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Leonid Chertkov in Search of Lost Time

This article follows life and writings of Leonid Chertkov (1933 — 2000), an
archivist, poet, and political emigrant. From his initial interest in concealed literary facts
during the Soviet years came his continuous preoccupation with forgotten and
unappreciated authors. He singlehandedly introduced many authors of the early twentieth
and eighteenth centuries to young Moscow and Leningrad poets of the 1950s and 1960s.
At the peak of Khrushchev’s thaw he was arrested and served five years in Gulag on the
infamous article 58, actually for being the center of unofficial poetic circle referred to by
his name, “Chertkov group.” The experience enforced his perception at first, of his
country, and after emigration, of the entire world as a form of a prison. My argument is
based on the examination of his life in and out of Russia and the writings that he left.!

“All cities are like prison exercise yards,” wrote Leonid Chertkov (1933-2000) in
“Astral Storm” (“Astralnaia buria”), his unpublished “writer’s diary.” It was 1987, the
thirteenth year since his emigration to the free world from the Soviet Union, where he
had served five years in the labor camp (1957 — 1962). The experience of prison still
featured prominently in his vision of the world.

After 1980, Chertkov settled in Cologne, Germany, where on June 28, 2000, he
died of a heart attack at the library desk. The death of an archivist and a poet, a wanderer
and a hermit could not have happened in a more symbolic way. The library was his home
away from home, the home that he had had to leave twenty-six years earlier, in 1974.
Like many Russian intellectuals who found themselves in exile or had to emigrate,

Chertkov involuntarily robbed his homeland of his literary talent and the unique gifts of a

! Archive of Leonid Chertkov was salvaged from destruction by Gabriel Superfin, an archivist at the Institute of
Eastern Europe (Bremen). Chertkov did not make his will and after his sudden death Cologne municipality sent his
archive for a temporary storage before discarding his papers. I had an honor and a pleasure to work in Bremen archive
under the guidance of Superfin, who knew Chertkov for many years and whose help could not be appreciated enough.
Chertkov’s archive consists of a collection of his short stories, compiled by Russian poet and literary scholar Ivan
Akhmetev (unpublished), typed manuscript of texts entitled by the author “Astralnaia Buria”, and some personal
documents, books, photographs, and a few letters. Fond 51/34 All translations from Russian are mine.



born enlightener. A literary scholar of extraordinary erudition, Chertkov had a special
calling to impart his thoughts to and share his findings with like-minded people. After
several years in the West he realized that emigration had not afforded him an audience
that could appreciate his thoughts and knowledge. He turned to recording his insights into
contemporary politics, social phenomena, and what he referred to as signs and signals
from an “astral world.” Chertkov’s “Diary” gives an invaluable insight on the former and
future interests of Russian intelligentsia, on what would remain relevant for them and

what is to be lost.

I start with the history of what became known in Russian unofficial literary circles
as “Chertkov’s group”: During 1952-56, several students of Foreign Language Institute
began to get together to share their common passion for poetry. Galina Andreeva,
Valentin Khromov, Stanislav Krasovitsky, and Andrei Sergeev2 became the core of the
group. They met in Andreeva’s tiny room in a communal apartment in Bronnaya Street.’
Leonid Chertkov was the informal but acknowledged leader of the circle. His knowledge
of forgotten and unpublished authors became unique among his generation. He developed
interest in forgotten periods of the Russian literature early in his youth. A desire to get
access to the literary archives and books banned from the general circulation and hidden

in the libraries’ storage areas brought him to the Library Institute.* He was a bibliophile;

2 About Chertkov group see: Andrei Sergeev. His autobiographical novel The Stamp Album (Albom dlia marok), for
which he received Russian Booker Prize in 1996. OMNIBUS, Moskva, NLO, 1997: 288-320. Andrey Sergeev. Stamp
Album: a Collection of People, Things, Relationships and Words. Moscow: Glas, Chicago, Northwestern UP, 2002.
Also, Vladislav Kulakov “Mansarda s oknami na Zapad. Interviu s Andreem Sergeevym” in Poeziia kak fakt. Stat’i o
stikhakh. M. NLO, 1999. Vladislav Kulakov, “Kak eto nachinalos’. ” Novyi mir, 1994. Victor Kulle, Review on
publication of Leonid Chertkov, Stikhotvoreniia, M. O.G.1., 2004, 112 pp. in Novyi mir, 2005:12. E. Lobkov,
“Preodolenie eruditsii” Zerkalo 2006, 2, pp. 27-28. Also, Mikhail Aizenberg. “Underground vchera i segodnia”,
Znamia, 1998:6. http://magazines.russ.ru/znamia/1998/6/krit.html.

* A room not shared with parents was a luxury that few young people could enjoy. Joseph Brodsky described the
anxieties born from the necessity to share their personal space with parents. “Less than One” in Less Than One.
Selected Essays. New York: 1986, 3-33, especially: 7, 14, 27. Also, “In a Room and a Half”, ibid., 446-501.

* Library Institute graduates had very low salaries and little chances for professional growth even by the Soviet
standards. Mostly, young women composed students’ body. Depending on the State’s needs, different professions were
hold in high esteem: engineers in the 1930s, pilots in the 1940s, geologists in the 1950s, and physicists in the 1960s.
The romanticized image of a profession in mass culture compensated for the unimpressive income. Librarians never
enjoyed high social status. In 1952, Chertkov, a Jew, had no chance to be accepted in Foreign Language Institute.
Fortunately, the Library Institute was for him a right place to be. It is necessary to note that Leonid Chertkov had no
connection to ancient Russian gentry of the same name. There are several Jewish lines with the last name of Chertkov



he regularly visited used bookstores, delved into archives, copied manuscripts and took
notes.” He also had the urgent need to share his discoveries with like-minded friends.

Andreeva’s room at the top floor of a pre-revolution apartment building faced the
West. The visitors called it “Mansard facing the West,” which had both a literal and a
figurative meaning. The word “Mansard” became a moniker of the circle:

“It was not for nothing that the Mansard looked to the West. We envisioned a normal society, the

. 6
opposite of ours, over there.”

Various forms of “hidden knowledge,” from the mass culture of the West to the
suppressed culture of the Russian past were an essential part of the group’s spiritual

resistance in the sterilized atmosphere of Soviet cultural politics.

A poetic bridge over the hiatus of time in Soviet culture.

An educator by vocation, Chertkov did not leave many poems but in most of them
he went all the way in defiance of the barriers set by common Soviet caution and self-
preservation. Chertkov was a militant non-conformist, and, if [ may say so, a militant
pacifist. In 1953, he wrote a three-poem cycle “The Salt of the Earth” (Sol’ zemli), in
which he carries to the extreme militaristic Romanticism, represented in poetry by
Rudyard Kipling and his Soviet followers, such as Eduard Bagritsky (1895-1934),
Nikolai Tikhonov (1896-1979), and Nikolai Aseev (1889-1963). In the poem he gives
voice to unidentified soldiers of fortune, eager executioners, faceless participants in
pointless military expeditions, ready also for their own senseless death. He parodied the
violence they glorify and exposed the stark alienation of the willing killers. His short

poem “Summation” (Itogi) written in 1953-54 brought him a “real triumph in summer of

and Chertok, derived from a town of Chortkov (Galicia), 1566. http://toldot.ru/urava/lnames/lnames 23054.html
and http://giperborea.liveforums.ru/viewtopic.php?id=186

5 Family stories were often a link with the past for a new generation. It is possible that Chertkov’s distant relation to the
ego-futurist poet of Odessa school Anatoly Fioletov who in 1918 was killed by bandits in Odessa, inspired Chertkov’s
interest in the marginal literary figures. His parents were also born in Odessa.

6 Sergeev, Ibid., 292.



1955 among patrons of the only cocktail hall in Moscow, “a Western oasis in the gray desert of
the East.””’

Sixty years after it was written, the poem reads not only as a dark fantasy about a
longed-for destruction of the Communist capital. It still reveals the suppressed aggression
that has accumulated in the Soviet and now Post—Soviet society and anticipates the

failure of violent popular protest:

A xo2da 8 poonuxax cmanem KpacHotl 800a,
U ne 6yoem nuede nepaspyutennvix 30anuil,
Mbl 603MOINCHO NPUROMHUM, YO MU 2004
Janu nam Opazoyennyio 310cmy oxcudanuil.”
(When spring water turns red with blood, and no whole buildings are left, we will probably

remember that the years gone by imparted precious anger of expectations to us.)

