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million books to you in Russia. Are you
sure we did that?” “Yes,” she responded
— although she insisted it be remem-
bered as the initiative of the British
people, not the government.
Ekaterina Yurievna Genieva learnt

her love of books early. She was born in
1946 inMoscow.Hermotherwasadoc-
tor and she was largely brought up by
her grandmother. From her she learnt
French and chose to study English at
Moscow State University.
She boldly specialised in the work of

James Joyce, whowaswidely banned in
Soviet cultural life, and later worked on
bibliographies, edited editions and crit-
icism of authors including Dickens, the
Brontë sisters and Virginia Woolf. She
eventually published more than 150
works. Her international interests led
on to a post at the Moscow Library for
Foreign Literature, where she stayed
formore than40years andheldvarious
positions before becoming director
general in the early 1990s.
Her appointment, she believed, sig-

nalled at the time a profound move
away from the Soviet mentality.
She joked that she was a kind of Soviet
anti-hero: not communist, a practising
Orthodox Christian of part-Jewish
descent, and “almost as bad, author of a
thesis on James Joyce”.
Her vision for the library, with its

works in 140 languages and special col-
lection ofRussian émigré literature, was
for it to become an international culture
centre akin to the Pompidou Centre in
Paris. She said that even in the internet
age there was still no substitute for per-
sonal contact and seemed to be perma-

Libraries were at the centre of Ekateri-
na Genieva’s life — but not as passive
places of mere book storage or de-
tached scholarly research. As director
of the All-Russia State Library for For-
eign Literature in Moscow, she knew
how important theyhadbeen in theSo-
viet Union as spaces of relatively free
intellectual inquiry and contact with
world cultures in spite of government
suspicion.
An expert on the works of Jane Aus-

ten, Charles Dickens and James Joyce,
she argued that librarieswere one of the
forces propelling Russian society for-
ward. She relished the new opportuni-
ties as Soviet power collapsed. In 1992
she recalled receiving a call from aman
at the Kremlin: “He informed me that
theLibrary forForeignLiteraturewould
shortly be receiving a million English
languagebooks. ‘You’llgethelp,’hesaid.”
Within months 150,000 books had

been flown to Moscow from depots set
up in King’s Cross, London, by Book
Aid, which had begun an appeal for the
British public to donate amillion books
for the formerSovietUnion.Donations
ranged from Winnie-the-Pooh to gifts
from the Bodleian. When the organis-
ers struggled over whether to send
volumes of Mills & Boon and Marx,
Genieva responded: “Send it all! We’ve
had enough of censorship!”
Tens of thousands of books were

soon being sent by Genieva and her
staff to more than 100 libraries from St

Petersburg to Sakhalin Island. She re-
called one day receiving a visit from a
grim-lookingwoman,whowas a librar-
ian from Magadan — the region in
Russia’s far east used for decades for la-
bour camps. She had refused to believe
reports of the scheme until she had
seen it for herself and wept when Ge-
nieva told her the books were free and
she could help herself.
However, books sent to former Soviet

bloc states such as Estonia were initially
returned. “Relations were awful,” Ge-
nieva said. “My librarians were desper-
ate. ‘What shall we do?’ they asked me.”
She replied: “Send them back again.”
As thieving and looting became rife

she also struggled to ensure donations
were reaching their destinations.
“Then one night I woke up with an
idea,” she said later. “Therewas this So-
viet department called the department
for the methodological approach to
language. ItwasOrwell’sNewspeakde-
partment — they were the ones who
used to instruct libraries how theywere
tohandlewestern literature. Theywere
in touch with the whole network of
public libraries. I rang themupand sug-
gested they distribute Book Aid. They
were horrified. So I played my trump
card: ‘I hope you realise your depart-
ment’s facing extinction.’ That hadn’t
occurred to them.”She soonhada team
ofmiddle-agedwomenhelping towrap
books in brown paper packages so as
not to attract looters.
When she was invited to lunch at the

British Embassy during a visit by the
prime minister John Major, he asked:
“They’ve been tellingme that we sent a

One librarian wept when
told that she could help
herself to books Genieva speaking at the unveiling ceremony of a monument to Pope John Paul II in the inner yard of the library in 2011

40,000 books which had arrived at the
end of the Second World War as booty,
including libraries from Austria and
Germany and rare volumes from the
Gutenberg era. She was almost alone in
insisting that theft was wrong and
started the long and painful process of
obtaining the agreement of the govern-
ment to return stolen books.
She took a close interest in religious

affairs. Shewason theboardof theRus-
sian Bible Society and supported the
ministry of Father Alexander Men, a
priest who was her hero and mentor,
until he was murdered in 1990.
She worked closely with the Open

