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Praise for Homo Zapiens

“[A] brilliant satire on the realities of post-Soviet Russia . . .there
are a number of wonderfully comic and thoughtful assessments
 of the nature of things under emerging capitalism in Homo Zapi-
ens, including a series of delicious take-offs on ad copywriting,
exposes of the new corruption of ‘black cash flow’ into the arts
as well as the commercial realm, and an amazingly outrageous
explanation of the essence of Russian politics worthy of the
imagination of Jorge Luis Borges or Italo Calvino.”
—The Washington Post

“Tartarsky stands in for a whole generation trapped between a

discredited Soviet past and a banal, Westernized future, and the

absurdity of the situation sends him hunting through the seamy

Muscovite underworld for some meaning at the bottom of it all.

That he is coached on the way by the spirit of Che Guevara gives

you the flavor of Pelevin’s darkly anarchic imagination.”
—Time

“Victor Pelevin, the enfant terrible of post-Soviet Russian litera-
ture, is a cultural magpie, borrowing the hip poses of MTV and
disaffected argot of the Beat poets and combining them with ele-
ments reminiscent of his great countrymen: the ferocious satire of
Mikhail Bulgakov and the phantasmagorical sense of the absurd
purveyed by the dlss1dent writer Andrei Sinyavsky.”

—The New York Times

“One of the most energetic and imaginative voices to reach our
Western antennas.” ' —Los Angeles Times



“A comic, philosophical tour de force . . . The rendering of Tar-
tarsky’s hallucinogenic genius confirms Pelevin’s status as one
of today’s most boldly adventurous literary minds. Weaving
Russian and Western literature and pop culture with ancient
Egyptian myth and Buddhism, Pelevin creates a multi-layered
world where ideas, not characters, are the protagonists.”

—The Minneapolis Star Tribune

“A brilliant, complex, multileveled, fully mature book . . .
Tartarsky is a traveler through the brutalities, banalities, and in-
sanities of post-Soviet Russia—a spiritual cousin of Candide,
Gulliver, Tom Sawyer and Alice stepping into mad worlds . . .
Pelevin emerges as an acutely perceptive observer and analyst
of social and economic realities. His rich plays on Babylonian
history, on Egyptian pharaonic spirituality, on Biblical textual
interpretation, on American marketing concepts and motiva-
tional folderol are exquisite.” —The Baltimore Sun

“Pelevin’s invective is as finely honed and intimate as any satirist
at work today . . . his scathing riffs skewer not only the Russian
mafia, drug dealers and spin doctors that hold contemporary
Moscow captive, but the blind vanity and restless greed that fuel
both the enshrined and black-market imitations of capitalism.
Perhaps after perestroika there is only ‘Pelevinism.””

—The Seattle Times

A social commentary on how life in contemporary Russia has
become as shallow and pointless as everywhere else, and what
better way to capture that phoniness than to use advertising as
its dissolute epitome.” —Aduvertising Age
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All trade marks mentioned in the text are the property of their
owners. All rights are reserved. Names of goods and politi-
cians do not indicate actual commercial products; they refer
only to projections of elements of the politico-commercial in-
formational field that have been forcibly induced as percep-
tual objects of the individual mind. The author requests that
they be understood exclusively in this sense. Any other coin-
cidences are purely accidental. The author’s opinions do not
necessarily coincide with his point of view.




CHAPTER 1

Generation ‘P’

Once upon a time in Russia there really was a carefree, youth-
ful generation that smiled in joy at the summer, the sea and
the sun, and chose Pepsi.

It’s hard at this stage to figure out exactly how this situation
came about. Most likely it involved more than just the re-
markable taste of the drink in question. More than just the caf-
feine that keeps young kids demanding another dose,
steering them securely out of childhood into the clear waters
of the channel of cocaine. More, even, than a banal bribe: it
would be nice to think that the Party bureaucrat who took the
crucial decision to sign the contract simply fell in love with
this dark; fizzy liquid with every fibre of a soul no longer sus-
tained by faith in communism.

The most likely reason, though, is that the ideologists of the
USSR believed there could only be one truth. So in fact Gen-
eration ‘P” had no choice in the matter and children of the So-
viet seventies chose Pepsi in precisely the same way as their
parents chose Brezhnev.

No matter which way it was, as these children lounged on
the seashore in the summer, gazing endlessly at a cloudless
blue horizon, they drank warm Pepsi-Cola decanted into
glass bottles in the city of Novorossiisk and dreamed that
some day the distant forbidden world on the far side of the
sea would be part of their own lives.

Babylen Tatarsky was by default a member of Generation
‘P’, although it was,a long time before he had any inkling of
the fact. If in those distant years someone had told him that
when he grew up he would be a copywriter, he’d probably
have dropped his bottle of Pepsi-Cola on the hot gravel of the
pioneer-camp beach in his astonishment. In those distant
years children were expected to direct their aspirations to-
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wards a gleaming fireman’s helmet or a doctor’s white coat.
Even that peaceful word ‘designer’ seemed a dubious neolo-
gism only likely to be tolerated until the next serious worsen-
ing in the international situation.

In those days, however, language and life both abounded
in the strange and the dubious. Take the very name ‘Babylen’,
which was conferred on Tatarsky by his father, who managed
to combine in his heart a faith in communism with the ideals
of the sixties generation. He composed it from the title of Yev-
tushenko’s famous poem ‘Baby Yar’ and Lenin. Tatarsky’s fa-
ther clearly found it easy to imagine a faithful disciple of
Lenin moved by Yevtushenko’s liberated verse to the grateful
realisation that Marxism originally stood for free love, or a
jazz-crazy aesthete suddenly convinced by an elaborately
protracted saxophone riff that communism would inevitably
triumph. It was not only Tatarsky’s father who was like that -
the entire Soviet generation of the fifties and sixties was the.
same. This was the generation that gave the world the ama-
teur song and ejaculated the first sputnik - that four-tailed
spermatozoon of the future that never began - into the dark
void of cosmic space.

Tatarsky was sensitive about his name, and whenever pos-
sible he introduced himself as Vladimir or Vova. Then he
began lying to his friends, saying that his father had given
him a strange name because he was keen on Eastern mysti-
cism, and he was thinking of the ancient city of Babylon, the
secret lore of which was destined to be inherited by him,
Babylen. His father had invented his alloy of Yevtushenko
and Lenin because he was a follower of Manicheism and pan-
theism and regarded it as his duty to balance out the principle
of light with the principle of darkness. Despite this brilliantly
elaborated fable, at the age of eighteen Tatarsky was de-
lighted to be able to lose his first passport and receive a new
one in the name of Vladimir.

After that his life followed an entirely ordinary pattern. He
went to a technical institute — not, of course, because he had
any love for technology (he specialised in some kind of elec-
tric furnace), but because he didn’t want to go into the army.
However, at the age of twenty-one something happened to
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him that changed the course of his life for ever.

Out in the countryside during the summer he read a small
volume of Boris Pasternak. The poems, which had previously
left him entirely cold, had such a profound impact that for
several weeks he could think of nothing else — and then he
began writing verse himself. He would never forget the rusty
carcass of a bus, sunk at a crooked angle into the ground on
the edge of the forest outside Moscow at the precise spot
where the very first line of his life came to him: ‘The sardine-
clouds swim onwards to the south.” (He later came to realise
this poem had a distinctly fishy odour.) In short, his was an
absolutely typical case, which ended in typical fashion when
Tatarsky entered the Literary Institute. He couldn’t get into
the poetry department, though, and had to content himself
with translations from the languages of the peoples of the
USSR. Tatarsky pictured his future approximately as follows:
during the day - an empty lecture hall in the Literary Insti-
tute, a word-for-word translation from the Uzbek or the
Kirghiz that had to be set in rhyme by the next deadline; in
the evenings - his creative labours for eternity.

Then, quite unobtrusively, an event of fundamental signifi-
cance for his future occurred. The USSR, which they’d begun
to renovate and improve at about the time when Tatarsky de-
cided to change his profession, improved so much that it
ceased to exist (if a state is capable of entering nirvana, that’s
what must have happened in this case); so any more transla-
tions from the languages of the peoples of the USSR were
quite simply out of the question. It was a blow, but Tatarsky
survived it. He still had his work for eternity, and that was
enough for him.

Then events took an unforeseen turn. Something began
happening to the very eternity to which he had decided to de-
vote his labours and his days. Tatarsky couldn’t understand
this at all. After all, eternity — at least as he’d always thought
of it — was something unchangeable, indestructible and en-
tirely independent of the transient fortunes of this earthly
realm. If, for instance, the small volume of Pasternak that had
changed his life had already entered this eternity, then there
was no power capable of ejecting it.
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But this proved not to be entirely true. It turned out that
eternity only existed for as long as Tatarsky sincerely be-
lieved in it, and was actually nowhere to be found beyond the
bounds of this belief. In order for him to believe sincerely in
eternity, others had to share in this belief, because a belief that
no one else shares is called schizophrenia; and something
strange had started happening to everyone else, including the
very people who had taught Tatarsky to keep his eyes fixed
firmly on eternity.

It wasn’t as though they’d shifted their previous point of
view, not that — just that the very space into which their gaze
had been directed (after all, a point of view always implies
gazing in some particular direction) began to curl back in on
itself and disappear, until all that was left of it was a micro-
scopic dot on the windscreen of the mind. Glimpses of en-
tirely different landscapes began to fill in their surroundings.

Tatarsky tried to fight it and pretend that nothing was ac-
tually happening. At first he could manage it. By keeping
close company with his friends, who were also pretending
that nothing was happening, for a time he was able to believe
it was true. The end came unexpectedly.

When Tatarsky was out walking one day, he stopped at a
shoe shop that was closed for lunch. Swimming about in the
summer heat behind the glass wall of the shop window was a
fat, pretty salesgirl whom Tatarsky promptly dubbed Maggie,
and there in the midst of a chaos of multicoloured Turkish
handicrafts stood a pair of unmistakably Soviet-made shoes.

Tatarsky felt a sensation of instantaneous, piercing recogni-
tion. The shoes had pointed toes and high heels and were
made of good leather. They were a light yellowish-brown,
stitched with a light-blue thread and decorated with large
gold buckles in the form of harps. It wasn’t that they were
- simply in bad taste, or vulgar; they were the clear embodi-
ment of what a certain drunken teacher of Soviet literature
from the Literary Institute used to call ‘our gestalt’, and the
sight was so pitiful, laughable and touching (especially the
harp buckles) that tears sprang to Tatarsky’s eyes. The shoes
were covered by a thick layer of dust: the new era obviously
had no use for them.




Tatarsky knew the new era had no use for him either, but
he had managed to accustom himself to the idea and even
take a certain bitter-sweet satisfaction in it. The feeling had
been decoded for him by the words of Marina Tsvetaeva:
‘Scattered along the dusty shelves of shops (No one has
bought them and no one buys!) My poems, like precious
wines, will have their day”: if there was something humiliat-
ing in this feeling, then it was not he, but the world around
him that was humiliated. But in front of that shop window his
heart sank in the sudden realisation that the dust settling on
him as he stood there beneath the vault of the heavens was
not the dust that covered a vessel containing precious wine,
but the same dust as covered the shoes with the harp buckles;
and he realised something else too: the eternity he used to be-
lieve in could only exist on state subsidies, or else — which is
just the same thing — as something forbidden by the state.
Worse even than that, it could only exist in the form of the
semi-conscious reminiscences of some girl called Maggie
from the shoe shop. This dubious species of eternity had sim-
ply been inserted into her head, as it had into his, in the same
packaging as natural history and inorganic chemistry. Eter-
nity was contingent: if, say, Stalin had not killed Trotsky, but
the other way round, then it would have been populated by
entirely different individuals. But even that was not impor-
tant, because Tatarsky understood quite clearly that no mat-
ter how things panned out, Maggie simply couldn’t care less
about eternity, and when she finally and completely stopped
believing in it, there wouldn’t be any more eternity, because
where could it be then? Or, as he wrote in his notebook when
he got home: “When the subject of eternity disappears, then
all of its objects also disappear, and the only subject of eter-
nity is whoever happens to remember about it occasionally.’

He didn’t write any more poems after that: with the col-
lapse of Soviet power they had simply lost their meaning and
value.



CHAPTER 2

Draft Podium

No sooner had eternity disappeared than Tatarsky found
himself in the present, and it turned out that he knew ab-
solutely nothing about the world that had sprung up around
him during the last few years.

It was a very strange world. Externally it had not changed
too much, except perhaps that there were more paupers on
the streets, but everything in his surroundings — the houses,
the trees, the benches on the streets — had somehow suddenly
grown old and decrepit. It wasn’t possible to say that the es-
sential nature of the world had changed, either, because now
it no longer had any essential nature. A frighteningly vague
uncertainty dominated everything. Despite that, however,
the streets were flooded with Mercedes and Toyotas carrying
brawny types possessed of absolute confidence in themselves
and in what was happening, and there was even, if one could
believe the newspapers, some kind of foreign policy.

Meanwhile the television was still showing the same old re-
pulsive physiognomies that had been sickening the viewers
for the last twenty years. Now they were saying exactly the
same things they used to jail other people for, except that they
were far bolder, far more decisive and radical. Tatarsky often
found himself imagining Germany in 1946, with Doktor
Goebbels shrieking hysterically on the radio about the abyss
into which fascism had led the nation, with the former Kom-
mandant of Auschwitz heading the Commission for the De-
tention of Nazi Criminals, and SS generals explaining in clear
and simple words the importance of liberal values, while the
whole cabal was led by the newly enlightened Gauleiter of
Eastern Prussia. Tatarsky, of course, hated most of the mani-
festations of Soviet power, but he still couldn’t understand
why it was worth exchanging an evil empire for an evil ba-
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nana republic that imported its bananas from Finland.

But then, Tatarsky had never been a great moral thinker, so
he was less concerned with the analysis of events (what was
actually going on) than with the problem of surviving them.
He had no contacts that could help him, so he dealt with
things in the simplest way possible, by taking a job as a sales
assistant in a trading kiosk not far from where he lived.

The work was simple enough, but quite hard on the nerves.
Inside the kiosk it was half-dark and cool, like inside a tank;
Tatarsky was connected with the world by a tiny little win-
dow, scarcely large enough to allow him to push a bottle of
champagne through it. He was protected against possible un-
pleasantness by a grille of metal rods crudely welded to the
walls. In the evening he handed over the takings to an elderly
Chechen who wore a heavy gold ring; sometimes he might
even manage to squeeze out a little bit for himself over and
above his wages. From time to time novice bandits would
come up to the kiosk and demand money for their protection
in squeaky, still-breaking voices. Tatarsky wearily directed
them to Hussein. Hussein was a short, skinny young guy
whose eyes were always oily from the opiates he took; he usu-
ally lay on a mattress in a half-empty trailer at the end of the
string of kiosks, listening to Sufi music. Apart from the mat-
tress, the trailer contained a table, a safe that held a large
amount of money and a complicated version of the Kalash-
nikov automatic rifle with a grenade-thrower mounted under
the barrel.

While he was working in the kiosk (it went on for a little less
than a year), Tatarsky acquired two new qualities. The first
was a cynicism as boundless as the view from the Ostankino
television tower; the second was something quite remarkable
and inexplicable. Tatarsky only had to glance at a customer’s
hands to know whether he could short-change him and by ex-
actly how much, whether he could be insulting to him,
whether there was any likelihood of being passed a false bank-
note and whether he could pass on a false note himself. There
was no definite system involved in all this. Sometimes a fist
like'a hairy water-melon would appear in the little window,
but it was obvious that Tatarsky could quite safely send its
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owner to hell and beyond. Then sometimes Tatarsky’s heart
would skip a beat in fright at the sight of a slim female hand
with manicured nails.

One day a customer asked Tatarsky for a pack of Davidoff.
The hand that placed the crumpled hundred-thousand-
rouble note on the counter was not very interesting. Tatarsky
noted the slight, barely visible trembling of the fingers and re-
alised his customer was a stimulant abuser. He could easily
be, for instance, some middle-level bandit or businessman, or
- as was often the case - something halfway between the two.

‘What kind of Davidoff? Standard or lights?’ Tatarsky asked.

‘Lights,” the customer replied and leaned down to glance in
through the little window.

Tatarsky started in surprise — the customer was a fellow
student from his year at the Literary Institute, Sergei
Morkovin, one of the outstanding characters of their year.
He’d hardly changed at all, except that a neat parting had ap-
peared in his hair, and a few grey hairs had appeared in the
parting.

“Vova?’ Morkovin asked in astonishment. ‘What are you
doing here?”

Tatarsky couldn’t think of a good answer.

‘I getit,” said Morkovin. “Come on, you're out of this dump.’

It didn’t take long for Tatarsky to be persuaded. He locked
up the kiosk and, casting a fearful glance in the direction of
Hussein’s trailer, followed Morkovin to his car. They went to
an expensive Chinese restaurant called The Shrine of the
Moon, ate dinner and did some heavy drinking, and Morkovin
told Tatarsky what he’d been up to recently. What he’d been
up to was advertising.

‘Vova,” he said, grabbing Tatarsky by the arm, his eyes
gleaming, ‘this is a very special time. There’s never been a
time like it and there never will be again. It's a gold-rush, just
like the Klondyke. In another two years everything’ll be all
sewn up, but right now there’s a real chance to get in on the
ground floor straight off the street. You know, in New York
they spend half a lifetime just trymg to get to meet the right
people over lunch, but here .

There was a lot in what Morkovin said that Tatarsky sim-
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ply didn’t understand. The only thing that was really clear to
him from the conversation was the outline of how business
functioned in an era of primitive accumulation and the way it
was interlinked with advertising.
‘Most of the time,” said Morkovin, ‘it goes like this: a guy
l borrows money on credit. He uses the credit to rent an office
and buy a Jeep Cherokee and eight crates of Smirnoff. When
the Smirnoff runs out, it turns out the jeep’s wrecked, the of-
fice is awash with puke and the loan is due for repayment. So
he borrows money again - three times more than before. He
uses it to pay back the first loan, buys a Jeep Grand Cherokee
and sixteen crates of Absolut vodka. When the Absolut . . .’

‘OK, I get the picture,” Tatarsky interrupted. ‘So what'’s the
ending?’ ‘

‘There’s two endings. If the bank the guy owes to is one of
the mafia banks, then some time or other he gets killed; and
since there aren’t any others, that’s what usually happens. On
the other hand, if the guy’s in the mafia himself, then the last
loan gets shifted on to the State Bank, and the guy declares
himself bankrupt. The bailiffs come round to his office, inven-
torise the empty bottles and the puke-covered fax, and in a lit-
tle while he starts up all over again. Nowadays, of course, the
State Bank’s got its own mafia, so the situation’s a bit more
complicated, but the basic picture’s still the same.’

‘Aha,” Tatarsky said thoughtfully. ‘But I still don’t see what
all this has to do with advertising.’

‘That’s where we come to the most important part. When
there’s still about half the Smirnoff or Absolut left, the jeep’s
still on the road and death seems a distant and abstract
prospect, a highly specific chemical reaction occurs inside the
head of the guy who created the whole mess. He develops
this totally boundless megalomania and orders himself an ad-
vertising clip. He insists his clip has to blow away all the other
cretins’ clips. The psychology of it’s easy enough to under-
stand. The guy’s opened up some little company called Ever-
est and he’s so desperate to see his logo on Channel One,
somewhere between BMW and Coca-Cola, that he could top
himself. So just as soon as this reaction takes place in the
client’s head, we pop out of the bushes.’
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Tatarsky liked the sound of that ‘'we’ very much.

"The situation’s like this,” Morkovin went on. ‘There are
only a few studios that make the videos, and they’re desper-
ate for writers with nous, because these days everything de-
pends on the writer. The job itself works like this: the people
from the studio find a client who wants to get himself on TV.
You take a look at him. He tells you something. You listen to
what he wants to say. Then you write the scenario. It’s usu-
ally about a page long, because the clips are short. It might
only take you a couple of minutes, but you don’t go back to
him for at least a week — he has to think you've spent all that
time dashing backwards and forwards across your room,
tearing your hair out and thinking, thinking, thinking. He
reads what you've written and, depending on whether he
likes the scenario or not, he orders a video from your people
or gets in touch with someone else. That’s why, as far as the
studio you work for is concerned, you're the top man. The
order depends on you. And if you can hypnotise the client,
you take ten per cent of the total price of the video.”

’And how much does a video cost?’

‘Usually from fifteen to thirty grand. Say twenty on aver-
age.’

‘What?’ Tatarsky asked in disbelief.

'O God, not roubles. Dollars.”

In a split second Tatarsky had calculated what ten per cent
of twenty thousand would be. He swallowed hard and stared
at Morkovin with dog-like eyes.

"Of course, it’s not going to last,” said Morkovin. ‘In a year
or two, everything’s going to look entirely different. Instead
of all these pot-bellied nobodies taking loans for their petty
little businesses, there’ll be guys borrowing millions of bucks
at a time. Instead of jeeps for crashing into lamp-posts there’ll
be castles in France and islands in the Pacific. Instead of five |
hundred grammes the former party secretaries will be de- |
manding five hundred grand. But basically what’s going on
in this country of ours won't be any different, which means
that the basic principle of our work will never change.” |

'My God,” said Tatarsky. ‘Money like that . . . It’s kind of |
frightening.’
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‘It's Dostoievsky’s old eternal question,” Morkovin said,
laughing. ‘Am I a timid cowering creature or have I got moral
rights?’

‘Seems to me you've already answered that question.’

“Yes,” said Morkovin, ‘I reckon I have.’

‘And what is your answer?’

‘It’s very simple. I'm a timid cowering creature with in-
alienable rights.’

The next day Morkovin took Tatarsky to a strange place
called Draft Podium (after several minutes of intense mental
effort Tatarsky abandoned the attempt to guess what that
meant). It was located in the basement of an old brick-built
house not far from the centre of town. Entry was via a heavy
steel door, which led into a small office space crammed with
equipment. Several young men were waiting there for
Tatarsky. Their leader was a stubble-cheeked guy by the
name of Sergei, who looked like Dracula in his younger days.
He explained to Tatarsky that the small cube of blue plastic
standing on an empty cardboard box was a Silicon Graphics
computer that cost one hell of a lot of money, and the Soft
Image program that was installed on it cost twice as much.
The Silicon was the most important treasure in this subter-
ranean cave. The room also contained a few more simple
computers, scanners and some kind of VCR with lots of dials
and lights. One detail that made a great impression on
Tatarsky was that the VCR had a wheel on it with a handle,
like the wheel on a sewing machine, and you could use it to
wind on the frames on the tape by hand.

Draft Podium had a certain very promising client in its sights.

‘The mark’s about fifty,” said Sergei, dragging on a menthol
cigarette. ‘Used to work as a teacher of physics. Just when
things started coming apart he set up a co-operative baking
‘bird’s milk’ cakes and in two years made so much money
that now he rents an entire confectionery plant in Lefortovo.
Recently he took out a big loan. The day before yesterday he
went on the sauce, and he usually stays on it about two
weeks.’

‘Where do you get that kind of information?’ Tatarsky asked.
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‘His secretary,” said Sergei. ‘So anyway, we have to get to
him with the scenario now, before he has time to sober up.
When he sobers up, he gets greedy. We're meeting tomorrow
at one in his office.’

The next day Morkovin arrived at Tatarsky’s place early.
He brought with him a large, bright-yellow plastic bag con-
taining a maroon jacket made of material that looked like the
fabric they use for Russian army greatcoats. The intricate
crest gleaming on the breast pocket was reminiscent of the
emblem on a packet of Marlboro cigarettes. Morkovin said it
was a ‘club jacket’. Tatarsky didn’t understand what he
meant, but he did as he was told and put it on. Then
Morkovin took a foppish notebook in a leather cover out of
the bag, together with an incredibly thick ballpoint pen with
the word ‘Zoom’ on it and a pager - at that time they’d only
just appeared in Moscow.

“You have to hang this thing on your belt he said. “You're
meeting the client at one, and at twenty past one I'll give you
a call on the pager. When it beeps, take it off your belt and
look at it like it's something important. All the time the
client’s talking, keep making notes in the notebook.’

‘What's it all for?” Tatarsky asked.

‘It's obvious enough, isn’t it? The client’s paying big money
for a sheet of paper and a few drops of black ink out of a
printer. He has to be absolutely certain plenty of others have
paid money for the same thing before him.’

‘Seems to me,” said Tatarsky, ‘all these jackets and pagers
are just the thing to raise doubts in his mind.’

‘Don’t go complicating things,” said Morkovin with a dis-
missive wave of his hand. ‘Life’s simpler and stupider than
that. And then there’s this . . ./ |

He took a slim case out of his pocket, opened it and held it *‘
out to Tatarsky. It contained a heavy watch that was almost |
beautiful in a repulsive kind of way, made of gold and steel.

‘It's a Rolex Oyster. Careful, you'll chip off the gold plate;
it’s a fake. I only take it out on business. When you're talking
with the client, flash it around a bit, you know. It helps.’

Tatarsky felt inspired by all this support. At half past
twelve he emerged from the metro. The guys from Draft
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Podium were waiting for him not far from the entrance.
They’d arrived in a long black Mercedes. Tatarsky had al-
ready learned enough about business to know the car had
been hired for about two hours. Sergei was unshaven as ever,
but now there was something sullenly stylish about his stub-
ble - probably due to the dark jacket with the incredibly nar-
row lapels and the bow tie. Sitting beside him was Lena, who
looked after contracts and kept the books. She was wearing a
simple black dress (no jewellery and no make-up) and in her
hand she was holding an attaché case with a golden lock.
When Tatarsky climbed into the car, the three of them ex-
changed glances and Sergei spoke to the chauffeur.

‘Drive on.’

Lena was nervous. All the way there she kept giggling as
she told them about some guy called Azadovsky — apparently
her friend’s lover. This Azadovsky inspired her with an ad-
miration that bordered on rapture: he’d arrived in Moscow
from Ukraine and moved in with her friend, got himself reg-
istered in her flat, then invited his sister and her two children
up from Dniepropetrovsk. He’d registered them in the flat
and immediately, without the slightest pause, swapped the
flat for a different one through the courts and dispatched
Lena’s sister to a room in a shared apartment.

‘He’s a man who'll really go far!” Lena kept repeating.

She was especially impressed by the fact that, once the op-
eration had been completed, the sister and her children were
immediately banished back to Dniepropetrovsk; there was so
much detail in the way the tale was told that by the end of the
journey Tatarsky began to feel as though he’d lived half his
life in the flat with Azadovsky and his nearest and dearest;
but then, Tatarsky was just as nervous as Lena.

The client (Tatarsky never did find out what his name was)
looked remarkably like the image that had taken shape in
Tatarsky’s mind following the previous day’s conversation.
He was a short, thickset little man with a cunning face, from
which the grimace of a hangover was only just beginning to
fade — evidently he’d taken his first drink of the day not long
before the meeting.

Following a brief exchange of pleasantries (Lena did most
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of the talking; Sergei sat in the corner with his legs crossed,
smoking) Tatarsky was introduced as the writer. He sat down
facing the client, clanging the Rolex against the edge of the
desk as he did so, and opened up his notebook. It immedi-
ately became clear that the client had nothing in particular to
say. Without the assistance of a powerful hallucinogen it was
hard to feel inspired by the details of his business — he droned
on most of the time about some kind of oven-trays with a spe-
cial non-stick coating. Tatarsky listened with his face half-
turned away, nodding and doodling meaningless flourishes
in his notebook. He surveyed the room out of the corner of his
eye — there was nothing interesting to be seen there, either, if
you didn’t count the misty-blue reindeer-fur hat, obviously
very expensive, that was lying on the upper shelf in an empty
cupboard with glass doors.

As promised, after a few minutes the pager on his belt rang.
Tatarsky unhooked the little black plastic box from his belt.
The message on the display said: "Welcome to route 666."

‘Some joker, eh?” thought Tatarsky.

'Is it from Video International?” Sergei asked from the corner.

‘No,” Tatarsky replied, following his lead. "Those block-
heads don’t bother me any more, thank God. It’s Slava Zait-
sev’s design studio. It’s all off for today.’

"Why's that?’ Sergei asked, raising one eyebrow. ‘Surely he
doesn’t think we're that desperate for his business . . ./

‘Let’s talk about that later,” said Tatarsky.

Meanwhile the client was scowling thoughtfully at his rein-
deer-fur hat in the glass-fronted cupboard. Tatarsky looked at
his hands. They were locked together, and his thumbs were
circling around each other as though he was winding in some
invisible thread. This was the moment of truth.

"Aren’t you afraid that it could all just come to a full stop?’
Tatarsky asked. "You know what kind of times these are.
What if everything suddenly collapses?’

