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ACTI

REALITY SHOW RUSSIA



F lying in at night over Moscow you can see how the shape of the city is a series
of concentric ring-roads with the small ring of the Kremlin at the center. At
the end of the twentieth century the light from the rings glowed a dim, dirty
yellow. Moscow was a sad satellite at the edge of Europe, emitting the dying
embers of the Soviet Empire. Then, in the twenty-first century, something
happened: money. Never had so much money flowed into so small a place in so
short a time. The orbital system shifted. Up above the city the concentric rings
began to shine with the lights of new skyscrapers, neon, and speeding Maybachs on
the roads, swirling faster and faster in high-pitched, hypnotic fairground brilliance.
The Russians were the new jet set: the richest, the most energetic, the most
dangerous. They had the most oil, the most beautiful women, the best parties.
From being ready to sell anything, they became ready to buy anything: football
clubs in London and basketball clubs in New York; art collections, English
newspapers, and European energy companies. No one could understand them.
They were both lewd and refined, cunning and naive. Only in Moscow did they
make sense, a city living in fast-forward, changing so fast it breaks all sense of
reality, where boys become billionaires in the blink of an eye.

“Performance” was the city’s buzzword, a world where gangsters become artists,
gold diggers quote Pushkin, Hells Angels hallucinate themselves as saints. Russia

had seen so many worlds flick through in such blistering progression—from



communism to perestroika to shock therapy to penury to oligarchy to mafia state
to mega-rich—that its new heroes were left with the sense that life is just one
glittering masquerade, where every role and any position or belief is mutable. “I
want to try on every persona the world has ever known,” Vladik Mamyshev-
Monroe would tell me. He was a performance artist and the city’s mascot, the
inevitable guest at parties attended by the inevitable tycoons and supermodels,
arriving dressed as Gorbachev, a fakir, Tutankhamen, the Russian President.
When I first landed in Moscow I thought these infinite transformations the
expression of a country liberated, pulling on different costumes in a frenzy of
freedom, pushing the limits of personality as far as it could possibly go to what the
President’s vizier would call “the heights of creation.” It was only years later that I
came to see these endless mutations not as freedom but as forms of delirium, in
which scare-puppets and nightmare mystics become convinced theyre almost real
and march toward what the President’s vizier would go on to call the “the fifth
world war, the first non-linear war of all against all.”

But [ am getting ahead of myself.

I work in television. Factual television. Factual entertainment, to be exact. I was
flying into Moscow in 2006 because the television industry, like everything else,
was booming. I knew the country already: since 2001, the year after I graduated
from university, I had been living there most of my time, jumping jobs between
think tanks and as a very minor consultant on European Union projects meant to
be aiding Russian “development,” then at film school, and lately as an assistant on
documentaries for Western networks. My parents had emigrated from the Soviet
Union to England in the 1970s as political exiles, and I grew up speaking some sort
of demotic émigré Russian. But [ had always been an observer looking in at Russia.
I wanted to get closer: London seemed so measured, so predictable; the America
the rest of my émigré family lived in seemed so content; while the real Russians
seemed truly alive, had the sense that anything was possible. What I really wanted
to do was film. To press “record” and just point and shoot. I took my camera, the
battered metal Sony Z1 small enough to always drop in my bag, everywhere. A lot
of the time I just filmed so as not to let this world escape; I shot blindly, knowing I

would never have a cast like this again. And I was in demand in the new Moscow



for the simple reason that I could say the magic words “I am from London.” They
worked like “open sesame.” Russians are convinced Londoners know the
alchemical secret of successful television, can distill the next hit reality or talent
show. No matter that [ had never been more than a third-rate assistant on other
people’s projects; just by whispering “I come from London” could get me any
meeting | wanted. I was a stowaway on the great armada of Western civilization,
the bankers, lawyers, international development consultants, accountants, and
architects who have sailed out to seek their fortune in the adventures of
globalization.

But in Russia, working in television is about more than being a camera, an
observer. In a country covering nine time zones, one-sixth of the world’s land
mass, stretching from the Pacific to the Baltic, from the Arctic to the Central Asian
deserts, from near-medieval villages where people still draw water from wooden
wells by hand, through single-factory towns and back to the blue glass and steel
skyscrapers of the new Moscow—TV is the only force that can unify and rule and
bind this country. It’s the central mechanism of a new type of authoritarianism, one
far subtler than twentieth-century strains. And as a TV producer I would be
directed right into the center of its workings.

My first meeting took me to the top floor of Ostankino, the television center
the size of five football fields that is the battering ram of Kremlin propaganda. On
the top floor, down a series of matt-black corridors, is a long conference room.
Here Moscow’s flashiest minds met for the weekly brainstorming session to decide
what Ostankino would broadcast. I was taken along by a friendly Russian
publisher. Due to my Russian surname no one had yet noticed I was British; I kept
my mouth shut. There were more than twenty of us in the room: tanned
broadcasters in white silk shirts and politics professors with sweaty beards and
heavy breath and ad execs in trainers. There were no women. Everyone was
smoking. There was so much smoke it made my skin itch.

At the end of the table sat one of the country’s most famous political TV

presenters. He is small and speaks fast, with a smoky voice:



We all know there will be no real politics. But we still have to give our
viewers the sense something is happening. They need to be kept entertained.
So what should we play with? Shall we attack oligarchs? [He continued,]

Who's the enemy this week? Politics has got to feel like . . . like a movie!

The first thing the President had done when he came to power in 2000 was to
seize control of television. It was television through which the Kremlin decided
which politicians it would “allow” as its puppet-opposition, what the country’s
history and fears and consciousness should be. And the new Kremlin won’t make
the same mistake the old Soviet Union did: it will never let TV become dull. The
task is to synthesize Soviet control with Western entertainment. Twenty-first-
century Ostankino mixes show business and propaganda, ratings with
authoritarianism. And at the center of the great show is the President himself,
created from a no one, a gray fuzz via the power of television, so that he morphs as
rapidly as a performance artist among his roles of soldier, lover, bare-chested
hunter, businessman, spy, tsar, superman. “The news is the incense by which we
bless Putin’s actions, make him the President,” TV producers and political
technologists liked to say. Sitting in that smoky room, I had the sense that reality
was somehow malleable, that [ was with Prosperos who could project any existence
they wanted onto post-Soviet Russia. But with every year | worked in Russia, and
as the Kremlin became ever more paranoid, Ostankino’s strategies became ever
more twisted, the need to incite panic and fear ever more urgent; rationality was
tuned out, and Kremlin-friendly cults and hate-mongers were put on prime time to
keep the nation entranced, distracted, as ever more foreign hirelings would arrive
to help the Kremlin and spread its vision to the world.

But though my road would eventually lead back to Ostankino, my initial role in
the vast scripted reality show of the new Russia was to help make it look and sound
and feel Western. The network I initially worked with was TNT, which is housed
in a new office center called Byzantium. On the ground floor is a spa done up in
faux Roman style with Doric plaster columns and ruins, frequented by languid,
leggy girls here to deepen already deep tans and have endless manicures and

pedicures. The manicures are elaborate: rainbow-colored, multilayered, glitter-



dusted designs of little hearts and flowers, so much brighter than the girls’ bored
eyes, as if they pour all their utopias into the tiny spaces of their nails.

The network occupies several floors higher up in the building. When the
elevator door opens youre greeted by TNT’s logo, designed in blindingly bright,
squealingly happy pinks, bright blues, and gold. Over the logo is written the
network’s catchphrase, “Feel our Love!” This is the new, desperately happy Russia,
and this is the image of Russia TNT projects: a youthful, bouncy, glossy country.
The network sends a beam of hyperactive yellows and pinks into people’s darkling
apartments.

The offices are open plan, full of shiny, happy young things hurrying about,
sprinkling their Russian with Anglicisms, whistling the tunes of Brit-pop hits.
TNT makes hooligan television, and the young staff buzz with the excitement of
cultural revolution. For them TNT is a piece of subversive pop art, a way to climb
into the nation’s psyche and rewire it from inside. The network introduced the
reality show to Russia: one raunchy show is—joy of TV producer joys—censured as
immoral by aging Communists. TNT pioneered the Russian sitcom and the
Russian trashy talk show a la Jerry Springer. The network gobbles up Western
concepts one after the other, going through more formats in a year than the West
can come up with in a decade. Many of the city’s brightest are defecting to
entertainment channels and glossy magazines; here they won'’t be forced to make
propaganda, are encouraged to be rebellious. They just can’t do real politics here;
it's a news-free zone. Most are happy with the trade-off: complete freedom for
complete silence.

“We want to find out what the new generation are really thinking. Piiitrrr.”

“What excites them, Piiitrrr.”

“We want to see real people on screen. The real heroes, Piiitrrr.”

“Piiitrrr.” That's what the producers at TNT call me. Three women, all in their
twenties. One raven haired, one curly haired, and one straight-haired, each picking
up the ends of the other’s sentences. They could call me by the Russian version of
my name, “Piotr.” But they prefer Piiitrrr, which makes me sound more English. I
am their window-dressing westerner, helping them create a pretend Western

society. And [, in turn, pretend to be a much greater producer than I am. We start



by launching TNT’s first documentary strand. It takes me just thirty minutes to get
my first commission: How to Marry a Millionaire (A Gold Digger’s Guide). I reckon I
could have got three films if I had made the effort. In London or New York you
would spend months trying to get a project off the ground. But TNT is sponsored
by the world’s largest gas company. Actually, scratch that; it's the world’s largest

company, full stop.

NO COMPLEXES

“Business theory teaches us one important lesson,” says the instructress. “Always
thoroughly research the desires of the consumer. Apply this principle when you
search for a rich man. On a first date there’s one key rule: never talk about yourself.
Listen to him. Find him fascinating. Find out his desires. Study his hobbies; then
change yourself accordingly.”

Gold Digger Academy. A pool of serious blonde girls taking careful notes.
Finding a sugar daddy is a craft, a profession. The academy has faux-marble halls,
long mirrors, and gold-color-painted details. Next door is a spa and beauty salon.
You go for your gold-digger lessons, then you go get waxed and tanned. The
teacher is a forty-something redhead with a psychology degree, an MBA, and a
shrill smile, her voice high and prim, a Miss Jean Brodie in short skirts: “Never
wear jewelry on a first date, the man should think you're poor. Make him want to
buy you jewelry. Arrive in a broken-down car: make him want to buy you a
smarter one.”

The students take notes in neat writing. They have paid a thousand dollars for
each week of the course. There are dozens of such “academies” in Moscow and St.
Petersburg, with names such as “Geisha School” or “How to Be a Real Woman.”

“Go to an expensive area of town,” continues the instructress. “Stand with a map
and pretend you are lost. A wealthy man might approach to help.”

“I want a man who can stand strong on [his] own two feet. Who will make me
feel as safe as behind a wall of stone,” says Oliona, a recent graduate, employing the
parallel language of the gold digger (what she means is she wants a man with
money). Usually Oliona wouldn’t even think of talking to me, one of those

impossible-to-access girls who would bat me away with a flick of her eyelashes. But



I'm going to put her on television, and that changes everything. The show is going
to be called How to Marry a Millionaire. I had thought it would be tough to get
Oliona to talk, that she would be shy about her life. Quite the opposite: she can’t
wait to tell the world; the way of the gold digger has become one of the country’s
favorite myths. Bookstores are stocked with self-help books telling girls how to bag
a millionaire. A roly-poly pimp, Peter Listerman, is a TV celebrity. He doesn't call
himself a pimp (that would be illegal), but a “matchmaker.” Girls pay him to
introduce them to rich men. Rich men pay him to introduce them to girls. His
agents, gay teenage boys, search at the train stations, looking for long-legged, lithe
young things who have come to Moscow for some sort of life. Listerman calls the
girls his “chickens”; he poses for photos with kebab sticks of grilled poussins:
“Come to me if you're after chicken,” his advertisements say.

Oliona lives in a small, sparkly new apartment with her nervous little dog. The
apartment is on one of the main roads that leads to billionaire’s row, Rublevka.
Rich men put their mistresses there so they can nip in and visit them on the way
home. She first came to Moscow from Donbas, a Ukrainian mining region taken
over by mafia bosses in the 1990s. Her mother was a hairdresser. Oliona studied the
same profession, but her mother’s little boutique went bust. Oliona came to
Moscow with next to nothing when she was twenty and started as a stripper at one
of the casinos, Golden Girls. She danced well, which is how she met her sugar
daddy. Now she earns the basic Moscow mistress rate: the apartment, $4,000 a
month, a car, and a weeklong holiday in Turkey or Egypt twice a year. In return
the sugar daddy gets her supple and tanned body any time he wants, day or night,
always rainbow happy, always ready to perform.

“You should see the eyes of the girls back home. They're deadly jealous,” says
Oliona. “Oh, so your accent’s changed, you speak like a Muscovite now,” they say.
Well, fuck them: that just makes me proud.”

“Could you ever go back there?”

“Never. That would mean I'd failed. Gone back to mummy.”

But her sugar daddy promised her a new car three months ago, and he still

hasn’t delivered; she’s worried he’s going off her.



“Everything you see in this flat is his; I don’t own anything,” says Oliona,
peering at her own apartment as if it’s just a stage set, as if it's someone else who
lives there.

And the minute the sugar daddy gets bored with her, she’s out. Back on the
street with her nervous little dog and a dozen sequined dresses. So Oliona’s looking
for a new sugar daddy (they're not called “sugar daddies” here but “sponsors”). Thus
the Gold Digger Academy, a sort of adult education.

“But how can you meet with others guys?” I ask. “Doesn’t your present sponsor
keep tabs on you?”

“Oh yeah, I have to be careful; he has one of his bodyguards check up on me.
But he does it in a nice way; the bodyguard turns up with shopping. But I know
he’s checking there've been no guys here. He tries to be subtle. I think that’s sweet.
Other girls have it much worse. Cameras. Private eyes.”

Oliona’s playing fields are a constellation of clubs and restaurants designed
almost exclusively for the purpose of sponsors looking for girls and girls looking
for sponsors. The guys are known as “Forbeses” (as in Forbes rich list); the girls as
“tiolki,” cattle. It’s a buyer’s market: there are dozens, no, hundreds, of “cattle” for
every “Forbes.”

We start the evening at Galeria. Opposite is a red-brick monastery leaning like
an ocean liner in the snow. Outside the restaurant black cars are quadruple parked
up the narrow pavement and onto the boulevard; scowling, smoking bodyguards
wait for their masters, who sit inside. Galeria was created by Arkady Novikov: his
restaurants are the place to go in Moscow (he also does the Kremlin’s catering).
Each restaurant has a new theme: the Middle East, Asia. Not so much imitative
pastiche as knowing hints at someone else’s style. Galeria is a collage of quotations:
columns, chrome black tables, panels with English paisley fabric. The tables are lit
up with cinema spotlights. The seating plan is such that you can see people in other
corners. And the main subjects on display are women. They sit by the bar, careful
to just order Voss water and thus provoke a Forbes to invite them for a drink.

