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By Oliver Carroll o.carroll@imedia.ru

The very fact of Ukrainian peace talks has been billed as a triumph

Lowered Expectations

The bluster on all sides suggested the 
meeting was unlikely to even happen. 
Until the eve of talks, Kremlin press sec-

retary Dmitry Peskov maintained Russian par-
ticipation remained “under question.” In the 
British and European parliaments, deputies 
condemned “Russian war crimes” in Syria. A 
week earlier, the normally milquetoast Presi-
dent Hollande engineered a prideful Russian 
cancellation of a state visit to Paris.

The fact that Putin even agreed to head a 
delegation to Berlin to discuss the Ukrainian 
peace process — the first “Normandy Format” 
meeting in a year — could thus be considered 
a breakthrough. Former Kremlin aide Alexei 
Chesnakov, who remains close to Moscow’s 
main Ukraine negotiator, Vladislav Surkov, con-
firmed to The Moscow Times that the decision 
to go had been “left to the very last moment — 
once the agenda had been agreed and Vladimir 
Putin could be certain everyone would attend.”

But few expect any real progress on Ukraine 
or Russia-West relations beyond this.

Ahead of the meeting, German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel warned assembled journalists 
“not to expect miracles.” Each negotiating side 
has carefully laid out mutually exclusive “red 
lines,” which have changed little in a year.

The Ukrainians say they cannot deliver on 
political concessions without demilitarization. 
A written statement from President Petro Po-
roshenko’s office underlined the “impossibility” 
of “switching to the political package … without 
hostage release and troop withdrawal.”

Meanwhile, the possibility of a Russian 

compromise on these points remains low, says 
Chesnakov: “They say they want the security 
commitments before dealing with political 
commitments, and that they’ll think something 
up later — but that isn’t a serious position.”

In likelihood, all sides will agree on the con-
tinued failure of the Minsk peace process, while 
accepting their formal existence as a necessary 
bandage to prevent all-out war.

The risk of escalation was underlined on 
Sunday Oct. 16 by the news that Donetsk’s most 
controversial separatist commander, Arseny 
“Motorola” Pavlov, had been assassinated. 

A Russian attracted to the glamour of war, 
Motorola had a reputation for extreme brutali-
ty. Slavik Gavyanets, one of 16 Ukrainian prison-
ers captured at the end of the battle for Donetsk 
airport, told The Moscow Times that he had 
seen Pavlov execute a fellow prisoner of war.

Certainly, few in Ukraine will mourn Mo-
torola. But the question of Kiev’s involvement in 
his death is, at best, an open one.

Leading separatist commanders were quick 
to point the finger. Alexander Zakharchenko, 
head of the self-declared Donetsk People’s Re-
public, claimed Poroshenko had “broken the 

cease-fire.” Plotnitsky, his counterpart in Lu-
hansk, declared that “political assassinations 
have shown … Ukraine is choosing war.”

Plotnitsky’s words will have raised eyebrows 
locally, given his implication in the suspicious 
murders of several rebellious colleagues.

Motorola himself liked to live in the fast lane 
— literally, speeding around town on a flashy 
quad bike, and figuratively, in military and busi-
ness dealings. It is certainly not inconceivable 
that he was murdered over a local conflict. Mo-
torola was involved in the lucrative scrap metal 
business — one of the few growth industries in 
and around the destroyed Donetsk airport.

As with the burning of the Reichstag, how-
ever, we should perhaps look less at who did it, 
than how the event will be used.

It is no secret separatists find themselves in 
a difficult spot, with uncertain futures. Many 
are openly agitating for a new military push, a 
return to the times when they were important.

Moscow had shown little appetite for such 
demands. The Minsk agreements, twice forced 
on Ukraine at a time of military defeat, were 
considered largely to Russian advantage. They 
kept Ukraine locked in a cycle of dependence 
and conflict. Meanwhile, the cost of new mili-
tary adventures through a now fortified border 
were considered unacceptably high — both in 
terms of casualties and relations with the West.

The recent breakdown in those relations has 
changed the calculus somewhat. Restraining 
the temptation for mutual anger and frustra-
tion to turn into open warfare is now surely the 
main task for the Normandy foursome.  TMT 

Ultraconservatism is the new Russian zeitgeist. The coun-
try’s leadership has embraced it. Its influence on Russian 
media is obvious, and the public mood reflects it as well. 

Religious and military components of the school curriculum, re-
vision in history courses, the construction of new temples and 
monuments—all of this serves to consolidate, fortify and per-
petuate the attitudes, ways of life and forms of power that have 
taken hold in Russia.

In the 1990s, Russian society moved from the ruins of state 
socialism toward a democratic political system and market econ-
omy. By the mid-1990s, domestic economic relations had, for the 
most part, reached a point that suited both owners and manag-
ers, as well as those who were somewhere in the middle. A bal-
ance had been achieved. Of course, this balance did not suit the 
majority of the population, but it was fine with the minority 
that held the main assets of Russian society. These were mostly 
mixed resources of power and property. They were often of ques-
tionable origin, and the rights to this power and property could 
only exist as long as the current order was maintained. Often, 
specific people even had to be kept in certain positions.

This intermediate state most suited the huge post-Soviet class 
of bureaucrats, who had mastered laws, rules and regulations, as 
well as the methods for their selective application or disregard. 
They did not want to return to socialism. Everybody knows that 
their power is much greater than that of Soviet civil servants. 
They feel no need to proceed to bourgeois democracy, with its 

independent courts and interactive branches of power. People 
wouldn’t “understand” them there.

The bourgeoisie that formed along with the bureaucracy — 
the new owners — wouldn’t want a return to Soviet socialism 
either. Not that they have any use for Western-style developed 
capitalism, with its transparency, standards and audit report-
ing. “Perfect! Hold it right here,” the post-Soviet elite is thinking. 
That’s how the party of the status quo came about. Conservatism 
was an instinct and mood before becoming an ideology.

They had to put a damper on the democratic reforms start-
ed in the previous period. The steady, gradual dismantling of 
new social institutions began. Any excuse would do. The public 
watched in silence, and it seemed as though the promises of de-
mocracy were being denied to them, just as the promises of com-
munism had been.

This frustration led to a multitude of complications and pa-
thologies in the mass consciousness. The first evidence of this 
was the idea of a   “special democracy” for Russia — one that is ob-
viously not the same as in the West. This has since evolved into a 
broader, and politically convenient idea of Russia’s   “special path.”

We have clearly fallen behind on the path the Western coun-
tries are taking, and we are never going to catch up. We thought 
about China’s path, without so much as a whisper about compet-
ing with it. At the same time, almost no one is willing to admit 
that Russia is backward. So instead we are asked to imagine our-
selves on a special path, with no one for company.

The idea is comforting. But you can’t stop there. The logic 
of our exclusivity has led over time to the idea of   our special 
rights. We can do things no one else can. After the annexation of 
Crimea, politicians found a hundred reasons why it was legiti-
mate, legal and correct. Mass consciousness didn’t belabor the 
details of the case but tried to stand firm in the conviction that 
it was our right, that’s all. And if everyone in the world thinks we 
are wrong, it only proves our rightness.

The truly special path from Soviet socialism to partial state 
capitalism has left a lot of Russians in confusion. A surprisingly 
cheap and effective ultraconservative drug has been found for 
them: a daily showing of old Soviet films on major TV channels. 
They have started to inject symbols of the Soviet and imperial pe-
riods into popular culture. 

The authorities have realized that ultraconservatism — via 
the systematic dosage of a virtual past — allows it to maintain 
the status quo necessary for the elites. A unique consensus of the 
public and the authorities has thus been created. It has proven its 
value: two-thirds of the population now approves of the activi-
ties of its chief representative, Putin, and has done since the be-
ginning of the 2000s.

The recent conversion of millions of other Russians have 
raised the presidential rating past 80 percent. These changes, 
and the transformation of ultraconservatism into a new activ-
ism, designed to frighten and provoke a hostile outside world, are 
subjects for a separate, and important discussion.  TMT 
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Sociologist at the independent Levada 
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Normandy Format: Russia, 
Ukraine, France, Germany.

More than 9,500 killed in 
Donbass since the war 

started, according to UN.

Angela Merkel: “One must not 
expect any wonders from the Berlin 
meeting, but it’s worth every endeavor 
on this issue to take efforts forward.”

95004 Francois Hollande: “The 
population [of Aleppo] is the 
victim of war crimes. Those who 
commit these acts will pay for it.”
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The decision of a British bank to stop servicing Russia Today puts  
the future of Kremlin media in Britain under question

A Disputed Account

London’s strained relations with Moscow have taken a turn 
for the worse.

On Monday, a British bank said it intended to stop ser-
vicing the British branch of Kremlin-financed television chan-
nel RT (formerly known as Russia Today), provoking an outcry in 
Moscow and threats of retaliation.

