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Belorussia, amid the ruins of war and the hunger of the late forties,
little boys with no access to the media would devour the Johnny
Weismuller Tarzan movies brought to their village on horse carts and
shown outdoors. Tarzan, Jane, and Boy were a “holy family” to one of
them who recollected decades later how the myth of Tarzan seemed so
much more genuine to his generation of youngsters than did the
distant myth of Stalin because Tarzan represented a retreat from
technological civilization.®

The gangster-cowboy genre appealed mainly to boys and the musi-
cals to both sexes. The most influential American film was Sun Valley
Serenade (1941) which arrived in Russia in 1944. A skiing idyll featuring
the ice-skater Sonja Henie and the Glenn Miller orchestra playing
“Chattanooga Choo-choo,” it gave a boost to the popularity of
American big band jazz and swing already fueled by the illegal import
and black-market distribution of American recordings. While Aksenov
was studying in Moscow in 1952 - the year before Stalin died - he
attended a party of gilded youth who owned a “radiola” with stacked
records of Bing Crosby, Nat Cole, Peggy Lee, Louis Armstrong, and
Woody Herman. He watched astonished as the young guests did the
jitterbug, smoked Camels and Pall Malls, addressed each other as
“darling” and “baby,” and identified themselves as shtatniki
(Americans). All of this in the midst of one of the greatest cultural
freezes of modern times at the very center of a totalitarian state!
American jazz sounds were a bonding force for Aksenov and a whole
generation that was looking forward and outward to new modes of
personal expression.®

A time for youth

The stilyagi, with their tight suits and short skirts, were as much a part
of the 1950s thaw generation as was the cultural intelligentsia. The
sharp anti-stilyagi media campaign sometimes flowed over into an
assault on the younger generation - even though most of that gener-
tion were not stilyagi. But a cluster of new writers approached “youth”
with a different temper. Vasily Aksénov (1932-), one of the most famous
of them, was a bridge between the literary conscience and the surging
wave of disaffected youth. His childhood had been scarred during the
great purges by the long imprisonment of his parents, but he was
morally unscathed and shared the yearnings of his Moscow con-
temporaries for honesty and truth and for real art. Although a man of
high culture, Aksenov was a jazz lover and he fed into the popular
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culture by depicting real people of his alienated generation who
scorned ideology, possessed no heroes, and sought something like the
jazz, sex, and open road of the American beatniks. In the author’s
unforgettable metaphor, they gazed out through a nocturnal urban
frame at a “starry ticket” into another world and another future.
Aksenov’s use of off-color urban slang lent authenticity to his work.

Reading Aksenov’s ironic contrast between the official and the self
images of youth in Starry Ticket (1961), one can appreciate the almos}
permanent mutual alienation. At an ““evening party for young people
in the novel, its adult organizers offer an “open talk about personal
matters,” a documentary film on oral bacteria, and dancing to accord-
jon music. Against this, the young characters denigrate school, imitate
Lolita Torres (a popular Argentine singer of the time), and display
their preference for loud rock and roll over the folk song “Rovfen-
berry” (“Ryabinushka”). These decent and loyal youngsters are tired
of kvass patriotism, official bombast, and village-style surveillance 'by
the neighbors of their clothing, their morals, and their leisure habits.
As Aksenov explained later, they wanted to head westward to the
beaches and not eastward to the construction sites, a brilliantly terse
summary of what had transpired between youth and the state since
the singing, smiling, and building days of the 1930s. Aksenov was
bitterly attacked in the press for the clarity of his revelations which
were seen as a corrupting influence. He was only one among several
writers who sought the meaning of youth rebellion of the time.”

Although socialist realism continued to dominate the literary scene,
the great generation of 1960 — Aksenov, the poets Evgeny Evtushenko,
Andrei Voznesensky, Bella Akhmadulina, Robert Rozhdestvensky, the
poet and singer Bulat Okudzhava, and the sculptor Ernst Neizvestny,
born in the mid 1920s to early 1930s — tried to set a new tone not only in
high culture but for popular culture to a large degree. Young poets
became idols of open-air poetry readings, a genre of mass enter-
tainment from the 1920s revived in 1956 with the founding of poetry
days that could fill Moscow stadium with ten to fifteen thousand
listeners. Mass declamation of poetry was such a familiar part of the
cityscape that film director Vladimir Menshov, in recreating the ambi-
ence of youth for his movie Moscow Does Not Believe in Tears, filmed
Andrei Voznesensky reciting Antiworlds on Mayakovsky Square in the
late 1950s.