The client frowned and looked in puzzlement, first at
Tatarsky and then at his companions. His thumbs stopped
circling each other.

'Tam afraid,” he answered, looking up. "'Who isn’t? You ask
some odd questions.’
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T'm sorry,” said Tatarsky. ‘I didn’t mean anything by it.”

Five minutes later the conversation was over. Sergei took a
sheet of the client’s headed notepaper with his logo — it was a
stylised bun framed in an oval above the letters 'LCC’. They
agreed to meet again in a week’s time; Sergei promised the
scenario for the video would be ready by then.

‘Have you totally lost your marbles, or what?’ Sergei asked
Tatarsky, when they came out on to the street. ‘Nobody asks
questions like that.’

The Mercedes took all three of them to the nearest metro
station.

When he got home, Tatarsky wrote the scenario in a few
hours. It was a long time since he’d felt so inspired. The sce-
nario didn’t have any specific storyline. It consisted of a se-
quence of historical reminiscences and metaphors. The Tower
of Babel rose and fell, the Nile flooded, Rome burned, fero-
cious Huns galloped in no particular direction across the
steppes — and in the background the hands of an immense,
transparent clock spun round.

‘One generation passeth away and another generation
cometh,” said a dull and demonic voice-over (Tatarsky actu-
ally wrote that in the scenario), ‘but the Earth abideth for
ever.” But eventually even the earth with its ruins of empires
and civilisations sank from sight into a lead-coloured ocean;
only a single rock remained projecting above its raging sur-
face, its form somehow echoing the form of the Tower of
Babel that the scenario began with. The camera zoomed in on
the cliff, and there carved in stone was a bun and the letters
"LCC’, and beneath them a motto that Tatarsky had found in
a book called Inspired Latin Sayings:

MEDIIS TEMPESTATIBUS PLACIDUS
CALM IN THE MIDST OF STORMS
LEFORTOVO CONFECTIONERY COMBINE

In Draft Podium they reacted to Tatarsky’s scenario with
horror.

‘Technically it’s not complicated,” said Sergei. 'Rip off the
image-sequence from a few old films, touch it up a bit, stretch
it out. But it’s totally off the wall. Even funny in a way.’

13
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‘So it’s off the wall,” Tatarsky agreed. ‘And funny. But you
tell me what it is you want. A prize at Cannes or the order?’

A couple of days later Lena took the client several versions
of a scenario written by somebody else. They involved a black
Mercedes, a suitcase stuffed full of dollars and other arche-
types of the collective unconscious. The client turned them all
down without explaining why. In despair Lena showed him
the scenario written by Tatarsky.

She came back to the studio with a contract for thirty-five
thousand, with twenty to be paid in advance. It was a record.
She said that when he read the scenario the client started
behaving like a rat from Hamlin who’d heard an entire wind
orchestra. :

‘I could have taken him for forty grand,” she said. ‘I was just
too slow on the uptake.’

The money arrived in their account five days later, and
Tatarsky received his honestly earned two thousand. Sergei
and his team were already planning to go to Yalta to film a
suitable cliff, on which the bun carved in granite was sup-
posed to appear in the final frames, when the client was
found dead in his office. Someone had strangled him with a
telephone cord. The traditional electric-iron marks were dis-
covered on the body, and some merciless hand had stopped
the victim’s mouth with a Nocturne cake (sponge soaked in
liqueur, bitter chocolate in a distinctly minor key, lightly
sprinkled with a tragic hoar-frosting of coconut).

‘One generation passeth away and another generation
cometh,” Tatarsky thought philosophically, ‘but thou lookest
out always for number one.’

And so Tatarsky became a copywriter. He didn’t bother to ex-
plain himself to any of his old bosses; he simply left the keys
of the kiosk on the porch of the trailer where Hussein hung
out: there were rumours that the Chechens demanded serious
compensation when anyone left one of their businesses.

It didn't take him long to acquire new acquaintances and he
started working for several studios at the same time. Big
breaks like the one with Lefortovo’s calm-amid-storms Con-
fectionery Combine didn’t come very often, unfortunately.
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Tatarsky soon realised that if one in ten projects worked out

well, that was already serious success. He didn’t earn a really

large amount of money, but even so it was more than he’d made

in the retail trade. He would recall his first advertising job with

dissatisfaction, discerning in it a certain hasty, shamefaced

| willingness to sell cheap everything that was most exalted in
his soul. When the orders began coming in one after another,
he realised that in this particular business it’s always a mistake
to be in a hurry, because that way you bring the price way
down, and that’s stupid: everything that is most sacred and
exalted should only be sold for the highest price possible, be-
cause afterwards there’ll be nothing left to trade in. Tatarsky
realised, however, that this rule did not apply to everyone.
The true virtuosos of the genre, whom he saw on TV, some-
how managed to sell off all that was most exalted every day of
the week, but in a way that provided no formal grounds for
claiming they’d sold anything, so the next day they could start
all over again with nothing to worry about. Tatarsky couldn’t
even begin to imagine how they managed that.

Gradually a very unpleasant tendency began to emerge: a
client would be presented with a project conceived and devel-
oped by Tatarsky, politely explain that it was not exactly what
was required, and then a month or two later Tatarsky would
come across a clip that was quite clearly based on his idea.
Trying to discover the truth in such cases was a waste of time.

After listening to his new acquaintances’ advice, Tatarsky
attempted to jump up a rung in the advertising hierarchy and
began developing advertising concepts. The work was much
the same as he had been doing before. There was a certain
magic book, and once you’d read it there was no more need to
feel shy of anyone at all or to have any kind of doubts. It was
called Positioning: A Battle for your Mind, and it was written by
two highly advanced American shamans. Its essential mes-
sage was entirely inapplicable to Russia — as far as Tatarsky
could judge, there was no battle being waged by trademarks
for niches in befuddled Russian brains; the situation was
more reminiscent of a smoking landscape after a nuclear ex-
plosion - but even so the book was useful. If was full of styl-
ish expressions like ‘line extension’ that could be stuck into
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concepts and dropped into spiels for clients. Tatarsky realised
what the difference was between the era of decaying imperi-
alism and the era of primitive capital accumulation. In the
West both the client who ordered advertising and the copy-
writer tried to brainwash the consumer, but in Russia the
copywriter’s job was to screw with the client’s brains.
Tatarsky realised in addition that Morkovin was right and
this situation was never going to change. One day, after
smoking some especially good grass, he uncovered by pure
chance the basic economic law of post-socialist society: initial
accumulation of capital is also final.

Before going to sleep Tatarsky would sometimes re-read
the book on positioning. He regarded it as his little Bible; the
comparison was all the more appropriate because it con-
tained echoes of religious views that had an especially pow-
erful impact on his chaste and unsullied soul: “The romantic
copywriters of the fifties, gone on ahead of us to that great ad-
vertising agency in the sky ...’
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CHAPTER 3

Tikhamat-2

Lenin’s statues were gradually carted out of town on military
trucks (they said some colonel had thought up the idea of
melting them down for the non-ferrous metal content and
made a lot of money before he was rumbled), but his presence
was merely replaced by a frightening murky greyness in
which the Soviet soul simply continued rotting until it col-
lapsed inwards on itself. The newspapers claimed the whole
world had been living in this grey murk for absolutely ages,
which was why it was so full of things and money, and the
only reason people couldn’t understand this was their ‘Soviet
mentality’.

Tatarsky didn’t really understand completely what this So-
viet mentality was, although he used the expression fre-
quently enough and enjoyed using it; but as far as his new
employer, Dmitry Pugin, was concerned, he wasn’t supposed
to understand anything anyway. He was merely required to
possess this mentality. That was the whole point of what he
did: adapt Western advertising concepts to the mentality of
the Russian consumer. The work was ‘freelance’ — Tatarsky
used the term as though it still had its original sense, having
in mind first of all the level of his pay.

Pugin, a man with a black moustache and gleaming black
eyes very like a pair of buttons, had turned up by chance
among the guests at a mutual acquaintance’s house. Hearing
that Tatarsky was in advertising, he’d shown a moderate in-
terest. Tatarsky, on the other hand, had immediately been
fired with an irrational respect for Pugin — he was simply
amazed to see him sitting there drinking tea still in his long
black coat.

That was when the conversation had turned to the Soviet
mentality. Pugin confessed that in the old days he had pos-
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sessed it himself, but he’d lost it completely while working
for a few years as a taxi-driver in New York. The salty winds
of Brighton Beach had blown all those ramshackle Soviet con-
structs right out of his head and infected him with a compul-
sive yearning for success.

‘In New York you realise especially clearly,” Pugin said
over a glass of the vodka they moved on to after the tea, ‘that
you can spend your entire life in some foul-smelling little
kitchen, staring out into some shit-dirty little yard and chew-
ing on a lousy burger. You'll just stand there by the window,
staring at all that shit, and life will pass you by.”

‘That’s interesting,” Tatarsky responded thoughtfully, ‘but
why go to New York for that? Surely-’

‘Because in New York you understand it, and in Moscow
you don’t/ Pugin interrupted. “You're right, there are far
more of those stinking kitchens and shitty little yards over
here. Only here there’s no way you’re going to understand
that’s where you're going to spend the rest of your life until
it’s already over. And that, by the way, is one of the main fea-
tures of the Soviet mentality.’

Pugin’s opinions were disputable in certain respects, but
what he actually had to offer was simple, clear and logical. As
far as Tatarsky was able to judge from the murky depths of
his own Soviet mentality, the project was an absolutely text-
book example of the American entrepreneurial approach.

‘Look,” said Pugin, squinting intensely into the space above
Tatarsky’s head, ‘the country hardly produces anything at all;
but people have to have something to eat and wear, right?
That means soon goods will start pouring in here from the
West, and massive amounts of advertising will come flooding
in with them. But it won’t be possible simply to translate this
advertising from English into Russian, because the . . . what
d’you call them . .. the cultural references here are different . . .
That means, the advertising will have to be adapted in short
order for the Russian consumer. So now what do you and I
do? You and I get straight on the job well in advance - get my
point? Now, before it all starts, we prepare outline concepts
for all the serious brand-names. Then, just as soon as the right
moment comes, we turn up at their offices with a folder under
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our arms and do business. The most important thing is to get
a few good brains together in good time!”’

Pugin slapped his palm down hard on the table - he obvi-
ously thought he’d got a few together already — but Tatarsky
suddenly had the vague feeling he was being taken for a ride
again. The terms of employment on offer from Pugin were ex-
tremely vague — although the work itself was quite concrete,
the prospects of being paid remained abstract.

For a test-piece Pugin set him the development of an out-
line concept for Sprite — at first he was going to give him Marl-
boro as well, but he suddenly changed his mind, saying it was
too soon for Tatarsky to try that. This was the point — as
Tatarsky realised later — at which the Soviet mentality for
which he had been selected raised its head. All his scepticism
about Pugin instantly dissolved in a feeling of resentment
that Pugin wouldn’t trust him with Marlboro, but this resent-
ment was mingled with a feeling of delight at the fact that he
still had Sprite. Swept away by the maelstrom created by
these conflicting feelings, he never even paused to think why
some taxi-driver from Brighton Beach, who still hadn’t given
him so much as a kopeck, was already deciding whether he
was capable of applying his mind to a concept for Marlboro.

Tatarsky poured into his conception for Sprite every last
drop of his insight into his homeland’s bruised and battered
history. Before sitting down to work, he re-read several se-
lected chapters from the book Positioning: A Battle for your
Mind, and a whole heap of newspapers of various tendencies.
He hadn’t read any newspapers for ages and what he read
plunged him into a state of confusion; and that, naturally, had
its effect on the fruit of his labours.

‘The first point that must be taken into consideration,’ he wrote
in his concept,

15 that the situation that exists ar the present moment in Russia cannot
continue for very long. In the very near future we must expect most of
the essential branches of industry to come to a total standstill, the col-
lapse of the financial system and serious social upheavals, which will
all inevitably end in the establishment of a military dictatorship. Re-
gardless of its political and economic programme, the future dictator-
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ship will attempt to exploit nationalistic slogans: the dominant state
aesthetic will be the pseudo-Slavonic style. (This term is not used here
in any negative judgemental sense: as distinct from the Slavonic style,
which does not exist anywhere in the real world, the pseudo-Slavonic
style represents a carefully structured paradigm.) Within the space
structured by the symbolic signifiers of this style, traditional Western
advertising is inconceivable. Therefore it will either be banned com-
pletely or subjected to rigorous censorship. This all has to be taken into
consideration in determining any kind of long-term strategy.

Let us take a classic positioning slogan: ‘Sprite — the Uncola’. Its
use in Russia would seem to us to be most appropriate, but for some-
what different reasons than in America. The term ‘Uncola’ (i.e. Non-
Cola) positions Sprite very successfully against Pepsi-Cola and
Coca-Cola, creating a special niche for this product in the consciousness
of the Western consumer. But it is a well-known fact that in the coun-
tries of Eastern Europe Coca-Cola is more of an ideological fetish
than a refreshing soft drink. If, for instance, Hershi drinks are posi-
tioned as possessing the ‘taste of victory’, then Coca-Cola possesses the
‘taste of freedom’, as declared in the seventies and eighties by a vast
number of Eastern European defectors. For the Russian consumer,
therefore, the term ‘Uncola’ has extensive anti-democratic and anti-
liberal connotations, which makes it highly attractive and promising in
conditions of military dictatorship.

Translared into Russian ‘Uncola’ would become ‘Nye-Cola’. The
sound of the word (similar to the old Russian name ‘Nikola’) and the
associations aroused by it offer a perfect fit with the aesthetic required
by the likely future scenario. A possible version of the slogan:

SPRITE. THE NYE-COLA FOR NIKOLA

(1t might make sense to consider infiltrating into the consciousness of
the consumer the character ‘Nikola Spritov’, an individual of the same
type as Ronald McDonald, but profoundly national in spirit.)

In addition, some thought has to be given to changing the packaging
Jformat of the product as sold on the Russian market. Elements of the
pseudo-Slavonic style need to be introduced here as well. The ideal
symbol would seem to be the birch tree. It would be appropriate to
change the colour of the can from green to white with black stripes like
the trunk of a birch. A possible text for an advertising clip:
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Deep in the spring-time forest
I drank my birch-bright Sprite.

After reading the print-out Tatarsky brought him, Pugin
said: ““The Uncola” is Seven-Up’s slogan, not Sprite’s.’

After that he said nothing for a while, simply gazing at
Tatarsky with his black-button eyes. Tatarsky didn’t speak either.

‘But that’s OK,” Pugin said, eventually softening. “We can
use it. If not for Sprite, then for Seven-Up. So you can consider
you've passed the test. Now try some other brand.’

“Which one?’ Tatarsky asked in relief.

Pugin thought for a moment, then rummaged in his pock-
ets and held out an opened pack of Parliament cigarettes.
‘And think up a poster for them as well,” he said.

Dealing with Parliament turned out to be more complicated.
For a start Tatarsky wrote the usual intro: ‘It is quite clear that
the first thing that has to be taken into consideration in the de-
velopment of any half-serious advertising concept is . . .” But
after that he just sat there for a long time without moving.

Exactly what was the first thing that had to be taken into
consideration was entirely unclear. The only association the
word ‘Parliament’ was able, with a struggle, to extract from
his brain, was Cromwell’s wars in England. The same thing
would obviously apply to the average Russian consumer who
had read Dumas as a child. After half an hour of the most in-
tensive intellectual exertion had led to nothing, Tatarsky sud-
denly fancied a smoke. He searched the entire flat looking for
something smokeable and eventually found an old pack of
Soviet-time Yava. After just two drags he chucked the ciga-
rette down the toilet and dashed over to the table. He’d come
up with a text that at first glance looked to him as if it was the

I answer: .

PARLIAMENT —- THE NYE-YAVA

f When he realised this was only a poor low-grade calque on
the word “uncola’, he very nearly gave up. Then he had a sud-
den inspiration. The history dissertation he’d written in the
Literary Institute was called: ‘A brief outline of parliamentar-
ianism in Russia’. He couldn’t remember a thing about it any
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more, but he was absolutely certain it would contain enough
material for three concepts, let alone one. Skipping up and
down in his excitement, he set off along the corridor towards
the built-in closet where he kept his old papers.

After searching for half an hour he realised he wasn’t going
to find the dissertation, but somehow that didn’t worry him
any more. While sorting through the accumulated strata de-
posited in the closet, up on the attic shelf he’d come across
several objects that had been there since his schooldays: a
bust of Lenin mutilated with a small camping axe (Tatarsky
recalled how, in his fear of retribution following the execu-
tion, he’d hidden the bust in a place that was hard to reach), a
notebook on social studies, filled with drawings of tanks and
nuclear explosions, and several old books.

This all filled him with such aching nostalgia that hlS em-
ployer Pugin suddenly seemed repulsive and hateful, and was
banished from consciousness, together with his Parliament.

Tatarsky remembered with a tender warmth how the books
he had discovered had been selected from amongst the waste
paper they used to be sent to collect after class. They included
a volume of a left-wing French existentialist published in the
sixties, a finely bound collection of articles on theoretical
physics, Infinity and the Universe, and a loose-leaf binder with
the word ‘Tikhamat” written in large letters on the spine.

Tatarsky remembered the book Infinity and the Universe, but
not the binder. He opened it and read the first page:

TIKHAMAT-2
The Earthly Sea
Chronological Tables and Notes

The papers bound into the folder obviously dated from a
pre-computer age. Tatarsky could recall heaps of samizdat
books that had circulated in this format — two typed pages re-
duced to half-size and copied on a single sheet of paper. What
he was holding in his hands seemed to be an appendix to a
dissertation on the history of the ancient world. Tatarsky
began rememberin: in his childhood, he thought, he hadn’t
even opened the file, taking the word ‘Tikhamat’ to mean
something like a mixture of diamat (dialectical materialism)
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with histmat (historical materialism). He’d only taken the
work at all because of the beautiful folder, and then he’d for-
gotten all about it.

As it turned out, however, Tikhamat was the name either of
an ancient deity or of an ocean, or perhaps both at the same
time. Tatarsky learned from a footnote that the word could be
translated approximately as ‘Chaos’.

A lot of the space in the folder was taken up by tables of
kings. They were pretty monotonous, with their listings of
unpronounceable names and Roman numerals, and informa-
tion about when they’d launched their campaigns or laid the
foundations of a wall or taken some city, and so forth. In sev-
eral places different sources were compared, and the conclu-
sion drawn from the comparison was that several events that
had been recorded in history as following each other were in
fact one and the same event, which had so astounded con-
temporary and subsequent generations that its echo had been
doubled and tripled, and then each echo had assumed a life of
its own. It was clear from the apologetically triumphant tone
adopted by the author that his discovery appeared to him to
be quite revolutionary and even iconoclastic, which set
Tatarsky pondering yet again on the vanity of all human en-
deavour. He didn’t experience even the slightest sense of
shock at the fact that Ashuretilshamersituballistu II had
turned out actually to be Nebuchadnezzar III, and the name-
less historian’s depth of feeling really seemed rather laugh-
able. The kings seemed rather laughable too: it wasn’t even
known for certain whether they were people or simply slips
made by a scribe on his clay tablets, and the only traces re-
maining of them were on those same clay tablets.

The chronological tables were followed by extensive notes
on some unknown text, and there were a lot of photographs
of various antiquities pasted into the folder. The second or
third article that Tatarsky came across was entitled: ‘Babylon:
The Three Chaldean Riddles’. Beneath the letter ‘O’ in the
word ‘Babylon” he could make out a letter ‘E’ that had been
whited out and corrected - it was nothing more than a typing
error, but the sight of it threw Tatarsky into a state of agita-
tion. The name he’d been given at birth and had rejected on
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reaching the age of maturity had returned to haunt him just at
the moment when he’d completely forgotten the story he’d
told his childhood friends about the part the secret lore of
Babylon was to play in his life.

Below the heading there was a photograph of the impres-
sion of a seal — a gate of iron bars on the top of either a moun-
tain or a stepped pyramid, and standing beside it a man with
a beard dressed in a skirt, with something that looked like a
shaw] thown over his shoulders. It seemed to Tatarsky that
the man was holding two severed heads by their thin plaits of
hair; but one of the heads had no facial features, while the sec-
ond was smiling happily. Tatarsky read the inscription under
the drawing: ‘A Chaldean with a mask and a mirror on a zig-
gurat’. He squatted on a pile of books removed from the
closet and began reading the text beneath the photograph.

P. 123. The mirror and the mask are the ritual requisites of Ishtar.
The canonical representation, which expresses the sacramental sym-
bolism of her cult more fully, is of Ishtar in a gold mask, gazing into
a mirror. Gold is the body of the goddess and its negative projection
is the light of the stars. This has led several researchers to assume
that the third ritual requisite of the goddess is the fly-agaric mush-
room, the cap of which is a natural map of the starry sky. If this is
so, then we must regard the fly-agaric as the "heavenly mushroom’
referred to in various texts. This assumption is indirectly confirmed
by the details of the myth of the three great ages, the ages of the red,
blue and yellow skies. The red fly-agaric connects the Chaldean with
the past; it provides access to the wisdom and strength of the age of
the red sky. The brown fly-agaric (‘brown’ and ‘yellow’ were desig-
nated by the same word in Accadian), on the other hand, provides a
link with the future and a means of taking possession all of its inex-
haustible energy.

Turning over a few pages at random, Tatarsky came across
the word ‘fly-agaric’ again.

P. 145. The three Chaldean riddles (the Three Riddles of Ishtar). Ac-
cording to the tradition of the Chaldean riddles, any inhabitant of
Babylon could become the goddess’s husband. In order to do this he
had to drink a special beverage and ascend her ziggurat. It is not
clear whether by this was intended the ceremonial ascent of a real
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structure in Babylon or a hallucinatory experience. The second as-
sumption is supported by the fact that the potion was prepared ac-
cording to a rather exotic recipe: it included ‘the urine of a red ass’
(possibly the cinnabar traditional in ancient alchemy) and ‘heavenly
mushrooms’ (evidently fly-agaric, cf. ‘The Mirror and the Mask’).

According to tradition the path to the goddess and to supreme
wisdom (the Babylonians did not differentiate these two concepts,
which were seen as flowing naturally into one another and regarded
as different aspects of the same reality) was via sexual union with a
golden idol of the goddess, which was located in the upper chamber
of the ziggurat. It was believed that at certain times the spirit of
Ishtar descended into this idol.

In order to be granted access to the idol it was necessary to guess
the Three Riddles of Ishtar. These riddles have not come down to us.
Let us note the controversial opinion of Claude Greco (see 11, 12),
who assumes that what is meant is a set of rhymed incantations in
ancient Accadian discovered during the excavation of Nineveh,
which are rendered highly polysemantic by means of their homo-
nymic structure,

A far more convincing interpretation, however, is based on sev-
eral sources taken together: the Three Riddles of Ishtar were three
symbolic objects that were handed to a Babylonian who wished to
become a Chaldean. He had to interpret the significance of these
items (the motif of a symbolic message). On the spiral ascent of the
ziggurat there were three gateways, where the future Chaldean was
handed each of the objects in turn. Anybody who got even one of the
riddles wrong was pushed over the edge of the ziggurat to certain
death by the soldiers of the guard. (There is some reason to derive the
later cult of Kybela, based on ritual self-castration, from the cult of
Ishtar: the significance of the self-castration was evidently as a sub-
stitute sacrifice.)

Even so, there were a great many candidates, since the answers
that would open the path to the summit of the ziggurat and union
with the goddess actually did exist. Once in every few decades some-
one was successful. The man who answered all three riddles cor-
rectly would ascend to the summit and meet the goddess, following
which he became a consecrated Chaldean and her ritual earthly hus-
band (possibly there were several such simultaneously).

According to one interpretation, the answers to the Three Rid-
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dles of Ishtar also existed in written form. In certain special places
in Babylon tablets were sold imprinted with the answers to the god-
dess’s questions (another interpretation holds that what was meant
“was a magical seal on which the answers were carved). Producing
these tablets and trading in them was the business of the priests of
the central temple of Enkidu, the patron deity of the Lottery. It was
believed that the goddess selected her next husband through the
agency of Enkidu. This provides a resolution to the conflict, well
known to the ancient Babylonians, between divine predetermina-
- tion and free will. Therefore most of those who decided to ascend the
ziggurat bought clay tablets bearing answers; it was believed the
tablets could not be unsealed until after the ascent had begun.

This practice was known as the Great Lottery (the accepted term,
for which we are indebted to numerous men of letters inspired by
this legend, but a more precise rendering would be “The Game with-
out a Name’). Its only possible outcomes were success and death.
Certain bold spirits actually decided to ascend the ziggurat without
any tablet to prompt them.

Yet another interpretation has it that the three questions of Ishtar
were not riddles, but rather symbolic reference points indicative of
specific life-situations. The Babylonian had to pass through them
and present proofs of his wisdom to the guard on the ziggurat in
order to make it possible for him to meet the goddess. (In this case the
ascent of the ziggurat described above is regarded rather as a
metaphor.) There was a belief that the answers to the three questions
of Ishtar were concealed in the words of the market songs that were
sung every day in the bazaar at Babylon, but no information about
these songs or this custom has survived.

Tatarsky wiped the dust off the folder and hid it away
again in the closet, thinking that some time he would defi-
nitely read it all the way through.

He never did find his diploma dissertation on the history of
Russian parliamentarianism in the closet; but by the time his
search was over Tatarsky had realised quite clearly that the en-
tire history of parliamentarianism in Russia amounted to one
simple fact - the only thing the word was good for was adver-
tising Parliament cigarettes, and even there you actually could
get by quite well without any parliamentarianism at all.
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CHAPTER 4

The Three Riddles of Ishtar

The following day Tatarsky, still absorbed in his thoughts
about the cigarette concept, ran into his old classmate Andrei
Gireiev at the beginning of Tverskaya Street. Tatarsky hadn’t
had any news of him for several years, and he was astounded
at the style of the clothes he was wearing — a light-blue cas-
sock with a Nepalese waistcoat covered in embroidery worn
over the top of it. In his hands he had something that looked
like a large coffee-mill, covered all over with Tibetan symbols
and decorated with coloured ribbons. He was turning its han-
dle. Despite the extreme exoticism of every element of his get-
up, in combination they appeared so natural that they
somehow neutralised each other. None of the passers-by paid
any attention to Gireiev. Just like a fire hydrant or an adver-
tisement for Pepsi-Cola, he failed to register in their field of
perception because he conveyed absolutely no new visual in-
formation.

Tatarsky first recognised Gireiev’s face and only afterwards
began to pay attention to the rich details of his appearance.
Looking attentively into Gireiev’s eyes, he realised he was not
quite himself, although he didn’t seem to be drunk. In fact he
was calm and in control, and he inspired confidence.

He said he was living just outside Moscow in the village of
Rastorguevo and invited Tatarsky to visit him. Tatarsky
agreed, and they Went down into the metro, then changed to
the suburban train. They travelled in silence; Tatarsky occa-
sionally turned away from the view through the window to
look at Gireiev. In his crazy gear he seemed like the final frag-
ment of some lost universe — not the Soviet universe, because
that didn’t contain any wandering Tibetan astrologers, but
some other world that had existed in parallel with the Soviet
one, even in contradiction of it, and had perished together
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with it. Tatarsky felt regret at its passing, because a great deal
of what he had liked and been moved by had come from that
parallel universe, which everyone had been certain could
never come to any harm; but it had been overtaken by the
same fate as the Soviet eternity, and just as imperceptibly.

Gireiev lived in a crooked black house with the garden in
front of it run wild, all overgrown with umbrellas of giant dill
half as tall again as a man. In terms of amenities his house was
somewhere between village and town: looking down through
the hole in the hut of the outside lavatory he could see wet
and slimy sewage pipes that ran across the top of the cesspit,
but where they ran from or to wasn'’t clear. On the other hand,
the house had a gas cooker and a telephone.

Gireiev seated Tatarsky at the table on the verandah and
tipped a coarsely ground powder into the teapot from a red
tin box with something Estonian written on it in white letters.

"What's that?’ Tatarsky asked.

"Fly-agarics,” answered Gireiev, and began pouring boiling
water into the teapot. The smell of mushroom soup wafted
round the room.

"What, are you going to drink that?’

‘Don’t worry,” said Gireiev, ‘there aren’t any brown ones.’

He said it as though it was the answer to every conceivable
objection, and Tatarsky couldn’t think of anything to say in
reply. He hesitated for a moment, until he recalled that only
yesterday he’d been reading about fly-agarics, and he over-
came his misgivings. The mushroom tea actually tasted quite
pleasant.

