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The title of Mikhail Armalinskii’s latest book, Chtob znali! (which means “So you know!”), is appropriate, for it claims to say many things that no Russian reader has seen in print. In her foreword to this collection, Olga Vozdvizhenskaia points out the meaning of the title for the Russian reader and sketches a biography of the author: he is Jewish, emigrated to the U.S. in 1977, and currently lives in Minneapolis, where he owns the MIP Company that publishes his works. Armalinskii has gained a reputation as the foremost writer of erotica in Russian. He is not a writer who specializes in sex because it is fashionable or profitable, but rather he is a man on a mission: he wants people to know all about sex so they can be free to enjoy it as much as they enjoy all good things in life.

In this sense, Armalinskii considers himself “not a Russian, but an international writer.” While he finds life in the U.S. much better on account of the multiple freedoms enjoyed by the people there, he also perceives the various restrictions imposed on men and women in their sex lives as a detrimental curtailment of their freedom.


This message is delivered most directly in Dobrovol’nye priznaniia -- Vynuzhdennaia perepiska (Voluntary Admissions -- Forced Correspondence), a 300-page epistolary novel in which the author, Boris, a Russian-Jewish immigrant to the U.S., corresponds with two Russian friends, Sergei and Arkadii, both of whom will eventually join Boris in the U.S. Surrounding Boris, an indefatigable ladies’ man, are numerous women, with whom he has affairs of different lengths. Some of them are Russian-Jewish immigrants like Boris, some are just Russian. Then there is Karen, a native-born American woman who becomes Boris’s lawful wife. This final episode will interest the reader, Russian or American, more than anything else in the book.


It turns out that Boris, a man who handles Russian women with ease, fails miserably with Karen. He neglects to see that the smile she “wears” constantly on her pretty face conceals serious dietary and emotional problems. He falls in love with her, marries her, and lives with her happily for a year or two. After discovering that Karen has hysterical crying fits, suffers from flatulence, and has seen a psychiatrist about her clinical depression, however, Boris realizes that the only good thing about her is sex, which she uses to gain material benefits -- like marriage to Boris, who makes a good living. So the conclusion of the novel likely goes against the author’s intent and is ambiguous as far as his central thesis is concerned -- that perhaps sexual freedom is not the panacea Boris and his creator believe it to be.
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