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Introduction

This study focuses on five Russian women’s autobiographical texts of
the 1990s from a literary and gender point of view. As a research task
formulated in one short sentence, it nevertheless touches upon several areas of
problems, which my purpose is to elaborate in this study. First, to introduce the
character of the five texts I am dealing with I quote some extracts from them:

(1) A BcmomuHaro kak Bce 3To ObwI0. S X0ouy mucath npasny. - Ho Bel He MoxkeTe
IHCaTh JIMIIb CBOKO COOCTBEHHYIO NpaB.y. beuia ere u mpaBaa CTpaHsL...

I recollect everything the way it really happened. I want to write the truth. - But
you can’t just write your own truth. There was also the truth of the country...

(i1) S He Morna mpUHSTH 3Ty CUCTEMY CTPOrO MOJOOpPaHHBIX YMOJYaHHH. (...)
Hacrano Bpems1, korna Bce 3TH TEMHBIE MECTa MOKHO U HY>KHO BBICBETUTb.

I could not accept this system of strictly selected silences. (...) The time has come
when these blank spots can and should be illuminated.

(ii1) Y oHm mpoXuiIM HOYB MACCOBOTO HACHIINS, OOIIYI0 Mapanry st My>KYHH U
YKCHIIIMH, KPUKH HEHABUCTH, U3/IEBATEIbCKUN X0XOT. K KaKuM CBOMM MCTOPUIECKHM
BOCIIOMHHAHHSIM OHH MPUCOBOKYIIHJIH 3TH?

And they lived through the night of mass rape, the common loo for men and women,
savage cries, sarcastic laughter. In which historical memoirs of theirs could they discuss
these?

(iv) Eciu mens cipocsit: “Ot1o 0b110?” — S otBewy — “Her”. “Ot0 mpaBna?” —
“Koneuno.”

If you ask me, “Did this happen?” I will reply, “No”. If you ask me, “Is this true?”” I will
say, “Of course.”

(v) ..[HlJurme B Mupe HET TaKOro KOJWUYECTBA IOJJIOKHBIX AT, (DaJbIIUBBIX
JIOKyMEHTOB, CEMEHHBIX TailH W (PUKTHBHBIX HUCTOpHi, kKak B Poccum. (...)
Hackonbko npaBausa sta kaura? He 3naro. Makc ®@pu ropopui: “C uenoBekoM
YTO-TO CIIy4aeTcs, a IOTOM OH MPUAYMBIBAET IIPO ITO UCTOPUIO”.

...[N]Jowhere are there so many false dates, fake documents, family secrets and
fictitious stories as in Russia. (...) How truthful is this book? I don’t know. Max
Frisch once said: “When something happens to a person, he invents a story about
it”.



These quotations' exemplify the specific literary features of the texts. It
has been as fascinating as it has been puzzling to discuss and interpret texts
written in order “to illuminate blank spots” of the Soviet past, “to tell the truth”
about the past, or “to create a story about one’s own life”. It has been fascinating
to read how the authors write about their lives, and the Soviet past, and it has
been challenging to try and interpret according to which models, conventions,
and structures the texts - truths and lives - have been created. I use the word
“created” because I consider these texts fictional in the sense that every
autobiography is a fiction, a construct. However, while reading these texts,
written by people most of whom are still alive, written about their own lives, I
came across the ethical aspect of reading autobiographical writing. It does
matter, if the text purports to describe allegedly real events and experiences,
especially when they are disturbing, traumatic and tragic.

Although the texts I am investigating have been published in the post-
Soviet era, their literary features and themes to a certain extent relate to the
Soviet period and Soviet discourse. In each text the past, the Soviet past, stands
for a period which, according to the writers, has been represented “untruthfully”
in earlier accounts of that past. In their own texts they now reveal and aim to tell
their own truth about the time. How do these texts relate themselves to the
changes in late 20™ century Russia? How can we read the texts as
autobiographical texts written by women? These questions bring me to the
fundamental question of my study: what and how do these texts tell about the
representation of women’s life and experience through autobiographical
discourse in late twentieth-century Russia?

A central term underlying my research is gender, which I understand to
signify a network of social, cultural and symbolic meanings attached to human
beings, biological women and men, according to which they are situated and
situate themselves as women and men in society, and which constitutes a
hierarchical system of value.? A frequently used term in this study which is
closely connected with gender is experience. 1 understand that our subjective,
lived experience of social reality is inextricably linked to signification processes
in which we participate as subjects, and constitute our subjectivity in interaction
with the system of social, cultural and symbolic meanings. I will use these terms
pragmatically as analytic tools rather than make comments on theoretical
discussions around them among feminist scholars.

In this study I will apply the term autobiographical texts. It has been
asked, why do I use the form “autobiographical” and not “autobiography”? In

' The quotations stem from (i) Pliseckaja (1996/1994), (ii) GerStejn (1998), (iii) Petkevi¢
(1993), (iv) Bonnér (1994/1991; and the English edition 1992) and (v) Arbatova (2002). All
translations from the original Russian are mine, except for Bonnér’s text in which I use the
English edition (1992).

? My understanding of gender has been influenced by by the writings of de Lauretis (1984,
1987) and Braidotti (1994).
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view of the research literature discussed in Chapter 1, it can be noted that the
concept of autobiography is problematic, not least when applied to different
national literary contexts. In this sense autobiographical is less controversial and
offers more space for negotiation than autobiography. “Autobiographical” in no
way exhausts all the aspects these texts might have: they are documentary, non-
fictional, memoir texts etc. On the other hand, my choice of this particular term
over, for instance, “memoirs” is connected with feminist theory and the focus on
the significance of the autobiographical in women’s texts. Thus the choice of the
attribute autobiographical arises from my research task and from the mode of
reading the texts as the authors’ self-produced accounts on their lives, thus
stressing their position as subjects. I will discuss autobiography as a literary
discourse and genre in more detail, but it should be noted, that this study does
not aim to produce a new understanding of the vast field of discussion and
research dealing with them.

The phenomenon of remembering the Soviet time in the previous decade
has produced a vast number of autobiographies and memoirs in Russia. The five
texts I am dealing with are part of this popular branch of literature. The authors
are relatively well-known figures in Russia, some of them even abroad. For
some of them being well-known has provided them with a specific public status
as a memoirist. Approaching the texts as women’s autobiographical texts,
however, makes them part of a rather marginal research field within the
mainstream of Russian literary studies, both as autobiographical and as
women’s texts. In Russia autobiography has not traditionally been considered an
esteemed object of literary studies,® and although research on Russian women’s
writing has already produced important knowledge of Russian cultural history
both in Russia and in the West, the significance of gender in literary production
has not gained much ground in Russian literary studies outside the field of
gender and feminist studies themselves.

The sample of texts I have chosen to analyse here represents the lives of
well-known Russian women, who write about the past as a time “in the
whirlwind the Soviet system”. Reading them from a gender point of view also
evokes another story. My thesis is, that the autobiographical texts written by M.
Arbatova, E. Bonnér, E. GersStejn, T. Petkevi¢ and M. Pliseckaja, represent a
specific process of remembering through corporeal experiences of repression,
violence, sexuality. This aspect brings them close to what feminist theory has
put forward in the investigation of female subjectivity: they construct narratives
of women’s sexuality, agency and identity.

* See Savkina (2001, 10).



Russian Women’s Autobiographies as an Object of Research

My interest in women’s autobiographical texts of the 1990s was
stimulated by the transformation of politics, especially in the field of culture
during perestroika (1985-1991) and the emergence of female authors as a
collective and quite specific phenomenon of that time.* Of course, recent
research on women’s cultural history has had a major impact on my study as
also have feminist literary studies in the West. The importance of
autobiographical writing as a means to explore the ways in which female
subjectivity is constructed was evinced in Western feminist literary studies,
especially in the 1980s. The term “autobiographical” was connected with the
feminist agenda of making the personal count as political, and with the
importance of taking women’s experiences into account when producing
knowledge about their lives and selves (see, for instance, Cosslet, Lury &
Summerfield 2000, 2).

Russian women’s autobiographies and memoirs have traditionally been
considered as important subsidiary material for exploring or constituting
historical times, events or figures. As literary texts in their own right Russian
women’s autobiographical texts have still been investigated relatively little,
although they have begun increasingly to interest feminist literary scholars,
historians and sociologists. Scholars have pointed out the importance of reading
these texts as part of women’s cultural history and as texts on female
subjectivity:

It seems that the autobiographical genre has offered Russian women a place and a
mode of becoming self-aware, expressing their views and searching for their own
way of representing their lives and experiences. Russian women’s
autobiographical texts offer rich and diverse material for research - yet they have
not been previously studied.’

The concern this statement expresses in the last sentence is beginning to
be rectified, although much autobiographical material produced by Russian
women still remains largely unexplored.*

It was pointed out by Barbara Heldt in her ground-breaking book
Terrible Perfection (1987) that autobiography as a literary genre has suited
Russian women writers well, because it is indefinable enough to give space for
more free form of expression. As a so-called boundary genre it offered a
relatively open mode for the representation of female experience, which has

* See, for instance, Rovenskaja (2000); Gabriéljan (1996).

> Research plan of the multidisciplinary project “Models of Self: Russian Women’s
Autobiographical Texts 1800-2000” funded by the Academy of Finland (1998-2000). The
project produced a significant number of individual articles, a few monographs and an
anthology of articles (Models of Self) on Russian women’s autobiographical texts.

6 Tt can be said that this applies to Russian autobiographical writing in general. I will touch
upon this in subsequent chapters.
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often been considered marginal or exceptional in the literary canon. However,
due to the literary status of autobiography as a boundary genre, these texts have
often also remained outside literary studies.” In a way this genre reproduced the
marginality of women’s experience in literature and culture.®

In this study it is not my aim to prove whether or not autobiography is an
especially feminine discourse. I deem it meaningful to think of it as a
historically and culturally specific literary mode for representing life stories.
What this study seeks to interpret is the ways in which contemporary Russian
women have used the autobiographical genre and how they have represented
their lives in this discourse.’

Investigating women’s texts in order to analyse representations of female
experience can lead to circular thinking, where gender becomes equated with
woman. However, this kind of approach does not mean that these texts have
been created, or exist, in a void. Therefore, we should consider how and why the
studies of women’s literature and feminist studies, have emerged in the first
place. As Mary Eagleton writes:

British and American feminist critics in the 1970s were preoccupied with the idea
that women writers had been silenced, by and large excluded from literary history.
...[TThe key interest... [was] to rediscover the lost work of women writers, while
providing a context that would be supportive of contemporary women writers, and
... to manifest “what it is to be female”, to declare the experience and perceptions
that have been unheard. Aware that critical attention concentrated mostly on male
writers, these critics demanded a status and recognition for women authors. But
the aim was not simply to fit women into the male-dominated tradition; they also
wanted to write the history of a tradition among women themselves (Eagleton
1996, 1).

Thus, it is not simply literature produced by women that is being
investigated, but also the influence of the prevailing values attached to women’s
writing in society. As Eagleton argues, literature produced by women has been
ignored or excluded from literary history and female experience and perception
were left in the shadow of a male-dominated tradition. The aim of the feminist

7 As Puskareva (2000, 65) and Savkina (2001, 10) note, autobiography, especially in the 18™ -
19" centuries, was not considered a literary genre in Russia, cf. Puskareva:
“[A]sTobuorpaduu sxe ObIITN ‘HE COBCEM JIUTEPATYpOii’ M 3a CUET 3TOTO MOTJIM CO3/1aBaTh IS
WX aBTOPOB CBOEOOpa3HyIO ICHUXOJOTHYecKyto Huiry. Autobiographies were not ‘real
literature’ and due to this they could offer for their authors a specific psychological sphere”.

¥ For instance, Irina Savkina notes that in the 19th century it was suggested that female
creativity could be channelled into the genres of diary, memoirs and letters (Savkina 2001,
15).

° T use the term genre to refer to conventions of autobiographical writing, that is, the historical
literary context in which this genre has formed (in Russia), and the term discourse to refer to
a specific way to represent social reality (these definitions can be found in Lehtonen 1998, 32
-, 183).
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critics is to specifically orientate attention to female perception in this
hierarchical system.

In the Russian context the question of gender in literary history forms a
similar kind of research problem as in the Western context, to which the
quotation above refers.” History of women’s writing has started to be
investigated more widely and thoroughly in the last decades, and the need to
assess female tradition in literature has been proclaimed by researchers as well
as writers. In Russia the first anthologies by Russian women writers were
published in the turn of the 1980s-90s. As the Russian literary scholar T.
Rovenskaja points out in her investigation of contemporary women’s prose,
historical consciousness about a female perception and tradition in literature is
rare among Russians:

[Ipobnema wuneHTHdUKAIMK >KEHCKOW Tpo3bl 80-90-X TOMOB W IKEHIIUHBI-
MUCATeNLHUIBI B KAauecTBE TOBOPALIETO CYOBEKTa CTaHOBUTCS OCHOBHOH
XapaKTEPUCTKON JTaHHOTO JUTEPATYPHOTO (peHOMEHa M, OJHOBPEMEHHO, KIIOYOM
K TIOHUMaHuio ero cytd. [louemy 3Ta mpoOiiemMa Tak BakHa B PasroBOpE O
JKeHCKor Tmipo3e? MMeHHO Ha ypoBHE UWIACHTH(DHKAIMM TPOSBISETCS BCS
CIIOHOCTh M MPOTUBOPEUYMBOCTh HacTosimero ¢eHomeHa. BocmnuranHbie B
YCIOBUSAX TIpeHEOpexeHus: K MHUPY (PEeMUHHUHHBIX [EHHOCTEH, SBICHUAM H
MOHATUAM (PEMUHUHHOTO Psa, BKIIOYAs aCCOIMATUBHEIC S3BIKOBBIE KOHCTPYKTHI,

YKCHIITMHBI-TNCATEIbHULIBI, OJTHAKO, TPEANPUHUMAIOT TIOTIBITKY
UIeHTH(QHUIUPOBATh Cce0s C ITHM MHPOM, OTKpHITH ero B cebe. (Rovenskaja
2000)"

In the material I am interested in, the question of identifying with the
author’s own female perception and historical experience of the world becomes
one of the main common aspects I found in the texts. The representation of
female experience” is woven into the textual fabric, which conforms to
prevailing generic conventions of autobiographical writing, like writing for the
good of a common cause, writing the truth about the past etc., but also brings out

" Tn a similar vein, research on Russian women’s literature has shown how women authors
have been marginalized in literary research and canons, and questioned the premises of such
aesthetic and historical norms that contribute to this marginalization. See, for instance, Barker
& Gheith (2002); Kelly (1994), Ledkovsky, Rosenthal & Zirin (1994); Marsh (1996);
Rosenholm (1999), Parnell (1996); Rosenholm & Gopfert (2002); Savkina (1998, 2001); to
name just a few.

" “The problem of identification of women’s prose of the [19]80s-90s and the woman writer
as a speaking subject becomes a constitutive characteristic of this literary phenomenon and,
simultaneously, a key to understanding its essence. Why is this problem so important in the
discussion of women’s prose? Exactly on the level of identification emerges the whole
difficulty and contradiction of this phenomenon. Brought up in the circumstances of contempt
towards the world of feminine values, phenomena and notions, including associative
linguistic constructions, women writers, however, strive to identify themselves with this
world, open it for themselves.”

"> On theorizing on of female experience see Chapter 1.
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the author’s interaction with these conventions in the discourse. It is important
to situate these texts in the tradition of female autobiographical discourse in
Russia because of the long history of ignoring the influence of this tradition. It is
equally important to adopt methods of feminist theory in order to interpret the
texts from the viewpoint of female subjectivity, because the texts are open and
offer interesting material for such a methodological approach.

The Literary Material

General Aspects

The study focuses primarily on the following texts: Elena Bonnér’s
Houxu - mamepu (1994/1991) (tansl. in English Mothers and Daughters, 1992),
Tamara PetkeviC’s JKuznw - canoowcox nenapnwii (1993, Life is an Odd Boot),
Maija Pliseckaja’s A, Maiis Ilmuceyxas... (1996/1994, 1, Maija Pliseckaja)®,
Emma Gerstejn’s Memyapor (1998, Memoirs) and Marija Arbatova’s Mue 40
aem (1999, I'm Forty). Why did I choose these five texts as primary research
material, and not, for instance, women writers’ autobiographical texts", or texts
written by so-called ordinary women, or, by émigre writers"*? By choosing these
particular texts I do not suggest that they are especially autobiographical in
some “pure” sense. Nor do I suggest that these are “the best” autobiographical
texts in my opinion. Initially, I wanted to do research on texts which included
the so-called autobiographical pact, thus not extending the research to fiction,
which also may be interpreted as autobiography, be based on autobiographical
material or imitate autobiographical literary devices. I aimed to concentrate on a
specific field of autobiographical writing: retrospective writing on “the self and
the time”, that is, autobiographies and memoirs, “non-fictional” texts, which I
seeked to interpret from a literary point of view.

After reading various autobiographical and memoir texts written by
women and published during the 1990s (especially in literary journals) and
noticing that there still remained a large amount of texts to be read, I also
decided to concentrate on qualitative rather than quantitative aspects in my
research. The above-mentioned texts were especially inspiring from my point of
view, because they were different enough from each other and so represented the

" Also translated in English, I, Maya Plisetskaya, but in this study no references are made to
it.

'* Cf. Natal’ja Baranskaja: Cmpancmeue 6e30omneix (The Wandering of the Homeless).
Kuzneonucanne. Cemeiinpiii apxuB. Crapble anbO6ombl. [luckma pasHbix ser. JJOKyMEHTEHI.
BocnomuHaHus Moux poauTtenci, ux apyseil. Mou cobcTBeHHbIE BocrioMUHaHUs. M., 1999.
Nina Katerli has published documentary texts on her childhood and her mother (1997, 1998);
see also her recent documentary novel “CkBo3p cympak ObiTus”, 3ge30a 12/2002; Nina
Gorlanova’s prose texts have an autobiographical timbre in them.

" Nina Berberova, Kypcue moii/ The Italics Are Mine; see Olga Demidova’s research on
Russian émigre women’s autobiographies and memoirs: Demidova (2000) and (1998).
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diversity and variety offered by this particular mode of writing', but they also
shared important similarities which offered a common ground for interpretation
and contrasting between them. In the following I will explicate some of the
similarities and differences between the texts.

The authors of the texts thus range from ballet dancers to literary
historians, which may seem a wide range. A look at the thematic structures of
the texts shows that they differ from each other in this aspect as well: one text is
a Gulag testimony, another presents literary memoirs and so on. The choice of
texts which differ from each other in content and structure was intentional. My
interest in women’s autobiographical texts stems from the various functions,
forms and possibilities this genre has offered and continues to offer writers. It is
not my purpose to claim that these texts represent certain “prototypes” of
autobiographical writing, as my sample is not representative enough to suggest
such a hypothesis. However, by choosing texts that differ from each other in
structure and content the various possibilities this genre can offer have been
taken into account - if not all, but some of them.

The texts have important similarities as well. An important feature that
links these texts with each other is the status of their authors: 1) They are well-
known women. Pliseckaja is an international star, former artist of the Bolshoi
Theatre, Bonnér is a famous dissident and human rights activist, Gerstejn was an
esteemed literary scholar, Arbatova is a feminist writer and TV-celebrity,
Petkevi¢ is a St. Petersburg actress and former labour camp prisoner. In this
sense they have a familiar social status of a memoirist, a person who has
experienced or accomplished something extraordinary, which gives them a good
reason to write about their lives."” Although this feature to some extent structures
the life-stories, it does not prevent the authors from addressing issues which are
perhaps, so to say, everyday, “ordinary”. Thus, they offer interesting material
from the viewpoint of the representation of public and private spheres of life in
women’s autobiographical texts. In choosing a sample of texts written by fairly

' Cf. Harris (1990, 3; et passim) notes, for instance, that “[d]iversity of form has
characterized autobiographical discourse since the beginning of the Western literary narrative
tradition. One of the consequences of this diversity has been the complexity and confusion
plaguing attempts to describe it.”

'" Thus this study does not include such contemporary texts which deconstruct the traditional
status of a memoirist. For instance, in the contemporary women writers’ anthologies Hogwie
amazonxu (The New Amazons, 1991) and Pyccxas oywa (The Russian soul, 1995), the
authors purposefully deny any “particularity” or “remarkability” of their biographies, and
instead stress their “typicality”. The literary journal Moskva published a text which starts by
asserting the importance of ordinary people’s memoirs: “Memyapbl 0OBIYHO MHINYT JIOAH
W3BECTHBIE M 3HauuTenbHbIC. (...) [lepen ToOO# ke, MOpOTO UYWTaATENb, JIGKUT KHHUTA, TIC
OIUCHIBACTCS JKU3Hb JIIOJIEH Malo KOMY M3BECTHBIX, HHY€M OCOOCHHO HE MpPHMEYaTeIbHbIX./
Memoirs are usually written by persons who are famous and significant. (...) In front of you,
my dear reader is a book which describes the life of people who are not famous, not
remarkable in any particular way.” (Sevjakova 2000, 3).
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well-known women I am interested in contemplating how through these texts
they construct their lives as women in the public eye. 2) All the above-
mentioned writers are educated, intellectual women who have been brought up
in an urban environment (Moscow or Leningrad). 3) They belong to the Soviet
generations: they have lived most of their lives in the Soviet Union and their
socialization has taken place during the Soviet period, although in different
times. 4) In the texts they construct their lives on an experience of the Soviet
society which can be called marginalized: although the most famous of them,
Maija Pliseckaja, became a famous prima ballerina during the Soviet period, her
text constructs a picture of her past based on a contradiction between her public
career and the story of her personal life. The other authors also purport to tell in
their texts stories which they deem of importance from the point of view of an
individual’s history and memory, experiences which have not been dealt with
properly if at all in the public discourse. To put it more clearly, these authors’
attitude to and perception of the Soviet era and its official politics are critical in
these texts. This does not mean that all autobiographical texts in this period were
such, on the contrary. However, it is a phenomenon of the 1990s that critical
views about the Soviet Union became commonplace in Russian public
discourse.

Three of the authors, Bonnér (1923), Petkevi¢ (1920) and Pliseckaja
(1925), belong to the same generation born in the 1920s, whose families,
especially their parents, where afflicted by the purges of the 1930s. The year
1937 is a crucial year in each of their biographies and texts. All of the writers
experienced the loss of at least one of their parents in childhood or adolescence,
which they describe in their texts. GerStejn (1903-2002) belongs to the
generation born before the 1917 revolution. The main characters of her text - the
modernist poets Ahmatova and Mandel’Stam - were affected by the political
upheaval in the 1930s-40s, the time on which many of the literary historical
materials and personal accounts in GerStejn’s memoirs concentrate. Arbatova, as
the author points out in her text, belongs to the first generations born after
Stalin’s death (1957). Thus, her historical experience of Soviet society formed in
circumstances rather different from the others’. As we shall see in the analyses,
her text comments and criticizes the legacy of the Soviet system more explicitly
than the other texts. These generational differences are here seen as a strength,
which makes it possible to compare the differences across generations and the
similarities through generations.

The time of the publication of the texts (the 1990s) is one of the criteria
for choosing them. It is connected with the easing of official censorship, when
the publication of many previously banned texts took place. They have been
written in different times, and to a certain extent, some of them continue from
where the thaw period in the 1960s ended. I take the time of their publication as
a sign that these texts are connected with a similar kind of process concerning
politics of remembering, culture and literature.
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As to the genre of the texts, I am inclined to call them by the term
autobiographical texts. In the Russian context, as has been pointed out by
previous research, they would perhaps rather be called reminiscences
(6ocnomunanus) or memoirs (memyapuwt) (save, perhaps, for Arbatova’s text). I
characterize them by the term autobiographical because each of them directly
describes the past life and experiences of the first person narrator. The typical
generic feature of memoirs, the emphasis on the description of other people and
the surrounding world, is most prominent in Ger$tejn’s work, but the other texts
also share this feature of memoir literature. As a difference between Gerstejn’s
and the other texts, the latter do concentrate on the life of the author-narrator-
protagonist, the first person narrator, whereas the former focuses primarily on
the lives of other characters. Insofar as the writing of these lives is based, as the
narrator herself also points out, on her own observations and life near the main
characters, and describes her development and experiences as well (as will be
shown in more detail later) the text can be called autobiographical.”® A further
analysis of its narrative tactic and its content gives support to this notion.

It has been suggested that autobiography is a genre where the
relationship to others forms a necessary constituent of its composure (see Miller
1996). On the other hand, a memoirist, when writing about others, necessarily
writes about him/herself as well. The attribute form autobiographical (and not
autobiography or memoirs) moves the definition concerning the texts’ generic
features towards looser terms, but it also points to the fact that the authors write
retrospectively about their own past, in their own names. In this study, the
‘autobiographical’ bears an important reference to feminist theory, where this
term has become a principal constituent in the study of female subjectivity.”

About the Authors and the Texts

Marija Ivanovna Arbatova’s characterization as a professional writer in
The Dictionary of Russian Women Writers of 1994, states that she is dramatist,
film scriptwriter, poet and publicist. In the course of the 1990s she also became
a TV-celebrity and politician. She is described as “scion of intellectual family”,
who lived through the hippy period of the 1970s, studied first philosophy at
university and then enrolled in the Gorky Institute. During her student years she
got married, gave birth to and raised twin sons. Many of her works in the early
1980s were not published until glasnost’ in the late 1980s. Melissa T. Smith
(1994) characterises Arbatova as a liberal feminist in a recognisable Western
sense, who 1s concerned with issues of physical exploitation of women, equal
rights in the domestic and social spheres, and ecology. Arbatova founded a club

' It received the small Booker Prize for the best autobiographical work in 1998.

¥ Cf. Cosslet, Lury & Summerfield (2000, 2); and Bossinade (2000, 147): “Wie kaum ein
anderer Zweig der Literaturwissenschaft ist die Autobiographik ... zu einem Gebiet
geschlechtshistorischer Erkundungen geworden”.
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for intellectual women called “Kny0 »enmun, BMematonmxcs B moautuxy/Club
for women who meddle with politics”, and she stood as a candidate for the
election to the Duma, among other things.”

Her autobiographical novel Mue 40 nem (I'm Forty) was first published
in 1999. The second edition of this autobiographical text appeared in 2002, with
modifications in the structure, additions to the content, and with a new title
Ipowanue ¢ XX eexom I-1I (Farewell to the 20™ Century I-IT).* My discussion
here will be based on the first edition.”

Arbatova’s autobiographical text in many ways brings out tensions
between the public and the private for a woman writer, which will be
contemplated in this book. My analysis of the text will strive to look at it from
the point of view of its production in a context of a certain female public sphere,
and not as a product attached to the author’s persona.”

The story of the book follows the chronological line of the narrator-
protagonist’s 40 years of life, however, some flashbacks in the form of her
parents’ and grandparents’ stories occur during the narrative. The book covers
her childhood in Murom, a provincial town where her father worked as a teacher
of philosophy, her falling ill with poliomyelitis as a one year old child, the
treatment of this illness and its consequences in Soviet children’s hospitals
during her childhood and adolescence.

The text also describes the protagonist’s road to literature. According to
Arbatova, a woman writer was most vulnerable in this system because of sexual
harassment, both physical and psychological. She describes her situation in the
early 1980s when she was unable to publish her texts. The 1990s bring big
changes into her life. She divorces her first husband, becomes involved in
feminist activities and politics, and meets her second husband. In the end the
narrator presents an alternative course of events in her life, starting from the
fates of her grandparents - but as an end result it turns out her life has brought
her to a point at which she can look back at her life, accept it, and start another.

* For further biographical and bibliographical data see Smith (1994); and Arbatova’s website
<www.arbatova.ru>.

! Regarding why she wrote another version of her autobiography so soon, the author answers:
“...CMU HaunHaIM MyTaTh MEHS - MMUCATEIBLHUILY CO MHOM - OOIIECTBEHHOMW AcsITebHUIICH. S
HE CYMTAIO, YTO YEJOBEK, PEIIMBUIMUCSA MITH B TOJUTUKY, HE JOJDKEH MUCATh UCKPEHHHE
KHIDKKH 0 ce0e. YBBI, BpeMsl CUMTAeT MHAue U JIMIIAET MEHsI BO3MOXHOCTH MHMCATh O KHU3HU
ot nepBoro nuna./ ...The Mass media began to confuse me - the writer, with myself - the
politician. I don’t think that people, who have decided to go into politics shouldn’t write frank
books about themselves. Alas, the time thinks otherwise and deprives me of the chance to
write about my life in the first person.” (Arbatova 2002, 7)

* References to the second edition will occasionally be made.

» See Lukjanova (1999), who considers the book Mue 40 nem, I’'m Forty, the author’s self-
promotion.

* This is modified in the second edition, where the story begins from the ancestors and
proceeds from there in chronological order.
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Elena Georgievna Bonnér’s parents were dedicated party workers: the
father, Gevork Alihanov, was a prominent Armenian communist and a secretary
of the Comintern, and her mother, Ruth Bonnér was “dedicated to bringing
culture to the masses”. Bonnér’s given name was Ljusja, as she refers to herself
in her text. In May 1937 her life as Ljusja, however, ended because of her
father’s arrest. A few months later the mother also was arrested and sentenced to
hard labour as the wife of a traitor. Bonnér started an autonomous life, working
and studying in Leningrad. She volunteered as a nurse in the war and in 1945
was discharged as a disabled veteran. However, she could study in a medical
institute and became a paediatrician. She also worked as a writer and editor. She
married her fellow-student, and gave birth to a daughter and a son in the 1950s.
In the 1970s Bonnér met her second husband, Andrej Saharov, in connection
with their common work for human rights. In 1980 Saharov was exiled to Gorky
and in 1984 Bonnér followed him. In 1986 their exile ended and they returned to
Moscow. She has described the years spent in Gorky in a book Ilocmckpunmym/
Alone Together (1987).% After Saharov’s death in 1989 she continued her work
for human rights in Russia. In 1993 she lent her support for Boris Eltsin, but
withdrew it in 1995 in protest against the war in Chechnya. In recent years she
has given statements and speeches against Putin’s regime for the same reason.”

The book Jouxu - mamepu/ Mothers and Daughters is a memoir of
childhood in Stalin’s Russia. As the preface of the book tells us, it was started
after the author’s mother died in 1987. The writing of the text begins from a
letter written to the authors’ children about her family history, but as it occurs,
the writing process continues and expands into a manuscript for a book. The text
describes Bonnér’s childhood starting from her first memory and continuing to
dwell on recollections of her early childhood in her parents’ house in Leningrad
where the central figure was her mother’s mother, Grandmother Tat’jana
Bonnér, called Batanja. As put by Elena Gessen in her review of the book, the
rifts in the philosophy of life between Bonnér’s parents and grandmother puts
the protagonist in the chiasma of two opposite approaches: the party ideology of
her mother, “a woman party worker, anti-bourgeoisie, maximalist” and
grandmother’s traditional, solid way of life, with a vivid sense of duty,
responsibility, and goodness (Gessen 1994, 201).

The narrative goes towards the end with the late 1930s describing the
protagonist’s schooldays, participating in the literary circle and writing for a

» T have not included this text in my investigation although it offers interesting insight into
the theory of life writing. If compared with the text I’m interested in, Postskriptum deals with
Bonnér’s day-to-day life with his husband, whereas Docki - materi concentrates more on her
family history and childhood.

% See <www.brandeis.edu/departments/sakharov/h_description.html#Bonner.bio>; See also a
part of her speech given at the Hannah Arendt awards in Germany, in English entitled “Living
a big lie in Putin’s Russia” to be found in the website:
<www.eng.yabloko.ru/Publ/2001/Papers/sunday-times-180201.html>.
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school journal. The story of childhood ends with the description of the day when
her father was arrested. The epilogue refers to the end of the writing process in
1989, and it outlines the subsequent fate of her family members, life without
parents and then later the life with her mother after her release from the Gulag.
The book ends with words about the feeling of guilt passed on from generation
to generation, and the exclamation: “Mothers and daughters!”

Emma Grigor’evna Gerstejn, a literary critic, editor and memoirist was a
graduate of Moscow State University’s Department of Social Sciences (1924).
In 1936 she embarked upon her research on Mihail Lermontov, under the
tutelage of Boris Eihenbaum, but without any institutional affiliation. She wrote
numerous articles on Lermontov’s biography, which were the basis of her best
known work in this area Cyosba Jlepmonmosa (Lermontov’s Fate, 1964).
Gerstejn became a member of the Writers” Union in 1965. She has since written
memoirs of Osip and Nadezda Mandel’Stam, whom she met in 1928 and Anna
Ahmatova, whom she met in 1934. Her memoirs of the Mandel’Stams were
prompted by N. Mandel’Stam’s earlier memoirs of her husband and attempted to
set the record straight, but they also offered new material on O. Mandel’Stam’s
exile (Hosoe o Manoenvuumame, New Materials on Mandel’Stam, 1986).
Gerstejn has also prepared the posthumous publication of Ahmatova’s
unpublished prose works.”

Gerstejn’s book Memyapv/ Memoirs (1998) contains the previous
memoirs Hosoe o Manoenvumame (New Materials...), which form the first part
of text, represented by two chapters “BOausu mosta/ Near the Poet” and
“Manpgenbiitam B Boponexke (Mandel’Stam in Voronez)”. The first chapter
describes and accounts for GerStejn’s meeting with the Mandel’Stams in a
sanatorium, the second presents information on the Mandel’Stams’ exile based
on S.B.Rudakov’s letters to his wife. The second part of the book contains six
chapters: “Jlumnsas mo6oBb (Superfluous Love)™, which is a retrospective
narrative of the author’s love affair with Anna Ahmatova’s son, “Anna
Ahmatova and Lev Gumilev”, which represents Lev Gumilev’s letters to the
author written in the mid-50s, “Ilepeuens ooua (Flow of Insults)”, which is
again a retrospective narrative of Gerstejn’s life in the 1920s-40s and on the
Mandel’Stams, “Nadezda Jakovlevna” is a semi-literary, semi-auto/biographical
account of Osip Mandel’Stam’s life and poetry in the 1930s, “Monogoii
Manpgensmram ckBo3b pasHyro ontuky (The Young Mandel’stam Through a
Different Perspective)” is a short account of the descriptions of the young poet
in others’ texts and words, and “B copok Bocbmom (In Forty-eight)”, a diary
entry on one day, 29 April 1948. The third part consists of five shorter chapters,
which relate to GerStejn’s meetings and discussions with Ahmatova (e.g.,
“Kawnra xwu3nu (Book of Life)”), or to others’ reminiscences of her (“Crapsie

7 For biobibliographical data see Meyer’s article in The Dictionary of Russian Women
Writers (1994).
* First published in 1993 in Novyj mir.
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cobecennunpl - Old Companions”) and one chapter on Pasternak “Heckosbko
BcTpeu ¢ bopucom Ilacrepnakom (Meetings With Boris Pasternak)”.

Thus, the memoirs represent a wealth of literary material on different
aspects of the poets’ lives and work. What interests me in this text is the
representation of the narrator’s own self either through these others or in the
shadow of the others, more specifically, I will focus on the chapters “B6au3u
nodta (Near the Poet)”, “Jlumnusas mo6oBe (Superfluous Love)”, “Ilepeuens
ooun (Flow of Insults)” and “Nadezda Jakovlevna”. In contrast to the other
texts, as already mentioned, GerStejn’s book does not offer a coherent account
on her own life, but presents fragments and recollections of the famous Russian
poets’ lives and her own in connection with these. However, a review on the
book states that it is not just “subsidiary material for the biographies of
Ahmatova and Mandel’Stam, but a very harmonious, lyrical, rather even a
sentimental artistic work™ and suggests it was for GerStejn “that one novel which
each person can write” in their lives (Zolotonosov 1998). However, the overall
tone of the review gives reason to believe that GerStejn’s life was sad and
pitiful®, and her book is remarkable in the sense that it makes the “great” to look
like any other “minutiae” of an epoch.

In the course of the research 1 read GerStejn’s text through the
perspective of writing about one’s life through, or, rather, in the shadow of
others. As feminist literary scholarship on (Russian and other) female
autobiography has shown, this is an appropriate narrative approach for writing
about a woman’s life, which has traditionally not been considered socially and
historically important in itself. My aim, however, is to read the text from the
point of view of representation of female experience.

Tamara Vladimirovna Petkevi¢ was born in Petrograd in 1920. Her
parents fought in the same Red Division during the Civil War. In the 1930s her
father was a director of a peat works near Leningrad. In 1937 he was arrested.
After this the whole family came under suspicion and finally Petkevi¢ moved to
Central Asia, Frunze to escape NKVD agents. There she married and started a
study at the Medical Institute. However, surveillance continued there too and she
was arrested and sentenced to seven years of hard labour in 1943. Her talent as
an actress and the theatre director Aleksandr Gavronskij, who was also a
prisoner, became her rescue in the Gulag. After her release Petkevi¢ continued
to work in the theatre.*

Petkevi¢’s book JKusuv - canoowcox nenapmsiii/Life Is an Odd Boot
(1993) is a description of her life before and during the imprisonment. It
describes her life from childhood to the arrest of her father, her own arrest and
imprisonment in the Gulag. A fragment of the text was first published in the

* Tt says that the pervasive thesis of the text is Gerstejn’s love for a man (L.Gumilev) who did
not need that love, and the essence of her own situation in life was her maladjustment for the
role that was given to her (Zolotonosov 1998).

** Biographical notes from Galitsky (1999).
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collection of women’s Gulag memoirs /[oonece msecomeem. 3anucku sawieti
cospemennuywl (1989) also published in English.' A play called “Ilo Ty cropony
cmbiciia (On the Other Side of Reason)”, based on a fragment of Petkevic’s
memoirs was performed by a St. Petersburg student theatre in 2000.* There are
no indications in the texts as to when the memoirs were written, but in theory
they may at least have been started in the 1960s when, due to the relative
liberation of the political atmosphere, many ex-convicts felt their testimonies
were needed. The regime then, however, was not ripe to face the accountability
of the past and most memoirs remained unpublished, or were published abroad
(Smith 1996, 2, 38).

The text starts by describing life in the 1920s in Petrograd. The father’s
arrest in 1937 is a turning point in the protagonist’s life. She is expelled from the
Komsomol and she and her family become targets of constant surveillance. The
protagonist, then a young woman, strives to continue her life, find friends and
work, but her reputation as the daughter of the people’s enemy hampers her
efforts. After receiving letters from her friend, Erik, who had moved to Frunze,
and his declaration of love, she decides to move away and start a new life in
1941. During the war, she receives a letter informing her that her mother and
one sister have died of hunger in Leningrad, that the other sister has survived
and has been sent to an orphanage. In 1943 the protagonist is arrested and taken
for interrogation. She is eventually sentenced to hard labour.

The text continues with descriptions of the sadistic treatment of the
prisoners by their guards, of other women prisoners who came to be friends and
foes, descriptions of nature, of transfer to another prison, scenes of violence,
protesting against inhuman work-loads, etc. A turning point in the protagonist’s
life takes place when she performs at an evening for the others and finds out that
she is talented, and she meets intelligent, creative people with whom to discuss.
Documents about the protagonist’s father’s and her own rehabilitation are
included in the book. The book ends with a reference to her subsequent life in
theatre, which is “already another life”.

Maija Mihailovna Pliseckaja was born in Moscow. Her father was a
communist working in the mining industry and her mother was a film actress.
The father was arrested in 1937 and the mother was sentenced to a prison camp
for several years as the wife of the people’s enemy. The daughter was taken care
of by her aunt. Her early talent and the family traditions in ballet helped
Pliseckaja on her way to ballet. She graduated from Moscow Choreography
School in 1943, joined the ensemble of the Bolshoi Theatre the same year and
was a member of it until 1990. Her first tour with the Bolshoi to USA and
Canada took place in 1959. She became prima ballerina assoluta in 1960. During
her career she has performed in the leading roles of classical ballets and

3UTill My Tale is Told. Women'’s Memoirs of the Gulag (1999).
2 A review on the play can be found in Ilemepbypeckuit meampanvuwiii scypran 22/2000:
<www.theatre.ru:8084/ptzh/2000/22/103.html>).
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collaborated with famous choreographers. Her career still continues as a teacher
of young dancers all over the world, e.g. in Finland. She is married to the
composer Rodion S¢edrin. In 2000 she received Russia’s highest civil honour,
the medal for the service to the Russian state, second degree, from President
Vladimir Putin.”

Her memoirs A, Maiia I[lwuceyxas... (publ. in English I, Maya
Plisetskaya..., 2001) were first published in Russia in 1994. Since then they have
been translated into French, German, Japanese, English and other languages.*
The book has received much publicity, and especially in the West it has been
read as a revealing account on Soviet reality and an artist’s everyday life, written
by a world famous ex-Soviet artist. In my discussion of the text I will
concentrate on the aspect of how the life of a famous female artist is represented.

The text consists of Pliseckaja’s life story from her first childhood
memory to her performance on her fiftieth anniversary as a performing artist in
1993. The story of her being reswiez0mnsis, unexportable until 1959, is, as the
narrator herself comments, a faithful description of that time, and, together with
the childhood experiences, it forms a main constituent of the life story.
Pliseckaja mentions in the course of the narration that she relies on her own
diaries of the time, which may explain the “day-to-day” account.

Towards the end Pliseckaja draws the conclusions of her life, and states
that she would have gladly been born in a more fortunate country than the Soviet
Union. As an artist with an exceptionally long and successful career, and with
bitter life experience, she deliberately writes her book as a legacy for future
generations. The end of the book, however, is not the end of her career - as the
last sentence has it, she is still waiting for her 36e30usiii uac, her big moment.

The Structure of the Study

In the discussion of the theoretical and methodological frame-work of
the research in Chapter 1 the main purpose is to represent and discuss theories
that highlight the specific qualities of these texts as literary constructs and to
demonstrate what is at stake in the reading of the texts as autobiographical texts
by Russian women. This discussion is not so much an attempt to define what an
autobiographical text is, but to show what the problems and possibilities of these
texts and their literary definitions are. Another important part of the first chapter
is that the “autobiographical” refers to a specific approach to these texts from a
feminist point of view of female subjectivity. This is why I make specific efforts
to explain the meaning of female subjectivity, female experience and gender
when reading these texts. Chapter 1 introduces the analytic tools that are used in
reading the texts.

» Biographical data: Rédsédnen (2000); The International Maya Plisetskaya and Rodion
Shchedrin Foundation, <www.shchedrin.de/index.htm>.
** They also appeared in Finnish in 2003.
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The second chapter is dedicated to the literary context of female
subjectivity in Russia. The aim of this chapter is to outline a network of
meanings connected to female authorship in Russia in history, and to
contextualise the texts in Russian culture. I will seek to establish connections to
the objects of research and previous Russian women’s autobiographical writing.
This chapter gives an introduction to the texts, their motifs and to some other
similar texts by women. Chapters 3 - 7 then present individual analyses of the
texts narrative features. The order of the chapters is the following: in Chapters 3-
5 1 discuss texts by women of the 1920s’ generation, starting with Petkevi¢’s
Gulag memoirs (Chapter 3) which vividly introduces the importance of the
historical and moral context of this autobiographical discourse in Russia and the
importance of recording individual, human experience in Russian culture. The
discussion continues with Pliseckaja’s text (Chapter 4), which also articulates
the need to deal with repressed experiences but which are now represented from
a different point of view: that of a famous ballerina, who recollects her difficult
but successful career as a well-known public persona. The third text of the 1920s
generation is Bonnér’s (Chapter 5) which offers yet another contrast to the
previous two with its perspective of a well-known dissident who recollects her
family history, childhood and becoming a woman in Stalin’s time. Chapter 6
contemplates Gerstejn’s literary memoirs bringing in the aspect of age in
memoir writing (she is the oldest of the authors), and representing a specific
literary subgenre. Chapter 7 makes a contrast to the previous because it focuses
on the text of the youngest autobiographer, Marija Arbatova. This text brings us
back to Petkevi¢’s with its reference to discourse of Gulag memoirs and with its
metaphorical construction of the first person narrator’s life as a teleological
development: from imprisonment (suffering) to freedom (success). The aim of
these chapters is to contrast the texts with each other, and this order of texts
seems a good choice for this purpose. In Chapter 8 I make some preliminary
conclusions about the literary analyses, and seek to integrate the theoretical
frame with the analyses. This task continues in Chapter 9, which contemplates
the texts more from a thematic point of view: the representation of female
subjectivity and sexuality, which emerges as an important feature in the texts.
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1 Genre and Gender: Theoretical and Methodological
Background

This chapter focuses on two main aspects that interest me in the material
I have chosen to analyse: the problem of autobiographical discourse as a literary,
historical and national construct and the influence of feminist theory of gender
and sexuality on doing literary, textual research. The aim is to critically and
pragmatically reflect on problems of defining autobiography, memoirs and other
non-fictional genres and to consider the differences between Western and
Russian theories of the genre. I make a digression on the basic ideas of what
feminist semiotics and narratology mean when reading women’s texts, after
which I introduce the analytic tools of my own approach to reading the texts as
literary autobiographical texts.

The use of the term autobiographical refers to the methodological and
theoretical premises that form the base of this study,' that is, theories and
methods from the areas of feminist, literary and cultural studies. In the
Introduction I already endeavoured to explain why I use the more elusive term
“autobiographical” instead of “autobiography”. This is further explained in the
discussion of different approaches to defining “autobiography”, where I lean
mostly on Western theories about the “autobiographical pact”, and discuss the
applicability of the term “autobiography” to the Russian context.

The importance of autobiographies as research material in feminist
studies was partly already discussed in the Introduction.’? Feminist theory is also
important from the point of view of Russian cultural studies.

Feminist studies on Russian literature and cultural history pay attention
to the context of production and reception of literary texts, thus taking into
account that literary texts are not produced in a void, independently of social
reality, cultural conventions and values.® This, however, does not mean that we
return the textual meanings to “extra-textual” referents. As Kelly (1994, 7)

" It has been remarked that this term is more fashionable than and has absorbed the genre of
memoir (Holmgren 2003, x). This might well be so, but I deem this term adequate from the
viewpoint of my current task and apt in evoking subjectivity in the texts.

* As the editors of the anthology Feminism and Autobiography (2000, 2) state: “There has
always been a strong feminist interest in the autobiographical, beginning with the attempt to
connect the ‘personal’ with the ‘political’, and the concomitant emphasis on women’s
experience as a vital resource in the creation of women’s knowledge. As awareness has
shifted from women’s experience as a given, to the complex construction of gendered
subjectivities, the field of autobiography has become a central preoccupation and a testing-
ground for feminism.” However, autobiography has not been an unproblematic concept for
feminists: see Kolkenbruck-Netz & Schuller (1982).

’ Such studies include, Constructing Russian Culture in the Age of Revolution: 1881-1940
(1998) and Russian Cultural Studies: An Introduction (1998) ed. by Catriona Kelly and
Stephen Shepherd; Women and Russian Culture (1998) ed. by Rosalind Marsh; Russia,
Women, Culture (1996) ed. by Helena Goscilo and Beth Holmgren.



writes, texts “refract” experience, rather than reflect it. A further formulation
that elucidates this approach to literary texts is offered by Kelly and Shepherd
when they note that the term cultural studies*

.. is used ... to denote an approach in which “culture” has its anthropological
sense of the totality of relations obtaining in a given society, and textual
expression is understood as part of an intricate network in which symbolism is as
important as materialism. (Kelly & Shepherd 1998, 4, italics MR)

The texts are approached both as unique literary texts and as products of
a culture, as cultural artefacts.” Adele Barker points to the importance of
considering Soviet Russian texts from a cultural point of view, because “... it
enables ... to lift ... texts out of the purely literary domain into one in which they
can be seen as cultural documents, which speak to issues of how gender identity,
the public and private personas, and cultural mythologies [are] constructed and
played out...” (Barker 1998, 54, italics MR). Another important feature of
cultural studies approach is that texts are not classified according to certain
aesthetic values - they are not put into order.® Thus, the questions, what is
literature or what it should be like are rather converted into: on what basis can
we ask these questions? (Cf. Cornwell & Wigzell 1998, 49)

Although there are critical reservations about the applicability of
(mostly) Western feminist theory (and Western theories in general) to Russian
studies, it is perhaps needless to say how important they have been in perceiving
women’s writing as a historical and cultural phenomenon, and in this sense they
have provided important groundwork for studies on Russian women’s writing.
Of course, one has to be aware of one’s theoretical assumptions and pay
attention to the differences of the Russian context in relation to the Western
one.” On the other hand, it is good to keep in mind, that there is no “naive”
reading; one always has assumptions and theories of reading, conscious and not
SO conscious.

It has been emphasized in recent studies on Russian autobiographical
literature that it is important to recognise the different historical development of
the literary genre in Russia in comparison with the Western - a point which is

* On the relations between Russian culturology and Western cultural studies, see Kelly,
Pilkington, Shepherd and Volkov (1999, 12-17).

> I seek to follow Kelly (1994, 7-8), who in her 4 History of Russian Women’s Writing deems
it important “to give due attention to the textual fabric and to the specific context which has
constructed it, externally and internally”.

% In other words, literary texts are not contemplated for the sake of literature and the aim is not
to define them as good or bad. Literature is seen as a way of parsing the world, an area
belonging to human culture and way of life. See, for instance Grossberg, Nelson & Treichler
(1992, 2).

7 For example, Adele Barker points out that feminist postmodernist theories are not
necessarily applicable as such to certain Soviet women writers’ texts (See Barker 1998).
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not difficult to agree with (cf. Models of Self, Savkina 2001, Holmgren 1994,
Harris 1990). But, how is Russian autobiography different?

It has already been pointed out in several studies, that the term
“autobiography” - as understood in the West - suits Russian culture poorly.
Russian culture has not had the same emphasis on individuality as Western
culture (Models of Self, Savkina 2001, cf. also Offord 1998).* Indeed, during the
research process I have become aware that the term autobiography can be
problematic in a Russian context: it can be a tool for cultural colonialism, when
the cultural and historical contexts are not adequately acknowledged. The
problem is that there are still few studies on Russian autobiographical or memoir
literature in general, and more studies on the literary aspects of these genres and
on different types of texts are needed.’

In this study I approach the problem of definition - which is one of the
more controversial problems in the study of autobiographical literature - from
the point of view of the material I am working with. The term autobiographical
texts, as was noted, refers more to the discursive elements of the texts than
defines the genre of autobiography.

1.1 Autobiography as a Literary Discourse - Problems of
Definition

Defining the autobiographical genre is deemed a difficult task because of
its status as a boundary genre, which is located somewhere between literature
and life or, fiction and reality." The difficulty would then be how to differentiate

* Some studies have proposed that the Soviet project also encouraged individuals to engage
“in specifically Soviet modes of self-constitution”, see Hellbeck (2000, 71), and Oleg
Kharkhordin’s study The Collective and the Individual in Russia: a Study of Practices (1999,
Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press).

’ Beth Holmgren (2003, ix-x) puts it eloquently: “...[TThe memoir, with its generic slippage
between art and document, subjective expression and dedicated record, often falls through the
cracks separating the relatively recently developed academic fields of literary studies and
historiography. We assign memoirs in our courses haphazardly, enjoy them enormously, yet
rarely bother with their structural and stylistic analysis.”

' See Harris (1990).

'' See, for instance the anthology of articles edited by Olney (1980) in which differing notions
on autobiography are expressed: cf. Mandel (1980, 49; 53), who writes that “autobiography is
not a recollection of one’s life” but “an artifact, a construct wrought from words”; however,
on the other hand, he continues that “the author’s intention is to convey the sense that ‘this
happened to me’, and it is this intention that ... makes the result different from fiction”. Olney
(1980, 241) in his turn states: “In the act of remembering the past in the present, the
autobiographer imagines into existence another person, another world, and surely it is not the
same, in any real sense, as that past world that does not, under any circumstances, nor
however much we may wish it, now exist.” Renza (1980, 295) concludes that
“...autobiography is neither fictive nor non-fictive, not even a mixture of the two. We might
view it instead as a unique, self-defining mode of self-referential expression, one that allows,
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fiction from reality. The questions raised in the collection of articles on Russian
women’s autobiographical writing Models of Self (2000) describe this difficulty
in reading autobiographical texts:

If we differentiate non-fiction literature as a special type of writing, what do we
mean with it? Are we talking about texts which sincerely testify to a certain truth?
Or are we talking about texts which lay claims to be accepted as truth, as stories
about what really happened? Or do we mean by non-fiction that the author strives
purposefully, with the help of certain narrative strategies, to emphasise
referentiality and authenticity of the text, thus creating quite distinct conditions
for reading? (Models of Self 2000, 8)

These questions open some possible approaches to the problem of
defining autobiography as a genre: as a problem of truth, author’s intention or
reading. My own approach to the texts has been more or less clear from the
beginning: I read them first and foremost as literary constructs, not as accounts
of truth as such. But the question is, of course more complicated than that. When
discussing my theme in scientific conferences and seminars I have encountered
either wondering questions of whether I “really believe what Pliseckaja writes is
true” or warnings about dismissing the significance of traumatic events and
reality a text purports to describe. The question whether events in an
autobiographical text have really happened in reality is not the principle of my
understanding of the texts considered here. I am especially interested in how
these texts represent (or, refract) supposedly real life experiences. However, I
have also had to realize that the relationship between a text and reality cannot be
entirely avoided. The definition of autobiography as a literary genre stands (or
falls) on the very assumption of a referentiality of some kind between the text
and the reality it purports to tell about.”” However, if a text claims to represent
facts about something, this does not mean that these facts are not formed,
narrated, produced in a certain manner: someone has moulded and represented
them somewhere.

Although I think that every autobiography is fiction, the point that the
texts contend they are based on real life events and the authors are writing about
their own lives bears an important aspect from the point of view of reading and

then inhibits, its ostensible project of self-representation, of converting oneself into the
present promised by language.”

> One tricky example of this kind of “failure” and the significance of the “authenticity” of the
author for readers was the case of Binjamin Wilkomirski alias Bruno Ddsseker, a Swiss writer
who wrote memoirs of his childhood during the Holocaust (Bruchstiicke, aus einer Kindheit
1939-1948 (1995)). This book received several international prizes until it was discovered
that the story and the author’s experiences were not authentic, but fictive. However, those
who had experienced the Holocaust also believed the story to be authentic and true. (More on
this case: see Ganzfried 1998.) This case was brought to my attention at the VI ICCEES
World Congress panel on Russian women’s life stories on 31st July 2000 in Tampere.
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interpreting the texts. [ believe that the difference between writing
autobiographical fiction and writing an autobiography with one’s own name has
influence on the narrative strategies used in writing, and on the reading of the
texts.” For example, in the first case, the reader is perhaps more inclined to
interpret certain details in connection with the author’s life (to search for
possible referentiality), whereas in the latter case the reader may be more prone
to observe what the author has concealed about his/her life (to search for
possible failure in referentiality). One result of my study is the insight that in
some cases the difference between autobiographical and fictional texts lies in the
ethics of reading.

A common feature of the objects of my research is that they contain what
can be called an autobiographical pact, as defined by Philippe Lejeune; the
identity of the names of the author, narrator and protagonist, and the expression
of the author’s intention to tell the truth.'* However, as, for instance, so-called
postmodernist texts have shown', these features form a literary convention,
which can be used to steer the reader’s attention in a certain direction, they are
not in themselves a sign of a text’s “non-fictionality”. They can be used to
distract the reader and to undermine the concept of “telling the truth”. Thus to
say that the texts contain an autobiographical pact is not to say very much. As
was already mentioned, this feature, however, influences the reading of the
texts. It is noteworthy that Lejeune’s theory of the autobiographical pact has
been formed in another historical situation and based on different literary
material than the Russian texts in question here.” Thus, historically, Arbatova,
Bonnér and other (Soviet) Russian autobiographers and memoirists have been
influenced by “the exhibitionist performer ... Jean-Jacques Rousseau™"’, who is
the model case of Lejeune’s theory of autobiographical pact, but, they have also
been influenced by patriarchal, totalitarian regimes and their legacy for writers
and literature (see Holmgren 2003, Balina 2003, Kolchevska 2003)."

" Of course, the so-called autobiographical pact (the identity between the author, the narrator
and the main character implied through the identity of the names) can deliberately be broken:
a good example of this is the Finnish writer Kari Hotakainen’s Klassikko (The Classic, 1997);
or the Russian conceptualist artist and writer’s Dmitrij Prigov’s JKusume 6 Mockee (Live in
Moscow, 2000).

'* Cf. Lejeune’s article “The autobiographical pact” (1989, 11, 22). In a later development of
the subject in the article “The autobiographical pact (bis)” Lejeune states, that this definition
was a starting point for later contemplation of the genre and would not work out of the
context, but that it was perceived as a conclusion (ibid. 121).

"> On postmodernist autobiographical texts in the Russian context see Lipovetsky (1996).

' It is, however, interesting that Lejeune’s textual definitions of autobiography as a genre and
the Soviet literary scholar Lidija Ginzburg’s definition of documentary literature resemble
each other, as Savkina notes (2001, 27).

" See Miller (1988, 49).

" For a study on the poetics of Russian autobiographical prose see Nikolina N.A. 2002.
Poétika russkoj avtobiograficeskoj prozy: uc¢ebnoe posobie. Moskva: Flinta, Nauka.
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By all this I do not mean to say that “referentiality” is only a feature of
non-fictional texts: my concern here is with specific formulae of
autobiographical writing. The texts in question here demonstrate the importance
of the author’s lived experience as a testimony to certain events and subjective
truths about the past in a situation when not only they, but perhaps a society as a
whole, experience a specific need to have that testimony (cf. Holmgren 2003).

1.1.1 Autobiography, Documentary, Testimony, Memoirs...

When analysing the actual texts one runs into the question of national
specific features of autobiographical and memoir writing. There already exist
discussions on the differences between theories of Soviet Russian documentary
and of Western autobiography (cf. Harris 1990 17-26, Savkina 2001, 26-31).
Although this study does not deal specifically with these differences, it is
appropriate to consider some features of this discussion and the differences. This
discussion especially concerns the differences between Western and Soviet
Russian theories, because, as will be seen below, the texts I am investigating
share features of Soviet Russian documentary writing.

Jane Gary Harris has suggested that the principle difference between
Western and Soviet Russian theories is the emphasis on individual, personal and
confessional mode in Western studies and on the authenticity and fact in the
Soviet/Russian studies (1990, 14-15).” The different emphasis - personal vs.
authentic - would seem also to be implied in the different terminology in
Western and Soviet/Russian theories: in the West autobiography is the
commonly used concept while in Russia the wider concept of documentary
literature is more frequent than autobiography. As Savkina points out, there are
several reasons for this difference”: for instance, “...Russian mentality or the
peculiarities of Russian cultural tradition which have not had the same accent on
individualism and personality as the so-called ‘Pan-European tradition’”
(Savkina 2001, 27). This refers to characteristics of a specific Russian mentality:
collectivism, forming of identity through others, representation of the “I”’ as a
part of a certain “We”, which is then reflected on the forms of documentary
literature (ibid. 28). On the other hand, Savkina further notes that the
individualistic course of life was described although not in documentary
literature, but in the tradition of autobiographical novel (ibid. 29).”

" Savkina argues that Harris exaggerates Soviet/Russian theorists’ emphasis on “factuality”
and “authenticity” and points out that like their Western colleagues the Russian researchers
are interested in the /iterary aspects of autobiographical genres (Savkina 2001, 26).

2 See also Models of Self (2000, 6-7).

' In a recent Russian study on Nabokov’s autobiographical works entitled Aemo-6uo-epagus
(Auto-bio-graphy) the author points to a textual difference between Western-European and
Russian autobiography: “Ecnum  gnst  eBpomelickoll  aBToOHOTrpadUyecKor  Tpaguiuu
Memapeghnexcus no nogoody BO3MONCHOCMEU U 02PAHUYeHUNl NUCbMA ‘Om Nnepeo2o uyd
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Another reason for the terminological difference Savkina mentions is
that the term autobiography became familiar to Soviet citizens as an official
formula of one’s life course which was required when applying for a job or for
studying or travelling abroad etc. “It was a self-denunciation, or rather, a proof
that one is ideologically in accordance with the requirements of a ‘Soviet
citizen’” (Savkina 2001, 29).% Thus, the word “autobiography” has had different
connotations altogether, which has further complicated its use for a literary
genre as such. * It has been more widely used as an attribute in connection with
literary texts: asmobuocpagpuueckuii poman, dHcamp, asmobuocpaguueckas
npo3sa - autobiographical novel, prose, genre etc.

Further, some studies on Russian women’s autobiographies reveal an
incongruity between Western theories of female autobiography and the Russian
material (Holmgren 1994, 128-129; Fitzpatrick 2000). For example, according
to Sheila Fitzpatrick (2000) the mode of intimate confessions, recurrent in
Western autobiographies does not occur in Soviet Russian women’s
autobiographical and memoir literature, which are rather testimonial
representations of time and past. Intimacy, as Fitzpatrick defines it, refers to
emphasis on the private sphere of life, that is, relationships, family, inner life,
sexuality - these aspects are notably absent from Soviet autobiographies.”

As was already mentioned, this incongruence between theories and texts,
between Western readers and (in our case especially Soviet) Russian material
sometimes produces a feeling of dissatisfaction in Western readers, who expect

€OUHCMBEHHO20 Yucia’ - TPAAUIUOHHBIA M XapaKTepHBIH 3JeMEHT (...), TO B PYCCKOH
TpaIuIMu OH TpaKTH4YeCKu He mpexacraBieH./ If metareflection on the possibilities and
boundaries of writing ‘in the first person singular’ are a conventional and characteristic
element for the Western European autobiographical tradition, in the Russian tradition it
remains unpresented” (Malikova 2002, 9). It is, however, unclear what this “Russian
tradition” entails in Malikova’s understanding. At least in the case of my material this
statement, if [ have understood it correctly, does not apply.

* Marina Balina (1992) argues that the Soviet critics “wilfully sidestepped the very word
‘autobiography,’ carefully substituting for it such terms as documentary prose, non-fictional
prose, factual literature...” She continues that “[t]he concept of ‘autobiography’ (familiar to
the Soviet reader in two forms: the autobiographies of statesmen and the form which one
needed to fill out upon starting a job) was only with difficulty perceived as a literary genre.
The requirement of socialist realism to depict typical phenomena of socialist reality
completely precluded the very idea of the personal biography, singular and unique by
definition.” (Balina 1992, 14.) However, a question may arise as to how conscious the
avoidance of the term “autobiography” was.

» Galina Akbulatova writes about her experience of compiling an anthology of texts by
Russian women writers from the provinces in the early 1990s, and notes that when she asked
the authors to enclose their autobiographies - for information for Western slavists, as the
anthology was to be published abroad - some misunderstood this to mean the official Soviet
formula, while others wrote more freely (Akbulatova 1997, 81, 83-4).

** See also Holmgren (1994). This study will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter.
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to find something else in the texts than they do.” It is, of course, important to be
aware of these expectations, as Kelly states:

...[T]here are some problems with always reading “official” Soviet first person
narratives as though they were inadequate and insufficient... This is partly because
reading for omissions makes the hiatuses and silences of Soviet diaries take on a
false particularity, as though “telling all” were an effortless activity in other
societies, and as though genre conventions of autobiography, in fact one of the
more nationally idiosyncratic genres, translated effortlessly from society to
society. (Kelly 2000, 68)*

However, in recent research on “official” Soviet autobiographical texts
the emphasis is interestingly on #ow the texts are constructed in the specific time
and space in the Soviet era - instead of focusing solely on what was silenced in
them. They also show that the authors use or were encouraged (by the state,
ideology, political actors etc.) to use the autobiographical discourse for certain
purposes, which influences the textual construction of life and self (see, for
instance, Holmgren 1993, Hoogenboom 1996, Liljestrom 2000b, Hellbeck
2000).

The texts I am investigating share and conform to specific features of
Soviet Russian memoir and autobiographical writing. One of the important
features is their status as testimonies of eyewitnesses and participants of past
traumatic events. The Soviet era with its “official” and “unofficial” cultures has,
in this sense, had a major influence on the texts and their nature as literary
constructs. According to Balina (2003, 190) dissident memoirs were influenced
by socialist realist memoir etiquette, and both modes of writing were influenced
by the officially accepted Soviet mode of representing reality and history.
Although the dichotomy between official and unofficial has disappeared since
the disintegration of the Soviet Union, the texts I investigate relate closely to the

* See Barker (1998). For an illuminating example, with which I can well identify, I quote
Laura Engelstein’s review of Russian women’s memoirs in Stalin’s time, published in the
West in the 1970s-80s. Engelstein notes that the authors describe the public, historical events
rather than their private lives, and explains this feature by the authors’ “unconscious attitudes
that are products of the system they denounce” (1985, 104). Engelstein continues that “[i]n
particular, [the] narrative choices reflect the same subordination of private sensibility to the
demands of public life” which she sees as a restriction of the individual by the state. She also
lets the reader understand that it could have been expected that the authors as women would
have challenged this “taboo against intimate self-revelation” (ibid.).

* In her example Kelly refers to the anthology of Russian women’s life stories edited by A.
Posadskaya-Vanderbeck and B. Alpern Engel 4 Revolution of Their Own (1998) and the
editors’ striving to “restore wholeness and unity” to one of their informant’s life-stories by
persuading her to tell about her private life. In the informant’s own opinion, however, her
political work - and not private matters - was what really mattered about her life. In other
words, the editors endeavoured to look behind the rhetoric of gender equality, while the
informants where reluctant to do so (see also Keinidnen 1999).
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Soviet past as re-interpretations from the viewpoint of the protagonist, or the
first person narrator, as a figure representing a particular, “true” version of
history reconstructed retrospectively (ibid.). A notable feature of the texts is also
their subjectivity, resembling another mode of Soviet autobiographical writing
which, according to Balina, emerged in the 1950s to criticize the socialist
realism model of memoirs, and imitated rather the subjective process of
remembering (ibid. 191). According to the study on Russian memoir prose by
Zoja Vatnikova-Prizel (1978, 21) there are two tendencies in this mode of
writing: zemonucnoe, memorial, where the author concentrates on the events,
which s/he has witnessed or participated in and asmobuoepaguueckoe,
autobiographical, which centres on the author’s personality (ruunocms), inner
world and environment.” In other words, the latter concentrates on “the self”
(6ocnomunanus “o cebe’), and the former on “the times” (“o epemenu ™).

There is a certain elusiveness in the understanding and use of Russian
and Western terminology concerning autobiography, but it seems that for
(Soviet) Russian literary criticism the demarcations between “the self” and “the
time” are a more or less constant variable.*® And, it seems, in contemporary
literary context this, in part, continues to be so.

Balina discusses the situation during glasnost’ in the 1980s, and writes
that the theme “About the Times and About Myself, or rather About Myself and
About the Times ... is one of the most important ... themes ... occupying
contemporary Russian writers” (1992, 13 - italics MR), focusing on the popular
genre of memoirs on the Soviet period of the time. The converting of the Soviet
slogan “O epemenu u o cebe/ About the time and about the self” to “O cebe u o
spemenu/ About the self and about the time”, which shifts the focus from the
historical times to the subject of writing, is significant. In the texts by Gerstejn,
Petkevi¢, Bonnér, Pliseckaja and Arbatova, this shift of focus is apparent, and in
some cases it is made explicit.” In the texts Balina examines this focus means
that in the 1980s texts took on an “exposé” function, where writers were asking
for public forgiveness for past events, or accusing and denouncing society and
the historical course of events. Texts emerged that had been written “for the
drawer” at a time when their publication had not been possible. Balina writes:

Autobiographical memoirs undoubtedly predominate in the Soviet literature of the
1980s. This is made possible by the unusually expanded borders of this genre in

7 Vatnikova-Prizel includes in the memoir genre diaries, notes, memoirs, literary portraits,
autobiographies (1978, 25). Further, Burkhart (1983, 59) states that in autobiographical texts
the relationship between “the world” and “the self” is more explicit than in other literary
texts.

* As Kuznecov (1971, 135) states: “Kasanoch Obl, BeIpakeHHe MasKkOBCKOTO “PacCKaxy o
BpEeMEHH M O ce0e’ M ecTh yHHMBepcaibHas Qopmyia MemyapoB./ It would appear that
Majakovski’s expression ‘I will tell about the time and about myself’ is the universal formula
of memoirs”.

* This aspect will be discussed in Chapter 2.
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contemporary prose. The chance to talk about the world and one’s place in the
world along with one’s personal history, the chance to recount not only the simple
facts of one’s biography but also to discuss one’s hidden inner problems, makes
this genre extremely attractive in contemporary Soviet literature. (Balina 1992,
24)

This tendency has continued and developed in the 1990s as well. The
motivating core for the author’s writing, according to Balina, was to understand
what “is” and what “was” together with the reader, whom the author sees as his
or her equal, and who knows the author and the time (ibid. 25). The apparent
reasons for this shift in emphasis and the phenomenon of retrospective
autobiographical writing lie in the historical and cultural situation during the late
1980s and the early 1990s.

1.1.2 Autobiography in Contemporary Russia - The Search for a Cogent
Reality?

...[T]here is the irreducible fact that someone was
or something happened in past times.
Liz Stanley*

According to articles and reviews on the literary field in Russia since
perestroika, there were and are quite a few very different concurrent literary
tendencies due to the shift of paradigm - the end of the status of socialist realism
as official literary policy and the arrival of freedom of speech and freedom of
the press - that took place in 1990-1.%" In the late 1980s and the beginning of the
1990s critics pay attention to new literary trends such as metarealism,
conceptualism, “other” literature, émigré literature, returned literature,
postmodernism, and new women’s prose, to mention a few, which emerged in
the wake of perestroika, when the publication of previously censored texts, both
Soviet and foreign, was taking place, and these texts “invaded” literature almost
simultaneously, and created, to quote Mihail Epstejn, an “untimely” space.
Epstejn describes the literary situation after the glasnost’ period as follows:

[Ipexxae Bcero, Kakoi MOXKeT OBITh JUTEPATYpPHBIA TpoOIlecC B YCIOBHSIX
OJHOBPEMEHHOTO BXOXJCHUS B JIUTEpPaTypy UETHIPEX 3BAaHTeNUCTOB, llerpa
Yaanaesa, Bacumms Pozanosa, [[xeitmca [[xoiica, Anekcanapa CommkeHUIIbIHA, 1
TPUAIATIICTHUX HEOKOHIIENTyaaucToB? BwmecTto mpomecca B MOPUBBIYHOM
MOHWMAaHWH, T.C. JIMHEHHOW MOCIEI0BATEIBHOCTH COOBITHHA, TIepe]] HaMH HEKOe
MPOCTPAHCTBO, CO MHOTMMHU BXOJaMH W Beixojamu: HabokoB mpuxoaut, daneen
YXOJUT, KTO-TO, BOLICUINNA Yepe3 OJUH BXO/l, TENEPh BXOJUT Yepe3 APYroH, Kak,
Harpumep, ['oppkmii mnm TBapnoBckuil. Bcee pasHOBpEMEHHOE COBEpIIACTCA

 Stanley (2000, 11)
31 See Epstejn (1991); Latynina & Dewhirst (1998).
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OJIHOBPEMEHHO, W TPYIHO BBITSIHYTH M3 TOTO T'YASAIIETO MHOTOTBICSYHOTO YIIbs
onHy BockoByto HuTb. (Epstejn 1991, 226)*

The mix of different historical times through the simultaneous
publication of works written at different times is characteristic of the turn of the
1990s; hence Epstejn’s resistance to use the concept of “literary process”, which
denotes “linear chronology of events” and his preference for the concept
“literary space”, which would include the overlapping historical processes.*

The notion of an untimely space can be applied to the literary context of
the texts I have chosen to analyse in my research. Some texts were written
substantially earlier than their subsequent publication, in the 1990s lets assume.
With their publication, however, they become a part of a similar discursive
landscape and a similar historical situation and share a similar sphere of
reception in the public as those written later. This aspect of the material also
serves to reveal the 1990s not as an entirely new situation when “everything
changed”, but as a continuum of certain processes which had been latent, and
came to the surface with the easing of public control and change of ideology.*

Many of the autobiographical texts published in Russia during the 1990s
in general, and those investigated here as well, deal with the Soviet period.
Already earlier, since perestroika and glasnost’ in the mid 1980s, literary works
increasingly started to deal with certain “unmentioned” topics of the Russian
and Soviet past which had not previously been discussed in public (cf. Marsh
1995). As Rosalind Marsh (1995, 43) notes: “Two words ... ‘truth’ and ‘need’

2 “First of all, can we talk about a literary process in a situation where the four evangelists,
Petr Caadaev, Vasilij Rozanov, James Joyce, Aleksandr Solzenicyn and 30-year-old
neoconceptualists enter literature simultaneously? Instead of a process in its conventional
meaning, that is, as a linear chronology of events, there is a certain space before us with
several entries and exits: Nabokov enters, Fadeev leaves, someone, who came in from one
entry, now comes in from another, like, for instance Gorkij or Tvardovskij. Dissynchronous
processes take place at the same time, so it is difficult to decipher one wax fibre of this
buzzing beehive.”

» Cf. Latynina & Dewhirst (1998, 67): “...[I]t also became apparent that it was no longer
possible to use a term that had been very popular in Soviet times, ‘the literary process’. ...[[]n
the minds of literary critics it has been replaced by ‘the literary situation’, or, even more
accurately, ‘the literary landscape’... It is a landscape that is blurred and fuzzy, sadly lacking
harmony and charm.”

** On the different times of writing the texts see Introduction. Another text which will be
referred to, Svetlana Senbrunn’s Poser u xpusanmems: (Roses and Chrysantemums), was
written during the 1950s-60s, but, according to the author herself, it was rejected by the
publishers until it eventually was published in 1999. By this time the publishers were,
apparently, ready to print a text of this extent and quality. For example, Senbrunn reminisces
how in the years of perestroika a young editor of the literary journal Novyj mir said to her:
“Bame Bpemst mponto/ Your time has passed” and she had to agree saying: ‘“XKamp, 9To
Mpouwio, Tak W He Hactae/ It’s a pity that it passed, because it never really even came”.
(Senbrunn 2002, 262-264.)
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reflect... the enormous need of the Soviet people for the return of their collective
memory, for truthful information about the past, which they had been denied so
long.” During this time, according to Marsh, the relationship between history
and literature was at its most significant in Russia: “...[L]iterature and cultural
debate played a more important role than either political science or
historiography in ‘preparing perestroika in the minds of people’” (ibid. 2).

Although the most significant political and historical vehemence of
literary works coincided with glasnost’ and perestroika era 1985-1991,*
historical issues and history have continued to interest Russian readers in the
1990s. In 1999 it was stated in the journal Bonpocvr aumepamypor: “B
HIOCJIETHUE T'OJIbIl MEMYyaphl CTAJIA OJTHUM M3 CAMBIX MOIYJISIPHBIX JIUTEPATYPHBIX
*aHpoB. Bce Ooublie JIMTEPaTOPOB TOIB3YIOTCS BO3MOKHOCTBHIO HAINPSMYIO
BBICKa3aThCsa O BpeMeHu u o cede” (Voprosy literatury 1999, 3).** Here 1 am
interested in the possible reasons for this phenomenon.

One of the obvious and important ones is the historical situation in the
early 1990s after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Svetlana Boym notes the
following about the general attitude to history and remembering:

There was a great confusion about what was to be commemorated and what was
to be forgotten. One had a distinct sense that people were living out history, but it
was less clear what the true Russian history should look like. Should it be
presented as the history of the great Russian state, as a suppressed history of the
Orthodox Church, or as the history of resistance to Bolsheviks? History appeared
to be rewritten every day. (Boym 1994, 229)

The scope of the cultural phenomenon of remembering is manifest in the
current popularity of memoirs and autobiographies among contemporary
Russian readers and authors. “Everyone is writing memoirs, young and old”,

** By the end of the 1980s the interest in historical literature declined, and in the 1990s “it had
served its purpose” (Marsh 1995, 197). Svetlana Boym points out that “in spite of great social
transformation and the publication of revealing documents and onslaught of personal
memories, short-lived public reflection on the experience of communism and particularly,
state repression, failed to produce any institutional change. (...) The collective trauma of the
past was hardly acknowledged; or, if it was, everyone was seen as an innocent victim or a cog
in the system only following orders.” (Boym 2001, 58.)

* “In recent years memoirs have become one of the most popular literary genres. More and
more writers take the opportunity to express their thoughts directly about the time and the
self.” Similar statements had also been made earlier: Marina Balina writes that “[e]veryone in
the former Soviet Union is writing memoirs: those coddled by the government and those
persecuted, former ministers and former convicts, writers and collective farmers, workers and
intellectuals” (1992, 13). Still earlier, in the 1970s, Adol’f Urban notes that “[n]owadays
everyone is writing autobiographies” (1977, 193). Thus, writing memoirs and eye-witness
accounts is a process that has continued to exist in the late 20" century Russia (the Soviet
Union) at least, since the 1960s. However, the political and cultural context for writing and
reading memoirs and autobiographies after perestroika is different from that in the 1980s or
1970s.
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notes Aleksandr Genis in his own memoirs on the writer Sergej Dovlatov, but
continues in an ironic tone that in earlier times people used to write memoirs in
order to glorify the past — nowadays they write memoirs in order “to convince
themselves that it was” (Genis 1999, 9-10). The writer Nina Katerli in her
autobiographical text describes how she travels back after decades in the 1990s
to the town where her mother was born and raised and her grandfather-doctor
had been a prominent figure, and wonders if this provincial home-town of her
mother had ever even existed. But the confirmation follows immediately:

Her, apbs-to Ge3ycnoBHO - Obuia. TOYHO M3BECTHO, YTO TaM MHOTHME TOJbI
MPOXKKII HAll Jie/l, TaM pociia MaTh, POAMINCE ee Opar u cectpa. MeHs BIepBbie
MIPUBE3NIM TyJa HAa MECSI] JIETOM COPOKOBOIO, a IIOTOM Ha YEeThIPE BOCHHBIX roja.
Jla, Bce 3TO OBLIO - UMEJICS CBUJIETENh, MOW JBOIOJIPOJHBIA OpaT, y KOTOPOTO
Jlake B macropre, B rpade “mecto poxacaus’ ykazaHo “Ilapes”. Ho u oH, kak s,
ObL1 yOexaeH: B ropos jaerctBa Omieros Het. (Katerli 1998, 69)

No, Sarja did exist, absolutely. It is known that for many years our grandad lived
there, my mother grew up and her brother and sister were born there. I was taken
there for the first time in the summer of 1940, and after that I spent there four
years during the war. Yes, all of this happened - we had a witness, my cousin, in
whose passport it even stands in the column “place of birth Sarja”. However, he,
as well as I, was certain: there were no tickets to the town of childhood. (Katerli
1998, 69)

The task of restoring the past is thus impossible, as it is impossible to
travel back to childhood. Yet, it does not erase the fact that there have been
places, people, experiences, which one can reach through memory. Katerli’s text
1s thus suggestively entitled “Bo3Bpamenue/ The return”.

At the end of the 1990s and at the beginning of the 21* century memoirs
and autobiographies as a phenomenon of late 20™ century in Russia have
occasionally generated interesting discussions in literary journals. Here some
concern has been expressed about whether such “non-literary” forms of writing
have replaced or suppressed “proper” prose writing.”” In 1999 and 2000 the
literary journal Bonpocer aumepamypor (Voprosy literatury) urged writers and
specialists to give their views about the popularity and significance of this genre
in contemporary Russian culture. In 2003 the literary journal 3uams (Znamja)
extended the discussion to other documentary or non-fiction texts in the
discussion “Non-fiction literature: fiction and reality” where specialists in
different areas were asked whether fiction had lost its primary status in readers’
preferences, and non fiction (essays, documentary literature, memoirs etc.) taken
its place. In the following I will gather and outline some main traits of these
discussions.

*7 This concern is expressed, for instance, in the journal Znamja (2003, 1).
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The reasons given for writing memoirs in these discussions are surely as
diverse as their authors, who range from writers of the younger generation to
those advanced in years with different life experiences, but, as one writer notes,
who have one thing in common: they are or were Soviet generations. Aleksandr
Borsc¢agovskij, who himself has been a repressed Soviet writer, states that
“[1]ie...is the main inspiration of memoir literature” (1999, 11) referring to the
state of affairs that prevailed during the Soviet regime, when official documents
and truths were not always reliable. He takes the view that his duty as a
memoirist 1s “not only a literary but... a civil duty” to reverse the lie (ibid. 11-
12). The words duty, obligation, need or, desire to remember occur frequently in
the contemporary writers’ responses to why they started to write memoirs. They
experience the need to “understand” and “feel” the past, to “remind” the new
generations and “leave behind a testimony” (Voprosy literatury, 1999).

