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Claudia Criveller, Andrea Gullotta

Introduction to the fourteenth issue of Avtobio-

grafisl

The fourteenth issue of Avtobio-
grafifl hosts the second part of
the special issue devoted to the
‘autobiography  of  Socialist
trauma’ with articles by Maria
Bidovec, Andrea F. De Carlo,
Ekaterina Gurtovaya, Giovanni
Magliocco Irina Talevska and
Eva Toulouze, which study some
of the many aspects related to
the representation of the self in
texts written by authors who
underwent state repression in
socialist countries. Together
with the contributions of the
first part, this set of articles pro-
vides an innovative body of re-
search on a complex corpus,
whose definition, study and un-
derstanding are still far from be-
ing reached.

The five articles collected in the
miscellaneous section share a
common intellectual horizon,
even though they adopt differ-
ent disciplinary angles and are
related to different historical pe-
riods and geographical contexts.
Ranging from late Imperial Rus-
sia to post-Soviet Eastern Eu-
rope, from contemporary Croa-
tian novel to the Soviet chil-
dren’s biographical canon of the
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interwar period, these contribu-
tions converge around a set of
interconnected questions: how
do individuals — and communi-
ties — construct narratives of
the self in the face of historical
trauma? What literary, rhetori-
cal, and ideological strategies
govern the representation of
memory, childhood, and war in
autobiographical and quasi-
autobiographical writing? And,
perhaps most crucially, whose
voices are authorised to speak,
and whose are systematically si-
lenced or marginalised within
the cultural and political orders
they inhabit?

At the centre of all five contribu-
tions lies the relationship be-
tween memory and self-
writing — understood not as a
transparent recovery of the past,
but as an active, culturally me-
diated, and often politically
charged process of construction.
Whether the subject is a nine-
teenth-century Russian judge
composing his apologetic mem-
oirs decades after a controversial
trial, a group of Croatian novel-
ists reimagining their wartime
childhoods through fictional

distributed under the terms of the CC BY-NC-ND 4.0



proxies, two Russian and Russo-
phone authors staging the frag-
mented recollections of child
survivors of the Second World
War, a Soviet regime carefully
managing — and suppressing —
the biographical representation
of its leaders for young readers,
or a pioneering female journalist
and autobiographer  writing
from prison, a psychiatric ward,
and the front lines of a nine-
teenth-century war, the texts ex-
amined in this section all testify
to the same fundamental in-
sight: that self-writing is never
simply about the self. It is always
also about power, legitimacy,
and the contested right to nar-
rate.

The contribution by Annalisa Di
Santo, devoted to the memoirs
of the Russian jurist Anatolii
Fédorovich Koni and his account
of the trial of the revolutionary
Vera Zasulich, offers a close rhe-
torical and argumentative analy-
sis of a text that presents itself as
historical testimony but func-
tions, in practice, as an elaborate
act of self-defence and self-
glorification. Written between
1904 and 1906, nearly three dec-
ades after the events it de-
scribes, Koni’s Vospominaniia o
dele Very Zasulich constructs the
image of an incorruptible judge,
a lone defender of the law
against a corrupt and servile sys-
tem. The article demonstrates

how Koni deploys a rich array of
rhetorical strategies — dialo-
gism, rhetorical questions, reli-
gious metaphors, evaluative lex-
icon, citations of legal and liter-
ary authorities — to shape the
reader’s perception of himself as
avir bonus dicendi peritus, a
man of irreproachable moral
stature and exceptional oratori-
cal skill. What emerges from this
analysis is a portrait of autobio-
graphical writing as apologia:
the memoir as a courtroom in
which the author simultaneously
plays the role of witness, lawyer,
and judge. The temporal dis-
tance from the events, far from
guaranteeing objectivity, be-
comes in Koni’s hands a rhetori-
cal resource, a vantage point
from which he can reframe the
past and establish his own ver-
sion of truth as the authoritative
one. This contribution thus in-
troduces one of the central
themes of the section: the self as
constructed through narrative,
and narrative as an instrument
of political and moral legitima-
tion.

The article of Andrijana Kos-
Lajtman shifts the focus to con-
temporary Croatian fiction, ex-
amining five novels published
between 2008 and 2023 (Under-
ground Barbieby Masa Kola-
novi¢, Hotel Titoby Ivana
Bodrozi¢, In Late Summer by
Magdalena Blazevi¢, Cabbage
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Leafing by Igor Beles, The Croat
Factory by Nebojsa Lujanovid)
that place children at the centre
of their narratives of the Croa-
tian and Bosnian wars of the
1990s. Drawing on the concept
of crossover literature — texts
that circulate across the bound-
ary between adult and children’s
or young adult fiction — the ar-
ticle identifies two major modal-
ities in the representation of
wartime childhood: one in
which war remains a distant
background against which the
ordinary life of children unfolds,
and one in which war penetrates
directly and violently into the
protagonist’s existence, leaving
irreparable psychological and
social consequences. In all five
novels, the autobiographical or
pseudo-autobiographical dimen-
sion is a structural constant: the
authors draw on their own war-
time childhoods to construct fic-
tional narratives that are, simul-
taneously, acts of personal
memory and of collective wit-
ness. War, in these texts, func-
tions as a powerful accelerator of
biographical experience: it forc-
es children into premature con-
frontation with loss, displace-
ment, social exclusion, and mor-
al complexity, producing what
the article describes as a model
of accelerated and traumatic
maturation. The contribution
highlights how the child’s per-

Autobiognafésl - Number 14/2025

spective — limited, confused,
but ultimately more perceptive
than the adults around it tend to
assume — becomes a privileged
instrument of social criticism,
allowing authors to expose the
failures of institutions, the
mechanisms of nationalist ide-
ology, and the human cost of
political conflict with a direct-
ness that the adult perspective
would make more difficult to
sustain.

Danijela Lugari¢ Vukas exam-
ines two non-fictional works —
Svetlana Alexievich’s Last Wit-
nesses and Ludmila Ulitska-
ya’s Childhood 45-53 — as eth-
nographies of Soviet childhood
during the Second World War
and the early post-war years.
The article focuses on the tem-
poral dimension of memory, ar-
guing that the transformation of
fragmentary episodic recollec-
tions into coherent autobio-
graphical narratives is made
possible not simply by the act of
remembering, but by the de-
ployment of specific temporal
frameworks — markers such as
‘before the war,” ‘after the war,’
‘duringg — that organise scat-
tered childhood memories into
structured life stories. Drawing
on memory studies, narratology,
and the philosophy of time, the
article shows how these tem-
poral coordinates do more than
locate events in chronological



sequence: they produce the nar-
rative continuity through which
a fragmented childhood self is
connected to the remembering
adult self, and through which
private trauma is linked to col-
lective historical experience. The
polyphonic structure of both
works — built from multiple in-
dividual voices rather than a
single authoritative narrative —
is read as a deliberate resistance
to the triumphalist and mono-
lithic politics of memory that
continue to surround the Sec-
ond World War in post-Soviet
Russia. By giving space to the
hesitations, silences, and con-
tradictions of individual recol-
lection, Alexievich and Ulitskaya
open a space for mourning that
official commemorative culture
systematically forecloses.

The article by Polina Popova ad-
dresses a striking absence at the
heart of Soviet children’s bio-
graphical literature: the child-
hood of Joseph Stalin. Through a
careful reconstruction of the So-
viet biographical canon for chil-
dren — tracing its roots from
the Plutarchan tradition of the
eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies through the revolutionary
obituary form and the heroic bi-
ographies of Bolshevik leaders
produced in the 1930s — the ar-
ticle argues that the systematic
erasure of Stalin’s childhood
from children’s literature was

not an oversight but a deliberate
political strategy, personally
controlled by Stalin himself.
While figures such as Kirov, Or-
dzhonikidze, and Sverdlov were
given childhoods in the pages of
books written for young Soviet
readers — childhoods carefully
shaped to illustrate the for-
mation of revolutionary virtue,
the seeds of heroic destiny visi-
ble already in the small boy’s
behaviour and choices — Stalin
remained beyond and above
such humanisation. To have a
childhood, the article suggests,
is to be vulnerable, to be in the
process of becoming rather than
already fully formed. The Soviet
biographical genre for children
relied on precisely this vulnera-
bility to create identification and
pedagogical models for young
readers. Stalin, constructed as
the omnipotent Father of the
Soviet family, could not be a
child: the very narrative logic of
childhood would have under-
mined the mythological struc-
ture of his authority. This con-
tribution brings into sharp relief
the political stakes of biograph-
ical self-writing — and of bio-
graphical silencing — showing
how the management of life nar-
ratives, including their suppres-
sion, is always an exercise of
power. Against the background
of this, Popova devotes space to
the analysis of Kirov’s childhood
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as depicted in biographical texts
written after his murder.

