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Hippie camp between Gauja
and Lilasti around 1983.

The depiction
of hippies
in Soviet Latvia

_ INMIERVALDIS BIRZE’S
ROZA ZILONIS [THE PINK ELEPHANT]

by Anna Auzane & Paula Auzane

abstract

The article discusses the portrayal of hippies in The Pink EI-
ephant (Roza zilonis, 1976), a story by the Latvian SSR writer and
physician, Miervaldis Birze (1921-2000). The author’s attitude
towards this counterculture is mostly critical, even patronizing;
however, it is through the portrayal of the hippies, Bronislavs and
Baiba, that the author indulges in a conversation about young
adulthood, revives the story, and even trifles with the question-
able or inadmissible aspects of life. The Pink Elephant, when
read through the lens of renewed interest about Soviet hippies,
reveals their living conditions, attitude towards power, their
parents, and themselves. As opposed to their Western counter-
parts, the impoverished Soviet hippies (who had experienced
the system of blats and the shadow economy) did not condemn
consumerism; in fact, they sought out material goods, especially
those originating from the other side of the ocean.
KEYWORDS: Hippies, Soviet hippies, Miervaldis Birze, The
Pink Elephant (1976), satire.

ippies were a marked phenomenon of the USSR —
both because they were likened to dissidents' due

to their rebellious attitudes (which often led to the
involvement of psychiatrists, cases of physical retali-
ation, dismissal from work, and so on), and because the op-
portunities presented to the Soviet hippies (e.g., of preaching
and practicing “free love”, dressing eccentrically, or alienating
themselves from those in power) were much more limited than
in the so-called capitalist countries. Despite this, the denomina-
tion “Soviet hippies”, as it appears in the theoretical literature,
may no longer be perceived as the oxymoron it once was. Over
the last few decades, several studies regarding hippies have
been carried out well beyond the borders of the US, Great Brit-
ain, Australia, and other Anglophone countries. Some books

of major significance in the world, the Baltics, and Latvia are,
for example, a book by the historian Juliane Fiirst — Flowers
Through Concrete: Explorations in Soviet Hippieland (2021) —, as
well as the article All You Need Is Love(beads): Latvia’s Hippies Un-
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dress for Success by Mark Allen Svede, an American art historian
and critic of Latvian descent (excerpted from the book Style and
Socialism: Modernity and Material Culture in Post-War Eastern
Europe, 2000).

THE PEACEFUL REBELLION of hippies during the Soviet times

has been thoroughly chronicled in Alfréds Stinkuls’ book Mati
sarkana veja: patiesa teiksma [Hair flowing in the red breeze: an
authentic myth] (2020), EiZens Valpéters’ work Nenocenzétie.
Alternativa kultiira Latvija. XX gs. 60-tie un 70-tie gadi [The Un-
censored Ones: The alternative cultures of Latvia in the 1960s
and 1970s] (2010) and Liva Zolnerovica’s article Hipiju kustiba
Latvija un pasaulé [The Hippie Movement in Latvia and in the
World] (excerpted from the book Celojums ar citado: subkultiiras
pilsetasvide [A journey with the outsiders: a look at the subcul-
tures of the urban environment], 2007).

The oral testimonies of the hippies are also noteworthy, as
are their memorial sites, where devotees of the movement still
assemble, despite now starting to show signs of aging. In the
Latvian SSR, such places of assembly were, for instance, the café
Kaza (“Goat” in Latvian) and Putnu darzs (“Bird garden”), as well
as the Gauja campsite; in the Estonian SSR, a notable place of as-
sembly was the Victory Square (for some, Tallinn was the Soviet
city that best reflected the Western values?; in 1970, certain mem-
bers of the movement even ruled in favor of establishing a hippie
congress in the city; however, after short-lived success this idea
was abandoned). As for the Lithuanian SSR, some important
locales were the Palanga beach, the Kaunas Fountain, situated
opposite of the Communist Party Committee building, and other
similar places.?

The hippies of modern days do not tend to hide behind
some sort of self-imposed label. Those who survived the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union and are still alive in the 21 century
now favor austerity and have mostly abandoned their habit of
using alcohol and hard drugs. Many among them have become
vegetarians or vegans, participate in ecological or pacifistic
movements, or have established a family and blended in with
the masses.*

Alfréds Stinkuls” autobiog-
raphy Mati sarkana véja: pa-
tiesa teiksma [Hair flowing in
the red breeze: an authentic
myth] tells the story of hip-
pies during the Soviet era.
Left: photo by the author
from the book.

