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Abstract: Old Odessahas been mythol ogized asRussia’sgilded city of sin, amulti-ethnic southern
seaport bustling with international trade, where exotic goods and peopl e saturated its markets, taverns,
and beaches, imbuing thelandscapewith glitter and color. The city devel oped aninfamousreputation
for itsbrothels, criminal dens, and dissol uteinhabitants—apl easure-drenched utopiaof debauchery on
thewild frontiersof the Black Sea. But old Odessaisconsidered “old” because old Odessaisover; its
golden age of opulence, wily Jewish gangsters, and rel entlessrevelry has passed into history, and this
imagined past isnostalgically commemorated asavanished paradise, arealm solely reachableinthe
present through legends, folk songs, and anecdotes. But when exactly did Odessabecome“old?” An
analysisof the Odessamyth from the early nineteenth century to the present demonstratesthat Odessa's
golden age hasbeen mourned for itsapparent passing from thecity’svery inception. Old Odessa’'s
inaccessibility hasalwaysbeen anintegral part of itsalure, asit embodiesanimplausible oasis of

abundance and hedonism amidst frigid, barren, and hungry Russia



Gaily bedight, Fell as he found “Over the Mountains

A gallant knight, No spot of ground Of the Moon,
In sunshine and in shadow, That looked like Eldorado. Down the Valley of the Shadow,
Had journeyed long, Ride, boldly ride,”
Singing a song, And, as his strength The shade replied
In search of Eldorado. Failed him at length, ”If you seek for Eldorado!”
Hemet apilgrim shadow
But hegrew old " Shadow,” said he,
This knlght so bold "Where can it be
And o'er his heart a shadow Thisland of Eldorado?” -Edgar Allan Poe

Whilegrowing upinAustraliaduring the early twentieth century, Judah Waten wasenchanted by his
father’stalesof old Odessa, thefamily’s previoushome, abandoned in 1911 astsarist Russiabecame
increasingly inhospitablefor its Jewish population. According to Waten, hisfather boasted that
Odessans bubbled over with the joy of living despite the Tsar and his regime. In summer they ate luscious
apricots and water melons and they loved egg plant, salty moist cheese, olives and fish. And they got sloshed
on Bessarabian wine, the Odessa Jews being the only Jews in the world who drank heavily and liked getting
drunk. He said he felt a pity for the austere Jews from Minsk because they only took sips of wine, and then

only on the Sabbath and other Holy days. ... He said Odessan women were dark, plump and lusty, the most
ravishing in the world. And he boasted that Odessa turned out the most talented thieves in the world,

certainly more ingenious, dexterous and brazen then the Warsaw ones.

Yearning to seethismagical land of hisforefathers, Waten journeyed back to Odessain the 1960s, but
to hisgreat disappointment the gilded city of roguesand merrymakerswasnowhereto befound. “I
kept staring at the passing faces,” Waten maintains, yet “ not even adescendant of BeniaKrik and his
colorful Jewish bandits’ appeared beforehim. “Thiswasnot the Odessaof my father,” helamented,
“the Black SeaBaghdad of the Odessan Thousand and OneNights.”? Russia s Eldorado was appar-
ently nomore; but whereit had goneremained amystery.

Old Odessa, the celebrated city of sin on the shores of the Black Sea, isconsidered “ old”
because old Odessaisover; itsgolden age of opulence, wily gangsters, and relentlessrevelry has
passed into history, and thisimagined past isnostal gically commemorated asavanished paradise, a
realmthat issolely reachablein the present through thelegends, folk songs, and anecdotes collected and
disseminated by writers, comedians, and musicians. Old Odessa'sinaccessibility ispart of itsalure, as
it embodiesanimplausible oasisof abundance and hedonism amidst frigid, barren, and hungry Russia

But when did Odessabecome“old” Odessa? How and why did old Odessaend? Judah

Waten'salusionto BeniaKrik —Isaac Babel’sdashing, larger-than-life Jewish gangster who benevo-
4



lently ruled over hiscity of sinuntil the Bolsheviksdecimated hisarmy of bandits—suggeststhat old
Odessaended with the Russian Revol ution and theimposition of Soviet power in Odessain 1920,
following atumultuous period of anarchy and civil war. But themyth of old Odessahad been develop-
ing sincethecity’sfoundingin 1794, with the passing of itsgol den age being noted and mourned as
early asthemid-nineteenth century. And ever sincethen, successive generationsof mythmakershave
posited their own endingsfor old Odessa.

n_—

Fromitsvery inception, Odessawas mythol ogized asacity of gold, amulti-ethnic southern
seaport bustling with international trade, where exotic goods and peopl e saturated itsmarkets, taverns,
and beaches, imbuing the landscape with glitter and color. An expectation of easy wealth made Odessa
amagnet for thethriving merchant, the destitute dreamer, and theindolent vagabond alike, afact dem-
onstrated by the city’srapid and steady popul ation growth during the nineteenth century.® Yet severa
travelerswho visited Odessa before 1850 have maintained that Russia sEldorado wasalready in astate
of decay. John Moore, aBriton who spent three monthsin Odessa during the summer of 1824, pre-
sented histravel ogue asatestament to “ the foundation, rise, progress, astoni shing prosperity, and
commercial decline, intheshort space of thirty-fiveyearsof anoble city on the European coast of the
Black Sea.”* The purported demise of old Odessawas similarly documented by Johan Kohl in 1844,
but with much greater detail:

