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Now and then novels come along of such originality and power that they blow me away. In recent years they have included Ann-Marie MacDonald's "The Way the Crow Flies," Dennis Lehane's “Mystic River" and John Burdett's "Bangkok 8." Now Robert Littell's "Legends" joins that short list. My admiration for Littell's novels, notably "The Defection of A.J. Lewinter" and "The Sisters," is no secret, but I think that, at age 70, he has outdone himself with this dizzying, dazzling portrait of a spy who has so many identities -- legends, in spook-talk -- that he no longer knows who he is.

The novel opens at dawn in the Russian countryside in 1993. Workmen are putting a surface on a road that runs beside a river. A fisherman's dinghy appears out of the morning haze. Three men wade ashore. Two are security men. The third is stark naked. His arms are bound. He wears a crown of thorns, and blood trickles down his face. A piece of cardboard has been attached by a safety pin to the skin of his back. On it is written "The spy Kafkor."

The dazed man, bruised and burned, is pushed up to the road and given a last cigarette. A notorious gangster called the Oligarkh watches from his black Mercedes as the man is forced into a hole in the road. An old woman pleads for the man's life, but he is buried alive and the hole is paved over. A workman snaps a picture with a hidden camera. No one is surprised. "Such things happened all the time in Russia these days." The meaning of this surreal, unsettling scene remains a mystery until the novel's final pages.

We proceed to 1997 and meet Martin Odum, formerly of the CIA, now living over a Chinese restaurant in Brooklyn, working indifferently as a private detective ("I learned everything I know about being a detective from Humphrey Bogart"). A woman named Stella asks him to find her missing brother-in-law, a mysterious Russian named Samat. Because he is rather taken with Stella -- and, more important, because his ex-boss at the CIA warns him not to -- Odum accepts the case. His search for Samat, a Russian criminal in exile, would be fairly straightforward except that Odum has at least two other identities. He has been -- at times still is -- Dante Pippin, an Irish explosives expert, and Lincoln Dittmann, Civil War buff and CIA marksman. Odum identifies with Franz Kafka's stories "of anguished individuals struggling to survive in a nightmarish world." He is searching not only for Samat but also for himself.

The search takes Odum around the world even as his memories take him back and forth in time. As Lincoln Dittmann, in the jungles of Brazil in 1991, he arranged to sell ammonium nitrate to Osama bin Laden, whose agents intended to use it to blow up Wall Street; the bombing was thwarted, but the CIA bungled the chance to capture bin Laden. In 1997, on a hellish island in the Aral Sea, presided over by a homicidal dwarf who calls himself Hamlet, Odum uncovers a Soviet bio weapons site where humans are used to test deadly poisons "that will save Russia from American domination."

Littell's most recent novel, "The Company," carried Russian post-war history to the break-up of the Soviet Union. "Legends" is, among other things, a portrait of today's Russia as a kleptocracy -- a gangster state for which the United States is largely responsible. The Cold War continues covertly, through CIA schemes to keep Russia destabilized and Russian efforts to fight back.

Littell plays ingenious games with his hero's multiple identities and time frames. Lincoln

Dittmann, for example, believes he was at a Civil War battle and was almost executed as a Confederate spy -- in precisely the manner that we saw the spy Kafkor killed at the outset. Identities are always deceptive. A Russian reminds Odum that Stalin, Lenin and

Trotsky were all invented names. The gangster Samat is adored by some as a philanthropist.

A girl has taken the name of her dead twin. A cheap whore in Brazil turns up as a fine lady in Rome. A Moscow cab driver who claims to have been a chess grandmaster is something else entirely. Odum's ex-boss Crystal Quest, the first woman to head the CIA's spy operations, is known as Fred, because her face so resembles that of Fred Astaire. She claims a soft spot for Odum ("In the eighties, in the early nineties, you were legendary for your legends") and regrets that the best interests of the CIA demand that she have him killed.

Madness rules. In Lithuania, Samat gives a church "a fragment of the True Cross," almost certainly fake, and sets off a religious conflict; Odum is almost killed by "deranged peasants with wild beards and wild eyes." I think of this and other Littell novels as surreal, but the author may disagree. After a third of a century writing about the CIA, originally as a Newsweek correspondent, he may think that he's a realist and it's the CIA that's surreal. Certainly, in his telling, it is stunningly corrupt.

Whatever we call it, "Legends" is a rich, funny, perverse, angry, haunting, supremely entertaining look at our world and our government. It is also a reminder of the futility of the labels we attach to fiction. Littell, generally pigeonholed as a spy novelist, is in fact one of those writers, like Elmore Leonard, who have risen far above genre.

If there was any doubt before, this novel makes it blazingly clear that Littell's is one of the most talented, most original voices in American fiction today.