Hippies as anunwelcome,
yet fascinatingphenomenon

The hippies of the Anglosphere were mostly opposed to the
ever-increasing consumerism cult and wanted no part in it;
meanwhile, the Soviet hippies took a stand against the con-
formity imposed by the State or the Empire.s Likewise, in the
satirical work The Pink Elephant (1976) by the Latvian SSR writer,
publicist, and physician Miervaldis Birze (1921—2000) which re-
ceived popular acclaim in the second half of the 20" century, the
young hippie love birds, Bronislavs (Brona) and Baiba or Binniji,
manifest a certain degree of resistance to the State Apparatus
in their daily life and in their relationships with other people.
Despite their good intentions, they face obstacles in achieving
complete independence, if for no other reason than the fact that
their “contempt for money collided with their need for money”.5
At the end of the story, Baiba falls pregnant; this proves to be
a burdensome circumstance to the free-thinking vagabonds.
Nevertheless, a solution is soon found, as Baiba encourages her
partner: “Let’s not waste any time and tie the knot, my mom
can raise the child then...”” Thus, ironically, Baiba adopts the
Sovietized understanding of what is acceptable, including the
glorification of the institution of marriage. This fragment of the
story also reflects the Sovietique habit of leaving one’s children
in the care of their grandparents. While the Western middle- and
upper-class retirees were much wealthier and could afford to
travel around the world (and while liberal individualism was
favored as a child-rearing method from the early age), in the
USSR, the opportunities to enjoy old age comfortably were much
more restricted. Furthermore, the grandparents also seemed to
be aware of the fact that the parents were busy and lacked the
resources to hire a nanny. Miervaldis Birze’s tendency to put the
hippies “in their place” does not create the necessary precondi-
tions for them to come out triumphant, such as by threatening
the continued existence of the USSR.

While writing the satirical story, Miervaldis Birze was a
member of the Latvian Soviet Writers’ Union and had already
been awarded the Latvian SSR State Prize (1958) and the title of
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The author of Pink elephant, Au-
gusts Miervaldis Bérzin$ (b. March
21,1921-d. June 6,2000) was a
Latvian writer, publicist, physician,
and Holocaust survivor.

“THE GULLIBLE HIPPIES,BELIEVING THAT THE GRAINS HAVE
ANARCOTICEFFECT,BEGINROLLINGON THEFLOORAND
CLAIMING THAT THEY ARE SEEING A PINKELEPHANT, GREEN
CLOUDS,ANDAGIRAFFEWITHA RAINBOW TAIL.”

an Honored Cultural Worker of the Latvian SSR (1967). These
honors, however, entailed certain ideological expectations. The
story was initially published as a series in a newspaper; in the
foreword, Miervaldis Birze writes: “In this story, I have proposed
an unserious perspective of certain modernist exaggerations in
our life.”8 The reviewers, too, identified this recurring theme and
praised the author for having “publicly condemned the ‘flower
children’”.9 In the newspapers, the Binniji couple is character-
ized as being “admirers of the cheapest foreign magazines, who
try to mimic the behavior of the dullest Western hippies by living
with no care in mind, as parasites, slackers, neglectful of person-
al hygiene, true libertines. These hippies are proud of their sense-
less actions, and their pretentiousness and the pride they take in
it, when contrasted with the rotten core of their being, creates a
great canvas for an artist’s portrait.”*°

THE CONCEPT of “sanctioned humor” is also significant here — hu-
moristic depictions were allowed to “cross the line” of what was
acceptable and what may even be mentioned, because serious
societal issues could be portrayed as humorous, as matters of lit-
tle consequence. Both the newly flourishing Soviet hippy move-
ment and witticisms* had their revolutionary potential due to
their ties with truth-telling and resistance to the various absurdi-
ties of the regime. The official newspapers knew they could not
turn a blind eye to the hippies, and countered their movement
by platforming various ideological opponents, such as Mierval-
dis Birze, whose book saw a print run of 30 000 copies.

Narcotics, sexualintimacy,and music

The first hints at the contents of the story are found in its name,
The Pink Elephant, which alludes to drug-induced hallucina-

tions. LSD was first synthesized in 1938, and the various Ameri-
can countercultures of the beginning of the 1960s were marked
by a widespread use of the narcotic. In the USSR, the drug could
only be obtained by way of detours, for instance, through mili-
tary laboratories or the Institute of Psychiatry.”? There were,
however, more straightforward alternatives that allowed one to
reach intoxication, also known as kaif — a state of being, desig-
nated by a name that “is pronounced with care, with one’s eyes
closed”s. At home, people turned to simple solutions such as
chifir (a strong infusion of black tea), codeine pills, luminal, Tsik-
lodol, Dimedrol, different cleaning agents (for example, Sopals,
produced at the Riga Chemical Kombinat), hemp, poppy seeds,
and so forth. Even Baiba’s mother, following a heated exchange
with her daughter, “swallowed two tablets of Noxyron and lay
down on the pillow, soaked in tears”.* Throughout the story,
various other alcoholic drinks are used to maintain a state of
inebriation, depending on the social standing of the character

— anything from beer, French anise vodka, bottom-shelf vodka,
or vermouth, to cognac, different types of wines, liquors, and
rum. The most commonly consumed type of alcohol, however,
was plain beer, as it was social custom to consume this drink on
weekday evenings — even lunch breaks for physical laborers —
due to the fact that, come next morning, the beer did not tend to
have a disruptive effect on people’s productivity at work.