“Ha, they're so naive,” says Oliona. “Everyone knows that trick by now.”

She orders a cocktail and sushi: “I always pretend I don’t need anything from a

man. That gets them in.”



At midnight Oliona heads for the latest club. Worming cavalcades of black
(always black), bullet-proof Bentleys and Mercedeses move slowly toward the
entrance. Near the door thousands of stilettos slide and shuffle on black ice,
somehow always keeping their immaculate balance. (Oh nation of ballet dancers!)
Thousands of platinum-blonde manes brush against bare, perma-tanned backs
moist with snow. The winter air is rent with cries from thousands of puffed up
lips, begging to be let in. This is not about fashion, about cool; this is about work.
Tonight is the one chance for the girls to dance and glance their way over the
usually impossible barriers of money, private armies, security fences. For one
evening a week the most divided city in the northern hemisphere, where the mega-
rich live fenced off in a separate, silky civilization, opens a little, narrow sluice into
paradise. And the girls pile and push and crawl into that little sluice, knowing full
well that it will be open for one night only before it shuts them back out in a mean
Moscow.

Oliona walks lightly to the front of the line. She’s on the VIP list. At the
beginning of every year she pays the bouncer several thousand dollars to make sure
she can always be let in, a necessary tax for her profession.

Inside, the club is built like a baroque theater, with a dance floor in the center
and rows of loggias up the walls. The Forbeses sit in the darkened loggias (they pay
tens of thousands for the pleasure), while Oliona and hundreds of other girls dance
below, throwing practiced glances up at the loggias, hoping to be invited up. The
loggias are in darkness. The girls have no idea who exactly is sitting there; theyre
flirting with shadows.

“So many eighteen-year-old girls,” says Oliona, “breathing down my neck.” She’s
only twenty-two, but that’s already near the end of a Moscow mistress’s career. ‘I
know I'll have to start lowering my standards soon,” she tells me, amused rather
than appalled. Now that Oliona has taken me into her confidence, I find that she’s
nothing like I thought she would be. Not hard, but soft-drink bubbly. Everything’s
just play with her. This must be the secret to her success: the room feels fizzier
when she’s there. “Of course I'm still hoping for a real Forbes,” she says, “but if the
worst comes to the worst I'll settle for some millionaire dunce who’s come up from

the provinces, or one of those dull ex-pats. Or some vile old man.” But no one



knows what a gold digger’s future really holds; this is the first generation to have
treated this sort of life as a career. Oliona has a mafia mining town behind her and
god-knows-what in front of her; she’s giggling and dancing over an abyss.

Back at the academy the lessons continue.

“Today we will learn the algorithm for receiving presents,” the instructor tells
her students. “When you desire a present from a man, place yourself at his left,
irrational, emotional side. His right is his rational side: you stand to his right if
you're discussing business projects. But if you desire a present, position yourself by
his left. If he is sitting in a chair crouch down, so he feels taller, like you're a child.
Squeeze your vaginal muscles. Yes, your vaginal muscles. This will make your
pupils dilate, making you more attractive. When he says something, nod; this
nodding will induce him to agree with you. And finally, when you ask for your car,
your dress, whatever it is you want, stroke his hand. Gently. Now repeat: Look!
Nod! Stroke!”

The girls chant back in unison: “Look. Nod. Stroke. . . . Look, Nod, Stroke.”

(“They think they've won something when they get a dress out of us,” one
millionaire acquaintance tells me when I tell him about the lessons at the academy.
“I let them win sometimes. But come on: What could they ever, ever take from us
we didn’t actually let them?” “You know what my word for them is?,” asks another.
“I call them gulls, like sea-gulls, circling over garbage dumps. And they sound like
gulls, you know, when they sit and gossip in a bar together. Kar-Kar! Kar-Kar!
Gulls! Funny: isn’t it?”)

As I research the show I get to know more graduates from the academies.
Natasha speaks decent German. She works as a translator for visiting businessmen.
The translation agency only advertises for girls with “no complexes™: code for being
prepared to bed the client. Everywhere you see advertisements for secretaries or
PAs with “no complexes” added in small print at the bottom. The phrase somehow
transforms humiliation into an act of personal liberation. Natasha is working for a
German energy boss. She hopes he'll take her back to Munich.

“Russian men are completely spoilt for choice; Western men are much easier,”

she says earnestly, like one carrying out market research. “But the problem with



westerners is they don’t buy you presents, never pay for dinner. My German guy
will need some work.”

Lena wants to be a pop star. In Moscow theyre known as “singing knickers”:
girls with no talent but rich sponsors. Lena knows perfectly well she can’t sing, but
she also knows that doesn’t matter.

‘I don’t understand the whole thing of working 24-7 in some office. It’s
humiliating having to work like that. A man is a lift to the top, and I intend to take
it.”

The red-haired instructress with the MBA agrees: “Feminism is wrong. Why
should a woman kill herself at a job? That’s a man’s role. It’s up to us to perfect
ourselves as women.”

“But what about you?” I ask her when the students are out of the room. “You
work; the academy makes you money.”

The instructress gives a little smile and changes the subject: “Next I'm opening
up a clinic that will help stop aging: Would you like to come and film that, too?”

The class continues. The instructress draws a pie chart on a white board. She
divides it into three.

“There are three types of men,” she tells her students. “The creatives. The
analysts. We're not interested in those. The ones we want are ‘the possessors’,” and
she repeats the tell-all, prison-intimating phrase, “a man behind whom you feel like
behind a wall of stone. We all know how to spot them. The strong, silent men.
They wear dark suits. They have deep voices. They mean what they say. These men
are interested in control. They don’t want a forceful woman. They have enough of
that already. They want a girl who'll be a pretty flower.”

Do I even need to mention that Oliona grew up fatherless? As did Lena,
Natasha, and all the gold diggers I met. All fatherless. A generation of orphaned,
high-heeled girls, looking for a daddy as much as a sugar daddy. And that’s the
funny thing about Oliona and the other students: her cunning comes with fairy-tale
fantasies about the tsar who, today or tomorrow or the day after, will jet her off to
his majestic Maybach kingdom. And of course it’s the President who encapsulates

that image. All the shirtless photos hunting tigers and harpooning whales are love



letters to the endless queues of fatherless girls. The President as the ultimate sugar

daddy, the ultimate protector with whom you can be as “behind a stone wall.”
When I see Oliona back at her flat she brings out a tome of Pushkin. She met a

Forbes at the club the other night who is fond of literature. She’s learning whole

stanzas of “Eugene Onegin” by heart:

Whom to love, whom to believe in,
On whom alone shall we depend?
Who will fit their speech and on,
To our measure, in the end?

... Never pursue a phantom,

Or waste your efforts on the air

Love yourself, your only care. . ..

“T'll slip them in, just when he’s least expecting it.” She winks, keen to show oft
her cunning.

The Forbes has already taken her on a ride in his private jet. “Can you imagine:
you can smoke in there, drink in there, throw your feet up on the seat. No seat
belts! Freedom! It’s all true, you can really have the life; it’s not just in the movies!”

She met the Forbes when she went up to the VIP room.

“He’s handsome as a God,” Oliona tells me, whispering with excitement. “He
was giving out hundred dollar bills to girls for blow jobs. Kept going all night.
Imagine his stamina! And those poor girls, they don't just do it for the money you
know; every one of them thinks hell remember them, that they're special, so they
try extra hard. Of course I refused when he offered: I'm not like THEM. . . . Now
we're seeing each other. Wish me luck!”

The one thing Oliona will never, ever think of herself as is a prostitute. There’s
a clear distinction: prostitutes have to have sex with whomever a pimp tells them
to. She does her own hunting.

“Once, when I was working as a dancing girl, my boss said I had to go home

with one of the clients. He was a regular. Influential. Fat. Not too young either. ‘Do



[ really have to go home with him?’ I asked my boss. ‘Yes.” I went back to his hotel.
When he wasn’t looking I slipped some Ruffinol in his drink and ran off.”

Oliona tells this proudly. It’s a badge of distinction.

“But what about love?” I ask Oliona. It’s late; we're taping an interview in her
apartment. We're drinking sticky, sweet Prosecco. Her favorite. The nervous little
dog snores by the couch.

“My first boyfriend. Back home in Donbas. That was love. He was a local
authority.”

Authority is a nice word for gangster.

“Why didn’t you stay together?”

“He was at war with another gang—they used me to get to him. I was standing
on the corner. I think I was waiting for a tram. Then these two guys, big guys, grab
me and start putting me in a car. [ kicked and screamed. But they just told passersby
I was a drunk friend. No one was going to mess with guys like that. They took me
to an apartment. Tied my hands to a chair. Kept me there for a week.”

“Did they rape you?”

Oliona keeps on sipping the sweet Prosecco. Keeps on smiling. She’s still
wearing a sparkly dress. She’s taken off her high heels and wears pink, flufty
slippers. She smokes thin, perfumed cigarettes. She talks about everything matter-
of-factly, even with amusement: the story of a very bad, but somehow slightly
funny, working day.

“They took turns. Over a week. Occasionally one would go out for pickled fish
and vodka. The whole room smelt of pickled fish and vodka. I can still remember
that room. It was bare. A wooden table. Dumbbells. A workout bench: they would
lift weights in between sessions. I remember there was a Soviet flag on the wall. I
would stare at that flag during the sessions. In the end one of them took pity on
me. When the other went for more vodka he let me go.”

“And your authority?”

“When I told him what happened he raged, promised to kill them. But then he
made peace with the other gang. And that was that, he never did anything. [ would
see those men often. One, the one who let me go, even apologized. He turned out

to be a nice guy. The other would always smirk when [ saw him. I left town.”



As we pack up Oliona is as thoughtful as I've ever seen her: “Actually could you
avoid what happened in that room in your program?”

“Of course. It could be dangerous.”

“Dangerous? No, it's not that. But it would make me seem, well, sad.
Depressing. [ wouldn’t want people to see me that way. People think of me as
bubbly. That’s good.”

[ feel bad for making her talk about what happened. “Look, I'm sorry I raised all
that. I didn’t mean to. It must be awful to bring it all up again.”

Oliona shrugs. “Listen. It's normal. Happens to all the girls. No biggie.”

Oliona’s relationship with the Pushkin-loving Forbes didn’t last long. “I thought
at first he wanted a bitch. So I played that role. Now I'm not sure, maybe he doesn’t
want a bitch. Maybe he wants a nice girl. You know, sometimes I get confused, I
can'’t even tell which one I am, the nice girl or the bitch.” This isn't said dejectedly
but as always softly detached, like she thinks about herself in the third person.
Whenever I look for a vein of sadness in Oliona it melts away. As a director it's my
job to catch her out, find a chink, pull the emotional lever where her facade
crumbles and she breaks and cries. But she just turns and twists and smiles and
shimmers with every color. She’s not scared of poverty, humiliation. If she loses
her sponsor she'll just start again, reinvent herself, and press reload.

At 5:00 a.m. the clubs get going properly; the Forbes stumble down from their
loggias, grinning and swaying tipsily. They are all dressed the same, in expensive
striped silk shirts tucked into designer jeans, all tanned and plump and glistening
with money and self-satisfaction. They join the cattle on the dance floor. Everyone
is wrecked by now and bounces around sweating, so fast it’s almost in slow motion.
They exchange these sweet, simple glances of mutual recognition, as if the masks
have come off and they're all in on one big joke. And then you realize how equal
the Forbes and the girls really are. They all clambered out of one Soviet world. The
oil geyser has shot them to different financial universes, but they still understand
each other perfectly. And their sweet, simple glances seem to say how amusing this
whole masquerade is, that yesterday we were all living in communal flats and
singing Soviet anthems and thinking Levis and powdered milk were the height of

luxury, and now we're surrounded by luxury cars and jets and sticky Prosecco. And



though many westerners tell me they think Russians are obsessed with money, I
think theyre wrong: the cash has come so fast, like glitter shaken in a snow globe,
that it feels totally unreal, not something to hoard and save but to twirl and dance
in like feathers in a pillow fight and cut like papier-maché into different, quickly
changing masks. At 5:00 a.m. the music goes faster and faster, and in the throbbing,
snowing night the cattle become Forbeses and the Forbeses cattle, moving so fast
now they can see the traces of themselves caught in the strobe across the dance
floor. The guys and girls look at themselves and think: “Did that really happen to
me? [s that me there? With all the Maybachs and rapes and gangsters and mass

graves and penthouses and sparkly dresses?”

A HERO FOR OUR TIMES

[ am in a meeting at TNT when my phone goes off. The display says “undisclosed,”
which could mean it’s something important from home. I apologize and move to
the corridor, under the neon sign “Feel our Love!” When I answer at first there’s a
long silence. Breathing. Then a hoarse, whistling laugh.

“Piiitrrr. You recognize me? It’s Vitaly Djomochka. I need you to do me a favor.
Will you do me a favor? Just a small favor?”

Vitaly has a way of asking that makes it uncomfortable to say “no.”

“Sure.”

“Come to D— station. Bring a camera. And not a little one. A real one. Deal?”

“Sure....”

In the evening I make my way down to D—. The journey will take an hour on
one of the slow, suburban trains. These trains are among the most miserable rides
in Russia: full of the angry poor of satellite towns, the shop assistants and cops and
cleaners, who come every day to the big city to be within breathing distance of all
the platinum watches and Porsches, only to be blown back again each evening to
their dark peripheries, carrying their shift clothes crumpled in plastic bags,
drinking lukewarm beer in a cold train. The benches are wooden and impossible to
sit on comfortably. I fidget and wonder what Vitaly could possibly be doing in D—,
it doesn’t strike me as his sort of place. But it has been a while since I last heard

from him.



Once upon a time Vitaly Djomochka had been a gangster. In the 1990s the
words “Russian” and “gangster” became almost synonymous, but when the
President ascended to the Kremlin the era of the gangster ended. The secret
services took over organized crime themselves; there was no way hoodlums could
compete. Some became Duma deputies to make their money safe, while others
retired to become regular businessmen. But in Siberia Vitaly Djomochka had other
plans: he wanted to direct movies. He gathered his crew. No more grand theft auto
and extorting businessmen, he told them; they were going to make films about
themselves, starring themselves.

None of them knew anything about filmmaking. They had never heard of
montage, storyboards, or camera movements. There was no film school they could
go to, no famous director to guide them. Vitaly worked out how to make movies
himself. He watched and rewatched the classics, breaking down every shot, every
cut, every twist and turn in the plot. There was no script on paper; scripts were for
saps. Everyone knew the scenes from memory. They didnt use makeup or
stuntmen; they jumped from tall buildings themselves and crashed their own cars.
All the blood you saw on screen was real; when there wasn’t enough from the
wound, Vitaly would stab a syringe in his own vein and spray the contents all over
himself. The guns and bullets were all real, too; when they filmed a shoot-'em-up
in a bar the place was wasted.