‘And what will it do for me?’

"You'll see soon enough,’ replied Gireiev. “You'll be drying
them for winter yourself.’

"Then what do I do now?’

‘Whatever you like.’

'Is it OK to talk?’

"Try it.’

Half an hour passed in rather inconsequential conversation
about people they both knew. As was only to be expected,
nothing very interesting had happened to any of them in the
meantime. Only one of them, Lyosha Chikunov, had distin-
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guished himself — by drinking several bottles of Finlandia
vodka and then freezing to death one starry January night in
the toy house on a children’s playground.

‘Gone to Valhalla,” was Gireiev’s terse comment.

‘Why are you so sure?’ Tatarsky asked; then he suddenly
remembered the running deer and the crimson sun on the
vodka label and assented internally. He reached for his note-
book and wrote: ‘An ad for Finlandia. Based on their slogan:
“In my previous life I was clear, crystal spring water”. Vari-
ant/complement: a snowdrift with a frozen puddle of puke
on top. Text: “In my previous life I was Finlandia vodka”.’

Meanwhile a scarcely perceptible sensation of happy relax-
ation had developed in his body. A pleasant quivering rose in
his chest, ran in waves through his trunk and his arms and
faded away without quite reaching his fingers. And for some
reason Tatarsky very much wanted the quivering to reach his
fingers. He realised he hadn’t drunk enough; but the teapot
was already empty.

‘Is there any more?” he asked.

‘There, you see,” said Gireiev, ‘what did I tell you?”

He stood up, left the room and came back with an open
newspaper scattered with dry pieces of sliced fly-agaric
mushrooms. Some of them still had scraps of red skin with lit-
tle white blots, while others had shreds of newspaper with
the mirror-images of letters clinging to them.

Tatarsky tossed a few pieces into his mouth, chewed them
and swallowed. The taste of the dried fly-agarics reminded
him a little of potato flakes, except that it was nicer — it oc-
curred to him that they could be sold in packets like potato
chips, and this must be one of the secret routes to a bank loan,
Grand Cherokee jeep, advertisement clip and violent death.
He started pondeting what the clip might be like, tossed an-
other portion into his mouth and looked around him. It was
only at this stage that he actually noticed several of the objects
decorating the room. For instance, that sheet of paper hang-

| ing in the obvious place on the wall — there was a letter writ-
ten on it, maybe Sanskrit, maybe Tibetan, resembling a
dragon with a curved tail.

‘What’s that?’ he asked Gireiev.
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Gireiev glanced up at the wall. 'Hum,” he said.

‘What d’you need it for?’

‘That’s how I travel.’

"Where to?” asked Tatarsky.

Gireiev shrugged. ‘It's hard to explain,” he said. 'Hum. When
you don't think, lots of things become clear.’

But Tatarsky had already forgotten his own question. He
was overwhelmed by a feeling of gratitude to Gireiev for
inviting him here. "You know,” he said,” I'm going through a
difficult period right now. Most of the time I associate with
bankers and other scum who want advertising. The stress is
just incredible. But out here with you .. . I feel just as though
I've come back home.’

Gireiev seemed to understand what he was feeling. ‘It’s
nothing,” he said, "‘Don’t even think about it. A couple of those
bankers came to see me last winter. Wanted to expand their
consciousness. Afterwards they ran off barefoot across the
snow. Why don’t we go for a walk?’

Tatarsky was happy to agree. Once outside the garden
gate, they set off across a field criss-crossed by freshly dug
ditches. The path led them to a forest and began winding be-
tween the trees. The itching and trembling in Tatarsky’s hands
was getting stronger, but it still wasn’t reaching his fingers.
Noticing there were lots of fly-agarics growing on the ground
among the trees, he dropped behind Gireiev and picked sev-
eral of them. They weren’t red, but dark brown and very beau-
tiful. He ate them quickly and then caught up with Gireiev,
who hadn’t noticed anything.

Soon the forest came to an end and they came out into a
large open space, a collective farm field bounded on its far
side by the river. Tatarsky looked upwards to where motion-
less clouds towered up into the sky above the field in the last
orange rays of one of those inexpressibly sad sunsets that au-
tumn sometimes produces outside Moscow. They walked on
for a while down the track along the edge of the field and sat
down on a fallen tree.

Tatarsky suddenly thought of a potential advertising con-
cept for fly-agarics. It was based on the startling realisation
that the supreme form of self-realisation for fly-agarics is an
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atomic explosion — something like the glowing non-material
body that certain advanced mystics acquire. Human beings
were simply a subsidiary form of life that the fly-agarics ex-
ploited in order to achieve their supreme goal, in the same
way as human beings exploited mould for making cheese.
Tatarsky raised his eyes towards the orange rays of the sunset
and the flow of his thoughts was abruptly broken off.

‘Listen,” Gireiev said after a few more minutes’ silence, ‘1
just thought about Lyosha Chikunov again. Sad about him,
isn’t it?’

‘Yeah, it is,” Tatarsky replied.

‘Weird, that — he’s dead, and we're alive . . . Only I suspect
that every time we lie down and sleep, we die just the same
way. And the sun disappears for ever, and all history comes to
an end. And then non-existence just gets sick of itself and we
wake up. And the world comes into existence all over again.’

‘How can non-existence get sick of itself?’

‘Every time you wake up, you appear again out of nowhere.
And so does everything else. Death just means the replace-
ment of the usual morning wakening with something else,
something quite impossible even to think about. We don't
even have the instrument to do it, because our mind and our
world are the same thing.’

Tatarsky tried to understand what this meant. He noticed
that thinking had became difficult and even dangerous, be-
cause his thoughts had acquired such freedom and power
that he could no longer control them. The answer appeared to
him immediately in the form of a three-dimensional geomet-
rical figure. Tatarsky saw his own mind: it was a white
sphere, like a sun but absolutely calm and motionless. Dark,
twisted fibrous threads extended from the centre of the
sphere to its periphery. Tatarsky realised that they were his
five senses. The fibres that were a little thicker were sight, the

i ones a bit thinner than those were hearing, and the others
were almost invisible. Dancing and meandering around these
motionless fibres was a winding spiral, like the filament of an
electric-light bulb. Sometimes it would align itself for a mo-
ment with one of them; sometimes it would curl up around it-
self to form a glowing circle of light like the one left by the
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lighted tip of a cigarette swirled rapidly in the dark. This was
the thought with which his mind was occupied.

‘That means there is no death,” Tatarsky thought happily.
‘Why? Because the threads disappear, but the sphere remains!’

He was filled with happiness at having managed to formu-
late the answer to a question that had tormented humanity for
the last several thousand years in terms so simple anyone
could understand them. He wanted to share his discovery
with Gireiev, and taking him by the shoulder he tried to pro-
nounce this final phrase out loud. But his mouth spoke some-
thing else, something meaningless — all the syllables that made
up the words were still there, but they were jumbled up chaot-
ically. Tatarsky thought he needed a drink of water, and so he
said to Gireiev, who was staring at him in fright:

‘Li’d winker drike I watof!’

Gireiev obviously didn’t understand what was going on;
but it was clear that whatever it was, he didn’t like it.

‘Li’d dratinker wike of wit!” Tatarsky repeated meekly and
tried to smile.

He really wanted Gireiev to smile back at him; but Gireiev did
something strange — he got to his feet and backed away from
Tatarsky, who understood for the first time what was meant by
the phrase ‘a mask of horror’. His friend’s face was distorted
into the most distinct possible mask of precisely that kind.
Gireiev took several faltering steps backwards, then turned and
ran. Tatarsky was offended to the depths of his soul.

Meanwhile the evening twilight had begun to thicken. As it
flitted through the blue haze between the trees, Gireiev’s
Nepalese waistcoat looked like a large butterfly. Tatarsky
found the idea of pursuit exciting. He launched himself after
Gireiev, bounding high in the air in order not to stumble over
some root or hummock. It was soon clear that he was running
a lot faster that Gireiev, quite incomparably faster, in fact. He
overtook him and turned back several times before he realised
that he wasn’t running around Gireiev, but around the rem-
nant of a dry tree-trunk the same height as a man. That
sobered him up a little, and he set off down the path in what he
thought was the direction of the railway station.

Along the way he ate several more fly-agarics that attracted
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his attention among the trees, and soon he found himself on a
wide dirt road with a fence of barbed wire running along one
edge of it.

Someone appeared ahead of him, walking along. Tatarsky
went up to him and asked politely: ‘Stan gou thecation totet
yell he mow? There trun rewains?’

Glancing sharply at Tatarsky, the stranger took a quick step
| backwards, then took to his heels. Everybody seemed to be
| reacting to him in the same way today. Tatarsky remembered

his Chechen employer and thought cheerfully to himself:
"What if I met Hussein now, I wonder if he’d be scared?’

When Hussein promptly appeared at the edge of the road,
it was Tatarsky who was scared. Hussein was standing there
silently in the grass and not reacting in any way to Tatarsky’s
approach. But Tatarsky slowed his pace, walked across to
Hussein with meek, childish steps and stood there paralysed
with guilt.

‘What did you want?’ Hussein asked.

Tatarsky said something extremely inappropriate: I just
need a second. I wanted to ask you, as a representative of the
target group: what associations does the word “parliament”
have for you?’ In his fright he didn’t even notice whether he
was speaking normally or not.

Hussein wasn’t surprised at all. He thought for a moment
and answered: 'Al-Ghazavi had this poem called “The Parlia-
ment of Birds”. It's about how thirty birds flew off in search of
the bird that is called Semurg — the king of all birds and a
great master.’

‘But why did they fly off in search of a king, if they had a |
parliament?’ ‘

"You ask them that. And then, Semurg was not just a king,
he was a fount of great knowledge. That’s more than you can
say for a parliament.’

"How did it all end?” asked Tatarsky.

‘When they had endureded thirty trials, they learned that
the word "Semurg” means “thirty birds”.’

"Who from?’

"The voice of God told them.’

Tatarsky sneezed. Hussein immediately fell silent and
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turned away his glowering face. Tatarsky waited for a contin-
uation for quite a long time before he realised that Hussein
was actually a post with a sign nailed to it saying: ‘Campfires
forbidden!” that he could scarcely make out in the semi-dark-
ness. That upset him — so Gireiev and Hussein were in league
now! He'd liked Hussein’s story, but now it was clear that
he’d never learn all the details, and in the form he’d heard it,
it wasn't even fit for a cigarette concept. Tatarsky walked on,
wondering what it was that had made him stop in such a
cowardly fashion by a Hussein-post that hadn’t even asked
him to.

The explanation was not a very pleasant one: it was a relict
of the Soviet era, the slave mentality he still hadn’t completely
squeezed out of himself. Tatarsky thought for a while and
came to the conclusion that the slave in the soul of Soviet man
was not concentrated in any particular sector, but rather
tinged everything that happened in its twilit expanses in a
shade of chronic psychological peritonitis, which meant there
was no way to squeeze this slave out drop by drop without
damaging precious spiritual qualities. This thought seemed
important to Tatarsky in the light of his forthcoming collabo-
ration with Pugin, and he rummaged in his pockets for a long
time to find a pen to note it down, but couldn’t find one.

Another passer-by appeared, coming towards him; this time
it was definitely no hallucination. That much became clear
after Tatarsky’s attempt to borrow a pen - the passer-by took to
his heels, running with genuine speed and not looking back.

Tatarsky simply couldn’t figure out what it was in his be-
haviour that had such a terrifying effect on the people he met.
Perhaps they were frightened by the strange disorder of his
speech, the way the words he tried to pronounce fell apart
into syllables that then re-attached themselves to each other
in a random order. Even so, there was something rather flat-
tering in such an extreme reaction.

Tatarsky was suddenly struck so forcibly by a certain
thought that he stopped dead and slapped his palm against
his forehead. ‘Why, of course, it's the Tower of Babel!” he
thought. ‘'They probably drank that mushroom tea and the
words began to break apart in their mouths, just like mine.
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Later they began to call it a confusion of tongues. It would be
better to call it a confusion of language . .

Tatarsky could sense that his thoughts were filled w1th
such power that each one was a stratum of reality, just as im-
portant in every respect as the forest he was walking through
this evening. The difference was that the forest was a thought
he couldn’t stop thinking, no matter how much he wanted to.
On the other hand, there was almost no will whatsoever in-
volved in what was going on in his mind. As soon as he had
the thought about the confusion of tongues, it became clear to
him that the memory of Babylon was the only possible Baby-
lon: by thinking about it, he had summoned it to life; and the
thoughts in his head were like trucks loaded with building
materials, rushing towards Babylon, making it more and
more substantial.

‘They called the confusion of tongues the Tower of Babel,’
he thought. ‘But just what is the Tower of Babel?’

He swayed on his feet, feeling the earth swing round
smoothly beneath him. He only stayed upright because the axis
of the earth’s rotation ran precisely through the top of his head.

The confusion of tongues coincides in time with the cre-
ation of the tower. When there is a confusion of tongues, then
the Tower of Babel starts to rise. Or maybe it doesn’t rise;
maybe it’s just that the entrance to the ziggurat opens up. Yes,
of course. There’s the entrance right there.

A pair of large gates decorated with three-dimensional red
stars had appeared in the barbed-wire fence along which
Tatarsky was walking. Above them blazed a powerful lamp
surmounted by a cowl, and the bright-blue light illuminated
the numerous graffiti covering the green sheet-metal of the
gates. Tatarsky stopped.

For a minute or two he studied the traditional mid-Russian
attempts to write the names of the surrounding villages in
Latin script, various names surmounted by crude crowns,
symbolic representations of a penis and a vulva, the English
verbs ‘to fuck’ and ‘to suck’ in the third person singular of the
present tense, but all peppered with incomprehensible apos-
trophes and abundant logos from the music business. Then
his gaze fell on something strange.
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It was a large inscription — significantly larger than all the
rest, stretching right across the gates — written in fluorescent
orange paint (it gleamed brightly in the rays of the electric
lamp): THIS GAME HAS NO NAME.

The moment Tatarsky read it, all the other ethnographic
material ceased to register in his awareness; his consciousness
held nothing but these glittering words. He seemed to under-
stand their meaning at a very deep level, and although he
could hardly have explained it to anyone else, that meaning
undoubtedly required him to climb over the gates. It proved
not to be difficult.

Behind the gates was an abandoned building site, a wide
area of waste ground with only sparse indications of any
human presence. At the centre of the site stood an unfinished
building - either the foundations of some intergalactic radio
telescope or a strangely designed multi-storey parking lot:
the construction work had been broken off at a stage when
only the load-bearing structures and walls were in place. The
structure looked like a stepped cylinder made up of several
concrete boxes standing one on top of another. Round them
wound a spiral roadway on reinforced concrete supports,
which ended at the top box, surmounted by a small cubic
tower with a red signal lamp.

Tatarsky thought it must be one of those military construc-
tion projects begun in the seventies that had failed to save the
empire, but had shaped the aesthetic of ‘Star Wars’. He re-
called Darth Vader and his asthmatic wheezing and mar-
velled at what a wonderful metaphor he was for the career
communist: probably somewhere on his starship he had a
dialysis machine and two teams of cardiologists, and Tatarsky
recalled vaguely that there had been hints at something of the
kind in the film. But in his present state thinking about Darth
Vader was dangerous.

The unfinished building was illuminated by three or four
floodlights that plucked patches of it out of the'gloom - sec-
tions of the concrete wall, the spiral road and the upper tower
with its winking signal light. If not for that red beacon, the
building’s incompleteness could have been taken in the dark-
ness for the dilapidation of age, and it might have been a
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thousand or even a full ten thousand years old. But then,
thought Tatarsky, the beacon could be powered by some
unimaginable ancient electricity transmitted under the
ground from Egypt or Babylon.

Recent traces of man were only visible by the gates, where
he was standing. There was something like the branch office
of a military unit here — several living trailers, a boom, a board
with a fire bucket and a crowbar, and a stand with a poster
showing.identical soldiers with a strange self-absorption im-
printed on their faces demonstrating various training forma-
tions. Tatarsky was not in the least bit surprised when he saw
| an immense mushroom with a tin-sheet cap and a telephone
hanging on its stalk-post — he realised it must be the sentry
post. At first he was sure there was no sentry on duty, but
then he saw that the mushroom’s conical cap was painted red
and decorated with symmetrical white spots.

‘Nothing’s quite as simple as it seems,” he whispered.

That very moment a quiet, mocking voice spoke some-
where close beside him: ‘This game has no name. It will never
be the same.’

Tatarsky swung round. There was no one anywhere near
him, and he realised it was an auditory hallucination. He felt
a bit scared, but despite everything, what was taking place
held a strangely delightful promise.

‘Onwards,” he whispered, leaning forward and slipping
quickly through the murk towards the road that led to the
ziggurat. ‘After all,” he thought, ‘it’s just a multi-storey car-
park.’

‘With hanging gardens,” the voice in his head added quietly.

The fact that the voice spoke in Russian convinced Tatarsky
it was a hallucination, but it reminded him once again of the
confusion of tongues. As though in response to his thought
the voice pronouhced a long phrase in a strange language
with a large number of sibilants. Tatarsky decided to ignore
it, especially since he had already set foot on the spiral ascent.

From the distance he had failed to appreciate the true di-
mensions of the building. The road was wide enough for two
trucks to pass each other (‘Or chariots,” the voice added glee-
fully, ‘chariots with four-in-hand! Now those were chariots!’).
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It was constructed of concrete slabs, with the the joints be-
tween them left unsealed. Tall plants protruded from the
joints — Tatarsky didn’t know what they were called, but he
had known since he was a child that he could use their tough
stems in his shoes instead of shoe laces. From time to time
wide gaps appeared in the wall to his right, leading into the
body of the ziggurat. Inside there-were wide open spaces lit-
tered with building waste. The road constantly disappeared
round the corner ahead, seeming to break off in mid-air, and
Tatarsky walked carefully, clinging to the wall with one
hand. On one side the tower was illuminated by the flood-
lights from the building site, and on the other by the moon,
suspended in a gap in a high cloud. He could hear an open
door banging in the wind somewhere up above, and the same
wind brought the distant sound of dogs barking. Tatarsky
slackened his pace until he was walking really slowly.

Something crunched under his foot. It was an empty ciga-
rette pack. When he picked it up and moved into a patch of
light, he saw it was a pack of Parliament Menthol. But there
was something else much more surprising about it: on the
front of the pack there was an advertising hologram showing
three palm trees.

‘It all fits,” he whispered and carried on, keeping a careful
eye on the ground beneath his feet.

The next discovery was waiting one tier higher — he spotted
the coin gleaming in the moonlight from a distance. He’d
never seen one like it before: a Republic of Cuba three-peso
piece with a portrait of Che Guevara. Tatarsky was not at all
surprised that a Cuban coin should be lying on a military con-
struction site — he remembered the final sequence of the film
Golden Eye, with that immense Soviet-made antenna rising up
out of the water somewhere on the Isle of Freedom. This was
obviously the payment received for its construction. He re-
placed the coin in the empty Parliament pack and put it in his
pocket, completely confident that there was something else
waiting for him.

He wasn’t mistaken. The road was approaching its end at
the very top box, in front of which lay a heap of building waste
and broken crates. Tatarsky noticed a strange little cube lying
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in among the waste and picked it up. It was a pencil sharpener
in the shape of a television, and someone had drawn a large
eye on its plastic screen with a ballpoint pen. The sharpener
was old — they used to make them like that in the seventies —
and it was remarkable that it was so well preserved.

Cleaning off the mud clinging to the sharpener, Tatarsky
slipped it into his inside pocket and looked round, wondering
| what to do next. He was afraid to go into the box: it was dark
I in there and he could easily break his neck if he fell into some
| hole or other. Somewhere up above, a door banged once
again in the wind, and Tatarsky remembered there was a
small tower on the summit of the building, with a red beacon
lamp. He couldn’t see the tower from where he was standing,
but there was a short fire-ladder leading upwards.

The small tower turned out to be the housing where the lift
motors should have been. The door was open. On the wall
right inside the door there was a light-switch. When Tatarsky
turned on the light he saw the lingering traces of a soldier’s
harsh life: a wooden table, two stools and and empty beer bot-
tles in the corner. It was obvious that these were the traces of
a soldier’s life, and not any other, from the magazine pho-
tographs of women stuck to the walls. Tatarsky studied them
for a while. He thought that one of them, running across the
sand of a tropical beach entirely naked and with a golden
suntan, looked very beautiful. It wasn’t even so much her face
and figure, but the incredible, indefinable freedom of her
movement, which the photographer had managed to capture.
The sand, the sea and the leaves of the palm trees on the pho-
tograph were all so vivid that Tatarsky heaved a heavy sigh —
the meagre Moscow summer was already over. He closed his
eyes and for a few seconds he fancied he could hear the dis-
tant murmur of the sea.

He sat down at the table, laid out his trophies on it and
looked them over once again. The palms on the empty Parlia-
ment pack and on the photograph were very similar, and he
thought they must grow in the same place, in a part of the
world he would never get to see — not even in the Russian
style, from inside a tank — and if he ever did, it would only be
when he no longer needed anything from this woman or this
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sand or this sea or even from himself. The dark melancholy
into which he was plunged by this thought was so profound
that at its very deepest point he unexpectedly discovered
light: the slogan and the poster for Parliament that he had
been searching for suddenly came to him. He hastily pulled
out his notebook — the pen turned out to be inside it - and jot-
ted the ideas down:

The poster consists of a photograph of the embankment of the river
Moscow taken from the bridge on which the historic tanks stood in
October °93. On the site of the Parliament building we see a huge
pack of Parliament (digital editing). Palms are growing profusely
all around it. The slogan is a quotation from the nineteenth-century
poet Griboedov:

Sweet and dear
Is the smoke of our Motherland

Parliament slogan:
THE MOTHERLAND'’S #1 SMOKE!

‘Thou lookest out always for number one,” he thought
gloomily.

Putting the notebook back into his pocket, he gathered up
his prizes from the table and took a final glance around the
room. The thought flashed through his mind that he could
take the beautiful woman running across the sand as a sou-
venir, but he decided against it. He turned out the light, went
out on to the roof and stopped to allow his eyes to grow ac-
customed to the darkness.

‘What now?” he thought. “To the station.’
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CHAPTER 5

' Poor Folk

The adventure in the forest outside Moscow proved posi-
tively stimulating to Tatarsky’s professional abilities. Scenar-
ios and concepts now came to him far more easily, and Pugin
even paid him a small advance for his slogan for Parliament:
he said Tatarsky had hit the bull’s-eye, because until ‘93 a
pack of Parliament had cost the same as a pack of Marlboro,
but after those famous events Parliament had rapidly become
the most popular cigarette in Moscow, and now they cost
twice as much. Subsequently, however, ‘the smoke of the
Motherland” was dispersed without a trace into the thick
gloom of a winter that arrived unexpectedly early. The only
dubious echo of the slogan left in the snowbound advertising
space of Moscow was the phrase: ‘From ship to ball’, another
borrowing — by an unknown colleague of Tatarsky’s — from
the poet Griboedov. It was to be glimpsed at one time on large
hoarding advertisements for menthol cigarettes — a yacht,
blue sea and sky, a peaked cap with a sunburst and a pair of
long legs. Tatarsky felt a pang of jealousy at this, but not a
very powerful one - the girl in the menthol advert had been
chosen to suit the taste of such a wide target group that the
text seemed spontaneously to read as: “From ship to balls’.
For some reason the wave of fly-agaric energy that had
swept through his nervous system found its finest outlet in
texts for cigarettes — probably for the same reason that the first
truly successful experience of love or narcotics determines
your preferences for the rest of your life. His next great suc-
cess (not only in his own opinion, but in the opinion of Pugin,
who surprised him once again by paying him) was a text writ-
ten for Davidoff cigarettes, which was symbolic, because his
career had started with them. The text was based on an ad-
vertisement for Davidoff Classic that was on all the hoardings
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in the city centre: dark tones, a close-up of a wasting face with
the burden of unbearable knowledge glinting in the eyes, and
the inscription:

THE MORE YOU KNOW: DAVIDOFF CLASSIC

At the first sight of the wise, wrinkled face, Tatarsky imme-
diately began wondering just what it was that this foreign
smoker knew. The first explanation to come to mind was rather
sombre: a visit to the cancer clinic, an X-ray and a dreadful di-
agnosis.

Tatarsky’s project was in total contrast: a light background,
a youthful face expressive of ignorant happiness, a white
pack with slim gold letters and the text:

‘FOR IN MUCH WISDOM IS MUCH SORROW
AND HE WHO INCREASES KNOWLEDGE
INCREASES GRIEF.” DAVIDOFF LIGHTS

Pugin said Davidoff’s agent would be unlikely to be inter-
ested, but some other cigarette market leader might very well
take it. ‘I'll have a word with Azadovsky,” he said casually.
‘He’s got an exclusive on sixteen brands.” It seemed to
Tatarsky he’d heard that name before. He jotted the phrase
down in his notebook and casually dropped it into several
conversations with clients, but his natural shyness found ex-
pression in the fact that he usually halved the number of
brands.

At the beginning of winter Tatarsky had his one-room flat re-
decorated after a fashion (against the background of corn-
flower-blue Soviet-era tiles that were coming away from the
wall, the expensive Italian mixer-tap looked like a gold tooth
in the mouth of a leper, but he had no money for major reno-
vations). He also bought a new computer, although he had no
particular need for it — he’d simply begun to have difficulties
getting texts printed out that he’d typed in his favourite
word-processing program: one more muffled groan under
the iron boot of Microsoft. Tatarsky didn’t feel seriously ag-
grieved, although he did note the profoundly symbolic na-
ture of the event: his interface program - a medium by its
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very nature — was becoming the most important message, tak-
ing over an incredible amount of computer memory space
and resources, and that reminded him very much of a brazen
new Russian running the funds for teachers’ salaries through
the accounts in his bank.

The further he penetrated into the jungles of the advertis-
ing business, the more questions he had to which he couldn’t
find the answer, neither in Al Rice’s Positioning: a Battle for
your Mind, nor even in the latest book on the same topic, The
Final Positioning. One colleague swore to Tatarsky that all the
themes that Al Rice hadn’t touched on were analysed in Con-
fessions of an Advertising Man by David Ogilvy. In his heart of
hearts Tatarsky suspected Ogilvy was really the same charac-
ter who appeared for a second in George Orwell’s 1984 in the
consciousness of the hero in order to perform an imaginary
feat of heroism and then disappear into the ocean of oblivion.
The fact that comrade Ogilvy, despite his double unreality,
had nonetheless made it to the shore, lit his pipe, donned his
tweed jacket and become a world-famous advertising guru
filled Tatarsky with a mystical, rapturous admiration for his
own profession.

But the book he found particularly helpful was by Rosser
Reeves: he discovered two terms in it — ‘penetration” and ‘in-
volvement’ - that proved very useful when it came to throw-
ing curves. The first project he managed to design on the basis
of these two concepts was for Nescafé Gold.

‘It has long been recognised,” Tatarsky wrote just twenty min-
utes after he first learned about it,

that there are two basic indicators of the effectiveness of an advertising
campaign: penetration and involvement. ‘Penetration’ is the percent-
age of people who remember the advertisement. ‘Involvement’ is the
percentage of people the advertisement has persuaded to consume the
product. The problem i3, however, that a brilliantly scandalous adver-
tisement, capable of producing high-level penetration, is absolutely no
guarantee of high levels of involvement. Likewise a campaign that clev-
erly demonstrates the virtues of a product and is capable of producing
high levels of involvement is no guarantee of high-level penetration.
Which is why we propose taking a new approach and creating a kind
of binary advertising, in which the functions of penetration and in-
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volvement will be performed by different sets of information. Let’s ex-
amine how this approach would work in an advertising campaign for
Nescafé Gold coffee.