Society Institute in Moscow and as an
adviser on culture and the arts to Presi-
dent Yeltsin. Her circle of Russian
friends in politics brought her close to
the renewed convulsions in society as
President Putin established his rule. In
2006 she was with the former Russian
prime minister Yegor Gaidar on a visit
to Irelandwhen suddenly he “was lying
on the floor unconscious. There was
blood coming from his nose; he was
vomiting blood”. This occurred the day
after former KGB agent Alexander Lit-
vinenkodied in aLondonhospital from
the effects of radioactive poisoning.
In a recent interview she said: “It

scares me to look at how quickly the
country is sliding back towards the ide-
ology of the late 1930s. . . But you can
always pray and work. While you still
have the chance to.”

Ekaterina Genieva, OBE, Russian
librarian, was born on April 1, 1946. She
died of cancer on July 9, 2015, aged 69
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ITAR-TASS

Gillian Clarke
David Smith: I too
had the good for-
tune tomeetGillian
Clarke (obituary,
July 14) when in
the mid-1980s she
accompanied her
husband Kenneth,
then minister of la-

bour, on a visit to Japan. As vice-consul
in Osaka, I was involved in the pro-
gramme which ended in a visit to Kyu-
shu. Unexpectedly, Mr Clarke had to
return to London on parliamentary
business, but Mrs Clarke gamely con-
tinued with the programme which cul-
minated in a dinner and geisha party,
hosted by the chairman of the Bank of
Fukuoka. After dinner, games were
played.
The British ambassador (Sir John

Whitehead) was led from the room on-
ly to reappear minutes later dressed as
amost fearsome samurai,make-up and
all, which had Mrs Clarke in fits of
laughter. Then it was musical cushions
with an ancient geisha playing some
obscure Japanesemelody onher sham-
isen. When the music stopped and
there was a rush for the remaining
cushion, it was understood that the
only outcome was that Mrs Clarke
would be crowned winner. But it ap-
pears someone forgot to inform the
consul general, Osaka. I am delighted
to report the battle for the last cushion
was won byMrs Clarke with the consul
general being obstructed, quite uncere-
moniously, by the ambassador and his
faithful vice-consul.

The Rev Professor
Owen Chadwick

Mike McCormack
writes: I was at Sel-
wyn College as a
theology under-
graduate from 1966
for three years, and
in April 1969 had a
severe road traffic
accident. I was con-

fined to the college sickbay for virtually
the whole of that summer term, and
Owen Chadwick (obituary, July 20)
would visit me every night after college
dinner. He did not come alone, but
would always bring some wine or port
that remained from high table, and I
discovered afterwards that he had in-
structed the fellows not to consume
everything, as my need was greater
than theirs.

Charles Taylor writes: One of the en-
dearing characteristics of the Rev Pro-
fessor Owen Chadwick was the genu-
ine interest he took in his former Sel-
wyn students no matter how
indistinguished their academic
achievements or how nefarious their
subsequent careers. When I was ap-
pointed to thedeaneryofPeterborough
Iwasbothdelightedandhumbled to re-
ceive a postcard with the simple hand-
written inscription: “Well I never!
Blessings. Owen”.
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If you would like to add a personal view or
recollection to a published obituary, you

can send your contribution by post to Times
Obituaries, 1 London Bridge Street, London SE1
9GF, or by email to tributes@thetimes.co.uk
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nently inmotion: aroundRussia and the
former Soviet republics and across the
world to virtually every country with li-
braries. The AthenaeumClub proposed
her as its firstwomanmember. She lived
inMoscowwith her husband Yury Bel-
enky, an engineer, with whom she had
a daughter, Darya, who works in pub-
lishing.
She had a talent for dealingwith gov-

ernment officials and an ability to see
the humour in troublesome inspection
commissions to which the library was
regularly subjected. When hard-line
communists tried to resist change with
an attempted coup in 1991 she insisted

on maintaining her library’s role as a
centre for international contact, andal-
lowed its precious photocopiers (a
closely controlled resource in Soviet
society) to be used to publish news-
papers on behalf of those resisting. As
the editor of one newspaper remarked:
“NotasksarehopelesswhereEkaterina
Genieva is concerned.”
When a coup officer came to investi-

gate, Ekaterina Yur’evna, as she was al-
ways known formally, drew herself up
and declared that she took full respon-
sibility for opening the photocopier.
There was a pause while he looked at
her, then he said: “Fine, just make sure
that no light shows in the street.”
In her library there were also some

She had a talent
for dealing with
government officials


