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The Legal Haziness of a Marriage
Die juristische Unschärfe einer Ehe

review

The latest novel from the acclaimed author of All Russians Love Birch

Trees focuses on race, sexuality and love within a ménage-à-trois

relationship in Berlin. 

Leyla grew up in middle-class Baku in post-Soviet Azerbaijan, before

being sent to the Bolshoi boarding school in Moscow to become a

ballerina. A teenage affair with another girl at the school would have

resulted in her being expelled, had it not been for her mother’s

connections. 

Back in Baku, a matchmaking attempt sees her introduced to

bachelor doctor Altay. Realising that he is also gay, she suggests that

that they do indeed marry, to keep their families at bay. The couple

end up in Berlin, where Leyla gets a post at the ballet, Altay in a

hospital. They work hard and play hard: clubbing, taking drugs and

having casual relationships with partners of the same sex. But they

also love each other, and sleep with each other alongside their

affairs. When Jonoun, an artist from Brooklyn, enters their lives, she

poses the first serious threat to their marriage. Altay hates her,

although her relationship with Leyla is somewhat on-off. 

Leyla injures herself, forcing a break from dancing and doubts about it

as a career, and returns to Baku, where she falls in with the children

of the elite, whose current craze is racing in fast cars through the city.

This lands Leyla in prison, where she is beaten, and Altay is forced to

come and help release her, taking Jonoun with him. Even though

Leyla is freed in days, he stays on, spending time with his family, but
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also exploring the city. 

All three are now in Baku, where the book closes. Leyla and Jonoun

take a road trip through Azerbaijan and Georgia, while Altay starts a

relationship with Farid, the son of a politician. In the end, after sinister

warnings from various authority figures including Farid’s father, Altay

and Leyla return to Berlin together. Jonoun has gone travelling on her

own to Turkey, it is unclear what will become of Altay and Farid’s

relationship, and Leyla … is pregnant. 

Grjasnowa’s book is a highly convincing picture of the fluidity of queer

lives and identity in post-Soviet, globalised Europe, and effortlessly

charts the fast-paced and complex lives of its three Berliners.

press quotes

‘Olga Grjasnowa writes from the nerve centre of her

generation.’– Die Zeit

‘Grjasnowa reveals herself to be an expert chronicler of

modern displacement and of the scars left by the wars

that followed the Soviet Union’s breakup.’

– Publishers Weekly on All Russians Love Birch Trees

about the author
Olga Grjasnowa was born in 1984 in Baku, Azerbaijan, grew up in

the Caucasus, and has spent extended periods in Poland, Russia,

and Israel. She is a graduate of the German Institute for Literature in

Leipzig. In 2011 she was awarded the European Border Crossers

Prize by the Robert Bosch Foundation. She is currently studying

dance science in Berlin.

Previous works include:

Der Russe ist einer, der Birken liebt (2012)

Grjasnowa’s first novel, All Russians Love Birch Trees, was published

in English translation (tr. Eva Bacon) by Other Press in January 2014.

rights information

Translation rights available from:

Carl Hanser Verlag GmbH & Co. KG

Vilshofener Str. 10

81679 München



new books in german 3 / 3

Germany

Contact: Friederike Barakat, Foreign

Rights Director

Tel: +49 (0) 89 99830-509

Fax: +49 (0) 89 99830-460

Email: barakat@hanser.de

www.hanser-literaturverlage.de

Carl Hanser Verlag was established by its eponymous owner in

1928 in Munich, and its founder’s interests in both literature and

science have been maintained to the present day. The firm publishes

fiction and non-fiction for both adults and children. Its authors include

Italo Calvino, Umberto Eco, Jostein Gaarder, Lars Gustafsson, Milan

Kundera, Harry Mulisch, Philip Roth, Susan Sontag, Botho Strauß,

Raoul Schrott, Rafik Schami, Alfred Brendel, Elke Heidenreich and

ten Nobel prizewinners, among them Elias Canetti, whose works

have been translated into more than thirty different languages.
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