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Editorial – In Good Faith
Welcome to the fourth edition of UnSSEESing. This one contains
news about a major research grant for SSEES, a brief history of film
studies at SSEES as well as information about internet resources
available through the Library. There are tales of life after SSEES from
two alumni, and last but not least a report on the last event and an
exhortation to come along to the next.

UNSSEESING

In the last issue of UnSSEESing I talked about undergraduate intake
for this autumn in the light of the new fee structure. In general,
concerns have been allayed; nearly 200 new undergraduate students
will be starting at SSEES in September, just over half of them on
degrees involving either politics or economics and business, and
around a quarter doing degrees involving history or Russian on their
own or in combination with other subjects. Though at the time of writing
the intake of Masters students appears to be a little smaller than last
year, perhaps as a consequence of financial uncertainty in the UK and
EU, with an estimated 140 entrants taught postgraduate programmes
at SSEES remain very successful.
Sign up at your convenience for the next event
The next alumni event will be held on Thursday October 25th at 6pm.
If you’ve ever been caught short in Eastern Europe, you’ll find
Professor Wendy Bracewell’s entertaining but erudite talk
entitled ‘Where to go in Eastern Europe’ an absolute must.
Don’t hold your nose, just come along. A party with wine and
snacks will follow in the usual way. More details about place
and registration will be sent out by email and will
be on the webpage.

Faith Wigzell

							

The UCL School of Slavonic and East European Studies is one of the world’s leading specialist institutions, and the largest national
centre in the UK, for the study of Central, Eastern and South-East Europe and Russia.
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From our correspondent in Kabul

Amie Ferris-Rotman reports:
When I studied Russian over a decade
ago at SSEES, I never for a moment
thought I would use it with the defence
minister of Afghanistan. Cocking his
pockmarked pudgy face towards me in
his office, he switched from English to
Russian, whispering in my ear: “I miss
the long legs of Russian girls”. The
NATO supervisors surrounding us leapt
up and demanded to know what had
been said. Rather taken aback by this
sudden Russian-language admission,
I meekly managed to reply: “It doesn’t
really pertain to the war”. It is a far cry
from my days gallivanting around Russia
for Reuters, where I reported for almost
five years. I became a journalist after my
BA and MA in Russian Studies (’99-’04).
Sharing a cocktail with Gorbachev, porusski of course, living with a reindeerloving tribe in Yamal in the Arctic circle,
and regular trips to Chechnya and
Dagestan were the highlights of my
time in Mama Rus.
People often ask if I feel safe reporting
on the war in Afghanistan, as senior
correspondent for Reuters. The answer
is, of course, no: rockets have whizzed
above my house, I have woken up to
bombs down the road and one never

really gets used to being frisked multiple

But perhaps what I enjoy most of all is

times a day by overly curious Afghan

that when I am with former mujahideen

women in green gloves. But it is also

and ministers from the days of the Soviet

wildly exciting and richly textured.

war, I get to practise my Russian and

Having a front row seat in America’s

marvel at the dilapidated Soviet-built

longest war is strangely addictive and

gems from a forgotten empire. I feel like

also life-changing, whether I am riding in

I’ve taken a trip back in time.

a chinook with soldiers over Kandahar or
speaking to heroin addicts as they shoot

Image: Amie beside burnt-out

into their groins in abandoned brick kilns.

Soviet tank

Then there are the parties. Escapism
is necessary, and Kabul’s wild nightlife
continues deep into the night, usually
until the first call to prayer at dawn.
Revellers, shirking reality, often wear
fancy dress. I once went to a party where
everyone was dressed as cosmonauts.
At another, a Scandinavian ambassador
ran around stark naked, much to
the delight of an Austrian woman
who teaches drama to failed suicide
bombers.

“...rockets have whizzed
above my house, I have
woken up to bombs
down the road and one
never really gets used
to being frisked multiple
times a day by overly
curious Afghan women
in green gloves.”
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SSEES social scientists garner major research grant

Corruption often makes headlines.

Professor Alena Ledeneva is taking

If you would like to know more about

Less prominent but vitally important

charge of one of the four main pillars

informal corruption practices in Russia,

are the policies devised to tackle it. To

of research. Within an ethnographic

see A. Ledeneva, How Russia Really

the tune of €6.9million the EU is funding

study of corruption practices in various

Works. Cornell University Press, 2006 or

a major research project involving a

countries including Hungary, Bosnia,

‘Telephone justice in Russia.’ Post-Soviet

consortium of 21 research teams led by

and Kosovo, she will be examining

Affairs, 2008 24(4), 324-50. For more on

four institutions, one of whom is UCL-

the case of Russia. She is building

the project take a look at the website:

SSEES. At €580,000, this is the largest

on her great expertise in the area of

http://anticorrp.eu/.