The Royal Bank of Scotland Group, which owns NatWest, no-
tified RT that it would sever its business relations with the Rus-
sian state international broadcaster. RT published a letter from 
the bank on Monday, which said the network’s accounts would 
be closed the following month and that the decision was final.

“We have recently undertaken a review of your banking ar-
rangements with us and reached the conclusion that we will no 
longer provide these facilities,” the letter said.

Margarita Simonyan, RT’s Western-educated editor-in-chief, 
was quick to accuse British authorities of censorship. “Praise be 
to freedom of speech!” she tweeted sarcastically in Russian on 
Monday.

The following day, NatWest said it was reviewing the situa-
tion and confirmed the accounts are, for the time being, still “ac-
tive.” The British Treasury and Prime Minister Theresa May’s 
office also said they had nothing to do with NatWest’s decision. 
Britain’s media regulator Ofcom, which has sanctioned RT in the 
past for biased coverage, too denied involvement. 

RT Cries Wolf
Nonetheless, RT and the Kremlin are pointing fingers at West-
minster and promising retaliation.

Maria Zakharova, spokeswoman for the Russian Foreign Min-
istry, wrote on Facebook: “It appears that, leaving the EU, London 
left behind all its freedom of speech obligations. As they say, start 
a new life without bad habits.” Within hours, Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov stated that “banks don’t make such deci-
sions on their own.”

Before long, there were calls in Moscow for tit-for-tat re-
prisals. On Tuesday evening, Zakharova told RT, “Our stance is 
straightforward: we will stick up for our own. They [Britain] will 
get as good as they give.”

“We should freeze the BBC’s accounts in Russia,” suggested 
Senator Igor Morozov.

Moscow has often argued that its state broadcasters are no 
different than the BBC, saying both are government funded. But 
RT has a clear aim in its broadcasts in the West: to counter what 
it calls the “mainstream media”. In its programmes, RT only in-

vites interviews guests — often from the far-left or far-right 
fringe — who it knows will support the Kremlin.

British media watchdog Ofcom has warned RT over its bi-
ased coverage of the conflicts in Syria and Ukraine in the past. 
Last year, Ofcom ruled that RT violated the Broadcasting Code for 
coverage, including one report alleging that the BBC had staged a 
chemical weapons attack by the Assad regime.

Risks Higher Than Profits
The Royal Bank of Scotland’s press office refused to comment 
to The Moscow Times on why such a move was taken, but said 
it had nothing to do with the British government. The bank’s 
relationship was not with RT itself, but with another company 
which provided services to the channel.
       “If NatWest has gone ahead with this without informing the 
government, it is a very bad decision,” says Euan Grant, a Brit-
ish expert on transnational fraud. NatWest is a majority gov-
ernment-owned bank so Moscow will use this to say it is a state 
bank, he believes.

“This will undoubtedly lead to retaliation, but [it] sends a very 
necessary message,” he says, warning to expect reprisals “against 
bankers [in Russia] and possibly expulsions.” Russian employees 
of British institutions, he says, could also face greater scrutiny as 
a result. British analyst Alex Nice agrees that it is “not unthink-
able” for Moscow to make life harder for foreign journalists in 
Russia.

But evidence suggests that NatWest’s decision was likely 
made internally. The bank may have decided that the reputa-
tional risk of servicing a client like Russia Today was higher than 
the reward. “If NatWest did decide to suspend the accounts, it 
would [have] more to do with internal compliance,” says Sarah 
Lain, an expert in British-Russian relations at the Royal United 
Services Institute.

Russia and Russian-connected companies, she says, are con-
sidered high-risk in the British banking sector. “It is a bank’s de-
cision to choose to end a relationship with a client,” says Lain.

Even so, the timing of RT’s row with NatWest has raised eye-
brows. Only last week, British Foreign Minister Boris Johnson 
enraged the Kremlin by asking why British left-wing groups 
were not protesting Moscow’s bombing of Aleppo outside the 
Russian Embassy in London. In a speech in parliament, Johnson 
said Russia “risks becoming a pariah state.” The same week, Brit-
ain and the United States considered imposing new economic 
sanctions on Russia for its Syria policy.

Is It Worth It?
Although there have been calls to limit the activities of RT in Eu-
rope and America, most Western policy makers maintain that 
such moves would be counterproductive and unnecessary. In 
the first week of October, RT had 644,000 viewers in Britain — a 
small figure compared to mainstream channels. “In countries 
where there are so many viewpoints already on offer, the impact 
is not as significant,” says Lain.

If Russian state propaganda is indeed becoming a headache 
for British authorities, it is likely in Scotland. Edinburgh is fast 
turning into a leading hub for Kremlin media in Europe. Sput-
nik International has offices in the Scottish capital. Pro-Kremlin 
channels have been enthusiastic about covering Scotland’s inde-
pendence movements. “Whitehall has been made aware of con-
cerns about Sputnik staff [in Edinburgh] having links with the 
Russian Defense Ministry,” says Euan Grant. 

Down in London, it remains unclear if the British govern-
ment was consulted or indeed informed about NatWest’s deci-
sion. Whatever the case — Moscow will not take this lightly.  TMT 
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“Praise be to freedom of speech!” 
- RT’s editor-in-chief Margarita 
Simonyan tweeted

violations by RT recorded in 
Britain by Ofcom.

the year Russia Today 
launched RT uK, the British 

branch of the channel.

201413“We are reviewing the situation 
and are contacting the customer 
to discuss this further” - 
NatWest Bank
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Russian authorities turn their backs on the families whose children fall for IS*

“Daddy, I Made a Mistake. Take Me Home”

Varvara Karaulova — she legally changed her name to Al-
exandra Ivanova, but everyone still calls her Varvara — 
sits inside the defendant’s dock, in her elegant turquoise 

dress, and cries. “Your honor, please allow us to pass a handker-
chief to the defendant — she is in tears,” says her lawyer Sergei 
Badamshin.

“Can we allow this?” the judge asks the police officers guard-
ing Karaulova in the courtroom. “No, this is not allowed,” one of 
them answers unemotionally. “Parcels are only allowed in pre-
trial detention.”

It is the seventh hearing of the trial, and Karaulova’s fa-
ther, Pavel, is on the stand testifying. After a year confined 
to the Lefortovo pre-trial detention prison, infamous for its 
poor conditions, Varvara underwent an unexpected transi-
tion. The frightened, depressed girl who hid from cameras in 
her coat’s hood turned into an attractive young woman who 
wears make up, smiles confidently and exchanges jokes with 
her lawyers.

But even this new, confident Varvara couldn’t hold back her 
tears as she listened to her father’s voice cracking as he described 
the day she disappeared. The defense maintains that she ran off, 
blind with love, to meet her fiancé — who turned out to be an IS 
recruiter   — in Syria. But the prosecution claims she left to join 

the Islamic State terrorist organization. If convicted, she faces up 
to five years in prison.

Pavel would never forget that day, he said. He and his ex-wife, 
Varvara’s mother, made thousands of calls that day — to their 
daughter’s friends, her teachers, the police, emergency services. 
With little help from the state agencies, Karaulov ended up going to 
Turkey on his own, looking for Varvara, eventually locating her and 
bringing her home — only to have her arrested half a year later.

There is, indeed, no place where families whose children fall 
under the influence of IS recruiters, can go and ask for help, says 
Zoya Svetova. A journalist, prominent human rights activist, and 
former member of a Public Watch Commission, she frequently 
inspected the Lefortovo prison where Karaulova was kept and 
has followed the case extensively.

“They have nowhere to run to. The rescue of a drowning man 
is the drowning man’s own job,” Svetova told The Moscow Times. 
“No one apart from the FSB can interfere and help, but this ‘help’ 
usually lands the person in question behind bars.”

The Long Way Home
Varvara Karaulova, a 19-year-old philosophy student who lived 
with her mother Kira, didn’t come home on May 27, 2015. Her 
worried parents rushed to their local police station. Usually, Rus-

sian law enforcement opens a missing person case only 72 hours 
after the person disappeared, but Pavel Karaulov convinced po-
lice officers to start the investigation immediately. “They must 
have seen trepidation in our eyes and that made them meet us 
halfway,” he said in court.

During the next several days, Karaulov would call, visit, and 
submit official requests to every law enforcement body he could 
think of: the Prosecutor’s Office, the Federal Security Service 
(FSB), the Investigative Committee, and the Moscow Police. He 
would also call Varvara’s friends and teachers.

Much to his surprise, he found out that his daughter, bap-
tized in the Russian Orthodox Church, wore long skirts to the 
university and covered her head with a shawl to make her look 
like a Muslim. Varvara’s peers also told him that Varvara had a 
boyfriend for three or four years, a Muslim who lived outside of 
Russia, whom she had never met and with whom she only corre-
sponded on social networking sites.

Through personal connections — Karaulov reportedly used to 
work for an IT firm that dealt with various government institu-
tions — he found out that Varvara got herself an international 
passport and bought a plane ticket to Istanbul.

