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Jeremy says

“Great Russian novels’ and where to find them: some tips and one brilliant example

Sometimes, in literary discussions one can hear people asking: what is the most important, significant,
relevant, interesting etc. Russian novel of our time? The answer is not that evident at all. Oh, how easy it was
back in the nineteenth — beginning of the twentieth centuries when such literary coloss as Dostoevsky,
Tolstoy, Chekhov ruled in aliterature realm! Their world-famous novels and plays became an immediate
classic straight after the publishing, so you could easily predict what books would have been included into
‘must-read lists' of that time.

But how can we find new *big Russian novels' of present time? There is an abundance of books occurring



every year in Russia (in 2015, there were published as many as 112,647 titles of books with atotal
circulation of more than 459 million copies). How to pick up aright one? It is better not to fall for the most
best-selling author or you'll end up buying cheap (in every sense of thisword) “ironic detective stories’ by
Dariia Dontsova— which are maybe not that bad by themselves but, sadly, bear no relationship to “the great
Russian literature” in Tolstoy kind of style.

However, you could find some valuabl e suggestions in short-lists of numerous literary prizes: Bolshaia
Kniga (The Big Book), lasnaia Poliana, or Russian Booker to name afew. | believe that they could provide
readers with some insights into the state of play on contemporary literature field in Russia. Of course, there
isnot asingle literary prize which decisions would not be contested and challenged. For instance, “the oldest
independent (i.e. non-governmental) and the most prestigious literary prize in the country” (as stated by the
prize itself), The Russian Booker, is famous for being quite controversial, not to say — heavily criticized — for
itsannual selection of best books. However, even the most ardent critics welcomed The Russian Booker
jury’ s decision to posthumously award Alexander Chudakov with “Booker of the Decade” prize for his novel
"A Gloomis Cast Upon the Ancient Steps' (awarded in 2011). What makes this choice even more specid, is
the fact that thisis the author’s only fictional book: Chudakov was a prominent literary scholar, mostly
known for his extensive research of Chekhov’sworks (high five to the great Russian literature).

This quite voluminous “novel-idyll” (a genre defined by the author himself) depicts “anidyllic” life against
the background of anational catastrophe — or a Soviet history, if you like. The book tells the story of an
extended family of Savvins-Stremoukhovs — representatives of pre-revolutionary Russian intelligentsia who,
facing athreat of Bolshevik purges and Gulag, preferred a self-imposed exile in a small fictional town of
Chebachinsk lost between the picturesque lakes and forests of Northern Kazakhstan. In 1970s, the book’ s
protagonist and the author’ s alter ego, Anton Stremoukhov, comes to his native town to say last goodbye to
his dying grandfather — the family’ s anchorman, a patriarch and an erudite with seemingly omniscient
knowledge in ailmost every aspect of life — at least, Anton believes so as his grandfather was his beloved
teacher at the times of the protagonist’s childhood. However, the theme of Anton’s farewell with his
granddad is not the book’ s main storyline: soon, the narration in the novel jumpsto other historical periods,
to different places and persons, asit is not linear neither chronological. The narrator creates very beautiful
mosaic made of memories about long gone relatives and a shortage of every possible product and thing
during the war time (with some recipes of home-made soap and even medical thermometers). The storyteller
has a gift of photographical memory which allows him to recall exiled peoples and destroyed churches, war
horrors and funny moments, anecdotes and love stories, dogs and friends of his happy, “idyllic” childhood
and adolescence years. However, regarding Chudakov’ s book as an autobiography would have been a
mistake (this notion was dismissed by the writer’s widow and a prominent scholar, Marietta Chudakova).
The novel represents afictional yet very veritable record of a private life in the period when everything
private and personal was regarded as enemy, rebellious, and dangerous.

But it is even not a captivating, sometimes hilarious, sometimes tragic story that makes Chudakov’ s book so
unique and addictive. It is the author’ s affection for and respect to classic literature and The Word in the
broader sense which is almost palpable in the novel. The author and his ater ego are equally fascinated with
“high literature”, folklore, songs, poetry, newspapers' articles, encyclopedias and Soviet propaganda and
they constantly quote and juggle them in rather modern — some might say, postmodern —way. Unfortunately,
this precious word- and style-play makes this novel particularly untranslatable (here you can find quite nice,
but still insufficient English trandation: https.//pen.org/a-gloom-is-cast-upon-...).

To sum up, if you are interested in Russian and Soviet turbulent and complex contemporary history,
portrayed from very personal perspective, written in a beautiful, eloquent language filled with intertextuality
and intelligent humor, the novel “A Gloom is Cast Upon the Ancient Steps’ is definitely something that



could be of your keen interest. Highly recommended.
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