Chertkov’s early poetry has the energy of an inevitable and almost desirable
finality. He envisions details of a future arrest, investigation, and execution by a firing
squad. He looks forward to a civil war, or a variety of aggressive actions that would
disrupt his desperate existence.

His poetry was permeated with premonitions of disaster and sense of danger. Long before
his actual arrest, he had lived through the experience mentally. Similarly, in the
confinement of the labor camp, he predicted his destiny as a peripatetic scholar. Then, as
later, he was thinking about recurrent historical patterns, not directly connected with the

specifics of Soviet or contemporary realities in general.

Thaw, and the subsequent freezing nights.

7 Sergeev, ibid., 297.

¥ Poems by Chertkov cited from his tiny collections Ognepark, Keln, 1987 and Smalta, Keln, 1997 (no pagination) His
self-published Ognepark has an important author’s reminder applicable also to his prose writings: “we must not forget
that the lyric "I" is not required to always reflect the personality of the author.”



Besides the well-researched “Khrushchev Thaw,” ° the Soviet Union had known a
number of shorter periods when State control was relaxed. Contemporaries remembered
those periods as real gasps of freedom specifically because they were not sponsored by
the government. Rather, they resulted from a fundamental disruption of established order
and consequent confusion among its rulers.'’ One such short period happened after
WWII, when demobilized military returned from Europe. The other “quiet thaw” came
immediately after Stalin’s death in 1953. It is well known that the short-lived post-war
period of relative laxity inspired the wave of terror that ended only with Stalin’s death.
The young people of Chertkov’s circle viewed “Khrushchev Thaw” with disdain: it was
bestowed on the people by the same government that was responsible for the atrocities it
now condemned. The falsity of the familiar official parlance was a dead giveaway for
these young poets, and they continued their withdrawal into a private world. They
despised the officially permitted bravery of literary frondeurs like E. Yevtushenko and
A.Voznesensky.

Andrei Sergeev writes about Chertkov's conviction that «a sense of danger sharpens
the vision of the contemporary and provides a measure of things, a clear semantic task.
Contemporaneity is a sine qua non of any worthy poem»'' Chertkov was defiantly reckless in
comparison with the other poets of the group. For a poem written in 1953, about the
future destruction of Kremlin, he would have been persecuted in any period of Russia’s
history:

U bvina nocrnednss Houwv peocuma,

U xmo—mo 3auem—mo noocez Mocksy,

U bonvuue nuxem yoice He xpanumoiil,

% See, f. ex., V. M. Zubok Zhivago’s Children: the last Russian intelligentsia Harvard UP, 2009.
Rosen, Margo Shohl. “The Independent Turn in Soviet-Era Russian Poetry”, Ph. D. thesis, Columbia University, 2011.

1 Vladislav Kulakov. “Poeziia kak fakt” Interview with Valentin Khromov “My vsegda zanimalis’ tol’ko
iskusstvom”, NLO, 1999. Nikita Krivoshein in an interview to Ivan Tolstoy “V letargicheskoi zone”: Pamiati Leonida
Chertkova. Program of Ivan Tolstoy at radio Svoboda, 2000. www.svoboda.org/content/transcript/24200437.html.
Contrary to the previous period, in Russia of today, an emphasis on political neutrality has become a statement of
support for the current Russian regime and its parlance. In “Esli by ne Kolya Shatrov” (If it was not for Kolya Shatrov),
a 2011 documentary about a deceased poet Nikolai Shatrov (1929-1977), affiliated with Chertkov’s group, based on
interview of survivors of the group, Galina Andreeva, Oleg Gritsenko, Nikolai Khromov, Shatrov’s widow and several
of their contemporaries, Chertkov’s name has never been mentioned.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=noo5NYkQHJU

1 Sergeev, Ibid., 299.



Kpemnv naxoney e3nemen é cunegy.

(...)

Houw yuina, u mpynut cnokotino nokpuliu

Obnesnvlil 3ax1amMAeHHbIL NApanem,

U na kposasoii kupnuuHot nuliu

Obeopesuuii ¢ yenos, HO 3HAKOMbLI NOPMPEN.

[0e ynvibka y ena3 u 8 MOPWUHKAX MEKUX,

U ynvibra 6 uzeube 2y6 u ycos...

U connusviii pebenox, ueparowuii cmpeaxoi,

Cexynonou cmpenxoii Cnacckux 4acos.

(It was the last night of the regime, Someone for some reason set Moscow on fire, and no longer
protected by anyone, Kremlin at last blew up into the blue sky. (...) The night passed, corpses
quietly strewn, over the dilapidated and littery parapet, and the familiar portrait, burnt at corners,
remained on a blood-stained dusty pavement, with his smiling eyes and thin lines in eye’s corners,
and with a smile in the curve of his lips and mustaches... And a snotty child plays with a second

hand of the Savior tower clock.)

Chertkov had a strong premonition of his fate. Two years before his arrest, in
1955, he wrote a poem that testifies how intensely he imagined the plight of his arrested
countrymen and how clearly he saw himself among them:
Bom u ece. Ilocneonss nouv yxooum,
A ewe na c60600e, xomv nycm Kouienex.
A moey eosopums 0 KuHo, 0 no2ode, —
A bymaeu ceou s guepa euje coicee.
A yeepen 6 cebe. YV mensi xeamum naznocmu
IIpoxypopy cmeambcs 6 2nasa,
A ne cmamny npocumu 3acedamenbCKoll HCALoCmu
U naiidy, umo 6 nociednem cnose ckaszame.
Hannesamo. A dasno 6 nemapeuueckoii 30He,
Mmne na umo-mo Hadesimocs 6b110 Ovl 3ps.
YV mens yvicanxa npouna na 1adonu

KonuenmpaquHHbze Jaeep:.



A opyeue? Ooun 6 nomemxax uumaemn.

Omom xooum u Kypum, u max gice oud.

Ha u yumo mam eadamsv, omkyoa s 3Ha0.

Mooicem, kasrcOwlll 60m max sice cmoum y OKHd.

U nuxmo, nasepro, ne dcoem nepemenoi.

U onamv cunsxom 3amexaem 0Cmox,

U 5 sudicy, kax He3amemublil 60€HHbIU

Ioowusaem mue 8 nanky nOcreOHUll IUCMOK.

(That is it. The last night is slipping away. I am still not imprisoned, but my wallet is empty. I can
talk about films and about weather. Yesterday, I already burnt my archive. I am confident of
myself. I'll have audacity to laugh to a prosecutor's face. I won't ask for the judges' compassion —
1 will find words for my final statement. I don't care. It's long since I am in lethargy. Any hope
would be in vain: A Gipsy palm-reader saw concentration camps on my palm. The others? One
is reading in semi-darkness, another is pacing the room smoking, she is doing the same. Why try
to guess, how can I know. Perhaps each one of us is standing at the window as I am. And nobody
expects any change. East bruises with red again, And I can see an officer stapling the last page in

my folder.)

Thaw and Soviet military activities in 1956. Arrest and sentence.

Khrushchev's “Thaw” is usually referred to as a period roughly between the mid-
50’s and 1964. For a few intellectuals who saw a tragedy in the bloody suppression of the
Hungarian uprising in 1956, it was different.'” According to the succinct formula of a
member of a similar poetic circle from Leningrad, Vladimir Uflyand (1937-2007), the
thaw “lasted exactly as long as the Russian Revolution of 1917 in February 1956 Khrushchev
denounced Stalin and on the 4" of November Soviet tanks were on the streets of Budapest.”l3
Uflyand refers to the period between the collapse of the Russian monarchy and the

establishment of the provisional government in February 1917 and the Bolshevik

takeover in October of the same year.

12 Sergeev describes how he and his friends were crushed by the Hungarian events: “He [Chertkov] was in the extreme
of distress and spoke to me, or to himself, or into the wind: ‘Just to have a chance to dance on the portrait! [Meaning
the Party leader’s NP]. Perhaps it would worth to give my life for it?”” Sergeev, Ibid., 322.

13 Mikhail Eremin, Vladimir Ufliand, Ilia.Kukulin, “Moguchaia piterskaia khvor’> NLO. 2005, 71. p. 376.



Simultaneously with its invasion into Hungary, the Soviet Union was involved in the
Suez Crisis on behalf of Egypt. During the Suez Canal crisis, at a Library Institute
meeting in support of Gamal Abdel Nasser, Chertkov snapped: “Students should take exams
instead of defending the pharaoh of Egypt.”*

Two months later, on January 12, 1957, Leonid Chertkov was arrested and
sentenced to 5 years under article 58.10 (Anti-Soviet propaganda and agitation), which he
served in full in Dubrovlag, Mordovia. Tellingly, his sentence included no specific
charges, yet the judge gave him a five-year term instead of the four years that the
prosecutor requested. Chertkov was singled out from the others in the group because
State Security unmistakably recognized him as “a center, an axis that had to be pulled out
to get the circle to fall apart.”"

