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by Keith Gessen
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N I first learned of Kirill Medvedev in Fall 2006, when someone 
handed me a copy of the literary magazine Kriticheskaya Massa 
(“Critical Mass”; now defunct), featuring a symposium about the 
release of Medvedev’s book by the Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie 
(NLO) publishing house. The book’s release required a symposium 
because Medvedev had renounced all copyright to his works, and 
NLO had nonetheless gone ahead and published the book without 
asking his permission. They called it Texts Published without the 
Permission of the Author. One essay defended the publication; 
another, “The Surrender and Death of a Post-Soviet intellectual”—
by the poet, editor, and impresario Dmitry Kuzmin—attacked the 
author. There was also an essay by Medvedev himself, reprinted 
(again without permission) from his website. The day after reading 
all this I found the book in question at the annual Moscow book 
fair. I read it on the subway ride home. It was a mixture of poems 
and essays and descriptions of Medvedev’s (often one-man) political 
actions. I couldn’t believe what I was reading. After failing to find 
another copy of the book at several stores, I finally located three at 
Falanster, off Tverskaya, and bought them all.

How to describe the political and cultural and just plain human 
stagnation of the years of mature Putinism, between about 2003 
and 2008? “Fear” is not the right word. Moscow has always been 
a dangerous place, but it was no scarier in 2006 than it was in 
1996—it was a lot less scary, in fact. Putin himself, ruler of Russia, 
was certainly a bad man. But he was not the boogeyman. The 
atmosphere was of boredom, suffocation, and surrender. Nothing 
happened. No one wanted anything to happen. “Stability” was 
the word of the day and in service of this stability people were 
willing to give up a great deal. The liberal opposition that still 
made appearances in the New York Times not only had no real 
presence in Russia—no party organization, no television stations, 
no support—they were also thoroughly discredited. They had 
taken power in the post-Soviet period on a wave of popular anger 
and hope and had disappointed those hopes; they had proved 
vain, callow, visibly indifferent to the sufferings of millions. (These 
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people unfortunately included many urban intellectuals, formerly 
known as the intelligentsia. They hated the Soviet Union so much, 
were so happy to see it gone, that they refused to see how bad 
things were getting until it was too late.) By late 2003, after the 
arrest of the oligarch Mikhail Khodorkovsky signaled the final end 
of the hopes of the 1990s, political opposition to Putin came to 
consist on the one hand of a weird party of teenage outcasts, part 
Stalinist, part anarchist, led by a former poet turned revolutionary 
turned federal prisoner named Eduard Limonov (he served a two-
year sentence beginning in 2001 for illegal purchase of firearms), 
and on the other of Chechen terrorists. Real power was wielded by 
a cabal of businessmen and politicians and businessmen-turned-
politicians (and vice versa). Occasionally for prying into business 
transactions—but not for any political speech or position—a jour-
nalist would get shot. 

All this, plus money. Russia is a huge exporter of oil, natural gas, 
nickel, and aluminum. Between 1998 and 2008, prices for these 
and other raw materials rose, in some instances, by an order of 
magnitude. The country was awash in cash. And so in addition to 
total political and cultural stagnation, a culture of “luxury” sprang 
up; people were buying luxury cars and suits and thousand-Euro 
leather jackets. In response, a great many people threw in the towel. 
It was almost impossible to participate in politics; the remaining 
cultural institutions were either irrelevant, cowed, or (in the case of 
the new glossy consumer magazines, like Russian Esquire) entirely 
geared toward the nascent bourgeoisie; you may as well get what 
you could while the getting was good.

This was the cultural, political, and social situation in the fall of 
2006, when I found Medvedev’s book. The crusading journalist 
Anna Politkovskaya had just been shot in her elevator, and Putin had 
as much as spit on her grave a few days later. To the great indignation 
of the international press, he declared that no one in Russia cared 
about Politkovskaya—and he was right. She was shot and it didn’t 
matter. Perhaps it was time to pack it in for the next decade or so.

The author of Texts Published Without… was just 31 years 
old. He had published, through traditional channels, one book of 
poetry—Vsyo Plokho (“Everything’s Bad,” or “It’s No Good”)—
and another book, Vtorzhenie (“incursion”), that was a mixture of 
poetry and essays. Both had been well-received by critics, although 
also denounced in some circles as self-indulgent, “not poetry,” 
and so on. The poems were free verse, which put them slightly 
outside the Russian poetic tradition; they were more reminiscent 
of Charles Bukowski (whom Medvedev had translated) than any 
Russian predecessor. But what put them really outside the Russian 
tradition was their everyday-ness. It was bad enough for a poet 
not to rhyme, but to discuss at length how he found some cheap 
paté at an expensive supermarket—and not as a metaphor for 
anything, really: he was mostly pleased to have found some cheap 
paté—was a little much, or too little. There had been a strain of 
anti-Romantic Russian poetry going back all the way to Pushkin; 
in the late Soviet period, especially, the great conceptualist poets, 
Dmitri Prigov chief among them, enjoyed puncturing the preten-
sions of highly rhetorical Soviet poetry with their unrhyming tales 
of going to the store to buy stale bread. (The Soviet conceptualist 
novel par excellence was Vladimir Sorokin’s The Queue (1984), the 
entirety of which took place in a line outside a store.) So it wasn’t 
as if Russian poetry had never not rhymed, and it wasn’t as if it had 
never been to the supermarket. The difference may have been that 
Medvedev, while doing away with much of the formal apparatus 
of Russian lyric poetry, had retained its messianic element. He was 
not an ironist; he was very much a Poet. In the end, as Medvedev 
says of his one-time friend turned antagnoist Dmitry Kuzmin, the 
combination of all these things in one person proved really very 
aggravating.

Medvedev’s evolution as a poet and thinker leading up to his 
rejection of the literary world was visible in his first two books. 
The poems in his first book, It’s No Good, were memoiristic and 
introspective, though that book, too, began with a rejection—of 
translation. The first poem of Medvedev’s first book declared that 
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he would no longer translate other poets, but be himself a poet. 
The rest of the book expanded, confidently and sometimes exu-
berantly, on this discovery. In his second book, Incursion, doubt 
began to creep in: poems and essays responded to his critics, made 
further declarations, pleaded for more time. The book included 
a long essay on the terrorist attacks of September 11; a discussion 
of Medvedev’s translations of American pornographic novels; and 
some reflections on the different Russian words for cock and cunt. 
It concluded with a long diary about the author’s frustrations with 
money and publishing and writing that was framed as annotations 
to the published diary of the dean of the Gorky Literary Institute. 

Then came the break with the literary world. Looking back 
on it, Medvedev has said that what troubled him most about the 
reception of his first two books was not the criticism of his poetry, 
nor, on the other hand, that some people really liked his poetry 
and were willing to publish more of it—but that, in the end, all of 
this was in some profound way irrelevant. Arguments about poetry 
never spilled over into real life. They did not change anyone’s 
behavior. They certainly (this was in 2002, 2003) did not affect 
anyone’s view of whether the United States should invade iraq.

Medvedev began, by his own account, to read more deeply and 
widely, especially in leftist political philosophy. He concluded 
that he must turn his back on literary life. On his website he an-
nounced that he would no longer participate in literary life: no 
pubications, no readings, and in fact he no longer claimed any 
copyright to his work. Only pirated editions: no contracts. He 
began writing long essays about the fate of the Russian intel-
ligentsia. And eventually he took to the streets. In early 2007, a 
few months after I discovered his book and started giving it out to 
my friends, my sister, a journalist in Moscow, sent me a link to a 
Russian news story. “is this your Medvedev?” she asked. The article 
described how Medvedev had set up a one-man picket in front of 
a fashionable theater in central Moscow because the director had 
signed a letter in support of Putin but was now staging a play by 

the anti-totalitarian poet and playwright Bertolt Brecht. One of the 
theater’s guards came out, infuriated, and punched Medvedev, who 
nonetheles continued his picket. That was my Medvedev, all right.

As I read Medvedev’s critique of the Moscow literary and intel-
lectual world, what struck me above all was how it answered so 
many of the questions my friends and I had been struggling with 
in New York. Here we were, writing about the depredations of 
multinational corporations—how they dodged taxes, off-shored 
work to places with lax or no labor laws, and destroyed the envi-
ronment—and then publishing our books or articles with places 
that were owned by . . . multinational corporations. But it was 
complicated. Viking-Penguin, which published my first book, 
was owned by the large British company Pearson, which made its 
money selling books and educational software. In the past Viking-
Penguin had published writers like Saul Bellow and Thomas 
Pynchon; on the other hand, in 1990, it declined to publish the 
paperback version of Salman Rushdie’s Satanic Verses after the 
iranian fatwa, in a craven surrender to intimidation and censorship. 
Still, Viking-Penguin is hardly Exxon-Mobil. On the other hand 
HarperCollins, with which I’d also published a book, is owned by 
Rupert Murdoch’s right-wing media empire, NewsCorp—a lot 
more like Exxon-Mobil. On the third hand, Harper is the only 
major New York publisher whose employees had formed a union. 
And on the fourth hand…

Medvedev cut through all this. In the Russia of the 1990s and 
early ‘00s, the blood of the oligarchs was still visibly on their 
hands. Those hands were not meant for shaking. Sure, it was com-
picated—nice, well-meaning people worked at those publishing 
houses, magazines, etc., and one always needed the money—but it 
wasn’t that complicated. Medvedev likes to quote Brecht on writers 
who “imagine that they have got hold of an apparatus which in 
fact has got hold of them.” To play within the system is to play 
by its rules; you could choose, also, to walk away, and that’s what 
Medvedev did.
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There was more. In his essays on the intelligentsia—”My 
Fascism,” “Dmitry Kuzmin,” “Literature Will Be Tested’”—
Medvedev began to unravel the problems that had bedeviled us in 
the US for years. What is the proper relationship of literature to 
politics? Isn’t the writer’s job simply to write good books and then 
get them out to as wide an audience as possible? And what, exactly, 
is wrong with the playful omnivorousness that characterized much 
of what came to be associated with youth or “hipster” culture in 
the late ‘90s and early ‘00s? Isn’t it good to mix and match, to 
swallow other styles and assimilate them to your own?

Medvedev’s answers to these questions are consistent. In his 
long, careful essay on Dmitry Kuzmin, Medvedev describes the 
construction of a post-ideological literary empire—at a certain 
point serving a progressive function, opening up space for new 
writing, but eventually ossifying into reaction, sentimentalism, and 
defensiveness, because at a certain point it is not simply enough to 
“publish good writing.” In “Literature Will Be Tested,” Medvedev 
describes another tendency in contemporary literature—the hunger 
for “authentic,” personal expression, after the postmodernist refusal 
of it, and how this, too, can turn rancid if it is not consciously and 
consistently thought through and critiqued. What is an author 
for? asks Medvedev. Is he a private citizen who tries to produce 
masterpieces of literature—whereupon his responsibilities end? The 
answer, especially in contemporary Russia, must be no. The author 
must be willing to answer for his texts. The only justification for an 
essentially unproductive life is that it be lived without compromise.

Medvedev’s critique of the “personal project,” of the author 
seeking to separate public art and “private life,” contemporary 
vanity versus eternal artistic glory, is primarily directed at liberal 
authors and critics, followers of Joseph Brodsky, who, despite being 
humane and sympathetic themselves, ultimately serve to legitimize 
the much less humane and sympathetic projects of atomization and 
depoliticization. But Medvedev also identifies another tendency in 
contemporary Russian culture, one that is very adept at connecting 

art to life and politics and the present day; that rejects material 
concerns; that is infused with the fire and force of self-sacrifice, 
God, and nation. This tendency is fascism, and it is very much 
alive. Of course contemporary fascism will not always look like 
fascism from the 1930s (though, as Medvedev points out, it looks 
close enough). It can manifest itself as a paranoid obsession with 
“the West”; or with Chechens; or with Fifth Column liberals. In 
the “Eurasian” project of Alexander Dugin, Russian fascism even 
does away with the master race. Medvedev is certainly not the first 
person to point out that Dugin (and his one-time partner, Eduard 
Limonov) has been flirting with fascism. The difference is that 
Medvedev diagnoses the attractiveness of what they’re offering. The 
far right has solved something that needed solving, and done so in 
a powerful way: they have connected politics and art. The enemies 
of fascism must do the same.

