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The Place of Literature in a Post-Soviet Russia

A Changing Market Environment and the Future of Russia’s Writers


Since the shift to a market oriented economy, Russia has seen a rapid change in the style and form of literature by national authors.  In the wake of Mikhail Gorbachev’s decision to promote glasnost, or “opening” the country to free discussion both in speech and in print, cultural transitions occurred and new ideas flooded the marketplace.  Furthermore, the topics entertained by authors began to stray from focusing on “the state,” which was the norm in previous generations.  Despite a large amount of casualties in the revolutionary and civil war periods, there was a utopian mentality being cultivated by Soviet nationalists throughout the 1920’s.  This led to an influx in the amount of poetry and prose glorifying the state and the revolution.  Later during Stalin’s reign, the concept of socialist realism in the Soviet Union was synonymous with the country’s literature and art—which was also published by the state.  This trend continued through the decades after Stalin’s death, until the gradual liberalization of Russia began in 1985. Writers as well as consumers then began to explore new arenas of literature such as “pulp fiction.” A burgeoning avant-garde scene, and formerly taboo subjects such as pornography also came above ground and entered the marketplace.


This paper is about the place of literature in a Post-Soviet Russia.  It will explore different formats of writing that have entered the marketplace since the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991.  When trying to understand the culture of any country, literature can be a clear way to help understand cultural trends in the citizenry and may help predict the future of the arts in general.  As far as Russia is concerned, a variety of studies have been done dealing with individual authors or formats, as well as studies dealing with market trends, but it’s increasingly difficult to find a paper that combines all these aspects under an umbrella to see how they interact.  This paper depicts what is being written about in Russia, who is writing it, why, and what effect is it having on a nation trying desperately to find its place in the world’s cultural milieu.

The paper is divided into several sections.  After a brief discussion on history and background information regarding Russia’s literary past, there will be sections devoted to transitions in Russia involving the market environment, the writers of pornography and “pulp fiction”
, and the avant-garde trend in literature style.  The final section will be devoted to the future of Russian literature, and recent publishing statistics will be examined throughout in order to infer where the current marketplace is headed, how are writing trends changing, and what is the future of Russian literature?

HISTORY


Without glossing over the entire spectrum of Russia’s history, it is important to begin by examining relevant pieces the Soviet literary puzzle before perestroika and glasnost. After the revolutions of 1917, the dominant form of prose in the Soviet Union was fiction that was written to bolster state centered ideologies.
  In most cases, this work was written by nationalistic authors and published by the state.  An enormous body of work throughout the Soviet period was destroyed or deemed unworthy of publication by the state.  Plenty of authors, like Yuri Olesha, tried to circumvent the banalities of purely nationalistic writing by focusing their efforts on other formats.  In fact, the motivating factor of Olesha’s diaries—which were written between 1929 and 1946 and published in 1999, long after the transition to a market based economy—was his self-proclaimed inability to write fiction anymore.  “Olesha’s purported failure as a writer of fiction was perceived by the author as part of a more general problem—his adaptation to the new Soviet society and successful incorporation into the institutions of Soviet literature.”
  In a culture that had been made mundane by repetition, Olesha knew that by writing a diary, repetition could not occur.  Each entry, by nature, was forced to be different.  “Unlike traditional literary confession (say, that of Dostoevsky’s Underground Man), Olesha’s account inextricably links the pervasive self-criticism of diary-writing as a project to a highly critical investigation of the personality that engenders the diary.  Here, aesthetic self disciplining turns into a constant discursive surveillance over the self.”
 Another purpose of utilizing the diary format is that Olesha could give autobiographical accounts fully aware that the diary was to be read by an audience.  This added a deeper layer to the text because he could tackle certain issues that were presented on a daily basis deftly enough not to make the work seem critical of Soviet society.