Theyearsin which the trade of Odessa developed itself in the most rapid and brilliant manner, and on which
the province as well as the inhabitants of the city look back as on a golden age, were, from causes to be
sought in the position of Europe at that period, those from 1815 to 1820. The merchantstell with glee of the

enormous prices the wheat rose to; the waggoners how they earned five or six rubles for going merely from
the warehouse to the harbor; and the Ukraine nobles still glory in the magnificent balls they were able to give,

at atime when they found their corn transformed so easily and rapidly into silver.®

Within ahalf-century of itshirth, Odessahad been declared acity on thewane, and itsinhabitants
yearned for the bygoneyearsof plenitudeand commercia prosperity.

Subseguent memoiristsand writers of fiction who equate old Odessa’s gil ded age with abun-
dance, luxury, and the absence of misery insst that the city’smiracul ous successwasrooted inits status

asafreeport, astatusit maintained from 1817 to 1857. For such mythmakers, writing between 1860



and the 1917 Revol ution, theend of old Odessaonly began in the 1850swith thejuridical abrogation of
itsfreeport, coupled with the significant political and economic changesthat occurred during thereign of
Alexander I1. Inashort story writtenin the early 1860s, the Russian Jewish writer and publisher Osip
Rabinovich describesthefree port eraasatimewhen “ everything was cheaper than now. Every
newcomer sought to take something away from Odessa, becausethecity, jealoudy guarded by its
customs houses, wasrepletewith foreign products considered rareand valuable by outsiders.”® During
itsheyday, writesAleksandr Deribas, the port was alwaysbursting with “ barrel s of butter, wine, crates
of textiles, bales of tobacco, fruits, pepper, and coffee.”” “ Thanksto the porto-franco,” Deribas
wistfully reminisces, “all of Odessa sresidentswererich.”® Therewasenough wealthto go around, and
“onecouldliveascomfortably asEuropeansdid.”®

Dorothy Atlassimilarly maintainsthat Odessansregarded their city during thefreeport era“asa
fabul ous (skazochnoe) Eldorado, heaven on earth.”*° But the emancipation of theserfsin 1861 ledtoa
massiveinflux of impoverished peasants, attracted to“‘ thegolden city’ withitsmythical wealth and lax
way of life.”** A concurrent economic crisisfurther strained the city’slimited resources and tenuous
socid fabric, and Odessa, “which practically knew no destitution during itsfirst fifty yearsof existence,
wasVisibly engulfed by poverty, eveninthecity’scenter.”? Atlasfurther contendsthat Odessahad a
multitude of detractorswithin thetsarist government, officialswho hated the city for itsforeign character
and permissive atmosphere, and, with the onset of Odessa’s economic decline, they launched an assault
against thelmperial Court’slong-standing patronage of thecity.®* Degeneration had setin, and
Odessa’ smagica charm had vani shed by the 1870s.

Theend of Odessa’sgolden agewasequally perceptible by the changing character of its
residents, including their exotic ethnic makeup and the care-freelifestylefor which the city waslegend-
ary. “Newcomersto Odessa,” wroteV. A. lakovlev in 1894,

are no longer struck by its“tribal diversity” (“raznoplemennost’”): the appearance and character of the
‘southern capital’s’ inhabitants are no different than in Russia’'s other big cities. ... On the streets today one

hears only Russian for the most part, infrequently interspersed with Jewish jargon, and even more rarely with
Greek. To hear “The golden language of Italy” isuncommon today. The colorful street life (pestraia

ulichnaia zhizn') that amazed observers in Odessa's bygone years has also receded into history.**

AccordingtoAleksandr Deribas, “thetoilersin Odessa' s port have become competitive and even



hostileto oneanother... and thejoiedevivrethat formerly reigned in Odessahas disappeared for-
ever.”> Socia antagonism swelled astime progressed, climaxing inthe daysafter the 1905 Revol ution.
Vladimir Jabotinsky describeshow
in general, it became uncomfortablein Odessa. | had trouble recognizing our city, which only ashort while
ago had been so free and easy and good-natured. Now it was swept by malice that, they say, had previously
never affected our mild southern metropolis, created over the course of centuries through the harmonious and
loving efforts of four peaceful races. They’d always quarreled and cursed each other as rogues or idiots, and
had sometimes even fought; but in all my memory there’ d never been any authentic, ferocious hostility. Now

all this has changed. The first sign of benevolence among men had disappeared — that is, the southern
custom of considering the street as your home. Nowadays we walked the streets with caution, hurried along

at night, and drew closer to the shadows.

Harmony had formerly reigned on the city’svibrant and multi-cultural streets, but thishad givenway to
homogeneity, separation, and friction.