The first step in the campaign is directed exclusively at implanting
the brand name ‘Nescafé Gold’ in the consciousness of the largest possi-
ble number of people (we start from the assumption that any means are
Justified to this end). For example, we organise the planting of fake
bombs in several large shops and raikway stations — there should be as
many of them as possibie. The Ministry of the Interior and the Federal
Security Services receive calls from an anonymous terrorist organisa-
tion informing them that explosive devices have been planted. Bur the
searches carried out by the police at the sites named by the terrorists
produce nothing but a large number of jars of Nescafé Gold packed in
plastic bags.Next morning this is reported in all the magazines and
newspapers and on television, following which we can regard the pene-
tration phase as complete (its success is directly dependent on the scale
of the operation). Immediately after this comes phase two — involve-
ment. At this stage the campaign is waged according to the classical
rules: the only thing linking it with phase one is the basic slogan:
‘Nescafé Gold: The Taste Explosion!’ Here is the scenario for the ad-
vertising clip:

A bench in a small city square. A young man in a red tracksuit sit-
ting on it, with a serious expression on his face. Across the road from
the square a Mercedes-600 and two jeeps are parked outside a chic
town house. The young man glances at his watch. Change of camera
angle: several men in severe dark suits and dark glasses emerge from
the mansion — the security guards. They surround the Mercedes from
all sides and one of them gives a command over his walkie-talkie. A
small fat man with a depraved face emerges from the mansion and
looks around in a frightened manner, then he runs down the steps to
the Mercedes and disappears behind the dark-tinted glass of the car,
and the guards get into the jeeps. The Mercedes starts to move off and
suddenly there are three powerful explosions in rapid succession. The
cars are scattered in flying debris; the street where they have just been
standing is hiddey by smoke. New camera angle: the young man on the
bench takes a thermos flask and a red mug with a gold band out of his
sports bag. He pours some coffee into the mug, takes a sip and closes
his eyes in ecstasy. Voice-over: ‘He brewed it rough and dark. Nescafé
Gold. The real taste explosion.’
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The term ‘involvement’ didn’t only come in useful at work.
It also forced Tatarsky to start thinking about just who he was
involving in what and, most importantly of all, just who was
involving him in what.

He first began thinking about it when he was reading an ar-
ticle devoted to cult porn films. The author of the article was
called Sasha Blo. To judge from the text, he should have been
a cold and world-weary being of indeterminate sex, writing
in the breaks between orgies in order to convey his opinions
to a dozen or so similar fallen supermen/women. The tone
adopted by Sasha Blo made it clear that de Sade and Sacher-
Masoch wouldn’t even have made it as doormen in his circle,
and the best Charles Manson could have hoped for would
have been to hold the candlesticks. In short, Blo’s article was
a perfectly formed apple of sin, worm-eaten, beyond a shadow
of a doubt, personally by the ancient serpent himself.

But Tatarsky had been around in the advertising business
for a long time now. In the first place, he knew that the only
thing these apples were good for was to tempt suburban
Moscow’s kids out of the Eden of childhood. In the second
place, he doubted the very existence of cult porn films, and
was only prepared to believe in them if he was presented with
living members of the cult. In the third place, and most im-
portantly, he knew Sasha Blo himself very well.

He was a fat, bald, sad, middle-aged father of three, and his
name was Ed. In order to pay the rent on their flat, he wrote
simultaneoulsy under three or four pseudonyms for several
magazines on any topic. He and Tatarsky had invented the
name ‘Blo’ together, borrowing the title of a bottle of bright-
blue glass-cleaning fluid they’d found under the bath (they
were looking for the vodka Ed’s wife had hidden). The word
‘Blo” summoned up the idea of inexhaustible reserves of vital
energy and at the same time something non-humanoid,
which was why Ed used it carefully. He only used it for sign-
ing articles imbued with such boundless freedom and am-
bivalence, so to speak, that a common signature such as
‘Ivanov’ or ‘Petrov” would have been absurd. There was a
great demand for this ambivalence in Moscow’s glossy mag-
azines, so great indeed that it posed the question of just who
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was controlling its penetration. To be honest, even thinking
about the topic was a bit frightening, but after reading Sasha
Blo’s article, Tatarsky suddenly realised that it wasn’t being
implanted by some demonic spy or some fallen spirit who
had assumed human form, but by Ed and himself.

Of course, not just by them alone — Moscow probably had
two or three hundred Eds, universal minds choking on the
fumes of the home hearth and crushed under the weight of
their children. Their lives were not one long sequence of lines
of coke, orgies and disputes about Burroughs and Warhol, as
you might have concluded from their writings, but an endless
battle with nappies and Moscow’s own omnipresent cock-
roaches. They weren’t obsessed with arrogant snobbery, or
possessed by serpentine carnal lust or cold dandyism: they
demonstrated no tendencies to devil worship, or even any real
readiness to drop a tab of acid occasionally — despite their ca-
sual use of the term ‘acid’ every day of the week. What they
did have were problems with digestion, money and housing,
and in appearance they resembled not Gary Oldman, as the
first acquaintance with their writing led you to believe, but
Danny de Vito.

Tatarsky could not gaze trustingly into the distant ex-
panses sketched for him by Sasha Blo, because he understood
the physiological genesis of those expanses in the bald head
of downtrodden Ed, who was chained to his computer in just
the same way as they used to chain Austrian soldiers to their
machine-guns during the First World War. Believing in his
product was harder than achieving arousal from telephone
sex, when you knew that the voice hoarse with passion speak-
ing to you didn’t belong to the blonde promised by the pho-
tograph, but to an old woman with a cold who was knitting a
sock as she read off a set of standard phrases from a crib
soaked by the drops falling from her running nose.

‘But how do we — that is, Ed and me — know what to involve other
people in?’ wrote Tatarsky in his notebook.

From one point of view, of course, it’s obvious: intuition. No need to
inquire about what to do and how to do it — when you reach a certain
degree of despair, you just start to intuit things for yourself. You sense
the dominant tendency, so to speak, with your empty stomach. But
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where does the tendency come from? Who thinks-it up, if — as I’m con-
vinced — everyone in the world is simply trying to catck it and sell it,
like Ed and me, or to guess what it is and print 1t, like the editors of
those glossy magazines?

His thoughts on this theme were morose and they were re-
flected in his scenario for a clip for the washing powder Ariel,
written soon after this event.

The scenario is based on motifs from Shakespeare. Loud music, solemn
and menacing. The opening shot shows a cliff on the seashore. Night.
Down below, menacing waves rear up in the dim moonlight. In the dis-
tance is an ancient castle, also illuminated by the moon. Standing on the
top of the cliff is a girl of incredible beauty. She is Miranda. She is
wearing a medieval dress of red velver and a tall pointed cap with a
trailing veil. She raises her arms towards the moon and utters a strange
incantation three times. When she pronounces it for the third time there
is a rumble of distant thunder. The music grows louder and more men-
acing. A wide beam of light emerges from the moon, which is visible in a
break in the clouds, and extends until it reaches the rocks at Miranda’s
feet. Her face expresses confusion — she is clearly afraid of what is about
10 happen, and yet she wants it. A shadow slides down the beam of light,
coming closer, and as the melody reaches its climax, we see a proud
spirit in all his evil beauty — his robes are flowing in the wind and his
long hair is silvered by the moonlight. On his head is a slim wreath set
with diamonds. He is Ariel. He flies close to Miranda, halts in mid-air
and holds out his hand to her. After a moment’s struggle Miranda
reaches out her own hand to his. Next frame: close-up of two hands ap-
proaching each other. Lower left — Miranda’s pale weak hand: upper
right — the spirit’s hand, transparent and glowing. They touch each
other, the spirit instantly transforms into a box of Ariel and everything
1s flooded in blinding light. Next frame: rwo boxes of washing powder.
On one it says Ariel. On the other, in pale-grey letters, it says Ordinary
Caliban. Miranda’s voice-over: ‘Ariel. Temptingly tempestuous’.

Possibly the specific elements in this clip were inspired by a
black and white photograph that hung above Tatarsky’s desk.
It was an advertisement for some boutique, showing a young
man with long hair and carefully tended stubble in a luxurious
wide-cut coat carelessly hung across his shoulders - the wind
filled out the form of the coat so that it echoed the sail of a boat
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visible on the horizon. The waves breaking against the rocks
and splashing up on to the shore fell just short of his shiny
shoes. His face was set in a harsh, sullen grimace, and some-
how he resembled the birds with outstretched wings (maybe
eagles, maybe seagulls) soaring into the twilit sky from a sup-
plement to the latest version of Photoshop (after taking a closer
look at the photograph, Tatarsky decided that the boat on the
horizon must have come sailing in from there too).

After contemplating it for days Tatarsky finally under-
stood: all the clichés to which the photograph was alluding
had been born together with romanticism in the nineteenth
century; their remains, together with those of the Count of
Monte Cristo, had survived into the twentieth, but on the
threshold of the twenty-first the count’s legacy had already
been completely squandered. The human mind had sold this
romanticism to itself far too many times to be able to do any
more business on it. Now, no matter how sincerely you
wished to deceive yourself, it was virtually impossible to be-
lieve in any correspondence between the image that was
being sold and its implied inner content. It was an empty
form that had long ago ceased to mean what it should have
meant. Everything was moth-eaten: the thoughts provoked
by the sight of the conventional Niebelung in the studio pho-
tograph were not about the proud Gothic spirit implied by
the frothing waves and sideburns, but about whether the
photographer charged a lot, how much the model got paid
and whether the model had to pay a fine when his personal
lubricant stained the seat of the trousers from the company’s
spring collection.

-Tatarsky’s deductions led him into a state of total and utter
confusion. On the one hand, it seemed that he and Ed crafted
a false panorama of life for others (like a battle scene in a mu-
seum, where the floor in front of the spectator is scattered with
sand and worn-out boots and shells, but the tanks and the ex-
plosions are only drawn on the wall), guided solely by their
intuition as to what the punters would swallow. On the other
hand, his own life was a frustrating attempt to move a bit
closer to the contents of this panorama. In essence it was an at-
tempt to run into the picture drawn on the wall. Being a co-
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author of this picture made the attempt more than grotesque.
Of course — or so it seemed to Tatarsky — a rich man could es-
cape the bounds of false reality. He could move beyond the
limits of the panorama that was compulsory for the poor.
Tatarsky didn’t actually know much about what the world of
the rich was like. There were only vague images circling around
in his consciousness, clichés from advertising, which he him-
self had been rebroadcasting for such a long time he couldn’t
possibly believe in them. What was clear to him was that you
could only find out what prospects opened up to a man with a
substantial bank account from the rich themselves, and on one
occasion — by pure chance — Tatarsky managed to do just that.

While he was drinking away a small fee in the Poor Folk
bar, he eavesdropped on a conversation between two TV
chat-show hosts — it was after midnight and they were contin-
uing a drinking spree begun earlier somewhere else. Tatarsky
was sitting just a couple of metres away from them, but they
paid no more attention to him than if he’d been a stuffed
model of a copywriter nailed to the counter in order to
brighten up the decor.

Although both of the showmen were thoroughly drunk,
they’d lost none of that strange holographic gleam in every
fold of their clothes, as though their physical bodies were not
actually sitting at the next table but were simply being shown
on a huge television standing next to Tatarsky. When he no-
ticed this inexplicable but undoubtedly real effect, Tatarsky
found himself thinking how long it would take them in limbo
to scrape away all the human attention that had eaten into the
pores of their souls. The showmen were talking shop, and
Tatarsky gathered that one of them was having problems with
his contract.

‘If they’d just extend it for next year,” he said, clenching his
fists.

‘Say they do,” the other replied. ‘At the end of the year it'll
be the same thing all over again. And you'll be living on tran-
quillizers again . . . And then what?’

‘Then what? Then I've got a serious plan.” He slumped over
the table and poured himself some vodka. ‘I'm just five hun-
dred thousand short,” he said. “That’s what I've got to make.’
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‘What plan?’

“You won't tell anyone? Listen . . ./

He reached into the inside pocket of his jacket, rummaged
around for a long while and finally pulled out a sheet of
glossy paper folded into four.

‘There,” he said, ‘it says it on here . . . The kingdom of Bhutan.
The only country in the world where television is forbidden.
Unnerstand? Completely forbidden. It says here that not far
from the capital they have an entire colony where big TV
moguls live. If you spend all your life working in television, the
very coolest thing you can do when you retire is move to
Bhutan.’

‘Is that what you need the five hundred grand for?’

‘No, I need the five hundred grand so no one will come
looking for me in Bhutan afterwards. Can you just imagine it?
Forbidden. Not a single television set anywhere except in
counter-espionage! And the embassies!’

His companion took the sheet of paper from him, unfolded
it and started reading.

“You unnerstand?’ — the first showman carried on speaking
regardless — ‘If anyone is keeping a television at home and the
authorities find out about it, the police come round, unner-
stand? And they cart the queer fucker off to prison. Or maybe
they even shoot him.’

He pronounced the word ‘queer’ with that sabre-whistle
intake of breath you only ever hear from latent homosexuals
who have deprived themselves of the joys of love in the name
of a perverse misinterpretation of the social contract. His
companion understood everything and didn’t take offence —
he was looking through the article.

‘Ah,’ he said, ‘out of a magazine. It’s interesting all right . ..
So who wrote it? Where is it now . . . Some guy called Edward
Debirsian . . ./

Tatarsky almost knocked over his table as he stood up to go
to the toilet. He wasn’t surprised that TV personalities should
feel that way about their work, although the degree of these
people’s spiritual degradation did make it possible to allow
that some of them might actually like their jobs. It was some-
thing else that had finally finished him off. Sasha Blo had a
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particular foible: any material that he liked, he would sign .
with his own real name. And what he liked more than any-
thing else on earth was to pass off the products of his own un-
trammelled imagination as a narrative of real events — but it
was a luxury he allowed himself only very rarely.

Tatarsky laid down a line of cocaine on the cold white
cheek of the toilet tank and, without even bothering to crush
the lumps, snorted it through a rolled-up hundred-rouble bill
(he was already out of dollars), then took out his notebook
and wrote:

In irself a wall on whick a panoramic view of a non-existent world is
drawn does not change. But for a great deal of money you can buy a
view from the window with a painted sun, a sky-blue bay and a calm
evening. Unfortunately, the author of this fragment will again be E.d —
but even that is not important, because the very window the view is
bought for is also only drawn in. Then perhaps the wall on which it is
drawn is a drawing t0o? But drawn by whom and on what?

He raised his eyes to the wall of the toilet as though in hopes
of an answer there. Traced on the tiles in red felt-tip pen were
the jolly, rounded letters of a brief slogan: "Trapped? Mastur-
bate!”

Going back to the bar, he sat further away from the TV per-
sonalities and attempted to lean back and enjoy it. But it didn’t
work for him — it never did. The repulsive Moscow cocaine, cut
almost to nothing by the unwashed hands of a long chain of
dealers, deposited an entire bouquet of medicinal smells in his
nasopharynx — everything from streptocide to aspirin — and
triggered an intense, stressful trembling in his body. They did
say the powder they took a hundred and fifty dollars a gramme
for in Moscow was not cocaine at all, but a mixture of Estonian
speed with an assortment of Russian pharmaceuticals. As if
that wasn’t enough, for some reason half of the dealers always
wrapped the powder int a glossy advertisement for the Toyota
Camry cut out of some magazine, and Tatarsky was tormented
by the unbearable suspicion that they made a fat living not just
at the expense of other people’s health, but by providing a PR
service as well. Every time Tatarsky asked himself why he and
others paid all that money in order to subject themselves once
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again to a humiliating and unhygienic procedure, the only ex-
planation he could come up with went as follows: people
weren’t sniffing cocaine, they were sniffing money, and the
rolled-up hundred-dollar bill required by the unwritten order
of ritual was actually more important than the powder itself. If
cocaine was sold in chemists’ shops for twenty kopecks a
gramme as a mouthwash for toothache, he thought, then no-
body but punks would sniff it — the way it was, in fact, at the
beginning of the century. But if some ether-based glue sniffed
by juvenile junkies cost a thousand dollars a bottle, all the
gilded youth of Moscow would be delighted to sniff it, and at
presentations and buffet luncheons it would be trés chic to waft
the volatile chemical vapours around yourself, complain about
your brain neurons dying off and disappear for long periods
into the toilet. Youth fashion magazines would devote revela-
tory cover stories (written, of course, by Sasha Blo) to the aes-
thetics of the plastic bag that was placed over the head for this
procedure. .

‘Oho!” Tatarsky exclaimed, smacked himself on the fore-
head, took out his notebook, opened it at the letter ‘C’, and
noted down:

Youth market colognes (all manufacturers). Link them with money and
the Roman emperor Vespasian (tax on lavatories, the saying ‘Money
doesn’t smell’). Example:

MONEY DOES SMELL!
“BENJAMIN”
THE NEW COLOGNE FROM HUGO BOSS

Putting away his notebook, he felt that the peak of the
loathsome sensation had passed and he was quite strong
enough to walk as far as the bar and get himself a drink. He
wanted tequila, but when he reached the barman for some
reason he ordered Smirnoff, which he normally couldn’t
stand. He downed one shot right there at the bar, then took
another and went back to his table. In the meantime he’d ac-
quired a companion, a man of about forty with long, greasy
hair and a wild beard, dressed in a crazy kind of embroidered
jacket — in appearance he was a typical former hippy, one of
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those who had failed to find a place for themselves either in
the past or in the present. Hanging round his neck was a large
bronze cross.

‘Excuse me,” said Tatarsky, ‘I was sitting here.’

‘So be my guest,” said his new neighbour. ‘Don’t need the
entire table, do you?’

Tatarsky shrugged and sat facing him.

‘My name’s Grigory,” his neighbour said affably.

Tatarsky raised his weary eyes to look at him. ‘Vova,” he said.

Catching his glance, Grigory frowned and shook his head
in sympathy.

“You've got the shakes bad,” he said. ‘Snorting?’

‘A bit,” said Tatarsky. ‘Just now and again.’

‘Fool,” said Grigory. ‘Just think about it: the mucous mem-
brane of the nose —it’s as good as the exposed surface of the
brain . .. And did you ever think about where that powder
came from and who's been sticking his body parts in it?’

‘Just this moment,” Tatarsky confessed. ‘But what'’s all this
about body parts? What other body parts can you stick in it
except your nose?’

Grigory glanced around, pulled out a bottle of vodka from
under the table and took a quick swallow from it.

‘Maybe you’ve heard of an American writer called Harold
Robbins?” he asked, hiding the bottle away.

‘No,” answered Tatarsky.

‘A total arsehole. But all the English teachers read him.
That’s why there are so many of his books in Moscow, and the
children’s knowledge of the language is so bad. In one of his
novels there was this black guy, a professional fucker who
pulled rich white dames. So before the procedure this black
dude sprinkled his . . ./

‘OK, I get it,” said Tatarsky. ‘I'm going to be sick now.’

... his massive black dong with pure cocaine,” Grigory
concluded with satisfaction. “You might ask: what’s this black
dude got to do with anything? I'll tell you. I was re-reading
Andreiev’s “Rosa Mundi” recently, the part about the soul of
the nation. Andreiev says it’s a woman and she’s called
Navna. Then afterwards I had this vision - she’s lying there
like she’s sleeping on this white rock, and leaning over her
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there’s this vague black figure, with short little wings, you
can’t see his face, and he’s just giving her it . . ."

Grigory pulled an invisible control column in towards his
stomach with his hands.

“You want to know what it is you're all using?’ he whis-
pered, leaning his leering face close to Tatarsky. ‘Exactly.
What he sprinkles on himself. And at the moment he sticks it
in, you're all shooting up and snorting. When he pulls it out,
you all go running off trying to find more . . . And he just
keeps on sticking it in and pulling it out, sticking it in and
pulling itout ...’

Tatarsky leaned down into the gap between the table and
the counter and puked. He glanced up cautiously at the bar-
man: he was engaged in conversation with some customers
and didn’t seem to have noticed anything. Looking around,
Tatarsky noticed an advertising poster on the wall. It showed
the nineteenth-century poet Tyutchev wearing a pince-nez,
with a glass in his hand and a rug across his knees. His pierc-
ingly sad gaze was directed out of the window, and with his
free hand he was stroking a dog sitting beside him. The
strange thing was, though, that Tyutchev’s chair wasn't
standing on the floor, but on the ceiling. Tatarsky looked a lit-
tle lower and read the slogan:

RUSSIA — NO WAY IS THERE TO UNDERSTAND HER
NO WAY HER SECRET SOUL TO RENDER
: SMIRNOFF

Everything was calm. Tatarsky straightened up. He was
feeling significantly better.

Grigory leaned back in his chair and took another swig
from his bottle. ‘It’s disgusting,” he asserted. ‘Life should be
lived cleanly.’

‘Oh, yes? And how’s that done?’ Tatarsky asked, wiping
his mouth with a paper napkin.

‘Nothing but LSD. Only via the gut and always with a prayer.’

Tatarsky shook his head like a dog that has just clambered
out of the water. "Where can you get it?’

‘What do you mean?’ Grigory was offended. Just you
come round here.’
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Tatarsky obediently got up , walked round the table and sat -
beside him.

‘I've been collecting for eight years,” said Grigory, taking a
stamp album out from under his jacket. ‘Take a look at that.”

Tatarsky opened the album. ’Well I'll be damned he said.
‘Look at all those different ones.’

‘That’s nothing,” said Grigory. ‘What I've got here’s just for
swapping and selling. I've got two shelves of these albums
back at home.’

’And you mean they all have different effects?’

Grigory nodded.

‘But why?”’

‘In the first place, because the formula’s different. I've not
gone into it too deeply myself, but there’s always something
added to the acid — phenamine maybe, maybe barbiturate or
something else — and when it all works together, the effect’s
cumulative. But apart from that, the most important thing is
the drawing. There’s no getting away from the fact that
you're swallowing Mel Gibson or Mitsubishi, get it? Your
mind remembers it; and when the acid reaches it, everything
follows a set path. It’s hard to explain . . . have you ever tried
it once at least?’

'No,” said Tatarsky. ‘Fly-agarics are more in my line.’

Grigory shuddered and crossed himself.

"Then what am I doing telling you about it?’ he said, glanc-
ing mistrustfully up at Tatarsky. “You should understand
well enough.’

‘Yes, I understand, I understand,” said Tatarsky casually.
‘And these here, with the skull and cross-bones - does anyone
take those? Are there people who like those?”’

‘They take all sorts. People come in all sorts, too, you know.’

Tatarsky turned over the page. ‘Hey, those are pretty,” he
said. ‘Is that Alice in Wonderland?’

"Aha. Only that’s a block. Twenty-five tabs. Expensive. This
one here’s good, with the crucifixion. Only I don’t know how
it’d go down on top of your fly-agarics. I wouldn’t recom-
mend the one with Hitler. It's euphoric for a couple of hours,
but afterwards there’s bound to be a few seconds of eternal
torment in hell.’
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‘How can you have a few seconds of eternal torment? If it’s
only a few seconds, how come they're eternal?’

“You just have to go through it. Yeah. And you might not
make it through.’

'I get you,” said Tatarsky, turning the page. ‘And that glitch
of yours about “Rosa Mundi” — which one was that from? Is it
in here?’

‘Not a glitch, it was a vision,” Grigory corrected him.
‘There’s none in here. It was a rare tab with a dragon defeat-
ing St George. From the German series: “John the Evangelist’s
Bad Trip”. I wouldn’t recommend that one either. They're a
bit longer and narrower than usual, and hard too. Less like a
tab than a tablet with a label on it. A lot of stuff. You know
what, I'd recommend you to try this one, with the blue Ra-
jneesh. It’s kind and gentle. And itll sit well on top of the
booze.’

Tatarsky’s attention was caught by three identical lilac rec-
tangles set between a tab with a picture of the Titanic and a
tab with some laughing eastern deity.

‘These three here all the same, what are they?’ he asked.
‘Who's this drawn on them? With the beard and the cap? I
can’t tell whether it’s Lenin or Uncle Sam.”

Grigory chuckled in approval.

‘There’s instinct for you,” he said. ‘Who it is that’s drawn on
them I don’t know. But it’s really wild stuff. The difference is
the acid’s mixed with a metabolic. So it cuts in really sharp
and sudden, in about twenty minutes. And the dose in them
is enough for a whole platoon of soldiers. I wouldn’t give
stuff like that to you, but if you've been eating fly-agarics . . ./

Tatarsky noticed the security guard looking at them atten-
tively.

‘I'll take them,” he said. "How much?’

‘Twenty-five dollars,” said Grigory.

"All I've got left is a hundred roubles.’

Grigory thought for a second and nodded. '

Tatarsky held out the banknote rolled into a narrow tube,
took a stamp out of the album and tucked it into his breast
pocket.

"There you go,” said Grigory, putting his album away. "And
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don’t you go snorting that garbage any more. It’s never done
anybody any good. Just makes you tired and ashamed about
yesterday and makes your nose bleed.’

‘Do you know what comparative positioning is?” Tatarsky
asked.

‘No,’ said Grigory. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s an advertising technique you're an absolute master of.’
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CHAPTER 6

The Path to Your Self

Next morning Tatarsky was woken by the phone. His first re-
action was annoyance — the phone had interrupted a very
strange and beautiful dream, in which Tatarsky was taking
an examination. The dream had started with him drawing
three question tickets one after the other, and then setting off
up a long spiral staircase like there used to be in one of the
blocks of his first institute, where he studied electric fur-
naces. It was up to him to find the examiners himself, but
every time he opened one of the doors, instead of an exami-
nation hall he found himself gazing into the sunset-lit field
outside Moscow where he and Gireiev had gone walking on
that memorable evening. This was very strange, because his
search had already taken him up several floors above ground
level.

When he was fully awake he suddenly remembered Grig-
ory and his stamp album. ‘I bought it,” he thought in horror,
‘and I ate it . . .” He leapt out of bed, went over to the desk,
pulled out the top drawer and saw the stamp with the smiling
lilac face looking up at him. ‘No,” he thought, ‘thank God for
that . . .” Placing the stamp in the very farthest corner of the
drawer, he covered it with a box of pencils.

Meanwhile the phone was still ringing. ‘Pugin,” Tatarsky
thought to himself and picked up the receiver.

‘Hello,’ said an unfamiliar voice, ‘can I speak to Mr Tatarsky,
please?’

‘Speaking.’

‘Good morning. This is Vladimir Khanin from the Privy
Counsellor agency. I was left your number by Dima Pugin.
Could we maybe get together some time today? Right away
would be best.’

‘What's happened?’ Tatarsky asked, realising immediately
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from the verb ‘left’ that something bad must have happened
to Pugin.
‘Dima’s no longer with us. I know you worked with him,
and he worked with me. So indirectly we’re acquainted. In
any case, I have several of your works we were waiting for an
answer on lying here on my desk.’
‘But how did it happen?’
‘When we meet,” said his new acquaintance. "Write down
the address.’ .
An hour and a half later Tatarsky walked into the immense
building of the Pravda complex, the building that had once
housed the editorial offices of almost all the Soviet newspa-
pers. A pass was ready and waiting for him at the duty desk.
He went up to the eighth floor and found the room with the
number he needed; there was a metal plate on the door bear-
ing the words: ‘Ideological Department’ — apparently a left-
over from Soviet times. ‘Or maybe not,” thought Tatarsky.
Khanin was alone in the room. He was a middle-aged man
with a pleasant, bearded face, and he was sitting at a desk,
hastily writing something down.
‘Come in and sit down,” he said, without looking up. ‘I won't
be a moment.’
Tatarsky took two steps into the room, saw the advertising
poster sellotaped to the wall and almost choked on the spot.
According to the text under the photograph, it was an adver-
tisement for a new type of holiday involving the alternate use
of jointly rented apartments — Tatarsky had already heard
talk that it was just another big rip-off, like everything else.
But that wasn’t the problem. The metre-wide photograph
showed three palm trees on some paradise island, and those
| three palms were a point-for-point copy of the holographic
| image from the packet of Parliament cigarettes he’d found on

the ziggurat. Even that was nothing compared with the slo-
| gan. Written in large black letters under the photograph were
| the words:

] IT WILL NEVER BE THE SAME!

‘Ttold you to sit down! There’s a chair over here.’
Khanin’s voice roused Tatarsky from his trance. He sat
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down and awkwardly shook the hand that was extended to-
wards him over the desk.

‘What's the problem over there?’ Khanin asked, squinting
across at the poster.

‘Oh, nothing,” said Tatarsky. ‘Déja vu.’

‘Ah! I understand,” said Khanin in a tone of voice that sug-
gested he really had understood something. ‘Right, then. First
of all about Pugin . ..’ 4

Gradually recovering his composure, Tatarsky began to listen.

The robbery had obviously been an inside job and, taking
everything into consideration, the thief must have known
that Pugin had worked as a taxi-driver in New York. It was a
horrible and rather improbable story: while Pugin was warm-
ing up the motor of his car, two guys had climbed into the
back seat and given him an address: Second Avenue, corner
of Twenty-Seventh Street. Under some kind of reflex hypno-
sis Pugin had driven off, then turned into a side street — and
that was all he had managed to tell the police and the doctors.
Seven bullet wounds had been found in his body - they’d
fired straight through the back of his seat. Several thousand
dollars Pugin was carrying with him were missing, as well as
some file or other that he kept raving about until the moment
of death.

"Except that the file,” Khanin said sadly, isn’t missing. Here
it is. He left it here, forgot it. Why don’t you take a look? I'll
just make a couple of calls in the meantime.’

