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			INTRODUCTION

			When I began to collect stories for this volume, I had intended to restrict my choices to post-Soviet works. Faced with an explosion in the popular genres of romance and detective fiction, many critics and scholars in the early and mid-nineties had on both sides of the Atlantic declared the end of Russian literature, which had lost its lofty moral purpose with the demise of the Soviet Union. Critics conjectured as to whether Russian literature could survive, while others, most notably the writer Viktor Erofeyev in an essay provocatively titled “A Memorial Service for Soviet Literature,” celebrated the emergence of an “alternative” Russian literature in the 1990s that eschewed the moralism of Soviet literature and “was prepared for dialogue with the most temporally and spatially distant cultures in order to create a polysemantic, polystylistic structure.”* Like Erofeyev, I wanted to show with my selection of texts that Russian literature in the post-Soviet period was not only alive and well, but was in many respects healthier than ever, given its liberation from the shackles of the Cold War context, with its confining political and moral oppositions.

			As I began to look for stories that I felt represented this new era in Russian literature, however, I quickly came to realize that many of the writers who became celebrities in the post-Soviet period had been honing their craft long before the end of Communism; in other words, there was not such a clear distinction in the stylistic and thematic concerns between Russian writers in the late Soviet period and the early post-Soviet period. My search for “originals” led me to see the strong continuities—across wars and revolutions—of Russia’s literary culture. In fact, many of the writers I’ve chosen for this collection saw themselves not as literary radicals, creating a new literature ex nihilo, but as part of a literary tradition stretching back to at least Gogol in the first half of the nineteenth century. Moreover, the problems addressed by Soviet writers did not disappear, as some had hoped they would, when the Soviet regime fell. Russian writers today continue to ponder the nature of political authority, the phenomenon of state-sponsored violence, and the relationship of the individual to the community. And they continue to do so in ways sanctioned by a two-hundred-year-old literary tradition that produced, in addition to the great realist novelists, some of the most daring and avant-garde writers ever to have put pen to paper.

			What connects the works I have chosen for this collection is a focus on the body, as evident in many of the titles, and specifically on hands. As the site where abstract ideology meets the material world, hands—both in a literal and metaphorical sense—build societies and tear them down. Hands are the site at which the loftiest aspirations of mankind confront what Ludmila Ulitskaya refers to as “that most material of matter.” While a powerful symbol in all cultures and across all historical periods, hands acquired a particular symbolic resonance in the Soviet Union. The hands of workers and craftsmen assumed a central place within official Soviet rhetoric related to the building of a new society. At the same time, the violence and increasing authoritarianism of the Soviet state began to generate alternative, more sinister, representations of hands. Remember that Stalin was the “strong hand,” and in Yevgeny Zamyatin’s dystopic novel We, the so-called benefactor has hands of granite. Also, in Abram Tert’s The Trial Is Underway, authority has a fantastically huge hand.*

			Against this background, the writers in the collection could be said to rethink the traditional associations of hands with either utopian socialism or malign authority. Evgeny Grishkovets notes in his short story “The Tattoo” that our hands, more than any other body part, are in our field of vision, making them the link between inner consciousness and the outside world, between subjective and objective reality. This is why the arms and hands in these stories are so often fetishized, that is, objectified—the overdeveloped left arm of Vladimir Sorokin’s agitational swimmer, the embroidered hand on a plaque in Julia Kissina’s “The Lithuanian Hand,” the image of the withered arm that ends Ludmilla Petrushevskaya’s story, or the tiny tattoo of an anchor that distinguishes the hands of Grishkovets’s narrator from those of his father. In Yuly Daniel’s story “Hands,” the author deconstructs the symbolism of the worker’s hands in the building of Soviet society, revealing how the moral cost of that human construction project, now inscribed on the narrator’s body, has left his hands utterly “unfit for work.” Or, in Boris Akunin’s first novel Azazel, the severed hand of Fandorin’s fiancée, which lies twitching on a St. Petersburg street at the novel’s end (she was the victim of a bomb disguised as a wedding gift), marks the hero’s traumatic entry into adulthood and modernity. And so, while the severed or damaged limbs that figure in many of these stories can be seen to represent a traditional Russian preoccupation with the unbridgeable gap between the mind and the body, between the spiritual and the physical realms, they acquire a particular resonance in the context of late Soviet and early post-Soviet culture, when all that had been built—at so high a cost—began to teeter and crumble.

