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About the book

In "Nothing Is True and Everything Is Possible," Peter Pomerantsev takes

readers on an immersive exploration of 21st-century Russia, a nation where

the boundaries between reality and illusion are increasingly

indistinguishable. At the heart of this narrative lies the Russian television

industry, a powerful entity that serves as a microcosm for the political

landscape, revealing a new kind of dictatorship characterized not just by

overt suppression, but by an elaborate spectacle of entertainment and

manipulation.

Pomerantsev’s journey introduces us to a diverse cast of characters that

populate this bizarre reality: artistic assassins—figures who blend creativity

with lethal precision—puppet-master directors who orchestrate narratives,

and supermodels plagued by their own struggles in a system that objectifies

them. This environment thrives on a media culture steeped in propaganda

and deceit, where perception is carefully crafted, and truth is malleable.

As Pomerantsev gains insider access, he delves into clandestine meetings

with powerful media moguls, revealing their intricate connections to the

Kremlin and their role in shaping public opinion. He also ventures into the

shadowy worlds of the Siberian mafia and the opulent elite in Western

circles, providing a multi-faceted view of a society on the brink of chaos,

marked by its stark contrasts between opulence and the absurdity of its
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reality.

This riveting account goes beyond mere observation; it offers a piercing

analysis of how contemporary Russia challenges Western perceptions and

comprehension of its socio-political fabric. Through Pomerantsev's lens,

readers are invited to grapple with the complexities of a nation where

nothing is as it seems, making this narrative an essential read for those

seeking to understand the evolving dynamics of modern Russia.
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About the author

In this chapter, we are introduced to Peter Pomerantsev, an influential figure

in the study of information warfare and disinformation. As a Senior Fellow

at both the Agora Institute of Johns Hopkins University and the Institute of

Global Affairs at the London School of Economics, Pomerantsev leads the

Arena Initiative, which focuses on understanding the roots of disinformation

and formulating effective responses to this modern challenge.

Pomerantsev's expertise is widely recognized, and he has provided testimony

to key governmental bodies, including the US House Foreign Affairs

Committee, the US Senate Foreign Relations Committee, and the UK

Parliament Defense Select Committee. His insights delve into how

information can be weaponized in contemporary geopolitical conflicts,

highlighting the significant role that narratives play in shaping public

perception and influence.

Adding depth to his credentials, Pomerantsev is also a Contributing Editor

and columnist for the American Interest, where he shares his analyses on

current global issues. His first book, *Nothing Is True and Everything Is

Possible*, has garnered acclaim for its exploration of the surreal and often

bewildering landscape of modern Russia, where the boundaries between

truth and falsehood blur. This book won the Royal Society of Literature's

Ondaatje Prize in 2016 and was recognized with nominations for several
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prestigious awards.

Overall, this chapter sets the stage for understanding the complex interplay

between information, power, and perception in today's world, through the

lens of Pomerantsev's experiences and insights. His work serves as an

essential guide to navigating the challenges posed by disinformation in a

technology-driven society.
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Chapter 1 Summary: Reality Show Russia

ACT I: REALITY SHOW RUSSIA

Moscow Transformation  

Overhead, Moscow's night skyline reveals its concentric ring roads, radiating

from the Kremlin at their center. Once dimly lit and emblematic of the

crumbling Soviet Empire, the city underwent a radical transformation in the

21st century, signaling a financial boom. Dazzling skyscrapers, glowing

neon lights, and a surge of luxury cars created an atmosphere where dreams

seemed attainable, symbolizing a profound leap from the past.

The Russian Jet Set  

As the financial elite emerged, Russians stepped onto the global stage,

enjoying newfound wealth and freedoms. The city's energy became one of

performance, with individuals crafting diverse personas to embody this

liberated spirit. Performance artist Vladik Mamyshev-Monroe emerged as a

key figure, creatively blurring the lines between history and pop culture,

challenging traditional notions of identity while embracing an era defined by

chaos and reinvention.
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The Role of Television  

Television in Russia flourished and became a critical element in unifying the

nation. However, it also served as a subtle instrument of authoritarian

control. By asserting dominance over the media landscape, the Kremlin

shaped public perception and utilized propaganda to maintain power.