Tatarsky picked up the loose-leaf binder. He remembered
Pugin’s mustachioed face, just as pasty and colourless as this
cardboard, and his black-button eyes, like plastic studs. The
folder evidently contained Pugin’s own works — how many
times had he hinted that he was more than just a passive ob-
server when it came to judging what other people produced?
"He probably started back in New York,” Tatarsky thought to
himself. While Khanin was discussing some rates or other on
the phone, Tatarsky came across two genuine masterpieces.
The first was for Calvin Klein:

An elegant, rather effeminate Hamlet (general stylisation — unisex) in
black tights and a light blue tunic worn next to the skin, wanders
slowly around a graveyard. Beside one of the graves he halts, bends
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down and picks up a pink skull out of the grass. Close-up: Hamlet
knitting his brows slightly as he gazes at the skull. View from the rear:
close-up of taut buttocks with the letters ‘CK’. New camera angle: skull,
hand, letters ‘CK’ on the blue tunic. Next frame: Hamlet tosses the
skull into the air and kicks it. The skull soars upwards, then arcs back
down and falls straight through the bronze wreath held by a bronze
angel on one of the graves, just as though it were a basketball hoop.
Slogan:

JUST BE. CALVIN KLEIN

The second slogan Tatarsky liked was intended for the Gap
chain of shops in Moscow. The proposal was for a poster
showing Anton Chekhov, first in a striped suit, and then in a
striped jacket but with no trousers: the gap between his bare,
skinny legs was emphasised in strong contrast, so that it re-
sembled a Gothic hourglass. Then the outline of the gap be-
tween Chekhov’s legs was repeated, but without Chekhov;
now it really had become an hourglass, with almost all the
sand already fallen through into the bottom half. The text
was:

RUSSIA WAS ALWAYS NOTORIOUS FOR THE GAP
BETWEEN CULTURE AND CIVILISATION. NOW
THERE IS NO MORE CULTURE. NO MORE CIVILI-
SATION. THE ONLY THING THAT REMAINS IS THE
GAP. THE WAY THEY SEE YOU.

A few pages further on, Tatarsky came across his own text
for Parliament. Suddenly it was clear to him that Pugin hadn’t
invented any of the other pieces either. By this stage his imag-
ination had already built up the image of a masked giant of
advertising thought, capable of punning fluently on Shake-
speare or Russian history at will. But like some heavy metal
from the bottom of the periodic table, this virtual Pugin ex-
isted in Tatarsky’s consciousness for no more than a few sec-
onds before he disintegrated.

Khanin said goodbye and hung up the phone. Tatarsky
looked up and was amazed to see a bottle of tequila, two
glasses and a saucer of lemon slices standing on the desk —
Khanin had deftly set everything up while he was talking.
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‘One for the departed?’ he suggested.

Tatarsky nodded. They clinked glasses and drank. Tatarsky
squeezed a slice of lemon between his gums and began ner-
vously composing a phrase to suit the occasion, but the tele-
phone rang again.

‘What's that? What's that?’ Khanin said into the receiver. ‘I
don’t know. This is a very serious matter. You go straight
round to the Institute of Apiculture. .. Yes, yes, to the tower.’

He hung up and looked intently at Tatarsky.

‘And now,” he said, removing the tequila from the table,
‘let’s get to grips with your latest works, if you have no objec-
tion. I presume you’'ve understood that Dima was bringing
them to me?’

" Tatarsky nodded.

‘Right, then. As far as Parliament is concerned I must
admit, it’s good. But once you've latched on to a theme like
that, why do you hold back? Relax ! Let yourself go all the
way! Put a Yeltsin on all four tanks with a glass in his hand.’

‘That’s an idea,” Tatarsky agreed, inspired, sensing he was
sitting opposite a man of real understanding. ‘But then we’d
have to take out the parliament building, give each Yeltsin a
rose and make it an advertisement for that whisky . .. What'’s
it called — the one with the roses on the label . . .”

‘Four Roses bourbon?’ Khanin said, and chuckled. “Why
not? We could. Make a note of it somewhere for yourself.’

He pulled several sheets of paper held together by a paper-
clip towards himself, and Tatarsky immediately recognised
the project that had cost him so much effort for Tampako, a
company that produced juices but for some reason intended
to sell shares — he’d given it to Pugin two weeks before. It
wasn’t a scenario but a concept, that is, a product of a some-
what paradoxical genre in which the author explains, as it
were, to very rich people how they should earn their living
and asks them to give him a little bit of money for doing it.
The pages of the familiar text were covered with dense red
scribblings.

‘Aha,’ said Khanin, glancing over the markings, ‘here I see
you've got problems. In the first place, they took serious of-
fence at one of your pieces of advice.’
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‘Which one?’

‘T'll read it to you,” said Khanin, leafing through the pages,
‘where is it now . . . it was underlined in red . . . but almost all
of this part is underlined . . . aha, here it is - triple underlin-
ing. Listen:

And so there exist two methods for advertising shares: the approach
that shapes the investor’s image of the issuing firm, and the approach
that shapes the investor’s image of the investor. In the language of the
professional these approaches are called ‘where to invest’ and ‘who to
invest with’ . . .

‘No, they actually liked that bit . . . aha, here it is:

In our opinion, before the campaign begins it would make good sense to
think about changing the name of the firm. The reason for this is that
Russian TV carries a lot of advertising for Tampax sanitary products.
This concept is so firmly positioned in the consumers’ consciousness that
displacing and replacing it would involve immense expenditure. The
associative link Tampako-Tampax is exceptionally inappropriate for
a firm that produces soft drinks. In our opinion, it is enough to change
the penultimate vowel in the firm’s name: ‘Tampuko’ or ‘Tampeko’.
This completely eliminates the negative association . ..’

Khanin looked up. “You've learned a lot of good words,
can’t fault you there,” he said. ‘But why don’t you understand
you just don’t go making suggestions like that? Here they’'ve
poured their life’s blood into this Tampako of theirs. For them
it means . . . To keep it short, these people have totally identi-
fied themselves with their product, and you start telling them
things like this. You might as well tell a mother: your son’s a
real freak, of course, but we'll give his face a couple of licks of
paint and everything’ll be just fine.’

‘But the name really is appalling.’

‘Tust who are you trying to please, them or yourself?’

Khanin was right; and Tatarsky felt doubly stupid when he
remembered how he had explained the very same idea to the
guys in Draft Podium at the very beginning of his career.

‘What about the concept in general?’ he asked. ‘“There’s a lot
of other stuff in it.’

Khanin turned over another page. ‘How can I put it? Here’s
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another bit they’ve underlined, at the end, where you go on
" about shares again . . . I'll read it:

Thus the answer to the question ‘where to invest’ is ‘in America’, and
the answer to the question ‘who to invest with’ is ‘with everyone who
didn’t invest in the various pyramid schemes, but waited until it was
possible to invest in America’. This is the psychological crystallisation
Jollowing the first stage of the campaign — note that the advertising
should not promise to place the investors’ funds in America, but it
should arouse the feeling that it will happen . . .

‘So why the hell did you underline that? Really smart that,
is it? OK, what comes next . . .

The effect is achieved by the extensive use in the image sequence of stars
and stripes, dollars and eagles. It is proposed that the main symbol of
the campaign should be a sequoia tree, with hundred-dollar bills in-
stead of leaves, which would evoke a subconscious association with the
money tree in the story of Pinocchio . ..’

‘So what’s wrong with that?” asked Tatarsky.

‘The sequoia is a conifer.’

Tatarsky said nothing for a few seconds while he explored
a hole he had suddenly discovered in his tooth with the tip of
his tongue . .. Then he said: 'Never mind that. We can roll up
the hundred-dollar bills into tubes. You know, it could be
even better because it could result in a positive psychological
crystallisation in the minds of a signi~’

‘Do you know what “schlemazl” means?’ Khanin interrupted.

"No.

‘Me neither. They’ve written here in the margin that they
don’t want this “schlemazl” - that’s you — to be let anywhere
near their orders again. They don’t want you.’

‘Fair enough,” said Tatarsky. ‘So they don’t want me. And
what if a month from now they change their name? And in
two months they start doing what I suggested? Then what?’

“Then nothing,” said Khanin. “You know that.’

‘Yes, I know,” said Tatarsky with a sigh. "And what about
the other orders? There was one for West cigarettes in there.’

‘Another wash-out,” said Khanin. “You always used to do
well with cigarettes, but now . . .’
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He turned over a few more pages.
‘What can I say . . .Image sequence . .. where is it now? . ..
there it is:

| Two naked men shot from behind, one tall and one short, arms round
each other’s hips, hitch-hiking on the highway. The short one has a pack
of West in his hand, the tall one has his arm raised to stop a car - a
light-blue Cadillac that’s coming down the road. The hand of the short
man holding the pack of cigarettes is set in the same line as the uplifted
arm of the tall man, thereby creating another layer of meaning —
‘choreographic’: the camera seems to have frozen a single moment in a
passionately emotional dance, filled with the anticipation of approach-
ing freedom. Slogan: Go West.

‘That’s from a song by those Sex-Shop Dogs, the one they
made from our anthem, right? That part is OK. But then you
have this long paragraph about the heterosexual part of the
target group. What did you write that for?’

'No, well, I...Tjust thought if the customer raised the point
he would know we’d covered it . . .’

‘The customer raised a point all right, but not that one. The
customer’s an old-time hood from Rostov who's been paid
two million dollars in cigarettes by some Orthodox metropol-
itan. In the margin beside the word “heterosexual” he’s writ-
ten — the bandit, that is, not the metropolitan: “Wots he on
abowt, queers?”And he turned the concept down. Pity —it’s a
masterpiece. Now if it had been the other way round - if the
bandit was paying back the metropolitan — it would all have
gone down a treat. But what can you do? This business of
ours is a lottery.’ "

Tatarsky said nothing. Khanin rolled a cigarette between
his fingers to soften it and lit up.

‘A lottery,” he repeated with emphasis. ‘Just recently you
haven’t been doing too well in the draw, and I know why.’

‘Tell me. J

‘Well, now,” said Khanin, ‘it’s a very subtle point. First you
try to understand what people will like, and then you hand it
to them in the form of a lie. But what people want is for you to
hand them the same thing in the form of the truth.’

That was not at all what Tatarsky had been expecting.
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‘What's that? What do you mean by ”in the form of the truth”?’
"You don’t believe in what you do. Your heart isn’t in it.”
‘No, itisn’t,” said Tatarsky. ‘Of course it isn’t. What do you

expect? Do you want me to give my heart to Tampako?

There’s not a single whore on Pushkin Square would do that.’
‘OK, OK, just drop the pose,” said Khanin, frowning.

'No, no,” said Tatarsky, calming down, ‘don’t get me wrong.
We're all in the same frame nowadays; you just have to posi-
tion yourself correctly, right?’

‘Right.’

’‘So why do I say not a single whore would do it? Not be-
cause I'm disgusted. It's just that a whore always collects her
money every time — whether she pleased the client or not -
but I have to ... You know what I mean. And the client only
makes his mind up afterwards . .. There’s no way any whore
would work on those terms.’

’A whore might not,” Khanin interrupted, ‘but we will, if we
want to survive in this business. And we’ll go even further than
that.”

‘Idon’t know,” said Tatarsky. ‘I'm not absolutely convinced.’

‘Oh, yes we will, Babe,” said Khanin, and looked straight
into Tatarsky’s eyes.

Tatarsky tensed. 'How do you know my name’s not Vova,
but Babe?’

‘Pugin told me. And as far as positioning is concerned . . .
Let’s just say you've positioned yourself and I get where you're
coming from. Will you come and work for me full-time?’

Tatarsky took another look at the poster with the three
palm trees and the promise of never-ending metamorphoses.

‘What as?’ he asked.

’A creative.’

'Is that a writer?” Tatarsky asked. ‘Translated into ordinary
Russian?’

Khanin smiled gently.

‘We don’t need any fucking writers here,” he said. A cre-
ative, Babe, a creative.’

Out on the street, Tatarsky wandered slowly in the direction
of the centre.
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He wasn't feeling particularly overjoyed at finding himself
employed so unexpectedly. One thing was really bothering
him: he was sure he’d never told Pugin the story of his real
name; he’d always just called himself Vladimir or Vova. Of
course, there was just an infinitesimal chance that he’d
blurted it out when they were drinking and then forgotten
about it - they had got very drunk together a couple of times.
Any other possible explanations drew so heavily on geneti-
cally transmitted fear of the KGB that Tatarsky dismissed
them out of hand. Anyway, it wasn’t important.

‘This game has no name,” he whispered, and clenched his
fists in the pockets of his jacket.

The uncompleted Soviet ziggurat rose up in his memory in
such minute detail that he felt the forgotten tingling sensation
of the fly-agaric run through his fingers several times. The
mystic force had gone a bit over the top this time in present-
ing so many signs at once to his startled soul: first the poster
with the palms and the familiar line of text, then the words
‘tower” and ‘lottery’ that Khanin had used several times in a
few minutes as though by chance, and finally the name
‘Babe’, which had alarmed him more than anything else.

‘Perhaps I misheard,” thought Tatarsky. ‘Perhaps it’s just
his pronunciation . . . But then I asked how he knew my name
was Babe, and he said he knew from Pugin. No, I should
never get drunk like that, never.’

After about forty minutes of slow, pensive walking he
found himself beside the statue of Mayakovsky. He stopped
and studied it closely for a little while. The bronze jacket in
which Soviet power had invariably dressed the poet was back
in fashion now - Tatarsky remembered that only recently
he’d seen exactly the same style in a Kenzo advertisement.

After walking round the statue and admiring the firm, reli-
able backside of the Party’s loudmouth, Tatarsky finally re-
alised that depression had invaded his soul. There were two
ways he could get rid of it — down a hundred grammes of
vodka, or spend about a hundred dollars on buying some-
thing immediately (some time ago Tatarsky had realised with
astonishment that the two actions evoked a similar state of
light euphoria lasting for an hour to an hour and a half).
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He didn’t fancy the vodka in view of the newly surfaced
memories of his drinking bouts with Pugin. Tatarsky glanced
around. There were plenty of shops, but they were all very
specialised. He had no real use for blinds, for instance. He
began peering at the signboards on the far side of Tverskaya
Street and suddenly started in amazement. This was too
much: at an acute angle to him on the wall of a building on the
Garden Ring he could make out a white signboard bearing
the clearly distinguishable word ISHTAR".

A couple of minutes later, slightly out of breath, he was al-
ready approaching the entrance. It was a tiny fly-by-night
shop, newly converted from a sandwich bar, but already
bearing the imprint of decline and imminent extinction: a
poster in the window promised a fifty-per-cent sale.

Inside, in the cramped space doubled by the mirrors on the
walls, there were several long rails with various types of jeans
and a long shelf of shoes, mostly trainers. Tatarsky cast a
weary glance over the splendour of leather and rubber. Ten
years ago a new pair of trainers brought in from abroad by a
distant relative used to mark the starting point of a new period
in your life — the design on the sole was a simulacrum of the
pattern on the palm of your hand, from which you could fore-
cast the future for a year ahead. The happiness that could be
extracted from such an acquisition was boundless. Nowadays,
to earn the right to the same amount you had to buy at least a
jeep, maybe even a house. Tatarsky didn’t have that kind of
money, and he didn’t expect to have it at any time in the fore-
seeable future. True, he could buy a whole truckload of train-
ers, but they didn’t gladden his heart in the same way any
more. Tatarsky wrinkled up his forehead as he struggled to re-
member what this phenomenon was called in the professional
jargon; and when he remembered, he took out his notebook
and opened it at the letter ‘R’. “The inflation of happiness,” he
jotted down hastily: ‘having to pay more money for the same
amount. Use in advertising real estate: Ladies and gentlemen!
These walls offer you sure-fire protection against cognitive dis-
sonance! You need never even know what it is.”

‘What are you looking for?’ the salesgirl asked. She defi-
nitely did not like the idea of this customer writing things
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down in a notebook — that sort of thing ended in unan-
nounced visits from inspectors of one kind or another.

‘T'd like some shoes,” Tatarsky replied with a polite smile.
’Something light, for summer.’

‘Ordinary shoes? Trainers? Gym shoes?’

‘Gym shoes’ said Tatarsky. ‘It’s years since I've seen any
gym shoes.’

The girl led him over to the shelf. "There you are,” she said.
‘Platform soles.’

Tatarsky picked up a thick-soled white gym shoe.

‘What make is it?" he asked.

‘No name,” said the girl. ‘From England.’

‘What d’you mean?’ he asked in astonishment.

The girl turned the back of the gym shoe to face him, and
there on the heel he saw a rubber badge with the words: ‘'NO
NAME'.

‘Do you have a forty-three?” Tatarsky asked.

He left the shop wearing his new gym shoes, his old shoes
in a plastic bag. He was absolutely sure now that there was
some meaning to the route he was following today and he
was afraid of making a mistake by taking a wrong turning.
He hesitated for a moment and then set off down Sadovaya
Street.

About fifty metres further on he came across a tobacco
kiosk, but when he stepped up to buy some cigarettes,
Tatarsky was amazed to see a wide range of condoms looking
more like the display in a chemist’s shop. Standing out clearly
among the Malaysian Kama-Sutra condoms with their bob-
bled shafts was a strange semi-transparent device of blue rub-
ber covered with a multitude of thick knobs, looking very
much like the head of the main demon from the film Hell-
raiser. The label underneath it said ‘re-usable’.

But Tatarsky’s attention was caught by a neat black, yellow
and red rectangle with a German eagle in a double black cir-
cle that looked like an official seal and the inscription ‘Sico’. It
looked so much like a small banner that Tatarsky bought two
packs on the spot. On the back of the pack it said: 'In buying
Sico condoms, you put your trust in traditional German qual-
ity control.’
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‘Clever,” thought Tatarsky. ‘Very clever.’

He pondered the theme for several seconds, trying to in-
vent a slogan. Eventually the phrase he was looking for lit up
in his head.

'Sico. A Porsche in the world of condoms,” he whispered,
and wrote down his invention. Then he put his notebook
away and looked around. He was standing on the corner of
Sadovo-Triumfalnaya Street and some other street that
branched off to the right. There on the wall in front of his face
was a poster with the words: "The Path to Your Self’ and a yel-
low arrow pointing round the corner. Tatarsky’s heart
skipped a beat, and then the vague realisation dawned that
The Path to Your Self was a shop.

‘Of course, what else?’ Tatarsky muttered to himself.

He only found the shop after weaving his way for ages
through nearby yards and passages — near the end of his jour-
ney he remembered that Gireiev had mentioned this shop to
him, but he’d used the abbreviated form of its name, PYS.
There were no large signboards anywhere to be seen, nothing
but a small board with the handwritten word ‘Open’ in the
doorway of an ordinary-looking two-storey building.
Tatarsky realised, of course, that things hadn’t been arranged
like this through lack of foresight, but in order to induce a
feeling of esoteric anticipation. Nonetheless, the method
worked on him as well — as he climbed the stairs leading into
the shop, he was aware of a sensation of subtle reverence.

Once inside the door he knew that instinct had led him to the
right place. Hanging above the counter was a black tee shirt
with a portrait of Che Guevara and the inscription: ‘Rage
Against the Machine’. On the piece of cardboard under the tee
shirt it said: ‘Bestseller of the month!’ There was nothing sur-
prising about that — Tatarsky knew very well (he had even writ-
ten about it in one of his concepts) that in the area of radical
youth culture nothing sells as well as well-packaged and politi-
cally correct rebellion against a world that is ruled by political
correctness and in which everything is packaged to be sold.

‘What sizes do you have?’ he asked the sales assistant, a
very pretty girl in a vaguely Babylonian-Assyrian style.

"There’s only one left,” she answered. ‘Just your size.”
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He paid, put the tee shirt in his shoulder-bag and then froze
in indecision at the counter.

‘We've got a new lot of crystal balls, better buy one before
they all go,” purred the girl, and she began sorting out a pile
of children’s bibs with inscriptions in runic characters.

‘What are they for?’ Tatarsky asked.

‘For meditation.’

Tatarsky was just about to ask whether you were supposed
to meditate on something through the crystal balls or some-
thing actually in them, when he suddenly noticed a small
shelf on the wall - it had been hidden behind the tee shirt he
had just bought. Slumbering on the shelf under a clearly visi-
ble layer of dust were two objects of an uncertain nature.

‘Tell me,” he said, ‘"what are those things up there? Is that a
| flying saucer or something? What’s that pattern on it?’

‘That’s a supreme practice frisbee,” said the girl, ‘and what
you call a pattern is a blue letter “hum®.’

‘But what's it for?” asked Tatarsky, a vague memory of
something connected with mushrooms and Gireiev nudging
briefly at the edge of his awareness. ‘How is it different from
an ordinary frisbee?’

The girl twisted her lips into a wry expression. “When you
throw a frisbee with a blue letter "hum”, you're not simply
throwing a plastic disc, but accumulating merit. Ten minutes
throwing a frisbee with a blue letter “hum” generates the
same amount of merit as three hours of samadhi meditation
or one hour of vipassana meditation.’

‘A-ha,” Tatarsky.drawled uncertainly. ‘But merit in whose
eyes?’

‘What do you mean, in whose eyes!” the girl said, raising
her eyebrows. ‘Are you buying or do you just want to talk?’

‘I'm buying,’ said Tatarsky. ‘But I have to know what I'm
buying. What'’s that to the right of the supreme practice?’

‘That’s a ouija board, a classic.’

‘What's it for?’

The girl sighed. She was obviously tired of dealing with
fools all day long. She took the ouija board down from the
shelf and set it on the counter in front of Tatarsky.

“You stand it on a sheet of paper,” she said. ‘Or you can at-
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tach it to a printer with these clips here. In that case you put
the paper in through here and set the line print speed to
‘slow’. It’s easier if you load a roll. In this slot here you put a
pen —best to buy a helium one, with a reservoir. You put your
hands on it like this, see? Then you enter into contact with the
spirit and just let your hands move however they want. The
pen will write out the text that’s received.’

‘Listen,’ said Tatarsky, ‘please don’t be angry, I really want
to know — what spirit am I supposed to contact?’

T'll tell you if you're buying.’

Tatarsky took out his wallet and counted out the money.
For a piece of varnished plywood on three wheels the ouija
board was refreshingly expensive — and this disproportion
between price and object inspired a trust that could hardly
have been generated by any explanation, no matter how pro-
found.

‘There you go,” he said, putting the banknotes on the
counter. ‘So what spirit do I get in contact with?’

‘The answer to that question depends on your level of per-
sonal power,” said the girl, ‘and especially on your belief in
the existence of spirits. If you stop your internal dialogue
using the method from Castaneda’s second volume, you
enter into contact with the spirit of the abstract. But if you're
a Christian or a Satanist, you can contact a specific spirit . . .
Which kinds are you interested in?”

Tatarsky shrugged.

The girl lifted up the crystal hanging on a narrow black
leather strap round her neck and looked at Tatarsky through
it for two or three seconds, gazing directly at the centre of his
forehead.

‘What kind of job are you in?’ she asked. ‘What do you do?’

‘Advertising,’ Tatarsky answered.

The girl slipped her hand under the counter and took out
an ordinary exercise book with squared paper and spent
some time leafing through pages covered with tables in
which the columns were completely filled with fine hand-
writing.

‘It would be best for you,” she said at last, ‘to regard the text
received as a free discharge of subconscious psychic energy
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facilitated by the motor skills of writing. A kind of spring-
cleaning for an advertising man’s personal Augean stables.
That approach will be less offensive to the spirits.’

‘I beg your pardon,” said Tatarsky, ‘'do you mean to tell me
that the spirits will be offended when they find out I work in
advertising?’

"Yes, I think so. So the best protection against their wrath
would be to doubt their existence. When it comes down to it,
everything in this world is a matter of interpretation, and a
quasi-scientific description of a spiritualist seance is just as
correct as any other. And then, any enlightened spirit will
readily agree that he doesn’t exist.’

‘Interesting. But how will the spirits guess that I'm in ad-
vertising? Is it written on my forehead or something?’

‘No,’ said the girl. ‘It’s written in the adverts that came out
of your forehead.’

Tatarsky was about to take offence at that, but after a mo-
ment’s consideration he realised that he actually felt flattered.

‘T'11 tell you what,” he said, ‘if I need a consultation on spir-
itual matters, I'll come to you. You don’t mind, do you?’

‘All things are in the hands of Allah,” the girl answered.

‘I don’t know about that,” said a young man with dilated
pupils, swinging round from the huge crystal ball into which
he had been gazing to face the girl. “All things? What about
Buddha-consciousness? The hands of Allah only exist in Bud-
dha-consciousness. You won't argue with that, will you?’

The girl behind the counter smiled politely.

'Of course not,” she said. 'The hands of Allah only exist in
Buddha-consciousness. The catch is that Buddha-conscious-
ness still lies in the hands of Allah.’

’As Isikawa Takuboku wrote,” interrupted a gloomy-look-
ing customer of a Mephistophelean appearance, who had ap-
proached the counter in the meantime, “leave off, leave off
this vain dispute” . ... I was told you had Swami Zhigalkin’s
brochure “Summer Thoughts of a Samsaric Being”. Do you
think you could have a look for it? It’s probably up on that
shelf, no, no, over there, to the left, under the tibial flute . . .’
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CHAPTER 7

Homo Zapiens

On the table the ouija board looked like a tank on the central
square of a small European town. The bottle of Johnny
Walker standing beside it reminded Tatarsky of the town
hall, and so in his mind the red wine he was drinking was fit-
ted into the same pattern. Its vessel, a long narrow bottle, was
like a Gothic cathedral occupied by the Communist Party
committee, and the void within the bottle was reminiscent of
the ideological exhaustion of communism, the senselessness
of bloodshed and the general crisis of the Russian idea. Set-
ting the mouth of the bottle to his lips, Tatarsky finished what
was left of the wine and tossed the bottle into the waste-paper
basket. ‘“The velvet revolution,” he thought.

Sitting at the table in the tee shirt with the inscription: ‘Rage
Against the Machine’, he finished reading the manual for the
ouija board. The helium pen he’d bought in a kiosk by the
metro fitted into the slot without any effort and he secured it
in place with the screw. It was suspended on a small spring
that was supposed to press it against the paper. The paper -
an entire pile of it — was already lying under the ouija board.
He could begin.

He glanced around the room and was just about to place
his hands on the board, when he rose nervously to his feet,
walked across the room and back again and drew the blinds
over the windows. After another moment’s thought, he lit the
candle standing on the table. Any further preparations would
simply have been laughable. In actual fact, even the ones he
had made were ridiculous.

He sat down at the table and set his hands on the ouija
board. ‘OK then,” he thought, ‘so now what? Should I say
something out loud or not?’

‘I summon the spirit of Che Guevara. I summon the spirit of
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Che Guevara,” he said, and immediately thought that he ought
not just to summon the spirit; he ought to ask it a question. ‘I'd
like to know . . . mmm, let’s say, something new about adver-
tising, something that wasn’t in Al Rice or comrade Ogilvy,” he
said. ‘I want to understand more than anybody else.’

At that very instant the ouija board began jerking epilepti-
cally beneath his spread palms and the pen set in the slot
. traced out a string of large capital letters at the top of the sheet
' of paper:

IDENTIALISM AS THE HIGHEST STAGE OF DUALISM

' Tatarsky jerked his hands away and stared in fright at the

words for several seconds. Then he put his hands back and
the ouija board began moving again, but this time the letters
produced by the pen were small and neat:

These thoughts were originally intended for the journal of the Cuban
armed forces, Oliva Verde. But it would be foolish to insist on. matters
of such petty detail now that we know for certain that the entire plan of
existence, in which journals are published and armed forces engage in
action, is simply a sequence of moments of awareness, united solely by
the fact that in each new moment the concept of the preceding moments
is present. Although from time without beginning this sequence remains
unbroken, awareness is never actually aware of itself. Therefore the
condition of man in this life is lamentable.

That great champion of the liberation of humanity, Siddhartha
Gautama, has indicated in many of his works that the principle reason
Sor the lamentable condition of man in this life is first and foremost the
very conception of man’s existence, life and lamentable condition — that
1s to say, the dualism that imposes the division into subject and object
of something that in actual fact has never existed and never will.

Tatarsky pulled out the sheet of paper covered in writing,
set his hands on the ouija board and it trembled into motion
again: v

Siddhartha Gautama was able to convey this simple truth to many
people because in his time their feelings were simple and strong, and
their internal world was clear and unclouded. Hearing a single word

could completely change a man’s entire life and transport him instantly
to the other shore, to a freedom unconstrained in any way. But since
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that time many centuries have passed. The words of the Buddha are
now accessible to all, yet salvation comes to but few. There can be no
doubt that this is the result of the cultural situation that the ancient
texts of all religions called the ‘dark age’ to come.