///

Medvedev’s final contribution is the beginning of a solution. 
Highly critical of the post-Soviet liberal intelligentsia, he is none-
theless one of the only contemporary Russian writers who has fully 
acknowledged the scope of its tragedy. These wonderful, erudite, 
sensitive people of our parents’ generation, the liberal intelligentsia, 
the friends of Brodsky, the fans of Vladimir Vysotsky—what 
happened to them? Why did they so badly mangle their historic 
opportunity? (Medvedev’s own father, Viktor Medvedev, whom 
he mentions in these pages, was a popular journalist during the 
perestroika era. In 1987, amid a media blackout, he courageously 
announced at the Soviet Union of Writers in Moscow that Brodsky 
had won the Nobel Prize. According to Brodsky’s biographer, Lev 
Loseff, a cheer went up through the building.) So what was it that 
these lovely, brilliant people—and Medvedev is always aware, and 
I hope this comes through in the translations, that he is the bone 
of their bone and the flesh of their flesh—had missed? What was it 
that they hadn’t known?



1918

The answer was surprising. It turned out that the thing they 
hadn’t known was the very thing they thought they knew best of 
all: Marxism. Not the Soviet “teachings of Karl Marx,” but the 
many intellectual heirs of Marx in the West in the postwar era. 
This was the Frankfurt School and Sartre and the Situationist 
international and Pierre Bourdieu and the Anglo-American 
thinkers around the New Left Review; but also such non-aligned 
thinkers as Barthes, Foucault, and Baudrillard. It’s not that these 
figures were entirely unknown in the Soviet Union, but that they 
were only partly known, or known in the wrong context. Sartre 
and Brecht, for example, were discredited among the anti-Soviet 
intelligentsia for their occasional kind thoughts about the Soviet 
Union and their willingness to turn a blind eye to Stalinism. It 
was, in a way, a bizarro world, where gentle, erudite, be-tweeded 
humanists could tell you that, well, under capitalism some people 
sink and others float, and the only other option was dictatorship 
and the Gulag. In the 1990s, in Russia, a lot of these people simply 
sank. Others adjusted.

It wasn’t that the Russian intelligentsia didn’t know that they 
were missing something. To the contrary: the crime of the Soviet 
regime was precisely that it had cut them off from what they called 
world culture. A key figure in this for Medvedev is Joseph Brodsky. 
Brodsky, who himself managed to escape to the West, would 
write movingly of his generation’s attachment to culture—what 
he called, quoting Mandelshtam, “a yearning for world culture.” 
World culture, for Brodsky’s generation, got through in dribs and 
drabs, and was hungrily consumed. “Nobody knew literature 
and history better than these people, nobody could write better 
Russian than they, nobody despised our times more profoundly,” 
he famously wrote. And, having grown up around them, in 
Moscow and then in the United States, I would add: no one loved 
the Beatles more than these people; no one loved FellinI more; no 
one read Hemingway, Robert Frost, Jack London more carefully. 
So what had they missed? What had they failed to know? It was, 
in a way, their own history that they could not see, their own 

achievement. What Medvedev discovered was that the thing they’d 
missed was what had been under their noses all along.

This book presents a large portion of Medvedev’s writings from 
the past decade. It includes his first published poems, from It’s No 
Good; poems from his second book, Intervention; and then his 
essays, manifestos, and further poems, mostly from the period of 
his literary exile, gathered from published sources and also from 
his website (kirillmedvedev.narod.ru) and his LiveJournal account 
(zoltan-partosh.livejournal.com); more recently Medvedev has 
been posting new poems on his Facebook page, and those are also 
included here. 

I don’t know if our translations can capture the honesty, trans-
parency, and passion of Medvedev’s writing, both in his essays and 
in his poems, but we’ve tried. As all translators know, it is the plain 
style, the conversational style, that is often the hardest to capture. 
And Medvedev, though very much a student of Western writing 
and thought, is entirely focused on his Russian audience. 

That audience now exists in a way that earlier it had not. When 
I first met Medvedev, in the spring of 2007, three and a half years 
after he left the literary world, a year after the publication without 
his permission of the NLO book, he had just started something 
he called the Free Marxist Press (abbreviated in Russian as SMi). 
Its entire staff consisted of Medvedev. Its first books were little 
stapled pamphlets by Western Marxists, often translated by 
Medvedev—Ernst Mandel, Herbert Marcuse, Piero Paolo Pasolini. 
They were printed by a copy shop on the fourth floor of an old 
apartment building in central Moscow. Medvedev met me one day 
at the Pushkin statue with a big ugly gym bag: he had just picked 
up the entire print run of one hundred copies of his own book, of 
essays and action reports, and he gave me one. At the time he was 
regularly dismissed—as he writes here in his essay on Kuzmin—as 
a crazy person, a marginal person, a former writer.
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In fact I think Medvedev is Russia’s first genuinely post-Soviet 
writer. And I’m happy to report that he has returned, in his 
way, to the Russian literary world—but on his own terms. The 
Free Marxist Press has expanded—its first full-length book, 
Terry Eagleton’s Marxism and Literary Criticism, translated by 
Medvedev, came out in 2010, and since then the press has pub-
lished writings by Žižek, Badiou, the French sociologist and phi-
losopher Michael Löwy, as well as Russian writers on revolutionary 
history, protest, and the Soviet dissident movement. It has grown in 
seriousness, prestige, and import, becoming, in effect, post-Soviet 
Russia’s first independent left-wing publisher, putting out the works 
of its own people and those sympathetic to it, just as Medvedev 
calls for in “My Fascism.” In late 2011 it published as a separate 
book a long, rhyming poem by Medvedev about interviewing 
Claude Lanzmann, the friend of Sartre and director of Shoah, on 
a visit he made to Moscow. Medvedev has increased the frequency 
with which his small rock band, Arkady Kots—named after a 
Russian poet and socialist who translated the internationale into 
Russian—appears in Moscow, usually performing the poems of the 
art-terrorist Alexander Brener set to guitar and drums. In fall 2011, 
Medvedev visited New York for the first time, and spent a few 
hours at the Occupy Wall Street encampment in ZuccottI Park. He 
was moved and excited by it, though he insisted that the movement 
needed demands. Two months later, I watched a YouTube video of 
Medvedev, at one of the big protests in Moscow, using the human 
mic to declaim a poem by a revolutionary Moldovan poet. A few 
months later, he and a friend were singing Arkady Kots songs 
in a police van. In May 2012, he was active in the Occupy Abai 
encampment in central Moscow. On May 12, Arkdy Kots led the 
encampment in singing Medvedev’s translation of the old Catalan 
anti-fascist song “L’Estaca.” 

I hope this book finds readers for whom Medvedev can begin to 
mean as much as he has meant to me these past six years.

   —KG, New York, June 2012
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I have the sense
that they
had practiced it for a long time—
it’s possible that this is 
a very popular, widespread strategy,
passed down
from generation to generation
of medic; it’s unlikely they ever considered
whether it was right or wrong,
what they were doing
(and it’s even less likely that they had considered
how right or wrong it was)
it seems to me that this incident
nicely encapsulates the idea
that if you’re going to do something,
then you should not, under any circumstances,
go into it with doubt.

tr. CM

\\\

I’m tired of translating
I probably won’t translate 
anymore
I think it’s only worth doing 
if you really feel
you can become one 
with the author
sign on
to every line
pick up and amplify
his cry
that’s how I felt
when translating
this one American, 
charles bukowski,
a poet and novelist
I wanted as many people
as possible to hear him,
and understand just a little bit
of what, it seemed to me,
he understood
translating him
I felt there was no one
who understood him
as I understood him
even though we had nothing in common
neither on the inside
nor the outside
nor biographically
(and we still don’t)
and charles bukowski isn’t exactly my ideal
which is why I think
I spoke
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in a voice that wasn’t his voice
and this wasn’t any kind of betrayal
(which it sometimes is with translators
who speak with someone else’s voice
because they have no voice of their own)
I think it was genuine contact—
when two completely different people
begin to understand one another
in my opinion this
is a real event
in art and in life
I translated an entire novel
and many poems by Bukowski
I did a good job
I don’t know about the novel as a whole
but there are really brilliant passages—
I’m sure of that
the poems too
when I was translating the poems
of charles bukowski
I was convinced that I was writing
the best poetry then being written in russian
to be honest
I still think that
unfortunately I don’t know
when it will be published
it’s possible
it will never be published
and to be honest
I no longer care
because I know
someone else might translate
the novel and publish it earlier
with another publisher
and maybe it won’t be a bad translation
but it won’t reach the same heights

and in fact it could be a totally
disgraceful translation;
right now I’m translating a detective novel
for the prestigious journal International Literature
it’s for a new supplement 
called, I think, 
“books for the road”
I feel
like right now
I’m at the service
of the bourgeoisie
this detective novel was written by john ridley
an african-american
he’s 32 years old
it’s an action-packed novel
like a tarantino film
a satire of hollywood
and a critique of 
the hollywood establishment
but with the use of
all the same tired hollywood cliches
in my opinion translators are
on the whole
with some rare exceptions
ghouls
feeding on
other people’s blood
because translation is like
a sweet dream
whereas actually creating something
is torture
which is why
I will probably stop
working on 
translations
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\\\

I recently ran into the poet Lvovsky, 
whose poems I like
(and he likes mine back),
on an escalator;
Lvovsky was going down and I was going up
I was chewing gum
and at the moment
we saw each other
I was blowing
a giant bubble;
our eyes met
and we smiled at one another;
I was curious what he thought
looking at me;
I was later told that on that very day
maybe
a day before or a day after that
people were discussing my poetry
on some website,
and Lvovsky went on there with them, 
people were saying things like,
when Medvedev was young
his father sold off his huge collection of books
and the boy was left
without a good eduction
without an awareness of the
history of Russian free verse;
I was told
that Lvovsky,
in a very subtle and restrained manner,
talked to these people
and told them where to get off;
this stuff really gets to me;

I’m not a star
I’m not some diva poet
I’m not a disturber of the peace
I’m not a professional
I can’t understand
why everything has been charged in this way—
“I stand among jokes and caresses,”
as one of my favorite poets, Leonid Gubanov, once wrote;
the story of how and why my dad sold his books
should be its own poem sometime;
another story that needs to be told is about how a domesticated rat
bit my penis;
when people ask me
whether everything I write is true
I usually say
“yes, of course it’s all true
do you really think
that I would make
this shit up?”—
the most important thing is
the most important thing is for a person to know their worth;
a person who knows his worth
a man who knows his worth
a woman
who knows her worth
that’s what interests me the most
at this moment
in this place we have ended up
it’s essential to know
your own worth;
in the world that we live in
it is very important
(it is completely imperative)
to be complete and whole
like a poplar tree, birch, oak, like fuzz or an axe
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or like an animal—
cat or a rooster,
or like an elephant
or a dog
dying in the metro
when we’re coming back
from somebody’s house
tired, beautiful, tipsy,
dressed absurdly,
aging,
immortal,
I can’t understand
why the fuck everyone is so upset
anonymous internet trolls
critics
journalists
lousy little poets
(“lousy little poets,” in the words of Leonard Cohen
little poets crawling with lice)
dull
(gray; or as they would say about themselves
gray as the lining of a coat—I don’t like metaphors) critics
who write
that what’s lacking in my poems
according to them
is some kind of depth of experience
jesus christ
depth of experience
(I think that wanting depth of experience from a poem
means not having any inkling of your worth)
I want everyone to calm down, come to their senses
and the issue here isn’t that I, for example, imagine I am
IMAGINE I AM
MAYAKOVSKY
BIG POWERFUL BEAST