The result was an epic, six-hour miniseries, The Spets (literally “The Specialist”),
and when it was ready the gangster auteurs had their own ideas about managing
distribution. They would walk into local TV stations with a copy of the series and
tell the managers to show it—or else. No one argued. The sound was all over the
place, and some of the shots didn’t match. But overall Vitaly had cracked it. There
was plot, action, drive. It was a sensation. He became a Siberian star.

When 1 first met Vitaly he was at the height of his fame and had come to
Moscow to appear on talk shows and look for money for his next big film. I was
working as an assistant to an American documentary director, and we were trying
to persuade Vitaly to let us make a documentary about him. We set a date in one of
the new Moscow cafés. Pastel lights diffused through a gentle indoor fountain.

Muzak played softly in the background. Tall and lean and shaven headed, Vitaly



looked uncannily like the President’s meaner, taller twin. He wore a designer
tracksuit, pressed flat. He drank cappuccinos, dabbing his lip with a tightly folded
napkin, careful that no trace of froth remained. “Capp-ooo-she-knows,” he called
them, enjoying the word. He told the waitress off for giving him a dirty spoon.

“Did you always want to be a gangster?” we asked.

“I always knew I could be more than other people. Run faster, jump higher,
shoot better. Just more.”

He talked in a way that was ever so statuesque, with silences between each short
sentence. Everything about him seemed so contained. He didn’t drink, didn’t
smoke, and told me off for swearing. He used to be a junkie, but he quit. He
laughed in a hoarse, slow way, and at the oddest things (the word “latte” he found
hilarious). It had taken weeks to set up this little meeting; he first arranged dates,
then broke them off at the last moment, leaving us fretting and exhausted. With
time [ learned this was his way, a little tactic to wrap you around him.

“What made you want to make movies?”

“T'd spent eight years in jail. You watch a lot of TV in jail. There were all these
cops and robbers shows. They were showing my life, my world. But it was all fake.
The fights were fake. The guns were fake. The crimes were fake. What can an
actor know about being a gangster? Nothing. Only I could tell my story.”

Vitaly’s TV miniseries showed his life of crime in scrupulous detail. In his
violent pomp he had been a modern Dick Turpin, a real highwayman. He would
hide in the bushes by the side of the motorway, waiting for a coach-load of brand
new Mitsubishis or Toyotas just brought in from Japan. Then he would pull a
kerchief over his face, draw out his sawn-off shotgun, and walk out into the middle
of the highway. He would stand legs apart, gun pointed out from his hips, alone in
the middle of the road, facing down the oncoming truck. They always stopped, and
the cars were all his. If the driver struggled, Vitaly would beat him. The TV series
reveled in these moments of violence. The dialogue was sometimes stilted (Vitaly
wouldn’t let his crew swear on screen), but when it came to kicking, stomping on,
and humiliating, the gangster actors were in their element, their faces lighting up

with joy and anger.



“But what about your victims—did you ever feel sorry for them?” asked the
American.

Vitaly looked nonplussed. He turned to me:

“Of course not. No one who does what I do feels sorry for the victim. You're
either a dope or a real man, and dopes deserve all they get.”

The central scene of Spets involved Vitaly killing another mob boss. In the film
he calmly walks up and shoots his rival, then calmly walks away again. The whole
thing happens so fast I had to rewind and replay to double check what had
happened.

“How many have you killed?” I asked when the waitress left.

“I can only talk about one time. That was revenge for my brother. I served time
for the killing, but after that no one messed with me.”

“Can anyone be a killer?” asked the American.

“No. When I was in prison there were men who regretted what they'd done.
They wept, went to church. Not everyone has the inner strength to do it. But [ do.”

“And would you ever return to crime?

Vitaly smiled: “Nowadays my life is all about art.”

We persuaded him to take us down to his hometown and let us film him
shooting a scene for his next project. We'd have an exclusive with the gangster
director at work, and he’d have a promo to help raise money.

“Usually you'd be one of my victims,” he said matter-of-factly. “But in this case
we'll be partners.”

The flight to Ussuriysk, Vitaly’s hometown, took all day. Vitaly just lay back,
smiled, and slept the whole journey. I chatted to another former gangster friend of
his, Sergey, who wrote the music for The Spets. A former power-lifting champion,
Sergey took up two seats on the flight. He had quit being a gangster when he found
God: a bullet that should have killed him miraculously passed through his body.
Afterward he had seen the light (with the help of an American evangelical sect that
helped nurse him back to health after the shooting). He was a laughing, jolly,
blonde bear of a man, with questioning, kind, light blue eyes. Previously he had
dealt heroin and smuggled girls from Ukraine to Europe.

“How does the new, religious you make sense of the past?” I asked.



“When [ was baptized all my sins were washed away,” answered Sergey.

“But do you feel guilt for what you used to do?”

“I was a demon, but I was still fulfilling God’s will. All my victims must have
deserved it. God only punishes bad people.”

On the flight Sergey was trying to write a film script. It was to be a modern spin
on the old Russian fairy tale of the “three bogatyri,” huge knights of unnatural
strength who traveled old Russia taming dragons and invaders. In Sergey’s version
the “bogatyri” were former gangsters.

When we finally landed in Vladivostok (the nearest airport to Ussuriysk) I
expected to see the orient; we were, after all, 1,000 km east of Beijing, where Russia
meets the Pacific. Apart from Vitaly this region is famous for its tigers. But instead
it looked like more of the same Russia, the same green-brown blur of hills and thin,
unhappy trees. We might as well have been in suburban Moscow. Vitaly’s crew
were at the hanger of an airport to meet us: young, polite men with darting eyes,
shell suits, gold medallions, tidy haircuts, and neat nails. One brought Vitaly a new
Jeep, a vassal fetching his lord a new, stolen steed. No plates. We drove in a spread-
eagled cortege across both lanes of the highway, so fast it made me first scared and
then ecstatic. Vitaly ignored the first traffic cop who waved at him, then stopped
for the second one. When the cop saw who it was, he waved him on.

“They know better than to mess with me,” said Vitaly.

Vitaly didn’t need to stop. It was all just demonstration, just to let everyone
know: he’s back.

We sped into Ussuriysk itself, past the oversized, windy central square,
designed with military parades and not human beings in mind. The cinema, town
hall, and swimming pool were all in the same stiff Soviet classicism. Wide avenues
led to nowhere, stopping abruptly at the endless taiga. You find the same towns
throughout the old Soviet Empire, all designed in some Moscow Ministry for
Urbanism, awkward and ill at ease.

The town was clean. Quiet.

“Us gangsters keep this town disciplined,” said Vitaly. “There used to be
druggies, prostitutes. Teens with long hair. They wouldn’t dare show their faces

now. We showed them who’s boss. I don’t even let anyone in my crew smoke



cigarettes. If anyone of my boys were to get drunk in public, I'd give them such a
beating.”

Vitaly was a celebrity here. When we walked down the streets teenage girls
with large shoulders and short skirts stopped to have their pictures taken with him.
When we paused by a school the kids saw him through the window and came
running out, mobbing Vitaly and thrusting forward their math books and
homework pads for him to sign, the teachers smiling benignly.

His new film was to be about his teenage years, in the late 1980s, when the first
gangsters emerged together with the first businessmen. The next day Vitaly was
casting teens to play his younger self. A crowd gathered in front of the Palace of
Culture and Leisure, the old Soviet theater. Fathers had taken their sons out of
school and brought them to try out for the parts of the Young Vitaly and his first
gang.

“l want my son to learn about our history,” said one of the dads. “The gangsters
hold this town together, keep it disciplined.”

Vitaly did his casting in a rehearsal room. On the walls were pictures of
Chekhov and Stanislavsky, the great Russian inventor of method acting. Vitaly had
the boys walk up and down the room:

“You need to walk like gangsters, like you mean it. Don’t look to the sides. Don’t
look tense. Imagine everyone’s looking at you. Slowly. Walk slowly. This is your
territory.”

He picked out a few of the boys. They were thrilled. He lined them up against
the wall, scanning the line, choosing which one would play him.

“Too short. Too fat. Too loud. You. You'll do. But you'll have to cut off that
forelock.”

The kid he chose was the quiet one (and the best looking). His name was Mitya.
He studied history at the local college. He seemed entirely emotionless at the idea of
acting out Vitaly—or maybe he was just in the role already.

Vitaly drove him to the local park for a lesson on how to play him.

“See those kids over there? The ones drinking beer over by those benches? I

want you to go over and tell them to leave. And get them to pick up their litter,



too. Act like you own the place. Talk quietly. Firmly. Instruct. Let them feel you've
got numbers behind you. Imagine that you're me.”

The kid did well. His menace came in the pauses between the words. He told the
drinking boys to pack up. Just as they were leaving, he threw in the little
humiliation: “Don’t forget your rubbish.” That touch was pure Vitaly: always
looking to jab you with a put-down. (“That camera you use is so small Peter, don’t
you have a real camera?” he liked to ask me, or “you don’t know how to interview;
am I going to have to teach you?”)

Mitya seemed a good boy, who would finish university and probably go on to a
career in a state corporation. But his behavior, his style, was already pure gangster.

“Do you think Mitya could be as good a gangster as you?” we asked.

“He has potential,” said Vitaly, “but he would need to toughen up a bit. By his
age [ was already serving my first term in prison for racketeering.”

We went to see Vitaly’s parents. I had hoped they would help explain the way
he is, but I was disappointed. Vitaly’s father was a hard-working factory man, used
to soldering parts on tanks. He was small and shy and talked about fishing. Vitaly’s
mother, slightly tipsy but polite, kept a neat home. They seemed frightened of
Vitaly themselves, and he was so disdainful of them he wouldn’t even enter the
apartment.

“He had been a tear-away at school,” said the dad. “We so hoped prison would
help calm him down. That he would come out and get a normal job at the
armaments factory. But when he came out of prison you could tell he was a big
boss already.”

Prison was Vitaly’s alma mater. This part of Siberia was full of them.
Everywhere you looked were barbed wire, watchtowers, and concrete walls. We
shot an interview with Vitaly as he gazed toward where he had first served time.

“Everything I learned was there,” he said. It was the first time I'd seen him even
vaguely sentimental. “You have to prove youTre a real man and not a chicken
straight away. You don't cry, you don’t blabber, you don’t let anyone tell you what
to do. Only say what you mean, speak slowly, and if you promise something, keep

»

it.



Vitaly had served five years that first time. He had first gone inside in 1988.
When he came out in 1993 the whole universe he had grown up in was
transformed. The Soviet Union had disappeared. Everyone who had previously
been someone was suddenly a nobody. The teachers and cops and judges went
unpaid. The factory workers were making fridges and train parts no one needed.
The war heroes were penniless pensioners. When he had been first put away, men
like Vitaly had been destined for a life on the margins; they were shpana, scum.
Now, suddenly, he sensed this was his era.

“Why would I work for pennies in a factory like my dad? That would be crazy.”

The only values in this new Ussuriysk were cars and cash. The gangsters could
access these things the fastest, with the most direct methods. But they didn't just
extort and steal. Businessmen called them in to guarantee deals (if one partner
reneged, the gangsters would sort him out); people turned to them instead of the
uninterested police to catch rapists and thieves. They became the establishment,
the glue that holds everything together. In this new world no one knew quite how
to behave: all the old Soviet role models had been made redundant, and the “West”
was just a story far away. But the gangsters had their own prison code, which had
survived perestroika. And this made the gangsters more than just feared bullies.
They were the only people in this lost, new Russia who knew who on earth they
were and what they stood for. And now in the twenty-first century, although many
gangsters were out of a job, their way of behaving has become ubiquitous.

As he prepared for his shoot Vitaly would often disappear, his usual trick of
keeping us on tenterhooks. He designated a friend of his, Stas, to look after us. Stas
had a Jeep with a little shovel screwed on at the front: the gangster’s sign. He had a
girlfriend with him. She was a tall, pale, bored blonde who only lit up when she
talked about her collection of hosiery: “I even have a pair of snakeskin tights at
home,” she told me.

Stas took us on a tour of Ussuriysk.

The town was famous for its car market, one of the biggest in the whole of
Russia. We were near the sea with Japan, and all the new Mitsubishis and Toyotas
were traded here. The market was on a hill at the entrance to the town. As we

approached, it gleamed silver like a magic mountain. Only when we got closer did



we realize it was the sun glinting off the new Jeeps and other four-by-fours.
Everyone here drove the latest models. They might have their toilets in wooden
outhouses, and their apartments might be yellowing, but the big, black cars were
always shining with a TV commercial sparkle. Stas took us to a meet at which
locals showed off how they'd upgraded their automobiles. One guy had installed a
Jacuzzi in the back; another had a movie theater. There was tenderness in how they
showed off their prized possessions. These heavy men touched their cars so
delicately. Stas took out a little toothbrush to clean the headlights on his Land
Cruiser: he scrubbed it softly, patiently, like he was washing a toddler.

Stas took us to the hills above the town so we could get the best view. The
corroding factories still chugged smoke. Among the hills were the cemeteries with
their black marble headstones. On them were engravings for young gangsters:
“Buba the boxer,” “Boris Mercedes.” Their portraits were engraved into the
headstones, depicting them in gangster pomp—one dangled the keys to his
Mercedes, another posed with his mobile phone—like Egyptian pharaohs sent to
the next world with their most vital possessions. Dates on the headstones often
coincided; the young men had died on the same days in the 1990s. These were the
dates of gang battles, a whole generation decimated.

“You have many friends here?” I asked Stas.

“Most of my class,” he answered, matter-of-factly. “Not just gangsters. Many
were just caught in the cross fire.”

In the evening we headed to a restaurant, The Miami. Outside was a twelve-
foot, plastic palm tree. The plastic palm trees were everywhere around town; they
were considered fashionable. The Miami had a parking garage out front and a
massage parlor in the basement.

“It’'s compact,” explained Stas, “all you might want in one place.” The restaurant
itself was done up with plush burgundy walls and black lacquer chairs. All the
clientele wore ironed shell suits. The restaurant was Chinese owned; we were just
fifty miles from the Chinese border, and rumor had it that a third of the population
was illegal Chinese immigrants.

“The Chinks used to just walk anywhere,” said Stas, “but the gangsters sorted
that out. Now they just keep themselves to the market and the suburbs. They need



to know this is Russian territory. . . . But they do have the best restaurants.”

