Dmitri N. Shalin
Notes on contemporary autobiographical prose

English introduction to the special section on Contemporary Russian Lifewrit-
ing.

At the turn of the century, an idea began to take root in the expert
community that we live in ‘a biographical age’ (c.f. Roberts 2002;
Clough et al. 2004; Renders 2016). The rapidly expanding list of pub-
lished biographies, specialty bookstores and biography-themed web
sites, life writing methods gaining popularity in social science - numer-
ous indications pointed to the biographical turn in the making.

Two decades into the 21* century, we may be witnessing yet another
turn that someday could be termed the autobiographical age. The signs
are familiar — autobiographies on the bestselling lists, serialized diaries
in high demand, blogs memorializing lives of renowned and unknown
self-ethnographers, online guides and college courses explaining to ne-
ophytes how to write an autobiography... For all the hum surrounding
the upsurge of interest in the subject, there is no consensus on what
counts as autobiography and how it relates to life writing in general.

The basic idea sounds simple - autobiography is ‘the description
(graphia) of an individual human life (bio) by the individual himself
(auto) (Misch 1951: 5). Yet each element in this definition begs the
question: ‘What do we mean by the self or himself (auto). What do we
mean by life (bios)? What significance do we impute to the act of writ-
ing (graphe) - what is the significance and the effect of transforming
life, or a life, into a text?’ (Olney 1980: 6). Put a finger on a contempo-
rary life writing sample, and you are likely to run into an argument as
to whether it is a real autobiography or a fictionalized one, a personal
diary or a memoir sketch, a mix of established forms or a novel speci-
men of the genre. Although attempts to narrow the definition have
helped clarify the issues at stake, they did not quell the dissension.

One oft-quoted statement defines autobiography as a ‘Retrospective ac-
count in prose that a real person makes of his own existence stressing
his individual life and especially the history of his personality’ (Lejeune
1989: 4). This definition that Philippe Lejeune offered in his 1973 essay
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‘The autobiographical pact’ centers on the author’s life and prizes the
willingness to flesh out one’s character. Elizabeth Bruss updated the
quasi-contractual agreement autobiographers and would-be readers are
supposed to enter, stipulating that the ‘autobiographer purports to be-
lieve in what he asserts’, that the author’s tales are ‘susceptible to ap-
propriate public verification procedures’, and that the audience is will-
ing ‘to accept these reports as true and is free to “check up” on them or
attempt to discredit them’ (Bruss 1976: 10-11).

Other researchers questioned this approach with its emphasis on truth-
telling as too narrow and ill-fitting the diversity of contemporary auto-
biographical narrative (Adams 1990; Eakin 1999, Olney 1999). Looking
at the subject matter from the vantage point of literary criticism, James
Olney discounts efforts to draw its ‘generic boundaries’, pointing out
that we ‘often cannot tell whether we should call something a novel, a
poem, a critical dissertation, or an autobiography’ (Olney 1980: 4). Paul
de Man (1984) pressed a similar point in his article ‘Autobiography as
defacement’. Following Derrida’s deconstructive tack, he claimed that
autobiography has no generic properties, that its ‘specular language’
lends itself to more or less arbitrarily interpretation, and that the very
act of writing one’s life should be seen as a studied evasion or ‘deface-
ment’ (a claim inadvertently drawing attention to de Man’s refusal to
square off with the antisemitic screeds he penned during WWII; see
Smith 1996; Shalin 1993). Pierre Bourdieu attacked auto/biographical
discourse because it succumbs to ‘biographical illusion’, because

the autobiographical narrative is always at least partially motivat-
ed by a concern to give a meaning, to rationalize, to show the in-
herent logic, both for the past and for the future... The inclination
toward making oneself the ideologist of one’s own life, through
the selection of a few significant events with a view to elucidating
an overall purpose, and through the creation of causal or final
links between them which will make them coherent, is reinforced
by the biographer who is naturally inclined, especially through
his formation as a professional interpreter, to accept this artificial
creation of meaning (Bourdieu 2000b: 298).

Timothy Adams (1990) acknowledges the problematic nature of the au-
tobiographical act and pleads the case that elements of fiction and fact
are present in any effort to render one’s life meaningful:
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This form of writing, which may or may not be a genre, possesses
a peculiar kind of truth through a narrative composed of the au-
thor’s metaphors of self that attempt to reconcile the individual
elements of a lifetime by using a combination of memory and im-
agination - all performed in a unique act that partakes of a thera-
peutic fiction making, rooted in what really happened, and
judged by the standards of truth and falsity and by the standards
of success as an artistic creation (Adams 1990: 3).

The primary object of autobiography - the authorial self - is a phenom-
enon about which practitioners have also failed to reach a working con-
sensus. Even the existence of the self is now open to doubt, notably
among postmodernist writers (Ashley et al. 1994). Those who take the
object of self-examination seriously are baffled by the self’s elusive na-
ture. ‘Her Hudero 60Jiee TAMHCTBEHHOTO, YeM “aBTO’, CBOMCTBO “OBITH
coboii”, umets cBoe “s”’, writes Mikhail Epstein, one of the project con-
tributors. His lament echoes a long-standing puzzlement over the en-
igmatic nature of the phenomenon, first pointed out by no lesser au-

thority on self-reflection than Immanuel Kant:

That I am conscious of myself is a thought that already contains a
twofold self, the I as subject and the I as object. How it might be
possible for the I that I think to be an object (of intuition) for me,
one that enables me to distinguish me from myself, is absolutely
impossible to explain, even though it is an indubitable fact; it in-
dicates, however, a capacity so highly elevated above sensuous in-
tuition that...it has the effect of separating us from all animals

(Kant 1983: 73).

The great German philosopher struggled mightily with this conun-
drum. By the time he wrote Critique of Judgment [1790], he hit upon a
plausible solution: Every time the individual makes a general state-
ment, ‘he disregards the subjective private conditions of his own judg-
ment and reflects upon it from a universal standpoint (which he can
only determine by placing himself at the standpoint of others)’ (Kant
1951: 137). This observation applied primarily to aesthetic judgment, but
Hegel was quick to generalize this insight into a proposition that all
thinking, including self-understanding, is social to the core: ‘The self
perceives itself at the same time that it is perceived by others’. ‘Self-
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consciousness exists in itself and for itself... by the very fact that it ex-
ists for another self-consciousness; that is to say, it is only by being
acknowledged or “recognized” (Hegel 1967: 661, 229). From that point
on, romantic philosophers would tirelessly probe the thesis that self
and society are bound together, that self-reflection is rooted in a social
context and expresses the historical moment where it originated. ‘Soci-
ety is nothing but social life: an invisible, thinking, and feeling person.
Each man is a small society’ (Novalis 1960: 43). ‘Only by meeting with,
so as to be resisted by, Another, does the Soul become a Self” (Cole-
ridge [circa 1820], quoted in Coburn 1974: 32). ‘Man, much as he may
therefore be a particular individual... is just as much the totality - the
ideal totality - the subjective existence of thought and experienced so-
ciety for itself (Marx 1964: 138). Across the Atlantic, American pragma-
tists pushed the argument to its logical conclusion: ‘Human society as
we know it could not exist without minds and selves, since all its most
characteristic features presuppose the possession of minds and selves
by its individual members; but its individual members would not pos-
sess minds and selves if these had not arisen within or emerged out of
the human social process’ (Mead 1934: 227, 144). The circle such state-
ments embody is neither vicious nor fortuitous - it is a hermeneutical
circle par excellence.

The implication for life writing studies entailed in this theory is clear:
An autobiographical report is at once a testimony about society in
which a self originates and a critical reflection on one’s existence as be-
ing in sync, or out of joint, with its time. Herein lies Wilhelm Dilthey’s
exalted view of autobiographical writing: ‘In autobiography we encoun-
ter the highest and most instructive form of the understanding of life...
in its way, like a Leibnizian monad, it represents the historical universe’
(Dilthey 2002: 221). Or as Dilthey’s disciple put it: “Though essentially
representations of individual personalities, autobiographies are bound
always to be representative of their period’ (Misch 1951: 12).