People who knew about the family’s situation told Karaulov 
that women were being transported to Syria through Turkey. 

Varvara Karaulova  
went missing and was later 

found in Turkey.

She was detained in Turkey 
together with a group of 
people traveling to Syria.

June 4, 2015May 27, 2015
Ilya Novikov, a prominent lawyer that 
defended Ukrainian servicewoman 
Nadiya Savchenko, joined Varvara 
Karaulova’s defense team on Oct. 17.
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“My daughter is not a monster, she 
is just a girl who can’t get over the 
addiction to someone she loves.” 
Kira Karaulova
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Armed with this knowledge, Karaulov spent another two days 
“running back and forth” between different law enforcement 
agencies. But he encountered little enthusiasm among law en-
forcement.

“All in all, my friends told me that I was the only one who 
could help our family, and the thing I should do was go to Turkey 
[and look for Varvara myself],” Karaulov said in court.

Unlike in Russia, Turkish law enforcement was eager to help: 
the morning after Karaulov arrived in Istanbul, they launched a 
special operation to locate Varvara. They found her in a matter of 
days: she and a group of other people had been detained by mi-
gration authorities for traveling without ID. The group was on its 
way to the Syrian border.

Karaulov finally met his daughter at an immigration camp 
where the detained group was transferred. “We hugged and cried 
for 15 minutes,” he said. “The only thing Varya said that day was 
‘Daddy, I made a mistake. Take me home.’”

Cooperation and Arrest
In conversation with The Moscow Times after Monday’s court 
hearing, Karaulov said that he was grateful for the assistance he 

received from many in law enforcement. How-
ever, on the whole, the system was slow to ad-
dress his situation.

“Take the Turkish prosecutor [I met in Istan-
bul]. My first question to him was: ‘Do you have 
children?’ He said he did, and showed immedi-
ate readiness to hear me out,” Karaulov said. 
“Compare that with the FSB: I arrived to their 
office at 5 p.m. on a Friday with my request, and 
their answer was: ‘Okay, on Monday we will see 
whether we can do something about it.’”

Upon her return to Moscow, Karaulova — se-
verely depressed, according to her father — was 

interrogated by Russian law enforcement and released. In July, 
Vladimir Markin, then the spokesman for the Investigative Com-
mittee, even stated publicly that no criminal charges would be 
brought against the girl.

Back home, Karaulova struggled with constant media atten-
tion: TV crews not only followed her father to Istanbul, they also 
followed father and daughter back to Moscow. They spent days 
in front of the residential building where Karaulova lived and at-
tempted to track her every step. Tired of attention, Varvara de-
cided to make a new start. She changed her name to Alexandra 
Ivanova, and believed she would now, finally, have a clean slate.

However, the FSB made her continue her correspondence with 
the man she considered her boyfriend. “In September 2015 Varya 
told us: ‘Mom, Dad, I can’t do this anymore.’ But they basically 
forced her to communicate with this online friend,” Pavel Karau-
lov said in court. Varvara asked her parents to take all gadgets away 
from her and make them available only when she gave French les-
sons on Skype. A month later, in October 2015, the girl was arrested 
and charged with preparing to join a terrorist organization. 

The authorities claimed she changed her name in order to 
try and flee back to Syria. She also contacted her boyfriend once 

again, they said, which amounts to attempting to join a terror-
ist organization. Her parents and the defense team maintain 
that the law enforcement knew and approved of both the name 
change and contacting the recruiter. 

So far, the ongoing trial offers more questions than answers.
“The prosecution’s case is based on suppositions, guesses and 

speculations. … Their charge sheet mentions the term ‘unidenti-
fied’ — unidentified people, circumstances, places — eight times. 
I counted,” Karaulova’s lawyer Sergei Badamshin said.

Several witnesses who testified during the investigation ex-
amined interrogation protocols and “didn’t recognize their own 
words,” he said. “Now they are telling the truth.” They changed 
their testimony in court, and say Karaulova was planning to 
marry her fiancé, not join IS.

Used and Thrown Away
To put it simply, the FSB used the girl, Svetova says. “She gave 
them everything they wanted and needed [for their investiga-
tion], and when they didn’t need her anymore, when they need-
ed to report closing a terrorist case, they arrested her,” Svetova 
told The Moscow Times. “It is much more difficult to catch real 
terrorists and spies, and Varvara was an easy target.” 
      People like Karaulova, who fall under the influence of terrorist 
recruiters, usually need psychological rehabilitation, the human 
rights advocate added, but the authorities didn’t offer Karaulova 
any: “Her parents had to run around Moscow themselves, look-
ing for therapy specialists. But if the state declares that it cares 
about its citizens, it should offer help.”

By undergoing therapy and changing her name, Varvara was 
on the road to rebuilding her life.

“And law enforcement knew it — they were watching her all 
this time,” Svetova said. “They conned her.”

*Islamic State is a terrorist organization banned in Russia.  TMT 

“If the state wants to make a beautiful, 
smart, educated girl Russia’s scariest IS 
member, it means it is occupied with all 
the wrong things.” Sergei Badamshin

A court in Moscow  
sanctioned Karaulova’s 

arrest.

Karaulova was charged with 
attempting to join a terrorist 

organization.

Nov. 10, 2015Oct. 28, 2015 Karaulova’s court-appointed lawyers 
coerced her to confess, her current 
defense team maintains. She later 
withdrew the confession and pleaded 
innocent. 

Upon her 
return to 
Moscow, 
Karaulova 
tried to make 
a new start, 
but was later 
arrested and 
charged with 
trying to join 
a terrorist 
organization.
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This winter will mark three years since Russia abruptly 
embarked on a course of political and economic isola-
tion. Lower oil prices and the devaluation of the ruble 

dealt a serious blow to the population’s economic well-being.
By its own evaluation, Russia’s middle class shrank by 

more than 16 percent, shedding an incredible 14 million 
people.

This is the fresh data of the so-called “Ivanov Consumer 
Index” (in honor of Russia’s most widespread surname), eval-
uated by Sberbank CIB analysts.

A Sberbank CIB survey found that in Autumn 2014, prior to 
the devaluation of the ruble, 61 percent of Russians considered 
themselves members of the middle class. That number now 
stands at 51 percent, with the “missing” ten percent now mem-
bers of the lower class. The reason: costs are rising faster than 
revenues. Those with the lowest incomes must reduce consump-
tion of all but vital necessities and find cheaper options for the 
goods and services they do purchase. As of this summer, real 
incomes had fallen by 7 percent year on year, and real pensions 
were down 4 percent after adjustments for inflation.

Sberbank CIB has published its Consumer Confidence In-
dex since early 2013. Every quarter since, the consumers who 
felt their economic situation had worsened in recent months 
outnumbered those who felt it had improved. The two worst 
periods were the winter of 2014-15, when the ruble fell and 
prices rose, and the winter of 2015-16, when price hikes began 
noticeably outstripping incomes. Since then, indicators have 
improved slightly but remain negative overall, and have yet to 
return to the level of 2013 when incomes were still rising.

Consumers have some cause for optimism in that inflation 

has slowed and a number of companies have begun hiring 
again, calming fears of job loss. Overall prospects for the fu-
ture, however, remain bleak.

What is Russia’s middle class? It depends on the definition 
and, overall, is very hard to assess because of the dispropor-
tionate financial distribution across the country. The Sociol-
ogy Institute of the Russian Academy of Sciences considers 
it the 44 percent of all Russians who, as of one year ago, had 
incomes totaling 23,000 rubles ($365) per month per family 
member, including children and the elderly.

But even more important is the fact that 10 to 20 percent 
of that group feel they are no longer members of the middle 
class. What’s more, many of those who still consider them-
selves part of the middle class have had to economize.

Russia’s countersanctions aimed at food products from Eu-
rope and Ukraine have played a major role: they not only de-
prived the upper ranks of the middle class of the various im-
ported delicacies to which they had become accustomed, but 
also caused Russian food prices to climb dramatically.

Russian families are stretched almost to their limit now in 
paying for the absolute essentials of food, water, electricity, 

and heating, according to the Russian Presidential Academy 
of National Economy and Public Administration headed by 
Tatiana Maleva.

A sizeable 41 percent of Russia’s middle class considered its 
financial situation to be good in February 2014, according to 
the Sociology Institute. That number fell to just 22 percent by 
fall 2015. At the time Russia annexed Crimea, 53-66 percent 
of the middle class was satisfied with its living conditions, 
clothing, and food. Last fall, only 36-45 percent were satisfied.

As of Spring 2015, the severe economic crisis had turned in-
to sluggish stagnation. Unlike previous crises, this stagnation 
has hit the middle class and residents of Russia’s largest cities 
even harder than the poorest members of society. There is no 
sign the situation will improve.

Those laboring in the private sector — in industry, con-
struction, transportation, and communications — justifiably 
feel the greatest uncertainty.