Dubrovlag was not a death camp, like Kolyma camps during Stalin’s Gulag. In
comparison with forced labor-camps before and after Khrushchev’s thaw, the regime in
the Mordovia camps was relatively bearable.'® Chertkov’s letters from the camp to
Andrei Sergeev include concentrated literary reviews of his reading, discussions of
Sergeev’s translations from Robert Frost and T.S. Eliot, and Chertkov’s own attempts at
translation of English and German poetry.'” Chertkov managed to issue two literary
collections as a samizdat publication, Troia (December 1958) and Piatirechie (May
1959) -- one copy each.'®

Chertkov distinguished between those who honorably deserved their sentence,
conscientious opponents to the regime, and victims of Gulag who were accused for

crimes that they never committed. He rejected victimization of the former, a small

minority who received his respect; he looked upon the rest with unaffected concern. It

14 Sergeev, Ibid., 322.

'3 N. Krivoshein in Ivan Tolstoy “V letargicheskoj zone. Pamiati Leonida Chertkova.”

http://archive.svoboda.org/programs/OTB/2001/OBT.101001.asp

16 v.P. Kuznetsov “Nas sblizila liubov’ k literature” NLO 2001, 47.

17 Letters to Sergeev (from the archive of Galina Muravieva, the widow of A. Sergeev).

'8 The title “Piatirechie” refers to five people whose work made a collection: Mikhail Krasilnikov, Alexander
laroshenko, Petr Antoniuk, Leonid Chertkov, Vladimir Kuznetsov; A. laroshenko, an artist from Leningrad, made its
design. Kuznetsov, ibid. See also Vladimir Kuznetsov, “Istoriia odnoj kompanii” 1995, Tynianovskii sbornik vyp. 10,
1998, vyp.11, and http://www.rvb.ru/np/publication/05supp/5-rechie/5-rechie.htm




was important for him to see himself as a conscious enemy of the inhuman order of
things, not the mindless victim of a state machine: “Leonid Andreev’s son was imprisoned
not for ‘nothing at all.” He wrote a novel about chekist officers — “Night Wanderers”.

(Coin Jleonuoa Andpeesa cuden ne “nu 3a umo”’. OH HANUCAT POMAH O YEKUCMAX —
“Cmpannuxu nouu.”)"

For Chertkov, the camp experience was nevertheless agonizing. Tatiana
Nikolskaia, his wife, writes: “He said that first three years in the camp were bearable.
(...) only once he mentioned that appalling episodes also had happened, which better not
to recall.”” It had a devastating effect on his fragile mental organization. As much as he
had fantasized about future destruction and execution before his arrest, the reality of the
camp trounced him. In the West, to the end of his days, his surroundings would seem

pregnant with the sinister intrigues and ugliness he encountered in the prison zone.

Release to the “Big Zone.”

Chertkov’s time in the camp ended in January 1962. His incarceration meant that
he did not witness events that had an enormous impact on the awakening of Soviet
society: the World Festival of Youth in Moscow (1957), the first American exhibition
(1959), Yury Gagarin’s journey into space (1961), and removal of Stalin’s corpse from
Lenin’s tomb (1961). Pasternak’s Nobel award scandal (1958) and his death (1960) also
happened while Chertkov was in the Mordovia camp.*'

Chertkov nevertheless witnessed an important cultural and political event of the
decade, namely the publication of Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s “One Day in the Life of Ivan
Denisovich” (November, 1962). A short period followed during which the grip of
censorship was loosened. Chertkov tried to pick up his life where it had been interrupted.

For several months he worked in the Fundamental Library for the Humanities (INION)

% Daniil Leonidovich Andreev (1906-1959), the author of The Rose of the World. The Metaphilosophy of History
(Peace Church Challenge, 2015)), his main creation conceived and written during his incarceration in Vladimir
Central Prison during 1947-1957. State Security confiscated and destroyed his early “novel about chekists”
Wanderers of Night (Stranniki nochi)) focused on the spiritual opposition to the Soviet regime and atheism but
Andreev partially restored it after his release.

20 Tatiana Nikolskaia. “Puteshestvennik, stavshii zatvornikom” (A Wanderer who became a Hermit) NLO, 2001, 47.

2! On that period see Vladislav Zubok Zhivago’s Children The last Russian Intelligentsia. Harvard UP, 2009.



and continued his research in state and private archives. His Moscow friends however
noticed that Chertkov, once the epitome of energy, had somehow lost his verve.”> He
moved to Leningrad, married Tatiana Nikolskaia, a young talented literary scholar, and
found many old and new friends there.”> After the marriage, his social life became even
more intense. Nikolskaia cites Joseph Brodsky’s verses, attached to a bottle of vodka,
which the future Nobel laureate gave him as a birthday gift on December 14, 1969.
Jlo6o6b k Yepmrkosy Jleonudy

Ecmob nawa gpopma 6vimus,

O yem HapoOHwlli Cyous

He nooasas, enpouem, 6udy —

Hmen 6o3modcnocmes 0ozadamocs,

Jasas cpok, umo 6wl He Mal,

V nac on srcuznu omuuman.

(Love for Leonid Chertkov is our form of being. The judge might guess it, however, on the sly,

. . L . 24
when gave us prison time, taking it away from our lives.)

The roads that they were to choose.

A distinct change in the very spirit of the times happened in the early 1970s. For
the first time since the mid-20s, emigration from the USSR became a real option, albeit
only for Jews or those whom KGB chose to consider as such. “To leave or not to leave”
became the central theme of private discussions among many within the intelligentsia.
For some it was not a matter of choice but an alternative to a new prison term. This was
the case for Chertkov.

For people who could not accept the Soviet system, there were various modes of

escape: For some emigratioin was an option; for the less fortunate, the Gulag and/or

2 hitp://archive.svoboda.org/programs/OTB/2001/OBT.101001.asp

3 Among people with whom Chertkov became intimately connected in Leningrad, Tatiana Nikolskaia mentions
Akhmatova’s “orphans”: Joseph Brodsky, Evgeny Rein, Anatoly Neiman, and Dmitry Bobyshev; members of the
“philological school” (Vladimir Ufliand, Mikhail Eremin, Leonid Vinogradov, Sergei Kulle), and Alexej Khvostenko.
Chertkov and Konstantin Azadovsky wrote together an article about Rilke in Russia. Nikolskaia and Chertkov became
friends with Sergei Dovlatov and Lev Losev. They also had friends among older generation, like Ekaterina
Konstantinovna, widow of Benedikt Livshits, and Alexandra Ivanovna Vaginova. Nikolskaia, Ibid.

24 Nikolskaia, NLO 2001, 47.
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expulsion from the country. But there was also a niche for inner emigration, and in that
niche a chance to escape into the “transcendental,” into things beyond this world. Formal
religion became a lifeline for some; for others, it was the quest for esoteric knowledge.
Any deviation from the government-imposed ideology was at best suspicious, and often
persecuted — hence, for some non-materialistic world view was especially attractive. Thus,
the occult, Buddhism, and Masonic beliefs answered Chertkov’s fascination with hidden
wisdom and disputable teachings. The idea of certain higher powers and their influence
over human fate came natural to him.

Chertkov, oversensitive and deeply vulnerable, felt doomed in the atmosphere of
despondency and threat of new repressions spread in the 1970. In May 1974, Chertkov
left his homeland for good; only his father, Natan Aleksandrovich Chertkov, Tanya
Nikolskaia, Konstantin Azadovsky, and Lev Turchinsky saw him off at the airport.”

Another Life and Personality Transformations
The Russian mythological consciousness, shaped by centuries of state-imposed isolation,
viewed emigration as a step towards the Otherworld. The West loomed as an abode of the
dead, be it an underworld or heaven. Crossing the border without possibility to return was
a kind of a death experience for a Soviet escapee. They did not expect ever to return and
ever to see their family or friends again. Indeed, Chertkov’s father died at the end of the
same year and the son could not attend his funeral.