When Bértulis Suneps, the artistic director of the cultural
center, decides to play a trick on the hippies, he gives them
grains of sugar that he has soaked in balsam (a traditional East-
ern European liquor) to infuse the grains with bitterness. In
no time, the gullible hippies, believing that the grains have a
narcotic effect, begin rolling on the floor and claiming that they
are seeing a pink elephant, green clouds, and a giraffe with a
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Hippies at their summer camp in Gauja, Latvia, 1982. One
of the images published in the book Flowers through con-
crete: explorations in Soviet hippieland.
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“THEHIPPIES IN THE PINKELEPHANT ARE CHARACTERIZED
BY UNCLEANLINESS, BARE SHINS AND HEELS, TENNIS SHOES
WITHHOLES IN THEM, AND LONG,OFTENUNWASHED HAIR.”

rainbow tail.s Their understanding about the effects of LSD,
namely, the change in the perception of colors and a deformed
sense of space and time, has been solely informed by newspa-
per clippings.

THE ATTIRE OF the hippies and their general appearance can be
seen as expression of their sexuality and attitude towards their
bodies. The hippies of Miervaldis Birze wear ponchos, platform
shoes, velvet trousers, or jeans which have apparently been
purchased from fartsovshchiki, with fabric or embroidered
patches (flaunting inscriptions such as “kiss me”, strawberries,
drops of blood, or tigers), and T-shirts. They wear spectacles,
crucifixes, bandannas with flowered patterns, backpacks, and
other accessories or pieces of clothing that largely erase the dif-
ferences between the sexes.' Juliane Fiirst, for example, shares
an anecdote, wherein a news commentator introduced some
hippy named Misha Gulenin by saying: “Don’t be afraid: this is
not Masha [a women’s name] but Misha [the short form of the
male name Mikhail]. He feminized himself.”” The hippies in The
Pink Elephant are characterized by uncleanliness, bare shins
and heels, tennis shoes with holes in them, and long, often un-
washed hair (in Brona’s case, also an unkempt beard). Baiba’s
physician manages to slip her some soap, meanwhile, Brona’s
hair is so dirty it is nearly matted.*® Both hippies clean their
fingernails only when they have to attend a party at the cultural
center or a similar event. Their behavior is looser than expected
for proper Soviet citizens; thus, for example, they engage in sex-
ual intercourse on the veranda while having the following con-
versation: “‘If you remove my panties...I will...be completely na-

ked... “That comes as no surprise...everyone is naked when their
panties are removed...””"® From the very opening pages, Baiba is
characterized as an abandoned she-cat?, while her parents are
depicted in striking contrast to the hippies. Their key objective is
to get the young couple to learn a profession, establish a family,
and blend into the society, since every deviation from the norm
will be reflected on the parents. It seems like their father and
mother do not or do not wish to understand the simplicity, the
values, and the ideals of the hippies.

Miervaldis Birze’s narrative reveals that the hippies of the
Latvian SSR enjoyed the music of Louis Armstrong, Frank
Zappa, Suzi Quatro, Janis Joplin, Bob Dylan, Tom Jones, as well
as songs by such bands as The Beatles, New York Dolls, Uriah
Heep, Nazareth, and Procol Harum, African rhythmic music,
and so on. The hippie couple had a tendency to play music so
loudly that it could be heard even by the neighbors. This gave
rise to several complaints, since the neighbors could point to the
public order disturbance law. Both hippies seemed to mindlessly
follow trends in music that were also favored by the American
hippies (which manifested, for instance, as contempt for Latvian
dainas); this uncritical approach is also evidenced by the fact
that they seemed to believe in the existence of an artist named
James Joplin (erroneous spelling of the musician Janis Joplin’s
name).” This curious mistake, just like the orthographic errors
in the writing of certain English words in the story, finds its cause
in the restricted access to information. Furthermore, it is not
clear whether the mistake originates from the ignorance or inat-
tentiveness of the author and the editor, or whether it was the
conscious choice of the author to depict the hippies this way.