Some of the discussants are reluctant to define what they have written as
memoirs, and understand the dynamics of their texts more widely: it is either
“pseudo-memoirs”, “past-and-thoughts™ a la Gercen, or “notes” of bygone years.
For instance, the poet Sergej Gandlevskij (born in the 1950s), writes that his aim
in writing the pseudo-autobiographical prose text “Tpemnanauus uepena” (The
opening of the skull, 1995) was not to write a text which was absolutely true to
reality, but to create an aesthetically inventive story based on real events (1999,
13). This view is shared by several other writers. To account for the popularity
of documentary texts in the 1990s, Gandlevskij suggests that because during the
Soviet regime reality, the prose of life, 6s1m, was repressed and instead Utopian
views represented in a banal, poetic style, fantasizing calls forth rejection in
today’s Russia. Today’s literature needs to give things their real names,
“BepHYTh sIBH yOemuTeabHOCTH/ to return cogency to reality” (Gandlevskij 1999,
15). To paraphrase Genis, another writer born in the 1950s, memoirs seek to
deal with the paradoxical concept of “regvidymannasn peansnocms/non-fictional
reality” (Genis 1999, 9). This could be one explanation for the popularity of
memoir and documentary literature in Russia in the past decade (Gradskova
2002, 504).** And, indeed, many of the texts this study addresses were written
first and foremost in order to mediate information concerning the past, primarily
Soviet, experience: atrocities, purges, repression, family relations, and everyday
life. The autobiographical texts claim to have a reference to real, lived
experience. “Oto 6buT0” - “This was” or “This has happened” is a phrase that
occurs in numerous autobiographies and memoirs published during the 1990s. In
one sense it is quite a common and widely used rhetorical expression. It purports
to convince the addressee about the correspondence between written word and

** This is nothing new in itself: Deming Brown mentions that already in the thaw period of the
1960s and in the 1980s “[a] key word in critical parlance was dokumental nost’
(documentariness) - which meant the writer’s reliance on the display of facts rather than the
workings of his imagination. (...) Many simply felt that ... for the moment, verifiable truth was
more important than finesse and fantasy.” (Brown 1993, 62)
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reality. In the case of this study of women’s autobiographical texts it is also
connected with the specific representation of the “underrepresented”, that which
has been marginal, silenced in history and society. There are many examples.

“Jla pa3Be Obu1O Takoe Bpemsi? He mpucHunocs i MHE Bee 310? Her, He
npucHUI0Ch. COXpaHUIUCH TIOOUTENbCKHE (hoTOCHUMKH. Bee 310 6p110! Bhuto!/
Was there such a time? Haven’t I just dreamt all this? No, no I haven’t. Photos
have remained of this time. All of this has been, it has!” writes Nadezda
Poljakova (1996, 141) reminiscing on the time when she lived with her husband
in a newly built house where they sat at one table with other inhabitants from
different Soviet nationalities to have dinner and she was the only one to
represent the Russian nationality. This recollection is somewhat nostalgic.” But
the text as a whole represents the past from a very mundane perspective. Every
prosaic detail of the first person narrator’s life in the 1940s-50s is worth
mentioning: the mice in her student bedroom are described in great detail, the
student canteen and the food there have a special meaning, and her helping
around a poor girl, who turns out to be a clever thief, are important constituents
her life narrative, much more important than the war, or that the famous scholar,
Boris Eihenbaum, helped her to get a student place at Leningrad University.

Further, writers bring out their personal need to “share with others” what
they have experienced during their life-times, to “directly tell about their life”,
or to write down what only they, and no one else, remember. The historical time
frame - after the Soviet Union - can also explain this aspect of Russian memoir
writing: the generations who lived during the Soviet time stand against the force
of oblivion. They have become historical personalities, whose way of life has
become a museum piece. (Voprosy literatury, 1999.)

* Nostalgic attitudes towards the Soviet era are not exceptional. The short story of another
writer, Natal’ja Bank “A trip to Komarovo” is a text flavoured with nostalgia for the
distinguished and motivated teachers of the faculty of philology in Leningrad. The reason
why this recalling of “great” scholars and “splendid” lecturers is needed now is justified by
the narrator in the following manner: “Cxonbko neT pa3aenstoT ¢punpak Moel IOHOCTH U TOT,
4TO 3aKoHuYmMIa, Hampumep, TatbsHa Toncras? [laxke ecnm nmecsth, Heyx elnn (aKyabTeT
M3MEHUJICSI HACTOJIBKO, YTOOBI TO/BEPraTh €ro TOJBKO MOHOIICHUIO W HE HAWTH HU CIIOBa
OnmaromapHocTd TeM, KTo yumi? TOH YCTHBIX MEMyapoB TaJaHTJIMBOM MHCATECIHHHIIBI,
YCIBIIIAHHBIX HEIAaBHO, MOPA3WI MEHs, BBI3BAI MPOTECT. Bpome OBl mopa W MPHUBBIKHYTH K
TOMY, KaK Telepb BEIBOPAYMBACTCSI HAN3HAHKY OYKBaJIbHO BCE, YTO OBUIO B HALIIEM IPOILIOM.
Ho Bcskwmii pa3 1mo )HBOMY PEXET 3Ta TEHICHIMs, KOT/la 3aXOJUT pedb O TOM, YTO ThI caM
HEepPeXKUI, caM 3Haellb ¢ MHOW - a00poil - croponbl./ How many years separate the
philological faculty of my youth and the one, from which, e.g., Tatjana Tolstaja graduated?
Even if it’s 10 years, could the faculty have changed so much, that it can only be slandered
and not a word of thankfulness can be found for those who taught? The tone of the oral
recollections of the talanted writer I recently heard surprised me, and I wanted to protest. It’s
like one has to get used to the tendency, that everything which was in our past has to be
turned up-side down. But, this tendency hurts each time when it concerns something which
you yourself have experienced and known from a different - positive - perspective.” (Bank
1993, 248)
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In a more recent discussion on the popularity of non-fiction literature in
the journal Znamja, Gandlevskij and other specialists reiterate this view. Marina
Balina even suggests that this is not only the state of affairs in Russian culture,
but a worldwide phenomenon: there is a growing interest in the “small”,
“concrete” and “‘personal” instead of “epochal”, “fictitious” and “universal”
(Znamja 2003, 4). In the years after perestroika history is represented through
the experiences not only of writers and politicians, so-called great personalities,
but also of ordinary people. And it is not only the intellectual, highly educated
people’s memoirs which have been printed.*

A prominent example of representing ordinary people’s experiences in
her works is Svetlana Aleksievi¢ the Belorussian journalist and writer. She
wanted to give a voice to the “small” people in history, those, who did not write
their memoirs, and whose experiences have not been addressed before.
According to Aleksievic, it is fascinating in the ordinary people’s accounts of
their experiences of war, or, nuclear catastrophe that they come to represent the
problems of human existence in everyday life, 6simutinoe and 6simosoe side by
side. She states that at the end of the 20™ century art lost its ability to respond to
specific aspects of human experience. Hence, according to Aleksievi¢, the
current attraction of authenticity and belief in facts, hence her own interest in the
stories of those “small” people who would never themselves write them down.
(Aleksievic 2000, 38-40.)

Taking together the bits and pieces of discussion presented above,
writing and publishing memoirs in the 1990s Russia is connected with a
multifaceted process of a paradigm shift: concepts lose their previous meaning;
there is a need to tell the true version of history. “Common history” is
fragmented into individual testimonies and stories about history. This process
can also result in certain tensions between history and an individual’s life.” The
question is, which issues can be discussed in a public discourse and which not?

“ Such publications are, for instance, the anthology of Russian women’s memoirs and
biographies JKenckasn cyovba ¢ Poccuu (Women’s Destiny in Russia, 1996), which includes
memoirs by peasant and working class women, and the memoirs of Aleksandra Cistjakova He
mHuoro Jin st ogHow? (Isn’t This Enough for One Woman? 1998).

! This approach (the interest in the “small, ordinary people’s” fate) may be a specific feature
of Russian realistic literature and its authorship. Cf. the Russian classical memoirist
Alexander Herzen’s My Past and Thoughts (1852-68).

“ There have been similar observations concerning other post-communist societies and
people’s conceptualising of their past experiences. Michielsens’ research on Bulgarian
women’s life-stories after the collapse of the communist regime in the 1990s discusses the
difficulties of telling one’s life in a frame where concepts, emotions and thoughts lose their
meanings (2000, 186, 188). Skultans’ research on Latvian life-stories in the 1990s deals with
the need to remember and bring out the past traumatic experiences under a totalitarian regime
(1997).
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This concerns especially traumatic experiences of the past connected, for
example, with the Gulag or the war.*

It is partly this tension - between history and subjective experience, the
self and the time - that are discussed in the second round of discussion on
memoirs organised by the journal Voprosy literatury. This part, published a year
after the first one, discusses some of the opinions presented in the latter, and
ponders in greater detail upon the meaning of writing memoirs in Russia and
elsewhere. One of the main questions intriguing the discussants is, to what
extent should the memoirist be open, that is, present his/her personal opinions
and impressions. Some ask whether the author even has a right to be subjective,
others consider subjectiveness a generic part of memoirs (Voprosy literatury
2000, 6, 16).*

Further, some consider that the commercialising of publishing in Russia
in the 1990s has favoured memoirs of political and civic figures as well as
memoirs of famous persons telling the story of their own lives, in which case
readers are interested in finding out what those famous people reveal about
themselves (ibid. 15; see also Prokhorov 2003, 70). In this respect literature is
compared to commodities of different quality: the literary market is divided
between high and low culture.*

Others see memoirs at first hand as a problem of memory, because for a
long time “memory was in fact the only repository of real history contrary to the
official, Soviet”, arguing that there might not be any collective memory of such
extreme circumstances as prison and labour camp (except in the statistics). Then
it would be crucial to ask how and why authors of memoirs remember what they
remember (S&erbakova 2000, 33-34, 37).

The discussion presented briefly above touched upon several aspects of
memoir and autobiographical literature in contemporary Russia: moral, ethical,
philosophical, historical, commercial. These are connected in various ways to
the aspect of memoirs and autobiography as a cultural phenomenon. The interest
in memoirs and autobiographies in today’s Russia is connected with the need to
restore the experiences and reality of the past which were left unarticulated in
the Soviet public discourse and with the disintegration of the Soviet Union,
risked being relegated to oblivion (Gradskova 2002, 504). There has emerged

“ In the Finnish context the problem of history and memory connected with especially
traumatic experiences has been investigated by Peltonen (2003).

“ Many discussants in this connection mention Emma Gerstejn’s memoirs as an example
where the author’s “moral right” to remember without the removal of subjectivity is
guaranteed by her “taste” and “talent” (Voprosy literatury 2000, 6).

* Nikolaj Rabotnov, for instance, quotes the American writer of best-seller crime stories,
Mickey Spillane’s, words that “salted nuts sell more than caviar” - the Russian equivalent for
salted nuts being fried sunflower seeds; Ol’gert Libkin compares the situation on the literary
market to the situation in a grocery store, where the choice between different products has
increased significantly, and people are just learning to distinguish between different brands
(Znamja 2003, 11; 13).
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the need to represent certain subjective, lived experience, which has previously
been suppressed. Hence the formulation “about the self and the time”, with the
shifted emphasis to the “self” rather than to the time.

1.1.3 Reading Life Narratives

Russian critics and writers point to the aspect that non-fiction or
documentary literature is not “not fiction”, because it is not free from fantasy:
the author of a non-fiction text remembers, forgets and invents things (Znamja
2003, 5). This, of course, is not entirely a new idea, but, nevertheless, an
important aspect of documentary literature as a discourse. Gandlevskij points
out in his account that “we receive everything in the world through a prism of
fantasy ...” and that the Russian words “meaning - cmsici” and “fantasy -
svimbicen” have a common root for a good reason (ibid. 6). Yet a third
discussant states that in real art (meaning high-ranking literature in contrast to
popular literature) fiction and non-fiction co-exist, because if a text is “real
literature™, fantasy is not obligatory - only selection and aesthetic organisation
are obligatory (ibid. 13-14). The understanding of the word fiction is decisive in
this respect. According to Toker (2000, 124-5), “any selection from the flow of
reality, whether in our memory, oral narratives, or written texts, is already a
fiction, a construct”, although conventionally in literary studies fiction means
feigning, constructing events, characters, images that are fictional. As the
literary scholar, Lidija Ginzburg, who contributed prominently to the theory of
documentary literature in Soviet Russian literary studies, states about the
difference between fiction and documentary literature:

JInTeparypa BeIMBICIA YEPHAET CBOM MaTEpHAI U3 ICHCTBUTEIBHOCTH, MOTIIOMIAs
€ro XyA0KeCTBEHHOM CTPYKTYpOii; akTHUeCcKasi JOCTOBEPHOCTh N300pakaeMoro
(...) CTAaHOBHTCS 3CTETUYECKH Oe3pa3ianyHoH ... JloKkyMeHTanbHas e JuTeparypa
JKUBET OTKPBITOM COOTHECEHHOCTHIO W O0pbOOM ABYX 3THX Hadaml. (...) Ocoboe
KAQ4eCTBO JIOKYMEHTAJILHOH JINTEPATYpHl - B TOW ycmaHnoeke HA NOOIUHHOCMb,
OILIyIICHNE KOTOPOIl HE TIOKUAAET YUTATENsI, HO KOTOpas JajleKo HE BCerja paBHa
¢axTryeckoii Tounoctu. (1977/1971, 9)*

Ginzburg’s formulation here brings important aspects of documentary
literature to the fore, which are important in understanding the textual qualities
of the material at hand in this study: (a) the texts are based on “real”
experiences, (b) but also “artistically (narratively) structured”, (c) the reader is

% “Fiction literature derives its material from reality, forming it into an artistic structure; the
factual plausibility of what is being described (...) becomes aesthetically unimportant...
Documentary literature exists in an open relation and battle between these two. (...) The
special quality of documentary literature lies in that orientation toward authenticity of which
the reader never ceases to be aware, but which is far from always being the same thing as
factual exactitude.”
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aware of the “referentiality” of what is being described. Toker explicates the
latter quality further:

Factographic narratives (memoirs, autobiographies, travelogues, diaries, letters
notebooks, historical compilations etc.) imply the reader’s understanding not only
that the characters are historically identifiable people, but also that all the
narrative details relate ... to actual events, locations, and realia. (Toker 1997, 191)

The question is, then, to a large extent, of the mode of reading
documentary texts as stories based on real events. The reader’s attention and
awareness is guided by the fact that the author, a real living person, narrates, or
more specifically, contends in the text that s/he narrates, about experiences that
have happened to him/her, or that s/he has witnessed. This evokes an important
ethical dimension which guides the reading and interpretation.” Furthermore,
the arranging of material into text entails important narrative aspects, which
have to be considered as well: “any personal perception is selective; memory
affects a further sieving; and the process of composition involves further choices
between things to include and things to leave out” (Toker 2000, 125).

In reading the texts as narratives, as literary constructs, with different
linguistic/narrative elements which can be analysed, it is important to take into
account that they are also representations of life, texts produced and read in a
certain historical time by a certain historical person. In my study I want to
identify both the mimetic and the semiotic aspects of writing and reading these
texts. In fact, feminist studies on autobiography (here I refer to Smith 1993,
Miller 1988, Brodzki & Schenck 1988), semiotics (de Lauretis 1984, 1987) and
narratology (Lanser 1986) have stressed that the mimetic and the semiotic are
equally important in signification processes. Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan has
formulated a position which suits as a starting point for the discussion below,
and as an elucidation of my own reader approach:

Whereas the notion of “subject” marks the limits of the self to positions where it
manifests itself in different social systems, the concept of “I” (even when it is
tinged with the realization of split and flux) surpasses the symbolic order and
covers the bodily sensations, psychic inner processes and the role of an active
agent. (Rimmon-Kenan 1995, 21)*

My concern here is first and foremost with the different narrative
strategies in representing and constructing the female subject’s/I’s experience.
By narrative strategy 1 mean the use of the narrative voice, the first person
narrator, in each text; the relationship between different narrative levels (the
author, narrator, protagonist) and their connection to the private and public, the

7 See Markku Lehtiméki’s article on the poetics and ethics of non-fiction (2000).
* Translation from the Finnish publication of the article is mine.
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personal and the common aspects of the representation of a woman’s life story
in each text.

The problem of this approach is revealed in the question: does there have
to be a subject/l before the construction/representation or is it the product of the
latter? Rimmon-Kenan (1995, 29-30) stresses in her approach to narration its
aspect of accessibility: it shifts the debate from “which was first” to the act of
reaching (“I”, representation) itself, without claiming that the one or the other is
ever actually reached. In the narrative analysis of the texts I will ask, (a) what
subject positions are accessible to the women autobiographers in their texts and
(b) how does this position render the representation of the female experience
accessible.

In the autobiographical discourse the “I” is said to be the subject and
object of narrating. The pronoun creates the illusion of a “self” present to itself
and continuous with the “past self”; the past “I”. However, recollections are not
the recapitulation of the past, but the past in the present - they are the past
interpreted and constructed by the subject in the writing. (Kerby 1991, 24, 28,
30). In order not to consider this “I” as merely a textual figure but as an effect of
the autobiographical discourse’s process of signification in which the writing
and reading subjects are actively involved, a closer look at the “subject in
discourse”, and its meaning in this study, is necessary.

As a conclusion on the literary features of the type of autobiographical
texts I am investigating, it can be said that they are fictive in the sense that they
select, condense and omit things from the “flow of reality”, organize them in the
linearity of sentences, constitute them into stories. The textual aspect of
referentiality and authenticity, connected with the representations of specific and
often traumatic experiences of social reality cannot be by-passed when reading
them.” As was also already noted, this does not mean that referentiality is not a
feature of fictional texts, on the contrary. As will be discussed below, I
understand literary texts as both semiotic and mimetic. What is important in the
case of the texts chosen for investigation in this study is the pact between the
reader and the author, established textually (the proper name; telling the truth),
its historical context in a situation when the Soviet epoch has ended, and the
cultural context of suppressing certain experiences, topics, themes in public
discourse connected with this epoch and female experience.

* Touching upon similar problematics between life and writing in auto/biographical studies,
Liz Stanley states: “Am I proposing that there is only writing and that lives of the past are not
recoverable at best, mere fabrications of the researcher and of writing at worst? Am I arguing
that there is no life in the contact zone [between the text and the reader-researcher]?(...) The
bald answer to my ... question, ‘Is there life in the contact zone?’ is, then, both no and yes.
No, there isn’t, in the resurrectionalist sense of ‘recovering the past’; yes, there is, in the sense
that there were things that happened and people who lived. But the answer isn’t terribly
interesting - it is the question, and the issues it raises, that incites, provokes, interests.”
(Stanley 2000, 27-28, italics MR)
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1.2 Gender and Subjectivity in Literary Texts

When talking about the “identity between the author, narrator and
protagonist” it is necessary to take into account the criticism that
poststructuralist linguistic and semiotic theory of the subject and the “I” have
practised against the existence of an autonomous, self-sufficient “I”. To put it
briefly, “I” is a pronoun which has no single referent but is context-bound:
whoever says “I” means him-/herself in that moment, and does so in order to
separate him/herself from “you”. What does the identity between the author, the
narrator and the protagonist then mean, if we understand authorship and
subjectivity as a function of discourse, and not as coherent entities represented
by the text.

Die Frage nach dem Subjekt des Textes ist [in der Autobiographie] eng mit der
Frage nach dem Subjekt im Text verschrankt. Wenn “Autor” und “Autorin” eine
Funktion des Textes, nicht seine autonomen Urheber sind, welchen Status hat
dann das “Autos” (=Selbst), das die Autobiographie darzustellen beansprucht?
(Bossinade 2000, 143, italics MR)™

Are the concepts of “I”” and “self” linguistic constructions, a function of
discourse, where the “I” is called forth by discourse, and does not exist as a
referent outside language?”' However, language does not exist outside social
reality or historical context, it is itself not an autonomous entity, but a system
constructed in time and space.

Theorists of autobiography have often referred to the French linguist’s,
Emile Benveniste’s, definition of the subject of language as a split subject™: it is
divided into the speaking subject and the subject of speech (Silverman 1983, 45-
46). These subjects are seemingly “united” with the help of the pronoun “I”,
which as it were invites the subject to the illusion of a continuous, undivided self

0 “The question about the subject of the text is [in autobiography] tightly connected with the
question about the subject in the text. When ‘the author’ is a function of the text, and not its
autonomous creator, what status does ... ‘the self’ then have, which the autobiography
purports to represent?”

' This poststructuralist revelation, however, has not so profoundly influenced
autobiographical writing in general: on the contrary, works in which the author relies on the
representative function of language and does not question this function, are quite popular,
they have not “vanished”. Notions where the autonomous existence of the “I”” is denied have
not replaced the more traditional notion of an autobiographical “I”. In his book on
autobiography and reference John Paul Eakin declares: “In the age of poststructuralism we
have been too ready to assume that the very idea of a referential aesthetic is untenable, but
autobiography is nothing if not a referential art” (1992, 28); “Notwithstanding the
poststructuralist notions of the absence of reference in the field of subject, ...[ilndeed, we do
‘go on’ with autobiography, genre or not, true or not...” (ibid. 25).

> See, for instance, Lejeune (1989, 7-9, 33)
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(Kosonen 1996, 187-188). However, because the “I” is split into the speaking
subject and subject of speech, it cannot be completely present to itself, it has no
fixed position or meaning.

Julia Kristeva (1989, 274-275) stresses that Benveniste’s speaking
subject is also influenced by the recognition of the other, “you”, and his/her
discourse; the subject is not a self-contained concept, because it is produced
only in communication, in discourse, which forms the subject and the meaning:
“The subject is not; he makes and unmakes himself in a complex topology
where the other and his discourse are included. (...) The subject and meaning are
not; they are produced in the discursive work.” Thus, in this linguistic, semiotic
understanding of the subject, there is no subject prior to discourse and language.

These semiotic-linguistic notions of the subject and meaning are an
excellent illustration of the structures of language and signification. However, as
has been pointed out, they tend to exclude the extra textual; the social and
cultural-historical; aspects of the production of meaning. This semiotic subject is
disembodied, as though it were universal, representing common values of
humanity, and for this reason it has been criticised and revised in feminist
theory.

1.2.1 Reading Female Subjectivity and Agency

The problem of female agency and subjectivity has been crucial to
discussions of female autobiography since the 1980s.** Sidonie Smith starts her
study on subjectivity, identity, and the body in women’s autobiographical
writing in the 20" century by deconstructing the notion of the “universal
subject”. She states that the latter’s existence is grounded on the exclusion of
other subjects:

This history of the universal subject ... underwrites a history of the female subject,
for the architecture of the universal subject rests upon and supports the founding
identifications of those that are the nonuniversal, the colourful, among whom is
“woman”. (Smith 1993, 11)

According to Smith the notion of the universal subject derives its
universality by excluding and rejecting other subjects, that is, in the case of the
Western history of literature and philosophy, subjects other than white, middle-
class, heterosexual male subjects. Smith is referring to the history of Western
philosophical thought, which constructed the universal subject on the grounds of
its thinkers’ experience, the experience of the white, male, middle/upper class,
rational, heterosexual subject. His/their experience was universalized on the
grounds that in essence, every subject’s inner experience of humanity is
basically “the same”. Seemingly genderless, this universal subject reflects its

> See Benstock (1988), Brodzki & Schenck (1988), Jelinek (1986), Mason (1980), Stanton
(1988).

46



desires and its “self” on others who thus become marginalized because of their
difference as non-white, non-heterosexual, non-male etc. However, it is the
existence and the simultaneous refusal of these different others that help the
universal subject to define itself as “disembodied” and “universal”. The
universal, male subject represents itself as the norm, and the others, different as
deviations from the norm. (Smith 1993.)

Feminist theorists, like Smith, have argued that the subject is always
differentiated, because if we deal with subjects, we deal with female, male,
black, Jew, European, lesbian, working-class etc. subjects. This insight became
relevant when dealing with texts produced by women, or writers of minorities -
it was necessary to give a voice to those who had been suppressed and
marginalised by the patriarchal/dominating system (Rimmon-Kenan 1995, 22).
One of the consequences of the recognition of this differentiation is that the
subject is always gendered (Kosonen 1996, 183). The universal subject and its
objectivity have been announced as myth of the male individuality disguised as
disembodied, transcendental subject (Smith 1993, 4, 7-8).

The question of subjectivity became a prominent topic for discussion
within contemporary feminist theory, which 1s tightly connected with
postmodernism.* In the study of female autobiography the problem of female
agency and postmodernism is addressed by Bella Brodzki and Celeste Schenck
in the following manner:

At this felicitous juncture of feminism, psychoanalysis, and modern critical
theory, the case of autobiography raises the essential problem in contemporary
feminist theory and praxis: the imperative situating of the female subject in spite
of the postmodernist campaign against the sovereign self. Thus the critical and
political stance ... is to maintain female specificity and articulate female
subjectivity without either falling back into essentialism ... or retreating into a
pure textuality that consigns woman ... to an uncoverable absence. Modern theory
... warns of the dangers of positing selthood, indeed eulogizes and then celebrates
the death of the author. But a feminist agenda cannot include further or repeated
marginalization of female selthood without betraying its own political program.
Instead, the feminist enterprise should ... take its cue from contemporary theory
and not promote a simplistic identification with the protagonist of the
autobiographical text; at the same time, however, it should provide the emotional
satisfaction historically missing for the female reader, that assurance and
consolation that she does indeed exist in the world which a femininity defined in
purely textual terms cannot provide. (Brodzki & Schenck 1988, 14, italics MR)

** See, for instance, Butler, Judith & Scott, Joan W. (eds.). 1992. Feminists Theorize the
Political, Routledge; Benhabib, Seyla, Butler, Judith, Cornell, Drucilla & Fraser, Nancy.
1995. Feminist Contentions. A Philosophical Exchange. New York and London: Routledge.
My own understanding in this study is influenced especially by Sara Ahmed’s Differences
That Matter. Feminist Theory and Postmodernism (1998).
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I agree with Brodzki and Schenck and their concern about the situating
of the female subject in the literary text. The problem connected to this, as the
authors point out, is how to avoid essentialism on the one hand and pure
textuality on the other. Different solutions to this have been offered by feminist
researchers, but, like the problem of the referentiality of a literary text, it is not
solved.

Shoshana Felman has brought up an interesting aspect in reading
women's autobiographies, that of the “taboo” of writing about a woman’s life in
a public literary discourse. She provocatively suggests that women do not have
an autobiography:

I will suggest that none of us, as women, has as yet, precisely, an autobiography.
Trained to see ourselves as objects and to be positioned as the Other, estranged to
ourselves, we have a story that by definition cannot be self-present to us, a story
that, in other words, is not a story, but must become a story. And it cannot become
a story except through the bond of reading, that is, through the story of the Other
(the story read by other women, the story of other women, the story of women
told by others), insofar as this story of the Other, as our own autobiography, has
as yet precisely to be owned. (...) Rather ... we might be able to engender, or to
access, our story only indirectly - by conjugating literature, theory, and
autobiography together through the act of reading and by reading, thus, into the
texts of culture, at once our sexual difference and our autobiography missing.
(Felman 1993, 14)

According to Felman, women lack a model of autobiography which does
not construct women’s experience of life according to or compared with the
male norm of autobiography, or according to models of symbolic femininity.*
To put it broadly, because the norm set by autobiographical literature is
grounded on so called general human experience, which, as feminist theory has
put forward, is based on male perception of world, it posits women as other,
and, as others they constitute their autobiographies through their otherness.
Feminist theorists have suggested various strategies for reading women’s
writing which would take into account sexual difference.”® Nancy K. Miller’s
theoretical work (1988, 1996) has been pivotal for me in understanding the

* An interesting example that illustrates the difficulty of writing a woman’s autobiography in
history is offered by Marguerite Yourcenar, who states in the notes on the writing of her well-
known novel Memoirs of Hadrian that it would have been impossible for her to have a
woman as a protagonist, because women’s life in that time was too restricted and too
secretive. If a woman had told about her life, she would have been accused of not being a
woman any more (See Yourcenar, Marguerite. 1984. Hadrianuksen muistelmat. Porvoo:
WSOY, 306).

% See, for instance, the overview by Brodzki and Schenck (1988); for a recent “revision” of
theories on women’s autobiography see Miller (1996) and Hyvérinen, Peltonen & Vilkko
(1998) for a discussion of gender in auto/biographical studies. Savkina offers an exhaustive
overview of feminist theories on autobiography (2001).
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historical and cultural consequences of the influence of the values connected
with gender for women’s writing. She has proposed a term feminist
“overreading” of women’s “underread” texts, which takes into account these
values of a specific culture and society in the processes of the production and
reading of literary texts.”

Miller’s theorizing on gender in literary production and reception offers
also useful insights for the analysis of Russian women’s autobiographies. Her
fundamental assumption and argument is that women writers have had an
altogether different relationship to authorship from men, and that this is
explained by their different social, cultural and historical status (1988, 1996).
Thus, Miller makes a principle distinction between male and female authorship,
however, stressing that this difference is not caused directly by biology but it is
a difference produced by their different relationship to cultural and literary
symbolic power. In her theoretical writings Miller (1988, 4) examines how
women are read and read themselves as writing subjects, the relations between
“female authorship and literary history in a particular cultural context”. As
literary theorists have become more and more concerned with texts (as the
quotation from Brodzki and Schenck demonstrated), it is crucial to be aware of
the gender of the author. This is why Miller emphasises the notion of context
and female authorship:

Because women have not had the same historical relation of identity to origin,
institution, production that men have had, they have not, I think, (collectively) felt
burdened by too much Self, Ego, cogito, etc. Because the female subject has
juridically been excluded from the polis, hence decentered, “disoriginated”,
deinstitutionalized etc., her relation to integrity and textuality, desire and
authority, displays structurally important differences from that universal position.
(1988, 106)

Miller’s answer to how to read female authors’ texts is the theory of
“gender-marked reading”, which recognises and renders explicit the notion that
reading and writing are gender-related activities, that there is no ‘“neutral”
reading to begin with. Miller’s reading subject can identify and decipher the
inscription of a female subject through the practice of gender-marked reading. A
thorough exploration of the inscription of the female subject in reading is
offered by Teresa de Lauretis’s theory of the subject as an active producer of
meaning.

Teresa de Lauretis in her theory of semiotics, subject and experience
(1984) brings forth the significance of the social reality in which subjects are
situated and the experience of the individual as important constituents of
subjectivity. De Lauretis stresses that women’s experience of social reality, of

*” Nancy K. Miller’s work on gender and autobiography has been discussed in Finnish literary
and sociological research on auto/biography by Kosonen (1995) and Vilkko (1997).
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social practices, is based on the experience of sexuality, which determines
gender. The question she poses is “how the experience of sexuality, in en-
gendering one as female, does effect or construct what we may call a female
subject” (ibid. 166-7). This calls forth a critical discussion of semiotics, which
has addressed the question of the subject prominently. De Lauretis criticises the
semiotic subject on the ground, that it is limited to ‘“the ... linguistic, or
language-determined, perspective”, which does not acknowledge that subjects
are “concurrently and often contradictorily engaged in a plurality of
heterogeneous experiences, practices, and discourses, where subjectivity and
gender are constructed, anchored, or reproduced” (ibid. 171-172).® In other
words, the theories de Lauretis criticises have, according to her, not taken into
account the social reality which is experienced differently by subjects due to
their different relationship to social symbolic systems.

De Lauretis criticises the semiotic method (to which the narratological
method is connected) of analysing texts as “purely” cultural, “testable” products
which have little to do with physical reality, with physical subjects.”

The concept of experience is central in de Lauretis’s theory, where it is
seen as constitutive of subjectivity and gender. Leaning on C.S. Peirce’s theory
of meaning®, experience, according to de Lauretis, is “an ongoing process by
which subjectivity is constructed semiotically and historically” and, more
accurately: “a complex of habits resulting from the semiotic interaction of ‘outer
world’ and ‘inner world,” the continuous engagement of a self or subject in
social reality”. De Lauretis’ aim in her critique of semiotics is “to restore the
body to ... the subject of semiosis” which had mostly relied on linguistic
determination, excising the body, and sexuality (ibid. 182-3.)

To revert to the initial question quoted earlier, de Lauretis rephrases it
now as

is the female subject one constituted in a particular kind of relation to social
reality? by a particular kind of experience, specifically a particular experience of
sexuality? And if we answer that, yes, a certain experience of sexuality does effect
a social being which we may call the female subject; if it is that experience, that
complex of habits, dispositions, associations and perceptions, which en-genders

* De Lauretis characterises Kristeva’s concept of the speaking subject as “narrowly
linguistic”, because it does not pay enough attention to the social context of the subjects.

> This view, which de Lauretis criticises, has received critical attention not only in feminist
theory, but also from other fields of literary theory and theory of narrative (see for instance
Ridell 1992, Rojola 1991).

% Peirce stresses that the interpretants, or significate effects, of signs can be described in three
classes: 1. feeling produced by the sign, 2. energetic interpretant - usually a mental effort, “an
exertion upon the Inner World” produced by the first, and 3. habit-change, which is called
forth through the mediation of the former two: “a modification of a person’s tendencies
toward action, resulting from previous experiences or previous exertions” (de Lauretis 1984,
173-4).
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one as female, then that is what remains to be analyzed, understood, articulated by
feminist theory. (ibid. 182)

Feminism’s practice of consciousness raising (the collective articulation
of women’s sexuality and gender) can, thus, be seen as a practice, “which has
produced, and continues to elaborate, a radically new way of understanding the
subject’s relation to social-historical reality”. According to de Lauretis,
feminism has “effected a habit change in readers, spectators, speakers, etc.” and
through that created “a new social subject, women”. (ibid. 185-6.) And, finally,
we have an approach to the female subject and experience, which takes into
account both semiotics and sexuality:

This is where the specificity of a feminist theory may be sought: not in femininity
as a privileged nearness to nature, the body, or the unconscious..., not in female
tradition simply understood as private, marginal and yet intact, outside of history
but fully there to be discovered and recovered; not, finally, in the chinks and
cracks of masculinity, the fissures of male identity or the repressed of phallic
discourse; but rather in that political, theoretical, self-analyzing practice by which
the relations of the subject in social reality can be rearticulated from the historical
experience of women. (1984, 186)

Going through de Lauretis’s theoretical thinking in her writing on
semiotics and experience is fundamental for the theorizing of my own approach
to analysing Russian women’s autobiographical texts, which, as we shall see,
come to articulate experiences of sexuality, body, and violence. To theorize the
meaning of these representations, we need a literary, narrative theory which
takes these representations into account, makes them visible in the interpretation
of the texts. De Lauretis argues for the role of the reader as a “differentiated
subject”, a subject with body, that is, with distinct experiences of social reality.

This said, Nancy Miller’s request for a “gender-marked” reading also
becomes more comprehensible:

I would propose, then, the notion of gender-marked reading: a practice of the text
that would recognize the status of the reader as a differentiated subject, a reading
subject named by gender and commitment in a dialectics of identification to
deciphering the inscription of a female subject. (Miller 1988, 57)

These theoretical constructs by de Lauretis and Miller (among others)
stress the importance of reading for the representation of female subjectivity and
experience formulated in texts, and bringing them to the realm of /literary
analysis, which tends to either exclude them or stigmatize them by naming them
“women’s issues”.”

' Kosonen is somewhat critical of this mode of reading, which she considers a “reading by a
competent, feminist overreader”, and points out that when reading women’s fiction or
autobiographies, the (feminist) researcher cannot bypass or escape the dominant culture and
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I continue the theoretical ponderings on reading for sexual difference by
asking, what it means to read these texts from the aspect of sexual difference:
what does it mean to read for difference? The problem that occurs here is that
connected with representation and mimesis. It can be said that locating the
“female” in the name of the author - taking it as a guarantee of gender identity -
the feminist reader (as defined above by Miller) in a way determines the sex of
the signature in advance and then starts to interpret the text from the point of
view of sexual difference. This theoretical approach has been criticised because,
it 1s argued, the meaning of the sexual difference in a text is thus determined by
the feminist reader in advance, and is based on an essentialist view of sex and
gender®?; or because the reader takes the position of “the feminist overreader”
who controls and thus authorizes the meaning of gender in the text (Kosonen
1995, 173). The feminist theorist Sara Ahmed formulates the danger included in
“the sex of the signature” in the following passage:

Although the sex of the signature is assumed as already available in a pre-existing
sexual and authorial identity, it remains inscribed by the feminist reader, projected
as prior (already there) from the position of posterity. And, indeed, it is the
question of the status of the feminist reader that may begin to complicate the
notion that the sex of the signature is both prior and transparent, determining or
guaranteeing the meaning of the text. (Ahmed 1998, 127)

Ahmed, then, continues that emphasising the gender of the signature is
not “simply essentialist”; she argues that “essentialism is itself impossible as
such”: “Any positing of pure essence always requires contingent and non-
essential details and so is always already contaminated by its other.” (ibid. 91).
Instead of assuming a direct, unmediated relation between “Woman” and
“women”, the signifier and the subject-effect, Ahmed suggests the theorization
of that relation as “over-determined”, that is, mutually defined in discourse,
which can help to acknowledge how ‘“the meanings of ‘woman’ become
stabilised or fixed in time and space in a way which constitutes the boundaries
of women as embodied subjects.” (ibid.):

Thinking of the relation between “woman” and embodiment in terms of over-
determination ... is a direct critique of any attempt to empty the signifier woman
from the open and complicated history of its enunciation which over-determines
the lived, corporeal experiences of women. Woman, as signifier, becomes a trace
of the weight of female bodies. (Ahmed 1998, 93)

male model completely (1995, 173-174). 1 find Kosonen’s critique justified, but it does not
diminish the insight that the reader is the locus of interpretation, and influences the
production of meaning of the text.

% For instance, Miller (1988, 15-16) discusses the dilemma between “essentialism and
theory” in feminist criticism of the 1970s-80s.
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As was argued earlier, the inscribing of the sexual difference in women’s
texts helps to read the underread, that, which has been left unnoticed,
unaccounted for, in the so-called gender-neutral reading. I already referred to
Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan and her way of approaching literary narratives from
the point of view of accessibility, a term which I conflate with the strategy of
reading both for semiosis and mimesis - narration is neither representation nor
mimesis, but an act reaching for both:

99 ¢

On the one hand, access means “approach,” “passage,” “channel,” “doorway,”
implying the presence of some further space. By analogy, this suggests that
narration opens or constitutes a direct approach to reality and subjectivity. (...)
[On the other hand] From the point of view of ideological theories, narration can
be seen as putting in motion an interaction between discursive practices, but ... |
believe that the interaction issues in a gesture of substitution offering indirect
access to a “world.” The whole process, and in particular the final leap, requires -
like the operation of “Access” - trust or faith governed by convention. (Rimmon-
Kenan 1996, 20)

This means that the ontological question between “signifier” and
“signified”, “reality” and “representation” (which was first?) can be avoided
(Rimmon-Kenan 1995, 29-30), and instead focus on the act of narrating, which
is seen as “the only access to what is otherwise inaccessible” (Rimmon-Kenan
1996, 21).

In her feminist theory of text Ahmed formulates the notion of “in-
between-ness”, which denotes the textual relations between the woman writer
and the woman reader. It is neither the signature nor the reading which
guarantees the meaning of the sexual difference. The text offers the structural
limitations for interpreting, but it is also open to different readings (Ahmed
1998, 128). The dual nature of discourse and language - as both signifier and
signified - and the speaking subject - as both the subject of enunciation and the
subject of utterance - mean that they are not fixed, but fluid. However, as
Ahmed states, there are points of fixation which can be taken into account by the
consideration of context. This happens by asking what the context of writing and
reading of a text is. After this lengthy explanation about what it means to read
for female subjectivity and experience, I can say that in my study this approach
(of accessibility and in-between-ness) will be applied by contextualising the
texts and their textual representations of female subjectivity in Russian culture
and in the history of Russian women’s writing.

1.2.2 Analytic Tools of Feminist Narratology

In analysing the narrative strategies of the texts I use terms borrowed
from narratology. In order to combine the strategy of reading for female
subjectivity a feminist revision of narratology is needed. Susan Lanser (1986) is
one of the first to have combined feminism and narratology in literary studies.
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The aim of her combination has been in asking, “whether feminist criticism ...
might benefit from the methods and insights of narratology and whether
narratology ... might be altered by the understandings of feminist criticism”
(ibid. 342). Lanser seeks to combine through the application of these two
approaches the mimetic and the semiotic aspects of literature, in other words, to
acknowledge the dual nature of literary texts as representations of life and
linguistic constructs (ibid. 344). Thus, a feminist narratology:

would reflect the mimetic as well as the semiotic experience that is the reading of
literature, and it would study narrative in relation to a referential context that is
simultaneously linguistic, literary, historical, biographical, social, and political.
(ibid. 345)

My own use of narratological concepts in feminist reading of texts is less
orientated to principally alter narratological method (as has been the case for
Lanser and Miller®), but I deem it important to make explicit, that “theory ...
says more about the reader than about the text”, and therefore it is necessary to
ask why, to what end certain aspects of the texts are highlighted. Thus it should
be noted that the dividing of texts into narrative elements (such as plot, fabula,
narrator, heroine, focalization etc.) is in itself artificial, because any literary text
forms a unity of different elements, which are tightly connected with each other
and together create the text and its meaning. To analyse separate factors helps to
explicitly demonstrate #ow the text creates certain effects and meanings in the
reader. A feminist narratological approach, as described above by Lanser, also
helps to further explicate the meaning of certain narrative elements not just as
pure textual elements, devoid of reference, but in connection with different
referential contexts.

In her article on feminist narratology Lanser demonstrates the
importance of the distinction between public and private narration when
considering women’s texts. According to her, public narration means “narration
(implicitly or explicitly) addressed to a narratee who is external”; private
narration means narration “addressed to an explicitly designated narratee who
exists ... within the textual world” (ibid. 352). This distinction is important
because:

For women writers ... the distinction between private and public contexts is a
crucial and a complicated one. Traditionally speaking, the sanctions against
women’s writing have taken the form not of prohibitions to write at all but of
prohibitions to write for a public audience. (Lanser 1986, 352)

% In a more recent article Lanser remarks that the inclusion of feminist theory in narratology
has not proved a success: “[D]espite a decade of attention by a few narratologists, the
categories of sex, gender, and sexuality have remained on the margins of narratological
inquiry...” (1999, 168).
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Although Lanser works on Anglo-American material, this notion also
holds true in the case of Russian women’s writing.* Lanser distinguishes yet
another level between the private and the public: the semi-private, which means
narration that is “private but is designed to be read as well by someone other
than its officially designated narratee” (ibid. 353). Thus, a text may be public in
that it comes to perform the female self through conventions designated for the
public to read, but it also inscribes the restrictions of that performance for the
female subject. What is noteworthy is that historically women have often chosen
private forms of narration - letters, diaries, memoirs addressed to one’s family
(ibid.).

Although in the material I scrutinize, the autobiographical narration is
intended to be public, in the sense that the texts have been meant to be
published, this distinction - public/private, common/personal, the self/the time -
has relevance in relation to the use of narrative strategies, the use of the first
person narrative voice, in each text. The writers share a customary “public”
status of a memoirist: they are either women in the public eye, dissidents,
conservers of culture, or advocates of human rights. This is preserved and
enhanced in the texts through the inscription of their name and/or their social
status as an intellectual, ex-convict of the Gulag etc. On the other hand, their
female experience stirs in the realm which has - traditionally, conventionally
speaking - been perceived as private. The different public, private, semi-private
levels of autobiographical narration employ different narrative strategies: these
will be the object of narratological analysis. They are seen in connection with
the “rhetorical context of narrative - its generic status and the public or private
level of narration” (ibid. 357).

One of the important narrative aspects of autobiographical texts is the
relationship between the author, narrator, and protagonist; the narrative voice of
the texts. These concepts are combined in the narrative “I” (the first person
narrator figures in each text of my material), but it is important to recognize that,
in fact, the “I” who narrates is not the same as the narrated “I” or the author’s
“I”. These are different narrative levels, which are linked with the help of the
narrative voice, the “I”.

In this study I analyse the different narrative levels for the representation
of the female “I”. In order to discern the differences between the narrative
levels, the concept of focalization is useful. The different narrative perspectives
are focalized through one narrative voice, the voice of the narrator. According to
Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan (1991/1983, 94-95), focalization and narration are
always separate in first-person retrospective narratives. The focalization may be
external - the narrative perspective is that of the first person narrator at the
moment of writing - or internal - the narrative perspective is that of the first
person narrator at the moment of the narrated events. It may be, however,

% See, e.g. Savkina 1998.
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difficult to say exactly whether the focalizer is external or internal (ibid. 97).
Logically, the focalizer in autobiographical and memoir narratives is always
external; however, the narrator can focus voice and perception through the
figure of the “past self” and his or her experiences as a rhetorical device. There
are also different levels of focalization which have different functions:
perceptual, psychological, ideological (ibid. 99-109).

I place special emphasis on the structure of the plot® in these texts. All of
the texts share some features of a specific kind of development story. Most
notably, the Gulag testimony by PetkeviC, the development of an artist by
Pliseckaja and the feminist Bildungsroman by Arbatova; Gerstejn’s text remains
less coherent in this sense, but as we shall see below, the development of the
first person narrator can be read in it. Bonnér’s text concentrates on her
childhood, but it represents important features of her identity as an adult, and in
this sense represents a continuation between the past and the self. The fabula® of
the narratives bears a resemblance to a development story, where the “hero”
overcomes obstacles, which leads to a gradual growing of consciousness and
finding of one’s identity, which may or may not lead to the hero’s adaptation to
society. However, what happens in the story of the female protagonists’ life is
not equivalent to crossing a boundary between the internal and external sphere
or of developing, changing in the classic manner of a protagonist in, for
instance, a Bildungsroman, or a mythical text (de Lauretis 1987, 43).

According to de Lauretis, Juri Lotman’s theory of plot represents the
mythical hero always as male, “regardless of the character’s gender”, because
the obstacle (sphinx, dragon, sorceress, villain) is morphologically female.
“Female” is the space where the action takes place, and which the hero needs to
penetrate in order to move to another space (ibid.), or reach the stage of final
change (death, home).”

Susan S. Lanser notes that theories of plot based on Propp’s
morphology, presume that it is the heroes’ intentional deeds that lead to textual

% In the structuralist analysis of literary texts scholars have differentiated two aspects of the
events of the texts and their succession. I use the term “plot” to refer to the form of the
events’ “exposition, the order in which they are communicated in the work™ - TomasSevskij
uses the term sujet in the same meaning. The other level of events is that of “the sum total of
interconnected events communicated in a work” which is called fabula (Russ. ¢abyina). (See
Tomamesckuit 1925, Teopus numepamypet, J1., 137; cited in Lotman, Jurij 1977/1971. The
Structure of the Artistic Text. University of Michigan, 232.)

5 See the previous note.

7 “Female is what is not susceptible to transformation, to life or death; she (it) is an element
of plot-space, a topos, a resistance, matrix and matter.” (ibid. 43-44.) For instance, in a
mythical prototype of a Bildungsroman the son sets out to find his father, and thereby, his true
identity. After finding it he returns home and reintegrates into society. In a modern version
the possibility of an autonomous identity is rejected and the antihero remains alienated from
society. His journey is nevertheless accounted for as ironic and absurd, which points to his
superiority of society. (Ferguson 1983, 228.)
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activity - the crossing of the boundary or the surpassing of the obstacle; “they
assume a power, a possibility, that may be inconsistent with what women have
experienced both historically and textually, and perhaps inconsistent even with
women’s desires” (1986, 356, italics MR).

Lanser (1986, 357) outlines in her theory of feminist narratology a
different notion of plot in connection with women’s texts and suggests that for
the female subject “[t]he act of writing becomes the fulfillment of desire... (...)
Communication, understanding, being understood, becomes not only the
objective of the narration but the act that can transform ... the narrated world.” In
other words, the communicative act of narrating (female experience) may be
viewed as a theory of plot which takes into account the sexual difference. This
formulation of narration as a communicative act remains somewhat elusive (in
principle every act of narration is communication). However, if we explain what
i1s meant by sexual difference and gender in this connection, that is, locate the
the difference not in the text but in the context of the production of meaning, we
may better formulate the specificity of the difference in question, as pointed out
by de Lauretis:

For the female subject, finally, gender marks the limit of deconstruction... (...)
This is precisely the insistent emphasis of feminist criticism: gender must be
accounted for. It must be understood not as a “biological” difference that lies
before or beyond signification, or as a culturally constructed object of masculine
desire, but as semiotic difference - a different production of reference and
meaning... (de Lauretis 1987, 48)

Thus, the context of producing reference and meaning should be
considered from the historical perspective of gender. This brings to mind what
researchers of Russian women’s writing in the late and post-Soviet period have
put forward. That the specific female difference is based on the recognition of
the suppression of the other in the prevailing culture, and of the women writers’
project of starting to formulate this other, female, as their own lived experience,
and see this in contrast to the Soviet model of a heroine, who is constructed
according to the male norm of serving the common cause, becoming the equal of
man, notwithstanding her sexuality, her duty in the private realm of home as a
wife and a mother. (Cf. Parnell 2000, Gabri¢ljan 1996, Rovenskaja 2000.)

My analysis of the women’s autobiographical texts will discuss what
Felman formulated in the above quotation; that women do not yet have an
autobiography, or we do not know exactly what this autobiography might be
like. However, a story of a woman’s life can be constructed through the bond of
reading. The reading strategy to be used takes into account the meaning of
sexual difference in signification process, because women’s stories are not self-
present, but must be constructed. Thus, what is at stake in this study is to move
towards understanding how (structurally, thematically) these texts represent
female subjectivity and experience.
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The women’s texts I am dealing with address issues concerning the past
of the nation of the “we”, from which the writing subject the “I” is a part. Thus
the autobiographies are not stories of individuation, but of “... discovery of a
past which is absent from the surface [and] involves a community” (Ahmed
1998, 137).

In these texts an important aspect in the relation between the “I”” and the
“we” is the narration of the experience of violence: in childhood, in a prison
camp, in the family, in society, in art, in human relations. This violence is
structured hierarchically and is transmitted through relations between parents
and children, the state and the individual, men and women. It also has the aspect
of the subordination of female sexuality and female sexualization in a society
based on patriarchal values.

This hierarchic relation is transmitted through different intersubjective
levels in family, in institutions, in cultural production, and it is part of the
corporeal experiences of women, which are constructed in the autobiographical
texts. This does not mean that female experience is equal to body, nature or
sexuality.”® What is meant by “corporeality” as a strategy in feminist theory, is
that the subject constitutes his/her identity, his/her experience in the community
through his/her place in it; the first place in the world and the first situation in
reality one occupies is one’s body. The body understood in this way is not
reducible to biology or restricted by social conditioning: it is a border, a surface
in which material and symbolic processes overlap and are constructed into forms
of power and knowledge. (Braidotti 1993/1991, 171; see also Moi 1999, 63, et
passim.)

This strategy, then, opens up an opportunity for producing alternative
forms of knowledge and representations of subjectivity (Braidotti 1993/1991,
171). In this way the autobiographical texts under discussion here can be seen as
involved with both the history of gender and the history of nation. How the
representations of female corporeal experiences can be interpreted in each text
and how do they relate with each other - this is the subject in the next chapter. In
the texts I analyse how the writers constitute their own female identity. A route
to answering this question is taken by tracing the story of the female

% Thus, corporeality and representation of experiences of body as such are not an aspect of
primarily women’s texts, but also an equally significant part of men’s texts. Here, however, |
am interested in exploring the specific instance of representing corporeal experiences in
women’s autobiographical texts and their relation to the material and symbolic hierarchies
between genders.
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development represented in the texts and contrasting it to the prevailing images
of femininity in Russian culture.
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2 Contextualising the Autobiographical Texts

In this chapter I strive to contemplate what it means to read the texts I
have chosen for analysis from the perspective of constructing female
subjectivity in literary discourse. First, I approach the meaning of gender in
connection with female subjectivity in Russian literary context, where “women’s
literature” has conventionally been a derogatory concept on the one hand, and
feminine images have been prominent national symbolism of culture on the
other.! Second, I will look at the “tradition” of women’s autobiographical
writing in Russia: what function it has fulfilled for writers, what the restrictions
have been, and how the objects of research can be placed in this field.?

2.1 Female Subjectivity in the Russian Literary Context

Historically female authorship and women’s literature in Russia have
often had a weak, marginalized status in the dominant cultural sphere.® At the
end of the 1980s a group of female writers joined together behind a common
programme declaring the existence and importance of women’s literature, a term
historically connected with the status of second-rate writing, and claiming their
place in literature as “writing women”, promoting their own ways of expressing
themselves, and seeking for a connection with their female predecessors.*
Traditionally and stereotypically the notion of women’s literature is understood
as writing about love, romance, about “women’s issues”, which document
merely the personal concerns of a woman writer, which are not of interest in
literature.’

In literary history the prominent images of “Woman” have often been
created by male authors. Women authors and their literary images have
remained in the margins of literary institutions (Burkhart 1983; Heldt 1987;
Kelly 1994; Savkina 1998, 2001; Rosenholm 1999). In the field of literary and
cultural production female authors encounter images of symbolic femininity
created for and of them - like, for instance, the myth of a strong woman - when
they set out to create their own images of themselves.

" Of course this is not to say that this is a particularly Russian phenomenon. Rather I seek to
justify the interpretations [ have made of the texts of the representation of female subjectivity
and sexuality and its significance in this cultural context.

* Looking into “traditions” and themes of Russian women’s autobiographical writing here is
not, to borrow Leigh Gilmore’s expression, meant to depend on the notion of “a shared
female experience or to “locate female identity and experience in a unitary, transhistorical
and unifying grounds of meaning” (see Gilmore 1994, xii).

’ Cf. Kelly (1994, 2-3); Savkina (1994, 5); Goscilo (1996, 16); Marsh (1996, 13).

* Cf. Vasilenko’s story about the formation of the first Russian women’s collective effort at
publishing (2000). See also, for instance, Gabriéljan (1996, 42), Rovenskaja (2000), and
Zerebkina (2003, 61).

> See Lipovskaya (1994, 131), and further below.
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Autobiographical writing has offered both a rather conventional pattern
for the representation of feminine identity in culture and a passage-way for the
representation of female experience. In other words, to borrow Holmgren on
Cukovskaja’s and Mandel’$tam’s memoirs, the authority attached to the
feminine role of the preserver of the Russian intelligentsia’s cultural values gave
these female writers a specific subject position connected with feminine ideals
of care-taking and self-sacrifice in Russian culture. However, the writers used
this position in an innovative way: “...they moved from the position of self-
declared caretakers to (undeclared) creators of influential cultural/political texts
and a new kind of dissident community* (Holmgren 1993, 26).

“Woman” and femininity form symbolic images in Russian culture.® The
“strong woman” in Soviet fiction performed the function being a sign for
equality and the specific Russian “oneness” (cf. Dunham 1960, 482). During and
after perestroika writing on the role of woman as a wife and mother, the
guardian of the home and family values, considered this female position a
crucial constituent of the moral and ethical values of society.” In her book Soil
and Soul FElena Hellberg-Hirn contemplates the central feminine symbols
connected with Russia as Motherland, and Mother Russia. She points out that
the notion of nation understood as Motherland indicates an understanding of the
origin of the nation in a timeless, natural way: “... [T]he myth of Motherland
ultimately refers to the nation seen as a metaphorical family, whose time... is
non-historical” (1998, 112). Hellberg-Hirn notes that motherhood forms a
central constituent in Russian tradition (ibid. 116-7): it prevails through the ages,

¢ Representations of feminine symbolics in the Russian context have been discussed by Oleg
Rjabov in his book Matuska Rus’ (2001), which is entirely dedicated to this theme and by
Elena Hellberg-Hirn in her book Sou! and Soil. The Symbolic World of Russianness (1998)
especially in the chapter “Mother Russia: Soil and Soul”. Both works analyse historical and
philosophical writings and cultural imagery of Russianness and the identity of Russians, the
symbols usually connected with Russian national identity as well as literary and popular
representations of it. In my discussion of literary representations the symbolic images play a
certain role in the form of a metanarrative of the symbolic meanings attached to femininity in
Russian culture.

7 Conservative writers held that Soviet women, who had long been working for the state,
should resume their (domestic) roles as the guardians of moral values and transmit them to
children. See, for instance, writing by Valentin Rasputin (1990) and Tatjana Okulova (1990).
According to Olga Voronina (1994, 135-137) this was a more general view in debates about
the nature of a “real” woman (as opposed to “Soviet”) during perestroika: “The main point ...
is to remind women that it is they who are the guardians of the home fires, that their place is
in the home, but at the same time they should not forget that the head of the family is of
course the man” (ibid. 137). Incidentally, the topic was also touched upon in Jlumepamypras
eazema (Literary Gazette, 41/2002) in a contribution called “Uero xe xoueT xeHIuHA”
(What does the woman want), in which the writer expresses his concern about the moral
decay of contemporary women, the concern behind this being, what will happen to “us”, for
the woman has always been the guardian of morality.
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but mutated into various forms, which reflect the changing functions of the
Mother image (ibid. 120). According to Hellberg-Hirn:

[i]n the course of recent Russian history, the ambivalence of the Soviet and post-
Soviet modernization project and the vagaries of nationalist discourse are
reflected in changing portrayals of women as victims of social backwardness,
icons of modernity, or privileged bearers of cultural authenticity. (Hellberg-Hirn
1998, 124)

Thus, symbolic femininity, “Woman”, comes to represent social change
in a passive way, as a victim, an icon, or bearer of culture. Woman represents
images of nation as a mother, bearer of tradition, ethnicity and origin, which
involve and reinforce the idea of a natural national identity, guaranteed through
birth and blood. However, the images of “Mother Russia” as Hellberg-Hirn
continues, are dominated by male voices and male views, and there are few
active female voices to be heard (ibid. 130). Despite their centrality in
iconography, women are usually on the margins of polity®: they are other.

Traditionally in Russia the combination “women’s literature” has been
equated with second-rate literature about women’s petty issues in life, which are
of no interest in so-called serious literature. For example, Russian women
writers in the 1860s were criticised because of their “inability” to separate life
and work; according to literary critics women’s works on their everyday lives
were very interesting in life but boring and trivial in literature, and the critics’
opinion was that it was more difficult for women writers to free themselves of
their own “I” than it was for men writers (Rosenholm 1999, 351).

For comparison it is interesting what the following critic says about
women’s prose in the 1990s:

...[’K]eHCKOE TaKk M OCTaeTCs JKEHCKHM, TO €CTh JUIYHOCTHOE OTHOIIEHHE K JKH3HU
W3-32 WHEPUUW OTPUIIAHUS, MaJoro >XM3HEHHOTO OIbITa TaK W HE OBLIO
MPEO0ICHO, 0000IICHNS XY/I0’KECTBEHHOTO KU3HU TaK M HE SIBUJIOCH, 3 BMECTO
JIATEPATYPhI OCTACTCSI TUIHOCTD, OKyMeHT 0 smuHoctH (Kiljakov 1996, 110)

Thus, according to Kiljakov, a literary critic of the 1990s, women writers
are not capable of separating themselves from their own personal lives and
turning this into literature, quite similarly to what critics complained about in the
second half of the 19" century. Kiljakov takes the view that women’s texts are

¥ See Yuval-Davis, Nira 1997. Gender and Nation. London, Thousand Oaks, New Delhi: Sage
Publications; and Gordon, Tuula 2002. Kansallisuuden fyysiset, sosiaaliset ja mentaaliset
rajat. Sukupuolitetut rajat. Gendered Borders and Boundaries. Komulainen, Katri (toim.).
Joensuun yliopisto. Psykologian tutkimuksia 22. Joensuu: University of Joensuu. 15-37.

? «..[W]oman remains woman, that is because of lack of abnegation and scarcity of life
experience the personal relation to life could not be transcent, life could not be turned into
artistic quality. Instead of literature we have a person, a document of a personality.”
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without artistic generalization of life, they remain documents about the female
self. The question remains, what would be wrong with that? The women writers’
group, HoBbie amazonku/ The New amazons, emerged as and from the protest
against derogatory notions about women’s literature and sought to represent just
that: women’s perspective on the world and themselves (cf. Vasilenko 2000, 33;
Zerebkina 2003, 61). The notion quoted above stands on the hierarchically
structured binary opposition between symbolic masculinity and femininity: the
masculine/male 1s associated with the general, common for “all humanity”, the
feminine/female as exceptional, specific and personal.

The observations presented above imply that literary texts are produced
not in a void, but in a certain cultural context which is structured according to
social and symbolic systems of value. Braidotti’s description of the function of
the term gender elucidates these systems and their working:

As such, “gender” in feminist theory primarily fulfills the function of challenging
the universalistic tendency of critical language and of the systems of knowledge
and scientific discourse at large. This tendency consists in conflating the
masculine viewpoint with the general, “human” standpoint, thereby confining the
feminine to the structural position of “other.” Thus, the masculine qua human is
taken as the “norm,” and the feminine qua other is seen as marking the
“difference.” The corollary of this definition is that the burden of sexual
difference falls upon women, marking them off as the second sex, or the structural
“other,” whereas men are marked by the imperative of carrying the universal. The
symbolic division of labor between the sexes, which the term “gender” helps to
explain, is the system set up by phallogocentrism, which is the inner logic of
patriarchy. In other words, this system is neither necessary as in historically
inevitable, nor is it rational as in conceptually necessary. It simply has come to be,
as the powerful foundations of a system in which we are all constructed as either
men or women by certain symbolic, semiotic, and material conditions. (1994,
151-2)

That “the masculine qua human is taken as the ‘norm,” and the feminine
qua other is seen as marking the ‘difference’” - this has been a prevailing
constituent of the Russian literary context. This situation is described by Nina
Gabrieljan (1996) with the help of a linguistic-cultural context. She points out
that in Russian grammar the masculine gender represents the general human
form (incorporating, thus, both genders), whereas the feminine gender is
designated only for women. She states that

...PAMMATHKa B HESIBHOM BHJE OTPaXaeT TCHACHIMIO PACCMATPHBATH JKECHIIMHY
(¥ Bech JKEHCKHIA CMMBOJIBHBIN PSI) KaK HEYTO HEJODKHOE W YaCTHOE, KOTOPOE
HEOOXOIMMO JIepIKaTh 10 KOHTPOJIEM OOIIEro, TIaBHOTO - MY)KCKOTO, HHOT/IA -
3a CYET IMOTJIOMICHHSI ITOTO YACTHOTO JKCHCKOTO OOIICYETIOBEYECKIM MYIKCKUM.
(Gabriéljan 1996, 39.)"°

10« .the grammar indirectly reflects the tendency to consider woman (and the whole feminine

symbolisim) as something unnecessary and separate, which has to be controlled by the
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Further, Gabri¢ljan demonstrates that during the Soviet era there was a
connection between political discourse - strict regulation of all human spheres of
activity - and latent discrimination of the feminine which occurred as the double
exploitation of women’s labour at home and at work, as absence of an
independent women’s movement, as lack of tolerance towards dissidence and
experiments in the arts, and most of all, towards stylistics, which were defined
pejoratively as “feminine” (ibid. 42).

The latter circumstance is exemplified by short autobiographical texts of
women writers from the provinces'' who account for their difficult path to a
literary career and recognition. Some of the contradictions between the official
notions and a woman writer’s identity can be traced in the account of Marina
LiSanskaja on her work:

[Tunry xopoTKHe pacckasbl Ha Tak HaszbiBaeMmble ‘“keHckue Tembl” (...) To ectsb,
MUy HAa T€ TEMBbI, KOTOpPbIE B COBETCKOW JHTEpaType BCEria CUUTAIUCH
“menkumu’. (...) Bompekun HacaxmaeMoMy MHEHHMIO, YTO HET ‘“KEHCKOW U
“MyXKCKON” IUTEpaTyphl, a €CTh JUTEparypa IUIoXag M XOpoIllasg, YBEpeHa:
KEHCKasl JIUTepaTypa, JIMTepaTypa CO CBOEH TEMaTHKOH M CBOUM, MXEHCKUM
B3[VIAJJOM Ha MHp - €CTh, U CUHTAI0, YTO UMEHHO celvac M MMEHHO B Hallel
CTpaHe ee 3HaUCHHUE JIOKHO Bo3pacTu. (Skvorcova-Akbulatova 1995, 217-218)

I write short stories on so-called “women’s issues” (...) That is, I write about
themes that in the Soviet literature were always considered “petty”. (...) Against
the prevailing opinion that there is no “women’s” or “men’s” literature, but only
literature that is good or bad, I’'m certain: women’s literature, which has its own
thematics and own, female perspective - exists, and I think that precisely now and
precisely in our country its meaning is bound to increase. (Skvorcova-Akbulatova

1995, 217-218)

The reason for the need for a specific “women’s literature” as defined by
Lisanskaja, is the collapse of established values, ideologies and truths, promoted
through the official political rhetoric.” In a similar vein Kelly (1994) and
Holmgren (1994, 143) suggest that with the disapprearence of the political
oppositions, there was more space for women’s writing, which does not conform
to the political and social demands but represents a different kind of experience

general, essential - the masculine, sometimes incorporating this separate, feminine with the
human masculine.”

" Pyccras oywa. CO0pHUK NO23UU U NPO3bL COBPEMEHHBIX NUCAMENbHUY PYCCKOU NPOSUHYUL.
(The Russian Soul. Anthology of poetry and prose by contemporary women writers from the
Russian provinces, Skvorcova-Akbulatova (ed.) 1995). For a more detailed discussion on
them see Rytkdnen (2002).

2 Cf. the manifesto of Novye amazonki in their anthologies: “[X]enckas npo3a ects. (...) OHa
CYIIECTBYEeT KaK HEM30€XHOCTh, MPOJAMKTOBAaHA BPEMEHEM W mpocTpancTBoM./ Women’s
prose exists. (...) Its existence is a necessity, dictated by the time and the place” (quoted in
Vasilenko 2000, 31).
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of womanhood.” For example, the poet N. Sidorova writes that her literary
biography was greatly influenced by the fact that she had been seriously ill since
childhood: she had not been able to attend state education, but had had to remain
at home, bedridden. Sidorova considers, however, that this isolated circumstance
gave her a certain benefit; freedom from ideological constraints:

B sTOM CKOBaHHOM, YeAMHEHHOM MOEM TOJ0KEHUH OblIa M XOopoiiasi CTopoHa. 5
OKa3aslach CBOOOJHA OT BIMSHUS MICOJIOTMYECKON MpomaraHjbl, KOTOPOH Obun
NpOHM3aHbI Bce cepbl oOpa3zoBanus U KyabTypbl B CoBerckom Coroze. S Obuia
cBOOOJHA B BHIOOpPE CBOMX HMHTEPECOB M YHUTaja TO, YTO MHE XOTenoch. (...)
[IepBbie cBOM cTUXHU s yBHJENa B paloHHOW M obnacTHOW medaru B 1972 rony.
Oto Obula JUpHUKAa - CTHUXHM, HANOJHEHHBIE JIMYHBIMH YYyBCTBaMU U
nepeXxuBaHUsIMH. B Te ronpl y Hac cymiecTBoBajio yOeKAEHUE, UTO JTUTEeparypa u
UCKYCCTBO JOJDKHBI CBOMMHU XYJOXKECTBEHHBIMH CpEICTBAMM IOAJAEPKUBATH
JIMHUI0 KOMMYHUCTHUYECKOH mapTuu. Bce, 4T0 NpoTHBOpEUmIo 3TOMY 3aKOHY, HE
UMEJIO MPaBO Ha >KHU3Hb, a BCE, YTO ObUIO JIMIIEHO OMNPEAEICHHOM Ipa){1aHCKON
MIO3HIINH, OCTABAJIOCh KaK ObI B TeHHU, 0€3 BHUMaHUS M TIOAJICPKKH OPpUIIHATEHON
kputuku. (Skvortsova-Akbulatova 1995, 44-5)

This fettered, isolated situation of mine also had a positive side. | was free from
the influence of ideological propaganda, which permeated every sphere of
education and culture in the Soviet Union. | was free to choose my interests and I
read what I wanted. (...) My first poems I saw in district and regional print in
1972. It was lyrics, poems full of personal emotions and experiences. In those
years we had a conviction that literature and art should with their artistic methods
support the policy of the communist party. Everything which contradicted this law
had no right to exist, and everything which was devoid of a certain civic position,
remained as if in the shadow, without the attention or support of the official
criticism. (Skvortsova-Akbulatova 1995, 44-5)

Her bedridden condition, tied within the private sphere of home, is
paradoxically perceived by her as freedom: freedom to choose according to her
own interest, freedom to write what she wanted. The writer stresses the
contradiction between her own interests and the official propaganda which
permeated education and culture. It comes about that with the expiring of the

" Thus, Kelly (1994) suggests that the new situation during perestroika for many women
writers, who had been writing on “apolitical” themes - family, home, human relations - was
more favourable than for men writers who had established themselves during the Soviet
period. Andrej Bitov’s commentary on the situation produced by glasnost gives an illustrative
example of how important the “system” was as a “co-author” of his works (see Bitov 1999,
428: “...s1 BCce moTeps1, Korja crano Bce MoxHO/ ...I lost everything when everything became
allowed”). As Holmgren (1994, 143) points out, at the beginning of the 1990s “...women
writers have grown more numerous and ... more respected in Russian prose... (...) Indeed, we
may be witnessing a very productive moment for the ascendancy of women writers as the old
binary opposition of official versus dissident is crumbling into a multitude of political
platforms and special interest groups.”
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official propaganda and ideology, there opens up more, or at least a different
space for the kind of writing she had produced.

However, it is also evident that Russian women writers form quite a
heterogeneous group when it comes to attitudes towards “women’s literature”. A
well-known example is Ljudmila Petrusevskaja (born 1938) whose texts are
most highly valued in literary criticism and very often considered (by feminist
researchers) as representing a female perspective. However, her own definition
of her works marks them as “male prose” and not “women’s literature”."
Another prominent prose writer, Marina Palej, (born 1955) describes in an
essay” her experimentation with gender identities in her writing. True, she calls
this not “experiment” but “freedom from gender”, that is, Palej suggests that
when she writes about a male protagonist it has nothing to do with gender and
everything to do with “being human”. Palej takes the view that as a professional
writer she can rid herself of her gender, which happens precisely with the help of
grammatically masculine forms of language. (Palej 1997.)

Are these notions of Petrusevskaja and Palej examples of conforming to
prevailing notions about the “second-rate status” of women’s writing, or a result
of a desire for both identification and separation from the prevailing values, is a
question of its own, but they do illuminate the cultural context around female
agency and subjectivity in Russia.'

In her article on the works of contemporary Russian women writers of
different generations”, Christina Parnell presents a thesis that these texts bring
out not so much a deconstruction of gender roles in Russian culture, but a
reconstruction of sexual difference. As Parnell points out, this difference does
not go back to a dichotomy between male and female, man and woman, but is
based on the representation of the biological and social experience of women:

In diesem Sinne wird Weiblichkeit im Werk russischer Autorinnen als andere
Erfahrung innerhalb der symbolischen Ordnung beschrieben und erkundet, deren
Bedeutung sich nicht aus der Gegensetzung zum Minnlichen (in seinem

'* See Sigrid McLaughlin’s essay in The Dictionary of Russian Women Writers, where it is
stated that PetruSevskaja argues that “[t]here is no existential difference between men and
women” and “[w]hile writing, the author must become genderless” (1994, 505).

" In English: “The Development of My Creativity: The Road to Freedom Beyond Gender”
(see Palej 1997).

'* Cf. Rovenskaja (2000): “[b]one3HeHHbIi, BHyTPEHHE MPOTHBOPEYUBBI M HEYCTOWYHBBIN
CUMOHMO3 CJICZIOBaHMS TpPaJWIMU U, OJHOBPEMEHHO, madoca TPOTUBOOOpPCTBA C HEHA,
MPEONIOJICHUSI €€ OTPaKaeT CyTh SBJICHUS COBPEMEHHOM JKEHCKOW TIpO3BI, a TaKxke
MIPOU3BEICHUH THCATEIBHUII, PACCMAaTPUBAEMBIX BHE e KOHTeKcTa./ ...[A] morbid, inwardly
contradictory and unstable symbiosis of conforming to tradition and, simultaneously, of
resisting it, surpassing it, reflects the essence of the phenomenon of contemporary women’s
prose, and works by women writers who consider themselves beyond this definition.”

"7 Parnell discusses works by Eva Datnova (born 1975), Elena Sazanovi¢ (born 1964), Nina
Sadur (born 1950), Svetlana Vasilenko (born 1956).
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ontologischen Verstindis) herleitet, sondern als Verkorperung von echter
Differenz die Opposition “méannlich”/ “weiblich” unterlauft. (Parnell 2000, 159)"*

Parnell suggests that contemporary Russian women writers are not apt to
represent the constructive character of gender identity; to deconstruct the gender
difference; but instead are inclined to trace in their texts what has so far, for
various social and historic-cultural reasons, been suppressed or excluded as the
Other, which includes the female; and to perceive this otherness in their texts."”
Likewise Gabri¢ljan (1996, 41-42) contends that during the Soviet era the
priorities and aims defined by that regime had a military character, associated
with masculinity and patriarchy; it is thus no surprise that in the late 1980s
feminist and women’s movement emerged and anthologies of women’s writing
appeared one after another. As Gabrieljan writes, many writers of these
anthologies strived to

...BBIpBaThCSl 3a TMpeneibl TOW CUTyallud, KOTJa >KEHIIMHA BHIWT ce0d
UCKJIIOYUTETIPHO TJIa3aMU MYXXYWHBI, & HE CBOMMH COOCTBEHHBIMH, NEPECTaTh
KOMHMPOBaTh MY’KCKOE NEepo, HO Peaj30BaTh B CBOEM TBOPYECTBE T€ KAayecTBa,
KOTOpPBIC 3aKOUPOBAHBI B MATPHAPXATHOU KYJIbType Kak jkeHckue. (1996, 42)*

In the previous chapter I discussed the importance of considering the
meaning of gender in the signification process, and referred, among others, to
Nancy K. Miller’s theory of “gender-bound’reading (see Miller 1988, 57). The
notion of gender-bound reading is based on the hypothesis that there is
something to be represented, and that the act of narrating engages the narrating
subject in interaction between literary images and their own constructions of
reality. In addition, it is the reader who is to differentiate the text, the subject and
the meaning in gendered terms (ibid.). The tracing of the specifically female can
be read, according to Parnell, based on the idea of searching for an independent
subject with her own experience, without suppressing the other (Parnell 2000,
161). Parnell calls this the moment of genuine difference (echte Differenz),
which is not based on binary patterns of thought and perception (ibid.), but on
the author’s construction of real (lived, corporeal) experience. The idea of

" “In this sense femininity in Russian women’s texts is described and explored as another
experience in the symbolic order, the meaning of which is not derived from the masculine (in
its ontological understanding) but as an embodiment of a real difference it negates the
opposition masculine/feminine.”

1% “Aufgrund zahlreicher sozialer und kulturhistorischer Hintergriinde steht fiir die russischen
Autorinnen einfach nicht die Frage, Geschlechtsidentitit als konstruiert zu erkennen, d.h. die
fliefjenden Grenzen eines mit sich nicht identischen weiblichen Subjekts darzustellen, sondern
es geht darum, dem bislang unterdriickten Anderen, und dazu gehort das Weibliche, Gestalt
zu geben.” (Parnell 2000, 160-161)

20« break away from a situation where woman sees herself through the eyes of man, and not
through her own eyes, stop copying male writing, and begin to realise in her own work those
features, which have been encoded in the patriarchal culture as feminine.”
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“working out special ways of perceiving, of feeling and thinking, that have been
marginalised by the Soviet symbolic order” (Rosenholm 2002) is also useful in
the reading of the material I am working with. 1 have observed that in the
women’s autobiographical texts I am reading the authors strive to represent their
own, lived experience in order to reconstruct a coherent picture of the self, and
not to deconstruct identity in their writing (Rytkonen 2000). This resonates with
what was earlier said about women writers’ search for self-identification in
contemporary prose texts: the process of self-identification through the text
becomes a central constituent of the text (Rovenskaja 2000).

As numerous researchers have observed, women’s prose works in the
last decade, especially those published in specific anthologies, represent female
protagonists and their experience in a way that has occasioned the recognizing
of these texts as a specific phenomenon in Russian literature (Savkina 1994,
Goscilo 1996 and 2002, Gabrieljan 1996, Azhgikhina 2000, Rovenskaja 2000).
Many researchers have also recognized the sombre aesthetics of this
representation, connected with female experiences of everyday reality, sexuality,
psychosocial circumstances. As, for example, Rovenskaja (2000) notes:

Kenckyro mpo3ly koHma  80-Xx  MOXHO  CpaBHHUTh C  TAIUEHTOM
ICUXOTEPANeBTUYECKOIO C€aHca, NPUIIEIIUM JIEYUThCS OT OECCOHHHUIBI,
PEIIMBIIUMCST Ha YECTHBI M WCKPEHHUH pasroBop O ce0e, U HEOKHIAHHO C
HEIOyMEHHEM U Ope3TIMBOCTHIO PACCMATPHUBAIOIIMM OTKPBIBIIYIOCS B IMpoOIecce
caMoaHajn3a KaTacTpo(pUUECKyI0 KapTUHY BBDKKEHHOW MYCTBIHU COOCTBEHHOTO
“s”. (...) bonee Toro, camouneHTH(UKAIISA CTAHOBUTCS OJHOHN W3 TIIaBHBIX IesIeh
’KEHCKOTO JINTEpaTypHOro TBOPYECTBA B LeJIOM. !

In my discussion of the five texts which are the objects of the research in
this study, similar observations come to the fore: writing about past times and
past experiences opens up a therapeutic discussion about the self.? The texts of
my material and the texts Rovenskaja’s article deals with relate to the same
cultural moment in history, the same cultural situation for women writers. The
specific features of this cultural situation emerged in the observations above are
the need for a specific “women’s literature” after the collapse of established
values, 1deologies and truths, promoted through the official political rhetoric; the

2 “Women’s prose at the end of the 1980s can be compared with a patient attending a
psychotherapeutic session, who has come to seek for a cure for insomnia, and decided to have
an honest and frank discussion about herself, and who suddenly with confusion and revulsion
realizes the catastrophic picture of the burnt desert which is her ‘self’. (...) Beyond this, self-
identification becomes one of the main targets of female literary creativity as a whole.”

* A similar observation is made in Mihail Zolotonosov’s review of the recently published
collection of stories bpwiseu wamnanckozo. Hosas osrcenckas nposa/ Sprinkling Champagne.
New Women'’s Prose (2003). The critic says he had to consult a psychotherapist (!) in order to
be assured that the hopelessness and despair the women’s stories represented was in fact
“realistic” (Zolotonosov 2003). That the critic had to verify the “validity” of the stories is
symptomatic of the attitudes to women’s writing.
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demise of the official propaganda and ideology, which has opened up more, or at
least a different space for that kind of writing; the sombre aesthetics of the
representations connected with female experiences of everyday reality,
sexuality, psychosocial circumstances. Another interesting observation, made by
Zerebkina (2003, 65), is that much of late and post-Soviet women’s writing uses
authorial practices of the autobiographical genre.

If we take seriously the observation that women’s writing - published in
the 1980s-90s - fulfills a therapeutic function - as an honest and frank discussion
about oneself -, a project of self-analysis, during which the subject discovers “a
catastrophic landscape of a burnt desert” - then we might consider this aspect a
significant phenomenon of women’s writing, which merits closer analysis.

The expression by the memoirist, Marija Konisskaja, in her text “3nbie
ronbl - Severe Years” graphically describes the task of reconstructing the
experience, and the representative practices used in this task. The memoirist-
narrator mentions as an impetus for writing that her children have urged her to
write “about everything”.* From the narrative it can be concluded that
Konisskaja is an educated, intellectual woman and a painter. She describes her
experiences in the siege of Leningrad during the Second World War, and starts
her narrative with a familiar proclamation: “/laBHO mopa cecTh 3a CTON H
3ammcaTh Bce, uto Obuto/ It’s about time to sit down and write all that happened
then” (Konisskaja 1992, 65). The author’s aim in writing is not literary, but, as
she notes: “ ke Xouy TOJNBKO OTMETHTHh XOJ| COOBITUA M OYEHb OOIOCH
OIMCHIBATH JIUTEPATYPHO, XYJOKECTBEHHO. JTO HE B MOMX BO3MOXKHOCTSIX U HE
B Moux 3aaayax/ I only want to write down the course of events and dread to
deliver a literary, artistic description. That is not possible for me nor is that my
task.” (ibid. 79). The writer here denies any fictional aspect in her writing, which
is only aimed at being a descriptive account of the course of events, which have
occurred in her life and which she has perceived. The question is of memory and
the past, of the tragedies of war and Stalin’s time.

The narrative is, indeed, plain and unembellished, which at times strikes
the reader as disturbing, even repulsive. As the narrator mentions, there are
many descriptions of the siege of Leningrad but: “Be3me MHOTO HenpaBAbl U HET
npasabl/ they contain lies and no truth” (ibid. 65). The motivation is thus
twofold: to tell what was, and to tell it authentically. The need to tell her own
story arises from the contradiction the narrator has observed between her own
experiences and the literary descriptions of the siege written later. The
description especially of the people as heroic during that time is criticised by
Konisskaja: she does not recognize herself in those heroic people described in
the stories told about the siege of Leningrad. She notes that perhaps “...aT0
TOJIEKO MBI M TOJIBKO T€ JIFOAM, KOTOPBIX S HAaOJO/Iana, TaKhe He eepoudeckue,

» This evokes a resemblance with Natal’ja Dolgorukaja’s well-known memoirs of the 18"
century (cf. Hammerberg 2003, 93).
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BEpHEE, HE TaKhe TEePOMYECKHE, KAKMMH ONHMCAHBI JICHUHTPAIIbl B
HareyaTaHHBIX IMO3JHee Memyapax/ ...it’s only we and only those people I
observed who are not heroic, or rather, not so heroic as the Leningrad people in
the memoirs published later” (Konisskaja 1992, 65, italics in the original). The
emphasis on the word “heroic” draws attention to the contradiction between the
national myth of the heroism of the Soviet people during World War II, and the
perception the narrator has of the same events. The narrator rejects the heroism
ascribed to her as a survivor of the siege of Leningrad, she does not recognize
herself from that myth, nor does she wish to construct her experience by
referring to it.