NAGGED AT BY MY PATHETIC
CONTEMPORARIES
it feels like I’ve
somehow or other told everyone or a lot of people that
they are shit
(or something along those lines)
and I said it
in some strange manner
inadvertently
and I said it
because it turns out that I am also pathetic, powerless, weak
I think
that my poems are some kind of test;
a trial
for perfection or rather a test
to determine the capacity for perfection
to determine 
THE CAPACITY
to see and accept yourself
as you are;
miserable, ugly, worthless,
vain, selfish,
head hanging low over a vast space
over some sparkling stinking abyss
(I think that for somebody hanging over a stinking abyss—
and the majority of people are—
“deep thoughts” are
beside the point)
excuse me for talking about myself so much
I think that soon I will probably stop talking about myself so much
I even have some idea, more or less, of how to kick
this habit
and sorry too for swearing
I really try not to swear in my poems
because I think that everything you want to express
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can be done without swearing
this text should be dedicated to the problem of communication
and the core of this composition should have been the bubble,
the bubble-gum bubble,
but everything shifted somehow
and got mixed up
here’s what I wanted to say:
sometimes the lack of human interaction can make a person 

physically ill
but sometimes human interaction is even worse than that
and since not all is lost yet
since some people still believe in us
and because some still consider us
the voice of our generation
(and because we are, in the end, still standing)
I would like once more to emphasize that:
we are lonely
very few people believe in us
we are reluctant to show our poems
to our parents, to our close friends, our acquaintances
no one believes in us
after a good day at work
no one will go have a beer with us
no one will teach us loneliness

tr. BS

\\\

last summer my girlfriend Anisa and I
went to Petersburg
we stayed in a room
that her friend Anya was renting
in some industrial neighborhood,
off the Narvskaya metro stop;
it’s a neighborhood of 
small two-
and three-story buildings,
with
a couple of apartments
in each;
there are many
empty sandlots;
the buildings in that neighborhood
are literally drowning in foliage—
people hang their laundry
under their windows;
the man who owned the apartment
that Anya was renting a room from
was older
around sixty
a retired geologist;
the apartment
was in pretty
bad shape;
Anya was letting
us stay in her room
because she
was in
Moscow;
we had gotten to Petersburg in the morning
in the evening we went to the apartment
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n] Here’s how I see the contemporary cultural situation.

On the one hand, you have a government that is gradually 
becoming conscious of itself and its cultural priorities, and at the 
same time noticing, as it will, the cultural figures who are willing 
to serve these priorities. Or serve the priorities of a new bourgeoisie 
that is also gradually coming to consciousness of itself and its 
needs.

On the other hand, you have the idea of “contemporary art,” 
an idea very dear to me, currently existing (at least in its Russian 
manifestation) as a series of irresponsible infantile games and 
so-called independent intellectual proclamations—covering the 
terrain specifically assigned to such proclamations. 

On the third hand, you have the book market, a clique of half-
literate publishers, putting out everything in a row, without any 
distinctions, hardly managing to slap the price tag on each book in 
time before shipping it, employing, for commercial gain, the most 
unprincipled tricks and provocational strategies, flirting with what 
are to me the most monstrous and disgusting ideologies. You have 
a brutal scramble for the top literary prizes and endless set-pieces 
of literary pseudo-events. You have what are in effect a few cultural 
lobbies, waging a nasty and primitive battle for cultural influence; 
the disgusting speculation of critics and journalists, honestly 
serving their masters; or other critics, forcing their half-developed 
half-conscious cultural viewpoints down their readers’ throats, 
or propagating their cultural or other types of xenophobia and 
pseudo-religious quasi-fascisms.

I find this all very oppressive. I don’t want to have even a tangen-
tial relationship to a system that has so devalued and cheapened 
the Word. In such a situation I find it impossible to participate in 
literary life, to publish even in publications that I find sympathetic, 
to take advantage of those persons or institutions that are open to 
me, to develop the literary and poetic community that until now 
has interested me.
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I am interested exclusively in the position of the artist under-
taking a “battle for his art”—which in our own time will mean a 
battle for his position. The meaning of this is contained not in this 
or that social function, but, to the contrary, in the ability to see, 
without distortion by one’s social position, without limitations by 
one’s artistic milieu. This is the only position worth fighting for in 
a time when art becomes increasingly engaged and compromised 
both socially, commercially, and politically.

I refuse to participate in literary projects organized or financed 
by government or cultural bureaucrats. Only books or magazines 
put out with one’s own labor and one’s own money, or published 
on one’s own site on the internet.

I refuse all public readings.

This is not a heroic pose, or “PR” stunt, and it’s not an attempt 
to improve my own publishing prospects. This is a particular, 
necessary self-limitation. I am convinced that my texts are nothing 
more nor less than the contemporary poetic mainstream, and that 
if the mainstream, represented in my person, adopts such a half-
underground and, as far as possible, independent position, then, 
maybe, there will be more honest, uncompromising, and genuinely 
contemporary art in my country, without ties to the disgustingly 
revanchist (or, on the other hand, pseudo-liberal) ideological 
encroachments of the current cultural, financial, and political 
authorities.

    Kirill Medvedev 
    September 22, 2003
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Published at Kirillmedvedev.narod.ru
August 2004

Translated by Keith Gessen and Mark Krotov

My Fascism (a few truths)

Sometimes you hear people described as having “never tasted life.” 
I am one of those people. I look and seem harmless; I’m reasonable, 
indecisive, relatively well-behaved around others. I don’t drink 
much; I don’t sleep around; I haven’t used drugs in five years. But 
I am full of idealism. And that is a lot more dangerous than drugs, 
alcohol, Satanism, cannibalism, coprophagy, necrophilia. I hope 
you choose all of the above before you choose my books.

A sickening aesthetic atmosphere has taken hold in our country. 
The average cultural consciousness is a putrid swamp—half-Soviet, 
half-bourgeois—in which Pushkin, Dostoevsky, Josef Stalin, 
the pop star Alla Pugacheva, and Jesus Christ all lie side by side, 
dead and decomposing. Russia is like a rotten ball, a hideous ball 
of yarn with a little gold trim on top, but filled with all sorts of 
waste—fast-food, fast-ideology, fast-culture—and fragments of 
religion, fragments of “Sovok,” and fragments of a dead empire; all 
of it bulges and sticks out in all directions; the ball rolls and gains 
speed, ready to shatter into pieces or else crush anyone who gets in 
its way.

I don’t want to draw inane analogies between politics and cul-
ture, or provide up-to-the-minute cultural and political arguments, 
but analogies and arguments are inescapable, and so they follow. 
The parliamentary elections of December 2003 only put the final 
stamp of reality on tendencies that were clear in Russian culture 
and intellectual life at the turn of the century: the nationalists 
had joined forces with the merely conservative and the outright 
anti-liberal8. What brought them together was their shared hatred 
of a corrupted ‘90s-era liberalism and its manifestations in politics, 

8 The 2003 Duma elections were a catastrophe for the “democratic” parties 
that had previously at least made a fair showing in elections. For the first time in 
the post-Soviet era, neither Yabloko, the more social-democratic liberal party, nor 
Union of Right Forces, the more business-oriented one, managed to reach the 5% 
threshold necessary for proportional representation in the Duma. [KG]
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economics, and art. Our era’s intellectual direction now consists 
of a few limited goals: the solidification of national values at the 
expense of all others; a vague but pervasive demand for a single-
minded, positivist image of the world; and the introduction of the 
phony construct of “conservative,” “supra-individualist” values, 
which are opposed to “liberal” consumerism and postmodern 
relativism.

By the time these forces came together against them, the “lib-
erals” themselves were effectively nonexistent. Liberal journalists 
and politicians—the “thought-leaders” of the early 1990s—had 
mostly become ordinary people with ordinary virtues and ordinary 
vices. They had decided that they lived in a normal country and 
would live how they saw fit. (That’s probably how it should be, of 
course, just not in Russia, because Russia never became a “normal 
country.”) Their understanding of things never progressed beyond 
perestroika, and after a decade of alienation, privatization, con-
formism, and even greed, their language was aired out and erased. 
It was no longer necessary to wait for an election to understand 
that this was now an empty language: almost no one stood behind 
it any longer.

I write all this because I’m interested in the link between politics 
and culture.

Dmitry Bykov, the poet, prolific essayist, and novelist, has been 
a leader of the “anti-liberal revolution” of the turn of the century. 
Over and over he repeats the same idea: that the orgy of permis-
siveness (embodied in politics for Bykov in the cabal of cheating 
businessmen and corrupt politicians, and in art by avant-garde 
poets and modern artists, as well as by contemporary philosophers, 
whom he describes, not without humor, as “all that derrida”) of 
the sort that took place in the ‘90s will always be followed—and 
this time, too—by a bloody political reaction. Bykov wrote a novel, 
Orthography, on the subject; it was based on a spurious but in its 
way tantalizing thesis: that there is a direct parallel between the 

Revolutionary era and the current one. I find this a dangerous 
idea, not only because it’s false, but because it’s a falsehood that 
could become a reality. The intelligentsia’s obsession with the past, 
especially with the beginning of the last century, and its inability 
to understand, much less accept, a contemporary world that has 
its own unique laws, is painfully clear. And I write about Bykov 
because in spite of all his striving for an independent, isolated posi-
tion, many of the liberal intelligentsia’s classic symptoms find clear 
expression in his work.

The ‘90s-era Russian liberal intelligentsia had one supreme goal. 
It wanted to catch up to its Western counterparts, acquiring and 
digesting the works of postwar Western culture that the Soviet 
Union had suppressed, and it wanted the modernist heritage 
from the first half of the Russian century (Akhmatova, Nabokov, 
etc.) returned to its rightful place. From there it hoped to create a 
truly “competitive” national culture and ideology. But once it had 
received what it asked for in the form of its cultural inheritance, 
the liberal intelligentsia refused to evolve. It continued to debate 
whether questions that had been solved long ago, like whether 
you should consider Malevich’s “Black Square” art, and so forth. 
Superficial changes took place, but regresssiveness, provincial 
ambitions, and a parochial vision of the world ruled the day. What 
never emerged was a class of intellectuals—that is, people who see 
their duty in a disengaged critique of Authority, in a non-identifica-
tion with any official discourse. With rare exceptions, the Russian 
educated class fails to understand this duty to this day.

This intelligentsia’s ideal, the poet as private citizen, has not, to 
my mind, had a convincing embodiment, though many have tried. 
Joseph Brodsky remains the best example. This was a man who had 
an enormous influence on the literary scene from his earliest poetic 
experiments, and was subsequently nominated by a large and in its 
own way influential intellectual milieu for the poetic representation 
of its own values. He handled the assignment masterfully, and for 
his efforts, he received enormous moral—and, as it happens, also 
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material—dividends. The trial against him9 became one of those 
events after which, according to every moral and aesthetic law, the 
country should have shattered into little pieces and buried ninety 
percent of those who had any connection to the state that had 
staged it. As far as I’m concerned, a person like that cannot be a 
private citizen, even if he really wants to be—it’s pretentious and 
hypocritical to pretend otherwise after everything that happened to 
him, and because of him.