Besides objective factors, such as a specific historical situation, knowledge of
foreign languages, profession, and age, an emigrant’s personality plays a significant role
in his chances to prosper and survive psychologically in a foreign country. People who
knew Chertkov intimately at the different stages of his life remembered his intense and
uncompromising personality. Tatiana Nikolskaya writes about his difficult character. He
took offense easily and would remember a perceived injustice for a long time. There are
stories of fights provoked by an unpleasant remark or an insult from a stranger. Nikita
Krivoshein, who knew him in Moscow before they met again in Dubrovlag, recalled:

“Chertkov had the highest degree of egocentricity, which is not the same as egoism. (...) He

25 Konstantin Azadivskij “O ‘strannom russkom’: Leonid Chertkov”
http://www.guelman.ru/slava/nrk/nrk5/45.html
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deeply rejected himself and had disdain for his own undeniable talent. He tried to give up writing
poetry and was even ashamed of himself. That is what I mean by .velf-rejection"’26

Clearly, Chertkov’s demand for the highest professional and ethical standards in
combination with his egocentrism and misanthropy did not make him a good candidate
for success in a foreign land.

Chertkov was forty-one when he left Soviet Union. His reputation among Russian
intellectuals was very high. He had published over a hundred articles in the Literary
Encyclopaedia mostly about forgotten or unmentionable authors, sometimes under a
pseudonym. Chertkov’s article on Vladimir Nabokov (in collaboration with Oleg
Mikhailov*") appeared in the Literary Encyclopaedia (1968, v.5), the first mention of
Nabokov in an academic Soviet publication. One of his last articles in the Literary
Encyclopaedia written in the Soviet Union was the article about Varlam Shalamov.*®
In Vienna, Wolfgang Kozak was the one scholar able to appreciate the value of
Chertkov’s erudition. He helped him to publish collection of poetry by Konstantin
Vaginov (1982) and Vladimir Narbut (1983)*. Kozak also recommended Chertkov for a
teaching position at the University of Nanterre.

In France, in the academia of the 1970s, Chertkov’s phenomenal erudition in
Russian literature could not be appreciated and his political views were not welcome.
Like many Russian political émigrés before and after him, he expressed his anti-
communist and “politically incorrect” views with uncomfortable directness. Students
disliked him. The feeling was mutual. Nor could he find much camaraderie in the

trenches with other political emigrants. In a foreign land, making new friends can be

% Krivoshein, http://archive.svoboda.org/programs/OTB/2001/OBT.101001.asp

27 The encyclopedia article on Vladimir Nabokov was co-signed by Oleg Mikhailov (1932-2013), Soviet author and
literary critic of nationalistic linking, author of Literatura Russkogo Zarubezhiia (1920 — 1940), Moscow, Nasledie:
1993. He perished in his house fire in Peredelkino. His valuable archive including correspondence of Ivan Bunin and
Marina Tsvetaeva among them, perished with him.

28 Chertkov met Varlam Shalamov before his arrest in 1957. Later, he had searched old newspapers for Shalamov’s
early publications and wrote an article about Shalamov in Literary Encyclopaedia (v.8) Shalamov answered Chertkov’s
questions concerning that article in his letter of December 2, 1973. Varlam Shalamov. Sobranie sochinenij v shesti
tomakh, Moscow, Terra: 2005, pp. 584-586.

29 See: Ilia Kukulin “Istoriia pogranichnogo iazyka. Vladimir Narbut, Leonid Chertkov i kontrkulturnaia funktsiia”.
NLO 2005:72.
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difficult even for younger people or for those with a more amiable character than
Chertkov.

During his first years in the West, Chertkov enjoyed many opportunities barred to Soviet
people. His peripatetic life style took him all over Europe. He also read books that did not
cross over the border into the Soviet Union. By degrees, previously buried personality
traits and ideas began to dominate his consciousness. His sociability began to diminish.
Roman Timenchik wrote in Memoriam, after Chertkov’s death: “He felt a permanent eye
following his back making his life a simulacra of his favorite Nabokovian motive of
stepping into an adjacent metaphysical dimension, which we habitually call a persecution
mania.” And he used to find confirmations to his insights. Timenchik pointed to such
confirmation in his short story “Heaven Orchestra” (1981), in which Chertkov created a
memorial to his friend and prominent dissident Andrey Amalrik, who was killed in a
bizarre and suspicious car crash: “Sunny Andrei carelessly revealed himself to dark element,

9530

and it struck him with impunity around midnight.””" Timenchik quotes from Leonid’s letter

smuggled by a friend from France to the Soviet Union so that “Aesopian language” could
be avoided: “Indeed, life here is pretty disgusting. The worst thing is that stoolies from our
appreciative Fatherland are in abundance here. It is one of the difficulties of the local life. My
dream is to part with Slavistics, but where can I go? So that's that. And actually over the years |
encountered with such striking examples of human baseness about which we somehow
disremembered mingling in a narrow circle of scholars. Some are just like characters from gothic
novels. I used to suffer for the lack of company, and now I do not want even to see anyone. Well,
it is difficult to describe all that. A soobwe scume oyenv mowro. Camoe yaicacroe, 4mo ace
BOKDY2 HAUWNULOBAHO CMYKAYAMU U Koe-yeM noxyace. [a-0a, uz 61a200apHo2o omeuecmaa.
Tooice o0na uz mpyonocmeti mymouineu xcusuu. Mos meuma - pazoenamscs co CAA8UCTMUKOU, HO
Kyoa dice ewe nodamwca? Tax-mo eom. H 6000we cmoaxkuyicsa 3a smu 200bl ¢ MaAKumu
NOPA3UMENbHBIMU 00PA3YAMU YETI08eHeCKOU HUZ0CTU, O KOMOPBIX Mbl, 8APACH 8 Y3KOM Kpyay
IPYOUmMo8s, Kaxk-mo u noo3adwviau. IIpsamo nepconasdcu KaKkux-mo 20mudecKux pomanos. Panuvue s
cmpadan be3 obwenus, a menepsb u GUOemMb HUKO20 He Xouy. Jla 6ce2o u He pacckaxiceuts". I He

became “carping, wary, and skeptical”, Timenchik remembered.

30 Roman Timenchik. In memoriam. NLO 2001:47
31 Ibid.
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Significantly, that estrangement from people whom he knew for many years
coincided with changes in his homeland. He did not share the optimistic hopes that
Russian perestroika brought to liberal-minded Russian intellectuals. The idealized West
of his youth confronted him with its alien and often ugly side: He was repelled by the
power of marketing, disgusted by mindless consumerism, and saw a mortal danger to
civilization in the smug hypocrisy of political correctness:

“Devil whose name is ‘pleasure’.” /[vsaeon, umsn komopomy «npusmmoy. («bONBIION EHTHOTY,
1986).

“If you move to the consumption society, be prepared for the fact that they're ready to consume
you as well. Eciu 6l nepecensiemecs 8 0bwecmeo nompebaenus, 6yovme 20moavl K MOomy, Ymo
6ydym 2omoewl ynompeoums u éacy. («OKUBIINE KYKJIBI K BOCKOBEIE PUTYpEI», 1987)

“the trade of colored disguised as ‘friendship of peoples’ mop2oéns yeemmuvim msacom noo 6uoom
opyarcovl napooos (bonbimoit iedtHoT, 1986).

In the Soviet Union, in the second half of the 1980s, everything associated with
the Western lifestyle had maintained the appeal of forbidden fruit. By the turn of the
millennium, however, disillusionment with the West, from which Russian style
capitalism had adopted the worst, had spread among most of the Russian public.
Chertkov was ahead of his time.

His life trajectory had been moving from a “little zone” of his labor camp to a
bigger one, the entire Soviet Union separated from the world by the Iron Curtain; and he
ultimately felt that the globe itself was a barb wired zone. Allusions to concentration
camps pop up now and then:

“exercise yards of German (foreign) cities, where TV towers are like camp’s watch towers.
npo2ynounsie 080PUKU 2EPMAHCKUX [UHOCMPannbIX] 20p0008, 20e menedu3uoHHble OAUHU
ROX0CU HA IA2ePHbIE GbIUKU .

Chertkov’s exile did not give him any respite because his Russian awareness of
inevitable catastophe expanded to the entire world. For Chertkov, emigration was not a
choice, not even an exile, but an accident. People are moved by fear, he contended, and
any step can lead to disaster. The following exchange illustrates his ironic view of the
«fatal» step:

- For what did you leave? - It was a fad.
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- Why did you leave? - Out of fear.

- And why did you stay? - Out of fear

A 6vl 3auem yexanu? — 3a MoOoil.