With the meal there was karaoke. As the Chinese waiters brought the food,
everyone at the restaurant sang “shanson,” the gravelly, syrupy gangster ballads that
have become some of Russia’s favorite pop music. Shanson reflect the gangsters’
journeys to the center of Russian culture. These used to be underground, prison
songs, full of gangster slang, tales of Siberian labor camps and missing your
mother. Now every taxi driver and grocery plays them. “Vladimirsky Tsentral” is a
wedding classic. Tipsy brides across the country in cream-puff wedding dresses and
high, thin heels slow-dance with their drunker grooms: “The thaw is thinning
underneath the bars of my cell / but the Spring of my life has passed so fast.” At the
Chinese restaurant Miami Stas sang along too, but he seemed too meek, too
obliging to be a gangster.

“Me? A gangster? God no,” he seemed surprised when asked. “I'm just a
businessman. The shovel, well that’s just for show. I like hanging around with
Vitaly.”

[ asked him what their relationship was. He changed the subject fast.

We asked Vitaly the next time we saw him.

“Stas? Stas is one of the businessmen we used to extort money from.”

“And now you're friends?”

“He does what I tell him to.”

It turned out Vitaly had once beaten Stas to a pulp, and now Stas half
worshiped, half lived in fear of him, helping Vitaly put on his coat and holding his
phone for him. And everyone we met in the town seemed somehow crumpled,
mumbling, black and white. Only the gangsters strode tall in glorious Technicolor.
This was Vitaly’s town, the representative, cross-section town of Russia, the
country where a third of males have been to prison, the sort of town spin doctors
and TV men look at when they design politicians.

The day of his big shoot Vitaly took over a whole market. The scene had the
young Vitaly and his gang being busted as they extorted money from the market
traders. The traders played themselves, and cops had been hired to play cops.

“Isn’t there a problem that you're working for a gangster today?” we asked the

cops.



They laughed. “Who do you think we work for anyway?” (The new mayor of
Vladivostok was a man nicknamed Winnie-the-Pooh, a mob boss who had
previously served time for threatening to kill a businessman.)

Vitaly’s set had a cast of hundreds, and it should have been chaos, but I'd never
seen a film set so slickly run. His gangster crew was the production team. Who
would dare to be late on set when professional killers are running the show? Vitaly
was a natural. Cap pulled low, long finger tapping against his mouth, he set up
every camera position unerringly. Though there was no script on paper, he never
got lost, giving terse, tight instructions to all the players.

“It’s just like setting up a heist,” he told me. “Everything’s got to be exact. Not
like one of your little documentaries.”

Every detail of the clothes, the guns, and the items the market traders were
selling had been reproduced just as they were in the late 1980s. But for all its
detailed accuracy, the way Vitaly shot his films was more like a cheesy B-movie
than documentary-style realism. Every shot of Vitaly was a glamorous close-up. He
wiped his sweaty brow, sighed like a pantomime hero, looked intently into the
distance, and escaped death to the sound of the Star Wars sound track. This was
how he saw himself, his life, his crimes. All the pain and death he had caused and
suffered were viewed by him through the corny music and cloud-machine smoke
of a bad action movie.

“What sort of films inspire you?” we asked.

Vitaly paused.

“Titanic. That's a real film. With DiCaprio. That’s real life. That’s the sort of
thing [ aim to make if [ get my budget....”

That was the last time I had seen him, three years before. But I was still
reminded of him often. There’s a little scene that gets played out on the Ostankino
channels every week. The president sits at the head of a long table. Along each side
sit the governors of every region: the western, central, northeastern, and so on.
The president points to each one, who tells him what’s going on in his patch.
“Rogue terrorists, pensions unpaid, fuel shortages. . . . ” The governors looked
petrified. The president toys with them, pure Vitaly. “Well, if you can’t sort out the

mess in your backyard, we can always find a different governor. . . . ” For a long



time I couldn’t remember what the scene reminded me of. Then I realized: it’s
straight out of The Godfather, when Marlon Brando gathers the mafia bosses from
the five boroughs. Quentin Tarantino used a similar scene when Lucy Liu meets
with the heads of the Tokyo Yakuza clans in Kill Bill—it’s a mafia movie trope. And
it fits the image the Kremlin has for the President: he is dressed like a mob boss
(the black polo top underneath the black suit), and his sound bites come straight
out of gangster flicks (“we’ll shoot the enemy while he’s on the shitter . . .”). I can
see the spin doctors’ logic: Whom do the people respect the most? Gangsters. So
let’s make our leader look like a gangster; let’s make him act like Vitaly.

But while the country’s leaders were imitating gangsters, word went out from
the Ministry of Culture and Ostankino that the Kremlin wanted positive, upbeat
films. Russian gangster movies, which should theoretically have rivaled the greatest
in the world, were phased out. Actors who had primed themselves to be the
Russian De Niros suddenly had to revamp their images and star in rom-coms. It’s
the reverse of the situation in the West, where politicians try to act like upstanding
citizens while films and TV shows are obsessed with the underworld; here the
politicians imitate mobsters but the films are rosy. Whenever I pitch a gangster
program to TNT, they stare, aghast: “We make happy things, Peter. Happy!” I
supposed Vitaly never found money for his blockbuster. I was a little worried for

him.

Vitaly was at the station to meet me. He was wearing his usual ironed tracksuit; it
had been a while since I'd seen anybody wear one. He greeted me warmly. I sensed
he was genuinely glad to see someone from the “old days.”

“Thanks for coming.”

“You live in D— now?”

“I'm lying low. I avoid Moscow: too many cops wanting to check your
documents. Everyone back home has been put away, the last of my crew. [ wouldn'’t
have anyone to film with even if [ could raise the money.”

I sensed Vitaly was flirting with his old profession, but I thought it best not to

pry. We walked over to his car: a brand new four-by-four (of course). No plates.



Vitaly had a freshly pressed shell suit hanging in the back.

“I'm living in the car while I lie low. I've always preferred it to apartments
anyway.”

“Whatever happened to your film project?” I ask.

“I met some Moscow producers. They wanted me to show them a script. Do
they think I'm stupid? I know they'll just steal it.”

“But Vitaly, that's how it works here. You'd have a copyright, guarantees.”

“That means nothing. You can't trust producers, they're all crooks. I tried to get
money from my own people, mob bosses. People you can trust. But none of them
wanted to invest in gangster movies. ‘Not the future, they told me.”

It turned out Vitaly wanted me to shoot a short interview with him. He was
planning a documentary about himself.

“None of you TV people could capture me right in your films. Did you bring a
big camera? Good.”

We shot the interview in the car. Vitaly put on his most statuesque look, part
reptilian, part Romantic, speaking ever so slowly.

“Ever since [ was a child I knew I could be more than other people. Run faster.
Jump higher—” Suddenly, mid-sentence, he broke off and burst out of the car. He
started screaming, spitting at a crumpled bum with wildly swollen eyes drinking
from a bottle in a plastic bag behind the car. The bum crawled away. Vitaly got
back in, still breathing hard, but the anger switched off like a light.

“You wouldn’t want him in the same shot as me. He'd make it ugly.”

Then Vitaly shot an interview with me. He had all my words written out
already; [ just had to memorize the script.

“The first time [ met Vitaly he struck me as the most talented dangerous man,
and the most dangerous talented man, [ had ever encountered. . . .”

It was a long speech, and I kept fluffing my lines. But Vitaly was a patient
director, and by the fifth take we got it right.

After the shoot Vitaly leaned into the back and brought out a pile of hardcover
books.

“These are for you.”

They were novels, written by Vitaly.



“T've taken to writing books. They're selling pretty well. I'll be honest, the first
one was ghostwritten. But since then ['ve learned how to write myself.”

Most of the early books were based on Vitaly’s life of crime. But in the last book
he had changed genres. It was a satire of Russian politics, about a bully, gangster
state that uses its giant reserves of fart gases to manipulate the countries around it
into submission (at the time Russia was threatening Ukraine with shutting off its
gas supply).

“I often think now I should have gone into politics,” said Vitaly. “I just thought
it boring, I didn’t realize they used the same methods as us. It’s too late now,
though. I've dedicated myself to art. If I can’t film, I'll write. And you know what
the future is, Peter? Comedy. Set up a meeting for me at TNT; they might want to
televise my fart-book.”

I told Vitaly I'd do my best. He insisted I take a stack of thick, black glossy books
to show people. I couldn’t say no and carried them in two plastic bags back to town,
the sharp edges of the books tearing through the plastic and spiking against my legs
with every step.

At TNT I went through the motions of helping Vitaly and gave the scripted
comedy department a copy of the book.

“No idea whether it’s any good, but I promised,” I explained, almost apologizing.
And thought that would be the end of it.

But a few weeks later I walked into TNT and there was Vitaly, sitting in one of
the little glass meeting rooms with a couple of producers, wearing his shell suit and
cap. He noticed me when I came in, stood up, took off his cap, and waved. “Hi,
brother,” I could hear him calling, the words low and distorted through the glass.
Suddenly I wanted to turn away, ignore him, pretend I'd never met him and didn’t
know him. ‘Brother!” he called again, waving his cap in ever larger motions. And
the only way I could override the sudden desire to run away was to play up and call
out even louder: ‘Brother! Brother!” until everyone in the office could hear and was
looking at me.

“Is he for real?” the women in the drama department asked me afterward. “It all
seems a bit of an act.”

“Oh, he’s quite real. You actually interested in his book?”



“It’'s well written. We need to think about it.”

One of the areas TNT specializes in is satire. If the USSR drove humor
underground and thus made it an enemy of the state, the new Kremlin actively
encourages people to have a laugh at its expense: one TNT sketch show is about
corrupt Duma deputies who are always whoring and partying while praising each
other’s patriotism; another is about the only traffic cop in Russia who doesn’t take
bribes—his family is starving and his wife is always nagging him to become
“normal” and more corrupt. As long as no real government officials are named,
then why not let the audience blow off some steam? Vitaly’s sense that his satire
would work inside the Kremlin’s rules was right.

When 1 tried to follow up on the meeting with Vitaly, he had disappeared.
Sergey told me that another warrant had been issued for his arrest, and he was
lying low again, sleeping in his Jeep, and keeping well out of any cities. But I guess
he’s okay; every year I see a new novel of his on the pulp fiction shelves in

bookstores, most of them comedies.

RUSSIA TODAY

Western ex-pats first arrived in Russia as emissaries of the victorious party in the
Cold War. They were superior and came to teach Russia how to be civilized. Now
all that is changing. Russia is resurgent, the teachers have become the servants, and
I'm not even sure who won the Cold War after all.

[ first got to know Benedict in Scandinavia, a favorite restaurant of those ex-
pats come to school Russia in the ways of the West in the decades of glorious
afterglow after the end of the Cold War: “magic circle” lawyers, “big five”
accountants, investment bankers. It’s just off Tverskaya, Moscow’s central drag, in
a little courtyard of large green trees. It's owned by Swedes, and when it first
opened everything was imported from Stockholm: the waiters, cooks, burgers, fries
—all flown in. In the early 2000s the guests largely spoke English; it wasn't opulent
enough for Russian oligarchs and was too expensive for “ordinary” Russians. The
westerners would come here like to an oasis, before they got drunk and courageous
enough to explore the Moscow night. It felt like the descendant of an old colonial

club in an age that prided itself on being past all that.



The Scandinavia set were tanned and spoke earnest schoolbook English. They
discussed compliance, corporate governance, and workouts. Finding somewhere to
go jogging, the consensus went, was a nightmare in Moscow. As was the smoking.
And the traffic. When they got tipsy they made jokes about Russian girls, unless
they were with their wives, in which case they discussed holiday plans. They had
white teeth. Benedict had yellow teeth, drank wine at lunch, and smoked long,
thick Dunbhills. He was slight and moved like a cricket, waving his smoke away
from others in mock apology. He was Irish, but of the Shaw or Wilde variety.

“I'm a lapsed economist,” he liked to tell people when they asked what he did.

Benedict was an international development consultant. “International
development consultants” are the missionaries of democratic capitalism. They
emerged en masse at the end of the Cold War, at the end of history, marching out
of America and Europe to teach the rest of the world to be like them. They work
on projects for the EU, WB, OECD, IMF, OSCE, IMF, DIFD, SIDA, and other
national and multinational bodies that represent the “developed world” (the donor)
and advise governments, central and local, of the “developing world” (the
beneficiary). They wear Marks and Spencer (or Zara or Brooks Brothers) suits, and
under their arms they carry wide binders that contain the Terms of Reference
(known as TORA) for their projects, which have names like “building a market
economy in the Russian Federation” or “achieving gender equality in the post-
Soviet space.” The TORA lay out “logical framework matrices” to achieve
“objectively verifiable indicators of democratization.” Western civilization

condensed into bullet points:

“Elections? Check.”

“Freedom of Expression? Check.”
“Private Property? Check.”

Underlying the projects is a clear vision of history, taught in the new
“international development” departments of universities and taken as gospel in

ministries and multinational bodies: postcommunism, the former Soviet states



would pass through the temptations of “transition” to the plateaus of liberal
democracy and the market economy.

Benedict was still an economics lecturer in a small-town Irish university when
he went to Russia for the first time. He gave a lecture on principles of “business and
effective management” at St. Petersburg University. It was 1992. The students
listened carefully, lapping up the new language: “SME,” “IPO,” “cash flow.” In the
evening after the lecture Benedict walked back to his hotel. He took a wrong turn
at reception and found himself in the middle of a wedding party. He tried to ask the
way in English. The bride and groom were delighted a westerner had joined them
and insisted he stay. He was a piece of exotica, a present in himself. They drank his
health, and he stayed on drinking with them. At one point he went to his room and
brought back a carton of Marlboros and some Imperial Leather soap as presents.
The bride and groom were thrilled. They drank more, and everyone danced.
Benedict felt that Russia would be like the West very soon.

He left his job at the Irish university a few years later, swapping $50,000 a year
in a provincial college for the tax-free, six-figure sums of the strutting new
development industry. Benedict was offered a position as team leader on a project
called Technical Assistance for the Economic Development of the Kaliningrad Free
Economic Zone. He had no idea where Kaliningrad was; he had to look it up on a
map.

Kaliningrad used to be known as Koenigsberg, the capital of Eastern Prussia,
the home of Kant. It lies on the Baltic Sea, between Lithuania and Poland, opposite
Sweden. At the end of World War II it was captured by the Soviets, renamed,
repopulated with imported Soviets from across the empire, and made into a high-
security, closed-off military port. It was the most western point of the USSR. After
the Cold War the Russians held onto it, though Kaliningrad has no border with
Russia proper. It is now an exclave of Russia inside the European Union, a
geopolitical freak. The EU recognized “the special position of Kaliningrad” but had
“concerns regarding soft security issues’; that is to say, it was leaking heroin,
weapons, AIDS, and a mutant strain of tuberculosis into the EU. Kaliningrad either
had to change or risk having a wall built around it. There were no direct flights

from Europe. Benedict had to fly all the way to Moscow, then double back and fly



west to Kaliningrad. He was in his late forties and divorced, and he wanted a new
start.