Information about foreign news was gathered from the rare US
or FRG magazines that were smuggled into the Soviet Union
(quite often it was the children of diplomats who took the liberty
of smuggling these magazines, as well as musical records and
other souvenirs, into the Soviet Union, hiding the treasures in
suitcases, which were not frequently and carefully checked —
presumably due to diplomatic immunity, fear, or deference).
The latest news could also be overheard and transmitted orally.
A matter of interest is the fact that the American hippies, as op-
posed to Miervaldis Birze’s Binniji, had an affinity for folk music
and estrada (popular vocal music). At that time, estrada often
fell victim to russification in the Baltic States, and thus, to the
hippies of the Latvian SSR, likely triggered associations with
Sovietique forms of expression that should be rejected (“The
neighbors are cussing us out because they only listen to music by
Pauls and the like.”23) On the other hand, the traditional Latvian
music, as far as permitted or as secretly sung in short melodies,
was not perceived as sufficiently global or cool by the Binniji.
Thus, ironically, hippies dogmatically followed what they had
been taught at Soviet schools: namely, that culture does not need
to be national; that it should be international .

ONE MAY ASK: how were Brona and Baiba able to lead such a rela-
tively carefree life? In essence, Baiba tried to coax her devastated
parents into giving her the money that would have been granted
to her if she had decided to study accounting and then dedicated
herself to a career in a kolkhoz (such were her parents’ aspira-
tions). Baiba sketches out the following picture of her ascetic fu-
ture to her mother and father (who happens to be a locksmith):

And, if Binnijs’ father also gives us a forty [rubles], we
can make do. We don’t need anything fancy to sleep
on, we can sleep on inflatables and only drink kefir, it’s
cheap and nutritious. As for food, we can eat boiled po-
tatoes and not peel them: it takes time to peel potatoes,
and you lose vitamins that way anyway”

Meanwhile, Brona has decided that he will study pharmacy, as
that would allow him to synthesize new chemical compounds,
as well as grant him access to various medical substances that
are already familiar to him.> Like Baiba’s parents, Brona’s par-
ents, too, are rather industrious people — the father drills for gas,
while his mother, of an unspecified profession, has several little
children. Therefore, with her permission, the hippies decide to
temporarily reside at the holiday house of Baiba’s hard-working
aunt, who currently works at a factory. Baiba imagines her and
Brona’s wedding at the Saulkrasti beach:

We will put up tents there, hang up some speakers in
the pine trees, and dance barefoot right on the sea-
shore.?

Here again, Brona does not oppose Baiba’s idea, although it
can be assumed that he, like many other hippies (and not just
them) would just as gladly live by the principles of “free love”.

Incidentally, a similar scenario does arise at the very end of the
story: Brona, like a bona fide hippie, is not ready to assume re-
sponsibility for Baiba and her baby and abandons the family that
he has yet to establish. Having stuffed his backpack with a tape
recorder, a portrait of Mick Jagger, and other belongings and hav-
ing fled to the capital city Riga, he concludes:

‘The society has not raised them to be sexually con-
scious. Therefore, the society has to assume responsi-
bility for them.’ This was the firm belief of Brona, equal-
ing a clear conscience.?

Blat as the basis for a flourishing
creativity: tips for survival

Blat is a frequently-used term, and, while it can be defined sim-
ply as a “relationship of convenience” (such is, for instance, one
of the several definitions of this word in the Latvian thesaurus
and glossary of terms, tezaurs.lv),3° blat as a term mostly ap-
pears in the context of Soviet-type economic planning. In her
book Russia’s Economy of Favours: Blat, Networking and Informal
Exchange (1998), Alena Ledeneva describes it as a phenomenon
that has also had profound consequences on post-Soviet Russia
and its former satellite states. She writes that blat involves “the
use of personal networks and informal contacts to obtain goods
and services in short supply and to find a way around formal
procedure. The word is virtually impossible to translate directly
into English.”3

ADULTS WHO HAD grown up in the countries under Soviet influ-
ence regarded blat as something matter-of-course and had
developed various tactics to ensure at least a minimally comfort-
able life. For instance, many of them carried around a string

bag (avoska) for unplanned purchases (the bag could be conve-
niently fitted into a briefcase or a purse), crafted the necessities
themselves and stocked up on them for hard times, preserved or
adapted them (for instance, by making canned food out of fresh
produce), exchanged goods and services.32 Of course, the young
people, including Binniji, also had a good eye for these mani-
festations of the blat system. At some point in the story, a blat
exchange is openly described, in other parts, there are mentions
of the empty market stalls. Meanwhile, Bértulis Suneps remi-
nisces on how “during the war, he, a quick-witted tween whose
father had gone missing, engaged in petty theft by exchanging
cigarettes, soapstone, threads, and potatoes one for another,
and, in order to stay informed about everything taking place in
the local Courts, regularly read the newspaper Deutsche Zeitung
im Ostland.”** Meanwhile, the hippies in Miervaldis Birze’s story
are not so much interested by household goods, which, for the
time being, are supplied to them by their parents (“especially in
our country, where it’s enforced by law that nobody shall die of
hunger”34), as the rarer and harder-to-come-by cultural signifiers
and paraphernalia: records or tapes, movies, posters, maga-
zines, pieces of clothing, and cosmetics (at the holiday house,
Baiba creates her own make-up from soot and other materials).