Iris Uccello introduces a figure
who has received very little
scholarly attention despite her
remarkable significance: Nas-
tas'ia Vasil'evna Kairova (1844~
1888),  journalist, autobiog-
rapher, and the first Russian
woman to report directly from a
war zone. Drawing on archival
materials — letters, diaries,
journalistic correspondence, and
unpublished manuscripts — the
article reconstructs Kairova’s
multifaceted career across three
overlapping domains: her auto-
biographical writings, produced
during her imprisonment and
psychiatric internment following
the 1876 trial in which she was
accused of the attempted mur-
der of her lover’s wife; her jour-
nalistic activity as a war corre-
spondent during the Russo-
Turkish War of 1877-1878; and
her broader literary ambitions,
including her relationship with
Aleksei Suvorin and her corre-
spondence with Nikolai Leskov.
The article’s most significant
contribution lies in its analysis
of Kairova’s autobiographical
texts as pathographies — first-
person narratives of mental ill-
ness and psychological disinte-
gration — a genre in which she
emerges as an extraordinarily
early and original practitioner.
In a literary culture where wom-

Autobiognafésl - Number 14/2025

en’s mental illness was almost
exclusively narrated from the
outside, as an object of male
clinical observation, Kairova
writes from the inside, making
herself the subject rather than
the object of diagnostic scrutiny.
Her autobiographical voice is di-
rect, dialogic, and deliberately
provocative: she addresses top-
ics — sexual freedom, the ab-
sence of maternal instinct, sui-
cidal ideation, religious hypocri-
sy — that would not find open
literary expression for decades.
Her journalistic writing displays
an equally modern sensibility,
characterised by a commitment
to truth-telling that she identi-
fies, with bitter irony, as a deep-
ly subversive act in a society she
describes as constitutionally
averse to the truth.

Taken together, these five con-
tributions articulate a coherent
set of questions about the rela-
tionship between memory, self-
writing, and power in Eastern
European and Russian literary
and cultural history. Across dif-
ferent historical moments and
generic forms, they show that
autobiographical and quasi-
autobiographical writing is nev-
er a neutral or private act: it is
always embedded in specific po-
litical and ideological contexts
that determine who can speak,
in what form, about what sub-
jects, and with what degree of
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authority. The child, the judge,
the revolutionary, the journalist,
the psychiatric patient: all of
these figures, in the texts exam-
ined here, use the resources of
self-narration to negotiate their
position within — or against —
the dominant structures of their
time. Memory, in all five contri-
butions, emerges not as a pas-
sive repository of the past but as
an active, contested, and pro-
foundly political practice: a site
where individual experience and
collective history meet, where
silences are broken or enforced,
and where the boundaries of the
sayable are constantly being
tested and redrawn.

Michela Romano’s interview
with Egana Dzhabbarova brings
some of these topics to the con-
temporary world. In her dia-
logue with Romano, Dzhabba-
rova — one of the most influen-
tial authors of contemporary

Russophone literature - discuss-
es the role of her writings as an
act of resistance and agency
against the Imperial canon of
Russian literature, and against
the backdrop of the literary, cul-
tural and socio-political changes
occurred in Russophone litera-
ture and within the circles of
Russian emigration after 24 Feb-
ruary 2022. Dzhabbarova focuses
also on autofiction as a political-
ly engaged genre, which is con-
trasted by authoritarian regimes
because of its capacity to offer a
platform to marginalised, limi-
nal and repressed authors and
communities. Thus, the issue of
agency surfaces as one of the
cornerstones of contemporary
Russophone  autobiographical
writing.

Autobiografesl - Number 14/2025
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Andrea Gullotta

Introduction: Socialist Trauma and the Self

Introduction to the second part of the special issue on the autobiography of

Socialist Trauma.

By focusing on authors of Mace-
donian, Polish, Romanian, Rus-
sian, Slovenian and Udmurt lit-
erature, the second part of the
special issue on the autobiog-
raphy of Socialist Trauma wid-
ens the horizon on the phenom-
enon of the representation of
the self in the literary works
generated by authors who were
victims of state repression in So-
cialist countries. The narratives
and poems created by the au-
thors studied in the articles pub-
lished in both issues share two
key aspects: first, they are writ-
ten by people whose self has
been crushed by the authorities
of countries governed by Social-
ist principles, meaning that
these individuals were convicted
not for having committed any
particular crime, but for reasons
related to their belonging to so-
cial class, political factions, reli-
gion, or for their proximity with
‘enemies of the people.” Unlike
victims of genocides, they did
not necessarily share common
values or identify themselves
with a specific community: still,
they all went through the pro-

Autobiognafésl - Number 14/2025
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cess of destruction of the before-
the-arrest self, as brightly de-
scribed by Iulii Margolin:

Ilepectynus nmopor muau-
myuu  Ha JlorummHCKOM
yniule, s, He 3Has TOTO,
MepecTynui1 4epTy, KOTO-
pasi pasgessiia ABa MHpa.
Ho yxe 4depe3 HecKOBKO
MUHYT s TOHSUJI, YTO CIIy-
YHUJIOCh HEYTO HeBepOosiT-
Hoe.

5l HuKorzAa B cBOEM XU3HU
He cugen B TIoppMe. B mo-
MEHT apecTta MHe ObLIO
TPUALATL AeBATb jeT. Sl
OB OTIIOM CEMEeMCTBa,
Ye/IOBEKOM MaTepHaTTbHO
M BHYTpeHHe He3aBHCH-
MBIM, TPUBBIKIINM K YyBa-
YK€HHIO OKPY KAIOIIIHX,
06€e3yC/IOBHO  JIOSITBHBIM
IPOXAAHMHOM. Sl HHKOro
He o0ues, He MPeCTYIHI
3aKOHA U OB TBEPZO
yOeX/leH B CBOEeM IpaBe Ha
BHMMaHHe U 3aljUTy CO
CTOPOHBI YYpEeXIeHUN
Ka)XXZ,0TO rocyJapCTBa,
KpOMe THMT/IepOBCKoro. B
o0IIeM s OCTaBajICSd JO-

distributed under the terms of the CC BY-NC-ND 4.0
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BOJIBHO HaWBHBIM eBpO-
MelCKUM UHTe/UTUTeHTOM
Jaxe Iocje JeBsTUMe-
CSIYHBIX  IIONBITOK  BBI-
PBaTbCsA U3 JIMIIKON COBET-
CKOM TMayTHUHBI, U s BCE
elle YyBCTBOBaJ ceOsi [Iy-
IO U cepAueM Trpaxkza-
HUHOM IIpekpacHoi EBpo-
nel ¢ ee [lapwkem, Pio-
peHLed W JIa3YpHBIMU
gansmu  CpeaunseMHOro
MOPSL.

3a moporom goma Ha /Jlo-
TMUIMHCKOU 51 cpasy Iepe-
cTam OBITh YE/OBEKOM.
JTOT TepexoJ, COBepLINI-
cg1 6e3 BCIKOM ITOATOTOB-
KM, TaK pe3KOo, TOYHO s
MpOBa/IWICS cpegu Oeja
OHS B TIIyOOKyl0 sIMy
(Margolin 1977: 156-57).'

' ‘Stepping into the police station on
Logishinskaya Street, I unknowingly
crossed the line dividing two worlds.
However, already within minutes, I re-
alized that something incredible had
happened.

[ had never been in prison in my life. I
was thirty-nine years old at the time of
my arrest. [ was a father, a man of mate-
rial and intellectual independence, ac-
customed to the respect of others, an
unconditionally loyal citizen. I had nev-
er offended anyone, never broken the
law, and was firmly convinced of my
right to have the attention and protec-
tion of the institutions of every state,
except Hitler’s. In short, I remained a
rather naive European intellectual even
after nine months of trying to escape
the sticky Soviet spiderweb, and I still
felt, heart and soul, a citizen of that

Special issue

Second, all these authors were
heavily traumatised by extreme
violence - a violence which saw
its motivation in the de-
humanisation of the victims on
behalf of the perpetrators and
which had the typical effect of
leaving the individuals broken,
fragile, entangled in a difficult -
at times impossible - negotia-
tion between a variety of selves.