Odessa smythmakers posited that the city’ s dazzling abundance and the pul sating activities of its
peoplewereinextricably linked to itsgeography, for Odessawas asouthern seaside oasiswith abalmy
climate, pleasant beaches, and |ush vegetation —an urban paradise where abooming economy coex-
istedwithanidylliclandscape. Accordingly, thecorrosion of Odessa sglitter did not merely occur inthe
city’ssocio-economic realm, but initsedenic surroundingsaswell. Deribas contendsthat hehas

not forgotten the sun of old Odessa (staroe odesskoe solntse). It was brighter and its smile was more affec-

tionate than it istoday. It used to illuminate Odessa without restraint. Beneath its rays Odessa developed...
and perhaps, because of this, Odessans were closer, and loved their city more than today.*”

According to Deribas, “there was atime, when Odessansdid not understand how one could live
without thesea, how one could livewithout breathing itsair; swimming, fishing, dreaming, sailing, there
wereno limitations.” 8 But now, he bemoans, “thereisno longer aseain Odessa,” just acrowded
maritime highway sated with polluting steamships.’® By 1917, squalor had apparently enveloped the
city. Odessaused to be known as*theflower of the south, the pearl of the Black Sea,” wrote
Odesskaia pochta’s Faust on the eve of the Bolshevik Revolution, but it hasbeen transformedinto“a
garbagecan.”®

But themyth of Odessal sdeclineand fall should not be viewed asjust one morevariation onthe
classic story of the painful modernization of thecity, the descent of the bucolic town into the bloated

metropolis, asold Odessawasa soinfamousfor itscrimindity, itslegions of rogueswho madethecity



of goldintoacity of sin. Asaseaport, the smuggling of contraband was considered acornerstone of
thecity’shistory, particularly during thefree port era. Deribasingststhat
Odessans concocted various clever means for transporting undeclared products in their carriages and
wrapped around their bodies. The simplest method, however, was to throw their goods across the ditches [at

the customs ling], taking advantage of the guards' obliviousness. [The smugglers] were also well practiced in
bribing officials.®

Odessahad been built over catacombs, anetwork of underground tunnelsdating from Turkishtimes,
which were used by smugglers, brigands, and thievesto transport their waresand conceal themselves
fromtheauthorities. Odessa' s pre-Revol utionary mythmakers used thelegends of the catacombsin
depicting early Odessaasacity of bandits.? By the early twentieth century, theterm* old Odessa’
(“staraia Odessa”) had become associated with criminality, but it was seen as something to celebrate as
it gavethecity itsunique character.? And unliketheviolent street crime associated with the modern
industria city, the subterranean bandits of Odessa’'s golden age wereimagined as shrewd outlawswho
wereingtrumenta in supplying Russia sEldoradowithitsprofusion of exotic goods.

By thetimethe Bolsheviks seized power, the myth of old Odessaalready existed asan elabo-
rate body of legends and lorewhich commemorated the city asamagical land of abundance, aseaside
paradise, and awild frontier town filled with audacious criminalsand frivolousentertainment. But the
potency of the Odessamyth wasrooted initsteleology; the city wasfabled becauseit wasno moreand
itcouldbenomore. “Old Odessa’ isover and “it’'snot coming back,” wroteAleksandr Deribasin
1913.% Deribaswasnot thefirst to voi ce this sentiment, and subsequent mythmakersfully concurred
with him. But for the next generation of mythmakerswho looked back from apost-Revol utionary
vantage point, the golden age of old Odessahadinfact yet to end; BeniaKrik had yet to be crowned
theking of theMoldavanka. For the mythmakersof the Soviet era, Deribaswaslivingwithin old
Odessa; hewas mourning the end of an erathat had yet to reach its apogee.

* k% %

TheBolshevikstook power in OdessainApril 1920, after threeyearsof unrelenting and violent
clasheswith amultitude of opponents—Whites, Anarchists, Austrian and Frenchinterventionists,

Ukrainian nationalists, and, thisbeing Odessa, hordes of gangsterswho thrived onthe social anarchy of



the Civil War eraand, accordingly, had avested interest in perpetuating the chaos. Debauchery, crime,
and unbridled revery flourished during these years, and, although Odessawas considered acity of sin
long beforethe collapse of Imperial Russia, 1917 to 1920 subsequently cameto be seen asthe pinnacle
of old Odessa—thelast gasp of Babylon and itstraditions of reckless abandonment beforethe en-
croachment of order and morality.? Themore puritanical membersof the Bolshevik government saw
Russa swicked Eldorado (and the culturethat cel ebrated it) asthe antithesis of ahealthy proletarian
culture, and they set out to obliterateit. “If youwant to fedl the soul of old Odessa, whichisaready
dying,” avowed the Tur Brothersin 1924, “then visit itsold cafésand ancient cemeteries.”® But theend
of old Odessad so meant the eradication of itsmemory, asMikhail Zhvanetskii suggestsinthefollowing
didogue

-Excuse me, where can one find old Odessa?