“THEATTITUDE TOWARDS HIPPIESIN THELATVIAN
SSRCOULD RANGE FROMDISREGARD TO CONTEMPT,
OREVENPLAINOUTRAGE.”

The easiest task was fashioning clothes — they were hand-
dyed, sewn, and resewn, ordered and bought at second-hand
shops, the Riga Central Market, or ateliers, purchased from
sailors, or sometimes sent by relatives from abroad (if there were
any foreign relatives). Binniji read Playboy, various magazines
from the FRG; other characters of the story had at least leafed
through the Estonian Siluett, the German Burda, Neue Berliner
Hlustrierte, Filmspiegel, some unnamed Swiss magazine, the
Polish Kobieta i Zycie, French version of the Vogue magazine,
and others. What is noteworthy is the fact that the men in The
Pink Elephant were also voracious readers of these magazines
(which often covered topics like fashion or entertainment),
pleading boredom due to an illness, a desire to see how people
live elsewhere, and other pretexts. However, due to the caution
of the author or for other reasons, it is not revealed how people
obtained the coveted things — that is, the items which could not
be considered as basic necessities.

The Soviet Union, however, had devised a partial solution to
resolve the problem of the lacking goods or the goods in short
supply, by introducing different substitute items which exuded an
aura of luxury and exclusivity but were accessible to the consumer
in terms of price, or at least could be saved up for in the long term.

AS EARLY As in the 1930s, it was common to pick up the produc-
tion of old goods that had been manufactured in the past, to
copy foreign goods by only making small changes, or even to
steal product prototypes, as well as to create authentic “Soviet
products”; the production of the latter was especially encour-
aged.® And yet, the Binniji couple evoke the idea of the foreign
more frequently than popular Soviet practices or the notion-
ally “folkloristic” products, nearly sanctifying the notion of the
abroad. Miervaldis Birze attempts to mock this cult of the foreign
by having the characters frequently mention such regions as
Florida and California, as well as Nepal and India (when evoking
yogism, which is a matter of great interest to the hippies), Japan,
Sweden, Denmark, FRG, and other places in the world, argu-
ing that the customs or the technologies in these regions are of
higher quality or simplicity, or just more progressive.

On the one hand, the hippies in The Pink Elephant are de-
picted as very humble beings: they do not need beds, as sleeping
on the ground is sufficient for them, they eat cucumber salad and
pieces of cod with their fingers, and so forth. This is due to the
fascination that the hippies had with various (frequently esoteric)
movements — they often meditated, showed interest in Eastern
religions, astrology, and asceticism; sometimes they were prac-
titioners of vegetarianism.* On the other hand, constant caution
had to be exercised: although Juliane Fiirst claims that State
security authorities did not tend to disturb people who lived
isolated lives and grew vegetables in their dachas, in other parts
of her book, she mentions cases wherein members of the local

Militsiya disguised themselves and pretended to be playing foot-
ball on the beach in close proximity to the hippies.*® Granted, the
Binniji couple did not tend to express dangerous ideas, at least
not actively — their attitude towards their surroundings could be
best described as merely full of contempt (towards the uncool
ones), hostile, often indifferent and rather apolitical.* That said,
they were both closely supervised by their parents, neighbors,
lifeguards, and so on. Flaunting material possessions could also
get them in trouble and was punishable. It comes as no surprise,
then, that Miervaldis Birze repeatedly characterizes people with
partly true, and partly ironic phrases, such as the following:

‘The only thing standing between the students and wick-
edness was a lack of money’ or ‘They only had enough
money for beer, but not for a schnitzel. Not too bad...the
poor ones are rarely entitled.’+ In real life, too, hippies
tended to hide a grain of truth in their jokes, often as a
form of warning: ‘(they) better bring warm clothes with
them (for a possible journey to the Gulag)’.

The dislike shown towards the Binniji couple by the Soviet
citizens seemingly finds its roots in envy: after all, the couple
refused to do more than the bare minimum and only worked
enough to meet their basic needs (it should be noted, however,
that they had not entered the labor market yet, because they
were still in last year of high school). At a time when every good
worker’s dream was to get ahead of the Five-Year plan along
with their fellow companions and to put their heart and soul
into the socialist competition, the hippies were at least able to
procure the necessary means of entertainment (magazines, mu-
sical records, and so forth), and sometimes even food, through
exchange and by establishing friendly relationships, or else re-
lationships of convenience with other hippies, sailors, familiars
from the capitalist countries, and so on.