“In 1932, the government … proceeded to organize all the writers into the Union of Soviet Writers… Guided by the correct principles, Soviet writers were to participate fully and prominently in the ‘building of socialism’ as, to quote Stalin, ‘engineers of human souls’.”
  This period was marked by a number of underground authors who were disenchanted by the state of affairs in the Soviet Union, and attempted to have their works published without the consent of the state.  Samizdat, or self-publication, became an antiestablishment sensation during the Soviet period of Russian history.  When writers such as Olesha refused to take part in propagandizing the state, their work was smuggled out of the Soviet Union in manuscript form, published, and then smuggled back in, in limited numbers. 
  It was samizdat also that allowed several small magazines to make the rounds in dissident movements deep inside the Soviet Union’s underbelly.


To put it rather bluntly, from the revolutions of 1917 until Gorbachev’s liberalization and the collapse of the Soviet Union that followed shortly after, the state controlled the marketplace.  Writers were not specifically told what to write about, but it was made clear the guidelines for literature during this time period.  Once perestroika and glasnost rendered “socialist realism” inoperable, artistic freedom reigned in a post-Soviet Russia… for a short while, at least.

PERESTROIKA AND GLASNOST


When Mikhail Gorbachev proposed perestroika, the plan didn’t differ much from the ideals of former Soviet leaders.  In its initial form, Gorbachev’s goal was to double the USSR’s income over the course of the next fifteen years.  The focus of this plan would be on modernizing Soviet equipment and an increase in what was perennially shoddy productivity.
  Where Gorbachev differed from those reformers who led before him was glasnost.  The broad implications of such a program won critical praise from the educated citizens of the USSR and especially the intellectual community.  Even abroad, nations lauded Gorbachev for his decision to offer freedom of discussion in speech and print.  The changes got off to a rocky start though, and it has been argued that too much openness played a large roll in the collapse of the Soviet Union. However, the effects this landmark proposal had in the arts—and specifically literature—were immeasurable.


It was the intellectual community that reacted most positively towards this new change in the Soviet Union.  Yet, they proceeded with trepidation.  One author wrote of that critical time, “During the contentious early days of perestroika I did not preoccupy myself with political struggle or commerce.  Generally speaking, at the very beginning of perestroika I did not rush to change my world outlook in a moment, as one changes masks.”
  It seemed that at first, writers were uneasy about the transition and Gorbachev in general.  They had issues with the way perestroika, and more specifically glasnost, were explained to the public.  Gorbachev, it seemed, was playing into the hands of the educated society in order to strengthen his grip on power.
  Once they understood that far-reaching implications of newfound freedom, nothing could hinder their jovial responses.  One writer described the experience by stating, 

“The taste and the smell of real intellectual liberty have turned out to be so gripping that we cannot now be enticed away from such freedom even with a ruddy chunk of kalach topped with butter and black caviar.  The divine feeling of awakening and emerging from a cold stupor is incomparable; indeed, this liberated feeling probably becomes even more vivid and more imperative when you can remember your father’s arrest and, from earliest childhood, that everyday brand-name with a tinge of foreign chic, ‘from the family of a repressed person’; when from childhood you became accustomed to speaking of dangerous matters in a low voice, and your friend, neighbor, bosom buddy, colleague, distant relative, and secretary were suspected of being secret informers and intelligence operatives.”

After living in a closed society for the larger part of a century, the writing community flourished in the wake of glasnost.  Before, it was a small number of magazines and text printed in samizdat that even hinted at the notion of another way of life.  Now, with this new beginning, the literature world could thrive without worrying about the consequences of their actions.  In addition, their work no longer had to bolster the ideologies of the governing body.  If they wanted to write critical texts, they did.  If they wanted to search abroad for different formats and styles of writing, they could do so, and attempt to introduce them into the nation as a new variety of literature.  The possibilities were endless as the structure of the Soviet Union collapsed around them, leaving the writing community and the marketplace unsure exactly where they were headed.