In this context, literature comes
as a reaction to ‘socialist trau-
ma. It can be the stronghold
where the violated self estab-
lishes a connection with the be-
fore-the-arrest self and its com-
plex system of values, literary
references and beliefs, as is the
case with both Radu Gyr -
whose poetry is analysed by Gio-
vanni Magliocco - and the
Polish poets studied by Andrea
F. De Carlo. Still, trauma leaves
its scars on their poems in the
form of both images of blood
and violence, and feelings of
guilt and shame. Scars that are
not visible in Kuzebai Gerd’s po-
ems: however, Eva Toulouze’s

beautiful Europe, with its Paris, Flor-
ence, and the azure expanses of the
Mediterranean.

Once [ stepped into the building on
Logishinskaya Street, I immediately
ceased to be a human being. This tran-
sition happened without any prepara-
tion, so abruptly, as if I had fallen into a
deep hole in broad daylight’. [The trans-
lation is mine, A.G.]

Autobiografesl - Number 14/2025



article reconstructs how his lit-
erary biography led to his perse-
cution and how his works be-
came themselves body of evi-
dence.

Literature is also the way to
work through trauma, as is the
case of Aleksandar Aleksiev’s
work, here analysed by Irina
Talevska, whose article tries to
go beyond the pages of Ale-
ksiev’s text in order to see traces
of a collective working-through
in Macedonian society. A similar
process happens in the text by
another author who spent his
term in Goli Otok, Igor Torkar,
whose Dying by Instalments is at
the centre of the article by Maria
Bidovec, who delves deep into
one of many texts on Goli Otok
published after Tito’s death by
Slovenian authors. Torkar’s work
shares some of the features of
autofiction as described by Serge
Doubrovsky (Doubrovsky 1977:
10). However, it does contain el-
ements of originality, in particu-
lar, the instances where the au-
thor, through a pseudonym, in-
tervenes into the text and pro-
vides contextual information
that helps framing the story re-
told in Dying by Instalments.
Such instances show the com-
plexity of some of the dynamics
at play when the representation
of the self is also a representa-
tion of trauma.

Autobiognafésl - Number 14/2025

Relying on a wide critical
framework of studies on trauma,
Ekaterina Gurtovaya focuses on
the memoirs written by Nina
Bardina, an author who, unlike
most women memoirists of the
Gulag, depicts her own experi-
ence of sexual abuse in a
straightforward way. The depic-
tion of the sexual violence suf-
fered by Bardina from Lavrentii
Beriia, the head of NKVD, is im-
pressively detailed and shows
Bardina’s clear representation of
her own naivety. However, Gur-
tovaya identifies some of the
ways in which a traumatised self
may surface, sometimes unex-
pectedly — Bardina’s depiction of
a love story with an inmate in
the camp shows her difficulty in
representing her emotion and
identifying her feelings. Scarred
by these experiences, detached
from her before-the-arrest self,
unable to express her emotions
and to communicate with her
mother - another heavily trau-
matised individual - Bardina
finds herself unable to live in so-
ciety after being freed from the
camp and asks to return to the
Gulag, an image that stands out
as a monument to the complexi-
ty of the study of the self in
works generated by authors of
‘socialist trauma literature’.

These articles, together with
those published in the first part
of this special issues and the

15



16

other outputs of the project Lit-
erature of Socialist Trauma
(LOST): Mapping and Research-
ing the Lost Page of European
Literature show how, regardless
of the hardships of finding a
common framework capable of
studying such a wide corpus in a
coherent way, the literature of
Socialist trauma is indeed a page

Special issue

of European literature that de-
serves further attention.

The research presented in this article was conducted within the frame-
work of the PRIN 2022 PNRR project “Literature of Socialist Trauma:
Mapping and Researching the Lost Page of European Literature
(LOST)”, ID: P2022745X8, CUP: B53D23029360001, Principal Investiga-
tor: Andrea Gullotta (University of Palermo). The project was funded by
the Italian Ministry of Education, Universities, and Research (MIUR)
under the 2022 PRIN PNRR Call for Proposals, Directorial Decree No.

1409 of September 14, 2022.
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Maria Bidovec

Dying by Instalments, the Cannibalism of a Regime

The paper analyses certain aspects of the narration of trauma in one of the
best-known Slovenian novels thematising the violence of the Yugoslav regime
in the 1940s and 1950s, Umiranje na obroke [Dying by Instalments, 1984], by
the playwright and prose writer Igor Torkar (1913-2004). The paper contextual-
ises the novel in the historical situation in Slovenia during the Second World
War and in the period immediately after it, and relates it to other earlier and
later representations of these themes in Slovenian literature.

Igor Torkar’'s work is deeply
marked by his personal experi-
ences of repression. Considering
the close connection between
this theme and the author’s ex-
perience, it is necessary to brief-
ly outline the historical context
of a large part of his life, in par-
ticular the part he focuses on
and writes about in his novel,
which takes place in Yugoslavia,
in particular in Slovenia, in the
1940s and 1950s.’

1. The Slovenians during
the Second World War (1941-

1945)

' The main reference for the general his-
torical data quoted in this article is
Granda 2008. For in depth studies, from
the Slovenian point of view, on the re-
pressive aspects of the Yugoslav regime,
see, in addition to the titles already
mentioned in the text also (in chrono-
logical order) Rus 1961, Prunk 1962-
1989, Strovs 2014, Sturm 2015,
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For over six centuries, almost
the entire Slovenian population
lived in the Habsburg Monar-
chy’s provinces. When the Aus-
tro-Hungarian Empire fell, they
found themselves part of a state
that over the previous decades
had various official names, but
from 1929 onwards was com-
monly known as Yugoslavia.
From the (re)birth of this state
as a federal socialist republic in
1945 until the split with Stalin in
1948, Yugoslavia modelled itself
on the Soviet Union in every
way. Slovenia became one of the
six republics that formed the
new state, which dissolved de-
finitively a few decades later,
starting in 1991, following the se-
cession first of all of the Repub-
lic of Slovenia, which from a na-
tional point of view (both lin-
guistically and culturally), was
the most homogeneous of the
Federation. It was exactly for
this reason, and also because it

19

distributed under the terms of the CC BY-NC-ND 4.0



20

was the only republic of the fed-
eral state that shared a border
with as many as three Axis states
(Austria-Germany after the An-
schluf, Italy and Hungary) and
for many decades to come with
two states (Austria and Italy) of
the European Community (or
Union), that its destiny was of-
ten different from that of the
other states on its south-eastern
borders.

Following the Treaty of Rapallo
(November 1920), tens of thou-
sands of Slovenians (like many
Croatians, but a far greater per-
centage), found that they were a
minority in Fascist Italy and
were therefore subject to the re-
pression of the regime, which in
some way ‘immunised’ Slovenia
from any possible future sympa-
thy for this dictatorship (Granda
2008: 273).

