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  Russians in Search of America

The essay addresses three popular travelogues “One-storied America” by Ilf and Petrov, 

“Silver Cat, or Traveling across America” by A. Adzhubei and “One-storied America”

by V. Posner describing reflections of the USA  by Russians in different historical periods.
 It shows how much  the perception of the other depends on the political situation in the
 world and relations between the countries.

Each of the books is somehow complementary to the previous one, adding some new 

aspects and though being  sometimes not free from ideological clichés deepening and 

broadening the general picture. Besides, tracing Russians’ reflection of America we can
realize how much Russians have changed themselves in the course of time.
Soviet American Dream
Russians have always been fascinated with America and Americans. As a matter of fact the whole Europe used to be. It was far, it was a land of unbounded opportunities, of totally different nature, a land of Freedom and Democracy – sort of a Dream-land that was attractive not only to Americans but may be still more to those who were far and could only dream about this country. That was the reason why so many people from all over the world thronged to America - and Russians among them – in their bold pursuit of happiness. The attitude towards this country was not always the same – it changed many times often influenced by political, ideological tendencies of the day, but has never been indifferent. So it won’t be a mistake to say that Russia and Russians have always expressed great interest in what was going on in the U.S.A., in its everyday life as well as in its culture, and, probably, even more so than other countries. To my mind, the basic ground for such a persistent attraction should be a certain similarity on the one hand, and difference – on the other. That is actually why peoples get attracted to each other: either when they see many points in which they are similar, or, on the contrary, in which they are different, which they lack, and it fascinates and attracts them. I do really think that there is a lot of similarity between Russia and America: vast territories that provide certain type of mentality, the mixture of bloods, the multicultural population, which creates similar problems and stimulates similar thoughts and attitudes, openness of character and hospitality, informal way of behavior and may be a lot more. Even some of historical facts – there was slavery in the U.S.A and serfdom in Russia, abolished practically at the same time  (1861 –in Russia, and in 1862 – in America). Though unlike America there was no Civil War in Russia, the abolishing of serfdom caused very similar problems – freed serfs could not find their place in society, some remained with their former owners. The atmosphere of many Russian manor houses of those days was much the same as that of the southern ones: it was a closed world, specific life style, spirituality, certain character types (this of course did not exclude cruelty and savagery on behalf of some landowners) – the whole world gone with the wind under the pressure of history. 
Both America and Russia were the motherland of great revolutions that shook the world and had great impact on world history. And one more very essential thing – both peoples are fond of creating social myths – about the past, the present, the future, and the perhaps. The great American Dream can only be compared to the Great Soviet Dream - a utopia about happiness and equality. 

But still more attractive are the features that are different. And besides such things as exotic landscapes and adventurous spirit of the True West Russians have always been attracted by the idea of American Democracy. In Russian perception Americans have always been the nation for whom Freedom is the top value, and who have always had more rights to express themselves more openly and freely than we. Undoubtedly it was not always like this in reality, but the myth was there. 
In the years of the Soviet power there used to be a lot of counterpropaganda on both sides, which actually aimed at stirring animosity between the two nations. I can’t say how it influenced Americans, as for Russians – people at large were very little affected by it, the fascination remained. At the end of the 1920s when industrialization started in our country America seemed to be an industrial paradise; in the 1930s which were marked by very high activity of the working class movement all over the world, there was very strong working class solidarity; during World War II Russians and Americans fought together against fascism. The worst was the Cold War period of the 1950s, but it was then that American jazz with Luis Armstrong won the hearts of the youth. There appeared young people, very similar to American teddy-boys – they were called ‘stilyagi’ – from the word ‘style’, because they wore stylish clothes, danced rock-n-roll, played and listened to jazz. In Russian propaganda of those days they were the symbol of “the corruptive influence of the West”. There was a saying published in the newspapers: “to-day jazz you’re playing, - tomorrow motherland betraying”. Stilyagi were caricatured and criticized, expelled from Komsomol, which could strongly damage their future career, but they continued listening to jazz on the radio, smuggled records, taped it on ex-ray film – it was called “music on the bones”. For them it was a kind of individual protest, an escape from official hypocrisy and boredom.
First Tasting of the Forbidden Fruit