Today, many analysists relax the prescription that autobiographers re-
view their lives as a whole, allowing accounts that single out major
chunks of the writer’s life (such as childhood, apprenticeship, literary
achievements), epitomize a particular era (a historical period, a chrono-
tope inhabited by the writer), or focus on the act of self-writing
(notetaking, journal keeping, self-memorialization, see Harris 1990;
Folkenflik 1993; Eakin 1992, 1999, 2008; Anderson 2001; Smith et al.
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2010). Researchers adopting this broader perspective want to know
‘how we come to be the people we say we are when we write’ (Eakin
1999: ix), how autobiographical ‘discourse produces the effect that it
names’ (Butler 1993: 20), and how, in the process, we bring into one
continuum self-narrative with self-creation. They also valorize neglect-
ed species of life writing such as race-centered or gender-specific reflec-
tion (see, for instance, ‘autogynography’ of Stanton 1987; c.f. Smith
1987). This attitude helped legitimize a variety of autobiographical ex-
pressions which otherwise would remain on the margins of autobio-
graphical discourse.

The life writing samples presented below testify to the difficulties of
mapping the autobiographical domain within the life writing field. The
selection from personal diaries prepared for this collection by Sergey
[ur’enen, a Russian novelist and a broadcaster, comes closest to the tra-
ditional view of autobiography as rendering visible one’s whole life.
Starting with daily journal entries jotted down during his years as a
student at Moscow State University, the author illuminates his life story
by supplying generous excerpts from the journals he kept after defect-
ing to the West, including his years in Paris, Munich, and Prague, then
picking up the narrative through another tranche of journal entries
documenting his life in New York and Washington D.C., where he had
settled after his 25-year-tenure at the Radio Liberty came to an abrupt
end. His project may not qualify as autobiography if we accept Georg
Misch’s proviso that ‘the man who sets out to write the story of his own
life has it in view as a whole with unity and direction and a significance
of its own’ (Misch 1951: 7). It certainly would not satisfy the injunction
that autobiographers must not limit themselves to the ‘the earlier
judgments’ stored in the notebooks while failing to ‘detect significances
which escaped them at the time’. As readers of this issue will see,
[ur'enen shuns extemporaneous appraisal of his older selves (in con-
trast to what he and his co-author did in the dual autobiography Ency-
clopedia of Youth), letting readers to piece together his life story and its
overall significance from the amassed fragments. Nonetheless, the
compilation of diary entries prepared by Iur'enen meets a broader defi-
nition of autobiographical prose writing.

A selection from the personal documents provided below tells us a
good deal about their authors’ personal, political, and artistic sensibili-
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ties. Although we have room for just a few fragments from the diaries
Liudmila Ulitskaya kept over the course of some 40 years, her note-
books show an impressive range of autobiographical imagination and
the subtle interfaces between her private persona, public engagements,
and literary craft. Letters that Mikhail Shishkin exchanged with his fel-
low writer along with the reflections on the passing of a friend memori-
alize fleeting events and at the same time yield a sober judgment on
our times, a judgment that is simultaneously deeply personal and em-
blematic of the present junction in history. The Covid diaries of Gasan
Gusejnov are joyfully idiosyncratic and at the same time starkly evoca-
tive of the place in time where they were compiled. And Iur'enen’s diary
is an important document of an era that captures its idiosyncrasies and
uncommon graces. These are powerful instances of life writing which
bear a strong autobiographical stamp and show remarkable literary
ecumene.

Mikhail Epstein’s project of autonoography does not fall neatly into any
category. Its innovative bent brings to mind the warning issued by two
early observers of the field: “The modern autobiographer needs an espe-
cially flexible form, one that can always outrun attempts to define it,
one notably amenable to innovation and experiment’ (Spengemann et
al. 1965: 516). Understood as a biography of the self, Epstein contends,
autobiography is bound to fail since ‘aBTo6morpadwus, B mporuBormno-
JIOXXHOCTh Grorpaduu, 3TO He ONMHCAHUE COCTOSIBLIENCS JKU3HH, A TIPO-
eKT ee MPOJOJ/DKeHMs, 00pallleHHbIM K ¢$aKTaM MPOIUIOro ISl CO3/a-
HUsI BO3MOXXHOCTe# Oyayiuero (B ToM 4ucie, mocMepTHOro)'. Attempts
to pin oneself down in real time are at odds with the project of
avtonoographia which, according to Epstein, ‘He TONBKO OCMBIC/SET
YKM3Hb, HO M PaCKPbIBaeT XU3Hb CaMoOu MbIcu. Eciu 6uorpadust — ato
OMMCaHVe )XU3HEHHBIX COOBITHM, MOC/IeL0BAaTEIBHOCTh OMOTPAMM, TO
Hooepagus - ONMHCAaHWE YMCTBEHHBIX COOBITHI, COBOKYIHOCTH HO-
orpamm (rpedu. véog - ym, pasym). Thankfully, Epstein’s life writing
samples go beyond strictly noographic generalizations. Among other
things, they describe the author’s experience as the child eagerly
searching a newspaper for the winning number of the state bonds pur-
chased by his family, with state power symbolized by the colorful pieces
of paper issued by the government (a sample bond is reproduced in the
text). The acclaimed author also shares with the reader “Ten personal
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rules” that he distilled from experience, a decalogue setting guideposts
for a meaningful being in the world according to Mikhail Epstein.

The autobiographical dialogues between Liudmila Ulitskaya and Dmitri
Shalin is another example of life writing that does not readily fit the
canon. The conversation began as an exchange of emails about the
Fourth Nevada Conference on Russian Culture and evolved into a sus-
tained attempt to trade ideas about autobiographical discourse, the use
of documents in fiction, the pitfalls of metaprose, and kindred matters
of mutual interest. Within this dialogue, both sides identify critical
junctions in their personal development, with Ulitskaya looking back at
her life to mark key stages in her lifecycle. This is a bird’s eye view of a
whole life where the celebrated novelist traces the bond with her ances-
tors, explains the place of diaries in her daily routine and fiction writ-
ing. Excerpts presented below cover the early phase of this ongoing dia-
logue whose direction and analytical foci continue to evolve.

For all the differences, life writing samples collected in the special jour-
nal issue have a common thread. They are marked by what Wittgen-
stein (1958/1953) called ‘family resemblance’ — a network of overlapping
themes, approaches, and intuitions that set these writers apart as a dis-
tinct group. Members of our team (a) pay close attention to the act of
writing as a tool for self-understanding and self-mastery; (b) show an
acute sense of historical time and one’s place in the world; (c) pass
judgment on the present day cultural and political currents; and (d)
demonstrate the intricate relationship between life writing and creativi-
ty in its sundry forms.

More than one contributor to this volume cites Tolstoy’s lifelong habit
of keeping diaries. Rather than dutifully populating one’s books with
events observed in real life, opined the Russian classic, ‘Topa3go ny4iie
MMCaTh BCe B JHEBHHUK, KOTOPBII CTAPAThCSl BECTH PETY/ISIPHO M YKCTO,
TaK YTOOBI OH COCTABJISI J/IsSI MEHS INTEPATYPHBIN TPY[, a JJIs1 SPYTUX
Mor coctaBuTh npusitnoe urenue’ (Tolstoy 1937:179).