Another tendency in Soviet or anti-Soviet literary engagement 
is embodied by Vladimir Sorokin. A conceptualist novelist whose 
early works attempted a violent break with two centuries of 
“logocentrism” in Russian culture, he presents a very interesting 
variation on the “private citizen” idea. From the very beginning, 
Sorokin insisted that he was using his art to resolve exclusively per-
sonal problems. In 1998, at the brink of a new phase in his career 
that transformed him from a cult writer into a fashionable one, 
he denounced the people who would remain in the underground 
after he, Sorokin, had come into the light. “Some people,” he said, 
“want to sit in the underground and eat their own shit.” It was an 
interesting choice of words. Sorokin’s first novel, The Norm, had 
equated living under the Soviet regime to being forced literally to 
eat shit every day. By bidding his farewell to the underground shit-
eaters, Sorokin was announcing that he was no longer in the fight 
against the real, deeply rooted, inexhaustible shit—the essence of 
the Russian-Soviet totalitarian unconscious. His subsequent trans-
formation into a trendy plaything of the mass media coincided 
with the decline of conceptualist artistic principles that had sought 
to clarify the meaning and mechanisms of art’s power over the 
individual. That critique was embraced by the elite mainstream in 
the 1990s, but it never entered the Russian cultural consciousness. 

9 Brodsky was arrested in Leningrad in 1964 and accused of “parasitism” be-
cause he did not have a steady job but made a small living as a translator. The trial, 
after which Brodsky was sentenced to five years’ labor in a remote village, became 
a worldwide cause celebre and was deeply embarrassing to the authorities. [KG]

\\\

Just as culture didn’t take advantage of the post-Soviet moment 
(to develop, to interrogate itself, to change), neither did business. 
There was no bourgeois revolution, no “rise of the middle class”; 
instead, we had the creation of a vulgar, vicious, largely ethnic-
based clan capitalism. It was komsomol activists who taught the 
new generation about contemporary values: careerism, success, 
drive, the “quick buck,” etc. These men told the young: “It’s best 
not to work at all, but if you must work, make sure you are paid 
for it well, unlike the losers who work as doctors, miners, teachers. 
He who has the money also has the power.” It’s strange now to 
think that business was once portrayed as the enemy of authority. 
During the 1990s, big business quietly tried to amass and secure 
power; now those in power are trying to do the same to big busi-
ness. During the ‘90s, it was “commercial structures” that evicted 
Muscovites from their apartments and shut off their electricity; 
now it is the government that does it, passing in the process what-
ever laws it needs. 

The rise of criminal capitalism in Russia in the 1990s took its 
toll on books as well. Toward the end of the decade, the publishing 
industry experienced a real boom. I’m not sure it was a particularly 
healthy or thriving industry, but somehow or other publishers were 
making money from books. This engendered the notion that a 
book could be a product or an object of consumption. And in this 
way the anti-literary sentiment of the 1990s acquired, in a sense, an 
economic foundation. Russian literature-centrism seemed to be a 
thing of the past. 

Around the same time, literature began to develop a more acute 
sense of politics. Literary critics became more sophisticated in this 
realm than art critics, who, along with the artists they studied, had 
previously enjoyed something of a monopoly on the analysis of 
contemporary life. The same phenomenon took place in literature 
proper. And so there was a breakthrough: tons of books were being 
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published, including many from the West, but the translation and 
production of these books was carried out cheaply, as the spirit of 
economic competition was prioritized over aesthetic concerns. As 
a result, the concepts of rebellion, marginality, and political incor-
rectness, much like literature itself, were suddenly on the verge of 
total devaluation. Whether this is good or bad—whether in general 
it is good or bad when literature and other kinds of art become 
objects of merciless “Russian consumption” as though they were 
any other material commodity, depends on whether one approves 
of the social/political system that has taken shape in Russia, or not, 
and whether one believes that art has the power to change it. Either 
way, the triumph of consumerism eventually begat a backlash, a 
movement in the opposite direction—toward a more politicized 
literature. Scandals erupted, lawsuits against authors were filed, 
and some books were even publically and symbolically destroyed 
while others were banned from bookstores. Technically all these 
bannings and lawsuits came from the authorities, but at the center 
of them, in my view, was a resurgent sense that literature was a 
central element of Russian consciousness—a sense that had started 
to lose its footing in the post-Soviet chaos. 

(In general, all this darting back and forth between scorn for 
Russian logocentrism and profound dependence on it must seem 
funny to anyone who holds a reasoned, Western view that the 
whole concept of national identity should be treated with extreme 
skepticism. What’s the point? What good does it do anyone? And is 
the root of evil exist logocentrism, or its oppsosite? In other words, 
does logocentrism (that is, the idea of literature as the center of life 
and the arbiter and producer of values) only serve as an affirma-
tion of Russia’s continued relevance, or is it that in its absence we 
would be completely defenseless against the kind of evil that does 
not utter a word and refuses to listen to anyone else’s? It’s possible 
that both are the case. Recall, for example, the fate of Russian 
Conceptualism, which in the process of tearing free from the over-
powering mythology of Soviet literary culture developed its own 
ambitions to power, and achieved for itself influence and wealth.)

Right now the government has begun to take an interest in 
culture, and before long it may decide that it won’t be able to create 
a national idea without dragging literature into it. I mean, if it 
bothers to think that long about it. But even now there is talk of 
creating a government-sponsored system of literary prizes, and of 
creating a unified writers’ union, like in 1933, and so on. 

In this way, literature, if it wants to have any kind of special 
status—whether privileged or shunned, which in some sense comes 
to the same thing—and therefore any kind of special effect, either 
needs to hope for help from the authorities in the form of direct 
repression (like the incarcertaion of Eduard Limonov), or else it 
needs to take itself out of the frame of the current cultural and 
economic paradigm—all the while knowing that these kinds of 
experiments are often in danger of total failure and collapse.

Here I’d like to move away from global problems and talk for a 
bit about my own small personal relations with culture and litera-
ture. I should say that I’m not urging anyone to do as I have done; 
I just want to explain my position.

Three years ago I wrote a poem about how I wasn’t going to 
translate anymore, because I didn’t want to work for publishers and 
participate in the formation of a new bourgeois culture. It’s not 
that I was dead set on following this rule, but it turned out that, for 
a while, I really didn’t translate much. It was hard for me to stop 
translating; I’d considered this my calling. But in my logocentric 
imagination, it was better to renounce one’s gift than to force it 
to depend on the market. And I still remember how not a single 
publisher wanted to print my translations of Charles Bukowski’s 
poetry. “POEMS??!!” they’d say. I’d get upset but also understand 
that this was the way of things. Now Bukowski is well-known in 
Russia and gets published all the time. A large publisher recently 
put out a book of his poems, but I felt like I was no longer inter-
ested, this was no longer what I was doing. I had a similar experi-
ence when the magazine Afisha asked me to participate in a photo 
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shoot with other young poets, and I said no. What could I say to 
them? What I should have said is: Why didn’t you come earlier, 
why didn’t you come three years ago? THEN I WOULD HAVE 
SAID YES. WHY ARE YOU SO BAD AT FOLLOWING THE 
CULTURAL PROCESS? In truth, I don’t enjoy any of this, these 
refusals, but there’s nothing I can do—if something is easy to get, 
you should probably refuse it, but more than that I always feel 
the dark corners of Moscow tugging at me—even now they still 
exist, even as they’re being destroyed and sterilized, and I need to 
return to them, to run from the glossy magazines, into those folds 
of humiliation and failure that I came from, and that have always 
produced the literature that means the most to me. I’m a child 
of the Russian intelligentsia, I’m a person of culture, and culture 
for me does not consist of rhymes and motifs, but of legends, of 
gossip, like a thread winding through the centuries, like a moral 
(as in the moral of a tale), like air—and that’s the only thing worth 
inheriting (not the “outlines of a poetics” or whatever). This is the 
only cultural inheritance that interests me. I’d like to be the de-
scendant of Leonid Gubanov, the Moscow poet who was trampled 
and humiliated and yet never gave in to the Soviet authorities, and 
of Roald Mandelshtam, who died in poverty and obscurity. Their 
voices cry inside me, I want to record an album of their poetry, but 
I feel like I shouldn’t, or can’t, if I’m a poet with status who is part 
of the normalized mainstream.

Once, after performing in a poetry competition in Rome, I 
remember walking around that city, absolutely happy, a kind of 
successful poet on tour, half-Bukowski, half-Yevtushenko, a real 
VIP (and at the same time a child), sipping at a gigantic bottle 
of beer, which seemed to terrify the woman I was walking with, 
a young Swiss poet, and I remember thinking—or, no, at the 
time I couldn’t think it, but I felt it—that nothing better than 
this would ever happen to me, not, anyway, in this sense, and so 
I should probably not do it again. That all this recognition, such 
as it was, and the fact that I’d dreamed of this recognition for so 
long, changed nothing. You can’t change the world that way, you 

can’t rise to the next level of existence that way—you can only end 
up getting something for yourself, feeling like a conqueror for a 
short time. But your ambitions (my ambitions) won’t let you just 
be another conqueror in this city, in Rome. The people who came 
into the train station (the poetry competition took place in one of 
the chambers of the train station), and those reading my poems 
translated into Italian on the big screen in the waiting room, said 
that they liked the poems; I traveled there and back by bus, it 
was a long slow trip through daytime and nighttime Europe—I 
experienced a complete fugue state on the way—I felt like I could 
see and understand reality without actually coming into contact 
with it, I was untouchable, and on the way there and back I wrote a 
long poem whose reading six months later became my final public 
appearance as a poet.

I have a website, and I’m very happy that this is where my rela-
tions with the literary world end. I think this is a very simple and 
natural state of affairs. I see in this a kind of purity of genre, like a 
sonnet or haiku or a strictly organized architectural space. I under-
stand that this is how thousands of poets exist. Many of them are 
talentless, but some are not, some are gifted, and there are probably 
those among them who are more gifted than I, but no one knows 
anything about them. In any case, I’m happy to be like them. And 
people will say: “You’re lying. Those poets are unknown and will 
die unknown, whereas you, in any case, won’t entirely disappear. 
This is just a game to you.” And yet I think that in the end this 
isn’t just a game.

I don’t like it when former victims, rebels, and avant-gardists 
become themselves masters of the culture. Like the actual revo-
lutionaries they once modeled themselves on, they often become 
undisciplined and brutal masters. This is an old and boring story, 
as old as the world, one that one would really like to avoid in one’s 
own case. 

The thing is that for worries such as I have, for qualms such as 
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mine, people IN THIS SYSTEM often receive presents—and I 
would not like to receive any presents.

Of all the many kinds of artists that I know, the only one I like 
right now (and I should say that I am not this kind of artist yet 
myself, but I hope to be) is the artist-monk, who has (like a real 
monk) no rights, only responsibilities. His responsibility is to pray. 
That is, God in this instance is the social body, which gives some 
people the talent to move other people, and gives other people 
other qualities… and in this context praying consists of living an 
honest life and creating uncompromising art so as to balance out 
the amount of dirt with which the rest of the social body is filled—
be it a narrow stratum, or your nation, or all of humanity.

And the culture that I see around me is busy with other things—
whether good things or bad things, they are things that don’t 
interest me, and so I don’t want to have any formal connection to 
this culture. Is that so hard to understand?

I am, of course, exaggerating. I’m forcing reality to fit under my 
favorite rubric of “it’s no good.” It’s not entirely true; some things 
are good; there are oases. It’s possible, for example, that there’s 
something interesting going on right now in the theater. I know 
for certain that in poetry at the beginning of this decade there was 
a surge, which went largely unnoticed within poetry circles, not to 
mention outside of them, because the world of poetry is still on the 
whole reactionary, even ideological liberals within it are aestheti-
cally very reactionary. But the surge I’m talking about couldn’t 
help but happen, because techtonic shifts in the Russian language 
are taking place, there’s a very powerful process of rejuvenation, as 
at the beginning of the 19th century, and many successful experi-
ments took place, by which you could easily measure the condition 
of contemporary Russian and its possibilities. You could even 
measure the condition and the possibilities of society in general by 
reading these poems.

