
 

Alisa Ganieva Transcript 

 

>>[Text on screen] Alisa Ganieva. 

 

>>Alisa Ganieva is a Russian fiction writer and essayist from Dagestan, now based in Moscow. A 

graduate of the Maxim Gorky Institute for Literature and Creative Writing, she published Salaam, 

Dalgat!, her controversial first book, under a male pseudonym, winning a 2009 National Debut Prize. 

Her next novel was published in the United States as The Mountain and The Wall, and her most recent 

novel, The Bride and The Bridegroom, was shortlisted for the 2015 Russian Booker. In 2015, The 

Guardian listed her among the 30 most talented young people living in Moscow. Her stories, articles, 

and reviews are widely published, translated, and anthologized. 

 

>>My name is Alisa Ganieva. So I'm the author of the book which is translated as The Mountain and 

The Wall. The original title of the book is The Festive Mountain. So I'm writing about this separation 

taking place, and about different ethnic minorities trying to win power. There are more than a 

hundred of them in the small republic of Dagestan, and there are several republics in the North 

Caucuses. So it's quite a mess, there are lots of parties, each dragging people to its own side. So 

besides this form of dystopia, I was trying to mix comedy and tragedy as it is in our everyday life. 

Because if you are trying to write about something serious and tragic very solemnly, it becomes a 

soap-box thing. You have to mix - you have to counter-balance - the solemnity and the tragic with 

some absurdity of life. So I'm showing some... my novel is separated into lots of scenes, and it has 

lots of characters. In fact, there is no main character in my novel; there are lots - there are dozens - 

of characters. So the main character is the place, the region itself. 

 

[Text on screen] Orchestra of Voices. 

 

Not to turn my fiction into something very essayistic, banal, I used a multi-voice device, so I turned 

my novel into an orchestra of voices. There were lots of mass meetings, lots of crowds, quarreling, 

arguing with each other; there are clippings of newspapers involved in my narrative; there are little 



 

manuscripts written by my characters involved - integrated - in my main text. So my text is made up 

of many minor subtexts, which have different styles, which are worked up in different styles: some 

of them are parodies, others are stylizations, so it's a big linguistic game. But my main effort was to 

show that there is no big truth, there is no black and white, there is no paradise and hell. Everybody 

can have their justification; even a big hero has his own stains and blemishes. 

 

[Text on screen] Orchestra of Languages. 

 

So in order to show this multiple, colorful life, where everything is so complex, so mixed together, 

so merged into each other, I'm working with different segments of language, and I'm mixing this 

language together. There are lots of dialogues, lots of inclusion of others' words, of another person's 

words, of alien words. So that is another device which you can use to show that the absolute truth is 

something ineffable, something hard to gain. 

 

[Text on screen] Setting Speaking for Immersion Through Silence and Quiet. 

 

So in order to make the region speak for itself, you have to make the town speak, the streets speak, 

the square - the public square - attain its own voice. That is why it's very important to listen to 

people around you, just maybe to write down some things you've heard while walking around. And 

some writers really have this inherent ability to remember the speech in the way it really exists. 

Especially, it's very important to remember and to fix multiple voices when the crowd is speaking. 

And my crowd is a multi-national, multi-lingual crowd, so there are interspersions of local voice, of 

some jargon - young people are using their own jargon and slang - and when I'm showing some 

nationalistic movements of local ethnic minorities, I'm using some words from their languages, 

borrowed from their vernacular or vocabulary. So it's also work with language and your ability to 

hear and to listen to somebody else. And when I'm talking about the mountain regions of the 

Caucuses - and the Caucuses is a mountainous region, in fact - I'm describing, I'm using the 

description which is the speech of silent, abandoned houses and villages where nobody lives. But 

there are only ghosts of somebody, images appearing in my character's imagination, and nobody 



 

knows if they are true or not.  

 

So it's a contrast of very crowded planes of contemporary civilization - 

with cellphones, TV sets, mobile phones, Internet, propaganda spreading around, mosques and 

boutiques and shops, and consumerism all mixed together - and there is the silent space of 

mountains, where there are only rocks and nature. So I think in order to make the region speak, you 

have to intersperse poses with yelling, something calm with something very rigorous. So after 

crowded scenes where the crowd is involved, where there are lots of cryings, an orchestra of voices, 

I'm showing something very confined and very calm, I use descriptions. You have to make poses to 

emphasize the active parts. But these poses might be very small and short. So I use my descriptions 

in very concentrated, very small amounts. So if there is a big scene with, for example, a mass 

meeting on a public square, then I have a dialect of two or three characters, and then I have a very 

short description consisting of several passages. So it's always diminishing, it's a certain rhythm of 

my fiction, which can be mathematically and arithmetically counted, like 3/2/1, so three makes 

colloquium, two makes a calm conversation, and one is just silence. 

 

[Text on screen] Immersion in the Political Novel in the 21st Century. 

 

So writing a political novel in our time, the beginning of the 21st Century, is not an easy thing 

because we know too much - in fact, we know everything, everything is available. I mean sources of 

information, lifestyles, and the boundaries between the countries, they have dissolved, and there is a 

big globalized road, and sharing universal and general and common problems, this problem of 

Islamic fundamentalism became universal, unfortunately many people from the Western society - 

especially young ones - are leaving their houses and families to fight for Jihad, for example. So my 

local introduction of very local topics, a very small region of the Caucuses and the south of Russia, 

turns out to be something universal and comprehended by people beyond boundaries. But on the 

other hand, the walls are still erected and created. So we have this globalization and Internet, but on 

the other side we have many illusions dissolved, illusions of a big capitalism paradise in Russia, for 

example, illusions of the European Union after Brexit, illusions of economic victory of liberalism, 



 

illusions of the end of history after the Cold War as Fukuyama had predicted at some point. So 

many illusions are dissolved and ruined, so it's very hard to talk about these things. And the only 

thing left, I think, is not being too serious, even talking about serious things. And in order not to be 

too serious - as I've already mentioned - you have to be ironical, self-ironical, you have to use 

comical characters and situations, and you have to mingle big, serious problems - political problems 

- with very the very personal. And for me, personally, my favorite literary device is gossip and 

rumor.  

 

Big political issues are usually discussed by people around a table, drinking tea, having their 

dinner or just going on their errands, buying something at the market. And at the same time, they're  

gossiping about something very serious. So I'm counter-balancing the topics they're talking about by 

the circumstances around them, by the setting, and by this very unreliable method of rumor or 

gossip, because you never know what is true or what is wrong, and that is one of the fixtures of the 

contemporary world when, on the one hand, there is lots of information, but on the other, you 

never know if it is true or not. And each piece of information can be regarded as wrong and false 

and spurious on another day. So it’s a big vulnerability, we can't rely on anything in these 

circumstances. But we can use this vulnerability as a literary device, as something strong, as 

something positive, so using gossip is one of the methods. So I wish you all the best in your creative 

writing, and I wish you to extend your boundaries and to learn new devices and to learn more about 

yourself and the world around. Goodbye. 