			The stories in this collection address other “eternal” themes in Russian literature, albeit, again, with a late Soviet and early post-Soviet twist—specifically, the problem of war and state-sponsored violence and the related issues of cultural continuity and inheritance, represented by the intergenerational relations within families. Several of the stories express a certain nostalgia for life in the Soviet Union, when the policy of “friendship of peoples” not only kept ethnic conflict largely in check but fostered a real respect for cultural diversity within Soviet society, which seems a distant memory today against the backdrop of military conflicts in Georgia, Chechnya, and now Ukraine. The haunting Georgian melody Ulitskaya’s heroine hears in a dream at the end of “The Beast”—a song she sings in harmony with her deceased grandmother—serves as a kind of elegy for the Soviet family of nations.

			Another striking feature shared by all these stories is the bold mingling of an intensely tragic mood with a wicked sense of humor. Consider the old women hawking mummies of their veteran husbands at a Moscow flea market in Kissina’s “The Lithuanian Hand,” or the outrageously impudent cat that assumes symbolic proportions in Ulitskaya’s “The Beast,” or the plainspoken sailor Milyov in Grishkovets’s “The Tattoo,” who teaches the narrator how to use his anchor tattoo to pick up girls. And then there’s Sorokin’s hero, a synchronized swimmer in the agitational corps, whose left arm, grown freakishly huge from carrying a torch through the city’s canals, becomes a point of immense pride. But perhaps nowhere is the interweaving of humor and tragedy more perfectly achieved than in Daniel’s “Hands,” where a simple factory worker is recruited to serve in the Soviet secret police. Lofty Soviet phrases are placed alongside substandard collocations to produce an effect that is at once highly comic and profoundly tragic.

			These stories are also united in their rejection of any simple opposition of winners and losers, victors and victims. In that sense they all betray a highly nuanced sense of morality and ethics, born from the need to survive in a system that is corrupt and corrupting—be it the Soviet militarized police state in Daniel, Sorokin, and Petrushevskaya or the new capitalist Russia of the post-Soviet years in Kissina, Ulitskaya, and Ilichevsky. Russian literature has always provided a haven for the “little people” who in the real world are threatened on all sides by the dehumanizing forces of ideology, authoritarianism, and poverty. The heroes of these stories are indeed “little people” in the tradition of Gogol’s copy clerks and Dostoyevsky’s poor folk, but now caught between the more modern forces of Putin’s vertical politics and neoliberal economics. While some critics have accused post-Soviet Russian writers of retreating into the private sphere, if we take these stories to be representative of contemporary Russian fiction, this couldn’t be further from the truth, although admittedly the narratives rethink the traditional relationship of public and private in their focus on the body as the place where public and private meet.

			I should also mention that my selection of texts was guided by a desire to include established authors alongside lesser known ones, making sure to include both male and female authors, which was hardly difficult, given the great number of excellent women writers in Russia today. What is striking in these texts is the pronounced gendering of the worlds depicted. More than amorous relationships, the stories highlight the deep bonds of friendship, and these bonds are for the most part gender-stratified, a natural side effect perhaps of the theme of war.

			I should also address the arrangement of the texts in this volume. As many of the readers will be learners of Russian, I chose to arrange the texts in ascending order of difficulty, while attempting to group them thematically, to the extent possible. And so the collection begins with texts featuring first-person narrators, written in relatively straightforward colloquial speech. The first story—Sergey Lukyanenko’s “Don’t Panic!”—is, in terms of its language, the simplest; the narrator is a grandfather speaking to his grandson. Other first-person narratives follow: Kissina’s “The Lithuanian Hand,” Grishkovets’s “The Tattoo,” Daniel’s “Hands,” and Dina Rubina’s “Grandpa and Laima.” The texts in the second part, Buida’s “Sinbad the Sailor” and Ulitskaya’s “The Beast,” have third-person narrators, hence longer descriptive passages, and a greater variety of characters, each with her own distinctive style of speech. The final three texts, Petrushevskaya’s “The Arm,” Sorokin’s “The Swim,” and Ilichevsky’s “Three Wars,” pose greater challenges for the reader from both a stylistic and a conceptual point of view.