There is more to diary keeping than sketching future compositions,
however. It is also a tool of self-mastery, a form of askesis and self-
therapy. TloMHUTB, YTO JHEBHUK IMHINY TJIABHBIM 00pa3oM [JIsI TOTO,
YTOOBI WCIPaBUTH cebsl, a He IS JIIO0/lei], KOTopble OyAyT YHTATh),
scribbled a young man in his college journal. ‘bsiTh npesensHO mpas-
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nuBbiM. O06s13aTeNBCTBO OBITH MPABAVBBHIM B JTHEBHHUKE, OBITh MOJKET,
YIOEP)KUT MEHsI OT MOCTBIAHBIX MOCTYIKOB... [I[pUy4YnTh ce6s1 K MBICIIH,
4TO OH NorubHer HeHanevyaraHubM' (Iur'enen).

For Mikhail Epstein, ‘ABToO6uOrpadusi, rie 4esioBeK OCMbICISIET CBOIO
YKU3HB, — DTO HE TOJIBKO JIMTEPATYPHBIH YKaHP, HO U MOJYC OCMBIC/IEH-
Horo cyuectBoBaHus. [lo Cokpary, HeocMbIC/IeHHas! )XU3Hb HE CTOUT
TOTO, 4TOOBI ee MPOXKUBaTh. [10Ka s CyIIeCTBYIO JIMIIb 3a TpeaelaMu
CBOEU MBIC/IH, S ellle He CTa/l CAaMUM COOOM, 51 ellle YY)KOU /isi celst .
Avtonoography treats daily observations as a step toward a larger goal -
justification of one’s life in the face of eternity:

Briciast cMbIcioBast Touka aBroHoorpaduu — aprogues (autodi-
Cy): OmNpaBJaHHe CBOEro ObITHSI, I/IaBHAs 1e/b KOKZOTO Cylile-
CTBOBaHUSI: TIOUEMY sI, 3aueM s1 Hy)xeH? He ‘B 4eM CMBICT )XU3HW,
a ‘B 4eM cMbIc MeHsT ? YeM ompaBgaHO Moe TU4YHOe ObiThe? AB-
Tobuorpadusi, UCIoBeb, JHEBHUK — JIMIIb OTAANEHHbIE AHAH-
TUYeCcKue MOJCTYNbl K 3TOM CUHTeTH4YecKol 3ajaue? 3adeM s
ecMb, ObLT U Oyy?

I have mixed feelings about the notion that unexamined (unrecorded?)
life is not worth living, but the sense of purpose is sure to fill our exist-
ence with extra significance. In her writings, Ulitskaya alludes to life’s
ultimate goal, though her reflections are tinged with characteristic un-
derstatement and ambivalence:

B. 1 MHe cKasasa, 4TO s BBIMOIHSIO MHUCCHIO. COBECTHO 3TO CJIbI-
maTh. XOTS S JAaBHBIM-JABHO 3HAI0, YTO Y KXXA0r0 Ye/I10BeKa eCTh
3ajiaHue (s ¥ CJI0Ba MOCKPOMHEE BbIOUPAI0), M OH €r0 BBITIOTHSIET
BHEe 3aBMCHMMOCTU OT TOTO, IOHMMaeT OH 3TO CaM WJIU He MOHU-
MaeT. Ho Korga moHumaet, To Aen0o WUAeT Jydylle — OCO3HAHHO.
Torzga v s rOTOBa CUUTATH, YTO S «CTYXKALUE». XOTS MHe TaK XO-
Te/I0Ch B TIOC/IeHUE TOJbI OLIYyTUTh UMEHHO CBOOOZY, a He MOoJ-
YMHEHHOCTb HUjee, TaXKe CaMOM PacIIPeKPacHOM.

Ulitskaya connects her notetaking with strategic mindfulness - ‘mon
3alMCKYA MPOXXUTOIO JHSI, OHU KaK pa3 O BHMMaresjbHOCTU. He ymy-
CTUTh MHUMOJIETHOTO BIleYaT/IeHUs], IIPU 3allMCU OHO YKpeIulsieTcs. 3a-
4yeM 3TO — Apyrou Bonpoc. M1 otBeTuTs Ha Hero TpyaHO. EcTh Kakasg-ToO
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HOTpE6HOCTb COXPaHUTD XXHMBOE€ BII€YaAT/IEHUE, TIOTOMY YTO BETEP AYET,
BcCe paBBeI/IBaeT,.

In an exchange on the wisdom and timing of releasing one’s notebooks
and in response to Ulitskaya’s take on text as ‘eauHCTBEHHO€, YTO CO-
XpaHsieTcs, OyAb TO TEKCT OMOOTUYECKUI U TEKCT “BTOPOTO MOPsiAKa”
— TOT, KOTOPBIH MPOM3BOAUT YenoBek, Shalin wrote:

BbI cripammBaere ‘mofoiZeT W BaM 3TOT NMPUXOT/IUBBINA TEKCT .
MHe mnOAXOAWUT BCe, YTO BBIXOJUT W3-NOA Ballero Iepa-
KomnbploTepa. Kaxzpoe cinoBo, mpejjoxeHue, AHeBHUKOBasi 3a-
MHCh, aBTOONOTpadpUUeCcKUii CKeTY JIOKUTCS Ha TMaJTUMIICECT Ba-
IIeit )KU3HH, 100aB/sisi K HEMy He3aMeHHUMbIX LITpuX. Pykomucu
ropsT, HO TEKCT — II0CJIe TOTO KaK OH Bolles B Hoocdepy — ocra-
eTcsl TaM HaBcerga. He HaM cyguTh, KaK OT30BYTCS HallU TEKCTHI,
yto B MycopHoM /IHK He kopupyroumem nocienoBaTenbHOCTU
6e/IKOB OCTAaHeTCsI UIyMOM, a YTO NMPU U3MEHEHUHU CpeAbl MOCITy-
YKUT CUTHAJIOM OyJyIIMM MOKOJIEHHUSIM. Ba)KHO, YTOOBI HE MCCSIK-
JI1 KOMMYHUKAaTHBHbIe TOTOKU. He ocTraBnsiiite crapanuy, Jlog-
MMJIQ, IPOCTO MUIIMTE BCIO XXW3Hb HamposeT. Y mniure TekcTsl,
Pa3HOM JJIMHHBI ¥ BO BCe€X BO3MOXHBIX PeJaKILUsIX.

A life that stands to reason requires rules for meaningful action. Here
are some of the guideposts lur'enen set for himself as a young lad:

<..> 4) F'oBOpUTH, KOTZa HEOGXOAMMO ¥ MOJTYATh, KOTA CJIOBA HU
K yemy. 5) [IpuBBIKaTh TOBOPUTH WIK MOJTYATh — C TBEPABIM BbI-
paXeHHeM JUIAa WK C yabiokoii. CorHaTe C JIMLA 3Ty JOOPYIO,
MIOCTOSTHHYIO B pasroBopax C YKEHIIMHAMU yIbIOKy. 6) Besikoe me-
JI0O — XOPOLIO JIU, IJIOXO — JOBOAUTH A0 KOHUA. [ToaTomy, Korza
OepellbCst 3a [e/10, BCEra 3Hai, YTO ero MPUAeTCs JOBECTU [0
KOHII4, a IMO3TOMY XOpOIIO o6Aaymaii: CTOMT /M HAaYHWHATH. 7)
Haxkonern: >kuTh HacTOSIIMM, BCcerja umes B BUJy Lie/ib U CMePTh.
XXute omHOMY, HaenuHe ¢ co0Oi, HUKOTO He JOMyCKas 10 BHYT-
peHHero ceos.

Epstein’s decalogue is less stringent, more abstract and philosophical,
perhaps because it is the product of a mature mind:
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[TpaBusio Takoe: 06BEKT BOJIM CBOMMH I'PAHULIAMH COBIAZIAET C ee
cyobekToM. Bossi momkHa OBITH JOCTATOYHO JAJTMHHOM, YTOOBI
MIPOCTUPATHCS TOJIBKO Ha camoro Bossulero. Hy eile Ha gereid, mo-
Ka OHU JIeTH, WK OJIU3KHUX JIIOfEH, eC/IM UM He XBaTaeT CBOEeM BO-
JIN.

