LEAVING LENINGRAD

                                                                By Ludmilla Shtern


       Ludmila Shtern in “Leaving Leningrad,” recollects the first  
half of her life in the Soviet Union with great wit and panache,   
creating lively descriptions of events that might have defeated  
others with fewer coping skills.  She survived and prevailed,  
immigrating to the United States with her family in 1975.  Once  
again, her sardonic sense of humor captures absurdities of life in  
Boston.  Shtern presents a unique model for finding her home in two  
wildly divergent nations, the U.S.S.R. and the U.S.

  For Discussion:

 1.  Ludmilla Shtern’s personality and character enabled her to  
survive and succeed in the U.S.S.R.  Can you identify what those  
traits are and how she used them?  Was she able to adapt these traits  
for survival and adjustment in    the U.S.?  Or were new qualities  
developed and utilized?


 2.  What is her primary “defense mechanism” for success and survival?   
When she is disappointed or defeated by the bureaucracy, how does she  
utilize this mechanism?

 3. Does it seem to you that being female was an advantage or  
disadvantage in the U.S.S.R?  in the U.S.?

4.  Many Russian writers have described harrowing, close calls with the  
KGB, or imprisonment and punishment, even death,  for being outspoken  
and strong minded or for just being in the wrong place at the wrong  
time.  Yet Shtern survived.  What close calls did she have?  Did  
people in power react to her differently or did she respond to them  
differently?  Do you have any other explanation?

5. Chapter 12, “Gainsborough’s Blue Boy” – Shtern describes her
final months in the U.S.S.R. as her family prepared for immigration.   
Clearly they experienced intense distress and pressure from  
formidable and arcane Soviet laws.  What are the personal and  
external pressures she experienced?  Does she retain her sense of  
humor?  What is the meaning of the reference to Gainsborough’s  
painting, Blue Boy?

6.  Pages 99 and 100 describe grim days in the U.S. attempting to adjust  
to a new country and to find work.  Re-read these pages.  Can you  
imagine these experiences written by a more typical, tragic Soviet  
author?

7.  Initially Ludmilla is hampered in her adjustment to the  
U.S. because her usual way of solving problems cannot work;  she simply does  
not have the connections  that she had in the U.S.S.R.  How does she 
resolve this dilemma?  What are the steps she takes toward adjustment 
to the U.S.?  Would you consider her “Americanized” or assimilated?


8.  “Born Again at Howard Johnson’s” is a great “tour de force.”   
Shtern wants to succeed as an American realtor and agrees to  
participate in a a New Age, Self-Realization training.  (Shades of  
E.S.T., Erhard Seminar’s Training, a phenomenon that was hot in the  
U.S. in the 70’s and 80”s.)  She weaves the activities of this  
training and memories of the U.S.S.R. together – part parody, part  
nightmare.  How does she do it?  Which experiences in the training  
evoke memories of the U.S.S.R?  Did the training realize its hype?   
Do you think it made her a more successful realtor?  A more enlightened immigrant?

9.  Little is written about her being Jewish in either country.  What  
conclusions can you draw?  Does religion or identity as a Jew play a  
significant part in Stern’s life as far as you can tell?

10. Among American Jews a strong movement of support developed around the  
plight of Soviet Jewry who became known as “refusniks”.  When  
immigration was finally permitted in the late ‘80’s, Soviet Jews  
arrived on the shores of the U.S. initially identified as political  
refugees.  They were supported in great measure by Jewish communities  
around the country, and received financial, psychological,  
vocational, medical, and social services to facilitate their  
adjustment to life in the United States.    What do you know about  
their assimilation?  Do they identify as Jews?  What were the  
expectations of the host communities and were they met?  Although  
Shtern immigrated  almost 10 years earlier, does she seem  
representative of this larger group?

11. If Shtern had a motto for life, what would it be?