It was almost painful to see the difference between the tired, elegant
nineteenth-century houses of the old Koenigsberg and the postwar Soviet new-
builds. The red gothic cathedral, home to Kant’s grave, was surrounded, on one
side by shabby hordes of aggressive, concrete apartment blocks and on the other by
a harbor full of rusting, resting warships. In the evening sailors would go drinking
in the bars along the waterfront. I remember finding myself in such a bar on a brief
visit to Kaliningrad. The light in the bar was a murky, Baltic Sea green. I ordered a
cognac.

“A local one?” asked the waitress.

“What sort of grapes grow in Kaliningrad?” I asked, not disingenuously.

“Why would you need grapes for cognac?” asked the waitress.

The shot was poured. One gulp took me through thirty seconds of pure
euphoria straight through to the worst hangover I have ever known.

The Kaliningrad Ministry for Economic Development was a weighty Soviet
palace on a central square. Benedict and his translator, Marina, passed through the
low, heavy doors and into the world of Russian bureaucracy. Wide, dusty, empty
corridors where everything happens as if under water. Telephones, installed in the
mid-1970s, rang patiently without being answered. Stopped. Then rang again.
Velvet curtains sagged. In all the offices hung photos of the President, smiling
almost apologetically, with his head tilted to the side. The officials were mainly
strong, stern women in their forties and fifties, the real foundations of the Russian
state. There were fewer men, and they all seemed to be stooping. All called each
other by their patronymics: “Igor Arkadievich” and “Lydia Alexandrovna.”

Benedict’s opposite number was P, a midlevel official. He wore sagging suits and
had a paunch that seemed to pull him downward.

“You the man with the European technical assistance? We need computers,”
said P when they met.

Technical assistance, Benedict explained, did not mean technology. It meant
schooling from Western consultants. Benedict’s interpreter tried to get the point

acCross.



“We need computers,” answered P.

Benedict arranged for some $200,000 worth of computers to be delivered; he
explained to P that he would need to sign some paperwork when they arrived to
confirm receipt.

He got on with the development strategy for Kaliningrad. He was given an
office in the Institute of Cybernetics. He asked the dean of the institute whether he
cared to advise on IT development in the region. Sorry, said the dean, though the
Institute of Cybernetics was still officially a university, the salaries were so low all
the staff were now involved in trading fish. It was every man for himself in
Kaliningrad. The old armaments factories were making macaroni. Soldiers
demobbed from East Germany sold off stockpiles of Kalashnikovs and RPGs. One
of the saddest places was the zoo, once the city’s pride: the fox ran round its cage
chasing its own tale; the wolf stumbled around stunned in an open pit, the polar
bears grinned wildly and stared into the distance, the wild squirrel would run and
slam itself against the bars of its cage again and again and again.

Benedict had the beige walls of his office painted white and replaced the velvet
curtains with venetian blinds. He brought in top managers from EU blue chip
companies to inspect the telecommunications, aviation, agrarian, financial, and
tourism sectors. Over the next four years they produced SWOT analyses and
intervention plans and knowledge trees and gender mainstreaming strategies.
Benedict would then send the reports on to P. But when he phoned afterward he
could only ever get through to the assistant, Elena.

“P will get back to you next week,” Elena, would say. And giggle. P never did.
Elena had been a singer at the Crystal Nightclub on Karl Marx Street before she
joined the ministry. Some time later, even Elena disappeared, running off to live in
Turkey with a Scandinavian ambassador who had left his wife, children, and
diplomatic career for her.

The local government had its own ideas about development. The governor also
ran the commercial port, and now his economics minister was busy setting up a
network of banks to launder money from the proceeds. The governor himself was

large and bald and always sweating. “I went to Poland recently,” he told Benedict



the only time they met. “I saw them making ketchup in cement mixers. That’s the
sort of innovation we need here.”

At the end of the project Benedict asked P for the paperwork to confirm that
the $200,000 worth of computers had arrived. P refused to give it to him; the
computers had never made it, he claimed. Benedict suspected the computers had
been sold out the back door, but he couldn’t prove anything.

Benedict put his lack of progress down to the provincial nature of Kaliningrad
local government. He was given a new job, in Moscow, working with a federal-
level ministry, where he hoped the bureaucrats would be of a different class. And
there was much he was enjoying about life in Russia. He had married his translator,
Marina, a friendly, unpretentious lady the same age and with the same sense of
humor as him. He enjoyed the relative wealth: no longer the down-at-heel
academic, he was now a consultant with a driver, and he always bought the drinks.
And another good thing had come out of the project: Benedict had allocated
$136,000 for Danish experts to fix the zoo. The animals were acting normally
again. Even the squirrel had calmed down.

In Moscow Benedict worked opposite the federal Ministry for Economic
Development to guide the EU’s strategy in Russia. The minister for economic
development was considered the most enlightened minister in Russia. He was an
academic and a personal friend of the President, wore sharp suits and pink shirts,
and was beloved at Davos. He had fifteen deputy ministers, many of them bright
young things with MBAs (or at least studying for MBAs). The ministry was in the
middle of reconstruction: some floors were bright and new, many more an
extension of what Benedict had seen in Kaliningrad: the same darkling corridors
and ever-ringing phones and heavy curtains and photos of the President—now the
new one, but still smiling apologetically.

“Can you bring paper?” a woman who was Benedict’s liaison at the ministry
asked him. “Always bring paper. A4. Every department is allowed a quota, and we
can never get the amount of paper we need.”

Every time Benedict went for a meeting at the ministry he would load himself

up with stacks of A4, sheltering them with his overcoat from the snowstorm.



“I'm not sure the ministry understand what we're here for,” he told me one
evening in Scandinavia. “The other day they asked us to organize and pay for a
New Year’s party for the whole department.”

Meanwhile the country around us was changing. Every day Benedict would
evaluate the hundreds-of-millions-of-dollars’ worth of EU projects in Russia. They
all ticked their boxes:

“Democracy? Check: Russia is a presidential democracy with elections every four
years.”

“Civil Society Development? Check. Russia has many new NGOs.”

“Private Property? Check.”

Now, Russia does have elections, but the “opposition,” with its almost comical
leaders, is designed and funded in such a way as to actually strengthen the Kremlin:
when the beetroot-faced communists and the spitting nationalists row on TV
political debating shows, the viewer is left with the feeling that, compared to this
lot, the President is the only sane candidate. And Russia does have
nongovernmental organizations, representing everyone from bikers to beekeepers,
but they are often created by the Kremlin, which uses them to create a “civil
society” that is ever loyal to it. And though Russia does officially have a free market,
with mega-corporations floating their record-breaking IPOs on the global stock
exchanges, most of the owners are friends of the President. Or else they are
oligarchs who officially pledge that everything that belongs to them is also the
President’s when he needs it: “All that I have belongs to the state,” says Oleg
Deripaska, one of the country’s richest men. This isn’t a country in transition but
some sort of postmodern dictatorship that uses the language and institutions of
democratic capitalism for authoritarian ends.

I would rarely see Benedict angry, but when he talked about this he would start
to stutter and grow red in the face. He was just a bugler in the grand march of
international bureaucracy, but he felt frustrated and unheard. The West was
condoning this, agreeing to this perversion of meaning. Benedict was never a

moralist, but there was something about fakery that dismayed him.



“If you start saying one thing is another, then, well, then the whole thing will
come tumbling down, . . . ” he would say, slapping his lighter on the table. And
then, when he would calm down: “It’s like the West reflected in a crooked mirror.”

I told Benedict I had learned how Russian TV channels were structured. On the
surface most Russian TV channels are organized like any Western TV station.
Independent production companies pitch program ideas at the network in what
looks like open competition. But there is a twist. Most of the production
companies, | soon realized, were either owned or part-owned by the heads of the
network and senior execs. They were commissioning for themselves. But as they
had a genuine interest in making good shows and gaining ratings, they would
create a plethora of companies, each competing against the other and thus
improving the quality of ideas. And while the channels themselves pay their taxes
and are housed in new office buildings, the production companies, where the real
money is made, operate in a quite different world.

Recently I had been cutting a show at one such production company, Potemkin.
It was based far away from Moscow’s blue-glass-and-steel center, in a quiet road on
an industrial estate. No graduates in horn-rimmed glasses snorting coke and eating
organic sandwiches here, just the blotchy faces and twinkle-drunk eyes of factory
workers and the tattooed bellies of the long-distance lorry drivers who ferry goods
across one-sixth of the world’s mud, ice, and bogs. The gray warehouse building
where Potemkin was based had no sign, no number on the black metal door.
Behind the door was a dirty, draughty, prison-like room where I was met by a
bored, unsober guard who would look at me each day as if I were a stranger
encroaching on his living space. To get to the office I walked down an unlit
concrete corridor and turned sharp right, up two flights of narrow stairs, at the top
of which was another black, unmarked metal door. There I rang the bell and an
unfriendly voice asked through the intercom: “Who are you?™ [ waved my passport
at where I guessed the spy camera to be. Then came the beep-beep-beep of the
door being opened, and I was inside Potemkin Productions.

Suddenly I was back in a Western office, with lkea furniture and lots of
twentysomethings in jeans and bright T-shirts running around with coffees,

cameras, and props. It could be any television production office anywhere in the



world. But going past the reception desk, the conference room, coffee bar, and
casting department, you reach a closed white door. Many turn back at this point,
thinking they have seen the whole office. But tap in a code and you enter a much
larger set of rooms: here the producers and their assistants sit and argue; here the
accountants glide around with spreadsheets and solemnity; and here are the
loggers, rows of young girls staring at screens as their hyperactive fingers type out
interviews and dialogue from rushes. At the end of this office is another door. Tap
in another code and you enter the editing suites, little cells where directors and
video editors sweat and swear at one another. And beyond that is the final, most
important, and least conspicuous of all the inconspicuous doors, with a code that
few people know. It leads to the office of the head of the company, Ivan, and the
room where the real accounts are kept. This whole elaborate setup is intended to
foil the tax police. That’s who the guards are there to keep out, or keep out long
enough for the back office to be cleared and the hidden back entrance put to good
use.

Whatever measures were taken, the tax police would occasionally turn up
anyway, tipped off by someone. When they did we knew the drill: pick up your
things and leave quietly. If anyone asks, say you've just come in for a meeting or
casting. The first time it happened I was convinced we were about to be handcuffed
and sent down for fraud. But for my Russian colleagues the raids were a reason to
celebrate: the rest of the day was invariably a holiday (deadlines be damned) as Ivan
haggled with the tax police to keep down the size of the payoff. “Only a dozen
people work here,” he would say with a wink as they looked around at the many
dozens of desks, chairs, and computers still warm from use. Then, I imagine, Ivan
would bring out the fake accounts from the front office to support his case, and
they would sit down to negotiate, with tea and biscuits, as if this were the most
normal of business deals. And in Russia it was. The officials would look at the fake
books, which they knew perfectly well to be fake, and extract fines in line with
legislation they knew Ivan did not need to comply with. So everything would be
settled, and every role, pose, and line of dialogue would reproduce the ritual of
legality. It was a ritual played out every day in every medium-sized businesses,

every restaurant, modeling agency, and PR firm across the country.



I once asked Ivan whether all this was necessary. Couldn't he just pay his taxes?
He laughed. If he did that, he said, there would be no profit at all. No entrepreneurs
paid their taxes in full; it wouldn’t occur to them. It wasn’t about morality; Ivan was
a religious man and paid a tithe in voluntary charity. But no one thought taxes
would ever be spent on schools or roads. And the tax police were much happier
taking bribes than going to the trouble of stealing money that had been paid in the
orthodox fashion. In any case, Ivan’s profits were already squeezed by the
broadcasters. Around 15 percent of any budget went to the guy at the channel who
commissioned the programs and part-owned the company. When a British TV
producer I knew tried opening a production company and didn'’t agree to let the
head of the channel in on the deal, he was out of the country in a flash. You had to
play by these rules.

Benedict’s problem was that he couldn’t, and his career suffered for it. People at
the ministry kept asking him for “favors™ a study tour to Sweden, a plasma TV for
an office. Benedict refused. The ministry complained about him to Brussels; as the
“beneficiary” it was up to the Russian side to approve Western consultants. Any
new projects for Benedict were put on hold until the whole thing was cleared up.
In the meantime he needed money to support himself and Marina.

The Moscow movie business was booming, and I helped him get bit parts as the
token English man in Russian action movies. He got to know some Russian actors
and would give them lessons to get their English accents right. The work was
irregular. He moved into a smaller apartment. When we saw each other again it
was in Sbarro; Scandinavia was a little pricy.

Benedict didn’t look glum. There was always much of the chirpy, bright public
school boy about him.

“I've joined the media,” he told me. “I'm at Russia Today.”

Russia Today is Russia’s answer to BBC World and Al-Jazeera, a rolling 24/7
news channel broadcasting in English (and Arabic and Spanish) across every hotel
and living room in the world, set up by presidential decree with an annual budget
over $300 million and with a mission to “give Russia’s point of view on world

events.” Wasn't Benedict worried he might end up doing the Kremlin’s PR work?



“T'll leave if they censor me on anything. And it’s only fair Russia should have
the chance of expressing its point of view.”

Benedict had been asked to put together a strategy for the business news
section. He wrote papers to the head of the channel advising what sectors business
news should cover, questions journalists should ask Russian CEOs so City analysts
would watch the channel. He wasn't censored or leaned on in any way. Russia
Today began to look and sound like any 24/7 news channel: the thumping music
before the news flash, the earnest, pretty newscasters, the jock-like sports
broadcasters. British and American twentysomethings straight out of university
would be offered generous compensation packages, whereas in London or
Washington they would have been expected to work for free. Of course they all
wondered whether RT would turn out to be a propaganda channel. The twenty-
three-year-olds would sit in Scandinavia after work and talk about it: “Well, it’s all
about expressing the Russian point of view,” they would say, a little uncertain.

Since the war in Irag many were skeptical about the virtue of the West. And
then the financial crash undermined any superiority they felt the West might have.
All the words that had been used to win the Cold War—“freedom,” “democracy’—
seemed to have swelled and mutated and changed their meaning, to become
redundant. If during the Cold War Russia gave the West the opposition it needed
to unify its various freedoms (cultural and economic and political) into one
narrative, now that the opposition has disappeared, the unity of the Western story
seems unwound. And in such a new world, what could be wrong with a “Russian
point of view?”

“There is no such thing as objective reporting,” the managing editor of Russia
Today once told me when I asked him about the philosophy of his channel. He had
been kind enough to meet me in his large, bright office. He speaks near-perfect
English.

“But what is a Russian point of view? What does Russia Today stand for?”

“Oh, there is always a Russian point of view,” he answered. “Take a banana. For
someone it’s food. For someone else it’s a weapon. For a racist it's something to

tease a black person with.”