			Finally, as a translator and a teacher of translation, it would be remiss of me not to say something about the special translation challenges posed by these texts and by the venue in which they appear. Bilingual editions invite two kinds of reading, neither of which does true justice to the translator’s task. On the one hand, such editions encourage learners of the source language to see the translations as more authoritative or definitive than they should be. On the other hand, they encourage bilingual readers to subject them to the kind of scrutiny that typically involves documenting all that is lost in the translation. Though perhaps this should have made me more cautious in my choices, it did not. I chose texts that represent especially devilish challenges for a translator and, in so doing, invite readers to contemplate the nature of the translation process, to understand it as a complex decision-making process, to borrow Jiří Levý’s now famous formulation, rather than a simple linguistic matching game. My affection for Sorokin’s short story “The Swim,” for example, compelled me to include it in this edition, although I understood full well that his complex conceptualist play with language made the text for all practical purposes untranslatable, requiring what Roman Jakobson described as “creative transposition.” I hope, therefore, that readers will see these translations not as the final word on these texts but rather as one reader’s interpretation.

			•   •   •

			Ever since I received a bilingual edition of poems by Anna Akhmatova as a gift when I was an undergraduate at Columbia College, I’ve been captivated by the intensity and power of Russian literature and by the valiant efforts of translators to share that intensity and power with readers in another language and in another cultural context. This volume represents my modest tribute to that literature and to its translators. But it is not my tribute alone. It turns out, it takes something of a village to put together an anthology of this kind, which leaves me with many people to thank, among them: Natasha Olshanskaya, of Kenyon College, for her unerring advice regarding the selection of texts—and for turning me on to the works of Dina Rubina; Maia Solovieva, of Oberlin College, for her insightful comments on my translations and for her sensitivity to the “silent language of culture”; Olga Shostachuk, of Kent State, for her help in preparing the Russian texts for publication; Helena Goscilo, for her suggestions regarding the introduction; all my students in the master’s program in Russian Translation at Kent State, for sharing their comments and solutions; my editor at Penguin, John Siciliano, for his unwavering support during the ebbs and flows of this project; and, of course, the writers featured in this volume, who granted me access to their creative genius through what Gayatri Spivak called “the most intimate act of reading,” translation.

			—Brian James Baer

			

			
			
		

	
		
			Don’t Panic!

			Без Паники!

			Sergey Lukyanenko

			Translated by Brian James Baer

		

	
		
			Yes, my child, your grandpa is very brave. He never cried, even when he was little. Now let’s wipe away those tears and tell me what scared you so.

			A frog? A big one? Did it jump?

			No, don’t be afraid of frogs.

			When I was little, everyone was afraid of something. Even your grandpa was a little afraid, but he didn’t cry. Yes, I’ll tell you about it. Of course.

			Most of all we were afraid of one other. For example, we were afraid that the people with black skin and yellow skin would reproduce in such great numbers that they’d soon drive the white people out. Funny, isn’t it? What difference does skin color make? Meanwhile, the people with black skin and yellow skin were afraid that the white people would drop a bomb on them.

			That’s why we were all afraid of a nuclear war.

			What’s a nuclear war? Well, once there were these big scary bombs that could explode and kill a lot of people all at the same time, and so everyone was afraid that people would blow one another up.

			No, you don’t have to be afraid of them anymore. There are no more nuclear bombs.

			We were terribly afraid of machines!

			We made more and more sophisticated machines, and they became almost as intelligent as people. We were afraid that machines would refuse to obey people and would start a war—either by dropping bombs on us or simply by beating us with their mechanical arms. Some people were even afraid that machines would start using people instead of batteries. That’s how silly we were!

			We were also afraid the ozone layer would disappear. What’s the ozone layer? Well, let me think of how to explain it to you . . . It’s sort of a haze very high in the sky that protected the Earth from harmful rays. A while ago people built a lot of factories and cars that polluted the air. This began to destroy the ozone layer; the sun burned more intensely and people got sick. Nuclear bombs could destroy the entire ozone layer all at once, and we were very afraid of that.

			What else were we afraid of?

			We were very afraid of diseases, germs, and viruses. We were very good at treating diseases, but the diseases were very good at resisting our treatments. We got a new disease every year, each one more terrible than the last. We’d begin to treat it immediately, but every time we were afraid we’d fail.

			We were afraid of starving. What if the black, yellow, and white people reproduced but didn’t fight with one other? They wouldn’t have anything to eat and they’d die from starvation. That’s why scientists started experimenting with DNA so that people would have plenty of food.