Concludingremarks

The attitude towards hippies in the Latvian SSR could range
from disregard to contempt, or even plain outrage. In an article
which was translated (and therefore evidently deemed topi-
cal) and published in the newspaper Padomju Jaunatne [Soviet
Youth], Friedl Neuhauser desperately asks a rhetorical ques-
tion, to which he himself gives a defeated answer: “Hippies are
coming! What shall we do with them? Nobody knows.”#> What
is interesting is the fact that even the exiled Latvians and other
members of the Latvian diaspora, who leaned towards liberal
beliefs, tended to regurgitate different stereotypes about hip-
pies. For instance, in the novel Bezkaunigie veci [Shameless Old
Men] (1968) by the Latvian writer, correspondent, and painter
AnSlavs Eglitis, published in Brooklyn, various characters all
throughout the book ardently affirm that hippies have lice, that



they are nothing but stupid, spoiled cowards who start using
LSD at the first sign of difficulty, that they get kicked out of work
or university for a reason, that they can be likened to rebels who
can nevertheless be bought at any price, and so forth.#

THEHIPPIES portrayed by Miervaldis Birze were subject to main-
stream notions about counter-cultures. Not even the hippies’
parents understood them, still others believed that they were
simply playing the fool and would eventually grow out of it, and
Baiba, as depicted by the author, had to bear a double burden
of disappointment: at first, the young woman is a loyal and
quick-witted partner to Brona, but, when she falls pregnant, he
abandons her. As Juliane Fiirst has also thoroughly documented
in her book, the stories and even the names of the hippie girls
often got forgotten; sometimes they were even subject to sexual
assault or other types of violence. Just recently, Ieva BraSmane,
who had belonged to the Latvian SSR hippie community, gave an
interview to the women’s magazine Santa, where she revealed
that she is now ready to acknowledge that she felt like a bad
mother due to the choices made in her youth.

By choosing to depict the Binniji couple as ostentatious
people who could be visually confused one for another and who
seemingly lived in their own, parallel world, Miervaldis Birze
both confirmed and added to the dominant discourse regard-
ing hippies. Moreover, shortly thereafter, an adaptation of the
story was staged at the Latvian SSR Youth Theatre (1977), which
only increased its popularity. It must be noted that, at the time,
the writer was 55-years old, therefore the question can be posed
whether his beliefs about the young generation should even be
deemed as relevant or at least as fair judgements. What must be
taken into account, however, is the fact that he evidently wanted
to highlight the idiosyncrasies of the Binniji couple by exag-
gerating their features to the point of a caricature. This seemed
to startle the critics, and Ingrida Sokolova, a longtime acquain-
tance of Miervaldis Birze (a very ideologically inclined woman
who used to call herself a “front-line fighter”), programmatically
noted in her review of the story:

We cannot build the Great Wall of China between the
West and our Country. Nor is it necessary to build one.
What we do need is a critical attitude vis-a-vis the val-
ues that the West wants so badly to impose upon us. A
healthy mindset must prevail, and it has prevailed.+

Therefore, in spite of the sense of superiority that they had
cultivated, those close to power were obligated to take a firm
stance against these “long-haired preachers of a chemical
paradise”.+” €

Anna Auzane is a PhD student in literature
at the Faculty of Humanities, University of Latvia.

Paula Auzane is a student at the Faculty of Humanities,
University of Latvia and a translator.

references

1

10

1

12
13

14
15
16

Juliane Fiirst, Flowers Through Concrete: Explorations in Soviet Hippieland
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2021), 5, 22, 60, 108, 143, 210, 366,
etc. Joshua Rubenstein dedicated an entire book to dissidents: Soviet
Dissidents: Their Struggle For Human Rights (Boston: Beacon Press, 1980).
This has been mentioned by numerous hippies, for instance, by Alfréds
Stinkuls in his book Mati sarkand véja: patiesa teiksma [Hair flowing in
the red breeze: an authentic myth], (Amata Municipality: Lauska, 2020),
66, 254. It can partially be explained by the fact that Estonians had the
opportunity to watch Finnish TV programmes. Annika Lepp, Mervi
Pantti, “Window to the West: Memories of Watching Finnish Television
in Estonia During the Soviet Period,” VIEW Journal of European Television
History and Culture vol. 2 (2013): 77—87. Available at: doi.org/10.25969/
mediarep/14072 See also: Fiirst, Flowers, 62, 123, 169, 260.