A 6vl nouemy vl yexaiu? — Om cmpaxy.

A 6vl nouemy ocmanuce? — Om cmpaxy.

There is not a single nostalgic note in his “writer's diary.” Familiar ghosts from
the past appear to him in the streets, he recognizes old Russian acquaintances, often
deceased, among the foreign crowds; but these intrusive visitations only reinforce his
sense of his vulnerability. In 1979, Chertkov had heart surgery and lost his job; since then
he lived on social support and resumed his research and writing. He was aware that his
immersion into dialogue with his own double was unhealthy:

Chatting, for the lack of other interlocutors, with one’s own ‘black box’ finally weakens the
nervous system... It is not a secret, of course, for specialists. As everything, in fact, that is
happening to people of this ilk.”

Bonmoens 3a omcymcemauem opyeux cobeceOHuKo8 ¢ coocmeennvim “YepHviM AuUKom’” 8 KoHye
KOHYO06 HEepPBHYI0 cucmemy pacuiamaoleaent. Ymo 015 cneyuanucmos pasymeemcst He ceKkpem. Kax
enpodem u ece, 4mo ¢ Hautum 6pam0M npoucxodum.

During the 1990s this “weakening of the nervous system” worsened dramatically.
Chertkov blocked off almost all contact with friends and acquaintances. In 1997, he
wrote to Andrei Sergeev about his deteriorating health and about his work on short

stories.”” In July 2000 he died. His prose remains unpublished to this day.

The Astral Storm. “The Writer’s Diary”

Chertkov approached his mid-50s in a fragile physical and mental condition. The conflict
between his sharp mind and his traumatized psyche tormented him. Years in the West
afforded many observations. He could analyze everyday life, political fights, and social
norms in the West both as a direct observer and, simultaneously, through the lens of his

Soviet experience. Chertkov’s need to share his thoughts and knowledge remained intact,

32 Ivan Akhmetiev prepared Chertkov’s short stories for publication but up to now could not find a publisher. From our
correspondence - NP.
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but the audiences that could appreciate his newly acquired wisdom had changed, or
disappeared entirely. Before he retracted unobtrusively into utter isolation he worked
intensively on a manuscript that he called The Astral Storm. In a letter from October 30,
1987 he wrote: “During the last few years I have been writing a kind of ‘Diary of a Writer, but
infinitely more laconic and without any attempt at self-commentary.”> Each entry of the
“Diary” is a line in dialogue with an imaginary interlocutor who shares the author’s frame
of reference.

Since his younger years, Chertkov had a leaning toward beliefs in a relationship
between tangible reality and the transcendental. This was a part of his desire to penetrate
the opaque veil that separated Soviet people from prohibited knowledge, be it knowledge
of the Russian past or of the Western present, leading to his reading in theosophy and the
history of Freemasonry. In the West, Chertkov sifted through books by the spiritual
teacher of “esoteric Christianity” Gurdjieff (1872-1949) and through books on Buddhism,
and these readings added to his fascination with and aversion to all self-selective and
secret associations.

He defines his own creative persona:

The fourth dimension is the invisible, yet non-transparent curtain that separates us from the
otherworld. But art grasps the essense of nature in moments of its epiphany, when the final
border between artistic manifestation and medical diagnosis is erased. Yemeepmoe uzmepenue —
HeGUOUMbLIL, HO U HENPO3PAUHbII 3aHABeC, OMOENAIOWUI HAC oM UHO20 Mupa. Ho uckyccmeo —
MO YNasIueanue Hamypoi 8 Haubonee 00XHO8eHHble ee Momenmoyl. (...) Koeda cmupanace
NOCNeOHSS 2PAlb MeANCOY XYO0HCECHBEHHLIM MAHUDECTOM U MeOUYUHCKUM OUASHO30M.
(«Oby3nanue cruxuii», 1986).

The sensitivity to injustice that caused Chertkov’s unmasked hostility to the
Soviet regime was now transformed into a belief in the confluence of evil forces or foul
spirits working in the world. He viewed the corruption of institutions, from churches and
banks to elite literary societies intimately tied to the state security, as the products of a
universal force. His “diary” became an experiment in theodicy. The title “Astral Storm”
reflects his vision of the transcendental nature of malicious forces constantly participating

in human life and relentlesly struggling with “angels”, the only defensive force on the

33 From the archive of Galina Muravieva.
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side of man. His world became a place of betrayal and danger, where one can beg for
relief only from the Courts of Heaven. Sardonic advice belongs to this katkaesque Court:
We are no longer able to assist you. Turn to Astral. Huuem nomous yoice He Modcem.

Obpamumecwv 6 acmpan.

The Astral Storm

The manuscript of The Astral Storm consists of 18 complete texts, or chapters,
each of 15 or 16 pages closely typed, with every entry starting on a new line, sometimes
in lowercase letter. Fifteen texts are dated to 1987, three to 1986. There are also two texts
dated by May, 1988 one page each, and three pages from May 1999. Every one of
twenty-one texts has a title that implies a unity within the text. They convey the author’s
preoccupations with several obsessive ideas: unity and continuity of time; dependence of
earthly events on infinite factors, particularly on forces mostly hostile to humans;
historical unfairness to smaller talents, conspiracy of sinister powers, represented by
governmental organizations united with the state security and international banks.
Preoccupation with the “little ones of literary history, rooted in Chertkov’s intrinsic
democratism and instinctive opposition to all kinds of hierarchy and authorities” was a
fundamental trait of his personality.*

Apparently, the image of evil spirits controlling earthly life went back to his
Soviet experience, especially to his conviction in the unity of the Gulag (innumerable
camp zones) and the organization of life outside, within the borders of the Soviet State
(‘big zone”). The title of his short story collection, Big Satan Zone, never published in
full, encapsulates his perception of the world reflected in The Astral Storm.

The main difficulty in discussing Chertkov “Diary” is its use of almost coded language.

Based on a vast number of historical, literary, and cultural allusions Chertkov’s texts

¥ See interview with Timenchik “Korza uenoBex XodeT 3alucaThes Ha HAILy Kaeapy, MbI C HEM IPOBOMM TAaKHE ke
Gece/bl, KaK paBBUH C XKeJaloIuM 1poiitu rutop”: http://old2.booknik.ru/context/all/kogda-chelovek-hochet-
zapisatsya-na-nashu-kafedru-my-s-nim-provodim-takie-je-besedy-kak-ravvin-s-jel
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deserve such an attempt. Evgeny Lobkov wrote about poets of Chertkov’s circle: “It was
a common feature for poets of Chertkov group — the need for a commentator.”’
Although it has no perceptible metrical pattern to speak of, and certainly is not thymed,
Chertkov’s texts hypnotize the reader with its poetic intensity and overbearing power.
The energy of the text derives from the density of juxtapositions of philosophical ideas,
invented dramatic dialogues, brief records of facts, associations, and sarcastic, even
sardonic statements and puns. It is possible to select a number of subjects that figure most
prominently, but it is necessary to trace these through all of the “chapters” to notice the
author’s sometimes constant, sometimes altered treatment of the same topic.

My understanding is that in the Astral Storm, the author searches for a new genre.

On one of the typed written manuscript he scribbled: “ragged times, ragged text.” |

think that the Astral Storm was Chertkov’s attempt to create literary text

corresponding to his understanding of ragged times.

29 ¢ 99 ¢¢

At first reading, his frequent references to anonymous “they,” “them,” “ghosts,”
“spirits and angels” appear to correlate to Chertkov’s hermetic life in the last decade of
his life, presumably in the state of clinical depression, possibly even in a paranoid form.*
After reading his prose more closely it becomes obvious that his attribution of the world
evils to transcendental forces is rather a figure of speech, a literary trope that seeks to
raise an alarm about the condition of the contemporary world. The very structure of
Chertkov's prose reflects his confidence in the interconnections between phenomena,
both big and small. In any given paragraph, he may start with a discussion of the fall of
the Roman Empire, share his thoughts about a particular Russian poet, throw in some
dirty puns, and then, apropos of nothing, observe that every age is full of the artifacts of
ages gone by.