Despite this situation, and de-
spite the fact that at the begin-
ning, Slovenia was compact in
its (at least passive) resistance to
the Nazi-Fascist invasion, things
changed very fast during the
Second World War. The destiny
of the Slovenians was very seri-
ously affected during the whole
of the following period and even
today, the long shadow of these
events is strongly present in the
nation’s consciousness. In this
country, as in the whole of Eu-
rope, the population organised a
rebellion that was widespread
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and politically varied. From the
beginning it was clear that the
local Communist Party was the
best organised, above all thanks
to its close contact with the So-
viet Union, although several
other groups joined them, espe-
cially the liberals who were con-
nected to the Sokol [Hawk]
movement and the krscanski
demokrati, the Christian Demo-
crats. The Communist Party had
a widespread network and a hi-
erarchical organisation. At first,
it was apparently open to politi-
cal dialogue with other forces —
in mid-1941 the name Protiimpe-
rialisticna fronta [Anti-
imperialist front], which in al-
luding to the anti-imperialist
revolution indicated the deep
intentions of the struggle,
changed to Osvobodilna fronta
(OF), the Liberation Front
(Granda 2008: 272), a more rep-
resentative term for the aspira-
tions of the various factions.
None the less, the Communist
leadership quickly took increas-
ingly more power into their
hands and excluded everyone
else. However, what alienated
them - most of all in the eyes of
their many supporters - were
their methods, which were
based on an extreme and often
unjustified use of violence. In
the end, in the absence of seri-
ous discussions, since any objec-
tion could put whoever ex-
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pressed themselves in serious
danger, some of the combatants
believed that the Nazi-Fascists
were the lesser evil. This is how,
on 6™ August 1942, the so-called
Anti-Communist Volunteer Mi-
litia (MVAC) was formed. It was
later commonly called the bela
garda, that is, the white guard,
with reference to the events in
Russia. When Italy surrendered
around six months later, this
further intensified the various
positions; the Italian invaders
were able to leave the area al-
most unhindered, as long as
they surrendered all their arms,
but it was the collaborators,
whether real or not, who paid
the price for the crimes commit-
ted by them and in general by
the Nazi-Fascists. The violence
was often indiscriminate and
brutal: the suspects were often
beaten and killed, with wide-
spread revenge even taken out
on the wounded, the sick, the
old and children. The previously
feared political commissars, who
were also based on the Soviet
model, of the VOS (Security In-
formation Service) were re-
placed by the dreaded OZNA,
who later became the equally
notorious UDBA. For the Slove-
nian population this was a dou-
ble problem: a political one that
involved the definitive estab-
lishment of a Party that was by
then untouchable and repres-
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sive, both with respect to its op-
ponents and to its own mem-
bers; in addition, a national
problem, because the OZNA (as
later the UDBA), unlike the
VOS, also involved the elimina-
tion of the Slovenian adminis-
trative autonomy in favour of a
completely unified ‘Yugoslavian’
partisan resistance structure.
The Slovenian language was dis-
criminated against and at the
same time preparations began
for the mass killings of the post-
war period, which remained a
deep and devastating collective
trauma for the nation.

2. Slovenia in the Early
Years of Socialist Yugoslavia

(1945-1950)

The Communist revolution began
in Yugoslavia in May 1945, at the
end of the war, and its most dra-
matic expression in Slovenia was
the massacre of thousands of an-
ti-Communist soldiers. This event
was destined to leave an indelible
mark on all future generations, in
particular in relation to the mas-
sacre of around 15,000 young Slo-
venians, mainly officers, who
were killed between 8" and 31
May at Kocevski rog after trying
in vain to escape to Austria.

These were certainly not the on-
ly victims of fratricidal struggles
between Slovenians, with on one
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side, already during the conflict,
Communists or sympathisers,
and on the other side Anti-
Communists. However, the ex-
tent and the brutality of this
massacre, with the war by now
over, also anticipated the vio-
lence of the new regime in peace
times, because the persecutions
and killings that had been
planned before did not stop af-
terwards either. From January
1946 onward, with the approval
of the new constitution, based
on the Soviet model, which con-
ferred absolute power to the
Party leadership, a sort of final
confrontation began. This was a
period of violence directed not
only at the political opponents,
but also former ‘comrades-in-
arms,” people who had taken
part in the partisan struggle fer-
vently but who for various rea-
sons had become a liability. The
phenomenon became particular-
ly intense after 1948, as will be
seen later. Another category that
the regime targeted was the
Catholic Church, even though
many priests had opposed Nazi-
Fascism. In the decade following
the war and afterwards, the
Catholic Church was systemati-
cally persecuted - at the top (the
bishops), also its priests, monks
and nuns and even the simple
believers. From May 1945 to the
end of 1961, just under one thou-
sand people - priests, monks,
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nuns and seminarians - were
sent to court (Griesser-Pecar
2005: 15; on this subject, see also,
among others, Kvaternik 2001),
and their trials were often sum-
mary. Some priests were killed,
many of them were attacked and
almost all of them were victims
of various forms of harassment.
The persecution of former parti-
sans of proven Communist con-
viction, including those who
first fought against Nazi-
Fascism, deserves to be treated
separately. Many of them were
accused, often completely false-
ly, of plotting against the re-
gime, which branded them as
traitors. This  took place
throughout Yugoslavia in the
years between 1945 to 1953, but
again in this case Slovenia fol-
lowed its own particular path, at
least partially.

From 1948 members of the party
(some of whom very prominent)
were systematically persecuted
and were rightly or wrongly ac-
cused of remaining faithful to
the Cominform (locally known
as Informbiro), that is, of sup-
porting Stalin’s USSR. In June
that year, Tito’s regime openly
opposed the former model in-
spired by Stalin, and, in a sort of
collective paranoia, it began to
fear conspiracies by these party
members, called informbirojevci,
or simply by the acronym IB (i-
bé), ibeovci. The worst expres-
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sion of the persecution of these
former comrades® was the prison
camp created on Goli Otok
(‘Barren Island’), an island off
the coast of Croatia.’> This tragic
place, which no one even dared
mention for decades, concerned
less Slovenians than people of
other nations in the Federation.
In fact, there were ‘only’ 566
Slovenian prisoners, compared
to, for example, thousands of
Serbs, Croatians and above all
(in proportion to their popula-
tion) Montenegrins (Jezernik
2013: 16).

None the less, Goli Otok was
certainly not the only place

* Based on official data, 55,663 people
were arrested in Yugoslavia. All victims
were only accused of supporting Mos-
cow and the Cominform. In the follow-
ing years, according to some Western
scholars, this number rose to 300,000,
but they also included other categories
of persecuted people (Jezernik 2013: 15).
In relation to the population, it was as
though 1,000,000 people were impris-
oned in Italy.

> For information regarding the com-
plex structure of the Yugoslavian re-
pressive system, above all the forced
labour camps, and the repressive meth-
ods used there, one can refer to the spe-
cialist literature. See, among others,
Tasi¢ 1987, Logar 1991, Jezernik 2013,
Previsi¢ 2022, in Italian also Scotti 2012;
see also Morabito 2024; among the
memoirs on Goli Otok, and among the
Slovenian authors, it is important to
mention Hrast 1991. The data in the
present article are mainly taken from
Jezernik 2013.
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where the regime tried to ‘re-
educate’ (the stated purpose in
fact of these places) its real or
alleged enemies. There were
several other similar camps and
many prisoners were also de-
tained in prisons that were more
or less harsh, and they were of-
ten tortured, generally in order
to extort confessions that would
implicate  other unfortunate
people.

The regime’s obsession with the
Cominform may have been the
most evident aspect of its sort of
‘siege mentality,” which was sim-
ilar to that of other dictator-
ships. In those years, even a
slight, very general or indirect
criticism of Party members’ ac-
tivities or maybe just of the situ-
ation in the country, or even a
joke with political implications,
could be enough to find oneself
trapped in a situation from
which it would be difficult to es-
cape. People would then be ar-
rested, accused with no possibil-
ity of contesting the accusations
(sometimes without even under-
standing what they were ac-
cused of), and sent to prison or
to forced labour camps. Often,
even after serving their sen-
tence, the nightmare continued
because, in order to be released,
many of them had to agree to
collaborate with the OZNA, and
former prisoners found them-
selves in a dilemma that was dif-
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ficult to resolve: they either had
to get their colleagues, friends or
acquaintances into trouble by
revealing something about them
to the secret police, or else they
would find themselves in trouble
again and end up in the abyss of
detention, forced labour or tor-
ture.

In this contest, at the end of the
1940s, a paradoxical and tragic
series of events occurred in Slo-
venia. These were the so-called
‘Dachauski procesi’ [Dachau tri-
als], ten* sham trials against ac-
tive and respected members of
the Party (see Ivani¢ 1990,
Pu¢nik 1996, Janc¢ar 2018, Coh
Kladnik 2014). Between 1948 and
1950, during these trials, 11 peo-
ple were sentenced to death, and
others were sent to hard prisons
or concentration camps.” The
name given to these trials refers
to the fact that the people ac-
cused were almost all survivors
of Nazi concentration camps, in
particular Dachau. Most of the
people were intellectuals. To-
gether with other categories of
people who were persecuted -
like the Catholics (see Kvaternik
2001, Merlak 2001, and above all

* The number may vary, depending on
whether some trials during those years
were considered or not as part of this
calculation.

> Three others died during the interro-
gations, whereas one of the u people
sentenced to death was spared.
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Griesser-PeCar 2005), farmers
who owned land (see Coh Klad-
nik 2012) and, after 1948, admir-
ers of the Soviet Union, as well
as minorities, for example Roma
people and Jehovah’s witnesses -
the intellectuals, even if they
were ‘authentic’ Communists,
were often considered even
more dangerous. One of the de-
fendants on trial, together with
other chemical engineers, was
the writer Igor Torkar.