Fiirst, Flowers, 60.

Liva Zolnerovica, “The Hippie Movement in Latvia and in the World,”
[Hipiju kustiba Latvija un pasaulé] (excerpted from the book Celojums ar
citado: subkultiiras pilsétas videé [A journey with the outsiders: a look at
the subcultures of the urban environment], compiled by Deniss Hanovs
(Riga: Dialogi.lv, 2007), 55—67. See also EiZens Valpéters, Nenocenzétie.
Alternativa kultiara Latvija. XX gs. 60-tie un 70-tie gadi [The Uncensored
Ones: The alternative cultures of Latvia in the 1960s and 1970s], (Riga:
Latvijas Véstnesis, 2010), 121.

William Jay Risch, “Soviet ‘Flower Children’. Hippies and the Youth
Counter-culture in 1970s L'viv,” Journal of Contemporary History vol. 40
(2005): 565—584. Available at: doi: 10. 177/0022009405054572 See also
Fiirst, Flowers, 291, etc. Roland Barthes wrote a peculiar essay about the
differences between the hippies in prosperous and in emerging countries,
“Un cas de critique culturelle,” Communications vol. 14 (1969): 97—99.
Available at: doi.org/10.3406/comm.1969.1197

Miervaldis Birze, Roza zilonis [The Pink Elephant], (Riga: Liesma, 1976),
209.

Birze, Roza zilonis, 345.

Miervaldis Birze, “Roza zilonis,” Cina, No. 175 (1975): 4.

Dainis LemeSonoks, “Will you please tell me how to think!” [Ka man,
ladzu, bitu jadoma!], Avots, No. 5 (1987): 76.

Imants Tunkelis, “The amusing simpletons and other small-minded
people,” [Komiskie sikcilveki un mazie cilvekil, Literature and the Arts
[Literatira un Maksla], Nr. 40 (1976): 5.

Research on jokes, witticisms, and other similar phenomena can be

found in the classic works by Sigmund Freud and, e.g., in this article by
Jane Caplan and David Feldman: “Laughing Out Loud: ‘Official’ Humour
in Three Dictatorships, Introduction,” History Workshop Journal, No. 79
(2015): 177-180. Available at: https://www.jstor.org/stable/43917314 Jokes in
the Soviet context, which “balanced in the zone that traversed boundaries
between support and opposition, sanity and insanity, social responsibility
and cynicism, rationality and absurdity, life and death”, have been
thoroughly described by Alexei Yurchak in Everything Was Forever, Until It
Was No More: The Last Soviet Generation (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2005).

Fiirst, Flowers, 283, 341, 360, 388.

A. CuHenpHUKOB, “Illaxu-3uHpa,” Bokpyr cBeta, No. 5 (1967): 33, Juliane
Fiirst has translated this quote and included it in her work Flowers, 230.
Birze, Roza zilonis, 60.

Birze, Roza zilonis, 328—329.

Birze, Roza zilonis, 57, 61, 64, 93. The hippie of the Latvian SSR Ieva

Brasmane (also known as Klingers) reminisces: “This is how I was walking
around: a chain in my hair, a chain around my wrist, another bracelet



17
18

19
20
21
22

23

24
25

26

27
28
29
30

threaded from seeds, and homemade plastic rings. We wandered around
Riga with wreaths on our heads. We drew on our sneakers with ballpoint
pens...” Andris Grinbergs: “I had a hairdo like John Lennon, those same
round glasses, I knew how to dance twist [...]. I participated in the fashion
shows organized by the industrial association “Siluets”, showcasing
tailcoats in chick-yellow and berry-mousse-pink colours [...].” Valpéters,
Nenocenzétie, 124 and 130—131, respectively. Mark Allen Svede adds some
context, noting that flower wreaths were not a politically neutral aspect
of the culture — at least during certain periods of the Soviet regime:

“Just as American hippies appropriated elements of ethnic traditional
dress at a time when racial minorities and native peoples were gaining
political visibility in North America, Latvian hippies revived elements

of indigenous folk attire at the very moment when the prohibition was
lifted against celebrating the Latvian summer solstice festival Jani. First
Secretary of the Latvian Communist Party Arvids PelSe had regarded

the Janirituals of singing ancient songs, wearing oak-leaf wreaths and so
forth to be pernicious displays of bourgeois nationalism, so this holiday,
which had long served as an implicit (hetero)sexual rite of passage for
youth, was outlawed from 1959 to 1966. However, PelSe was promoted to
the Politburo in Moscow shortly before San Francisco’s Flower Children
began their Summer of Love, and soon the incipient Flower Children

of Riga resurrected elements of Jani, ranging from the floral coronals to
sexual license.” “All You Need Is Love(beads): Latvia’s Hippies Undress
for Success,” in Style and Socialism: Modernity and Material Culture in Post-
War Eastern Europe (Oxford; New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2000),
197-198.