Kak TO/MBKO 51 YyBCTBYIO, YTO C/TMIIKOM ITTyOOKO B/IMIIAIO0 B HEKOE
IOBIDKEeHUE, TeHAEHIIUIO, TPYTIIY, s HAYWHAI0 OT/IUIATh, IIeBe/TUTh-
Cs1, BBUIETISATH Ce0st u3 Macchl. Kak TOMBKO 51 9yBCTBYIO, UTO HAYH-
HAI HaMepTBO, B yIMOp KOMY-TO WIH Y€MY-TO MPOTHUBOCTOSITH, S
YYTh-YyTh CIBUTAIOCh, TTEPEHOIIy TOYKY YIOpa, YTOObI ObLIa BO3-
MO)XHOCTh MaHeBpa, 00X0/1a, CBOOOAbI ABIDKeHUs. Mosi CcTUXUST —
TeKy4asi cepeinHa, YTOObI BCErJla OCTAaBA/IOCh YyTh-YyTh MeCTa U
CIIpaBa, U CJIeBa, YTOObI He ObITh MPHUIEPTHIM K CT€He WU 3a-
THaHHBIM B yTOJL.

Hy)XHO 11 3HAKOMUTHCSI C HEM3BECTHBIMU [I€BYLIKAMH, XOJUTh B
Yy)Kre KOMIIAaHWH, HapAIUBaTh COLIMAJIbHbIE CBSI3U, TPUTBOPSITh-
Cs1 TOBKUM, CBOMCKUM, OOLIMTETbHBIM — U TIPX 3TOM YYBCTBOBATh
ce6st omrHOKUM? TaK s1 onpeiesisi CBOIO 1ie/b: TPUOOPEeTaTh OIBIT,
He Tepsisi aymwn! Ho mocTeneHHO MOHUMAJT, YTO 3TO MOYTH TaK JKe
CJIOXKHO, KaK MepelTH peKy, He 3aMo4uB HOT. OCTaBasioCh XOJUTh
M0 Kpalo, M0 OGepeXxKy, YToObl HOTU 3aMOYHTh, HO He YTOHYTb.
OTO# OCTOPOXKHOCTH, TTOJIOBUHYATOCTH 51 B cebe He TI00WI, HO Ta-
KUM Y TIPUXOJUIOCH CeOsi MPUHUMATh: HEeJTI0OUMBIM.

Life writing documents paint a vivid picture of each person, sometimes
unflattering, often self-critical, always revealing.

HenoBonen co6oii. Hapymwun cBor HOpmbl 0o6uieHus. MHOTO M
IPY>KeCKU BbIOOITaM JMIITEHY, Bpas U xBacTat. O KeHLIWHAX He
BCIIOMHUHATD U He roBopuTh. O paboTax Toxe (Iur'enen).

Kak mosaraercst 110AsIM MO€ro 30MAaKaIbHOTO 3HaKa — PhIObI, s
BCIO JKM3Hb JKOKJY CTPACTHO MPOTHUBOIIOJNIOXKHBIX Belleil: OJHA
YacTh MO€i HaTyphbl 30BeT MeHs K CTPOrOMYy Hay4YHOMY KCCJIe[IO-
BaHMIO, Ipyrasi — K XyJ0)XXeCcTBeHHOMYy. Most mepBast mpodeccus —
reHeTHKa, BTOopasi — MUcbMO OyKB 1o Oymare. boremHoe Havano
nobean/Io, HO y4eHbI B ITyOMHe Ayumid Ope3rMBO MOPLIMTCS
(Ulitskaya).
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MbicieHHO 0603peBasi CTAaHOBJIeHHWe CeOsi KaK TMOJTUTHYECKOTO
CcyO'beKTa, BHIKY, YTO 51 He ObUI POXKZEH JISI OTKPBITOM OOPBHOBI C
COBETCKUM PEXUMOM. MHE, KaK U MOEeMYy YHUBEPCUTETCKOMY
yuutenio [Mropro Kony], 6mmke nubepanbHasi MojTeMHKa, XOXK-
IeHrve Ha TPAaHW [TOMYCTUMOTO, M TO, 4TO B Poccu HasbIBaiOT
CKOJTb3KMM TEPMHUHOM “BHYTpeHHsis cBo6ozaa” (oHa xe cBOGOIa
ot orBerctBeHHOCTH). Ha KpacHyto miomans si He Bbiiien Obl,
MUChMa IMIPOTECTA He TOAIHCHIBAJI, OOLIAICA C AUCCUAEHTaAMU U
MO/IIEPXKUBAJI UX IJIaBHBIM 0OPasOM MOpPaJIbHO, TTIOMOTAJl JPY3b-
SIM CTyZIeHTaM, KOTOPhIM TPO3M/IO OTYHC/IEHHE M3 KOMCOMOJIA 34
W1€0/IOTUYECKHe TPOKOJIBL... YYaCTBOBA/I B KOMITAHWHU 3a OCBO-
6oxxgenvie Cenn POTMHCKOrO mocsie ero apecra, HO y)xe u3 6e3-
omacHoro ganeka (Shalin).

Each personality that comes through in these self-constructions reveals
a mixture of idiosyncratic attributes and emotional concerns germane
to the entire social strata. Occasionally, we get a glimpse of what it’s
like to be an intellectual in a culture where public commitments often
clash with private dreams. This tension is familiar to the Russian intel-
ligentsia members hailing from different historical epochs:

Cxyyno. He mpuHaziexats cebe, AymaTh TOJNBKO O TOHOCAX,
B3/IparuBaTh IO HOYaM OT COGAYbero jiasi ¥ CTyKa B BOpoTa (He 3a
MHOM /T TIpUexaan?), e3AUTh Ha OTBPATUTENBHBIX JIOUIAJAX IO
HeBeJIOMbIM [OPOTaM M YHUTAaTh TOJBKO PO XOJEPY U JKAAThH
TOJIBKO XOJIEPhI ¥ B TO )Xe BpeMsi OBbITh COBEPIIEHHO PaBHOMYII-
HBIM K Ceil 60JIe3HU U K TeM JIIOSIM, KOTOPBIM CJIY)KHIlb, — 3TO,
CyZapbh MOM, TaKasi OKPOIIKA, OT KOTOPOH He MO03J0POBUTCS. XO-
nepa yxe B Mockse u B MockoBck<om> yesze (A. Chekhov to A.
S. Suvorin, 16 August 1892; Chekhov 1977: 104).

Beuepom cerojgHsi mepesavya Ha Jxe, a 1 HEHABWDKY STU YCTHBIe
BBICTYIUIEHHsI, TeM OoJjiee TIPO TOJMTHUKY, TaK Wiu wHave. U
Havasia s Mpo ceOsi TOTOBUTHCS K DTOMY Pa3roBOpY, U BMaja B
HACTOSILYI0 UCTEPUKY, U B SIPOCTb, U B HEBMEHSIUKY... Y MEHSI JK-
3eMa, 1 OT SIpPOCTH, aJIJIEPTUU U 37I0CTH Y MeHsI KOXKa C PYK cjie3a-
eT, Mo3ToMy s1 cebOst Oepery oT pasroBopoB o nosiutuke. Korga B
MOJIUTUKY NPUAYT moau obpasua Caxaposa, ['aBema v gaxke, Ha
xypo¥ koHel, J/IpBa Lllnocbepra, o monmuTHKe moroBopum... Ilat-
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PHOTHI MeHsI OOBSIBUIM BpParoM oTedecTBa. Hy Kak 0OBSICHUTS,
4yT0 «oTevecTBO HaM Llapckoe Cemo»? (Ulitskaya).