Those who make their living selling high-end goods are es-
pecially pessimistic. Auto sales have almost halved in the past 
four years, and continue to fall. 

Demand is also declining for fitness, entertainment, and 
foreign domestic travel, and the people working in those 
fields are losing both revenue and jobs. Russians are also buy-
ing fewer medicines. By contrast, in previous years, house-
hold expenditures for health care grew faster than govern-
ment spending for that sector.

In the 2000s, Russians thanked President Vladimir Putin 
for stabilizing the economy. Now, 18 months after the worst 
phase of the crisis has passed, stability has returned — but as a 
negative trend.

The population has begun taking a sober assessment of the 
economic situation. According to the Public Opinion Foun-
dation, 41 percent of all Russians had only enough or not 
enough money for food in summer 2016, but most Russians 
see no connection between the emptiness of their wallets and 
the actions of the authorities — either in foreign affairs or the 
domestic economy.  TMT 

The ongoing crisis has devoured Russia’s small middle class

Russia’s New Poor

Looking Forward6 The Moscow Times
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GDP – expected growth of 
Russian economy in 2017.

people say that they 
downgraded from middle 

class status since 2014. 

“For lower classes of society, to 
become middle class now is virtually 
impossible.” Tatyana Maleva an 
economist and sociologist

14 million0.6 % 60-70% — Russia’s middle class would 
grow by this amount by 2020, Russia’s 
then-President Dmitry Medvedev 
predicted in 2008.

Op-Ed by Boris Grozovsky
Economic Analyst

Consumer Confidence

Source: Cint, Росстат, Sberbank Investment Research



Tasty Korean fast food a stone’s throw from the Shukov Tower

Koryo-saram at K-Town

K-Town on Shabolovka is the second branch 
of a new fast food chain from bartender-
restaurateur Alexander Kan. While you’ll 

have to leave the Garden Ring to get there, 
the restaurant is just a short walk from Shabo-
lovskaya metro station. On your way to try 
some cheap, tasty Korean eats you can see the 
famous Shukhov Tower, a masterpiece of con-
structivist architecture.

Kan is the co-owner of various trendy estab-
lishments in the city including “Nikuda ne 
edem,” “Projector,” and “Kvartira,” but K-Town 
is his first foray into the fast food industry. 

Named after New York’s Korean neighborhood, 
K-Town Noodle Bar is on the cozy side, seating 
just 30 or so people. The menu consists of dish-
es of adapted Korean cuisine or “Koryo-saram,” 
which is the self-designation of Koreans living 
in the former states of the Soviet Union.

The main dish is kuksu (or kuksi) — a spicy 
soup with traditional Korean noodles and veg-
etables (290 rubles). A warning: it has quite the 
kick! Sides come at prices unheard of in Mos-
cow — the kimchi salad is just 90 rubles, while 
the pickled fern and beef salad is 150 rubles.

If kuksu isn’t your thing create your own 

dish in the fried rice section of the menu where 
you pay for additional ingredients. The chicken, 
spicy kimchi and fried egg brings a little taste of 
the East to your dining table (250 rubles). Alter-
natively order jap chae, traditional Korean glass 
noodles, with your preferred additions.

The menu wouldn’t be complete without 
dumplings, which you can order both steamed 
and fried (195 rubles), with meat and kimchi or 
meat and vegetables. Looking for something to 
really fill you up? Try the Korean steamed meat 
pies. They’re called pigodi here, but elsewhere 
in Moscow known as pian-se (110 rubles). Pian-

se are said to have originated in the 1980s from 
Koreans living in Sakhalin, a Russian island in 
the North Pacific.

Stick with the Korean theme and order a Hite 
beer (180 rubles) or perhaps take a walk on the 
wild side with more adventurous Korean offerings 
like Stout Black or Max (250 rubles). Even better, 
try some rice ale, called “kamdi” (80 rubles), which 
is quite a rare drink in Moscow.  TMT 

+7 (495) 298 7821
k-town.ru
29 Ulitsa Shabolovka, Bldg. 2
Metro Shabolovskaya

Too much
An encyclopedic beer selection
Too Much is a new bar from the owners of the 
“Lambic” chain. There are over 100 bottled beers 
and 16 on tap. If beer isn’t your thing — or you 
were dragged here against your will — there is 
also a small wine selection. Try the pancetta salad 
with homemade mashed eggplant (490 rubles) or 
smorrebrod, a Danish style sandwich with smoked 
duck, camembert and cherry jam (390 rubles).
+7 (910) 443 7776
toomuch.ru
12 Maly Gnezdikovsky Pereulok
Metro Tverskaya, Pushkinskaya

Maritizzo
Authentic Italian cuisine
Head to Maritozzo for a romantic and almost 
authentic Italian experience. The food is stylish 
and dishes are prepared by head chefs Andrea 
Santilli and Marco Gubbio. Try the Mezze Maniche 
and the beef stuffed with foie gras. It’s pricey, but 
everything is executed with class and taste. Win 
over your date by taking them for a post-dinner 
stroll around nearby Patriarch’s Pond.
+7 (495) 626 8454
maritozzo.ru
24 Malaya Bronnaya Ulitsa
Metro Tverskaya,Mayakovskaya

Trattoria Luigi
Cozy trattoria underground
 Don’t let the fact that this eatery is located down 
an escalator in an office building put you off. The 
snug setting has been beautifully furnished, giv-
ing it the feel of a private members club. A hav-
en from the cold and rain and a short walk from 
Moscow’s popular tourist sites, we recommend 
the bruschetta Catalina (80 rubles) and the veni-
son braised with red wine (595 rubles).
+7 (495) 710 9943
trattoria-luigi.com
7/3 Ulitsa Znamenka
Metro Borovitskaya

K-
TO

W
N

M
A

R
IT

IZ
ZO

TO
O

 M
U

C
H

TR
AT

TO
R

IA
 L

U
IG

I

Take it and go! Four pages packed with the best places in Moscow to eat, drink, walk, shop, listen, watch, dance and sightsee. 
A new walking route and listings every week! Take it, use it, save it!

7

By Andrei Muchnik artsreporter@imedia.ru

Koryo-saram 
is a short 
walk from the 
Shabolovs-
kaya metro 
station and 
you can see 
the famous 
Shukhov 
Tower on the 
way to try 
some tasty 
Korean eats.

Weekly round-up of all 
that’s new, delicious and 
fun in Moscow.

October 20 – 26, 2016

Out & About

NEWS & OPENINGS

Kitchen Burger Bar
Family-friendly fast food
The latest joint from the chain Kitchen has 
opened its doors on Pyatnitskaya. It offers fuss-
free, family-friendly, fast food in a funky retro 
interior. Try the black burger with blackcur-
rant sauce or the simple yet satisfying Chipo-
tle burger. Expect self-service and canteen-
esque benches — but a significant step up from 
McDonald’s.
+7 (965 ) 444 4035
facebook.com/kitchenburgerbar
82/34 Pyatnitskaya Ulitsa
Metro Dobryninskaya, Serpukhovskaya
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4. Chaliapin House Museum
Back on the Garden Ring, which turns into 
Novinsky Bulvar after Kudrinskaya Ploshchad, 
walk to the ideological opposite of the Nar-
komfin house: a very pretty little yellow man-
or house with a green roof. The great opera 
singer Fyodor Chaliapin bought it in 1910 and 
lived here for 12 years with his wife, the Italian 
ballerina Iola Tornagi and their five children. 
Tornagi turned the 18th century house into a 
modern residence, with gas, running water, 
and a telephone. There was a beautiful flower 
garden with paths and gazebos offering views 
of the Moscow River. After the 1917 Revolution 
the house was nationalized and turned into 
communal apartments, which snuffed out 
any reminder of the Chaliapins. But in 1978 
the tenants were moved and the house was 
reconstructed according to photographs and 
memories of the Chaliapin children. Now it 
is a lush, comfortable, luxurious house again, 
filled with furniture, family possessions and 
memorabilia. You want bourgeois individual-
ity? Come and get it.
25-27 Novinsky Bulvar

Walking Route8 The Moscow Times
No. 5777
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Novinsky Bulvar

Barrikadnaya Ulitsa

Kudrinskaya Ploshchad

5. Griboyedov House
After the museum head on to the right, where 
you may admire how the recent changes to 
the sidewalk and roadway have made a bad 
traffic situation into a hellish nightmare. 
After a pause to shake your head at human 
folly, make your way past the old building of 
the U.S. Embassy, built in the 1940s, toward 
modern apartment buildings. But don’t let the 
automotive and human traffic distract your 
attention from the charming little manor 
house on the corner of Bolshoi Devyatinsky 
Pereulok. Here Alexander Griboyedov, author 
of the satirical “Woe From Wit” and career 
diplomat, spent his childhood — or rather, he 
spent it in a house here that burned down in 
the rout of 1812. But his mother lived on in the 
reconstructed house, which he visited when 
home from his diplomatic missions. That 
moaning you hear at night on the corner? The 
ghost of Griboyedov, wringing his wraithlike 
arms and sighing.
17 Novinsky Bulvar