The plain mode of writing in Konisskaja’s narrative is emphasised and
especially effective in describing the everyday life of the protagonist during the
siege, her evacuation to Ukraine, her transport to Germany and her return home,
repatriated after the war. She describes her life in the country in “primitive”
conditions with two children, how she was treated by the Germans and, after her
return home, by her fellow-citizens.*

It could be said that the striving to describe only the course of events,
using no literary or fictional device, as the narrator claims, turns against itself.
Exactly because of the lack of literary euphemisms the impact of the described
scenes is very “literary”, at times even surrealistic. The narrator seeks to
distance herself from previous literary descriptions (which she finds untrue), and
just “document” what she has gone through in those years. Because of the
dynamic definition of literary, or fiction”, it becomes practically impossible to
draw a clear distinction between fiction and so-called non-fiction. It might be
suggested that we need to move towards a different understanding of aesthetics
in relation to such texts as Konisskaja’s, or, those of Varlam Salamov.*
However, in the case of recent Russian women’s writing, we might be inclined
to acknowledge that there is a need for different epistemological conceptions,
taking account of gender. Helena Goscilo (1996, 91) states that Russian
women’s writing published in the 1980s and 1990s does not follow the lines
sketched by Russian classics for the female body and female experience: in their
texts the heroines are often ugly, dirty, bloody, they suffer from alcoholism,

* The narrator describes how she was beaten by her German hosts: “IluakamMu ¥ yaapamu
OHHU BBHITOJIKHYJIM MEHsSI BO JIBOp, TJ€ CTalW H3BHBATh JBOeM. OCOOCHHO HEHCTOBCTBOANA
ona./ Kicking and beating they threw me into the courtyard, where they began beating
together. The hostess was especially rampant.” (Konisskaja 1992, 84); how in the primitive
conditions she maintained her intimate hygine; how after the Soviet troops’ invasion of the
country, Russian soldiers only “drank and marauded” and “of course, raped” (ibid. 88).

» See the reference to Toker’s definition above.

* This is what Toker points out in her study on Gulag narratives and documentary literature.
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abortion, rape. Goscilo sees this as an inscription of “the epistemological and
conceptualizing habits that produce specific fictions or texts”.”

I consider that the texts investigated here have an aspect which is echoed
in the need to tell the truth about their authors’ Soviet past but not exhausted by
a political, common national duty or task to record a testimony of the by-gone
years. What emerges in these texts can be aligned to the representation of the
writers’ experiences “through the remembrance of their bodies” observed in
contemporary women’s prose writing (Rosenholm 2002). It can also be aligned
to what Salamov called the “literature of the future” stating: “It is not writers
who will speak, but professionals who possess the gift for writing. And they will
tell only what they know and have seen. Accuracy - that is the force of the
literature of the future.” (cit. in Toker 1997, 209). On the one hand, these texts
represent authorised voices of the process of re-writing history from the
viewpoint of an individual human being answering the topical question in the
aftermath of the Soviet Union: who were we, who are we and what will become
of us? These texts in part continue certain themes in Soviet Russian society and
culture which came to the surface already in the so-called thaw period of the
1960s as well as continuing and undermining certain practices of representation
characteristic of the Soviet discourse. In the following subchapter the aim is not
to define what female autobiography in Russia is, but to outline some aspects of
the tradition of women’s autobiographical writing in Russia and possible
continuities in the texts analysed in this study.

2.2 Russian Women’s Autobiographical Writing - Between Life
and Literature

How do contemporary Russian women write about their lives through
the autobiographical discourse? Before embarking on a response, the question
must be specified and contextualized. I want to analyse what the narrative
strategies are like in the representation of female experience used in these texts,
and, in so doing, it is important to consider what consistencies and differences
we can observe between these and earlier autobiographical writing. The aim in
this chapter is to identify specific literary aspects (themes and structures) of
Russian female autobiography and to locate the objects of analysis in this
tradition.

At first it must be said that this undertaking is accompanied by
considerable reservations, because little research has been done on specifically
literary aspects - that is, strategies and traditions of textual representations of the
first person narrator’s experience - of women’s autobiography in Russia.

7 Arja Rosenholm writes that “[i]n many texts of the 1980s and 1990s women writers
investigate their past through the remembrance of their bodies. The body is experienced as a
kind of memory body into which traces of the Soviet history are inscribed”; and that they use
“physiological realia” as a literary effect (Rosenholm 2002).
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Previous studies on the subject® have been instructive in my approach to
Russian women’s autobiographies. Still, much of what is said below, is based on
a few studies (concentrating on a fragment of a vast material), and the discussion
1s tentative.

Barbara Heldt suggested in her Terrible Perfection (1987) that Russian
women’s autobiographies are doubly inaccessible to Western readers: first, as
Russian autobiographies, second, as Russian women’s autobiographies. Heldt
establishes and discusses the rich tradition of Russian women’s autobiographical
writing in the 19™ and 20" centuries. Mention has already been made of her
well-known thesis on autobiography and poetry as the literary genres which
have offered Russian women more freedom in the representation of their
experience through writing than fiction, which was dominated by male authors,
especially in the 19" century.

The research on Russian women’s autobiographies (and fiction)
available today further elucidates and complements Heldt’s argument about the
possibilities offered by the genre of female autobiography. While new material
on the subject indicates that Russian women have written autobiographical texts
through different times® and that this genre has offered them “...a forum for
aesthetic and philosophical self-construction” and their texts “aim at a
psychological self-reflectivity for intellectual women” (Models of Self 2000, 9)
this genre has also been greatly influenced by the “dominant (male) tradition”
(see Savkina 2001). To map out interrelations and intertextual features between
these two aspects - self-construction and conformity to tradition - in the
following I will look at findings of the research on Russian women’s
autobiography in the 19™ and 20" centuries.

2.2.1 Overview of the 19" Century

As Clyman and Vowles note, one of the reasons for the success of
autobiographical literature in the 19" century was its function as an outlet for
critical voices in a society which practised censorship on publications. This gave
reason to emphasise “the documentary value and moral significance of personal,
autobiographical literature as a corrective to official history and official

* Articles by Holmgren (1994), Hoogenboom (1996), Zirin (2002) and by many others;
Monographies by Heldt (1987), Holmgren (1993) and Savkina (2001); Anthologies Russia
Through Women’s Eyes (1996), in which Clyman and Vowles’s introduction offers a brief
historical overview of women’s autobiographical writing in the 19th and early 20th centuries
and Models of Self (2001), which offers an interdisciplinary approach to Russian women’s
autobiographies. The book Writing the Siege of Leningrad: Women’s Diaries, Memoirs and
Documentary Prose by Simmons and Perlina (2002) introduces an important field of Russian
women’s documentary writing in 20" century.

» The first autobiographies by Russian women date from the last third of the 18" century, but
they were published only decades after their authors’ death (see, for instance, Zirin 2002,
100).
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representations of Russian society” (1996, 20). As was noted earlier, this
continues to be the case in the works of the 20" century and my own material.
However, in the 19™ century it was not usual for women to write their
autobiographies for publication, because of “the constraints of femininity and
society’s hostility toward women who stepped out of the private realm” (ibid.
22). This aspect is not so evident in the late 20™ century texts, when women
and women writers have long been drawn to the public realm; however, as we
could draw on the literary critique of a female-authored text cited above,
symbolic meaning of feminine creativity in Russian culture has been connected
with rather negative merits.”’ Although women have written and published their
works during literary history, “the female autobiographical subject emerging
within historically differing cultural practices of identity production is unevenly
authorised - hierarchically and symbolically subordinated to the male subject -
by varying modes of dominant discourse.” (Models of Self 2000, 13.)

Mary Zirin notes that Russian women’s pre-revolutionary
autobiographies fall into three periods. During the first period, the early
nineteenth century, women’s autobiographical writing was influenced by
Western European models, where the narrator was usually also the protagonist.
Then, by the mid-nineteenth century, the model of feminine modesty seems to
have influenced women’s life-writing and the narrator figured mostly as an
observer and chronicler of others’ lives. Towards the end of the century, with
the modernist spirit of the time and its emphasis on individuality (among other
things) women’s autobiographical texts represented the narrator as the centre of
attention. (Zirin 2002, 101.) However, it may be difficult to draw distinct lines
between different periods when individual texts are concerned.

One of the continuing features connected with Russian women’s
autobiographical writing (diaries, letters, memoirs etc.) is that their texts are
often given the status of “eyewitness accounts”, “contemporary testimonies” on
social and political phenomena, significant literary and cultural figures, and they
have usually not been considered as writing about the female self or as literary
texts by women. This comes up especially in Irina Savkina’s monograph ITuuy
cebs... (2001, Writing the self...) on women’s autodocumentary texts of the first
half of the 19" century contemplating female autobiographies, memoirs, diaries
and letters most of which have previously not been examined as literary texts in
their own right. These women’s texts remained mostly unpublished during the

% This is evident in N. Sohanskaja’s (1823-1884) autobiography (see Clyman & Vowles
1996, 22-25), Savkina (2001, 212-240) and Zirin (2002, 103-104).

' See Kelly (1994, 2-3): “And the most important Russian received idea of all is that
women’s writing is simply not very interesting. Indeed, how could it be, when it deals with
women’s limited experience, rather than with men’s enormous experience of the social and
political issues which have been central to the dominant discourse of Russian literature,
critical realism, and reflects women’s small woes, rather than the tragically coloured priestly
mysticism which has shaped so much Russian poetry?”

74



authors’ life time and were published only later as ‘“historical documents”. The
pioneering status of Savkina’s study derives from the approach to the texts
employed in it: to read the texts as women’s literary representations of their own
selves.

One of the most interesting conclusions of Savkina’s work is that the
women autobiographers created their texts as if in the presence of uyorcoe croso,
“the word of the other”. On the one hand, this “other” represented the self as the
other, the female addressee in the form of “you”; on the other hand, there was
simultaneously the word of the other as the patriarchal (male) censor restricting
the inscribing of the female “I” (Savkina 2001, 150, 254-255, 327, 338-339).
Savkina notes that the women’s texts in her investigation were not “pure”
autobiographies; the writers also used techniques from other genres. Through
this strategy the autobiographers explored and challenged prevailing models of
femininity and female conduct (ibid. 338). As Savkina notes, these results
complement Heldt’s view of female autobiography as a genre which liberated
women from the constraints of the more “fixed” (male) prose tradition. The
research concludes that the autobiographical genres of the time offered the
women a relative freedom from the dominating literary models of femininity by
way of giving space for literary experimenting on them in the first place.”? This
observation shows how the writing subject, the female subject, through “writing
herself” enters the social realm of discourse, and constructs her experience
through interaction with cultural models and social reality.

The tradition of diary-writing, memoirs and letters can be seen as a part
of conventional feminine values which reinforce the “private” nature of
women’s roles and confine them in these. In the first half of the 19" century, as

> However, Savkina points out that in the 1830s-40s women prose writers also expressed
challenging images of femininity, so the notion that fiction could not provide Russian women
with their own expression has to be revised. Savkina states: “O0pa3 S B KEHCKUX
aBTOJOKYMEHTaX CTPOUTCS Ha MEPECeYeHUH HMEIOIIUXCS AUCKYPCOB KEHCTBEHHOCTH, C
OpHEHTAIMel He TOIbKO Ha COLMOKYJIbTYpPHBIE MOJIOBBIE CTEPEOTUIIBI, HO U Ha KOHKPETHBIE,
pacupocTpaHEeHHBIE B  COBPEMEHHOM aBTOpaMm aumepamypel obpasubl. (...) Bce
BBIIECKA3aHHOE ... HE TO3BOJSIET TaK pAAWKAIbHO ... PA3JENATh  JKEHCKYIO
ABTOJIOKYMEHTAJIMCTUKY M Tpo3y (IO KpaiflHeld Mepe, €Clii BECTU peYb O MEePBOM MOJOBHHE
XIX Beka), n6o cB0OOJ0 caMOBBIPAXKEHHUSI aBTOPCKOTO 4 B TIEPBOM - BeChMa OTHOCHTEIbHA, a
CTENEeHb 3aBHCUMOCTH BTOPOH OT IOCHOJCTBYIOLIEH JUTEpaTypHOM TpaAUTULMENH BOBCE HE
abcomrotHa./ The image of the ‘I’ in women’s autodocumentaries is built on a junction of
prevailing discourses on femininity, referring not only to the socio-cultural gender stereotypes
but also to concrete, dominating models in the contemporary literature. (...) The above... does
not allow such radical ... division between women’s autodocumentary and prose (at least if
the question is about the first half of the XIX century), because the freedom of the self-
expression of the authorial ‘I’ in the former is quite relative, and the degree of dependency on
the dominating literary tradition in the latter is not at all absolute.” (2001, 338-339) On
Russian women’s prose in the 1830s-1840s see Savkina (1998).
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Savkina notes, autobiography and women’s writing intersect with each other in
Russian literary criticism:

OMHOBPEMEHHO C OTOABHTaHMEM >KEHCKOW JIUTEpaTyphl B 00JacTh HE3penoro,
JIETCKOT0, MapruHaJIbHOTO B PYCCKOW KPUTUKE TOTO K€ BPEMEHH ... pa3BUBaTECH
uzest 0 TOM, YTO aBTOAOKYMEHTAJIbHBIE KaHPhl U OCOOEHHO JHEBHHK - 3TO TOT
BUJI TEKCTOB, Ky/la MOKET OBITh KaHAJIM3UPOBAHO KEHCKOEe TBOpUECTBO. (Savkina
2001, 15).*

Many of the tensions concerning women writers in the early 19" century
were connected with questions about (upper class) women’s roles in society.
Women’s education provided them with certain capabilities but their efforts to
realize them where not approved of because of prevailing notions of femininity.*

In the second half of the 19" century the “Woman question” was one of
the burning social issues, especially in the 1860s, and dramatic changes occurred
in the discussions of women’s role in society.* Radical thinkers and
philosophers promoted women’s right and duty to be part of building a new and
more equal society. As Rosenholm (1999) has stated, in literary production
women writers were, however, still a rarity. During this time, however, large
numbers of women began to write specifically autobiographical literature:
typical works produced in this time include family chronicles, childhood and
school memoirs, and reminiscences of work. The autobiographical writing
produced at this time has, thus, often served as chronicles of literary and social
life (Rosenholm 2000, 119). In many of the women autobiographers’ texts of the
time there was a sense of serving the community (as a woman), as a mother or as
a professional (Clyman & Vowles 1996, 28). This aspect of service continues to
be central in Russian women’s autobiographies in the 20" century as well,
especially in the works of revolutionaries and political activists.*

The time around the turn of the 20™ century can be characterized as a
time of countering ideals both for literature and for femininity. Modernist
notions began to emerge which promoted exceptionality and individuality
instead of exemplariness and the serving of society. The emergence of a new

3 “Simultaneously with the shifting aside of women’s literature to the field of immature,
childish, marginal in Russian critique of the time ... the idea is developed that
autodocumentary genres, and especially diary, form the kind of writing where women’s
creativity can be channelled.” (Savkina 2001, 15). Beyond that Savkina notes — referring to
Domna Stanton — that from the 19th century practically to the present day “autobiography”
gains in literary critique a prevalently negative value when adapted to women’s texts whereas
autobiography in connection with men’s texts is a positive term (Savkina 2001, 15).

** See Savkina (1998).

** On the Russian woman question of the 1860s and feminity see Rosenholm (1999).

* For a comparison on the cause-serving aspect of women’s autobiographical writing see
Rosenholm’s article on Elena Staken$nejder’s diaries; Rosenholm notes that “[t]he story
mediated by the diaries is split; it serves several ‘causes’ of public and hidden selves, not just
one Grand Cause hidden behind the autobiographical text” (2000, 119-120).
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reading public and the commercialization of the literary market also promoted
interest in “personalities”. Clyman and Vowles note that towards the end of the
19" century and at the beginning of the 20" century “a different image of
femininity emerged”. This image was represented especially by the diary of
Marija Baskirceva (1860-1884), which “revealed her innermost thoughts”, spoke
“frankly about taboo subjects” and made the writer herself “the center of
attention”. (Clyman and Vowles 1996, 41.) This was a modernist counter image
for serving the community, which also persisted to exist. The latter continued in
such revolutionary autobiographies as Vera Figner’s (1852-1943) and other
revolutionaries’ autobiographies in the 20™ century and offered exemplary
models for the new Soviet woman (ibid. 44-45).

The autobiography of the famous and popular woman writer Anastasija
Verbickaja autobiography (Moemy yumamenio, To My Reader, 1908), according
to Clyman and Vowles, combines “the old ideas of endurance and compassion,
as well as woman’s right to self-fulfilment, including sexual experience.”
Rosenthal notes that Verbickaja’s autobiography “both follows Russian literary
traditions and breaks with them” (2002, 165). The author presents herself as an
example for the reader, but also undermines traditional feminine images of
“selflessness and serving others” (ibid.). According to Rosenthal the cause
Verbickaja’s autobiography serves is her “own quest for selthood” (ibid. 173),
which resembles that of Marija BaSkirceva’s autobiographical text. However,
this line of autobiographical writing faded out with the advent of the new Soviet
social order but, as Clyman and Vowles note, the latter did not prevent “the
development of a rich twentieth-century tradition of women’s autobiography”
(1996, 45-46).

2.2.2 Overview of the 20" Century

A specific interest in this study focuses on Beth Holmgren’s article “For
the Good of the Cause: Russian Women’s Autobiography in the 20" century”,
where texts by Soviet Russian women are contemplated from the point of view
of “important patterns of influence and response” (1994, 128). This article is
especially valuable, because it considers a variety of texts and their practices of
representation.” However, it must be noted from the outset that Soviet
autobiographical writing by women still remains largely unexamined from the
literary point of view, and my reliance on Holmgren’s article is based on the fact

7 Another important source on literary practices of Soviet autobiographical writing is Hilde
Hoogenboom’s (1996) article on the revolutionary autobiographies of the early Soviet period.
Other studies concentrating on Soviet Russian women’s autobiographies investigate 1-3
authors and their works: see, for example, Harris on Lidija Ginzburg (1996; 2003),
Kolchevska on Evgenija Ginzburg (1998; 2003), Pratt on N.Mandel’Stam, L.Ginzburg and
L.Cukovskaja (1996), Robey on N.Mandel’stam (1998). The latter focuses on the written,
fictional self in N. Mandel’$tam’s two-volume memoirs.
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that the texts it deals with resemble those I investigate from the point of view of
the narrated time and the representation of female selthood: they share some of
the rhetorical features and influences adopted by the texts Holmgren
investigates. Thus my discussion of Soviet Russian women’s autobiography has
to be approached with appropriate reservations.

The main thesis of Holmgren’s article is that in the autobiographical
writing of the 20" century the women authors’ lives were not important enough
per se for writing memoirs and autobiographies but, instead some greater cause
legitimating the writing of their own lives - ideology, revolution, cultural
heritage of the Russian intelligentsia, description of the violation of human
rights in a totalitarian state etc. - was often evinced as the motivation for writing
autobiography or memoirs. In fact, this has been seen as characteristic of Soviet
literature in general: literature served “the social command”, that is, the demand
that a literary text should be about social and political topics.*® This feature of
documentary and memoir writing was already apparent in 19™ century Russia
(see above). According to Hilde Hoogenboom revolutionary autobiographies
from the first half of the 20™ century were meant to be material for historians of
the revolutionary movement; they were “designed” to be such historical material
which resulted in a coherent representation of the revolutionaries’ biographies.
(Hoogenboom 1996, 78-79.) The purpose of Soviet autobiographies was to pass
on knowledge to future generations (Kelly 2000, 65; Liljestrom 2000b, 81).

Holmgren approaches the women’s autobiographies of the 20™ century
from the viewpoint of their “thematic emphasis and ... the relationship between
the author’s service and self-conception.” She notes that Soviet Russian
women’s autobiographies:

.. are written for the good of often conflated political and cultural causes: to
expose and combat the injustice of a repressive state and to perpetuate a high
culture informed by moral action and concern for the oppressed. (...) At the same
time ... these different types of oppositional writing tend to impose their own
conformist positions: They either endorse a prescriptive, male-oriented political or
cultural model or project the ideal of the heterosexual female intelligent ... who
upholds traditional notions of high culture and proper social conduct. That is,
Russian women autobiographers often articulate the position and standards of
privileged women in the first world, figuring themselves as the defenders of an
ideology, morality, or culture under siege. (Holmgren 1994, 128)

Thus the texts Holmgren is interested in seem to perpetuate the feminine
images of the second half of the 19" century, referred to above in Clyman and
Vowles’ study, with representations of serving the community as a woman. This
serving is subordinated to more general “political and societal” causes, which
obliterate certain aspects of women’s lives, considered to be “personal”. It is
interesting, that although the women authors often shared the experiences of the

** See, for instance, Kelly (2000, 65).
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“colonized”, according to Holmgren they nevertheless represented the standards
of “privileged women in the first world”.

Holmgren formulates her material - which consists of prison camp
memoirs, revolutionary autobiographies, literary memoirs and autobiographical
texts - in three representative sets: (1) revolutionaries and prisoners, (2) cultural
conservators and (3) rebels within the cause. The first two groups include
autobiographies representing the female self through service to a political or
cultural cause. In these texts women autobiographers often follow “the ‘generic’
male model of a committed revolutionary” and overlook sexual experience (ibid.
129), or “represent themselves as the arbiters of proper human - and especially
female - behavior” in the form of a “model of straitlaced, sentimentalized,
heterosexual womanhood” (ibid. 135), or their texts were “devoted to recovering
and sanctioning outlawed figures and works”™ of the Stalinist era (ibid. 136). In
all of these cases, according to Holmgren women “write of themselves in
carefully restricted, socially approved ways” (ibid. 140), which means,
according to Holmgren, the exclusion of female sexuality.

The third group, “rebels”, includes autobiographies which do not
conform to the feminine model of service for political and cultural causes. On
the contrary, the autobiographies Holmgren refers to, Marina Cvetaeva’s,
Ljubov’ Blok’s and Nadezda Mandel’Stam’s, represent “rebellious life stories”
where women explore their identity, sexuality, experiences in an unconventional
way for that time (ibid. 141-143).”

Hoogenboom notes in her article that although the revolutionary
memoirs of the 1920s “were valued as ‘unmediated’, ‘eyewitness’ accounts”
they were, in fact “mediated by several factors” (1996, 78). One of these factors
is the image of femininity in the society of that time, which the women writers
strove to escape. Hoogenboom writes:

Did it matter to Figner and others that they were women? Her feminism, shared
by her generation, assumed that, once women showed that they could perform like
the best of men, the woman question had been solved in theory. They emphasized
that they were worthy of an education and that they were fired by ideological zeal,
evidenced by self-sacrifice. Yet their attempts at gender-neutral autobiographies
expose the stereotypes they tried to counter, and contain evidence of the
circumstances particular to this generation of Russian women. (1996, 79-80)

On the grounds of Holmgren’s (1993, 1994) and Hoogenboom’s (1996)
studies of Soviet women’s autobiographies it turns out that female selfhood,
sexuality and identity constituted a problematic issue for women writers,
because in the social and symbolic hierarchy they were considered secondary,

** In this respect they are reminiscent of the earlier autobiographies of Marija Bagkirceva and
Anastasija Verbickaja.
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not important enough for literary representations.” Thus women wrote about
themselves and their lives in ways which were accessible in the dominant
discourse: through prominent social and political causes, which gave them and
their writing a status as witnesses of important historical events, conservators of
artistic and cultural values, and models of correct, proper female conduct.* This
forms an important pattern of influence on Soviet women’s writing and a
frequent response to this influence, although there are exceptions to these
patterns. In the case of Cvetaeva, Holmgren refers to the availability of artistic
forms for her and her status as an artist, and for N. Mandel’Stam other women,
especially Ahmatova’s example, encourage her to transcend gender roles.”
However, Holmgren also suggests that the crumbling of political oppositions
into various political groups would prove to be fruitful for women’s writing,
because literature and cultural life, would not then be dominated by political
causes. New women’s prose published in the 1980s-90s already points in this
direction. (Holmgren 1994, 143.)

The motifs for and functions of writing articulated in the texts of my
material, if seen in the light of Holmgren’s formulation of Soviet women’s
autobiographical writing, in certain aspects conform to the conventions of Soviet
autobiographical and memoir writing, that is, the writers tend to represent
themselves as “witnesses” and “participants” of events or epochs with historical,
political significance, which gives them something to write about, a legitimate
reason, a “cause” for writing about their own lives and own experiences. This
aspect of the texts can be seen to be connected with the political changes which
occurred first in the 1950s-60s and then in the 1980s-90s, giving impetus for
numerous memoirs and autobiographies accounting for the experiences of
Soviet generations of intellectuals. The texts I am interested in do participate in

“ Marianne Liljestrom (2000a, b) has discussed later forms of such highly conventionalised
biographies of “revolutionary women” written in the 1960s and 70s in the Soviet Union. Like
Hoogenboom, Liljestrém also pays attention to coherence in these texts. The writing women
conform to the male norm, which means that in these texts the personal and the domestic is
almost entirely absent, and the emphasis is on service to the Soviet ideological cause.
Liljestrom writes that “...the Revolutionary Woman is constructed as ‘gender-neutral’ without
home, family, personal life, children and sexuality.” However, Liljestrom continues that “the
authors’ depictions of themselves construct gender as an element in their identity. (...)
However hidden, gender is not only a key element in the identity of these women, but often it
is the warrant for their activities.” (2000a, 120-121.)

“! Pratt (1996, 68) describes the Soviet women memoirists “angels in the Stalinist house” who
“sacrifice[d] the extreme self-centeredness of the autobiographical genre for the sake of their
role as angels in the house of the Russian intelligentsia, for the sake of their function as
guardians of its cultural and spiritual well-being.”

* Robey (1998, 249-250) shows how N. Mandel’§tam’s memoirs construct her rhetorical self
acknowledging gender “as an unavoidable fact which shapes others’ perception of her as a
poet’s wife and as the mistress of a household during the Stalin years” and “taking an ironic
stance toward them”.
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this “history writing”, writing for a common cause; the documenting of Soviet
history; but the texts also contain evidence that they are not either writing for the
common cause or writing the own self unrestricted by conventional
representations of womanhood. These texts bring out a complexity of related
issues, concerning intersubjectivity, memory, testimony and subjectivity.

2.3 Reading the Texts: “Autobiography Is Not Literature”

The statement quoted in the title above comes from Marija Arbatova’s
autobiographical novel Mune 40 nem/ I'm Forty. Despite the fact that this
statement creates an apparent contradiction with the writer’s profession as a
playwright and prose writer and the aim of this study - to contemplate
autobiographical texts as literary texts - it brings important insight into the
literary aspects of the texts in consideration here, especially as women’s
autobiographies. As “documents of the female self” and representations of
genuine (gender) difference Russian women’s autobiographical texts can be
viewed both as important historical accounts of women’s lives and as literary
constructions of those lives; and, at least in my material, they encourage both of
these views.

Relating the autobiographical texts I am interested in to those of Russian
women’s previous autobiographical writing in the 19™ and 20™ century reveals
and contextualizes conventions of the genre practised in them: Pliseckaja,
Gerstejn, Petkevi¢, Bonnér and Arbatova (and other autobiographers and
memoirists) are not writing in a void; their writing is influenced by existing
conventions of autobiographical and memoir writing.® There are recurrent
themes in women’s autobiographies which are connected to “the experiences of
the female sex in patriarchal Russia”, as Zirin (2002, 115) puts it. Heldt’s
investigation of 19™ and 20" century autobiographies by women contemplates
the main themes in this writing: “the public versus the private life, mothers and
daughters, and the woman emerging as a writer” (1987, 65). According to Heldt
the themes “seem to repeat themselves in numerous autobiographies™ (ibid.).
The fluctuations between public and private life occur in the texts of my
material, and form a crucial aspect in the narrative strategies of the female self in
autobiographical discourse. “Mothers and daughters” forms a central structuring
feature of the female self in numerous contemporary women’s autobiographies,
and also in two of the texts examined in this study. The overall thematic
emphasis in these texts either focuses on or stems from the presence of the
female self as the first person narrator, and her experiences.

“ Cf. Hoogenboom (1996, 79) about revolutionary autobiographies: “Genre conventions
create a relationship of parts to the whole, affording a perspective from which to decide what
is typical or unusual in a revolutionary autobiography. Conventions also provide an artistic
structure that places demands on both writer and reader in the form of expectations, which
must by fulfilled or accounted for in some ways.”
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The motifs given for writing in the autobiographical texts in my material
range from telling the truth about one’s life and the past to recollecting and
understanding past events. The phrase “I want to restore the truth of my life”
articulated, for instance, in Maija Pliseckaja’s autobiography, is a frequent
expression in autobiographical texts in general, as is the notion that through the
representation of their own lives the autobiographers seek to represent
something common to others of the same generation or the same epoch. These
articulations point to intersubjectivity, relations between the common and the
personal.*

In contemporary Russian culture, memoirs and autobiographies are
connected with certain “public stories”: those of re-writing history, telling the
truth about history, or of interest in famous people’s biographies. There is also a
growing emphasis on the individual, in contrast to the previous emphasis on the
collective in official (and unofficial) Soviet discourse (see Balina 1992, 13;
2003, 196). As pointed out by Gilmore (1994, ix), “Whether and when ... any
particular text appears to tell the truth, ha[s] less to do with that text’s presumed
accuracy ... than with its apprehended fit into culturally prevalent discourses of
truth and identity”.

2.3.1 The Emerging Self

Many well-known Soviet Russian women memoirists have written their
texts in order to commemorate those whose lives were destroyed by the Soviet
regime.” This brings up the functions of the author as a “cultural conservator”
and “prisoner” presented in Holmgren’s article, writing their texts as testimonies
of injustice and repression by the Soviet state. Emma Gerstejn’s accounts on the
life of the modernist poets and their immediate circles, to which she herself
belonged, have been considered an important document of the atmosphere of the
time.* In the well-known chapter of the book “Nadezda Jakovlevna” the writer
announces that her aim is “momoiTn On¥XKe ... K TOMY, YTO T€P3aJI0 U TOMHUJIIO

* As Cosslett et al. state: “[Intersubjectivity] may be used to refer, on the one hand, to the
relationship between personal narratives and the public stories available within popular
culture, and, on the other, to the relationship between the narrator and the audience. It thus
enables us to ask about the ways in which experience is narratively and dialogically
organised. Both of these relationships are crucial to the process of “composure” by which
narrators produce a story of themselves with which they can live in relative psychic comfort.
But the notion of silencing suggests that women’s stories typically do not reach the public
domain as readily as men’s, and also places on feminist researchers an obligation to elicit the
unspoken (and perhaps unspeakable) private story.” (Cosslett et al. 2000, 3-4)

* Cf. Cornwell (1998, 163): “The memoir form has assumed considerable importance in
twentieth-century Russian literature, due ... to its vital documentary role as witness in the
preservation of memory. (...) [I]t is not surprising that many, if not the majority, of leading
memoirists have been women.* See also Holmgren (1993) and Proffer (1992/1987).

“ See, for instance, Kagan (1999, 418).
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ero [Osip Mandel’Stam] B Te mum/ to get closer ... to what tormented and
troubled him [Osip Mandel’Stam] in those days” (1998, 413), and she is able to
do this because: “...Benp 51 6bl1a pagoM ¢ MaHAenbIITAMAMH UMEHHO B 3TH T'OJIbI
(1928-1937)/...1 was near the Mandel’Stams precisely in those years (1928-
1937)” (ibid). At several points in her text the author points out the importance
of understanding the time, the circumstances, and the atmosphere in which
people lived:

Benp naxxe caMble TadaHTIMBBIC “TIECTUIECATHUKH , TIPH BCEX CBOUX 3aciIyrax u
JIOCTOMHCTBAX, HE MOTYT MPEACTaBUTh ceOe MOBCEAHEBHYIO KHU3HBL Noaei 30-x
ro/ioB. Y HHUX BCE CIIMBACTCS B OJWH MYTHBINA MOTOK “‘COBETCKOTO 00pa3a >KU3HHu,
Kak OyJITO BCE CEMBJIECAT JIET OH ObUT oinHaKoB. (1998, 201)

Even the most talented of “the 60°s generation”, with all their merits and prestige,
cannot imagine the everyday life of people in the 1930s. They mix everything into
one muddy stream of “the Soviet way of life”, as though it was the same during
the whole 70 years. (1998, 201)

GerStejn motivates her writing because it is connected with the important
literary figures, her closeness with them, and her being a witness of the life
during the 1930s. This also resembles what Holmgren argued in her study
Women’s Works in Stalin’s Time (1993) on women’s literary memoirs, that the
female memoirists in the post-Stalin era could claim a privilege of experience as
widows, daughters and friends of repressed writers. As will be discussed in more
detail, the narrator in GerStejn’s text also gets closer to what tormented and
troubled /Zer in those days. Throughout the narrative in Memuary there are signs
of a personal impetus for writing which account for the writer’s own
development in the 1920s-1940s. This is verified by GerStejn’s own words in an
interview in which she says that she needed a personal impetus for writing her
memoirs (Vrubel’-Golubkina 1999).

The aspect of personal and common impetus for writing becomes
especially evident in Gulag literature. In the vein of an eyewitness testimony,
Tamara Petkevic’s Gulag narrative begins with a note from the author (om
aemopa):

OTa KHHTa MOTJIa BO3HUKHYThH TOJIBKO MMOTOMY, YTO BO MHE JKHJIAa HE OTMEHHMAs
MOTPEOHOCTh BEPHYTh B JKU3Hb XOTS Obl HEKOTOpPHIE MMEHA, OOCTOSTEILCTBA
MPEKHUX JIET U CyAbOBI YIISAIUX JIIOJACH. DTH JIFOAU MYYHIIUCh, CTpajalid U
noruONiM, HE peaJr30BaB CBOMX OOraTeMImmx BO3MOXKHOCTeH. KX My»xecTBo,
4eJI0BEYHOCTh, UX ApYyk0a chopmMupoBanu u cnacau MeHs. (...) Eciu aTa moBects
3aTPOHET JYIIM TeX, KTO HaijaeT B ce0e jKelaHue MPOWTH BMECTE C HaMH TI0
JTanam OTYASTHUS U HAJCK I, 1 Oy/y MOJTHOCTBIO Bo3HarpaxkaeHa. (1993, 5)

This book could come into existence only because there was an irreversible need

to revive at least some names, circumstances of long-gone years, and fates of
departed people. These people languished, suffered and died not being able to
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realize their rich potentials. Their courage, humaneness and friendship moulded
and rescued me. (...) If this story touches the soul of those who find in themselves
a desire to go together with us through the stages of despair and hopes, I am fully
rewarded. (1993, 5)

This note of the author is a recurrent motif occurring in other women’s
Gulag narratives: for instance, Evgenija Ginzburg’s and Elena Glinka’s texts.”
The authors write in order to publicise what they have witnessed, in order to
protest against injustice and violation of human rights they and others have
suffered. The author above experiences an “irreversible need” to revive the past
events. In the case of women’s prison camp memoirs, according to Holmgren,
this also included the task to “...present themselves as the arbiters of proper
human - and especially female - behavior. (...) Although [the writers] prove the
special capacity of women to ‘remain human’ under hellish circumstances ...,
they uphold a confining model of straitlaced, sentimentalized, heterosexual
womanhood.” (Holmgren 1994, 135.)

Petkevi¢’s text contains evidence that the task of writing for her was also
a personal quest for her own self, and, as the quotation above indicates, it is
meant to be a personal quest for the reader as well, who might find “a desire to
go together with” her “through the stages of despair and hopes”. This view is
supported by the unconstrained account of the writer’s personal feelings, worries
and relations.® This does not diminish the aspect of writing for others, for a
common cause but, | suggest, it also evinces the personal, the subjective, lived
experience. In contrast to those Gulag testimonies Holmgren is referring to,
Petkevic¢’s text does not represent the protagonist as “an arbiter of proper female
conduct”, but as a woman who learns to deal with this extreme experience with
the help of others: it is she who is being educated by the others, not vice versa.
This means that it is ultimately perhaps not so clear what this experience has
been, and, despite the efforts to give common features to Gulag (or Holocaust)
literature, we perhaps do not know what this literature is, or what it might be
(Felman & Laub 1992, 95).

7 “4] oka3anach HE TOJIBLKO JKEPTBOH, HO U HaOmOAaTeaeM. (...) S cTapanach Bce 3aIOMHHTH B
HAQJIeK/IE pacckazaTh 00 ITOM TEM XOpPOIIUM JIIOISM, TEM HACTOSIIUM KOMMYHHCTaM,
KOTOpble OynmyT e, o0s3arenbHO OynyT Korma-HuOya» MeHs ciymath./ | was not only a
victim, but an observer. (...) I strove to remember everything in the hope of telling about this
to those good people, to those real communists, who will, absolutely, one day listen to me.”
(Ginzburg 1998, 8).

“* In comparison to accounting for personal feelings, Evgenija Ginzburg writes about her
hesitations about including her relationship to Anton Val’ter in her book: “S momro
COMHEBAJIaCh, YMECTHO JIM IHCATh O TAKOM JIMYHOM B KHUT€ MEMYapOB, MOCBAIICHHBIX HaIIeH
o0rmiet 6om, HammeMy obmemy creiay./ I hesitated for long time, whether it is appropriate to
write about such a personal matter in memoirs dedicated to our common pain, our common
shame” (Ginzburg 1998, 399). Toker (2000, 126) states that “[s]ince Gulag memoirists
usually wish to give pride of place to communal concerns, they tend to downplay the
workings of a single individual’s autobiographical consciousness.”
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In Pliseckaja’s text the narrator herself stresses many times that she was
independent, disobedient, hated collectivism - in a word, stresses her
individuality in opposition to collectivism, which resembles the modernist traits
in the autobiographies of Marija BaSkirceva and Anastasija Verbickaja around
the turn of the 20" century. The title of her text “I, Maija Pliseckaja” is already a
sign of the need to stress the individual traits in her autobiography. It is not just
“Maija Pliseckaja®, or the life of Maija Pliseckaja, but her “I”, the self, that is
the primary subject of the text. This can be seen as a conscious deviation from
the “Soviet” (and Russian) convention of representation of the self, where the
emphasis is placed on the “I” as a member of a community, collective, “We”,
rather than as individual (Savkina 2001, 28).

However, the common-with-others aspect of the author’s life is tightly
connected to her collisions with the regime, society’s constraints and the
suppressed aspects of her family history:

Xotenoch Obl MHE pacckaszbiBaTh Ipo “Crsimume”, “Jlebenuupie”, Kak s Kujana
Oosbire GaTMaHBI, PO KPACUBBIX MapTHEPOB. Ho ¢ Kakoro KOHIIA HU B3TJISTHEIh
Ha CBOE JIETCTBO, Bce 00OpaumBaeTcs K IMOJUTHKE, K CTAJMHCKOMY TEppopy.
(1996/1994, 58)

I would like to tell you about “Beauties”, “Swans”, how I threw batteman, about
handsome partners. But no matter from which end 1 look at my childhood,
everything returns to politics, to Stalinist terror. (1996/1994, 58)

The narrator recounts her parents’ fate in the 1930s, her father’s arrest
and execution, her mother’s arrest and sentencing to prison camp. This story of
tragic events, which were common for her generation of intellectual women, is
represented as being at odds with the story of her art and profession, the story of
her individual talent, which form, or as the narrator in the excerpt above writes,
she would like them to form the focus of the life story. Nevertheless, in “Instead
of Preface” the writer recognises her duty to record her testimony, and recall
times past, because she “[w]as a participant/ [y]uacTHune# 6su1a” (ibid. 10), and
the narrator declares she wants to tell the truth about her life and through that
about the lives of Soviet artists. Thus, on the level of rhetoric the narrator also
leans on formulas which represent her as one of “us”, Soviet people.

A text that also concentrates on the personal story of the narrator-
protagonist is Marija Arbatova’s autobiographical novel. As a feminist writer
and activist, Arbatova deliberately gives her text a political meaning: she strives
to connect the personal with the political and challenge the division between
literature and life, art and everyday. The title, Mue 40 nem/ I’'m Forty, contains
the personal pronoun “I” to emphasise the individual, as in Pliseckaja’s text.
Arbatova’s agenda is to banish Soviet taboos, including the taboo of writing
about a woman’s (sexual) life. However, the author notes in the second edition
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of her text, that after the first publication of her autobiography, her openness her
life was criticised in the media because of her role also as a politician:

[Ipeamonorast ynpeku B OTKPOBEHHOCTH, 5 BCE-TAKHM OIUCHIBAID HEKOTOPBIC
COOBITUSL C TOYHOCTBIO 70 JleTaneld. B kakoM-To cMmbIciie, 3TO CTPUNTU3 HA (QoHE
COLIMAJIN3MA, TIPOYUTAB KOTOPBIHA TOPHKO B3IOXHYT CBEPCTHHIIBI - COTHHU YKCHIIIMH
MOJXOMMIA KO MHE TIOCJIE MEPBOTO M3JAAaHWS KHUTH W TOBOPWIIM, YTO Y HUX BCE
ObLIO Tak jke. B KakOM-TO CMBICIIE ATO MPEAYNPEXICHUE MOJIOIBIM JEBUYOHKAM,
HOTOMY YTO, KaK MBI HA CTapaliiiCh KpHYaTh O MPaBax JKCHIIWH, CBUHCTBO IOKa C
TPYIOM HJIET He yObUIb, U OHM €XKEIHEBHO CTAJIKUBAIOTCS C TEM )K€ CaMBIM.
EnuHCTBEHHOE, YeM S MOTY IMOMOYb, ATO YTBEP)KICHHEM, YTO TaK OBITH HE
nowkHO. M yem MeHbIme Mbl OymeM OOSTBbCS TOBOPHTH 00 3TOM BCIYX, TEM
ObICTpee N3MEHHUTHCS MHp, B KOTOPOM MBI kuBeM. (Arbatova 2002)

Assuming complaints about being too openminded, I nevertheless describe some
events meticulously. In a sense this is a striptease against the backdrop of
socialism and after reading it my contemporaries will sigh with bitterness.
Hundreds of women came to talk to me after the first publication of the book and
said they had had the same experiences. In a sense it is a warning for young girls,
because no matter how much we have tried to draw attention to women’s rights,
the swinishness endures, and they run into it daily. I can only help by assuring
that that’s not the way it should be. The less we are afraid to say it out loud, the
sooner the world in which we live will change. (Arbatova 2002)

Arbatova’s text also refers to the contemporary need to know about the
past, because “HuTZE B MHpPE HET TAKOTO KOJWYECTBA IOJUIOKHBIX JIaT,
(anbIIMBBIX JTOKYMEHTOB, CEMEHHBIX TalH W (UKTUBHBIX HCTOPHI KaK B
Poccun/ nowhere in the world are there so many false dates, distorted
documents, family secrets and fictional histories as in Russia” (Arbatova 1999,
3). The conventional Soviet formula “about the time and about myself” is,
however, reversed in her text as “not only about myself, but about the time as
well”. This seems a conscious choice, to put the individual first and the time
second.

Besides this, Arbatova’s writing concentrates on the protagonist’s
consciousness and development as a woman from an outspokenly feminist point
of view. This is something that is not typical of the other texts. It can be pointed
out as a comparison to the other writers that Arbatova was born in 1957. Thus,
her experience of the Soviet society is different from the experience of the other
women, whose biographies were very much influenced by Stalinist terror.
However, Arbatova’s representation is also reminiscent of the previous
generations’ experiences. The text provides an account of Soviet society
institutions (school, health care, family) as topoi of repression, as a kind of
meta-Gulag. Further, we can note that Arbatova’s formative years coincide with
the years of so-called stagnation in the 1970s, when the private, personal sphere
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of life offered a realm for self-realisation.” Finally, Arbatova’s literary education
is different: she is a professional writer, who has already written several texts
based on her experience as a woman, mother and writer. She belongs to the same
generation as the writers Svetlana Vasilenko and Nina Gorlanova, who also
share feminist views about “women’s writing” and in their texts express a
distinct, female perspective (see Arbatova 1995).

As a further contemporary example of breaking the dominant (Soviet)
model of writing about the self is Nadezda Poljakova’s text “Touxka, Touka,
3ansTas.../Dot, Dot, Comma...” which is defined as nosecms, a short story. In
contrast to Arbatova’s or Pliseckaja’s texts, however, there are no metatextual
indications that the text is “directly” autobiographical, except for the first person
pronoun “I” and the similarities between the author Poljakova’s and the
heroine’s biographies.* There are, on the other hand, no signs in the text, that the
reader should have any doubts about the identity between the author, narrator
and protagonist.

The text starts with a quotation from Dostoevsky’s “Adolescent” about
the shamefulness of writing about one’s own self. The opening sentence refers
directly to this quotation: “Mue aBamuate oguH roxa. Sl He moapocTok. /I’'m
twenty one. I’'m not an adolescent” (Poljakova 1996, 106). The narrator
characterizes herself, if not as exceptional, at least as unlike many others, a trait
of her character which according to her, “might be good” or it “might be bad”:

Ho, nomkHO OBITh, U3 3TOM MO YepThl M BO3HUKIIA 3Ta MOJJIas BIIOOJIEHHOCTh B
cebs1, o koropoil ckazan Dexgop MuxaitnmoBud JlOCTOEBCKHI yCTaMH CBOETO
MepCcoHaXa, JUTEPaTypPHOro reposi, OT UMEHH KOTOPOro Hamucan /loopocmoxk, n
KOTOpast O3BOJIAET U MHE 0e3 CThIa mucath 0 camoM cebe (Poljakova 1996, 107)

Probably this feature of my character led to the vile admiration of myself, of
which Fedor Mihajlovi¢ Dostoevsky has pronounced through the mouth of the
hero in whose name The Adolescent has been written. This feature allows me to
write about myself without shame. (Poljakova 1996, 107)

The traits of the taboo of writing about the self go back to the nineteenth
century Russian novels, and the narrator ambitiously challenges this tradition.
Thus, in the case of Poljakova, as well as Arbatova and Pliseckaja, the question
is of writing against something, the canonic writers, the official “truth”, Soviet
society, etc. Another noteworthy observation about Poljakova’s text is that the
story focuses on the description of the protagonist’s consciousness, her inner

* Another (auto)biographer born in the 1950s states: “B Moeii Ki3HH BCe COOBITHS - YaCTHBIE.
$1 He MOry BCIIOMHUTH HHYETO MOHYMEHTaJIbHOrO. UTO M JaeT MHE CMEJIOCTh BCIIOMHHATB.
XoTst BCHOMHUTH 0co0eHHO Heuero. He Tonbko MHe - BceM./ In my life all events are private.
I can’t remember anything monumental. That gives me the courage to reminisce. Although
there is nothing really to remember. Not just for me - for everyone.” (Genis 1999, 10)

% See article on Poljakova in Dictionary of Russian Women Writers.
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thoughts, inner developments, and not some historically important events or
persons. They are mentioned, but as if to stress their non-centrality in her life,
the narrator shortly passes over them.*'

In Bonnér’s text the narrator explains her desire to write as a means to
transmit knowledge about the past to her children: “Sl monsna, 9To Mayio 3Har0 0
MaMHHOH CeMbe, €llleé MEHBIIIE - O CeMbe e¢ OTIa. S Mayo, a MOM JIeTH TIOYTH
COBCEM HHYEro. 3axOTeNOCh paccka3aTb UM XOTh TO, 4TO MoMHIO. (Bonnér
1994/1991, 14)/ I remembered that I knew little about my mother’s family and
even less about my father’s family. I knew little, and my children knew almost
nothing. I wanted to tell them at least what I remembered.” (Bonner 1992, 11)
This gives her an impetus for recording her family’s story, which results in an
intimate narrative about a girl’s growing up.

On the other hand, the recollection of one’s family and ancestry written
for children is one of the usual functions already of early autobiographical
writing in Russia, and of women’s autobiographical writing in particular.” In
Bonnér’s text this reason for writing is also connected to certain political and
societal circumstances in history - the 1920s and 1930s -, which are perhaps not
so familiar to younger generations. The handing down of knowledge to younger
generations - due to the lack of verifiable historical documents and accounts - is
a generally acknowledged aspect of documentary writing, and we can find
numerous examples of this motif in women’s autobiographical texts.” So, for
instance Irina Grivnina writes in her “Attempt at a Memoir*:

' Some scholars have observed that women write more about emotions than men, who are
oriented to exterior events (see, for instance, Puskareva 2000). The division, in my opinion, is
not so clear-cut, and would merit further investigation.

> “B XVIII Beke, Ha paHHUX 3Tanax (pOPMHUPOBAHHS MEMYapHOTO JKaHPA... MEMYapUCT H3
JIBOPSIHCKOHM Cpebl OCMBICIISIT ce0si, KaKk MPaBWiIo, ... B TpeAenax ‘COOCTBEHHOHN JoMalrHe
ucrtopun’...  COOTBETCTBEHHO  3TOM  CEMEHHO-POJOBOM  ‘IOMAIIHEH’  JOMHHAHTE
BOCTIOMHHAHUSI TIMCAINCH TOT/IA, TI0 MPU3HAHUIO CAMUX MEMYapHUCTOB, ‘0 cebe, U1t cedst, 1is
MOUX’, TO €CTb JI YIOBJETBOPEHMsI CBOMX JMYHBIX JYXOBHBIX 3alpOCOB, Ul JETei,
MOTOMKOB, YKpeIUIeHHsI ceMeWHbIX Tpaauiuii.../ In the 18th century, during the early phase of
the forming of the memoirs as a genre... the memoirist of the noble class thought of
him/herself, as a rule... within the borders of his/her own domestic history... According to this
generic, domestic dominant reminiscences were written, according to the memoirists
themselves, about their self, for themselves, for their ‘own’, that is, to satisfy their own
spiritual endeavours, for the children, offspring, to strengthen family traditions...”
(Tartakovskij 1999, 48-49). In the second half of the 19th century Clyman & Vowles (1996,
29-31) link this vein in women’s autobiography to the inspiring example of Sergej Aksakov’s
family trilogy. In their family chronicles women often paid special attention to the women of
the family, and they were addressed to children and grandchildren.

> In a journal article on Tamara Petkevi¢’s play, which is based on her book it is stated that
for today’s students the year 1943 (the year of Petkevi¢’s arrest) is paradoxically more remote
historically than the year 1904 with The Cherry Orchard (Dmitrevskaya 2000, 2). The author
of the article does not contemplate why this is so, but probably she refers to the fact

88



MpbI ObITH “KHYDKHBIC JIETH, MBI XHJIA B MUPE KHUT, KaK HBIHEITHSS MOJIOJIEXKb,
HaIlll JETH, KUBET B MUPE TMTAPHBIX aKKOPJOB. XOpollo 3T0 uiau mioxo? He
3Ha10. MBI 3anepThl ObUIM B KOMMYHAJIbHBIE KJIETYIIKH THTAaHTCKOTO Topona. Ham
1oJarajioch OBbITh CUACTIMBBIMHM, 00 3TOM KaXJO€ YTpPO TOBOPWIM M MeEJU B
nepenade “IImonepckas 3opbka’”. Ho mouemMy-To MbI HCKaJIM BO3MOXKHOCTh YUTH H
YXOOWIN [ajeKo, AANEKO, Me4Tas HajJg KHUTaMH, HANHCAHHBIMH B MPOIILJIOM
cronetud. CeroiHsUIHUE MOJOJbIE OTKPbUIM BIPYr, YTO 3a TpaHHULAMU
Pocculickoil nMnepuun CymecTByeT MHUP, KUBOW HEMOXOXKHUU Ha TOT, B KOTOPOM
MBI JKUJIU. 5| HE TOBOPIO O JETSAX IMUIPAHTOB, 5 - O TEX, KTO )KUBET B MOCKBE, HO
MOJKET CIyIIaTh 3BE3]] COBPEMEHHOT0 POKa, CMOTPETh (PMIIbMBI, Ty TEIIECTBOBAThH
no Espomne. [Toxanyii, uM 3aHSTHO OBUTO OBI y3HATH O TOM, KaK ITyTEIIECTBOBAIIN
MBI, OTTOPOAMBIIKCH OT MUPa OYEPUCHHBIM HACTOJIHHON JIAMIIONH KPYyTOM CBETa, B
KOTOPOM Jiekana pactpenannas kuura... (Grivnina 1993, 144)

We were “bookish” children; we lived in a world of books, as youth nowadays,
our children, lives in a world of guitar accords. Is that good or bad? I don’t know.
We were locked in communal closets of a gigantic city. We were supposed to be
happy. This was told to us every morning in the programme “Pioneer’s dawn”.
But for some reason we looked for an opportunity to leave and we left far, far
away, dreaming of books, written in the 19th century. Today’s youth have
suddenly discovered that beyond the borders of the Russian empire exists a world,
vivid, unlike the one we lived in. I’'m not talking about emigrants’ children, but of
those who live in Moscow, who can listen to the stars of contemporary rock,
watch films, and travel in Europe. Perhaps they would like to know how we
travelled, withdrawn from the world, in the halo of the desk lamp’s light, which
illuminated a torn book. (Grivnina 1993, 144)

The younger generations live their lives in such different cultural and
social circumstances that they may well not understand the former generations,
“bookish children”. This is why the author has “attempted” to write her
memoirs: to inform the younger generations about her generation’s dreams. The
quotation expresses the meaning of being one of the Soviet generations, “we”, in
this case the dissident community - not unlike official Soviet rhetoric. Although
Grivnina’s and Bonnér’s addressees are different (for Bonnér her own children
and for Grivnina coming generations in general) they both entail the idea that it
is the narrator’s task to explain and pass on the experience of the older
generations to the younger ones.

However, in Bonnér’s text this testimonial side of the story is almost
overshadowed by the “intimate” story of the family: what the text focuses on is
the account of the protagonist’s childhood memories and of the relations
between the family members, especially between mothers and daughters. In fact,
the narrative concentrates on the matrilineal side of the family and centres on the
protagonist’s psychological development, in which the relations between women

mentioned by several other authors, that in their experience the Soviet era was filled with
false documents and dates, fictive histories and family secrets (Arbatova 1999, 3).
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in the family play a crucial role. The narrating takes place through memories of
the protagonist including not only the course of events but also corporeal
sensations and the author’s experience of growing up a woman, that is, her
socialization. The image of mother has emerged quite frequently in recent
Russian women’s autobiographical texts, especially as the daughter’s project of
trying to understand the mother and her self. The story of “mothers and
daughters” forms a continuous line between different periods of time in Russian
women’s autobiographies.

2.3.2 “Mothers and Daughters”

Heldt (1987, 77) has noted that in the Russian novel, which describes
richly the relationships between fathers and sons, there are few mothers and
daughters “occupying centre stage”. In my material, in the texts that contemplate
this relationship it is represented as an important aspect in the protagonist-
narrator’s psychological development. As Heldt (ibid.) points out:
“Understanding one’s mother is, for better or for worse, the preface to self-
understanding [in women’s autobiographies]...”. This is the case especially in
Bonnér’s and Arbatova’s texts, in which the female line of their family becomes
a principal constituent of the protagonist’s life story and psychological
development.

Motherhood in Russia has symbolically been associated with natural,
life-giving Mother Earth (Barker 1986, 48). In Russian literature, mother was an
all encompassing, protective and nurturing figure in the background. During the
Soviet period motherhood became one of the most important feminine features
in official discourse and iconography (Liljestrom 1995, 243, 273). During the
glasnost’ period in the late 1980s in Russian women’s prose the idealized
qualities of the Soviet mother were exaggerated and turned into mother’s
psychological abuse and despotism in the family (Savkina 1994, 5). The image
of the mother in the autobiographical texts of my material, which contemplate
this figure in more detail, is often not loving and tender, but strict, distant and
authoritative. In Arbatova’s text the description of the mother figure is more
critical than in Bonnér’s, where the beginning and the end of the story frame a
quest for understanding the mother and to bringing to the surface what had
previously been tacit: the difficult relations between mothers and daughters
through generations. In Arbatova’s text the mother figure is directly connected
with the first person narrator’s feminist stance: she states directly that it was
mostly her mother’s life story (as she views it) which made her a feminist, in
other words, which made her protest against the model of a woman’s life (as a
self-sacrificing appendage to her husband) which her mother represented.
However, the representation of different generational experiences of the Soviet
epoch and the quest to understand these form an important part of both texts.
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According to Helena Goscilo, in post-glasnost’ literature and films in the
early 1990s the mother figure was represented in ways focusing on continuation
and connection as well as disconnection between different generations, rather
than constructing a linear (causal) development of historical events. The mother
represents both the past and the future through her reproductive powers:
“...[M]aternity absorbs both past and future, collapsing them into a paradoxically
timeless image of stasis in the ‘present’ of the viewer’s and reader’s experience”
(Goscilo 1996, 36). This 1s a different notion of time than presented in other
historical literary works of the glasnost’ period:

Glasnost “fiction” and drama ... intent on recuperating an officially withheld past
not only sustained the fictional pretence poorly but also reduced history to the
transparency of fully accessible facts inertly awaiting incorporation into a
comprehensive Truth. By contrast, perhaps the most fascinating aspect of the
pertinent works of Krishtofovich, Shcherbakova, and especially Petrushevskaia™
is the complex, paradoxical way in which they trope temporality as female
physicality, to produce an ambiguous, dispiriting view of Russian history that
merits analysis. (Goscilo 1996, 37)

According to Goscilo the above mentioned works could all be given the
subtitle “Mothers and Daughters”, because in each of them the mothers are
represented as “reproducers and survivors”, they “double as daughters” and
“family genealogy defines itself in female terms” (ibid.). Goscilo points out that
the generational continuum in these works does not denote development, change
or progress as in Russian novels describing the patrilinear descent from fathers
to sons, but, on the contrary, “the daughter, despite her too visible rebellion,
actually replicates her mother” (ibid.). I am not inclined to agree that, for
instance, in PetruSevkaja’s text there is no aspect of development at all. In my
understanding of the text and its ambiguously different narrative voices and
levels, it is the act of narrating of the story which gives rise to the split in the
woman as mother and daughter, laid bare for the reader to decipher (Rytkonen
1997). 1 would contend that it is a different kind of development than the
teleological form of constant evolution and progress, which is perhaps what
Goscilo means here. This difference is connected with a different perspective on
time and space in women-centred works.

The narrated spaces in the works (bathroom, bed, apartment, kitchen)
“all spotlight the adynamic nature of history ... not as extraordinary battles but,
rather, as everyday prosaics and troped as successive generations of women”
(ibid.). As Julia Kristeva notes in her article “Women’s Time” (1993, 166),
feminine or female subjectivity seems to be linked with repetition and perpetuity
on the one hand and, on the other, with the menstrual cycle, pregnancy and

** The vyorks Goscilo discusses are: Kristofovi¢’s film Rebro Adama (1991), short stories by
Galina Sc¢erbakova Ubikvisty (1992) and Ljudmila Petrusevskaja Vremja noc¢’ (1992).
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everlasting re-entry. This subjectivity, Kristeva continues, appears to contradict
a certain notion of time; that of time as a plan, teleology, a linear and future-
oriented flow of events; the time of history (ibid. 167). The features explained
by Goscilo tend to represent this difference between perspectives, perceptions
connected with feminine subjectivity and “the time of history”.

Although on the surface the texts explored here echo the rhetoric on truth
and the revision of history, the actual representations of the past tend to
concentrate on the experiences lived daily by the authors. In that sense, what
Goscilo states about the works she discusses can be applied to these
autobiographies:

All three works erase the commonplace Soviet separation between the private and
the public, between the everyday and the historical. If read as narratives of
national history ... the works propose a disturbingly sombre view of Russia’s past
at odds with the glasnost phase of cultural commentary. That view originates in
the conviction that Soviet Russian history has had no course but has merely
undergone a fundamentally static replaying of the same elements, even as its
propaganda trumpeted the revolutionary change that its surface appearance
sometimes confirmed. (Goscilo 1996, 42)

Although in the case of the material I am interested in I would not go as
far as to say that the representation of the historical in the texts “originates in the
conviction that Soviet Russian history ... has merely undergone a fundamentally
static replaying of the same elements”, I think, referring to Kristeva’s notion of
feminine subjectivity and time, that they are connected with a different
experience of historical time: that of female subjectivity, when it is thought of as
maternal time (Kristeva 1993/1979, 167). In the texts by Bonnér and Arbatova,
this experience is oriented towards understanding the mother (the past) and the
self (the present) as constituents of identity.

In the women’s autobiographies discussed here, the relationship to the
mother does not leave much room for idealization of the mother figure, on the
contrary. The relationship between the mother and daughter is described as
ambivalent. Nevertheless it is also an important constituent in the construction
of identity of the first person narrator: the mother serves as a reflection of the
daughter’s own image as different from and the same as the mother.

In the sample of the texts in my material, the mother is not a benevolent
figure, but is often seen by the narrators as a mediator, and a victim, of society’s
failures or misfortunes. However, in the texts this is not unambiguously
represented, because the mother is often a counter figure, who comes to reflect
the identity of the narrator-daughter herself.
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2.3.3 Writing Subjectivity

Memory, which is perceived to be individual and subjective, is also
“intersubjective and dialogical (...) and ... a matter of public conventions and
shared rituals” (Cosslett et al. 2000, 5). In the discussion of contemporary non-
fiction literature in Russia, memory was connected with notions of silenced or
repressed memory which, as it seems, now is “permitted” to exist. However, the
notion that now we are able to read and write “true” history of the country,
instead of a previous “false” one, is as much influenced by power-relations and
exercises similar kind of excluding of certain aspects (Gradskova 2002, 503-
504). The ongoing need to return to cataclysmic events in history especially to
those which had not been discussed publicly prior to perestroika, implies the
insistence on people’s memory as opposite to earlier times’ manipulation of
history. From the 19" century on, the writer of an autobiographical text turns
into an important repository of documenting historical events. When testifying
becomes the corner stone of this kind of autobiographical narratives, they carry
with in them a certain subject position, invested with authority, as Felman and
Laub note: “By virtue of the fact that the testimony is addressed to others, the
witness, from within the solitude of his [or her] own stance, is the vehicle of an
occurrence, a reality, a stance or a dimension beyond him|[or her-]self” (1992, 3).

To a certain extent these texts can be seen as “testimonies” of the past,
and the authors encourage the readers to recognize this aspect of their writing. In
the case of Pliseckaja’s text, where the narrator on the one hand insists on her
individuality and independency, and on the other hand leans on a common,
collective experience of a generation as a guarantee for authority:

S cnpammBato ce0s1, He ycyTyOsito I Apamy cBoeit cembu? He 3moynorpetiisito
JIM YepHOU Kpackoi B moBecTBoBaHuu? Ho Bce 310 Ob10. Bee npaBaa. Tak Obino
npokuto. BeicTpamano. OctaBuino pyOubl Ha cepaue. Sl He Xo4y CIVIaXHBaTh
OCTpbIE YIUIbl, YTauBaTh raJUIMBble MOAPOOHOCTH. Tak >KWJI0 Moe MokojeHue.
ero quts. He myume, He xyxe. (Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 69).

I keep asking myself, don’t I exaggerate the drama in my family’s life? Don’t |
use too much black in my narrative? However, all of this has happened.
Everything is true. This is how we lived and how we suffered. It left scars in our
hearts. I don’t want to make my story more gentle or to hide any disgusting
details. This is how my generation lived. I’'m its offspring. No better, no worse.
(Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 69).

» See Smith (1996). During the Soviet era history was constantly being re-written, as, for
instance, Tatjana Tolstaja (1998, 42) writes: “Ckaxem, Jitonu ucue3aror ¢ ¢pororpaduu oauH
3a IPYTHM, 110 MEpe UX UCYC3HOBEHUS U3 KHM3HU WIIH C IOJIUTHYECKOH apeHbl. B mepuoms! xe
OTTerenei 4acTh GUryp, U3BATHIX CO CHUMKA, BHE3AITHO BO3BPAIIACTCS: MM CHOBA Pa3pelIeHo
owiTh./ Thus, people disappear from photographs one after another as they disappear from life
or the political arena. In the periods of thaw part of the figures taken out from the pictures
suddenly return: they are allowed to be again.”
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Here the author is convincing herself of the memory of the past she has.
The hesitations of the author regarding her task of restoring the truth of her life,
as she puts it, is a sign of doubt caused by the discrepancy between the past and
the present. This discrepancy, as we shall see, is overcome by the act of
narrating, in which the past is made part of the present self, who wishes to
understand that past. This extract reveals the fluctuation between public and
private, social and subjective that are inseparable from each other in the
discourse. The narrative constructs the “I” in a continuing contradiction between
public and personal, which reflects the writer’s status as a Soviet citizen, a
famous artist and a woman.*

A text approaching the problem of memory and need to remember from
a slightly different point of view is Elena Bonnér’s Mothers and Daughters,
where the narrator does not insist on factuality but instead on actuality: “Eciu
MeHs crpocdar: ‘Oto Obuio?” — 4 orBeuy — ‘Her’. ‘Oro mpaBma?” —
‘Koneuno’. (Bonnér 1994/1991, 5)/ If you ask me: ‘Did this happen?’ I will
reply: ‘No’. If you ask me: ‘Is this true?’ - I will say: ‘Of course’.” (Bonner
1992, 7) This points to the discursive work the writing subject goes through. The
testimonial rhetoric (“This happened”, “This is true”) is a sign to the reader that
although it is a question of writing, written words, what is being written bears a
relation to real events, which the witness, “the narrator-as-eyewitness” connects
to language (Felman & Laub 1992, 101). The testifying of tragedies of past,
however, is further complicated through individual memory, which filters the
experiences, and through the arranging of the memory in writing, in which some
things are included, some omitted. By denying that “this has happened” and still
insisting that “this is true”, the narrator points rather to the subjectivity of her
account: what has been written is true for her, in other words, the narrator
acknowledges that she does not own the truth but she nevertheless can stand as a
witness to truth.

Arbatova’s text offers stories about the narrator’s grandparents,
consisting of family legends, documents and stories handed down. The
narrator’s aim is to understand her ancestors’, and thus her own life course. The
question is of writing these past stories down for her self, to construct the history
of her life. Arbatova notes at the beginning of her text that she writes her
autobiography in order to “look closely at the events of the past life and accept
them”. This aspect of writing points to the autobiographical practice of
constructing (female) identity through writing, making the past life “material”
which can be constructed into a life-story. This statement represents an
understanding of autobiography not as a means to revive past lives or give

* For instance, the narrator reminisces on the scene of the father’s arrest at home, a scene that
is familiar from many literary works and films but, as the narrator stresses, the horror of
experiencing it personally cannot be exhausted with them (Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 51-52); the
narrator also promotes her right to a subjective truth, no matter if that truth does not stand the
test of the nation’s truth (ibid. 367).

94



children information about family but as an instrument to analyse, construct
one’s own life.

A common observation which can be made on the basis of these texts is
that they are rich in accounts of everyday details of the past life.” As already
mentioned, this feature of contemporary documentary writing serves to
document the “lost” everyday Soviet reality.” In the 1980s-90s works in which
the narratives of the previously marginalized or suppressed come to the fore
began to appear centre stage. These texts criticise and undermine what was
esteemed in the official Soviet discourse, and they strive to represent what was
“other” for the previous order. This other includes the female.”

The writing subjects base the representation of the past on their personal
experiences by stressing the perception through body and senses. This
emphasises the account of the presence of the writing subject in a certain time
and place: this occurs in the phrases, for example, that the writing subject saw
something with her own eyes or heard something with her own ears. This aspect
in the texts functions not only as an assurance that the question is of an
eyewitness account, but also as a representation of female subjectivity. The act
of writing and remembering are represented as the construction of the past
through memory and body:

S 6onena B MaMHUHOM KOMHATE, U 3TO KaK-TO MPUOJIMKAIIO MEHS K Hell, MHE ObLIO
YIOTHO OBITH TIOUTH Ha ee MecTe. M BrepBbIe 3a 3TO BpeMsl MaMa MHE IPUCHHJIIACH.
Omna cujena 3a CTOJIOM B KpacHOHM CBSI3aHOW KO(TOYKE MOBEPX KaKOH-TO OYEHBb
HapsIHOM Oenoit OnMy3KH, Kak B TOCTEJHee BpeMs 0 OONe3HHW, a s Cujela 1o
JIpYIYI0 CTOPOHY, U MBI 4epe3 CTOJI JIEpKajluch 3a PyKH, BEpPHEE, s JepiKana B
pyKax ee JIeByl0 PYKY H IIeJOBaJila €€ — HHMKOI/IA B KM3HH 3TOTO HE OBLIO, MBI
MPOCTO HE MOINIM ce0e Takoe MPEICTaBUTb M TMO3BOJIUTH — BEAb BCIO KHU3Hb
BHEIITHE OTHOIICHUS OBIIIM TAKUMH, YTO 3TO CAETIaTh OBUIO HENb3s. A B IOCIIEIHEE
BpeMsi, IOCJIETHIE MECSIBl MHE YacTO XOTEJIOCh KaK-TO (U3NYECKU MPUIACKaTh
MaMmy, HO BCE€ CTOSJIO 3TO “Henb3si”’. A BO CHE Bce OBLIO JIETKO — U PYKY ee
LEJNOBaTh M IJIaKaTh — Bce ObLIO MOXKHO. M camoe cTpaHHOe, YTO yTPOM Mociie
9TOTO CHa OBUIO TaK CBETIIO, OYATO s NeiicTBUTENHHO moObIa ¢ Heil. C 3Toro cHa
Havanuck BocnoMuHanus. (Bonnér 1994/1991, 13-14)

*7 Descriptions of everyday life were an important feature of literary works already in the
1960s-1970s’ bytovaja literatura, in which the focus, in contrast to socialist realism, was on
the private rather than on the public sphere of life (Kelly 1994, 345; Katz 1998, 195). In the
everyday literature of the time social reality was described with acknowledment of its
influence on the characters’ consciousness, and seen in the perspective of the individual (Katz
1998, 195). There is also an important aspect of gender connected with descriptions of byt: in
the 1960s-1970s many Soviet women writers’ texts concentrated on the representation of
domestic difficulties in a Soviet middle-class woman’s life (Kelly 1994, 344-5).

¥ Gradskova suggests that this is one reason for the popularity of memoirs in today’s Russia
(2002, 504).

* In studies of contemporary women writers’ texts this has been observed by Parnell (2000),
Rosenholm (2002).
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I lay ill in Mama’s room, and that brought me closer to her somehow. It was cozy
being almost in her place. And for the first time since she died I dreamed about
her. She was sitting at the table in her red sweater over a very dressy white blouse,
just the way she had been right before her illness. I was across the table from her,
and we were holding hands. Or rather, I was holding her left hand in mine and
kissing her. This had never happened in my life; we simply would never had
imagined or permitted ourselves such behavior - after all, our relationship had
never made that possible. And lately, in the last months I had often wanted to
show some physical expression of my love for her, but that “Forbidden” sign was
always there. I was afraid of scaring her, afraid that my actions would make her
wary, worry that things were bad and that I was concerned for her health. And so I
behaved like a stone block. But in the dream it was so easy - to kiss her hand, to
weep - it was all permissible. And the strange thing is that in the morning after
that dream, I felt the radiance of having been with her. The memories began with
that dream. (Bonner 1992, 10-11)

This quotation reinforces the interrelations between memory, the
unconscious (dream) and the body. These interrelations both enable the subject
of writing to remember as well as to act upon her to write. The symbolic
meaning of the daughter’s body in the mother’s bed reinforces the corporeal,
generational connection, continuity between the past and the present. However,
there is also the moment of difference in the present: after the mother’s death the
daughter is allowed to kiss and caress her, which was earlier forbidden. After the
“Forbidden™ sign is gone, it is easier to look back. What can be considered as a
gender difference in relation to the past and to identity formation is connected
with the relationship between the mother and the daughter. In a culture where
primarily women take care of children and heterosexual relations are a norm, the
son’s (sexual) identity is based on separation from the mother, whereas the
daughter’s identity is based on identification with the mother. In the case of
Russian and Soviet history it was often women, mothers and daughters, in the
family who survived in times of political and military upheavals. It was often
their task to keep going, to pass on knowledge from generation to generation.®
This aspect is highlighted in Bonnér’s text.

“Body” in this case needs to be understood as an aspect of a different
strategy of reading the texts, which is based on the notion that subjects come to
interact with the world first through their body, which is a locus for cultural,
social and intersubjective meanings. It is connected with both discursive
constructions of symbolic femininity in culture (“Woman”) and the real, lived
experiences of women.

Although the material I am working with was published in the 1990s, the
crumbling of political oppositions which Holmgren (1994) suggested as a
potential liberating factor for the representation of female experience in
women’s texts in the 1990s in her article discussed above does not yet seem to

% This idea has been evinced in the studies of Engel (1983) and Holmgren (1993).
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have had a major impact on the conventions of autobiographical writing, or,
more specifically, on the formulae for motivating writing about one’s own life.
The authors in my material state that they write in order to testify to certain
events of the past, in connection with Soviet Russian history, which started to be
re-interpreted first during the post-Stalin period (and were not published) and
then during perestroika in the late 1980s (Marsh 1995; Smith 1996). This aspect
of testimony, however, does not prevent the representation of the personal
experiences, that is, the specific psycho-sexual circumstances of women’s lives.
In their representations of female selthood and identity the texts represent the
protagonist-narrator as “embodied”, as a feeling and experiencing human.

I agree with Holmgren that political and cultural reasons have had an
important influence on women’s autobiographical writing, but we might also
interpret this as influence on the level of motivation and textual formulae for
(public) writing. By this I am suggesting, that different political situations and
public discourses favour writers with a certain status (e.g. political dissidents)
and certain representations of womanhood (cf. revolutionaries, Soviet writers).
Although it is important to read the texts in the context of politics and cultural
influence, it is also important to think about the writers as subjects, who, when
writing, are aware of the generic conventions, use them and create literary
constructions of their lives according to them (cf. Hoogenboom 1996, 78-79).

Thus, what I contend has to be emphasised when reading these women’s
autobiographies, are the writing strategies, which are influenced by traditions of
memoir writing in Russia (writing in order to testify, to serve a common
historical purpose, to serve the community etc.) and the political, cultural spirit
of the time of their writing and publishing. Then it becomes interesting to see
how the female subject is inscribed in the text in this frame. As I hope to show,
the texts give evidence that the writing subject is involved in representing
experiences which escape the political and the social questions of the time, and
refer to another identity, that is, specifically female identity. The aim of my
readings is to contextualise the historical specificity of these texts and their
meaning in relation to the previous and parallel Russian and Western cultural
and literary tendencies, and not so much to point out that they are radical.®

' Tt has been pointed out that women’s writing of the 1960s and 1970s paved the way for the
women writers of the 1980s and 1990s. These texts have gained from their immediate
predecessors so that they are more supplementary than radical in breaking taboos on sexuality
and subjectivity and in challenging stereotypes of femininity. See Barker (2002), Holmgren
(2002), Sandler (2002).

97



In this chapter I explored, how contemporary Russian women write
about their lives through the autobiographical discourse. I did not yet so much
try to answer the question, as to show the relevance of asking this question in the
first place. To read the texts from the point of view of their writing techniques
and the representation of female experience is the task in the next chapters.

98



3 On the Other Side of Reason: Tamara Petkevi¢’s Gulag
Memoirs

The name of Tamara Petkevi¢’s memoirs, JKusus - canosicox nenaphwiii
(Life is an odd boot), bears a direct reference to Marina Cvetaeva’s poem
starting with the verses: “Monodocms mos! Mos uyscas/Monrooocms! Mot
canooicox nenapmuwiii!” In the poem, the lyrical “I” expresses her feeling of
alienation and confusion when thinking back to her youth, her younger self.!
Petkevi¢’s text is a description of the heroine’s journey “to the other side of
reason” in the Soviet prison camp in the 1940s where the first person narrator
looks back and recalls this “alien time” of her life. I have chosen this text and
begin my analyses with it because in my view it is very representative of the
(moral) need for recollecting the repressed Soviet past in the 1990s and it bears a
reference to the earlier time, the thaw period of the 1960s, when this kind of
literature and memoirs began to appear. I chose to examine this text among other
Gulag reminiscences by Russian women, because it is probably not so familiar
for Western readers.

Gulag? literature published in the 1980s-1990s, is largely an outgrowth
of the thaw period of the 1960s (see, for instance, Smith 1996, 2; 37-38), and
this theme remains still quite acute in the literary field of the 1990s. As Kathleen
Smith points out in her study on popular memory in the late and post-Soviet
period, in the 1960s these memoirs were not really officially accounted for,
because the regime then was not prepared to be held accountable for the past.
During the perestroika period beginning from the mid 1980s, this topic
resurfaced in public discussions with the help of civic organizations committed
to the memory of the victims.

The difference from the earlier period of publication is that the 1990s
saw not only the end of the Soviet Union but also the closed archives of the
Party were opened and the system of the Gulag could be investigated through

' See Ileraca, Mapuna 1982. Cmuxomeopenus 1917-1922. Cmuxomeopenust u nosmvi 6
namu momax. T. 2. New York: Russica Publ., 135.

* TYJIAT, T'VJlar - TocyaapCTBeHHOE YIpaBi€HHE HCIPABUTEIBLHO-TPYIOBBIX Jarepew,
noceneHnit U Mmect 3akmodeHus. CymiectBoBano B 1934 - 1956 rr. mpu HKB/I. (boaswou
moaxoswlil crogapv pycckozo azvika 1998). Toker gives credit to Solzenicyn for popularizing
the term and shifting its meaning to include the whole of the camp system in the USSR
(Toker 1997, 188: n. 1). See also Ivanova (2000, xxi): “The concept of ‘Gulag,” which A.IL
Solzhenitsyn introduced into the study of world history, is by no means limited to the system
of Soviet forced-labour camps that existed from the 1930s to the 1950s. The Gulag as a
unique socioeconomic phenomenon emerged under Stalinism, but its historical roots can be
traced to the ancient and enduring traditions of tyranny and authoritarianism of the Russian
state, whose laws consistently defended and preserved the interest of the empire without
guaranteeing the rights and freedoms of the individual.”



documents, figures and files.* However, the move towards a representation and
understanding of what it was like to be on the other side of the barbed-wire takes
place with the help of subjective accounts of the experience, for instance, in
Gulag memoirs. They represent the “history of feelings” as the Belo-Russian
writer Svetlana Aleksievi€ states:

Moii dakT - He cOOBITHE, a UyBCTBO; & CIOXKET - KU3Hb. S MUIIy UCTOPHUIO YYBCTB
B HAJEXJe, YTO YEIIOBEK BCET/la XOYeT MPOYHUTATh O JAPYTOM HYEIOBEKe, a HE O
BoitHe mnm YepHoObine. CoOuparo J0Ka3aTeiabcTBa HE TOTO, YTO MBI ObLIH, a
ckopee - kak Mbl ObUH. Kakume. M kak oTBedanw Ha BOMpOC, 3a4eM MbI OBLIH.
(Aleksievi¢ 2000, 38)*

In its own way, Gulag literature is part of this “history of feelings”
because they testify to the importance of personal testimony in the
understanding of the epoch (see Toker 2000, 3).

Another difference in relation to earlier times is that recently Gulag
memoirs have become objects of /iterary studies (Toker 2000, 8). The analysis
will deal with deciphering similarities and specific features of Gulag narratives
in one particular text by Petkevi¢ and ponder upon their meaning from the point
of view of the subject, of writing about a woman’s Gulag experience.

> Cf. Sergej Larin (2000): “Teneph, Kak MHE KaKE€TCs, HA MEPBbIN IIaH B 3TOW TEMAaTHKE
BBIXOJISIT aHAJMTUYECKUE PaOOTHI: TPYAbl HCTOPHKOB, IPABOBENIOB, IOPHCTOB, KYPHAJIHCTOB,
3aHATBHIX U3yYEHHEM NpeXIe HeAOoCTyHmHbIX apxuBoB u xpanwmmn KI'b, I'ennpoxyparypsr,
neH3ypHoro BezomcTsa./ At the present, as it seems to me, the theme [of the Gulag] is
discussed first and foremost in analytical works: studies by historians, legal scholars, lawyers,
journalists who have investigated previously inaccessible archives and repositories of the
KGB, the general procurator, the bureau of censorship” (Larin 2000); 1. S¢erbakova (2000,
35, bold orig.) writes: “Ecnm B TedyeHHWE HECKOJNBKHX JECATUICTHH y HAC TJIABHBIM
HUCTOPUYECKHM aJbTEPHATHUBHBIM HMCTOYHHKOM ObUIa MamsATh, TO ¢ Havana 90-X rojoB
BIIEPBBIE BO3HMKaeT AOKYMeHT. [lpoucxomur TO, Ha 4YTO HHUKTO W HE HAJEISIICS:
MPUOTKPBIBAIOTCSI CEKPETHBIE apXUBBI U BCE HCTOPUKH OpOCAIOTCS OT BOCHOMHHAHHU K
JOKYMEHTaM. A 4YTO, B CyIIHOCTH, TAKO€ CEKPETHBIE apXHBBI? DTO TO, YTO HAIla CHUCTEMa
cuMTajga HyXKHBIM COXPaHUTh, TO €CTh MaMAThL cucTtembl./ If in the course of some decades
our main alternative historical source was memory, and then from the beginning of the 90s for
the first time occurs document. Happens what no one could even hope for: secret archives are
opened and all historians rush from reminiscences to documents. What in fact, are these secret
archives? They are what our system deemed necessary to preserve, that is, memory of the
system.”