-Inthe cemetery

-That’s no true: the old cemetery no longer exists. On the site of the old graves stands a public garden with
young treeswho remain symbolically silent.

Asthematerial remnantsof old Odessavanished, Russia' sEldorado truly becameamythicd city,
perpetuated solely through thelegends collected by itswitnesses and those who yearned to have been
among itswitnesses.

Many Odessans, including Zhvanetskii, saw something specia, something magica inold
Odessa, and insisted that the city of sin waswaorthy of commemoration. But they did not disagreewith
their opponentsin oneimportant sense—old Odessawasover, and al that was|eft werethe
mythmakerswho sought to preserveitsmemory inliterature, film, and song. Writinginthelate 1950s,
Konstantin Paustovskii sentimentally described hisfinal daysin Civil War-eraOdessa, where he* could
not stop wishing that autumn would go onforever.”® But the end of old Odessawasrapidly, almost

inexorably, approaching:

Autumn in Odessawas luminousin the fullest sense of theword. A quiet, pinkish light filled the streets. It
was pinkish partly because of the perpetual haze, and partly because the sun hung lower and lower above the
horizon, and from early morning took on the reddish tints of sunset. But that year, the bright autumn weather
soon gave way to fog. Thelight faded out. ... By the beginning of winter | was all alone on Black Sea Street.
So long as the bright autumn weather held, the lodge [where | lived] was warm and almost cozy but when the
heavy rains began it sucked up water like asponge. Dark stains spread along the walls. The room smelt of
lime and whitewash, and hordes of sickly, slow-moving spiders crept out of nowhere.?®

Paustovskii decided it wastimeto leave Odessafor good, and hewasnot alone. I1saac Babe, II'iall’f,



Evgenii Petrov, Lev Savin, and Leonid Utesov all abandoned thefabled but dying city of their childhood
by the early 1920s, |eaving for Moscow, and thereby opting to honor old Odessa sgolden agefrom
afar®
Asmany post-Revol utionary mythmakersconsidered thelast years of tsarism, the Civil War
era, and the early daysof NEPas old Odessa' sgolden age, the city’ snotoriousthievesand gangsters
assumed center stagein thecity’smythology. Odessa' s criminal stranscended theworld of themundane
through their improbability: they were swashbuckling Jews, who were charming, dashingly romantic, and
operating according to acode of morality rooted in class consciousness and respect for their commu-
nity. They were humoroudy mythol ogized as benevolent pleasure seekerswho reciprocally brought
pleasureto those around them. |saac Babel’sBeniaKrik and hisreal-life counterpart Mishka
laponchik (Moisal Vinnitskii) were Odessa' smost renowned gangster heroeswho gave Odessa its
glitter, and their demise at the hands of the Bol shevikswas emblematic of old Odessa'send. “Mishka
laponchik,” writesLeonid Utesov, was*theking. And like every king—revolution brought about his
downfall.”3 Abraham T homi, aZionist who lived in Odessaduring the Revol ution, describeshow
laponchik becameafolk-heroimmediately upon hisdeath:
Oneday as| waswalking in the street | heard a plaintive folk singer with an accordion. The doleful singing
reminded me of the heart-rending songs about the exilesin Siberiathat folk singers used to sing before the
revolution. | stopped to listen.
Thefolk singer, an old man with awizened face, was singing about ajust man whose name was Mishenka

(Mishka laponchik was affectionately known in Odessa as “ Mishenka”). Mishenka, the old folk singer sang,
robbed the rich and gave to the poor. He was a good man. But bitter was his end. Mishenka had “rolled” into

the hands of the Cheka, and he “never came back.” %
InViktor Kova’ chuk’simaginative depiction of laponchik’sfuneral, the Jewish outlaw wasburied with
all the pomp and splendor dueto aking:

the celebrated cantor Pinia Min’ kovskii from the choral synagogue and soloists from the opera theatre read

the burial service of Commander (Kompolk) Vinnitskii. The king of the banditsis dead, but hislegend lives on
to this day.*

BeniaKrik likewise perished in Babel’sOdessa Soriesand in the 1926 film which borethe gangster’s
name.* Therewasno room for Odessa' s Jewish thugsand their flamboyant anticsin anindustrious

proletarian Sate.

Old Odessawasthusimagined as ajudeo-kl eptocracy —asociety ruled by Jewish gangsters—
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duringitsgolden era, but it was not depicted asaplace of danger for itsinhabitants. Everyoneharmoni-
ously partook inthecity’s bawdy entertainment and debauchery. It wasautopiaof sin, where pimps,
progtitutes, musicians, officia's, and even thevictimsrevel ed together in theendlessfedtivities, asone
crimina folksong written during the 1970srecollects.

| loved to visit this bar in Odessa

Andfill my tumbler withwine

All the criminal elements gathered here

And we sang “gop so smykom” until dawn...