The main conflict of this time—for Russia, a very serious 

one—was the conflict between received ideas of what poetry is 
and what it ought to be (simple and “soulful” versus intellectual 
and complex; rhyming versus free verse; “spoken” versus written, 
and so on) as against the idea, until recently foreign to these parts, 
that poetry is only the maximal expression, via the medium of 
language, of this or that authentic way of seeing, and that it is 
precisely this—the degree of its expressiveness—that is the only 
criterion by which you can determine its quality.

\\\

The problem goes well beyond the boundaries of poetry, and fol-
lowing Rimbaud’s famous slogan, “Be absolutely contemporary!” (a 
very simple but also very difficult directive) becomes not just a way 
for poetry to stay alive, but for Russia as well—in fact, the only 
way for her to stay alive. The great intellectual goal of the 1990s 
was the creation of a new national ideology—either in its imperial 
version, when the center through the force of violence or through 
the force of its ideas (or, more likely, both) keeps together a host of 
different, and often hostile, political entities, or in its democratic 
version, where different entities come together on the basis of the 
qualities and values they hold in common. This was supposed to be 
the intellectual heroism of the intelligentsia—to work out, within 
itself, the ability to understand and accept something outside their 
own personal “identity.” The intelligentsia failed to do this. The 
political consequences are obvious—we were unable to form an 
ideology capable of creating a single living organism from various 
political and ethnic subjects living equally together. And the result 
was war—in Chechnya, in the streets of our towns and cities, and 
between the young and the old.

This failure took place in the liberal camp. Meanwhile much 
more interesting processes were taking place in conservative circles. 
There, Alexander Dugin was constructing his empire. On the 
shards of the old Soviet patriotic discourse he recreated an ideology 
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out of all sorts of different items, some of them alien to the liberal 
culture, others hateful or simply unknown to it—from the novelist 
Yuri Mamleev to the anarchist Hakim Bey, from occult noise-
music to Russian cosmology, from necrorealism to the rock stars 
Egor Letov and Shish Bryansky, from the Russian avant-garde of 
the 1920s to Italian Futurism—politics became a giant blanket 
onto which Dugin tossed all sorts of interesting stuff, from the far 
right to the far left. Technically speaking, Dugin was a philosopher 
of “Eurasianism,” which holds that Russia has a special messianic 
mission on earth because it combines within itself elements of both 
Europe and Asia.  But the more important thing about Dugin, 
at least at first glance, was his wit, his liveliness, his ability to see 
the deep historical interest of elements of Russian pop culture. 
Generalizing and synthesizing, combining and placing his own 
emphases, Dugin was able to create a paradigm that incorporated 
many different tendencies and people in the Russian cultural 
and political space, but the main thing about all of them is that 
they were alive. This was in sharp, visible contrast to the liberal 
paradigm, where anything dangerous or incomprehensible or even 
interesting either could not exist at all or could exist only formally, 
not as itself but rather as an example of the liberalism and tolerance 
of the liberals.

Dugin’s system contains a very serious and dangerous tempta-
tion, because it could really go in any number of directions. 
Once you get through some of the fog of esotericism, you can, for 
example, discover among its ideas some that are forthrightly racist. 
And if Russia’s current “gray administration” can’t really have any-
thing behind it but a gray, middling cultural ideal, then a different 
sort of administration, one more charismatic, even in a sense more 
cultured, could find Dugin’s idea of a “Eurasian empire,” with its 
ontological certainties and sacred truths, very useful indeed.

\\\

Dugin began working on combining the right and the left long 
before they actually came together at the turn of the century, at 
which point an empty space appeared where the centrist liberal 
“norm” used to be, and far leftists merged with an ugly new ten-
dency toward fascism, which expressed itself, for example, in the 
book business, when either for commercial or branding reasons the 
nationalist-Stalinist Alexander Prokhanov was published alongside 
the Marxist Slavoj Zizek, and the novel-manifesto Skinheads: 
Russia Awakes appeared alongside anarchist tracts. (I should say 
I don’t think anything should be banned from publication; I just 
think everyone should publish their own people.)

The undeniable hero of this particular time was a young Moscow 
journalist who became famous for his various declarations—first 
about how he went from being a liberal to joining the “Black 
Hundreds,” and then later how he became a Marxist or something 
approximating one. Reading him you can see how ambition, the 
desire to express oneself, and at the same time a need to determine 
one’s ideological position can lead a young man to be prepared, 
unconsciously, to pick up, formulate, and absolutely sincerely argue 
for any idea that at the moment serves to feed his own ego10. I 
think I have a pretty good idea of how this works—in fact, in my 
book of poems, Incursion, you can see how a person can become 
kind of crazy from all the various ideological streams moving 
through his mind in impossibly quick succession. And I think 
people like this ought to practice art, inasmuch as this is possible, 
rather than journalism, because in art the reader or viewer subjects 
any ideology to a kind of resistance test for believablity, whereas 
with journalism you can poison a great number of people with 
your ideas before you yourself see that they are false, dangerous, 
and disgusting.

10 The journalist in question is Dmitry Olshansky, founder of the lively anti-
liberal magazine Russkaya Zhizn’ (2007-2009). For more on Olshansky see: Keith 
Gessen, “Russia,” Paper Monument #2. [KG]
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In any case, this young journalist could easily serve as the pro-
totype for a novel about the ideological confusion of the Russian 
intelligentsia at the start of the 21st century. After the apolitical 
1990s, a time of moral and ethical stagnation, there was a powerful 
surge in political activity and thought. People my age and younger 
felt like we had to finally determine our polical positions, at least 
somewhat. We’d spent the 1990s not really knowing what politics 
was; we lived outside of it; we never believed it could affect our 
private lives—we were, you might say, young people in the Western 
mold, but without their history of having fought for democracy, 
for their rights, for their freedoms. And now, finally, this Russian 
generation is realizing something. They can still get irritated by 
“boring” talk about politics, but they do sometimes feel the need to 
think about things, and some of them, of us, are trying to at least 
approximately define our positions.

These are the people who need to develop a new, post-liberal, 
post-intelligentsia conception of politics, one that at the very 
least distinguishes between left and right (or between “new left” 
and “new right,” if you want). This is particularly important 
at a moment when certain political forces are working on an 
amalgamation of the two, a Frankenstein that becomes especially 
plausible in light of the fact that the Russian government creates 
a natural alliance between patriots and leftists in their rejection 
of its politics. (The situation is not very different in Europe, for 
example in France, where the need to counter American influence, 
globalization, etc., partly unites the left and right.) The danger of 
this kind of left-right synthesis is that the general anger in society 
can easily be channeled into a xenophobic or other unpleasant 
direction. Sensing this threat, some left movements have actively 
moved away from any trace of right-ism; I hope, for example, that 
Eduard Limonov’s National Bolshevik Party, which during the ‘90s 
actively employed nationalist and Stalinist rhetoric, is moving in 
this direction.

The leftward movement is held back by the fear that things 

might go into reverse, that leftist anger might erupt to the surface. 
In reality it’s a little hard to imagine this happening; theoretically, 
however, it’s quite easy to imagine, because the left right now is 
buoyed by the entire cultural production of the past fifty years, 
from the Situationist Guy Debord to the avant-garde composer 
Cornelius Cardew to the leftist philosophers Bourdieu, Badiou, 
and Zizek, from Subcommandante Marcos, leader of the Zapatista 
resistance movement, to the Russian-born israeli anti-Zionist intel-
lectual Israel Shamir—in short, the left has at its disposal practi-
cally the entire theoretical arsenal of the intellectual resistance of 
the past half-century.

This, for Russia, is the legendary “world culture” that the intel-
ligentsia has been pining for all these years. This is that relevant, 
attractive, occasionally fashionable, but until now unknown, 
undigested, unlived experience that could, under the right 
circumstances—under a government that was intelligent and 
calm—become the basis for the world-view of a new, genuinely 
contemporary intellectual elite; under worse conditions, under a 
government serving the lumpen fascistic impulses and economic 
interests of some small portion of the upper and middle classes, it 
could become the sort of “world culture” whose lack has led to two 
revolutions in Russia in the past hundred years.

\\\

You can learn another kind of truth about the relations between 
literature and politics from the cultural situation in the city 
of Petersburg. I should say right away that I mean the general 
atmosphere there, not any of the individual wonderful poets, intel-
lectuals, and musicians who live in that city. Moreoever, Petersburg 
is ultimately a metaphor—a provisional space, run down by time, 
full of artifacts that history has rejected, fallen out of the way of 
economic circulation. The atmosphere here is extremely tense. 
You don’t necessarily need to hear on the radio about the periodic 
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neo-Nazi street march; it’s enough just to attend a literary reading 
and see how aggressively people react to anything unfamiliar, not 
to mention anything that’s actually alien.

The best pages of Dmitry Bykov’s novel Orthography are de-
voted to the so-called “dark people” of Petersburg—the lumpen 
fanatics, lacking any moral norms, golems whom the authorities, 
not wishing to get their hands dirty, hire to exterminate people. 
Right now radicals from both sides are fighting for the allegiance 
of precisely these people, and they’re the ones who inspire fear in 
liberal centrists. In fact this fear is all that remains of the reason-
able, judicious, “cultured,” liberal intelligentsia.

Skinheads, one of the major Russian newsmakers of the last year, 
are a close and very real analog to these “dark people.” Watching 
them you can see the mechanism whereby vague signals are com-
municated between the “people” and the authorities (in this case, 
whoever controls the media). The skinheads send out their signals: 
aggression, aggravation, incomprehension, or just plain boredom. 
The authorities take them in, then send them back in a slightly 
blurred, more ambiguous, form. (For example, Putin’s recent dec-
laration that “terrorism doesn’t have a nationality.” A nice, liberal 
statement for the world press; for those in the know it communi-
cates exactly which “nationality” terrorism doesn’t have11.) This is 
what happens when the authorities don’t want to speak clearly and 
don’t want to be spoken of clearly, either.

Many of the best-known art works of our time, as well as some 
publishing projects, are built on the same coy, phony, and am-
biguous message, which has also turned out to be commercially 
successful, answering as it does the natural demand of the audience 
for positive values and some salve for the wounds of the collapsed 
USSR.

A few years ago a group of writers from Petersburg made a big 

11 That is, a Chechen one. [KG]

splash when they came to Moscow and, during a reading, an-
nounced their opposition to “political correctness.” These were 
writers from the major publishing house in Petersburg; they were 
developing a conservative, imperial, anti-liberal worldview, and 
one of their demands that night was that they be allowed to call 
“faggots—faggots” and “niggers—niggers.” (The commotion 
this episode caused, because of the writers’ mainstream position, 
showed how much more dangerous well-funded ambition is than 
unfunded ambition.)

As for faggots and niggers, I think you can call them that if you 
want, without any permission from me. The Russian language has 
a very valuable ability to turn “correct” language into something 
offensive (for example I feel like the word “gay,” in Russian, has an 
insulting formality to it), whereas in Russian at least both “faggot” 
and “nigger” are kind of sweet.

But the culture won’t let these authors speak directly without 
first asking for permission.

The most significant figure in the 1990s art world in Petersburg 
was a man named Timur Novikov. Charismatic, erudite, a sufferer 
for his art along the lines of Oscar Wilde or Derek Jarman, he was 
also profoundly nostalgic for “European” and in particular “clas-
sical” art. Would Russia become European again, he asked, would 
it link up with the classical tradition, or would it descend into 
chaos? He wrote passionate essays worrying that the latter would be 
the case; that Russia would turn its back on high art and slide into 
barbarism.