3. Igor Torkar: His Life

Igor Torkar (1913-2004),° Boris
Fakin’s pen name, was born in
the Karst region (Kostanjevica
na Krasu) but spent most of his
life in Ljubljana. The future
prose writer and playwright
studied chemical engineering
and that became his profession.
He joined the Communist Party
at a young age. Already as a stu-
dent, he took part in many
young left-wing organisations,
fought for the rights of the
weakest and published political-
journalistic articles and literary
works, initially poems, in various
journals. He later found that the
expressive form that worked
best for him was playwriting,
even though he became famous

® Most of the biographical information
on Torkar is taken from Jevnikar 1990.
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mainly because of the novel
which will be described in detail
later, but also for reasons be-
yond literature. His passion for
politics, supported by a person-
ality that was action-oriented
but also favoured a rational ap-
proach, exposed him to many
difficult situations, in one of the
most turbulent periods of Euro-
pean history. He was imprisoned
by four different regimes, each
adopting very different methods
and with a different impact eve-
ry time (Torkar 1979: 12). In 1938,
as a young man, still in the Yu-
goslavia before the war, he came
to the attention of the authori-
ties because of his participation
in student demonstrations and
for distributing leaflets, and was
detained for a few days. At the
beginning of the war, since he
had joined the Liberation Front
of the Slovenian Nation (OF)
very early on, he was beaten up
and then imprisoned for a brief
period by the Italian Fascist au-
thorities that occupied the prov-
ince of Ljubljana.

However, his two most harrow-
ing experiences took place later:
first from January 1943 to May
1945, in the Dachau and Sach-
senhausen Nazi concentration
camps; then, and worst of all,
the prisons of the new Com-
munist Yugoslavia, the State
that he himself had been in-
volved in establishing and or-
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ganising. Following a conviction
in one of the ‘Dachau trials,” he
spent four years and four days in
those prisons, just under half
that time in solitary confine-
ment. This was the deepest
trauma of his life, and he wrote
about it later in many literary
and non-fiction works. Torkar
was released on parole in April
1952, but had to wait almost 20
years (July 1971) until he and his
group of colleagues who had
been wrongfully accused were
legally rehabilitated. It was only
in 1985 that the State offered
him and his fellow sufferers
compensation, which he, how-
ever, refused. As mentioned
above, most of the defendants in
that trial were dead by then,
they had either been killed or
they had died from ill-treatment
and torture.

Already by the mid-1950s,
Torkar had been able to live an
apparently normal life. He
taught at the Ljubljana Academy
of Figurative Art for 20 years,
from 1954 until he retired in
1974. After already experiencing
a partial easing of the regime’s
brutality in that period, the
writer lived another 30 years, so
he was able to see its end. One
decisive date was 1980, the death
of the dictator Tito, when the
whole system began to fall apart.
In 1984, Torkar was one of the
first people to break a taboo,
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that of narrating the abuse suf-
fered by those like him, who
supported the regime and gen-
erally agreed with its ideology.
After seeing Slovenia as an inde-
pendent and democratic nation,
and unfortunately also the wars
that devastated the neighbour-
ing States that had emerged
from the ashes of Yugoslavia
during the whole of the 1990s,
the writer, who continued to
raise his rational and dialogical
voice until the very end, passed
away in 2004, at the age of go.

4. Torkar’s Work

4.1. Before Dying by Instal-
ments: Torkar and the Others

Torkar began his literary activity
before the war, and he published
poems in various journals. In
1940, his collection of satirical
sonnets Blazni Kronos [Mad
Chronos] was published and was
appreciated for its effectively
grotesque nature. Immediately
after the war, more poems were
published, and then more in the
1970s and 1980s, when the au-
thor, who was exhausted by his
extreme experiences, did not
give up but tried to express the
horrors he had suffered in the
Dachau camp and in the
Ljubljana prison:  Jetniski
soneti [Sonnets from Jail, 1974].

Special issue

The Balada o smehu [The Ballad
of Laughter, 1977], which focused
on the struggle of laughter, a pro-
foundly human attribute, against
inhumanity, was confiscated by
the police.

Torkar was a highly acclaimed
playwright. The following are
just some of his many plays,
mainly drama but also comedies:
The theme of Pisana Zoga [The
Coloured Ball, 1955] is the parti-
san struggle, however, as Edvard
Kocbek did a few years before in
his collection of short stories
Strah in pogum [Fear and Cour-
age, 1951], it concentrates on a
question that at the time (and
for many years to come) was ex-
tremely delicate, that of the kill-
ing that took place within the
Liberation Front. The play, like
many of Torkar’s works, shows a
‘poetic protest, full of tension
and humanity, against arbitrary
violence’ (Jevnikar 1990: 33).

The protagonists of Pozabljeni
ljudje [Forgotten People, 1957]
are ordinary, lost people, with a
sad destiny. Despite the dark
atmosphere, the play conveys a
strong faith in humanity [Jevni-
kar, 1990: 33]. The setting of De-
lirij [Delirium, 1957] is even
darker.

In the 1970s the atmosphere
changed and although the au-
thor continued to write dramas,
he also wrote comedies, like Re-
vizor 74 [The Government In-
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spector 74, 1974]. Many of his
works were written (or later
adapted) for television.

Torkar also wrote several re-
ports, reflections and provoca-
tive essays for newspapers and
journals, a selection of which
was published at the end of the
1980s. He received some awards
but not the most important lit-
erary prizes, which may have
been an indication of the con-
tinuing difficulty of Slovenian
society, still during the 1990s
and even later, to digest certain
wounds from the past. Already
in the previous decades, the
writer had won several literary
competitions, but only in those
cases, In a tragicomic way, in
which the jury did not know the
names of the candidates.

He only wrote two novels, both
mainly autobiographies. The
first one, Deseti bratje [The
Tenth Brothers, 1979],” can be
considered a combination of a
memoir and non-fiction. It is full
of portraits of his contemporar-
ies and is particularly interesting
from a historical point of view.
However, the author’s most in-
teresting prose is definitely Umi-
ranje na obroke [Dying by In-
stalments, 1984] and it is no co-
incidence that it was published

7 The title refers to Slovenian folklore
that attributes particular powers to the
tenth son; in this case it implies Slove-
nian artists.
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after 1980, the watershed year.
The fact that this was a new era
could also be seen by the publi-
cation of works by other authors
who, in those years, slowly but
surely talked about what until
recently had been impossible to
express directly. The novel by
Branko Hofman (1929-1991) No¢
do jutra [The Night until Morn-
ing], published in 1981, was the
first one to address the unspeak-
able Goli Otok. This was not a
description of the author’s per-
sonal experience; it was inspired
by the tragically true story of the
writer and journalist Ludvik
Mrzel that he himself recounted
to Hofman (see Lah 2017: 42). In
1982, Vitomil Zupan (1914-1987),°
a rebellious and nonconformist
writer, published his Levitan
[Leviathan], a sarcastic and un-
conventional memoir of the
years he spent in Communist
prisons. The following year, the
comedy Moj ata, socialisti¢ni ku-
lak [My Father, a Socialist Kulak,
1983] by Tone Partlji¢, was pub-
lished. Partlji¢ was the youngest
of these four writers (he was
born in 1940 and is still alive),
and he was the only one of those
mentioned above who experi-
enced the regime through the
eyes of a child. The light-hearted

8 Several features of a character in Umi-
ranje na obroke are inspired by him: the
two writers were friends.

27



28

tone of his comedy, which has
some wonderfully humorous
moments, poetically transforms
the events but at the same time
the seriousness can just be seen
in the background. A successful
film with the same title (1988)
was based on the play, and
Partlji¢c  himself wrote the
screenplay.