Since up to Perestroika there was little hope of travelling to the US on your own and even tourist connections were very limited, one of the few sources to get to know about the life in the Promised Land was travelling literature. Here very much depended on the reliability of the authors, their honesty and needless to say the restrictions they had to overcome while writing and publishing their notes. Anyway the role of such literature cannot be overestimated. In this essay I will address three samples of such literature, written in different time periods under different ideological conditions.
The first one is the book written by two famous Russian humorists Ilf and Petrov –the authors of the world famous 12 Chairs and Golden Calf who were sent to the USA by  the editorial board of the Pravda in 1935 to write a book about America and Americans. It was short after diplomatic connections between the Soviet Union and the United States were established, two years after Roosevelt was elected President, which gave hope to develop more positive perspective in the relationship of two countries. In the United States those were the years of Great Depression and the time when the New Deal policy started to show its first results. At the same time it was the period when many Americans due to the social contradictions they had in their own country were quite sympathetic and open to the ideas of socialism. As for the Soviet Union – it was the time of great industrial upheaval – the first 5-year plan was successfully accomplished, the horrors of forced collectivization were not widely known, mass repressions of the 1937-1938 were still to come. Therefore Ilf and Petrov who wrote one of the most objective and friendly books about America filled with belief in its people and their forces to conquer the Depression were still absolutely confirmed in the advantages of the socialist system which they stressed while reflecting on America and its people. In their journey they were accompanied by an American couple who helped them with driving and translation. They travelled from East to West for 60 days, visited 25 states, interviewed different people and finally in 1937 published the book titled “One-storied America”, describing their impressions. The book comprises 47 chapters – only 7 were written together while the other 20 – separately. The fact that the book was so sympathetic about America and Americans was evidently the reason for Stalin to ban it during the years of the Cold War. It reappeared only after Stalin’s death in during Khrushchev’s Thaw.
The second conspicuous documentary travelogue which marked a new stage of development of Soviet-American relationships was published in 1956 after Stalin’s death and the exposure of Stalin’s repressions at the XX-th Communist Party Congress. It was the outset of the Cold War in the United States and the beginning of Khrushchev’s Thaw with its hopes for more democratic development of the country. 

In those days all social achievements – be it industry, agriculture, or public life – were measured by American standards. It was not enough to say that we produced a certain amount of something, but it was necessary to add that it was 1,5 times more than the U.S. in the same year. ‘Catch up with America and leave it behind!’ – was the official slogan of the day. The reaction of people to it was immediate: “ we’ll catch up, but we won’t leave it behind otherwise if we run ahead, they will see holes in our pants”. Though at large people including intelligentsia did have hopes for the development of democracy the majority realized that Russia was far behind in this respect. There was another popular anecdote in the 1960s: an American was boasting to a Russian about the freedom he enjoys: “I can freely stand at the White House and shout:” Eisenhower is a fool!” –“So what”- retorts the Russian, “I can also stand at the Kremlin and shout Eisenhower is a fool!” Anyhow it was Khrushchev and Eisenhower who tried to stop the Cold War and harness the nuclear race.
 The proof of it was  Khrushev’s visit to the USA in 1959