* “For me facts are not events but feelings; and plots are construed in life. I write the history
of feelings hoping that people always want to read about other people, not about the war or
Cernobyl. I collect proof not in order to state that we were, but in order to represent how we
were. What we were like. And how we answered the question why we were.”
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3.1 Narrative Features of Gulag Literature

An important constituent of this type of narratives is their informative
nature. This influences the rhetoric framing the purpose of writing and the
“pact” with the reader. The purpose of writing in Petkevi¢’s text is formulated
both at the beginning and at the end. At first, the author brings out the
importance of her writing as preserving the memory of those who did not
survive: “These people suffered and died not being able to realize their rich
potentials. Their courage, humanity, their friendship formed and rescued me.”
(Petkevic€ 1993, 5.) At the end, the narrator refers to a third party and says, her
confession is an attempt to answer the question asked of former convicts, how a
human being could survive the prison camp and live after it. Gulag narratives
often serve consciousness-raising purposes and their primary function has been
that of enlightening people about the system of the Gulag, its inhumanity and
violation of human rights, as well as of the experience itself (Toker 2000, 6).
However, these texts also form a literary genre of their own, which draws
attention to their aesthetic, literary features. It becomes more relevant to ask how
the experience has been represented.

As Toker and other researchers point out, the specificity of the narrative
aspects of Gulag memoirs stems from the field of experience it strives to
represent.’ The tensions between literature and experience mark this specificity:

One of the main problems of Holocaust literature and its study (the same is to a
large extent true of the vast literature of the Gulag) is the inadequacy of the
communicative function of language and the powerlessness of traditional aesthetic
forms in the face of the unimaginable experience that the authors must record...
(Toker 1997, 205)

Although from my point of view this statement somewhat mystifies
writing about such experiences as the Holocaust and the Gulag, as those who
write about it are concerned first and foremost with describing the experience, it
points to the more general problem of boundaries between aesthetics and life.
Echoing this notion, the protagonist in Tamara Petkevi¢’s memoirs asks how the
experience of one human being, thrown into the flow of history, can find its
place in history. By history I refer to such understanding of the past which is
based on a rational explanation of cause and effect as a teleological continuum
of events towards the present. The narrator-protagonist’s question emerges
during her imprisonment, in the middle of the barbarism and cruelty among the
prisoners. It is the discrepancy between institutional, official history writing and
individual memory and perception of the events that makes the protagonist
wonder if her and others’ perceptions and experiences will ever reach the others

> Cf. also Michael Rothberg: “How does the memoirist represent realistically this space of
death behind the barbed wire curtain? How can a language that must remain ordinary portray
the heterogeneity of the extreme without neutralizing it?” (Rothberg 1999, 96.)
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on the other side. The concern and urge to write about one’s own experience is
motivated by this discrepancy between official history and subjective memory.

As was observed above, the primary reason for writing Gulag memoirs is
to mediate information about it. In line with this is their particular political
function, which aims at undermining the justification of a regime that upholds
such an inhuman legal system. An obvious political impact of this kind of
narrative is the act of writing in itself: testifying about the small people’s fate in
a totalitarian system. The subject position offered in such writing can be
illustrated by the example of a Finnish Gulag testimony, the memoirs by Anna
Petrovskaja, a Soviet woman of Finnish origin:

It was not easy to start the story of my life. Many years have gone by and many
things have been forgotten, and I wouldnt like to remember everything. But this is
my life-story, one of many millions, yet unique, because it tells the story of my life.
I don’t know if this is a typical fate of the women of my generation, but it is a
very ordinary story about those times when the great and mighty Soviet Union
dictated the limits of living of the most insignificant citizen. I'll try to live, once
more, through all that again, remember those events which I have witnessed
during my life. (Petrovskaja 1993, 5)°

The writer emphasises the ordinariness of her fate (“one of many
millions”, “it is a very ordinary story”), but also the uniqueness (“It tells the
story of my life”’) contrasting the Soviet state with her own insignificant self.
This passage indicates the moral and political authority invested in this type of
autobiographical writing and the subject position it offers: through it the most
insignificant citizen can challenge the great and mighty state by the memory and
witness of her own life. The back cover text of the book enhances this subject
position in clichéd phrases: “Anna Petrovskaja’s story is one of the many
thousands: the life-story of a woman living under violence and egoistic male
despotism. A woman, who had no right or chance to defend herself against
Stalin’s system of tyranny”. This highlights the specific quality of this Gulag
testimony because it has been written by a woman, and simultaneously the
typicality of her fate as one speaking for many thousands (see Vettenniemi 2001,
182).

The importance of this particular political function of Gulag narratives
has somewhat decreased as the regime it criticised no longer exists. This makes
more space for a different kind of approach to them and their political aspects,
because the context of their reception is no longer defined by the dichotomy of
“official - unofficial”. Kelly (1994, 371) has noted that women’s memoirs of the
post-Stalin era lack political analysis and commentary.” However, we could also
look at the question of politics from another angle, than as a representation of a

¢ Translation from the original Finnish is mine.
7 “...[TThere is nothing by a woman writer which attempts the general analysis of Razgon’s
Nevydumannoe, let alone Solzhenitsyn’s The Gulag Archipelago” (1994, 371 note 67).
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general analysis of extensive materials where the author-narrator “...instructs the
readers in camp realities according to the pedagogical principle of escalating
difficulty, the starting point usually being the familiar surface as created by
Soviet education with its shallowly traditional ‘humanistic’ values...” (Toker
1997, 207-8). We could approach these texts from a perspective more sensitive
to the narrative style, especially in the use of the narrative voice. As Toker
points out, the author-narrator of a Gulag testimony can take the position of a
“teacher” who educates the reader about the camp reality, or that of a
“participant”. The prominent Gulag writer, Varlam Salamov (1907-1982), has
argued that the literature of the future should not be written by writers, but by
participants, who tell what they have seen.® The participant-perspective would
encourage the reader to “undergo a shock of initiation, a personal experience of
liminality” (see Toker 1997, 209).” The reader would then perhaps be able to
imagine “the unimaginable” and identify with the protagonist. In the same vein
Natasha Kolchevska (1998, 151) suggests that in Evgenija Ginzburg’s Kpymoii
mapwpym (Into the Whirlwind) “...the author/heroine...narrates, speaking not for
[fellow inmates, MR], in the colonising voice of a master author, but as one of
them.”

Similarly, in Petkevi¢’s memoirs the narrative perspective is that of a
participant: it concentrates on representing the day to day existence in the camp
and its psychological, physical and emotional impact on human beings, or
rather, the protagonist as one among the others. Without suggesting that
SolZenicyn’s work on the Gulag is non-participant, it could be, then, seen that
“being political” can be understood in another sense of personal engagement, in
which case, the narrative would not be taken only as an enlightening piece of
evidence about the horrors of the Gulag, but also as an intersubjective act of
becoming involved in dealing with the experience, and the phenomenon, both
for the author and the reader. This also draws attention to the fact that
concentration and labour camps form a many-sided experience and cannot be
reduced to a certain general pattern.” Although in the case of Petkevic¢’s and
many others’ Gulag testimonies it is a matter of proclaiming their own, personal

¥ “It is not writers who will speak, but professionals who possess the gift for writing. And they
will tell only what they know and have seen. Accuracy - that is the force of the literature of
the future.” (Salamov, Varlam 1985/1978. Kolymskie rasskazy. Edited by Mikhail Geller.
London: Overseas Publications Interchange. 152. Cit. in Toker 1997, 209).

* The word ‘liminal’ is derived from ‘limen’. See Oxford English Dictionary (on the net:
www.oed.com): ‘liminal’ - a. gen. Of or pertaining to the threshold or initial stage of a
process. rare. b. spec. in Psychol. Of or pertaining to a ‘limen’ or ‘threshold.’

' See Michael Rothberg’s article on Ruth Kliiger’s testimony of Holocaust experience, where
he states that “[t]he ‘truth’ of the concentrationary universe is that it is not one” (Rothberg
1999, 96).
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testimonies in order to make them part of the national memory", it is not only a
matter of communicating information, but of constructing that information,
making sense of it.

The narrative voice in Gulag narratives is usually two-fold:

[T]he attitude of the memoirist as the narrating voice is different from the attitude
of the memoirist as the focal character of the text, the prisoner who has witnessed
the events and situations described: the focalizer was a sharer of the common lot,
yet the retrospectively narrating voice belongs to a concrete historical individual
with his or her private memory, antecedents, and affiliations. (Toker 2000, 77,
italics orig.)

This narrative perspective aligns Gulag texts to the description of
psychological development of the Bildungsroman: the protagonist gradually
gains political understanding and social experience (Kelly 1994, 368). Kelly
points out that in women’s Gulag memoirs this happens in “the crucible of
relations between women who share a prison cell or camp barracks™ (ibid.).
Indeed, women’s prison camp is an environment “where males are outsiders,
and where successful interaction between women inmates is the chief condition
for staying alive” (Peterson 1996, 179).%

Both narrative aspects of a development story and relations between
women can be found in Tamara Petkevi¢’s prison camp memoirs. When the
protagonist enters the camp zone, she is inclined towards thoughts of
committing suicide. However, meeting a familiar woman in the camp and her
motherly concern and care for the protagonist then help her to get rid of this
thought and make her think of the future as a chance to tell others about her
experiences. This and other scenes are recurrent in other (women’s) prison camp
memoirs. Toker (2000, 82) has defined a set of nine topoi which structure Gulag
narratives, most of which recur in individual narratives."

In my analysis, however, I focus on how the subjectivity of the
experience is narrated in this particular text, and how the writing subject, on the

" Olga Adamova-Sliozberg writes in My Journey.: “I was determined to go on thinking, to
remember everything, and to survive to tell to others what I had seen. I would bear witness!”
(1999, 38)

"> On pre-revolutionary women prisoners’ accounts of female friendship see Barbara Alpern
Engel (1983, 202). Referring to Tzvetan Todorov Vettenniemi notes that in prison camp
literature women inmates are most likely to practise such “feminine” values as compassion
and concern for individual people. He sees the lack of such descriptions in men’s texts as a
gender-bound phenomenon, whereby “men loath to display their altruistic side” (2001, 226).

" These nine fopoi, which will not be analysed here specifically, include (1) the arrest, (2)
dignity, (3) stages (Russ. amanwi), (4) escape, (5) moments of reprieve, (6) “room 101” - a
particularly disturbing event, about which the author remains mute, (7) chance, (8) the zone
and the larger zone, (9) end-of-term fatigue. According to Toker at least seven of these are
displayed in individual texts. (2002, 82-93). More or less all of these can be identified in
Petkevic’s narrative.
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other hand, uses this genre (its conventions and formulations) in constructing
her own perspective of the Gulag. Although the author expresses her wish to
inform others and the narrative has a moral message which is recognizable for
contemporaries, the narrative also suggests that this experience cannot be
mediated, told, described for others through language:

Torna, 3a onun Oeckoneunslii neHp 30 sHBaps 1943 roma, Bce cpa3y moTepsis, 5
MOHsIA PO >KU3Hb caMmoe >kecTokoe. M To, Kak U3MBIBAJIUCh HAJl OTLIOM, KaKylo
OH CHOCHWJI MYKY, - MOHsUIa Toke. Ho cOOCTBEHHBIN ONBIT HE MOX0X HHU HA 4Yei
npyroi. OH - neno ocoboe. (Petkevic 1993, 118)

Then, in that one endless day on 30 January 1943, after losing everything at once,
I realized the cruellest thing about life. I also realized how my father was mocked,
how he endured pain. But the experience of one’s own doesn’t resemble anyone
else’s. It is special. (Petkevic 1993, 118)

A closer analysis of the narrative strategy used in Petkevi¢’s text shows
that it purports to represent the inner, participant perspective of the protagonist-
narrator, but that it also remains silent and relies on conventional forms of
representation about certain themes.

3.2 The Story of “the Untimely Child”

The text begins with a depiction of childhood in 1920s’ Petrograd. The
protagonist’s parents were revolutionaries, who participated in the political
upheaval during the revolutionary events. The family lived, apparently, in
relative comfort: they had a big house and domestic help. However, the
childhood description is characterised by an atmosphere of insecurity and
loneliness which the protagonist experiences in her family:

B nameii kBapTupe mapuin MpadHoOBaThId mopsinok. KBapTupa Oblia OrpoMHOM -
u3 mecTu KoMHat. Kpyriblii 3a1 ¢ HALIaMH, CTOJIOBAs!, NallMH KaOWHET, TOCTUHAS,
netckas... [lpu kyxHe eme KoMHara - cepmasi, Juisl Ipucinyru. Menus, eéeposamno,
HepeoKo O0Cmagianu 0omMa OOHY, NOMOMY YMO NOMHIO, KAK 6 3acycmesuiell
muwune s opoouna no eécem komwamam. (Petkevic 1993, 8, italics - MR)

Our apartment was predominated by quite a sombre order. It was huge - with six
rooms. A round parlour with niches, a dining room, Papa’s study, a sitting room, a
nursery... By the kitchen there was an additional room, the seventh, for the maid.
Apparently I was quite often left home alone, because I remember walking round
the rooms in complete silence. (Petkevi¢ 1993, 8, italics MR)

The narrator reminisces mostly about scenes and events where she as a
child felt misunderstood or mistreated, herself not understanding her parents.
This childhood description serves as an overture for the tragic events to come. A
harbinger of the events is also mentioning how the father used to beat her for no
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apparent reason, as the narrator recalls. Pondering on the reasons why a man,
29 ¢

who, according to neighbours and friends was “a fine man”, “not an evil man”
would “mercilessly beat a silly child” the narrator notes:

Bo3MoxHO, 3TO ObUIM H3IEPKKH (POHTOBOM KOHTY3MH. A MOXET, TaKHUM
0o0pa3oM M30bIBajach CKOIMBIIASCS 3a TOJbI TPAXKIAHCKOW BOWHBI JKECTOKOCTb.
HukTo MHE 3TOTO Cceifdac yxe He 0OBSCHUT, a MyJaeT 3TO 10 CHIO Topy. 3a 4To?
[Touemy? He ommbatoch B OAHOM: s ObllIa HECBOEBPEMEHHBIM PEOCHKOM.
(Petkevi¢ 1993, 13)

It’s possible, it was war-time frustration or, perhaps, it was a way to offload
aggression accumulated in the civil war. No one is left to explain it to me now,
but it torments me to this day. What for? Why? I’'m not wrong about one thing: I
was an untimely child. (Petkevi¢ 1993, 13)

The story of the father’s illogical punishment of her and the questions
asked in the extract above, can be read as a metaphor for the situation of those
who fell victim to political purges at that time. The extract echoes the tales of
imprisonment and punishment of allegedly innocent people, “untimely children”
of the Soviet state, which included the protagonist’s father, as well as herself.
The narrator inherits her father’s fate as a daughter of the people’s enemy, and
many others with her. The fathers leave their children a legacy of guilt and
incomprehension:

B HaciencTBo A0CTanMch Hepa3pelMMbie BOMPOCH: MOYEMY C MOMM OTIIOM, CO
MHOXECTBOM TaKHX, KaK OH, XKH3Hb 000MIIaCh UMEHHO Tak? (...) O ueM oH qymai
cam, 49To 4yBCcTBOBaX mpu apecte? [lotom, uas eMy Bcien, yKe HE pasyMoM, a
KJIETKaMU OLIyIIajia, Kak OH MepeHOCHII CBOto fouo. (ibid. 48)

I inherited unsolvable questions like, why did life take such a turn for my father,
and for many others just like him? (...) What was he himself thinking about, what
did he feel when he was arrested? Later, when I followed in his footsteps, I knew
through my cellular tissue, not through my brain, how he went through his part in
life. (ibid. 48)

This commentary by the narrator at the beginning of her story sets the
tone (in the reader) for the future story to be read: the reader is about to know
how the narrator gets to know how her father “went through his part in life”, and
how she went through hers. Petkevi¢’s own story of the Gulag, however, starts a
few years after the father’s arrest, and the narrative includes a description of
Tamara’s youth and her short search for her own role in life, to break free from
the legacy of guilt, which nevertheless ends up with a repetition of her father’s
fate.

A notable constituent of the narrative is the discrepancy between the
perspective of the protagonist and the narrator: the former is the experiencing
subject and the latter is the narrating subject, who represents the course of events
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retrospectively. The difference emerges through the narrative voice, which, for
example, quotes the protagonist’s thoughts in the past, “then”, which seem naive
in the time of writing, “now”. The using of a self-narrated inner monologue, that
1s, quoting by the narrator of her own thoughts in the past, establishes the
position of the author-narrator as an authoritative narrative instance. In the
quotation below, reflecting questions emphasise the protagonist’s disbelief of
what is happening to her and her family and persuade the reader to sympathise
and wonder with the protagonist:

3HauuT, TIOpbMa, apecT - 3T0 eme He Bce? EcTh Heuto Oonee ykacHoe? Kak
MOXXET YeJOBEK XOIUTh ‘TIoJ HoMepom™, O0e3 dammmu? Ha mame, Ha Jromsx
HamuTel HOMepa? Ecim Ob1 MHE, HampuMep, CKa3ajH, YTO MPEBPATAT B KaKOE-TO
JKUBOTHOE, sI OblIa OBl HE B COCTOSIHMH TPEJICTABUTh ce0e KOHKPETHOCTh TaKOTO
MpeBpaIieHHs], MOTIIa ObI OIYTHTH JHIIb ykac. (ibid. 50)

So, the prison and the arrest are not yet all? There is something more terrible?
How can a person be called by a number, not by a family name? There are
numbers put on Papa, on people? If [ was told, for instance, that people are turned
into some kind of animals, I would not be capable of imagining it concretely. I
could only feel terror. (ibid. 50)

The protagonist’s questions purport to represent her, the past self’s,
disbelief and naiveté after the disappearance of her father before she herself
experienced what is described in the above quotation. The reader, who quite
probably also knows what happened to people who disappeared and who might
be familiar with other similar stories of arrest and disbelief shares something of
the narrator’s position, anticipating the future course of events. However, as the
narrator emphasises, the reader is not necessarily able to imagine them
concretely. In this way she differentiates her experience from that of the reader,
who probably has not experienced the same.

The difference between the protagonist and the narrator structures the
story and its continuum from there and then to here and now. Dorrit Cohn
explains the use of this technique in fiction narratives in the following manner:

...[R]etrospection into a consciousness ... is no less important a component of
first-person novels than inspection of a consciousness is in third-person novels.
The same basic types of presentation appear, the same basic terms can apply,
modified by prefixes to signal the modified relationship of the narrator to the
subject of his narration: psycho-narration becomes self-narration (on the analogy
with self-analysis), and monologues can now be either self-quoted, or self-
narrated. (Cohn 1983/1978, 14)

Analysis of the narrative voice and focalization give further clues of the
narrative strategy of the text. As Rimmon-Kenan points out, in first person
retrospective narratives’ focalization and the narrator are separate functions
(1991/1983, 94). In Petkevic’s case, the perceptive focalizer is the protagonist,
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the experiencing subject, whose thoughts and perception are the focus of the
narrative. The one who structures this experience and evaluates it, the
ideological focalizer, is the narrator, who commands knowledge of the further
development of events. In principle, retrospective narration of one’s own past is
characterised as outer focalization, that is, there is a necessary difference in time
between the protagonist’s and the narrator’s perception. However, in the sort of
self-quoted narration PetkeviC’s text represents, the narrator strives to identify
herself with her past feelings and experiences, thus imposing silence on the
events or explanations to come. The strategy of self-quoted narration is
especially evident in the text. The narrator, of course, knows more than the
protagonist, but the latter’s thoughts and events of her life are articulated as if
occurring only at the time of writing or just as fresh as at the time of the actual
events. Genette (1986, 198-199) calls this a temporal paralipsis where the
narrator imposes silence on him/herself. This narrative strategy is used in order
to create an illusion of a coherent story of development from the protagonist’s
ignorance to cognition, thus, it resembles the structure of a Bildungsroman,
describing how the protagonist goes through a transformation, usually from
naiveté to knowledge gained in the course of events.

The narration is chronological, which also emphasises the structural
journey from then to now. After the description at the beginning of the rather
insecure childhood, a turning point in the protagonist’s life takes place marked
by the date when childhood ended: “Mwupa, B kOoTOpOoM MBI 0 CHX TIOp
CylIecTBOBaNIU, He cTano. M Hukakoro npyroro He ObuT0 TOXe. bbuto 23 HOSAOpS
1937 roma./ The world in which we had lived until then, came to an end. And
there was no other world either. It was 23 November in 1937.” (Petkevi¢ 1993,
39)."* The exact definition of the date, when ‘“everything changed” and
childhood was over denotes the chronology of life course understood as a
continuum where one phase is followed by another. In these and other
reminiscences concentrating on the Soviet era it has also other meanings besides
this. The naming of a concrete date and moment in the protagonist’s life means
for her a personal tragedy, but simultaneously it denotes a time in the country’s
history which had a rather similar meaning for many others and in that sense is a
metaphor for a collective fate.”

'* A similar sentence occurs in Bonnér’s text: “SI crana gpyroii. I 1eTcTBO MO€ KOHYHMIOCH. B
HOub ¢ 27 Ha 28 mas 1937 roma, Ha MOCKOBCKOM OYJbBAapHOM KOJbIle, Y MaMATHHUKA
[Tymkuna (Bonnér 1994/1991, 281)/ I had changed: my childhood had ended. On the night of
May 27, 1937, on the Moscow Boulevard ring, by the statue of Pushkin.” (Bonner 1992, 307)

" Sometimes important political dates coincided with personal ones. For example, Galina
Erofeeva recalls in her memoirs the time around the murder of Kirov, because it coincides
with her birthday. At the time she was an adolescent girl, which gives this tragic landmark a
kind of a humorous flavour: “Ha paccrpocsl cbiHOBel 0 Tparndeckux coObiTusax 1937-1938
TOZIOB 51 BIIOJITHE 00OCHOBAHHO MOTJIA AaTh TAKOW MPOCTOW OTBET: B MIECTHAALIATh-CEMHA AT
JIeT MEHsI MaJIo TpOraJia, a MOKET, U BOBCE HE MHTEPECOBaJa MOJUTHKA; 5 KIJIa U YBIEKaIach
npyruM. (...) Beap momHI0 ke 10 Menoueit mutuHr 1 gexadpst 1934 roxa no noBoxy youiictsa
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Another narrative aspect that draws attention in Petkevi¢’s text is the
word of the others. This means that the others’ word is drawn as a part of the
narrative in the form of their own direct speech primarily in letters addressed to
the protagonist, and quoted in the text itself. The author’s note (om asmopa) at
the beginning of the book emphasises the importance of restoring “names,
circumstances of bygone years and fates of people who have passed away”. This
points to the importance given to the sympathy and friendship shared with the
protagonist, which, according to the author, had saved her. Except for giving a
voice to people who were not able to tell their own stories, these letters also
serve the function of illustrating the protagonist’s character and her development
- they participate in the construction of the image of the past self. For instance,
reading and writing letters offers comfort:

I'maBHBIM OBUIO CXBaTHTh TOK, HampsbkeHHE muchbMa. Ecim Kk ToMy M cioBa
COBMajanu ¢ “pUTMHYECKOM OCHOBOM”, TOrma WHUCBMO yToisano. S
MPOMUTHIBATIACH M, TIPUTIA/Iajia K HEMY KaK K UCTOYHHKY JKU3HHU. Sl U caMa 4acTo
nycajia OroJITeNo, CTPACTHO, CJIOBHO B 3a0bIThH. (Petkevic 1993, 340)

The main thing was to catch the flow, the tension of the letter. If the words were
in accordance with the “rythmic basis”, then the letter was comforting. I
nourished myself with it, pressed myself to it like to a life spring. I myself often
wrote wildly, passionately, as if in delirium. (Petkevic 1993, 340)

Reading and writing help the narrator to momentarily escape the
circumstances of the Gulag. Perhaps they offered a way to resist the overarching
system of the Gulag. As Kolchevska (2003, 160) points out, the tradition of
prison poetry, remembered only in the mind, represents “the last border that
cannot be transgressed by a system that has violated [one’s] life and ... body in
every other way”. They serve as a technique of survival in the camp.

The letters written by others quoted in the text construct the description
of the protagonist’s development and her changing situation in the prison camp.
They begin to appear in the text, especially towards the end of the story, when
the protagonist has made friends with other intellectual women and men in the
Gulag theatre company. For instance, they serve as “authentic” evidence
concerning the injustice the narrator-protagonist suffered, when battling for her

KupoBa. MHe B 3TOT J€Hb WCIOJHHWIOCH YETHIPHAALATH JIET, M 5 IIaKaja TopIle BCeX,
IOTOMY YTO CYHTANa, YTO BIIEPEJ HUKOTJA MOH JeHb POXIEHUS He OylIeT MPUHOCHTH MHE
panocth./ To my sons’ questions about the tragic events of 1937-1938 I could answer very
simply with good reason: at 16-17 politics interested me little, perhaps not at all; 1 was
occupied with other things. (...) I remember in detail the meeting on the first of December in
1934 concerning Kirov’s murder. That day was my 14th birthday, and I cried bitterly, because
I thought that from now on my birthday will never bring me any joy.” (Erofeeva 1998, 7) In
Anna Larina-Buharina’s memoirs the protagonist’s birthday coincides with the day of Lenin’s
death, and her father decides that her birthday will be transferred to May (Larina-Buharina
1989, 216).
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right to get her son (born in the labour camp) back from his foster mother after
her release. The narrator quotes one letter “out of the many written by friends in
1957 to the court”, as she writes, “...kaKk MONBITKY YBUIETh B CIYyYUBLIEMCS HE
CTOJIBKO JIMYHYIO Oely, CKOJIBKO IIPEeCTyIUIEHHE pexxuma/ ...in order to see in this
incident not so much a personal misfortune, but a crime of the regime” (Petkevic
1993, 468). The lengthy letter gives the reader a testimony about the narrator-
protagonist from the “outside”. It serves to bring out her dignity in the eyes of
the others, readers, and the community. It is characteristic that this should
happen through the words of others - it has been seen as an important
constituent, especially of women’s autobiographies (Mason 1980; Watson
1988).

The protagonist goes through different phases from despair to hope in
the course of the story, but in the end, despite these difficulties she gradually
grows to accept of her life the way it has been. That the question is to a certain
degree of a development story is reinforced by the ending. The story ends in a
statement which rounds up the gathered life experience and gives a synthesis of
the plusses and minuses:

51, B oOmiemM, M3yMIISIIOCh M JKECTOKOCTH JKWU3HH, U MYJPOCTH, C KOTOPOH OHa
nepecynTaia MEepPeKUTOE Ha OTPUIIAHWE, NPOKISATHE W Ha J000Bb. Tomy, 4TO
Omaromapsi CIIOCOOHOCTH CIBIIATh M JIIOOWTH JIFOJICH JyIia KaKHUM-TO YyIOM
BOCTOP)KECTBOBAJIa HAJl HEHABHUCTEIO... biaronapro »Ku3Hb 3a BCEe YETIOBEYHOE, YTO
BcTperriock Ha myTH. (Petkevic 1993, 498)

In general, I’'m awed by life’s cruelty, and its wisdom, whith which it accounted
my experiences to negation, curse and love. I’'m awed by the ability to listen and
love people thanks to which my soul in a miraculous way overcame hate... I thank
life for all the humanity I’ve met on my journey. (Petkevic 1993, 498)

This resembles a sanctuary of life, a final acceptance of what has
happened after a spiritual awakening. After all that has been experienced there is
little left but awe at life’s ways. The reference to “humanity” which shows the
way to this harmonious end, resembles what Holmgren has noted about Soviet
Russian women’s prison camp memoirs as representing the protagonist as a
spokesperson for common, human values; however, if we look at the story as a
whole, this ending can be seen rather as rhetorical device. It is not so much the
representation of the protagonist as a defender and founder of human values, but
her own growth to restore her own value as a human being with the help of
others.

Petkevi¢ ends her story with acceptance of the prison camp experience
and the restoration of her self after it, but it leaves open how she managed to
cope with her life after it, for instance, to pursue a career in theatre: “Bniepenu
OBLIO e1lle HeMAaJIo JIpaMm, PaJoCcTel, OIMOOK U TOPsi, HO TO BO MHOTOM ObLjIa YK€
npyras xu3Hb./ There was still much drama, joy, mistakes and sorrow to come,
but that is already another life” (Petkevi¢ 1993, 499). Thus the Gulag also
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represents another life and the protagonist is another person. This experience is
therefore, like an “odd boot” in her biography.

As a result of outlining the narrative structure in Petkevic’s text it can be
seen that the narrator-protagonist stresses the importance of the individual
perception and experience of the Gulag, by identifying herself with the
protagonist’s perceptual and psychological observations. On the other hand, the
narrative stresses such incidents and events which have by now become themes
of Gulag literature, and point to collective rather than individual aspects of the
experience.'

3.2.1 Ideas Crystallised

As seen above, Gulag narratives form a genre with its own conventions.
This may be a result of the similarity of the outward procedures concerning the
arrest, conviction, imprisonment and release. Another reason might be that the
textual/literary representation of certain experiences tends to be formed rather as
a collective than an individual, exceptional experience, and the authors are well
aware of their task to bring out the moral extent of the experience. Thus,
although the story is based on the individual’s experience, in many cases the
authors strive to describe the fates of many others, which they had witnessed. In
Petkevi¢’s case, we can read the narrator-protagonist’s personal development,
but also the moral duty of documenting the life of the others and their words."

Recurrent topoi in Gulag narratives can be and have been discerned. For
instance, Peterson and S&erbakova mention seeing oneself in a reflection, and
the awe at what one sees there, non-participant descriptions of lesbian
relationships in the prison, and humiliating scenes in the camp. These recur in
Petkevi¢’s narrative as well.

' Cf. Toker: “...[T]he sense of narrative coherence is bolstered by highlighting specific
aspects of the content of the testimony - the dominant concerns of a memoir thus turn into
themes, semantic redundancies that double as constituents of aesthetic structures” (2000,
126).

" This is why in the case of Gulag narratives there is not necessarily any clear division
between autobiography - emphasising the author’s identity and experience - and memoirs -
focusing on the public-interest data that the author has been in a position to store (Toker
2000, 82).

' See Peterson (1996, 184); Irina S¢erbakova writes: “...[O]ueHb XapakTepHBIi 15 KEHCKHX
BOCIIOMHHAHUH 3mm301 y EBrennn ['mH30ypr, Korja oHa BIEPBBIC MOCIE HECKOJIBKUX JIET,
MIPOBE/ICHHBIX B TIOPbME, BUIHUT ce0sl B 3€pKajie - U BUANUT He cels, a CBOIO MaTh. S ciplmiana
OT HECKOJIbKMX JKCHIIMH: 3TO OHAa Y MEHS B3slIa, 9TO 51 €f pacckas3ajia. A Ha CaMOM Jielie OHH
MIPOCTO MEPEXKMITN TO K€ camoe. DTo ux obmas cyapba./ ...[A] very characteristic episode in
women’s memoirs is written by Evgenija Ginzburg, when she sees herself in the mirror for
the first time after many years in prison - and she sees not herself, but her mother. I heard
from a number of women: she took it from me, I told her that. As a matter of fact they just
experienced the same. It is their common fate.” (2000, 33-34.)
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The narrator, thus, sees a reflection of herself in a mirror and does not
recognize herself: “[H]e cpasy coobOpaszumna, uto 310 5. [loGmm3octr, ogHaKo,
HUKOTO JPYTroro He ObUI0. YIIOBUTH YTO-TO 'CBOE’ B SIBUBIIEMCS OTKPOBEHUH
ObU10 yxke HeBo3MoxkHO./ ...I didn’t immediately recognise that it was me.
However, there was no one else around. It was impossible to catch something of
my ‘own’ in that vision” (Petkevi¢ 1993, 167). Another recurrent scene is
connected with the mocking or repression of the female prisoners’ femininity
and sexuality. In Petkevi¢’s story during the heroine’s interrogations prior to her
conviction, a woman guard gives a piece of advice to Tamara: “’3a0ynpTe, 4yTO
BBl xxeHmuHa!!! Jla, na, mpumercs 06 3ToM 3a0bITh’, - OecHOBaach oHa./ "Forget
that you are a woman!!! Yes, yes, you have to forget about it’, she raved” (ibid.
121). On the other hand, a male guard reveals that he has watched Tamara for
some time and fallen in love with her. For another example, another ex-Gulag
convict Sarra Kul’neva, recalls in her memoirs how a male interrogator told her
to go back to her cell and fix her appearance because: “You’re a woman!”
(1991, 96).

In these scenes women are either deprived of their feminine features, or
they are mocked because of the lack of femininity. Nadya L. Peterson notes that
a special means of resistance towards male guards represented in women’s camp
literature are episodes where women prisoners highlight their femininity despite
the discouraging circumstances of the prison (1996, 181; see also Kolchevska
1998, 157).

There are also scenes referring to experiences of violence to which
women prisoners were collectively subjected. PetkeviC’s story contains an
episode in which the women prisoners are exposed to male violence in a colony
where men and women are placed in the same facilities. This meeting triggers a
scene of uncontrollable sexual violence against women and a scene of a mass
rape. The narrator describes how she managed to escape from this violence:

BBIX/IBIHYIO M Hayajao pacHpOCTPAHATHCS UYTO-TO KMBOTHOE M OecroliaJHOE.
JKeHckne KpWKW TIYIIWIM piKaHWe, HedeloBedeckoe comeHue... (...) Ml
3al0JI3]IM C HEW B CaMblii TEMHBIA yrojl Hap, JKenas NMPEBPaTUThCS B HHUYTO, B
IbUTb, B JBIM, YTOOBI HAC HUKTO HE BHJIEN, YTOOBI HE BHJIENHU, HE CIBIILIANN MBI
(...) IIaTepo My>K4MH MOJOLUIA COBCEM OJIM3KO W... cenu Ha Hapbl. CHavasna Oblia
TOJILKO CKOPOCTh MIOHMMAaHUs, YTO OHM - 3aIIUTa, YTO MbI TENIEPh BHE OMACHOCTH!
(Petkevi¢ 1993, 180)

Something brutal and ruthless spurted out. Women’s cries deadened the roaring,
the inhuman snorting...(...) We crawled... towards the darkest corner, and wished
to change into nothingness, into dust, smoke, so that no one would see us, and we
wouldn’t see or hear anything. (...) Five men came very close to us and... sat on
the bunk. At first there was only the quick understanding, that these are protectors
that we are out of danger! (Petkevi¢ 1993, 180)
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This scene represents a specific instance of gendered violence in the
Gulag. Another writer, Elena Glinka in a story published in 1989, has described
in detail the systematic rape of women in the Gulag. That it had not been usual
to deal publicly with such scenes of sexual violence is indicated in author’s
preface to the text: “I have written a documentary story... I am sure you will not
print it!... We have been silent for long, for decades, we have suffered and taken
our pain with us to the grave.” (1989, 111) The tale, however, was printed and it
attracted wide attention in Russian media.” This articulation is now in demand
because of the long repression of these stories.

In Petkevic’s story descriptions of sexual violence or of sexual relations
between men and women are not described in such detail as in Glinka’s story. In
the above quotation, the protagonist strives to protect her self from “seeing or
hearing anything” and this testifies to her own escape from the threatening
situation. The narrator describes meeting lesbians in the prison, but she rarely
refers to any sexual character of her own relations. However, during the time in
the camp she becomes pregnant by a high-status male prisoner, a doctor, and
subsequently gives birth to a son. The text does not tell whether this relationship
took place with the protagonist’s consent or without it. More attention is given
to the fact of pregnancy itself, and the subsequent struggle over the protagonist’s
right to keep her child. Other relationships seem to be platonic, for instance, the
protagonist meets a male tutor in the prison, who educates her and helps her to
be recruited for the Gulag theatre. A rare moment of desire emerges, however,
near the end of her imprisonment, when the story of her first real love is told in
the text. This description is aligned to the discourse on romantic love and it
emphasises the redeeming power of love.

The recurrent scenes of losing one’s feminine features, losing one’s
physical and mental integrity etc. described above would seem to suggest that
body and sexuality in Gulag testimonies are narrated in a conventionalized
manner, characterised by reticence rather than openness, and stresses the
collective nature of those experiences rather than representing them as a site of
the personal experience (cf. Toker 2000, 88). These scenes are as if crystallised
ideas of an individual’s perception of the collective experience. Although the
narrator documents her, the protagonist’s, inner feelings and movements in a
detailed manner, there are spheres of experience which either remain in the
domain of the collective, or which remain unarticulated. The combination
between the individual and the collective implies that Gulag testimonies are
hybrid forms that mix features of different categories of narratives (Toker 2000,
82; see also Skultans 1997).

Thus the narrator-protagonist is indeed one among the many and the
traumatic experiences of losing one’s physical and mental integrity are repeated

" As Elena Trofimova states: “The publication of Glinka’s stories created a huge sensation
among the reading public and aroused the interest of the media...” (1994, 216).
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from one text to another. The narrator seems to suggest that this is so because
the individual experience is special, and because there is or was no space for the
representation of such experiences in institutional history writing. Through the
autobiographical pact with the readers, the authenticating “I”, this, and other
narratives, “mediate between individual memory and official history”
(Kolchevska 2003, 149).

3.2.2 “Unworldly Silence”. The Story of Survival

As two men, former members of the Party, talk about the possible
reasons for their being in the camp, their simple, easy conversation about the
probable reasons for the mass destruction of fellow-citizens in the middle of the
horrible conditions, sexual violence etc. shocks the protagonist. One of them
suggests that the vast building projects in Siberia and elsewhere are in need of
work force - prisoners in general are cheap and available work force for this

purpose:

W oHU MPOXHIXM HOYbP MACCOBOI'O HACWJIMS, OOINYHO Mapaily s MYX4YdH U
JKCHII[MH, KPUKH HEHABHCTH, W3JEBaTeIbCKH X0X0T. K KkakuM cBOMM
UCTOPUYECKUM BOCIIOMHUHAHMSM OHU MPHCOBOKYNHIN 3TH? (...) A pasroBop 3TOT
s He 3a0bIBasia. HUUTO ero He MOTJIO cTepeTh U3 maMsTH. (...) Heyxenu mianoBoe
“paccymoyHOe” TIpeBpAIllEHHEe OTPOMHEHINEeN YacTH JIOJEeH B TIOTOJIOBBE IS
Oyiara apyrux — npasaa HoBoro obmiectBa? Toro oOmecTBa, 3a KOTOpOE OMIIUCH
Mmoit oter; u Mmama? (Petkevic 1993, 181)

They had lived through the night of mass rape, the common loo for men and
women, cries of rage and mockery. In which historical memoirs of theirs did they
enclose this? (...) I did not forget this conversation. Nothing could erase it from
my memory. (...) Could it be that a planned “rational” transformation of a vast
number of people into livestock for the sake of others’ well-being is the truth of
the new society? That society, for which my father and mother fought? (Petkevic
1993, 181)

The narrator here contrasts the writing of official, institutional history
based on facts, numbers and political struggle and the irrational, brutal
experiences of individuals that she witnessed in the prison. As the narrator
states, she did not forget the conversation, she could not forget it because it
differed from her own perception of things, and made no sense to her human
experience. What especially strikes the narrator is that the men speculate
apparently calmly on the possibility that the imprisonment of innocent people
was part of a greater plan, not even a mistake or misunderstanding (as those
imprisoned often reckoned). It is here that we can hear the specific political
dimension of the writing. The men’s ponderings on the causes for the mass
deprivation of people’s freedom and lives is incomprehensible for the narrator
and it makes her wonder how one is to reconcile the individual human
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experiences and the objective, intelligible history writing. Natasha Kolchevska
(1998, 156) suggests that in her Gulag memoirs Evgenija Ginzburg “...although
probably not consciously... engages in a dialogue with a masculine tradition that
has valorised spiritual over physical experience, and the general over
individual.”

The gradual gaining of self-consciousness about what she has gone
through in the Gulag is delineated in the course of the story: although questions
get few answers, by and by the protagonist finds survival mechanisms.
Petkevi¢’s text describes the “inner” growth and development of the heroine
through the difficult experiences to the conception of the author-narrator. The
heroine is slightly different from those, for instance, in Evgenija Ginzburg’s or
Irina RatuSinskaja’s text: the protagonist resembles more an intellectual but
ordinary woman, who goes through and survives the Gulag with the help of the
inmates and the discovery of her talent in acting, and who, in the end, wins the
struggle to restore herself after the collapse of her identity as a human being. In
other words, the perspective is overtly less politicised, that is, directly against
the Soviet system, and centres more on one woman’s perception and experience.

After the loss of childhood, freedom, and control of her life, the
protagonist gradually regains her self-esteem and identity in and through the
writing of her story. In the end the heroine has developed, with the help of her
friends, an original life philosophy. In my view, the narrative is not just about
telling the truth about the injustice of the Soviet regime. It is about coping with
the experience, living it through, making it part of collective popular memory, as
well as a part of the narrator-protagonist’s identity. It is about the psycho-
philosophical consequences of the experience, which become more and more
apparent towards the end of the narrative. Thus, the text belongs to the type of
Gulag literature in which the author, as an end result of the experience, finds
something useful in it.*

2 Cf. Varlam Salamov’s notion that the camp was an entirely negative experience. Markova
& al. suggest that there were two perspectives - one negative and one positive - of the Gulag,
which depended on in what kind of circumstances the prisoners came upon there (work,
companion) (Markova, Volkov, Rodnyj & Jasnyj 1999, 53-54). They write: “B marepsix Toro
BPEMEHH CHJEIO MHOXXECTBO 3aMeuaTebHBIX, BBICOKOOOPA30BaHHBIX JIIOJICH, KOTOpBIE
CBETOM CBOEr0 pa3dyMa M CBOEH IyIIM pasrOHsUTM ThMY T'YJIaTOBCKHX Jlarepeil u oOILieHue ¢
KOTOPBIMH OCTaBJISUIO Ha BCIO JKM3HB CBETJIbIC BOCIIOMUHAHUSA. VIMEHHO 3TO M ONpEACIHIO
TOT ()aKT, YTO TMOSBHJICS JIPYTrOil TONIOCHBIA B3I Ha ONBIT JKU3HU B Jlarepe: Jarepb
MHOTOMY HAy4WJI, 3aKaJIWJI XapakTep W TMO3BOJHMJ HadaTh HOBYIO JXKH3Hb HA BOJIE TOCIE
ocBoOoxaenus./ In the camps of that time [the 1940s — MR] there were many fine, educated
people, who drove away the darkness of the Gulag through the light of their mind and spirit,
and whose company left bright memories for the rest of one’s life. It was exactly this that

defined the fact that there appeared another, different perspective on the life experience in the camp: the

camp taught many things, tempered character and made it possible to start a new life in freedom after the
release.” (Ibid. 54)
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In her book Petkevi¢ accounts for her own personal fight for herself, but
she does not present a ready-made solution. Already after her release from the
prison, but as an ex-convict under threat of being either imprisoned anew or
becoming an informer (that is, one of “them”) the protagonist goes through a
night of empowering herself against this threat:

Bcenemnyto, crioThIKasCh O AECATKM MaJICHBKUX U OOJBIIMX CTPaxoB, OJWH Ha OJWH
C BBICHIMM IIOBEJIEHHEM, 03 MOCPEIHUKOB M CIIaCUTENeH, cpaBHMBas ceds CO
Bcemu Pokcanamu u “Hopmamu”, KOTOpble [OHOCHIA Ha MEHS, g Ha
YeTBEePEHbKaxX BBINOJI3aJIa K CBETY, MepeMelasch K camoil cede, K cOOCTBEHHOM
TOYKE B MPOCTPAHCTBE, KOTOPYIO JIOJKHA OblIa OLUIYyTUTh €JUHCTBEHHBIM MECTOM
oburtanws. (...) Sl TpOCTO-HAMMPOCTO HE MOTJIA XXUTh TakK, Kak “kenano” MI'b, a He
s cama. (...) [IpocHyBIIMCh HOYBIO, s OUIYTHJA, KaK OTKYJa-TO MPHOLIBAIA H
npuObIBAIM CHUJIBl. BCKHHYBIIMCH C TOCTENH, s CTaja BUXPEM KPYXKHUTbCS IO
KOMHATe, KPYXHUTbCS B HHCTUHKTHMBHOM IEPBOOBITHOM TaHIE 0€3 MY3BIKH,
CIIMBIIMCh C PUTMAaMH BCEJICHHOH, B corjacuu ¢ HUMH W ¢ Hed. C cuioi
BBIOpachIBaia B CTOPOHBI PyKH, pyOmia, Kpymmia cOOCTBeHHBIH cTpax. (...) S,
HakoHel, mobeanna crpax. Paccumranack ¢ HUM. DTo OblIa mepBas W TJIaBHAs
nobena moelt xxuznn. (Petkevic 1993, 447)

Haphazardly, stumbling into dozens of bigger and smaller fears, face to face with
the highest command, without mediators or saviours, comparing myself with all
those who had informed against me, I crawled on all fours into light, transferring
into myself, to my own point in space, which I felt as my only place of living. (...)
I just couldn’t live like that, like MGB*' “wished”, and not as I wished. (...) After
awakening at night, I felt, how from somewhere strength kept coming and
coming. I got up, began to spin like a whirlwind around the room, spin in an
instinctive, a primitive dance without music, merging with the rhythms of the
universe, in accordance with them and with it. I energetically threw my hands
aside, hammered and smashed my fear. (...) At last I defeated fear. Settled with it.
It was the first and biggest victory of my life. (Petkevi¢ 1993, 447)

The protagonist tries to find her own self in order to fight against fears
(“transferring into myself, to my own point in space, which I felt was my only
place of living”). The protagonist finds strength in herself which helps her to
settle with fear: “Cmepts - crpamHa. Koneuno. Ho s mpupydvaia ce6st K MBICTH O
Heit./ Death is terrible. Of course. But I accustomed myself to the thought of it.”
(ibid. 449)

The scene described above is mystical, spiritual and has religious
connotations of enthusiasm and trance, although it is not unequivocally God,
faith in whom gives strength. After moments of despair and doubt the heroine
finds something in herself which gives strength even to overcome the fear of
death. However, this victory was not gained solely on her own, but through
friendship and communication with exceptional personalities, people who cared
for others. After all, with the help of “good people” Petkevi¢ was accepted a

*' MGB - Ministerstvo gosudarstvennoj bezopasnosti, Ministry of State Security.
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member of the theatre company of the Gulag, which became the true saviour of
her return to life: “Hu ocBoOoxaenue ... HU naxe moyiHasg QopMaabHAS
peabunuTanysl He Jald MHE MPSIMOTO BBIXOJa B JKW3Hb. CBOOOIHOM 1T MEHS
octaBajiach ojiHa gopora - rearp./ Neither did the liberation from the camp... nor
the full formal rehabilitation give me a direct passage way to life. For me there
was only one way free — theatre.” (ibid. 498), as the narrator notes in the
epilogue. Theatre becomes what the narrator characterizes as “HagMupHOE
npoctpanctBo/ an unworldly space” where she could lead her “opOuranbhbie
KOMIUIEKCHI 001, MyKH U TBopuecTBa/ earthly complexes of pain and creativity”
(ibid.). What is more typical of Petkevi¢’s narrative is the statement that,
everyone has his/her own “unworldly space”: “OHo, KOHEUHO k€, Y KaXKJIO0TO -
cBoe”.”

In Petkevi¢’s story “political” does not mean only the opposition to the
Soviet system. It means first and foremost overcoming oneself, and becoming
oneself. Through the representation of her development the narrator-protagonist
gains this sense of herself, although, as the word “unworldly” suggests, the
“earthly complexes, pain and creativity* largely remain a sphere outside of the
life story itself. There is perhaps no language available to her to describe these.
The most disturbing scenes are narrated in the conventionalised, crystallised
language of collective experiences, which are common to many others, or which
are rather implied and hinted at than described and signified directly through
language. These silences, as I suggested above, are connected especially to
experiences of the body. In contemporary women’s prose published in the 1980s
and 90s the experience of alienation, “colonisation” regarding one’s own body
(by the state, by institutions, by technical-medical notions of sexuality) becomes
an important aspect of this writing. These texts bring out the suffering of the
female body especially within specific institutions (maternity clinic, abortion
clinic, hospital) which recalls the fopos of a prison camp (Cf. Costlow, Sandler
& Vowles 1993, 32). Perhaps these repressed personal experiences of violence
and colonization of the body in women’s Gulag testimonies find their
representations only later or in the younger generation’s texts, where the
gloomy, detailed pictures of body and sexuality become a literary fopos of their
own.

2 Cf. Vettenniemi: “Women protagonists in particular have registered the perseverance of the
profound or ancient Russia, that of peasant virtues and Christian faith. Finally, the 1990s
witnessed a revival of prison camp philosophies. Ingrian protagonists have engaged in
another round of spiritual wrestling and they manage indeed to identify divine guidance in the
shadow of death. Communist ideology is thus demoted to a secondary role as the instigator of
violence. Hilma Kilkkinen too makes frequent reference to God, only that she delves deep
into lessons of existential variety applicable to herself alone” (2001, 245).
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3.3 The Myth of Tatjana vs. Tamara’s “Subjective Reality”

In the “Apologia” to Petkevi¢’s text a parallel is drawn between a
famous feminine image in Russian literature and the protagonist of the text:

I'apMoHMYHBIN U cBeTbIA [lyImKuH TOHUMAIT, YTO MHpP CJIOKEH M cTparieH. (...)
KytroBareiii coH TaTbsiHBI, KOTOPYIO OKpYXHia BCsikas He4ucTb. Ho mor nm
reHHaNbHbIi 03T XIX Beka MmpenanosngoxuTe, yTo TaTbsHA HE BO CHE, a HasBY
OyJeT MHOTO JIeT HaxoJuThcsl B ajckoM Jorose? (...) Bocmomunanus T.B.
IlerkeBu4 - BOMCTHMHY poMaH... KoHeuHO ‘poMaH’ Hajg0 MOHMMAaTh YCIOBHO, B
KaBbIYKax, KOO BCe COOBITHSA 371€Ch - MomuHHEIE... (Egorov 1993, 500)*

In this excerpt the atrocious dream of Evgenij Onegin’s female character
Tatjana® is compared with real experiences of a “real-life Tatjana”. This parallel
is meant to heighten the effect of what the female author of her own story has to
tell readers, by bringing it together with the imagery connected with Puskin’s
Tatjana - a modest, innocent girl encounters tragedy and all sorts of atrocities,
but survives, because she is inwardly strong - and stressing that this is not a
dream or fiction: “all the events are authentic”.

The description, thus, is reminiscent of, and directly refers to the image
of the strong Russian woman created in works of Russian literature. As literary
sources of the myth of the strong Russian woman Rjabov (2001) refers to N.A.
Nekrasov’s poem “Pycckue xenmunbl/ Russian Women”, which is dedicated to
the wives of Decembrists, who followed their husbands to exile in Siberia, and
to Puskin’s poem Evgenij Onegin, whose female character, Tatjana Larina, is a
literary representation of an ideal Russian woman. These texts construct the
myth of the Russian woman as physically and morally strong, and they stress the
Russian woman’s caring nature, empathy, self-denial, asexuality (Rjabov 2001,
123-124). According to Rjabov (2001) and Dunham (1960), the strength of the
Russian woman is a continuous myth in Russian literature and philosophical
thinking. In Soviet fiction, as analysed by Dunham, images of women were
provided with a “fullness of character”, yervnocms, which was expressed in
qualities like “selflessness, endurance, generosity, ability to adjust to stress,
ability to solve immediate problems” and most of all “unselfconsciousness”.
Dunham considers that this image is derived partially from Soviet ideology, but

» “The harmonious and bright Puskin understood that the world is complicated and terrible.
(...) The atrocious dream of Tatjana was surrounded by all kinds of demons. But could the
ingenious poet of the 19" century have assumed that Tatjana will be in a hell hole not in her
dream but awake for many years? (...) The reminiscences of T.V. Petkevic are a genuine
novel... (...) Of course, ‘novel’ has to be understood here conditionally, because all the events
are authentic...” (Egorov 1993, 500).

** Cf. Tatjana’s dream in Evgenij Onegin, Chapter Five, verses XI-XXI.
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more than that, from “the literary tradition” of the 19™ century. (1960, 460, 474-
5,481.)»

The plot into which the writer of the “Apologia”, the philologist and
historian B.F. Egorov, sets Tamara, that is, the plot of a male hero, Onegin, in
which the female character Tatjana represents the moral values the cynical,
excessively experienced hero has lost, posits her as a victim who is nevertheless
able to withstand the trial because of her moral endurance, already described
long before her by the Russian poet. Reminiscences of the Gulag, as has been
mentioned, have a specific ethical dimension to them and their task is to testify
to the underrepresented reality of labour camps. This high, moral plea of
Petkevi¢’s book as a woman’s Gulag narrative is connected to the symbolic
feminine image of Tatjana Larina.

By aligning Tamara with Tatjana, Egorov suggests that through her
experiences the author embodies the features of the Russian feminine soul: In
Puskin’s poem Tatjana is the one who experiences unhappiness, but she survives
because, unlike Onegin, she has a strong attachment to the ground, to the earth,
and she has physical, mental and moral strength (Rjabov 2001, 123). Egorov
eulogises Petkevi¢’s survival of the Gulag as a morally and physically high
accomplishment, which is in line with the ideal feminine qualities in Russian
literature: “Ckoipko ke ObUIO Y FOHOH Tamapbl MPUYHMH ISl HPAaBCTBEHHOTO
HaJIpbIBa, cioMa, najaeHus! (...) AJACKHE MyKH 3aKIIOUEHHOTO, J1a €lie MOJIOJ0HN
kpacuBor skeHmuHb (Egorov 1993, 501).* Egorov counts the protagonist
among the people, who could “preserve their humanness and help others ... to
fight Evil” in which he sees “something religious, even mystical”. In my view,
this stands in contradiction to what Petkevi¢’s text stresses. It is true that the
scene about Tamara’s spiritual wrestling has religious connotations. The
protagonist as it were decides to sacrifice herself and stand against the system as
a martyr. However, there are also other aspects to be found in Petkevic’s story:
that the experience of an individual has no equivalent anywhere, that it is not
rationally comprehensible, and that it is not possible to survive on one’s own,
but only with the help of others. Thus, if we turn to Petkevi¢’s own text, it
escapes and at least indirectly seems to be more critical of such images and
eulogies, which tend to turn into artistic, symbolic representations which
ultimately overshadow people’s real lived experiences.

The narrator points out in the text that her and many others’ suffering in
the camps was not recorded in the country’s history: it was long ignored as non-
existent. She refers to lines in N.A. Nekrasov’s poem “Pycckue >KeHIIUHBI/

» However, Dunham considered the idealization of these feminine qualities and the new role
of woman in the Soviet society not as a result of continuous development in history but as an
enhancement of the “[gender] contract”, “double duty”: to hold a job like a man and take care
of the family.

*% “The young Tamara had so many reasons for moral rupture! (...) Infernal agony of a
prisoner, who, in addition, was a young, beautiful woman.”
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Russian Women” which raises the question of national memory of victims of the
state’s violence against its own citizens, “Bcé nmu Hac, OemHbBIX, TOOpOM
nomuHaeTe/Mnu 3a0bumm  gaBHO?...” and states: “He nmommmuamu! [laxxe He
JOMYCTHIIA B ‘HapoJHY0 namsaTh . COpocuiiu co cueToB Bcex BpeMeH./ We were
not remembered! We were not even permitted in ‘the national memory’. We
were excluded from the accounts of all times” (Petkevic 1993, 286). On the
other hand, her being a woman in the camp could be seen as summarised in the
sentence: “Forget that you are a woman”, uttered to her by a female guard in
prison. The protagonist receives this prohibition and the loss of physical features
of femininity as a form of breaking not only the prisoner’s life (cyov6a) but also
her human nature (npupooa) (ibid. 196). This is why she, like many others, was
writing the book in the first place, to let people know of the experiences “on the
other side of reason”, and this is where she encounters the previous images of
femininity as the eternal victim of male power, who but is saved thanks to her
moral inner strength. What the story is about then, is the construction of the
sense of self, of the identity, and not so much of constituting the self as either a
heroine surviving in inhuman conditions or a victim of injustice and violence.
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4 The Path of a Ballerina. The Story of “I, Maija
Pliseckaja...”

In contrast to the text analysed in the previous chapter, I now read the
autobiographical text written by another woman born in the 1920s, whose
biography was also “broken” by the Stalinist repression in the 1930s, but whose
life took quite another course: the autobiographical text by Maija Pliseckaja.
Memoirs of famous people, especially artists and actors, form a certain type of
popular autobiographical writing, in which the mass reader is interested to find
out how these famous people have lived, what they “reveal” about their (and
others’) lives. In Russia, too, such writing has become increasingly popular: this
can be seen in the increase of interest in the lives of celebrities, which is
channelled into commercial use in the new book market.' This interest is part of
the popularity of Maija Pliseckaja’s autobiography and, it could be said to have
influenced the genesis of her book. I have chosen to analyse her text because in
this respect it is very representative of the autobiographical writing published in
the 1990s.

Although I am here not making an inventory of famous people’s
auto/biographies and their general structural features, it is appropriate to note
that M. Pliseckaja’s book is a story of a well-known cultural figure, a world-
famous ballerina. What interests me in this respect is how this text represents the
life story of the artist.> I am interested in reading how this public persona
represents her own life and own image as a well-known female artist.

What can perhaps be anticipated from a world-famous ballerina’s
autobiography is the story of her fame and fortune, spiced with the story “behind
the scenes”. In the case of / Maija Pliseckaja... (1996/1994) special interest is
directed towards the tensions between the artist and the Soviet regime, a well-
known predecessor for this being another famous Soviet female artist’s, Galina
Visnevskaja’s, memoirs Galina, which Pliseckaja mentions in her text.’
However, in contrast to Visnevskaja, Pliseckaja was not expelled from the
Soviet Union (nor did she defect to the West) and she wrote her memoirs after
perestroika, 1991-1993, whereas Visnevskaja wrote them earlier, in the 1980s.
Pliseckaja’s memoirs were a best-seller when they were published in 1994.*

" Alexander Prokhorov (2003, 70) notes how memoirs of celebritiecs have become a best-
selling item for Russian publishing houses. See also Ovsjannikov (2000, 15).

> For a comparison, see Prokhorov’s (2003) analysis of another successful Soviet artist’s,
El’dar Riazanov’s memoirs.

* After two unsuccessful attempts to use a ghost-writer the author turns to her friend Galina
Visnevskaja and asks who helped her to write Galina. “No one” the singer answers, advising
Pliseckaja to write the book herself.

* According to Pliseckaja her book was sold out in three days (Interview with Pliseckaja
broadcast on Finnish radio: <www.yle.fi/mikaeli/arkisto/kulttuuri/plisetskaja>). The book has
been translated into several languages. A review in the Finnish newspaper Helsingin



An interesting feature of the text is connected with the time of its
writing, in the break between two epochs, Soviet and post-Soviet. In the opening
chapter “Bmecto npenucioust (Instead of a Preface)” the narrator describes at
length the making of the text, which she declares she has written herself, as the
first sentence of the book states. The chapter informs us how there were
apparently two previous but unsuccessful attempts to ghost-write her memoirs,
which finally led Pliseckaja write them herself.

The beginning also informs us about what the writer was thinking
“inside her head” while writing down her story: “[9]To He neuaTtatoT, nodosTCH,
3aCTaBsAT CMSTYUTH, ToANpaBuTh. Ho Bee ke mucana./ This will not be printed, it
is too risky, and I will have to soften this, make corrections. But I went on
writing” (1996/1994, 9). Although the writer, thus, fearlessly continues to write
and “call things with their own names” (ibid.), the anticipation expressed here
by the narrator turns upside down. The path of writing down her story is namely
further complicated by the change in the political atmosphere at the time of
writing:

Kuura poxaanach Ha camMoMm ciiome 3moX. To, 4To Buepa ObLIO CMEJbIM, daxe
HEMPOM3HOCUMBIM, - YCTApeBalO BMHI, 3a MPOXKHUTOH A€Hb. YTO-TO Bpoje
COPeBHOBaHHMS MOLLIO, KTO OOJbIIE PYraTejbCTB HEAABHO €Ie BCECHJIBHBIM
OpraHM3aIMsIM M BBICIIUM PABUTENISIM OTBeCHT. HOBasi KOHBIOHKTYpa HAvasiach.
KonrsroHkTypa Ha paspemennyto cmenocts. (Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 9)

My book was born in the break between two epochs. What yesterday was
courageous, even unutterable, became obsolete in a second, in one day. It was like
a competition for who most curses the organisations and the leaders which a
moment ago where all-powerful. A new conjuncture had started. The conjuncture
of permitted courage. (Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 9)

Thus, writing her “preface” in 1994, a few years after the drastic changes
and the disintegration of the USSR took place, the narrator feels that what she
has written is already passé, and the story as she has written it is no longer of
interest to the people of the formely Soviet state. This is why the beginning of
the text is actually a plea to readers: the narrator recommends the readers to skip
those passages which already seem too familiar, but also points out that her story
is part of history writing for future generations. In other words, the writer
implies that the political changes and the increase of texts presenting “permitted
courage” have - unintensionally - changed the meaning of her writing.

There are also other alleged restrictions affecting her writing which are
mentioned in the first chapter: “...[M]He Bceraa kazajoch, 9TO KHHTH MHITYTCS
JIOIbMU COBEPIICHHO HEOOBIKHOBEHHBIMH. CBEpXyMHBIMU. CBEpXyUECHBIMH. A
TyT OayniepuHa Oepetcst 3a mepo./ | always thought that books are written by

Sanomat, however, notes that the English translation, which appeared in 2001, came perhaps
too late, as the peak of interest in Soviet memoirs was already past (see Ridsdnen 2002, 1).
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exceptional people. Superintelligent and superscholarly people. And, here I am -
a ballerina, taking the pen into her hand” (Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 8). The
sentence refers to both her gender and profession which are not commonly
associated with the pen, nepo, the poet’s instrument, in the history of Russian
literature. Perhaps this is why the narrator feels the need to refer to George Sand
in the course of the text in comparison to herself, because Sand was a writer and
was living with a composer, just as Pliseckaja herself is: “byny BTopas Xopx
Canpg (Mmyx Toxke komno3utop).../ I’ll become the second George Sand (whose
husband was also a composer...)” (ibid. 299). The author thus seeks
identification with a famous woman writer in history.

Thus, in this opening chapter, the narrator makes a pact with the readers,
which comprises her claim to tell the truth, the story of her writing the book, the
historical and cultural restrictions and circumstances influencing her writing.
After these preliminaries the journey with the narrator can begin: “3nauut, B
myTh, untarelb. C borom!../ Let’s start the journey, my reader. Godspeed!..”
(ibid. 10). This start addresses the reader directly, as if face to face, persuading
him/her to take up the perspectives offered by the text.

4.1 “What was I like?” - The Making of Maija

The life story is divided into 49 chapters which have descriptive titles
named after places’; people’; events’; and, of course, after the ballets she
performed in. The titles tell a story of an artist who lives through the difficult
Lehrjahre but who is also successful. Some of the chapters are connected with
more everyday life topics: “Kak s omeBamace/ How did I dress?”, “Kak mam
miati/ How we were paid”, “ITouemy s He octanack Ha 3amage/ Why I didn’t
stay in the West”. These latter chapters are part and parcel of the “truth about the
Soviet artist’s life””, which the narrator wishes to tell the reader in her book.*

The dividing of the life story into chapters with distinct themes and
names demonstrates a structuring of a life story into separate sections and
themes. The events are represented as chronologically as possible: even so, if
some events overlap in the narrative, the narrator notes which was the right
order of the events.” There is a sense of a purposeful path and journey from

> “Daca and Sretenka”, “Spitzbergen”, “My first year in the theatre”, “Apartment on the
Seepkinskij”, “Passage to India” etc.

6 “Relatives”, “S¢edrin”, “Work with Jakobson”, “Mark Chagal paints me” etc.

7 “Father’s arrest”, “Mother disappears”, “Concert at CK”, “Stalin’s birthday” etc.

® These chapters include accounts which have drawn exceptional attention in Western
reviews. See, for instance, Boccadoro (2003).

’ Balina (2003, 191) notes that linear retrospective narrative was a typical feature of the

memoirs of socialist realism.
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childhood to adulthood, from “then” to “now”. The narrator uses the metaphor
of journey or path in her text.”

From the description of earliest childhood on, the text represents an
image of the protagonist as a strong and independent personality. In the chapter
“Kaxkoit s O6puta B math jer/What was I like at the age of five” the narrator
expresses her early maladjustment to collective life:

UtoObl IpUPYYUTh, MEHS OTIAIN B JAETCKHU ca. (...) Mosi KOJUIeKTUBHAS JKU3Hb
Obl1a Hemonroi. Bece Bo MHeE, ckopee OT MPUPOIbI, TPOTUBUIIOCH “O0IIECTBEHHON
xu3Hu”. W3 Hac cpa3dy cranu JAenaTh MaJeHbKHUX JIGHUHIIEB, OKTSAOpST,
HENpPEPBIBHO BOCTOPTalOIIMXcA ‘“‘cyacTyiuBBIM JerctBoM”. C caMoil mepBoi
BO3MOXHOCTH s yOexama. Ilyte k momy 3amsim gaca monropa. (Pliseckaja
1996/1994, 16-17)

In order to tame me, I was sent to a kindergarten. (...) My collective life was short.
Everything in me, or rather, in my nature, protested against “collective life”. They
started to turn us into little Leninists and Octobrists, constantly admiring the
“happy childhood”. I escaped at the first chance. The road back home took about
one and a half hours. (Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 16-17)

It is interesting, how the protagonist’s short “collective life* is connected
with her nature - everything “in her nature” protests against the communal, the
collective. On the other hand, the protagonist is one among many (“they started
to turn us ), but there is no indication how other children reacted to this activity.
There is no mention of her parents’ disapproval of collectivism, or communal
life either. Thus, the origin of her dislike of communal life is located in her
nature. This is an important feature of the story as a whole. The image of a free-
willed child of nature, who is not to be tamed, is created from the very first
pages of the life-story, and is an ongoing theme in the text. The narrator-
protagonist’s collisions with the Soviet regime begin in her childhood and they
continue through her life until the Soviet regime is replaced by another one. The
central idea of the writer’s life story can be read already in Chapter 1, “Daca and
Sretenka” - it is a story of a strong-willed individual, who could not be forced to
conform to the common norms even in the hard times:

51 O6bu1a peOEHKOM CBOEBOJIBHBIM, HECITyXOM, KaK Bce MeHs 003biBanu. CrycTuia
10 TEYSHHIO pydelika CBOM TEpBbIE CAHIATMKU. BMecTo KOopabiamKoOB, KOTOpBIE
YCMOTpeIa Ha CTAPMHHOM MOYTOBOM OTKpHITKE. Mama nonro yousanace. [locrars

' Cf. the beginning of the text: “So, let’s start the journey, my reader. Godspeed!..”
(Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 10). In the story of her repression during the 1950s, the narrator notes
minutely the details of this time and makes a plea to the reader: “[SI] >kenato, 4TOOBI ThI
YUTATEIh, HECIICITHO, CKPYITYJIE3HO MPOCIIeIOBal JIeHb 3a THEM, JCHb 3a JHEM IyTeM MOCH
MajieHbkoi ['onrodsr ocenu 1956 roma./ I hope that you, my reader, have followed the path of
my little Golgotha in the autumn of 1956 quietly, scrupulously, day after day, one day after
another.” (ibid. 191)
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netckue Tydenbku ObUTo 3amadeit Hepaspemnmon. Mnu, moberait mo Bcei
Mockse. “TpynHoe BpeMs, TpyAHOE BpeMsi”, - MpUUHTajia Mama. Tak s ¥ CIBIIIY C
T€X MOp MO Cell JeHb - TPyAHOE Bpems, TpyaHoe Bpemsa. beanas mos Pomunal..

(Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 11-12)

I was a self-willed child and everyone considered me disobedient. Instead of little
boats I had seen in an old postcard I put my very first sandals to float in a brook.
Mama was upset for a long time. To buy children’s shoes in that time was a
mission impossible. Go running through whole Moscow. “Hard times, hard
times”, - Mama used to say. Since then I hear this - hard times, hard times. My
poor Motherland!.. (Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 11-12)

From a narrative point of view, the narrator here and elsewhere depicts
the heroine, herself as a child, from above: the perspective is not the past self’s,
the child’s, that is, the narrator in the text is an external focalizer who perceives
the events retrospectively and is authoritative. “Hard times” come between
Maija and her “poor homeland”, Russia. It is noteworthy that it is not the fact
that she had floated her sandals in the brook that, according to the narrator,
upsets her mother, but the fact that it was impossible to get new ones. Thus, her
being a self-willed child is not depicted as a problem within the family, but in
connection with the state, the surrounding society, where there was a shortage of
children’s shoes. These depictions of early childhood serve the function of
making way and establishing the meaning of Maija’s life, as it later had turned
out to be.

From the first chapter on, references to the future career of Maija also
serve the structure of the story: the protagonist acquired strong legs already as a
child; she could heroically endure physical pain and loved to perform - already
as a child. In fact, the first memory with which the first chapter starts, relates to
Pliseckaja’s profession: “XonuTe s cTaja B BOCEMb MECSILEB. DTOr0 caMa He
nmomHi0. Ho MHoOroYmcieHHass pOJHS WIYMHO JWBHJIACh MOWM paHHUM
JIBUTATETBHBIM CTOCOOHOCTSIM. OT 3TOrO yAWBICHHS ¥ HAYaloCh MOE
camono3nanue./ I could walk at the age of eight months. I don’t remember this
myself, but the numerous relatives vociferously marvelled at my early abilities
in motion. My self-conception began from this astonishment” (Pliseckaja
1996/1994, 11). The seeds of the heroine’s future career were, thus, sown in the
eight-month-old infant, her talent was “there”, ready in her as a child."

""" A similar feature is to be found in the famous film actress’s, Nonna Mordjukova’s,
autobiographical tales in her book He naaus, xazauxa! (Don’t cry, Cossack girl!, 1998) where
the narrator tells her story of becoming an actress in the 1950s. An ignorant girl, also “a child
of nature” from Southern country, Kuban, the protagonist arrives straight in the capital,
Moscow, to take the exams for the arts school. Naively she had not prepared anything to
perform. After a moment of embarrassment and shame when it is her turn to perform on the
stage, she suddenly starts telling local stories and incidents of life in her homeland, and makes
the auditorium full of examiners roar with laughter (see Mordjukova 1998, 87-90). The talent
was thus already “there” in the protagonist, it was in her nature.
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Because the time of childhood cannot be reclaimed, the past and its
events cannot be controlled by the narrator. However, the character of a person
can be reversed by constituting some of its features independently of time,
independently of external events (Bakhtin 1988, 141)."” This character can be
seen to be at hand early (in childhood, youth), so that the character does not
change, it is merely “filled in” (ibid.). This narrative strategy allows Pliseckaja
to dispel the influence of the Soviet regime over her, becoming a talented,
successful ballerina. She was talented, so it seems, from her birth. She was also
independent, free-willed, from her birth, it was her nature. This
auto/biographical type (cf. Bakhtin 1988, 141) has the consequence that the
narrator depicts the past self from the outside, as the one who controls the
protagonist’s past, present and future. Not much space is yielded to such
personal, psychological ponderings concerning the past self, as, for example was
the case in PetkeviC’s text, nor does the narrator strive to identify with her past
self’s experiences and perceptions, but limits the description to outward,
“public” events, where occasional glimpses of the personal serve as rare
exceptions.

Thus, the narrative voice in I, Maija Pliseckaja is permeated with the
status of the public image of the adult author, that is, the famous dancer, who
writes about her career retrospectively. The narrative strategy - described above
- serves to create an image of the narrator-protagonist as an exceptional artist
and individual.® Consequently, it forms a distance between the present and the
past, between the narrator-protagonist and her experience instead of representing
a “resurrection” of past experiences.

4.2 Constructing the (Past) Self

4.2.1 Narrating Through Irony

The combination of such notions as “international star” and ‘“house
arrest”, “daughter of the people’s enemy” and “prima ballerina assoluta”
connected with Pliseckaja’s biography creates a contradiction. It concerns the
question how did she survive, how did she manage to succeed in circumstances
in which her father was arrested as a people’s enemy, and her mother sentenced
to labour camp as his wife. The narrator resolves these severe circumstances of
her biography in many cases with irony. The narrator is notably present in the
text, as was noted earlier on, and lets the irony of her situation be heard in the
narrative voice. For instance, in the following passages she uses irony in

"> Bakhtin notes that this, in his words energetic, type of biography was first established by
Plutarch: “one must portray [the man] by means of his deeds, his speeches and other
extensions and expressions...” (1988, 141).

" Cf. the discussion about the title of the text in Ch. 2.
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describing the role of ballet and her own role as an artist during the Soviet
regime:

Bo Bce BpemeHa 3HATHBIX TocTell motueBanu OanetoM. Jla, Bpoyem, AenaroT 3To
u o aHs ceropnsimHero. C ueM-dyem, a ¢ OaneTrom, JecKkaTh, Y Hac 3aBceria
MOJTHBIN TOpsAA0K. B MockBe B Ty mopy cymep3Be3n He 0110, CeMeHeBa Bce ellle
YUCIIWJIach KEHOM “‘Bpara Hapoaa”, ¥ JOINYyCKaTh €€ A0 Mpa3gHUKa COBETCKO-
repMaHCKOU JIpykObl He ciiefjoBanio. KoMy-To U3 YWHOB MpPHIILIA MBICTH BBI3BATh
u3 JleHuHrpaga YiaHoBy co cBOMM M3Be4HbIM mapTHepoMm CepreesbiM. UTo X, U
B TOJIOBax YMHOB ObIBatoT cBetiibie Mbichu. (Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 97)

At all times well-known guests were feasted on ballet. Yes, by the way, they do
that up to this day. If everything else was not in order, we have always had a well-
organised ballet, they say. At that time [1939] there were no superstars. Semenova
was still “the wife of the people’s enemy”, and she could not be admitted to the
celebration of the Soviet-German friendship. One of the officials got the idea to
invite Ulanova from Leningrad with her old partner Sergeev. What can I say;
sometimes bright ideas even pop into the heads of officials. (Pliseckaja
1996/1994, 97)

This ironic statement about the Soviet officials serves the narrator further
to distance herself as a Soviet artist from the Soviet regime, represented by the
officials, who are here represented in a ridiculous light: even they sometimes got
bright ideas. The expression “norueBanu/ feasted” serves to distance the ballet,
her ballet, from the officials: the ballet was and is one of the “dishes” that could
be served up to honoured guests. And further, the superstar of the ballet,
Semenova, was “the wife of the people’s enemy”. These points construct the
ballet as something which was at the mercy of the regime. But, of course, at the
same time it saves the narrator-protagonist from the fate of her parents. In the
chapter on Pliseckaja’s mother’s imprisonment and exile in Cimkent, the latter
adjures the heroine to become a good dancer (“He 3a0bIBaii, Thl TOKHA CTATh
Xoporier TaHmoBmMIEei. Y Tebs ects TamanT./ Don’t forget that you must
become a good dancer. You are talented”, ibid. 63).

Other instances in the text exemplify the use of irony as a distancing
between the narrator and also the Soviet regime. The narrator reminisces, for
instance, how she learned not to sleep in her first own accommodation in a
communal building for artists, or, what her first apartment shared with her
husband was like: “KBaptupa Obuta kpoxoTHad... J[Be KOMHATEHKH W KyXHS.
Bcero 28,5 M (aBaauats Bocemb ¢ nosioBuHOM MeTpa)/ The apartment was very
small... Two little rooms and a kitchen. 28.5 (twenty eight and a half) squere
metres in all” (ibid. 226), deciphering the area in letters and making a point of
how small it was. Of course this was not exceptional in itself at that time;
someone might say that the apartment was relatively big for two people
considering the circumstances. However, by making herself an example, the
narrator strives to show how Soviet artists lived, she as one among them. The
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irony serves both to distance herself from the past and to generalize her
experience.

This also occurs in the following passage about the preparations for
Stalin’s 70" birthday in 1949, at which Pliseckaja herself performed:

Hamm Oparckue coBeTckre HapoAbl JIOMaldd TOJIOBBI, KaKOH CIOPIPHU3
NPUTOTOBUTH OJIATOAETENIO YeJIOBEYEeCTBA K CBETIIOMY Tpa3fgHuky. [laxke
OTKPBUIM My3€il MOAAapKOB BEHILEHOCHOMY BOXIIO. ['a3eThl meuyaTaad OKeaHb
TeJerpaMM M IUCeM, ajipecoBaHHbie “noopomy Mocudy Buccapuonosuuy”. Bee
“U3rajsuiuch”’ B MOJXaJMMaXke, Kakue Obl elle cJoBa BbIAyMaTb, Kak Obl
MOUCCTYIUIEHHEE JM3HYTh, OTJIWYMBIIUCH, PSIOyI0 Ja ycaTylo TUKTATOPCKYIO
mopay. IloaTel cmaranu oApl, KOMIO3UTOPHI - TECHM, MPSIXHU-YMENbLbl TKaJIU
KOBpBL. A apTHUCTBl MeYTaIM 00 ydacTHMH B IOOMJICHHOM NpaBUTEIbCTBEHHOM
koniepre. (Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 144)

Our Soviet brother nations profoundly considered, what kind of surprise to
prepare for the benefactor of human kind on his jubilee. A museum for the gifts of
the crowned leader was even opened. Newspapers published tons of telegrams
and letters dedicated to the “dear losif Vissarionovi¢”. Everyone toadied, trying to
come up with words to stand out in the frenzied licking of the pockpitted dictator
with his moustache. Poets composed odes, composers - songs, master weavers
made carpets. And artists dreamed of participating in the festive governmental
concert. (Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 144)

Again, the preparations for the jubilee of “the benefactor of human
kind”, Stalin, are made look ridiculous in this quotation. The last sentence refers
apparently to the narrator-protagonist herself, a young dancer at the time,
because her dream came true: she was accepted to perform at the jubilee. The
next sentence refers to this: “Ot1o ceiluac g Tak nymaro. A Toraa Bce 3acTHIIAN
cam ¢akt ydactus B robuseiiHoM cBeronpectaBieHuu., That is how I think
about it now. Back then all was overshadowed by the fact of participation in the
festive end of the world” (ibid). Thus, it is only later that she can use an ironic
tone and make the preparations and the “dictator” look ridiculous. In fact, the
performance at this jubilee at the time made her name as a ballerina with a
potentially damaging biography, and secured her future, as the narrator mentions
(ibid. 148).

The quoted passage above abounds in exaggerated images relating to the
preparations of the birthday. This exaggeration is irrupted by the “modest”
sounding sentence: “And artists dreamed...” with slight self-irony. The ironic
tone continues throughout the description of the preparations for the festive
event, with minute information of how many times, in which order, they had to
rehearse for the number and the day of the performance itself, with a description
of long queuing for the admission to the place of the jubilee itself, and security
procedures which took hours. The narrator remarks that “Bam, naBepnoe,
CKy4YHO 4HTaTh 3T0. Ho BpeMs 10 BbIXo/a Ha CLEHY JUIMIOCH OeCKOHEYHO/ it’s
probably boring for you to read this. But waiting for the performance lasted
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forever” (ibid. 147). Finally, performing the number, the dancer almost fell,
because the polished parquet floor was too slippery for dancing.

The use of this ironic voice points to the superiority of the narrator’s
perception, cognition, emotion and ideology over the protagonist’s (Rimmon-
Kenan 1991/1983, 96). The narrator is ironic even towards her past self, and
thus moulds the life story purposefully from the point of view of the present.
The use of the ironic voice and the anecdotal style of narration also smooth the
description of the harsh circumstances of the time. As Prokhorov (2003, 73)
points out, “political veracity” is no longer the prime purpose of memoirs
published in the post-Soviet period, but rather to offer the readers tales of those
times to be amazed and entertained.

4.2.2 Modelling the Image

Pliseckaja’s autobiography represents a life story of a successful artist, a
feature that emerges through the narrator’s self-conscious remarks concerning
the readers and their (anticipated) expectations. The strategy of narrating can be
characterized as serving the purpose of creating the life story of an exceptional
personality and performer, a professional and an artist."” The aim is to represent
a public, representative and exceptional life story, in which descriptions of
intimate inner thoughts and experiences have been rather put aside. Although the
story accounts for Pliseckaja’s family, it is in the vein of a genealogy of an
artist, as her family tree includes many former dancers and choreographers of
ballet.'

The narrator addresses the readers of her text directly, guideing their
attention and giving advice on how to read. This rhetorical device invites the
readers to share the narrator’s point of view. The latter, for instance, poses direct
questions for the readers:

'* Cf. Deborah Bull: “The ballerina aspiring to chronicle her lifetime’s achievements has to
make a choice. Either she stakes her claim to the bookshelf by pointing out (immodestly) the
extraordinary nature of her talents, or she underplays her gifts to such an extent that readers
are left wondering just why they bothered to shell out the price on the cover. For some
ballerinas, this isn’t an issue. Their legendary status is a given and recording twenty five
curtain calls and reviews most of us would kill for doesn’t seem in the least conceited. Maya
Plisetskaya is one of these (quoted from: <http://www.deborahbull.com>)”.

