s confession of infatuation instead of 
love. Chekhov explores a scene of fi nal parting 
in which there is no tragedy because the couple 
experiences nothing beyond superfi cial feelings 
for each other. 

The non-tragic nature of the fi nal scene is 
particularly evident when contrasted with the 
endings of other Chekhov plays. For instance, 
Cherry Orchard, Chekhov’s fi nal play, depicts 
the devastating effects of idleness and inaction 
on a family and its estate. Had the infectiously 
idle Yelena remained in Uncle Vanya, a true 
familial tragedy could have arisen. Vanya and 
Sonya’s estate, robbed of its once-prodigious 
workers, would fall apart, fi nancially ruining the 
characters. Chekhov plants the seeds of tragedy 
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Puhachiv, a village in Zhytomyr, Ukraine 
catherine m. stecyk
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Nationality Against the National
The Implications of Linguistic Identity 

as a Political Tool in Moldova
Shelby Fields

Moldova has existed as an independent 
nation-state since August 27, 1991. However, 
the legacies of the past Soviet and Romanian 
occupations remain vivid components of per-
sisting political and cultural debates as the na-
tion tries to reconcile with the ghosts of its his-
tory. While nation-building plays a key role in 
Moldova’s past, it is also very much a part of 
its present. Seeking legitimacy and authority in 
Europe and the post-Soviet space, Moldova has 
attempted to display an authentic identity that 
ethnically, linguistically, and historically differ-
entiates Moldovans from both Romanians and 
Russians. With obvious political and economic 
incentives, modern nation-builders have over-
emphasized and manipulated parts of this al-
leged authentic identity in order to further their 
political agendas. In doing so, political and in-
tellectual elites have tried to force upon Moldo-
vans and the global audience an identity that has 
been exploited in such a way that it is not a true 
representation of the culture or interests of the 
Moldovan people.   

The History of Language Policy and Suppres-
sion in Soviet Moldova

Populated by peoples of Romanian decent, 
Moldova has been a country in fl ux. During its 
history, Moldova has been part of the Roma-

nian, Ottoman, Russian, and Soviet empires, and 
throughout these various transitions, the Moldo-
van population has been subject to domination 
and manipulation by the ruling power. This his-
tory of domination has given modern Moldo-
vans a distinct sense of historical identity and 
has provided grounds for their claim to a unique 
linguistic identity.

Although Moldovans are ethnically Roma-
nian, the two groups had separate histories for 
centuries before part of Moldova was briefl y 
annexed by Romania from the 1920s to 1940s. 
Over time, this separation fostered a Moldovan 
identity that was not purely Romanian. Despite 
Russian, Soviet, and Romanian domination and 
suppression, by 1930 Moldovans still referred 
to themselves and their language as Moldovan. 
This early self-differentiation from occupi-
ers held the fi rst vestiges of Moldovan nation-
building, separate from Romanian and Russian 
agendas. 

From 1924 to 1944, the area now known 
as Moldova was split between the USSR and 
Romania. During this time, Romanian authori-
ties enforced educational and economic poli-
cies to emphasize Moldovans’ Romanianness 
and equalize them culturally with Greater Ro-
manians. Simultaneously, in the Soviet part of 
Moldova, the MASSR (Moldavian Autonomous 
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Soviet Socialist Republic), Romanian-speaking 
bourgeoisie elites were removed from power 
under korenizatsiya cultural reforms. When the 
two halves were reunited in 1944 as the MSSR 
(Moldavian Soviet Socialist Republic), Russi-
fi cation policies, which were particularly strin-
gent due to enduring resentment between Roma-
nia and the USSR after World War II, were put 
in place to reverse any Romanianization that had 
taken place in the preceding decades.  In particu-
lar, Soviet nation-builders attacked the popula-
tion’s language, the most noticeable connection 
between Moldovans and their Romanian “fa-
therland,” to eradicate traces of Romanianness 
from the MSSR.

Moldovans have spoken what linguists 
defi ne as a dialect of standard Romanian (here-
after referred to as “Moldovan”), which had to 
be altered in order to disguise the connection to 
Romania. The alphabet was changed from Latin 
to Cyrillic script; Russian words were integrated 
into the Moldovan vocabulary; and speaking 
Russian was mandatory.   The Soviets went so 
far as to title the Moldovans’ dialect “Moldo-
van” to reinforce the separation from Roma-
nia.  Nevertheless, the vast similarities between 
Romanian and Moldovan could not be denied. 
However, traits inherited from Russifi cation, 
such as Russian vocabulary used in the Moldo-
van vernacular and various spelling differences, 
are clear examples of the Russian linguistic leg-
acy and are used as evidence in the argument 
that there is a unique Moldovan language.

Seeking a Post-Soviet Linguistic Identity
On August 31, 1989, as Moldovans pre-

pared to employ their self-determination and vie 
for independence from Soviet oppression, a lan-
guage law was passed that declared Romanian 
the offi cial language and reinstalled the Latin al-
phabet. The symbolic value was twofold: on the 
one hand, it displayed self-determination and 
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represented breaking away from Russian domi-
nation; on the other hand, it symbolized a return 
to Romanian roots and suggested a possible fu-
ture reunifi cation, a position supported by pro-
Romanian radicals. Most importantly, however, 
the declaration of Romanian as the national lan-
guage recognized that Romanian and Moldovan 
were equivalent, thus contradicting the founda-
tions of the Soviet-constructed Moldovan iden-
tity. Following the passage of this law, standard 
Romanian became compulsory for government 
offi cials and replaced Russian as the mandatory 
language requirement in schools. 