Producers crafted an illusion of political engagement that entertained the

masses, effectively dulling dissent and distracting from genuine issues.

Moscow's New Media Landscape  

As a television producer, the author navigates this glamorous yet complex

media environment, recognizing its intricate ties to the Kremlin's power

dynamics. Networks like TNT exemplified this tension, adopting Western

entertainment formats while simultaneously disseminating state-approved

narratives. This vibrant media scene juxtaposed the rich visual culture with

the lingering shadows of the Soviet past, stifling authentic political

discourse.

The Gold Digger Academy  

Introducing cultural phenomena like the "Gold Digger Academy," the

narrative dives into the realities faced by young women seeking financial

security in a turbulent socio-economic landscape. Characters like Oliona
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illustrate the delicate balance between ambition and desperation, as they

employ strategies to attract wealthy men. This reflects broader societal

aspirations amidst economic decay, raising questions about the cost of such

desires.

Surveillance and Control  

The emergence of entertainment channels and the portrayal of daily life

offered a glimpse into a carefully curated reality, where state narratives

infiltrated everyday conversations. Figures like Vladislav Surkov personified

this manipulation, creating a political atmosphere marked by calculated

chaos disguised as stability. This blend left citizens in a constant state of

flux, navigating between entertainment and the undercurrents of control.

Crisis and Resilience  

Beneath the dazzling surface of prosperity, cracks begin to reveal themselves

through incidents of violence and societal unrest. Suicide bombings and

other manifestations of discontent cast shadows on the constructed narratives

of innocence and security, suggesting that Russian reality is a complex

tapestry woven from joy and trauma. It reflects an evolving society

grappling with both internal pressures and external threats.

In this dynamic setting, Russia transcends its identity as merely a nation; it
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transforms into a stage where reality converges with crafted narratives,

illustrating the profound complexities of modern existence in an era of rapid

change and uncertainty.
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Chapter 2 Summary: Cracks in the Kremlin Matrix

Chapter 2 Summary: Cracks in the Kremlin Matrix

In this chapter, we delve into the unsettling arrest of Yana Yakovleva, a

prominent businesswoman in Russia. Yana experiences an ominous

premonition on the eve of her detainment, which comes to fruition the next

morning when agents from the Federal Drug Control Service (FDCS)

apprehend her at the gym. Accused of trafficking diethyl ether—a chemical

pivotal to her business of importing industrial cleaning fluids—Yana is

caught in a web of suspicious charges that reflect the pervasive corruption of

the Russian judicial system.

Initially, Yana remains calm, confident in her innocence. Yet, as she is taken

to the FDCS headquarters, the absurdity of the accusations sinks in. Her

seemingly legitimate business activities are scrutinized, and in a moment of

bewilderment, she signs a statement acknowledging the charges. As the legal

proceedings unfold, Yana begins to understand her situation: she is ensnared

in a corrupt system where guilt is often assumed and justice is a mere façade.

After being denied bail, Yana finds herself in a grim prison, surrounded by

hardened criminals. Despite her innocence, she adapts to her surroundings,

forming bonds with her fellow inmates—some convicted for drug offenses,
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others for financial crimes. In this hostile environment, she takes on the role

of a mentor, leading fitness sessions to instill a sense of normalcy and

purpose among her peers. Throughout her incarceration, Yana clings to

memories of her previous life and maintains hope through letters filled with

dreams of love and reunion.

As Yana learns about the systemic issues underpinning her arrest—rife with

corporate raiding and the FDCS's unchecked power over the chemical

industry—she realizes her case is emblematic of a broader political struggle

among Russia's elite. The narrative introduces Viktor Cherkesov, the head of

the FDCS, a key player in the competitive bureaucratic landscape, whose

actions against Yana are driven by a thirst for power.