Chertkov’s Astral Storm is indeed a message to the author’s double, or to his
counterpart from the future. He apparently believes that our world is hopelessly corrupt

and needs to be stirred up to face an inevitable but unidentifiable catastrophe ahead. The

sense of urgency is fused with lack of hope. He wrote for a future “plagiarist,” as he

35 Evgeny Lobkov “Poet dlia proizvoditelia”, Zerkalo, 2008:31.
36 Contrary to other memoirists, Marietta Chudakova found Chertkov quite friendly and an engaging scholar to

talk when she visited him in Cologne short before his death. She was the last person from Russia who saw
Chertkov. Nikolskaya, Ibid.
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called all authors who, in his view, “plagiarised” the ideas and feelings already expressed
in the past. That is why he avoids any clarifications of his puns, hidden quotes, and
countless reference to philosophical ideas, and political events, past and present. He
writes down his thoughts like headlines of presumed articles, or expresses ideas, which
stimulate further thinking. His texts require hermeneutic reading to expose a profound
thought in a short line, to discern a promising observation in a scribble, or to register a
fascinating historical fact often interspersed with appalling homophobic philippic and
slapstick jokes.

As much as he and his young friends loathed the Soviet system, the social
atmosphere in the post-Stalin Soviet Union did not destroy all hope for the possibility of
change. Chertkov contended that living with a sense of omnipresent danger stimulated his
will to resist and gave him his creative impulse. A narrow flow of cultural news from the
West had stirred their imagination but did not provide enough knowledge of its problems
and conflicts. After twelve years in Europe, Chertkov’s reactions to the realities of
Europe were similar to that of many other Russian political emigrants in the past. Their
exaggerated expectations of the European spirit of freedom led them to disappointment
with what they considered the smug contentment of European bourgeoisie in the 19th
century”’ and the universal consumerism at the end of the 20th. Chertkov saw in
consumerism a leading form of conformity and materialism.

Now he had a foreboding of an impending metaphysical catastrophe that would be
fatal. He referred metaphorically to our Earth as a ship in the ocean of infinity. A
multitude of evil forces and benevolent «angels» are entangled in permanent battle over
our planet destiny. Unidentified evil forces constantly threaten human integrity and even
their life by interfering in its minute details. Chertkov attributed his own misfortunes to
their nefarious influence. The use of spiritual metaphors is a part of his artistic manifesto.
A thin borderline between genius and insanity, a fundamental idea of Romanticism and
Symbolism, determined Chertkov’s views on art.

Chertkov was terrified and disgusted by perceived manipulations perpetrated by

all kind of cheaters, imposters, and fakes, by those whom he calls “sharpies.” Here are

37 See writings by Alexander Herzen (1812-1870), Vladimir Pecherin (1807-1885), and Alexander Zinoviev (1922-
2006), most prominent among many Wersternizers, who found the smug contentment of European bourgeoisie, and
later American middle class, alien to their Russian less materialistic self-identity.
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some titles of his texts: "Shortage of time" (boaswou yeiimnom), "Taming of the
elements" (O6y30anue cmuxuii), "Harmonization of chaos" (I apmonuszayus xaoca),
“Silence of the dirty sea” (Moauanue epaznozo mops), "Knights in foxskin" (Peiyapu 6
nucvux wkypax), "This world" (Mup ceir), "Interference. And the gaps" (Ilomexu. U
npopexu), “Sharpies” (Illyrepa), "Animated dolls and wax effigies” (Oorcusuiue kyxvt u
sockosvie ghucyput), and his last one, dated 1999, "Story of good intentions" (Paccka3z o
000pbIX HAMEPEHUSX).

Chertkov infers that civilization, understood as the opposite of chaos, was doomed by the
conspiracy between astral malevolent forces and their authoritative agents on earth. His
“writer’s diary” records examples of political and social processes that were supposed to
support his ostensibly sick vision of world events. He tries to pinpoint signs that indicate
how civilization is threatened by advancing chaos. Chertkov’s vocabulary of conspiracy
and constant references to mysterious powers presaged the superficially similar and less
self-aware obsessions in Russia today. In the 21* century, the Russian mind has been
conquered by conspiracy theories and fear of mortal dangers from the outside world.
According to a recent survey, almost half of Russian citizens (45%) believe in the
existence of a so-called "world government" seeking to control the planet.’® Belief in
mysterious powers against which the individual is helpless is as old as the world but in
contemporary Russia they florish profusely thanks to the clash between the society’s
experience of life under tight control of State Security and the variety of new and
controversial concepts and practices that arrived from a more open world after the 1990s.
Chertkov experienced a comparable shock in the early 1970s. It turned out that mere
rejection of communist ideology and the Soviet system was not enough to embrace the

diversity of Western lifestyles.

¥ Survey conducted on August 23 — 24, 2014, by All-Russian Public Opinion Research Center (VTsIOM),
http://avmalgin.livejournal.com/4895452.htmlSee also: Leonid Fishman “O dvukh sekuliarnykh eresiakh”
Neprikosnovennyi zapas 2008:3 (59) http://bg.ru/society/a vlasti skryvayut-
6210/http://communitarian.ru/novosti/finansy/teoriya zagovora ili kak rotshildy i rokfellery rossiyu delili 0408201
4/http://chipstone.livejournal.com/741751http://thedailybanter.com/2014/01/russian-youth-poll-shows-hitler-more-
popular-than-vladimir

putin/http://censor.net.ua/forum/342042/gitler stal populyarnym v_rossiihttp://ru.krymr.com/content/article/27018942
.htmlhttp://www.e-reading.club/bookreader.php/1035677/Dneprovskiy - Chelovek-

Simvol. ch. 2. Adolf Gitler.htmlhttp://colonelcassad.livejournal.com/2640864.html
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Aside from the intense anxiety deriving from a lack of control over anything that
was happening in the world, Chertkov in his “Diary” refers to numerous problems that I
can only briefly outline here. Although he never belonged to a specific religious
confession Chertkov felt the presence of the Otherworld. In August Strindberg (1849-
1912), who apart from his literary achievements was engaged in the study of the occult,
Chertkov found authoritative support for his perception of a universal order: “Strindberg
has scientifically proven the existence of supernatural forces and, contingently speaking,
of hell.” His intense thinking about afterlife and the Otherworld goes along with mostly
critical, at times even sardonic remarks on all formal religions and pseudo-religious
parlance of the age:
Synagogue of Satan — Jews not believing in Adonai. Cunacoea Camanusl — eépeu ne gepyoujue 8
Aoonau.
Jewish history makes one begin to doubt in Yahweh's nationality. Was he indeed a Jew? Or a
sort of Herod? He saves a number of them, but that is it. And for what? Spiritual Israel is the
chief, but its priesthood is regular yid.
Hcmopus espees 3acmasnsiem ycomuumuvcs 8 Hayuonanvhocmu Heeoswvl. Touno au on 6vi1
espeem? Hnu epoode Upooa? Ou ux 6 kKakom-mo Koauvecmae cnacaem, Ho u moavko. M ons ueco?
Jyxosnvlit U3pauns — 6epxo6mbiil X035uH, Ho 6 Hem uepeu — npocmoie egpeu. (“OXHUBIINE
KYKJIBI H BOCKOBBIE Gurypst,” 1987)
Christianity:
Christianity is a likbez of Judaism.”” Xpucmuancmeo nux6es uydausma.
The Protestant church is interesting for its albeit timid position on life-building, for overcoming
the crown of martyrdom worn solemnly by Catholicism and partially by Orthodoxy.
Ilpomecmanmckas yeprogy unmepecua ceoeti Xoms u 60A31U60U YCMAHOBKOU HA
HCUBHECMPOUMENLCMBO, NPEOOOLEHUEM MOPICECMEEHHO HOCUMO20 MYUEHUYECKO20 BeHYd
Kamoau4ecmed u Omuacmu npagociagus.
In monasteries the evil spirit is much stronger than in the world. Black monasticism. There are
many creeds in the world, but actually only one is enough for man — belief in one’s own strength

(belief in himself). Monotheism is not a whim, but a working hypothesis.

% Tatiana Nikolskaya mentions that Chertkov was working on a book about occult in European literature. Nikolskaya,
Ibid.

“Likbez (an acronym for the "Extraordinary Commission for the Liguidation of Illiteracy")
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B monacmuipsax neuucmeiil 0yx kyoa cunvhee, uem 6 mupy. Yepnoe monawecmeo. Ha cgeme
MHO20 8ep, HO YeN08eKY 8 CYWHOCHU OOCMAMOYHO 00HOU — 6 céou cunvl. Monomeuszm He 61a4Cy,
a pabouas eunomesa.

Any forms of repression or freedom deprivation brings to Chertkov’s mind
allusions to his experience of captivity and suffering.