European grant ever received at

informal practices such as blat (the use

the School.

of networks for getting things done),

Image: A cartoon illustrating

krugovaya poruka (see illustration) and

‘krugovaia poruka’, a system of

telephone justice.

protection where members of a group

Entitled “Anticorruption Policies
Revisited. Global Trends and European

support/protect each other under

Responses to the Challenge of

As part of research into improvements

threat from other members, a kind

Corruption” (ANTICORRP), the project

in governance, Dr Andrew Wilson will

of forced trust.

focuses on EU member states, accession

be examining the cases of Georgia and

and neighbourhood countries, as well

Ukraine. Why is corruption diminishing in

as developing countries that receive

Georgia but gaining ground in Ukraine?

significant EU aid. It will use quantitative

Using both qualitative and quantitative

methods to identify the countries making

methods, Drs Sean Hanley and Allan

more or less progress towards less

Sikk will be looking at the attitudes

corrupt governance, while conducting

to anti-corruption of the new anti-

detailed analysis of selected cases.

establishment political parties across
central and eastern Europe.

examining the cases
of Georgia and Ukraine.
Why is corruption
diminishing in Georgia
but gaining ground in
Ukraine?”

“...
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Revisiting SSSEES and Russian History
•

Russia’s evolution from Eurasian empire, European power,
to superpower and its continuing adjustment to its new
place in the world.

•

Offered perspectives on Russia’s internal and external
political life and its perceptions of itself and of Europe.

•

The role of the educated middle class in Russian society
and the prospects for its empowerment in the current
political climate.

•

Examined the patron-client nature of Russian politics past
and present and explaining the often contradictory forces
at work.

•

The effect on the Russian psyche of the upheavals of the
20th century and the prospects for the development of civil
society and greater economic prosperity in Russia.

After the talk there was plenty of time to meet former costudents and many subsequent and imminent graduates of the
college over a few drinks. Angela Garrett (SSEES alumni VicePresident) does a first rate job of roping people in. – I managed
to catch up with people I hadn’t seen for 30 years (!!!) who have
busy careers and who travel a lot. It was really nice to discover
how many maintain an interest in matters Slavonic and
East European.

On March 15th 2012 for the first time since graduating in
1982, I came to an alumni event. I was coming to hear Professor
Geoffrey Hosking talk about Russia today. Over the years, I had
maintained contact with SSEES by speaking at careers evenings
and by representing the CBI on the governing body of SSEES
the Council for a couple of years, but this was my first time in
the impressive new SSEES building with its improved facilities
for this kind of occasion.
Geoffrey’s fascinating talk combined his knowledge of the
present with his deep understanding of the distinctive and
characteristic aspects of Russian history. He explored the
following themes:

Pauline Shearman,
(now working for
the Government of
Queensland).
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So what can you do with a degree in Russian?
Mark Sutcliffe (SSEES MA 1999-2001; PhD 2002-7)
looks back:
I’ve never considered that my working life constitutes a ‘career’
in any formal sense. Lawyers, doctors, politicians have careers;
mine seems to have been penned on the back of an envelope.
Literally so, in fact. ‘Ever thought of publishing?’ were the words
scrawled on the back of a letter from my then girlfriend as I was
about to leave Oxford in 1990. I hadn’t, but within three months
I was in Leningrad airport with a multiple-entry visa claiming
to be the editorial ‘link’ on a project to catalogue and publish
the collections of the Hermitage Museum. My only training
had been a touch-typing course and a few days learning the
rudiments of copy-editing. And, I suppose, a Russian degree
- though after three years of reading Russian literature in
translation, interrupted by a year living the high life in Paris and
Minsk, I felt distinctly underprepared for discussing the finer
points of Scythian jewellery with an aged Russian curator.
Four years, and 1500 pages, later, the book was published,
and I was hooked. Publishing and Russia have been my life
ever since. The smell of petrol and dust, officialdom’s surly
shrug of the shoulders, the liberating sense of living for the
moment – somehow it all enters the bloodstream, along with
the vodka. After ten years working for a publisher who never
let matters financial get in the way of a good idea, I decided to
take a break and re-enter the academic world. An MA and PhD
at SSEES gave me the confidence to launch the latest phase
of this non-career: my own publishing company, Fontanka. In
partnership with a good friend and colleague, Frank Althaus,
we publish books on anything with a Russian twist – from a
Gormley exhibition at the Hermitage to cold-war cartoons.
So my unasked-for career advice? Maybe check the back of
the envelope before you bin it.