As befits journal entries, they often give the reader a wonderful feel for
the fleeting moods. Epistles exchanged by Sergei Solov’ev and Mikhail
Shishkin have their sweet moments, though their reveries can flow into
weightier matters, mundane and celestial:

A B MafjoHU MOeil — IaZIOHb YKEHILWHBI, CUIYST KOTOPOX BO ThMe.
M BO ThMe ee XMBOTA — HAlll peOEHOK, 3a4aThiii B DKYHIJISAX, B
OIyCTeBIIEH MellepKe OTLIe/IbHUKA, OTOLIeJUIero y)Xe K Ipyrou
peun. 11 BOT g mymalo, aTa HesicHasi MOJIsSIHKAa MEXJAy MUpPaMu —
TaM, B 3emsie Cemu CecTep, Ha 4y)KOM Hapeybe, C 3TOH /1aZIOHBIO B
PYKe U 3apeBOM 3a CITUMHOU — U eCTbh $I, IOM, POJI, POOWHA, 3/1eCh U
ceiiyac. Besp poguHa — He 3eMIsl TIOJ, HOTaMM, He MOTHJIBI TIpe/i-
KOB, U JJa)Ke He s3bIK, a Oy)KAarollee OKHO, KOTOPOe BAPYT COB-
naZiaeT ¢ TOOOM M pacraxuBaeTcsi BHyTpb Tebs1. Ml mpou3oiT 1o
MOJXXeT B 000e MrHOBeHbe U The yrogHo. M tak >xe 6e30T4eTHO
IIOKUHYTh — [I0 C/IeAyIollel BCTpeYM, HelpeACcKa3yeMOu U MHOM.
M 3TMM OKHOM MOXXET CTaTh Beyep, /1aJlOHb, 3aPeBO 3a CIIUHOM...
Dlylie BeZib 3aKOH He MHCaH, ¥ POJIMHA ee He 31ech (Solovev).

And here is a reverie Liudmila Ulitskaya fell into on a summer after-
noon in Cogoleto, Italy (journal entry, June 30, 2018):

...BOT Hezemo s He BcTaBasi M3-3a KOMIIbIOTEPA COCTAB/IIO 3TOT
eUHBIA TeKCT — AHEeBHUKHU Ha COpPOK jeT >u3Hu. Cokpalawo, u
y)Ke HaXO0XXycCh B 1991 rogy... ['ocnoau boxxe! Kakoe cuactee, yTo u
Ha 3TO PaCCMOTPEHUeE JXU3HU, B TAKOM €€ aCIleKTe, XBaTUJIO Bpe-
MeHU. [Ipn moeli mocnegHUX JIeT yCTAaJOCTHA OT XXU3HU, HCUYep-
MAHHOCTU U TaWHOTO BOMPOCA «KOT/AAa 3TO KOHYUTCSI, MHE HEMHO-
ro Hafioeso, 51 TOTOBA Y)XKe», KaKoe CYacTbhe, YTO JaH 3TOT KYCOK
Ha MOHTaXX. COBeplLIeHHO pa3ABOEHHOE CyllleCTBOBaHHWE — IPOo-
JOJDKAI0 CIYCKaThCsl C TOpPBI, IUIaBaTh, NMUCATh NMHUCbMA, YUTATh
CTapoe W Ja)Ke HOBOE, COBepIIATh TJIYIIOCTH, TAIIMTh Ha cebe
Y)KaCHYIO CyeTy U B3J0p, U BTOPBIM, WIM MEPBbIM IJIAHOM, HUJET
cJlayva e, MoAroToBKa K yxozy. [Ipu ToM ceifuyac nurpaet mMysbIKa,
cHavyasa Puxrep, morom HemHOro ManyeB — MeHsI HOTSIHY/IO B
CTOPOHY beTxoBeHa, U CiIylIal0 COHATHI ITOC/IeHee BpeMsl.
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The diary entries have their moments of hilarity: TIpunsn cro
rpamMMoB; Tpe3B. J. ObUT Kocoii: “/leBATh jieT, U s nepeBepHy mMup!”
(Iur’enen). ‘BeI cripamvBaete, 4To Takoe npodeccroHanbHas gedpopma-
uus? Tak g Bam pacckaxy. Korga nocie yetsipex map eKUui U ceMu-
HapOB 10 PUTOPHUKE ThI CTABHILb ISl OZHOTO MAJIEeHbKOTO MaJIbYMKa Ha
yIaneHKe KYKOJIbHBIM CHEKTaK/Ib MO CKAlIly HAa OCTPYIO TeJarormuye-
ckyto Temy ‘KopoBa yuut CiroHeHKa Kakath B ropuiok’ (Gusejnov).

The noise of time intrudes, however, reminding readers about the bru-
talities on our doorsteps, eviscerating the sense of normalcy and well-
being:

Cepexa, mOpOroii, HECKOIBKO AHEN HUYero He MOT HHU IHCATh,
HU aymaTh. BoitHa. Bot Tak nmpocro. Hu rae-to Korga-To, a 3aech
U ceiivac. YepToB MHTEpPHET OTKPBIBaeT 3aC/JIOHKY, KOTOpas BCe-
raa ObUla MeXIy Ybel-TO JajieKou cMepThio U Toboi. Hukakoii
Ja/eKo cMepTH B Mupe OoJiblie HeT. Bce B mpssmom adupe. You-
BAalOT B MOeU KOMHare. B TOi camoi, B KOTOPOA MBI UTPajIl B
nraxmarel... Bot Tak nmpocto BoiiHa. [Ipuuem, camas nogas, 3Be-
pvHasi, yTpoOHas, cpeau cBoux. [loyemy Tak Bcerga: TO, 4TO
HaYMHAeTCsT «3a Ballly M Hally CBOOOAy» MpeBpalIAeTcsi CHOBA U
CHOBa B KpoBaBoe MecuBO. Ho Tam, rze mecuBO, TaM HET U He
MOXXeT ObITH CBOOOZBI, HA Hallel, HU Bauleil, Huubeit (Shishkin).

All the life writers who signed up for this project were born in the Sovi-
et Union, and this fact left an indelible mark on their autobiographical

imagination. Mikhail Epstein offers a particularly poignant account of

his soviet past and the curious imprint it left on his psyche:

JlBa 4yBcTBa cMelIasivich, Korja s1 mpoumTan, uyro CoBeTcKoro
Coro3a 6osblile He CyLIECTBYeT, 4TO ¢dJiar ero CryuieH, a npe3u-
JeHT yIllesl B OTCTaBKy. [lepBoe 4yBCTBO: UTO BCe MOe IpoOLLIOe
MI'HOBEHHO YHECJIOCh OT MeHsI BO BpeMeHH, KaK OHO yHeC/I0Ch B
MPOCTPAHCTBe, KaHYJ/IO B I1yOb... Ha 3TO mepBoe 4yBCTBO Hakiia-
IopIBajioch U apyroe. He To, 4To s ocTrajscs CMyTHOH TeHBIO B
MPOILJIOM 3TOM CTPAHBI, — a TO, YTO CTPAHA 3Ta Telepb mepece-
nunack B MeHs. O6ocHoBanack. Bo MHe xuBer. HameBaer BmoJ-
roJjioca JViBHbIE MTECHH. “OX, JOPOTH, MbUIb 1A TyMaH... TOJIBKO Be-
Tep TYAUT B IPoBojax... ['Ie 3akaTel B fbIMy...” VI IyCTh ST TPYDKIBI
AHTHCOBETCKUH M Ja)Ke IMOCTCOBETCKHUI, BCe PAaBHO, sI — MOC/Ie]-
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Hee MPUCTaHMILE BeIUKON cTpaHbl. [IpekpaTuBmNnCch McTropuye-
CKU U reorpadyyecky, OHa ellje CUIbHee BOCIPSIHY/IA B HAC, KaK
MeTadu3HUecKasi, BeYHasl pOAMHA, KaK TOT IIellesI, YTO, yTPATUB
CBOe 3eMHOe TeJI0, Telepb CTYYUT B Hallle cepAlie.