Fiirst, Flowers, 118.

Alfréds Stinkuls writes: “My long hair gave nightmares to our Great
Nation: ‘Young communists should not walk around like that! Does the
hair not interfere with your work? You look like a girl! A ghost! A savage!’”
Stinkuls, Mati sarkana véja, 39.

Birze, Roza zilonis, 73.

Birze, Roza zilonis, 56.

Birze, Roza zilonis, 66.

Fiirst, Flowers, 151, 245, 291, 384. Alfréds Stinkuls adds: “On the envelopes
that were sent from abroad, one could often see evidence of tears or

rips and amateurish attempts to seal them up to hide the evidence. The
photographs were covered in fingerprints.” Stinkuls, Mati sarkanavéja,
313.

Birze, Roza zilonis, 62. The hippies are evoking Raimonds Pauls, a
composer who rose to fame during the Latvian SSR.

Birze, Roza zilonis, 193.

Birze, Roza zilonis, 56. Liva Zolnerovica writes that hippies often chose to
work at jobs that did not match their creative and mental abilities, e.g.,
by opting to become gas controllers, shelf stackers, or boiler operators.
These jobs did not demand ideological loyalty, and did not obligate one to
express certain opinions. Zolnerovica, Hipiju kustiba Latvija un pasaule,
63. A night guard’s job and similar occupations also allowed hippies to
dedicate a large amount of their time to reading and similar hobbies.
Additional income could always be generated by depositing empty
bottles.

Birze, Roza zilonis, 59. Soon enough, however, the Binniji couple find
themselves lacking for food: they subsist only on mixed fats (kombizhir in
Russian; kombitauki in Latvian) and cheap rye bread (kiegelitis in Latvian,
literally: brick-like [bread]). Roza zilonis, 265.

Birze, Roza zilonis, 61—62.

Birze, Roza zilonis, 58.

Birze, Roza zilonis, 346.

Available at: https://tezaurs.lv/blats

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38
39

40
41
42

43

44
45

46

47

Alena Ledeneva, Russia’s Economy of Favours: Blat, Networking and
Informal Exchange (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 1.
David Crowley and Susan E. Reid, Pleasures in Socialism: Leisure and
Luxuryin the Eastern Bloc (Evanston: Northwestern University Press,
2010), 10.

Birze, Roza zilonis, 131, 166 and 305, respectively.

Birze, Roza zilonis, 198.

Jukka Gronow, Caviar with Champagne: Common Luxury and the Ideals of
the Good Life in Stalin’s Russia (Leisure, Consumption and Culture) (Oxford:
Berg Publishers, 2003), 70-73.

The abroad (zagranitsa) has been described as a mythical and imagined
ideal to the Soviet people in Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, 158—160.

Fiirst, Flowers, 48, 141, 182, etc.
Fiirst, Flowers, 95, 162.

Even though hippies created their own systems and gathered in
crowds, they were well-known for their lack of established leaders; it
was more common for them to form distinct, scattered sub-groupings.
Combatting them therefore proved quite difficult. Ideologically, too, it is
noted that hippies were indifferent towards doctrines (apart from their
poster-worthy slogans) and felt a dislike towards the academic style of
expression. Fiirst, Flowers, 181, 185.

Birze, Roza zilonis, 76, 23, respectively.

Fiirst, Flowers, 88.

Friedl Neuhauser, “Hippies are coming!” [Hipiji tuvojas!], Soviet Youth
[Padomju Jaunatne], No. 228 (1967): 4.

AnSlavs Eglitis, Bezkaunigie veci [Shameless Old Men], (Brooklyn: Gramatu
Draugs, 1968).

Fiirst, Flowers, 378—432.

Ineta Meimane, “Visu miiZzu sevi plosu parmetumos. Dumpigas

latviesu hipijmeitenes Klingera dzives likloci,” [All of my life, I've been
reproaching myself for what I've done. The twists and turns in the life of
the rebellious hippie girl, Klingers], magazine Santa, July issue (2024).
Available at: https://www.santa.lv/plus/raksts/izklaide/visu-muzu-sevi-
plosu-parmetumos.-dumpigas-latviesu-hipijmeitenes-klingera-dzives-
likloci-66211/

Ingrida Sokolova, “Prasme ieraudzit un pievérst uzmanibu,” [The ability
to notice and to pay attention], Soviet Youth, No. 102 (1976): 4.

Girts Jukums, “Pasaules miers tidens glazé,” [World peace, contained in a
glass of water], Laiks, No. 17 (1970): 8.