Top image – Soviet cartoon reproduced in Drawing the
Curtain published by Fontanka
Lower image – Mark Sutcliffe (centre) and Frank Althaus
conducting research in Russia
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Film Study at SSEES: From Flickering Black and White Images to CGI
Things were changing in the Russia of the late 1980s and

Maintained by SSEES Library, resources include Professor

early 1990s, and SSEES Russian department was engaged

Graffy’s invaluable database of Russian and Soviet films (of

in a perestroika of its own - revising the degree to broaden

which more in a later edition of UnSSSESing).

its appeal. ‘Why don’t you put on a course on cinema’, Julian
Graffy was asked by his Head of Department, who knew how
interested he was in the subject. And so the first course on
Russian and Soviet cinema at a UK university came about.
It was an apposite moment, because, as publishing went private
and old rules were brushed aside, previously unavailable and,
in some instances, unknown films began appearing on video.
Old conceptions about the development and range of Russian
and Soviet film, based on available classics like Eisenstein,
had to be revised. Films were bought online or hunted down
on trips to Russia. Over the years a huge collection of video
and DVD material has been assembled, not just feature films,
but also documentaries, some of them recorded from the TV in
the late 1980s and 1990s and unavailable elsewhere, making

Expansion has continued in teaching and research. That first

the collection an invaluable resource for historians and others.

survey course proved consistently popular, leading not just
to more specialist courses at BA and MA level in the East
European degree as well as Russian, but also to the use of film
in the teaching of history or social science, a course on Russian
film in the UCL MA in Film Studies as well as a number of PhDs
in Russian film. The range of expertise expanded when Dr Phil
Cavendish joined the department in 1996 and later Dr Seth
Graham whose interests include Central Asian cinema. SSEES
runs a highly successful Russian Cinema Research group which
brings together its own postgraduates, staff and researchers
from the UK and universities abroad. Some 70 seminars have
been given, and so well-known is it that scholars visiting the UK
regularly write to offer papers. Although cinema is now widely
taught in other universities, SSEES possesses an unparalleled
range of courses and resources.

Left – Arsenal; poster. Caption: Poster for Aleksandr
Dovzhenko’s 1928 Civil War epic Arsenal, a film studied by
First Year Russian Studies students.
Top – Shapitou-shou. Caption: The final scene from Sergei
Loban’s Shapito-shou, 2011, one of the most ambitious and
original Russian films of recent years.

Eastern Europe at your fingertips

How you can contribute to SSEES
The SSEES Alumni Association is part of the overall UCL
alumni network. Consequently, from time to time you will be
contacted by mail or phone with a plea for donations. These
are handled centrally from UCL. However, if you make it clear
that any contribution is specifically for SSEES, the School
receives the money.
A huge thank-you to all those SSEES alumni who have
contributed to the SSEES endeavour. The money received is
currently going into a pot to help in three areas: Excellence
Bursaries for research students who have completed three
years and need funding for writing up their theses; top-up
funding for SSEES research scholarships, and help with
travel costs for Masters of Research students undertaking
compulsory field work projects.
We are still seeking to expand the internship scheme, since
work experience in an appropriate area helps make SSEES
graduates more employable.
The SSEES Alumni Association is part of the overall UCL
alumni network. Consequently, from time I’d like to hear from
you. If you are an employer, or you work for an organisation
that would be interested in offering internship opportunities
for SSEES students, we would like to hear from you.

www.ssees.ucl.ac.uk/alumni
alumni@ssees.ucl.ac.uk
Do you ever want to know more than the newspapers and
television tell you about the East European countries you
studied? Did you know that SSEES library maintains a wonderful
directory of internet resources? If you click on http://www.ssees.
ucl.ac.uk/dirctory.htm, you will be invited to choose a country.
Click and you will see a long list of relevant sites, grouped
thematically and covering topics such as official information,
politics, press coverage, economics and culture. The Directory
has a largely contemporary focus. Why not try it out? And if you
know of any other useful sites that might be added, do contact
ssees-library@ssees.ucl.ac.uk.

Organising a local Alumni event?
Please let us know. To advertise a SSEES alumni
event, please e-mail: alumni@ssees.ucl.ac.uk.