" In Russia, the first wave of Russian professional memoirs emerged in the late tsarist period,
when the memoirists’ experiences in public and professional life gave them courage to
“exercise the very considerable authority of the nineteenth-century Russian writer”
(Holmgren 2003, xxi). According to Prokhorov, the post-Soviet professional memoirists
“...concentrate on promoting themselves as successful figures...” rather than as writers (2003,
73). This is also true of Pliseckaja’s text, despite the narrator’s worried comments on how
she, a ballerina, is taking a pen in her hand.

'6 The text includes a chapter about Pliseckaja’s husband, Rodion S¢edrin, with glimpses on
their private life. More on this below.
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Sl ckauy mo cBoeill xu3HM rasmonoMm. [lo Bcell cBoel cyMaTomIHOW KWM3HHU. Bce
SCHEee, YTO HEBO3MOXKHO IIOJHO pAaccKa3aTh O MPOXKUTOM. JIWIIb ypBIBKH.
Pa3mbiTeie kOHTYpBI. Tenwm... Passe 3to Oputo? Jla Obuto. (...) Urto Tebe eme
WHTEPECHO y3HaTh 000 MHe, untatenb?.. (Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 371)

I go through my life with tremendous speed. My whole busy life. It becomes
clearer that it is impossible to tell about everything. Only pieces. Dim contours.
Shadows... Did this really happen? Yes, it did. (...) What would you still like to
know about me, my reader? (Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 371)

To answer the question the text includes details about her everyday
habits, which fulfil the function of “completing [her] image”. In this text a
woman artist narrates her own life “as if ghost-written by herself”, as one
reviewer interestingly put it."” The narrator goes through her life and picks out
things she deems interesting for the readers. The orientation to reader-
expectations can also be seen in the style of language: the sentences are at times
short, sometimes consisting of a single word, which refers to spoken, rather than
written language (see the excerpt above). The narrator seems to be telling her
story immediately, face to face, to the reader. On the other hand there are scenes
rich with colourful, ironic language (as above), which serve to distance and
objectify the past and align the perspective to the present, “post-Soviet”, one.

A similar mode of narrating is engaged in the text of another woman
artist, Nonna Mordjukova: It pictures the famous actress’s development into her
profession and illustrates her technique of acting. It represents the actress as a
rural woman in the city, a woman who symbolizes the real values of the nation.
In one passage, the narrator as it were apologizes for having described her inner
perception of herself, where she indirectly comes to question her role as this
rural, “strong woman”. The narrator describes her own thoughts about herself
and her life, with a touch of pleading for understanding and compassion from
the reader. This description of her self, however, requires the following apology:
“A s BOT He yodepocanacv, 4ToObl HE HANHUCAaTh ‘aBTOMOPTPET . 31eCh BCE
yucrocepaeuno./ Well, I couldn’t help but write a ‘self-portrait’. Everything
here is open-hearted.” (Mordjukova 1998, 126, italics MR)."® The narrator

"7 Cf. Robert Gottlieb’s review on the book’s English translation /, Maya Plisetskaya: “She
insists that she wrote her book herself, and it reads as if she did - or, rather, as if she had
dictated it into a tape machine. (It’s as if she was her own ghost-writer.)” (2001, 2)

'8 Tllustrative parts of the passage are worth quoting because they portray the idealized strong
Russian woman and her own anxiety about this role: “fI - 3T0 BeuHBII TOCBUTEHBIN Ha TPY,
Ha WCIoONHEHWe, Ha Jo0kuy. Ha pabore - mo camoro ana! Uto HH poib, TO BCE C
BEreTaTUBHON Oypei - 10 UCTONICHMsI HEPBHOW cHUCTeMBl. UTO HU CeMeWHbIe nera, Bee s, 4,
a... (...) S ummpoxomuedas, y MeHS Ty(Iu TpUIIATh JAEBSITOrO pa3Mepa, PYKH MOTYT
BBIZIEPIKATh IO JIBAANATh KWIOTPAMMOB Kaxkaasl. (...) Sl u cama 3Ha1o, 4TO MEHS MHOTO, MHOTO
0 pa3Mepam 1 1o nposiBieHUsIM. He xo4y, 9T0OBI MEHS KaJesin, HO, MOKET OBITh, U CIIPOCHIT
Obl1 kT0: "He ycrana mu? Ceita mu?’ (...) Kak cblH poguiics, TyT s COBCEM C yMa crsThia. (...)
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apparently supposes this does not meet with the expectations of the reader
because she apologizes for this self-portrait (“I couldn’t help but write...”),
although, it is not very clear what exactly there is to apologize for. Is it the fact
that the narrator gave a self-portrait? Or is it because it touches upon the
narrator’s inner, personal feelings about herself and her role, which would not,
apparently, belong to this kind of “public” life story? Or, does this break with
the conventions of Soviet Russian memoir writing, where the author rather
dispels him/herself than brings out personal concerns? (Cf. Savkina 2001, 28.)

When areas of personal life come up in Pliseckaja’s text, they are treated
as if in passing by or in connection with her public role as an artist. In the
chapter about her husband, Rodion S¢edrin, the story of their encounter and
falling in love with each other intertwines with the story of a successful but
repressed ballet dancer in the Soviet Union. The narrator recounts, that the
“Intoxicating romance” gave her strength to endure her recurring exclusions
from tours abroad (Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 220-221). They spend a summer
together in Sortavala, in a cottage on Lake Laatokka, far away from Moscow
and, apparently, from her “tail”. After the holiday, something occurs that worries
the protagonist:

K koniy aBrycra 0ecrokoWcTBO ... oxBaTtuio MeHs. [losiBunnch Bce MpU3HAKH,
4yTo 3abepeMenena. (...) A moxer, poautb? U paccratbes ¢ 6ameromM? AH Kajko.
[Tocne “Cnapraka” u 4emIcKoro TypHe s B Xxopomei ¢popme. Xynas. [loBpemento
Manenbko. Cpok erie ecTh. TaHIEBaTh WM JIETEH HSHYWTH - BBIOpana mepBoe.
[enpun 6e3 BocTopra, HO cornacuiics. (Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 221-222)

By the end of August I was overtaken by ... anxiety. All the signs pointed to one
thing: I was pregnant. (...) I should, perhaps, give birth? In that case, to part with
the ballet? But it’s a pity. After the performance of “Sparta” and the Czech tour I
was in good shape. Thin. I’ll postpone it a little. There is still time. To dance or to
nurse children - I chose the first one. S&edrin is not thrilled, but he agreed.
(Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 221-222)

Bce um, um, emy, emy! S u ceifuac He MOTy B3SIThb JNY4YIIMH KyCOK: OH JaXke He OynaeT i
MEHSI BKYCEH, - WJIM 3aHATh B TpaHcnopTe Oosee ynobHOe mMecTo. MHE CIOKOWHEee, Aylie
MOeH, ecnu csaAy Ha HeyaoOHoe... (...) A s BOT He yjaep)Kalach, YTOOBI HE HaIUCaTh
‘apromopTpeT’. 31ech Bce uncrocepeuHo./ [ was always sent to work, to accomplish, to get. |
was at work to the very end! Whatever the role I would act it with burgeoning energy to the
exhaustion of the nervous system. Whatever domestic scores, always I, I, L... (...) I’'m broad-
shouldered, my shoes are the size 39, and my arms can carry up to 20 kilos each. (...) I know
myself that I’'m big, in size and in expression. I don’t want to be pitied, but, perhaps,
sometimes someone could ask: ‘Aren’t you tired? Have you eaten enough?’ (...) When my
son was born, I went totally berserk. (...) Everything for him, him! Even now I cannot take the
best piece: I can’t enjoy it, - or take the more comfortable seat. I feel better, if I sit
uncomfortably... (...)Well, I couldn’t help but write a ‘self-portrait’. Everything here is open-
hearted.” (Mordjukova 1998, 124-126.)
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As a ballet dancer, the protagonist encounters a typical dilemma at a
certain point in her life of whether to have children or a career. In the context of
a “conventional” Soviet woman’s biography these two issues would not have
been mutually exclusive (cf. Rotkirch 2000), but as Adair points out, for a
female ballet dancer there often at some point emerges a choice between
motherhood and career (1992, 49)." This is the case for the first person narrator
in Pliseckaja’s text as well in this excerpt. According to the autobiography
Pliseckaja did not have children later either, at least the topic is not mentioned.
This is quite an interesting passage, although it is not highlighted in the text.”
On the other hand, Pliseckaja does not victimize herself for not having children
and this decision is not extraordinary, at least for contemporary readers.
However, by mentioning this incident - as trivial as it may be in the text - the
narrator brings out that this was her choice; she could go beyond the
conventional female biography and dedicate herself to work and art. Not
becoming a mother is a choice the heroine is free to make, but it is also an aspect
of her life which, apparently, has to be mentioned in the text, albeit in a
subordinate clause.”!

By contrast, as Pliseckaja’s text tells us, getting married was an
advantage from the point of view of her career as a Soviet ballet dancer. To get
married, the narrator recalls and emphasises, was originally her idea: it gave her
the opportunity to work relatively freely, because the officials were more prone

' Adair continues that this is connected with practical and economic reasons: “Those dancers
who do have children and continue dancing almost certainly need to have full-time help at
home... Touring also makes childcare arrangements extremely difficult...” (1992, 50)

* For a comparison, Mordjukova treats the question of motherhood in more conventional
terms, but, as with Pliseckaja, the child question comes up abruptly, unprepared, for the
reader. In the midst of the narration of her student years in Arts School, the reader is told that
the heroine has got married and given birth to a son. Mordjukova had a son whose life turned
out tragic. The narrator in the text represents herself as a loving mother filled with guilt.

' A similar kind of “proving” of one’s professionalism and independence is also exemplified
in Mordjukova’s text: the protagonist leaves her young son for four months and goes to make
the film Komissar at a distant location. She does not see her son during the four months, even
though she had had the chance to have a few days off. She deems it is best not to see her son
for a short time, because it would make the situation even worse. The protagonist wallows in
self pity and guilt, because while she was away, it happened that her son became involved
with alcohol and drugs, which then ruined his life. The analogy with the film she was
shooting at the time is interesting: it is the story of a female officer who becomes pregnant
and has a child during the October Revolution. Since she is dedicated to her political duties,
she leaves the new-born child and returns to the front. Mordjukova’s autobiographical
memories on the making of the film and its implications in her real life reproduce an
analogous representation of woman as a mother, a domesticated woman, whose neglect of her
maternal duties - leaving her child - lead to the spoiling of her child’s life. The film can be
interpreted in various ways. The concentration on the female character, the officer, and her
decision bring out interesting aspects of the Soviet gender system and its representation in the
film. For a feminist interpretation of the film see Rosenholm & Korhonen (1990).
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to let her travel to tours in the West when there was a husband waiting back
home. The two incidents taken up here point to the narrative being a
representation of the author’s professional life. Both cases, which touch upon
several public and private concerns in a person’s life, are represented primarily
from the point of view of their meaning for the author’s career as a ballet dancer.

This is where gender and sexuality become interesting from the point of
view of the description of a woman’s biography in this “public” mode of
narration. Miller notes that in a life story by a female artist, the woman writer
comes to differ from the conventional female biography in society: The
exceptional woman is exceptional often exactly because of her gender, because
she could surpass the conventional biography of her gender, where as an
exceptional man is exceptional as such, as an exceptionally talented etc. person,
not in relation to his gender (Miller 1996, 126). Although claiming to tell the
truth about her life, and “[d]espite the identity between the ‘I’ of authorship and
the ‘I’ of narration” reading Pliseckaja’s autobiography is, as Nancy K. Miller
puts it in relation to famous French women writers’ texts, “like shaking hands
with one’s gloves on” (1988, 58). Thus, describing her life as an artist, a
professional and as a woman in the public eye, the author leaves out what is the
“flip side of the official, reconstructed personality” (ibid.).

The narrative voice, the irony, the addressing of the reader serve the
moulding of the public self-image in the narrative. The narrator is overtly
confidential, but there is little intimacy in her voice. One could of course ask,
why should there be? Is it not a stereotypical notion in itself to expect that
(especially) women should address intimate events and thoughts in their
autobiographies? Perhaps Pliseckaja has written her story against such notions,
and concentrates on public life story. We could hold this idea in mind while
analysing how the modelling of the self-image enters not only the textual
biography, but results in a certain (textual) image of the female body as well.

The tool of her art, body, is treated in the text first and foremost from the
perspective of its professional aspects in a ballet dancer’s life. It is stated that her
physical qualities (strong legs, suitable physique, and endurance) as well as her
talent pave her way to a career in dance and ballet. In her performing art, despite
the lack of technical mastery, which she herself mentions in the text, it is
reported how she finds ways of optimally harnessing her physical qualities. In
addition, the text emphasises that the ballet dancer’s body must physically
endure trauma and pain (see the chapter “Mou TpaBmMbl. Mou BpaueBarenu/ My
Traumas. My Healers”). Issues concerning the classical ballet’s perception of
the female body and sexuality also occur in the text in connection with an
important stage of the protagonist-narrator’s identity as a dancer.

The classical ballet emphasises line, weightlessness, lift, ethereality of
the body - the corporeality is as though vanished. The ideal body size and shape
restrict the female body’s shapes in favour of boyish “shapelessness”. The
classical ballet’s repertoire of women’s roles offers swans, fairies, innocence.
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(Wolff 1990, 136.) Body is the instrument of Pliseckaja’s art, and it must be
continuously controlled and trained. Being overweight is a catastrophe, the
natural functions of the female body are a nuisance - menstruation is called
“Haiie xeHckoe He3nopoBbe/ our female ailment”, which might restrict the
dancer’s ability to perform (Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 323).

Being a famous person also makes demands on a person’s appearance,
especially if she is female. The chapter called “Kakx s oneBanacs?/ How I
dressed?” is dedicated to the description of how the narrator-protagonist could
manage to obtain good-looking and individual clothes in Moscow. It was
important to look good because, as the narrator states: “Cmotpsat Ha MeHs. S Ha
Buny./ People look at me. I am in the public eye* (ibid. 207). Clothes became an
important way of expressing oneself because of the “discipline imposed by the
social dicta upon one’s physical appearance” (Vainshtein 1996, 65-66). The
narrator states that wearing outstanding dresses was her way of making a
statement while she was under repression and was not allowed to participate in
tours in the Western countries: “Most mosryTeaTpajibHasi OJ€k1a ObLIa MOWM
OyHTOM, MSTEKOM, BBI3OBOM cHcTeMe. Jla)ke HalM TYrOoyMHBIE BOXIH
YyBCTBOBAJIM - YTO-TO 3/IeCh HEMpOCTa, HApSHKEHa - KaKk Ha CIIeHe, He TOo-
HameHckn., My semi-theatrical clothes were my way of revolting, my
challenging of the system. Even our half-witted leaders felt that there is
something deliberate in this, she’s dressed up as if on the stage, not in our
conventional manner.” (Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 207-8).

The book includes dozens of photos of the author in her celebrated roles
and meetings with well-known people. The pictures of a beautiful, graceful
woman artist in numerous roles during her long career form a stark contrast
between the narrative’s prose about the miserable every day life and the
repression. The cover of the Russian edition is in this respect an important
constituent of the life story as well: it pictures Pliseckaja in a black suit - a suit
reminiscent of a modern dancer rather than a classical ballerina - balancing on
her toes on top of an apple, lifting the other leg high above the head. The pose
catches a moment of challenging the equilibrium; it captures the dancer in
motion. One could say that it represents a different view of the ballerina
Pliseckaja, which other pictures inside the book depict as the “ethereal”,
classical ballet dancer in a feminine, innocent swan costume. The cover image’s
photo is rather androgynous, which suits the books narrative strategy perfectly:
it is the image of a proud and strong woman who does not want to
overemphasize the “weaknesses” of her sex or the difficulties of her life.
Pliseckaja’s approach in the text to conventional women’s roles reinforces her
image as a determined and unconventional woman, a creator of her own life, at
least in her autobiography. The plethora of photos is surely also part of the
influence of the new book market on the packaging of books: it raises the
readers’ interest and appetite for reading about well-known people’s lives.
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4.3 Waiting for the Big Moment?

The central plot in Pliseckaja’s story of her own life is, quite
understandably, the story of her public life, the public career as an artist, the
“Swan”, impersonating a cultural icon of the Soviet era.? Experience of purges
in childhood constitutes a break in her artistic biography, and is constructed as a
cause of much controversy and repression during her career and her struggle to
be herself.

In the first chapter of Pliseckaja’s book called “Daca and Sretenka”, the
narrator recalls a picture at her childhood home, a copy of the painting “Princess
Tarakanova”.” She eloquently describes the picture where the Princess stands
“in a beautiful, theatrical pose, in a velvet, décolleté dress” and identifies with
her:

B Tskeneitmme s ceGs BpeMeHa ... s BCIOMMHAlAa 3Ty KapTUHY. benHyro
KHsDKHY TapakanoBy. B OeccunbHOM oTdasHuu, Oonmum oT alcypha, JDKW,
MOJUTOCTH, UIMOTU3MA 51 XOTella CTaHIeBaTh Takoil Oaner. M3muTh Topedb cBOIO
moasam. (Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 13)

In the most difficult times ... I remembered this picture and the poor Princess
Tarakanova. Weakened by despair and pain caused by absurdity, lies, villainy,
idiocy I wanted to dance this kind of ballet. To pour my bitterness into others.
(Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 13)

Here the narrator identifies herself with a feminine image of a victim, a
theatrical and beautiful victim, whose moments of terror when facing death by
drowning in her cell are captured in a work of art. Interestingly, the narrator
modifies the plot inscribed in the painting, by stating that she wanted to turn her
own despair, pain and bitterness into dance. Despite her experiences which lead
her to identify with the historical image of a female victim, the narrator-
protagonist has managed to make a long and successful career, and thus resist
the possible plot the recalled painting refers to. Perhaps her dance would have
been a symbolic negation of such a plot? The narrator’s plan about the ballet,
however, is not realised.

At the end of the narrative a turning point is to be found, where the
narrator ponders, whether she would like to be twenty again, if she now had the
opportunity:

2 In Russia ballet has been a privileged sphere of culture and art since the 19" century; V. D.
Bobrov writes that during the Silver Age Russian ballerinas along with poetesses added to
“the fascinating charm of the time and represented the highest achievements of Russian
culture.” They were “magicians of dance” and “legends”. (Bobrov 1998, 108.)

» This picture mentioned in the text is probably a reproduction of Konstantin Flavicki’s
(1830-1866) famous painting The Princess Tarakanova, 1864 (Tretyakov Gallery), which
portrays this would-be princess in St. Peter’s and Paul’s fortress incarcerated there by
Catherine II as a possible pretender to the throne.
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Jns Ganera maBaguaTh - camoe moaxonsinee Aeno. (...) Ecau Tak - ngaBaiite mue
nBanuaTte. Bozepmy. IlompoOyro moxute mo-uHOMY ma moymHee. [locrapatoch -
TBepAo oberaro - n3dexaTh 1EeI0l TOPhl OMMOOK, KOTOPBIX SI 32 XHU3Hb CTOJBKO
noHaTBopusia. Ho He nemato nu HOBBIX? XapakTep-TO MOW HE MOMEHseTcs. A
ecnu Opath JBajath, TO, BEpHO Yk He OyaeT HU KyTy30Bckoro mpocmekTa, HU
Bcrpeun ¢ UlenpunsiM, Hu “Kapmen-cioutsr”, Hu ~Jlambl ¢ cobaukoii”? Her, He
cornacHa. Toraa bor ¢ Humu, ¢ aABaauateo. [lyckail ocTaHeTcst Tak, Kak 3aJaHo...
(Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 472-3)

In the ballet to be twenty is most fortunate. (...) If so, let me be twenty. I’ll buy it.
I’ll try to live differently, more wisely. I’'ll try - I promise - to avoid a whole
bunch of mistakes, which I have made during my life. But won’t I make new
mistakes? My character is, after all, the same. // And if I were twenty again, then,
there would be no Kutuzovskij prospekt, no meeting with S¢edrin, no “Carmen
Suite”, no “Lady with a Dog”. // No, I don’t want to be twenty. Farewell to that.
Let everything remain the way it has happened... (Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 472-3)

After a moment’s delight at the prospect of having a different, more
fortunate life, the present state of life is seen to be the most fortunate, after all.
The life experience gained by the narrator-protagonist forms the story of
development, its end result, in the text itself: whether it is the end result of the
whole life is another question, “another story”.

Pliseckaja’s life story ends with the description of the protagonist’s
rehersial for the jubilee of her 50 years on the stage. This coincides with the
1993 putsch in Moscow and the performance is under threat: the whole
performance may not take place. The performance is, however, organised and in
the end the protagonist awaits her turn to appear on the stage with thoughts of
the fifty years of performing in ballet: “MrHoBeHHBIX NATHAECAT JIET, AOJITUX-
JOJTUX- TOJTHX MATHACCAT JIET 51 0)KUJAI0 CBOETO BBIXOJA B TOCIETHEH KyIuce
Ha MY>KCKOM cTopoHe. MoxeT, cerogHs Mol 3Be3/1HbIi yac?../ Fifty momentary
years, fifty long-long-long years I wait for my appearance behind the last
coulisse on the men’s side. Perhaps today will by my big moment?..” (Pliseckaja
1996/1994, 482). This ending emphasises that the development is not over, in
fact, it is perhaps just beginning.

I, Maija Pliseckaja represents and constructs the ballerina, the cultural
icon, as a metaphor to her poor homeland, Russia, who suffered during the hard
times of the Soviet period. Its narrative techniques (orientation to reader
expectations) and representations of the attractive female artist (in dozens of
photos) are proof of the influence of the new book market. Pliseckaja uses the
metaphor of Golgotha when describing her situation as an “un-exportable”
ballerina during the 1950s. The ballerina suffered and sustained the communist
regime, and continued her career after the dissolution of the Soviet Union,
continuing to look for new opportunities in the 1990s. Her significance as an
important cultural figure was also recognized by the new regime. The text
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represents her, like her “poor homeland”, looking into the future, waiting for her
big moment to come.
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5 Elena Bonnér’s Memoirs of Girlhood: Mothers and
Daughters

Elena Bonneér’s text /Jouxu - mamepu (Mothers and Daughters) about the
author’s childhood in Stalin’s time can in certain aspects be seen as an
exceptional autobiographical text in the context of this study. Compared to the
other texts it focuses on a different time in the protagonist’s life from a different
perspective: it documents the private history of a girl and her family during the
1930s, which was a tragic and traumatic time for intellectuals and party people,
described in numerous artistic works, documents and memoirs. Beyond this, the
text employs a narrative strategy recounting the unconscious, imaginative
resources of the mind, rather than emphasising the documenting the past “the
way it was”. In contrast to the other two texts by the 1920s’ generation of
women (Petkevi¢ and Pliseckaja) this text touches upon “repressed” experiences
of the female body and sexuality. However, either because of the author’s status
as a political activist and public figure, or because the theme of this text
(childhood under Stalin) the text has not gained much (positive) attention in
previous studies on Russian women’s autobiographies.! This is why I have
chosen to include it in my research and place it after the analyses of Petkevi¢’s
and Pliseckaja’s texts.

The narrative in Jouxu - mamepu/ Mothers and Daughters is episodic
rather than chronological: it concentrates on depicting single incidents more than
on constructing a linear train of events. However, the narrative concentrates on
the protagonist’s gradual gaining of consciousness about the events and the
family relations around her. At the beginning of the text the narrator informs the
reader of the impetus for her writing: after the mother’s death she wanted to
access memories connected with her mother, which for her meant delving into
inactive layers of memory: “[BlocnomMuHanus - 3TO KOrja He 3Haellb, YTO
Briepeau./ [R]eminiscence is not knowing what lies ahead.” (Bonnér 1994/1991,
5/ Bonner 1992, 1). The accessed memory opened up a wealth of details:
forgotten names and incidents, apparently unimportant, but serving as important
constituents and clues for her biography and identity.

Thereafter the text documents the last day of her mother’s life and the
funeral, which relate to the year 1988. The actual writing process starts from a
letter written to her children in order to inform them of the family history (“A
Hayaya macath muchMo JeTsaM./ I began writing a letter to my children.” Bonnér

" Helena Goscilo (2003) analyses the text in her article “The Italics Are Hers: Matrophobia
and the Family Romance in Elena Bonner’s Mothers and Daughters.” Beth Holmgren
mentions Bonnér’s text in an endnote in her article on women’s autobiographies in the 20"
century (1994); Sheila Fitzpatrick likewise mentions the text in an endnote (2000).



1994/1991, 5/ Bonner 1992, 1.)* The letter, which the narrator calls boring for
the readers, then develops into a whole manuscript for a book.

The narrative employs the narrator’s perspective of herself as a child. It
goes through different phases of childhood (learning to read, friendships, school
etc.), relationship to parents, especially the mother, minor and major events in
the family life, and culminates in the end of the childhood on the day (or night)
of her father’s arrest. The epilogue has been written in 1991 and briefly outlines
the subsequent developments in the family’s and the narrator’s own life,
returning to the beginning, to the figure of mother, by quoting a passage from
her mother’s diary written shortly before her death.

5.1 Narrating As Reminiscence

The narrative strategy in Bonnér’s text recalls that in Petkevi¢’s text,
where the narrator relives her past and identifies with her past self. In a way, in
Bonnér’s text this tactic is taken a step further and the narrator as it were
recreates the past, relying - as the preface has it - on the memory which she
allows to guide her. As it turns out at the beginning of the text, memory is a rich
source of material, which keeps coming and coming:

$1 Hayana nucaTh TUCHEMO AETAM. YTO 3HAaI0 O MAMUHON CEMBE, YTO CIBIIIANA, YTO
noMHio. BHavane BcrmomMuHaTh ObUTO TpynaHO. Sl kak Oyaro mpobOupanach depes
JIECHOW 3aBaJ, yTOOBI BBINTH Ha JOpory. He Moria NpUIIOMHHUTH Ybe-TO WM,
Ha3BaHue MecTa. OHM BCIUIBIBAJIM B MaMsITH HOYBIO, YK€ IOYTH BO CHE.
[Ipocebimasce, s caenana OTKPBITHE - NaMsITh Hafgo OyauTk. Torga mucaTh cTajno
nerye. Kak Oyaro MHe ganu B pyku KiyOOK HUTOK. Sl B3sijia 3a KOHEIl U MOTSHYJA.
HuTtka Bce TsHercs u TsHercs. // Camsach 3a MallMHKY, sl K&KABIA pa3 He 3Haja,
KyJla OHa ME€Hs IpuBeaeT. Tak MpUIuIo BTOPOE OTKPBITHE - BOCTIOMUHAHUS - 3TO
KOT'Jla He 3Haelllb, uTo Brepean. (Bonnér 1994/1991, 5)

I began writing a letter to my children. What I knew of Mama’s family, what I had
heard, what I remembered. At first remembering was difficult. It was like making
my way to the road through a felled forest. There were names of people and
places I could not recall. They surfaced at night, almost in my sleep. When I woke
up, [ made a discovery - the memory has to be awakened. Writing grew easier
then. I had been handed a ball of string. I took one end and pulled. The string kept
coming and coming. // Sitting down at the typewriter, I never knew where I would
be led. That was my second discovery — reminiscence is not knowing what lies
ahead. (Bonner 1992, 1)

> And further: “3auem s Hamcansa BaM 3TO MHCHMO, JOPOTHE MOM JIOYCHbKAa W CHIHOK? Ha
namsth. YrtoObl camoii He 3a0biTh. M TOTOMYy, YTO ToJamMH TOSBISIETCS YYBCTBO
HE0O0X0aMMOCTH 3HaTh, 0TKyaa Thl./ Why did I write this letter to you, my dear daughter and
son? To remember. So that I don’t forget. So that you know. And because with the years
comes the need to know where you came from.” (Bonnér 1994/1991, 24/ Bonner 1992, 19)
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The connection between the unconscious, writing and remembering thus
emerges consciously as the writing technique, and the author suggests here that
the writing “happens” to the subject (“....I never knew where I would be led.”).
The narrative encourages reading it as a flow of memory, which is not so
attached to documenting facts as to describing a subjective memory of the past.

Goscilo (2003, 56) points out that despite “sophistication in formulating
such distinctions relevant to retrospection” the text itself disappoints the reader,
because it lacks “depth of introspection”. It is of course the reader’s prerogative
to evaluate how a text fulfills the task it sets out to accomplish. However, it is
also important to consider the context (historical, literary) in which the text is
situated. For the time being I am first concerned with examining the narrative
voice, which, in my opinion, turns out to be sophisticated in this text.

In Bonnér’s text the narrative voice is focalized through the protagonist’s
(as an experiencing subject) perception and the narrator’s consciousness. This
narrative strategy is used in order to represent the story as if through the
perspective of the past self as a child. The narrative voice thus strives to
combine, not put asunder, the past and the present. A representative sample of
the narrative voice can be traced in the following extract. This is the scene at the
protagonist’s home at the time of Kirov’s murder in 1934. As the narrator
comments, her parents where “Kirovites”, and thus this event bodes ill for them:

...[M]ama kpukHyma namne, 4ToObI OH IIeN yXHHATh. MHE 3aX0TeI0Ch TOCUIETH C
HUMHU, U S BcTasa. B aro Bpems 3a3BoHwin TeiedoH. (...) TemedoH crosn B
CTOJIOBOM, M 5 ciblliaia (M ciyllaja) Bce pa3roBophl. (...) 3BoHmn Marsel u3
Jlenunrpana. 1 cpa3zy nocne MaMuHOTO “3[paBCTBYW” S MOHAJIA, YTO OHA €My HE

3

oOpajoBanack, Kak OOBIYHO, a CTaja TOBOPUTH YTO-TO TPEBOXKHOE, BPOJE: “‘HE
MOXeT OBITB”, “y’KacHO”, “y’KacHO”, “Tbl yBepeH” - W IO03Baja Iary KaKUM-TO
yIaBIINM, TTOYTH 0€33By4HBIM rosocoM: “T'eBopk, 3o Matsei, Tam...” Uto “Tam”
- OHa HE cKasajna, a, mepefaBas TPyOKy, OImycTwiach B Kpecio... (...) IlepBoit
ouHyinach barans. OHa cka3ana, 4To 3aBTpa e enerT B JIeHMHrpaj u eil Hago
Oouner. Mama cka3zasia, YTO HE IOHUMAET, KaKoe OTHOIICHHE uMeeT K barane To,
gyro cmyymwiock. Ho baTtans yke momnia B Hamry KOMHATy, U ObUTO CIBIIIHO, KakK
OHa BBIJIBUTACT W3-TIOJ] KPOBATH YEMOJAH, OTKPBHIBAET CYHIYK - CKJIQIBIBACTCS.
3710 OBLTO 0YeHH 00BIYHO s Hee. (...) ...[[IJoToM s Buaena MHOTO pa3, Kak CHJIAT,
Korja B iomMe nokoWHuK. Ho oHM Bce ObUTM HE TOJIBKO MOAABICHHBIE, KaKHE-TO
noryxmme. OnHM ObTM  Kak 3arpaBieHHble. (...) OHHM Kazanuch MHeE
NONONbIIMKaMH. (...) Beimuta barans, u MeHs mopas3uio, 9To HUKTO ... HE BCTAI,
KOTJla OHA To30poBaiack ¢ HUMH. OHa ObUIa B XajaTe, HO YK€ CIOKOIHas, KaK
Bcera v ckazana: “HemeznsieHHO B KpoBaTh” - 3TO MHE, KOHEYHO, a He uM. Korma
OHHM Pa3oIUIKCh, He 3Hat0. (Bonnér 1994/1991, 173-176)

Mama called Papa to come eat. I wanted to sit with them so I got up. Just then the
telephone rang. (...) The telephone was in the dining room and I could hear all the
conversations. (...) It was Matvei from Leningrad. Right after her “hello” I could
tell [mama] wasn’t as pleased to hear from him as she usually was, and she kept
saying anxious things like, “impossible,” “horrible, horrible,” “Are you sure?”
She called Papa in a hollow, almost soundless voice. “Gevork, it’s Matvei, it’s...”
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She didn’t say what it was, but after she handed the receiver to Papa she sank into
an armchair...(...) The first to break the silence was Batanya. She said she would
go to Leningrad tomorrow and needed a ticket. Mama wondered what the incident
had to do with Batanya. But Batanya was in our room already, and I could hear
her pulling the suitcase out from under the bed and opening the trunk. She was
packing, which was very typical of her. (...) I later witnessed that kind of silent
sitting many times, in a house where someone had died. But this night my parents
and their visitors weren’t only saddened, they seemed extinguished somehow...
haunted. (...) They looked like conspirators to me. (...) Batanya came in and [ was
shocked that no one ... stood up when she greeted them. She was in a bathrobe,
but by now had regained her usual calm and she said, “Get to bed immediately.”
That was for me, of course, not them. I don’t know when they all left. (Bonner
1992, 185-188)

The narrative includes the perspectives of the “I” of an 11-year-old girl
as a perceptive, internal focalizer of the narrative. She is the one who sees, hears
and notes things in her environment (Rimmon-Kenan 1991/1983, 99). It is she
who hears - and, as the original Russian text brings out, listens to - all the
conversations that take place in the phone, it is she who hears the anxiety in her
mother’s voice, and does not yet know what has happened. The psychological
focalization is as though divided between the protagonist and the narrator, as the
cognitive and emotional attitude (ibid. 102) to what is being narrated are
certainly influenced by the perception “now”, that is, the adult-narrator’s
knowledge of what happened to her parents and other “Kirovites” in the years to
come. The ideological focalizer is usually the narrator, in this case the adult-
narrator (ibid. 105) who evaluates the scenes described in retrospect (cf. the
sentence “I later witnessed that kind of silent sitting many times, in a house
where someone had died.”). Although these different focalizations are as if
realized through one narrative voice, the voice of the first person narrator who
tells about the things the “I” of the text hears and sees (“Mama called Papa to
come eat”, “She was in a bathrobe”), about the comments on the events (“I don’t
remember what they talked about”, “They looked like conspirators to me”) and
about the overall characterisation of the events (““...my parents and their visitors
weren’t only saddened, they seemed extinguished somehow... haunted.”),
focalization is separate from narration (ibid. 106). The narrative strategy,
however, stresses the focalization through the child’s perception yet by
explicating in the text itself those passages in italics which directly employ the
narrator’s - who 1s able to move between the past and the future of the narrated
events - perspective and comments.

In this way the narrative technique concentrates on “what happened”
instead of “why it happened” but, as the authorial comment at the beginning of
the text indicated, at the same time it is “not what happened”, because it is
already an interpretation made in hindsight. With the help of the very techniques
of fiction narration “from the past to the future, and from today, when
everything is known, to the past, through the intersection of these two

¢
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perspectives an exceptionally impressive representation is created” (Gessen
1994, 201). The motto of Bonnér’s writing “This did not happen, but this is
true” accentuates the creative, active nature of remembering and writing in a
positive way, in other words, as a construction of a possible past, not as a way to
point to the impossibility of reaching the past, or the self. What is being told,
then, is “fiction” in the sense that it comes from the narrator’s mind and
memory. That this is so is also reflected by the author-narrator: “[V] mens Bce
‘IUpUYecKoe’: U TO, YTO U3 CTPaHbI ‘TaBHUM-JIABHO , U TO, YTO CErOJIHAIIHEE.../
[E]verything I am writing is ‘lyrical’ - both what is from the land of long ago
and what is from today.” (Bonnér 1994/1991, 127/ Bonner 1992, 138)

Goscilo sees the narrative strategy used by Bonnér in a quite contrary
way:

...[TThe interplay between the split temporal frames urges the reader to accept the
young Bonner and her purported thoughts, responses and actions as “accurately
recalled” in part because the older and wiser Bonner’s strategically “subsequent”
reassessments point to the limitations of her childhood perspective, which the
editorializing italics mutate from an orienting subjectivity to an analyzable object.
Bonner’s critical backward glance, in other words, pre-empts us. (Goscilo 2003,
56)

As I noted in my discussion on the excerpt from Bonnér’s text above, the
narrator uses the “younger” self as a focalizer, through whose eyes and
perception the events are narrated. It is, however, logically not the younger self
who is narrating in the text, but the adult self, as always in retrospective
narratives. It is also not only the younger self’s thoughts, responses and actions
that are narrated in the text, but, as I endeavoured to show in the analysis of the
(emotional, cognitive, ideological) focalization above, also the adult self’s.
Therefore I do not think that the commentaries in italics point to the limitation of
Bonnér’s childhood perspective, and thus construct the “older” and “wiser”
Bonnér’s status as an authoritative instance on remembering herself. Rather, the
comments in italics comment on her (the older and wiser Bonnér’s) way of
remembering.

Another text published recently in Russia which employs a similar kind
of narrative strategy through the perspective of a small girl growing up is
Svetlana Senbrunn’s Poser u xpusanmemwt (Roses and Chrysanthemums, 2000).:
It, too, focuses on family relations, especially relations between mothers and

3 Svetlana Senbrunn was born in Moscow and worked as a script-writer for television; in 1975
she emigrated to Israel. She has published in the Russian-language literary journals Grani,
Kontinent, 22, translated Hebrew literature and in the 1990s published two anthologies of her
stories. Her novel Rozy i hrizantemy (Roses and Chrysanthemums) was a nominee for the
Booker-Smirnoff prize in 2000 and it was praised in literary reviews for its minute description
of life in the 1940s-50s Moscow. (Djakova 2000; Vasil’ev 2000).
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daughters, and it blurs the borders between fact and fiction.* In a similar way to
Bonnér, Senbrunn’s text uses the perspective of a small girl. The narrative voice,
however, is less self-conscious in the text, that is, it is mostly implicit, the
narrator does not comment the events or their subsequent development, she does
not make direct allusions to politics etc. The author and the protagonist share the
same name, but any commentaries on the “purpose” or “function” of the text
from the narrator’s side are absent. There are no actual references in the text to
the writer, or the time of writing and the narrator seems to blend with the
heroine’s perspective, that is, narrator comments are minimal. The writer,
narrator and heroine, however, share the same name, which indicates an
autobiographical aspect. The narrated time is at the end and after the Second
World War (1943-1951), and the text contains many dialogues between adults,
which the protagonist overhears. What implies, however, that the question can
be of a semi-fictional, semi-autobiographical text is found at the end of the
novel; the protagonist, an 11-year old girl, walks on the street, pondering on
what she sees and feels.

S uny no nawme# ynuue. Onxa. OT LIKOJIBL K HalleMy JoMy. JleHb TUXul, TeIuibli,
JeTkre o0avka IUIBIBYT MO TOJdyOoMy HeOy, KaKOH-TO MyX JIETaeT B BO3JYXE...
Wnu He nmyX, Tak, DBUTMHKH KaKUe-TO... A MOXKeET... Bcero 3Toro HeT? Moxer, MHe
TONbKO KaxeTcs?.. S ocranaBnmuBarock. CMoTpro Ha HeOo. Jloma... TpamBaiinast
muaus... Crena... OkHa... Bee kaxerca?.. Her, He moxer ObiTh!.. [louemy He
MoxxeT? CHsATCS ke HaM CHbl. Bo cHe MBI nymaem, 4TO Bce IpaBia. A MOTOM
OKa3bIBAETCS, YTO ITO COH. MOXeT, 3T0 ToxKe CoH?.. OcoOeHHbIH Takou... 1 on
MHE CHHUTCA... S qymaro, 9TO BCE €CTh - HA CAMOM JieJie €CTh, - @ Ha CaMOM Jelie
HUYEro HeT... (...) Urto ke mHe menats? Mnatu momoit mimu Het? Ilpumy momoid,
YBUXKY Tany v Oyay OOAThCSA C HUM TOBOPHUTH... | OBOPUTH C KEM-TO, KOTO HET...
(...) Kak xe y3HaTh npasay?.. (Senbrunn 2000, 517-518)

* The story is about a girl who comes to Moscow at the end of the Second World War with her
mother. She is four years old. They find that the apartment which belonged to their family is
occupied by other people. After considerable efforts the mother manages to prove that the
apartment is theirs. In the meanwhile she and her daughter have to live in the streets with no
money and food. In the apartment their life continues to be needy. They live on the mother’s
pension which she gets due to her invalidity. The mother’s time passes in search of food,
while the daughter is left alone in the apartment for long periods of time. The mother’s
attitude towards the daughter cannot be described as tender or loving. On the contrary, she is
described as frustrated and fierce most of the time. The mother’s mother moves in to live with
her daughter, which adds to the mother’s frustration. When the father returns from the front
where he has worked as a correspondent, the mother expects him to take over his duties as a
breadwinner. The father, however, plans to become a Soviet writer, which does not please the
mother. The family lives in the one-room apartment, with the father writing his novel on war.
Eventually the grandmother has to leave. The father disappears occasionally to drink with his
friends and returns home usually on all fours. The mother maintains some features of her
previous life-style by teaching the daughter French and sending her to piano classes as well as
obtaining help with the household. Family life is saturated with quarrels between the parents,
which the daughter can listen to unhindered.
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I am walking on our street. Alone. From the school to our house. It’s a quiet,
warm day, light clouds glide across the clear blue sky, and a feather flies in the
air... Or not a feather, but, dust particles... What if... none of this exists? What if it
all just seems to me? I stop. [ look at the sky. Home... The tram line... Wall...
Windows... All just seems to me? No, it cannot be!.. Why not? We all dream,
don’t we? In the dream we think that everything is real. And then it turns out it
was a dream. Perhaps this is also a dream?.. A special kind of dream.... And I’'m
dreaming it... I think that everything exists — and as a matter of fact there is
nothing... (...) What should I do? Go home or not? I come home; see Papa and
start being afraid of talking with him... To talk with someone who doesn’t exist...
(...) How can we know the truth? (Senbrunn 2000, 517-518)

This passage of the thoughts of an 1l-year-old girl marks the
involvement of the narrative voice, that is, the narrator in the story: the lines
between real and dream, the line between the self and the outer world becomes
unclear in this passage where perception through the eyes is equated with
dreaming. This is a comment on the narrative itself: the perception of the
protagonist and the voice of the narrator are not as self-evident and not as
identical as it would seem in the course of the narration. In Senbrunn’s text the
textual material can be interpreted in a way that brings out different perspectives
on what is being told from the perspective of the narrator. In Bonnér’s text the
narrator herself comments on the scenes described and often offers additional
descriptions of how things subsequently turned out. This is commented upon by
the narrator herself, when she contends that everything she writes is a “lyrical
deviation”, that is, a personal addressing by the writer to the reader. In a way the
narrator addresses the reader and wonders herself why she has remembered
things the way she has, but without offering any answers to the questions.

What is interesting in the writing process of Senbrunn’s text - which
took place in the 1950s-60s - as the author herself has commented (Senbrunn
2002, 264) is that according to her, this text “was not written”; it “wrote itself” -
just as Bonnér comments in her preface about the writing process of her text.
Senbrunn also says that what the text contains is almost totally based on
“documentary material” and she had felt it her du#y to conserve the figures in the
texts “as they had been in life”. To combine the two perspectives, the child’s and
the adult’s, had been an “intuitive and unintended” result. Thus, it is the memory
of that time as the author had perceived it, remembered it, at the time of writing.
The duty to remember and the intuitive narrative strategy point to the testimonial
character of such texts, but also to the subjective, personal perception through
memory. They are both about history and making that history.’

> Ulla-Maija Peltonen (2003, 20-21) states that historical (individual) experience and
historical (collective) consciousness overlap in folklore and memory narrative, both of which
give information about historical experience as a subjective, individual memory and about
historical consciousness as collective and public memory.
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5.2 Constructing Intimacy

Thus, in Bonnér’s text the author-narrator emphasises that the writing of
the memoirs happened spontaneously, as she described the process of writing:
she sat down to write and wrote what surfaced in her mind.® Of course, the
manuscript has surely undergone editing, and by referring to the text’s own
expressions about its “spontaneity” I do not mean to say that it should be
considered any more “authentic” than other literary texts. These textual features
point to its self-awareness as a literary text. The comments of the narrator at the
beginning and in the course of the narrative, and the narrative strategy of
focalization through the perception of the past younger self create a feeling that
one is dealing with representations of personal experiences and subjective
perception.

What makes a life-story intimate, how to define intimate? Surely
Bonnér’s, a well-known human rights activist’s and dissident’s, memoirs are
also an eyewitness testimony of the political events of the past. Calling the text
an intimate story does not necessarily dispute its testimonial character. Although
Sheila Fitzpatrick notes, that Soviet Russian women “remember their lives and
structure their narratives in terms of great public events...rather than personal
milestones” (Fitzpatrick 2000), this does not mean that the two cannot co-exist.
As Fitzpatrick also points out, the time of writing is significant in this matter:
memoirs written in the 1920s-40s may often differ from those written later, for
instance, in the 1990s.’

However, these are not the only indicators that the question is of an
intimate story. The text entails rich depictions of bodily sensations, inner
movements of mind and feelings; both positive depictions of happiness, love,
joy, admiration but also negative descriptions of fear, anger, shame, hatred, pain
experienced by the protagonist. Nevertheless the story simultaneously also
focuses on the historical, political drama of the time of narration, but as depicted
from the inside one family. The inside and the outside of that family, that is, the
intimate and the societal are inseparable in the narrative. Thus, the text

¢ According to Balina (2003, 191-192) from the late 1950s on a subjective mode of memoir
writing emerged in Soviet literature, which was called “autodocumentary”, “lyrical prose”,
“documentary prose”” “memoir-autobiographical prose”, and which differed from the
conventions of memoirs of the time: “An attempt to construct the memoir according to the
nature of memory removes the distance between the memoirist and the object of his or her
reminiscences, including the author and the protagonist of his or her narrative, into one tidily
connected life cycle.”

7 Cf. Rotkirch, who points out that Fitzpatrick’s thesis of the preference for testimonial mode
of narration holds only for the beginning of the 20th century, and argues that “[t]he 1990s
autobiographies seem to have been written against the canons of testimonies, with the
permission and encouragement to think only about oneself.” (Rotkirch 2000, 35).
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articulates both the public, collective and the personal, intimate. This is
exemplified in two episodes denoting, in different ways, the end of childhood.

5.2.1 “Cemetery Berries” and “Princess DZavaha”

Although Bonnér’s story is set in a time and space in which the events of
a collective trauma of a nation take place, the text often focuses on the
description of the protagonist’s development in childhood. This description is
primarily connected with the relationship between parents and children, and
especially, mothers and daughters. In this subchapter I will concentrate on the
narrative tactic of presenting this personal development, and how it comes to
combine the intimate and the testimonial, that is, how the personal interacts with
the common, ritualistic memory.

A frequently used structure in Jouku - mamepu/ Mothers and Daughters
is the narrating of a similar event at two different points in the author’s life. This
emphasises the identity of the “I” and constructs the continuity of the “I”.
Narrating these events twice is not an indication of the importance of the events
as such, but an indication of their importance for the narrator-protagonist’s
identity. This narrative structure implies an endeavour to make the subject
whole, and to restore the childhood experiences as they are remembered by the
narrator. An important and interesting feature of the text is the question of
secrets and silences between different generations, parents and children. The
narrator reminisces on how at the age of five she made her first secret trip to a
forbidden area near their family’s summer place, and crossed a railway bridge
over a river:

Bbu10 OYEHb CTpamIHO CMOTPETh HA MIAYHIETO IO MOCTY 4YelOoBeKa W
HEPEOI0IMMO XOTEJIOCh CaMOil MIATH MO 3TUM mnepekiaaauHam./ OmHaxIbl 5
pemmiack u mouwia. Sl coBceM HE MOMHIO CBOH IyTh Ha Ty CTOPOHY ... HO OYCHb
XOpOILO MOMHIO, KaK 51 BEPHYJAch K MOCTY U IOHsUIA, YTO MOYTH HE MMEIO0 CHII
3aCTaBUTh ce0s MpojenaTh OOpaTHbIN MyTh. (...) Sl HE MOTY CKa3aTh, KaK CTPAIIHO
mHe Obu10. (Bonnér 1994/1991, 51)

It was very scary to watch a person on the bridge, yet I desperately wanted to
walk from tie to tie myself. // One time I decided to do it. I don’t recall how I got
across ... but I remember coming back to the bridge and realizing that I didn’t
have the strength to force myself to make the return trip. (...) I can’t describe how
terrified [ was. (Bonner 1992, 52)

The image of the running water, the river, and the bridge over the water
with people crossing it, and the feeling of fear and excitement attached to this
image are full of both personal and symbolic significance. The water’s
movement and transparency are terrifying, but by crossing the bridge the fear
can be overcome. The next day the crossing is already easier, and eventually it
becomes habitual, and the protagonist is able to pick strawberries from the other
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side of the bridge, where there is a cemetery, and amaze the adults with her juicy
berries. In italics the narrator accounts for a similar memory, relating to the
events of 1937, when her parents were arrested. She is on a walk with the boy
she loved, who starts reciting a poem by Marina Cvetaeva “knanOuiieHckon
3eMIISTHUKH KpyIHEe | cname HeT.../ nothing is bigger or sweeter than cemetery
berries™:

U s pacckazana 0 MOCTe, KJIaJOUIIe U 3eMJISTHUKE. A 10 3TOr0 HUKOTa HUKOMY
HE TOBOpWJIA, Ka3aJloCh Kak-TO OY€Hb HHTUMHO Bce 3T0. C TeX MOp MOCT 3TOT U
KOp3MHOYKA BCEr/a MPUXOIWIM Ha MaMsATh, KaK TAJIMCMaH Ha CYacThe, KOrma
HaJI0 MPEOI0JIETh YTO-TO CTpalrHoe, TpyaHoe. (Bonnér 1994/1991, 52)

And I told him about the bridge, the cemetery and the wild strawberries. I had
never told anyone about it before; it was all somehow too intimate. Ever since
then that bridge and that basket always come to mind like a lucky charm
whenever I have to overcome something terrible and difficult. (Bonner 1992, 53)

This incident forms a constitutive part of the construction of the
narrator’s identity in the text: the protagonist learns to trust herself and
overcome fear of doing something which is not quite allowed but still exciting.
In a way this is similar to what we could observe in Pliseckaja’s narration about
her childhood, where the protagonist is described as an “early version” of the
narrator-as-adult. In a similar way in Bonnér’s text childhood is described as a
repository of the features that become the most important in the constituting of
the narrator’s identity as “Elena Bonnér”.

The silence concerning this childhood experience, which the narrator
calls intimate, with the bridge, the cemetery and strawberries is broken when the
protagonist first shares it with the boy, and then through the narrating, with the
readers. The intimacy refers here to the fact that the protagonist did not reveal
her secret trips to the other side of the river at home: it was her secret, and in a
way, a breaking of the control of the adults (nannies, parents, Grandmother) in
her life.

Another important event in childhood, at the age of five, is learning to
read. The most important figure in her childhood, Grandmother Batanja, teaches
her how to read, and in the same summer when the crossing of bridge took
place, she

...TiepeniarayJia oapbep, KOTOPBIH OTIENIeT 3HaHUE OYKB U YMEHHE CIIOKUThH UX B
CJIOBa OT JKEJIaHWsI YUTaTh, M K KOHITY “‘Jauu’” crana MEHbIIe OpOJUTH 10 JieCcy U
peke, moToMy uTo ... batans npuBesna Ha Jady OONBIION B KPaCHOM TeperuieTe ¢
30710TOM (MapKCOBCKHi) TOM JKYKOBCKOTO W HECKOJBKO pa3 YuTaja W3 HETo
BCHyX. ...[f] 3aunThiBasiace ’KyKkoBCKMM A0 OomypH, AO TOro, YTO MHE BCE 3TO
camock. (Bonnér 1994/1991, 54)

crossed the barrier that separates knowing the letters and knowing how to form
words from the desire to read. By the end of our dacha season I was spending less
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time in the woods and along the river. ... Batanya brought a big heavy book bound
in red and gold (the Marks edition) of Zhukovsky and would read to me aloud
from it several times. (...) I read Zhukovsky until I got drunk on him, until I
dreamed Zhukovsky every night. (Bonner 1992, 55-56)

The narrator calls the desire to read a “crossing of barrier”: it opens up a
whole new world for the protagonist, whose reading is a physical experience (“I
got drunk”) and books come into her dreams. Reading becomes another way of
evading the control of the parents later in the text, when the protagonist reads
“forbidden” books of the time by Anastasija Verbickaja and Lidija Carskaja.
The narrator reminisces how she used to read Carskaja’s and Verbitskaja’s
works at the age of twelve, and to imagine that sometimes she saw a glimpse of
Princess Dzavaha, one of Carskaja’s heroines, in her reflection. The reading of
these “forbidden” books is connected with her friendship with a girl, Lelia, who
shares the books with her. When Bonnér’s mother finds out what she reads, she
confiscates the book and insists on knowing where the daughter had got it.
However, the protagonist does not betray her friend, and remains silent. Susan
Larsen points to the resemblance of this passage to Carskaja’s girls’ stories with
rebellious heroines, which “thousands of Russian girls” read (2000, 141-143).
These girls could identify themselves with the girl-heroines and their defiance of
parental control. As Larsen points out, the protagonist in Bonnér’s text goes as
far as to break into her father’s locked drawer, which she had never done before,
and take the book back in order to return it to Lelia: “As she insists on her right
to keep her own secrets, Bonner also asserts her resemblance to Charskaia’s
most daring heroines, who were equally persistent in their rejection of adult
claims to know and control girls’ secret pleasures.” (ibid. 167).

The depiction of childhood is permeated with secrets, silences,
overhearing conversations, seeing or hearing things that the protagonist should
not have heard or seen. The family history is permeated with tensions between
the Grandmother and the parents, who occupy different social strata and keep
company with different social circles. The protagonist’s identity is further
influenced by the fact, that her father, Gevork Alihanov, is not her biological
father. The biological father, who is referred to merely as “on/he”, is a shadowy
figure, and the non-biological father is perceived as the only real father. As it
turns out, the latter had also had a family before his marriage to the protagonist’s
mother. The protagonist comes to know this when she is eavesdropping on her
father’s testimony during a purge session, and someone asks him about his
former wife. The secrets and silences between parents and their children reach
their climax in the scenes in which the end of the protagonist’s childhood is
depicted: both, as a collective experience of a generation and as a personal
transition to maturity.
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5.2.2 The End of Childhood

A major turning point in the protagonist-narrator’s life is the arrest of her
parents in 1937. This marks the end of her childhood (“S crama npyroi. U
neTcTtBo Moe koHuminock./ I had changed: my childhood had ended.” Bonnér
1994/1991, 281/ Bonner 1992, 307), and the beginning of a different,
autonomous time in her life without the parents. Simultaneously the time also
marks the turning point in the lives of many other Soviet people and in the
history of the country. These depictions relating to the 1930s were an organic
part of autobiographical literature published in Russia after perestroika. Scenes
of arrest are a hallmark of the cultural memory about this time. As a review of
Bonnér’s text has it Jouxu - mamepu/ Mothers and Daughters with its depiction
of the time through the small girl’s perception with rich detail on the
circumstances and atmosphere, succeeds in combining the common with
personal, the historical with the everyday (Gessen 1994, 200).

The depiction relating to the day of the father’s arrest in the Alihanov
family is a testimony of historical events and time which were experienced by
many others as well. At the time the protagonist is fourteen years old, a school-
girl whose life is primarily occupied with school, friends and her boyfriend. The
protagonist with her friends have of course noticed the disappearance of families
around them in the house of Komintern, where they live, and she hears her
parents talking in half sentences about it. The unknown fate of these families is
denoted by the metonymic expression the children use relating to these families:
“mearcoy npouum/ by the way”. The protagonist does not witness the arrest of her
father. The scene after the arrest is between the mother and the daughter at
home. They, apparently, send each other secret messages in the presence of the
soldiers who have come to search their home:

A cnenana mar K Heil, HO CIIOTKHYJIACh O JIEXKaIllMe Ha 10JIy KHUTH U [IOCMOTpEIIa
BHU3. A KOrja NHOAHsJIA Ija3a, MaMHMH B3IJIsII MeHS ocTraHoBWI. OH ObUT Kak
crena. Kak mpukas. I He morna ocmymarbea. OHa cMOTpena Ha MEHS JIOJTO.
“Ilpomaercs, - mogymana si. - 1 6outcs, 9To 5 pacmuiadycsk. Torga u oHa Toxe...”
Jombiciuts 51 cebe He paspemnia. (...) OHa MocMOTpena Ha MEeHS U MPOTSIHYJa
pyKy. MHe nokasanoch, uTo Ko MHe. Ho oHa mosioxwia packpbITyO J1alOHb Ha
CTakaH, Kak Oyxaro rpeer ee. [loTom cTajma THXO IVIAAUTh MOJACTAKAHHUK. S
MMOYYBCTBOBAJIa, YTO MOTY 3aIjiakarb. HaBepHO, 1 MaMa 3TO OIIyTHJA, TOTOMY
YTO JIPYrod pyKOH 4yTh OTTOJIKHYJA MeHs U ckazana: “Jliocs-mxaH, uam k cede”.
5] mousa, uro o”a Goutrcs Moux cies. Mmu, Moxkert, cBoux? Hukorma ona Mens
Tak He HaspiBasa. Sl Torma ke MOHsAJA, MCHOBEHHO, YTO € IPOCTO XOTEJIOCh
CKa3zaTh MamuHO cioBo. S momwta k ceGe, XOTA HECTEPIUMO XOTEJIOCh CECTh
psiaoM, Ipuxartbes, iakats. (Bonnér 1994/1991, 275, 277)

I took a step toward her, but tripped over books on the floor and was forced to
look down. When I raised my eyes, Mama’s gaze stopped me. It was like a wall.
An order. I couldn’t disobey. She stared at me a long time. She’s saying goodbye,
I thought. And she’s afraid I’ll start crying. Because then she will too. I stopped
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thinking. (...) She looked at me and reached out, and I thought she wanted me. But
she put her palm down on the glass, as if to warm herself. Then she gently
caressed the glass holder. I thought I was going to cry. Mama must have felt it
too, because with her other hand she gave me a nudge and said, “Lusia-djan, go to
your room.” I knew she was afraid of my tears. Or maybe her own? She never
called me that name. I realized she simply wanted to use Papa’s word. I went to
my room even though I was dying to sit next to her, to hold her and to cry.
(Bonner 1992, 298, 300)

The communication without words - through looks (like a wall) and
gestures (caressed), codes (Lusia-djan) - refers to the intimacy of the scene, the
personal feelings of individuals in a situation when their intimacy and privacy
have been broken: their home is searched and made public, a crime scene, and
their personal relations can be used as evidence or means to reveal weaknesses.
Goscilo (2003, 58) finds fault with Bonnér’s depiction for not interpreting the
mother’s “painfully eloquent body language” in this scene. However, it is by
laying bare the circumstances of the arrest and eloquently describing the body
language, that the narrative makes perfectly clear what is going on between the
mother and daughter. This scene refers to the unarticulated history of one
family, with secrets, untold stories, unfinished sentences, silences, which could
not be broken. However, the silences are broken now through the narration of
the story to others: the narrator tells her side of the story, in relation to her
mother, while the father’s story remains untold. The mother’s story is told
through the words of the daughter - the silence between the daughter and the
mother remains.

The protagonist seeks for comfort from her mother, who is not in a
position to permit herself to give it. By contrast, the protagonist becomes, must
become, herself a caretaker and she makes her mother tea and sandwiches. Later
she will send her mother packages to the prison camp take care of her younger
brother, become a nurse during the war taking care of the wounded, and an
activist “taking care” of the human rights of the nation.

The culmination of this scene is when the mother sends the protagonist
to stay overnight with a friend, in order to protect her. The protagonist, however,
walks the whole night alone in the streets in a state of shock and fear. This is the
turning point of her life, when she “changed: and ... childhood ended” (Bonner
1992, 307).

Another turning point in the protagonist’s life occurs when she grows up
into a physically mature woman. This episode relates to a more intimate,
nevertheless also a most common turning point in a woman’s life: the menses.
The event is given special status in the narrative in the description where the
heroine, as it were, anticipates the coming change in her life, when walking in
summer rain in the streets:
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Yauma BHOBB cTajia OOBIKHOBEHHOW - C MallMHAMH, OKMBIIMMH TpamBasiMu. C
TroapMU. MHE cTano HeyJo0HO cpelau HuX Oe3 ruiaThs. S 3amermia, 4ro Maika
KaK-TO TOYTH CTBIIHO OOJIEraeT MO0 YK€ MOSBUBUIYIOCS I'py/b, @ Yepe3 TKaHb
IPOCBEYMBAET TEMHAs KOXa BOKPYT COCKOB. (...) Kazanocs, 4ro s motepsina urto-
TO HY’KHOE€, BaKHOE, HE0OOXOAMMOE U HUKOIJa yXke He cMory BepHyTh. (Bonnér
1994/1991, 202)

The street went back to being ordinary - with cars and reanimated trolleys. With
people. I felt uncomfortable not wearing my dress. I noticed that my T-shirt was
almost shamefully clinging to my newly formed breasts and that the dark skin
around my nipples was showing through the fabric. (...) At home, changing into
dry clothes, I burst into tears. I sensed that I had lost something necessary,
important, that I could never get it back again. (Bonner 1992, 217)

The sense of losing something necessary refers to the loss of innocence,
of childhood and the transition to maturity, from girlhood to womanhood. At
once the heroine is told that what is happening to her is normal for every girl and
from now on she has to protect herself from getting pregnant. It is, however, not
so much the appearance of the actual menses that the narrator pays attention to,
but her/the heroine’s attitude and perception of the event. There are important
psychological and social features connected with the depiction which make it, if
not a turning point in the life-story, then at least an important key to the
construction of the narrator-protagonist’s identity as a woman. What is
important in connection with the narrative structure in this depiction is the
narrator’s observation that the protagonist was ignorant of what she was going
through. The fact that she was not “prepared” strikes the adult narrator as
surprising:

MHe 110 cux HOp CTpaHHO, YTO 5 MHOT'O YHTaia, MHOTO 00IIagach B 3TO BPEMS CO
CBEPCTHHULIAMH U JI€BOYKAMH CTaplle, )KUjla HECKOJIBKO MECALIEB B JIECHOM LIKOJIE
Y B TMOHEPCKUX JIArepsIX ¥ HUYEro He 3HaJIa O TOM, YTO PAHBIIE WUIIU MO3XKE, HO Y
JIeBOYEK TMPOUCXOIUT (prusmonornueckoe B3pocienne. OaHako ¢axTt - Oymydn
JeBOYKOW OOMKOHM, HIyCTpOid, HErJMymoil W B OOIMIEM KOHTaKTHOH, B YEM-TO S
JNEHCTBUTENPHO B TO BpeMsl OKa3ajlacb MEHEE€ IOJArOTOBJIEHHOM, 4YeM MOHU
ceepctHUlb. (Bonnér 1994/1991, 205)

I still can’t believe that I was well-read, had spent a lot of time with girls my age
and older, had lived for several months in the forest school and in Pioneer camp,
and didn’t know that sooner or later girls undergo physiological maturity. But the
fact remains — [ was a sassy, clever, not stupid, and sociable girl and yet in that

sense and at that time I really was less prepared than my peers. (Bonner 1992,
220)

I will come back to this passage in more detail later on, but suffice it to
say that in this depiction the voice of the adult narrator, a physician and
dissident, touches upon her incipient socialization into sex roles, surrounded by
embarrassment and ignorance.
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The two depictions of episodes where the childhood ends are indicative
of the two-fold narrative focus of the text: testimonial and intimate. The first
episode — arrest — is common to other testimonies about the time and proliferates
in memoirs written and/or published during perestroika. 1t testifies to the time of
terror and the year 1937 which marks Stalin’s time. The narrative voice through
the protagonist-focalizer, however, also brings out the intimate relations
between the daughter and the mother during the arrest, indicative of both the
topic’s “taboo” character during the Soviet time and the taboos in the family
concerning the complex relations between the family members. The second
episode — menses — describes a hallmark of a girl growing up a woman, relating
to what is perceived as a more intimate part of life, but also a collective
experience in a woman’s life.

According to Fitzpatrick and Holmgren, intimate narrating about
personal hallmarks of life or themes concerning sexuality, is not characteristic of
much Soviet Russian women’s autobiographical writing. Instead, the narratives
are thematically structured around important historical and political issues,
“causes” which legitimate the writing about one’s own life as a testimony. In
spite of the proximity of the theme of Bonnér’s text to politically significant
events of history (Stalin’s time, purges), and the author’s status as the wife of a
prominent male dissident, the text focuses on her personal experiences in
childhood, the intimate relations in her family, the private story of her family.*
Further, as we shall see in more detail below, it concentrates on the female line
of the family, and touches upon the usually unmentioned experiences of female
sexuality. Of course, the claim about the text’s intimate and personal character
does not erase the intersubjective aspect of the text as a product of the subject’s
interaction with social reality and cultural models. Bonnér is not inventing a new
literary language or new genre, but the theme of her writing together with the
sophisticated narrative technique mark her text as special among the other texts
and other women’s autobiographies and memoirs (especially of her generation).

5.3 Through the Eyes of the Daughter

I will now seek to outline traits of the relationship between mother and
daughter in Bonnér’s text, and how they can be seen to be connected with
female subjectivity. Firstly, the relationship between mothers and daughters is
not described as unproblematic. In contrast, the relationship between
grandmothers and their grandchildren is described as ideal, where the parties
understand each other more easily than in the relationship between a mother and
a daughter. This goes both for Bonnér’s own relationship to her mother and
grandmother and her mother’s relationship to her mother and grandchildren.

® Bonnér has written a separate book on her life together with Andrej Saharov, Alone
Together, or in Russian Ilocmcxpunmym.
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Although the process of remembering childhood begins after the mother
has died, as a means to recover memories of her, the narrating also brings out
seemingly disturbing experiences. The story forms a circular pattern where at
the beginning we can read about the narrator’s yearning and lamenting for her
mother’s memory and the loss of her closeness. In the end, we can read the
mother’s own words in her diary, represented in the text of the author, who
continues her lamenting and yearning to understand herself and the former, in
and through the story the reader has just read. In between, however, through the
protagonist-focalizer the narrator also recalls the less pleasant experiences of her
childhood connected with the relationship. The narrator perceives the mother as
a strict parent, who did not allow her children many favours. The narrator recalls
her being especially strict towards her: as an example of this she describes how
her mother once said to the protagonist that she was ugly. The narrator herself
recalls envying the mother, who was beautiful and admired:

51 He Morja OmMpeneiuTh, YTO MHE [B HE#| OOJbllle HPABHUTCA, S 3aBUOBAIA W
BOJIOCaM, U TOMY (S ¥ 3TO YK€ TOT/Ia BUENa), YTO BCE BHJSAT MaMUHY KpacoTy U
JO0YIOTCS €10. A Mama ynopHo u 4acmo meepouna Mue, Ymo si HeKpAcusas, si ¢
MpPYyOOM COePHCUBANACH, UMOObL He 3aKpUuuamv, He 3aniaKamv, He 6nacmv 6
ucmepuxy - a unoz20a u e moena coepycumcs. (Bonnér 1994/1991, 46, italics
MR)

I couldn’t decide which I liked better and I envied the hair and the fact that
everyone saw Mama’s beauty and admired her (I could see that even then). Mama
persistently and frequently told me that [ was ugly; it was all I could do to keep

from screaming and crying and having hysterics - sometimes I couldn’t stop
myself. (Bonner 1992, 46, italics MR)

The daughter understood through the example of her mother that for a
woman beauty is a way to gain other people’s admiration. It then comes as a
shock for the daughter to hear from the mother that she was not beautiful.” The
protagonist, however, finds ways of defying the mother’s influence on her.
Once, when the mother is combing the daughter’s hair, she says something very
unusual:

[P]acuechiBasi MOM BOJIOCHI TIOCIIE MBIThS, MaMa BJIPYT CKa3alia JIETKO U BECEeNo:
“YauBUTENHHO XOpOIIO OHM y Tebs, Jtockka, JiexaT, a 3TO O4YeHb oOyierdaer
*u3Hb”. (Bonnér 1994/1991, 63)

When she was combing my hair after the shampoo, Mama suddenly said in a light
and cheerful tone: “Your hair is amazingly beautiful the way it falls, Lusia. When

® Mary Zirin (1993, 262) makes a similar observation from Nadezda Durova’s 19" century
memoirs: “...Durova’s mother constantly denigrated Nadezhda’s feminine worth: [...Jevery
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day my mirror and Mama told me that [ was very ugly’”.

154



you grow up you won’t have to do anything with it, and that makes life much
simpler.” (Bonner 1992, 67)

This scene describes a seemingly spontaneous bonding between the two,
but for the first person narrator this represents a rare occasion in her life,
because she was used to being washed by nannies, rather than her mother; and
used to the latter’s being not specifically tender towards her."

The text does not explain why the mother would insist on the protagonist
being ugly, this is merely represented as a part of the memory on childhood and
the relationship. According to feminist psychoanalysis of the mother-daughter
relationship, the mother’s experience of being a woman in a society with
patriarchal values and prevailing heterosexuality and her anxiety about her own
role as a woman in that society affect her relationship with the daughter in which
she sees herself."! These passages refer to the narrator’s relationship to the
mother as a woman, how the narrating subject - as a woman and a daughter-
envied her mother’s beauty and was influenced by the latter’s anxiety for the
daughter: the anxiety about the daughter’s (and mother’s own) sexuality.
However, a split between the mother and the daughter occurs, when the narrator
sees herself in a mirror, which, apparently unexpectedly, offers a revelation to
her:

Opnnaxael getoM 1936 roma s, TOCMOTpPEB Ha cebs B 3epKayo, yguoend, 4To s
OYEHb KpacuBasi, MPSIMO TakK, YTO cama 3aJI0XHYJIACh OT KaKOTO-TO HEBEPOSTHOTO,
HEePETOHSBIIETO BCE MOE CYLIECTBO YYBCTBA PaJ0OCTH, CUACTBS, €Ile 4ero-To. 5
9Ty MHHYTY TOMHIO IO OINYIICHUSIMH M ceiyac, HO OOJbIIe HUKOTJIa TaKoro
yyBCTBa He ucnbiThiBasa. (Bonnér 1994/1991, 47, italics MR)

But then in the summer of 1936 I looked in the mirror, and decided that I am very
pretty, so pretty that it took my breath away with an incredible feeling of joy and
happiness and some other feeling I didn’t know, filling my entire being. I can
recall that moment to this day, and I’ve never experienced another one like it.
(Bonner 1992, 47, italics MR)

Here the narrator tells about seeing herself as beautiful (in the English
edition she decided that she is very pretty), despite her mother’s words to her
earlier. This causes a feeling of happiness, of joy, and “some other feeling”. Was
this feeling caused by the knowledge that she could see herself differently; that,
in fact, the mother could not tell her what she was like? The passage above, the
daughter’s separation from the view of her mother indicate the identity work the
daughter has to do in order to become autonomous inside the institution of

' This is, of course, not exceptional in Russian context: in the 19™ century mothers (in noble
families) had other duties than caring for children (Engel 1983, 12), during the Soviet period
a dominating model was that of a working mother (Temkina 1997).

" Cf. Chodorow (1978, 102) who notes that mothers sometimes identify their own sexuality
with that of their daughters, not recognizing the daughter as an individual person.
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motherhood in patriarchy, “the radical surgery” between the mother and the
daughter in herself, as Adrienne Rich has put it (1986/1976, 236). As a result
there is a split between the woman-as-daughter and as-mother. The separation of
the two also comes up in a later phase in the protagonist’s life.

Later, in the 1940s-50s after the mother’s release from the camp, the
protagonist and the mother live together in the same apartment. The life together
is not easy: the mother does not approve of the protagonist’s and her friends’
way of life as did not the mother’s mother either of her way of life. The
relationship between the mother and the daughter becomes more complicated
from the grown-up daughter’s point of view:

Menst  pa3gpaxano, 4YTO MamMa  BCE€  €UIe  BOCIPUHUMAET  MEHA
YeThIpHALIATUIIETHEH - TOM, KOTOPYIO OCTaBMJA, U 1O OCIIEHCTBA JOBOAWIH €€
Bonpockl “Kynma Tet maems?”, “Korna Bepremnes?”, “I'ne nuisutacs?” Ha mro6oe
3aMeuaHue s TOToBa Oblla KPUKHYTh: “A wau Thl KO BceM uepTsam!” CaepxuBana
He 0JIM30CTh - XKanocTh. (Bonnér 1994/1991, 298)

I was annoyed by the way Mama still treated me like the fourteen-year-old she
had left, and her questions drove me crazy: “Where are you going?”, “When will
you be back?” “Where have you been gallivanting?”. 1 wanted to shout: “Go to
hell!” every time she said something to me, but I controlled myself. And I think
that proximity breeds compassion. (Bonner 1992, 328-329)

The expression “Where have you been gallivanting?” reminds the
protagonist of her childhood, when parents controlled her whereabouts. The
control practised by the parents, especially the mother on the protagonist, and
the latter’s secret attempts to challenge this control form an interesting aspect of
the construction of the self (see above).

The significance of the mother-daughter relations in the subsequent life
of the protagonist is a further question in Bonnér’s text. The figure of the
grandmother represented a very different life style and different values than
Ljusja’s mother, and she is a very important figure in the life story. The
grandmother stands for the motherly care which Ljusja lacked from her own
mother. Goscilo (2003, 64) states that the “true mothers” of Bonnér’s text are the
grandmother and Bonnér herself. I would contend that the figure of the
grandmother is more complex and controversial than this. There is also a tension
between the mother and daughter in Batanja’s and Ruth Bonnér’s relationship,
which is represented in the text. Ljusja Bonnér receives of her grandmother as
not one of “us”, that is, the “Party people” (1992,40)." It is also noteworthy that
the grandmother’s attitude to femininity and sexuality is strict. When Ruth,
already arrested and in prison, in a letter asks for a small mirror and tweezers in

12« [IT]ambl-MaMHHBIX Jpy3eil s BCET/a OIlyliaia Kak CBOWX, a 3THX [baraHuHbBIX apys3eii]

kak ayxux/ | always perceived Papa’s and Mama’s friends as my own kind and Batanya’s as
strangers.”
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order to attend to her looks, Ljusja “for some reason” becomes angry and
decides to pluck her eyebrows for the first time in her life. The grandmother then
says something the narrator will “never forget”: “Tbl 4TO - TOTOBUIIILCS CTATh
MOCTEJIbHOW MPUHAAJIE)KHOCTBI0O KOMY-HUOYIb?/ Are you preparing to become
somebody’s bedroom property?” (Bonnér 1994/1991, 295/ Bonner 1992, 324).
This would imply that the anxiety connected with sexuality between mothers
and daughters goes back to Ruth and Tatjana Bonnér’s relationship. I would
argue that this kind of heredity between generations of mothers and daughters is
one of the ideas that Bonnér’s text brings out. Secrets, silences and differences
between the generations are constantly present, and the narrator-protagonist
“detects” them, although they are not discussed in the family. In her mother and
grandmother she sees two different ways of living, which helps her not to admit
to parental control, but gives her tools to perceive a similar pattern between
generations.

When in Bonnér’s case the protagonist grows older life with her mother -
who had been released from the prison camp - becomes unbearable. When she
gets married and becomes pregnant, her mother advises her not to give birth,
because the doctors think it would cause a threat to her health and she does not
approve of the father of her grandchild - just as Ljusja’s grandmother had not
approved of her sons-in-law. However, the birth of grandchildren changes the
situation and the mother’s attitude, as the narrator describes:

I'maBHBIM B ee )KM3HM CTaidM BHYKH. [lopazuTenbHO, CKOJIBKO Terja U KaKOro-To
BHYTPEHHETO CBEUEHHsI COXpaHMJa OHa A HUX. M OoT BHYKOB OCTajoCh eme u
npaBHykam! Manenpkue Jnetd roBopAT: “Most Mama camas  Xxopomas’.
Ilepedpasupys, MHE Bcerga XOTeNoCh cKazaTh: “Mos Mama - camas xopoluas
6abymka”.(Bonnér 1994/1991, 300)

Only the grandchildren mattered. It was amazing how much warmth and inner
radiance she had preserved for them. And the grandchildren gave her great-
grandchildren. Little kids say: “My mother is the best.” I always wanted to amend
that a bit to: “My mother is the best grandmother”. (Bonner 1992, 330-331)

The narrator, obviously, interprets the change that occurred in her
mother as favourable: she seems to point out that her mother finally showed the
love and affection towards her grandchildren which Ljusja had missed in her
childhood. According to the narrator, the mother now realizes what is important
in life:

Morna nu s mpencraButh cebe, 4YTO MOsI Mama, >KEHpaOOTHHK, MapTpabOTHHK,
aHTHMEIaHKa U MaKCHUMaJIMCTKa, HUKOTIa He JIaBaBIlias ceOe BOJIM Ha3BaTh HAC C
Eropkoii kakuM-HUOYb TAaCKOBBIM HMEHEM, OyJIeT IITOMATh CKaTePTH, IIIUTh MHE
TUIaThsi, OOMMBATh W HapspkaTh TaHIO, cTaHeT “‘cymacmenmei” 0al0ymkoi u
npabadyIIKo, Al KOTOPO €€ BHYKH M MpPAaBHYKU CTaHYT TJIABHBIM “‘CBETOM B

OKOIIIKE”, OTIpaBJaHUEM BceX TMOTEPh U yTpaT, Bcer ku3Hu. (Bonnér 1994/1991,
89)
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Could I have ever imagined that my mother, a Party worker, antibourgeois and
maximalist, who never allowed herself to use a tender word to Egorka or me,
would be mending tablecloths, sewing dresses for me, dressing up Tanya, could
turn into a “crazy” grandmother and great-grandmother, for whom her
grandchildren and great-grandchildren would be the chief “light in the window,”
the justification for all the losses of her entire life. (Bonner 1992, 89-90)

The narrator sees her mother’s life from the perspective of her own
experience of childhood. This love for the grandchildren, as the narrator
indicates, has “returned” the mother, a committed worker and activist in her
youth, to her family. It also means a recovery for the narrator, who had lacked
her mother’s attention as a child:

IIpocTo OHA 3TUM TPYIHBIM, IOYTH HEMPEOAOJIMMBIM IIArOM 10 KOHLA OTAaBalla
HaM ce0s, CBOIO TEILTYI0, )KUBYIO JI000Bb, KOTOPAas BBILIE U OOJIbIIE a0CTPAKTHBIX
uaed U npuHIUNoB. Tak OHa mepesa caMol CMEPTBIO CKas3alla, 4TO B )KU3HU HAJ0
pocTo Mo-100pomy kuth. (Bonnér 1994/1991, 90)

It was simply that with that difficult, almost impossible step she fully gave herself
to us, her warm, living love, which was higher and greater than abstract ideas and
principles. She said almost before her death that in life you must simply live in a
good and kind way. (Bonner 1992, 90)

In the words “she fully gave herself to us, her warm, living love” the
narrator sees her mother’s affection for the grandchildren as a kind of healing
process, a return to life, after the trauma of losing the husband and being in the
prison camp.

Helena Goscilo (2003, 59) has interpreted Bonnér’s representation of her
mother as “matrophobic” in that Bonnér distances herself from her “as a failed
progenitor” and “as the dread personification of Soviet womanhood, the product
of an ideology the adult Bonner finds morally and politically repugnant”.
Although evidence can be found about the latter statement in the text (see the
quotations above), | would say that the concept of matrophobia in connection
with Bonnér’s representation is exaggerated. On the grounds of the text it can be
seen, that even though the narrator describes the change in the mother, it is
perhaps more a change in her way of interpreting the mother’s life. Rather than
distancing, the narrator strives to understand her mother and she does this by
seeking aspects of her mother’s life she can identify with. As Tess Cosslett
(2000, 145) writes on the matrilineal narratives in women’s autobiographies
(produced in a different social and cultural setting than Bonnér’s text): “In
retrospect, the reader can now see the recreation of [the mother’s] story ... as part
of that process of recovering/making matrilineal connections, trying to
explain/excuse her mother’s behaviour by retrospectively imagining her point of
view”. I deem this is a part of Bonnér’s project of writing, too. The first person
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narrator looks back on and constructs the past, childhood experiences, in order
to understand (the self in) the present.

That the narrating is in fact a project of understanding the self through
the mother emerges in passages where the narrator concretely explains how she
herself realised what it means to be a parent:

Kak s opana, pacckazate HeBO3MOXkHO. Tak >xe motom opaina most TaHs, ecnu eit
Haj0 OBUIO B3STh KPOBb W3 TaNblla, 3a4MHUTH 3y0 WIIM CAENaTh YTO-HUOY.b
nogo6Hoe. UTo mpu 3TOM 4yBCTBOBAJIM Mama M Tama, s MOHsJA, KOraa MoA00Hy10
onepanuio aenanu ei... (Bonnér 1994/1991, 63)

It’s impossible to describe how I screamed through the whole thing. My Tanya
screamed the same way if they had to take a blood sample from her finger, fill a
tooth or something like that. [ realized how my parents must have felt when Tanya
had her tonsils removed... (Bonner 1992, 67)

There are many descriptions of the protagonist’s being ill in the text.
Being ill meant for the young Bonnér that she got her mother’s undivided
attention for herself. When her own daughter has the same illness as she herself
had as a child, the narrator realizes she is going through the same worries as her
parents did when she was ill, and she realizes how her parents “must have felt”.
Relations between children and parents form a continuing, recurring pattern. In
the case of the matrilinecal relations between Bonnér, her mother and
grandmother, there is the feeling of guilt:

Y Mampl OBIJIO YyBCTBO BHHBEI Tiepen 0aOymkod 3a CBOKW Cyan0y, KoTopas
PHUKOIIIETOM TPONUIAch Mo O0adymike. Y MeHsS - mepell MaMoi 3a MO CYIn0y H
Moe cuactbe. Jlouku - Mmatepu! Jlouku - matepu! (Bonnér 1994/1991, 302)

Mother felt guilty in front of Grandmother because her fate ricocheted into her
mother’s life. I feel guilty toward my mother for my life and my happiness.
Mothers and daughters! Mothers and daughters! (Bonner 1992, 333)

The text actually ends with these words, and the reader may wonder if
the exclamation is meant as a sign of understanding the special meaning and
importance of this relationship in a woman'’s life, or for a feeling of inability to
break the chain of hereditary guilt between mothers and daughters. The actual
text and its writing imply the former.