Serge Iur’enen tallies the unexpected cost of his decision not to return
to the USSR after his first trip to the West:

OpHa U3 Tpareauii YMCTOTO HEBO3BPALIEHCTBA — HA OT KOTO elle
He CJIBIIIAJI, — YTO TBOM JIFOAW He yXOAAT. Thl He ObUI HA TTOXOPO-
Hax. He nposogun B nocnepnuii nyts. He 3Haews Touno. [1oaro-
My OHHM ¢ To60#. Bech coHM. UMITMKallM MHOTOOOPAa3HbI; UHbIE,
G1aroapsi TBOEMY OTCYTCTBHIO, YIIPSIMO MPOJO/DKAIOT YKUTh, TO-
I7Ia KaK CaM Tbl, HECMOTPSI Ha CeJIeIOIIyI0 3CIMAHBOIKY a Jist Tpou-
KU, IepexoAsi U3 CTPaHbI B CTPaHY, a C KOHTUHEHTA HA JIPYTOM,
npeObIBaellb B BEUHO MOAPOCTKOBOM. ..

Here is another entry from the same diary hinting at the gruesome toll
of leaving friends behind to fend for themselves in the land of ripe so-
cialism guarded by KGB operatives: “On He ObUT ApyromMm mMoero chrHa!
Onu npocto yumauch BMecte! OH mpocTo K Hemy 3axoaui!” — MOBTO-
psia B peAcMepTHOM Opesy MaTh MOCKBMYa Muiu 3., 0 4YeM OH pac-
CKa3aJs MHe Tiepe]; YObITHEeM B AMEpHUKY .

Mikhail Shishkin recalls a story of the forgotten Russian author who
chose to write for the desk drawer rather than play by the rules manda-
tory for Soviet writers:

[Torom [Oamyapa] LlynpmaH coBepiini, HaBepPHO, TJIABHBIA IO-
CTYNOK U3HU. OH BepHy/J CBOUM TeKCTaM HacTosllee UMs U
CTaJ MUCaTh B CTO/A. [I/11 COBETCKOro mucartesss — 3TO TO caMoe
«upeanbHoe youiictBo». Bonbuie lllynbMaH HuUTge HUYEro He
ny6ukoBas... OH cTan nmucath 6e3 OrISIAKYA HA TO, YTO CErOJHS
MO3BOJIEHO, A YTO HeT. 3aKpbUI /i CceOsl MyTh B COBETCKYIO Iie-
4aTh — 1 ocBoOoamcsi. CTam He COBETCKUM IMHCATesIeM, a POCTO
nycaTeseM.

Past nightmares are rekindled by present day news, absurd and cruel at
the same time:
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KoppecnionzeHT “Joxas’ Cay4ailHO HAMOPOJICS HA HWHO-
CTPAaHKY — TPaXJaHKy TypKMeHMUCTaHa, My>X KOTOPOH BbI-
1Ie/l B MarasuH U ObUI 3aJiep)KaH, a TOTOM IIPHBE3€eH B 3TOT
JIarepexk, Ije W Haydaj XJATh Aenoprauuu B cBod Typkme-
HucTaH. JKeHa mnpuHecna odepenHyw nepegady. Koppe-
CIIOHZEHTY, KOTOPBIA MHE O4YeHb HPABUTCS 3a OOUMKyI U
IebHYI0 PaboTy, cpa3dy CTaso CKyYHO, U OH MePeKTI0YUNIICS
Ha cBouX. BpI cipocuTe, moyemMy emy ctajso ckydyHo? /Jla mo-
TOMY YTO Ilepefilayd CBOU 3Ta )XeHIMHa Bo3UT B CaxapoBo
He aBa aHd, a [IBA T'OJA. PeiicoB B TypkMeHUCTaH HeT
(Gusejnov).

Our life writers do not shy away from passing judgements on the reali-
ties of Putin’s Russia. This judgment can be harsh, as the authors grap-
ple with yet another spiral of democratic reforms running aground. The
Ukrainian and Russian brands of freedom fighting are the source of
Shishkin’s disappointment:

To, 4To TBOPUTCA Ha YKpauHe, KaK HU KPYTH, 3TO HallMOHAIBHOE
JBIDKEHMe, 3axBaTHBIIee BCeX, CBEPXYy [0 HHU3Y, IO3TOMYy TaM C
OZTHOM CTOPOHBI TOPSIIUX OAappUKajJ BeCh HapOA, a C IPYrou —
MPOPYCCKOe MPOBOPOBaBIlleecsi HA4YaAbCTBO CO CBOUM U NMPUBO3-
HbIM 13 Poccum cnenHasoMm, Ja mpuBe3eHHble U3 MOJIyPYCCKUX
o06J1acTell TUTYILKH, TO €CTh, PyCCKHe MapHU Mmomnpoie. A B Mpo-
TeCTHOM ABWXeHWU B Poccuu BUpTyasibHble GApPpUKaZAbl, KOTO-
pble HUKOTZA He 3aropsTcs, BO3BeJeHbl MEXAYy 0O0pa3oBaHHOM
yG/IMKON ¥ MWJITMOHAMH HAIIWX COOCTBEHHBIX THUTYIIEK. B me-
MOKpATH4YecKoii MOCKBe HEKOMY CTPOHTh OappHKazbl, HEKOMY
ZeaTh M3 HOXKU CTOA OynaBy. DTO HAIKU OTe4YeCTBEHHbIE TH-
TYLIKA MOTYT, @ MbI — HeT. JTO OHU TOTOBBI PA3MO3KHUTh JYOUHOM
HaIllK TOJIOBBI, @ MBI BIX — HeT.

Gasan Gusejnov blames the Kremlin authorities for the current state of
affairs in the homeland he was forced to flee:

Kak mepcoHax Mmonx ckpoMHbIx nucanuit B.B.I1. Hu pa3y He 006-
MaHy/I MOMX OXWJAQHUU U He ONpoBepr Moux oueHoK. [lomHoe
eIMHCTBO GpOopMBI U cosepkxanusi. [luanor nmoBepx Bcex OGapbepoB:
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OH [I/IsS1 MEHsI — TI0JIb30BATE/b U, B IIOJTUTHUYECKOM CMBICTIE, CO3/a-
TeJb “KJI0QYHOTO sI3bIKA ; 51 [/Is1 HEro — “TlelepHbIi pycodob”.

Gusejnov goes on to update the glossary of Putin’s expressions that the
famed philologist faithfully compiled since the president took office,
inviting readers to opine on which of the old and new Putinisms are
likely make history:

- MouuTs B copTupe?

- OHa yToHyna?

- Ot MepTBOrO OC/Ia ymu?

- Conun xeBaTh?

- D10 He DAKT, UTO Ye/I0BeKa HY)KHO ObLJIO yOUBAThH?
- O6pe3aTh, YTOOBI HUYETO HE BBIPOCIIO.

- Crouryxu He Oyger!
- [IBylI€YKy BIENIUIH.

- MBI nonagém npsiMo B pai, a OHU MPOCTO CHOXHYT.

- Hansimy nuiox 3a 10 10/1apoB, 4TOO MeHsI JUCKPeJUTHPOBATh.
- bangepiory, cTry4a KOnbITaMy, YUUIU B CTOPOHY Jleca

- Torma oH GbLT ObI He 6AOYIIKOM, A TeAyIIKOM

- 3aMmy4aeTech MbUIb TIOTATh

- Bor 'anau ymep, 1 mOroBopUTh He C KeM

- [Teuenerm...

- B 1937-M yTpoMm yesioBeKa apecTOBBIBA/IM, @ BeYePOM pPOJCTBEH-
HMKaM BblIaBaid TPYI.

- 3ps BbI XproKaete!