This law was short-lived, however. The 
elections of 1994 resulted in a new language 
policy found in Article 13 of the Constitution of 
Moldova, which asserted a Moldovan linguistic 
identity:

13.1 The national language of the Republic of 
Moldova is Moldovan, and its writing is based 
on the Latin alphabet. 
13.2 The Moldovan State acknowledges and 
protects the right to preserve, develop and use 
the Russian language and other languages spo-
ken within the national territory of the country.
13.3 The State will encourage and promote 
studies of foreign languages enjoying wide-
spread international usage… 

Declaring Moldovan the offi cial language, 
this new law re-established a separate Moldo-
van identity. Also, the idea that Romanian was 
equivalent to Moldovan had been completely 
removed. However, the absence of Romanian as 
a minority language alongside Russian leaves a 
conspicuous ambiguity.

In the years following the ratifi cation of the 
new constitution, the Moldovan population split 
into pro- and anti-Romanian reformist camps. 
First, pro-Romanian reform arose through the 
increasing popularity of classes in standard 
Romanian, quickly superseding the originally 
dominant Russian courses in both high schools 
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and universities. Conversely, anti-Romanian 
governmental offi cials used the new constitution 
as a justifi cation to ban the word “Romanian” 
from schools and other public institutions. Anti-
Romanian reformers have also pointed to spell-
ing variations that use the Latin symbols most 
closely related to the symbol in Cyrillic and 
therefore appear to come from a Slavic, rather 
than Latin, root. 

The sociolinguistic theory of social strati-
fi cation, which can be applied to examine the 
internal confl ict within Moldova, suggests that 
certain speech styles are consistent throughout a 
class or social stratum. For instance, the various 
Moldovan dialects are primarily spoken in vil-
lages and rural areas, while standard Romanian 
is most common in cities. Similar to the Rus-
sian language hierarchy during the Soviet era, 
Romanian is typically the language of adminis-
tration and business. Likewise, although Mol-
dovan and Romanian are mutually intelligible, 
standard Romanian is considered the character-
istic language of upper-class intelligentsia and 
elites, despite the state’s promotion of Moldo-
van.  Therefore, Moldovan is seen as a substan-
dard language for the uneducated, a perception 
which creates tensions between Romanian and 
Moldovan speakers.  

Romanian journalist Vitalie Dogaru ad-
dresses this issue further by discussing the phe-
nomenon of “language skill loss” that resulted 
from Russifi cation and has seriously strained 
the relationship between Moldovans and na-
tive Romanians living in Moldova. This occur-
rence was caused by the language reforms put 
in place by the Russians during the Soviet era, 
which mandated the study of Russian. However, 
by the time Moldova adopted Romanian as the 
offi cial language in 1989, many Moldovans had 
not achieved full fl uency in Russian; at the same 
time, they had lost fl uency in Moldovan. Conse-
quently, this part of the population was left with-
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out the ability to speak either language fl uently 
or correctly. This problem has become more 
complicated because of Romanians’ “tendency 
towards (hyper)correction” when the language 
is not spoken properly.  Although programs have 
been developed to teach the correct use and pro-
nunciation of the language, embarrassment has 
merely increased resentment toward the native 
Romanians. 

Despite this resentment, many Moldovans 
see the debate as futile and agree with the lin-
guists and academicians who have determined 
that a distinct Moldovan language does not exist.  
The politicization of this ongoing issue has cre-
ated tensions across borders. While presidents 
of both countries still say that the relationship 
between Moldova and Romania is friendly, Ro-
mania’s refusal to recognize Moldovan as a le-
gitimate language has caused political, econom-
ic, and social tensions since 1994. For example, 
in 2003 native Moldovan Vasile Stati published 
the Moldovan-Romanian Dictionary in Chisinau 
after Ion Iliescu, the Romanian president at the 
time, had announced that he would not recog-
nize Moldovan as a language until there was 
a dictionary to prove it. However, once Stati’s 
dictionary was released, linguists confi rmed that 
while the dictionary proved variations in vocab-
ulary, it failed to prove a difference in linguistic 
structure.  This event, like many others, made 
a mockery of Moldova’s pursuit of a linguistic 
identity and reinforced cross-border tensions. 

Also in 2003, external confl icts arose when 
the two countries’ presidents met for the fi nal 
negotiations of a treaty to strengthen economic 
ties. Both sides felt it was necessary to increase 
economic cooperation. However, Moldovan 
President Vladimir Voronin refused to sign 
the treaty until Romania recognized a separate 
Moldovan culture, origin, and language. He 
presented a new draft of the treaty “‘cleansed’ 
of all references to a common history and lan-
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guage” and missing several other parts refer-
ring to cultural cooperation in order to “draw a 
line between Moldovan and Romanian culture.”  
Though business, educational, and cultural ex-
changes were said to benefi t from such a treaty, 
the resulting deadlock increased cultural, po-
litical, and economic tensions and reinforced a 
solid border between the two states.  