3. Narkomfin Building
Double back to Kudrinskaya Ploshchad, walk 
by the park in front of the “Seven Sisters” 
skyscraper and the modern shopping mall. 
Tucked to the right is a long building — one of 
Moscow’s most original works of architecture, 
and one of its most dilapidated. This is the 
Narkomfin Building, built in 1930 by Moisei 
Ginzburg and Ignaty Milinis for workers in the 
People’s Commissariat of Finances, abbreviated 
as Narkomfin. Made of reinforced concrete in 
the constructivist style, the long building had 
54 small apartment units, none with kitchens, 
designed for a life style somewhere between 
bourgeois individuality and socialism, with 
kitchens, nurseries and other facilities for joint 
use. Although it is a protected work of archi-
tecture, it is falling apart, the object of endless 
development, ownership and preservation 
battles. Poke around and imagine this attempt 
at a new way of life for the new humans of the 
new regime.
25 Novinsky Bulvar, Bldg. 1

2. Planetarium
After a moment to contemplate the generosity of pre-Revo-
lutionary philanthropy, continue up the street to the Garden 
Ring, here called Sadovaya-Kudrinskaya Ulitsa. Long ago the 
village of Kudrino was here on what must have been a pretty 
spot above the Presnya and Moscow Rivers. Turn left and walk 
past a few houses until you see the entrance to the Plan-
etarium. If you have a minute — or two hours, or at least half 
a day — stop in. The original Planetarium was built in 1929 
with equipment shipped in from Germany. After a massive 
reconstruction program it has reopened with two fabulous 
domed halls where you experience outer space, a 4-D theater, 
dozens of interactive exhibitions about space, planets, stars 
and astronomy, along with a café and other amenities. Best 
of all — almost all the shows are in English and several other 
languages, so you can go with your Russian-speaking kids and 
look smart.
5 Sadovaya-Kudrinskaya Ulitsa

1. Home for Widows
This walk begins at the Barrikadnaya metro station. When you 
exit onto the street, walk up Barrikadnaya Ulitsa toward the 
Garden Ring. Stop to watch the cars bump along the cobble-
stones that date back to pre-Revolutionary Moscow, left in 
honor of the battles that took place here in 1905 and gave the 
street and metro station their names. On your left you’ll soon 
see a massive classical building that takes up half the street. 
It’s hard to imagine that the original manor house here was 
done in airy rococo with gardens trailing down to the Presnya 
River, which is now mostly underground. Eventually the man-
or house became a home for widows and orphans, then a girls’ 
school, and then a hospital for the wounded from the Battle 
of Borodino (who were later mercilessly killed by Napoleon’s 
troops). After a great deal of reconstruction, it became a home 
for widows, poor officers and their families. After the Revolu-
tion it became a school for professional improvement for doc-
tors, which it still is, in a slightly different format, today.
2/1 Barrikadnaya Ulitsa, Bldg. 1



Around Kudrinskaya Ploshchad 3-hour walk 9

A Literary, Philanthropic, 
Scientific, Revolutionary Walk

A Bit of the Garden Ring

Museums, architectural masterpieces, cozy homes and 
the stars await you on a stretch of the Garden Ring

By Michele A. Berdy m.berdy@imedia.ru | Illustration by Oleg Borodin

Sadovaya-Kudrinskaya Ulitsa

Malaya Nikitskaya Ulitsa

Bolshaya Nikitskaya Ulitsa

7. Chekhov House Museum
From Tchaikovsky, head to the right for a little over a block 
until you come to a tidy mauve house that looks like “a chest 
of drawers,” as its most famous inhabitant, writer Anton 
Chekhov, once wrote. Chekhov rented the house from 1886 to 
1890. Here he saw patients from noon to 3 p.m. and spent the 
rest of his time writing plays like “Ivanov” and “The Bear” and 
many short stories. He also entertained the likes of the painter 
Isaac Levitan, architect Fyodor Shekhtel, and of course, Pyotr 
Tchaikovsky. Stop in to see the house, set up as his brother and 
sister remembered it, with many of his personal possessions. 
And after this delightful literary digression, head back out into 
the chaos of the Garden Ring, and wander to the right into the 
Patriarch’s Pond neighborhood for a well-earned, post-consti-
tutional drink and bite to eat.
6 Sadovaya-Kudrinskaya Ulitsa, Bldg. 2

6. Tchaikovsky Cultural Center
After finding a place where you can cross the Garden Ring, 
scuttle to the other side, walk past the rather generic Stalinist-
 era buildings back toward Kudrinskaya Ploshchad. On the 
right behind a small patch of grass is a pretty yellow build-
ing, now the Tchaikovsky Cultural Center. This relatively new 
addition to Moscow’s museum and cultural life is where Pyotr 
Tchaikovsky lived for about a year, 1872-73, in an apartment 
taking up half of the second floor. Now there is a small but 
pleasant and informative museum about his life and work, 
with all kinds of personal possessions. There is also a charm-
ing concert space and a busy schedule of educational events, 
which range from kids’ parties to quests.
46/54 Kudrinskaya Ploshchad
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Adult Children
For stylish little ones
Tucked cozily into a corner of Bauman Park 
is the Adult Children Barbershop. It offers 
special child-friendly equipment such as 
low noise clippers, hair dryers and special 
seats for babies. There are plenty of toys, 
games and DVDs at hand to keep the little 
ones interested. Parents can relax with a 
tea, coffee, a manicure — or even kill two 
birds with one stone and get a haircut for 
themselves while waiting. Haircut: 1200 
rubles ($19).

+7 (499) 390 0860
vzroslyedeti.com
Bauman Park 
15 Staraya Basmannaya
Metro Krasniye Vorota
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Oops Pups
Haircuts, styling and costuming
Children will be completely enchanted by 
this unique hair salon. It offers haircuts, 
ECO manicures and make-overs under 
cartoon-covered walls which are part of a 
bright and colorful interior design. What 

Cutting-Edge Kids’ Cuts
Bringing your kids for a haircut can be a nightmarish experience. At the best of times 
it’s hard to convince a five year old to sit still, especially in a strange place surrounded by 
strange people armed with scissors trying to take a snip out of their hair. But parents in 
Moscow need not fret. Lately there has been an influx of family- and child-friendly hair 
salons popping up. There are plenty of toys to keep the youngest clients entertained and 
special seats, cartoons, gifts and games. The specialized hairdressers have mastered the art 
of clipping kids’ hair while they fidget and fuss, and they turn the experience of going for a 
haircut into something to look forward to.

is really special about this salon is that it 
can create a real life fairytale — children 
can choose hairstyles and clothes allowing 
them to dress up as their favorite Disney 
characters. (Costuming costs 5200-8000 
rubles). Haircut: 1600 rubles ($25).
+ 7 (495) 211 0911
oopspups.ru
Aviapark. 
4 Khodynsky Bulvar 
Metro dinamo
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Swift Kid’s Beauty Salon
Where the first haircut is celebrated
Swift is every child’s dream as it looks like 
one big and bright playroom with car-
chairs and cartoons galore. Every haircut 
is individual and special, and after each 
cut every kid receives a little present for 
positive reinforcement. In Swift, a child’s 
first haircut is a big deal: parents can get a 
beautiful box containing their baby’s first 
curl while the children get a certificate to 
commemorate the event. Haircut: 1800 
rubles ($29).
+ 7 (968) 923 4424
strizhkid.com
21/13 Malaya Bronnaya
Metro Mayakovskaya
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Tchik-tchik
Mom at the helm
Inspired by salons in the United States, 
Tchik-Tchik is fitted out with all the equip-
ment and decorations needed to take the 
worry out of a haircut trip. Kids can take 
their choice of chairs: a Hummer, a Barbie 
jeep, an airplane and more, as well as en-
joying a DVD or video game while getting 
a trim. The experienced owner of the salon 
is a mother of five and knows exactly how 
to tend to small customers. Haircut: 999 
rubles ($16).
+8 (495) 641 6583
tchiktchik.ru
32 Bolshaya yakimanka ulitsa
Metro Oktyabrskaya,Polyanka
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Victoria Dreams
Full service for the whole family
This family-orientated hair salon with 
several branches offers its services to the 
entire family, so you can take care of every-
one’s hair in one visit. Children are served 
in a special children’s room where there 
are lots of games to keep them happy, with 
an entertainer who makes sure everybody 
is enjoying themselves and distracts the 
kids with bubbles, singing and fairy-tales. 
If this sounds perfect, note that the enter-
tainer only works in the Petrovsky Bulvar 
branch on the weekends. Haircut: 1350 
rubles ($21).
+7 (495) 646 5615
http://v-dreams.ru/
21 Petrovsky Bulvar 
Metro trubnaya

Matthew Smith, Freelancer
“Tucked away in the forests of Sokolniki Park, Sekta is a charming cafe with a lived-in 
vibe. The staff are full of good humor and the food is appetizing and well-priced.”
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In Spring 2013, Russia’s first foray into the murky world of pri-
vate military contractors didn’t go entirely according to plan.