The project participants’ shared priorities can also be gleaned from
their public ventures, in their willingness to blend private interest with
public engagement, to infuse their personal narratives with literary, so-
cial, and political concerns. Half of the contributors to this issue are
professional fiction writers with poetry, novels, and short story collec-
tions to their credit. The other half are scholars specializing in philoso-
phy, philology, linguistics, and humanistic social science. All partici-
pants are public intellectuals who have written extensively on cultural
and political topics, who often weave personal stories into their profes-
sional writings. No bright line can be drawn between civic and private
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concerns when it comes to our team members, between their autobio-
graphical musings and broader cultural pursuits.

This vital intersection between life writing and culture at large is palpa-
ble in the life and work of Liudmila Ulitskaya - a political activist, a
philanthropist supporting public causes, a novelist whose literary po-
rose is autobiographical to the core. Big Green Tent, Casus Kukotsky,
Daniel Stein, the Translator, Jacob’s Ladder are just a few of the novels
Ulitskaya wrote where she drew on historical documents, including her
family archives, to connect national history with individual lives.
Ulitskaya is keenly aware of this interplay:

Kone4Ho, 3Ta ucropus mMoel XU3HU JABHO y)Xe IPpopoc/ia B pas-
Hble TeKCThbl, KOTOpble MHe NMPUXOJUI0Ch MucaTh... Ho BcE, uTo
XOTEeJIOCh MHE CKa3aTh 00 3TOM 0OCOOGEHHOCTH HAILlero MOKOJIEHUS,
s Y)Ke Halucasia BO MHOXKeCTBe PacCKa3oB, B poMaHe «Megest v ee
netn», B «Kasyce Kykouxkoro»... JKusnb mepepabartpiBaeT mare-
puas, U3 cjes, NepeXXUBAaHUM U TpareJuil BbIpacTaeT 4dejioBeye-
CKUH OMBIT. A THCaTeNb, TJIAAUIIb, U HAMULIET YTO-HUOYZb...
(Ulitskaya 2013: 68, 126).

The diaries and notebooks Ulitskaya compiled over a lifetime are a val-
uable resource which allows one to see how writer’s personal experi-
ence is transmuted into literary works and public documents. As these
notebooks become publicly available, they will expand our understand-
ing of the critical role life writing plays in artistic creativity. They will
also afford a glimpse into the workings of a creative mind at a critical
juncture in Russian history, struggling to make sense of social crosscur-
rents and take stock of her own ambivalent feelings, actions, and
thoughts.

The life writing output by Ulitskaya stands out by its sheer volume, but
it is by no means unique, as other documents assembled herein testify.
Every contributor to this collection has been reporting on their life so-
journs, sharing with the public personal experiences and private rec-
ords. This is evident in the entries of [ur'enen whose literary career put
him in touch with the likes of Iurii Kazakov, Andrei Bitov, and Vasil’
Bykov, as well as in the drafts of his novels and short stories he was
planning to write: ‘Poman o mocrosiHHOM cTpaxe: Ctpax crpaxa — ['oc-
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CTpax. O6H.L€CTB€HHaSI IBOJTIOIUSA CTPpdXa — OT IMEmEPHOro KakK UCTOY-
HHWKa peJINruyv — 10 MO€ero BeKa'.

Mikhail Epstein, a public intellectual par excellence, has a lifelong habit
of keeping a diary, making posts in social media, limning contours of
Russian and American cultures. Encyclopedia of Youth, the dual biog-
raphy he published with his friend and collaborator Sergei Iur’enen, is a
fine example of his commitment to blending the private and public in
his life (Epstein et al. 2017).

Gasan Gusejnov has been tracking developments in Russia for decades,
mixing reporting, commentary, and creative writing in the process. The
autobiographical turn is palpable in Mikhail Shishkin’s elegant prose
filled with references to his personal encounters and intense feelings
they evoked in the writer. Dmitri Shalin’s columns in American news-
papers, contribution to public sociology, and involvement in crosscul-
tural dialogues exemplify his determination to bring his scholarly ex-
pertise to bear on the issues of the day and let his personal agenda in-
vade his professional exploits (see Shalin’s page on the UNLV web site,
Shalin n.d.).

A few words about the research agenda highlighted in this publication
is in order here. The collection of autobiographical materials assembled
in this volume can provide researchers in different fields tools for stud-
ying the relationship between life writing and society. And so will
online archives currently under construction at the UNLV Center for
Democratic Culture that house diaries, correspondence, video materi-
als, and other personal documents of people connected with the Neva-
da Conference on Russian Culture (Nevada conference n.d.). Drawing
on these resources, literary scholars will have a chance to examine in
depth how personal documents are transformed into literary prose, to
take a closer look at the relationship between writers’ personal life and
their literary output. Vladimir Nabokov pinpointed this fraught rela-
tionship in his autobiography:

Sl He pa3 3ameya’i, UYTO CTOUT MHe MOAAPUTH BBIMBILIJIEHHOMY Te-
POI0 pOMaHa JIparoleHHYyI0 Me04Yb U3 MOero MpoILIOro, KaK OHa
y)Ke HauMHaeT 4YaxXHyTb B MCKYCCTBEHHOH cpeje, KyJa sI CTOJb
pe3Ko ee nepeHec. XOTs MOe CO3HaHMe ellle COXpaHseT ee, TNY-
HOe ee Terio, oOpaTHOe oOasiHMe IMPOIAJAIOT, U BOT y)Ke OHA
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CTAaHOBUTCS YaCTHIO CKOPEH MOEro poMaHa, YeM MOEro MPeXHero
“s”, KOTOpOe, Ka3a/oCh Obl, TAK XOPOLIO 3aLIUIIAJIO ee OT MoCsTa-
Te/LCTB XYAOKHUKA. Llesnbie oMa pacChImaTcst B MOl maMsTH
COBepIlIeHHO 0e33ByYHO, KaK B HEMOM KHHeMaTorpade mpouio-
ro, 1 06pa3 Moeil ¢ppaHIy3CKOil TYBEPHAHTKH, KOTOPYIO SI OJOJI-
YKHJT KOTAA-TO MAIBYUKY U3 OZHOU MOei KHUTH, OBICTPO TYCKHE-
eT, IOIJIOLEeHHbIA OMMCAaHUEM [ETCTBA, C MOMM HMKaK He CBsi-
3aHHOTO. Yesr0BeK BO MHE BOCCTAeT MPOTUB MHUCATE/IS, U BOT IIO-
MBITKA CIIACTH YTO €llle 0CTUIOCh oT 6egHor Mademoiselle (Nab-

okov 2008: 201).

Can we mine fiction for information about the author’s life, and how
much fiction is permissible in the autobiographical writing? The path-
way from notebooks to literary products has received a fair amount of
attention; not so much the reverse flow from the fiction to life writing
bent on authenticity. Casus Kukotsky contains vivid descriptions of the
heroine’s painful encounter with vivisection in a biology lab; thirteen
years later the same account reappeared, almost verbatim, in Sacred
Trash, a collection of autobiographical prose by the same author. Is it
art feeding on life or vice versa? If this is an instance of interdetermina-
tion, do we need to relax the rules demarcating literary fiction and life
writing?

While the interfaces of literature and life are a much-studied area, the
relationship between scholarly writing and personal agendas animating
its authors is a less developed research field. It was C. Wright Mills,
who pointed out that ‘The sociological imagination enables us to grasp
history and biography and the relations between the two within society.
No social study that does not come back to the problem of biography,
of history and their intersections within a society has completed its in-
tellectual journey’ (Wright Mills 1959: 6). Alvin Gouldner agreed that
‘every theory is also a personal theory’, that ‘Much of any man’s effort
to know the social world around him is prompted by an effort, more or
less disguised or deliberate, to know things that are personally im-
portant to him; which is to say, he aims at knowing himself and the ex-
periences he has had in his social world (his relationship in it), and at
changing this relationship in some manner’ (Gouldner 1970: 40, 41).