Karma — is a prosecution after death. Kapma — cydebnoe npecredosanue nocie cmepmu.
Priests announcing still a mindless creature possessed by original sin, mutilating (circumcising)
it. Ceawennuxu, 00vasaAIOUUe ejé 6eCCMBICIEHHOE CYUeCBO 00ePACUMBIM NePEOPOOHbIM
epexom, ypooyowue (obpesarowue) e2o.

Secret police in cassocks. Taiinas nonuyus 6 pscax.

Feeding with spiritual henbane. Oxopmnenue 0yxo8Hou 6eneHoll.

Chertkov’s deferential references to Christ make a significant exception in his
obsession with theodicy. He disparagingly mentions gods of the Hindu, Greek, Persian,
and Norse pantheons. Jehovah, “a jealous God, punishing the children for the sin of the
parents” terrifies him. They are all triumphant gods, indifferent to petty human concerns.
Like many among intelligentsia of his generation Chertkov drew his ideas about religion
from Russian classic literature and from writing of Russian philosophers of the early 20th
century. It is therefore not surprising that his theological reflections were stereotyped,
focused more on his aversion to absolute authority than on the longing for salvation. It is
not Christianity as a creed, but the image of the anguished Jesus Christ, that Chertkov
sets apart. One of the entries reads:

Permanently. I pray to Christ, but to a different one. Ilocmosnno. A monioce Xpucmy, Ho Opyeomy.
THEY either rule the world and do as they please, or they are down here and also do what they
want. Gods dancing on our bones — Shiva, Durga, Jehovah, Dionysus, Zarathustra, Loki. Only
Jesus [unfortunately] wasn’t able to dance.

OHMU unu npagsam mupom u 0enaiom, 4mo Xomsm, Uil Haxo0smcst 6HU3y, 4moobbl mooice 0enamo,
umo xomam. Tanyyrowue na nawux kocmsx ooeu — [llusa, {ypea, Hezoea, /[uonuc, 3apamycmpa,

Jloku. Ooun [k necuacmuio] Xpucmoc ne ymen manyeeams. (“bonpinoii nedTHOT)
Chertkov’s philosophical, historical, ethical, and political views are tightly intertwined. It

is difficult to discuss one aspect in isolation from the others. Perception of the unity of

time was at the core of his personality, whence, since his earliest youth, came his
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obsession with history. One of the entries formulates this succinctly: “Time is one
homogeneous whole; past and future constantly intervenes.”

His fascination with second and third tier of literary figures and their art was
partially a result of his sense of historical injustice: “To write is equal to spiritualism,
because any writer plagiarizes the dead.” And again: “The past can protect or destroy the
present, the present plagiarizes the past.” Citing a trendy cliché, he uncovers its hidden
meaning: “Manuscripts do not burn, they reincarnate.”

Pyronucu ne copsm, onu nepexoosim Ha mom ceéem u ommyod 6H08b MOMSIM NPEHCHUX U HOBIX
asmopos, U HOBb Nepeoarom ciood 8 gude noemopos, coenadenuti, niazuamos.(«Berxon n3
KBazgparay, 87)

Here, indeed, Chertkov sides with victims of time’s temporal flow, with authors
who can be exploited metaphysically. He also vents his indignation at how Soviet
functionaries successfully erased the Soviet past from the memory of coming

generations:

God with astonishing benevolence grants additional tens of prosperous years to old bastards,
who had poisoned the century, so that they could put historical and moral make-up on their
atrocities. boe ¢ nopasumenvhou cnucxodumenvHocmvio 0aém decamku O1A20NOLYYHEUUUX Tem
cmapuvlym Mep3asyam, OmpagueUUM 6ce cmonemue, Ol MO2o, Ymo0bl OHU HAGENU UCHOPUYECK)TO

U Mopanvuyro kocmemuxy Ha ceou naxocmu. («Ilomemyit mu3ay», 1987.)

Hypocrisy and the “big lie” had always been the foundation of Soviet propaganda.
In the country where ethnic deportations and ethnic cleansing had destroyed the lives of
millions, the idea of “friendship of peoples” became a new language of colonization.
Chertkov projects Soviet deceptive practice into the Western rhethoric of ethnic diversity:
Nothing has corrupted humankind as much as the propaganda of friendship between peoples
(alas!). Huumo maxk ne pazepamuno yenoseuecmeo, Kak nponazanoa opyrcovl Mexncoy Hapooamu

(veut!) (“bonbioit edTHOT”, 1986)

Imagined dialogues and fictional polls are a part of his numerous commentaries

on history and on discussions of the current state of affairs. Some of his views could then,
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in the second half of the 1980s, seem exaggerated. Yet the tendencies he noticed are
snowballing in the Russian Federation of today.*'
There are the results of a recent poll in Russia:

— “Whom would you like to see as the leader of the USSR and the "progressive
mankind”— Results: 40% — Stalin; 40% - Hitler; 20% Both, Stalin and Hitler.

— All right, said someone. Whoever would be better, Stalin or Hitler, both of them are
much better than the contemporary intelligentsia.

Pesynomamor onpoca — “Kozo 6wt 661 xomenu eudems 8o enase CCCP u
“npoepeccusrnoeo uenogeyecmea’”?

40% Cmanuna

40% ['umaepa

20% Cmanuna u I'umnepa

Hy, xopowo, ckazan kmo-mo. Kmo 6w nu 6vin nyvuwe — Cmanun unu I'umnep, oba onu

SHAYUMETIbHO JIyduue COGPEMeHHOﬁ unmeliuceHyuu.

Chertkov doggedly mocks and despises the contemporary intelligentsia, both
Russian and Western. The conformism of the Soviet intelligentsia should not be
exonerated but can be explained by years of terror. He blames European intellectuals for
their alleged failure to see and fight the evil, thus blessing it with their intellectual
authority. And in both groups he sees hypocrisy and a similar fear of personal discomfort.

For Chertkov politics and the universal human condition are fused into one. His
apocalyptic premonitions are vindicated in various trends in the contemporary world,
from political machinations and corporate systems to ideological rigidity and
psychological relativism. His favorite arguments are mostly expressed in a form of
sardonic paradox that is supposed to be understood by an “alter ego” or arrest the
attention of an imagined reader. The entries below are almost randomly chosen from

several chapters of Astral Storm.

4 hitp://rt.com/politics/north-russian-republic-sakha-yakutiya-988/,
http://rt.com/politics/stalin-bus-ww2-stalingrad-138/

http://rt.com/politics/stalin-birthday-communists-ussr-545/
http://thedailybanter.com/2014/01/russian-youth-poll-shows-hitler-more-popular-than-vladimir-putin/
http://censor.net.ua/forum/342042/gitler stal populyarnym v rossii
http://ru.krymr.com/content/article/27018942.html
http://www.e-reading.club/bookreader.php/1035677/Dneprovskiy - Chelovek-Simvol. ch. 2. Adolf Gitler.html
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An old progressive moron is an ever-rare role and well remunerated.
Cmaputii npoepeccusHulii Oypax — amniya 8cé bonee peokoe u 6cé 1yyue oniaiugaemoe.
The road to new hybrids — Red fascism, Christian fascism, and Jewish fascism goes through
oceans of blood and filth. Hosbie cubpudsl — kpacuviili pawiusm, Xpucmuanckuii pawusm,
e8pelicKull pawmuzm — K KOmopvlm nymbv uepe3 Kposasvle U epsa3tvle MOpA.
The confusion with the superior race happened also because it actually turned out to be an
ideology of athletes. Those who were coached to set records, but not procreate, and organize
competitions, not the social life. After the Spanish training and the Berlin Olympics, they
somehow did not know what else to do and took in a record forced marches.
Kongys c evicueil pacoil eviuien euje u nOMoOMYy, 4mo 3mo 8 00wem 0Ka3aiochs uoeorocuell
cnopmcemenos. Komopuie 0vLiu 6b10peccupo8anvl npou3sooums pekopobl, a He NOMoMCmeo u
VCmMpauanu copesHO8anUsl, a He COYUANbHYIO HCU3Hb. [Ip0ogeds uCnancKkyio mpeHuposKy u
OePAUHCKYIO OTUMNUADY, OHU KAK-MO He 3HATU, YO Yice 0elamb U 6351UCh 3d PEKOPOHble
Mapu-6pocku.
Finlandization™ and the World Revolution block each other.