The group of private soldiers, called “Slavonic Corps,” found 
themselves in the middle of the Syrian desert. Poorly equipped, 
they relied on old Kalashnikovs, ancient Soviet tanks and ar-
mored vehicles that hardly worked. Predictably enough, the 
group were ambushed in their first and only encounter with the 
Islamic State (a terrorist organization banned in Russia), result-
ing in six deaths.

Part of the group managed to escape under the cover of a 
sandstorm. But when they returned home, rather than being 
greeted as heroes, they were arrested for violating Russian laws, 
which strictly forbid mercenary companies.

On Oct. 14, 2016, more than three years later after the first 
private operations, the Russian government indicated it may be 
about to revisit its anti-mercenary laws, and formalize its cur-
rent relationships with mercenary companies. Under new pro-
posals sent to the State Duma parliament, the Defense Ministry 
would be allowed offer short-term contracts for specific mis-
sions.

Under The Radar
Russian mercenaries have reportedly performed key military 
tasks in both eastern Ukraine and Syria. One of the central fig-
ures in such private armies is a 46-year-old former special forces 
lieutenant colonel by the name of Dmitry Utkin.

Once a member of the now-defunct Slavonic Corps, Utkin’s 
current outfit is known as Wagner, and is registered as a private 
military company in Argentina. Operating outside Russian law, 
which continues to outlaw such companies, the group is believed 
to have as many as 1,000 men fighting in its ranks.

It reportedly trains in Molkino, in Russia’s southern Krasno-
dar region, alongside a base belonging to Russia’s 10th special 
forces brigade. Wagner soldiers are believed to have taken part in 
operations across the border in eastern Ukraine. But it is in Syr-

ian operations that the group has come into its own. Officially, 
Russian soldiers are not involved in ground fighting in Syria. Un-
officially, the Wagner group has played a key role. The group has 
reportedly suffered anywhere from dozens to 500 casualties.

But because they fight under the radar, and have no formal 
relationship with the state, they exist in a legal gray zone. They 
will receive none of the benefits or glory, reserved for soldiers in 
formal service.

“No one will ever find out about them,” a Wagner soldier, 
introduced by Dmitry (not his real name) told Sky News in an 
August 2016 report, “that is the scariest thing. No one will ever 
know.”

A Changing Relationship
The proposed amendments appear aimed at providing a stop-
gap measure to address the needs of mercenary soldiers, says 
international affairs expert Vladimir Frolov. “This is about turn-
ing private contractors into active duty soldiers, about allowing 
those killed or wounded in action to get the benefits they were 
promised. It also gives the Defense Ministry more flexibility in 
hiring people for short-term deployments overseas.”

But others doubt this is only about mercenary forces.
Ruslan Leviev, head of Conflict Intelligence Team (CIT), a Rus-

sian open-source investigative outfit following Russian soldiers 
in Syria, says the changes may instead have come about from the 
need to rotate Russian soldiers in and out of Syria.

“You can’t send conscripts to Syria, so they need a law to turn 
conscripts into contract [volunteer] soldiers,” Leviev says.

Vadim Kozyulin, a military expert at the Moscow-based PIR 
Center, believes the move is mostly aimed at former soldiers who 
already have military training and combat experience. These are 
soldiers that may not be interested in volunteering for another 
three-year service stint, but might enjoy another mission or two 
in a patriotic war somewhere.

“I think many retired Russian military personnel are not will-
ing to re-join the army, but would be ready to have a brief and 
well-paid vacation abroad,” Kozyulin says. “They don’t want ser-
vice at a remote base somewhere, but would be happy to join a 
real a thrilling mission that could bolster the family finances.”

It would make little sense for the Russian government to have 
anyone other than former soldiers in mind when drawing up 
short-term contracts. The main reason three-year volunteer ser-
vice was implemented was to address the fact that most Russian 
soldiers are conscripts on year-long stints in the military. By the 
time they are trained to do anything useful, they are already near 
the end of their service.

As things currently stand, short-term contracts can be offered 
to Russian citizens in the event of emergency situations, such 
as natural disasters, loss of constitutional order, or international 
peacekeeping operations. They also cannot be for periods of less 
than six months. The amendment would axe that minimum re-
quirement, and also define emergency situations as battling ter-
rorism.

According to the wording of the document, the moves are de-
signed to “increase the mobility of Russian troops.” Whatever the 
real ambition is, the outward message seems quite clear: Russia 
has acquired the taste of fighting abroad and is not considering 
stopping any time soon.  TMT 

By Matthew Bodner m.bodner@imedia.ru1 | Twitter: @mattb0401

Moscow considers formalizing its relationship with soldiers of fortune

Mercenaries & Their Masters
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rubles - monthly salary of a 
Russian contract soldier.

The reported salary for a 
Russian mercenary in Ukraine 
and Syria is $4000 a month. 

$400050,000Proposed legislation would allow short 
military contracts to be offered for 
missions against terrorism in foreign 
countries. 

At a Glance

Experts say 
the changes 
may have 
come about 
from the need 
to rotate Rus-
sian soldiers 
in and out of 
Syria.
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Mercenary firms are outlawed in Russia, 
but proposed changes to Russia’s 
military service law may serve as a way 
to formalize the relationship between 
mercenaries and the Defense Ministry.
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Siberian shamanism is charting a 21st century path

Ancient Faith, 
Modern Market

Taking a drag from a cigarette on his living room 
couch, Dugar-Syuryun Oorzhak looks like an ordinary 
Tuvan man. But when he slips into his piebald leather 

coat, puts on his feathered headdress, and takes down the 
skin drum hanging on the wall, he is transformed into a 
shaman and a healer.

“You’ve all become too civilized,” he says, sizing up the 
two correspondents from The Moscow Times. “You need to 
buy a yurt and move back to nature.”

In Tuva, a remote ethnic republic in southern Siberia, 
Oorzhak is the real deal. Descended from a shamanic fam-
ily, he helps his fellow Tuvans resolve problems ranging 
from interpersonal conflict to illness. And he can be partial-
ly credited with reviving the practice of Shamanism, long 
suppressed by the Soviets. In 1993, Oorzhak filed the official 
paperwork to found Dungur (“Drum”), the first post-Soviet 
Shamanist association in Russia.

The organization opened at the right time. As the Soviet 
collapse gave way to national cultural revival, Tuva wit-
nessed a renewed interest in Shamanism and the region’s 
other traditional faith, Buddhism.

Today, however, Oorzhak has grown dissatisfied. Sha-
manism “has become a business,” he says. Russians come 
from Moscow for a few meetings with a shaman, and then 

head home to open their own shamanic clinics. Locals de-
clare themselves shamans with the sole aim of making 
money.

“Now they’re even establishing set prices for their ritu-
als!” he says, shaking his head. “You can’t do that. People 
come for help and they bring you whatever they can.”

Ancient Faith
Shamanism refers to an ancient group of indigenous spiri-
tual practices that harness altered states of consciousness 
to engage with the supernatural. A shaman supposedly acts 
as an intermediary between the human and spirit worlds, 
entering a trance-like state during ritual ceremonies and 
drawing healing energy from benevolent spirits. For this 
reason, Mircea Eliade, the seminal Romanian researcher on 
Shamanism, defined the faith as a “technique of ecstasy.”

Siberia is commonly regarded as the heartland of Sha-
manism. Indigenous communities have practiced shaman-
ic rituals here for thousands of years, though the tradition 
hasn’t always gone unhindered.

In the 16th and 17th centuries, as the Russian Empire 
expanded eastward, Orthodox Christianity came into ag-
gressive conflict with indigenous traditions. And after 
the founding of the Soviet Union, a dogmatic approach to 

Marxist-Leninist ideology put the regime in direct conflict 
with spiritual, “unscientific” practices.

Until the Gorbachev era, indigenous spirituality was a 
risky venture. The standard narrative of Shamanism under 
the Soviets includes stories of mass executions of shamans. 
Some reports even describe shamans being thrown to their 
deaths from helicopters.

But Valentina Kharitonova, an anthropologist and ex-
pert on Shamanism, says that studying Soviet arrest records 
reveals a more complicated story. At the time of the Soviet 
anti-religious campaign, Shamanism was not even viewed 
as a religion. Shamans were indeed repressed, but often be-
cause they were wealthy, not for their spiritual practices. 
Shamanism was also connected with animal sacrifice, and 
slaughtering livestock intended for collectivization violated 
Soviet law.

In fact, in the early communist period, many shamanic 
healers simply gave up the practice.

“Some shamans sold their costumes and drums to mu-
seums because they saw there was no more need for them,” 
Kharitonova says. “They saw their work being replaced by 
doctors.”