The literature of conscience — Nekrasov, Dudintsev, Pasternak, Solz-
henitsyn, and others - rose up to challenge the falsities of socialist
realism in the Khrushchev period and conservatives lashed back at
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them. Their battle is the best-known leitmotif in the literary history of
the time. But the popular genres of detective, adventure, and science
fiction, revivified in the fifties, took largely a middle ground in which
“modernization” was always controlled by a Soviet morality. Two
writers from the journal Youth illustrate this trend. Arkady Adamov
(1920-) inspired by the police novels of Yury German, published in its
pages in 1955 The Case of the Speckled Gang, a detective and spy tale
which offered plenty of entertainment for mass audiences through
crime plot and narrative action. Its police hero possessed a high level
of civility and morality, Soviet virtues that were set against the primi-
tive or “dark” culture of the underworld and the decadent culture of
“westernized” villains. In trying to reach youth through a popular
medium and move beyond the canon of non-conflict, Adamov could
do no more than trace the source of evil and “low culture” to remnants
of NEP and to the influence of speculators and foreign powers. But the
very appearance of the genre helped stir a whole new debate about
the nature of social problems.8

Another member of the Youth magazine circle was Yulian Semenov
(1931-), destined to become the major writer of Soviet detective
novels and thrillers. His first success was In the Performance of Duty
(1962), an arctic aviation thriller complete with propeller planes, ice
flows, and ever lurking danger. Here is the earliest display of Seme-
nov’s genius at achieving success and popularity by “having it both
ways,” by synthesizing old and new - the Soviet and the not so
Soviet. The tale is strongly reminiscent of the polar adventures of the
1930s, but the pilot hero is the son of a victim wrongly executed in the
Stalinist purges. Alongside “Internationale,” Mark Bernes, and “Row-
enberry” we hear Lolita Torres and the thump of jazz in a restaurant
— almost exactly the same musical components that were at war in
Aksenov’s Starry Ticket. In the conversations about the two (often
overlapping) kinds of “westernized” youth, black market dealers
(fartsovshchiki) are clearly denounced as aliens but the stilyagi are
treated with sympathy and tolerance. The arctic team contains three
Russians, an Armenian, and a Jew - all individualized, all equally
sympathetic. The last is even permitted to sing the Shlomo Mikhoels
Yiddish lullaby that had just been restored to the footage of Circus
(Semenov is partly Jewish). Cautious references to sex, the film world,
foreign travel, and elite life are mingled with patriotic memories of
the war, Soviet official morality, high culture, and a classic mentor—
disciple relationship.®

The arctic romance no longer beckoned youth as it had in the 1930s
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and the rickety ski-planes could not vie with the interstellar ships that
now began to soar through light fiction. In 1957 Soviet youths were
enraptured by the Sputnik launch and the publication of The
Andromeda Nebula by Academician Ivan Efremov (1907-1972), a land-
mark in the history of Soviet science fiction. Efremov had been a
seaman, a geologist, and a paleontologist, one of the first to reconnoi-
ter the Soviet Far East for construction projects in the 1930s. In the
forties he began writing science adventure tales modeled on Jules
Verne and in the 1950s added technology. Andromeda was the first
communist Utopia since the period of revolutionary speculation into
the future, a theme not permitted in the Stalin era. The sprawling but
well-written story embraces the cosmos, the world of technological
fantasy, humane characters, and human dilemmas. Efremov projected
a global victory of communism over capitalism and the merger of all
races into a beauteous humanity living free of conflict or conquest: “a
unified, affluent, humanist, classless, and state-less world.” He also
offered harsh critiques of Stalin and Stalinism, for which Andromeda
was attacked by hard liners. But it was published, eventually in
dozens of editions and many languages and, while summarizing the
destalinized ideology of the Khrushchev period, was extremely
popular.10

The success of Andromeda and the readers’ thirst that made it suc-
cessful — springing in part from the postwar surge in technical edu-
cation - unleashed a flood of science fiction books with print runs in
the hundreds of thousands. Scientists with imaginative minds lent
their technical know-how to the genre. Science and engineering
students devoured it with a thirst made sharper by the new military
technology, freer scientific inquiry in the mid 1950s, and the space
sagas of the time, especially Sputnik and the 1961 Gagarin flight.
Foreign science fiction made its way rapidly into this burgeoning
market and the translated works of Asimov, Heinlein, and Bradbury
took their place beside the old favorite classics of Wells and Verne.
Science fiction lifted readers out of the everyday into another time and
space and provided adventure, suspense, and puzzling situations. It
took standard jabs at capitalism. But unlike the detective genre, science
fiction sometimes fashioned scenarios that were anti-Western in form
but which could be interpreted as critiques of Soviet society and
policy. The built-in obsession with the frontiers of science and with
rapid technological advances excited its main audience: young urban
males, especially those with aspirations for a scientific or technical
career.!!