Covering the summit in his article “Roma-
nia, Moldova Tongue-Tied Over Treaty,” Raz-
van Amariei quotes former Romanian Foreign 
Minister Adrian Severin as saying, “I think the 
two states should have a special relationship and 
that Moldova’s integration into the EU should 
be a Romanian goal.”  Romania’s refusal to 
recognize a unique Moldovan identity and Mol-
dova’s unwillingness to negotiate with Romania 
until this recognition happens keeps this goal 
from being realized. However, Voronin’s east-
ward political leanings may suggest that such a 
relationship was not in his top political interests. 
In this case, the state is exploiting the Moldovan 
identity to further its political agenda, in order to 
maintain a barrier to the West. 

Implications and Analysis 
There is no question that Moldovans now 

and throughout history have tried to assert a 
linguistic identity. In many ways, the history of 
Moldovan language oppression under various 
dominating powers has elevated the importance 
of language as an expression of Moldovan au-
tonomy and independence. Likewise, on some 
level individuals are able to understand their 
culture through the use of their language. Ac-
cording to Matthew H. Ciscel, the difference 
between a language and dialect in sociolinguis-
tic terms is not based on structural or historical 
“languageness,” but on the speakers’ own belief 
that what they are speaking is either a dialect 
or a language.  Consequently, the defi nition be-
comes political or social and merely operates 

12

13

14

behind the guise of a purely linguistic issue. 
Using Ciscel’s argument, matters of so-

ciolinguistics are inherently political and social 
matters. However, while the people see the pri-
marily social importance of language, nation-
builders have utilized the political power of 
language. By claiming to have social factors 
driving their linguistic policies, political elites 
gain symbolic power which they can use to de-
fi ne and impose reality. 

The fact that the elites who now implement 
and encourage Moldovan language policies are 
typically standard Romanian-speakers is anoth-
er symptom of the abovementioned disconnect. 
By not abiding by the politics they promote, 
the elites perpetuate the need for Moldovans to 
study standard Romanian in order to be hired to 
offi cial positions in the cities, and thus maintain 
the social stratifi cation theory of sociolinguis-
tics. Moldovan language policies are simply 
another way of unnecessarily standardizing the 
multiple dialects of the region in order to further 
nationalist goals, instead of a genuine attempt to 
politically reinforce a component of identity that 
is important to the people. In addition, the en-
ergy spent on the ongoing linguistic debate has 
taken the government’s attention away from im-
portant issues, such as developing international 
relationships to help improve the abysmal Mol-
dovan economy, the poorest in Europe. 

Although Moldova has had a history of Rus-
sian, Romanian, and Soviet nationalist policies, 
the current nation-building situation is unique 
in Moldovan history because it is promoted by 
a Moldovan ruling class instead of an external 
power. However, by appearing to enforce a lin-
guistic identity that promotes the people’s inter-
ests, the political elite has used the continuing 
linguistic debate to further the administration’s 
agenda. By exploiting the national linguistic 
identity at its convenience, the government has 
manipulated the people and ignored their inter-
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ests and pressing needs. Though linguistic iden-
tity is important to many Moldovans, the iden-
tity that has been imposed and reinforced from 
above has actually hindered progress in the state 
and resisted the national interest. 
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Russian Nationalism and Its Effects on 
Regional Stability

Eli Keene
The results of the 1993 Russian State 

Duma elections left the international commu-
nity shocked. The Liberal Democratic Party of 
Russia, a political party with an ultranational-
ist agenda led by Vladimir Zhirinovsky, won 
22.8% of the vote, making it the election’s top 
performer. Zhirinovsky was painted by both 
Russian and Western media as a “clown,” some-
one to be ignored, yet his vision for his country 
had undeniable appeal.  The LDPR would hold 
the parliamentary lead for the next two years.

Though Zhirinovsky and his party have 
largely faded in popularity, winning only about 
8% of the vote in the 2007 State Duma elections, 
the ultranationalist sentiments they showcase 
have anything but disappeared. A 2006 Amnesty 
International report cited two polls in which 
53% of respondents “supported the phrase ‘Rus-
sia for the Russians,’” and 42% “stated that they 
would support a decision to ‘deport represen-
tatives of certain ethnic groups’ from their re-
gion.”  The domestic implications of such atti-
tudes are clear, as violent, ethnically motivated 
crime still plagues Russia, even with the weak-
ening of ultranationalism in the political sphere. 
More worrisome, however, is the possibility for 
such widespread fervent nationalism to contrib-
ute to international destabilization. And though 
it is highly unrealistic to assume that national-
ism could ever be the sole cause of international 
confl ict in the area, the strength of Russian xe-
nophobia could very well provide popular sup-
port for further regional disputes, especially as 
former Soviet republics begin to solidify their 
autonomy.