All well and good, in a way, but the art that resulted from this 
reminded the viewer less of classicism than of fascism. (Novikov 
himself said: “Aesthetically, Hitler was right.”) But it would be 
wrong, I think, to take all this too seriously. It’s doubtful that in 
our time fascism will still be a cult of everything pseudoclassical, 
black, shiny, and militarized (even as its essense remains the same: 
the cult of tradition, irrationalism, anti-intellectualism, elitism, 
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the conspiracy theory, and a reliance on the failing middle class). 
Everyone has his or her own fascism. My fascism is the fatal in-
ability to understand and accept anything falling outside not only 
“humanity,” but my own personal humanity; it’s my attempt to 
hang on to various ghosts instead of admitting that though we’re 
still filled with the shards of the old culture, we’re standing now on 
bare ground. We don’t just not have classical music anymore, or lit-
erature, or poetry, we don’t even have Duchamp’s urinal. In Russia 
right now we’re all Frankensteins, pieced together from various 
dead traditions. The maximum that we have, right now, is air.

\\\

There is no intelligentsia in Russia anymore. There are just 
fragments, moving around Moscow and the other large and 
smaller cities, remnants, shards. Some have found positions at 
the glossy magazines, some have started drinking too much and 
deteriorating, some vote for Yavlinsky12, some haven’t been able to 
find work at all. What connects them, if anything? Two Russian-
Jewish poets of the 20th century, Mandelstam and Brodsky, who 
formulated two credos: “I’m not a wolf, there’s no wolf in my 
blood,” for Mandelstam, and “I like the thief better than I like 
the bloodsucker,” for Brodsky. (Meaning, respectively, a personal 
pacifism and a kind of ill-defined unconscious anti-capitalism.) 
We also know that we should not kill. Beyond that we don’t know 
anything. Except we suspect that even what we do know—that 
you must not kill—can also be a form of pressure, or a trick; 
it can even be a way to murder. In the modern world, it turns 
out, you don’t need to kill with your own hands, you don’t need 
to be a “wolf”; all you need to do, sometimes, is agree to a tiny 

12  Grigory Yavlinsky, liberal economist and politician active throughout the 
post-Soviet era, founder of the political party Yabloko; in 2003 it failed to clear 
the 5% threshold for proportional representation in the State Duma, rendering it 
a party of mostly symbolic protest. [KG]

compromise.

The proponents of the liberal-Westernizing model must hope (if 
they have any hope at all, which is doubtful) for the support of this 
increasingly embourgeoisfied intelligentsia, which grew accustomed 
to a level of material comfort in the 1990s and is therefore more 
inclined to the sort of small compromises that will let them keep 
it. But the proponents of the imperial-bourgeois model also look 
to this intelligentsia for support. This is the intelligentsia that, a 
century ago, the authors of Vekhi13 criticized for their idealism and 
lack of interest in material things. So things have finally changed.

Since the 1840s, Russian Westernizers have taught that eventu-
ally a property-owning middle class would emerge as the bulwark 
of Russian material well-being, democracy, and bourgeois blos-
soming. The chief disappointment of recent history is the fact that 
this new Russian middle class, having finally in a sense emerged, 
far from being the steel in the back of Russian democracy, has 
turned out to be a neurotic, consumerist mass, full of social and 
national xenophobia, aggressively clinging to its privileges, ready to 
sacrifice more than just freedom. It’s a group of people who could 
easily become the central node not of a bourgeois democracy but a 
fascistoid capitalism.

A different part of the intelligentsia has found itself cut off from 
material success, unable, or unwilling, to conquer a place for itself 
in the new market economy. As a result it was humiliated, cast off, 
stripped of its ideals and its reason for being (when it turned out 
that the best people were the rich and the famous). These people 
were unnecessary to the liberal-bourgeois Russia of the 1990s, and 
continue to be unnecessary in the red-brown-bourgeois Russia 
of the 2000s. These people currently form a very depressed and 

13 Vekhi, or “Landmarks,” was a much-discussed collection by seven leading 
liberal intellectuals published in 1909. Written as a response to the millenarianism 
that had seized much of the Russian intelligentsia, it would become a cherished 
document for those who opposed the Bolshevik Revolution. [KG]
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potentially explosive group—they sometimes fall into aggressive 
conservativsm, or hysterical fundamentalism, or into depressive 
anti-capitalism. This is all perfectly natural, because the collapse of 
old values and ideals, and rejection from the new world, is a very 
difficult experience.

If you look, you can see this happen in the center of Moscow 
on a daily basis. This really very tiny piece of earth—from 
the Tretyakov Gallery, say, to Trubnaya Square, say, to Gogol 
Boulevard—this little triangle of land where 500 years of Russian 
history are concentrated, is now also the most expensive land in 
Russia, even probably some of the most expensive land east of 
London. The intelligentsia, which feels that it has a profound con-
nection to this land, cannot afford—literally does not have the 
money—to remain here. Let me speak for myself. It’s dangerous, 
difficult, and often demagogic to talk about one’s homeland, but 
sometimes it must be done. I have a homeland, and that homeland 
is the center of Moscow, just as for some people it’s a hillside or 
part of a forest. And to those who destroy your homeland—by cut-
ting down the forest in which you live or chasing you off a hillside 
so they can build a luxury hotel—well, you can only wish those 
people death. I don’t wish death on anyone, but the people de-
stroying my homeland, chopping down and burning and “clearing” 
blocks and houses, are chopping down and burning and “cleaning 
out” my limbs and my organs—and I hate them, and will not 
forget what they have done.

I would love to have been born in a small country, a tiny country, 
the entire breadth of which you could cover in one day, and the 
cities of which you could count on your fingers. But I was not 
born in a tiny country, I was born in Russia, and I identify myself 
with Russia—I think that’s natural and realistic. And because in 
the future, in this or that collision between it and other systems 
and other states, I will continue to identify with Russia, I would 
like her to represent values that are dear to me: democracy, rather 
than despotism; truth, rather than violence; freedom, rather than 

servility and ass-licking; solidarity rather than individualism; talent 
rather than fakery.

I think the intelligentsia ought not to try to cut itself off in elite 
oases, or enter the structures of power, whether in the government 
or the church, or for that matter just become part of the middle 
class. The intelligentsia has absorbed so many of the good and bad 
qualities of both cultural and ethnic “Russian”-ness (and to a cer-
tain extent has given birth to these qualities), as well as those of the 
other ethnicities and cultures that have been part of what used to 
be the Russian Empire, that it could now finally digest all this and 
produce a vision of a non-ethnic Russianness, the kind that’s been 
dreamt of by Russian thinkers for so long. The intelligentsia has 
been accused of moralism and a lack of pragmatism, of pretending 
to occupy a position of moral superiority. But what pretending was 
there in the recent student protests in Petrozavodsk and Moscow 
against the erection of monuments to Andropov14? This wasn’t 
moralizing; it was a purely instinctive reaction to the shameless lies 
and hypocrisies of the authorities.  

Not long ago I was talking with a friend about the late ‘60s and 
‘70s, and her wondering aloud whether, if she’d been around then, 
she would have known any dissidents. And I said to her, well, I 
definitely would have known them, and you would have known 
them through me. 

But afterward I thought, No, that’s not right. If I’d been around 
then, I may well have convinced myself that I was just a poet, a 
private individual who needed to work on his craft, and kept my 
distance. Whereas my friend, with her strong, unerring sense of 

14 Yuri Andropov (1914–1984). Soviet Ambassador to Hungary during the 
1956 invasion; head of the KGB from 1967 to 1982; General Secretary 1982–84. 
Under Putin, Andropov has enjoyed a renaissance, and in June 2004 a memorial 
to Andropov was erected in the northern city of Petrozavodsk. A small group of 
young people who identified themselves as anti-fascists came to the unveiling and 
tried to place a wreath at the memorial with the words, “From the victims of the 
NKVD-KGB-FSB.” They were quickly arrested. [KG]
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justice and fairness—she would unquestionably have been out on 
Red Square on August 25, 1968, to protest the Soviet invasion of 
Czechoslovakia15. 

I am a poet. And we poets do not want to be victims of his-
tory, we do not want to be dissidents, the very thought depresses 
us, we are talented, we are avant-gardists, we want to be that 
which no one has ever been before. But if you force us to become 
phantoms, if you turn us into the old ghost of the Russian-Jewish 
intelligentsia, into superficial men and women, into a trembling 
and hysterical mass of courageous rats—then it will be we who 
destroy your government, your empire, your authority, who tear it 
to shreds. Because we will, once again, tell the truth, and the truth, 
for you, is the beginning of the end.

We need to do away with this false notion of “literature as private 
activity.” Because poetic language in Russia, even the most refined 
and individualized, is, sorry to say, far from being your private 
business. It’s a source of healing or a method of oppression, it’s 
poison that can heal or destroy, and Russia itself is a mewling, pul-
sating mass, full of mute madness, which needs perpetually to be 
described. There’s no relaxing, for the poet. If you don’t give Russia 
a living language, it will take a dead one, a zombie language, a 
dead form that pretends to be living, and it’ll be your fault. And 
everything will remain as it’s always been.

Here is Pasolini, in his final interview, just hours before his 
death: 

Refusal has always been the most important gesture. 
Saints, hermits, intellectuals . . . history was created by those 

15 One of the most notable symbolic protests of the Soviet era. Four days 
after Soviet tanks entered Prague to crush a democratizing movement there, eight 
men and woman—several poets, a math teacher, an art critics—went out into Red 
Square in front of the Kremlin at noon with a small Czechoslovak flag and small 
banners with slogans including “We are losing our best friends” and “For your 
freedom and ours.” They were quickly arrested; most were sentenced to several 
years of labor in Siberia. [KG]

very few who said “no,” not by the courtiers and advisers, not 
by the “gray cardinals.” But for a refusal to make sense, it 
needs to be major, not minor; it needs to be total, rather than 
on individual points; it needs to be absurd and defy common 
sense. Eichmann had plenty of common sense. What did 
he lack? He lacked the ability to say “no” to the main thing 
right away, when he was still an administrator, an ordinary 
bureaucrat. Maybe he even said to others around the office: 
“I don’t like that Himmler.” Maybe he mumbled it, the way 
they mumble such things in publishing houses, newspapers, 
in government groups, on television. And maybe he even 
spoke out against the fact that some trains only stopped once 
a day so the prisoners could go to the bathroom, eat some 
bread, drink some water, when in fact it would have been 
more sensible to stop a few times. But he never put the brakes 
on the fascist machine. So you need to ask three questions: 
what is the “situation”; why does it need to be stopped; and 
how?

Pasolini was a powerful and successful man who purposefully 
turned himself into a victim. Some of the things he’s most famous 
for—his homosexuality, his dramatic death—can obscure the work 
that went on during his entire life, his articles, films, poems, and 
interviews—in his own person underwent Marxism and fascism, 
the revolutionary fires of the1960s, gentleness and disgust toward 
his homeland (he once said that he stopped writing poetry and 
started making films because he no longer wanted to work with his 
native tongue). He always understood art as an uncompromising 
critique of power.