The book in question was written by Khrushchev’s son-in-law Alexey Adzhubey, a popular journalist, who together with 6 other soviet journalists was delegated to the United States to write a book which was published soon after their return. It was titled Silver Cat or Traveling across America. At the very beginning the author explains that journalists in San-Francisco have a tradition of putting on the table a black cat if the content of the talk is not for publication and a silver one when everything can be published. Thus the silver cat becomes the symbol of openness and sincerity. The journalists covered the distance of 25 thousand km, moving from East to West basically following the route of Ilf and Petrov but travelling by different means of transport. The book is also structured practically in the same way – each chapter is devoted to a different place and registers the impressions of the authors, their meetings and interviews. Though in general the book is written in a friendly tone it is still heavily marked by the spirit of the Cold War. It reflects itself on both sides. Throughout the whole journey the delegation was followed by three people appointed by FBI to accompany them. In some places there were policemen added to the group for ‘security reasons’. Speculating about such a ceremonial escort Adzhubey notes: 
 Everyone realized who needed those ‘security games’. Nobody was going to offend us in America, no real American showed any hostility towards us even in words. And we remember Americans as hospitable, cheerful and energetic people. As for police escorts – the money was wasted, but it’s the business of our hosts.” (Adzhubey,73).
 
Apart from warm meetings with common people, journalists, writers and businessmen there were instances when there were pickets of Russian immigrants at the hotels shouting anti-soviet slogans and distributing anti-soviet leaflets. In one of the leaflets they read comments accompanying the name of each member of the delegation – ‘hates America’, ‘radically anti-American’, etc. The accompanying FBI men seemed to be quite happy about it: “Here you are! Have you seen our democracy?”- exclaimed one of them (47). The members of the delegation were denied meeting some important political figures which they asked for long in advance – before their arrival. In San-Francisco they were not allowed to visit the famous bridges – its main attraction. Each time they wanted to arrange a meeting they had to do it through their ‘guides’ who kept calling someone, for a long time discussing the possibility. Actually when in California the journalists wanted to visit the famous German writer Leon Feuchtwanger they were allowed to do it only after long-lasting consultations. The reason for that was that the writer’s name was about 40 times mentioned in the House for Un-American activity report. And finally in Washington the delegation asked for 5 day’s prolongation of their visas and was refused. There are hardly any reasons to doubt these facts but on the other hand we can find a lot of evidence given by American and other foreign tourists travelling in the USSR in those days who would also speak about being strictly supervised, limited in the area of their movement, the scope of their contacts. Adzhubey concludes: We could not see what we wanted we were shown America from the front door” (17). Isn’t it exactly the complaint many foreigners made in Russia?! This situation reflects processes going on in both countries in the period of the so-called ‘iron curtain’.
 

On the other hand the whole account of the journey is given with explicit and implicit comparison with the USSR which is meant to manifest the advantages of socialist system. For example after the meeting with an American engineer, who took part in the first Soviet 5-year plan as a technical specialist Adzhubey comments:
               For years our fathers were dreaming to see the Soviet Motherland strong, independent and powerful. In those days we couldn’t be compared to America. Now things are different. Our country has turned into a great and powerful state. It is not incidental that more and more often we hear the voices that in peaceful competition the Soviet Union moving forward with its 5-year plans will soon take over the United States”(45)
               This is actually the key-note of the whole book. In another chapter contemplating on the town of Reno – American gambling Mecca, where millionaires come to spend their fortune – the author comments:
               the US propaganda is doing its best to promote American life style as the biggest achievement of the XX-th century. It is a difficult task and those who are trying to implement it fail again and again. How can you mislead public opinion, the people of America? Reno is flowering while according to official statistics 3 714 thousand American families and 4 354 thousand of single people live in the state of utter poverty... (66)
Here Adzhubey refers to Mark Twain who writing about American civilization claimed that it was full of cruelty, fuss, meanness and hypocrisy, not taking into account that it had been said more than 50 years ago(66).

What looks rather amusing now is that many aspects of American reality that were the objects of the author’s criticism – standardization, commercialization of art, overwhelming and obtrusive advertizing – have now become part and parcel of modern Russian reality. Therefore we may conclude that we have not only caught up with America in many of its vices but have left it far behind – isn’t it dream come true?