Understanding the connection between na-
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tionalism and Russia’s relations with neighbor-
ing states requires an examination of the recent 
history of ethnic relations in the former Soviet 
Union. The USSR was always dominated by 
Russia, both in politics and image. And while 
ethnic Russians by far outnumbered any other 
population, the 1979 Soviet Census did include 
“about one hundred different ethnic groups.”  
Although Russian migration to Central Asia and 
the Caucuses was already underway in the 19th 
century, the formation of the Soviet Union was 
largely responsible for initiating widespread 
contact between ethnic Russians and other pop-
ulations. With Russia established as a developed 
destination for citizens of the outer republics, 
the infl ux of immigrants that accompanied the 
collapse of the Soviet Union and its migration 
controls should come as no surprise. The Rus-
sian government had until recently welcomed 
these newcomers. In 2008, an estimated 7 mil-
lion people immigrated to Russia, about 4 mil-
lion of whom did so illegally. 

While the Russian government may have 
largely supported a greater infl ow of potential 
laborers due to the country’s shrinking birthrate, 
it is not diffi cult to understand the cultural threat 
as perceived by ethnic Russians. Turning back 
to Zhirinovsky, it is clear that his purported plat-
form centers on preserving “Russianness.” “If 
non-Russians want to live in Russia,” he claims, 
“they have to adopt our ways […] If they can’t 
or don’t want to do that, they should leave.”  
This corresponds to Zhirinovsky’s understand-
ing of Russia’s “last bid for the South,” a plan 
in which Russia would expand its borders south 
to India, uniting the numerous populations that 

3

4

5



culture & affairs

40

inhabit the area under the Russian language and 
Christianity, assimilating them into the Russian 
identity. 

Thus, the perseverance of Russian ultrana-
tionalism and xenophobia is not simply rooted 
in economic or military worries, but also in the 
idea of cultural superiority. Though the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union decimated Russia’s 
economy and loosened its military dominance, 
these weaknesses had largely disappeared by 
the turn of the century. The reminder that ethnic 
Russians were losing their cultural and political 
preeminence, however, remained. Russians saw 
their cities fi ll with more ethnic minorities, their 
linguistic dominance in former Soviet Republics 
fade, and territories such as Chechnya make a 
bid for political and cultural independence.

It is important to note that this feeling of 
nationalism—claims of ethnic superiority and 
calls of “Russia for Russians”—leads to a desire 
not for closed borders, but for regional domi-
nation by the Russian people. This sentiment 
serves as an integral part of Zhirinovsky’s “last 
bid for the South. […] Russian will be spoken 
from Kabul to Constantinople. […] Before too 
long [the citizens of the former republics] will 
come begging to be part of Great Russia again.”  
These ideas are often refl ected in public opin-
ion, which widely supports maintaining terri-
tory that can in any way be claimed as Russian. 
For example, only 12.5% of respondents to a 
2004 survey on the Russian military presence in 
Chechnya claimed that preserving Russia’s ter-
ritorial integrity was not a factor in their view 
on the war  —this, despite the fact that Chech-
nya, though with no legal authority to do so, had 
declared independence in the fi nal days of the 
Soviet Union, a move made by a multitude of 
other states; and despite the fact that the latest 
Russian census shows the republic’s population 
to be 93.5% ethnically Chechen. 

Questions of nationalism’s role in Russia’s 
foreign affairs inevitably arise in the latest ex-
ample of regional territorial disputes, the confl ict 
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over South Ossetia and Abkhazia in the summer 
of 2008. What was the underlying Russian in-
terest in wresting these republics from Georgian 
control? The answer, of course, is not a simple 
one; the Caucuses have long been strategically 
important for a variety of economic and military 
reasons. But to claim that Russia’s interest in the 
region was purely material and strategic would 
also be a mistake. Through an examination of 
Russia’s involvement in the region, it becomes 
clear that nationalist sentiment must also have 
added fuel to the fi re of preexisting international 
tensions. And while public opinion may not nec-
essarily have directly contributed to the rise of 
armed confl ict, it does provide the international 
community with a way to gauge popular senti-
ment toward future actions in matters of region-
al instability.

An underreported fact regarding the explo-
sion of armed confl ict in 2008 was that the Rus-
sian military had long been stationed in South 
Ossetia and Abkhazia as peacekeeping forces. 
This set the stage for active Russian involve-
ment in the area, something that the Georgian 
government resented. Tbilisi noted that the 
peacekeepers had become something akin to 
border guards, thereby threatening Georgia’s 
perceived sovereignty.    There would be nothing 
overly striking about the presence of Russian 
troops, however, were it not for Russia’s simul-
taneous policy of “passportization.” This policy, 
which began in force in 2002, granted Russian 
citizenship to thousands of South Ossetian and 
Abkhaz residents, something again perceived by 
Tbilisi as a threat to its sovereignty.  Naturally, 
the combination of armed protective forces with 
encouraged assimilation of previously Georgian 
citizens led South Ossetia and Abkhazia to look 
less like regions in a state of disputed indepen-
dence and more like territories of the Russian 
Federation.