			We were very afraid of those experiments! You see, scientists invented ways to modify animals and plants. For example, how to grow apples the size of watermelons and chickens the size of rhinoceroses. They did this so we’d have plenty of food.

			Of course, that wasn’t the thing that scared us. We were afraid the scientists would take a fly, for example, breed it with an elephant, and get a tiny flying elephant or an enormous fly, or a biting apple, or . . . No, stop crying, no one’s doing experiments like that anymore.

			We were also afraid an asteroid would hit the Earth. An asteroid is a kind of enormous stone that flies in the sky and then suddenly falls to Earth. Could it crush someone? Well, yes, it could crush someone. Everything around it would burn; the seas would overflow their banks and flood everything. Smoke would cover the sun, then it would get cold and everyone would freeze.

			But we were also afraid the smoke would cover the sky like a lid on a pot. It would get hotter on Earth. Then the arctic snow would melt and flood everything.

			There you go! You’re already laughing!

			We were also afraid of aliens. We were afraid they’d come to Earth from other galaxies, see what a beautiful planet we had, and then try to take it away. They’d capture our women, put the men to work in mines, and eat our children.

			That’s why we kept making more and more nuclear bombs just in case we had to blow up an asteroid, drive away aliens, or wage war against one another.

			Silly? Yes, my child, we were silly. We were afraid of everything, but we didn’t cry. Do you hear me?

			We were afraid of such silly things—it’s funny to recall.

			For example, we were afraid of losing our jobs. No, we didn’t like our jobs, but we were afraid of losing them.

			We were afraid that someone would steal something from us. What exactly? Well, anything.

			We were afraid our neighbors would say bad things about us. Well, it’s not the end of the world, of course. But we were very afraid of that. We wanted to look like the best people in the world.

			We were very afraid of dictatorships. A dictatorship is when one person begins to give orders to everyone else and rules with an iron fist. That’s what is referred to by the terrible word “tyranny.”

			That’s how hard your grandpa’s life was.

			How did we stop being afraid?

			It happened on its own.

			At first people started fighting with one other. Sometimes the white people fought the yellow people; sometimes the black people fought the white people. But most often the white people fought other white people, the black people, other black people, and the yellow people, other yellow people. So that no one would be offended.

			Since everybody wanted to fight but no one wanted to die, people built an enormous number of smart machines, which began to fight among themselves. But then the machines became so smart, they didn’t want to die either. So they began to fight the people.

			Some machines flew and some crawled, but they all beat people with their mechanical arms and threatened to use us like batteries.

			Then we dropped nuclear bombs on them.

			All the machines were instantly incinerated. It turned out we had no reason to be afraid of them.

			The only bad thing was that the ozone layer started to disappear because of the bombs, and the sun began to burn more intensely. The nuclear bombs and the sun rays made germs and viruses mutate quickly, and many new, horrible diseases appeared on Earth. But then the ozone layer disappeared entirely and all the viruses and germs died out very fast. This is why many people now think the disappearance of the ozone layer was an extremely fortunate thing.

			Everyone who survived became not white, not yellow, not black, but green, like now, and so they stopped fighting over the color of their skin.

			Well, actually, not entirely. There was still a little fighting—between the light greens and the dark greens.

			We no longer feared starvation because there were so many fewer people. Nevertheless, the scientists who remained finished with their genetic experiments. They hadn’t been able to produce more food as they were forbidden to experiment on animals. And so people grew smaller and needed less food.

			And the sun—yes, it burned more and more intensely. The Earth began to burn. But then, luckily, an asteroid fell into the Pacific Ocean. Such waves rolled in that they put out all the fires. And the ash rose into the air and hung there, completely replacing the ozone layer. It’s a shame, of course, that the sun is no longer visible; it’s just a shiny spot shimmering behind the clouds . . .

			Since then, winters, of course, are very cold. But because volcanoes began to erupt all across the Earth after the asteroid hit, everything gradually evened out.

			And then evil aliens landed. It turns out that they’d dropped the asteroid on us—to scare us.

			At first the aliens started capturing the men and forcing them to work in mines. But it so happened that not a single one of the men could lift a shovel anymore. Then the evil aliens started to bite our young children. But it turned out that as we grew smaller and greener, we became poisonous too.

			Especially our children.

			Then the aliens demanded that we turn over all our women.
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