The first half of the 1970s was marked by the outburst of avant-garde youth culture. That far I do remember myself. We used to wear torn jeans, long hair and called ourselves hippies. We supported students’ appraisals in Yale and Princeton. Our official propaganda hailed students’ movement in the West because it was antigovernment, but when we tried something of the kind though much more innocent at our university we were immediately claimed to be under the corruptive American influence.

This fascination with the far away America was very well expressed in one of the popular youth songs of the 1980s “Good bye, America! Where I’ve never been! We have been taught too long to love your forbidden fruit. Good-bye, America, where I”ll never be” – it was the expression of longing for the experience so much wanted but never obtained.



Post-Perestroika Reflections on the Promised Land

Things went really very differently after the Perestroyka. The doors were finally opened. American tourists and businessmen thronged into our country and many of our countrymen had a chance to visit the States. And naturally many of the ideas that we had before radically changed. Myths, legend, the dazzling flavor disappeared and gave way to realistic understanding. Eventually it became possible to understand each other, to see the daily life of a working country – not the country of cowboys, southern belles, capitalist sharks and blue jeaned hippies, but the land of common people struggling to solve much the same problems as everybody else in this world.
 
This is reflected to the full in the latest book, based on travelling notes, written in 2008 by the famous political TV journalist Vladimir Posner, who spent his childhood in America, later lived and worked there and is one of the most efficient experts on this country. He was accompanied by the young and very popular showman Ivan Urgant and American writer Brian Kahn. The book appeared after a series of programs devoted to their travelling, developing and commenting on the facts presented on TV. Their aim was to follow exactly the rout of Ilf and Petrov and compare their impressions with those of Ilf and Petrov, that is why they also called their travelling journal “One-storied America” and started each chapter with a quotation from the original, therefore even those readers who have not read Ilf and Petrov can compare the impressions of the two groups and see what has changed both in America itself and in the minds of people reflecting on it. The most striking thing is that the general impressions of Americans are more or less the same – Americans are always running – it may be jogging or just hurrying somewhere but never walking leisurely, Americans are always chewing something – in the times of Ilf and Petrov it was mainly chewing gum, now – whatever – sandwiches, hotdogs, peanuts, chips or popcorn; Americans are hard working and outgoing: 

There are many wonderful attractive features in Americans. They are superb workers, ‘hands of gold’...They are accurate without pedantry. They are neat. They can keep their word and trust the word of the other. They are always ready to help. They are good friends, easy going people. – wrote Ilf and Petrov. (qtd.in Posner,43) 
At the same time Americans are not very curious about other countries and are rather naive if not ignorant about what is going in the world. Posner thinks that this is the reason why an average American is so easily brainwashed: “May be it can be explained by his/her naivety and by the fact that he/she  knows very little about the world at large and is still less interested to learn” (Ibid.,42). So Americans seem to remain as they were in the times of Ilf and Petrov as in their book we also read: “But there is a remarkable quality – curiosity – which practically cannot be found in Americans”(qtd. in Posner, 43). In both books we find high praise of American roads.
However unlike Ilf and Petrov who noticed that American favorite cigarettes were Lucky Strike and Chesterfield, Posner remarks that nowadays it isn’t ‘cool’ in America to smoke. This leads him to speculations about American susceptibility to fashion and advertising:

Americans consider themselves absolute individualists and assume that their country more than any other country in the world glorifies and values individuality. This is a myth. There are no other people who would be as ready to follow fashion and fit into what becomes a model of behavior (Posner, 27). 
Many of the comments made in the books in question are quite similar to those we often hear from other European travelers – one of the commonest is the complaint about American food:
What a shame! All this beautifully laid out food is quite tasteless...It is not dangerous for your stomach, may be even healthy, but it does not give you any pleasure...For a long time we couldn’t understand why American dishes, so nice to look at are so tasteless.” – exclaim Ilf and Petrov (qtd. in Posner, 61). 
Posner testifies that nothing has changed in this respect and expresses his amazement that Americans themselves seem not to notice it. He agrees with his predecessors that “they have got accustomed to it. Americans eat very fast, not wasting an extra minute at table. They don’t eat but rather fill themselves much in the same way they fill their cars” (Posner, 62). 
Also remarkable is that both groups coincide in their assessment of New York, where the journey of both started – In Ilf and Petrov we read: “Late in the evening we came back to our hotel neither fascinated nor disappointed by it but rather disturbed by its hugeness, wealth and poverty” (qtd. in Posner, 29). This remark is developed by the modern author: 
We were also neither disappointed nor fascinated – Moscow is not smaller than New York, and there, too, there is as much wealth and poverty, which does not worry anyone. Actually New York is much richer than Moscow<...> During the whole of our journey across this fabulously rich country we were confronted with such poverty that it could feel as if we were in Bangladesh, which caused not so much the feeling of disturbance but rather that of amazement – how can such poverty exist alongside with such wealth? Americans in this respect have special eyesight – they don’t see it. Everything is arranged in such a way that the routs of the poor and the rich don’t cross. There is New York for the rich, for the well-off and for the poor.” (Posner, 29)
This comment is still more amazing being made more than 70 years after the previous authors. 
As a matter of fact many other critical comments are also quite similar. Ilf and Petrov wrote about medical service in the US that it looked more as an attack of bandits than humanistic medical aid (cf. Posner, 42) and Posner continues:
Since then practically nothing has changed <...> 45 millions of Americans actually cannot rely on any medical service. <…> American medicine is justly considered to be one of the strongest in the world. But the system of medical service is undoubtedly one of the worst – he concludes. (Ibid.).
 Needless to say, there are some points on which the authors of two books express different opinions. For example, famous American cheerfulness. Ilf and Petrov were rather irritated by the fact that Americans laugh not because something is really funny but because “to laugh is better than to cry. If you see a laughing American”, - they continue, “it does not mean that he is amused. He laughs because an American must laugh. Let Mexicans, Slavs, Jews and Blacks wine and be bored if they want.” (qtd.in Posner, 64). Posner does not share this viewpoint as he thinks that Ilf and Petroff judged the behavior of the unknown people proceeding from their own cultural tradition – common mistake of “innocents abroad”. It is just the same with Americans in Russia who often come to the conclusion that Russians are sordid and morbid people, they don’t smile because their life is hard, they are afraid of KGB and they don’t have any democracy. (cf. Posner, 65). Posner is absolutely sure that it is better to smile than to cry especially so in a highly competitive environment. But at the same time he warns Russians not to take American smile too personally and not get offended when a man who cordially smiled at you yesterday does not recognize you today. 
Another instance where Posner disagrees with Ilf and Petroff is their sarcasm about Hollywood. Nothing from what they saw had caused such indignation as American movies: “A cultural American would not call it art. Moreover he would say that American cinematography is an epidemic, not less dangerous and harmful than plague or scarlet fever”. (qtd. in Posner, 145) Posner argues that the 1930-s were the golden age of Hollywood when many high class movies starring highly professional actors were produced. He even thinks that the notorious “happy end” which has become a common object of indignation with ‘thinking people’ actually saved America in the times of the Great Depression giving people hope for better future. (cf. Posner, 146). As a matter of fact this can be compared to Russian cinema of the same period, but Ilf and Petroff did not seem to notice this similarity. 
Both Ilf and Petroff and Posner’s group speculate about American Indians. Ilf and Petroff had an impression that Indians hate the whites and don’t mix with them, but this enabled them to preserve intact their national way of life (qtd. in Posner, 89). Posner strongly disagrees with this describing a shopping moll in Gallop where he saw Indians looking like fat caricatures of Chingachgook eating fast food and drinking coca-cola. The only peculiarity preserved is their appallingly low life standard – “I have never ever seen such poverty’ – comments Posner on their visit to one of Indian reservations. (Posner, 89). This is one of the bitterest parts of Posner’s book and the only part where he disagrees with his American colleague. Posner claimed that Americans are guilty not only of eliminating Indians physically but even more so of destroying them spiritually. To this Brian Kahn retorted that Americans have acknowledged their guilt and millions and millions of dollars have been spent to improve their condition but not all Indian communities can make good use of the means they get.(cf.91) 
But most radically Posner opposes Ilf and Petrov in the chapter devoted to Washington. It is the only place in Ilf and Petrov’s book where the former obtrusively compare America with the Soviet Union in favor of the latter.  Its major part is devoted to the exposure and severe criticism of American democracy. There we read: “America does not know what will happen to it tomorrow. And we know and we can more or less exactly  say what will happen to us in 50 years” (qtd. in Posner, 198). It was written in 1937. Could they or anyone else even in their baldest dreams imagine Perestroyka and what followed? Posner cannot find the answer to the question whether this false pathos was due to the mediocrity akin to many soviet people in those days or the social order the writers were fulfilling on their trip, without which their book would have probably never been published in their lifetime. 
To my mind the major difference between Ilf and Petrov’s and Posner’s books is that the first one was based on spontaneous impressions and reactions while the second has a solid background of deep knowledge of the country. This enables its author to speculate on certain key concepts of American society. One of them is the concept of ‘boiling pot’ introduced by the Groundling Fathers. Having studied this issue for a long time Posner finds again and again new evidences that ‘boiling pot’ has rather turned into a ‘salad’ where ingredients coexist but don’t blend. In his book he shows it on the example of Arabs, Latin Americans, Blacks and Indians (cf. Posner, 54). 
Another important notion is that of ‘American Dream’. What has happened to it in modern society? Does it still exist? – those where the questions Posner asked in different interviews. The answers were quite different from patriotic to completely skeptical ones. Still Posner testifies that American Dream is still alive and the majority believes that if you are ready to work hard, take risks and be patient you can achieve all that you want. – “The Dream is real as long as people believe in it” – comments Posner. “There is, to my mind, one unique feature in American character – strong conviction that everything is possible.(cf. Posner, 46)” – he concludes.
However I can’t but agree with Posner who acknowledges himself that his book is ‘secondary’ (Ibid., 187), being a mirror reflection of what Ilf and Petrov wrote and there is no actual discovery in it. This is not Posner’s fault but rather a positive sign of our times when America is no longer ‘terra incognita’ for Russians. Still in many ways it is richer and deeper in content than the books of his predecessors widening the genre boarders of travelling literature and adding some new touches to the picture which is by and large known to modern Russian readers 