But Shamanism never fully died out in places like Tuva. 
Accessible only by a five-hour car ride through the Sayan 

By Bradley Jardine and Matthew Kupfer newsreporter@imedia.ru

Br
a

d
le

y 
Ja

r
d

in
e

Tuvan sha-
man Dugar-
Syuryun 
Oorzhak told 
correspon-
dents from 
The Moscow 
Times that 
they should 
buy a yurt and 
move back to 
nature.

12 Russian Tales The Moscow Times
No. 5777

the population 
of Tuva.

 Tuva was a nominally 
independent Soviet 

satellite.

“Shamanism is not a system of 
faith; it’s a system of experience.” 
Anthropologist Dr. Michael Harner
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Tuva is famous among stamp 
collectors for its unusual diamond-
shaped postage stamps.
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Mountains, Tuva remains one of Siberia’s most remote areas 
and among the least “Russian” regions in Russia. In the 
1970s and 1980s, researchers even discovered elderly sha-
mans still plying their trade in the isolated regions of the 
republic. Unsurprisingly, the post-Soviet revival of the prac-
tice was particularly swift in Tuva.

Old Meets New
Oorzhak’s life story directly reflects Shamanism’s turbulent 
20th century history. Born in 1948 in the Tuvan village of 
Kydyy-Shurabulak, Oorzhak says he was especially close to 
his grandfather, Oorzhak Dongak Shokar, who was consid-
ered a “master shaman.” Shokar was imprisoned for over 8 
years — Oorzhak says for simply being a shaman.

As a result, the young Oorzhak was never allowed to join 
the Pioneer scouting organization, the Communist Youth 
League, or the Communist Party — important channels of 
status and opportunity in the Soviet system. Instead, he be-
came an artist and helped design the Tuvan capital of Ky-
zyl’s picturesque National Theater.

But Shamanism was in Oorzhak’s blood and, as he de-
scribes it, he “gradually and intuitively” became a shaman 
— almost without noticing how it happened. Throughout 
the Soviet period, he healed people in private, helping to 
“remove bad energy, jealousy, envy, and bad thoughts” that 
cause illness at a time when the government regarded such 
ideas as backwards relics of the past.

With the Soviet collapse, Oorzhak gained prominence for 
his rituals and his success in registering the Dungur orga-
nization. Soon, he was being contacted by people from the 
Khakasia and the Altai republics, who asked for his help in  
starting organizations there.

Since the 1990s, Oorzhak says, enthusiasm for Shaman-
ism has declined “slightly.” At the same time, Tuvan re-
gional authorities and the local population support Sha-
manism. It has also become an important, if routine, part of 
the region’s culture.

And interest outside Siberia has grown significantly. 
Now, visitors come from elsewhere in Russia, Europe, and 
North America to learn about Tuva’s spiritual practices. 
Oorzhak welcomes these visitors and takes them on tours 

of sacred spots where shamanic rituals are carried out.
Dr. Michael Harner, an American anthropologist who 

left academia to promote a modern form of Shamanism, 
suggests that this interest is a symptom of modernity. The 
“age of science” has superseded religious faith and left ma-
ny people dissatisfied with established religions.

In contrast, Shamanism “goes directly to the origins of 
great religions,” he says. “It is a method of direct revela-
tion.”

Faith and Commerce
Despite his work with tourists, Oorzhak is determined not 
to allow commercialism to erode Tuva’s local spiritual tra-
ditions. The house where he lives on the banks of the Yeni-
sei river is clean, but dilapidated. Clients still show up un-
announced at his door bearing small offerings of food in 
return for a consultation. He admits finances are a problem, 
but says he’s determined to keep things simple.

In this regard, Oorzhak is a holdout. Anthropologist 
Kharitonova sees nothing surprising in the monetization 
of Shamanism. Even in the days of yore, she says, shamans 
had to support themselves and their families through their 
rituals. With the collapse of the Soviet safety net, this has 
become more urgent.

“Commercialization is a natural process,” she says. “To-
day we pay for everything with money, and a person can’t 
afford to give the shaman several reindeer or goats [for his 
services].”

And even Oorzhak is not immune to the wiles of “com-
mercial” Shamanism. Because of international interest in 
Siberian spirituality, he has become one of the most popu-
lar Tuvan shamans in the West. He frequently receives invi-
tations to conferences and seminars abroad, which have al-
lowed him to meet shamans from around the world.

He travels abroad about five or six times a year, funded 
by the inviting organizations. He recounts with pride the 
places he has visited: the U.S., Mexico, Peru, Brazil, Japan, 
and Europe.

“You know,” he says with a knowing smile, “when you 
get a Schengen visa, you travel across the whole of Europe 
by car!”  TMT 

← Many sha-
mans gave up 
the practice 
during the 
Soviet era, 
but Shaman-
ism never 
fully died out 
in places like 
Tuva.

← Visitors 
come from 
all over the 
world to learn 
about the 
region’s spiri-
tual practices 
and are taken 
on tours of 
sacred spots 
where rituals 
are carried 
out.

↓ Indigenous 
communi-
ties have 
practiced 
Shamanism 
in Siberia for 
thousands of 
years.
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Tuva has gained international 
renown for its traditional “throat 
singing,” a technique that allows a 
singer to perform two to four notes 
simultaneously.

Defense Minister Sergei 
Shoigu was born in Tuva.

the distance between 
Moscow and Kyzyl 

by car. 

4,743 km1955

The word’s worTh

Big, Scary and 
Made of Straw

We all know Russian words that end in –изация, and 
we love them because most of them have English 
equivalents ending in –ization, like модерниза-

ция (modernization) and легализация (legalization). Know-
ing the pattern, it’s easy to figure out десталинизация (de-
Stalinization) or ФСБ-изация (FSB-ization), or the much 
lamented фейсбукизация (Facebookization).

But that didn’t help me with жупелизация.
To solve the mystery, first we have to find out what жу-

пел is. The odd answer is that жупел is both brimstone and a 
bogeyman — which seem like very different things to me. It 
turns out that the first meaning was sulfur or brimstone, that 
smelly stuff in the place you don’t want to spend eternity. And 
then a good joke in a play by Alexander Ostrovsky called “Hard 
Days” changed the meaning. In the play, a silly woman gets 
frightened by a conversation and says: Как услышу я слово 
“жупел,” так руки-ноги и затрясутся (as soon as I hear the 
word “brimstone” (жупел), my arms and legs start shaking). 
From that moment on, жупел came to mean something ter-
rible: Это был какой-то жупел для Мандельштама, вопло-
щение всего пошлого и безвкусного и в литературе, и в 
искусстве, и в быту (That was the bane of Mandelstam’s ex-
istence, the embodiment of everything cheap and tasteless in 
literature, art, and daily life.)

But more often жупел is a fake threat: Интернет стал все-
общим жупелом (The Internet has become the all-purpose 
bogeyman.) Пропаганда гомосексуализма — жупел, при-
думанный для тёмных людей (Propaganda of homosexual-
ity is a bogeyman dreamed up for dim-witted people.)

Today жупелизация — the process of turning something 
or someone into a bogeyman — is a niche word and concept, 
found on websites that debunk propaganda campaigns. But 
the word occasionally finds its way into general discourse, like 
this comment from seven years ago: Жупелизация ислама 
— процесс опасный для России (Making Islam into the bo-
geyman is dangerous for Russia.)

If you don’t like the word жупел, Russian has other words 
for that big, bag scary thing in the corner, or the national 
debt, or free and fair elections — you know, whatever scares 
the shirt off you. But interestingly they almost all have the 
sense of being a manufactured rather than a real threat. Take 
пугало (scarecrow, bogeyman), from the word пугать (to 
scare): Национализм — это только пугало (Nationalism is 
just a strawman.) Or пугалище (stress on first syllable), an 
old-fashioned word for scarecrow, only bigger and uglier and 
scarier: Бессонница его мучила; ему всё чудились какие-
то отвратительные пугалища (He suffered from insomnia; 
he kept thinking he saw some kind of horrible hobgoblins.)

The verb страшить (to terrify) has given Russian the word 
страшила, which is something awful. Today literature, TV 
and movies have inured us to the scary-looking guy. Страши-
ла is the fellow we know as Scarecrow in the “Wizard of Oz,” 
who was so benign-looking that the crows sat on him. Or he’s 
a guy dressed up for Halloween: Жёлтые зубы — непремен-
ный атрибут любого уважающего себя страшилы (Yellow 
teeth are a required attribute of any self-respecting monster.) 
There is also страшилка, but the letter к makes it a horror 
story, not a horror show: Я не верю никаким страшилкам 
про мировую ядерную войну (I don’t believe any horror sto-
ries about worldwide nuclear war.)