Pierre Bourdieu offered fresh fodder to this line of inquiry. His work
deserves close attention by students of autobiography despite his mis-
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givings about this genre and ‘the biographical illusion’ (Bourdieu
2000b: ii). The concept of ‘corporeal knowledge’ or ‘habitus’ understood
as ‘deep-rooted bodily dispositions’ activated by social situations has
much to offer to students of autobiography (Bourdieu 2000a: 135, 151,
159). A study of Russian intelligentsia can benefit from Bourdieu’s theo-
retical and personal reflections on what he called ‘cleft habitus’ - con-
flicting dispositions acquired by individuals growing up in an environ-
ment ravaged by inequality, redolent with conflict, and breeding stig-
ma. Bourdieu sees himself as a paradigmatic case of the intellectual
plagued by ‘cleft habitus’ (Bourdieu 2000: 100).

I discovered little by little, mainly through the gaze of others, the
particularities of my habitus which, like a certain propensity to
masculine pride and ostentation, a marked taste for disputation,
most often somewhat put on, or the propensity to indignation
over ‘trifles’, now appear to me to be linked to the cultural partic-
ularities of my region of origin... Only slowly did I understand
that if some of my most banal reactions were often misinterpret-
ed, it was often because the manner - tone, voice, gestures, facial
expressions, etc. — in which I sometimes manifested them, a mix-
ture of aggressive shyness and a growling, even furious, blunt-
ness, might be taken at face value, in other words, in a sense too
seriously, and that it contrasted so much with the distant assur-
ance of well-born Parisians that it always threatened to give the
appearance of uncontrolled, querulous violence to reflex and
sometimes purely ritual transgressions of the conventions and
commonplaces of academic or intellectual routine (Bourdieu
2004: 89; see also Bourdieu 2008).

A research program of biocritical hermeneutics should be mentioned in
this context as well. Social scientists working in this tradition converge
on the premise that society’s history unfolds through the ongoing self-
construction of its members while auto/biographical accounts draw on
the narrative constructs and life-cycle resources available in a particular
era. Biocritical hermeneutics examines self-framing as a somatic-
affective-discursive process marked by indeterminacy and creativity,
and it takes seriously Michael Polanyi’s contention that scholarly ideas
have ‘a passionate quality attached to them’, that ‘no sincere assertion
of fact is essentially unaccompanied by feelings of intellectual satisfac-
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tion or of a persuasive desire and a sense of personal responsibility’ (Po-
lanyi 1952: 26).

The notion of self comes for a revision in biocritical research. No longer
seen as a unitary being endowed with indelible characteristics, the au-
tobiography’s prime target emerges as the self-in-the-making ever
ready to take the role of the other, to move beyond itself, to become
something else. Human self is cast here as a nonclassically-propertied
object akin to a particle in quantum mechanics that is everywhere at
once when we do not look at it, and that emerges as an identifiable ob-
ject in actu and in situ where it is compelled to take a stance and reveal
some of its valences under the gaze of assorted others. Human identity,
then, transpires as an ongoing accomplishment rooted in a possibility,
nay certainty, that sooner or later one will fall short of, or exceed, what
one claims to be.

The life and work of Erving Goffman have furnished raw material for
fleshing out the agenda of biocritical hermeneutics. A renowned Amer-
ican sociologist of Russian dissent, Goffman imported from the source
culture the metaphor of Potemkin villages and turned it into a highly
influential theory of presentation of self in everyday life that takes so-
cial reality to be a collectively staged and institutionally supported per-
formance (Goffman 1959, 1961). As interviews, letters, and documents
collected in the Erving Goffman Archives demonstrate (Goffman 2007-
2017), his entire theorical corpus is cryptobiographical, with major turn-
ing points in Goffman’s intellectual career aligned with his personal de-
velopments and wrought family history (Shalin 2014a, 2914b, 2016). A
paper on the dual biography Encyclopedia of Youth is another example
of what biocritique aims to illuminate (Shalin 2020). Twelve theses on
bicritical hermeneutics gathered in the appendix to the paper spell out
its theoretical assumptions and research strategies such as ‘reverse edit-
ing’ and ‘triangulation’ between the discursive, affective, and behavioral
signs (see also Shalin 2010, 2011, 2012, 2021).

The division between fiction and nonfiction is one more area that in-
vites reexamination from the perspective of biocritique. All fiction
worth its name feeds on experience, its aesthetic quality owing a good
deal to how well it reflects the feelings and aspirations of people inhab-
iting a lifeworld, how much it comports with historical records - which
are increasingly incorporated into art in our autobiographical age.
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Journalistic, scholarly, legal, and other fact-based forms of discourse
dignified as nonfiction must, in turn, be understood as heavily steeped
in rhetoric and susceptible to distortion and bias which open them to
challenges inside and outside expert communities. Standards by which
we judge each undertaking differ - one answering to aesthetic sensibili-
ties and truthfulness canons informing an era, the other demanding a
recourse to whatever passes for evidence and fact at the present time —
yet neither escapes the conventions of a genre and both stand to bene-
fit from respectful dialogue and cross-fertilization.

Whether one takes the present collaborative project as an example of
contemporary autobiographical prose, a window into the mindset of
contemporary Russian intellectuals, or a resource in literary criticism —
it is my hope that readers will share the contributors’ fascination with
life writing and join the call to embody autobiographical reflection in
textual form:

Bnagumup MBanoBuu BepHajckuii, BeTMKUIT POCCUHCKUU ydye-
HBIM, CTOS/I Y MCTOKOB BEJMKOTO OTKPbITUS Hoocdepsl. Ecmu
6rocdepa — COBOKYITHOCTh BCEX XKUBBIX CYLIECTB, OT UHPY30pHHU-
TydenbKH 10 YesmoBeka, To Hoocdepa — XpaHUIHILE BCEX MBICTIEH,
oOpallleHHbIX B TEKCThl, BCETO HHTE/UIEKTya/IbHOrO OOraTCTBa,
CO3JIAaHHOTO 3a 200 THICSY JIeT CyIeCTBOBAHUS 4deoBeKa... Yemo-
BeyecKasi Ky/lIbTypa, COXpaHsieMasi TeKCTaMU, HOTHBIMH 3HaKaMH,
rpadUKON M JKUBOMUCHIO — Be/NUKas 3aluCh TBOpeHHs, eCciu
yrogHo, nHeBHUK ['ocrioga bora. Ho mumnyT ero ntogu, u He 00s-
3aTe/IbHO JIIOAU TeHuasbHble. [layke caMblil 3aypsiiHbII YyesloBeK,
3aIMChIBasi CBOU IIOBCeAHEBHbIE MBICIU U [iejia, OKa3bIBaeTCs
Y4aCTHUKOM U TBOPLIOM YHHUKA/IbHOU Ye/I0BeYeCKOU KyJIbTYPHI.

Some readers may even join Mikhail Shishkin on his journey to a fara-
way place where his intimate memories are buried, waiting to be exca-
vated and brought back to life.

IOpus 3ennkoBUYa JaBHO y)Xe HeT, Tenepb BOT U yKeHu. A 1 ele
TyT, IMUIy 3THU CTPOYKU. B OfMH CTpaHHBIN AeHb g caAy Ha Spo-
C/IaBCKOM Ha MOHHUHCKYIO 3JIEKTPUUKY U MOeAy K HUM B 3aropsiH-
Ky. Houb cHOBa Oyzet nmyHHas1, Mbl ¢ YKeHeil BbUieseM uyepe3 OKHO
B CaJi, MPOMUTAHHBIN 3amaxoM Oejoro HajauBa. bygemM uyMTaTh
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IOPYT APYTY CTHXH, CBOM M He CBOW, U Brepeau Oyzer GecKoHeu-
Hasl yIUBUTE/IbHAS YXU3Hb.
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