As I left the office I noticed a bag of golf clubs and a Kalashnikov leaning by the
door.

“Does it scare you?” asked the managing editor.

It took a while for those working at RT to sense something was not quite right,
that the “Russian point of view” could easily mean “the Kremlin point of view,” and
that “there is no such thing as objective reporting” meant the Kremlin had
complete control over the truth. Once things had settled down it turned out that
only about two hundred of the two-thousand-or-so employees were native English
speakers. They were the on-screen window dressing and spell-checkers of the
operation. Behind the scene the real decisions were made by a small band of
Russian producers. In between the bland sports reports came the soft interviews
with the President. (“Why is the opposition to you so small, Mr. President?” was
one legendary question.) When K, a twenty-three-year-old straight out of Oxford,
wrote a news story in which he stated that Estonia had been occupied by the USSR
in 1945, he received a bollocking from the head of news: “We saved Estonia,” he
was told and was ordered to change the copy. When T, straight out of Bristol, was
covering forest fires in Russia and wrote that the President wasn't coping, he was
told: “You have to say the President is at the forefront of fighting against the fires.”
During the Russian war with Georgia, Russia Today ran a banner across its screen
nonstop, screaming: “Georgians commit genocide in Ossetia.” Nothing of the kind
had been, or would ever be, proven. And when the President will go on to annex
Crimea and launch his new war with the West, RT will be in the vanguard,
fabricating startling fictions about fascists taking over Ukraine.

But the first-time viewer would not necessarily register these stories, for such
obvious pro-Kremlin messaging is only one part of RT’s output. Its popularity
stems from coverage of what it calls “other,” or “unreported,” news. Julian Assange,
head of WikiLeaks, had a talk show on RT. American academics who fight the
American World Order, 9/11 conspiracy theorists, antiglobalists, and the
European Far Right are given generous space. Nigel Farage, leader of the
nonparliamentary anti-immigration UKIP party, is a frequent guest; Far Left
supporter of Saddam Hussein George Galloway hosts a program about Western

media bias. The channel has been nominated for an Emmy for its reporting on the



Occupy movement in the United States and is described as “antihegemonic” by its
fans; it is the most watched channel on YouTube, with one billion viewers, and the
third most watched news channel in the United Kingdom, and its Washington
office is expanding. But the channel is not uniformly “antihegemonic™ when it
suits, RT shows establishment stalwarts like Larry King, who hosts his own show
on the network. So the Kremlin’s message reaches a much wider audience than it
would on its own: the President is spliced together with Assange and Larry King.
This is a new type of Kremlin propaganda, less about arguing against the West
with a counter-model as in the Cold War, more about slipping inside its language
to play and taunt it from inside. In the ad for Larry King’s show, keywords
associated with the journalist flash up on-screen: “reputation,” “intelligence,”
“respect,” more and more of them until they merge into a fuzz, finishing with the
jokey “suspenders.” Then King, sitting in a studio, turns to the camera and says: ‘I
would rather ask questions to people in positions of power instead of speaking on
their behalf. That's why you can find my new show, Larry King Now, right here on
RT. Question more.” The little ad seems to be bundling the clichés of CNN and the
BBC into a few seconds, pushing them to absurdity. There is a sense of giving two
fingers to the Western media tradition: anyone can speak your language; it’s
meaningless!

The journalists who cotton on to what is happening leave quickly, often keen to
scrub RT out of their résumés. Some even resign or complain on air, saying they
no longer want to be “Putin’s pawns.” But most stay: those who are so ideologically
driven by their hatred of the West they don’t notice (or don’t care) how they are
being used, those so keen to be on TV they would work anywhere, or those who
simply think “well, all news is fake, it’s all just a bit of a game—isn't it?” At any time
the turnover at RT is high, as those who make a fuss are sifted out, but there is no
shortage of newcomers. In the evenings they hang out at Scandinavia, joined by the
other new ex-pats, the communications experts and marketing consultants. An
easy relativism ambles through the conversation. A Western journalist who has
just taken up a Kremlin PR portfolio is asked how he squares it with his old job.
“It’'s a challenge,” he explains. There’s nothing unusual in his career trajectory.
Why, even the head of the BBC in Moscow moved to work in Kremlin PR. “It



would be an interesting job,” everyone at Scandinavia agrees. “Russia might be
naughty—but the West is bad, too,” one often hears.

I would still see the old ex-pats at Scandinavia, the investment bankers and
consultants. They still have tans and white teeth and talk about jogging. Many left
their wives for Russian girls; many left to work for Russian companies.

Benedict spent six months at RT. He worked mainly from home, e-mailing his
reports to the head of the channel. They were all ignored. The business news
section on RT is slim; deep reporting on Russian companies would mean analyzing
their corruption.

On his last day, as Benedict left the RT offices, the managing editor stepped into
the corridor to greet him. He was, as ever, wearing a tweed suit.

“Would you like to pop into my office for a second?” he asked in his near-
perfect English. Inside the office the managing editor brought out a bag of golf
clubs.

“I'm a great fan of golf,” he said to Benedict. “Would you care to come share a
round with me some time?”

“I don’t play golf,” said Benedict.

“Pity. But we should become friends anyway. Look me up.”

Benedict walked out, confused. The incident stayed with him. This strange
Russian, dressed like an Edwardian gentleman, in the bland corridors of RT,
speaking in a faintly plummy accent, offering to play golf.

“What was he thinking? Dressed that way? What did he want from me?”
Benedict wondered.

If he had stayed longer at RT, Benedict would have found out the managing
editor was thought by all to be the (alleged) secret service guy in the office.

When Benedict’s blacklisting was lifted, he was given another EU job: first in
Montenegro and then back in Kaliningrad. The ex-clave has changed. There are
Lexuses and Mercedeses everywhere, shopping malls and sushi bars. P is now a
minister. He wears Italian tailored suits and a Rolex; rumor has it he asks $10,000
for his signature to greenlight local deals. Kaliningrad is sealed off from the EU
states around it, but local bureaucrats have made that into an advantage: there is

great business to be made from bribes at border crossings. From their point of view



it's more profitable for Kaliningrad to be sealed off. The border-bribes business is
carefully organized on principles of effective management and cash flow, with
every layer of bureaucrat taking an agreed upon cut, all the way up to the customs
headquarters in Moscow. Russia has taken on the business lessons that
development consultants like Benedict had come to teach, but applies them like
gross carbuncles to state corruption.

Benedict has stayed on in Kaliningrad after his last project. It is Marina’s home,
and there is little to connect him any more to Ireland. He is in his sixties now. He
has spent well over a decade in Russia. He teaches a little English on the side.

In the evening he walks his dog through the new Kaliningrad. New-builds are
coming up everywhere. The old waterfront with its sailor bars has been replaced
with a replica of a seventeenth-century gingerbread German town, all merrily
colored in pastels. At night the new houses are largely dark and empty. As he strolls
along the waterfront, Benedict raps his knuckles on the pastel houses. They are

hollow to the touch, painted Perspex and plaster imitating stone, timber, and iron.

HELLO-GOODBYE

[ met Dinara in a bar near one of Moscow’s train stations. Girls would come from
all over the country to be in that one bar. They would take the train into town, go
straight to the bar, and hope to pick up a client. There were all types of girls:
students looking for a few hundred bucks, Botox-and-silicone hookers, old and
sagging divorcees, provincial teens just out for a good time. It could be hard to tell
between the girls who were working and those who were just hanging out. Once
you get in it is basically an old, dark shed with one long bar running the whole
length. The girls sit in one interminable row along the dark bar, staring hard at
every man who comes in. Above the row of girls is a row of televisions, which if
you come early in the evening might be tuned to the hysterical neon pinks and
yellows, the hyperactive bursts of color, the canned laughter, the swelling, swirling
logo “Feel our Love!” of my entertainment channel, TNT (later in the evening it’s
tuned to sports). The girls at the bar are TNT’s target audience: eighteen- to thirty-
five-year-old females with basic education, approximately $2,000 a month salary,
and a thirst for bright colors. When I tell the girls [ work for TNT, they drop their



stares and become excited groupies. They crowd around me asking for autographs
from our stars. Their favorite show is a sitcom called Happy Together, a Russian
remake of the US show Married with Children, in which a wife with bright red hair
and bright high heels dominates her slow, weak husband. It’s the first show in
Russia in which women are stronger than men, and the girls in the bar love it.
They're less crazy about the show I'm working on: a reality series called Hello-
Goodbye, about passengers meeting and parting in the Moscow airport. It’s an
emotional affair with lots of tears.

“There are so many lovers saying good-bye in your show. You should have
more happy stories,” advised one of the girls.

“Are all the people in your show real?” asked another.

The question was fair. Russian reality shows are all scripted—just like the
politicians in the Duma are managed by the Kremlin (“the Duma is not a place for
debate,” the Speaker of the House once famously said), just like election results are
all preordained—so Russian TV producers are paranoid about surrendering even a
smidgen of control. Hello-Goodbye was an experiment in a real reality format in
prime time (single documentary films don’t count; they could never fill a prime-
time slot).

Dinara stood modestly in the corner and smiled at me, her large black eyes
behind the bangs of her bobbed black hair: the girls who looked least like
prostitutes, I noticed, were often the most successful. I bought her whisky and
colas, and we were still drinking the next morning. I offered to buy pizza. She said
sure—but no pepperoni, she didn'’t eat pork. “I'm still a Muslim. Even though I'm a
pro-sti-tute.” She let each syllable of the word pop through her mouth, as if she
were saying it for the first time in a strange language: “a pro-sti-tute.”

And so it was that talk turned to matters of God.

Dinara said she believed in God but was afraid to touch the Koran since she
became a prostitute. Would Allah forgive her? She liked being a prostitute—or at
least she didn’t mind. But what of Allah? He hated whoring. She could feel his
rebuke. It kept her awake at night.

I told her that I'm sure Allah keeps things in perspective.



She told me her real name; up until then she’d called herself Tanya. Then she
told me her story.

Dinara’s parents were schoolteachers in Dagestan, a republic in the North
Caucasus next to Chechnya. Her parents, and most people they knew, were out of
work. She had come to Moscow to study but had failed all her entrance exams. She
couldn’t go back and tell them. She couldn’t move forward and get a good job. So
she hung out in bars and waited for people like me. She would do this for a while,
then she would stop.

In her hometown things had started to get very religious. Her parents were
secular Soviets, but the younger ones were all enthralled by the Wahhabi preachers
who had come to the Caucasus from Saudi Arabia. Dinara couldn’t stand the
Wahhabis. But her younger sister was hooked. She had started to wear a head scarf
and talked incessantly about jihad, about freeing the Caucasus from Moscow’s yoke,
about a caliphate stretching from Afghanistan to Turkey. Dinara was worried they
would make her into a suicide bomber, a “Black Widow.” All her sister’s friends
wanted to become Black Widows, to come to Moscow and blow themselves up.

Two sisters. One a prostitute. The other on jihad.

It was the Black Widows who had given me my first break in television. On
October 23, 2002, between forty and fifty Chechen men and women drove in a
blacked-out van through the evening Moscow traffic and out to a suburb once
home to the world’s largest ball-bearing factory. Having pulled balaclavas or scarves
over their heads and belts of dynamite across their bodies, the terrorists walked
briskly into the main entrance of a concrete, brutalist theater known as Palace of
Culture Number 10.

The theater that evening was showing a performance of Nord Ost, a musical set
in Stalin’s Russia. It was Russia’s first musical, a sign that Russian entertainment
was becoming as good as the West’s, and the show was sold out. The terrorists
came onto the stage during a love aria. They fired into the air. At first many in the
audience thought the terrorists were part of the play. When they realized they

weren't, there were screams and a charge for the doors. The doors were blocked oft



already by Black Widows with explosives wired between their bodies and the
doors. The men on the stage ordered the audience back into their seats; anyone
who moved would be executed. The Moscow theater siege had begun; it would last
four nights. By the time I arrived the next morning, as a fixer to a tabloid journalist
(later I would assist on a documentary), the theater was surrounded by soldiers,
medics, TV cameras, cops, and crowds of the curious. Hacks high-fived; police
sucked on cigarettes with teenage girls playing hooky from school. Baked potato
and hot dog vendors had come from across town and were having a field day. “Get
your sausages here,” they called to the crowd. A hundred yards between jolliness
and terror, between hot dog stalls and hostages. At first I couldn’t understand: Why
is everyone acting like they're in a comedy, when this is a tragedy? Weren't we all
meant to sit in silence? Bite our nails? Pray?

Back in the theater the orchestra pit was being used as a toilet; the people in the
front row were sweating from the stench. Rows of seats were rattling as the
hostages shook with fear. “When we die, how will I recognize you in paradise?” a
seven-year-old girl asked her mother.

The hostages were losing hope. The terrorists demanded the President pull all
federal forces out of the North Caucasus. The Kremlin had said there was no way it
would negotiate: the President’s credibility was based on quelling the rebellion in
Chechnya. In the late 1990s, when he was still prime minister, he had been
transformed from gray nobody to warrior by the Second Chechen War, suddenly
appearing in camouflage sharing toasts with soldiers on the front. The war had
been launched after a series of apartment buildings had been bombed in mainland
Russia, killing 293 people in their homes. Nowhere, nowhere at all, had seemed
safe. The perpetrators were announced on TV to be Chechen terrorists—though
many still suspect they were working with the Kremlin's connivance to give the
gray nobody who was meant to become president a reason to start a war. Many in
the Russian public, cynical after living among Soviet lies so long, often assume the
Kremlin’s reality is scripted. There were indeed some grounds for skepticism: the
Russian security services had been caught planting a bomb in an apartment block
(they claimed it was a training accident); the speaker of the Duma had publicly

announced one of the explosions before it had taken place.



While they held the Nord Ost theater the Chechen terrorists welcomed TV
crews inside to give interviews live for Russian TV. The men spoke in heavily
accented Russian, the southern accents usually used in Russian comedies.

“We've come to die here for Allah. We'll take hundreds of unbelievers with us,”
they announced.

One of the Black Widows spoke on camera. Through her head scarf you could
see the most elegant, almond eyes. She said she was from a secular family and had
joined a sect when her father, husband, and cousin were killed during the war with
Russia.

“If we die it’s not the end,” she told the television audience, quite calmly. “There
are many more of us.”

It was my job to stay outside and wait to see if anything happened while my
bosses went back to their hotel. It drizzled. The cold rain tasted salty. I drank warm
beer, listening for an explosion or gunfire. There wouldn’t be any. At 5:00 a.m. on
the fourth night of the siege, special forces slipped a fizzing, mystery anesthetic
blended with an aerosol spray gas into the ventilation system of the theater. A gray
mist rose through the auditorium. The Black Widows were knocked out instantly,
slouching over and sliding onto the floor. The hostages and hostage-takers all
snored. Barely a shot was fired as special forces, safe from the fumes in gas masks,
entered. All the Chechens were quickly killed. The soldiers celebrated the perfect
operation. The darkness around me was lit up with the spotlights of news crews
reporting a miracle of military brilliance.