We were outwardly delicate to the pigeons (fraery)

And with the cops (musory) we drank muscat
And even the judges and prosecutors did not disdain to eat with us®

But the party did not last; an honest and vigilant agent of the new regimeinfiltrated their criminal den,
ending theirreverent festivitiesand sending them all off to hard labor in Siberia.® Therearedozensof
criminal folksongsthat cel ebrate the chaos, crime, dissipation of old Odessa, and, asthe Soviet era
progressed, anonymousauthors often wrote additional verses bewailing the demise of Odessa sculture
of joyoustransgression. Inthefamoussong “A tavern opened on Deribasov Street” (“Na
Deribasovkoi otkrylasia pivnaia”), where*“the criminal gangs had gathered,” brimming decadence
gaveway to alandscape of emptiness.

The tavern on Deribasov Street has closed

Ohwhereareall the criminal gangs
Ohwhereareyour girlies, Marusia, Roza, and Raia

And whereisyour |eader Vasia-Shmaravoz®”

SvetlanaDonskaia, apost-Soviet poet from Odessa, smilarly lamentsthe Bolsheviks' annihilation of the
blissfully wicked city, mourning the* extinguished spirit of criminal Odessa’ (“ugasdukh Odessy
blatnoi”).

Spring arrived and the fragrance of the acacias filled the courtyards
The Bolshevik night raids became ever more frequent
They rounded up the gangsters

The dandies (franty) and crooks | eft the world of the living
And to their graves they took their groans of longing
Their relatives were forever left with woundsin their hearts and a shadow in their eyes

Odessa kept changing with each passing hour

Like the seabefore amorning storm

The city marveled at the Cheka's godless misdeeds
And the azure-bluelight slipped away ...
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The city remained, but without its festive spirit
And a deafening silence hangsin the air
The ancestors’ shadows roam in chasms
And the city’s ghost remains as a dream

The golden erawill noiselessly pass
And Odessa must live through its memory

Andwill keep trying to bring back
What's most precious®

Destroying Odessa scriminaity meant destroying itssoul. Thecity’s Sovieti zation entailed theend of
old Odessa—thegangsters, theillicit abundance, and al themerriment which gavethecity of sinits
glitter.

Not all of old Odessa’siconic roguesand sinnersviolently perishedinthefiresof Bolsheviam;
some concurrently died natural deaths—aged, frail, ghostly vestiges of the golden pre-Revol utionary
era. Suchwasthe casewith Sashkathe Musician, the Jewish fiddler who played nightly in Gambrinus,
aseedy tavernfilled with sailors, thieves, and prostitutes made famousin ashort story by Aleksandr
Kuprin.*® For Konstantin Paustovskii, Sashka sfunera wasamonumental event, asit symbolized the
end of old Odessa:

Odessa's parting gift to me was a show such as perhaps no other city could have put on. This was the funeral
of “Sashkathe Musician” whom Kuprin had described in his“ Gambrinus.” ... | wasprivileged. | wasto see
with my own eyesthe true ending of “ Gambrinus’: the funeral of Sashkathe Musician, lifeitself rounding off
Kuprin'sstory. ... | waswatching the crowd. All these people —fishermen, sailors, smugglers, stokers,

dockers, navvies, a strong robustuous Odessa breed — had once been regulars at Gambrinus. What had
become of them? “Life has been hard on us,” elderly sailors humbly admitted. ... “Look at old Sashkain his

coffin, shriveled asamonkey! Happinessisfor the young.*

Sashkahad died and Gambrinuswas shut down by the prol etarian state. Yet the memoriespersisted.
“Gambrinus,” wrote the Odessan humorist Karp Palubakov in 1967, “isthe ancient dream of
Odessans.”# But the Revolution had terminated old Odessaa ong with the thievesand bawdy enter-

tainerswho had madethecity Russia sgilded utopiaof sin.

* k% %

Theideathat old Odessaended with thetriumph of Bolshevismisapervasivethemeinthe
writingsand music of Soviet-eramythmakers, such aslsaac Babd, 11’ f and Petrov, Leonid Utesov, and

Konstantin Paustovskii. They claimed to havewitnessed the end of Russia’s Eldorado and itspassing
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into history, and the popularity of their work hashad alasting impact on the city’ s collective memory of
itsgolden age.* But old Odessahasawaysbeen amythical city with multiple endings, and the next
generation of mythmakers, who came of age during the Stalin and post-Stalin eraonce again shifted the
temporal boundariesof thesinfully gilded city, convinced that they had in fact grown up amidst Odessa's
fabled opulence and merrymaking. Old Odessawasover for them, but itsdeclineandfall occurredin
thelast quarter of the twentieth century, engendered by migration, death, and cultural corrosion.

Such mythmakershavelinked the end of old Odessato the massive outflux of its Jewish popu-
lation. For much of Odessa’shistory, Jews had made up asignificant percentage of the city’sinhabit-
ants.® By thelate nineteenth century, thirty three percent of the popul ace were Jewish, asharethat was
sustained until the Second World War, whenthe Nazi invas on and Holocaust significantly reduced their
numbers. Nevertheless, over 106,000 Jewsstill lived in Odessain 1959 —sixteen percent of the
population, and it was only with thelarge-scale emigration of Soviet Jewry, which reached itsapogee
during Perestroikaand the early 1990s, that Odessalost its substantial Jewish presence.* With afew
notabl e exceptions, most of Odessa smythmakersand thelegendary gangstersand musiciansthey have
celebrated have either been Jewish or have been significantly influenced by Jewish culture® For those
who remained behind, the Jewish exodus signified the end of Odessa sfestively unique character, andits
transformationinto just another ordinary city.