In our time I believe there has been one man who reacted fully 
and originally to the collapse and degradation of the Russian 
intelligentsia: the poet and artist Alexander Brenner. Combining 
the main traits of the Russian intelligent, the Western intellectual, 
and the “artist from the Third World”—the pride and sense of 
historical purpose of the first; the independence of the second; the 
idenitification with the oppressed of the third—he turned himself 
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into a ticking, internal time bomb. Finding himself face to face 
with a situation in which the poetic word had exhausted all its 
force—in the West naturally, because of new technologies of enter-
tainment and a powerful critique of logocentrism; in Russia un-
naturally, because of the violent archaization of the Russian literary 
language under the Soviets—Brenner announced his utter creative 
impotence in advance and began to practice direct, radical actions. 
To protest the war in Chechnya he went into Red Square with 
boxing gloves, to challenge Boris Yeltsin to fight him; to protest the 
commercialization of Russian revolutionary art he spray-painted a 
giant green dollar sign on a Malevich in the Stedelijk Museum in 
Amsterdam, for which he received a six-month sentence in a Dutch 
jail. In the process of all this he posed, I think, some very, very 
important questions.

The main justification for the existence of the so-called creative 
intellectual—his self-involvement, his messiness and laziness 
and odd hours, his overall ineffectual existence—is his ability to 
perform a speech-act. And the question now seems to be: Either 
the word becomes an actual act, or it loses all its force entirely, in 
which case the intelligentsia will have to “act” in the traditional 
sense of that term (which, by its very nature, and I say this with 
myself in mind, it does not want to do), or it ceases to exist entirely. 
(Which may be a good thing, I don’t know.) “The hardest thing of 
all is to be democratic, under any circumstances,” Brenner and his 
partner Barbara Shurtz write. “What does this even mean? It’s the 
hardest thing. Not powerful, but not powerless: demoratic. Maybe 
that’s not the best word. But we’re out of words.” And: “The first 
democratic writer was of course the Marquis de Sade. Gazing into 
the revolution, into its terror, its cruelty, its unsustainaibility, Sade 
understood that people are made up of three fundamental ele-
ments: Sex, violence, and helplessness.” 

Democratic art teaches that we must never, under any 
circumstances, put our faith in such things as metaphysics, 
infinity, technique, progress, evolution, and other abstract 

categories foisted on us by power. We need constantly to 
understand that we are mortal, limited, cruel, selfish, greedy, 
ignorant beings, but if we try with all our might, we may be 
able, with all our faults, to approach a very intense form of 
love, and powerful contact with one another, and genuinely 
elevated expressions of our thoughts and feelings.

I find it hard to forget the story of Alexander Blok, who alone 
among his friends accepted the October Revolution. For me this 
story continues to yield ever greater and more complex meanings, 
to the point where his poetry seems less important than what he 
did during those years after 1917. Whatever you think of it, his 
story is very much relevant today; Dmitry Bykov recalled it, too, 
when he agreed to start working at the same paper as the theoreti-
cians of the new Russian fascism. YES, I’M WITH THEM, as 
Blok once said about the Bolsheviks to his friend Zinaida Gippius. 
We think of the anti-liberal and reactionary Blok, his victimhood 
and his madness, his intoxication with the music, the chaos, that 
would in the end destroy his world and him—we remember this 
and project it onto ourselves16. YES, WE’RE WITH THEM—
with the young Arab men whom well-fed Saudi sheikhs tempt 
into blowing themselves up so as to get money for their families; 
with the young Chechen women who are sent to their deaths 
with promises of paradise by strong and clever men; and with 
their victims; and with the Palestinians in israel, chased off their 
lands; with the Russians in the Baltics, where local authorities 
have erected a monument to the SS just around the corner from 
the EU; and with the Russians in Russia, who’ve been fucked over 
again by their recently elected officials; with Tajiks in Moscow 
who get attaced by skinheads and harassed by the police; with the 
“greens” who fight their doomed fight with those who refuse to 

16 Alexander Blok (1880-1921). The leading poet of his generation, a Symbolist 
and aristocrat who surprised everyone by celebrating the Bolshevik Revolution 
(most famously in his narrative poem “The Twelve”). In the disorders accompa-
nying the revolution, Blok’s family estate was raided and his library burned. He 
stopped writing poetry, grew ill, and soon died. [KG]
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give up even a bit of their newfound First World comforts; with 
the National Bolshevik Party, which plays out its cruel circus in the 
center of Moscow, and is beaten and jailed for it; with . . . with all 
of them, we’re with all of them, and we feel no terror at the images 
of our civilization overrun with whoever it will be—Arabs, blacks, 
Chinese—because we don’t have anything anyway, just the air, and 
that’s how it will remain until we have nothing left to oppose it 
but our race and those things that are fundamentally unacceptable 
to us aesthetically: conservatism; nationalism; fundamentalism 
in all its forms, whether the conservative fetish for “fundamental 
ontological foundations” or the fascist fetish for “blood and soil,” 
or the classical or modernist fetish for “high culture,” the conscious 
belonging to the “white” world elite, the “golden billion”—I’d like 
to oppose all of this with a conscious movement to the left, with 
a critically digested theory of democracy and internationalism, a 
reevaluation of many of the policital ideas and symphathies we in-
herited from liberalism, including the idea that we could rationally 
understand and change the world; an understanding that politics is 
involved in every minute of our existence (I don’t know what needs 
to happen before people finally understand this); and finally an 
understanding of the incredible hard work, the superhuman work 
of reason that will be required to oppose the waves of irrationalism 
and violence that are now engulfing the world, and those economic 
interests that often stand behind them.17

1  This is especially clear now as I correct this article and there’s a new mon-
strosity: A group of terrorists has taken over a school in the southern Russian city 
of Beslan, near Chechnya and Ossetia, with children inside, and have been in 
there, silent, for two days now, not making any demands and not allowing the 
children to eat or drink. It’s impossible to express any emotions right now, because 
there aren’t any, or, rather, there aren’t any words. All I know is that these terrorists 
constitute a reality that crushes and destroys everything I know, and me also, and 
proves our total and utter uselessness, turning everyting I write into a pathetic 
masturbatory nothing, a pile of words, and turning me into a pathetic lump, 
lacking speech, and therefore lacking everything—pity, the ability to pity—just as 
every one of those terrorists, right now, lacks pity, hatred, courage, insanity, fear, 
and is only that which words can’t describe. Each of them is a victim of words, 
of discourses—religious, cultural, political, economic—that used them up, that 

The idea of a “democratic art” is very dear to me. Not popular 
art, or elite art, but an art that tries to remove this opposition. An 
art that tries to look the horror in the face and live with it; that 
believes, as existentialism also did, that people are nothing but dirt, 
that they are nauseating, and yet has faith in them; that demands 
the strictest possible ethical relation to people and art and life; that 
tries to justify and improve social existence; that proves that all 
people, no matter their ethnicity or level of education or what have 
you, are equal and capable of understanding one another, whereas 
intellect, talent, and education are given to some of them so that 
they can use these to go outside themselves and their class, their 
social position, religion, nation—and then find and proclaim our 
commonality and equality, to find the language for this and give it 
to those who have it not.

turned them inside out, and left them there, pathetic nondiscursive lumps, jerking 
with ecstasy, with that power and that ecstasy of control that all the humiliated, 
wordless, and doomed to die (and ready to die) experience when they look at people 
who fear for their lives. (I said I had no words, and now look at all those words.) 

Of course this whole story will lead to another explosion of impotence: xe-
nophobia, insanity, monomania. More and more people will become hysterical, 
shrieking pieces of meat. Of course we need “reason” now, and the traditional 
leftist arguments—that the military and diplomatic violence of the “civilized 
world,” of the West, against these people, undertaken in order to ensure the 
comfort and peace of the West, leads to these reactionary explosions of a totally 
irrational, wordless monstrosity—these seem so true now as to be totally useless. 
And it’s frightening and sad to see one’s own government so powerless and useless. 
It makes you feel your own powerlessness and uselessnes. You want to approach 
it and pity it somehow, help it, say to it: Don’t lie to your people, don’t treat them 
like cattle, don’t hire half-men to do your work for you. (The last is something that 
needs to be said to all governments; right now it needs to be said to those people 
who hired these terrorists to take over that school.) Sooner or later this story will 
end, too, only I hope not at the expense of many lives—though some have already 
been lost—and we’ll gradually begin to understand what happened, and even, 
maybe, will be able to talk about and think about what’s already been said. One 
just hopes that not too many people will have died. [KM (September 2, 2004)]
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This, for me, is the rebellion of humanism. A contradictory and 
many-layered process, taking place or ready to take place inside me 
and near me, around me, in the world and in the state—a situation 
where several senses of the word “humanism” begin to collide. It’s a 
time when the old European meaning, which gave rise to bourgeois 
culture and the triumphal figure of the free individual, has col-
lapsed. Unable to withstand the terrible pressures of fascism and 
Stalinism in the 20th century, it led to dehumanization, alienation, 
and violence against the environment under late capitalism; to the 
devaluation of all previous intellectual values and their reversal—
they were swallowed by the free market, neutered by the culture of 
consumption, and cleverly turned into their opposites by the new 
world order, which had its own ideas about things. Now we live 
in a time when we’ve learned that Russian postmodernism can be 
adapted for fascistoid propaganda, and Western postmodernism 
can be used just as well for American imperialism; when liberalism 
has become the basis for a cannibalistic neoliberalism; when the 
idea of multiculturalism/political correctness/tolerance has served 
to destroy any—national, cultural, any—identity that cannot 
easily be digested by the American melting pot, or doesn’t want to 
be digested; when the final remains of ethnic identity need to be 
scraped out of one’s unconscious so that they don’t poison one’s 
entire organism; when all sorts of insane atavisms, from cultural 
to racial to religious, are hopping around and demanding a re-
vanchist correction; when the Russian Orthodox Church is, once 
again, discrediting itself with shameful bootlicking, teachings of 
intolerance, and a thwarted will to power; when culture again and 
again turns out to be weak and unsustainable, discovering behind 
difficult forms and magnificent constructions a totally “demo-
cratic” weakness, envy, stupidity, greed, vanity, fear, conformism, 
ambition, which leads to violence and ugliness via nostalgia for 
past beauty and harmony (even nostalgia for ruins), and, on the 
other hand, restraining the rebellion of an innocent sincerity 
and humanity, which, on the other hand, themselves contain a 

totalitarian potential, critiquing the elegant creations of culture 
but guarding the “soulful,” human, humanistic from the frightful 
“other,” from the mutations of human identity, from future clones 
and living machines, which don’t yet exist in reality but do exist 
in our subconscious, and therefore require a reevaluation of all the 
norms—both religious and secular—of “humanism”!

We need a new picture of the world, one that brings closer the 
rational and emotional, which combines various forms of knowl-
edge, from political, economic, scientific, religious, cultural, moral, 
natural, technical, social, and private, instead of blowing one of 
these up to dominate all the others. People have a new chance at 
freedom—emotional, primarily, but physical too—freedom from 
gender, nationality, from their blood, from hopeless atheism and 
from the heavy hand of the church. People could, finally, be con-
nected just by their shared humanity, a new shared understanding 
of humanity, which needs to be discovered anew, using something 
from logocentrism, something from postmodernism, something 
from straightforward utterance and from direct action, something 
from poetry and philosophy and psychology and culture and 
counter-culture—and probably something else, too, that we haven’t 
thought of yet—and attaching this to some thread, probably a 
thread of noise, of music, that we hear inside us, that connects us 
to one another and to our possible future.
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The political and cultural situation in Russia makes me fear for 
the future. That future is getting closer and closer. The hostage sit-
uation18 has ended, terribly: A mountain of lies and a pile of bodies, 
mostly children’s bodies, and many of them Ossetian19. There’s a 
chance that the thieves and con men of the ‘90s, with their earth-
bound and understandable desires (for money, sex, airplanes), will 
be replaced by bloodsuckers, that is, by people WHO DON’T 
NEED ANY OF THAT, who just want to enjoy power for its own 
sake: the ability to humiliate, the right to kill, the power to absolve. 