The policy of passportization, though seem-
ing to run contrary to the idea of “Russia for 
Russians,” actually fi ts this model of national-
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past, current, and future territory disputes across 
the former Soviet Union. As such, politicians 
such as Zhirinovsky and his numerous suc-
cessors to the ultranationalist cause, as well as 
the general state of nationalist beliefs held by 
the Russian people, should not merely be dis-
counted as radicalism. Instead, the prevalence 
of ethnically motivated crime and the signifi cant 
support for ultranationalist platforms can be 
seen as an important marker for the international 
community; it is an indication that the Russian 
Federation will continue to use aggressive force 
in order to maintain its perceived territorial in-
tegrity and expand its regional infl uence. 
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ism quite well. These Russifi ed peoples would 
undoubtedly be met with hostility in ethnically 
Russian cities such as Saratov, where 57% of re-
spondents to one poll expressed hostility toward 
ethnic minorities from the Caucasus.   Neverthe-
less, they are offi cially welcomed into the Rus-
sian Federation as populations desiring to “be-
come Russian.” These paradoxical attitudes are 
reminiscent of Zhirinovsky’s idea that citizens 
of the former republics would beg to be allowed 
to join Great Russia.  

Russian attitudes toward the confl ict in 
Georgia also refl ect nationalistic attitudes to-
ward territorial integrity and expansion. One 
survey, conducted by the Russian independent 
polling group Levada-Center, showed that most 
Russians thought the two breakaway republics 
should either join the Russian Federation or 
become offi cially independent countries (35% 
and 40%, respectively), and only 6% believed 
they should again become part of Georgia.   The 
high percentage of respondents who believed 
that the republics should remain offi cially inde-
pendent is signifi cant. It must be noted that the 
lasting existence of autonomous republics with 
combined populations of about 300,000, located 
on the southern border of a country with a long 
history of aggressive expansion, is somewhat 
unrealistic. The fact that many citizens of these 
republics already carry Russian passports only 
makes their independent existence less feasible. 
The belief in these republics’ autonomy, how-
ever, does refl ect the nationalist idea that Russia 
should be able to dominate its neighbors, while 
simultaneously keeping ethnic minorities at a 
distance.

The run-up to the 2008 confl ict between 
Russia and Georgia was too complex to reduce 
to a single cause. Yet the policy of passportiza-
tion does present Russian nationalist sentiment 
as a contributing factor to the hostility. Indeed, 
there seems to be signifi cant evidence point-
ing to the possibility of Russian xenophobia as 
a popular motivator for aggressive reactions in 
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Polish Labor Migration in the 
21st Century
Jūle Mare Rozīte

People have always migrated if they 
deemed the situation in the target country more 
benefi cial than that in the country left behind. 
A primary reason for relocation is the pursuit 
of work. Migrant workers not only affect the 
countries in which they arrive, but also impact 
the employment patterns of the countries they 
leave behind. The governments of these coun-
tries have had to adjust to a part of their popula-
tion leaving or others coming to fi ll the empty 
spaces. 

Poland in particular has, in the years fol-
lowing its accession to the European Union, 
seen a large-scale emigration of its working 
population. While emigration itself is not a new 
phenomenon for Poles, the current situation is 
unique, not only because of the opportunities af-
forded by the accession, but also in regards to 
the current economic crisis. The global nature 
of today’s crisis may, in fact, have a positive 
effect on Poland’s economy, as the weakening 
of traditionally strong economies may slow the 
massive out-migration originally caused by the 
disintegration of the USSR.

In the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, 
unemployment offi cially did not exist.  Due to 
the structure of the Soviet employment system, 
enterprises employed more people than was 
necessary. This was called labor hoarding, a 
process that kept wages low.  This system had 
both strengths and weaknesses. While it offered 
job security and social benefi ts, labor productiv-
ity was low and had little impact on wages, and 

1

international migration was limited.
In the 1990s, as Central and Eastern Euro-

pean countries entered the international market, 
workers looked to Western Europe for employ-
ment opportunities. The situation was very dif-
ferent from what it was before liberalization, 
as domestic restrictions on migration were 
“replaced by restrictions imposed by potential 
host countries.”  Prior to Poland’s accession to 
the EU, Germany, the U.S., and Southern Eu-
rope were favored in terms of Polish migration, 
whereas after accession, the UK rose to the top 
of this list.  This was largely due to the UK, Ire-
land, and Sweden having the most relaxed laws 
regarding immigration from new member states.  
The UK was also chosen as a destination due to 
the dominance of English.

Migration is a natural process in modern-
izing economies, and the migratory trend now 
seen in Eastern Europe already played out sev-
eral decades earlier in other parts of the conti-
nent.  Travel also plays a major part in determin-
ing migration patterns within Europe. Joining 
the EU improves local economies and job pros-
pects, but it has also made it even easier to travel 
and work abroad.  Treaties such as the Schengen 
Agreement have opened up internal borders and 
made travelling between certain countries much 
easier, as visas are generally no longer required. 
The emergence of low-cost airlines such as Ry-
anair or Easyjet has also made travelling a much 
more feasible option by eliminating the fi nancial 
obstacle. One no longer has to be rich to travel, 
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which benefi ts seasonal workers traveling back 
and forth between their home and work coun-
tries. 