Comrades in the struggle! This dark age has already begun. And its
onset has been brought about primarily by the role that the so-called vi-
sual-psychic generators or type-two objects have come to play in the life
of man. ,

In speaking of the fact that dualism was engendered by the arbitrary
division of the world into subject and object, the Buddha was con-
cerned with subject—object division of the first type. The major distin-
guishing feature of the dark age lies in the decisive influence exerted on
the life of man by subject—obyject division of the second type, which in the
time of the Buddha simply did not exist.

In order to explain what is meant by objects of the first and second
npes, let us take a simple example, a television set. This is simply a
box with a glass wall, which we are free to watch or not watch. When
an individual’s gaze falls upon a dark screen, the movement of his or
her eyes is controlled exclusively by internal nerve impulses or the psy-
chological process taking place in his or her consciousness. For in-
stance, an individual might notice that the screen is fly-spotted. Or he
or she might decide that it would be a good idea to buy a television
twice as big. Or think that it would be a good idea to stand it in a dif-

Sferent corner. Until a television is switched on it is in no way different
[from the objects with which people had to deal in the Buddha’s time, be
it a stone, the dew on a blade of grass or an arrow with a divided head
— in short, everything that the Buddha used to illustrate his talks.

But when a television is turned on, it is transformed from an object
of the first type into an object of the second type. It becomes a phenome-
non of an entirely different order. And although the person looking at
the screen does not notice this customary transformation, it is truly im-
mense. For the viewer the television disappears as a material object
that possesses weight, size and other physical properties. Instead of this
the viewer has the sensation of being present in a different space, a sen-
sation familiar to all who are assembled there.

Tatarsky glanced around, as though expecting to find him-
self surrounded by this assembled company, but of course
there was nothing to be seen. As he removed another sheet of
paper covered in writing from under the board, he figured
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out roughly how long the paper would last, then set his palms
back against the wooden surface.

Comrades in the struggle! The question is — who is actually present?
Can we say that it is the viewer himself?

Let us repeat the question, since it is extremely important: is it possi-
ble to say that the television is being watched by the individual who is
watching 112

We assert that it is not, for the following reason. When the individ-
ual viewed the relevision while it was switched off, the movement of his
or her eyes and the flow of his or her attention were controlled by his
own voluntary impulses, chaotic though they may have been. The dark
screen with no image of any kind did not exert any influence over them,
or if it did, it was only as a background.

When it is switched on, a television almost never transmits a static
view from a single motionless camera, and therefore the image on it is
not a background. Quite the contrary, this image changes at an ex-
tremely rapid rate. Every few seconds there is either a change of camera
angle or a fade into close-up on some obyect, or a switch to a different
camera — the image is constantly being modified by the cameraman and
the producer who stands behind him. This changing of the image is
known as technomodification.

We ask you to pay particularly close attention at this point, since
our next thesis is rather difficult to grasp, although in essence it is ex-
tremely simple. In addition, the feeling might arise that we are dealing
with something that is insignificant. But we make bold to assert that we
are in fact dealing with the most real psychological phenomenon of the
end of the second millennium.

The changes in the image produced by various technomodifications
can be correlated with a virtual psychological process in which the 0b-
server s forced to switch his attention from one event to another and
select the most interesting content from what is taking place — that is, to
manage his own attention as the makers of the programme manage it.
This psychological process creates its own virtual subject, which for the
duration of the television programme exists in place of the individual,
Sfitting into his or her consciousness like a hand into a rubber glove.

This is similar to the condition of possession by a spirit. The differ-
ence lies in the fact that in this case the spirit does not exist; all that
does exist are the symproms of possession. This is a virtual spirit, but
from the moment the viewer entrusts the programme-makers with redi-
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recting his or her attention at will from object to obyect, he or she effec-
tively becomes this spirit, and the spirit, which does not actually exist,
possesses this viewer and millions of others.

What is taking place could appropriately be called the experience of
collective non-existence, since the virtual subject that replaces the
viewer’s actual consciousness is absolutely non-existent — it is merely
an effect created by the collective efforts of editors, cameramen and pro-
ducers. However, for the individual watching the television there is
nothing more real than this virtual subject.

Furthermore, Lapsang Suchong of the Pu Er monastery believes that
if a certain programme, for instance a foorball game, were to be watched
simultaneously by more than four-fifths of the population of Earth, this
virtual effect would become capable of displacing from the aggregate
human consciousness the collective karmic vision of the human plane of
existence, the consequences of which could be unpredictable (it is entirely
possible that 1o the hell of molten metal, the hell of knife trees etc. there
would be added a new hell, the hell of an eternal football championship).
However, his calculations have yet to be verified, and in any case this is a
matter for the future. Here we are interested not so much in the frightening
prospects for tomorrow as in the no less frightening reality of today.

Let us draw our first conclusion. Corresponding to the object of the
second type, that is, to a television that is switched on, we have a sub-
Ject of the second type — that is, a virtual viewer, who manages his or
her attention in exactly the same way as a programme production crew
does. Feelings and thoughts, as well as the secretion of adrenalin and
other hormones in the viewer’s organism, are dictated by an external
operator and determined by the calculations of another individual.
And of course, the subject of the first type does not notice the moment
when he is displaced by the subject of the second type, since following
this displacement there is no longer anyone to notice it, as the subject of
the second type is unreal.

But it is not merely unreal (this word is in effect applicable to
everything in the human world). There are no words to describe the de-
gree of its unreality. It is a heaping of one unreality upon another, a
castle constructed of air, the foundations of which stand upon a pro-
Jfound abyss. The question might arise: why are we wallowing in these
non-existences, attempting to gauge the degree of their unreality? How-
ever, this difference between subjects of the first and second types is of
extreme tmportance.
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Subject number one believes that reality is the material world. But
subject number two believes that reality is the material world as it is
shown on the television.

As a product of false subject—object division, subject number one is
tlusory. But at least there is an observer of the chaotic movement of his
or her thoughts and moods — in metaphorical terms we can say that
subject number one is constantly watching a television programme
about himself or herself, gradually forgetting that he or she is an 0b-
server and identifying with the programme.

From this point of view subject number two is something absolutely im-
probable and indescribable. It is a television programme watching another
television programme. Emotions and thoughts participate in this process,
but the indrvidual in whose consciousness they arise is entirely absent.

The rapid switching of a television from one channel to another,
which is used to avoid watching the advertisements, is known as zap-
ping. Bourgeois thought has investigated in considerable detail the psy-
chological condition of the individual who engages in zapping, and the
corresponding thought patterns, which are rapidly becoming the basic
Sorms of the modern world. But the type of 2apping that is considered
by the researchers of this phenomenon corresponds only to switching be-
rween channels by the viewer.

The switching to and fro of the viewer that is controlled by the pro-
ducer and cameraman (that is, the forcible induction of subject number
1wo by means of technomodifications) is a different type of zapping, a
coercive form, study of which is effectively prohibited in every country
of the world except Bhutan, where television is forbidden. But coercive
zapping, whereby the television is converted into a remote control for
the viewer, is not simply one method among others of organising an
image sequence; it is the very foundation of television broadcasting, the
major means by which the advertising—informational field exerts its in-
Sfluence on consciousness. From this point on, therefore, we shall refer to
the type-rwo subject as Homo Zapiens, or HZ.

Let us repeat this extremely important conclusion: in the same way
as a viewer who does notwish to watch the advertisements switches be-
tween television channels, instantaneous and unpredictable technomod-
tfications switch the actual viewer to and fro. Assuming the condition
of Homo Zapiens, the viewer becomes a remotely controlled television
programme. And he or she spends a significant part of his life in this
condition.
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Comrades in the struggle! The position of modern man is not merely
lamentable; one might even say there is no condition, because man
hardly exists. Nothing exists to which one could point and say: ‘There,
that is Homo Zapiens.” HZ is simply the residual luminescence of a
soul fallen asleep; it is a film about the shooting of another film, shown
on a television in an empty house.

At this point the question logically arises of why modern man ﬁas
Sfound himself in such a situation. Who is trying to replace the already
deluded Homo Sapiens with a cubic metre of empty space in the condi-
tion of HZ?

The answer, of course, is clear: nobody. But let us not become fix-
ated on the bitter absurdity of the situation. In order to understand it
in greater depth, let us recall that the main reason for the existence of
television is its advertising function, whick is indissolubly linked with
the circulation of money. We shall therefore have to turn our attention
1o that area of human thought which is known as economics.

Economics is the name of a pseudo-science that deals with the tllu-
sory relations berween subjects of the first and second types as they are
involved in the hallucinatory process of their imaginary enrichment.

This discipline regards each individual as a cell of an organism
that the economists of the ancient world knew as Mammon. In the edu-
cational materials of the Front for Full and Final Liberation it is
called simply ORANUS (which translates into Russian as
‘moutharse’). This more accurately reflects its real nature and leaves
less scope for mystical speculation. Each of these cells — that is, each in-
dividual, when regarded as an economic entity — possesses a kind of so-
cial membrane that allows money (which plays the role of blood and
bymph in the organism of oranus) to pass into and out of the cell.
From the point of view of economics, the function of each of these cells
is to absorb as much money as possible through this membrane and to
release as little as possible back through it.

But the imperative of oranus’s existence as a whole requires its cel-
lular structure to be bathed in a constantly increasing stream of money.
Therefore oranus, in the process of its evolution (and it is located at a
level of evolution close to that of a mollusc) develops a primitive ner-
vous system, the so-called ‘media’. This nervous system transmits
throughout its virtual organism impulses that control the activity of the
monadic cells.

These impulses are of three types, which are called oral, anal and
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‘ displacing wow-impulses (from the commercial ejaculation ‘wow!’).

The oral wow-impulse induces a cell to ingest money in order to
eliminate its suffering as a result of the conflict between its self-image
and the image of the ideal ‘super-self’ created by advertising. Note that
the point does not lie in the things that can be bought for money in
order to embody this ideal ‘self’ — the point lies in the money itself. Cer-
tainly, many millionaires walk around in rags and drive cheap cars,
but in order to be able to do that one has to be a millionaire. A poor
man in the same circumstances would suffer inexpressible agonies as a
result of cognitive dissonance, which is why many poor people will
spend their last penny in an effort to dress well.

The anal wow-impulse induces the cell to eliminate money in order to
experience pleasure from the coincidence of the above-mentioned images.

Since the two actions described (the ingestion of money and its elimi-
nation) contradict each other, the anal wow-impulse acts in a con-
cealed form, and the individual genuinely believes that the pleasure is
dertved not from the act of spending money, but from the acquisition of
a certain object. But of course it is quite obvious that as a physical 0b-
Ject a watch that costs fifty thousand dollars cannot afford an individ-

< ual any greater pleasure than a watch that costs fifty dollars — the
whole point lies in the amount of money involved.

The oral and anal wow-impulses are so called by analogy with
sphincteral functions, although it would be more accurate to compare
them with inhaling and exhaling; the sensation that they induce is akin
to psychological asphyxia, or, by contrast, hyperventilation. This
oral-anal irritation achieves its greatest intensity at the gaming table
tn the casino or during speculation on the stock market, although the
means of wow-stimulation may take any form.

The displacing impulse suppresses and displaces from an individ-
ual’s consciousness all psychological processes that might hinder total
identification with a cell of oranus. It arises when a psychological stim-
ulus contains no oral—anal components. The displacing impulse is a
Jamming signal that blocks the transmission from an undesirable
radio-station by generating intense interference. Its mode of action is
admirably expressed in the sayings: ‘Money talks, bullshit walks’ and,
‘If you're so clever, show me your money.” Without this lever of influ-
ence oranus would not be able to make individuals function as its cells.
Under the influence of the displacing impulse, which blocks out all sub-
tle psychological processes that are not directly related to the circulation
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of money, the world comes to be seen exclusively as the embodiment of
oranus. This produces terrifying results. For instance, one broker from
the London Stock Exchange has described his hallucinatory vision of
the world, induced by the displacing wow-impulse as follows: ‘The
world is a place where business meets money.’

1t is no exaggeration to say that this psychological condition is wide-
spread. All the questions dealt with in modern economics, sociology
and culturology are in effect the description of metabolic and somatic
processes occurring in the organism of oranus.

By its nature oranus is a primitive virtual organism of a parasitic
type. Its distinctive feature is that it does not attach itself to any single
donor organism, but makes other organisms into its own cells. Each of
its cells is a human being possessing unlimited potential and endowed
by nature with the right to freedom. The paradox lies in the fact that
oranus as an organism stands much lower on the evolutionary scale
than any of its cells. It is incapable of abstract thought, or even of self-
awareness. One might say that the famous eye in the triangle that is de-
picted on the one-dollar note actually sees nothing. It was simply
daubed on the surface of the pyramid by some cartoonist and nothing
more. Therefore, to avoid confusing the theorists of conspiracy, with
their inclination to schizophrenia, it would be more correct to cover the
said eye with a black blindfold.

Oranus has neither ears, nor nose, nor eyes, nor mind. And of
course, it is far from being the embodiment of evil or the spawn of hell
that many representatives of the religious business would have it be. In
itself it wishes for nothing, since it is simply incapable of wishing in the
abstract. It is an inane polyp, devoid of emotion or intention, whick
ingests and eliminates emptiness. Each of its cells is potentially capable
of realising that it is not one of oranus’s cells ar all, in fact just the op-
posite: that oranus is merely one of the insignificant objects of its mind.
1t is in order to block this possibility that oranus requires the displac-
ing impulse.

Previously oranus possessed only a vegetative nervous system, but
the emergence of the mass media has allowed it to evolve, developing a
central nervous system. In our times oranus’s most important nerve
ending, which reaches every individual, is the television. We have al-
ready mentioned that the consciousness of the television viewer is dis-
placed by the consciousness of the virtual Homo Zapiens. Now let us
consider the mode of action of the three wow-impulses.
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In his or her normal state the human individual is theoretically ca-
pable of identifying the wow-impulses and resisting them. But Homo
Zapiens in unconscious fusion with a television broadcast is no longer
a personality, merely a condition. Subject number two is not capable of
analysing events, in exactly the same way as an electromagnetic record-
ing of a cock crowing is incapable of it. Even the illusion of critical as-
‘sessment of what takes place on the screen is itself part of the induced
psychological process.

After every few minutes of a television programme — that is, within
the consciousness of subject number rwo — a sequence of advertising
clips is shown, each of which is a complex and carefully constructed
combination of anal, oral and displacing wow-impulses, which res-
onate in phase with various cultural strata of the psyche.

To employ a crude analogy with physical processes, the patient is
Jforst anaesthetised (subject number one is displaced by subject number
two) and then follows a rapid and intensive session of hypnosis, each
stage of which is fixed in the memory by means of a conditioned reflex
mechanism.

At some stage subject number two switches off the television and once
again becomes subject number one — that is, an ordinary individual.
After that he no longer receives the three wow-impulses directly. But an
effect is produced similar in nature to residual magnetisation: the mind
begins to produce the same influences for itself. They arise sponta-
neously and act as a background against which all other thoughts ap-
pear. While the subject in the condition of HZ is subject to the three
wow-impulses, on returning to a normal condition he or she is sub-
Jected to the action of the three wow-factors that are automatically gen-
erated by his or her mind.

The constant and regular assumption by an individual of the con-
dition of HZ and exposure to the displacing wow-impulse lead to the
development in consciousness of a specific filter that allows the ingestion
of only that information whick is saturated with oral-anal wow-con-
tent. The individual, therefore, is not even afforded the capability of in-
quiring after his or her own true nature.

But just what is this true nature?

By virtue of a number of circumstances that we have no space to
deal with here, each individual can only answer that question for him-
self or herself. No matter how lamentable the condition of the ordinary
individual might be, he or she still has the opportunity to find an an-
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swer. But subject number two has no such opportunity, since he or she
does not exist. Despite this (or possibly, precisely because of it), the
media system of oranus, which transmits the three wow-impulses
through the informational field, confronts HZ with the question of self-
identification.

Now we come to our most interesting and paradoxical conclusion.
Since subject number two does not possess any inner nature, the only
possible answer for it is to define itself via a combination of the mater-
1al objects shown on the television, which are quite clearly neither it nor
any part of it. This is reminiscent of the method of apophatic theology,
in which God is defined through what He is not, only here we are deal-
ing with apophatic anthropology.

For subject number rwo the only possible answer to the question
What am 12’ is: ‘I am the individual who drives such-and-such a car,
lives in such-and-such a house, wears suck-and-such a type of clothes.’
Identification of the self is only possible through the compilation of a
list of goods consumed, and transformation is only possible by means
of a change in the list. Therefore, most objects advertised are associated
with a specific personality type, character trait, propensity or quality.
The result is a completely convincing combination of these properties,

propensities and features, which is capable of producing the impression
of a real personality. The number of possible combinations is practi-
cally unlimited, as is the scope for choice. Advertising formulates this
as follows: ‘I am a calm and self-confident individual, therefore I buy
red slippers.’ The type-two subject, wishing to add to its collection the
qualities of calmness and self-confidence, achieves this by remembering
that it must buy red slippers, which is accomplished under the influence
of the anal wow-factor. In the classic case the oral~anal stimulation
Jorms a closed loop, as in the famous instance of a snake biting its own
tail: you need a million dollars to buy a house in an expensive neigh-
bourhood, you need the house to have somewhere to wear your red slip-
pers, and you need red slippers to provide you with the calmness and
self-confidence that will allow you to earn a million dollars, in order
to buy the house in which you can wear the red slippers, thus acquiring
the qualities of calmness and confidence.

When oral-anal stimulation forms a closed loop, we can say that
the goal of advertising magic has been achieved: an illusory structure is
created that has no centre, although all objects and qualities are related
10 each other via a fictional centre that is called ‘identity’.
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Ldentity is the type-two subject at the stage of development when it is
capable of existing independently without constant activation by the
three wow-impulses, under the influence only of the three residual wow-
factors, generated independently by its own mind.

Identity is a false ego, which says everything there is to be said about
it. In irs analysis of the modern human situation, bourgeois thought re-
gards the violent escape from identity back to one’s own ego as a
tremendous spiritual achievement. Perhaps that really is the case, since
the ego is non-existent in relative terms, while identity is absolutely
non-existent. The only difficulty with this is that it is impossible, since
there is nowhere to escape from or to and nobody to escape. Despite
that, however, we might allow that in this situation the slogans ‘Back
10 the ego!’ or ‘Forward to the ego!’ do acquire, if not actual meaning,
then at least a certain aesthetic justification.

The superimposition of the three wow-impulses on the more subtle
processes taking place in the human psyche is the source of all of the
mediocre variety of modern culture. A special role is played in this by
the displacing impulse. 1t is like the rumbling of a preumatic drill,
which drowns out all other sounds. All external stimuli apart from the
wow-oral and wow-anal impulses are filtered out, and the individual
loses interest in everything that has no oral or anal component. In this
brief article we do not consider the sexual aspect of advertising, but let
us note in passing that more and more frequently sex becomes attractive
only because it symbolises the vital energy of youth that can be trans-
Sformed into money. This can be confirmed by any competent psychoan-
alyst. In the final analysis the modern individual experiences a
profound distrust of practically everything that is not connected with
the ingestion or elimination of money.

Externally this is manifested in the fact that life becomes ever more
boring, and people become ever more cold and calculating. In bour-
geois science the new code of behaviour is usually explained by the at-
tempt to maintain and conserve emotional energy, which is a response
to the demand's of the corporate economy and the modern lifestyle. In
actual fact there is no less. emotional content in human life, but the un-
remitting influence of the displacing wow-factor results in all of the in-
dividual’s emotional energy being shunted into psychological processes
related to oral and anal wow-content. Many bourgeois specialists in-
stinctively sense the part played by the mass media in the paradigm
Shift that is taking place, but as comrade Allende junior used to say,
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They are searching for a black cat which has never existed in a dark
room which will never exist.” Even when they go so far as to call televi-
ston a prosthetic support for the wrinkled and withered ‘self’, or say
that the media inflate a personality that has become unreal, they are
still missing the point.

Only a personality that was real can become unreal. In order to be-
come wrinkled and withered, this ‘self’ would have had to exist. In the
preceding argument, and also in our previous writings (see The Russ-
ian Question and Cedera Luminosa) we have demonstrated the
groundlessness of this approach.

Under the influence of the displacing wow-factor, the culture and art
of the dark age are reduced exclusively to oral-anal content. The funda-
mental feature of this art may be succinctly defined as ‘moutharsing’.

A black bag stuffed with hundred-dollar bills has already become
the supremely important cultural symbol and a central element of the
magority of films and books, for whick the trajectory of its path through
life provides the mainspring of the plot. In more precise terms, it is the
presence in the work of art of this black bag that stimulates the audi-
ence’s emotional interest in what is taking place on the screen or in the
text. Note that in certain instances the bag of money is not directly pre-
sent, in which case its function is fulfilled either by the participation of
so-called ‘stars’, of whom it is known as a certain fact that they have
such a bag at home, or by persistently touted information about the
budget of the film and irs takings at the box office. In the future, not a
single work of art will be created simply for its own sake; the time is
approaching when books and films will appear in which the dominant
element of content will be a secret hymn of praise to Coca-Cola and an
attack on Pepsi-Cola — or vice-versa.

The effect of the impact of oral-anal impulses is to encourage the de-
velopment in the human individual of an internal auditor (a typical
market-economy variant of the ‘internal party committee’). He con-
stantly assesses reality exclusively in terms of property and performs a
punitive function by forcing consciousness to suffer intolerably as a re-
sult of cognitive dissonance. The oral wow-impulse corresponds to the
internal auditor holding up the flag ‘loser’. The anal wow-impulse
corresponds to the flag ‘winner’. The displacing wow-impulse corre-
sponds to a condition in which the internal auditor simultaneously
holds up the flags ‘winner’ and ‘loser’. It is possible to identify several
stable types of identity. These are:
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a) the oral wow-type (the dominant pattern around which emo-
tional and psychological life is organised is an obsessive yearning for
money)

b) the anal wow-type (the dominant pattern is the pleasurable elim-
ination of money or the manipulation of objects that are surrogates for
it, also known as anal wow-exhibitionism)

¢) the displaced wow-type (possible in combination with either of the
first two types), in which the individual effectively becomes insensitive
to all stimuli apart from oral-anal impulses.

The relative nature of this classification can be seen from the fact
that one and the same identity may be anal in relation to those who
stand lower in the wow-hierarchy and oral in relation to those who
stand higher (of course, there is no ‘identity in itself’ — we are concerned
here with a pure epiphenomenon). The linear wow-hierarchy that is
Sformed by numerous ranked identities is known as a corporate string.
It is a kind of social perpetuum mobile; its secret lies in the fact that
any ‘identity’ is obliged constantly to validate itself against another
that is located one step higher. In folklore this great principle is re-

Slected in the colloquial phrase: ‘keeping up with the Joneses’.

Individuals organised according to the principle of the corporate

string are like fish threaded on a line. But in this case the fish are still
alive. More than that — under the influence of the oral and anal wow-
Sactors they crawl, as it were, along the corporate string in the direction
that they think of as up. They are driven to do this by instinct or, if you
will, by the urge to find the meaning of life. And from the point of view
of economic metaphysics the meaning of life is the transformation of the
oral identity into the anal.

The implications of the situation are not exhausted by the fact that
the subject who is overcome by the influence of the three residual wow-

factors is obliged to regard himself or herself as an identity. Coming
into contact with another human being, he or she sees him or her as an
identity too. The culture of the dark age has already correlated absolutely
everything that can characterise a human being with its oral-anal sys-
tem of coordinates and located it in a context of endless moutharsing.

The displaced wow-individual analyses everybody he or she meets
as a video clip saturated with commercial information. The external
appearance of the other person, his or her speech and behaviour, are
immediately interpreted as a set of wow-symbols. A very rapid and un-
controllable process is initiated, consisting of a sequence of anal, oral
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and displacing impulses that flare up and fade away in consciousness,
determining the relations people have with each other. Homo homini
lupus est, as one inspired Latin saying has it. But man has long
ceased being a wolf to man. Man is not even an image-maker to man,
as some modern sociologists assume. It is all far more terrifying and
much simpler than that. Man is wow to man — or if not to man, then
to precisely another such wow, the result of which is that, projected on
10 the modern system of cultural coordinates the Latin saying becomes:
‘Wow Wow Wow!”’

This applies not only to people, but in general to everything that
[falls within the range of our attention. In assessing what we are look-
ing at, we experience a weary sense of depression if we do not encounter
the familiar stimuli. Our perception is subjected to a specific form of
digitization — every phenomenon is disassociated into a linear combi-
nation of anal and oral vectors. Every image can be precisely ex-
pressed in terms of money. Even if it is emphatically non-commercial,
the question immediately arises of how commercially valuable that type
of non-commercialism is. Hence the feeling, familiar to us all, that in
the end everything comes down to money.

And indeed, everything does come down to money, because money
has long since been reduced to nothing but itself, and everything else
proscribed. Surges of oral-anal activity become the only permitted psy-
chological reaction. All other mental activity is blocked.

The type-two subject is absolutely mechanistic, because it is an echo
of electromagnetic processes in the cathode-ray tube of a television. The
only freedom that it possesses is the freedom to say ‘Wow!’ when it buys
another thing, which as likely as not is a new television. This is pre-
cisely why oranus’s controlling impulses are called wow-impulses, and
the subconscious ideology of identialism is called ‘wowerism’. As for the
political regime corresponding to wowerism, it is sometimes known as
telecracy or mediacracy, since it is a regime under which the object of
choices (and also the subject, as we have demonstrated above) is a tele-
vision programme. It should be remembered that the word ‘democracy’,
whick is used so frequently in the modern mass media, is by no means
the same word ‘democracy’ as was so widespread in the nineteenth and
early rwentieth centuries. The two words are merely homonyms. The old
word ‘democracy’ was derived from the Greek ‘demos’, while the new
word is derived from the expression ‘demo-version’.

And so, let us sum up.
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Identialism is dualism at that stage of development when the major
corporations are finalising the division of human consciousness which,
being under the constant influence of oral, anal and displacing wow-
impulses, begins independently to generate the three corresponding
wow-factors. This results in the stable and permanent displacement of
the personality and the appearance in its place of the so-called ‘iden-
try’. Identialism is dualism that possesses a triple distinction. It is du-
alism that is: a) dead; b) putrid; c) digitised.

Numerous different definitions of identity could be provided, but
this would be a senseless exercise, because in any case it does not exist in
reality. At the stage of identialism, the individual for whose freedom it
was once possible to fight disappears completely from the field of view.

1t follows, therefore, that the end of the world, which is the in-
evitable outcome of the wowerisation of consciousness, will present ab-
solutely no danger of any kind — for the very subject of danger is
disappearing. The end of the world will simply be a television pro-
gramme. And this, comrades in the struggle, fills us all with inexpress-
ible bliss.

Che Guevara

Mt Shumeru, eternity, summer.

‘Sumer again. We're all Sumerians, then,” Tatarsky whis-
pered quietly and looked up. The grey light of a new day was
trembling beyond the blind at the window. To the left of the
ouija board lay a heap of paper covered in writing, and the
weary muscles of his forearms ached. The only thing he could
remember from all that writing was the expression ‘bourgeois
thought’. Getting up from the table, he went across to the bed
and threw himself on to it without getting undressed.

"Just what is bourgeois thought?” he wondered. ‘God only
knows. About money, I suppose. What else?’
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CHAPTER 8

A Safe Haven

The lift that was elevating Tatarsky towards his new job con-
tained only a single solitary graffito, but even that was enough
to make it clear at a glance that the heart of the advertising
business beat somewhere close at hand. The graffito was a
variation on a classic theme, the advertisement for Jim Beam
whisky in which a simple basic hamburger evolved into a
complex, multi-tiered sandwich, then the sandwich became
an even more intricate baguette, and finally the baguette
turned back into the basic hamburger, which all went to show
that everything returns to its origins. Traced out on the wall in
gigantic three-dimensional letters casting a long drawn
shadow were the words: FUCK YOU.

Written below it in small letters was the original Jim Beam
slogan: “You always get back to the basics.’

Tatarsky was simply delighted at the way the entire evolu-
tionary sequence implied in the inscriptions had simply been
omitted — he could sense the laconic hand of a master at work.
What was more, despite the risqué nature of the subject, there
wasn’t even the slightest trace of Freudianism in the text.