18 A group of militants from Chechnya and Dagestan seized a school in 
Ossetia (a Russian republic bordering Georgia and Ingushetia, which borders 
Chechnya)  on September 1, the traditional first day of school in Russia, and held 
all the children and teachers hostage, demanding an end to the war in Chechnya 
and the removal of Russian forces from Chechen territory. On the third day of the 
crisis, after the militants set off several explosions inside the school, killing many 
inside it, Russian forces raided the school with tanks, artillery, and even an attack 
helicopter, killing all but one of the hostage-takers. When the operation ended, 
almost four hundred people, half of them children, were dead. [KG] 

19 Which means that these Ossetian children died so that Russia could feel 
like a Great Power, still. And now the aftermath: The government, working as it 
always does with hints and winks, suggests that there’s some kind of conspiracy, an 
external enemy besides a group of confused Chechen terrorists, in other words that 
the West is somehow behind them, possibly through the CIA. And meanwhile the 
West is demanding answers and accountability from the Russian side, because the 
storming of the school was so clumsy and caused so many deaths. 

And all of it is lies. Lies and lies. And where it’s not lies, it’s impossible to prove. 
Compared to the bodies of those little children, everything is a lie. But the biggest 
lie of all is that we’re dealing with something new and unprecedented and espe-
cially vicious and inhumane, that the world is splitting up into barbaric Muslims 
and civilized Christians. Sixty years ago, for several years, a perfectly enlightened 
European country very methodically killed just as many children as this every 
single day. A different, enlightened civilization dropped two atomic bombs on 
large cities—were there no children in them??—and then went through the vil-
lages of Vietnam, burning them down and shooting their inhabitants. And these 
really were civilizations, these were the official armies of democratic countries, and 
not an isolated group of drugged-up men and women, which is who these Chechen 
terrorists were. 

In this context all the old 20th century wounds of the intelligentsia 
open up again, the terrorist moment adds more fuel to the fire, and 
all of this, maybe, is a chance to start from scratch, to determine 
things for ourselves, once again.

Many really think that something terrible needs to happen. I 
don’t want to predict anything terrible happening, so as to have to 
start waiting for it to happen, and so I’ll just say what I hope for: I 
hope someday to live in my homeland, with my son Bogdan, and 
to practice my art, unpoliticized, as an ordinary private citizen.

Russians in Chechnya also have plenty to remember, about what happened to 
them in the early 1990s, before the war, and so do Jews in Palestine. So I think 
we’re better off not looking for our friends among these people—obscurantist 
Islamic radicals, Bush’s imperial America, and our own lying government. It’d 
be good to find something to connect us other than these people and forces. The 
nationalists keep talking about the need to consolidate the nation against the fifth 
column made up of leftists and the intelligentsia. On the nationalists’ foreheads 
you can see the sign: “Bring back the Terror.” But things are different now. When 
World War II began, everything Stalin had done wrong was cast aside because it 
was clear who’d invaded and why. Right now nothing is clear, and so the only way 
to “consolidate” the people and destroy the opposition will be through outright 
lies and provocations. But even then it won’t work. The world is different; even 
Russia is a little different. If the nationalists go this route it won’t lead to a repeat 
of the coming-together that happened during the war but rather to total collapse, 
degradation, and civil war. For this not to happen we can hope for a miracle—and 
we can also, as much as possible, use our heads and think. [KM (September 9, 
2004)]
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Posted at kirillmedvedev.narod.ru
November 30, 2004

Translation by Keith Gessen
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I have no copyright to my texts, and cannot have any such right.

Nonetheless I forbid the publication of my texts in any antholo-
gies, collections, or other kinds of publications. I consider any such 
publications a disgusting manipulative action by one or another 
cultural force.

My texts can only be published, whether in Russia or abroad, 
in any language, ONLY AS A SEPARATE BOOK, collected 
and edited according to the desires of the publisher, released 
in a PIRATE EDITION, that is to say, WITHOUT THE 
PERMISSION OF THE AUTHOR, WITHOUT ANY 
CONTRACTS OR AGREEMENTS, which must be indicated in 
all the publication data.

I’m grateful to everyone who’s published me until now.

   — Kirill Medvedev
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Medvedev’s first public action took place in January 2005, when 
he protested “Russia2,” an “alternative” art exhibit at the Central 
House of Artists in Moscow. “What alternative can these people, 
mostly corrupt products of the 1990s, present to the current 
bourgeois-fascistoid mainstream?” Medvedev asked in a leaflet 
that he handed out in front of the exhibit. The concept of a sepa-
rate artistic space in Putin’s Russia, he argued, “is conformist and 
hypocritical, because anyone can see that there can be no ‘parallel’ 
space—if the authorities decide to pressure art again, then ev-
eryone will return to their places—the salon to the salon, and the 
underground to the underground.” Medvedev called his action 
“Schizopposition: A farewell to Moscow actionism”—the fact that 
this was the title of his action, Medvedev noted in the account of 
it published on his website, “was indicated by the writing on my 
clothing.”

In the next two years, Medvedev performed other public actions, 
including organizing a rock concert in Moscow in support of 
striking workers and rolling a pear through the streets of the 
city during Victory Day (May 9). In 2006 he joined the socialist 
movement Vpered (Forward). In October 2006, he started a 
livejournal blog at zoltan-partosh.livejournal.ru. (Zoltan Partosh 
was Medvedev’s great-grandfather. A Hungarian poet, translator, 
pediatrician, and communist, he fled to the Soviet Union with 
his family in 1919 after the revolution in Hungary was put 
down. Partosh was briefly arrested during the purges of the 
1930s—Georgy Lukacs wrote a letter vouching for him—but then 
released. He died in Moscow in 1959.)

Posted at zoltan-partosh.livejournal.com
October 23, 2006

Translation by Keith Gessen

Why I Star ted a LiveJournal Blog  
(for those who are interested)

My sense is that a certain period of time has come to an end.

For me this was the period of spontaneous civic poetry, which 
never took place. What comes now is the period of stern and sober 
political choices; cruel analysis; and serious action. Though these, 
too, probably won’t happen.

But there will still be lots of extra emotions and many extra 
words. Mine, too. And everything that I’ve needed to say 
IMMEDIATELY in the past five years by way of poetry (or at least 
in my understanding of poetry), I’ve said. And most of what I’ve 
tried to understand while moving away from the literary world, 
I’ve understood. Therefore I’ve made the choice not to publish any 
more poems anywhere for the next five years. If I write them, I will 
write them knowing that no one will read them for at least five 
years. And if that means I don’t write anything, then that means I 
don’t need to write anything.

I will continue to sing songs and write some things, here among 
other places.
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have turned us into
frightened ducklings, unable to defend our own rights,
much less someone else’s,
thought I, already out into the street,
out of that hell,
riding the subway home late in the evening.
And I’d have kept thinking this way,
for quite a while,
except then I got an email from Ponomarev:
They still hadn’t allowed the march.
Tomorrow we head again for City Hall.

\\\

On the way to defend the forest36

I thought about powerlessness.
In my mind I turned over the old thought about how
the use of weapons is the sign of powerlessness.
That’s what I was thinking about
when a division of the OMON riot police started coming toward 

us, and everyone freaked out, not from a philosophical but from 
a very earthly and real fealing of powerlessness.

I giddily recalled a line from some anarchist manifesto
about how only those who have weapons
are able to philosophize about pacifism.
if they just gave us some weapons, I thought, we could really do 

some great philosophizing about pacificism.
And then suddenly from this apex of our powerlessness a weapon 

appeared:

We parted and from out of this mass of student-pacifists,
useless intellectuals and local pensioners,
a machine gun started firing.
The OMON troops started falling
like the trees of the Khimki forest.
“But the main thing is for there to be no revolution,” said the 

environmentalist Evgenia Chirikova
as we stood over the bloody troops of the riot police wondering 

what to do next.
“There were fewer people killed during the October Revolution
than there were today,” I said.
“But then consider how many people were killed during the civil 

war,”

36 In the summer of 2010, many Russian activists, including Medvedev, 
became involved in an attempt to keep the government from running the new 
Moscow-Petersburg highway through the heart of the Khimki forest north of 
Moscow. [KG]
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said Mikhail, next to me.
“That’s because the army and the police didn’t come over to the 

side of the people,”’
said someone else nearby,
and then we drank a little vodka,
we all drank for the police and the army
to come over to the side of the people,
that is to say our side,
and at that moment we saw on the highway,
dressed up as OMON fighters
in camouflage suits the color of the forest,
our reinforcements were on their way.

 

\\\

if you’re having some problems, or feeling sad, I recommend you 
take a weekend evening

and go with a group of anti-fascists to Myasnitskaya Street, next to 
the Moo-Moo Cafe,

and while hearing people honking in the distance start heading for 
the center,

reach the beautiful empty square at Lubyanka,
pass by the FSB thinking about
how one day we’ll pass by this rotten citadel
in such a way that nothing
will be left of it,
round the corner and find,
to your surprise, that the guards at Lubyanka aren’t reacting at all,
are even, it seems, showing you respect,
reach Kuznetsky Most while shouting “Freedom to Denis 

Solopov!”37

and
“Don’t stop antifa!” 
sense with a light euphoria that today the center is ours,
watch as a comrade turns over a metal barricade next to the 

entrance to the FSB,
watch as he’s attacked by a policeman, watch as those near him 

pull the policeman off, keep walking down Kuznetsky,
wonder why everyone seems so relaxed
today, reach Tverskaya, all thirty of you,
and block one half of it to traffic before, finally sensing a cop car 

behind you,
scattering next to Okhotny Ryad,
keep in mind that this is not in the end a panacea,

37 Denis Solopov (DATES). An antifascist activist who was accused of van-
dalizing the town administrative headquarters at Khimki in the summer of 2010. 
Solopov fled Russia for Ukraine after his bother Maxim was arrested in Moscow. 
He was detained by Ukrainia authorities, then released, and was given political 
refugee status in Holland.
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The wife of an activist who died under strange circumstances,
though more likely than not it was an accident,
says to me that she literally finds herself shaking
from everything that’s going on, the arrests and the interrogations 

of activists . . . 
I’m sure you know the story of N, she says.
A labor activist, they planted drugs on him, he got five years.
international campaigns have proved useless.
Yes, I said, I know, of course.
So what can we do, she says, what sort of action can we plan,
so that everyone finds out? What should we do?
And I say, we have two choices. Either we patiently build the
labor unions . . . or we have to do something really ugly,
because no radical art actions are going to help here,
are going to get through.
And she says, yes, and then what? We commit a terrorist act? That’s 

the same thing
right now,
as sticking your head out of the trench,
and getting it blown off . . . 
And as for labor unions, she says,
I know the labor activists,
they’re wonderful people, but
it’s all
so slow . . . 
How long will it take,
although, it’s true, it’s the only way.
in the end it’s the labor unions
that are the true workshop of communism.
Yes, I say, right now that’s the situation,
no matter what anyone says,
and who knows what the future may bring, but for the moment
the progressive labor activists have a higher political consciousness

than the intellectuals,
than the professors,
it’s just too bad there are so few of them.
But strategically that’s the most important thing.
She says, You’re right, I’m disappointed I wasn’t able to unionize
the supervisors,
they’re too dependent on their private interests . . . 
Night comes on
the cold streams in, streams in, streams in,
and enters
through the gates, through our sleeves
through our skin
enters our blood,
and somewhere in a warm room
on a soft bed on white
sheets
a pretty young mother
is stroking her little child
sleep sleep sleep my little one
sleep my baby child
sleep sleep don’t listen
to the wind howling
the cars rustling
sleep tighter my little one
gather strength
you’ll need lots of strength
the working class needs brave strong tough fighters
there are difficult times ahead.