             Outlook

And what has happened to the ‘Soviet American Dream’? Has it remained intact?

‘The very essence of romance is uncertainty’ – wrote Oscar Wilde. Nowadays the image of America has become much more realistic and in many ways much less attractive than before. The fruit, which for such a long time was forbidden, was tasted and seemed a little bit sour. To my mind, it is very much due to the expansion of American mass culture. I once gave a questionnaire to my students – one of the questions there was “What or who symbolizes America for you?” – the majority wrote –‘Hamburger’. I am sure that in my student days we would have written ‘Hemmingway’. Now I would say either or both - these are two extremes and the truth is as usual somewhere in between. To approximate it we do need good travelling literature, free from ideological restrictions and based on the wish not to compare but understand each other, which will help to destroy myths and stereotypes and provide realistic perception of the other.
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� The characteristics of this period is given in  the memoirs of Alexei Adzhubei Te desyat let. [Those Ten Years].


� Nikita Khrushchev speculates about the Cold War period in the chapter titled Arm Race or Peaceful Coexistence of his Memoirs. P. 475-482.


� For the details of Khrushchev’s visit to the USA see To Live in Peace and Friendship.


� The characteristics or this period is given in the essays by O.Volobuyev and S.Kuleshov published under the title History and Perestroika 


� Henceforth all quotations from Ilf and Petrov are given from Posner’s book as it is essential for us to point out which statements Posner referred to and argued or confirmed. 
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