The increased mobility and new opportuni-
ties provided by EU accession also causes dif-
ferent “brain distribution” effects. “Brain gain” 
and “brain drain” describe what happens to the 
human capital in a country when migration be-
comes a viable prospect. Both older and newer 
EU member states must now wait and see which 
of the brain distribution effects will infl uence 
them—that is, whether their labor markets will 
attract human capital (brain gain), or whether 
their young and well educated population will 
be tempted to emigrate, leaving gaps in the do-
mestic labour market (brain drain).

The World Bank Report states that “the 
marked increase in the number of available jobs 
was likely to contribute more to the fall in unem-
ployment than labor out-migration. […] What 
labor out-migration actually did is contribute to 
skill shortages and associated wage pressures in 
most sending countries.”  Skill shortages have 
a major impact on the home countries. Vacant 
jobs in companies cannot always be fi lled by the 
unemployed, as they lack the necessary skills. 
The effect of emigrant workers is different for 
different sectors. In medical care, emigrating 
workers are a much greater problem for the 
home country than, for example, in information 
technology. Medical personnel have to be in the 
same place as their patients to provide care, and 
if the trained doctors or nurses have largely emi-
grated, the country encounters problems in pro-
viding necessary help for its inhabitants. For the 
IT industry, on the other hand, proximity is not a 
requirement and emigration does not undermine 
the existing industry.

One suggested solution to balance out skill 
shortages is to open up the domestic labor mar-
ket to immigration so that workers from other 
countries can fi ll the vacancies left by those who 
have emigrated. Though this might have a posi-
tive short-term effect, eventually the best solu-
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tion, as suggested by the World Bank Report, 
is to encourage emigrated workers to return to 
their countries of origin. Encouraging immigra-
tion into Poland from countries outside the EU 
is only a quick fi x and does not address the root 
of the problem. Many leave because of dissat-
isfaction with a lack of funds for equipment or 
poor working conditions, not just the low wages.

Migration patterns are easily infl uenced 
by changes in both local and global politics and 
the economy. The current global fi nancial crisis 
has naturally affected both Poland and the Eu-
ropean countries to which Polish migrants have 
moved. Unemployment fi gures are on the rise 
in advanced economies, which in turn decreases 
the demand for migrant labor. As migrant work-
ers fi nd it more diffi cult to secure employment 
abroad, this decreases the remittances they are 
able to send home to their families.

Another reaction to the global fi nancial 
crisis is that workers have begun to return to 
their countries of origin, fi nding that pay abroad 
might not necessarily be better than at home. 
The Polish government is aware of this trend 
and is trying to encourage workers to return. 
Labor Minister Joanna Kluzik-Rostkowska de-
scribes the measures the government has taken; 
these include “a two-year exemption from pay-
ing income tax and contributing to disability 
pension and labor funds,” as well as the reduc-
tion of old age pension contributions “by a third 
for those who work in fi rms employing fewer 
than nine people.”    She does, however, concede 
that much more needs to be done to make cir-
cumstances advantageous enough for workers to 
agree to return, naming “family policy and the 
labor and housing markets” as fi elds that need 
improving. 

The Polish government has adopted many 
methods to reach out to emigrant populations. In 
the UK, for example, Polish embassies, as well 
as other meeting points for Polish expatriates, 
such as churches, will function as centers where 
workers can receive information about the labor 
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European countries, workers might choose not 
to return, or to return only to re-emigrate as soon 
as conditions abroad improve suffi ciently.
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market and other practical information concern-
ing planning a return to Poland. The Polish gov-
ernment is concerned enough to have launched 
advertising campaigns in Britain in an attempt to 
reach out to workers to encourage them to return 
home.

The general consensus of literature written 
about migration and the European Union seems 
to be that no clear conclusions can be drawn or 
predictions made concerning long-term effects 
of accession and migration, as it is still too early 
to determine if recorded trends are permanent 
or transitory. The current economic climate in 
Europe and the world has thrown previous pre-
dictions off track, and it is diffi cult to say how 
migration patterns will progress in the future. As 
the economic downturn is an ongoing phenom-
enon, and not much time has passed since the 
Central and Eastern European countries joined 
the EU, no clear answers can be given and trends 
can merely be documented. It is, however, pos-
sible to look back at past crises to see if anything 
can be learned, or situations avoided, while tak-
ing into account the relatively new phenomenon 
of globalization.

It seems that accession to the EU has 
opened up the Western European countries to 
citizens of Eastern Europe, providing them with 
more employment options than ever before, 
while simultaneously improving the labor mar-
kets at home. The appearance of improved job 
opportunities within the EU was an immediate, 
tangible change, and thus the reaction was large-
scale emigration. In today’s economy, this could 
lead to a slow rebalancing of emigration and im-
migration patterns as domestic conditions slow-
ly improve and the effects of more long-term EU 
policies begin to be felt. By affecting Western 
European countries as well, the global fi nancial 
crisis could catalyze a more drawn-out return of 
emigrant workers to Poland, bringing with them 
the positive experiences and skills they amassed 
abroad. There is, however, still speculation that 
as the fi nancial crisis affects Central and Eastern 
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A History of the Cathedral of Christ the Savior
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Popular legend has it that in 1837, when 
Moscow’s Convent of St. Alexius the Man of 
God was demolished to make room for a new 
church, the senior nun cursed the location such 
that “nothing would stay fi rmly at this place.”  
Her words, in many ways, have proven true: 
several architectural national monuments, con-
structed at the site of the former convent, have 
failed to survive the location. In each case, the 
edifi ce was erected by the ruling regime to assert 
its authority. 