Thedispersion of old Odessaand the ensuing lonesomeisol ation of itsremnantshave been
recorded with melancholy and nostalgiaby Odessa' s mythmakers of the Perestroikaand post-Soviet
periods. Roman Kartsev bewailsin hismemoirshow

few of the Odessans with whom | grew up remain in Odessatoday. Formerly, they had inhabited my city as
the soul inhabits one's body. They have scattered, fragmenting Odessa into pieces, and these pieces are now

making their mark on the streets of Israel, Australia, America, and Canada.*

The Odessan humorist Mikhail Zhvanetskii voicessimilarly despondent sentimentsin apieceutterly
devoid of humor:
| came back from atrip to LosAngeles. There Zhenia Prichman iswriting marvelous songs about Odessa, the
sea, the sun rise, the Peresyp region. He'swriting such marvelous songs. Although, well, of course, it's

obvious he hasn’t been there for along time. And in Odessayou sit and also think well of the inhabitants of
Odessa, who are not there. That is, Odessa is there but its natives are here. While Odessaisthere. They
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somehow can't be brought together. And so, I’ ve written about this isolation (odinochestvo). ... The tea
kettle has boiled through, the gas has run out, the cats have run away. Everything. | wrote: total isolation.*

“Odessahassufferedinits*fight’ againgt emigration. .. and thefight continues,” insstsMikhail Poizner,
poetically describing hissearchfor hisfriendsof yesteryear:
| climb up the olden steps and pay avisit by the Duke

And once again | walk by Deribasov Street
Once upon atime Raia, my faithful girlfriend lived here

| ook for her everywhere—but | cannot find her*

“| am shutting my phone book,” Poizner declares, “with al the numbers crossed out forever. How
terrible.”*

The departing Odessanstook the city’s culturewith them, leaving aghost townintheir wake.
For Anatolii Gorbatiuk, old Odessaended with the silencing of Odessa’svibrant music scene, the
demise and disappearance of thejazz bandsand orchestrasthat resounded inthe city’ srestaurantsand
at weddingsaslate asthe 1970s. But now, writes Gorbatiuk, “when| passby ‘ Zvezdochka', | sadly
lower my eyes: | nolonger hear Shurik Fisher’sfiddle, IliushaBaier’ shass-guitar, VaeraBaaguta's
Saxophone, andthesilver voiceof hiswife Tamara.”* “Today,” Gorbatiuk inggts, “itisaltogether
difficult tofinda'living’ (‘ zhivoi’) orchestrain Odessa.” ! Alongwithitswild music, Old Odessawas
infamousfor itsuniquelingo, saturated with crimina dang and Yiddishinflections. But Odessa'slan-
guage hasalso vanished. For Roman Kartsev, “ our Odessan intonation,. .. this* amazing way of speak-
ing (izumitel’ naiarech’), thisjolly language (solnechnyi iazyk), which wasinfused with humor in every
sound, was so dear to my heart.”>? “Whereisthat inimitable Odessan language?’ asksZhvanetskii, that
potent and bubbly “ champaign and pure a cohol mixed together,” which had awaysbeen “ mocked by
officials.”> Fulminating over Odessa'scultura corrosion, Zhvanetskii cannot understand how inanera
“when all the peoplesof the USSR arefighting for their culture' srevival, weallow thisunique culture of
the Odessan people—the culture of the great Odessan nationality —to perish.”>* But ZhvanetsKii
ironically answers hisown question: “ do not think that people have departed and Odessaremains
behind. No—itisOdessathat has departed and dispersed, and it iswewho remain behind.”*® Trying
toreviveold Odessaisthusan exerciseinfutility, because, asAnatolii Kazak hassuccinctly put it,

“Odessano longer liveshere” (* Odessa zdes bol’she ne zhivet).”*
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But Zhvanetskii’sdeclaration that “ Odessa’ has|eft the Black Seacoast was nothing new, asfor
much of thetwentieth century old Odessa’ s demise had been linked to the exodus of itspeople—its
prominent mythmakerswho celebrated the city and the rank-and-file pleasure-seeking citizenry who
gaveEldoradoitssinful glitter. The contemporary Odessanwriter Valerii Smirnov sardonicaly points
out that

if Odessa loves to brag about anybody, it is only those who have been chased away — by any possible means,

and in any time period. Unfortunately, many talented but sluggish ones were not so lucky. They were fated to
perishin their hometown, and, accordingly, the only people who remember them are their closerelativesliving

far away abroad.®”

L eonid Utesov wasamong the talented oneswho were* chased away” by the greater opportunities of
Moscow and L eningrad, where he made acareer out of performing hisYiddish-inflected Odessanjazz
music. Hewas seeking to recreate old Odessaon stage, much as|saac Babel was concurrently doing
inliterature. But it wasnever quitethe sameasit had been during hisyouthin fabled Odessa, as Utesov
found Moscow to be*too composed (uravnoveshennoi) and even flavorless (presnyi).”%® Amongst
Muscovites, Utesov cametorealize®that | aman odessit... and that Odessaisauniquecity.”*
“Odessal My Odessal” Utesov proclaimed in 1963, “I am returning to you, Mama, asaprodigal
son.”® Yet it wastoo late, asthe gilded Odessa of hischildhood had ceased to exist; Utesov spent the
remainder of hislifelivinginthe Soviet capita.

