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1. The story
A 30-year-old educated Armenian experiences the collapse of the USSR and moves to the Czech Republic, then to the USA, then to Germany and the UK. His financial situation goes up and down. Despite being married, he falls in love again with a Russian woman in the Czech Republic. Their love story ends in separation. These two collapses—of his country and of his love—make him a cynical playboy, whose main adventure is to have sex with women, including prostitutes, in all possible ways. He works in the West, but travels frequently to the East and indulges in orgies. For him, the freedoms achieved as a result of the collapse of the USSR are primarily exemplified by the availability of free and cheap sex. A gourmet connoisseur, he tastes many different women, with some of them experiencing, again, unsuccessful emotional attachment. By the end of the novel he realizes that life is a dead-end.

2. The way it is told

Written from the perspective of the narrator, the novel appears autobiographic. It has broken time-lines, and contains well-worked episodes of a stream of consciousness. It is a mosaic of intertwined episodes, some focusing on the Stalinist past, some concerned with the hero’s past life in Soviet times, and some set in the fictional present, around the year 2000. Reminiscences of past events are plenty. Despite a sufficient amount of data (dates and places), the reader has to be very attentive not to become lost in the multitude of stories about the hero and the people around him.

Sexual scenes and sexual descriptions of women comprise a crucial part of the novel and are written in an outrageously open manner, with a style that is both tender and at the same time extremely rude from the perspective of the Russian tradition of sex description. This has made the publisher place the novel in the sphere of erotic literature, or ‘male novels’. Some bookstores keep the novel under the heading of ‘secret literature’, others place it in the ‘foreign prose’ section, with translated literature, despite its being written in Russian.

The book is full of zeitgeist, rich in philosophical deliberations, overt and covert literary and art allusions. It does not fit any of the above categories, being in fact a mixture of Casanova-esque memoirs and a novel about contemporary times.

Thus, the novel eludes any easily identifiable marketing format for today’s Russian book industry. It is a “mix-genre”.

As the author-hero explains, in Soviet times his pathos and inclination to publicism would have made him a dissident fighting for freedom of speech. With the nonsensical collapse of his country, his talent has gone into fucking women, fighting sexual taboos, and writing about all the above.

The style combines an adolescent naiveté bordering on sweeping cynicism, characteristic of the hero, with depth of psychological detail. Certain important episodes reach out into fantasy and the absurd. Phrases are well-shaped, alternating simple structures with complex longitudes. The energy of the prose, its tempo and rhythm are important components of the style. The rich vocabulary includes a variety of easily comprehensible and funny neologisms, often used to replace words denoting sexual body parts and sex, the latter still largely considered taboo or indecent for the high style of written language in Russian.

Finally, the novel contains several fresh, original stories about people and times, and telling depictions of the destinies of the generations which experienced the collapse of a country.

3. Opinions

Some readers have called the novel a page-turner. Others claim that it can be taken up at any point and dipped into at will, remaining an interesting read even if one disagrees with the content. Some feel it is an eye-opener, which reveals what men really think about women.

Four out of five published reviews have been very positive.

The combination of an Armenian name with an explicit sexual content is a surprise for the niche readers: readers interested in ‘Armenian’ topics are usually looking for stories about the Genocide and are not accustomed to such open personal prose being written by an Armenian author. 

Those who are looking for erotic literature will encounter a much bigger challenge—a substantially more ambitious oeuvre—than they were after.

Some declare it a pornographic novel. But despite the elements that can be interpreted as ‘pornographic’, this novel is certainly not a case of ‘applied literature’: it cannot be used for “jerking off”, though perhaps it could be used as a study of male sexuality.

The author and his book have been compared to Henry Miller, Sergei Dovlatov, Patrick Süskind, Edouard Limonov, Vladimir Sorokin, Charles Bukowsky and other well-known writers.

4. Expected English-language readership

The tradition of sex depiction is much more advanced in English writing than in Russian, and does not have as many taboos. Therefore, the ‘impropriety’ of sex and human body descriptions, which, according to some, is present in the Russian original, will be lost in translation. There will, however, be other scandalous elements of political incorrectness present, for instance the artful denigration of women and the female body—an attitude the hero acquires, trying to work out his unsuccessful love story.

There is nothing sadistic in the novel, no physical violence, and all sex is straight, so the novel’s attraction and ‘scandalousness’ for the English reader will lie in its literary qualities rather than the topic.

The novel will be interesting for those wishing to understand who indeed lives behind the all-but-ruined ‘iron curtain’, now perhaps more cultural than territorial; what people really experienced throughout the collapse of the USSR, and what an honest young male’s attitude to sex, women and taboos constitutes in the underdeveloped world.

This is a novel for those who want to understand the 1990s, a sense of history, the connection between past and present, and the relations of men and women, as well as for those who like the kind of literature which combines high culture and sophistication with meticulous naked truthfulness, to the extent of self-destruction in the name of truth.
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