The medics moved in to resuscitate the audience. They hadn’t been warned
about the gas. There weren't enough stretchers or medics. No one knew what the
gas was, so they couldn'’t give the right antidotes. The sleeping hostages, fighting
for breath, were carried out, placed face up on the steps of the theater, choking on
their tongues, on their own vomit. I, and a thousand TV cameras, saw the still-
sleeping hostages dragged through cold puddles to city buses standing nearby,
thrown inside any which way and on top of each other. The buses pulled past me,
the hostages slumped and sagging across the seats and on the wooden floor, like
wasted bums on the last night bus. Some 129 hostages died: in the seats of the

auditorium, on the steps of the theater, in buses.



The news crews reported a self-inflicted catastrophe.

The Nord Ost theater siege, this terror-reality show—in which the whole
country saw its own sicknesses in close-up, broadcast on live TV; saw its smirking
cops, its lost politicians desperate for guidance not knowing how to behave; saw
Black Widows, somehow pitiable despite their actions, elevated to prime-time TV
stars; saw victories turn to disasters within one news flash—was when television in
Russia changed. No longer would there be anything uncontrolled, unvetted, un-
thought-through. The conflict in the Caucasus disappeared from TV, only to be
mentioned when the President announced the war there was over, that billions
were being invested, that everything was just fine, that Chechnya had been rebuilt,
that tourism was booming, that 98 percent of Chechens voted for the President in
elections, and that the terrorists had been forced out to refuges in the hills and
forests. When someone from the Caucasus appears on television now, it’s usually
as entertainment, the butt of jokes like the Irish are for the English.

But despite all the good news from the Caucasus, Black Widows still make it up
to Moscow with rhythmic regularity. Over time their profile has changed: they are
less likely to be the wives or daughters of those killed in the war in Chechnya.
Instead they are from middle-class families in Makhachkala or Nalchik: the Salafi
and Wahhabi preachers are doing their work. My journey to TNT in the mornings
is on the subway. My line stops by the coach station, where long-haul coaches
finish their fifty-hour journey from the Caucasus. On the morning of March 29,
2010, two Black Widows arrived there, descended into the subway, and blew
themselves up a few stops into town, killing forty and injuring a hundred. This was
done before 9:00 a.m. By the time I got on the subway a few hours later, the blood
and glass and flesh entwined with metal had been cleaned away, and when I arrived
at Byzantium and ascended the elevator to TNT, the whole thing, if not forgotten,
was then out of mind.

There are no Black Widows in this neon-colored land.

When [ went down to the Caucasus four years after Nord Ost, it was to work on a

documentary about a local celebrity.



I landed in the capital of Balkaria, Nalchik, toward evening. Balkaria is right
next to Chechnya, the other side from Dagestan. The suburbs were dark;
streetlights are still a problem. Driving into town, the only brightly lit building was
the brand new central mosque, paid for personally by the Kremlin-backed local
leader, Arsen Kanokov. It's a nouveau riche mosque with mirrored glass, faux-
marble towers, and gold-plated crescents: new money and new religion in one
prayer. Locals call it the KGB mosque, an attempt by the government to co-opt
Islam. The young prefer renegade Salafi preachers. In 2005 Nalchik had been
attacked by 217 Islamic militants, who had stormed the TV tower and government
offices. It had taken the army days to defeat them, and there were one hundred
deaths, including fourteen civilians.

“We were shocked when we found out the militants weren’t Chechens but local
lads from the university where I teach,” a history professor, Anzor, told me when
we had dinner that evening. He was doing a bit of moonlighting as my fixer. “I
don’t know what my students think about, it’s like they speak another language to
me. My generation were all Soviet. But my students, they don’t feel Russian.
There’s nothing to bind them to Moscow.”

The waitress brought more tough, smoked mutton. We were having dinner in
the Sosruko restaurant, the town’s most famous, named after a local mythical hero,
a sort of Hercules. The restaurant, twenty meters high and concrete, is in the shape
of the head of a medieval knight, with helmet and huge moustache, perched on a
hill above the town and lit up in neon green, the only building well lit aside from
the new mosque.

“When my pupils go to Moscow they have people on the street tell them to go
home. But yet we're part of the Russian state. Not immigrants. So what does that
mean: ‘go home? Meanwhile there’s no work here for the young,” continued
Anzor, “and only the Wahhabis spend time with them.”

The next morning I could finally see Nalchik clearly. The center was neat, with
perfect beds of bright flowers in front of government buildings in Soviet
elephantine neoclassicism. Mount Elbrus loomed over Nalchik like a bully
threatening violence at any moment. The celebrity I had come to meet was one

Jambik Hatohov, at the time the biggest boy in the world. Seven years old, he



weighed over a hundred kilos. Tabloid hacks and television crews would fly in
from across the world to take his picture.

[ drove out of town to his mother’s apartment in a suburb of Soviet matchbox
blocks standing crooked on uneven dirt roads (the local FSB following, to make
sure | wasn’t meeting jihadists on the sly). The staircase was dark, the green paint
peeling. The mother, Nelya, opened the door for me. Inside the apartment had
been refurbished in the IKEA style, paid for by Jambik’s media appearances. Jambik
was in the bath when I arrived. I could hear him splashing and squealing and
snorting. | went in to say hello. He was so overweight his penis was covered by
flab, and his toes and eyes barely peaked out. He grunted rather than breathed.
There was water all over the floor, and he was sliding up and down in a bath he
could hardly fit in, splashing water everywhere. He charged me when I came in,
and I was slammed against the door.

“He never had a father,” said Nelya. “He needs a man in his life.”

We went into town. It was the “day of the city,” the state-sponsored party to
instill local pride. There were fairground rides and sporting events. Jambik was
known by everyone; he was a star. “It's our Sosruko, our little warrior!” locals
would cry as we passed through the festival. Everyone gave him food: shashlik,
smoked mutton, Snickers, pizza, Coke. They let us on rides for free. Jambik ate all
the time, grunting. When Nelya tried to stop him he would scream like a burglar
alarm and hit her with the full weight of his hundred-and-something kilos.

We stopped to watch a wrestling competition. There were fighters from several
North Caucasus republics (Dagestan, Balkaria, Ingushetia), who represented
themselves rather than “Russia.” There were Olympic champions; the North
Caucasus produces the greatest wrestlers in the world, and it’s always a problem for
the local wrestlers to feel they win their golds for “Russia.” But for many young
males the choice is between jihad and wrestling. Nelya hoped Jambik would grow
up to become a wrestler, though the local trainers all told her he was too slow.
Nelya thought he might make it in sumo.

After a while I noticed Jambik’s speech was slow and slurred.

“How’s he doing at school?” I asked Nelya.



“Oh, he’s such a star they let him pass into the year above without taking any
exams,” said Nelya.

We flew Jambik to Moscow, where he appeared on Russia’s number one talk
show and pushed a Jeep for the cameras. He auditioned at Russia’s top children’s
TV sketch show.

Meanwhile concerned doctors met with Nelya: Jambik was not a warrior, they
explained, but a very sick child who needed help or he would die. She needed to put
him on a diet, change their lifestyle. Nelya didn’t want to know: he was her bloated,
golden goose and their ticket to another life. I felt for her; I had seen what
happened when she tried to deny Jambik food.

“God has willed him to be this way,” she insisted.

When we parted Jambik hugged me so hard I could barely breathe. Later I
heard that he had received an offer to study sumo in Japan. That had always been
Nelya's dream for him. But the sumo never did work out for Jambik. Soon the
family was back in Nalchik. A couple of years later an even bigger boy was born, in
Mexico, and some of Jambik’s star allure was lost. At the age of eleven he weighed
146 kilos.

“Switch on the news,” said the text message form one of my producers on Hello-
Goodbye. “The fuckers wrecked our set! Our set!”

A suicide bomber had blown himself up in the arrivals hall of Domodedovo
international airport, where we had earlier shot Hello-Goodbye. On the news CCTV
footage showed a blurred figure walking across the hall, then the shot was filled
with a burst of blinding bright light, and when we saw the hall again it was full of
blood. Thirty-seven people died. One-hundred-eighty were injured. A mass of
worried messages jammed my phone: I was nowhere near the airport at the time,
and the series had been scrapped long before the bomb went off.

Domodedovo is the newest of Moscow’s three airports. It’s all glass and light,
swept marble floors, cappuccino bars, and bikini boutiques. When I made Hello-
Goodbye 1 spent a lot of time in Domodedovo. I know every place the smoke alarms

are dummies and you can have a crafty fag, when the best light floods through the



glass walls to get the best shots, how to cut a deal with the customs guys so they go
and buy you duty-free whisky. I know which flights bring in which type of
passenger and what stories they bring with them. Our presenter, dressed in a
bright orange shirt, would walk around the airport and talk to people parting or
meeting: slow-kissing lovers parting as he leaves to work in San Francisco; funny
lads off for a dirty weekend in Thailand; a secretary waiting for her boss, whom she
is secretly in love with, to return from a business trip to London. A microcosm of
the new, middle-class Russia, the first Russian generation that not only flies but
even flies abroad as a matter of course, a generation’s aspirations under one high-
domed roof, in this bright new airport in a bright new nation.

So many of our stories were about women waiting for men. There was the fur-
clad Anna, a former ballerina from Voronezh, who now danced at strip clubs in
Zurich. Her Swiss banker boyfriend was coming to meet her family in Russia and
her two children from previous men who had dumped her without leaving a penny
behind. The banker wanted to marry her, but it was happening all too fast, and she
wasn't so sure. Two weeks later we saw them again; they parted frostily, then he
flew back to Zurich. She wouldn't tell us what went wrong, only: “Us girls called
strip clubs Krankenhauser, loony bins, only mentally ill men go there.”

And there was “the milkmaid,” whose story became a YouTube hit. A woman of
uncertain age, with golden teeth, a huge permed haircut, bright pink lips, and a fur
coat over mud-splattered, knee-high white boots, she was a milkmaid on a
cooperative farm. She was waiting for her boyfriend, a teenage Tajik who helped
clean refuse at the farm. Their relationship was the scandal of the village: not only
was she old enough to be his mother, but worse, she was a white woman going
with a “churok,” the insulting nickname Russians give to anyone from the Caucasus
or Central Asia. The paranoia that men from the “south” will take away white
women has grown into something of a Russian obsession: the “churok” women will
blow us up; the “churok” men will take away our women; the “churki” will rebel
and the Russian Empire will be no more.

But the “milkmaid” didn’t give a damn about what the locals on the farm said

about her lover. She reveled in all the details of their affair:



“At work I wear this little white robe, shows off my legs, he likes that!” she told
us.

“I didn't give it up straight away, I told him he’d have to give me perfume first.
That’s what my mother taught me!”

And now she was pregnant. She told him when he came off the plane, on
camera. We caught all his emotions: shock (he couldn’'t have been older than
seventeen), anger, and then the joy as he hauled her up and twirled her: perm, fur
coat, white boots, and all. Other people in the arrivals lounge began to applaud and
cheer. That was right on the spot where the suicide bomber would blow himself
up.

The arrivals hall was always the most difficult to film in. It has been under
construction ever since I can remember. It has no natural light, is cramped and
narrow. We had to drag and place contributors in front of a neon café sign to make
the picture palatable. If they stood naturally the shot was awful, made positively
ghoulish by the black-coated, grim-faced mob of illegal taxi drivers who leap on
anyone coming out of customs and try to bully them into taking overpriced rides to
town. Many of these taxi drivers are from the North Caucasus; the suicide
bomber’s victims were compatriots and coreligionists.

And as we shot Hello-Goodbye, there was always another reality just out of frame.
For every London and Paris flight, there were far more from Makhachkala,
Nalchik, Tashkent. Clans of gold-toothed migrants form the Caucasus and Central
Asia squatted in the manicured halls, among hills of plastic sacks full of clothes and
fruit they bring to trade in Moscow’s markets.

“We don’t want to see them,” the producer at TNT would complain. “We've
researched our audience. They don’t want to hear about the people from the
Caucasus or Central Asia. They don't relate to them. We need ethnic Russians.”

Eventually, however, we had to deal with a serious story about Chechnya. One
young couple we interviewed were parting for at least six months. The guy looked
like a young Steve McQueen; the girl was spotty.

“Why so long?”

“There’s war on where [ work. I'm a soldier. I serve in Chechnya. She can’t go

there.”



This is how they met. He was alone and bored at his post, a little brick hut high
in the Caucasus. It was night, and he was drunk. He wanted to find a girl away
from the front. He looked down at the serial number on his gun. Just for the hell of
it he took out his phone and dialed the Moscow area code followed by the serial
number. A sleepy girl answered.

“Who is this?”

He told her. She slammed down the phone.

“Tjust liked her voice,” he said. “So I kept on phoning.”

He called every day. Slowly she caved in. They sent each other photos of
themselves on their cell phones. Two weeks before our shoot he had some leave
and came to visit her. She was from a traditional family from the Caucasus, and he
asked her father’s permission to marry her. The father agreed. Now they both wore
rings. The wedding was planned for when he would return from Chechnya in six
months.

“This is my last tour of duty. 'm done with the army. In six months I come back
and that’s it, no more war.”

“Do you still have the gun with her number?”

“The gun? I'll always keep that gun.”

He blew kisses and she cried as he went through passport control. | have no idea

what happened to them after that.

It was a while since I'd been back to the long, long bar by the train station.

“How’s your show?” asked the girls.

“It got scrapped.”

The ratings for Hello-Goodbye had sucked. Part of the problem was that the
audience wouldn't believe the stories in the show were real. After so many years of
fake reality, it was hard to convince them this was genuine.

Dinara skipped up to me with a squeal. She bought me a drink. Her hair was
longer. She hadn’t been able to get a proper job or resume her studies. Her face
looked puffy.

“How’s your sister?”



“Great,” said Dinara. “Great.”

“Is she still with the Wahhabis?”

“The nightmare’s passed. I went back home and convinced her to join me here.
Thank God, she loves Moscow, she doesn’t want to do jihad any more. Now we
work together, we're both pro-sti-tutes.”

Dinara was delighted. Thank God. A story with a happy ending.

THE HEIGHTS OF CREATION

Though we are expecting Vladislav Surkov, the man known as the “Kremlin
demiurge,” who has “privatized the Russian political system,” to enter from the
front of the university auditorium, he surprises us all by striding in from the back.
He’s got his famous Cheshire Cat smile on. He’s wearing a white shirt and a leather
jacket that is part Joy Division and part 1930s commissar. He walks straight to the
stage in front of an audience of PhD students, professors, journalists, and
politicians.