Andjust asUtesov, Babel, Zhvanetskii, and numerous others have sought to symbolically
recreate old Odessain literature, comedy, and song, Odessa’'s émigrés have reputedly sought to recre-
atetheir gilded city in Israel, New York, and LosAngeles. Inhisshort story, “Wedding in Brighton
Beach,” Emil’ Dreitser describes how old Odessahas uprooted itself from the Black Seaand miracu-
loudy found anew home, thousands of milesaway onthe shoresof theAtlantic:

They say that nothing surprisesAmerica. Brighton Beach isan exception. Brighton, a. k. a. Little Odessais
the fruit of an unprecedented transcontinental migration taking place right before our eyes, a huge city
carrying itself here through the air, not a quantum of its soul lost. And what acity still —morelikealegendin
themaking! Set out now from Moscow for the south, for the Black Sea, and climb a steppe hill, to view the
gulf from its northern shoreline. You'll see that the town no longer exists, the town where, once, a sixty-year-
old arrival from Murmansk would feel asudden lifting of his spirit and an unexpected desireto live another

forty years. The facades of the buildings designed by fugitive French architects on Deribas Street and
Richelieu Boulevard and in the former Palais Royale still charm with their faded beauty, like aging Parisian
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women. ... But theliving city isno longer there. It'sgone. It'sclambered aboard TU-104 jets. ... Thiscity
gradually, grain by grain, settled in the southernmost protuberance of Brooklyn. Also near a huge watery hulk

—only not just another sea, but arank higher — the ocean.5!

In the Odessan tradition of opulence, revelry, and dissi pated excess, thewedding in Little Odessagoes
along way in recongtructing thefestive atmosphere of Russia sformer Eldorado. Likethe

Mol davankan gangsterswho overindulged at thewedding of BeniaKrik’ssister Dvoira, theguestsin
Brighton Beach aretreated to an endlessflood of culinary delicacies, including “ duck baked with
apples,” “baby potatoeswith garlic and fresh dill swimming inlittle puddlesof butter assweet-smelling
asapinemeadows,” “asurgeof earthly fruits, therefor no other purposethanto offer you theendless
energy of thesun,” and “ coarse paste of eggplant, seasoned with garlic and grated tomatoes.” %> Thus,
Dreitser avows, “theritual banquet of the human clan—which no one hasthe power to destroy —
thunderson” inthe new world much asit didintheold.® But thisisnot BeniaKrik’'sMoldavanka: old
Odessaisover, and, likeall imagined utopiasand vanished golden ages, it can never befully redizedin
theimperfect present. The“New Jersey tomatoes,” writes Dreitser, “ despitetheir decent sizeand
excdlent flavor... [are] only adim reminder of thosethe Black Seaimmigrantsare used to from child-
hood — Fontan tomatoes with an odor and taste (and thisevery Brightoniteknows!) unequalled inthe
worldor, it ssuspected, inthe next.”® And although “the moistly sparkling Greek fetaisan honest
attempt to smulatethe salty sheep’smilk cheese of privoz, thefamous Odessamarket of bygone
times,”®itisultimately asmulation, aflawed recreation of animagined flawlesspast. Thespirit of old
Odessamay liveon, but itstotality cannot be achieved, neither on decaying Deribasov Street nor in

vigoroussouthern Brooklyn.

* * %

Old Odessaisthusan inaccessible place—amemory for someand an unreachable dream
destination for others. Andfor over two centuriesmany have sought to reach old Odessa, imagining it
astheir salvation. Among thosewho envisioned Odessa's opulenceas magically transformativewas
SholemAleichem’sfictiona character Menakhem-Mendl, ahaplessandimpoverished pre-Revol ution-
ary shtetl dweller featured inthe 1925 Soviet film Jewish Luck. Mendl travelsto Russia sEldorado

and ecstatically findsthe opportunity to makethe millionshe craves, becoming amarriagebroker in

16



partnership with the philanthropist Baron deHirsch. Mendl isshown overseeing the shipment of brides,
who—already intheir wedding dresses— are being collected, |oaded by forklift into containers, and sent
off with smileson their facesto their prospective husbandsinAmerica. Old Odessaismagicfor Mendl,
asheisaperpetua businessfailurein every other town andinevery other profession. But Mendl’s
utopiaispurefantasy: he had conjured up old Odessain hisdreams, having fallen adeep whiletraveling
by train. Mendl never reachesold Odessaphysically; hisimaginary journey isthe closest hegets, and
heispresumably fated to live out hisdaysasadestitute luftmenschin the shtetls of Imperia Russia.®
Menakhem-Mendl isnot donein hiscorporea exclusionfromthefabled city, and pre-Revolu-

tionary Odessawas not the only erawhen seekers of Eldorado were prevented from crossing its
frontier. The protagonistinVladimir Vysotskii 1967 song, “Moscow-Odessa,” failsto reach thecity by
plane, apparently dueto bad weather coupled with theincompetence of Soviet bureaucracy.