The fi rst such structure was the Cathedral 
of Christ the Savior. Initially intended to com-
memorate the 1812 defeat of Napoleon, the ca-
thedral was completed in 1882 as a monument 
to tsarist autocracy. It was demolished by Stalin 
in 1931 to make room for the Palace of Soviets, 
a conceptualized structure that failed to take any 
shape and instead made room for Europe’s larg-
est outdoor swimming pool. In the post-Soviet 
era, the pool has been replaced by a reconstruc-
tion of the original cathedral, updated to serve 
the propagandizing needs of the post-Soviet 
Russian government by asserting a connection 
to the tsarist past.  There is a link between the 
differing forms of the monument constructed on 
this historical location and the differing forms 
of the Russian state: ruling regimes have de-
termined the forms and purposes of the monu-
ment in all its manifestations, from the original 
Cathedral of Christ the Savior to its post-Soviet 
reconstruction. 

The original Cathedral of Christ the Savior 
was a product of the political contexts in which 
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it was conceived and constructed. Tsar Alex-
ander I originally envisioned the cathedral as 
a political reminder, “decreeing that a ‘church 
will be built in the name of Christ the Saviour’ 
in Moscow to thank God for saving the ‘Fa-
therland’ from ‘ruination.’”   The church would 
“commemorate the men who had lost their lives 
in 1812,” and the architect Alexander Vitberg 
was hired to construct the edifi ce.  Vitberg’s vi-
sion was political: its grand “architectural scale 
[…] was to signify the […] leadership of Russia 
in the post-Napoleonic world.”  The Cathedral 
was to affi rm Russia’s powerful new orientation 
toward Europe as a monument that would rival 
the continent’s greatest religious structures. 

This “fi rst attempt to build a national cathe-
dral-monument” never made it to completion. 
After the death of Alexander I in 1825, the new 
tsar, Nicholas I, removed Vitberg from the proj-
ect.  Tsar Nicholas found fault with Vitberg’s 
Eurocentric plans, asserting that the cathedral 
could be “meaningful only if built according 
to national (traditional Russian) architectural 
forms.”  Thus, this regime change was instru-
mental to the Cathedral’s changed form; while 
Alexander I’s regime had asserted its political 
power by defeating Napoleonic France, Nicho-
las I’s regime legitimized autocratic rule by pro-
moting “offi cial nationality.”  

Offi cial nationality was based on the princi-
ples of “Orthodoxy, autocracy, and nationality.”   
The “historical past” was of great importance to 
this doctrine because it provided the source of 
“national” identity and the legitimacy of Rus-
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sia’s rulers. Thus, Vitberg’s plan for a cathedral 
oriented toward Europe was scrapped and a 
second design contest was held for a cathedral 
form that accorded with the new tsar’s desire for 
a national architecture. Historian Richard Wort-
man notes that Konstantin Thon’s winning plan 
emphasized “the monarchy’s ties to the histori-
cal past,” and that Thon’s design for the cathe-
dral, constructed by 1882, was “the principal ar-
chitectural expression of the offi cial nationality 
doctrine” promoted by the regime of Nicholas I.  

When the Bolsheviks came to power in 
1917, the former tsarist system was destroyed, 
and the Cathedral of Christ the Savior suffered 
the same fate. The atheist regime of the newly 
created Soviet Union “wanted to strike at the 
very heart of Orthodox religiosity by demol-
ishing what the people regarded as their main 
cathedral.”  On December 5, 1931, Christ the 
Savior was razed to make room for the Palace 
of Soviets. It is notable that, while their political 
ideologies were different, the Soviet authorities 
acted much like the tsarist government, which 
had demolished a medieval convent in 1837 to 
make room for the original cathedral.  By de-
stroying a monument so closely associated with 
the tsarist regime and its political power, the 
Soviets asserted their own political power over 
their perceived enemies.

The Palace was meant as a “symbol of 
Communist global hegemony.”   The chief en-
gineer of the Palace proclaimed in 1939, “In 
the eyes of the U.S.S.R. this structure will sym-
bolize the triumphs of Socialism and the Stalin 
Constitution […] the emancipated labor and art 
of the whole Soviet Union will be monumental-
ized in this Palace.”  

The competition for the Palace design 
closed in 1933. The winning design was: 

the purest example of the gigantomania of 
Stalinist architecture […] At 416 meters the 
palace would have been the tallest building in 
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the world at that time […] But the country was 
“spared”—the project was a monstrous failure. 
The foundation was not completed until Janu-
ary 1938 […] everything came to an abrupt end 
with the outbreak of war in June 1941. Steel 
girders were torn down for war materiel and the 
site [was] abandoned. 