In the last pages of the text, the readers can also hear the narrator’s
mother’s voice, when a passage from her notebook is included there. The
narrator offers the passage quoted as her mother’s “own words” written shortly
before her death. It is interesting to ponder, why the narrator chose that passage,
what else the mother had written in her book, and what it meant for her. As such,
the reader, however, is left without explanations and with the daughter’s story
about her mother’s life as she sought to understand it and herself in it.
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6 Emma Gerstejn’s Literary Memoirs

The memoirs of the literary scholar and historian, Emma Gerstejn (1903-
2002), have become a prominent work on Russian modernist literary history.
Her Memuary (1998) focuses on the lives and works of repressed writers of the
Soviet period, Osip Mandel’Stam, Anna Ahmatova and Lev Gumilev. I have
chosen to concentrate on these memoirs because of their significance in Russian
culture and (women’s) literary history. These memoirs are significant not only
from the perspective of the history of modernism in Russia, but also from the
perspective of the author’s age (95 when the memoirs were published in 1998)
and experience, and the representation of gender and sexuality in Russian
culture. They add an important chapter to the autobiographical writing by
Russian women along with the texts by the women of the 1920s’ generation, and
they continue the tradition of literary memoirs by Russian women.

Holmgren (1993) describes how dissident Soviet Russian women of the
post-Stalin period engaged themselves in writing down and preserving the male
artists’ life and work. This project combined writing, domestic sphere and
dissident activity - a historic conflation in Russian literature - with the feminine
traits of “moral fervor”, “self-sacrifice”, “a capacity for care-giving”. Men
writers such as Osip Mandel’Sstam, Mihail Bulgakov and Boris Pasternak, in
their fictional works had already described the female helpmates of the male
heroes, “blessed wives”. In these images, according to Holmgren, the real life
wives “confront a culturally imposed gender gap between preserving and
creating”. In other words, when writing down their own stories, they were faced
with the existing literary feminine images created by the male artists, and they
supposedly settled with the position of this described “help mate”, “blessed
wife” who preserved his creator’s art. (Holmgren 1993, 10-12, 22-23.)

However, according to Holmgren, especially two women
autobiographers, Lidija Cukovskaja and Nadezda Mandel’stam, were
empowered by the figure of one unofficial female artist, Anna Ahmatova, who
in Stalin’s time through her unofficial poems “demonstrated the possibility of a
woman writing about these times from her own perspective” (ibid. 23-24).
Whereas for unofficial male writers the domestic sphere represents a refuge, a
space where artistic creation is possible with the help of female care-givers, thus
idealizing the domestic, Ahmatova “uses it as a resonating place of torment - a
private space where women agonize over their victimized loved ones and cope
with the dual reality of Stalinist life” (ibid. 24).

Gerstejn’s memoirs are connected with these early works by their theme:
the documentation and remembrance of the lives of the modernist poets. In a
similar vein, Memyapwsi (Memoirs) commemorates repressed Russian poets, their
lives and their works, and participates in the building of a modernist canon in
post-socialist Russian literature (Smith 2001, 75). However, parts of it were



written considerably later than those of Cukovskaja’s and N. Mandel’§tam’s
texts, and her work is in some sense a response to that of N. Mandel’Stam.

Irina Zerebkina in her monograph shows that the prominent Soviet
women literary scholars Lidija Ginzburg, Ol’ga Frejdenberg and GerStejn had to
combat against the influence of prominent masters and teachers in order to
achieve a place of their own in the professional life. The difficulty of
identification as a woman intellectual was, according to Zerebkina, signified by
these scholars in their texts. (Zerebkina 2001, 227.)

Writing “in the shadow of others” is a constitutive structure for
Gerstejn’s text, but it is also a narrative tactic, through which the writing subject
encloses the construction of her own self.

In my discussion on Gerstejn’s text I concentrate in more detail on
certain parts of it, namely those which, in my view, deal more or less directly
with the author’s own life situation and her relationship to the main characters of
her text, especially the chapters “Near the Poet”, “Superfluous Love”, “A Flow
of Insults” and “Nadezda Jakovlevna”.'

6.1 A Subtle Tactic of Narrating

Following Bourdieu on biographical discourse, Alexandra Smith (2001,
77-8) notes that the narrative in GerStejn’s text is based on poetic and
theological discourses where the artist is represented as a creator with
exceptional imaginative qualities: “...Gershtein persistently underlines the
prophetic qualities of the poet’s imagination, thereby creating for herself a
privileged position of witness and initiated reader” (ibid. 78). This is in line with
what Holmgren has formulated regarding the Soviet Russian women
autobiographers as “cultural conservators”, who through the privilege of their
experience as wives, daughters, helpmates of poets could turn their life stories
into a testimony to the precious artistic and cultural values of the dissident
community of the time. Undoubtedly this is an important constituent of the
structure of the text. But to say this about Gerstejn’s text is not to establish the
distinctive character of her narration. The text contains features which imply that
it combines the main characters’ story with the story of the first person narrator
through a subtle tactic of narrating.

As stated above, published and partly also written later than the works
Holmgren has investigated, GerStejn’s memoirs continue in a certain sense the
line of women’s writing represented by N. Mandel’$tam’s and L. Cukovskaja’s
memoirs. Gerstejn’s, however, have less of the heroic status of a dissident
reputation granted to the previous texts, due to the fact that these were already
written and published as samizdat and tamizdat publications in the post-Stalin

" Therefore my narrative analysis here will not deal with the whole text, since the book
contains, for example, letters and diary entries (written by others) with commentaries
presented as documentary material about the fates and lives of repressed people.
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period, and represented and, in part, also created an unofficial counter-culture in
that time. In this sense the atmosphere in which Gerstejn’s memoirs were
received at the end of the 1990s is less characterised by the division into
“official - unofficial”™ - and the memoirs also encourage an “apolitical”
interpretation of themselves.

In the work’s reception the emphasis has been rather on their literary and
biographical worth?®, on the fact that they continue the tradition of preserving the
cultural heritage of repressed Russian poets. This is seen in the status the text
was immediately given in 1998, when it received the small Booker prize.* The
status is described in detail in the following extract from the text dedicated to
Gerstejn’s memory:

Ona oOmagana Ha pEAKOCTh LENKOW M YMHOM MaMsAThIO HA BCTpPEYH U
BBICKA3bIBaHUS ATUX MOATOB. M MoHecna 3Ty mamsTh A0 TeX [HEW, Korjaa ee
JIparolieHHble BOCIIOMHUHAHUsI ObUIM BOcTpeOoBaHbl BpemeHeM. C OecroliagHon
MPaBIUBOCTBI0O M OE3YKOPHU3HEHHOW YECTHOCTHIO Bocco3fana Omma [epmreiH
o0pa3pl BEMKUX B CaMble TParkuecKhue MOMEHThl MX XH3HH. W mo3tomy ee
Memyaper ... 6ecuennsl. (Glocer 2002)°

The position which accorded to GerStejn and her memoirs in this
obituary is very much connected with the reputation of the poets, mainly
Ahmatova and O. Mandel’Stam, who are the objects of her recollections, and it
stresses the symbolic status of the memoirist as “a vessel” who carries the
memory of these poets in her mind, uncontaminated, immaculate, waiting to get
out when the time is right and when it is possible. Thus, the author is given the
symbolic function of a “conservator” of the life of the great poets, whom she
knew in life, and of a “gatekeeper” of high cultural values, of which she was part
because of her contact with the poets. Indeed, GerStejn has herself stressed the
special quality in a memoirist, by stating, that a memoirist should have a

9 6

“special kind of memory”.® As will be proposed below, this position of a

* Svetlana Boym (2001, 65) notes that in the mid 1990s “[c]Jultural life in Russia ceased to be
centralized or divided between official and unofficial culture; it was in constant upheaval,
accelerated, transformed and occasionally inflated, like the society itself.”

* See Smith (2001); Zolotonosov (1998).

* Gerstejn shared the prize with Mihail Bezrodnyj.

> “She possessed an exceptionally sharp and clear memory of the meetings and utterances of
these poets. And she carried this memory until the day when her precious reminiscences met
the demand of the time. With unrelenting truthfulness and immaculate particularity Emma
Gerstejn recollected the images of the great poets in the most tragic moments of their lives.
That is why her ‘Memoirs’ ... are priceless.”

¢ “Y MeMyapucTa JOJDKHA OBITH CHelUaibHas mamsaTh. HacTosimuii aBTOp BOCHOMHHAHHIA
MOYXET JECATHICTUSMH I/Ie-TO B IIyOMHE CO3HAHMS XPAaHUTb MHTOHALMIO MM 5KECTHI TOTO
WIH IPYTOTO MEePCOHaXKa, BO3POKIAAIOIINE COJCPKAHNE BAXKHBIX MM30/I0B WHAWBUIYATBHOM
win obniecTBeHHOH xu3HU./ A memoirist should have a special memory. A true author of
reminiscences can preserve for decades somewhere at the bottom of his/her mind the
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conserver and gatekeeper is creatively used in GerStejn’s narration, and however
subtly, it momentarily transcends this model of writing. Here I want to shed
more light on the aspect of the narrator’s own involvement, or, to use
Zerebkina’s term, yoogonscmsue, pleasure, in writing, thus following the spirit
of Holmgren’s example in exploring the narrative from the point of view of the
female self in the texts of N. Mandel’§tam and L. Cukovskaja. According to
Zerebkina, Geritejn’s practices in creating memoirs imply that she shares an
understanding of language as a medium for the subjectification and reflection of
“reality”: GerS$tejn’s memoirs aim at encompassing the truth of the living in
connection with the dead (2001, 232-231).

The very first chapter, “Bonusu nosta/ Near the Poet™, begins with a
description of the narrator’s first meeting with the Mandel’Stams in the late
1920s in a sanatorium. The chapter as a whole sheds light on some episodes in
the life of the Mandel’Stams from the end of the 1920s until the death of O.
Mandel’stam in 1938 as the narrator-memoirist had observed them. It ends with
her last meeting with the poet, and with the eventual message about his death. If
seen from the perspective of “poetic and theological discourses” the chapter
represents the evidence of how GerStejn became acquainted with the
Mandel’Stams, how the meeting of O. Mandel’Stam was an initiation to a
different, special life, and how a special connection was formed between the
three of them:

7

.."1 Ocun OMmunbpeBUY cKazajd B NPUAATOUHOM IMPEIJIOKEHUHU - “MBl BCE TPOE
Takue OECTOKOWHBIE JIIOIN”, a g MpUHsUIA 3Ty (pa3y Kak NpU3HAHHS CHelaBIIeH
MeHsI BHyTpeHHell TpeBoru... Hanexxna SIkoBieBHa Haljga BO MHE CXOJCTBO CO
cBoeil crapmreit cectpoid. (GerStejn 1998, 8)

...Osip Emil’jevi¢ said in a subordinate clause - “the three of us are restless
people”. I took this phrase as a sign of recognition of the gnawing anxiety inside
of me... Nadezda Jakovlena found a resemblance between me and her older sister.
(Gerstejn 1998, 8)

A specific connection between the narrator and the Mandel’Stams is thus
outlined in this passage. The narrator then describes how she becomes a member
of the domestic circle of the Mandel’Stams. The text satisfies the readers’
expectations and provides meticulous descriptions of what O. Mandel’Stam
looked like, how he spoke, how he read his poems, how his voice resounded etc.
The narrative displays what was said in the obituary above: “She possessed an
exceptionally sharp and clear memory of the meetings and utterances of these

intonation or gestures of persons, which can restore important episodes of individual or social
life” (Gerstejn 1999, 19).

7 This chapter was previously published in D.T". Tepiureiitn 1986. Hosoe o Mandervuwmanme.
Tnasvr uz eéocnomunanui. 0.0. Manoenvuwimam 6 eopounedcckou ccoike (no nucomam C.b.
Pyoaxosa). Paris: Atheneum.
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poets.” This is what is expected of the memoirs and the memoirist-narrator has
fulfilled the task. GerStejn elsewhere agrees with this task of the memoirist: by
accomplishing this she becomes a ‘“genuine” author, who is capable of
preserving precious information at the bottom of her mind (GerStejn 1999, 19).

According to Zerebkina (2001, 240), the premise of Gerstejn’s writing is
the function of representing “reality” as an eyewitness. The everyday life in the
household of the Mandel’Stams is represented through short episodes and
anecdotes, describing everyday details, meetings with people, and relations
between them. For instance, GerStejn describes how the couple, without a place
of their own at the time, stayed a while in the narrator’s father’s house, in her
room, and how O. Mandel’Stam turned it into a “dishevelled hell”: “benas
3aHOBeCcO4YKa Ha okHe? - 11 BOT OHa copBaHa C OJIHOTO IBO3/sI U NIPHUIICTUICHA YXKe
koco. UYucroe mokpeiBaio Ha KpoBatu? - Horamm ero, HEYHIIEHHBIMH
6otunkamu./ A white curtain on the window? - And off it goes, torn off from the
one side, and hung lop-sided. A clean blanket on the bed? - He put his feet on it,
with dirty boots on” (Gerstejn 1998, 26).

The narrative includes many anecdotes and episodes of this kind which
describe her life near the Mandel’Stams. Everything recounted in the text seems
to be related to them. The narrator recalls how her mother used to read Blok; his
poem “Bo3mesnue” was especially important to her, because it reminded her of
her elder daughter’s fate. She raises this because O. Mandel’Stam also made his
remarks on the pages of the publication, and the narrator laments the
disappearance of the book. Such references to close relatives are scarce and they
are usually connected with incidents which include the Mandel’Stams, whom the
narrator apparently counted as her closest friends at the time.

These episodes attempt to recover lively details of that time and people
from the viewpoint of an eyewitness and to combine them into a story of the
“invisible” side of life: the Mandel’Stams’, her own, and of that time in general.®
According to Holmgren, L. Cukovskaja’s and N. Mandel’§tam’s works also
depict the “invisible” life of the poets, and she characterizes the latter’s book as
“a personal articulation of an unspeakable past”, and refers to reviewers’
positing of its worth as “literary and biographical criticism” (1993, 136-137).

Much the same things can be said about GerStejn’s work. Despite
Gerstejn’s own assertions expressed in the text that the two prominent memoirs
by Ahmatova and N. Mandel’Stam were politically tendentious, there seems to
be little change in the overall account of the poets’ life, compared to N.
Mandel’stam’s memoirs. GerStejn, true, reveals perhaps more of the darker side
of O. Mandel’stam’s and others’ life, and diminishes his status as a “dissident

$ Zerebkina calls this - following Foucault - the evidence of the archives which refers to the
unconscious, affective sensitivity (2001, 240-241).
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hero’, however, she too establishes the poet as an apocalyptic figure, a seer, and
a spiritual guide.

The narrator goes through different accounts by Ahmatova and N.
Mandel’Stam in their memoirs, which circulated in different versions. She gives
her own version of the circumstances, claiming, for instance, that N.
Mandel’Stam is incorrect in her account of who took which manuscripts with
them from their apartment. She then continues to describe, how, in her opinion,
the Mandel’Stams wanted to “sacrifice” her for the sake of others, as one of the
people to whom he had presented his anti-Stalin poem, and to involve her in
their play at “the political struggle”, to draw attention to his case. In these
passages Gerstejn is also involved with her own image and own version of the
events, the depiction of which in N. Mandel’Stam’s memoirs caused her to
protest against such an approach.

If considered from the viewpoint of the construction of the “self” in text,
these episodes, then, serve to establish the narrator’s “privileged position as
witness and initiated reader”, a “genuine” author and memoirist. This position
also makes way for the construction of subjective memory. In this case, the
memoirist has a specifically powerful position to present and promote her
version because she has outlived the others. Thus, if attention is paid to the point
of view of the construction of the self by the narrator, these encounters and
episodes are also connected with more personal points of her own biography,
although this story is dispersed throughout the story of the main characters’
lives. This subtle tactic of narrating through subjective memory, however,
creates space and engages the narrating subject in construction of her
experiences and past self.

Thus, in the chapter “Bonusu mosta/ Near the Poet” we find that the
memoirist-narrator had experienced a serious mental trauma in her youth, and
she was deeply depressed (GerStejn 1998, 7). She was twenty five and sent by
her father to the sanatorium where she met the Mandel’Stams. As the passage
quoted a little earlier shows, she soon feels that the Mandel’Stams understand the
gnawing anxiety inside of her. Nadezda especially seems to help her to “open”
herself in the healing process, to deal with the anxiety, as the narrator remarks.

° Cf. Zerebkina (2001, 240): “B pe3ynbTaTe OCHOBHBIM METOJOM IHChMa IMMbI IepmTeiin
CTaHOBUTCS TEKCTOJIOTHYECKas buxcanyst BHEHOPMATUBHBIX XapaKTEePUCTUK
CyOBEKTHBHOCTH, TPOSBUBIIASCS B HanOOJee CKaHAAIbHBIX CBHICTENBCTBAX ee Memyapos -
HarpuMmep, B MPUBOJUMBIX €10 pa300JIaunTeIbHBIX MaTepHaiax cieicTBeHHoro aena Ocumna
MasnnenpiraMma WIH TOKa3aTeNsiX CEKCyalIbHOCTH JIIOJICH, KOTOPBIX pyccKas KyJbTypa
JIMIIHAJIA BCSIKMX TPOSIBIICHHH ceKcyanbHOCTH - Ocuna n Hanexxnsl ManaensmtaMoB, AHHBI
AxmatoBoit u gap./ As a result, the basic method of Emma Gerstejn’s writing is the
textological fixation of abnormative characteristics of subjectivity, which occurrs in the most
scandalous accounts of her Memoirs - for instance, in the revealing materials concerning the
investigation connected with Osip Mandel’Stam, or in the indicators concerning the sexuality
of persons which the Russian culture has deprived of any expressions of sexuality - Osip and
Nadezda Mandel’Stams, Anna Ahmatova and others”.
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And, as we were told, the narrator reminds Nadezda of her sister, who is “a
mentally disabled woman”, which was a less pleasant analogy for the narrator.
However, for Nadezda this was rather a compliment, because she liked people
who deviated from the norm. The narrator concludes:

W, Tem He MEHee, ¢ COUYBCTBCHHOC BHUMAaHHE MMEJNO Ha MEHS OJaroTBOPHOE
BnusHue. OHa o0Jianana aOCOMIOTHOW HECMYIaeMOCThIO, M, Oecenys ¢ HeH, s
MOCTETIEHHO M30aBIsIack OT MpHUcylield MHe ckoBaHHOCTH. (GerStejn 1998, 9)

And despite everything her compassionate attention had a favourable influence on
me. She was absolutely uninhibited, and, talking with her, I gradually got rid of
my typical reticence. (Gerstejn 1998, 9)

The narrator recalls how she sought for solace and talked openly with the
Mandel’stams. They visit her home and meet her family, said to have comprised
six people with different professions and interests, who were somewhat strange,
each in their own ways, and who had been artificially gathered (forced by the
circumstances) under the same roof, her father’s house. As the narrator notes,
their house was

COCPEIOTOYMEM CTPACTeH, Clie3 W YNpPSIMCTBA, & TAaKKE CKPBITBIX IIPAMOB OT
B3aMMHO HAHOCHUMBIX JyIIEBHBIX paH. OCOOCHHO 53TO TPOSBISIIOCH B
HaNpsHKEHHOCTH, ¢ KOTOPOH MBI BCE CXOAMIIHCH 3a 00eneHHbIM cTosioM. (Gerstejn
1998, 15)

the focus of passions, tears and stubbornness, as well as of hidden scars from
mutually inflicted mental wounds. This occurred especially in the tension of our
conversation at the dinner table. (Gerstejn 1998, 15)

The narrator recalls how she felt alien in the house, because she was
different, she did not fit in: she was unemployed and unmarried. She felt alien in
the society, as can be gathered in subsequent chapters, and these circumstances
in her youth led her to depression.

Through the acquaintance with the Mandel’Stams and new experiences
the narrator, however, gradually gains strength: “H mo mepe Toro, kak >KH3Hb
3aKaisia MeHs, sl Bce Oosee n OoJiee M3 ‘TIPHUCIOHSIOMIETOCS  MpeBpaanach B
‘mopnepxuBaroniero’./ And gradually as life tempered me, I changed from ‘the
one who is supported’ into ‘the one who supports’.” (ibid.) This tempering
through life experiences has been suggested to be an essential constituent of a
female Bildungsroman. Although GerStejn’s text does not present a coherent
story of the narrator’s life (as the other texts in this study tend to do), this can be
found fragmentarily in the passages relating to her development as a person.
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The chapter “Jlumnss mo60Bb/ Superfluous love™, as the title tells, is
about the narrator’s relationship which turned out to be superfluous, that is, her
relationship with Ahmatova’s son, Lev Gumiljev. The motivation for writing
given by the narrator in the text is her observation that the younger generations
know little about the 1930s: “...[O]am He MOryT TIpEICTaBUTL cebe
MOBCETHEBHYO KU3HB Jrofeit 30-x romos./... [They] can’t imagine the everyday
life of the people in the 1930s” (1998, 201). This chapter continues to record the
narrator’s personal perspective on the narrative, and the events described. At the
time of the first publication of the text, this was not positively received. One
critic writes:

B tpuamareie rogst OMMy [epmiTeiiH koyutern Ha3bBAIA “‘TIOITOM apXwBOB”. B
3TOW KHUTE O T03TaX HACTOJBKO HET MOJ3MH, YTO ITO YXKE MOYTH MOPHIB, TOYTH
obuja - nHMTeparypoBela Ha METPUYECKYIO0 PAaCUETIMBOCTH CTHXa./ TOIbKO
naMmsTh W MpaBjaa O TPUIALATHIX ToAax. byATo He N3BECTHO, UTO MaMSITh HAWBHA, &
npasja - oyueuka? (Skul’skaja 1994, 286)"

The critic refers to the elusiveness of such concepts as memory and
truth: people are prone to remember what they like and the truth is a subjective
opinion about events.”” However, if we concentrate on what the aim of the
narrator is - to shed light on the everyday life of the 1930s - and what the text
itself represents, its subjectivity can be seen in another, more positive light.

Besides the impressions on the everyday lives of the famous poets, the
narrative reveals the narrator’s search of her own place in society, of her
becoming a literary scholar, a person in her own right. In one passage she
reminisces in a sad tone, how her relatives had travelled to Yalta for a vacation,
but she “...nHe e3nuna HUKyAa, Benb s Bcerna Obuia 6e3paboTHOM./ ...had never
travelled anywhere, because I was always unemployed.” (GerStejn 1998, 257).
Her first trip to the South takes place when she goes there to gather material for
her research on Lermontov. She is granted the trip in late autumn, in November
“...aT00BI, HEe mail bor, s He MpoBeja Ha Ka3eHHBIM CUET JIETO WIIM OapXaTHBIN
ce3oH B Kpeimy./...so that, God forbid, I wouldn’t spend the summer or the
autumn season in the Crimea at the state’s expense” (ibid. 255).

' First published in 1993. I'epurreitn, Dmma 1993. Jlutinss 106086, CIIEHBI H3 MOCKOBCKOM
*Ku3HU. Hoewiii mup 11-12.

"' “In the thirties Emma Gerstejn’s colleagues called her ‘the poet of the archives’. In this
book about the poets there is no poetry at all, which makes it almost an outburst, almost an
insult by a literary scholar on the metrical calculation of a poem.// Only the memory and truth
about the thirties. As if it were not known that the memory is naive, and the truth dusecka?”

2 The term ‘mymeuxa/ dusecka’ refers apparently to Cehov’s short story of the same title
(“The Darling”). In the story the female heroine Olen’ka changes her behaviour and opinions
whenever she changes her companion. (Uexos, A.Il. 1988. Uzopannvie couunenus. Jlymeuka.
M.: XynoxxectBeHHas nureparypa. 361-371.
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The story of her love for Ahmatova’s son gives a rather different picture
of the relationship than, as the author herself states, is often assumed.” It was
thought of as GerStejn’s unrequited love for L. Gumilev."* Why this relationship
becomes a topic of memoirs in the first place, is, of course, connected with the
fact that Gumilev is Ahmatova’s son, and thus serves as an important figure in
the latter’s biography. However, in “JIumnssa mo6oBs/ Superfluous Love” the
narrator, besides the observations on the relationship between the famous
mother and her son, voices her personal concerns. She recalls her youth and her
dreams:

Korma-to B toHOCTH, 51 MeuTala, 4YTO BCTPEUy MYXKYMHY, KOTOPBI OyAeT Omopoii,
JIYXOBHBIM PYKOBOJAMTENEM, JPYrOM H 3allUTHUKOM. DTa MeuTa JaBHO ObLIa
3a0biTa. He OBLIO BOKpYr MEHsT MYXKYHH, >KUBYIIUX OOJBIIOH W pPOBHOM
TBOpUYECKOW ku3HU. Bce, ¢ keM MOXHO ObIIO HalTH OOIIMIA S3BIK, OBUIH
HEBPACTCHUKAMHU, YCTAJIBIMHU U HEYIOBJICTBOPSHHBIMH JIFOJIbMHU HJIH 3aCTHIBIIMMH,
TIOJIMCHSIOLIMMH YCIIOBHBIMHU pedIieKcamMu JBIKCHHUE KUBOW IyIIU. A TJIaBHOE -
BCE OHM OBLIM 3aHATHI TOJBKO co00i. (Gerstejn 1998, 252)

In my youth I dreamed that I would meet a man, who would be my support,
spiritual guide, friend and defender. This dream was long forgotten. There were
no men around me who would live a grand and steady creative life. All with
whom I found a common language were neurotic, tired and dissatisfied people or
stiff men who had replaced the vivid emotions with conditional reflexes. And,
most of all they were all just interested in themselves. (Gerstejn 1998, 252)

In this situation, as a single, 35-year-old woman, she finds a friend in
Lev:

On MHe ObUT TOpOT Kak ApPYT, KOTOPOro s Joduia, penko Buasd. S mroOuna ero
MBICJIb, BBICKA3bIBAEMYIO BCErJa C HM3SAIIHBIM U CBOCOOPa3HBIM JIAKOHU3MOM,
yYHAcJEeIOBaHHBIM OT MaTepH, €ro MY>KECTBCHHYIO, KaK Yy OTIa, MOITHYECKYIO
B3BOJIHOBAHHOCTh, 0JIarOpOJICTBO, C KakWM OH HEC CBOE TDKKOE Opems,
CPaBHMMOE C UCTOPHUYECKON CYIBbOOW TpeciielyeMbIX MAJIOJIETHUX PETEHACHTOR
Ha TpecTos. S jkanena ero M Mpo ceOs HasbiBaja MOYEMY-TO IMO-(PpaHIly3CKU
victime (xepTBa). (Gerstejn 1998, 252)

He was dear to me as a friend, whom I loved, but seldom saw. I loved his
reflection, which he always expressed with distinguished and original laconicism,
inherited from his mother, his masculine, poetic disquiet, like his father’s, the
noble way of carrying his heavy burden, which compared to the historical fate of

P Cf. Gerstejn’s interview with Irina Vrubel’-Golubkina: “A BOT Takue Aypaku, KOTOpBIE
Hanucany: “bemHas OMMa, KoTopasi BCIO KU3Hb CTpajiaia OT Hepas/IeJICHHOH JIF0OBH , - Kakas
3TO BCE MOILIOCTh, @ CYUTACTCS Yy HHUX 3ameuareibHbIM perieH3eHToM./ There are these
blockheads, who write: ‘Poor Emma, who suffered her whole life from unrequited love’, -
what insipidity, but they think he’s an excellent reviewer.” (Vrubel’-Golubkina 1999, 21)

' This view is expressed in Zolotonosov’s article (1998).
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persecuted minor pretenders. I felt pity for him and for some reason secretly
called him in French victime. (GerStejn 1998, 252)

This passage describes the narrator’s love for the descendant of the great
poets, who has inherited the best qualities of his parents, but who is,
nevertheless, a victim, who involves protection. Indeed, in the course of the
narration Lev’s figure is pictured as somewhat vulnerable.” Thus, the narrator
reverses the relationship of which she initially dreamed: she supports and
defends this victime, who needs her, not vice versa.

In the chapter “Ilepedens 06un/ A Flow of Insults”, in accordance with
the title, the narrator goes through different insults she has experienced during
her life. Many of them are connected with her social status. Her alleged
bourgeois origin caused her problems in being accepted in Soviet society. She
loses her job, apparently because her father works at the Kreml’ clinic, and their
family lives comfortably, but the true reason, according to the narrator, is that
she was not a member of the Komsomol. In her twenties she goes through a
nervous breakdown, attempts suicide and is sent to a sanatorium where she then
meets the Mandel’Stams. The narrator’s education, her three-year study of
language and literature at university, turned out to be practically a waste of time:
the rector of the university admits that the university did not equip the students
for any profession. The best the graduates could apply for was a job as a
bookkeeper (ibid. 393). The text describes insults on a more intimate level, that
of her relations with the Mandel’Stams. The tone of the chapter is confessional,
and it continues the personal perspective employed in the previous chapters.

However, it is the chapter “Nadezda Jakovlevna”, also published in the
journal Znamja in 1998 which attracted the public’s attention with its
description of the Mandel’Stam’s daily life (Zolotonosov 1998). However, it is
an intriguing text in many other ways: it comments upon questions of writing
literary history, the anti-Soviet culture’s strategies of constituting images of
itself, and the connections between life and art in O. Mandel’Stam’s poetry of
the 1930s based on the author’s own impressions. The narrative tactic in this
chapter gives further indications that GerStejn’s writing fluctuates between
personal and common, subjective and objective.

6.2 Subjectivity

At the beginning of the text “Nadezda Jakovlevna” the memoirist-
narrator uses quite a cautious writing strategy and starts with several references

" The narrator mentions how Lev took exams at university, although he was faint with hunger
(Gerstejn 1998, 210); how the waiter gives him a drink before his turn, because there is
something in the combination of his joyful, bright look and shabby clothes (ibid. 202); or how
he covers his excessively thin neck with a scarf, in order not let his mother break with sorrow.
This feeling of pity is also connected with Anna Ahmatova.
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to the reception of O. Mandel’Stam’s poetry. She quotes Hardziev quoting
Ahmatova quoting O. Mandel’Stam’s verses, and continues to refer to K.
Cukovskij, A. Blok and V. Sklovskij, who are all equally intrigued by the
philosophy of the poet’s writing. She then continues more controversially with
comments on “actual mistakes” in Anna Ahmatova’s memoirs on the poet’s life
written after his rehabilitation. The narrator argues that when N. Mandel’Stam
wrote her memoirs in the 1950s-60s to commemorate her husband’s fate as a
victim of Stalin’s regime, Anna Ahmatova wrote her own memoirs following
exactly what the former had written, in order to make it look like a coherent,
“true” picture of his life: “JINCTKM HM B OJHOM CJIOBE HE PaCXOJMINCH C
HanuaeiMu Bepcusimu. [lpu 3ToOM OHM OBUIM H3HAYAIbHO 3aJyMaHbl Kak
teHaeHmo3nas Bemb./ Her ‘Listki’ didn’t differ from Nadja’s version by a
single word. Besides, they were meant to be tendentious.” (Gerstejn 1998, 415-
6)

The narrator continues to argue for this statement by depicting a scene
where Ahmatova disapproves of her notes on Mandel’Stam because they
included a reference to a quarrel in which Osip was involved: “Her, netr! O6
sToM Henb3s mnucath! (...) I[loromy uyto... (...) moromy uro Ocun ObLI
Hernpas!/No, no! You can’t write about that! (...) Because... (...) because Osip
was wrong!” (ibid. 416) - she recalls Ahmatova’s words. The narrator notes, that
the poet’s literary portrait was constituted on a suppression of a whole strata of
his colourful and stormy life (ibid.). It is here that the narrator’s position as
eyewitness and participant in the process of commemoration of Osip
Mandel’Stam’s life motivates the writing, because, as the narrator states, she was
near the Mandel’Stams during the last decade before the poet’s death and
“[H]acTamo BpeMs, KOT/a BCE 3TU TEMHBIE MECTa MOXHO U HYXHO BBICBETHUTB/
the time has come when those dark areas can and need to be illuminated” (ibid.).

In the text “Nadezda Jakovlevna” the presence of “the speech of the
other” abounds, playing a specific role in GerStejn’s memoir narrative as a
whole, as Smith writes:

The structure of Gershtein’s narrative is such that it enables her not only to act as
her friend’s biographer but also, while taking into account both Mandel’shtam’s
pronouncements, and his wife’s explanations of them, to verify the truthfulness of
the representation of such and such an event. (Smith 2001, 84)

This means frequent references to and actualizations of the main
characters’ voices in the narrative, which serve either to verify GerStejn’s own
observations, as Smith mentions referring to Bahtin (ibid. 83), or, to give a
polemic tone to her statements. Bahtin formulates the notion of an internal or
cloaked polemics in literary discourse by noting that every literary word senses
its readers and critics and reflects their anticipated resistance, values and views.
Internal polemics plays an important role, especially in autobiographies. (Bahtin
1991, 283.) Besides the verification of certain events and their truthfulness and
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the argumentation for the advantage of her own point of view, the speech of the
other structures GerStejn’s narrative on the level of the representation of the
narrator’s self. This can be called veiled subjectivity, because it takes the form
of a verifiable, truthful account of past events, but can also be seen as the
narrator’s own subjective viewpoint of the past.

6.2.1 Veiled

One of the intriguing passages in this chapter is with GerStejn and O.
Mandel’stam in the latter’s home, where the following scene takes place.
Nadezda’s brother, Evgenij Jakovlevi¢, Gerstejn’s lover at the time, is on
holiday with his wife, Elena Mihailovna. When GerStejn is visiting the
Mandel’$tams, another visitor drops in. While he is there, Osip Emil’evi¢ finds
out that Evgenij Jakovlevi¢ will stay longer on the holiday than was planned.
He, as the narrator let’s understand, knows this interests and worries Gerstejn,
but, since the brother is on holiday with his wife, it would not be appropriate to
discuss the relationship in the presence of an outsider. However, as the narrator
suggests, this is exactly why O. Mandel’Stam starts to talk about it in the
presence of her and the third person:

Hauunnarotcst HepBHBIE TenedOHHbBIE TeperoBopsl ¢ Teulie EBrenns SkopneBnya.
berotnst B KOpuaop K ammapary, I0BEpUTEIbHBIE TIepecKa3bl IXOHTOBY, KTO YTO
roBopuT. Bot yxe oreny Enenst MuxaiinoBusl BbI3biBaeT K Tenedony Ocwuma
DOMHUITBLEBUYA: OH HAIEN JIaTy mocieaHero nuckMa u3 Kucnosopcka. (...) Ho Ocun
OMUITBEBUY  HAuWHAET OOCYXJaTh C SIXOHTOBBIM BO3MOXHBIH OOpaTHBIN
MapupyT MyTemecTBeHHUKOB. OH TOBOPUT C OOBIYHBIM CBOUM TPEBOXKHBIM
KpacHOpeYreM, HO TIO €T0 JIMILYy MPOOeraeT CKPhITas yJIbIOKa, KOTOPYIO S CKopee
yraJplBaio, YeM BUXKY: OH HCIBITHIBAET YJOBOJIBCTBHE, YKPAIKOM MOIJIsIAbIBAs Ha
MeHs. 11 MHe Kaxercs, 4To SIXOHTOB 3TO TOXE NOHUMAaeT. Benp CIEKTakiIb
pas3bIrpBIBAETCS CHELMAIBHO Ul MEHS, JUIsl TOro, YTOObI MOHA0MI0aTh 32 MHOM,
HaHOCA MHE paHbl. S Momuy. DTO 37MUT ero. MaHaenpImTaM HU K 4YeMy He yMmell
ObITh paBHOAYIIHBIM. (Gerstejn 1998, 425)

Nervous telephone calls start with Evgenij Jakovlevi¢’s mother-in-law. Running
back and forth to the telephone, confidential discussions with Jahontov on who
says what. Now, Elena Mihailovna’s father wants to talk with Osip Emil’jevi¢: he
has found the date of the last letter from Kislovodsk. (...) He starts to discuss with
Jahontov the best route back home. He is speaking with his usual troubled
talkativeness, but over his face runs a secret smile, which I rather guess than see:
he experiences pleasure in giving me stealthy glances. And I think Jahontov also
realises that. You see, this performance is especially played for me in order to
watch me, to hurt me. I keep quiet. It irritates him. He could not be blasé towards
anything. (Gerstejn 1998, 425)

By the end of this passage, it seems that the narrator is in an imagined
dialogue with Mandel’stam’s supposed responses: he is “giving stealthy
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glances” with a “secret smile” on his face “experiencing pleasure” over the play
with the narrator’s love affair with a married man. This is reinforced by the
present tense, which intensifies the presence of the experience, showing
“presence of memory”." In addition, here and elsewhere, the text creates an
impression that the narrator relives the scene in writing which results in the
surfacing of emotions. This impression, to be more precise, is an effect of the
narrative voice, which as a rule has an outward, narrator-focalizer, but now
shifts to inner focalization. In the field of psychological focalization, the
emotional level of focalization can be objective (neutral, outward) or subjective
(coloured, engaged) (Rimmon-Kenan 1991/1983, 103). In the passage above,
the narrator identifies with her past self to the extent that relives the emotions
she goes through in the scene. Interestingly, this is what the narrator noticed
herself about N. Mandel’Stam’s writing when the latter was working on her own
Mmemoirs:

HauaB nucatb cBOlO nepByI0 KHUTY, Hans ouyTrinack kKak Obl B COCTOSIHUM IIOKA.
OHa morpy3wnach B CBOK VyHIEANyl0 Xu3Hb C OcHIIOM OMHIIbEBHYEM,
MOCTETNIEHHO TI0 CTYTEHSM TIepEXHBasi BCE €€ MOBOPOTHL. ITO ObLI0 OecromaaHoe
B)KMBAaHUE B Ka3aloch Obl 3a0bITYI0 KH3Hb, & B JICHCTBUTEILHOCTH JIMIIb
BPEMEHHO OTOABUHYTO BrityOb. (Gerstejn 1998, 415).

Having started to write the first book, Nadja was as if in a state of shock. She
became absorbed with her past life with Osip Emil’jevi¢, gradually, step by step
reliving it with its turning-points. It was a ruthless insight into an apparently
forgotten life, but in fact it was only temporarily transferred into the depths of her
mind. (GerStejn 1998, 415).

The episodes with subjective narrative voice emerge in the course of the
narrative occasionally, but they give further indication that in writing the
memoirs, and grounding her authority in writing them on the fact that she was
near them, necessarily also involves the narrator in writing about her own
development, emotions and experiences.

Gerstejn’s memoirs also follow N. Mandel’Stam’s example in the
manner of writing a poet’s biography."” Insofar as GerStejn’s narrating moves in
the realm of intimate life and subjective perspective of the author, the narrating
subject becomes absorbed with her past life and constructs it in the text. The
quote above and other passages of the chapter which touch upon more intimate
situations in their friendship are certainly meant as illustrations of the main
characters’ lives and not so much the narrator’s own life. The “I” of the past

'* This is a term used by Vilkko (1997, 167).

7 Cf. Holmgren (1993, 166): “In both content and form Nadezhda Mandelstam’s text
transgresses many of the implicit conventions of Russian and Soviet memoir writing - the
whitewashed portraits, the decorous language, the proscription on the very intimate and
unpleasant, the author’s circumspection and self-effacement.”
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exists and is present insofar as it establishes her position as a witness, a
“mediator” of events in the poets’ lives. The constant references to the words of
others, and stressing the correctness of her insights, in contrast to those of the
others, however, creates an impression of paying dues or polemicizing other
memoirists.” In Gerstejn’s case this other is notably N. Mandel’Stam. Gerstejn’s
narrative engages in polemics with N. Mandel’Stam’s prominent memoirs, in
which she herself was not represented in a benevolent manner (see Proffer 1992;
Holmgren 1993, 167). Thus, some aspects of paying personal dues are
discernible.” The narrator’s aim is to present her own account as objective, a
literary historical fact as understood by herself.® Although the memoirist
Gerstejn employs different strategies of objectifying her narrating (referring to
other sources, to well-known scholars) and appealing to her unique position as
an eyewitness, who posits “authentic” information on what she accounts, the
personal, subjective style that structures her text brings in her personal
involvement and agenda.

6.2.2 Two-fold

However, this veiled subjectivity of the narrative voice has another
function in the text. Although the narrative, in which the author-narrator is
prominently present, at times turns into quite subjective accounts, as seen above,
this subjectivity is part and parcel of Gerstejn’s understanding of a historical
fact, as her interpretations of O. Mandel’Stam’s life and poetry indicate. In the
latter part of the chapter “Nadezda Jakovlevna” GerStejn contemplates what
insight O. Mandel’stam’s poems provide about his life and emphasises the
importance of this aspect on his life and poetry: “Ho ecnu mMb1 Oynem CyauThb o
MI09TE 10 KHUTAM €T0 BJIOBBI, BMECTO TOT'O YTOOBI CYJHTh O €r0 YKH3HH IO €ro
KHUTAaM M BBICKa3bIBaHHUSM, MBI HUKOTIa He 1oOepeMcs 1o uctunsl./ If we are to

'S This is also a typical constituent of memoir writing in Russia in general Cf. V.A. Cernyh
(1994, 68) on Puskin’s and Ahmatova’s autobiographical prose: “XapaktepHoii
0COOCHHOCTBIO MHOTHX aBTOOMOrpadguyeckux 3ameTok [lymkuHa u AXMaTOBOH SIBISIETCS UX
MoJeMHUYHOCTh. OTHON W3 BaXKHBIX MOOYAWUTENHHBIX TPUYMH K HAIMCAHUIO MEMYapoB...
SBISUIOCH HEOOXOAMMOCTh OTBETa HAa HENPUEMIICHHBIC...BBICKA3bIBAaHHSA B  II€YATH,
3aJIeBaBIUE WX 4YecThb M 4ecTh ONM3kux uM Jjrojael./ A characteristic feature of many
autobiographical notes by Puskin and Ahmatova is their polemic nature. One of the important
initiating reasons for writing memoirs... was the necessity to respond to unacceptable...
statements in print, which concerned their honour and the honour of the people close to
them.”

" Gerstejn criticises this feature in N. Mandel’Stam’s memoirs (see Holmgren 1993). In
regard to herself she notes that she did not write in a malicious manner about Nadezda, but
vice versa (Vrubel’-Golubkina 1999, 14)

* In an interview Gerstejn says that N. Mandel’$tam started to fear her as “a bearer of truth”
(Vrubel’-Golubkina 1999, 3).
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judge the poet on the basis of his widow’s books, instead of judging his life on
the base of his own books and statements, then we will never achieve true
knowledge” (Gerstejn 1998, 444).

The memoirist suggests that O. Mandel’Stam’s poems are the truest
source of knowledge and truth about his life, and he himself is accorded the
biblical aura of a prophet, in the vein of Russian literary tradition. The chapter
ends with a quote from his early poem where, according to Gerstejn, he
prophesizes his own fate - which is the fate of the Russian poet, along the same
lines as Ahmatova, Cvetaeva, Majakovskij and other Russian poets:

CnocoGHOCTh BHIETh BIANb, IPYTUMH CIIOBaMH, NPOpPULIATENIbHAS CHJIa TEHUS,
nposiBIiIach y Manensmrama B panHeid Mmonogocti. Emy 6s110 20 sieT, korna o
MOCTUI CBOIO CyAb0y 1O camoro KoHma. lMmeo B BHIy CTHXOTBOpeHHE 00
UCIYTaHHOM oOpJie, Jy4lleM U3 TpeX .., pa3BUBAOILUX EAUHYIO TEMY
JpaMaTUYHOI'O Ppa3/BOCHMsI BBICOKOIO, IIOYTH KOCMHYECKOIO JyXa M XHJIOH
miotu. (Gerstejn 1998, 445)

The ability to see into remoteness, in other words, the power of a genius to
prophesy, appeared in Mandel’Stam in his early youth. He was 20 when he
grasped his final destiny. I point to his poem about a startled eagle, which is the
best of the three ..., developing the continuing theme about the dramatic splitting
of a high, almost cosmic mind and a frail body. (Gerstejn 1998, 445)

Gerstejn’s auto/biographical representation is a mixture of everyday life
observations and impressions made by her in the marginalized literary elite
circle and of the myth of a poet, a genius with the ability to foresee his/her own
fate and turn it into poetry (see Smith 2001, 78). These narrative elements in
Gerstejn’s representation and understanding of life and poetry/art resemble
features of Jurij Tynjanov’s concept of “literary personality” (rumepamypnas
auynocmo). According to Svetlana Boym, the literary personality, which is not
identical with either the actual personality or with the lyrical persona, draws
attention to the elusive boundaries between literature and byt (Boym 1991, 22).
Gerstejn’s argument that we should study what has been said by the poet in his
poetry and see it in connection with his life events in order to achieve istina goes
hand in hand with Tynjanov’s “cultural poetics of the author’s life”, which
refers to the influence of personal life on literary facts and vice versa (ibid.).

But what about the narrator herself? Is she merely a vessel that carried
this information within herself waiting for the right moment to reveal it, as she
has written in the chapter ‘“Nadezda Jakovlevna™? What are the dynamics
between the subject of GerStejn’s writing and its object: the lives of “literary
personalities”? Isn’t the author a literary personality of her own writing in
analogue with the literary personalities of the Mandel’Stams and Anna
Ahmatova? GerStejn’s text is in constant dialogue with other texts, representing
the dialogue between her own experiences and the literary personalities. The
narrator as a witness has first-hand knowledge of the events - and this is where
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Gerstejn employs the cultural myth of the custodian of cultural values. This
position, which is based on the privilege of experience, described in Holmgren’s
work, and hinted at in Smith’s article, gives GerStejn’s text the promise of an
“anonymous depoliticized discourse which pretends to be non-ideological and
transparent” (Boym 1991, 27). Smith suggests that GerStejn’s reproduction of
the speech and beliefs of her contemporaries as depoliticized discourse points to
her own belief in the self-sufficiency of art and culture (2001, 83).”

The cultural myth of the preserver of cultural values makes (it possible
for) GerStejn to recount her subjective experiences and observations because
they are connected with another pervasive Russian cultural myth: the Russian
Poet. Life besides the prominent names of Ahmatova and Mandel’Stam as a
caretaker, witnessing their artistic work, gives Gerstejn’s experiences cultural
significance and importance, and every scene, which is there to describe the
poet’s personality can be seen through this perspective. The interconnections
and intertextualities between life and poetry make the subjective experience of
the author-narrator part of the poetic world where the literary personalities live
and die. It is of undoubted importance here that the cultural myth of the destiny
of the Russian Poet is based on the interconnections between life, art and death,
not only metaphorically but also literally (Boym 1991, 21). Those who knew the
poets in life can immortalize them and their art after death. However, the
subjectivity and authenticity, which are the grounds on which the authority of
the “I” is constituted, are simultaneously what undermines it. This becomes
apparent in the reception of GerStejn’s work in Russian media and literary
circles. However, this may also be due to the fact that her memoirs are meant to
be polemic to previous testimonies on Mandel’Stam. Gerstejn vividly argues in
her memoirs that she is being faithful to reality.

We can of course ask, like Irina Vrubel’-Golubkina does, why Gerstejn
wrote her memoirs 20 years later than, for instance, N. Mandel’Stam? Not
wanting to appeal to the author’s intention as a guarantee of the meaning of the
text, the answer to this question nevertheless supports the view of the two-fold
meaning of subjectivity in her text. She says in an interview that she needed a
personal impetus, a personal interest in writing: she could not write “into
nothingness”. That interest emerged, as GerStejn says, when Lev Gumilev
published his books, which annoyed her. She was also annoyed by such
characterizations, where she was pitied, because her love was allegedly not
requited. (Vrubel’-Golubkina 1999, 21-22.)

The previous literary memoirs by Ahmatova, N. Mandel’Stam, L.
Cukovskaja and others serve as a model and counter-model for Gerstejn’s
writing, which follows this tradition of Russian women’s writing in many ways.
The narrator engages herself in the conservation of the prominent literary figures

! Smith makes the same insight on Nikolaj HardZiev’s Cmamou 06 asanzapoe 6 06yx momax
(Articles on avant-garde), which she analyses along with GersStejn’s memoirs.
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of Russian poetry, but, as the analyses above show, she employs this model
quite creatively. In the light of the narrative structure - the frequent references to
the fact that the author writes on the authority based on her own experiences - it
can be said that the narrative voice on the one hand enhances the individuality,
the uniqueness of the narrator’s representation. It enhances the notion that what
the narrator describes cannot be represented by anyone else: it is a question of a
unique experience and insight (cf. Nemzer 2002). On the other hand, if we are
sensitive to reading the text from the point of view of the female subject, it
reflects the first person narrator’s own life course, her own engagement in the
described events, touching upon even her own development at the time as a
single woman with an unstable professional status. This experience emerges due
to the narrative strategy of writing subjective memoirs on the main characters,
which are an integral part both of the writing of the literary memoirs and the
writing of the author’s self.

6.3 Narrating the Self in the Shadow

Gerstejn’s project of writing aims at a different end than that of the other
four texts. She is writing memoirs on others, prominent figures in Russian
modern literature and culture in the 20™ century. However, on the verge of
writing her memoirs she also comes to include her own life experience, although
in a more fragmentary and less self-conscious way than those of the writers. The
fragments of her own life story, scattered through the pages of her memoirs, can
be read to build a story of her own life, and her own development as an
individual and a writer.

As we saw in the discussion GerStejn’s narrative focuses on the lives of
others, and the narrator has the status of an eyewitness and a gatekeeper, who
through her individual experience can serve the community with her unique
descriptions. However, the emphasis on subjectivity and uniqueness also makes
way for the construction of the narrator’s own development, although in a less
coherent and rather episodic narration. If we read the episodes from the
perspective of the narrating subject, they structure a story of the protagonist’s
life “near the poet” as the title of one of the chapters states. It recounts events in
her own life, however, defined by her relationship with the main characters of
her memoirs. As stated in the previous subchapter, the narrative voice in the
memoirs shifts between objective and subjective. In the four chapters discussed,
the narrative voice is occasionally very subjective, and focuses almost as much
on the narrator’s experience as on the description of the main characters.

Beyond this the reader of the memoirs may also find support for the
notion that N. Mandel’Stam served as an important “female other” for the
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memoirist, both as a model for identification and separation.” Thus, although the
figure of O. Mandel’Stam is represented as a spiritual guide for the young
protagonist when she first met him, the female figure of N. Mandel’Stam exerts
no less influence on her, as the text reveals.

It was already shown that N. Mandel’Stam identified a similarity
between her own sister and the protagonist, and that she had the power to make
the protagonist talk more openly about herself. The chapter “Ilepedens obun/ A
Flow of Insults” - which accounts for various circumstances in the narrator’s
professional and love life - begins with two anecdotes about N. Mandel’Stam’s
childhood and youth, which, according to the narrator testify to typical traits of
her future life. She then continues to describe a conversation she had with her
during their first, most intense period of friendship, when the latter used to stay
overnight with her. The two young women tell each other about their first loves.
Nadja’s story 1s about her first sexual experiences with two men on one night,
and, although the narrator notes that her stories were usually not without
“elements of fantasy”, she reminisces that she had a feeling she was involved
with a “cymecTBoM Kakoil-TO Apyrod moponbl, W ... npuHsuia Haaro B cBoe
cep/lie TaKkou, kakoi oHa ObLia./ ...person of another kind and ... took Nadja into
her heart the way she was” (GerStejn 1998, 388).

Gerstejn then tells her own story, which is a sadder story about her love
for a boy two years younger than she was. Her love remained unrequited, and
the story ends after several years with the crushing words of the boy, already a
young man: “2to He3a0poBo. Tebe Hano neunthes./ That’s unhealthy. You have
to cure yourself.” (ibid. 390). Nadja’s response to this unhappy story makes the
protagonist feel better:

W xak ke jerko oTHecnach KO BceMy ckazanHoMy Hazs - Moit HOBBIN apyr. OHa
YIUBUTEIBHO YMeJNa JEHCTBOBAaTh HA YTHETEHHYIO Mcuxuky. OHa CHHMana Bce
KOMIUIEKCH. Bejlb TaBHBIM JIO3YHTOM ee JKu3Hu Obuio: “To, wero sronu
CTBIASTCS, BOBCE HE CTHIAHO . BpICIylIaB MO0 HCHOBENb, OHA CKaszama: “OTo
moxoxe Ha AxmaroBy”. (Gerstejn 1998, 390)

How smoothly Nadja, my new friend, responded to everything I had said. She had
an amazing effect on a depressed mind. She shed away all complexes. Her main
slogan was: “What people are ashamed of, is nothing to be ashamed of at all.”
After listening to my confession she said: “That reminds me of Ahmatova.”
(Gerstejn 1998, 390)

Although GerStejn’s narrative focuses on the two prominent figures of
modern Russian literature, Ahmatova and O. Mandel’Stam, N. Mandel’Stam
stands for a more important figure from the psychological aspect of narrating

* The importance of “female others” in the construction of a female memoirist’s identity in a
Russian context is observed at least by Holmgren in the works of Soviet women writers
(1993) and Irina Savkina in women’s autodocumentary texts of the early 19" century (2001).
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about the “I”. It is connected with significant experiences in GerStejn’s personal
life and development: sexuality, relationships, intimate conversations between
women are connected with depictions of Nadja.

Although Gerstejn’s text does not represent a similar kind of quest for
the self as N. Mandel’Stam’s Hope Against Hope and Hope Abandoned, do in
Holmgren’s view, or the other texts in my study here, certain passages in her
book show that the memoirist comes to write about her own psychological
development when writing about the main characters and her own personal
relations with them. The description of the self through other women, in this
case N. Mandel’Stam, enables the narrator to describe her own experiences and
feelings, as was the case in the story about the first love. This female other has
an unburdening effect on the protagonist’s mind in a concrete matter such as in
this unhappy love story, but, I would contend, also on a more symbolic level, on
the level of narrating about a woman’s life in an unconventional manner. Julia
Watson suggests in her article on modern Western women writers’
autobiographies, that “for the woman writer, the tactic of writing in the shadow
of an Other can be an act of liberation from the constraints of conventional
accounts of female lives” (1988, 182).

To revert to the question about the “plot” in this narrative - there is no
textually coherent story of the development of the narrator: the story exhausts
itself with the establishing and preserving of the memory of the poets and their
lives. However, how this is done, that is, on the level of the plot, there is
evidence that the act of writing in itself carries an important meaning for the
writer, and in this respect, a story of development can be discerned, that of the
development of a writer. Thus, in the course of the narration, we can see that the
narrator has the role of a conservator and a gatekeeper: she cherishes the artistic
legacy of the poets, but she also has a different perspective on that artistic circle.
Although she perhaps does not radically “transgress the behavioural boundaries
for a female intelligent” as, according to Holmgren (1993, 172-173) N.
Mandel’stam does, in a subtle way, through the narrating of others’ lives, she
narrates her own development, her own story, in a fragmentary manner.

In the chapter “Ilepeuenr o6un/ A Flow of Insults” in which the
narrator’s difficult circumstances in the 1920s and 30s are described, the
narrator mentions the difficulties of finding her place in society, and her
rejection of and maladjustment to it. In this the position of the narrator is similar
to that of Pliseckaja’s and Petkevi¢’s protagonists; the heroines felt they were
“different” from others. In the discussion of these texts above, the description of
childhood experiences was given specific meaning in the protagonist’s feeling of
being, to borrow PetkeviC’s case, an “untimely child” - GerStejn’s memoirs do
not include many allusions to childhood (it was not directly connected with the
main characters), but the same theme occurs in the description of the narrator’s
youth.
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In her early twenties GerStejn felt estranged from her studies at
university, where she studied a three-year programme on language and
literature. She was drawn to literary work; however, she had no means or
chances to fulfill herself as a writer:

Y MeHs TOoXKe 3arjioxXji0 TATOTEHHWE K COOCTBEHHOHW nHWTepaTypHOU padore. B
OpIOCOBCKHI MHCTUTYT MHE XOJy HE ObLIO - BElb S HUYETO HE mucana. Y MeHs
coxpaHsanach MeuTa mnepeexaTb B Ilerporpaxn, Ho Hans-HeBecTka MeHA
3amyruBajia, 4To S HE CIPABIIOCh C CAMOCTOSTEIBHOW KHU3HBIO 0€3 MOMOIIH
pomuteneid. IlepcriekTuBa MOCENUTHCSA, MOXKET OBITh, B  CTYJIEHYECKOM
OOIIEKUTUU C DOTOM yXKACHOM, OOWKOW, COBPEMEHHOW MOJOJEKBIO MEHS
napanusoBaia. L[BeT mepemnoBOro aUTEpaTypOBEACHUS, COCPEAOTOUYMBILMICS B
Ilerporpage, TOX€ OTIOyTWBal MEHS HOBHU3HOM JEIOBUTOTO, CYXOro H
3ambIciioBaToro (QopmansHoro wmeroxa. llpaBma, s moOWiIa 4YHTATH KHUTH
[[IkmoBCKOTO, HO HE 3a €r0 TEOPHUH, a 3a OT/JeNIbHbIe YMHBIE adopusMel. (Gerstejn
1998, 393)

My devotion to literary work died down too. I had no access to Brjusov’s
institute, because I hadn’t written anything. I cherished the thought of moving to
Petrograd, but my sister-in-law Nadja scared me by saying I wouldn’t get on by
myself without the help of my parents. The thought of settling, perhaps, in a
dormitory with that terrible, brisk contemporary youth paralysed me. The elite of
literary criticism that was concentrated in Petrograd also scared me with its new,
matter-of-fact, complicated formalistic method. I liked to read Sklovski’s books,
not because of his theories but because of occasional clever aphorisms. (Gerstejn
1998, 393)

Nor did she find like-minded people in her family, or in professional life:

“Tebe He HpaBUTCS HaIlle 00IIecTBeHHOE yCcTpoiicTBo? Tak, bopuch, HakoHEIl”, -
TOBOPWJI MHE BBIIICJIINI U3 TeprieHus otel. S He 3Haro, CIIOCOOHA JIn S BOOOIIIe
K TIOJIMTHYECKOH 60pb0e, Tpedyromieil XpadpoCcTH U TBEPOCTH, KOTOPBIX Yy MEHS
He O0bu10. Ho ecniu OBl MOCpesIcTBOM TPEHUPOBOK S JIOCTHUTIIA HEKOTOPHIX YCIIEXOB
B OTOM HampaBieHWH, S HE BUJena Obl BOKPYTr ce0si MOJUTHYECKHX
€IMHOMBIIIUICHHUKOB U COIO3HHUKOB. (...) BOT kakum oOpa3om ¢ camMoil MoJI010CTH

. sl 9yBCTBOBaNa ce0sl OTIICNEHIEM. Y MEHS OCTaBaJOCh TATOTEHHE K Oojee
TOHKOW ¥ 0Oorarod JyXOBHOW KyJIbType, HO He ObUIO 3HaHUWM, ObUIH
ompesieNieHHbIC BKYChl B HCKYCCTBE, JOCTYIHbIE HEMHOTHUM, HO HE OBIJIO Y MEHS 1
TanaHTta. CJoBOM, s TpUHAAJIE)Kajda K YHUCIY TeX, KTO ... “He momemaics’ B
coBpeMeHHOM xu3HHU. (ibid. 394)

“You don’t like our social structure? So, protest, for goodness sake.” - my father
said to me when he lost his temper. [ don’t know whether I’m capable of political
struggle, which demands courage and strength which I didn’t have. But even if 1
had achieved something in this direction through training, I wouldn’t see any
kindred-spirits or allies around myself. (...) In this way from my very youth ... I
felt I was a renegade. I was drawn to more sensitive and rich intellectual culture,
but I lacked the expertise, | had a particular taste in art, but I lacked the ability or
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talent. In a word, I was one of those who ... didn’t fit the contemporary life. (ibid.
394)

Her mental stress at the time achieves its culmination, and, at the age of
25 she attempts suicide by taking an overdose of opium:

B »3T10 Bpems mosBonmna mo tenedoHy mos JleHa, a MHE HE TaK YK XOTEIOChH
yMHpaTh, M s €d cKasaja O CilydyuBIIeMcs. MeHs oTkayaid, OblT YCTpOEH
ceMelHbIll COBEeT, B KOTOPOM JesiTellbHOe ydacTtue npuHumana JleHa. Ona
TBepauna: “Tebe HamO MEPEeMEHUTh Cpely’’, - U COBETOBala MOEMY OTILy JI0CTaTh
MHe MyTeBKY B “VY3koe”. (ibid. 392)

At that time my [friend] Lena called me. I didn’t want to die so much any more,
so I told her what had happened. The opium was pumped out and a family counsel
was organised, in which Lena took an active part. She assured us: “You have to
change the environment”, and she advised my father to get me an admission note
to the sanatorium “Uzkoe”. (ibid. 392)

In this sanatorium, then, the protagonist meets the Mandel’Stams, who
had a decisive effect on her life. Yet the narrator states that however important
her meeting with the Mandel’Stams was, it could not compensate her for a
profession (ibid.). Being close to those who wrote did not compensate for her
own need to fulfill herself professionally.

Gerstejn has stated that already in childhood she started to think about
writing: “/lymaTh 0 MeMyapax s HavaJia eie B JeTCTBe. Y Hac Oblia OoJbIIas 1
CJIOKHAsI CEMBSI, U 5 OblIIa YBEPEHA, UTO, IOCTUTHYB B3POCIOCTH, 51 HAITUITY 000
BCEX Hac ‘pomad’: cioBa ‘Memyapwl’ s He 3Hana./ | started thinking about
memoirs already as a child. We had a large and complicated family, and I was
certain that when I grow up I would write a ‘novel’ about all of us: I didn’t
know the word ‘memoirs’ then” (GerStejn 1999, 15). Starting a career as a
literary critic and editor, and then as a memoirist, GerStejn has partly realized
her ambition for a literary career. This story of her becoming a writer in her own
right is a story that can be read “in the shadow” (to use Julia Watson’s
metaphor) of her recording the lives of others. This story is scattered in
fragments inside the narration about the great poets’ lives, and, with the help of
the other audacious female character, N. Mandel’Stam, the female narrator
comes to narrate her own, personal experiences.
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7 Arbatova’s Feminist Autobiography - Between Fact and
Fiction

The fifth text to be analysed Mue 40 nem (I’'m Forty, 1999) was written
by Marija Arbatova, a writer born over fifty years later than Gerstejn. A
representative of post-Stalin generations, Arbatova is famous for her reputation
as the best-known feminist in Russia. Initially she was a playwright and in the
late 1980s her plays became known as representatives of “new theatre”, in which
the author addressed “taboo” topics about a woman’s life in Soviet society'. She
became more widely known in the 1990s thanks to a TV talk show for women,
where she appeared in the role of a feminist commentator. I have chosen to
analyse Arbatova’s text because she belongs to a different generation than the
four others (that is, to the post-Stalin generation), yet her text brings out similar
themes and topics as they do. Her text is specifically oriented to women readers,
its narration is deliberately didactive and assumes a popular readership - these
all are features which (in different degrees) could be observed in the other texts.
However, my aim is not to represent this text as particularly innovative - I would
say the innovations in this text are part of the articulation of the new female
subjectivity in literary discourse which emerged in the late 1980s and early
1990s.

What has been pointed out in reviews on Arbatova are the topics she
writes about, which are closely connected with those sides of a Soviet Russian
woman’s life which have not often been the object of public discourse: issues
concerning female sexuality and body. In addition, it is often pointed out that
Arbatova writes from an explicitly feminist perspective, which then serves as a
negative characteristic of her texts.> In a way Arbatova can be compared to
contemporary women’s prose writers in Russia, who at the turn of the 1980s-90s

' Latynina writes in her review of Arbatova’s Mens 306ym oscenwuna/ My name is Woman:
“Sl He MOMHIO, YTOOBI KTO-TO €Ille TaK OTKPOBEHHO, HE TNPHKPBIBASCH BBIMBIIIICHHBIMU
MEpCOHaXaMU C  CIIACUTEIbHBIM  MECTOMMEHHMEM  ‘OHa’, pacckaspiBaia OBl O
THHEKOJIOTUIECKUX MCCIE0BaHUAX, a00pTax, poaax, M HaJ0 OTIATh JOJDKHOE TMHCATEILHUIIE
- OHa cyMela TpHBICYh BHUMAaHHE K 3TUM HE CIMIIKOM OOCY)XIa€MbIM BHE MEIHIUHCKUX
crareii Temam./ | don’t recall anyone having discussed so openly, without hiding behind
fictive characters and the salvaging pronoun ‘she’, about gynaecological examinations,
abortions, giving birth, and I have to give credit to the writer - she has managed to attract
attention to these themes, which have been addressed only in medical publications.”
(Latynina 1997, 11.) Melissa T. Smith notes: “Her concern for issues of the physical
exploitation of women, equal rights in the domestic and social spheres, and ecology expresses
itself in journalistic writing, political engagement (as founder of ‘Harmony’..., a liberal
feminist organization for members of the creative intelligentsia), as well as her dramaturgy”
(1994, 36).

* This opinion can be discerned in Lukjanova (1999) and Latynina (1997).



were engaged in making their own voices heard and who express openly
feminist views about their writing as “women’s writing”.}

Like much of this recent prose writing, Arbatova’s texts and her
autobiography concentrate on the protagonist’s, an urban, educated, intellectual
woman’s, experiences in Soviet society. The autobiographical novel depicts her
childhood permeated with control practised by her mother, Soviet institutions
(school, hospital, literary institutions); as well as her sexual education and
personal relations. Arbatova’s fame as a TV personality has added to the
proliferation of her works,* and surpassed her reputation as a writer in the media.
The author acknowledges this herself and comments on it in her text with slight
self-irony.

B 570i jxu3HUM 5 Beerza omymana cedst mucaTeNbHUIEeH, KOTOPYIO, B CUIIY MOETO
TEMIIEpaMEHTa, MOCTOSHHO MyTalu C KeM-TO ApyruM. (...) He ynuBmnstocs, xoraa
xkénras razera coobmiaer: “Ilo ciayxam, gemmnuctka Mamra u3 nepenaun S

2

cama’ pellwia Hamucatb mbecy...”... Korma cOopuuk mnpo3sl Mewns 308ym
JHCeHyUHa TIPEICTABIISIOT KaK TEKCT TOK-IIOY, B KOTOPOM s IPUHUMAIO yYacTHE B
kauecTBe repouHu. (Arbatova 1999, 456)

In this life T have always felt I was a woman writer, who, because of my
temperament, constantly gets mixed up with someone else. (...) I am not surprised
when the yellow press announces: “Rumours have it that the feminist Masa from
the programme ‘Ja sama’ decided to write a play...” ...Or when the collection of
prose texts “My Name Is Woman” is presented as a text about a talk show, where
I take part in the role of a heroine. (Arbatova 1999, 456)

According to Gessen (1998) since the 1990s Arbatova has called herself
not just nucamenvruyei/ a woman writer but nucamenvnuyeii-goemurnucmroii/ a
feminist writer. Arbatova i1s engaged in promoting women’s rights not only in
literature, but also in politics.’

The narrative voice in Arbatova’s text engages in an autobiographical
pact, as do the other authors in this study as well: the author expresses her aim to
tell about her own life, sincerely. The women prose writers already mentioned in
many of their texts use autobiographical narrators, but these narrators are not
always identical with the authors. Nina Gorlanova uses the autobiographical
narrator frequently in her texts not only as a narrative technique, but also to
emphasise the writer’s subjective voice. Popular women’s literature today in

3 See Vasilenko (2000); and Zerebkina (2003, 61-62).

* “Tloxanyii, HUKTO He CJeNlall CTOJBKO, CKOIbKO Mapusi ApbaroBa, 4ToOBI TPEICTABUTH
nmoHsATHE (PeMUHU3MA IMUPOKUM HapoaHbIM MaccaM./ Perhaps no one has done so much as
Maria Arbatova to introduce the notion of feminism to the broad masses of population [in
Russia]” (Gessen 1998, 50).

> Among other things, she stood for election to the Duma in 1999 on the list of CIIC (Coto3
[TpaBeix Cuin - The Right Union). She participated in the presidential campaigns of El’cin and
Ella Pamfilova.
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Russia includes detective stories, the most famous of which are Aleksandra
Marinina’s books with Anastasija Kamenskaja as their heroine. The Russian
literary scholar and critic Elena Trofimova notes that Marinina’s detective
represents a new, modern feminine figure, who is not interested in pleasing the
opposite sex, or getting married (2002, 347-346), which can be perceived as
non-traditional feminine features in Russia.

It has been said that the heroines of Arbatova’s early prose texts are
female versions of the “superfluous man”, “Peforin wearing a skirt”; women
who are successful and strong, but in the battle between the sexes they suffer
defeat (Smith 1994, 36). Arbatova’s texts promote a modern woman’s right to
personal happiness, which has not been very typical of Russian literary texts, at
least not very long. The description of the development of the narrator-
protagonist in Mue 40 nem/ I’m Forty is, however, frought with pain, suffering
and shame, which on the other hand is reminiscent of recent women’s prose
writing with gloomy descriptions of the female characters’ fates and lives. The
text represents this gloomy side of the protagonist’s life as an effect of power
hierarchies of society and a cause for a conscious feminist politics of identity.

Arbatova’s early prose texts have been published in a collection of short
stories Mensa zoeym owcenwyuna (My Name Is Woman, or: They Call Me a
Woman, 1997). The stories in the collection seem to be autobiographical, but, as
one critic notes, it is difficult to say whether they are or not. The heroine and
narrator of the stories resembles the author in the light of biographical data, but
there is no clear autobiographical pact: “Bor Takas ona, BouTeIbHHUIIA,
[PaBO3AIUTHUIA, [JIaBHAs poccHUiickas (EeMUHUCTKA. ['eponHs Mpou3BeAeHUN
Mapuu ApbatoBoii, wiun cama Mapuss ApbatoBa — KTO moiimeTr-pazoeper.”
(Rahaeva 1998, 224.)°

Mmne 40 nem/ I’'m Forty has an autobiographical pact, that is, the names
of the author, narrator and protagonist are identical. However, the text is
described on the cover as an autobiographical novel, a term referring to a work
of fiction. In the Preface the author points to the impossibility of writing
truthfully about the past Soviet times, because, “nowhere are there so many false
dates, fake documents, family secrets and fictitious stories as in Russia”
(Arbatova 1999, 3). In the second edition of the autobiography (/Ipowanue ¢ XX
eexom, Farewell to the XX century, which is defined as autobiographical prose)
the author also gives another, more general idea about the human signification
process: “Hackonbko npaBauBa 3t1a kHura? He 3naro. Makc ®@puin rosoput: *C
YEJIOBEKOM YTO-TO CIy4aeTcs, a TIOTOM OH MPHIyMBIBAET MPO ITO HCTOPHUIO ./
How truthful is this book? I don’t know. Max Frisch said: "When something
happens to a person, he invents a story about it’.” (Arbatova 2002, 9).

6 “That’s the way she is: a fighter, an advocate of women’s rights, the Russian feminist. Is it
the heroine of Marija Arbatova’s works or Marija Arbatova herself - who can tell?”
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It would not be fruitful to argue whether Arbatova’s autobiography is
more a work of fiction or a documentary text. This applies to the other texts in
this study as well. The authors claim the referentiality of their texts; they do not
always credit them with absolute truth, but admit the subjectivity of their
representation. What is more interesting is that Arbatova’s texts mentioned
above promote the autobiographical side in them making them a fruitful ground
for identification for other women. In my view, identification and
representativeness are keywords for Arbatova’s autobiography.

It 1s noteworthy, that certain features in Arbatova’s writing are
reminiscent of feminist autobiographies written in the 1970s and 1980s by
Western women writers, and explored by Rita Felski (1989). However, as Felski
points out, the social and empirical environment of late capitalism in which the
Western feminist autobiographical texts have been produced differs significantly
from that of late socialism and the texts (and feminist movements) likewise
involve different social meanings. Felski writes in 1989:

The analysis is not, however, extended to Eastern bloc countries... The arguments
developed in my analysis regarding the contemporary political functions of realist
and avant-garde art and the sociological phenomenon of a feminist public sphere
derive from a discussion of Western late capitalist societies and cannot be applied
to Eastern bloc countries, where such issues as feminism and the oppositional
status of literature acquire a quite specific meaning and importance, and the
constraints upon literary production differ fundamentally in nature and degree.
(1989, 17).

The history of the women’s movement in the West looks quite different
than that in Russia.” However, in form and content Arbatova’s text has
similarities with Western feminist autobiographies, as defined by Felski, but the
social and literary contexts of their reception are different. In Russia feminism as
a concept has had a quite pejorative connotation (see Kelly 1994, 350-1).
According to Gessen’s article in the journal ltogi (1998), feminism is associated
with Marxism in general opinions in post-Soviet Russia, and hence causes “an
allergic reaction” in people. Although feminism has gained ground, for instance,

7 Russian feminists in the early 20™ century aligned feminism with socialism (see e.g.
Hoogenboom 1996). Posadskaya (1994, 8) notes that after the 1917 revolution feminism “was
classed as a bourgeois, alien movement, and for many years ceased to exist.” Equality
between the sexes was conflated with the Soviet communist ideology, and it was guaranteed
“on paper” - praxis was often a different matter (see Goscilo 1996). In the 1930s the woman
question was declared “resolved” and labelled feminism a phenomenon typical of Western
society with petit bourgeois values (see Buckley 1989, 111-112; Savkina 1994, 5). For a
difference between Western feminist autobiographies, examined by Felski, and Arbatova’s, it
is noteworthy that in the former a heterosexual relationship and motherhood as central values
in women’s lives are often undermined, whereas this is not the case in the latter. As Rotkirch
points out, in Russia “socially autonomous womanhood does not exclude marriage or
motherhood.” (Rotkirch 2000, 135-6)
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in universities in the form of gender studies, and women often are active in
various non-governmental organisations which provide help, for instance, to
women suffering from male violence, feminism is not necessarily the word with
which they readily characterise themselves and their activities.® In this sense,
those who call themselves feminists are very much aware of the negative
connotations of this word. Arbatova recognizes this in her text. I shall revert to
this.

7.1 A Feminist Confession

7.1.1 Identifying Practices of Writing

What, then, is common to Arbatova’s text and certain Western
autobiographies (which Felski calls feminist confessions) 1is that they
concentrate on the development of a feminist, female protagonist, and that their
writing strategies encourage women readers to identify with the experiences
represented in the texts. Thus, the next characterization could quite easily be
applied to Arbatova’s text:

The obligation to honest self-depiction which constitutes part of the
autobiographical contract is ... mitigated by the feminist recognition that it is the
representative aspects of the author’s experience rather than her unique
individuality which are important, allowing for the inclusion of fictive but
representative episodes distilled from the lives of other women. The fact that the
authors ... write autobiographies explicitly and self-consciously as women is of
central importance as an indication of the shifting conceptions of cultural identity
which are in turn echoed in the changing forms and functions of autobiography
(Felski 1989, 94)

The first point refers to the notion commonly attached to the tradition of
modern Western (male) autobiography as “a mirror of selthood” (Gusdorf 1980,
33) and as a referential pact where the “I” swears to tell the truth (Lejeune 1989,
22). Western feminist autobiographies have undermined or defied these by
enhancing the representativeness rather than individual truth: the authors
represent themselves explicitly as women, identifying with other women. On the
back cover of Arbatova’s book, similar features appear:

ABToOmorpadust — 3TO HE JHTEpaTypa, a HHCTPYMEHT, C IOMOIIBI0 KOTOPOTO
MOYKHO BIJIAJETHCS B COOBITHS COOCTBEHHOM XKU3HHM M NPUHSATH MX. JTa KHUTA HE
IIPETeHAYeT HU Ha 4YTO, KPOME MCTOPUU JKEHIIMHBI, KOTOPOH C CaMOro AETCTBa
ObUIO JIeHb MPUTBOPATHCS. DaHATU3M HCKPEHHOCTH SI OTHOWIY HE K JIMYHBIM

¥ Cf. Lipovskaya (1992, 73); Gessen (1998). On the social and political significance of
women’s non-governmental organizations in Russia in the 21% century see Salmenniemi
(2002).
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3acayram, a K TOMY, 4TO MPHUHAJICKY K MEPBOMY MOKOJCHHUIO, POAUBIIEMYCs 0e3

Crammna. Hazgeroch, 4To KHHMTa 3Ta — HE TOJBKO 000 MHE, HO U O BPEMEHHU;
DKW CTPHUNTU3 Ha (pOHE BTOPOH MOJIOBUHBI ABaAIIATOrO Beka. (Arbatova 1999,
3)

Autobiography is not literature. It is a means to look closely at the events of your
own life and accept them. This book does not strive to be anything else than a
story of a woman who since her very childhood found it difficult to pretend. I
don’t credit my fanatic candour to myself but to the fact that I belong to the first
generation to be born without Stalin. I hope that this book is not only about me
but also about the time - a kind of striptease against the backdrop of the second
half of the 20™ century. (Arbatova 1999, 3)

Beside the common wish to represent not only her self, but also the time,
the author explicitly says she is writing about herself as an individual, and a
woman. In addition, the first sentence bears a resemblance to previous feminist
writing in the West: the aim is not to defamiliarize the reader with what the text
describes, but to involve and to make her identify with the author-narrator, who
claims to be writing sincerely, intimately (Felski 1989, 97-8). Feminist
autobiographies describe a woman’s development in a realistic way in order to
appeal to women readers who can identify with the narrator’s story.

The covers of some of Arbatova’s books suggest that they are marketed
in a way that emphasises the persona of the author. This is yet another feature
which has been pointed out in Felski’s study: “Feminist literature is often
marketed in such a way as to foreground the persona of the author through the
inclusion of photographs and biographical details which link the text to the life
and act as a guarantee of its authenticity.” This is true of many of Arbatova’s
texts. It says on the back cover of the book Mens 306ym scenwuna/ My name is
woman: “CeromHs Mapuio ApOaToBy 3HAeT BCs CTpaHa Kak CO-BEAYLIYIO
MEpBOM M CaMOW MOMYJSIPHOW TEIEBU3MOHHOW MPOTPAMMBI O KEHIIMHAX ‘S
cama’. (...) B aToit kHure coOpanbl [e€] pacckasbl ..., KOTOpbIC (...) PUCYIOT
KUBYIO KapTHHy TocienepectpoedHod Poccun, W B 0COOEHHOCTH,
npoOyskaaronierocs xkeHckoro camonosHanus.”” The aspect of bringing out the
person of the author and the provocative blurbs reflect the influence of the
commercialisation of the Russian book market since the beginning of the 1990s
on the genesis of Arbatova’s books.

Despite these thematic-structural similarities with earlier Western texts,
the above mentioned features are perhaps motivated by circumstances, by the
situation of women writers in the past fifteen years or so. It has been pointed out
that around the turn of the 1980s and 1990s Russian women writers emerged as

’ “Today the whole country knows Marija Arbatova as the co-speaker of the first and most
popular TV programme on women, ‘On my own’. (...) This book includes [her] stories which
(...) draw a vivid picture of Russia after perestroika, and especially of the emergence of
female self-awareness”.

188



a collective group for the first time in Russian literary history - as evidence of
this the publication of nine anthologies of women’s literature in that time is
evinced, and, especially, the formation of the group “New Amazons”, which
published two anthologies with a programmatic preface about women’s
literature. As Rovenskaja notes, the representation of new names, with short
biographical notes or commentaries on their works, and often a photo of the
author, had specific aims:

ABTOpBI IIETICHANPABICHHO 3HAKOMWJIM NYyOJIMKy C HMEHaMH U JHUIAMU
MHUCATEJIbHUL], YTO JeNaJ0 KOHTAKT ¢ HUMHU Oojiee JMYHBIM, MHTHUMHBIM. OTO
npuoOpeTano O0coObIH CMBICH, TaK KaK >KEHCKas Ipo3a HM3HA4YalbHO Oblia
oOpamieHa He Ha “00beKTHBHOE” (B TATPHAPXaTHOM 3HAYCHWH), HO Ha
IPEeNIoaraeMoe I'eHIEPHO-MOTUBUPOBAHHOE BOCIPOU3BEACHHUE OKPYKAIOLIEro
mupa. Ilpu 3TOoM  KpuTepueM  MOIJMHHOCTU  CTaHOBWIACh  CTEIEHb
CyOBEKTHBHOCTH AaBTOPCKOTO MHUPOBOCHPUATUS M CHOCOOOB Mepedayd CBOMX
MbICTiell ¥ 4yBCTB. “ABTOrpadpl’” NMUCATENBHUI] JIaBajHd, TEM CaMbBIM, KIIIOY K
MOHUMAaHUIO TICUXOJIOTHYECKOM W UACHHOM JIOTMKA WX TPOU3BEACHUMH,
pekoHcTpyupyemoii umu screturu. (Rovenskaja 2000)"

Thus the orientation to identification in Arbatova’s work is not unique in
the Russian context but can be taken as a sign of women writers’ situation when
they encounter the readers in a cultural context where female experience is not
highly ranked, and where a feminist woman writer has not been a figure on the
public scene for a very long time (see also Zerebkina 2003, 65). In Arbatova’s
case putting her picture on the cover of the book when she is already a well-
known woman serves to draw attention to her personality in public, and not “to
present a new name” as in the women prose writers’ anthologies. In her case the
photograph (as in Pliseckaja’s case) serves to raise the interest of the public to
read about celebrities’ lives. Nevertheless, the aspect of identification is central
in her texts as well, and purposefully enhances the aspect of authentic
communication between the author and the readers.