Unfortunately, the cultural rewards far outweighed the economical rewards for Russian authors.  In the wake of this newfound freedom came understanding the harsh realty that authors were no longer “official writers”
 of the state.  This hurt many financially.  The gap between pre-Soviet and post-Soviet salary is indeed wide.  In 1985, state publishers paid authors an average of 8,000 rubles per novel.  Compare this to the average Soviet salary of 180 rubles per month.
  Furthermore, as workers of the state, writers had access to consumer goods such as vehicles and housing at state-subsidized prices.  In the year 2000, authors’ payments for a novel dwindled to 1,000 rubles. Only for major books by famous authors did payments reach 8,000 to 10,000 rubles.  In fifteen years, authors went from large salaries and a cheap cost of living to barely being able to afford one month’s rent on an apartment.

POST-SOVIET MARKET ENVIRONMENT


Perestroika and glasnost opened the door for great change in Russia’s literary marketplace.  To gain a better understanding of how the publishing market changed along with liberalization in the USSR, this section will look in depth at a series of publishing statistics from the post-Soviet period in order to explain what is being published, who is publishing it, and how the market is performing.  In the late 1980’s, a period in which the power of the Soviet Union was beginning to wane, a change slowly began to occur in the publishing industry.  “Approximately 60 percent of all printed materials released in the 1970’s and the 1980’s was produced for ideological, propaganda, or official purposes.”
  In the thirteen years since the collapse of the Soviet Union, much has changed in Russia’s market landscape. Publishing statistics through the years show fascinating trends in the readership of Russians as well as the economics of literature in Russia.


In the RSFSR, there were 190 major state publishing houses.  In the thirteen years since the collapse, this number has swelled to nearly 14,000—many of which are privatized and account for more than 80 percent of books currently being published.
 “As soon as private publishing houses gained a foothold in the market, they almost overturned the structure of book publishing.  They discarded its propaganda and cast off the responsibility for reading management.  The result was a market-based—that is, self-regulating—process to give customers what they want.  Almost everything that was once in short supply and the object of mass yearning is today available in abundance.  In the last year a record-breaking seventy-one thousand new titles were published (50-100 percent more than in Soviet times).”
  What these statistic show is that the marketplace has seemingly blossomed in the wake of perestroika, but a closer looks at numbers through the years detracts from the optimism that is implied by such staggering numbers. 


Most of the statistics dealing with the post-perestroika literary marketplace are skewed towards a particular period in the mid and late-1990’s.  During the late 1980’s there was an influx of pirated texts and a veritable boom in the publishing industry.  Once the government began demanding licenses for publishers in the early 1990s, a period of malaise followed.
  After a brief slumber, a 1997 study showed that publishing had actually become the second largest industry in Russia in terms of gross sales, trailing just vodka.
 Naturally, the post-Soviet reading environment differed vastly from its predecessor.  Because protests against the government could now take place openly, literature was seen as no longer being “mainstream,” but simply a hobby or pastime for Russians.


The post-Soviet literary climate was no samizdat period, where readers sought xeroxed copies of banned texts that spoke against the regime.  In the new market oriented society, statistics showed that in the late 1990s, Russian reading habits differed vastly from previous generations.  “The market [was] characterized by increasing diversity, a heightened focus on niche publishing, and a growing role for domestically produced books, vis-à-vis translations of foreign works.”
  This would seem like it was a positive finding, but a huge problem existed in that ordinary readers in the late 1990’s simply couldn’t afford to purchase any books.  One study showed that readers with incomes of $440 or less—which makes up forty percent of the population—spend less on books each year than the cost of one metro ride.
  The middle class will spend enough for one modern fiction book a year.  The upper class, purportedly, can buy as many new books as they desire… if they desire.
  Another harrowing statistic shows that in 1991, Russians purchased almost 11 books per capita, and in 1996, this number dropped to below 3 books per capita.  Meanwhile, annual per capita consumption of hard alcohol in Russia is fourteen liters.
  These numbers do not bode very well for the market environment.