It was quite possible that the unknown master was one of
his two colleagues who also worked for Khanin. They were
called Seryozha and Malyuta, and they were almost complete
opposites. Seryozha, a short man with light hair, wore gold-
rimmed spectacles and strove with all his might to resemble a
Western copywriter, but since he didn’t know what a West-
ern copywriter actually looked like and relied on nothing but
his own strange ideas about the matter, the impression he ac-
tually produced was of something touchingly Russian and
very nearly extinct.

Malyuta, a robust slob in a dirty denim suit, was Tatarsky’s
comrade in misfortune - he had also suffered from his ro-
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mantically-minded parents’ love for exotic names — in this
case the name borne by Ivan the Terrible’s most infamous
lieutenant — but that didn’t make them close. When he began
talking to Tatarsky about his favourite theme, geopolitics,
Tatarsky said that in his opinion it consisted mostly of an ir-
resolvable conflict between the right hemisphere and the left
that certain people suffer with from birth. After that Malyuta
began behaving towards him in an unfriendly fashion.

Malyuta was a frightening individual in general. He was a
rabid anti-Semite, not because he had any reason to dislike
Jews, but because he tried as hard as he could to maintain the
image of a patriot, logically assuming there was nothing else
a man calledlMalyuta could do with his life. All the descrip-
tions of the world Malyuta encountered in the analytical
tabloids were in agreement that anti-Semitism was an indis-
pensable element of the patriotic image. The result was that,
following long efforts to mould his own image, Malyuta had
come to resemble most of all a villain from Bin Laden’s gang
in a stupid low-budget action movie, which started Tatarsky
wondering whether these low-budget action movies were
quite so stupid after all, if they were capable of transforming
reality after their own image.

When they were introduced, Tatarsky and Khanin’s other
two employees exchanged folders of their work; it was a bit
like the mutual positioning of dogs sniffing each other’s ass
the first time they meet. Leafing through the works in Ma-

lyuta’s folder, Tatarsky several times found himself shudder-

ing in horror. The very same future he had playfully
described in his concept for Sprite (the folk-costume image of
the pseudo-Slavonic aesthetic, visible ever more clearly
through the dark, swirling smoke of a military coup) was pre-
sent in full-blown form in these sheets typed with carbon
paper. Tatarsky was particularly badly shaken by the sce-
nario for a Harley-Davidson clip:

A street in a small Russian town. In the foreground a rather blurred,
out-of-focus motorcycle, looming over the viewer. In the distance is a
church; the bell is ringing. The service has only just finished and people
are walking down along the street. Among the passers-by are fwo young
men wearing red Russian shirts outside their trousers — they could be
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cadets from military college on holiday. Close-up: each of them is car-

rying a sunflower in his hands. Close-up: a mouth spitting out a husk.
Close-up: foreground — the handlebars and petrol tank of the mororcy-
cle, behind it — our heroes, gazing obsessively at the motorcycle. Close-

up: fingers breaking seeds out of a sunflower. Close-up: the two heroes

exchange glances; one says to the other:

Sergeant in our platoon was called Harley. A real bull of a man.
But he took 1o the drink.’

‘Why’'d he do that?’

You know. No one gives a Russian a chance these days.’

Next frame — a Hassidic Jew of massive proportions comes out of
the door of a house wearing a black leather jacket and a black wide-
brimmed hat. Beside him our two heroes appear skinny and puny —
they involuntarily take a step backwards. The Jew gets on to the motor-
cycle, starts it up with a roar, and a few seconds later has disappeared
Jfrom view — all that's left is a blue haze of petrol smoke. OQur rwo he-
roes exchange glances again. The one who recalled the sergeant spits out
a husk and says with a sigh:

Just how long can the Davidsons keep riding the Harleys? Russia,
awake!’

(Or: ‘World history. Harley-Davidson’. A possible softer version of
the slogan: ‘The Harley motorcycle. Not to say Davidson’s.’

At first Tatarsky decided it must be a parody, and only
after reading Malyuta’s other texts did he realise that for Ma-
lyuta sunflowers and sunflower-seed husks were positive
aesthetic characteristics. Having been convinced by the ana-
lytical tabloids that sunflower seeds were inseparably fused
with the image of a patriot, Malyuta had cultivated his love of
them as dedicatedly and resolutely as he cultivated his anti-
Semitism.

The second copywriter, Seryozha, would leaf for hours at a
time through Western magazines, translating advertising slo-
gans with a dictionary, on the assumption that what worked
for a vacuum cleaner in one hemisphere might well do the job
for a wall-clock ticking away in the other. In his good English
he would spend hours interrogating his cocaine dealer, a Pak-
istani by the name of Ali, about the cultural codes and pass-
words to which Western advertising made reference. Ali had
lived for a long time in Los Angeles and even if he couldn’t
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provide explanations for the most obscure elements of obscu-
rity, he could at least lie convincingly about what he didn’t
understand. Perhaps it was Seryozha’s intimate familiarity
.with advertising theory and Western culture in general that
made him think so highly of the first job Tatarsky based on
the secret wow-technology imparted by commendante Che
during the seance. It was an advert for a tourist firm organis-
ing tours to Acapulco. The slogan was:

WOW! ACAPULYPSE NOW!

‘Right on!’ Seryozha said curtly, and shook Tatarsky by the
hand.

Tatarsky in turn was quite genuinely delighted by one of
Seryozha's early works, which the author himself regarded as
a failure:

No, you're not a sailor any more . . . Your friends will reproach you for
your indifference. But you will only smile in reply — you never really were a
satlor anyway. All your life you've simply been heading for this safe haven.

SAFE HAVEN. THE PENSION FUND

Malyuta never touched Western magazines — he only ever
read the tabloids, or The Twilight of the Gods, always with a
bookmark in one and the same place. But soon Tatarsky was
astonished to notice that for all their serious differences in in-
tellectual orientation and personal qualities, Seryozha and
Malyuta were both sunk equally deeply in the bottomless pit
of moutharsing. It was evident in numerous details and traits
of behaviour. For instance, when they spoke to Tatarsky
about a certain common acquaintance of theirs, both of them
in turn described him as follows:

“You know,” said Seryozha, ‘in psychological terms he’s
something like a novice broker who earns six hundred dollars
a month, but is counting on reaching fifteen hundred by the
end of the year . . .’

‘And then,” added Malyuta, raising a finger, ‘when he takes
his dame out to Pizza Hut and spends forty dollars on the two
of them he thinks it’s a big deal.’

Immediately following this phrase Malyuta was over-
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whelmed by the influence of the anal wow-factor: he took out
his expensive mobile phone, twirled it between his fingers
and made an entirely unnecessary call.

Apart from all that, Seryozha and Malyuta actually turned
out a remarkably similar product — Tatarsky realised this
when he discovered two works devoted to the same item in
their folders.

Two or three weeks before Tatarsky joined the staff,
Khanin’s office had submitted a big order to a client. Some
shady customers, who urgently needed to sell a large lot of
fake runners, had ordered an advert from Khanin for Nike -
that was the brand their canvas slippers were disguised to
look like. The intention was to off-load the goods at the mar-
kets around Moscow, but the lot was so large that the shady
characters, having mumbled a few incantations over their cal-
culators, had decided to shell out for a television advert in
order to accelerate their turnover. And the kind of ad they
wanted had to be heavy stuff - ‘the kind,” as one of them said,
‘that’ll do their heads in straight off’. Khanin submitted two
versions, Seryozha’s and Malyuta’s. Seryozha, who read at
least ten textbooks on advertising written in English while he
was working on the job, produced the following text:

The project employs an American cultural reference familiar to the
Russian consumer from the mass media — that is, the mass suicide of
members of the occult group Heaven’s Gate from San Diego, which
was intended to allow them to make the transition to their subtle bodies
50 that they could travel to a comet. All those who killed themselves
were lying on simple rwo-level bunk-beds; the video sequence was shot
strictly in black and white. The faces of the deceased were covered with
simple black cloth, and on their feet they were wearing black Nike run-
ners with a white symbol, the so-called ‘swoosh’. In aesthetic terms the
proposed video is based on an Internet clip devoted to the event — the
picture on the television screen duplicates the screen of a computer mon-
itor, in the centre of which well-known frames from a CNN report are
repeated in sequence. At the end, when the motionless soles of the run-
ners with the inscription ‘Nike’ have been displayed for long enough,
the shot shifts to the end-board of a bed with a sheet of Whatman paper
glued to it, on which a ‘swoosh’ looking like a comet has been drawn
with a black felt-tip pen:
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The camera moves lower, and we see the slogan, written in the same

Sfelt-tip pen:
JUST DO IT.

While Malyuta was working on his scenario he didn’t
read anything at all except the gutter tabloids and so-called
patriotic newspapers with their scatalogically eschatalogical
positioning of events; but he obviously must have watched
a lot of films. His version went like this:

A street in a small Vietnamese village lost deep in the jungle. In the
Joreground a typical third-world country Nike workshop — we recog-
nise it from the sign: NIKE sweatshop No. 1567903. All around there
are tall tropical trees, a section of railway line suspended on the village
fence rings like a bell. Standing in the doorway of the workshop is a
Vietnamese with a Kalashnikov automatic rifle, wearing khaki trousers
and a black shirt, which automatically bring to mind the film The Deer
Hunter. Close-up: hands on an automatic rifle. The camera enters the
door and we see rwo rows of work-tables with workers who are chained
in place sitting ar them. The scene brings to mind the galley scene from
the film Ben Hur. Al of the workers are wearing incredibly old, torn
and tattered American military uniforms. They are the last American
prisoners of war. On the table in front of them there are Nike runners
in various stages of completion. All of the prisoners of war have curly
black beards and hooked noses. (This last phrase was written in
between the lines in pencil — evidently the inspiration had struck
Malyuta after the text had been printed.) The prisoners of war are dis-
satisfied with something — at first they murmur quietly, then they start
banging on the tables with the half-glued runners. There are shouts of:
‘We demand a meeting with the American consul!’ and, ‘We demand a
visit from a UN commissioner!” Suddenly a burst of automatic rounds
is fired into the ceiling, and the noise instantly ceases. The Vietnamese
in the black shirt is standing in the doorway, with a smoking automatic
in his hands. The eyes of everyone in the room are fixed on him. The
Vietnamese strokes his automatic rifle, then jabs his finger in the direc-

97



tion of the nearest table with half-finished runners and says in broken
English: Just do it!’

Voice-over: ‘Nike. Good 2, Evil 0.

Once when he caught Khanin alone in his office, Tatarsky
asked: ‘Tell me, this work Malyuta produces — does it ever get
accepted?’

‘It does,” said Khanin, putting aside the book he was read-
ing. ‘Of course it does. The runners may be American, but
they have to be sold to the Russian mentality. So it all suits
very well. We edit it a bit, of course, so as not to fall foul of the
law.’

‘And you say the advertisers like it?’

‘The advertisers we have here have to have it explained to
them what they like and what they don’t. And anyway, why
does any advertiser give us an ad?’

Tatarsky shrugged.

‘No, go on, tell me.”

“To sell product.’

‘That’s in America - to sell product.’

‘Then so he can feel like a big-shot.’

‘That was three years ago,’ Khanin said in a didactic tone.
‘Things are different now. Nowadays the client wants to
show the big guys who keep a careful eye on what’s happen-
ing on screen and in real life that he can simply flush a million
dollars down the tubes; and for that, the worse his advert is,
the better. The viewer is left with the feeling that the client
and the producers are absolute idiots, but then’ - Khanin
raised one finger and his eyes twinkled wisely — “the signal in-
dicating how much money it costs reaches the viewer’s brain.
The final conclusion about the client is as follows — he may be
a total cretin, but his business is doing so well he can afford to
put out any old crap over and over again. And that’s the best
kind of advertising there can possibly be. A man like that will
get credit anywhere, no sweat.’

‘Complicated,” said Tatarsky.

‘Sure it is. There’s more to it than reading your Al Rice.’

‘And where can you gather such profound insight into
life?’ asked Tatarsky.
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‘From life itself,” Khanin said with feeling.

Tatarsky looked at the book lying on the desk in front of
him. It looked exactly like a Soviet-era secret edition of Dale
Carnegie for Central Committee members — there was a three-
digit copy number on the cover and below that a typed title:
Virtual Business and Communications. There were several
bookmarks set in the book: on one of them Tatarsky read the
words: ‘Suggest. schizo-blocks’.

‘Is that something to do with computers?” he asked.

Khanin picked up the book and hid it away in the drawer of
his desk. .

‘No,” he replied unwillingly. ‘It actually is about virtual
business.”

’And what's that?’

“To cut it short,” said Khanin, ‘it’s business in which the
basic goods traded are space and time.”

"How’s that?’

‘It's just like things are here in Russia. Look around: the
country hasn’t produced anything for ages. Have you done a
single advertising project for a product produced here?’

‘T can’t recall one,” Tatarsky replied. "Hang on, though,
there was one - for Kalashnikov. But you could call that an
image ad.’

‘There, you see,” said Khanin. ‘What’s the most important
feature of the Russian economic miracle? Its most important
feature is that the economy just keeps on sinking deeper and
deeper into the shit, while business keeps on growing
stronger and expanding into the international arena. Now try
this: what do the people you see all around you trade in?’

"What?’

‘"Things that are absolutely non-material. Air time and ad-
vertising space — in the newspapers or out on the street. But
time in itself can’t be air time, just as space in itself can’t be ad-
vertising space. The first person who managed to unite time
and space via the fourth dimension was the physicist Einstein.
He had this theory of relativity — maybe you've heard of it. So-
viet power did it as well, only via a paradox — you know that.
They lined up the guys in the camps, gave them shovels and
told them to dig a trench from the fence as far as lunchtime. But
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now it’s very easily done — one minute of prime air time costs
the same as a two-column colour ad in a major magazine.’

‘Then that means the fourth dimension is money?” asked
Tatarsky.

Khanin nodded.

‘Not only that,” he said, ‘from the point of view of mone-
tarist phenomenology, it is the substance from which the
world is constructed. There was an American philosopher
called Robert Pirsig who believed that the world consists of
moral values; but that was just the way things could seem in
the sixties — you know, the Beatles, LSD, all that stuff. A lot
more has become clear since then. Have you heard about the
cosmonauts’ strike?’

‘I think I heard something,” Tatarsky answered, vaguely re-
calling some newspaper article.

‘Our cosmonauts get twenty to thirty thousand dollars a
flight. The Americans get two hundred or three hundred
thousand. So our guys said: “We're not going to fly at thirty
grand; we want to fly at three hundred grand too.” What does
that mean? It means they’re not really flying towards the
twinkling points of light of those unknown stars, but towards
absolutely specific sums of hard currency. Such is the nature
of the cosmos. And the non-linear nature of time and space is
expressed in the fact that we and the Americans burn equal
amounts of fuel and fly equal numbers of kilometres in order
to arrive at absolutely different amounts of money. That is
one of the fundamental secrets of the Universe . . .’

Khanin suddenly broke off and began to light a cigarette,
clearly winding up the conversation. ‘Now go and get some
work done,” he said.

‘Can I read the book some time?” Tatarsky asked, nodding
towards the desk where Khanin had hidden his secret text.
‘For my general development?’

‘All in good time,” said Khanin, giving him a sweet smile.

Even without any secret handbooks Tatarsky was already
beginning to find his bearings in the commercial relations of
the age of virtual business. As he was quick to realise from
observing the behaviour of his colleagues at work, the basis of
these relations was so-called ‘black PR’, or as Khanin pro-
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nounced it in full: ‘black public relations’. The first time
Tatarsky heard the words the bard of the Literary Institute
was resurrected briefly in his soul, intoning in sombre tones:
‘Black public relations, uniting all nations . . .” But there
wasn'’t actually any real romantic feeling behind this abbrevi-
ation, and it was entirely devoid of the baggage of negative
connotations ascribed to it by those who use the phrase ‘black
PR’ to mean an attack mounted via the mass media.

It was actually quite the opposite — advertising, like other
forms of human activity in the vast, cold expanses of Russia,
was inextricably intertwined with the ‘black cash flow’,
which in practical terms meant two things. Firstly, journalists
were quite willing to deceive their newspapers and maga-
zines by extracting black cash from anyone who more or less
naturally fell within their field of attention — and it wasn’t just
restaurant-owners who wanted to be compared with Maxim’s
who had to pay, but writers who wanted to be compared with
Marquez, which meant that the boundary between literary
and restaurant criticism grew ever finer and more arbitrary.
Secondly, copywriters took pleasure in deceiving their agen-
cies by finding a client through them and then concluding an
unwritten deal with him behind their bosses” backs. After
he’d taken a good look around, Tatarsky took a cautious first
step on to this fruitful ground, where he met with immediate
success: he managed to sell his slightly modified project for
Finlandia vodka (the new slogan was: ‘Reincarnation Now!").

Usually he dealt with lowly cogs in the PR machinery, but
this time he was summoned to the owner of the firm that in-
tended to take on the dealership for Finlandia, who was a
dour and serious-minded youth. Having read several times
through the two pages Tatarsky had brought, he chuckled,
thought for a moment, rang his secretary and asked her to
prepare the paperwork. Half an hour later a stunned Tatarsky
emerged on to the street, carrying in his inside pocket an en-
velope containing two and a half thousand dollars and a con-
tract for the full and unconditional transfer of all rights to the
young man’s company.

For those changed times this was an absolutely fantastic
haul.
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But a couple of months later Tatarsky accidentally discov-
ered an incredibly insulting little detail: it turned out Finlan-
dia’s future distributor hadn’t paid up because he’d decided
to use his text in his advertising, but because he was afraid
Tatarsky might sell it to Absolut or Smirnoff dealers. Tatarsky
even started to write a sonnet dedicated to this event, but
after a couple of minutes discarded it as non-functional. In
general, it was hard to believe that not so very long ago he
had been wont to spend so much time searching for mean-
ingless rhymes that had long since been abandoned by the
poetry of the market democracies. It seemed simply incon-
ceivable that only a few short years ago life had been so gen-
tle and undemanding that he could waste entire kilowatts of
mental energy in dead-end circuits of his brain that never
paid back the investment.

Tatarsky suspected that black PR was a more widespread
and significant phenomenon than just a means of survival for
certain protein-based life-forms in the era of the mass media;
but he couldn’t connect up his heterogeneous suspicions con-
cerning the true nature of the phenomenon to form a clear
and unified understanding. There was something missing.

‘Public relations are people’s relations with each other,” he
jotted down in confused fashion in his notebook.

People want to earn money in order ro gain freedom, or at least a
breathing space from their interminable suffering. And we copywriters
manipulate reality in front of people’s eyes so that freedom comes to be
symbolised by an iron, or a sanitary towel with wings, or lemonade.
Thar’s what they pay us for. We pawn this stuff off on them from the
screen, and then they pawn it off on each other, and on us who write
the stuff, and ir’s like radioactive contamination, when it makes no
difference any longer who exploded the bomb. Everyone tries to show
everyone else that they ve already achieved freedom, and as a result,
while we pretend to socialise and be friendly, all we really do is keep
pawning each other off with all sorts of jackets, mobile phones and
cars. It’s a closed circle. And this closed circle is called black PR.

Tatarsky became so absorbed in his thoughts on the nature
of this phenomenon that he wasn’t in the least surprised
when one day Khanin stopped him in the corridor, grabbed
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hold of one of his buttons and said: ‘I see you know all there
is to know about black PR

‘Almost,” Tatarsky answered automatically, because he’d
just been thinking about the topic. "There’s just some central
element that’s still missing.’ \

‘T'll tell you what it is. What's missing is the understanding
that black public relations only exist in theory. What happens
in real life is grey PR/’

‘That’s interesting,” said Tatarsky enthusiastically, ‘very in-
teresting! Quite astounding! But what does it mean in practi-
cal terms?’

‘In practical terms it means you have to shell out.’

Tatarsky started. The fog of thoughts clouding his mind was
dispersed in an instant to be replaced by a terrifying clarity.

‘How d’you mean?’ he asked feebly.

Khanin took him by the arm and led him along the corridor.

‘Did you take delivery of two grand from Finlandia?’ he
asked.

"Yes,” Tatarsky replied uncertainly.

Khanin bent the middle and fourth fingers of his hand over
slightly — far enough to suggest that he was about to shift to
the hand-gestures characteristic of New Russian thugs, but
not too far, so the situation still seemed to be peaceful.

‘Now remember this,” he said quietly. ‘As long as you work
here, you work to me. There’s no other way to figure it and
make sense. So the figures say one grand of greenbacks is
mine. Or were you thinking of setting up on your own?’

‘I, 1...Tdbe delighted . . " Tatarsky stammered in a state of
shock. ‘“That is, of course I don’t want to . . . That is, I do. I wanted
to split it; I just didn’t know how to bring up the subject.’

‘No need to be shy about it. Someone might get the wrong
idea. You know what? Why don’t you come round to my
place this evening. We can have a drink and a talk. And you
can drop in the mazuma while you're at it.”

Khanin lived in a large, newly refurbished flat, in which
Tatarsky was astonished by the patterned oak doors with
gold locks — what astonished him about them was the fact
that the wood had already cracked and the gaps in the panels
had been filled in a slapdash fashion with mastic. Khanin was
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already drunk when he greeted his guest. He was in an excel-
lent mood - when Tatarsky held out the envelope to him from
the doorway, Khanin knitted his brows and waved it aside, as
though offended at such a brusque businesslike entrance, but
at the extreme extent of the gesture he lifted the envelope out
of Tatarsky’s fingers and immediately tucked it away some-
where.

“Let’s go,” he said, ‘Liza’s cooked something.’

Liza proved to be a tall woman with a face red from some
kind of cosmetic scrubbing. She fed Tatarsky stuffed cabbage
leaves, which he had hated ever since he was a small child. In
order to overcome his revulsion he drank a lot of vodka, and by
the time the dessert arrived he had almost reached Khanin’s
state of intoxication, which meant socialising went a lot
smoother.

‘What's that you have up there?’ Tatarsky asked, nodding
in the direction of the wall.

There was a reproduction of a Stalinist poster hanging at
the spot he indicated: ponderous red banners with yellow tas-
sels and the blue-looking Moscow university building visible
in the gaps between them. The poster was obviously twenty
years or thereabouts older than Tatarsky, but the print was
absolutely fresh.

‘That? A young guy who used to work for us before you
did that on the computer,” answered Khanin. “You see, there
used to be a hammer and sickle there, and a star, but he took
them out and put in Coca-Cola and Coke instead.’

Yes, I see,” Tatarsky said, amazed. ‘But you can’t see it at
first — they’re exactly the same yellow colour.’

‘If you look closely you'll see it. I used to have the poster
over my desk, but the other guys started getting awkward
about it. Malyuta took offence for the flag and Seryozha took
offence for Coca-Cola. In the end I had to bring it home.’

‘Malyuta took offence?’ Tatarsky asked in surprise ‘Have
you seen what he put up over his own desk yesterday?’

‘Not yet.’

"“Every pogrom has its programme, every brand has its
bend”.’

‘So what?’
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Tatarsky suddenly realised that Khanin really didn’t see
anything strange in such sentiments. And what was more, he
suddenly stopped seeing anything strange in them himself.

‘I didn’t understand what it meant: “Every brand has its
bend”.’

‘Bend. That’s the way we translate the expression “brand
essence”. That’s to say, the concentrated expression of a com-
prehensive image policy. For instance, the Marlboro bend or
essence is a country of real men. The Parliament essence is jazz,
and so on. You mean you didn’t know that?’

'No, of course I knew that. What d’you take me for? It’s just
a very odd kind of translation.’

‘What'’s to be done about it?” said Khanin. ‘This is Asia.’

Tatarsky got up from the table. 'Where’s your toilet,” he asked.

‘First door after the kitchen.’

When he stepped into the toilet, Tatarsky’s gaze was con-
fronted by a photograph of a diamond necklace with the text:
‘De Beers. Diamonds are for ever’, hanging on the wall facing
the door. This rather threw him off balance and for several
seconds he couldn’t recall why he was there. When he re-
membered, he tore off a sheet of toilet paper and wrote on it:

1) Brand essence (bend). Include in all concepts in place of ‘psychologi-
cal crystallisation’.

2) Parliament with tanks on the bridge. Instead of ‘the smoke of the
Motherland’ — ‘Al that jazz’.

Tucking the piece of paper into his breast pocket and flush-
ing the toilet conspiratorially, he went back to the kitchen and
walked right up to the Coca-Cola red banners.

‘It’s quite incredible,” he said. "Looks like it said “Coke” on
this flag from the very beginning.’

‘So what did you expect? What's so surprising about that?
D’you know what the Spanish for “advertising” is?’ Khanin
hiccupped: ‘“Propaganda.” So you and me are ideological
workers, if you hadn’t realised it yet. Propagandists and agi-
tators. I used to work in ideology, as it happens. At Komso-
mol Central Committee level. All my friends are bankers
now; I'm the only one . . . I tell you, I didn’t have to recon-
struct myself at all. It used to be: “The individual is nothing,
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the collective is everything,” and now it’s: “Image is nothing,
thirst is everything.” Agitprop’s immortal. It’s only the words
that change.’

Tatarsky felt an uneasy presentiment.

‘Listen,” he said, "you didn’t happen to speak at party per-
sonnel meetings outside Moscow, did you?’

"Yes, I did,” said Khanin. "Why?’

"In Firsanovka?’

"Yes, in Firsanovka.’

‘So that’s it,” said Tatarsky, gulping down hlS vodka. “All
the time I had this feeling your face was familiar, but I
couldn’t remember where I'd seen it. Only you didn’t have a
beard then.’

“You mean you used to go to Firsanovka too?’ Khanin
asked in delighted surprise.

‘Only once,’ Tatarsky answered. "You came out on the plat-
form with such a hangover I thought you were going to puke
the moment you opened your mouth . ..

"Hey, take it easy in front of the wife . . . Although you're
right: the main reason we went out there was to drink. Golden
days!’

‘And so what happened? You came out with this great
speech,” Tatarsky continued. ‘T was studying at the Literary
Institute at the time, and it really upset me. I felt jealous, be-
cause I realised I would never learn to manipulate words like
that. No sense to it whatsoever, it just blew me away; all at
once everything was absolutely clear. That’s to say, what the
speaker — you — was trying to say wasn’t clear, because he
didn’t really want to say anything, but everything in life was
clear. I suppose that’s what those party personnel meetings
were held for. I sat down to write a sonnet that evening, but I
just got drunk instead.”

"What was I speaking about, d’you remember?’ Khanin 1
asked. He obviously found reminiscing pleasant. v'

‘Something or other to do with the twenty-seventh Party |
congress and its significance.’

Khanin cleared his throat: I think there is no need to ex- [
plain to you Komsomol activists,” he said in a loud, well- E_
trained voice, ‘why the decision of our Party’s twenty-seventh
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congress are regarded as not merely significant, but epoch-
making. Nonetheless, the methodological distinction be-
tween these two concepts occasions misunderstanding even
among propagandists and agitators. After all, the propagan-
dists and agitators are the builders of our tomorrow, and they
should not be unclear in any way about the plan for the future
that they have to build . . ./

He hiccupped loudly and lost the thread of his speech.

‘That’s it, that’s it,’ said Tatarsky. ‘I recognise you now all
right. The most amazing thing is that you actually did spend
an entire hour explaining the methodological difference be-
tween “significant” and “epoch-making”, and I understood
every single sentence perfectly. But if I tried to understand
any two sentences together, it was like running my head
against a brick wall . . . There was just no way. And there was
no way I could repeat it in my own words. But then, on the
other hand . . . What’s “Just do it” supposed to mean? And
what’s the methodological difference between “Just do it”
and “Just be”?’

‘Exactly what I'm getting at,” said Khanin, pouring the
vodka. “’S exactly the same.’

‘What are you men doing drinking away like that?’ put in
Liza, speaking for the first time. “You might at least propose a
toast.’

‘OK, let’s have a toast,’ said Khanin, and he hiccupped
again. ‘Only, you know, one that’s not only significant, but
epoch-making as well. Komsomol member to party member,
you follow?’

Tatarsky held on to the table as he rose to his feet. He
looked at the poster and thought for a second before raising
his glass and speaking:

‘Comrades! Let us drown the Russian bourgeoisie in a

. flood of images!’
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CHAPTER 9§

The Babylonian Stamp

On arriving home, Tatarsky felt the kind of energy rush he
hadn’t experienced in ages. Khanin’s metamorphosis had po-
sitioned the entire recent past in such a strange perspective it
simply had to be followed by something miraculous. Ponder-
ing on what he might amuse himself with, Tatarsky strode
restively around the flat several times until he remembered
the acid tab he had bought in the Poor Folk bar. It was still
lying in the drawer of the desk — in all that time he’d not had
any reason to swallow it, and anyway he’d been afraid.