7.1.2 Feminist’s Lessons: Voicing the Violent and Discovering the Sensual

Due to the public role of the author, it can be said that the narrator of
Mmne 40 nem/ I’'m Forty is aware of her role as a model for others and she takes
this position for herself. This influences the structure of the narration, so that it
acquires certain didactic, enlightening features. The text is about becoming self-
aware, recognising one’s patterns of behaviour, and questioning those patterns.

1 “The authors purposefully acquainted the public with the names and faces of the writers, which made contact
with them more personal and intimate. This had its own purpose, because women’s prose was initially
addressing not an ‘objective’ (in the patriarchal meaning), but a presumably gender-motivated representation of
the surrounding world. Beyond this, the degree of subjectivity of the authors’ world view and means of
mediating their thoughts and feelings became a criterion for authenticity. ‘The autographs’ of writers thus gave a
key to understanding the psychological and conceptual logic of their works, and their aesthetics.”
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Sexuality and relations between the sexes are the main agendas of this text. This
feature also occurs in the text with the Western autobiographies.

Marija Arbatova is well aware of her own role as a woman writer and the
images of women in Russian literature, and she aligns herself with feminist
views about notions of femininity in literary history." Arbatova’s life story
begins with a comparison between life and a box of chocolates.” Citing the
beginning of the film Forrest Gump, where the hero reminisces on his mother’s
words"”, and making it the motto of her book, the narrator identifies with the
film’s crippled boy — she too was crippled in her childhood. “The school” of her
early years in hospitals and sanatoriums where she was treated from the
consequences of childhood poliomyelitis set the theme in the life-story. The text
includes references to labour camp vocabulary when the narrator is accounting
for her time in a boarding school, and in hospital:

[TpumepHO NBECTH MalleHBKMX KaleK B KOpCETax, OPTOMEAMYSCKUX armaparax u
Ha KOCTBUISAX OJIaroJICHCTBOBAIM B PEeKUME, MPUOIMKEHHOM K JIarepHOMYy. (...) C
TOT0O MOMEHTA, KOTJIa Ha MEHS HAISUIMIIA OPTONEAUYECKYI0 OOYBb - CTpalllHbIC,
TSOKETbIC, KaK TJIMHSIHBIC TOPIIKH, OOTHHKH TIOPEMHOW TaMMbl ... s Havaia
CUUTATh COBETCKYIO OPTONEIUIO KapaTelbHOU. (...) B TO Bpems Kak y 310pOBBIX
JIeTel CyIeCTBOBAJIa CEMbsi, CTaBAIIasi Ha CTOJI TAapejKy C €/I0H, LeNyIomas Ha
HOC, HEe M3HYypsifomas yOOpKoii, a TJIaBHOE, OTYETHOCTBIO 3a HeE, MBI, KaK 3€KH,
IETMKOM pacTuiu ce0s camu. (Arbatova 1999, 34-35)

About two hundred little crippled children in corsets, orthopaedic equipment and
with crutches lived happily according to a daily order, which was close to one in a
labour camp. (...) From the moment, when I had my orthopaedic shoes put on -
horrible, heavy, like clay jugs, prison boots... I started to think of Soviet
orthopaedics as a form of punishment. (...) Whereas healthy children had families
to put the food on the table, to kiss them on the nose, not exhausting them with
cleaning work, and most importantly, with accountability, we, like prisoners,
brought up ourselves entirely on our own. (Arbatova 1999, 34-35)

However, the difficult and painful experience, so the narrator assures us,
has made the protagonist stronger, different from other children: even as a child
she knows how to defend herself against teachers and other “normal” students.
However, her “education” continues in her youth when she is subjected to

" See her article (1995, 26-27): - “Bce atu 6eckoneunnie ‘Tarbsabl Jlapuue’ u ‘Hararim
PocToBel’, Bce 3TM ‘AylIeykn’ pPycCKOW IWUTEpaTypbl, OPraHUYHO IEPEKOYEBABIINE B
COBETCKYI0 M TIOCTCOBETCKYIO JICHCTBHTEIBHOCTh, OJTHOBPEMEHHO M MEUYTa HEYBEPEHHOTO B
cebe MyXUMHBI B crtoco0 3oMOupoBanus xeHimuHbL/ All these endless ‘Tat’jana Larinas’ and
‘Natasa Rostovas’, all these ‘darlings’ of Russian literature, who have organically migrated to
Soviet and post-Soviet reality, are simultaneously the dream of an insecure man and a means
to make a zombie out of her.”

2 In the second edition of her autobiography the chronology of narrating has been altered
compared to the first edition, and the story starts with her grandfather’s biography.

B “Life is like a box of chocolates...”
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several violations of her physical and mental integrity by her superior, either in
experience or in physical strength. The experience in the boarding school is an
allusion to literary models of Gulag testimonies. This lends the narrator a
characteristic “aura” of a Soviet dissident, martyred through her painful
experience.

The author-narrator discusses the discriminatory practices of society and
attitudes towards women based on the protagonist’s own experiences and those
of her girlfriends. In the next quotation the narrator discusses the issue of sexual
violence against women in Soviet society through her own and others’ personal
experience:

Ecnu KTO-TO CKaXeT, 94TO CIUIIKOM 9acTO CO MHOW MPOUCXOIUIIA TaKUE UCTOPHH,
s paccMeroch eMy B Juro. C MOMMU MOAPYTaMU 3TO MPOMCXOIWIIO eI yarre,
HE3aBHUCUMO OT TOr0, HOCHIM OHH UMUK “XOpOIIeH NEeBOYKH WU
“mporectytomieid xunmnoBku”. Hanm oaHOW Moel moApyrod B NHOHEPCKOM
BO3pacTe COBEPIIMI HACWIHE TMOXUJIOW yBaKaeMbI POJCTBEHHUK, B CEMbIO
KOTOPOTO €€ OTIPAaBWIIA OTABIXATh; IPYTYO U3HACUIIOBAJ COCE]] M0 KOMMYHAJIKE,
B KOTOpPOW OHA HOYEBANA B TOCTSAX, HE 3HAsI, YTO HAJO 3alHUpaTh JIBEPhb, BHEIIHE
BITOJIHE WHTEJIMTEHTHBIA MYy>KUWHA; TPETHIO U3HACUIIOBAIl MYK MOJIPYTH, TIOTOMY
9TO0 OHa 0O0sJach KpPUYATh; YETBEPTYIO - KOHCYNBTUPYIOIIMK €€ MCHUXHATP;
mATyo... (...) Hacunme npoHU3BIBAIO BCKO COBETCKYHO JKH3HbB, CEKCyallbHAs
CTOpPOHA OTHOIICHUH Ja)ke BepOaIM30Ballach KaKk UEpapXHs BIACTHBIX (DYHKIIWN:
“s e€ BO3pMY, “oHa Oyner oo MHOU”, “s e€..”. C 0HOU CTOPOHBI, MapTHEPCKas
POJIb XKEHIIUHBI B CEKCEe KaK Obl HE TIOJIpa3yMeBaliach, C IPYToi, OIydanoch, 4To
06aba Tonmpko 00 3TOM M jaymaer. CrnoxuB 00a Te3uca, Mbl TOTy4YalH, YTO OHA
TOJIBKO M TyMaeT O TOM, YTOOBI cTaTh xkepTBoi. (1999, 123)

If someone says that these incidents happened to me far too often, I’ll laugh in his
face. To my girl friends it happened even more often, notwithstanding whether
they had the image of “a good girl” or a “revolting hippie”. One of my friends was
raped in her formative years by a respected senior relative, with whom she was
sent to stay for a holiday; another was raped by a neighbour, a quite intelligent
looking man, in a communal apartment where she stayed as a guest, not knowing
you have to lock the door; a third was raped by the husband of her friend, because
she was afraid to scream; fourth — by a psychiatrist she consulted; fifth... (...)
Violence pervaded Soviet life, and the sexual side of relations was even
verbalized as hierarchical power relations: “I will take her”, “I will be on her”, “I
will ... her”. On the one hand, woman’s role in sexual relations was not even
thought of in terms of an equal partner, on the other hand, it was assumed that
woman thinks of nothing else. If we combine these theses, we can conclude that a
woman constantly thinks about being an object, a victim. (1999, 123)

The extract above shows how the narrator makes her life an example
from which readers can draw important lessons. Her own and her girlfriends’
experiences are made part of the textual construction in order to establish a
connection with women readers who may identify with them. The narrated
experiences are represented as a result of the hierarchical power relations of
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society — the experiences are seen as consequences of the subordination of
women and their sexuality in a patriarchal society." Thus, the first sentence
would seem to refer to those who do not believe that this is a widespread
practice, but tend to see it as a result of/reaction to a provocative behaviour by
the woman. The author-narrator seeks allies among women who have
experienced the same, but whose experience so far has not been articulated in
society.

On the other hand the narrator openly celebrates her female sexuality in
the form of stories about the numerous romances and adventures which have
crossed her path and she generously shares her experience with the readers,
which she addresses as girls, devuski':

W3yuenune “Haykd cTpacTW HEXHOW’ ONAPHIIO MEHS OTPOMHBIM HAOOPOM ITUTAT,
npaBwi, X0J0B W mpuémoB. Ho To, 4TOo dYepe3 MHOro JneT MHE OOBSCHHIN
CEKCOIaToJIOTH MPO YETHIPE OCHOBHBIX THUINA MY)KUHH, f YK€ B IOHOCTH Yysiia
koxkeil. IlpuBeny Tumu3anuio B MOMOINb JEBYILIKaM, 4Ybi KOXa €IIE€ “HE TaK
gyBcTBUTENBHA” . (Arbatova 1999, 126)

The study of the “art of tender passion” gave me a tremendous variety of quotes,
rules, ways and means. What sexopathologists explained to me about four basic
types of men, I could sense with my skin already when I was young. I present the
typology here to help girls, whose skin is not yet “so sensitive”. (Arbatova 1999,
126)

The emphasis on sexuality in the life story of a female protagonist
became a part of Western female authored novels in the 1970s, as Ferguson
states: “The groundwork for expanding the notion of female development
beyond purely sexual maturity was paved by ... novels ..., which claimed for
women the right to sexual adventures as part of their development” (1983, 229).
This may well be seen as a part of the sexual revolution and women’s sexual
emancipation in the 1960s in the West. In Russia, the end of the Soviet era
meant a sexual liberation on the level of the public discourses - the behavioural
revolution took place earlier, in the era of the so-called stagnation in the 1970s
which can also be called the time of “personalised culture”, and which
coincided with Arbatova’s youth. In this respect Arbatova’s feminist agenda can
also be likened to the one in the West, although in Russia it takes place - in the

" Cf. Gabriéljan (1996, 39): “I'marosibl BbIpaKarol[He SPOTHYECKHE OTHOIICHHS MEXIY
mojlaM ... MMEIT CYOOpIWHAIMOHHYIO OKpAIlIeHHOCTh, NPEIIHCHIBAas >KECHIIWHE pPOJIb
MMACCHBHOTO CEKCYyalIbHOTO 00BEKTa, a MyXUMHE - aKTUBHOTO CyObekTa.../ Verbs expressing
erotic relations between the sexes ... are coloured by subordination, prescribing the woman
the role of passive sexual object and the man - that of the active subject.”

" According to Nohejl’ (1996) positive descriptions of sexuality remain a rarity in
contemporary women’s prose (see also Zolotonosov 2003).

'* The notions of “personalised” culture and sexual behavioural revolution stem from Rotkirch
(2000, 224-239).

192



public sphere - a little later. However, the Russian Soviet experience of sexual
liberation and the articulation of sexuality derives from a different historical and
cultural background than in the West.

To realize that others have the same kind of experiences is an important
part of “making the personal political”: “The text is read less for its own sake, as
a literary construct, than for its content in relation to its similarities and
differences to the reader’s own life. Reception, in other words, is strongly
functional and often collective.” (Felski 1989, 93.) By assuming the role of a
more experienced woman the narrator offers her own experience as a guide for
younger/less experienced girls, who are, perhaps, at the beginning of their path
to discovering their sexuality. This is knowledge gained in intimate relations and
given to be consumed in intimate relations, it is given in order to enlighten and
to help. In a way one could say that this is what feminism in the West prompted
women to do: to explore their own experiences and selves and make them heard,
political, that is, to let the invisible and silent in patriarchal society speak and
show to other women who could identify with them.

7.2 Making and Breaking Models

7.2.1 Searching for a “Common Cause”

Based on its representation of the protagonist’s development, Arbatova’s
text could be characterized a feminist Bildungsroman. The plot concentrates on
the protagonist’s development from a young girl and a woman living in a
patriarchal society to being more self-aware of this role and becoming more
critical of it and of society. This narrative strategy includes a specific distinction
between the protagonist and the narrator. The narrator can be characterised as
authoritative - she can move freely between past and present, she knows what
the protagonist thinks, and can readily convey this to the readers. The narrative
voice can be characterized as being divided between the perceptive focalizer -
the protagonist, and the psychological and ideological focalizer, the narrator, as
can be drawn from the following example:

OTH CTPOKM HE AJSl TOTO, YTOOBI MPUOABUTH K MOEMY JEKaMEpOHY el OIHY
ucroputo. Mx OynyT 4uTaTh MYKUUHBI, U, MOXKET OBITh, 3TO UX XOTb pa3
OCTaHOBHUTH OT CBUHCTBA. VX OyAyT UMTaTh KEHIIUHBI, TOOBIBABIINE B TTOJOOHBIX
CUTyallMsAX W, KaK 5 Mpexae, CYNTAIONNE ce0sl €MHCTBEHHBIMA BHHOBHHKAMU.
[IycTh OHM 3HAIOT, YTO B IMBUJIM30BAHHOM MHPE, €CJIH >KEHIIMHA TOBOPUT “HET”,
HO MOYEeMY-JIMOO HE MOXKET CONPOTHUBIATHCS, CUTYyaIMsl KBATU(HUIMPYETCS Kak
Hacuue. (Arbatova 1999, 122-123)

These lines are here not in order to add another story to my Decameron. They will
be read by men, and, maybe, it will stop them even once from being swine. They
will be read by women who have been in situations like this, and, as I used to,
think that they alone are to blame. They should understand that in a civilized

193



world, if a woman says “no”, but for some reason cannot offer resistance, the
situation qualifies as violence. (Arbatova 1999, 122-123)

This quotation, in my opinion, brings out the function of the text as a site
for mutual identification between the author-narrator and her readers: the
narrator prompts the readers to identify with the text, in addition, she herself
identifies with the putative readers and her own past self (“as I used to”). The
text thus concentrates on the perception of the protagonist at the time when
events occur, but the narrator acts as a psychological and ideological authority
over these experiences by analysing them and giving them meanings. This
reinforces the aspect of the protagonist as an example from which the readers
can learn, as the narrator herself has learned. In the extracts quoted earlier, the
narrator also makes herself, that is, herself as a protagonist, and other women
represented in the text, into examples whose behaviour she, now the feminist
analyst, explains to the readers. In comparison, Felski writes:

Feminist confession ... is ... concerned with ... delineating the specific problems
and experiences which bind women together. It thus tends to emphasize the
ordinary events of a protagonist’s life, their typicality in relation to a notion of
communal identity. (Felski 1989, 94)

This narrative tactic, then, is used to reinforce the typicality of the
experiences - the protagonist is one of many, and the use of an authoritative
narrator as the mediator of experience and knowledge. In this sense the tactic
resembles that in Petkevi¢’s and other Gulag narratives, where the protagonist’s
experience - as one of the many - is also described in the form of a
Bildungsroman, where she gains the awareness of the narrator. However, this
strategy of writing also brings out the problems of such exemplary narratives:
“[T]he very process of recording intrudes upon that which is being recorded and
changes it. (...) Life itself is revealed as literary material awaiting processing by
the author, who begins to experience her own life self-consciously as a text”
(ibid. 113). In the case of Arbatova’s text, making protagonist into an example
and a model can at times cause disbelief and criticism. The narrative represents
the protagonist’s life in chronological order, from the difficult childhood to the
disappointments of youth, becoming a mother of twins, becoming a writer etc.
The tone of narration is self-ironic, but in the end it creates the image of the
protagonist as a positive model, who is able to overcome the conflicts and
difficulties and grow more self-aware. It puts the narrator-protagonist in the
position of a teacher, who knows “what is best”, because, when looking back on
her own life, the benefit of hindsight gives her the authority and opportunity to
see it as a purposeful path towards the present. A teleological understanding of
life-writing is evident here, and it leaves practically no space for dealing with
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different approaches to these problems, or with alternative models
(Kolkenbrock-Netz & Schuller 1982, 162-163)."

One way of turning life’s misfortunes into good fortune, is to invent a
“what-if” story, which presents a different version of one’s life, how it might
have been, had the circumstances been more favourable, as in Arbatova’s text.
The what-ifs represent an apparently ideal version of the protagonist’s
biography, which would have led to a more successful result thanks to the
benefit of hindsight. However, as it turns out, the end result after all would have
been far from successful. If Arbatova, as the what-if story suggests, had become
a successful and respected Soviet poetess, she would, says the narrator, be in
great agony at the age of forty, after the changes of perestroika: she would have
difficulties in fulfilling her artistic and other human potential, because what she
has gone through in her real life story, represented in her text, has helped her to
survive and find ways of fulfilling herself. Thus the what if story is rejected, and
the declaration at the beginning of the book (“to look closely at the events of
your own life and accept them™) is restored and reinforced:

51 ornaneiBaroch Haszall, Ha 3TH COPOK JIET C YJOBOJbCTBHEM, HallOMUHAsl OJHY
BBICOKOPOJIHYIO 0co0y, MPOCUEBIIyI0 25 NIeT B Jiarepsx. EW mepenomanu pyku,
Horu... OHa e3711a Ha UHBIUTHOW KOJISICKeE, yibioanack u roopuna: “ITlogymats
TOJIBKO, B KaKO€ MHTEpPECHOE BpeMs MbI kuBéM!” (...) MHE COpOK JIET... HHOT/Ia
KakeTcs, 9To Bc€ yxe Obuto. MHOrma KaxkeTcs, 9To BCE eml€ TOIhKO HAUMHACTCA.
(Arbatova 1999, 458)

When looking back at my forty years I remember one noble person who had been
in prison camps for 25 years. Her legs and feet had been broken... She was in a
wheelchair, smiled and said: “Just think what an interesting time we are living
in!” (...) I am forty... Sometimes it seems that everything has already happened.
Sometimes it feels that everything is just beginning. (Arbatova 1999, 458)

Here, again, is a reference to the prison camp theme: the narrator seems
to equate her experience of life with that of the woman who had spent 25 years
in the camps. The experience has not made her bitter, but, as the narrator lets us
understand, she is eager to learn more of her time and world around her, as is the
narrator.

The openness of Arbatova’s narrator about her past, sexuality and career
are a means to convert her story into a representative example for women and
for men. Arbatova, as is said at the beginning of her book, uses autobiography as
an instrument, a means of telling the story of a feminist who wishes to give an
example and support to other women, who have not yet seen the constraints of

' The authors analyse Anja Meulenbelt’s autobiography in following manner: “Die
Autobiographie von Anja Meulenbelt also zeichnet sich durch ein illusionir-ideologisches
Totalitdtskonzept aus, das das ‘weibliche Subjekt’ als neue Heroine formuliert./ The
autobiography of Anja Meulenbelt presents itself as a pseudo-ideological concept of totality,
which forms the ‘female subject’ as a new heroine”.
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the patriarchal order, or are not able to resist it. The “private” in this text is
“public” because of the manner in which it is narrated: everything that is told is
subjugated to the author’s political purpose in writing this book. The forming of
subjectivity, or the reflective process of “memory-work”, which occur especially
in Bonnér’s text, are not its primary concern. Thus, the openness about an active
woman’s sexual life seems fairly purposeful: it is meant to give both an
educative and typical example for other women to identify with.

7.2.2 The “Beloved Self”

Thus, considering what was said above, what can be deemed problematic
in connection with Arbatova’s feminist project in her text is its teleology: the
narrator fully owns her heroine, her past and past experiences, ignoring the
existence of “difference”: different experiences, ways of life, sexualities etc.,
and the difference in her self connected with retrospective narrating about the
experiences. The author, for instance, expresses seemingly simplistic views on
housewives, Russian feminists, men reinforcing certain stereotypes instead of
seeing them as part of the hierarchical structures of society. The feminist poet
and literary critic, Nina Gabriéljan, has noted of Arbatova’s prose that it is built
on dichotomist thinking. The author uses the tactic of reversing existing
patriarchal dichotomies, but in so doing she does not escape them, but may in
fact reinforce them, and narrow her own space within that system.'

However, stereotypes themselves have first to be recognised, in order to
become critical of them. In this sense, it is important to acknowledge the already
noted function of the text as site of identification and consciousness raising for
readers: the question is of a realistic autobiography where the author represents
her experiences for others to read and identify with and possibly to learn from
them. We may ask for whom the book has been written. Perhaps the answer
would contain (most probably) ordinary Russian girls and women, who are not
so familiar with feminist thinking, but who could recognise themselves in the
text.

The didactic tone of narrating, its consciousness-raising aspect have
given rise to irritation among some Russian readers. The heroine of the text can
at times appear self-righteous and self-centred, as the critic Irina Lukjanova
notes in her review, where she calls Arbatova’s writings filled with self-
admiration which turns into self-promotion. However, she also recognizes the
identifying factor of the text:

' Gabriéljan (1996, 50): “B Anx0TOMHYECKOM, JKECTKO OMHAPHOM MHPE MYKCKOE U JKCHCKOE
IpOCTpaHCTBa OOPIOTCS IPYT C APYTOM 3a CaMOPACIIMPEHNUE, U - apaJoKCcaIbHBIM 00pa3oM -
3TO MPUBOJAUT K YCBIXaHUIO, CYXEHHIO 3THX npocTpancTB./ In a dichotomist, rigidly binary
world male and female space struggle one against the other for more space for themselves,
and - paradoxically - this leads to withering and restricting of these spaces.”
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...[JIJtob0¥i HOpMaJIbHBI YENOBEK .. HE MOXXET HE COYyBCTBOBaTh Maie,
mpomeaet  depe3  0one3Hb,  TSOKEIBIE  OMEpariii, BOCCTAHOBIICHUE
U3ypPOJIOBAHHOTO JIMIIA, YEPe3 YyJOBUIIHOE COBETCKOE BPEMS M MPOJOJIKAIOIINE
0CTaBaThCsA YYJOBHIHBIMU JeTckue OonpHHIBL. (...) Bce 3TO0 Mormo crath
HACTOAIIEH KHWUIOW, MPU OJAHOM MalieHbkoMm ‘“‘ecnm”. Ecnmm Ob1 ApbGatoBa ...
XYJIO’)KECTBEHHO OCMBICIIsiIa JACHCTBUTENBHOCT, B HEKOTOPOM OTpBIBE OT cebs,
mobumoit. (Lukjanova 1999, 33)."

The problem with Arbatova’s text, according to Lukjanova, is the lack of
aestheticism, the lack of distancing herself, “the beloved”, from the text. In the
light of what has been discussed above, this observation is accurate, but its
consequence is seen differently by Lukjanova. The critic does not really
acknowledge the tasks Arbatova’s text purports to fulfil, but measures it against
the concept of aesthetics. Lukjanova’s statement sheds interesting light on the
prevailing division between literature and life, although the critic recognises the
feeling of sympathy for the protagonist caused by the text. Further, according to
Lukjanova, Arbatova’s style is one reason for the poor development of feminism
in Russia.” The status of feminism in today’s Russia surely makes an interesting
topic in connection with Arbatova’s texts and their reception, but suffice it to
say here that if we take into account the prevailing connotations of feminism in
Russia, the book offers an alternative and exceptional insight into the life of a
woman who fulfills herself as a feminist on the personal, political and
professional level.”

' “Any normal person ... can’t help but sympathise with Masa, who has gone through
sickness, serious surgery, reconstruction of her ruined face, through the horrible Soviet time
and still horrible children’s hospitals. (...) All this could become a real book, if it weren’t for
one little ‘if’. If only Arbatova ... would creatively conceive of the world a little bit more
distanced from her beloved self.”

* See Lukjanova (1999, 32): “HaroBopuTh KOJKOCTEH C MHIION YIJIBIOKOH, MPHBECTH B
npuMmep ceds, CBOUX My>Kel, CBOMX JeTel KaK UICaIbHYI0 MOJEIb TOCTPOSHHS OTHOIICHH B
COBPEMEHHON ceMbe - B 3TOM, B OCHOBHOM, 3aKiroudaercd GpemMuHusM Mapuu ApOatoBoii B
ero teieBM3noHHOM BapuaHTe./ To present acridities with a tender smile, to make oneself,
one’s husbands and children an example of ideal model of the relations in a contemporary
family - this is what, broadly, Marija Arbatova’s feminism in its TV-format consists of.”

' To mention briefly some interesting points in Lukjanova’s article, the author names with
cynical irony the topics which “the babuska of Russian feminism” strives to “explain Russian
women”: ‘“OKeHmMHa Kak JIMYHOCTh CaMOJOCTaTOYHA M HE3aBUCUMa OT MYXKYMHBIL.
OTHOIIEHHSI B CEMbE JOJDKHBI OBITh MApTHEPCKUMH... JKEHIIMHA B TMpaBe cama BBIOMPATh
CBOM 00pa3 >Ku3HHU, NapTHEPOB U Tak aanee. Kaxapiid na crupaer Hocku cBou. Eciin Mmyx B
HOBBIX JKOHOMHYECKMX YCJIOBHUSX JISKUT Ha IMBAaHE M TPEABSIBIACT TPYAALICHCS >XKEHE
MpEeTeH3uH, TO JuIi dYero Tako Myx? Henp3s mno3BonsaTe cebst TaBUTh U COOOIO
MaHUITyIUpoBaTh. bber He 3Hauut mobutr. Hano momorate xeprBam Hacwius. M tomy
moI00HOe. AKCHOMBI, TIOCTYJIaThl M TpaBa TaK MPOCTHl U MPU ITOM TaK €Ile HETOHSITHBI
JIpEeMyYlM PYyCCKHM MEHTAJIUTETOM, YTO HYKeH (¢eMuHM3M W Mama ApOaTtoBa - MpOpOK
ero.../ Woman as a personality is independent of the man. The relations in the family should
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Thus, although the text promotes the heroine as an example, which might
be received as authoritative and self-promotion, on the other hand it could be
viewed as forming an important symbolic model of identity. As Felski puts it:
“The creation and affirmation of symbolic identities constitutes a recurring need
on the part of marginalized social groups, fulfilling a desire for self-validation in
the face of the hostility of a dominant culture” (1989, 119). The text represents
the protagonist’s experiences as a feminist in a culture where feminism is
deemed alien and incongruous with the traditional values of that culture. The
description of her becoming one of the first feminists on TV touches upon the
problems she encountered:

S ma B mepenady MpOTNAraHIMpOBATh ONpPENeNEHHBIH HAOOp WA W JOIDKHA
Oblla cTaTh TEpBOM (PEMHHHUCTCKOHM, 3amylIeHHOW B IMUPOKUNA KOHTEKCT. B
nepefade CcHayajga Jaxe OBbLIM HEKOTOPHIE pa3AyMbs, MOXHO JIM Ha3bIBaTh
yesoBeka (PEMUHUCTCKON, MPUWJIMYHO JIX 3TO, HOPMATUBHO JIM, HO 3TO ObLIO MOE
*kéctkoe ycnorue.// KoHeuHo, ecnu O S YENOBEUECKHM SI3BIKOM C BECEITBIMHU
OailikaMy 9uTaja JEKIuu 0 (heMUHH3ME, TYMaHUTAPHBIN CTAHIApT B CTPAHE SIBHO
661 He moHu3wiIcsA. Ho, HUKTO He mpesyiaran yyebnoro ¢opmara. (...) Crpana u
PYKOBOJICTBO KaHaJsa 3aKa3bIBAJIN IOY, U UM OBLIO BCE paBHO, (PEMUHUCTKA ST WM
xupad ¢ IByMms rojioBamu. I MHe NMpencTOsIO YNAaKOBBIBATh TOPHKYIO MU0
TpaB YeJIOBEKa B 30JI0TOM mryprranuii haHTuk. (Arbatova 1999, 432)

I went on the show to propagate certain ideas and I was to become the first
feminist in a wide context. There were at first even some hesitations on the
programme as to whether a person can be called a feminist and whether it is
appropriate or normative, but that was my strict condition.// Of course if I read
lectures on feminism in understandable language and good humour, the
humanitarian standard in the country would not get lower. But, no one assumed an
educational form. (...) The country and the leaders of the channel ordered the
show, and it didn’t matter to them whether I was a feminist or a two-headed

be equal... Woman has the right to choose her way of life, partners and so on. Each should
wash their own socks. If a husband in the new economic circumstances lies on the couch and
makes demands on his working wife, what’s the need of such a husband? One should not
permit oneself to be suppressed or manipulated. To hit doesn’t mean to love. One has to help
the victims of violence. And so on. These axioms, postulates and rights are so simple, and
besides, so poorly understood by the gloomy Russian mentality, that what we need is
feminism and Masa Arbatova, its prophet...” It is noteworthy that the real social problems
behind these topics in themselves do not seem to concern the author, only the fact that a
feminist, Masa Arbatova, is explaining them makes them somehow banal. At the end of the
article the author compares Arbatova’s text to that of Darja Aslamova’s [llpuxirouernus
opsannoul oesuonku (The Adventures of a Bad Girl), to the advantage of the latter, mainly
because “...Jlama He WIIET Ui CBOEH HAaroTbl HUKAKOTO HICOJOTMYECKOTO HPUKPBITHSL.../
Dasa doesn’t hide her nakedness behind any ideological safeguard”. I do not agree with the
notion that a literary text is void of ideology if it simply does not admit to subscribe to one. In
the case of Aslamova’s text the newly received permission to speak about sex in public in the
early 1990s and equating this discourse on sexuality with freedom (of speech, for instance)
banish any problems linked with the kind of behaviour the text promotes.
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giraffe. And my task was to wrap the bitter chunk of human rights in golden
rustling paper. (Arbatova 1999, 432)

The text thus also serves as an apology of the author’s public image and
public activity, by which she seeks to explain and defend in the quotation above.
She had to meet the expectations of “the country and the channel’s leaders”
who, according to her, were really not interested in feminism as a social and
political agenda, but in entertainment. Arbatova in her book responds to
feminists who blamed her and her appearance in TV “...B nuckpeaurauuu
JKEHCKOTO JIBIDKEHHWS W BOJIBHOW TpakToBKe TepMmuHOB/ for harming the
reputation of the women’s movement and arbitrarily rendering terms” (ibid.). In
her defence the narrator points out that the media in which she worked had its
own peculiarities, and that she had to “moBbicuTh HIEHHOCTH UJEH PpeMUHU3MA B
CO3HAHUU KEHIIMHBI HA KyXHE, KOTOPOH 5 CTO JIET HE CHWJIACh; U TOKPUYAThCA
70 Heé€ uepes TOJIIY eXETHEBHO perraeMbIxX ero mpoosiem/ elevate the esteem of
feminism in the mind of the woman in the kitchen who would not have dreamed
of my existence in a hundred years; and reach her attention through the layers of
problems she solved daily” (ibid. 433). The narrator thus implies that her
intentions in the programme were good (to educate people, to help women) but
she had a hard time making it work in the way she had intended. The
autobiography also serves as a defence of the “self”, and the author-narrator
offers a rejoinder to her critics.

In conclusion it can be said that this text is read less for its own sake, that
1s, to achieve primarily aesthetic pleasure, than for its realistic representation of
the author’s life. The author also does not intend her text to be read as pure
literature, but as she puts it, the writing of the text serves as a way to think about
past experiences and accept them. However, although the author declares that
the text “is not literature” this does not mean that it uses no fictional devices. In
fact the text is called an autobiographical novel. I suppose this declaration could
be seen as criticism of the prevailing, conventional notions about literature and
aesthetics.? Within the literary institution women’s writing about “their” sphere
of life has been considered “not literature” but documentaries (which lack the
aesthetic composition of the material), which are thus less worthy of literary
research.”

The discussion on Arbatova’s text raised the observation that it
represents itself as a site for identification for readers, especially for other
women. The writer of the text in a way downplays the purely literary, aesthetic
aspect of her text by stating at the beginning of her book that “autobiography is

2 In the second edition of the text, IIpowanue ¢ XX sexom (Farewell to the 20™ Century,
2002), there is an additional explanation of the sentence quoted: “U y MeHs1 HET KOMITJIEKCOB
10 TIOBOAY MuUcaTeNbCKol uanku 3Toro Tekcra./ And I don’t have any complexes concerning
the literary level of this text” (Arbatova 2002, 8).

» Cf. the discussion in Chapter 2 of this study.

199



not literature” but “a way to look at the life’s events and accept them”. This
statement was further enhanced by the narrator’s forthright, unmediated,
approach to the reader and by the confessional mode of narration, where special
emphasis 1s placed on the textual means of creating a feeling of authenticity.

Therefore it is as if the lack of literary distancing (cf. Lukjanova) serves
as a literary device of its own kind, only it is not used to draw attention to the
text itself as a literary construct, but as “the authentic self-expression of an
authorial subject”, as Felski notes about a similar feature in (Western) texts she
defines as “feminist confession™*:

The more obviously “literary” the text - the more clearly it signals its fictional
status through such textual features as irony, parody, and self-reflexivity,
extended use of symbolic and “poetic” language, or elaborated narrative
structures - the less likely the reader is to respond to the text as the authentic self-
expression of an authorial subject. (...) [Feminist confession] attempts ... to
achieve the reverse of the defamiliarization which Russian formalism identified as
the key function of literature, in order to inspire a process of involvement and
identification by persuading readers that they are reading an intimate
communication addressed to them personally by the author. (Felski 1989, 97-98)

Although the texts Felski describes as “feminist confessions” imitate
such forms of writing as the diary and the letter, which are not exactly what
Arbatova’s text represents, the idea is applicable to it, and can offer an adequate
way of analysing it. Arbatova’s text can be seen to include this idea of a process
which invites the readers to be involved and identify with the author’s described
experience.

7.3 Through the Eyes of the Daughter 11

Arbatova’s narrator directly says in her autobiography that her mother’s
“idiotic biography” was a main influence on her becoming a feminist.
Interestingly, the cause for conflict between the mother and the daughter’s lives
i1s seemingly almost the opposite of that in Bonnér’s narrative. The narrator-
daughter thinks that her mother sacrificed her own creativity and potential for
the sake of her husband and family for no other apparent reason than the
patriarchal notion that a wife’s biography is dependent on the husband’s. What
is common, on the other hand, is the experience of lack of maternal attention and
care in childhood.

Arbatova does not give many positive descriptions of her mother,
whereas in Bonnér’s text the reader could to a certain extent sympathize with the
mother, thanks to the narrator’s own striving to understand her. In Arbatova’s

* In this connection Felski refers to the statement found in Kate Millet’s autobiography
Flying which states: “This is not literature”. A similar statement is to be found in Arbatova’s
autobiography.
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text the authoritative voice of the narrator depicts the mother as controlling,
selfish, and inconsiderate towards her. She sees her mother as a “professional”
victim, whose existence is, on the one hand, dependent on someone taking
control over her life for her, and on the other, on her being able to control the
lives of those around her.

There are also further tensions between her childhood, family and
society: as the narrator looks back on her childhood, she feels that her parents
gave her, a one-year-old child, simple-mindedly to the mercy of society when
what she really needed was parental care. This lack of attention to one’s own
children because of complicated circumstances in life also emerge in the other
women’s texts, for instance, in Svetlana Senbrunn’s text the narrator-protagonist
is left alone to stay in a cottage with a strange family for a whole summer while
her parents take for a trip together across the country. The protagonist’s feeling
of being left alone is strong, because the parents do not even send her letters.
Petkevi¢’s text contains a reminiscence of being left alone, without parental
care, in their big house, and later she is left to live with her grandmother when
her parents decide to take only the younger sisters with them for the father’s new
assignment. Bonnér also recalls spending summers without her parents but in the
safe care of her grandmother, or with other children in a pioneer camp. The
description of the end of childhood, however, when the father’s arrest and the
search of their home take place, is imbued with a feeling of being abandoned: at
the time the mother appears to be too devastated because of the arrest of her
husband to notice her daughter’s fear and to support her.

In Arbatova’s text the narrator’s depiction of her mother in the chapter
“Mama” brings to the fore the despotic, controlling and abusive mother figure;
quite a contrast to what more traditional, conservative views of motherhood
would represent.” According to the narrator “[mame]| xoremoch, 4yT0O MHUP
ONMM3KUX HAuyMHAJCA C HEe€ W 3aKaHYMBAJCS €l0, OHAa HE HMeENla YacTHOTO
OpOCTPAaHCTBA M HE TMOAO3pEBalia, 4YTO YAaCTHOE TMPOCTPAHCTBO JAPYTOro
cesmieaHo/ [Mama] wanted that the world of her nearest to start and end in her,
she did not have her own personal space, and it did not occur to her that the
personal space of others is sacred” (1999, 32).

The narrator depicts several incidents in her mother’s life which
represent her as a selfish, unhappy, “professional victim”; who spoils everybody
else’s life because her own life is spoilt. Nevertheless, the narrator seems to
know what really bothers mother:

Pa3BecTuch Mame He XOTENOCh — B 3TOM CIIydae, BO-TIEPBBIX, MPHILIOCH OBI
CTaTh CaMOCTOSATENILHOM, BO-BTOPBIX, Opak C YCIEIIHBIM MYXYHHOH OKazaics
IJaBHBIM COLMAJIBHBIM JIOCTH)KEHHEeM ee Jku3HH. Ocrtanock mnocienHee —
MPEeBpPaTUTh ceMblo B ajl. (Arbatova 1999, 30)

» See for example Tat’jana Okulova’s eulogy of self-sacrificing, altruistic motherhood and
the role of woman-mother as the preserver of Russia’s sacred traditions. (1990, 183, 184).
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Mother did not want to divorce - in that case, firstly, she would have had to
become independent, secondly, marriage to a successful man was the best social
achievement of her life. There was one thing left - to change the family life into
hell. (Arbatova 1999, 30)

This ironic attitude to mother’s biography also serves as an indicator of
the mother’s influence on the narrator’s life. Writing about the mother’s
influence, about her bad behaviour serves as a liberating outlet from the
mother’s control over her life in her childhood, in a somewhat similar way as to
that in Bonnér’s text. The serious consequences of the poliomyelitis from which
the protagonist suffered throughout her childhood and youth are overshadowed
by the mother’s own, “invented” illnesses:

Bmecto Toro 4toObl mojanep:kaTh OTIA M MOMOYb €My BBHITSIHYTh CEMbIO, OHa
crana TperbuM peO&HKoM. llpexnme pemenmst 3a He€ npuHHMana 0alyiika, W
TEnepb, OCTABLUINCh CAMOCTOSITENIbHOM, MaMa HE 3Hala, 4TO JeJIaTh CO CBOOOOM.
E#i Obuto Hekyma ceOs 1eTh, H OHA BBICTPOWJIA 3MOIMOHATLHYIO H3Hb BOKPYT
CBOMX TIceBI000e3HEH. “bolbHOE ceplilie” 3aKOHYMIIOCh, KOTJIa B IBAJIIATh JIET,
pOJIMB OJM3HEIIOB M TOJBIXasi OT MEeperpy3KkH, sl KECTKO OTKA3alach BBIMOIHSITH
Kakoe-To € pacrnopsbkeHue. OHa “reriia yMuparh”’, BBI3BAIHU “‘CKOPYI0”, IpUexa
MOJIOJION Bpad, cenan KapAuorpaMmmy, TOCMOTPENT Ha MEHS, BCE TIOHSUT M CKa3all;
“Kak Bam He creinHO! IlocmoTpuTe, B KakOM COCTOSIHMM Bamla A04b. Y Bac
cepaie, kak y cioprcmena.” (Arbatova 1999, 29)

Instead of supporting Father and helping him to support the family, she became a
third child. Grandmother used to make decisions for her, and now, after becoming
independent, Mother did not know what to do with her freedom. She didn’t know
where to go, and she built her emotional life around her pseudo-diseases. The
“heartache” ended, when at twenty, after giving birth to twins, dying of too much
work, I refused to obey one of her orders. She “lay down to die”, called the
ambulance and in came a young doctor, took the cardiogram, looked at me,
understood everything and said: “Aren’t you ashamed of yourself! Look, in what
condition your daughter is. You have the heart of an athlete.” (Arbatova 1999, 29)

The narrator as it were makes the story of her mother into an educational,
“warning” example: this is what happens when women are not emancipated, do
not fulfill themselves apart from their role in the family. They become like
naughty children who must be told to behave themselves. Thus, the narrator
expresses her criticism especially towards society for its idealization of
motherhood and defining a woman/wife through her husband.

Although Arbatova’s text does not give a smooth description of her
mother, the narrator does not entirely blame her either. The explanation for her
becoming a feminist points a finger at society, in which, despite women’s
education and ideology of equality between the sexes, women’s status could
well be dependent on that of the husband. However, there are also other
explanations in the mother’s biography.
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It is interesting that the narrator sees her mother’s inability to be
autonomous as a legacy of the latter’s despotic mother, who in turn was a victim
of unfortunate circumstances of various kind in her childhood. Another reason is
found in the family history, which is mere “repression” and “unspoken
traumas”. The narrator traces the psychologically abusive attitude towards
children back to her grandmother’s childhood, when the latter’s father punished
her most severely. The narrator presents the following story about the incident:

CeMbst ObIJIa HACTOJILKO KHIJKHAS, YTO TOIMYJISIPHEHIIIMM COBMECTHBIM JIOCYTOM
ObUIM YWTKA BCOyX W oOcyxaeHus. FOnas OubOnmomanka, 6alymika XaHHa,
cTapiiasi U3 CeMH JETeH, 3a TO )KECTOKO MOIUIATHIIACH, MPEINOYNTas KHUKKY
MIOMOIIM TI0 XO3AHUCTBY. Y MajbuWka 3TO OBl MPUBETCTBOBAIM, y JECBOYKH -
JKecToko Kapanmu. OJHaXIbl OHA 3a4UTANaCh TaK, YTO HE OTKpPBUIA POJUTEISIM
3anepTyro jaBepb. lIpemmornaras camoe ykacHoe, Mpajae] BbUIOMall JBEPh H
00HapYKWII MOTPYKEHHYIO B KHIKKY XaHHY, MAalIMHAJIHLHO Kayalol[yl0 KPOBaTKY
C OPYIIMM K30 BCEX CHJI MJIQJIIIAM OpaToM.

Hakazanue ObUTO 4UyJTOBHINHBIM. TOPONUBIIMICS K YYCHHUKAM TPAJCT CXBATUI
JI09b 3a PYKY, MIPUTAIIMI B KJIacC MAJbYMKOB M BHICEK MEpe] BCEMH, CHSB C Heé
Tpychl. CeromHsa Omaronapsi ICUXOaHAIW3y Mbl 3HAEM, YTO TaKHe WCTOPUU AT
HEBPO3bl, MOJOOHBIE MOCIEJCTBHUSIM TPYNIIOBOTO H3HACHIOBAHUS B JETCTBE.
Hywmaro, 3To cromano ouorpadguo camoil 0a0yIIKH, HO U XOPOIIO MPOIUIOCH TI0
Moel Matepu U 1sae. MHe, monarato, Toxe nepenaino. (Arbatova 1999, 214-215)

[My mother’s] family was very literary. Their favourite entertainment was reading
aloud and discussing the books. A young bibliophile, Grandmother Hanna, the
eldest of seven children, had to pay a price for this, because she preferred reading
a book to domestic chores. In a boy this would have been a welcome feature, but
in a girl it was punished severely. Once she was so absorbed in her reading that
she didn’t open a door that was locked to her parents. Assuming the worst, Great-
grandfather broke in and found Hanna, absorbed in reading, mechanically rocking
the cradle in which her little brother was crying.

The punishment was severe. Great-grandfather hurried back to his pupils,
grabbing his daughter by the hand, dragged her into the class with the boys and
whipped her in front of everybody after taking off her panties. Today, thanks to
psychoanalysis, we know that such incidents cause neuroses, which have
consequences similar to a mass rape experienced as a child. I think, that this was
decisive in Grandmother’s biography, and it also came through to my mother and
uncle. And I suppose I had a share of it as well. (Arbatova 1999, 214-215)

The theme of the hereditary or learned shame and the consequences of
this are discussed in more detail in the second edition of Arbatova’s biography
Ipowanue ¢ XX sexom (Farewell to the 20™ century, 2002). In this second
edition the narrator explains the last sentence in the quotation below: she herself
has whipped her seven-year-old sons twice in a similar frenzy as her great-
grandfather. The latter was not aware, as the author thanks to psychoanalysis is
now, of the psychological consequences of such beating. Thus, the narrator tries
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to decipher and also understand the reasons behind the shame, and sacrificing in
her mother’s life:

Bce obpamanocs Bokpyr 6a0ymiku XanHsbl... To, 4To ¢ Hel crenan coOCTBEHHBIH
orell, ObuT0 O€/10i, HO 0CO3HABANIOCh Kak 1mo30p. [lonararo, 4To UIMEHHO B JIOTHKE
9TOW MyTaHWIIBI MaMa M CKpbIBaja (akT HAJTMUUS MPEIbIAYIICH CEMbH Y MOETO
oTma.

Tema »KEHCKOW JKEPTBEHHOCTH paadl MYXYHHbI aKTHBHO pa3padaThIBajiach
0abymikoii U B Ouorpaduu Moed Mambl JOCTHIJIa COBEPIICHHO TeaTpabHOTO
amores. (Arbatova 2002, 69)

Everything revolved around Grandmother Hanna... What her own father did to her
was a misfortune, but was conceived of as shameful. I suppose that due to the
logic of this confusion Mama hid the fact about the existence of my father’s
previous family.

The theme of female sacrifice for the sake of the husband was actively developed
by Grandmother and in the biography of my mother it achieved its theatrical
culmination. (Arbatova 2002, 69)

On the grounds of the passages above, it can be stated, that the narrator
is engaged in a similar kind of project of trying to understand her mother and her
self, the past and the present, to the narrator in Bonnér’s text. Both texts tend to
represent the mother (and the grandmother) as victims of their time, and
themselves as explorers and explainers of the circumstances of all their
biographies. In this sense both narratives “collapse the mother’s story into that
of the daughter: the daughter is seen as possessing a privileged insight into the
relationship, and her account is seen as giving a ‘true’ representation of the
mother” (Lawler 2000, 15).

However, as was already stated, in Arbatova’s representation the mother
figure is far less sympathetic than in Bonnér’s, therefore it appears that the latter
representation emphasises more understanding and accepting than the former, in
which both feminist critique and the critique of Soviet society constitute an
important ideological position for the narrator. It is, however, interesting that
both writers create and use the theme of “mother and/or mother-and-daughter”
as a locus of writing (cf. Hirsch 1989, 132). In Bonnér’s case the tactic of
writing about her mother through childhood experiences brings out the
emotional, bodily memory. Although Arbatova’s father was a writer and an
important figure for the young heroine of the text, the writing subject and
creativity are connected with her identity as a mother, but in a very different
manner from Bonnér’s case:

Kak scaxas cemeiinas 6aba, s macana, co3iaBasi OKHO B JOMAIIHEM X03sHcTBe. B
OCHOBHOM JIeJasl 3TO JéXKa B XOJUIE Ha KOBpE, MIOKa y JIeTei ObLI JHEBHOW COH.
Omo menvue ceco ObLIO noxodice Ha “padomy”. S knana ChIHOBEH B pa3HbIE
KOMHAThl, HO HE CcaJuiach B KOMHAaTe€ 3a MMCBMEHHBIM CTOJ, a JIOXKWIACh
MOCEpPEMHE B XOJUIE, YTOOBI YCIIETh IOMPHITHYTH K TOMY, YTO 3aIljlaueT MEPBBIM,
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ObIcTpel, ueM OH pa3OyauT BTOpOro. A nucaia mMHo2o u 6bicmpo, cuumas “mMyxu
meopuecmea” nosou bezdenvnurxos. Kaxue mam myku, ecau y mebs O1uzHeyo8ulil
kongetiep. V1, BooOIIE, eciu aiist Te0s1 3TO MyUYUTENBHO, 3aueM nucath. (Arbatova
1999, 174 - 175, italics MR)

Like any other housewife, 1 wrote making a window out of the household. I often
did it lying in the hall on a carpet during the children’s nap. Least of all it
resembled “work”. 1 put my sons in different rooms, didn’t sit down behind a
desk, but lay in the middle of the hall in order to rush in time to whoever started to
cry first, so that he wouldn’t wake up the other. / wrote a lot and fast, considering
“pains of creation” an idler’s pretence. What pain can you feel if you have twins?
And anyway, if you are in pain, why write in the first place. (Arbatova 1999, 174
- 175, italics MR)

In this quotation the narrator describes her situation as a young mother
and writer, both contrasting and combining the two roles: writing is not work for
her - it is freedom from the domestic sphere. She does it /ying on the carpet, not
sitting behind a desk. In the text the narrator defines herself as “a housewife who
writes plays” (ibid. 207). This statement conceals a considerable amount of self-
irony, because she is an educated and recognised playwright. The irony of a
woman writer’s situation appears in this passage as a belittling of one’s own
work: her work is not real work, but instead it is therapy for the house-wife. It is
also noteworthy that her life as a mother of two small children does not give her
the luxury of sitting behind the desk and “creating”. On the other hand, the
conception of creativity itself is demystified: for the narrator “pains of creation”
are a myth which has nothing to do with her own creativity. For her creative
work means freedom from pain, it is not even work.* In the quotation the

* Another Russian woman writer, V. Tul’Cina, associates her becoming a writer with her
becoming a mother. Tul’¢ina states in her short autobiography that the person Tul’Cina lives
separately from the author Tul’¢ina, but the motivation to separate the two is not because she
thinks of her writing as separate from her life, but because she identifies this duality with the
birth of her child, with which the birth of the author in her coincided. Her roles as author and
mother are linked with each other, as she herself notes, most of all because of the fact that she
belongs to the female sex: “O0a coObITHS TECHO B3aMMOCBsI3aHBL. B mepByro ouepens, TeMm
CYACTIIUBBIM OOCTOSTENLCTBOM, YTO MMEIO0 YEeCTh NMPUHAIIEkKATh K >kKeHCKoMy moxy/ Both
events are tightly linked with each other. First and foremost by the happy circumstance that I
have the honour to belong to the female sex.” (Skvorcova-Akbulatova 1995, 120-121.)
Adrienne Rich’s description of her own situation as a poet and the mother of small children
can also be instructive in connection with Arbatova’s understanding of her own creativity.
Rich (1996/1972, 88-89) writes: “I want to make it clear that I am not saying that in order to
write well, or think well, it is necessary to become unavailable to others, or to become a
devouring ego. This has been the myth of the masculine artist and thinker... But to be a female
human being trying to fulfil traditional female functions in a traditional way is in direct
conflict with the subversive function of the imagination. The word traditional is important
here. There must be ways and we will be finding out more and more about them, in which the
energy of creation and the energy of relation can be united. (...) In the late fifties I was able to
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narrator in a way universalises her own experience: she was able to write
productively in this manner, and, thus, others’ creative pains seem like pretence
to her.

On the other hand one should perhaps not be so quick to point to
“universalising” one’s experiences, if one looks back on the narrator’s
explanation of her becoming a feminist because of her mother’s idiotic
biography. Her mother made a career of being a house-wife, according to the
narrator, suffocating and repressing her own creativity and her need for self-
fulfillment. By occupying herself with a career in writing despite (or because of)
two small children, the narrator seeks to break this model. That for the narrator
this tactic in writing has specific political meanings comes to the surface in other
descriptions, which concern woman’s role solely as a mother at home. In the
next passage the description of a Soviet housewife is almost a caricature:

Cocenku, Mamalll CBEPCTHUKOB MOMX JAeTeil (...) MOCTENeHHO MpeBpalaluch B
KIIMHUYECKHE CYIIECTBA C TSOKEIBIM B30pPOM CKOTa, MAylHlero Ha OoiHio. OHuU
LENbIi JeHb CTOSIN B OYEPEH, Y TUINTHL, Y CTUPATIbHON MAIlMHBI, Y TIaJuIbHON
JOCKH, Oeranum mo JOMYy C TPSIKOW M MBUIECOCOM. Y3K€ MOYTH HEHaBHIEIU
COOCTBEHHBIX JIeTeH, U BCE BpeMsl NEPrajid MX, Opalid, 3alpelaid 3eMITto, JTyKH,
BO3HIO U Jla3aHbe Ha AepeBbsi. K Beduepy OHU AOXKUIANNCH “CBEepXuenoBeka’ -
Mya ¢ pabOThI, CHOBa OpalM Ha JETed, IOTOMY YTO ‘“mama ycTan’, METajJuch y
CTOJIA C TapeJIKaMH, CMOTPEIH KMHO “Ipo JI00O0BE” MO TEIEBU30PY U JOKHUIUCH C
MY’KEM B TIOCTEITb, O YEM ITIOTOM OT3BIBAIIUCH ¢ OONMbIINM oMep3eHHneM. (Arbatova
1999, 178)

The neighbours, mothers of the children same age as mine (...) little by little
changed into clinic creatures with a heavy look of cattle, going to the
slaughterhouse. They stood all day in queues, beside the hearth, the washing
machine, the ironing board, ran around the house with a rag and vacuum cleaner.
They already almost hated their children and nagged them constantly, yelled,
forbade soil, puddles, noise and climbing trees. In the evening they waited for the
“super-man” husband from work, again yelled at children, because “father is
tired”, bustled about in the kitchen, watched a movie “about love” in TV and went
to bed with the husband, about which they later talked with disgust. (Arbatova
1999, 178)

The narrator gives a stereotypical depiction of these women and, true,
over-generalizes them. However, as was already also pointed out, to deconstruct
and criticise the stereotypes, one has to become aware of them in the first place.
Perhaps, as Labovitz notes in her analysis of the female Bildungsroman in the

write, for the first time, directly about experiencing myself as a woman. The poem was jotted
in fragments during children’s naps, brief hours in a library, or at 3.00 a.m. after rising with a
wakeful child. (...) Yet I began to feel that my fragments and scraps had a common
consciousness and a common theme, one which I would have been very unwilling to put on
paper at an earlier time because I had been taught that poetry should be ‘universal,” which
meant, of course, non-female.”
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twentieth century, before the heroine can find a mentor and a role model for
herself , “she has the burden of creating new ones and of breaking the old
models” (1986, 236).

Arbatova’s book to a large extent differs from the other four texts in this
study from the generational, temporal, and professional points of view. But,
following Zerebkina, it can be said that the five texts share similar
autobiographical practices of representation of the forbidden, the corporeal, the
biological in the late Soviet and post-Soviet context (Zerebkina 2003, 65).
Reading Arbatova with Felski’s theory of (Western) feminist confession brought
out the significance of this representation in connection with the writer’s
political, feminist agenda. I would contend that the other texts also share to a
certain extent the practices of identification and representation of the female
experience.
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8 Preliminary Conclusions: Constructing “The Self”

In this and the next chapter I seek to integrate the findings of my literary
analyses conducted in the five previous chapters with the theoretical framework
outlined in Chapter 1 and the historical context of Russian women’s writing
outlined in Chapter 2. As already stated, the aim is not to stress the radicality of
these texts but to contextualise the historical specificity of the phenomenon of
women’s autobiographical writing in Russia in the 1990s.

As has been noted, the control of “female publicity” (what women may
do and say in public) and the control of female sexuality have shaped the forms
in which women’s life experience has been represented (Miller 1996, 110).
According to Zerebkina, late Soviet and post-Soviet women’s writing in Russia
realises a conscious ideological protest against the preceding, official Soviet
representations of women: in contrast to the public, official women’s images of
the Soviet era, the main sphere of representation of femaleness is the sphere of
family. In this sense, this sphere is not just “private” but it stands for the “non
public”, “unofficial”. (Zerebkina 2003, 63.) It is difficult to draw clear lines
between private and public in these texts, not least because these concepts
themselves are not accurate and employ different meanings and values in
different contexts'. In this sense, the notion of semi-private or semi-public
narrative act coined by Lanser (1986, 353) in connection with women’s texts
might help to escape the juxtaposition between “private” and “public”.’
Accordingly, we might call these texts semi-public or semi-private narratives of
women’s lives, which strive to represent that which was forbidden, unofficial,
non public.

The women autobiographers and memoirists whom this study concerns
are all educated, intellectual women who have proved themselves on various

' See Susan Gal’s article, where she approaches the dichotomy from the perspective of
Peircian semiotics: “A semiotic approach to public and private suggests that ... ‘public’ and
‘private’ are not places, domains, spheres of activity, or even types of interaction. Even less
are they distinctive institutions or practices. Public and private are co-constitutive cultural
categories, as many have pointed out. But they are also, and equally importantly, indexical
signs that are always relative: dependent for part of their referential meaning on the
interactional context in which they are used.” (Gal 2002, 80.)

* The concept “semi-private” has also served to describe women’s activities in Soviet Russia.
Temkina (1997, 51) uses it in connection with women’s place in the Soviet Union: “I assume
that the Soviet woman was and is strong enough in that semi-private sphere. It was a special
kind of activity to organize a household in conditions of total deficit and a system of state
distribution and privileges. This sphere demanded special skill and organizational and
communication experience. Therefore it empowered those who operated in it. Women’s
networks and communication were enormous. Women’s interests in the fulfilment of the role
of working mother were realized through these networks. Political passivity of women is
connected not only to structural/ situational and socializational factors, but also to the
realization of women’s interests outside of social movements and politics, in the sphere of
secondary interactions, e.g. social networks as a way of horizontal interaction (ibid.).”



arenas of cultural, artistic and political activity. For the four writers, Arbatova,
Petkevic, Pliseckaja and Gerstejn, the finding of their place in society was a
result of difficult struggle. This construction of the past as struggle constituted
an important part of the narrated self. In Bonnér’s text, too, the story of her
childhood is a locus for the adult narrator’s discovered but also constructed self.
The first person narrators search for the constituents of their identity in a past
which is lost.

The constructions of “bygone years”, “self-discovery”, reliance on
“subjective reality as the only one available for them”, are features that
characterise contemporary Russian memoirs according to Balina (2003, 195-
196). 1 agree with Balina on the basis of my own material because, for all the
writers - GerStejn, Petkevi¢, Bonnér, Pliseckaja, Arbatova - subjective
recollection of the past was an important motivation for writing. It is another
matter, however, to discern exactly how this subjectivity differs, for instance,
from the memoirs and autobiographies of earlier times. To some extent the
emphasis on “the self” can be seen as a reaction against patterns of official
Soviet memoir writing, “o gpemenu u o cebe” - about the time and about the self,
where the latter and its memory was subordinated to official history (see Balina
2003, 189). “The self” is here the focus and initiator of recollection, and “the
time” comes second.

Writing “against” something does not necessarily mean writing “free”
from something. These writers were not inventing a new revolutionary language
to describe their subjective reality when they wrote, nor do I believe that it was
their aim to do so. As has been observed, they use conventional totalizing
concepts as, for example, truth, in order to point to their own truth as distinctive
of the official truth. Also, their wish is to mediate knowledge about the past for
future generations, because, as they write, they were eyewitnesses and
participants. In part their writing gives didactic examples. These features can be
found in official Soviet memoirs. (See Balina 2003, Liljestrom 2000a).
However, the texts do express a sophisticated understanding of writing as
fiction, where reality is constructed. Their writing serves as a way to construct
an understanding of the past for themselves, or of themselves.

The texts would seem to reproduce images of the strong Russian woman,
a bearer of important national and social values of society insofar as they
represent the protagonists as survivors and carriers of the memory of their
experiences. In that sense they are heroines, who have accomplished the task of
surviving, preserving their humanity and telling their stories to future
generations, much in the same vein, as described by Holmgren in her article on
20" century Russian women’s autobiographies (1994). This description, this
plot, would seem to be in accordance with the motifs given for writing in the
texts.

The act of narrating itself forms an important constituent of the story
about the past as a survival story of the self, and the construction of the non-
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public experiences of the self. The narrators create the past by looking back at it
through the prism of their subjective memory. Through this process of memory
narrative the “self” is constructed. The story of the self in these texts was not so
much structured around an inner change, a teleological growth through change
in the status of the protagonist, or perform a deconstruction of the self, the “I”,
but a recovery of selthood, a confirmation of subjectivity, which had been
fractured in the clash between gender (their experience as women in Soviet
society), class (educated, intellectual) and national identity (the controversy with
the state) in the past.” The narrators’ seek thus to “reproduce in the present a
sense of what they were in the past and seek a unity between” the non-public
experiences of the past and the present self (Labovitz 1986, 20-21). In this
construction of the self at least two main narrative-thematic lines can be
observed: the story of the quest for the self and the story of the self and others.

8.1 The Quest for the “Self”

The texts resemble each other in certain structural and thematic features.
On the basis of their themes, the texts share the representation of a similar, bitter
experience of the bygone years. They also include a more or less noticeable
narrative structure of the quest of the narrator-protagonist: she strives to find her
place in society or to live through and survive tragic and sometimes violent
events. Especially noticeable is the resemblance between Petkevi¢’s and
Arbatova’s texts in which the protagonists grow through difficult experiences to
accept their lives and fates: in Petkevic’s Gulag testimony after the collapse of
her family and home and the deprivation of her freedom, the restoring of the
narrator-protagonist’s own self as well as the community of her friends in the
prison camp are represented as the nodal points which rescue her in and after the
prison camp. Arbatova’s texts structures the protagonist’s childhood with her
difficult experiences of an illness as a story of survival (literally) reminiscent of
Gulag narratives, in which the protagonist grows to be different from the others,
autonomous, and in which the network of personal relations between women
helps her to find alternative ways of coping with patriarchal values in society.
Both texts represent the protagonist as a martyr, a victim, who, nevertheless, is
now in the narrative testifying her survival. The narrative structure of quest for
the self in writing is noticeable in the other texts as well.

The life experience gained by the narrator moulds the narrating of the
protagonist’s the life story, which grows through difficult experiences and
comes nearer in the end the position of the narrator, by way of sanctioning the

> Cf. Liu (1997, 45): “Gender, class, and national identities clash rather than conjoin, resulting
in woman’s loss of one identity or another and in her fractured subjectivity with regard to the
nation.”; Grice (2000, 44) notes that in telling their national and personal stories female
voices are fractured and at times evasive rather than authoritative like male voices.
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knowledge gained by the protagonist.* If we think of what happens in the course
of the life story, it is the surviving of difficult times and endurances that takes
place. The quest of the female protagonist is the gaining of her own self, the
restoring of her own self in writing (cf. Labovitz 1986, 248). These endurances
in themselves did not change the protagonists: the endurance is there as
something they had gone through, and because of that, they have become,
finally, who they are, but the story of the quest did not take them to another
space. They had not arrived “home”, or settled down, after finding a safe place
in which to write down their story, but their stories, as the open endings implied,
continue. They suggest that they continue to live, and continue to write their
stories.

Indeed, searching for one’s self and identity in the past or with the help
of reminiscence has been considered a central thematic constituent of the female
Bildungsroman. Labovitz (1986, 248)° states that the heroines start “a search for
the self lost in childhood” and “the road from ‘nothingness’ to selfhood is
traversed in the quest”. This serves as a common constituent of the self in each
text (in different proportions) and thus create another kind of image of the
narrator not as victim, nor a bearer of national and symbolic values, but as her
“self”, made coherent with the help of narrating, or confessing, her life
experience which becomes a life story.

The “other” also forms an important constituent in the texts in different
ways. For Pliseckaja the most prominent other is, perhaps, the state, against
which she creates the story of her life and career. Petkevi€ directly construes the
image of her self through others’ words by citing letters written by others to her.
In Gulag narratives the community of women represents an important moral
support for the protagonist. In Arbatova’s narrative as well, the community
formed by the network of personal relations, especially between girlfriends, is
represented as a site of constituting female and feminist identity of the
protagonist, as well as the female public sphere of readers.

8.2 The Others

The figure of the other has received wide resonance in theoretical
thinking on women’s autobiographies. Mary Mason formulated in her influential
article “The Other Voice” that in women’s autobiographies significant others
(husband, father, God etc.) played a significant role in the construction of the

* Felski sees this as a typical feature of a feminist Bildungsroman: “[The] disparity between
the perspectives of narrator and protagonist gradually disappears during the course of the
developmental narrative, the two perspectives finally converging at the conclusion of the text,
which typically serves to explicitly sanction the knowledge gained by the protagonist” (1989,
136).

> Labovitz’s study on the female Bildungsroman is based on three Western and one East-
European novel by women writers.
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woman writer’s autobiographical self and this was what constituted the
difference of women’s autobiographies in relation to men’s autobiographies
(Mason 1980, 210).° Since then it has been suggested, i.e., by Franc¢oise Lionnet,
that the construction of the self in relation to the other could be more generally a
central feature of autobiographical writing, that is, not a gender-based feature in
itself (cf. Miller 1996, 111). In the material I am dealing with, “the other” comes
forward in several different narrative forms. 1) It is the community of women
and men which helps the protagonist-narrator to survive through a common
feeling of solidarity and care-giving. 2) The others as the significant others
whose influence on the narrating self (and her status as a writing subject) has
been constitutive, and through which the narrating subject constructs the story of
her own self. 3) The state as the other in the form of a counterforce to the “self”
which leads to the formation of the non-public self. 4) The relationship between
the mother and the daughter - the most significant feature involved in the
representation of sexual difference.

In Bonnér’s and Arbatova’s texts the tensions between different
generations - between mothers and daughters - and the search for the matrilineal
heritage represent a self-reflexive view on history, on truth, and experience.
Roberta Maierhofer, who in her study explores contemporary Western women’s
autobiography and the mother-daughter relationship in them, outlines the “self-
reflexive” narrative structure of feminist autobiographies:

What truth we come to know in reading autobiography derives not from the facts
of a life truly remembered, but from the meaning the autobiographer assigns to
and extracts from the representation of experience... In feminist autobiographies
this understanding that “experience” and “memory” are historical and cultural
readings is reflected in the narrative structure that takes on a form of self-
reflexivity, which is not to be mistaken with the poststructuralist concept of a self-
reflexive text. This self-reflexive stance demands, as Ilene Alexander has stated,
“a looking back and saying what multiple truths might have been, the multiple
realities, the multiple experiences in the world.” (Maierhofer 1999, 186-187)

In these texts, written in the context of late 20" century Russian culture
and society, this aspect of facts and truths would seem to have a central
importance: paraphrasing Bonnér, it is not the facts that she has narrated, but
those experiences which matter and represent the truth to her. By way of shifting

% In connection with Russian women’s autobiographies Sarah Pratt has analysed works by
prominent women writers adapting Mason’s theory: see Pratt (1996). Irina Savkina gives a
central meaning to the addressee in diaries by Russian women from the first half of the 19th
century: “The formula ‘the diary is not addressed to anyone’ shifts into ‘the diary is addressed
to no one’. The addressee... is a double, one’s own female You, You-I, and at this moment
there opens up a space for female prattle, conversation with one’s self, ‘female corporeal
language’. But, at the same time in all the texts there is You as a censor, judge and spy, in
front of whom one has to cloth oneself in the ‘masquerade’ of femininity.” (Savkina 2001,
150.)
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the focus from the historical facts to the family and the relations between
different female generations - daughters, mothers, grandmothers - these texts
focus not on history as a linear continuum of events, but the reciprocity of these
relations, the understanding of the self through others, against others, in relation
to others and in relation to the historical circumstances.

For a particularly negative representation of the mother figure in recent
autobiographical texts we can turn to Svetlana Senbrunn’s text Poser u
xpuzanmemovl (Roses and Chrysanthemums, 2000). The narrator-protagonist,
who at the beginning of the story is four years old, bears few positive accounts
of the mother: she is described as a monster, who torments her little daughter
and her husband by constantly reminding them of her own condition as an
invalid, the difficulty of bringing up a child on her own during the last years of
war, by controlling the household and every one in it in a despotic manner.” The
harsh attitude towards the small daughter would seem unmotivated and
unnecessary.® There are few direct explanations for this behaviour. However, the
text contains references and indications which can also help understand the
mother’s behaviour: when she arrives in Moscow with a small child she finds
that their apartment has been occupied by a colleague of her husband, who is in
the front. The mother and the child are left on their own on the streets until the

7 The conversations quoted between the mother and father are at times very vivid in their
nuanced “documentation” of their relations, as, for example, when the father after his return
from the war, tells his wife he wants to be a Soviet writer: “[Mawma:] - Jla, kak xe!.. boxe
MO, TISITh JIET HUIEHCTBOBAJIA, CBETJIOTO JIHS HE BHJEIA, HAJEsIaCh, YTO C TBOMM IPHE3IOM
32)KMBY, HAKOHEII, KaK YeJIOBEK... - Mama BCXJIMIBIBACT - TOHEHbKO-TOHEHbKO. HUKTO Tak He
IJ1a4eT, TOJAbKO OHa. (...) Ilama B3gpixaer. - HuHyceHpKka, MOMMH, - OH MOTJIAXKUBAET PYKOM
MoJI00POJIOK, - 51 HE MOTY YIIYCTUTh JTOT LIAHC - MOXET ObITh, OCIEIHUNA B MOCH KHU3HHU. -
Hlanc! TeGe HamieBath, uTO 5 ObIOCH Kak pbiOa 00 jen. HakoHeu-To, mocie CTONBKUX JIET,
OTpBIBAJIACh BO3MOXKHOCTh 3@KUTh OoJjiee-MeHee CHOKOHHO. Tak HeT - Hy’KHO, BUAUTE JIH,
nucatk poman! [lopa3ute denoBedecTBO cBomMH TanaHTamu! Ecim Tl coOupaiicsi ObITh
BEJIMKHM IHCATEeNIeM, HE CIIEJOBAIO JKEHUTHCS M 3aBOAMTH pedenka! Jla, ma, mopsmovHbIA
YeJIOBEK TpeXae, 4eM 003aBeCTUCh CEeMbEl, B3BEIIMBACT CBOM BO3MOXKHOCTH./ [Mother:]-
Yes, of course!.. My god, five years I lived in misery, not one single day of joy, and hoped
that with your return I revive as a human being at last... - Mama sobs - so very gently. No one
can wipe like she does. (...) Papa sighs. - Ninusen’ka, understand - he rubs his chin with his
hand, - I can’t let this chance go by - it may be the last of my life. - Chance! You don’t care a
bit that I struggle like a fish on dry land. At last, after so many years, there is a possibility to
live more or less peacefully. But, oh no - this one has to write a novel! To amaze humankind
with his talent! If you were going to be a great writer, you shouldn’t have got married nor had
a child! That’s right, a decent human being weighs his potentials before he starts a family.”
(Senbrunn 2000, 141-142.)

* A couple of examples of the mother’s attitude as received by the protagonist: “Oto ueprt, a
He pebeHok! - ropoput Mama./ - She’s a devil and not a child! - Mama says.” (Senbrunn 2000,
28) “[Csernana:] - bomsHo!!! - bonpHO? Tak Tebe u Hamo, yto OoabHO! Tak Tebe m Hamo!
Hpsab Takas! Y Bcex ASTH Kak JIeTH, a y MeHS ypox npokisateiii!/- [Svetlana:]- It hurts!!! -
Hurts? It’s only fair that it hurts! It’s only fair! You filth! Others have ordinary children, but I
have a damned fright!” (ibid. 48)
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mother manages to prove that the apartment rightfully belongs to her family. To
a certain extent “Mama’s” position is understandable: she has had it hard
providing for her daughter alone without support from her husband in the
difficult circumstances in the aftermath of the war. On the other hand it seems
that she abuses her daughter. She is both the victim and the culprit.

However, as the hearing/writing subject, the daughter/writer is the one
who potentially has the opportunity to hear of these vicissitudes and damages in
the mother’s voice. In recording the mother’s voice it becomes part of the
linearity of language; it becomes involved in a signification process, which, in a
way, enables the revision of the mother-daughter relationship. In Mothers and
Daughters Bonnér regrets that she and her mother could not get across the
unspoken barrier of showing affection to each other, but, it seems, the writing
offers a chance to break that barrier. If Senbrunn’s text is read from this
perspective, the author would seem to imply that the mother’s behaviour was a
result of the severe circumstances in war-time Moscow as a single mother.
Further explanation comes when emerges that the present order in society is
foreign and unacceptable for the mother, whose family was part of the former
bourgeoisie: she cannot bear to send her daughter to a Soviet school: she teaches
Svetlana herself at home for the first year (for instance French) and makes her
learn to play the piano. Further explanation can be found in the relations
between the mother and her own mother, who lives in the same room and little
by little becomes senile. The protagonist hears the following conversation
between two sisters, her mother and aunt:

- Tenepb THI BUAUIIB, B KAKOW YCTaHOBKE S KHBY, B3JbIXaeT Mama. - 1 310 mnpu
BTOPOH TpyIITe HHBAIUIHOCTH.

- Yxac, yxac, - BCXJUnbIBaeT Tets Tamapa. - OHa paHbiie He Obl1a Takasi.

- Bonpmmm ymoM oHa HUKOTr/Ia HE OTJIMYajlach, - 3aMe4yaeT Mama, - a Terepb
COBCEM Cllyperna.

- Hunouka, Heyxxemu Mbl Toxke Oynem Takue? - chpamuBaeT TeTss Tamapa,
IPOMOKas TJ1a3a INIATOUYKOM.

- Ko 3HaeT - MoXer, elme u XyiKe, - Gpipkaer Mama. (Senbrunn 2000, 126)

- Now you see in what circumstances I live, Mama sighs. - And that’s moreover
the second degree of invalidity.

- Awful, awful, sobs Aunt Tamara. - She was not like that before.

- She was never among the cleverest, - notes Mama, - but now she’s completely
lost it.

- Ninocka, you don’t think we’ll be like that? - Aunt Tamara asks, wiping her eyes
with a handkerchief.

- Who knows, perhaps even worse, - Mama snorts. (Senbrunn 2000, 126)

This almost anecdotal dialogue points out the genealogy, the burden of
heritage in the female generational chain. The younger women anticipate and see
their future in the older (“you don’t think we...”) and the foreboding of future is
as easy as switching places (“...perhaps even worse”). Glimpses of this kind in
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the text which have scant narrator comments give reason to suspect the apparent
division into good and evil.” The circumstances of society, and the collapse of
the mother’s world view with the advent of the younger Soviet generations is
further elaborated at the end of the text, where the mother has a long discussion
with one of Svetlana’s teachers. The latter’s father was a victim of political
purges. Convinced that her father was innocent, the daughter set out to clear his
name by volunteering for the war with numerous others just like her. The mother
sees this as a stupid, rather than a heroic thing to do:

- AX, Kakas TJIynocTh!.. - TOBOPUT Mama.

- I'mynocts?!

- MoXHO ogyMaTh, 4YTO UX CMEPTh YTO-TO U3MEHMUIIA!..

- Eme Ob1! Pazymeercs, u3MeHHIIA - MBI BBIUTPAIHA BOMHY!

- Her, BBl MEHs1 HE OHSIH, - TOBOPUT MaMa. - 51 He B TOM CMBICIIE...

- Bo Bcex cMbicnax. KTo Obl HU ObIIIM HAa caMOM Jiefie UX OTIIbI, HO OHH - repou!

- Uzunurte mens, Huna KoncTanTnHOBHa, moporas, HO Bbl CaMH MOJyMaiTe:
yepTa JH JIBICOTO C 3TOro repomsma, Korjaa uyenoBeka yxe Hety? Her, 3Haere, s
MPUIEPKUBAIOCH CTAPOW MYAPOCTH: JIydlle ObITh )KMBOW COOAKOM, 4eM TOXJIBIM
meBoM!.. Hukornma He cornamnrych, OyATO B 3TOM €CTh HEKHH BBICIIMIA CMBICI.
Hukakoro cMbicia, moBepbTE MHE, OJJTHU CJIE3BI. (genbrunn 2000, 509)

- Oh, how stupid!.. - Mama says.

- Stupid?!

- Did they really believe their death would change something!..

- Definitely! Of course it did - we won the war!

- No, you didn’t understand me, - Mama says. - [ didn’t mean in that sense...

- In every sense. It doesn’t matter who their father was - they were heroes!

- Excuse me, Nina Konstantinovna, dear girl, but think for yourself: what the hell
does it mean to be a hero, when a person is no more? No, look, I follow the old
wisdom: it’s better to be a living dog than a dead lion!.. I will never agree that
there would be some kind of a higher purpose. There’s no purpose, believe me,
just tears and sorrow. (Senbrunn 2000, 509)

In this conversation, as elsewhere in the text the narrator’s comments are
minimal, and they are intertwined with the perspective of the protagonist,
Svetlana, who hears over the conversation from another room. Bahtin has
described this poetic device, first discovered in Dostoevsky’s novels, as “the
multiplicity of independent, separate voices and minds, genuine polyphony of
equal voices” (Bahtin 1991, 20). These voices represent different perspectives
which can be commented upon by the narrator, but which are not subordinate to
her perspective. The heroine, who hears, is a child, although it is of course the

* Cf. Lapina (2000, 1): “The novel is social and psychological, domestic, ethical, sad.
Apparently, it is autobiographical, which gave critics an excuse to blame the author for a too
open self-exposure. The girl doesn’t really like her mother and loves her father; who socially
appears to be quite a measly figure. Is that appropriate, they ask. Others welcome the good
old novel, where it is clear whom to sympathize with, whom to pity, whom to condemn.”
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adult narrator who is the locus of voicing. The narrator, however, does not
directly address the reader, that is, enter the metanarrative level outside the
events described. In Bahtin’s words: “The composition of the voices and their
interaction is important for [the writer]” (1991, 378). This gives further support
for an interpretation of the text, which allows for a more open understanding of
the characters, especially the mother, than a mere division into good and evil.

The writer Nina Katerli has written a short autobiographical story called
“V-4-52-21” about her own mother, the writer Ekaterina Katerli. The cryptic
title refers to a telephone number to her childhood home in Leningrad, when the
narrator’s mother was still alive. The adult narrator reminisces on the mother:
“Mama 3aHMMaia B MOEH KU3HHM O4YeHb Oosbiioe mecto. Ho moHsuma s 31O
TOJIbKO Temepb./, Mama had a very important place in my life. But I have
understood this only now.” (Katerli 1997, 42). Her mother died young, in a time
when the narrator still thought of her as just a parent, nothing more or nothing
less. The loss of the mother was unexpected. The narrator tries to telephone her
mother, go back in time to mend her wounds.

Perhaps because the mother had passed away too early, she is described
in a rather idealized manner: she was protective, all-embracing, happy, and
could made others happy with her positive attitude on life. She was beautiful,
intelligent, energetic, brave and proud, and, the narrator was proud to be her
daughter, the daughter of the writer Lenocka Katerli. That was her perception as
a child. However, later, reading the mother’s letters and diaries, the narrator
comes to realize that her mother’s life was not all that easy: the social demand to
write “production novels” and the Party’s demands on writers were discussed in
the letters, which reveal to the narrator how her mother blamed herself for
boring writing. However the letters, where the mother writes about nature and
animals, themselves represent, as the narrator notes, “true, open-hearted, good
prose”. The narrator explains her mother’s consenting to write “boring
production novels” with the latter’s sense of duty:

Ho mouemy mama He mmcana B CBOMX pOMaHax 00 3TOM - O MPHPOJE, O 3Bepsx?
3auem BbiMyuuBana cueHbl ¢ naproprom LIK? IloBropro: He u3 cTpaxa, He U3
JKEJIaHWsl YrOJuTh, HE TIOTOMY, YTO MHa4Ye HE CTaHyT re4yaratb. He m3-3a kycka
xyneba. He tombko u3-3a kycka xneba. Her, ato Obin gonr. Tak Hamo. Tak u
tonbko Tak! (Katerli 1997)

Why didn’t Mama write in her novels about this - about the nature and about
animals? Why did she force herself to write about the Central Committee’s party
organizer? I emphasize: not through fear, not through desire to please, not because
otherwise her texts wouldn’t be printed. Not for a piece of bread. Not only for a
piece of bread. No, it was her duty. That was the way things had to be done. Like
that and only like that! (Katerli 1997)

Although Katerli’s description of her mother differs from the other texts
mentioned in its idealization of the mother, it, too, strives to understand the
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mother and her circumstances: why she had done things the way she had done
them. Again, the situation in the society is given as an explanation. The daughter
feels she is in a position where she can see those circumstances. Thus, it is /er
own view of the past and her mother which gives her a key to understanding the
mother and her actions. We can also read the daughter’s guilt about how she had
not understood the mother’s importance for her life in her youth, while her
mother was still alive. The act of remembering and restoring, actually, the
latter’s figure, is an act of repentance in a vein similar to Bonnér’s text: the past
1s thus explained and restored for the present, and the core of the daughter’s
identity, the symbiotic union with mother, re-established.