When one looks at what is being published, and purchased by Russian consumers, the possibility for criticism is abound.  Translations make up a huge number of books published annually.  Of course, if a book is closely related to sensitive national issues, the less desirable the title.  Most translated texts from abroad are foreign language textbooks, self-help books, or dealing with “instructional or methodological texts on computers, programming, finance, accounting, marketing, technology, and so forth.”
  The fact that these types of books are being published in translation would appear optimistic, but the reading statistics show that Russians in a post-Soviet climate far prefer recreational reading than empirical.  In 1997, detective novels by Russian authors far outsold translated works from abroad, claming 38 percent of the entire fiction market.
  Science fiction and mysticism was second with 26 percent of the market, and romance novels placed third with 17 percent.
  Despite all the aforementioned empirical non-fiction texts that are available in translation, books on religion and the occult are the most popular, making up 26 percent of all market sales.
  The practical how-to books make up 18 percent, and educational texts make up 14 percent (which has been bumped higher by the prevalence of “For Dummies” books).
  The fact that works of fiction are so overwhelmingly popular amongst Russian readers has forced many critics to ponder whether the intellectual elite is incapable of making sense of their history and adapting to the freedom a market oriented society enables them to pursue.  There is hope for the market yet, though.  Most readers who have started to keep personal libraries have begun doing so only in recent years.  The growing number of publishing houses and total works being sold hint that perhaps the marketplace will bounce back and Russian readers will once again discover the benefits of freedom in print.


To summarize, it can be deduced that literature trends help depict the state of Russian society in a post-Soviet world, and portray the country as a nation as continuing to overcome the disintegration of the Soviet Union, totalitarianism, but not really progressing socially.  Andrei Bitov, a renowned Russian author said of his peers, “When everything was under censorship, the very stones seemed to be talking, quite independently of all the ideological efforts of the regime.  You see, no one’s interested in the role of literature now—only in making money.  There is no time.  Then there was lots of time.  We’ve exchanged ideological chains for economic ones.”
  Since the Soviet era, Bitov believes Russia’s notion of literature has changed.  This is not to say that Russia has sunk as far as intellectual standards are concerned, but the development of their literary marketplace, when compared to other countries, is no cause for elation.  The general consensus is that without forward vision, Russia as a literary society may not see forward progress for a long period of time.  By looking more in depth at Russian authors and the styles of work they are producing, the reasons become more realized.

THE WRITERS, PORNOGRAPHY AND “PULP-FICTION”


The authors of post-perestroika prose have, for the most part, seen their literature fall on deaf ears with intermittent periods of success over the past thirteen years.  In the previous section, some of the blame for this was placed on the environment of the Russian marketplace, and on reading tendencies of both educated and non-educated Russians.  Some of this blame also falls on the shoulders of the authors.  For the past thirteen years, a portion of their work has helped label them as cynics, with jaded views of post-Soviet Russian life.  


When perestroika reached its pinnacle, the intelligentsia had visions of grandeur for Russian culture.  Somehow, since then, “the writer was virtually the first to be ousted from the pedestal on which he had been placed.  As the culture collapsed with a road, it buried him.”
  In today’s market driven society, many critics argue that the originality that perestroika initially ushered in is simply being mirrored by modern prose.  That is to say, where once readers were given scathing exposes to read, they are now just being presented with the other side of the argument.  Surely this is not the genuine and unique literature culture that was to be expected as a post-Soviet Russia began to take form.  The culprits in this case are largely the authors of pornography and “pulp-fiction,” which is the majority of the work being produced and purchased in Russia today.

Pornographic texts have become widely accepted in Russia, and the plots of these novels seem to be nothing more than reactions to a totalitarian system of morals, just with lurid sex tales intermittently placed throughout the story.  The onslaught of such a licentious literary trend is due in part to “The glut of tragedy during perestroika—something that we were practically praying for ten years previously—led to the only possible outcome: to the exploitation of taboos, compounded by a catastrophic cultural decline.”
  Pornography has emerged in the last thirteen years to become a quite prevalent form of literature.  Since the average reader has neither the patience nor the desire to dissect the inherent messages in critical or avant-garde texts, they demand something that is directed at their personal needs.  In Russia’s current social climate, pornography has become widespread in literature as well as everyday life.  With an endlessly struggling economy, some women argue that even prostitution has been described as a means for a woman to make an honest day’s pay while exerting her independence.