Public sentiment begins to shift in Yana’s favor, sparking protests that draw

media attention and spotlight the pervasive corruption entrenched in the

system. Her eventual release on bail, however, does not signify the end of

her turmoil. Instead, it marks the beginning of a protracted legal battle that

transforms into a political and ethical confrontation. Yana's trial, questioning

the classification of diethyl ether as a controlled substance, becomes a

platform for her fight not just for personal freedom but for the broader ideal

of justice in a deeply flawed system.

Amid her struggles, Yana emerges as a symbol of resilience against

corruption. She establishes a non-governmental organization (NGO) aimed
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at helping others ordeal similar injustices, amplifying her role as a champion

for reform. This narrative arc intertwines Yana's personal challenges with the

larger themes of corruption, bureaucracy, and identity in contemporary

Russia. It contrasts the ostentatious allure of Moscow with the stark realities

faced by those ensnared in its legal and political machinations, revealing a

society where the definitions of right and wrong are often manipulated by

those in power.
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Chapter 3 Summary: Forms of Delirium

### Chapter 3 Summary: The Lost Girls

Ruslana Korshunova’s Rise and Fall  

Ruslana Korshunova was a Russian supermodel who was discovered at the

tender age of sixteen, celebrated for her mesmerizing blue eyes, which

hinted at her inner complexities. By eighteen, she had achieved major fame

through a renowned perfume campaign, but her life took a tragic turn when

she was found dead at twenty, with her death widely seen as a suicide. Her

untimely demise sparked a whirlwind of speculation, with whispers of drug

abuse and connections to organized crime swirling in the media.

Documentary Project  

Faced with the intrigue surrounding Ruslana's life and death, the author

seizes the opportunity to document her story. A visit to Water Street, where

Ruslana resided, leads the author to engage with her friends and family.

While they downplay her struggles with mental health, it becomes evident

that beneath her glamorous exterior lay a life marked by intense challenges

in the modeling industry and complicated personal relationships.
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Background and Family Life  

Ruslana was raised in Almaty, Kazakhstan, in a middle-class household.

Following the death of her father, her mother, Valentina, encouraged Ruslana

to pursue modeling as a way to secure funding for her education. This

decision, though fueled by good intentions, thrust Ruslana into an industry

that would ultimately compromise her emotional stability. The combination

of fame, rejection, and a troubled personal life created a perilous

environment that culminated in her tragic end.

Modeling Industry Dynamics  

Interviews with fellow models shed light on Ruslana's naïveté amidst the

ruthless modeling world. Many young women in the industry faced

emotional crises spurred by the constant threat of rejection and the allure of

unhealthy relationships. In contrast to Ruslana's aspirations for love and

stability, her high-profile romance with a wealthy tycoon failed, leaving her

numb and adrift within a highly competitive and superficial landscape.

Psychological Turmoil and Influence of the Rose of the World  

A compelling layer to Ruslana's story is her involvement with a

controversial psychological training program called the Rose of the World.

This program has been linked to coercive practices that aim to induce
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emotional transformation among participants, including Ruslana and fellow

model Anastasia Drozdova, who tragically would also later succumb to

suicide. The author delves into the Rose, uncovering its potentially

damaging influence on the vulnerable individuals it attracts.

Cultural Commentary on Russia's Elite and Media  

As the narrative advances, the author contextualizes Ruslana’s story within

the broader framework of contemporary Russian society. The dynamics of

the Russian elite, the seductive pull of Western materialism, and the

interplay of historical ideologies emerge as pivotal themes. Amidst the

power wielded by oligarchs, state-controlled media spins narratives that

distract from deeper societal issues, reflecting the complexities of identity in

a society caught between its past and an uncertain future.

Conclusion and Ongoing Questions  

While the author gathers insights into Ruslana's life, many questions about

her death remain unanswered. The exploration highlights a cycle of loss and

disillusionment, emphasizing the emotional toll of fame against a backdrop

of Russian cultural dynamics. This chapter adeptly sets the stage for a deeper

examination of how societal forces contribute to individual tragedies within

a country navigating the turbulence of change and identity.
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