The descriptions of the relationship between the mother and the daughter
in the texts can be interpreted as a self-constructing act of the daughter. In both
Bonnér’s and Arbatova’s text this is a constituent of the process of writing about
the mother: to understand the mother and her life and so to construct one’s own
identity and subjectivity. Bonnér’s representation can be seen as an exploration
and explanation of the difficulties of understanding and connecting between
different generations; between mothers and daughters. In this representation
Bonnér’s mother experienced ambivalence towards her own mother, who
represented the old, pre-revolutionary world, and Bonnér herself experienced
ambivalence towards her own mother because they too belonged to different
worlds - the mother was a committed Party worker when Bonnér a child, and
subsequently, probably not least because of what happened to her mother and
father, became herself a dissident. Similarly, in Arbatova’s representation the
mother was controlled by her own mother, who had difficulties in adapting to
Soviet society, and whose traumatic experience, apparently, caused a
complicated relationship to men, mixed with feelings of subordination and
shame. The mother inherits this complex and it is the daughter, narrator-
protagonist, who finds ways to break this pattern in her own life.

In a way the mother figure becomes the bearer of the changes of time,
she is in-between different eras, different ways of life, the past and the present,
which the daughter is now in a position to decipher. In Bonnér’s and Arbatova’s
texts the mother stands as a metonym of the nation, symbolising the trauma
caused by the historical time both on a personal and national level, because it is
not only the narrator’s family which comes under the vicissitudes of time - many
people around them are also affected. In these texts the narrator, the daughter,
writes the missing story of the mother which is connected to the history of the
nation. The mother figure symbolises the damage caused on both personal and
national level, and it also symbolizes the silence concerning that damage. In
Bonnér’s text especially the narration through the child’s corporeal, emotional
perception stands for the striving to tell the family’s, the mother’s and the
nation’s untold history. In Arbatova’s text the narrator’s quest for identity and
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knowledge about the past point to the untold stories of her family, which
become inscribed through her body."

In Bonnér’s text the question about the “we” concerns the “we” of the
past, the family, the nation, and the violence this family (and nation) had to go
through, but it also concerns the “we” of the future. The “I” is telling her story,
her family’s story, to the others, her children, in order to pass on knowledge. In
this sense the story is relates to the intimate side of family life: “The violence,
which is unspeakable is traced as a story of intimacy, of becoming intimate with
one’s (lost) family...” (Ahmed 1998, 137). As Bonnér recalls in her text, after
her mother’s release from prison, the topic of her time there was avoided in the
family because of the mother’s health: the daughter did not want to upset the
mother although it was obvious the mother could not escape her past, her
experience. In addition, in life, their love for each other remains “unspoken”,
unaccounted for. It is in the act of narration, that the story of love and
understanding are discovered and come to the surface. The process of
remembering the past and narrating it becomes a form of being close to those
who were taken away from the narrator: her parents, grandmother, the love of
her youth. Sharing her story with others - with children, with readers - means
breaking the silence: the silence about the family/ies, whose life was shattered
by violence. This is not merely a story about the lost generation - the orphans of
1937 - it is a story about becoming and being that generation, through the act of
bearing witness to others’ (untold) stories. However, the reader acknowledges,
that the “I” tells Zer side of the story, and the story of the others, the mother,
cannot be merged into the story of the “I”, in other words, the stories are not
equivalent. The text itself is an attempt to understand the legacy of the past,
which cannot be known or represented. As the narrator says, what is told did not
happen, but it is true. This could mean that the author is aware she does not own
the truth, but it does not prevent her from bearing witness to it (Felman & Laub
1992, xiii).

As in PetkeviC’s text the “I” is part of the “we”; the family and the
nation. The violence she first experienced in her family through her parents, then
through her father’s fate and finally her own and fellow prison inmates’ lives,
constitutes the story the community; the narrating of the others’ and one’s own
untold stories of the Gulag. Because it is a story about the lost history of a
family and the violence it went through, this is an intimate story where the
aspect of bearing witness does not become compatible with truth, but with it the
narrating itself. The violence the female subject goes through and survives is
represented by the narrator retrospectively. The narrating of the story itself

' For explorations of woman’s and/or mother’s body and national identity see Liu (1997) and
Grice (2000). Grice notes that the body of the mother becomes the source of the daughter’s
national identity and her subjectivity through the telling of her, and, thus, the nation’s story
(2000, 49-50).
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constitutes the fact of constructing the lived experience and gaining of
consciousness, of “selfthood”.

Pliseckaja’s life story, as far as it is the life story of an exceptional
woman, could be seen as an individual story, a famous artist’s autobiography,
but it is as much a story of “we”, again through the family, and community. It is
an untold story of her family and of her female experience in the Soviet ballet, in
the world of Soviet notions of art, where the female subject both found asylum
(because of her talent) and felt alienated (because of her family history, her role
as a woman dancer). The narrating of the story through the personal experience
brings to the surface her perceptions of her body both as an instrument of
specific notions of gender in the (Soviet) ballet and her own perception of that
body.

In Gerstejn’s narrative, the “I” receives and practises the authority of
writing thanks to the community to which she belonged (great Russian
modernist poets’). In this community she became a custodian of the cultural
heritage of the nation with other women caretakers like her. In narrating she
constructs her experience as part of the community, the “we”, constructing and
practising the status of a custodian of cultural heritage. Through the narration of
her own perceptions and personal experiences (as a witness and participant) she
also constitutes her own self as constructed in this relation between the I and the
we, which brings to the fore the hierarchical structures concealed in this relation.

Arbatova’s text is constructed in interaction with an alleged female
public sphere, composed of women readers who share similar experiences of
sexuality and society with the narrator-protagonist, and can thus identify with
her. This is taken into consideration in the making of the narrative itself, as seen
in the previous chapter, and this creates a specific political, and more
specifically, feminist dimension for the narrative. By making her own
experiences heard, the writing subject seeks for confirmation by the readers
which make her experiences not merely personal but common, collective." An
important part of this is the influence of the new book market and the writer’s
anticipation of the post-Soviet mass reader’s new expectations of self-revelation,
shared emotional and intimate experience, frankly described sexual encounters

" The notion of female public sphere is formed from Felski’s (1989, 164) conception of
feminist public sphere, which draws upon Habermas’ model of bourgeois public sphere of late
seventeenth and eighteenth century society. The political developments in the 1960s-80s saw
a differentiation of this concept in relation to gender, race, ethnicity, age, sexual orientation
and so on. The feminist public sphere, thus, constitutes “a discursive space which defines
itself in terms of a common identity; ...the shared experience of gender-based oppression
which provides the mediating factor intended to unite all participants beyond their specific
differences” (ibid. 166). I use here the notion of female public sphere, because the women’s
and feminist movements are just emerging in Russia, but, as Arbatova’s (and other women
writers’) text exemplifies, women do share a common experience of “gender-based
oppression”.

220



and daily byt. These influences are surely part of Arbatova’s and Pliseckaja’s
writing, quite probably also of Bonnér’s and GerStejn’s intimate revelations.

Thus, in all of these texts, it is not the “I” or the “we” but rather the
relation between “I” and “we”, between self and community, which is
constructed in the narration, where the writing subject interacts with the social
and cultural structures and meanings. In this relation there can be a chance to
hear the female subject speaking, and, then, it may be possible to interpret, to
read for the sexual difference, in other words, not to read the woman-as-text, but
to read the female autobiography as a speech-act, where women constitute their
lives and experiences in and through language, where they speak fo others, to
their families, to their readers, to other women, to themselves.”? This particular
aspect of the texts could be interpreted with the help of feminist postmodernist
theory, which takes into account the referentiality between the textual and the
contextual, the “subjectivity of objectivity”, the corporeality of constructing
knowledge.

"> On reading women’s texts as a speech act see Ahmed (1998, 130, 134).
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9 Transcending Boundaries? The Autobiographical, the
Sexual and the Body

B cospemennom mupe mpacuuecxoii ghueypoii, uepez Komopyio
NPOX0OSIM HENnoCpeoCmeeHHo ece bou mupa, cuumaro JKenujuny.
Cgeriraga Bacunenko!

The representation of issues concerning sexuality and body through
autobiographical writing, form an intriguing meeting point for the texts
discussed in the previous chapters (cf. Zerebkina 2003, 65). It is through this
area that the texts can be made to converse with each other through different
generations and specializations. In this chapter I endeavour to show how the
representation of body and sexuality comes up in these texts. The comparison
between the texts brings out how generational differences are inscribed into the
representation of subjectivity, and, on the other hand, what the limits and and
boundaries are of representing lived experience involved with the genres of
autobiography and memaoir.

For a specific contextual framework for the representation of female
sexuality and body in the 1990s, I draw on research on contemporary women
writers’ literature, where this theme has given rise to discussion (cf. Costlow et
al. 1993, Goscilo 1996 and 2002, Nohejl 1996, Zerebkina 2003).2 It has been
noted that in Russian women’s prose texts of the 1980s-90s “the heart has lost
its status as the privileged organ of women’s experience, displaced by the uterus
and the bodily lower stratum that are the locus of women’s pain and pleasure”
(Goscilo 1996, 94). Beyond this, hospitals and maternity clinics often form the
milieu in Russian women’s prose texts of the time (Goscilo 1996, Costlow et al.
1993). It has been noted that in these fopoi - the maternity clinics and hospitals -
which were supposedly created to preserve life, “one finds instead an
atmosphere of punishment and denunciation” (Costlow et al. 1993, 32). In fact,
the women described in these scenes have so little control over their fate, their
bodies, that they resemble, as Costlow et al. note, prison memoirs (ibid.).

Description of “physiological details” in women’s prose texts of the
1980s-90s appears to be used not merely as “symptomatic of physical brutality
under deteriorating living conditions” but as a rhetorical device to different ends
(ibid., 91; see also Nohejl 1996). Regine Nohéjl even suggests that the

" “T think that the tragic figure in the contemporary world, through which goes the entire
world’s pain, is Woman” (Vasilenko quoted in Henomnawas 3ra, 1990, M.: MockoBckuii
pabouwnii, 82).

* Already in the 1960s and 1970s, in the post-Stalin, pre-glasnost’ decades, women writers
were becoming a significant part in Soviet fiction and non-fiction and depicted the domestic
sphere and the needs and emotions of a female subject. They thus paved the way for the
women writers in the 1980s and 1990s (see Barker 2002, Holmgren 2002, Sandler 2002).



descriptions of “the pregnant body as alien, an exhibit of an irrational force” and
the situating of the body in hospitals as a sign of ‘“something abnormal,
pathological meaning” are not only a reflection of the intolerable conditions of
gynaecological wards (as a fact of reality), but, in fact, a symptom of a deeper
mental condition of a society with a deeply traumatized relation to sexuality
which as a result creates such deformities in everyday life (Nohejl” 1996, 60).
Nohéjl suggests that the Orthodox-Byzantine tradition, with its repression of the
body, together with the upheavals of modernization formed in the Soviet society
a specific mix of “technical” liberation of sexual life (laws on abortion®, liberal
marital legislation, women’s equal participation in production etc.), significant
gaps in sexual education and the enduring of sex roles - a mix, which she calls
“repressive de-sublimation” (ibid. 60-61).

The “repressive” points to the fact, that sexual relations were seen in
their technical-functional aspect, without the psychological and emotional
aspects of personal sexual identity. In the women’s prose works discussed by
Nohéjl this “repressiveness” appears in the form of exceptionally gloomy and
unembellished descriptions of the act of (hetero)sexual intercourse as something
“automatic” and the lack of communication between the sexes. Further, Nohé¢;jl
suggests that Russian women’s texts do not aim at deconstruction of the
prevailing structures (as in Western feminist discourse). (ibid.)

9.1 Bittersweet Experience

In “I’m Forty” Arbatova makes it one of her tasks to bring to the fore the
experiences of female body and sexuality and to enlighten Russian (women)
readers on issues concerning female and male sexuality and the hierarchical
power relations between them in society. As noted in the previous discussion on
the text, the textual practices used in it construct the life (story) as a teleological,
purposeful path toward a specific end, which structures the heroine-narrator as a
female model. What Arbatova’s text also does, however, is that it criticizes the
prevailing order, where men are active and women passive, and making her
protagonist an active female subject in sexual matters. The writing practices
used in this text, however, make this representation rather didactic, and they

’ Soviet Russia was the first state in the world to give women the option to have a legal
abortion in 1920 (however, in 1936 it was again banned by law, and permitted again in
1956)(Liljestrom 1995, 264).

* Cf. also Rotkirch (2000, 144): “In the Soviet Union, the first modest amounts on sexual
education in schools were not introduced until 1981. It is still not systematically and
efficiently taught in Russian schools. Only with the advent of perestroika did this kind of
sexual knowledge [information about menstruation, pregnancy, contraceptives, personal
hygiene etc.] become widely, if randomly, available through the mass media, popular science
books and books for children and adolescents.”
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construct the heroine as a new model of womanhood (cf. Kolkenbruck-Netz &
Schuller 1982).

In the following I will further look at Arbatova’s autobiographical text
from the point of view of making her story of becoming politically aware, more
specifically, how the representation of sexuality constitutes the feminist
narrator-protagonist’s development.

Arbatova’s autobiography tracks down, or rather, constructs the
protagonist’s life experiences as a story about her becoming what she is.
Considerable explanatory weight is given to her childhood experiences.’ These
experiences in the boarding school and hospitals were discussed earlier, suffice
it to say that this “school” is represented as making her a relatively autonomous
child: Arbatova describes herself to be early mature in her youth, because of her
experiences in the boarding school for children suffering from the consequences
of childhood poliomyelitis, and long periods spent in hospitals for painful
operations on her legs. When she is back at the ordinary school she feels herself
older and more experienced than the other pupils:

OIHOKIIACCHUKH Ka3aJIHuCh COBCEM MaleHbKMMH AeTbMU. OHM HE 3HAIH, YTO
Takoe 00Jb, YTO TAKOE HACTOSIIEE YHI)KCHNE H KaK eMy MPOTUBOCTOATh. OHU HE
yMEI U HE KeJall IMOJb30BaThCsl OTIYIICHHBIMU 3I0pOBbeM M cBOOOmOM. Ha
(hoHe OONBPHUYHBIX W MHTEPHATCKUX JCTCH OHM Ka3aauCh HEMHOTO JCOMILHBIMU,
a MHTPUTH WX BBITIISACIN AeTcanoBckumu. (Arbatova 1999, 67)

The classmates appeared to me like little babies. They didn’t know what pain was,
what real humiliation was, and how to resist them. They didn’t know how and
didn’t want to take advantage of my lack of health and freedom. Compared to the
children at the hospital and the boarding school, they seemed a little feeble-
minded, and their intrigues resembled those of the kindergarten. (Arbatova 1999,
67)

The narrator recalls that she became aware of sexual life relatively early.
When she was in the second grade at school, she “was explained everything
about sex life” in an after-school circle, “everything” meaning the “technical
aspects” of sexuality “without a single normative expression”. Soon thereafter
she started to read Boccaccio’s Decameron, but her mother removed her of the
book with “cries of anger”, and hid it. However, after having found the book in
the bathroom, she naturally read it with even greater attention, and was very
disappointed at its content. This experience, as the narrator states ironically,
made her lose her interest in forbidden literature for good. (Arbatova 1999, 15-
16.) In the eighth grade, the girls at her school would entertain themselves in the
lavatory by smoking and looking at foreign pornographic magazines. When

> Arbatova presents the view that a person’s childhood forms a decisive constituent of his/her
subsequent psychological life and she is familiar with Alice Miller’s theories on the impact of
childhood trauma on a person’s psyche (see http://www.arbatova.ru).

225



relations with boys begin the protagonist writes about them in her diary, which
her mother and brother read with the consequence of controlling her by not
letting her go out. After this, as the narrator notes, she learned to safeguard her
privacy.

The emphasis on sex as an important constituent in childhood and youth
was already hinted at in the previous chapter. It could be seen as a constituent of
modern feminist thinking, where issues of female sexuality and body are central.
On the other hand, it could also be seen as a constituent of the specific historical
and cultural conditions in Soviet Russia, as suggested by Noh¢jl above. This
aligns the text with the other women’s autobiographical texts discussed here,
which are not engaged in a (consciously) feminist project, but which
nevertheless come to touch upon similar issues, which Arbatova makes political
in her text.

Further, the narrator describes how she at school longed for “her own
circles”, that is, the youth from the university, hippies at discos, and never-
ending parties. At the age of fifteen she and her girlfriends became acquainted
with artists, hippies, “seekers of freedom” by way of abnormal behaviour and
clothes. The community of hippies was her and her girlfriends’ “university”.
One of the topics that intrigued the company of girls was the loss of “the
maidenhead”:

Bocnurannabie Ha pyCCKOW JHTEpaType, MBI COBEPIICHHO HE MOHUMAJH, MOYEMY
MYCKasi 4eCTh OXpaHSETCs JydJISIMHU, a )KEHCKasl - OTKA30M OT IOJIOBOM JKU3HH.
[loyeMy y MyX4YMHBI OHA KAaTerOpHUsi HPABCTBEHHAs, a Y JKCHIIMHBI -
¢usnonoruueckas. M Mmaoro auckytuposaiu o6 3tom. (Arbatova 1999, 73)

Educated by Russian literature, we didn’t understand at all why a man’s honour is
protected by his participating in duels and a woman’s by her abstinence from sex
life. Why for a man honour is a moral category, but for a woman - a physiological
one. We talked a lot about this. (Arbatova 1999, 73)

This passage is characteristic of the narrative style of revealing the
double standard embedded in Russian culture with simple, naive questions asked
by the protagonist. It also brings out the sharing of experiences with the close
circle of girlfriends which forms an important constituent of the protagonist’s
development in youth. It is in this network of girlfriends that the protagonist
finds escape from the control in her family, at school, in society, which only
seem to suppress and control her (sexuality). It is these personal relations, the
personal sphere of life which become increasingly important in the 1970s-1980s
in Soviet society (Rotkirch 2000, 169). The community formed of personal
relations, was, apparently, a fruitful ground for potential resistance to the
prevailing common models and structures. The narrator points out, that before
she even had heard about feminism, she had found certain aspects of her
experience as a woman not right. For example:
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S emé He 3Hama cinoBa “peMuHH3M”, HO BCE paBHO CYHTANA, YTO €CIU S
HaKpacwiia ria3a, a My>K4YMHa CYUTAET, YTO ITO CUTHAJI K CEKCY, TO OH CIHIIKOM
MHOro Ha ce0st Oepér. [loTomy 4TO s cama periaro, KTO 10 MEHs JOTPOHETCS, a
KTO HET, W HHUKTO HHKOTJIa 3a MEHS 3TOTr0 peliarth He OyAer, Kakoi Obl
JUCKOMQOPT OH MpU ATOM HU HcTbIThIBaN. (Arbatova 1999, 78)

MeHst cunTany pa3Bs3HOU 3a TO, UTO 51 HE CMOTpEJia My »KUYMHE B POT M HE CTPOMIIA
u3 cedsi Typy, Jaxke KOrja 3TO BBIFOAHO. Uepe3 MHOTO JIET 5 y3Hal0, YTO BCE 3TO
Ha3bIBaeTCsl PEMUHU3M, H OH HE YMAJISIET POJIM MY>KYHHBI, & TOJIBKO TPEIbSIBISET
emy npyroii Ha6op Hopw. (ibid., 80)

I didn’t yet know the word “feminism”, but I still thought that if I use make up,
and the man then thinks that this is a signal for sex, he has far too high an opinion
of himself. Because I decide myself who touches me and who doesn’t, and
nobody can ever decide that for me, however uncomfortable he might feel about
that. (Arbatova 1999, 78)

I was thought to be arrogant because I didn’t look the man in the mouth and didn’t
pretend to be dumb, even when it would’ve been in my interest. After many years
I’ve found out that all this is feminism, and it doesn’t diminish the role of the
man, but only offers him a different set of norms. (ibid. 80)

It could be suggested that Arbatova’s familiarity with Western feminist
thinking has helped to make the experiences constructed and shared on the
personal level to assume a more explicitly political turn, but it had not been a
necessity for her becoming and being critical of prescriptive gender notions in
the first place.® What is also characteristic in the latter excerpt is the notion that
her feminism does not call heterosexual relations into question, that is, the role
of the man as a partner, but instead, his role is seen as part of the existing “set of
norms” which have to be replaced by another set of norms which would give
more space for female desire.”

Arbatova’s style in her autobiography has been criticized as non-literary,
her language un-grammatical and incorrect, and thus its status as a work of
literature has been questioned (Lukjanova 1999). What this criticism fails to see
is that the text does not pretend to offer the readers just pure literary, aesthetic
pleasure. The pleasure it offers is connected with identification, with the
recognition and articulation of issues that have not usually been the theme of
literary texts: the representation and construction of experiences of female
sexuality and body not according to prevailing models of femininity in Russian
culture (cf. Arbatova’s reference to classical literature and its images of
femininity) but instead from the point of view of women and their corporeal
experiences (Parnell 2000, Zerebkina 2003). As Arbatova herself declares in the
autobiography, thanks to her belonging to the generation born in the de-

¢ See for a similar notion Vasilenko (2000, 36).
7 See Rotkirch (2000, 135-136); Nohejl (1996, 59).
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Stalinising period in the late 1950s, and the experience in the “personalised”
culture of the 1970s-80s, she feels herself empowered, however, to discuss these
themes. Her texts and those of other women writers undermine the specific
boundary between literature as creation and everyday language as a means of
communication sustained by traditional literary institutions and canons (cf. Haug
1992/1983, 38). From the perspective of the women writers’ texts centering on
women and their experience this boundary is fictitious.

The specific aspect of addressing problems of women’s sexuality and
making this a political project aiming at raising consciousness and changing the
prevailing structures emerges in the collection of Arbatova’s short stories Merns
308ym ocenwuna (My Name is Woman or: They Call Me a Woman, 1997) -
which the writer herself calls a political pamphlet. The short stories discuss the
specific condition of female sexuality in late and post-Soviet society. Her text
deals with childbirth, abortions, gynaecology, both as means of controlling
women and their bodies exercised in specific institutions and as experiences of
real women. The narrator of the title story declares that as long as there are
people who think that it is not suitable to discuss these things publicly, women
would continue to be treated as if they were punished for being women:

Bce 310 mpowm3onuio co MHOH CeMHAJIaTh JET TOMY Ha3aa TOJbKO IO TOM
MPUYUHE, YTO S - JKCHIIMHA. W moka OyayT >KHMBBI JIFOJH, HE CUYMTAIONIUE 3TO
TEMOUW JIsi OOCYXJEHHS, 3TO OYAET €XEAHEBHO MPOUCXOAHWTH C JPYTHMH
YKCHII[MHAMH, TIOTOMY 4TO OBITH JKEHIIUHON B 3TOM MHUPE HE IMOYETHO JaXKe B TOT
MOMEHT, KOTJIa Thl JIeJIaclllb TO €IMHCTBEHHOE, Ha YTO HE CIOCOOEH MY)KYHMHA.
(Arbatova 1997, 60)

All of this happened to me seventeen years ago only because I am - a woman.
And, until there are people thinking this is not a theme for discussion, this will
happen daily to other women, because being a woman in this world is not
respected even at that moment when you do the only thing of which the man is not
capable. (Arbatova 1997, 60)

Describing the experience of the female protagonist in a maternity clinic
where her sex is represented at its most biological, the text shows how powerless
she is in this institution in decisions concerning her own body, which is turned
into an object of different medical procedures, and a site of shame and
humiliation. The representation of woman as biological, as a physiological
entity, which was silenced in Soviet culture, became a specific feature of post-
Soviet women’s writing in Russia (Zerebkina 2003, 64). This subjectivity, this
construction of past (traumatic) experiences forms the basis for the character of
the texts as women’s writing. As has been suggested (Parnell 2000, Zerebkina
2003, 65), late and post-Soviet writing on female experience is based on a
construction of the author’s biological and social experience, or, biological
authorship, not on discursive or performative female authorship. In the
construction of female experience (as a survivor, a victim, and a martyr), the
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autobiographical genre, or the autobiographical mode of writing is a main
constituent of the experience: the writing female subject confesses the past
experiences which have previously been silenced or forbidden.

9.2 “Memory Work”

Bonnér’s text offers an example in which the writing of childhood
experiences takes the author on a journey into the sensual, corporeal origins of
her identity. The main experience of the subject’s transition from childhood to
maturity was already described from the perspective of narrative strategy, of
combining the general with the personal. The technique of associative and
emotional rather than analytical writing permeates the whole text. Here I would
like to concentrate on those passages which focus on the construction of the
protagonist’s experiences of what could be called the representation of “female
socialization”; this notion is understood here primarily as a process whereby the
female subject constructs herself into existing social relations (Haug 1992/1983,
33).

It has been noted that in this text “Bonner gingerly steers around
questions of sexuality and seems preposterously unaware of her own
repressions” (Goscilo 2003, 58). However, if seen from the perspective of her
generation of women this autobiographical account of childhood is, I think,
quite unusual in its description of the protagonist’s development. If contrasted
with Pliseckaja’s and Petkevi¢’s texts, the description of the protagonist’s
physical, psychic and mental growth in childhood and girlhood in Bonnér’s text
is in its own league. The forbidden, the repressed female body and its functions
are presented by the caregiver, the dissident, the physician Bonnér in the
description about the appearance of the protagonist’s first menses. This passage,
for one thing, is several pages long, and it describes in detail how the protagonist
experienced this event (of course, from the retrospective perspective of the
narrator). According to the narrator, the protagonist is totally ignorant of what is
happening to her, and thinks she is sick. When she tells her mother, the latter at
first gets upset, but soon the protagonist is calmed down:

Torga Mama ycrmoOKOWIach W CTajla TOBOPUTh, YTO BOOOIE BCE €O MHOU
IIPaBWJIBHO, U s 310pOBa U MOTY BCTaTb, TOJbKO MHE Hal0 B TPYCHUKU YTO-TO
MOJIOKUTH M Toraa s Oyay xoautb. Ho s cHOBa Huyero u3 ee oOBSICHEHHI He
TIOHSUTA, XOTS YCIIOKOWJIACh, NPaB/a, BCTaBaTh HE XOTeNa, MOTOMY YTO OBLIO Ha
MHE BC€ KaKOe-TO TIpsS3HOE, NMPOTHUBHOE, M ceOsl s 4yBCTBOB&JIA TPA3HOW U
npotuBHoi. (Bonnér 1994/1991, 203)

Mama calmed down and said everything was fine, I was healthy, and could get
up, but I had to put something into my panties so that I could walk around. Her
explanation didn’t explain anything, though she did calm me down. But I didn’t
want to get up because the things I was wearing were dirty and sticky and I felt
filthy and repulsive. (Bonner 1992, 218)
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The mother fails to give a satisfactory explanation to the protagonist,
which would relieve her feeling of dirt and disgust. She leaves the daughter in
the room, and discusses the situation with the house help, Ol’ga Andreevna:

Mawma BbIIILTAa B COCEIHIOI0 KOMHATY, IBEPh OHA HE 3aKpbuia. S cibliiana, Kak OHa
ckazama Ombre AHapeeBHE, 4TOo y MeHs ‘“‘MenHzec”. CioBo Obuio Kak OyaTo
HE3HAKOMOE€, HO OJIHOBPEMEHHO Ka3aJloCh, YTO 5 €r0 paHbllIe CIbIIIaja I/e-TO
win ynrana. (...) A Onpra AznpeeBHa ctana pyratb Mmamy. OHa TOBOpuIIa, 4TO i
W B FOJIOBY HE MOTJIO TPUHTH, YTO Y MaMbl “peOEHOK He MOATOTOBJIEH”, UTO “‘ee
JIEBOYKK” BCeraa OBLIN MOATOTOBIEHBL.. (Bonnér 1994/1991, 203-204)

Mama went into the next room without shutting the door. I heard her tell Olga
Andreyevna that I had my “menses.” The word was unfamiliar, but at the same
time [ had the feeling that I’d heard or read it somewhere. (...) Olga Andreyevna
scolded Mama. she said that it never occurred to her that “the child was not
prepared” and that “her girls” were always prepared... (Bonner 1992, 218-219)

Ol’ga Andreevna then tells the protagonist to wash and instructs her how
to use sanitary towels. However, the protagonist “yxe uucras u oxeras (clean
and dressed now)” still feels “npoTuBHas camoii cede (disgusted with herself)”.
The former then instructs her about sexuality and sexual relations:

Ona 70Ar0 roBOpWIIA, YTO S YXKE IOYTH B3pocias W Temepb AODKHA BCeria
BCIIOMHHUTD, UTO “CONPUKOCHOBEHHE C MY>KUYMHOI MPUBEAET K TOMY, YTO y MEHS
Oyner pedeHouek. OHa HECKOIBKO pa3 MOBTOPsJIA MPO “‘CONMPUKOCHOBEHUE  Tak,
YTO A CIIPOCHIIA, a KAaK )K€ B TpamBae WM MOe3Je, KOorjaa Bce Tojkarorcs. Torma
OHA CcKa3aia, YyTo i BCE-TaK{ Yepecdyp IIynasi ¥ 4TO s caMa CO BPEMEHEM IONMYy,
0 KaKOM COINPHUKOCHOBEHHH OHA TOBOPHUT... (...) M kKak HM cTpaHHO, HO TOCiE ee
00BsICHEHUI YyBCTBO Ope3rnMBOCTH K camoi cebe y mens mponuio. (...) U
0CTaBaJlaCh TOJBKO HEKOTOpas HESCHOCTb HACUET ‘‘compuKocHOBeHuu . (Bonneér
1994/1991, 204)

She spoke a long time: I was almost grown up and had to remember always that
“a man’s touch” would lead to my having a baby. She repeated touch several
times and I asked what to do in the trolley and train when everyone is rushing.
She said I was being extremely silly and that I would understand with time what
kind of touching she meant... (...) My feeling of disgust left me after her talk. (...)
It was only the confusion about “touching” that remained. (Bonner 1992, 219)

This description of the event is in itself not unusual; on the contrary, it is
probably very typical for women of her and other generations. What is unusual
is the attention given to it by the writer, and its actual articulation in the first
place. By making this stage of her biography a part of public discourse,
however, the writer gives to it a specific meaning in this public context, and we
can read it as a description of the girl’s socialization into the prevailing notions
about body and sexuality. First, it is noteworthy that the mother, who at first
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calms the protagonist down, does not say to her what is going on with her, but to
the maid, and the protagonist hears this through the open door. It appears that
the mother had not educated her, had not “prepared” her, and in the end this task
is left to the maid, Ol’ga Andreevna, whose explanation helps the protagonist to
get rid of her feeling of disgust with herself. The narrator as it were points out
that the proper knowledge made her feel not ashamed of herself.

Further, the protagonist is roughly instructed by Ol’ga Andreevna on the
structure of sexual relations: she, as an almost grown-up woman is now an
object of male desire, and thus, has to remember to beware “a man’s touch”. The
humorous description about the misunderstanding concerning “the touch” shows
how distanced the narrator (still) conceives of this experience, which must have
been embarrassing for her/the protagonist. The narrator now remembers herself
in that situation and looks back at this scene in retrospect and “from above”, as
if standing beside herself. The protagonist’s ignorance and embarrassment is
further described in a scene where she gets her menses while in school and asks
her school friends - who seem to be more educated on the issue than herself -
about “the touch™:

Sl mouyBcTBOBasia, YTO “OHO” HAYAJIOCh HA MOCJIENAHEM YPOKE, a KOrjJa 4yTh
IIpUBCTaja, TO YBHUEIa Ha CKaMelike MOKpoe IsATHO. [Tocne 3BoHKa s nmompocuiia
JIEBOYEK ... IPUHECTH MHE MajbTO M3 pazdeBayikd. “Uto, mpocuaena?”’ - Kak-To
OecriedHo U OOBIKHOBEHHO CIIPOCHIIM OHHM, TaK YTO S MOHsJIA, YTO OHHU JaBHO BCE
3HatoT. OHM NpPUHECIM MHE NaJIbTO, M TOTAA S pellinia CHPOCUTh Yy HHUX IIPO
CONPUKOCHOBEHHE. PasroBop ObLI JONTHI M HENPUATHBINA. S OblIa paja, 9To BeJn
MBI €r0o y’K€ Ha yJMIe, IO JJOpOre JOMOM, B CyMEpKH ... U MHE HE O4Y€Hb ObUIN
BUJHBI UX Juma. S MOHsIA, YTO JJIA TOTO, YTOOBI POAUIICS peOEHOYEK, HYKHO
COBIIAJICHUE TPEX BelIeH - YTOObI ObUIAa HOUB, JIeKaTh HA KPOBATH M 4TOOBI ObLIa
11000Bb. VIMEHHO B TakoM TMOpsIKE - HOYb, KPOBaTh, JIOO0Bb. VI OH MOXKeT
MOXOJIUTh ¥ Ha MaTh, U Ha oTia. (Bonnér 1994/1991, 204-205)

I felt that ““it” had started in our last class, and when I rose from my seat I could
see a wet spot on the bench. After the bell I asked two friends ... to bring me my
coat. “Did you stain?” they asked casually, as if it were an ordinary occurrence,
and I realized that they knew all about it. After they brought me my coat, |
decided to ask them about touching. The conversation was long and unpleasant. I
was glad we had it outside the way home, in twilight ... and I couldn’t see their
faces very well. I learned that in order for a baby to be born, three things must
coincide - night, lying in bed, and love. In that order: night, bed, love. And the
baby can resemble either the mother or the father. (Bonner 1992, 219-220)

The schoolfriends’ explanation does not make her feel any better but
instead it increases the protagonist’s embarrassment about the subject. Judging
by the explanation, the girls were not so highly educated in sexual issues either,
but, apparently, relied on everyday practices observed from adults, popular
culture, etc.
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The passage about the first menses and the story about the “man’s touch”
also point to the fact that sexual issues were repressed in the family and at
school. The protagonist was ignorant and thus, it seems, powerless in relation to
what happens with/in her body. With the maid’s instructions she becomes
subordinated to the prevailing social structures of sexuality, when she is told that
she should now be aware of “a man’s touch” and the possibility of becoming
pregnant: to control the uncontrollable body. The experiences described differ
from those in Arbatova’s text, where the protagonist is early educated about the
technical sides of sexual life, however, this did not include the emotional and
psychological side of relationships either. In Gerstejn’s memoirs, as we shall see
below, the relatively liberal sexual attitudes of the 1920s culture also remain, as
though outside the narrator’s own corporeal experience as a phenomenon of the
surrounding world, to which she adapts herself technically, but not emotionally
and psychologically.

The repression of body and sexuality in society comes up in Bonnér’s
text, too, as a lack of physical contact in the family. At the beginning of the text
the narrator describes how only after the mother’s death, could she caress her in
a dream: in the mother’s lifetime it was “not allowed”. By way of narrating now,
after several decades, in retrospect about her becoming a woman there seems to
be a wish to break this silence, as well as the lack of physical contact and
showing emotions. In her definition of the method of collective “memory work”
of women, Frigga Haug (1992/1983, 36) notes: “Writing is a transgression of
boundaries, an exploration of new territory. It involves making public the events
of our lives, wriggling free of the constraints of purely private and individual
experiences.” Bonnér’s project of writing about her childhood experiences is
reminiscing of exploring of “sexualization of female bodies®. It can be viewed
as an act of narrating, seeking to make public what had been previously
repressed, non-public. In this sense it can be called “memory work”, which
makes “purely private and individual experiences” public, and the voice of the
female subject audible for the reader. However, Bonnér’s project of memory
work goes further, because it voices the tacit history not only of the individual,
but the collective history of the nation and especially the female line of the
family. Hence the plural form in the title mothers and daughters. It implies that
the individual “I”, and the individual body are not only the subject of her own
actions, but also the repeater of others’ actions, between sameness and
difference.*

9.3 The Power of Love

Parts of GerStejn’s memoirs on the Mandel’Stams concentrate on the
time she was a member of their domestic circle, which was also the time of a

¥ This observation is made by Molarius (1997, 123-4) on the mother-daughter relationship in
Anja Kauranen’s fiction.
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fairly open-minded sexual culture in the 1920s-30s. Compared to Bonnér’s
description, which also focuses on the 1930s, but from an adolescent’s point of
view, the picture is quite a different one. It can be suggested that GerStejn’s
description is influenced by the more liberal attitudes in urban culture in the
1920s, as Bonnér’s text echoes the more regressive tendencies of the 1930s
policy. As stated earlier, what draws attention in the narrative is that there are, in
a way, two voices, through which the narration takes place. One is the literary
historian’s and the other is the narrator’s as an experiencing subject, who
constructs her own feelings and self-perception with the help of and through the
others. For instance, on the one hand, the narrator admits she shared the broad-
minded notions of her time on intimate life: the only thing that mattered was
individual taste - who happened to like what. On the other hand the narrator
“now”, at the time of writing, sees her own actual behaviour to be in
contradiction with “theory”.

Ceo#i coto3 ¢ Ocunom OwmunbeBndeM Hazas HaspBana “‘pusnonormueckoi
ymadeii”. B Ty mopy Bce ee pacCyXIeHHs M IIaJOCTH OBUIM TIPOHU3AHBI
pasroBopamu 00 »spotuke. Kax s omwuocunrace k smomy? MopanbHas
ACTETUYECKAsi CTOPOHA MOIOOHBIX CIOXKETOB MEHSI HUCKOJILKO He Oecriokouna. Mol
JHCUNU 8 DNOX)Y CEKCYANbHOU PesoNoyul, ObLIU C800000MBICIAWUMU, MOIOOLIMU,
Mo ecmb, C eCmeCcmeHHOU U 300p0BOL  YYBCMBEHHOCMbIO, HO  Yoice
8bIPAOOMAHHOU MAHEPOU UCMUHHBIX CHOD08 Huuemy He yousnimoucs. (...) Ceuuac
A NOHUMaro, 9TO B MOEH ToyioBe OblIa HeJernas MeIIaHHHAa W3 MCKYCCTBEHHOM
TEOPUU U COBCEM HE TOIXOJSIIEH K Hell Moel COOCTBEHHON MaHEphl MOBEACHHUS.
(424, italics MR)

Her union with Osip Emil’jevi¢ Nadja called a “physiological success”. At that
time all of her tricks were saturated with discussions on erotica. How did I feel
about this? The moral and aesthetic side of such sjuZets did not bother me at all.
We lived in the age of sexual revolution, we were free-thinking, young, that is,
with natural and healthy sensuality, but we had already developed a blasé manner
of not marvelling at anything. (...) Now I understand that in my head was a
ridiculous jumble of artificial theory and my own manner of behaviour, absolutely
incongruous. (424, italics MR)

This illustrates the course of the narrator’s thought as she formulates it
now at the time of writing, and her desire to understand her past self in
connection with her present self. It occurs that she was not sexually “liberal” in
her youth, a thought implicit in the expressions “a blasé manner of not
marvelling at anything” and “a ridiculous jumble of artificial theory”, but only
affected by the time’s and the specific community’s liberal atmosphere on
speaking about sexuality and the stage of her life she was in (“young, with
healthy sensuality”).

The passages concerning her intimate relations and friendship with the
main characters, also bring to the fore the narrator’s own personal experiences.
This occurs in an episode in which the protagonist is visiting the Mandel’Stams.
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It depicts how she misses the last tram home and has to spend the night at the
Mandel’Stams. Thereafter follows a description where that evening “Ocwun
OMUIBEBUY  TPOSBHI  HEOXKUJAHHYIO  arpecCUBHOCTb, CTal KO  MHE
HEJIBYCMBICIICHHO MPUCTaBaTh, B TO BpeMs Kak Hans B kpaliHe pacXxpuCTaHHOM
BUJIE TIpbITaja BOKPYT, X0X04a, HO HE 3a0bIBast 30pKO M BBDKUIAIOIIE CISAUTD 32
TeM, 4to mpocienyer nambiue./ Osip Emil’evié showed unexpected aggression
towards me, started without a doubt to make advances to me; whereas Nadja,
looking extremely ragged, jumped around, roaring with laughter, but not
forgetting to watch very closely and awaiting what would happen next” (1998,
425). Nothing, however, happens, because, as the narrator states, she “had no
desire to play such games”.

This account paints quite a colourful and expressive picture of life in the
domestic circle of the Mandel’Stams in the 1930s. As is known, the memoirs
were received as a scandal in the literary world, mostly because, it was argued,
these descriptions of intimate life had nothing to do with the great poet’s art.
Gerstejn, however, is saying the opposite in her memoirs. This description,
among others, serves to shed light on the colourful sides of the poet’s life which
had been omitted from the prominent memoirs of N. Mandel’Stam and Anna
Ahmatova (GerStejn 1998, 416). Although this scene concerns the writing
subject as well, the main emphasis is on Osip Emil’evi¢ who “showed
unexpected aggression towards” her, and “Nadja ... not forgetting to look very
closely” - the tension promised by this scene is resolved by the protagonist’s
refusal to be part of “such games”, and the narrator places herself outside the
erotic nuances ascribed to the others. This and other similar pictures serve as
testimonies of the true nature of the Mandel’Stams life and the atmosphere at
that time, as Gerstejn formulated her task in writing: she felt it was necessary to
describe what “tormented and troubled” him then. However, as was already
pointed out, the memoirs go beyond this aim, because the descriptions deal
simultaneously and necessarily with her subjectivity, albeit the narrator draws a
clear line between the behaviour of the main characters and herself. According
to Zerebkina, Gerstejn legitimizes Osip and Nadezda Mandel’$tams’ sexual
“aberrations”, but by simultaneously emphasizing her non-participation in them,
she combines sexual categories with moral ones (Zerebkina 2001, 255). This
structures sexuality in terms of normative/aberrant and female sexuality in terms
of heterosexual relations (ibid. 256).

A reading where attention is oriented not so much to asking what has
been described (and being shocked, annoyed etc. by it) but zow it has been
described, serves as a means for understanding the description as a creation by
the writer of her past experiences through a subjective interaction with social
practices, in other words, the writing subject’s interaction with a community,
and the construction of her experience in that community.

Where this notably occurs is the chapter of her book entitled
“Superfluous love” which purports to tell about the circumstances in which
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people in the 1930s lived, and which includes the story about the narrator’s love
for Lev Gumilev. In this story the narrating subject’s desire and self-perception
momentarily come to the fore. For instance, after a night spent with Leva, she
walks him to the station the next evening and looks secretly at him: “B
TeneOoHHOHN OyaKe OH CTOSUT JTUIIOM K ammapary, a s CMOTpeJia Ha €ro TOHKYIO
IICI0, BBHITJISIIBIBABIIYIO M3-32 MEXOBOTO BOPOTHHKA, HA CKIIOHCHHYIO TOJIOBY B
dypaxke, s nmoomuna ero./ He stood in the call box with his face towards the
machine, and I looked at his thin neck, showing under the fur collar, and at his
head with the cap on. I loved him.” (GerStejn 1998, 203). This description of
looking at the lover’s uncovered thin neck signals a rather rare moment of desire
in the story itself. It is the female subject’s view, which constructs the
experience of feelings under the strain of the circumstances (Leva is on his way
to the Lubjanka prison) and the rather condemning attitudes of others towards
their relationship. The passage quoted above has a feeling of being surrounded
with these attitudes and looks, of the others:

Beuepom s 3anmia 3a Jleoit k MaHnzenbiTaMamM, 9To0bl €xaTh ¢ HUM Ha BOK3all,
kak obOemana. (...) Hags ycmena MHe mmIemHYTh YTO-TO BYJIIapHOE JIO
OTBpamleHus. Mpl yIUIM, CONpPOBOXJAaeMbl KochkiMKM B3rsiaamu  Ocuma
OmubeBuya. (...)

MBI HEXKHO MPOLIATKCH Ha TuIaTPopMme. A M3 3aKOJOYEHHOTO Ha TPU YETBEPTH
OKHa IMOYTOBOT'O BaroHa KTO-TO Yy>KOM BHHMATEIbHO CMOTpEN Ha HAC CBEPXY.
UYepHslii, xecTkui, nenkuii rnas. (Gerstejn 1998, 203-204)

In the evening I dropped in at the Mandel’Stams to get Leva and see him to the
station, as I’d promised. (...) Nadja managed to whisper me something vulgar and
repulsive. We left accompanied by Osip Emil’evi¢ wry looks. (...) We said tender
goodbyes on the platform. Some stranger looked closely at us from above through
the carriage window, three quarters of which were nailed up. A dark, unkind,
persistent look. (Gerstejn 1998, 203-204)

The love affair between GerStejn and Anna Ahmatova’s son, Lev
Gumilev, proves to be superfluous in circumstances where the latter is
constantly under the pressure of arrests and sentences, and the surrounding
community’s condemnation or ridicule of the affair because, among other
things, of their age difference: Gerstejn was 9 years older than Gumilev. The
text records the phases of this love affair and its fading because of the outer
world’s oppostion. In this narration GerStejn looks back at her own untold story
of love and loss:

51 xuna BOOOpaKEHHUEM, PUCOBABIINUM (DU3UUECKHE MBITKH U HPAaBCTBEHHBIC MYKH
Jlerwl. To BApPYT HA MeHs HaxoAmJIa OOJIerYeHHe, Ka3aJioCch, UTO BOT ceiivac, B 3Ty
MUHYTY, €My JIydllle, 4YTO-TO Tpou3omnio. Kaxmas >KEHIMHA 3HAET 3TO
CyMacIlecTBUEe OECCHIINS, KOTJa CUAMT KTO-HUOYIh W3 Onm3kuxX. ToabKo MHE
HUKTO He couyBcTBoBal. (GerStejn 1998, 254)
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I lived imagining Leva’s physical tortures and mental agony. And suddenly I felt
relief, as if right now, at this minute he’s better, something happened. Every
woman knows this insanity of powerlessness, when someone close is in prison.
Only there was no one feeling sympathy towards me. (GerStejn 1998, 254)

The last sentence is a reference to the position of the narrator in her
community. In the stories about the lives of “the greats” she had been rather a
marginal character, a member of the domestic circle, a conserver and an
eyewitness, like other numerous women who had helped in preserving the
manuscripts or sent packages to prison and the camps (see Holmgren 1993). Her
experience is constructed from the point of view of this community of women.
Unlike the great poet, her contemporary and friend, Anna Ahmatova, who wrote
the famous poem about the experiences of women who were left at home
without information about their loved ones’ fates, GerStejn wrote her own
experience in those days sheltered by memoirs dedicated to the lives of “the
great”.’ In her writing she, rather like N. Mandel’Stam before her, momentarily
comes to construct her own past experience, and past feelings, as seen in the
passages above. The subtle tactic of writing about one’s own experiences in this
form, which in this sense differs from the other texts, in which the women write
more directly about their own lives, is rather like an analogy to her position in
the hierarchy of the community, which she describes, as that of a “helper”,
“conservator” - it also emerges in the text itself. The narrator reminisces on
Anna Ahmatova’s account of her visit to her son in prison:

B teuenue cBoero pacckaza AnHa AHapeeBHa oOpoHmna: “JleBa BaM KiaHsiics”.
TakuM JenaHHO-HEOPEKHBIM TOHOM TOBOPAT JIaMbl MPU KOPOTKOM CBETCKOM
Busute. TpyaHO OBUIO MOHATH, CKa3zaHa 3Ta (hpa3a U3 CHUCXOKACHUS KO MHE WIIN
M3 OMAceHHs 3a TOPAOCTb YIHETEHHOro chiHa. [loaTomy, korga mpuiuio Bpems
ornpasieHus JIeBsl mo 3tamy B jarepp U AHHa AHJIpeeBHa Jajla MHE aapec
MEePECHUTLHOM TIOPBMBI CO cloBamu: “Teneph Bbl MOKETE €My HaIlucaTh, s JOJTO
cujienia mepej JIMCTOM YHCTOM OyMaru M He MOTJia HalTH HY>KHBIX cjoB. [loTomy
4yTO JTF000BE MOsI OblTa IopyraHa. (Gerstejn 1998, 256)

During her account Anna Andreevna said in passing: “Leva sent his greetings to
you.” This artificially nonchalant tone is characteristic of ladies on a short Society
visit. I had difficulty understanding whether this phrase was said to me with
condescension or with suspicion of her oppressed son’s pride. That’s why, when
the time came for sending Leva to the camp in transit and Anna Andreevna gave
me the address of the transfer prison saying: “Now you can write to him”, I sat for
a long time in front of an empty sheet of paper and couldn’t find the right words.
Because my love had been polluted. (Gerstejn 1998, 256)

* According to Zerebkina this traditional feminine role in Russian culture assigns Gerstejn to
the frame of the “second rate” author, and does not give her a chance to have her “own” place
in culture (2003, 263).
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For that community this love was auwmnss, superfluous, but the narrator
tells her side of the story. The writing down of her story in this way can be
interpreted, at least, as constructing her development as a female subject,
although through the stories of the more “significant”, “great” people. By so
doing she comes to reflect on her own position in the community then, as a
single, non-professional woman in a society which she felt was hostile towards
her, in which she had difficulty finding her place, and among people whose lives
and work seemed infinitely more significant than her own.

The perspective chosen by GerStejn 1s interesting because she does not
actually dwell on the fate of Lev Gumiljev as a victim of state repression
(although she does that too), but on her own relationship to him and its effects
on her perception and position in the dissident community. As already
mentioned, descriptions of female sexual pleasure are rare in comparison with
descriptions of pain. In this respect, the story of GerStejn’s and Lev Gumilev’s
love during the 1930s, which are conventionally seen as a gloomy, repressive
time in Soviet history, is not so common. Another uncommon place for a story
of sensual love is the prison camp.

In Gulag narratives the physical and moral survival of the protagonist
through inhuman conditions form the core of the story. As already mentioned,
the corpus of Gulag testimonies forms a literary genre for which certain literary
conventions and narrative structures are common: Leona Toker (2000, 82-92)
defines a specific set of fopoi in Gulag narratives, with recurrent structural
features. These features follow the prisoner’s journey through the “Archipelago”
from the day of the arrest to the day of freedom. A special constituent in
women’s Gulag narratives are the descriptions of friendship and reciprocal
caregiving among female prisoners (Engel 1983; Holmgren 1994). What is
perhaps not a conventional constituent of these texts is the description of love
and romantic feelings." Evgenija Ginzburg, for instance, includes the story of
her relationship with her second husband in the camp zone with apologetic
explanatory comments on why such a personal relationship should be included
in a documentary story."

Tamara Petkevic’s Gulag narrative includes descriptions of her
relationships both in the camp and outside of it. In her text, however, there are
no apologetic comments about why she chooses to tell about her personal life,
about her love life, in the camp. In fact, one of the most important constituents
in the narrative about her own survival is the story of how the protagonist finds

' The animal sexual instinct that emerged in those circumstances has been described more
often, for instance, in Solzhenicyn’s Archipelago Gulag.

" Rotkirch (2000, 149) notes in her study of St. Petersburg sexual autobiographies in the
1990s, that in an autobiography by a woman with experience of labour camps it occurs that
she had never told even her children either about the labour camp or about her love affairs
during the time in the camp, which made the latter “doubly shameful and silenced”.
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true love in the camp for the first time in her life. This passage is coloured with
nuances of romantic love at first sight:

OO0pazoBaBmIUiicsl HM3HYTPH JBEPHOW TPSMOYTOJBLHUK CBETAa B JTY CEKyHIY
nepecekan He3HAKOMBIH BhICOKMN My>kurHA. OH ObLT MO Tosic pazaeT. Ha rossie
ey Oblla HAKMHYTA TeNorpeiika 0exkeBoro 1pera. Komy-To, HaXOAUBIIEMYCS
nepes HUM, OH YTO-TO yBJIEYEHHO JTOKa3bIBall. (...) OH cMoTpen Ha MeHs. S| — Ha
Hero. [lopaxkeHHO, MPUTBOXKIEHHO, YTPATUB CIIOCOOHOCTHh BUACTH KOTO-HHUOY b,
KpOMe UMEHHO 3TOTr0 uenoBeka. (...) Bpemst npekparuno xoj. Ero He crano Bosce.
(...) 4 e monmmana, 4To co MHOU mpoucxoauT. (...) Kak Bo cHe mepectymnuna s,
HaKOHell, TOpor HaBcTpeuy HenszOexxHocTH. Ham ckazanu: “3nakombrech”. (...) S
3HaJIa, YTO OH ... CIIPOCHUT [ocTaThcs co MHOUM - MP]. Xortena, uTo0d Tak ckaszai.
(...) O rocmoyn, kak xe npekpacHo 0bu10 Bee 310! (Petkevic 1993, 344-5)

At that moment an unknown tall man went through the rectangle of light at the
doorway. His was naked from the waist up. He had a beige quilted jacket hanging
over his bare shoulders. He was anxiously showing something to someone
standing in front of him. (...) He looked at me. I looked at him, amazed, nailed to
the ground, without being able to see anyone else but him. (...) Time stood still. It
ceased to exist. (...) I didn’t understand what was going on in me. (...) As in a
dream I, finally, crossed the threshold to meet the inevitable. We were introduced.
(...) I knew that he would ask to stay with me. I wanted him to say so. (...) Oh
God, how wonderful it all was! (Petkevi¢ 1993, 344-5)

The couple finds a “life of their own” in the barracks, and the protagonist
takes this as an escape from the circumstances:

Bceerna Bo BceM HEyBEpEHHAsl, COMHEBAIOIAs, 1 B TOT MOMEHT JUYHOU BOJEU U
BIIACTHEO OTMEHWJIA JUISl HAC PEKUM U 3aIlpeThl 30HbI. bbllla aOCONIOTHO yBepeHa B
TOM, YTO HHUYTO HEJOCTOWHOE HE IMOCSITHET Ha 3TH MTHOBEHHUS JKW3HH. (...)
Crenisiee coyeTaHne HEUCKYIIEHHOCTH M OTHA. VICTHHHO, OHO CYJIHUJIO CUACThe H
morudes... (ibid. 346)

Always unsure about and suspecting everything, at that moment I overcame the
discipline and prohibitions of the zone with my own will and power. I was
absolutely sure that nothing bad could take these moments of life from us. (...) A
blinding combination of innocence and fire. It truly foreboded happiness and
disaster... (ibid. 346)

The love affair with Kolja ends unhappily: He dies in the camp of
disease. This description is not unconventional in its literary language and
representation, but its occurrence in a Gulag testimony is significant, not least
from the point of view of the narrating subject herself. The meeting and the love
form a turning point in the protagonist’s life in the prison camp: “Bcrpeua c
Koneit — mnepeBopoT, kpyya, HaOpOLIEHHOE 4YE€M-TO MOryuyuM Jjacco. S He
y3HaBaja ce0s. Bor, oka3piBaeTcs, 4TO O3HA4YaeT JHOOUTH. ITO KO MHE MPHUIILIO
nepsbie! Briepseie B xu3Hu. B HeBone!/ Meeting with Kolja was a turning point,
a steep, a lasso thrown by something powerful. I didn’t recognize myself. So
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that’s what it means to be in love. It was the first time for me! The first time in
my life. In prison!” (ibid. 347).

Although physical and mental oppression and suffering are everyday life
in the prison camp, Gulag narratives rarely dwell on descriptions of these
aspects, on the contrary (Toker 2000, 88). In Petkevic¢’s text the description of
the loss of physical and mental integrity is introduced when the protagonist first
enters the zone. The descriptions in her text are similar to those in other Gulag
narratives, which suggests they are typical, characteristic incidents of life in the
Gulag. Thus, descriptions of physical insults have no such significance from the
point of view of the narrating subject’s development, as was the case in
Bonnér’s text, where their importance as individual experiences is emphasised.
On the other hand, descriptions of friendship are significant, and in Petkevi¢’s
case, including the description of first love. It is noteworthy from the point of
view of the writing subject, the individual, who in the prison was one among
many (Toker 2000, 77-78). Narrating about the first love is, however, not
necessarily a customary narrative constituent of a Gulag testimony. In Petkevic’s
text, however, it was an unexpected turning point in the protagonist’s life in the
prison. In a similar vein, as seen above, GerStejn’s text describes rare moments
of happiness and love, which, however, were of temporary nature, in a time
which was altogether not so happy for the people around her.

It has been pointed out that documentary literature might not so much be
read for the sake of knowledge, as for the sake of self-scrutiny: the sympathetic
reader might identify with the protagonist and think what he/she might have
done in the same situation (Toker 2000, 6). What also needs to be taken into
account is that the writer - besides the desire to enlighten the reader - also writes
in such a way that this identification becomes possible. In the passage described
above, a woman, an ex-prisoner, describes her feeling of true love, and
expresses her own amazement at how this could happen to her in the prison
camp. Through the expression of this amazement she aligns herself with the
position of the reader. As has been stated, although at the present stage the
practical need for documentary stories - as a means of enlightening people -
about the Gulag is reduced, and the artistic merit attracts more and more
attention, the aesthetic facet is not to be separated from the ‘“historical and
admonitory” impact (Toker 2000, 6). What PetkeviC’s story exemplifies is that
the Gulag narratives can be contemplated from other points of view as well, not
just historical, aesthetic or political, but that of the individual, feeling, human
being.

What this story can tell us, is that the prisoners were also “ordinary”
people, who had ordinary feelings, not just extraordinarily cruel experiences.
Besides being a description of human behaviour in extreme situations and an
important eye-witness testimony on atrocities, Petkevi¢’s narrative brings out
seemingly common joys and sorrows of human life, which are not beyond the
reader’s reach. This is something which helps the reader to understand how
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people could go through the Gulag experience and with which the reader can
identify: not because the protagonist represents herself as a victim of violence
and rape in the camps, or because she survived the experience thanks to her
exceptional moral and mental strength but because “the ordinary life” - which in
a way in this context might seem banal - in the camp gave her strength. In this
story the writing subject also inscribes herself into the structure of normative
heterosexuality in contrast to “deviant” lesbian love in the prison camp. This
cherished memory of heterosexual, “real” love harbours the narrator’s
subjectivity in conventional, safe patterns of behaviour as a counterbalance to
the irrational and abnormal experience of the Gulag.

If Petkevi¢’s and Gerstejn’s descriptions of their loves during difficult
times are contrasted, it can be seen that in both cases this description is closely
connected to the narrating subject’s representation of sexuality. In Petkevic’s
story the feeling of love empowered the protagonist to ignore the prison camp
discipline, offered her an “inner freedom”, but it also inscribes her into the
normative structure of heterosexuality. For Gerstejn, the love affair with Lev
was something which was not approved of by the outer world, her friends. In the
description of the time of sexual emancipation, however, it comes to stress the
writing subject’s normative behaviour as moral, when the text emphasises her
non-participant role in the “deviant” behaviour of the main characters. The
autobiographical discourse bears a significant role in these representations.
Because the texts’ tradition-bound status as truthful accounts and testimonies
about the Gulag, or about the literary circles relies on the autobiographical pact
between the author-narrator and the reader, the narrating subject, the “I”,
constructs herself as a trustworthy eye-witness.

9.4 Carmen’s Rebellion

Maija Pliseckaja’s life story offers, as can be expected, descriptions of
physicality, body and dance: as was pointed out, the text informs the reader
about her appearance, her clothes, her physical capacities and her role in public.
Aspects of body, gender and dance intertwine in the text, which deals with a
rather specific sphere of experience, that of the world of ballet. For instance, as
was already pointed out, the narrator briefly mentions her decision to choose
dance over having a child, which is a fairly typical constituent in a female ballet
dancer’s life: it is usual that having children interrupts and may even end the
ballet dancer’s career (see Adair 1992, 49). I earlier interpreted the narrating of
this choice in Pliseckaja’s text as the woman artist’s construction of herself as an
exceptional woman, who led a life and fulfilled herself beyond the limits of
conventional femininity, became, in a way, “more” than a representative of her
sex.

Another recurrent conflict a female dancer seems to encounter in the
world of classical ballet concerns the representation of female sexuality.
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The classical ballet’s repertoire of gender images, despite 20" century
experiments, continues to reinforce 19™ century notions of gender:

... ballet has been seen to stress sexual dimorphism, i.e. difference in the relative
sizes of women and men; men virtually always lift and manoeuvre women,
embodying strength and exhibiting control over the more fragile ballerina. (...)
Contrast in movement vocabularies, narrative roles and costuming for men and
women further reinforce these oppositions and distinctions and (...) perpetuate
nineteenth-century gender stereotypes of “female difference/male dominance”.
(Novack 1993, 43)

As already mentioned, the classical ballet’s ideal of femininity is
“ethereal”, which reinforces rather the weightlessness, lift from the ground,
virginity than feminine shapes or mothering."” Besides the permanent images of
gender, the classical ballet is characterised by its historical longevity (Novack
1993, 42)." Perhaps at a certain point of the career a question that arises for
classical ballet dancers is whether they are satisfied with performing the same
roles time and again. Pliseckaja reminisces on her situation at the beginning of
the 1960s; the protagonist feels that it is time for her to look for something new:

A TaHIIeBaJIa s BCE CTaphIil penepTyap.

Omnate “Jlebenuuaoe o3epo”, omsath “Jlon Kuxor”, omsite “Crisiinas kpacaBuma’...
ChoBa - “Jlebenunoe o3epo”, caoBa “/lon Kuxor”, cHoBa “Crsmas”... BHOBb -
“JlebequHOE 03€p0”’, BHOBS...

Yto K, TaK U 10 KOHIIA MOMX OanteTHEIX AHer? Tonpko “Jledbenunoe”? Mcnoasonn
crajga Tep3aTh TpeBora. HeymoBmerBopeHHOCTh. Hano dro-to HOBOE, CBOE
caenath. O6s3arenpHO HOoBoe. Obs3atensHO cBoe. (Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 337)

I continued to dance the old repertoire.

Again “Swan Lake”, again “Don Quixote”, again “The Sleeping Beauty”... Anew
- “Swan Lake”, anew “Don Quixote”, anew “The Sleeping”... Once more “Swan
Lake”, once more...

So, do I continue like this till the end of my days in the ballet? Only “Swan
Lake”? Gradually I became anxious. Dissatisfied. I have to do something new,

something of my own. Absolutely something new, something of my own.
(Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 337)

The moment for deviating from the repertoire of classical ballet seems
fortunate, because the dancer has been awarded the greatest honour that a Soviet

2 At the beginning of the 20™ century, for instance, Isadora Duncan (1878-1927) protested
against the stereotypes of women in ballet and created her own style: she danced barefoot in
loose clothing and was inspired by the ideas of Ancient Greek dance and the rhythms of
nature (Banes 1998, 74).

" Pliseckaja asserts this by quoting a well-known Russian writer of the 19" century, who said
that he loved ballet for its constancy and states herself: “Ckopo s 6€3 Manoro msTbIecsT JeT
Ha CIIeHe, a periepTyap ToT *ke... / Soon I shall have danced almost 50 years on the stage, and
the repertoire is still the same...” (1996/1994, 80)

241



artist can achieve: The Lenin Prize in 1964. This afforded her a relative freedom
vis a vis the political leadership and a chance to do something on her own.
Pliseckaja starts to plan the ballet Carmen Suite with the choreographer Alberto
Alonso and her husband, who arranges the music. Although the ballet is not of
her own choreography (her own choreographies came later on), it represents
something of her own, something different from her status as the prima ballerina
of the Bolshoi Theatre, who charmed the public in “Don Quixote” or “The
Sleeping Beauty”. As the text tells us, the reception of the ballet when it was
premiered was not enthusiastic. The public expected a conventional ballet, and
was not ready for the new form, new language, which the Carmen Suite
represented. The officials did not approve of the ballet’s representation of the
female character, and decided to ban it. In the “history” of the making of the
ballet narrated in the text, it is suggested that the main reason for the ban were
Soviet puritan notions concerning female sexuality, which the image of Carmen
in the ballet transgressed. After the premicére Minister Ekaterina Furceva
demanded changes in the choreography, which she considers “pure erotic”:
“Cekc Ha COBETCKOH creHe He mpoiaer... /Sex would not go to the Soviet
stage... ” (Plisetskaja 1996/1994, 348).

The making of the ballet Carmen Suite is represented in the
autobiography as Pliseckaja’s estrangement from the classical ballet and the
roles it offered for a prima ballerina. This break also resulted in conflict with the
notions about female sexuality promoted in classical ballet. It was acceptable to
perform classical female characters who are chaste and passive, but nevertheless
objects of the public’s gaze from the perspective of male heterosexual desire, but
to represent a female character with her own desire was not acceptable. In her
book on the history of gender in dance, Christy Adair (1992, 79) states: “Dance
provides an ideal opportunity for the voyeur. (...) [The woman] is there in the
flesh constantly exposed.” To represent a female character showing her own
desire, rather than being a mere object of gaze and desire, breaks the
conventional gender contract of classical ballet. The conflict with Minister
Furceva is described with irony when the narrator quotes Furceva’s words to
her: “Koctiom nomensiiite. FO0ky Hanenste. [Ipukpoiite, Maiist, roypie JHKKH.
Jto cuena bonwioro tearpa, ToBapuiu.../ Change your costume. Wear a skirt.
Cover your bare thighs, Maija. It’s still the stage of the Bolshoi Theatre,
comrades... ” (Pliseckaja 1996/1994, 347). Furceva’s recommendations here are
represented as hypocritical; the classical ballet dancer’s costume is hardly meant
to cover the dancer’s bare legs, on the contrary: “In dance the close fitting
leotard, the trutu which displays the crotch and legs and the low cut tops
emphasise the woman’s ‘to be looked-at-ness’... The audience is in the role of
the voyeur in relationship to the dancer” (Adair 1992, 72).

The narrating about the conflict between puritan notions and the
performance of the ballet Carmen Suite is meant to ridicule the Soviet officials
of the time and to stress Pliseckaja’s own struggle to fulfill herself artistically,
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and her final victory over the officials, when the ballet, finally, becomes a
success. The narrative also ridicules the puritan, hypocritical notions expressed
by Soviet officials concerning the performance of women dancers in ballet.

The representation of the strong female character in ballet in this sense is
not merely political. It is also connected to the classical ballet dancer’s identity
as a woman. This emerges in other autobiographical accounts of dancers about
their own careers and identity as women and dancers (see Novack 1993, 38, 40).
The discrepancy between the female dancer and the roles of the classical ballet
may be evinced because of the dancer’s feminist critique of the repertoire of
female characters, or the denial of being creative, free in expressing oneself
through motion, or the combination of these. In Pliseckaja’s case the question is
rather of her right and need to realise her talent in different ways in dance, but,
as could be seen above, it also collided with specific notions about sexuality and
gender in the Soviet culture of that time. What is symptomatic is that when the
question is about female sexuality and desire, it provokes rejection in a society
based on patriarchal values: representations of female sexuality are described as
“mere erotic”, or, as in the case of Arbatova’s and other women writers’ texts
(see Vasilenko 2000) in the 1980s, “mere gynaecology”. In Pliseckaja’s own
presentation of her struggle with the officials, her urge to do something of her
own in the case of the ballet Carmen Suite becomes noteworthy from the
perspective of sexual difference because it undermined the social and
ideological constraints on what kind of and how female characters could be
portrayed on stage. The critical notions stigmatised her performance as “erotic”
and “formalism”, whereas her own view stressed her right as an artist to explore
new areas of expression in dance.

A more forceful experience, but not altogether remote from Pliseckaja’s
in the Soviet ballet, is presented by Arbatova in her story of going “into
literature”: she, like many other women writers of the 1970s-80s, encountered
claims of writing on “gynaecological issues”, when they addressed such themes
as abortion, or other experiences connected with female sexuality. As Nohé;jl
points out, representations of women’s experiences with abortion or maternity
clinics are a sign of a specific combination of repression and liberation in Soviet
sexual culture. As the popular saying goes, “there was no sex” in Soviet
(official) culture.™

That representations connected with various aspects of sexuality and
body emerge in these women’s autobiographical texts is a feature that deserves
to be seen in the larger context of Soviet Russian culture. As already observed,
they relate to the cultural condition in which female sexuality has been a site of
forbidden themes in the field of literature. The texts represent the female body

'* AZgihina (2001) notes that in classical Soviet literature, relations between woman and man
are devoid of references to sexuality, except as a crude and repulsive act.
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and sexuality in quite differing ways. The differences in the approaches of these
texts point to different cultural, generational and existential aspects connected
with female sexuality.

If we compare these texts through the rather fictional perspective of
generations of mothers and daughters, it might be tempting to suggest that
Arbatova in her text is actually working through the pain and embarrassment the
previous generations of women, her mother and grandmother, experienced and
in silence (because of fear of being repressed, abandoned, condemned) passed
on the shame connected with them to her through patterns of behaviour.
Petkevi¢’s narrating about the loss of physical and mental integrity rather
repeats familiar incidents that occur in other Gulag testimonies and brings out
her experiences of true friendship and heterosexual love found in the prison as
her salvation. GerStejn’s text describes the abnormal behaviour of the main
characters, but constitutes moral attitudes to sexuality by stressing her own non-
participation and normative (heterosexual) behaviour. Pliseckaja’s
representation of her experience as a woman with her own artistic project posits
the female body as a boundary between what is acceptable and what is not, and
thus stands for the fractured female subjectivity in conflict with notions of
femininity and national identity. Bonnér’s project of writing about her childhood
experiences reminiscent of the “memory work™ conducted by the individual
exploring the “sexualization of female bodies”. This memory work can be
viewed as an act of narrating, seeking to make public what had previously been
non-public, thus “crossing the boundaries of private and public”. Arbatova’s text
lets the experiences of violence and pain as it were go through the protagonist’s
body, as individual experiences, and constructs them as an integral part of the
narrator’s identity. But in so doing, also presents the protagonist-narrator as an
example, a new heroine, whose own activity and practices aim at forming new
models of behaviour.

Bonnér’s project of memory work goes further, because it voices the
tacit history not only of the individual, but the collective history of the nation
and especially the female line of the family. The text combines in a specific way
the testimonial mode of autobiographical writing with the emphasis on the
female individual and her sexuality in the vein of the Western feminist project of
“memory work™.

As different as these texts are in their representation of the corporeal
experiences of female sexuality, as a whole they represent what was unsaid in
the previous official or public culture. They do not necessarily deconstruct
prevailing models, but rather construct what has been perceived as marginal,
forgotten: the experience of sexuality and femininity through corporeal
experiences of women.
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Conclusions. Autobiography is Literature

The starting point for this study was to investigate how women’s
autobiographical texts published in the period after perestroika in the 1990s
represent and construct female experience of the past. The “New women’s
prose” of the time brought out especially controversial and unconventional
literary images of womanhood and suggested that there had emerged a different
emphasis on female subjectivity in literary and cultural production among
women writers. The aim of this study was to investigate texts which included the
so-called autobiographical pact, that is, texts which could be characterised as
“non-fictional”, or “documentary” autobiographical texts. What I was especially
interested in analysing in them was how the women writers represented their
lives and experiences (of womanhood) in this “documentary” mode of writing.
This combination revealed several interesting and challenging problems, which
this study has sought to contemplate, but not to solve completely.

Thanks to my education in modern literary theory I had learned that
meaning and subject are not; instead, they are continually constructed as “a play
of signifiers”, not by an immediate, transparent relationship between words and
their referents. However, in their texts the authors of my material were
concerned first and foremost with telling the truth about the past, with
witnessing and testifying to past events, and writing their life stories in the spirit
of authentic communication with the reader. I had expected to find texts that
would be more “postmodernist” and playful in their narrative techniques and
approach to writing about the past, but instead the texts I had chosen were
seriously involved with mediating information and representing true experiences
of the past. At the beginning of my research there was, thus, a gap between my
reading theory and the material to which I sought to apply it. In this study I have
endeavoured to fill this gap and find ways of literary and gender analysis that
would take into account the specific nature of these texts.

The autobiographical texts analysed here emphasised the documentary,
authentic, non-fictional character of the writing. The writing was based on the
authors’ retrospective perception of what had happened to them in the past. The
texts conformed to a modern but realistic paradigm of literature, in the sense that
they did not challenge - that is, consciously confuse - the borders between the
author, the reader, and the heroine, or invent a new language to describe their
experiences. However, they also showed a sophisticated attitude to writing and
memory. While reading these texts the ethical aspect of reading autobiographical
writing became significant. It does matter if the text purports to describe
socalled real events and experiences, especially when they are disturbing,
traumatic and tragic, and excluded from institutional and official historical
accounts. One result of my study was the important insight for me that there is
an important ethical aspect connected with reading autobiographical texts.



However, I was not keen to read the texts as transparent accounts of
reality: as literary texts they necessarily select and omit things from the “flow of
reality”, organising them in the linearity of sentences, in a language, which is
itself a social and cultural construct. The texts were not free from Soviet
conventions and traditions, yet also not determined by them. This is why the
slogan, reminiscent of the Soviet formula, o cebe u o epemenu - about the self
and the time, came to represent the texts’ quality as autobiographical texts in a
specifically matching manner.

The authors were especially concerned with giving voice to past tragic
and traumatic experiences - this was the reason for writing the autobiographical
text, as we remember from the extracts at the beginning of the study. In the
course of the research I have come to consider this writing process not only as a
representation of traumatic events in the authors’ individual lives, but as a
phenomenon pointing to painful spots of society and culture as a whole in the
aftermath of the Soviet period.

51 oueHp X04y CBOOOBI, CBA3aHHOHN C OIIYIICHHEM ITOJHOLEHHOCTH, U BCEM TOTO
xKe xkenar. S kapaOKaroch CKBO3b OCTOHHBIE CTEHBI CEMEWHOTO CLIEHAPHsI, CKBO3b
OapiIMHy OIBITA B COBKOBOM Opake, CKBO3b PEIIETKY TOTAIUTAPHBIX 3aIPETOB,
MPOPOCHINX CKBO3b Teno. (Arbatova 1997, 283)

I want freedom with a feeling of self-esteem, and I wish that for everyone. I
clamber over the concrete walls of my family scenario, over the hard labour of
Soviet marriage, over the fence of totalitarian prohibitions, grown through my
body. (Arbatova 1997, 283)

This extract from Marija Arbatova’s short story' relates to the narrator’s
perception of herself as a woman in Soviet Russian conditions of life.
Clambering over the walls of established models of the behaviour, institutions,
with which her biography, her “self” is permeated is an apt metaphor for the
writing in the autobiographical texts this study has dealt with. In order to
clamber up a wall, one needs a foothold and places to rest, which offer a
moment to summon one’s strength, and a chance to carry on with the
clambering. “Clambering”, “foothold” and “places to rest” represent the options
the autobiographical discourse offers for the writers. On the one hand it is a
legitimate channel for constructing literary representations of the individual,
“non-public” experience and on the other, a chance to raise this “non-public” in
the public discourse.

The model of life-writing, which could be discerned in these texts, was
the narrating of one’s life as an eyewitness, a participant of the past, connected
with historical events, names and spaces. This conforms to what has been called
a testimonial mode of writing by Russian women; writing for a common cause,
where the author engages herself in the collective reconstruction of cultural

' “TTocnemuee mucsMo K A. /The last letter to A.” (Arbatova 1997).
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memory. The aspect of testifying about a lost tradition, injustice, human rights
abuses etc. gives the female author a legitimate cause for writing about her own
life and past as a representative story. The authors of the texts investigated were
significant cultural figures, dissidents, artists, who related their lives to certain
historically significant events, names and spaces, “sites of memory”, which form
an important constituent for the motivation for writing.

My discussion of the texts, however, suggested that beyond this, these
sites of memory are not constituted solely by the story of witnessing to historical
events and names alone. With the help of feminist semiotic and narrative theory,
which advocate for contextualising women’s texts in social reality and cultural
production I could claim that beyond the features of testimonial writing, they
also represented the narrator-protagonist’s experience relating to the forbidden,
the unsaid, and the non-public: corporeal experiences of female sexuality,
feelings and human relations. Against earlier studies on Soviet Russian women’s
autobiographies these features have been considered as exceptional or marginal
in the testimony about the past (Holmgren 1994, Clyman & Vowles 1996). In
this vein the texts share some of the features that emerged at the turn of the 20"
century and the modernist trend in art and culture with its emphasis on the
individual and the exceptional (Clyman & Vowles 1996).

51 BOT y»Ke KOTOpBIA JIEHb HE MOT'Y OTOPBAThCSl OT MBICIEHHBIX PACCKA30B CaMOU
ceOe. IToce MeHst OcTaHETCs TaK MHOTO MOTMOIINX XKu3Hew... He 3amuruna s ux
XOTs OBl CJIOBOM, XOTs OBl MaMsAThIO... Momdy, MOy W TEp3aloch TEM, Kak
MOJTyYHJIOCh ceifvac U TeM, 4TO JaBHO ObuT0. Celiuac HUYEro He JIENar0 U rIIaBHOE
HE Xouy. 3ajie3la B CBOE€ OJWHOYECTBO Kak B 4HepHyI0 nblpy. Cmyctuiace B
mpoiioe u coBceM morudaro. (Bonnér 1994/1991, 301)

For the last few days I’ve been unable to give up telling myself stories. So many
ruined lives will remain after me. ...I didn’t defend them with a single word, or
even a memory. ...I keep silent, I keep silent and torment myself with how things
are now and they were a long time ago. Now I do nothing and, most important, I
don’t want to do anything. I’ve crawled into my solitude as if it were a black hole.
I’ve sunk into the past and I’'m perishing in it. (Bonner 1992, 332)

This extract from the notes of Bonnér’s mother, quoted in the latter’s
memoirs, in many ways represents an important prehistory for the memoirs, and,
I would contend, for the other texts as well. These mwiciennvie paccraser -
stories told in her mind - remained silent, inside of her mind, and the subject of
remembering could not be released from the past. It is much this legacy of
silence, that Bonnér’s and the other texts are dealing with. With the help of sites
of memory, the footholds and places to rest, the authors of the texts could
engage in constructing the self and the past, clambering through this tacit past.

The reading(s) of the texts can be characterized as a learning process the
researcher goes through. This is symptomatic of autobiographical studies, as
Anni Vilkko notes:
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When writing about women’s autobiographies and their ways of parsing their
lives through writing, [one is] simultaneously speaking about [one’s] own
experience as a reader of these life-stories and attempts to rewrite this experience,
rearrange and signify it into a research text. (Vilkko 1997, 27).

This echoes what Shoshana Felman stated about the bond through
reading for sexual difference, which will help to construct women’s stories
about their lives. I believe that reading the texts through this prism, we can read
not only the testimony of traumatic history and politics, but also the
constructions of female subjectivity based on women’s experiences.

That the representation of various aspects of sexuality and body emerge
in these women’s autobiographical texts is a feature that deserves to be seen in
the wider context of Russian culture. It can be seen as the process of dealing
with past experiences, reconstructing them, and making them heard. This can be
seen in the specific context of Soviet Russian culture, which was characterised
by the term “repressive de-sublimation” - a peculiar mixture of repression and
liberal attitudes towards sexuality. The differences in the approaches of these
texts reveal different cultural, generational and existential aspects connected
with female sexuality. ?

The authors representing and constructing their experiences through
autobiographical writing were involved with questions of what they should
include and exclude in their texts. At some points of Soviet history this question
has been crucial, even fatal for memoirists (cf. Balina 2003). Autobiographical
writing, although closely connected with subjective process of remembering, is
also a highly conventionalised manner of representation through language, and it
is also important to see what has and what has not been included in a life story.
Remembering the past can also be an exploration of how an individual
remembers, and what these individual memories can tell of society, and of
history, how they can represent something that has been hitherto unmentionable.
Remembering becomes an important means to construct that history, although it
relies on subjective perception of the past, but, as has been noted, subjectivity is
what makes such memory narratives valuable because they take the reader closer
to the experiencing subject (Peltonen 2003, 19). Russian women’s writing at the
beginning of the 21* century continues to prefer the “concrete” and subjective
over the “universal”, even so that this thematical feature (the female) has turned
out to be a literary device.’

* However, it is important to consider the findings of recent research on the post-Stalin and
pre-glasnost’ period, which point out that during this time women writers already paved the
way for these bolder representations of female subjectivity in post-Soviet women’s writing
(see Barker 2002, Holmgren 2002, Sandler 2002).

3 Cf. Zerebkina (2003, 71) who observes that at the end of the 1990s there emerge authors
who represent strategies of performing the female in their work and experiment on the
mimetic biological experience of femaleness on the level of both content and form.
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Some might say that this study fails to establish what an autobiography
is, and what a female autobiography is. They are quite probably right. Although
my main interest in these texts did not focus on their connections to the Soviet
tradition of memoir writing, its influence cannot be ignored. These texts have a
lot in common with the genre of memoirs in the Soviet period, official and
unofficial. It should not be forgotten that the new book market has directly and
indirectly also influenced the production of these books, particularly Pliseckaja’s
and Arbatova’s texts. In the case of the latter, the Western model of feminist
confession has surely affected the constitution of the feminist life story.

What my persistent use of the term “autobiographical” in this study has
aimed to bring out, is that the feminist theory about the importance of the
autobiographical in women’s studies and the importance of contextualising
women’s writing, helps to convey unconventional features in these texts, which
contradict or escape the tradition of memoir writing and the tradition of
representing femininity in Russian culture, and which help to constitute new
knowledge of female subjectivity in Russia.

Especially, according to Zerebkina, the work by the poet Vera Pavlova represents the
autobiographical as a performative strategy. Cf. also Kukulin (2000, 2).
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