“Pulp-fiction” is the heading given to broad range of fiction that contains (not exclusively) tales of adventure, romance, detective stories, pornography, the narcotics trade… basically all the niche markets.  Despite being considered useless by the intelligentsia—who believe literature is a tool for expressing dissent and criticizing the current state of affairs—they are the top grossing products on the marketplace.  They depict lavish, unreasonable lifestyles for common citizens who are interested in literature as an escape from their current positions.  They’re full of living rich, “buying drinks that cost 160 rubles and paying $200 tabs for a café lunch; the life they live is no one’s business but their own.”
  They are widely introverted and anti-social, which appeals to an average reader who simply wants to escape life and doesn’t want to deal with the mazes of postmodernist confusion present in avant-garde literature.  These readers may not see a need for dissenting opinions in modern Russia, so they also stray from texts that openly question the policymaking of officials.  With “pulp-fiction” tales, they can relax and envision of life far removed from that of the normal post-Soviet Russian experience.  For them, the aesthetic nature of a book is not dependent on how unique or original it is.  What matters most is, is it fun, exciting, and enjoyable.

This argument is bolstered by the marketplace statistics discussed in the previous section: “pulp-fiction” sells.  Naturally, this irks the intelligentsia.  In their criticism of current literary trends, they conclude that since the dawn of the post-Soviet era, Russian authors have seemed at a loss when it comes to conjuring new ideas.  Their insecurities, or perhaps just a general sense of immaturity, have forced many to eschew intelligent discourse in lieu of what the marketplace shows will sell.  It’s quite the paradox, really.  Books are being sold, the number of publishing houses has skyrocketed, and yet, the general pervasive feeling amongst Russians is that the industry is in a stalemate and unable to live up to it’s storied past.


How did it come to this?  How did Russians gravitate from classic texts to easy reading so quickly?  It can be argued that modern Russian authors are simply stuck in a post-Soviet quagmire, the same way that authors reacted to the revolutions in 1917.  The situation is remarkably similar.  “The Union has dissolved, and the poet seeks meaning in the fragments of history that constitute his own essence.”
  It’s a daunting task, attempting to chronicle life in such an unusual and new time period.  Soviet authors had over seventy years to live in the socialist system and attempt to voice their discontent.  The new Russian era has only existed for thirteen years, and these authors are still trying to find their place in that system, and understand the role they must play for the reading public.  Or, it may be that after the initial buzz surrounding perestroika, the honest depiction and portrayal of life in a tumultuous nation simply saw a decline in popularity.  There was a period of a few years, when the newly opened society saw a glut of critical texts, and once all those ideas had been exhausted, the writers simply needed to find something else to write about.  So they chose topics that they thought the marketplace would enjoy: non-critical, reader friendly texts.  The general consensus among critics is—it would seem—that none of these authors could compare with the great Soviet authors, so why should they bother?  It is far easier in a market-oriented society to worry about what is being published and the economics of the book industry than to truly work to chronicle life in Russia.


What then, is the prescription for success?  Is there even potential for success, or has this new form of writing in a market oriented system contaminated Russian literature?  Perhaps a return to normalcy, literally speaking!  A return to literature marked “with tightly wound plots, with surprises and paradoxes, with an absence of abstracted intellectualism and even with amorality (which can also be attractive)—that’s how.”
  Russian writers must lend their focus to the task at hand.  Previous generations are lauded for fighting against the system, and for an impoverished country.  Why not carry the torch in this new era of post-Soviet writing?  Perhaps a conscious decision to forget the lack of depth and indifference in current writing trends will lead Russian authors to strive for the success reached by their predecessors.