In Murmansk there is neither cloud nor storm

And Ashkhabad is taking flights

Kiev, Kharkov, and Kishinev arefine

And soisL’vov, but that’s not where I’m going

I’m told that there'slittle hope today

The heavens aren’t going my way

Odessa simply cannot be reached

Asit’scoveredinsnow andice...

| need to go where there are massive snowdrifts

Wheretomorrow ablizzard isexpected

Elsewhere the skies may be clear and sunny

And life may be grand — but that’s not where I’ m going...

| need to go where there are snow squalls and fog

Wheretomorrow ablizzard isexpected

London, Deli, and Magadan are accepting flights
It'swide open everywhere, but that’s not where I’ m going!

Thisforlorntraveler cannot reach Odessa, but ironically it isnot thefabled sun-drenched gilded city of
former times. Perhapsherecognizesthat old Odessahasended, and all that isleft aretherelicsof a
frozen ghost town. Perhapshe needsto seethe remnantsof Russia’ s Eldorado with hisown eyes, yet
even thismundane and depressing legacy remainsoutside hisgrasp.

Odessa, of course, isone of many imagined utopiaswhoseinaccessi bility placesit outside of

timeand space. All cultureshavetheir visions of paradise—the Garden of Eden, Eldorado, Arcadia,
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Atlantis— places of magic and harmony that have purportedly been lost to the ages except through
folkloreand collective memory.® Thefact that Odessaexistsasaphysical spaceinrea time, need not
preclude such an understanding of old Odessa s symbolic essence. For much of itshistory California
wasimagined as” Eldorado,” “ Atlantis,” “TheLand of Milk and Honey,” and other such mythica dream
destinations.® “Thoughthedream didn’t —couldn’t—literally cometrue,” writesDoraBed e Polk,
“Cdiforniaremainssymbolicaly anenchantedide.”

And Odessa, moreover, isnot aloneasacel ebrated city of sinwith animagined and inacces-
siblegolden age of opulenceand dissipation. Other citiesof sin, seaportsthat have historically been
associated with crimindity and abundance are commemorated with such nostalgia. Having grownupin
Shanghai, the*Whoreof Asia,” which was saturated with merchants, opium, prostitutes, and pleasure,
PanLinrecdlsthefal of thecity to Communismwithlonging and regret:

so far as all that was concerned, Shanghai was as dead as the moon; snuffed out were not just loucheness

and debauchery, but also variety, color, glitter gaiety, temptation, the desires evoked in one sensuous display.
Multifariousness was no more, so that instead of each person having a Shanghai of his own, made up of sub-

worlds of thisand that, there was now one Shanghai for everyone, monolithic.™

Insimilar terms, Carol Flakefearsthe probable demise of New Orleans, the Great Southern Babylon,
“America smost exotic city:” “that e usive, soulful essencethat hassurvived for solongin New Orleans,
thriving amid all the strangenessand decadence, isasrare and fragile asan endangered tropica plant,
deep inthe swamp, that may die beforeitscurative powersarerecognized.” > Thecity of snisnot
necessarily theantithesisof the harmoniousutopia. They areofteninextricably linked by their abun-
dance, mystery, glittering landscape, promisesof pleasure, and, ultimately, their inaccessibility inrea
time

Old Odessaisan unreachabl e utopia, and, accordingly, Judah Waten could not havefound the
“Baghdad by the Black Sea’ hisfather had described, neither inthe 1960s, nor at any other time during
thecity’sshort history. But to arguethat old Odessanever existed isto missthepoint. Therecertainly
weremillionaire merchants, Jewish gangsters, prodigiousfiddlerswho preferred the seedy tavernsto the

conservatory, and subterranean smugglerswho operated inthe catacombsat varioustimesin Odessa’'s
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past, and perhapsthey persist eventoday. But what makesold Odessaamythical city, and, in many
respects, uniqueamong mythical cities, istheway it has been commemorated, celebrated, and (by its
detractors), vilified. Old Odessaisthe body of lore—thelegends, the folksongs, the anecdotes—that
has been collected, embellished, and passed down for two centuries, not thephysical city itself. And
implicitinthismyth of old Odessaisthegilded city’ sinaccessibility. Perhapsunwittingly, JudahWaten
has contributed to the preservation and perpetuation of old Odessaby recording hisfailed (and futile)
guest tofind and immerse himself physically in Russia sEldorado, thefabled city of sin onthe shoresof
the Black Sea.
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