In fact, Slovenian literary works
that alluded to the violence of
the regime (with or without au-
tobiographical plots) had even
appeared from the end of the
1950s. However, for obvious rea-
sons, the artistic language
adopted in those years was nec-
essarily the more abstract and
symbolic language of poetry and
the theatre. So, for example,
there are the plays by Dominik
Smole, Gregor Strni$a, Primoz
Kozak and Marjan Rozanc; the
poems by Dane Zajc, Ludvik
Mrzel and others. Starting from
the 1970s, these themes also
gradually started to be found in
prose, often with autobiograph-
ical references, including novels
by Lojze Kovaci¢, Joze Javorsek,
Marjan RoZanc, Zarko Petan,
Drago Jancar and many others.
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4.2.  Dying by Instalments
both as an Autobiography and
Fiction

Starting from the end of the
1980s, while Yugoslavia was al-
ready breaking up and Slovenia
was on its way to become a de-
mocracy and a sovereign State,
many people decided to write
their memoirs or edit those of
others, based on their notes or
diaries. Most of them, unlike
during the previous period, were
not professional writers but
people from various back-
grounds and political affiliations
who, between the end of the
1940s and mid-1950s, were
caught up in the grip of political
persecutions. These works were
therefore real (auto)biographies
(see, in chronological order: Je-
zerSek 1989, Hrast 1991, Lenic
1997, Jeri¢ 2000, Vovk 2000 e
2003, Hrast 2007 and Gomizel
2015).°

Dying by Instalments, which was
written before all these works, is
not, however, an autobiography,
but a literary work for which the
writer drew inspiration from his
own experience. The novel,
therefore, both from a point of

° The list of titles mentioned, which is
not complete for reasons of space, only
refers to works published as books.
Many accounts have been published in
periodicals or within other works, but
some have never been published.
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view of the themes dealt with
and also from a diachronic point
of view, somehow fits in be-
tween the literary works with
their indirect allusions that pre-
ceded it, and the factual biog-
raphies that followed it. Five
years after the above mentioned
The Tenth Brothers, Torkar
started working on his autobio-
graphical material again but
with a different approach. In the
meantime (1980) Tito had died,
and the whole Yugoslavian sys-
tem was showing signs of falling
apart. What previously was un-
speakable could now be said and
written about publicly, although
not without some hesitation.”
Maybe also the greater distance
from the facts, if only just a few
years, made it easier to write
about them. In fact, the writer
himself stated at the end of his
text that he wrote this work be-
tween February 1981 and De-
cember 1983.

Reality or fiction? Regardless of
the debate, which it is not the
case to go further into here,
since the opposition in this di-
chotomy itself can be ques-
tioned (see Ceh 2008: 25), the

** Only in the third edition of the novel
(1988) was it possible to publish the
provocative survey inside the book, in
which the author asks the readers in
what way the horrors of post 1948 Yu-
goslavia were less awful than those car-
ried out by Stalin.
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discriminating factor between a
genuine autobiography and a
work of fiction is generally a
question of the ‘pact’ with the
reader. An autobiographical
novel imitates the narrative of
an autobiography in a certain
way; however, the reader is
aware of the different identity of
the author and that of the narra-
tor, which requires a fictional
reading of the text (Ceh 2008:
26). Moreover: autobiographical
prose may be limited to just
some parts of the author’s life,
whereas a ‘real’ autobiography
narrates the whole (or at least a
large part) of the story of his life.
In the case of Dying by Instal-
ments, Torkar himself guides us
along this razor’s edge path, be-
tween a biography and fiction,
and the novel is mainly narrated
in the third person. The protag-
onist is one of the author’s alter
egos and can be recognised as
such, but he is given fictional
names (his ‘legal’ name, Fran
Pevkar, his nickname Icek and
in particular Gaber, Pevkar the
partisan’s nom de guerre) and
different characteristics.

None the less, during the narra-
tion, the author often introduces
authentic material, such as in-
formation taken from the court
proceedings against him or other
documents, for example newspa-
per articles. In these cases, the
writer speaks directly to the read-
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er in the first person and intro-
duces himself with his legal name
and surname (Boris Fakin), thus
indicating the veracity of the in-
formation given. In crucial mo-
ments of the story, the real au-
thor talks to his alter ego Gaber,
who is the one who ‘tells him his
story.” In doing so, he in turn
narrates his own story and indi-
cates to the reader that he is re-
vealing something really autobi-
ographical. Torkar, however, is
not only, or above all, concerned
about his own experience, he
aims to write something para-
digmatic: ‘It's not my biography
[...] it’s that of a hero of our
time. Of all those who have lived
and died in our time’ (Torkar
1984: 35).

The text consists of 18 unnum-
bered chapters, and each has a
double title, with the conjunc-
tion ali (‘or,” ‘that is’) joining the
two options, a detail that has a
theatrical feel to it. The first 100
pages or so (of a total of 400) are
dedicated to the protagonist’s
childhood and youth, with a par-
ticular focus on the armed re-
sistance against the Nazi-Fascist
invaders. Several characters,
comrades in arms and friends,
are introduced in this section
and they appear again in the
large second part of the novel as
interrogators, persecutors and
executioners. After just 35 pages
that describe one and a half
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years in Dachau, and after a
brief interval, which corre-
sponds to a period of almost
three years in the story (from
the end of the war to the first
problems with the regime), the
novel continues with the series
of events that had the greatest
impact on the protagonist and
the author himself: inhuman in-
terrogations, false accusations,
incrimination, prison, parole,
the very long wait for rehabilita-
tion, his disappointment with
the poor attention given to this
and the regime’s belated and in-
adequate apologies.

4.3. Dying by Instalments
and the Author’s Real Trau-
mas

Dying by Instalments narrates
very painful experiences, even if
poetically transformed, that the
author himself suffered. As with
other literary works of this kind,
one can reasonably suppose that
it is a sort of ‘therapeutic’ under-
taking that helped the writer
break the silence around the
trauma that leads ‘to the death
of the soul’ (van der Kolk 2014:
265).

The importance of breaking this
silence, which is very dangerous
for the human psyche, is high-
lighted by neuroscientists. None
the less, they point out the great
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difference between two different
forms of self-awareness, ‘one
that keeps track of the self
across time and one that regis-
ters the self in the present mo-
ment,” which in turn correspond
to two types of narration (van
der Kolk 2014: 269). Even
though, according to these neu-
roscientists, the second one is
more useful, since it is more
likely to allow an individual to
come to terms with their experi-
ence, a work that is intended to
be published will generally arise
from a more coherent and less
spontaneous type of narration.

A more complex question, per-
haps, concerns literature in the
literal sense of the word, that is,
literature that also includes an
aesthetic point of view, which is
the most interesting aspect here.
However, even a writer of fiction
generally tries to write in such a
way that the reader will under-
stand, and in any case (in the
absence of the above mentioned
‘pact’) does not have to limit
himself strictly to the facts. If, as
scholars have observed, a story
created ‘for public consumption’
and narrated many times, often,
in the end, appears to its narra-
tor to be true, this will presuma-
bly be even more the case for
stories intended to be printed
and conceived by an author who
was already a professional writer
before his trauma.
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Taking all of this into considera-
tion, and knowing the writer’s
real biography, one can in any
case attempt to identify in the
novel the signs of the trauma he
really experienced. We will try
and analyse some of the many
passages of interest in this re-
spect and follow themes that
run through the whole novel like
common threads, both in the
form of dreamlike visions and as
descriptions that appear as fil-
tered by the protagonist’s par-
ticularly subjective point of
view.

4.4. Dreamlike Visions and
Descriptions

In Torkar’s novel, the protago-
nist’'s dreams, in which he is
usually called ‘Gaber,” play a key
role. The main character, who in
describing them speaks in the
first person, generally sees him-
self as a bat, whereas his friends
and acquaintances appear as ag-
gressive birds. There are also of-
ten other animals, sometimes
embalmed.

However, even in the descrip-
tions that are not dreamlike, for
example, the presumably realis-
tic descriptions of the various
kinds of confrontations (mainly
interrogations) with many rep-
resentatives of the regime’s
agents (and therefore appear to
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be inhuman, alienated and de-
personalised), one can see the
obsessive return of some obses-
sively recurrent themes, in par-
ticular eyes and light, often ac-
companied by disturbing chro-
matic visions.

4-4.1. Flying Animals

These are some of the motifs
that recur most often in the
dreamlike visions presented in
the novel. The narrator dreams
that he has turned into a bat, a
small, blind, flying mammal.
Blind like the author himself,
one may think, who for years did
not, or did not want to see the
dehumanisation of the regime.
Disoriented like the protagonist
who, during the narrative, grad-
ually loses all his points of refer-
ence and is a victim of a truly
perverse mechanism. This falling
down into an abyss, in the narra-
tive, as presumably in the au-
thor’s biography, begins with his
first contact with the OZNA and
his first interrogations. At this
point Gaber could still be free, if
he collaborated with the secret
police and reported his friends
(but he chooses not to do that).
His descent continues with his
four years in prison and does not
even ease when he is released
from prison, a moment that
does not bring joy because it
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does not (and cannot) coincide
with finding the points of refer-
ence he had lost.