I’m immune. Bogeymanization doesn’t work on me.  TMT 

Жупел: bugbear

By Michele A. Berdy
Moscow-based translator and 
interpreter, author of  
“The Russian Word’s Worth” (Glas),  
a collection of her columns.
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“We shamans consider ourselves 
psychologists from nature.” Shaman 
Dugar-Syuryun Oorzhak



The theater season takes off with innovative productions and new performance spaces.

Moscow, Center Stage

Moscow is a city of theater. It’s one of the few world capi-
tals where a new interpretation of Chekhov’s “The 
Seagull” still sparks ticket lines around the block, and 

a well-known director’s move to another theater is casual office 
conversation.

The new season, which began last month, is no different. This 
autumn, two theaters stand out for their diversity and creativity: 
the Theater of Nations and the Stanislavsky Electrotheater, both 
of which opened new performance spaces following their sum-
mer recess.

New Premieres and Old Favorites
The Theater of Nations continues to forge its reputation as a hot-
bed for creative innovation with a new venue called New Space. 

Curated by Vera Martynova, known for her work as chief set-
designer at the well-regarded Gogol Center, New Space proposes 
a lively schedule of exhibitions, performances and lectures over 
the coming months. Its main purpose, however, is to prepare the 
viewer for unorthodox theater performances.

“The audience doesn’t understand the language of this or that 
director right away. At New Space, we’ll have workshops, lectures 
and films devoted to directors and their particular style of the-
ater,” said Yevgeny Mironov, artistic director of the Theater of 
Nations at a press conference for the opening. “The idea is that 
this will help the viewer to come prepared for the actual theater 
performance — to look at it from a professional perspective.”

The season kicked off at the Theater of Nations with the pre-
miere of a new interpretation of a “A Clockwork Orange,” based 
on the 20th century classic by Anthony Burgess. Set on the Small 
Stage and directed by Philip Grigoryan, known for his futuristic 
interdisciplinary projects, “A Clockwork Orange” blends the writ-
er’s own story with a story written by him, offering a harrowing 
look at crime and its impact on our society.

In November another premiere, “Ivona, Princess of Burgun-
dia,” based on the absurdist comedy by the Polish writer Witold 
Gombrowicz, is welcomed to the Main Stage. The production is 

directed by Grzegorz Jarzyna, one of the most exciting names in 
Polish contemporary theater.

“In this play two themes are important to me,” said Jarzyna. 
“One is relations within a family and the other is the politics that 
influence these relations.” The production, which is set in the in-
terwar years, will be in Russian, but with English subtitles.

The 2016 season wraps up with a premiere of Anton Chekhov’s 
“Ivanov,” with the Theater of Nations artistic director Yevgeny 
Mironov playing the lead role. The controversial Timofei Kuly-
abin will be directing proceedings. Last year his production of 
Wagner’s opera “Tannhäuser” in Novosibirsk — advertised by a 
poster featuring a crucifix between a naked woman’s open legs 
— fueled nation-wide discussion about the role of religion and 
art in Russian society.

Alongside the season’s premieres, the Theater of Nations will 
continue its roster of last season’s popular hits, such as a rei-
magining of Fyodor Dostoevsky’s “Idiot” by Maxim Didenko and 
“Skazki Pushkina” (Pushkin’s Fairytales) by Robert Wilson.

Embracing the Experimental
The Theater of Nations is not alone in expanding the horizons 
of its guests, both creatively and spatially — last week the Stan-
islavsky Electrotheater opened its new Small Stage.

This is part of an ambitious renovation plan that will turn the 
whole courtyard behind the theater into a space where viewers 
can interact with performers in a new way.

While the Main Stage will concentrate on time-tested pro-
ductions such as “The Blue Bird,” “Psychosis” and “Anna in the 
Tropics,” the Small Stage will become the space for new, experi-
mental performances, mostly by Yukhananov’s students. 

The Small Stage’s opening production this season was a stage 
adaptation of the cult Soviet film “Fantazii Faryatyeva” (Fary-
atyev’s Fantasies). Director Yevgeny Bednyakov, a graduate of Bo-
ris Yukhananov’s Studio of Individual Directing (MIR), interprets 
the play as a collection of movie cliches united by Alla Sokolova’s 
original text.

“Maniagnosis,” by director and composer Alexander Belousov, 
is another of the Small Stage’s premieres this October. The 
chamber opera is based on Baruch Spinoza’s philosophical ideas 
concerning intuitive cognition. The meta-story about a writer 
who loses control of his written character is accompanied by 
music played on various unusual objects and a vocal polyphony 
reciting German, Russian and Latin texts.

Other significant premieres include “Love Machines,” based 
on Keti Chukhrov’s dramatic poem about robot-seducers, and 
“The House of Bernarda Alba” by Federico Garcia Lorca, both di-
rected by Yukhananov’s students.

Perhaps the most anticipated premiere of the season is “Tar-
tuffe,” a work by Molière. Philip Grigoryan’s November pro-
duction will feature not one, but two plays presenting parallel 
worlds. The score by experimental musician Dmitry Vikhornov 
and choreography by Anna Abalikhina add to the suspense.

Given that these are just a taste of the creative productions 
Moscow is debuting this season, there’s no doubt that theater’s 
place at the heart of the capital’s cultural life is secure.  TMT 

By Andrei Muchnik artsreporter@imedia.ru
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anniversary of the Theater 
of Nations this year.

The cost of renovations 
to the Small Stage at the 

Stanislavsky Electrotheater.

“The Small Stage will be almost monastic 
in style.” Boris Yukhananov, artistic 
director of the Stanislavsky Electrotheater

$ 1.58 mln130th
10 years since Yevgeny Mironov 
became the artistic director of the 
Theater of Nations.

A scene from “Ivona, Princess of Burgundia,” 
which will be staged at the Theater of Nations
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A Week of Film
FESTIVAL Polytech Film Festival
Serious brain gain
Climate change, virtual reality and a master-
class on eating insects are just some of the 
highlights of the upcoming Polytech Film 
Festival which kicks off today. The 10-day event 
features Q&As, lectures and talks — not to 
mention the screening of 20 films related to 
science and technology. Most films are shown 
in English with Russian subtitles.
Polymus.ru
various locations
Through Oct. 30

EVENT Kinopoisk Film Market
A melting pot for great Russian film
A unique event in Moscow’s film calendar, 
Kinopoisk Film Market is a marketplace for 
the best new Russian cinema. Over four days 
rights holders, distributors and film buffs will 
gather under one roof to enjoy exclusive screen-
ings and watch presentations and pitches for 
new film and TV projects. Of the more than 
100 films showing over the course of the event, 
around 25 will be screened either in English or 
in Russian with English subtitles. 
Karo 11 Otyabr
market.kinopoisk.ru
24 Ulitsa Novy Arbat. Metro Arbatskaya
Through Oct. 23

Not long ago a hotel cleaner tossed one of 
Cui Ruzhuo’s paintings out with the trash. 
It had been auctioned off for $3.5 million the 
day before. A quick glance at his latest show 
at the Central Exhibition Hall of Moscow 
Manege and it’s hard to grasp how someone 
could mistake a Cui work for rubbish.
“Snowy Mountain” — lost forever among 
Hong Kong’s landfill — was a stunning 
inky landscape on bleached white paper, 

epitomizing the master calligrapher’s devo-
tion to traditional Chinese painting. Cui’s 
works on display in the Russian capital are 
generally larger and even more impressive; 
they wouldn’t look out of place inside an 
Imperial Emperor’s palace.
The artist is a proud Chinese citizen who 
has preserved, elaborated on, and propelled 
his country’s artistic heritage into the 21st 
century. “I know Western art, but I don’t 
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Cui Ruzhuo: The Glossiness of Uncarved Jade
By Dudley Baxter artsreporter@imedia.ru

think you should forget your roots,” he said, 
before adding that the exhibition is about 
cultural exchange.
Translated from Mandarin, the Glossiness 
of Uncarved Jade comprises 200 or so works 
from the 72-year-old artist. The scale of his 
work is striking and some paintings are 
displayed as polyptychs, with rolling hills 
carpeted in forest neatly dissected into 
series spanning entire walls.
“He is an amazing artist and a very wise 
man,” said Stepan Mikailovsky, the exhi-
bition’s curator. “We had long conversa-
tions with him and were surprised by his 
temperament and the way he works. For 
example, for his daughter’s birthday he 
painted a 65-meter-long scroll in only three 
months.”
Cui’s work is poetic and calming. Standing 
before one of his scenes is meditative, and 
it’s easy to forget you’re only meters away 
from Mokhovaya Street and the relentless 
traffic outside. Cui describes his paintings 
as symphonies, and by the way his ink se-
quences come together it’s easy to see why. 
Stop in to admire, and to take a break from 
the bustle of the Russian capital.  TMT 

“The glossiness of Uncarved Jade” runs 
through Oct. 28 at the Moscow Manege. 
1 Manege square. Metro Okhotny Ryad. 
moscowmanege.ru

Реклама