THE AVANT-GARDE TREND


Previous sections have hinted at a current downward trend in Russian literature.  Yet, the situation isn’t completely grim.  There are plenty of current authors who are creating wonderful texts that extend far beyond the reaches of what the majority of the market has to offer.  They are challenging reads, dense with information and able to bridge the generational gap between readers and authors.  They’re willing to argue policy, draw on the past for information and support, and create new and exciting visions for Russian readers.


Postmodernism in literature is most easily defined as a movement against earlier modernist principles by reintroducing traditional or classical elements of style or by carrying modernist or practices to extremes.
  Where it was once viewed as being “anti-art,”
 postmodernism now fits into current Russian literature as a means of reinterpreting the Soviet era, perestroika and it’s aftermath in a way that is deeply concerned about the future of Russia and culture.  “Today’s creators of postmodernist literature are yesterday’s Soviet underground.  However, the underground, which has now resurfaced, has collided with a reality which is so complex and contradictory and, moreover, changing with such speed, that its constant battle with socialist realism has turned out to be simply absurd.”
  Furthermore, these avant-garde authors are using postmodern tendencies to not only recall these great Soviet era underground writers, but to converse with them in their own tales!  By using these techniques, “authors play with postmodernism, and they also celebrate their ability, in the post-Soviet period, to make whatever use they wish of whatever pieces of the past they like, in an unprescribed way, a freedom they could not have enjoyed under the Soviet system of censorship.”
  Furthermore, there is a growing sense of inherent symbolism in the character names and issues focused on in post-Soviet postmodern texts.  By centering on a setting such as asylums and their patients, authors like Viktor Pelevin can play with the idea of a totalitarian system and the reaction of their heroic characters inside and outside that establishment.  The use of names that rhyme with famous Soviets or institutions draws the past into the present for observation.  The reason for this shift into an avant-garde milieu such as postmodernism is most likely because, like the general reaction in 1917, the beginning of this new era in Russia has an empty feeling to it.  This is why most texts question society as well as the self.  The future of the government and the country is unsure. The future of the individual, by extension, is then also unsure. That leaves authors to compare their own souls to that of the system they are commenting on in their analysis of how society is functioning in modern times.  The future, for sure, seems uncertain.

CONCLUSION


This paper has attempted to discern the state of post-Soviet literature.  Russia is still a relatively young market-oriented country, and has seen various changes already in literary styles, forms, and ideals over the past thirteen years since the collapse of the USSR.  Then suddenly, everything changed.  The problem that exists now for Russian authors is, they waited so long to have the opportunity to speak their minds freely, now they have the chance and confusion is abound.  They are buried in the mire that past generations of Russian authors faced before.  Before 1917 it was the tsarist regime censoring writers.  Following the revolutionary period, there was mass confusion amongst authors.  Then, during the Soviet era it was “socialist realism,” and bolstering the ideologies of “the state.”  Mikhail Gorbachev preached perestroika and glasnost, which only ushered in more confusion and emptiness.  Now there is a dilemma facing all post-Soviet writers.  No one wants to celebrate the regimes of Stalin, Khrushchev or Brezhnev.  They have no desire to praise the darkness that inhibited Soviet citizens for over seventy years.  After all their hopes and prayers were answered, after the totalitarian state, what now is the role of a writer in this “capitalist” system?


There is no way of knowing now what the future holds for Russian literature.  The marketplace may continue to dictate what kinds of books are written, and the presence of genuinely unique offerings may continue to dwindle as the average reader looks for something more self-satisfying.  There is a weight on the shoulder of Russian authors to overcome this sense of emptiness that has prevailed for the past thirteen years, and to replicate the greatness of those who have come before them.  Future political trends may again shift, leaving authors to pick up the pieces and begin again from scratch.  The only thing that is certain about the state of literature in a post-Soviet Russian era is that there is no certainty.
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