The image of the bat flitting
around desperately because it is
lost had already appeared in The
Tenth Brothers five years before.
This Kafka-sounding metamor-
phosis recurs often in Dying by
Instalments. One example is a
passage from the chapter ‘Pre-
ventive Prison, that is, a Clouded
Mind,” when the protagonist
finds himself in the increasingly
tight spiral of the interrogations.
After taking him (several times)
to a special, remote office on the
outskirts of Ljubljana, the police
attempt to force him to make
false confessions in order to be
able to incriminate his col-
leagues. In the end, as a result of
Gaber’s repeated denial, he is
sent to prison. During those
weeks of regular meetings, he
begins to have terrifying night-
mares:

And once again, 'm get-
ting smaller. I only mea-
sure ten, fifteen centime-
tres, my little body is cov-
ered with black hair, 1
cannot see my feet any-
where. My face is a rat’s
face, even my eyes are rat’s
eyes. My arms are flat-
tened into two cartilagi-
nous bat-like wings [...]
Out of breath, close to
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death, I now continue to
flutter in circles, looking
for a place to perch
(Torkar 1984:167)."

The bat is also mentioned at the
beginning of the chapter ‘Parole,
that is, Evil Isolation,” which de-
scribes the torturous process
through which the protagonist
tries, years after his release from
prison, to find a semblance of
normality. His previous life is
lost forever, after his faith in his
old ideals is shattered. The new
reality is loneliness and confu-
sion, the fear of a bottomless pit.

To come back.. from
where, when, where to?
Whose world am I coming
back to? Those dreadful
dreams of bats [..] They
clouded the eyes of my
body and my mind. Every-
thing around me looked
blurred and was deformed
into strange, transparent,
bodiless ghosts (Torkar

1984: 231).

He also has a recurrent dream in
which one of his closest friends
from a long time ago, who has
by now changed (his nickname
is Plocevinar, a word echoing

" Here and below, the Italian transla-
tion from the original Slovenian is by
M.B., while the English translation from
the Italian is by C.S.
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with tin, a low-quality metal)
and turns into a rooster that
pecks the protagonist until he
bleeds because he is guilty of
‘seeing too much’. The following
is an example of one of such
moments:

Then he flew up to my
chin and started gouging
my eyes out. In the mean-
time, he was singing [...]
The one who’s seen too
much, the one who’s seen
too much is the one whose
eyes the raven, is the one
whose eyes the raven
gouges out!  Cock-a-
doodle-doo! (Torkar 1984:
86)

The descriptions of eyes appear
even more frequently in the
novel. Alongside the descrip-
tions referring to the protago-
nist, the deliberately stereotyped
descriptions of the eyes of the
characters who successively con-
front him recur dozens of times.

4-4.2. Eyes

Eyes that see too much are natu-
rally unpopular with any dicta-
torial regime.

This theme, however, is also
present in the novel with a dif-
ferent meaning. Our organs of
sight, traditionally known as the
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‘mirror of the soul,” can also re-
veal their owner’s lack of hu-
manity. In Dying by Instalments,
the eyes are obsessively present
and represent the various perse-
cutors. The descriptions are re-
peated like a fixed attribute, eve-
ry time a certain character ap-
pears: their shapes are geomet-
rical and they are made of inert
materials (metal, plastic, glass)
in order to evoke machines, not
human beings. Sometimes, there
are unsettling instances of par-
aesthesia: the gaze of perhaps
the most disturbing character in
the whole novel, the fanatical
and painfully inhuman Ras, has
a ‘metallic sound.’

Another (linguistic, morpholog-
ic) particularity that emphasises
this alienation is the constant
reference to eyes as dual. Al-
though the Slovenian language
has and normally uses the dual
form, for entities that are double
by their nature, above all equal
organs like eyes, ears and hands,
it prefers the plural. The un-
common use here of the dual
form adds an alienating charac-
teristic, almost as though they
were two single objects. The fol-
lowing is a brief description of
each character’s eyes:

His eyes [Miro’s eyes, a
friend from a long time
ago, M.B.] - two small
smooth aluminium
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spheres - shine icily. [...]
Under the ash [in his
smile, M.B.], fanaticism,
irony, caution and metallic
confidence can just be
seen, smouldering (Torkar

1984: 152).

An OZNA officer walks
in.... His eyes are impossi-
ble to forget. Round. Like
two halves of a ping pong
ball (Torkar 1984: 159).

A new OZNA officer has
come into the room. Tall,
upright, athletic body,
flawless [...] the only fea-
ture of his face that looks
rather unfriendly, actually
really treacherous, are his
big black sunglasses [...].
Ras [his comrade-in-arms
from a long time ago,
M.B.] who, instead of hu-
man eyes in his eye sock-
ets, has two small glass
balls, stares Gaber icily in
the face. It seems to Gaber
as though Ras’s gaze
makes a metallic sound.
He can hear it in his ears
and in his heart. A sound
that  stings.  Burning
(Torkar 1984:178).
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4-4.3. Light and Colours

In some respects, the theme of
light is similar, in that in the
novel it does not have its usual
positive meaning. The (exces-
sive) light relates explicitly on
one hand to realistic images like
that of the exhausting interroga-
tions really experienced by the
author, who was interrogated for
weeks, even 20 hours at a time,
while his prison wardens took it
in turn to rest, to prevent him
from sleeping:

Ras’s question and Gaber’s
silence continue at a
steady pace, slowly, sleepi-
ly, already for the eighth
consecutive hour. The sil-
ver arrows of light from
the lighthouse have also
already been piercing
Gaber’s eyes for eight
hours. His tears no longer
fall in drops from his eyes.
They flow. They burn
more and more (Torkar
1984:180).

On the other hand, the light also
represents the obligation to see
what one does not want to see
because it hurts or is frighten-
ing. This can easily be linked to
the trauma of the return to a
‘freedom’ - after the release
from prison, as parole, and
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without even the psychological
comfort of rehabilitation -
which leads to dreadful loneli-
ness. The alienation of not being
understood in a world that is
impossible to understand, with
the fear that by now lives con-
stantly in one’s soul:

Gaber opens his eyes, but
because of the sunlight...
why on earth does it seem
so bristling with dag-
gers?... he half closes his
eyes. He takes a few
steps... and stops. [...]
Walking  through this
open space, walking across
this light bristling with
daggers... [...] The sunlight
makes his clouded eyes
dry and clear (Torkar 1984:

230).

Again here, like in the recurrent
dream of the bat, the question is
the return ‘to where? The world
of illusions no longer exists and
freedom cannot sooth this terri-
fying awareness: ‘there’s no joy
in freedom’ (Torkar 1984: 229).
The confusion of the colours is
also an indication of a reality
perceived as distorted, mon-
strous. Unbearable to the point
of almost making one miss the
solid prison walls:

The worst thing is the sky.
Gaber [..] had forgotten
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what the sky was like,
what the sky was. [...] How
blue it is... no... how red it
is... no, it’s green... it’s a
corpse-like white. It’s evil!
It burns the pupils more
than acid, more than fire
does. Gaber closes his eyes
so he doesn’t get blinded.
He puts out his left arm so
he doesn’t fall down. But
what can he lean on? The
wall... the wall... of the
prison cell! (Torkar 1984:

229)

In addition to being a literary
work, the novel Dying by In-
stalments can also certainly be
read as an expression of multiple
traumas, really experienced by
the author over the years: from
the incredulous dismay at being
arrested for no apparent reason,
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the psychological pressure of the
interrogations, the torture suf-
fered and the harsh prison con-
ditions. Until the sad return to
freedom, experiencing constant
fear and an exhausting and frus-
trating wait for the rehabilita-
tion that will arrive very late and
will be disappointing. These ex-
periences, albeit filtered through
the novel, show a reader a
glimpse of the suffering that re-
mains, in essence, completely
unspeakable.

Translated into English by Caroline Swinton

The research presented in this article was conducted within the frame-
work of the PRIN 2022 PNRR project “Literature of Socialist Trauma:
Mapping and Researching the Lost Page of European Literature
(LOST)”, ID: P2022745X8, CUP: B53D23029360001, Principal Investiga-
tor: Andrea Gullotta (University of Palermo). The project was funded by
the Italian Ministry of Education, Universities, and Research (MIUR)
under the 2022 PRIN PNRR Call for Proposals, Directorial Decree No.