“I am the author, or one of the authors, of the new Russian system,” he tells us
by way of introduction. “My portfolio at the Kremlin and in government has
included ideology, media, political parties, religion, modernization, innovation,
foreign relations, and . . . ” here he pauses and smiles, “modern art.” He offers to not
make a speech, instead welcoming the audience to pose questions and have an open
discussion. After the first question he talks for almost forty-five minutes, leaving
hardly any time for questions after all. It's his political system in miniature:
democratic rhetoric and undemocratic intent.

As former deputy head of the presidential administration, later deputy prime
minister and then assistant to the President on foreign affairs, Surkov has directed
Russian society like one great reality show. He claps once and a new political party
appears. He claps again and creates Nashi, the Russian equivalent of the Hitler
Youth, who are trained for street battles with potential prodemocracy supporters
and burn books by unpatriotic writers on Red Square. As deputy head of the
administration he would meet once a week with the heads of the television
channels in his Kremlin office, instructing them on whom to attack and whom to

defend, who is allowed on TV and who is banned, how the President is to be



presented, and the very language and categories the country thinks and feels in.
The Ostankino TV presenters, instructed by Surkov, pluck a theme (oligarchs,
America, the Middle East) and speak for twenty minutes, hinting, nudging,
winking, insinuating though rarely ever saying anything directly, repeating words
like “them” and “the enemy” endlessly until they are imprinted on the mind. They
repeat the great mantras of the era: the President is the President of “stability,” the
antithesis to the era of “confusion and twilight” in the 1990s. “Stability"—the word
is repeated again and again in a myriad seemingly irrelevant contexts until it echoes
and tolls like a great bell and seems to mean everything good; anyone who opposes
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the President is an enemy of the great God of “stability.” “Effective manager,” a
term quarried from Western corporate speak, is transmuted into a term to
venerate the President as the most “effective manager” of all. “Effective” becomes
the raison d’étre for everything: Stalin was an “effective manager” who had to make
sacrifices for the sake of being “effective.” The words trickle into the streets: “Our
relationship is not effective” lovers tell each other when they break up. “Effective,”
“stability”: no one can quite define what they actually mean, and as the city
transforms and surges, everyone senses things are the very opposite of stable, and
certainly nothing is “effective,” but the way Surkov and his puppets use them the
words have taken on a life of their own and act like falling axes over anyone who is
in any way disloyal.

One of Surkov’s many nicknames is the “political technologist of all of Rus.”
Political technologists are the new Russian name for a very old profession: viziers,
gray cardinals, wizards of Oz. They first emerged in the mid-1990s, knocking on
the gates of power like pied pipers, bowing low and offering their services to
explain the world and whispering that they could reinvent it. They inherited a very
Soviet tradition of top-down governance and tsarist practices of co-opting antistate
actors (anarchists in the nineteenth century, neo-Nazis and religious fanatics now),
all fused with the latest thinking in television, advertising, and black PR. Their first
clients were actually Russian modernizers: in 1996 the political technologists,
coordinated by Boris Berezovsky, the oligarch nicknamed the “Godfather of the
Kremlin” and the man who first understood the power of television in Russia,

managed to win then President Boris Yeltsin a seemingly lost election by



persuading the nation he was the only man who could save it from a return to
revanchist Communism and new fascism. They produced TV scare-stories of
looming pogroms and conjured fake Far Right parties, insinuating that the other
candidate was a Stalinist (he was actually more a socialist democrat), to help create
the mirage of a looming “red-brown” menace.

In the twenty-first century the techniques of the political technologists have
become centralized and systematized, coordinated out of the office of the
presidential administration, where Surkov would sit behind a desk on which were
phones bearing the names of all the “independent” party leaders, calling and
directing them at any moment, day or night. The brilliance of this new type of
authoritarianism is that instead of simply oppressing opposition, as had been the
case with twentieth-century strains, it climbs inside all ideologies and movements,
exploiting and rendering them absurd. One moment Surkov would fund civic
forums and human rights NGOs, the next he would quietly support nationalist
movements that accuse the NGOs of being tools of the West. With a flourish he
sponsored lavish arts festivals for the most provocative modern artists in Moscow,
then supported Orthodox fundamentalists, dressed all in black and carrying crosses,
who in turn attacked the modern art exhibitions. The Kremlin’s idea is to own all
forms of political discourse, to not let any independent movements develop outside
of its walls. Its Moscow can feel like an oligarchy in the morning and a democracy
in the afternoon, a monarchy for dinner and a totalitarian state by bedtime.

Living in the world of Surkov and the political technologists, I find myself
increasingly confused. Recently my salary almost doubled. On top of directing
shows for TNT, I have been doing some work for a new media house called SNOB,
which encompasses TV channels and magazines and a gated online community for
the country’s most brilliant minds. It is meant to foster a new type of “global
Russian,” a new class who will fight for all things Western and liberal in the
country. It is financed by one of Russia’s richest men, the oligarch Mikhail
Prokhorov, who also owns the Brooklyn Nets. | have been hired as a “consultant”
for one of SNOB’s TV channels. I write interminable notes and strategies and
flowcharts, though nothing ever seems to happen. But I get paid. And the offices,

where I drop in several times a week to talk about “unique selling points” and “high



production values,” are like some sort of hipster fantasy: set in a converted factory,
the open brickwork left untouched, the huge arches of the giant windows
preserved, with edit suites and open plan offices built in delicately. The employees
are the children of Soviet intelligentsia, with perfect English and vocal in their
criticism of the regime. The deputy editor is a well-known American Russian
activist for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender rights, and her articles in glossy
Western magazines attack the President vociferously. But for all the opposition
posturing of SNOB, it’s also clear there is no way a project so high profile could
have been created without the Kremlin's blessing. Is this not just the sort of
“managed” opposition the Kremlin is very comfortable with? On the one hand
allowing liberals to feel they have a free voice and a home (and a paycheck), on the
other helping the Kremlin define the “opposition” as hipster Muscovites, out of
touch with “ordinary” Russians, obsessed with “marginal” issues such as gay rights
(in a homophobic country). The very name of the project, “SNOB,” though meant
ironically, already defines us as a potential object of hate. And for all the anti-
Kremlin rants on SNOB, we never actually do any real investigative journalism,
find out any hard facts about money stolen from the state budget: in twenty-first-
century Russia you are allowed to say anything you want as long as you don’t
follow the corruption trail. After work I sit with my colleagues, drinking and
talking: Are we the opposition? Are we helping Russia become a freer place? Or are
we actually a Kremlin project strengthening the President? Actually doing damage
to the cause of liberty? Or are we both? A card to be played?

Sure enough, in the next presidential elections Prokhorov will become the
Kremlin-endorsed liberal candidate: the SNOB project helps endear him to the
intelligentsia, but as a flamboyant oligarch best known for partying in Courchevel
with busloads of models, he is an easy target for the Kremlin. Again Moscow’s
chattering classes speculate: Is Prokhorov a genuine candidate? s it better to vote
for him, or does that mean you're playing the Kremlin game? Or should one vote
for no one and ignore the system? In the end Prokhorov gains a fairly impressive 8
percent—before elegantly retreating from the political scene to wait for his next
call-up. We are all just bit-part players in the political technologists’ great reality

show.



But Surkov is more than just a political operator. He is an aesthete who pens
essays on modern art, an aficionado of gangsta rap who keeps a photo of Tupac on
his desk next to that of the President. He likes to say the President has been sent to

us from God, yet writes lyrics for rock groups such as these:

He is always ahead of us in scarlet silk on a pale horse.

We follow him, up to our knees in mud and our necks in guilt.
Along our road burn houses and bridges.

Twill be like you.

You will be like him.

We will be like everyone.

And Surkov is also the alleged author of a novel, Almost Zero, published in 2008
and informed by his own experiences. “Alleged” because the novel was published
under the pseudonym Natan Dubovitsky; Surkov’s wife is called Natalya
Dubovitskaya. Officially Surkov is the author of the preface, in which he denies
being the author of the novel, then makes a point of contradicting himself: “The
author of this novel is an unoriginal Hamlet-obsessed hack”; “this is the best book I
have ever read.” In interviews he can come close to admitting to being the author
while always pulling back from a complete confession. Whether or not he actually
wrote every word of it, he has gone out of his way to associate himself with it. And
it is a best seller: the key confession of the era, the closest we might ever come to
seeing inside the mind of the system.

The novel is a satire of contemporary Russia whose hero, Egor, is a corrupt PR
man happy to serve anyone who'll pay the rent. A former publisher of avant-garde
poetry, he now buys texts from impoverished underground writers, then sells the
rights to rich bureaucrats and gangsters with artistic ambitions, who publish them
under their own names. Everyone is for sale in this world; even the most “liberal”
journalists have their price. The world of PR and publishing as portrayed in the
novel is dangerous. Publishing houses have their own gangs, whose members shoot

each other over the rights to Nabokov and Pushkin, and the secret services



infiltrate them for their own murky ends. It’s exactly the sort of book Surkov’s
youth groups burn on Red Square.

Born in provincial Russia to a single mother, Egor grows up as a bookish
hipster disenchanted with the late Soviet Union’s sham ideology. In the 1980s he
moves to Moscow to hang out on the fringes of the bohemian set; in the 1990s he
becomes a PR guru. It’s a background that has a lot in common with what we know
of Surkov’s own—he only leaks details to the press when he sees fit. He was born in
1964, the son of a Russian mother and a Chechen father who left when Surkov was
still a young child. Former schoolmates remember him as someone who made fun
of the teacher’s pets in the Komsomol, wore velvet trousers, had long hair like Pink
Floyd, wrote poetry, and was a hit with the girls. He was a straight-A student
whose essays on literature were read aloud by teachers in the staff room; it wasn’t
only in his own eyes that he was too smart to believe in the social and political set
around him.

“The revolutionary poet Mayakovsky claimed that life (after the communist
revolution) is good and it’s good to be alive,” wrote the teenage Surkov in lines that
were strikingly subversive for a Soviet pupil. “However, this did not stop
Mayakovsky from shooting himself several years later.”

After he moved to Moscow, Surkov first pursued and abandoned a range of
university careers from metallurgy to theater directing, then put in a spell in the
army (where he might have served in military espionage), and engaged in regular
violent altercations (he was expelled from drama school for fighting). His first wife
was an artist famous for her collection of theater puppets (which Surkov would
later build up into a museum). And as Surkov matured, Russia experimented with
different models at a dizzying rate: Soviet stagnation led to perestroika, which led
to the collapse of the Soviet Union, liberal euphoria, economic disaster, oligarchy,
and the mafia state. How can you believe in anything when everything around you
is changing so fast?

He was drawn to the bohemian set in Moscow, where performance artists were
starting to capture the sense of dizzying mutability. No party would be complete
without Oleg Kulik (who would impersonate a rabid dog to show the brokenness

of post-Soviet man), German Vinogradov (who would walk naked into the street



and pour ice water over himself), or later Andrej Bartenjev (who would dress as an
alien to highlight how weird this new world was). And of course Vladik
Mamyshev-Monroe. Hyper-camp and always playing with a repertoire of poses,
Vladik was a post-Soviet Warhol mixed with Ru Paul. Russia’s first drag artist, he
started out impersonating Marilyn Monroe and Hitler (“the two greatest symbols
of the twentieth century,” he would say) and went on to portray Russian pop stars,
Rasputin, and Gorbachev as an Indian woman; he turned up at parties as Yeltsin,
Tutankhamen, or Karl Lagerfeld. “When I perform, for a few seconds I become my
subject,” Vladik liked to say. His impersonations were always obsessively accurate,
pushing his subject to the point of extreme, where the person’s image would begin
to reveal and undermine itself.

At the same time Russia was discovering the magic of PR and advertising, and
Surkov found his métier. He was given his chance by Russia’s best-looking
oligarch, Mikhail Khodorkovsky. In 1992 he launched Khodorkovsky’s first ad
campaign, in which the oligarch, in checked jacket, moustache, and a massive grin,
was pictured holding out bundles of cash: “Join my bank if you want some easy
money was the message. “I've made it; so can you!” The poster was pinned up on
every bus and billboard, and for a population raised on anticapitalist values, it was a
shock. It was the first time a Russian company had used the face of its own owner
as the brand. It was the first time wealth had been advertised as a virtue. Previously
millionaires might have existed, but they always had to hide their success. But
Surkov could sense the world was shifting.

Surkov next worked as head of PR at Ostankino’s Channel 1, for the then grand
vizier of the Kremlin court, Boris Berezovsky. In 1999 he joined the Kremlin,
creating the President’s image just as he had created Khodorkovsky’s. When the
President exiled Berezovsky and arrested and jailed Khodorkovsky, Surkov helped
run the media campaign, which featured a new image of Khodorkovsky: instead of
the grinning oligarch pictured handing out money, he was now always shown
behind bars. The message was clear—you’re only a photo away from going from the
cover of Forbes to a prison cell.

And through all these changes Surkov switched positions, masters, and

ideologies without seeming to skip a beat.



Perhaps the most interesting parts of Almost Zero occur when the author moves
away from social satire to describe the inner world of his protagonist. Egor is
described as a “vulgar Hamlet” who can see through the superficiality of his age but
is unable to have genuine feelings for anyone or anything:

“His self was locked in a nutshell . . . outside were his shadows, dolls. He saw
himself as almost autistic, imitating contact with the outside world, talking to
others in false voices to fish out whatever he needed from the Moscow squall:
books, sex, money, food, power and other useful things.”

Egor is a manipulator but not a nihilist; he has a very clear conception of the
divine:

“Egor could clearly see the heights of Creation, where in a blinding abyss frolic
non-corporeal, un-piloted, pathless words, free beings, joining and dividing and
merging to create beautiful patterns.”

The heights of creation! Egor’s god is beyond good and evil, and Egor is his
privileged companion: too clever to care for anyone, too close to God to need
morality. He sees the world as a space in which to project different realities. Surkov
articulates the underlying philosophy of the new elite, a generation of post-Soviet
supermen who are stronger, more clearheaded, faster, and more flexible than
anyone that has come before.

I encounter forms of this attitude every day. The producers who work at the
Ostankino channels might all be liberals in their private lives, holiday in Tuscany,
and be completely European in their tastes. When I ask how they marry their
professional and personal lives, they look at me as if I were a fool and answer:
“Over the last twenty years we've lived through a communism we never believed
in, democracy and defaults and mafia state and oligarchy, and we've realized they
Everything is PR” has become the favorite
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are illusions, that everything is PR.
phrase of the new Russia; my Moscow peers are filled with a sense that they are
both cynical and enlightened. When I ask them about Soviet-era dissidents, like my
parents, who fought against communism, they dismiss them as naive dreamers and
my own Western attachment to such vague notions as “human rights” and