After the war, national monumentaliza-
tion refl ected the cessation of Soviet political 
aspirations for international domination. Such 
aspirations were diverted by “shortages and the 
rise of the Iron Curtain, and a general loss of 
the revolutionary impetus of the early Soviet Pe-
riod” that defi ned Soviet politics of the postwar 
years.   Given the sobering effects of the sacrifi c-
es made for victory in World War II and the in-
creasingly apparent excesses of Stalinism, there 
was no remaining capacity for the idealism that 
had dominated early Soviet ideology. During the 
Khrushchev thaw, it was undesirable to continue 
with Stalin’s Palace of Soviets.  An expensive 
endeavor resulting from early Soviet idealism 
that ultimately proved untenable, the Palace was 
never constructed. Thus, this second attempt at 
architectural monumentalization was also initi-
ated and terminated due to regime change. 

Both the Cathedral of Christ the Savior 
and the never-realized Palace of Soviets failed 
to create a national monument on the space of 
the former convent; the site was covered over in 
1957 and then turned into an enormous heated 
swimming pool soon after.  Such was the “geo-
graphic symbol for the failed Communist en-
deavor, a pit serving ironically as the ‘highest’ 
and ‘biggest’ achievement of the ‘new society.’”  
The pool not only failed to glorify the Commu-
nist endeavor as the previous Soviet regime had 
intended the Palace of Soviets to do; the pool 
was testament to that very failure. In attempting 
to build a monument to the glories of Commu-
nism, the Soviet government achieved the exact 
opposite: a monument to the failure of early So-
viet Communism’s ideological plans. 
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Cathedral of Christ the Savior in Moscow
david tolbert, jr.

The idea of restoring the Cathedral of 
Christ the Savior arose in the late 1980s, the 
direct result of yet another change in political 
power. The Soviet regime was crumbling: “In 
1988-89 when Gorbachev’s policy of glasnost 
had allowed the airing of many controversial 
subjects, the idea of rebuilding [the cathedral] 
occurred simultaneously to different people.”  
Andrew Gentes notes that “liberals generally 
favored the reconstruction of some sort of ca-
thedral […] They saw the destruction of the ca-
thedral as another in the long list of atrocities 
committed by the Soviet regime.”   This liberal 
outlook considered the reconstruction of the ca-
thedral necessary to coming to terms with the 
Soviet past. The fi nal form of the reconstructed 
Cathedral of Christ the Savior, however, took on 
a different meaning as this liberal perspective 
was replaced with a more conservative post-So-
viet Russian regime. “Government tutelage took 
the project out of the hand of civic organiza-
tions and meant it would be realized in the most 
grandiose dimensions for the benefi t of the new 
leaders of Moscow, Russia, and the church,” ex-
plains Gentes.  This recent manipulation of the 
cathedral harks back to the tsarist and Soviet ef-
forts to assert the power of the state through the 
architectural monument.

The post-Soviet Russian authorities have 
asserted the power of their state by reconstruct-
ing Christ the Savior as a link to the perceived 
stability and power of the tsarist past. Svetlana 
Boym observes: “Moscow restorative nostalgia 
is characterized by a megalomaniacal imagina-
tion that recreates the past as a time of mythical 
giants.”   Nostalgia for the supposed glory of 
the tsarist past has been turned into an image of 
glory in post-Soviet Moscow by refl ecting that 
nostalgia onto the reconstructed cathedral, and 
thus onto the post-Soviet Russian state. In the 
post-Soviet context of the cathedral, “nostalgia 
became a defense mechanism against the accel-

19

20

21

22

erated rhythm of change and economic shock 
therapy.”   The new cathedral represents an at-
tempt to gloss over Soviet history and establish 
continuity between pre- and post-Soviet Russia.  
This affi rmation of continuity refers back to a 
comfortable past so as to defl ect attention from 
the failures of the ruling regime in post-Soviet 
Russia. In the post-Soviet period, the edifi ce 
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serves to gloss over the diffi culties of life in con-
temporary Russia.

While the forms of the architectural monu-
ment have changed with new regimes in Russian 
politics, the purpose of the edifi ce has largely 
remained static. Each manifestation of the Ca-
thedral of Christ the Savior has aimed to assert 
the authoritarian aspirations of the political re-
gime that constructed its own form of the  ar-
chitectural monument. The original cathedral’s 
design explicitly affi rmed tsarist autocracy, 
while the Palace of Soviets portrayed an attempt 
to “create a neoclassical behemoth” to “refl ect 
the philosophy that architecture should hold the 
proletariat in a perpetual state of awe,”  much 
as Stalin’s cult of personality and terror held a 
perpetual grip on the Soviet proletariat until his 
death. It is only the swimming pool, which can 
be seen as a renunciation of Stalin’s excesses on 
the part of the Khrushchev regime, which does 
not propagate authoritarianism. Today’s recon-
structed cathedral connects the post-Soviet re-
gime to a venerated period of past stability, cre-
ating nostalgia for a mythical past that aims to 
disguise the more diffi cult conditions of life in 
post-Soviet Russia.  The history of the Cathe-
dral of Christ the Savior in these various forms 
suggests that past and present Russian rulers 
have understood monumental architecture as a 
powerful and public means of reinforcing state 
authority and ideology.
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