He went over to the desk, took the lilac-coloured stamp out
of the drawer and looked at it carefully. The face with the
pointed beard smirked up at him; the stranger was wearing
an odd kind of hat, something between a helmet and a
dunce’s cap with a very narrow brim. ‘Wears a pointed cap,”’
thought Tatarsky; ‘probably a jester, then. That means it’ll be
fun.” Without giving it any more thought, he tossed the tab
into his mouth, ground it up between his teeth and swal-
lowed down the small ball of soft fibres. Then he lay down on
the divan and waited.

He was soon bored just lying there. He got up, lit a cigarette
and walked around the flat again. Reaching the closet, he re-
membered that since his adventure in the forest outside
Moscow he hadn’t taken another look into the ‘Tikhamat-2"
folder. It was a classic case of displacement: not once had he
recalled that he wanted to finish reading the materials in the
file, although, on the other hand, he didn’t really seem to
have forgotten it either. It had been exactly the same story
with the acid tab, as though both of these items had been re-
served for that special occasion which, in the course of nor-
mal life, never arrives. Tatarsky took down the folder from
the top shelf and went back into the room. There were a lot of
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photographs inside, glued to the pages. One of them fell out
as soon as he opened the folder, and he picked it up from the
floor.

The photo showed a fragment of a bas-relief — a section of
sky with large stars carved into it. In the lower part of the
photograph there were two upraised arms, cut off by the edge
of the shot. These were genuine stars of heaven — ancient, im-
mense and alive. Stars like that had long ago ceased to shine
for the living and continued to exist only for stone heroes in
antediluvian sculptures. But then, thought Tatarsky, the stars
themselves can hardly have changed since then - it’s people
who've changed. Each star consisted of a central circle and
pointed rays with bundles of sinuous parallel lines set be-
tween them.

Tatarsky noticed there were almost invisible little red and
green veins twinkling around the lines, as though he was
watching a badly adjusted computer monitor. The shiny sur-
face of the photograph took on a brilliant rainbow gleam and
its glimmering began to occupy more of his attention than the
actual image. ‘It’s started,” thought Tatarsky. ‘Now that’s re-
ally quick ...

Finding the page the photograph had come unstuck from,
he ran his tongue across the dried-up spot of casein glue and
set it back in its place. Then he carefully turned over the page
and smoothed it down with the palm of his hand, so the pho-
tograph would stick properly. Glancing at the next photo, he
almost dropped the folder on the floor.

The photograph showed the same face as on the lilac tab-
stamp. It was shown from a different angle, in profile, but
there was absolutely no doubt about it.

It was a complete photograph of the same bas-relief.
Tatarsky recognised the fragment with the stars — they were
small now and hard to pick out, and the arms uplifted to-
wards them turned to belong to the tiny figure of a man
standing on the roof of a house, frozen in a pose of absolute
terror.

The central figure in the bas-relief, whose face Tatarsky had
recognised, was several times larger than the figure on the roof
and all the other figures around it. It was a man wearing a
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pointed iron cap with a mysterious, half-drunk smile playing
about his lips. His face seemed strangely, even absurdly out of
place in the ancient image - it looked so natural Tatarsky
could easily have believed the bas-relief had not been made
three thousand years ago in Nineveh, but some time late last
year in Yerevan or Calcutta. Instead of the spade-shaped
beard with symmetrical curls an ancient Sumerian was sup-
posed to wear, the man was wearing a sparse goatee, and he
looked like a cross between Cardinal Richelieu and Lenin.

Tatarsky hastily turned over the page and found the text re-
lating to the photograph.

Enkidu (Enki fecit) is a fisherman-god, the servant of the god Enki
(Lord of the Earth). He is the god of the Great Lottery and protector
of ponds and canals; there are also examples of spells invoking
Enkidu against various ailments of the digestive tract. He was made
from clay, like Adam in the Old Testament story — the clay tablets
with the questions for the Lottery were believed to be the flesh of
Enkidu, and the ritual drink prepared in his temple was his blood . . .

It was hard to read the text — the sense wasn’t getting
through to him, and the letters were shimmering and blinking
in all the colours of the rainbow. Tatarsky began studying the
image of the deity in detail. Enkidu was draped in a mantle
covered with oval plaques and in his hands he held bundles of
strings that radiated out like fans towards the ground, so that
he reminded Tatarsky of Gulliver with an army of Lilliputians
trying to restrain him by cables attached to his arms. None of
the pools and canals Enkidu was supposed to be concerned
with were to be seen anywhere — he was walking through a
burning city, where the houses came up to his waist. Under
his feet lay prostrate figures with their arms extended in iden-
tical gestures - looking at them, Tatarsky noted the quite defi-
nite kinship between Sumerian art and socialist realism. The
most interesting detail of the image were the strings radiating
from Enkidu’s hands. Each string ended in a large wheel, in
the centre of which was a triangle containing the crudely
traced image of an eye. There were human bodies threaded on
the strings — like the fish Tatarsky used to dry in his childhood,
hanging them out in the yard on a length of fishing line.
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On the next page there was an enlarged fragment of the
bas-relief showing the little human figures on one of the
strings. Tatarsky was even slightly nauseated. With quite re-
pulsive realism, the bas-relief showed the cable entering each
human figure at the mouth and exiting from its backside.
Some of the people’s arms were flung out to the sides, others
were pressing their hands to their heads, and large-headed
birds hung in the spaces between them. Tatarsky carried on
reading:

According to tradition Endu, wife of the god Enki (another account
regards her as his female hypostasis, which seems unlikely; she can
also be identified with the figure of Ishtar) was once sitting on the
bank of a canal and telling the rosary of rainbow-coloured beads her
husband had given her. The sun was shining very brightly and Endu
was overcome by sleep. She dropped her rosary, which fell into the
water, where the beads scattered and sank. After this the rainbow-
coloured beads decided that they were people and settled throughout
the pond. They built towns and had their own kings and gods. Then
Enki took a lump of clay and moulded it into the form of a fisherman.
He breathed life into it and called it Enkidu. He gave him a spindle of
golden thread, and told him to go down into the water and gather up
all the beads. Since the name 'Enkidu’ contains Enki’s own name, it
possesses special power and the beads are obliged to submit to the will
of the god and string themselves on to the golden thread. Some re-
searchers believe that Enkidu gathers up the souls of the deceased and
transports them on his threads to the kingdom of the dead; numerous
images have been preserved in which merchants and officials are
shown appealing to Enkidu for help. These prayers contain a repeated
plea to ‘raise the strong higher on the thread of gold’ and to ‘endow
with the earthly enlility’ (see ‘Enlil’). There are also eschatological
motifs to be found in the myth of Enkidu — as soon as Enkidu gathers
everyone living on earth on to his thread life will cease, because they
will once again become beads on the necklace of the great goddess.
This event, due to happen at some point in the future, is identified
with the end of the world.

The ancient legend contains one motif for which it is difficult to
provide an explanation: several versions describe in detail exactly
how the bead-people crawl up along Enkidu’s threads. They don’t
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use their hands for this — their hands serve to cover their eyes and
ears or to beat off the white birds that attempt to tear them from the
threads. The bead-people ascend the string by first swallowing it
and then grasping it alternately with their mouths and anuses. It is
not clear how such Pantagruelesque details come to be found in the
myth of Enkidu — possibly they are echoes of another myth that has
been lost.

The wheels in which Enkidu’s threads end are also worth some
consideration. They bear the likeness of an eye inscribed in a trian-
gle. Here we have the intersection of the real with the mythical: the
wheels of ancient Sumerian war chariots actually were secured by a
triangular bronze plate attached to the wheel externally, and the
form drawn on the plate, which is similar to the outline of an eye,
symbolises the spindle on which the golden thread was wound. The
wheel is a symbol of movement; thus we have the self-propelling
spindle of the god Enki (cf. for instance Ariadne’s thread or the
many-eyed wheels in the vision of the prophet Ezekiel). The power of
the name ‘Enki” is such that although originally there was only one
such spindle, it might have come to seem to people that their num-
bers were beyond count.

Tatarsky noticed a glimmering in the semi-darkness of the
room. Thinking it must be the reflection of some light in the
street, he stood up and looked out of the window, but there
was nothing of any interest going on outside. He caught sight
of his own orange divan reflected in the glass and was
amazed to observe that, seen in mirror inversion, the tattered
couch he had so often felt like throwing out on to the dump
and burning was the finest part of an unfamiliar and quite
amazingly beautiful interior. Returning to his seat, he
glimpsed the glimmering light again out of the corner of his
eye. He looked round, but the light shifted too, as though its
source was a spot on his iris. ‘OK,” Tatarsky thought happily,
‘so now we're into the glitches.” The focus of his attention
shifted to the spot and rested there for only the briefest of mo-
ments, but that was enough for his mind to record an event
that began gradually unfolding as it surfaced in his memory,
like a photograph in a bath of developing fluid.

It was summer, and he was standing on a city street lined
with identical small houses. Towering up above the city was
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something between a conical factory chimney and a television
tower — it was hard to tell what it was, because mounted on
the summit of the chimney-tower was a blinding white torch,
blazing so brilliantly that the haze of hot air obscured the out-
line. He could see its lower section was like a stepped pyra-
mid, but higher up, in the white radiance, it was impossible to
make out any details. Tatarsky thought the construction was
probably something like the gas flares they have at oil re-
fineries, except that the flame was so bright. There were peo-
ple standing motionless at the open windows of the houses
and on the street — they were gazing upwards at the white
fire. Tatarsky turned his eyes in the same direction, and im-
mediately felt himself jerked upwards. He could feel the fire
drawing him towards itself and he knew that if he didn’t turn
his eyes away the flame would drag him upwards and con-
sume him completely. Somehow he knew a lot about this fire.
He knew many had already entered it ahead of him and were
drawing him after them. He knew there were many who
could only enter it after him, and they were pressing at his
back. Tatarsky forced himself to close his eyes. When he
opened them, he saw the tower had moved.

Now he could see it wasn’t a tower - it was an immense
human figure, towering up over the town. What he had taken
for a pyramid now looked like the folds of a garment resem-
bling a cloak or a mantle. The source of the light was the con-
ical helmet on the figure’s head. Tatarsky could clearly see the
face, with some kind of gleaming battering ram in the place of
a beard. It was turned towards him, and he realised he could
only see the face and the helmet instead of the flame, because
the flame was looking at him, and in reality there was nothing
human about it. The gaze directed towards Tatarsky ex-
pressed anticipation, but before he had time to think about
what he actually wanted to say or ask, or whether he really
wanted to say or ask anything at all, the figure gave him its
answer and turned its gaze away. The same intolerably bright
radiance appeared where the face had been and Tatarsky
lowered his eyes.

He noticed two people beside him, an elderly man in a shirt
with an anchor embroidered on it and a boy in a black tee-
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shirt: they were holding hands and gazing upwards, and he
had a feeling they had almost completely melted and merged
with the bright fire, and their bodies, the street around them
and the entire city were no more than shadows. Just a mo-
ment before the picture faded, Tatarsky guessed the bright
fire he’d seen wasn’t burning high in the sky, but down
below, as though he’d glimpsed a reflection of the sun in a
puddle and forgotten he wasn’t looking at the actual position
of the sun. Where the sun actually was, and what it was, he
didn’t have time to find out, but he did manage to understand
something else, something very strange: it wasn’t the sun that
was reflected in the puddle, but the other way round; every-
thing and everybody else — the street, the houses, the other
people and he himself — were all reflected in the sun, which
was entirely uninterested in the whole business, because it
wasn’t even aware of it. :

This idea about the sun and the puddle filled Tatarsky with
such a feeling of happiness that he laughed out loud in his joy
and gratitude. All the problems of life, all those things that
had seemed so unsolvable and terrifying, simply ceased to
exist - for an instant the world was transformed in the same
way as his divan had been transformed when it was reflected
in the window pane.

When Tatarsky came round he was sitting on the divan,
holding between his fingers the page that he still hadn't
turned. There was an incomprehensible word pulsating in his
ears, something like ‘sirrukh’ or ‘sirruf’. It was the answer the
figure had given him.

‘Sirrukh, sirruf,” he repeated. ‘I don’t understand.’

The happiness he had been feeling only a moment before
was replaced by fright. He suddenly felt it must be unlawful
to learn anything like that, because he couldn’t see how you
could live with the knowledge. “And I'm the only one who
knows it,” he thought nervously; ‘how can I be allowed to
know it and still stay here and keep on walking around in this
world? What if I tell someone? But then, who is there to per-
mit it or forbid it, if I'm the only one who knows? Just a sec-
ond, though — what can I actually tell anyone anyway?’

Tatarsky started thinking about it: there really was nothing
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in particular he could tell anyone. What was the point of
telling a drunken Khanin it was the puddle that was reflected
in the sun, and not the sun that was reflected in the puddle?
Of course, he could tell him, but then . . . Tatarsky scratched
the back of his head. He remembered this was the second rev-
elation of this kind in his life: after gorging himself on fly-
agarics with Gireiev, he’d understood something of equal
importance. But then he’d completely forgotten it. All that re-
mained in his memory were the words that were supposed to
convey the truth: ‘There is no death, because the threads dis-
appear but the sphere remains.’

‘Oh, Lord,” he muttered, ‘how difficult it is to bring any-
thing at all back here .. .

‘That’s exactly right,” said a quiet voice. ‘Any insight of true
breadth and profundity will inevitably be reduced to words.
And the words will inevitably be reduced to themselves.’

Tatarsky thought the voice sounded familiar. ‘Who’s
there?” he asked, looking round the room.

‘Sirruf has arrived,” the voice replied.

‘What's that, a name?’

‘This game has no name,’ the voice replied. ‘It’s more of an
official position.’

Tatarsky remembered where it was he’d heard the voice -
on the military building site in the woods outside Moscow.
This time he could see the speaker, or rather, he was able to
imagine him instantly and without the slightest effort. At first
he thought it was the likeness of a dog sitting there in front of
him - something like a greyhound, but with powerful paws
with claws and a long vertical neck. The beast had an elon-
gated head with conical ears and a very pleasant-looking, if
slightly cunning, little face crowned by a coquettish mane of
fur. There seemed to be a pair of wings pressed against its
sides. After a short while Tatarsky realised the beast was so
large and so strange that the word ‘dragon’ would suit him
best, especially since he was covered in shimmering rainbow
scales (but then, just at that moment almost every object in the
room was shimmering with every hue of the rainbow). De-
spite its distinctly reptilian features, the being radiated good-
will so powerfully that Tatarsky wasn't at all frightened.
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"Yes, everything is reduced to words,” repeated the Sirruf.
‘As far as I am aware, the most profound revelation ever to
visit a human being under the influence of drugs was occa-
sioned by a critical dose of ether. The recipient summoned up
the strength to write it down, even though it cost a supreme
effort. What he wrote was: ‘The universe is permeated by a
smell of oil.” You've got a long way to go before you reach
depths like that. Well, anyway, that’s all beside the point.
Why don’t you tell me where you got the stamp from?”’

Tatarsky remembered the collector from the Poor Folk bar
and his album. He was about to reply, but the Sirruf inter-
rupted him:

‘Grisha the stamp-collector. I thought as much. How many
of them did he have?’

Tatarsky remembered the page of the album and the three
lilac-coloured rectangles in the plastic pocket.

‘I see,” said the Sirruf. ‘So there are two more.”

After that he disappeared, and Tatarsky returned to his
normal state. He understood now what happens to a person
who has the delirium tremens he’d read so much about in the
classics of nineteenth-century Russian literature. He had no
control at all over his hallucinations, and he simply couldn’t
tell which way he would be tossed by the next thought. He
began to feel afraid. He got up and walked quickly into the
bathroom, put his head under a stream of water and held it
there until the cold became painful. He dried his hair on a
towel, went back into the room and took another look at its
reflection in the window pane. The familiar interior appeared
to him now like a Gothic stage set for some menacing event

due to occur at any moment, and the divan appeared like |

some sacrificial altar for large animals.

‘Why on earth did I have to go and swallow that garbage?’
he thought in anguish.

' Absolutely no reason whatsoever,” said the Sirruf, resurfac-
ing in some obscure dimension of his consciousness. It really
isn’* good for man to go taking drugs. Especially psyche-
delics.’

‘Yes, I know that myself,” Tatarsky replied quietly. ‘Now I
do.’
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‘Man has a world in which he lives,” the Sirruf said didacti-
cally. ‘Man is man because he can see nothing except that
world. But when you take an overdose of LSD or dine on pan-
ther fly-agarics, you're stepping way out of line — and you're
taking a grave risk. If you only realised how many invisible
eyes are watching you at that moment you would never do it;
and if you were to see even just a few of those who are watch-
ing you, you’d die of fright. By this act you declare that being
human is not enough for you and you want to become some-
one else. But in the first place, in order to cease being human,
you have to die. Do you want to die?’

‘No,’ said Tatarsky, earnestly pressing his hand to his heart.

‘And who is it you want to be?”

‘I don’t know,” Tatarsky said, crushed.

“You see what I mean? Just one more tab from happy Hol-
land might not have meant too much, but what you swal-
lowed was something quite different. It's a numbered issue,
an official service document, by eating which you shift across
into a different realm where there are absolutely no idle plea-
sures or amusements. And which you’re not supposed to go
wandering about in without an official commission. And you
don’t have any commission. Do you?’

‘No,” agreed Tatarsky.

‘We've settled things with Grisha. He’s a sick man, a collec-
tor; and he came by the pass by accident . . . But what did you
eat it for?’

‘I wanted to feel the pulse of life,” Tatarsky said with a sob.

‘The pulse of life? Very well, feel it,” said the Sirruf.

When Tatarsky came to his senses, the only thing in the
world he wanted was that the experience he’d just been
through and had no words to describe, merely a feeling of
black horror, should never happen to him again. For that he
was prepared to give absolutely anything.

‘Again, perhaps?’ asked the Sirruf.

‘No,” said Tatarsky, ‘please, don’t. I'll never, never eat that
garbage again. I promise.’

“You can promise the local policeman. If you live till morn-
ing, that is.”

‘What d’you mean ?’
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‘Just what I say. Do you at least realise that was a pass for five
people? And you're here alone. Or are there really five of you?’

When Tatarsky recovered his senses again he felt he really
didn’t have much chance of surviving the night. There had
just been five of him, and every one of them had felt so bad
that Tatarsky had instantly realised what a blessing it was to
exist in the singular, and he was astonished how people could
be so blind as not to appreciate their good fortune.

‘Please,” he said, ‘please, don’t do that to me again.’

‘I'm not doing anything to you,” replied the Sirruf. "You're
doing it all yourself.”

‘Can I explain?” Tatarsky asked piteously. ‘I realise I've
made a mistake. I realise it’s not right to look at the Tower of
Babel. But I didn't.

‘What has the Tower of Babel got to do with it?’ the Sirruf
interrupted.

‘T've just seen it.”

"You can’t see the Tower of Babel, you can only ascend it,’
replied the Sirruf. ‘I tell you that as its guardian. And what
you saw was the complete opposite. One could call it the
Carthaginian Pit. The so-called tofet.’

"What's a tofet?’

‘It’s a place of sacrificial cremation. There were pits of the
kind in Tyre, Sidon, Carthage and so forth, and they really
did burn people in them. That, by the way, is why Carthage
was destroyed. These pits were also known as Gehenna -
after a certain ancient valley where the whole business
started. I might add that the Bible calls it the “abomination of
the Ammonites” — but you haven’t read the Bible anyway,
you only search through it for new slogans.’

‘Tdon’t understand.’

"Very well. You can regard the tofet as an ordinary television.’

‘Istill don’t understand. Do you mean I was inside a televi-
sion?’

‘In a certain sense. You saw the technological space in
which your world is being consumed by fire. Something like
a garbage incinerator.’

Once again Tatarsky glimpsed the figure holding the glit-
tering strings on the periphery of his field of vision. The vi-
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sion lasted for only a fraction of a second.

‘But isn’t he the god Enkidu?’ he asked. 'l was just reading
about him. I even know what those strings are he has in his
hands. When the beads from the great goddess’s necklace de-
cided they were people and they settled right across the
reservoir ...’

‘In the first place, he isn’t a god, quite the opposite. Enkidu
is one of his less common names, but he is better known as
Baal. Or Baloo. In Carthage they tried to sacrifice to him by
burning their children, but there was no point, because he
makes no allowances and simply cremates everyone in turn.
In the second place, the beads didn’t decide they were people,
it was people who decided they were beads. That's why the
entity you call Enkidu gathers up those beads and cremates
them, so that some day people will realise they aren’t beads at
all. Do you follow?’

‘No. What are the beads, then?’

The Sirruf said nothing for a moment.

"How can I explain it to you? The beads are what that Che
Guevara of yours calls “identity”.’

‘But where did these beads come from?”

‘They didn’t come from anywhere. They don’t actually
exist.’

‘What is it that burns then?’ Tatarsky asked doubtfully.

‘Nothing.’

‘Idon’t understand. If there’s fire, then there must be some-
thing burning. Some kind of substance.’

‘Have you ever read Dostoievsky?’

‘I can’t stand him, to be honest.’

‘A pity. In one of his novels there was an old man called
Zosima who was horrified by intimations of the material fire.
It's not clear quite why he was so afraid. The material fire is
your world. The fire in which you burn has to be maintained.
And you are one of the service personnel.’

‘Service personnel?’

"You are a copywriter, aren’t you? That means you are one
of those who force people to gaze into the consuming fire.’

"The consuming fire? But what is it that’s consumed?”

"Not what, but who. Man believes that he is the consumer,
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but in reality the fire of consumption consumes him. What he
receives in return are certain modest joys. It’s like the safe sex
that you all indulge in ceaselessly, even when you are alone.
Environmentally frier\dly garbage incineration. But you won't
understand it anyway.’

‘But who's the garbage, who is it?”’ Tatarsky asked. ‘Is it man?’

‘Man by nature is almost as great and beautiful as Sirruf,’
the Sirruf replied. ‘But he is not aware of it. The garbage is this
unawareness. It is the identity that has no existence in reality.
In this life man attends at the incineration of the garbage of
his identity .. .’

‘Why should man gaze into this fire if his life is burning in it?’

“You have no idea of what to do with these lives anyway;
and whichever way you might turn your eyes, you are still
gazing into the flames in which your life is consumed. There
is mercy in the fact that in place of crematoria you have tele-
visions and supermarkets; but the truth is that their function
is the same. And in any case, the fire is merely a metaphor.
You saw it because you ate a pass to the garbage incineration
plant. All most people see in front of them is a television
screen . ..’

And with that he disappeared.

‘Hey there,” Tatarsky called.

There was no reply. Tatarsky waited for another minute be-
fore he realised he’d been left alone with his own mind, ready
to wander off in any direction at all. He had to occupy it with
something quickly.

‘Phone,” he whispered. ‘Who? Gireiev! He knows what to do.’

For a long time no one answered. Eventually, on the fif-
teenth or twentieth ring, Gireiev’s morose voice responded.

‘Hello.

‘Andrey? Hello. This is Tatarsky.’

‘Do you know what time it is?’

‘Listen,” Tatarsky said hastily, ‘I'm in trouble. I've done too
much acid. Someone in the know tells me it was five doses.
Anyway, to cut it short, I'm coming apart at all the seams.
What can I do?’

‘What can you do? I don’t know what you can do. In cases
like that I recite a mantra.’
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‘Can you give me one?’

‘How can I give you one? It has to be conferred.’

‘Aren’t there any you can just give me without any confer-
ring?’

Gireiev thought. ‘Right, just hang on a minute,” he said, and
put the receiver down on the table.

For several minutes Tatarsky tried to make sense of the dis-
tant sounds borne to him along the wires on an electric wind.
At first he could hear fragments of conversation; then an irri-
tated woman'’s voice broke in for a long time; then everything
was drowned out by the abrupt and demanding sound of a
child crying.

"Write this down,” Gireiev said at last. ‘Om melafefon bva
kha sha. I'll give you it letter by letter: o, em ...’

'T've got it,” said Tatarsky. "What does it mean?’

‘That’s not important. Just concentrate on the sound, OK?
Have you got any vodka?’

‘I think I had two bottles.”

"You can drink them both. It goes well with this mantra. In
an hour it’ll be all over. I'll call you tomorrow.”

"Thanks. Listen, who's that crying there?’

"My son,” Gireiev answered.

"You have a son? I didn’t know. What'’s his name?’

‘Nambhai,” Gireiev replied in a disgruntled voice. ‘I'll call to-
morrow.’

Tatarsky put down the receiver and dashed into the
kitchen, rapidly whispering to himself the incantation he’d
just been given. He took out a bottle of Absolut and drank it
all in three glassfuls, followed it up with some cold tea and
then went into the bathroom — he was afraid to go back into
the room. He sat on the edge of the bath, fixed his eyes on the
door and began to whisper:

‘Om melafefon bva kha sha, om melafefon bva kha sha .. .’

The phrase was so difficult to pronounce, his mind simply
couldn’t cope with any other thoughts. Several minutes went
by and a warm wave of drunkenness spread throughout his
body. Tatarsky had almost relaxed when suddenly he noticed
the familiar glimmering on the periphery of his field of vision.
He clenched his fists and began whispering the mantra more
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quickly, but it was already too late to halt the new glitch.

Something like a firework display erupted at the spot
where the bathroom door had just been, and when the red
and yellow blaze died down a little, he saw a burning bush in
front of him. Its branches were enveloped in bright flame, as
though it had been doused in blazing petrol, but the broad
dark-green leaves were not consumed in the fire. No sooner
had Tatarsky studied the bush in detail than a clenched fist
was extended towards him from out of its heart. Tatarsky
swayed and almost fell backwards into the bath. The fist un-
clenched and on the palm extended in front of his face
Tatarsky saw a small, wet, pickled cucumber covered in
green pimples.

When the bush disappeared, Tatarsky could no longer re-
call whether he had taken the cucumber or not, but there was
a distinctly salty taste in his mouth. Perhaps it was blood
from a bitten lip.

‘Oh no, Gireiev, this mantra of yours isn’t doing the busi-
ness,” Tatarsky.whispered, and went into the kitchen.

After drinking more vodka (he had to force it down), he
went back into the room and turned on the television. The

room was filled with solemn music; the blue spot on the:

screen expanded and transformed itself into an image. They
were broadcasting some concert or other.

‘Lord, hear Thou my plea,” sang a man with a powdered
face, wearing a bow tie and a shot silk waistcoat under black
tails. As he sang he rolled his goggling eyes and sawed at the
air with his open hand in a strange manner, as though he was
being borne away on a current of celestial ether.

Tatarsky clicked on the remote and the man in the bow tie
disappeared. ‘Maybe I should pray?’ he thought. ‘It might do
some good . . .” He remembered the man from the bas-relief
with his arms upraised to the starry sky.

He went out into the centre of the room and knelt down
with some difficulty, then crossed his arms on his chest and
raised his eyes to the ceiling.

‘Lord, hear Thou my plea,” he said quietly. ‘I have sinned
greatly against Thee. I live a bad life, a wrong one. But in my
soul there are no abominable desires, cross my heart. I'll
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never eat any of that junk again.I...Ionly want to be happy,
and I just can’t manage it. Perhaps it’s what I deserve. I can't
do anything else except write bad slogans. But for Thee, oh
Lord, I'll write a good one - honest I will. You know, they do
position Thee quite wrongly. They haven’t got a clue. Take
that latest clip, where they’re collecting money for that
church. There’s this old woman standing there with a box,
and first someone driving an old jalopy puts in a rouble and
then someone driving a Mercedes drops in a hundred bucks.
The idea’s clear enough, but in terms of positioning it's way
off beam. The guy in the Mercedes wouldn’t wait in the queue
of jalopies. A blind horse could see it. And the target group
we need is all those guys in their Mercedes, because in terms
of yield one Mercedes is worth a thousand jalopies. That’s not
the way to do it. Here . . .

Managing somehow to scramble upright, Tatarsky strug-
gled over to the desk, picked up a pen and began writing in a
jerky, spiderish scrawl:

Poster (theme for a clip). A room in a very expensive hotel. Carrara
marble table. A laptop computer flashes out a message: ‘Transaction
confirmed’. Near the computer we see a rolled-up hundred-dollar bill
and a hotel-room Bible in three languages. Slogan:

THE SHINING WORD
FOR YOUR SHINING WORLD!

Variant: another setting — a private jet airplane, a stock exchange, a
Manhattan penthouse, a Cote d’Azur estate, etc. Instead of the Bible we
see the Saviour Himself approaching the camera in the rays of His glory.
Slogan:
A FIRST-CLASS LORD
FOR YOUR HAPPY LOT!

Tatarsky dropped the f)en and raised his red, tear-stained
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