QuuassHOU3AYUS U MUPOBAS pegontoyust OoKupyiom opye opyea.
Political, cultural and sexual revolutions are all parts of revolution in science and technology.
THonumuueckas, Ky1bmypHas u CeKCyanibHble PeoaoYUY — Yacmu Hay4HO-mMexHUYecKou
In contemporary society candidates for extermination exterminate each other — it is blessing in
disguise.
Hem xyoa 6e3 00bpa cospemennozo obwecmsa — KaHOUOAMbl HA YHUYMOIICEHUE HAX00AM Opye
opyea.

)’43

“Everything is allowed”™ that’s what Revolution is. “Bce 003801eH0” — 2mo u ecmb pegoioyus.

Law of the Tower of Babel — Cyclopean edifices usually bring civilization to an end.

3akon easunonckoi bawmnu — yuxkionuveckue nocmpozZKu 00bIYHO 3aeepuiarom yusuiuzayuio.

Chertkov considers media to be the most destructive power due to its
capacity to create deceitful reality and its massive use of propaganda and
counterpropaganda. In his view, deceit and fraud are the stage-set in the theater of
life.

Ideastraps, ideasdistributors, ideasimplants, ideasjamming.

“2 Finlandization here meaning a state conformity with the elements of Socialist economy and politics in attempt to
preserve its autonomy from the dominating totalitarian states.

“ “Everything is allowed”, Ivan Karamazov’s idea “ecnu bora HeT, TO Bce no3Bonieno” from The Brothers Karamazov
by Dostoyevsky.
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Hoeuynasnusamenu, udeupacnpocmpanument, UOEUSHYWUMenU U u0euityuumenu.

Our time has proven that Pyrrhic victories are the most suitable results for both fighting
side. Hawe epems dokazano, umo Iluppoeuvl nobeovl asnsaomes Hauboaee
yempaugarowumu 00prowuecs Crmoponsl pe3yibmamamu.

Yes, we ourselves have long realized that it is a comedy, but what a terrible comedy, and
how easily and casually it is played!

Ha mvt u camu 0a6HO NOHAU, YMO IMO KOMEOUsl, HO KAKASL YIHCACHASI KOMEOUs, U KaK
JIe2KO U HeNnPUHYICOeHHo ee ueparnom!

Age of information technology or to put it simply - the police century.

Bex unghopmamuru unu nonpocmy 2080ps — noauyetickul gex.

Many of his sayings formulated in the late 1980s became common places in the media of
today. Chertkov’s vision of democracy derived from his concern for the individual; that
is why his anti-globalism reflects his inherent fear for the fate of the specific and
unordinary.

So what is worse — the Church, free press (‘media is Bobok’), TV, or police? Ymo xyoce —
yepkrosw, cgoboonas npecca (“bobok”), TB unu noruyus?

He mentions Dostoyevsky’s “Bobok™ several times as a metaphor for obscene
self-exposure, which is a part of the universal carnival, or circus -- another metaphor for
the current condition of our world:
wholesale miracle shops — circuses, churches, cults, intelligent services, secret police and secret
societies, banks.

onmoebvie 1a604YKuU ltyc)ec — YupkKu, yepkeu, cexmbl, paaee()icu, maunas noauyust u 0611486‘771661,

banku.

Chertkov uses metaphors of joyfulness and entertainment as a facade, aware of
the hidden sufferings behind them. His perception of our civilization’s approaching end
was based on various historical analogies, typical precursors being intense delight and a
hedonism that is blind to others’ suffering:

Gradually, even the entire democratic world will be transformed into a gigantic dancing
Congress, like a herd of elephants stomping down anything growing of its own accord.
Ilocmenenno u 6ecb 0eMOKPAMUYECKUT MUP NPEBPAMUMCSL 8 OOUH OSPOMHBLI MAHYYIOUWUIL

KOHepecc, 8blManmuleaowuil, n000OHO cmady CI0HO08, 8CE pacmywee camo no ceobe.
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When the jolly circus closes, and the cheerful crowd leaves, it returns to its routine — transforms
into a torture chamber. Kozoa ecenviil yupk 3aKpvl8aemcs, u 0JHCUGIEeHHAS MOINA BblEATUBAEM

U3 Heco, OH so3epauiaemcs K ceoell 00bLOeHHOCmU — npespauiaemcs 6 Kamepy nvlmok.

In many instances, Chertkov subscribes to the common fear that scientific
innovations can destroy our civilization. Again, ironical allusions to Soviet official
clichés and puns based on specifically Russian idioms add to the significance of his
ostensibly nonchalant sayings. For example, on reversal of the Red Army’s infamous
WWIlI-era Order 227, which legalized summary executions for unauthorized retreats and
was popularized as the "Not one step back!”(“Hu wazy nazao!”). The moment when the
world can already say in good conscience — not one step forward! Momenm, kocoa mup

yorce ¢ YUCMOT COBECMbIO MONCEm CKA3AMb - HU wacy 61/l€p€()./

This example is characteristic of the way in which Chertkov formulates his ideas: a mix
of a pun, references to the past as a derided norm, and belief in the malignant nature of
the social and scientific barriers that our civilization crosses.

Most of his entries are either impersonal statements or metaphoric allusions to
“spirits” or uncontrollable “forces” that manipulate human deeds and destiny. It is
obvious, however, that in the following entry he refers to the teachings of Freud and

Marx, taken as undisputed dogma respectively by the West and the Soviet camp:

They assured one part of humanity that all our happiness is below the waistline, and
persuaded the others that happiness is wherever you like except there.
Oouy uacme uenogeyecmaa yoeOunlu 8 Mom, Ymo éce Cuacmove Haxo0OUmcs Hudice nosca,

a opyayio 8 mom, 4mo 20e y200HO, Kpome SMoll 4acmil.

It is undoubtedly true that entries pulled out from the tight fabric of Chertkov’s
“diary” do not do justice to his ambitious project. In view of today’s social networking,
his “writer’s diary” was indeed an innovative genre, similar to “life journals” and the
growing number of other social networks, that appeared at least ten years after his work
on the Astral Storm. Taken together, the entries constitute a polyphony of voices; the

world he presents is a theatrical spectacle where various actors play both central and
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small roles. That is why numerous lines can be understood, appreciated, or analyzed only
within the whole of at least one completed “chapter.”

Russian humanitarian thought formed Chertkov’s intellectual world. He felt
dispirited by indifference of the West to Russian history and culture, which Russians
perceive as unique both in its high and its low forms. In the West, Chertkov’s research on
forbidden authors and esoteric themes lost its significance as political and aesthetic
protest. Gradually, his belief in the highest significance of literature served only to
distance him further from the Western academia.

Contributing to Russia’s never-ending obsession with its status in relation to Europe,
Chertkov gives an oblique allusion to Slavophiles’ and Westernizers’ visions of Russia’s
future:

- You are quite old. — But why? — You as a people are old. — And what about you? — Oh, we are
young! - But how is that evident? — It is obvious from our stupidity. - Cmapul bl ouens. - Ho
nouemy? - Hapoo vl cmapuiii. - A 6v1? - A Mol — M010001U. - A U3 ue2o 3mo 8uoHo? - A uz naweii
cnynocnu.

Chertkov makes several statements that witness how clearly he understood his
potential role in Russian culture and how painfully unappreciated he felt. Now and then

he drops:

The end result of consistent perfectionism (perfect - faultless, but not completed) - death and
oblivion. Koneynulil pe3yniomam nociedo8amenvHoz2o nepghekyuonusma (nepgexm — cogepuiento,
HO He 3aKOHYeHO) — cMepmb u 3a06eHue.

How many people occupy my place. — Pretty many. Cxonvko Ha cgeme ni00eil, 3aHUMAIOUUX moe
mecmo. — JJ0801bHO MHO2O.

I was demoted from professors to students — but of all subjects. 13 npenodagamenetli s1 6vin
PasoHcanosan 6 Cmyoenmuvl — 3amo 6cex HayKx.

The judgement is frightening in its inevitable injustice. Cyo, cmpawnbiii cgoell Heus30e’cHOl

HeCl’lpa@e()JZl/lGOCWlbIO.

He bitterly remembered that not a single voice was raised in his defense in 1957
when he was arrested on political charges and sentenced to hard labor camp. As much as

Chertkov’s sensitivity to historical injustice drove him to dig out texts of forgotten
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authors, it must have been especially painful for him to realize that the same fate would
befall his own writings. Russia failed to benefit from his intellect and his talent, but these
gifts were not valued in Europe either:

- “But he is a thief,” the minister of international trade said, “he robbed Russia of himself. - /la

MO dHce 80P — CKA3AN MUHUCMD 8HewHell mop2oeau — oH ykpan y Poccuu cebs.
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