1409 of September 14, 2022.
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Irina Talevska
A ‘Microhistory’ of Trauma and Collective Memory:

Aleksandar Aleksiev and the Goli Otok Experience

This paper analyses the written testimony of the Macedonian writer Aleksan-
dar Aleksiev, which recounts his internment on Goli Otok, the Yugoslav politi-
cal labour camp established in the aftermath of the Tito-Stalin split. It focuses
on Aleksiev’s subjective experience of the mechanisms of political repression,
and ideological re-education.

The conceptual framework is grounded in Theodor Adorno’s notion of work-
ing through trauma and its subsequent elaboration by Dominick LaCapra, who
distinguishes between acting out and working through trauma in both indi-
vidual and collective contexts. Within this theoretical paradigm, Aleksiev’s tes-
timony is understood not merely as a personal reckoning with past violence,
but as a site of collective working through of trauma in post-Yugoslav socie-
ties. His account represents the experiences of Goli Otok inmates and could
thus become part of a more inclusive and critical public memory.

By bringing Aleksiev’s narrative into a dialogue with trauma theory and histo-
riography, this paper argues that literary and testimonial texts are crucial to
the process of collectively working through trauma. They enable the articula-
tion of suppressed experiences, foster empathetic identification, and open a
discursive space for re-evaluating the legacy of state violence. Aleksiev’s testi-
mony, in this sense, becomes not only a record of individual suffering but also
a medium through which society might begin to confront and integrate trau-
matic pasts into a shared historical consciousness.

1. Goli Otok: A Brief Histori- deliberated by the Cominform -

cal Premise

Following World War II, Yugo-
slavia closely followed the Soviet
model in most aspects of its so-
cial and political structure: edu-
cation, culture, economy, and
the justice system. However,
tensions arose over Yugoslavia’s
tendency to strengthen its re-
gional role. These tensions cul-
minated in the 1948 Resolution

an international organization of
Communist parties (of Yugosla-
via, USSR, France, Italy, Roma-
nia, Hungary, Bulgaria, Poland
and Czechoslovakia) - which
condemned Yugoslavia for devi-
ating from the Marxist-Leninist
line in its internal and external
affairs, and for leading anti-
Soviet politics, among other
things. In doing so the Resolu-
tion aimed to put pressure on
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Yugoslavia’s leadership. Since
the conflict was held outside
public attention, the Resolution
came as a surprise to many Yu-
goslav citizens. Economic and
diplomatic isolation, and the
threat of military intervention
from the USSR, deteriorated the
relations to a point of schism. In
response to this, Yugoslavia be-
gan a campaign against per-
ceived internal threats, targeting
followers of Stalin but also those
confused by the shifting political
landscape or those who criti-
cized the Yugoslav leadership;
these groups were collectively
labelled Cominformists. To iso-
late these individuals, the Yugo-
slav government established a
system of prisons and camps,
the most infamous being Goli
Otok, which was opened in July
1949. Goli Otok was a barren is-
land in the Adriatic Sea, chosen
for its natural isolation and
harsh conditions.

The exact number of people who
passed through the Goli Otok
labour camp system between
1949 and 1956 was a subject of
speculation for decades. Esti-
mates of those arrested and
those who perished were often
entangled in ideological dis-
putes, particularly from the mid-
1980s onward, when Goli Otok
became a powerful symbol for
discrediting the entire era of Yu-
goslav socialism. However, the
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files published by the National
Archives of Zagreb in recent
years attest that the number of
prisoners was around 16,000
(Vujic 2013).

During Yugoslavia’s dispute with
Stalin, 862 women were also ar-
rested and interned in camps
under charges like those faced
by men. The women were strict-
ly segregated from male prison-
ers. They were held in special
prison sections during investiga-
tions, tried in separate proceed-
ings, and later transferred to
women-only camps.

For illustrative purposes, I
would cite the example of Zeni
Lebl, a Serbian journalist born to
a Jewish family, who ended up
on Goli Otok for the mere
pleasure of telling a joke. Name-
ly, a colleague once told her a
joke about how Yugoslavia won
an international flower competi-
tion because it had a 100-
kilogram white violet, referenc-
ing the song entitled Comrade
Tito, Our White Violet, the En-
tire Youth Loves You. Soon after
she shared the joke around the
office, Secret Service (UDBA, Di-
rectorate for State Security)
agents arrived, accusing her of
speaking against Tito and failing
to report the ‘enemy of the peo-
ple’ from whom she had learned
the controversial joke (Lebl
1990: 61-69). In a similar vein,
Dimce Najceski, an anti-fascist,
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who took part in Yugoslavia’s
National Liberation War, and
former detainee of Goli Otok as-
serts

In the still ambiguous sit-
uation, the organs of per-
secution employed every
means at their disposal -
provocation, entrapment,
deceit, and manipulation -
to ‘verify’ the loyalty of
party members, and others
as well, to the official poli-
cy. The insufficiently qual-
ified police apparatus did
not hesitate to use any
means to demonstrate its
zeal and efficiency. Mem-
bers of the party found
themselves at risk of being
accused even for any care-
less or vaguely expressed
word, let alone for voicing
doubt or mistrust toward
the  state  leadership
(Najceski 1999: 9-10).!

2. Individual Trauma: The
‘Microhistory’ of Aleksandar
Aleksiev

In calling the concentration
camp ‘nomos’ of modernity,
Agamben is arguing that it is not
an aberration or an exceptional

" All translations from this text are my
own, L.T.
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space but rather a paradigmatic
one - a structural feature of the
political and legal order of mo-
dernity. The camp is where indi-
viduals are reduced to bare life,
a life stripped of political, social,
or legal significance. In this
sense, Agamben’s thesis chal-
lenges the view that the atroci-
ties of concentration camps are
historical anomalies. Instead, he
argues that they are intrinsic to
the structure of modern sover-
eignty and governance. Accord-
ing to the philosopher, the camp
is the hidden truth of moderni-
ty: a space where the logic of in-
clusion and exclusion, central to
the nation-state and modern
law, is laid bare (Agamben 200s5:
185-201). It could be argued that
Goli Otok constituted a phe-
nomenon inherent to the struc-
tures of postwar state sovereign-
ty, with its ‘shadow’ persisting
long after its formal dismantle-
ment. Immediately after the
break with Stalin, the Yugoslav
authorities considered it a ne-
cessity, as it served as an expedi-
ent to maintain the unity of the
party, which was regarded as vi-
tal and not subject to compro-
mise (Calic 2024: 212) and thus
became instrumental in shaping
Yugoslav socialist ideology. For
those who supported Stalin -
writes Jelena Vujic - the years
that followed were marked by
suffering and personal tragedies.
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For others, however, the Resolu-
tion brought the hope of a better
life, as it enabled Yugoslavia’s
separation from the Soviet bloc,
led to the liberalization of life
within the country, and opened
the door to Western culture in
an irreversible way (Vujic 2013).
However, there is also a more
uncompromising perspective re-
garding the historical signifi-
cance of Goli Otok. In the com-
pilation of testimonies edited
and annotated by Dimce
Najceski, an anonymous testi-
mony, bearing the signature
XY.Z’  employs  markedly
harsher language when reflect-
ing on this chapter of history:

The only true historical
significance of the greatest
and most terrifying site of
torture in Tito’s Yugosla-
via - Goli Otok - does not
lie in the legend that it
was there (and in other
such ‘Goli Otok’ islands)
that a ‘break with Stalin-
ism’ was enacted, as the
rulers and official propa-
gandists of that former
quasi-socialist state tire-
lessly repeated from 1949
until the demise of the
second Yugoslavia. On
Goli Otok, Tito and his
clique brutally crushed the
vital core of the Revolu-
tion — the very force capa-
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ble of offering critique,
and which possessed the
courage to do so when the
political and economic
conditions were sufficient-
ly ripe (Najceski 1999: 17).

In the wake of Yugoslavia’s ex-
pulsion from the Cominform
there were citizens who never
understood why they were in-
terned in the Goli Otok prison
camp, and the phrase ‘I never
understood why’ was a sort of a
trauma trope that permeated
their whole life. In a similar vein,
the writer Aleksandar Aleksiev -
who at the time was a student -
declared an ‘enemy of the peo-
ple, found himself bewildered
and unable to fully grasp the
events unfolding around him.
He was one of many who were -
according to his account - false-
ly accused of being part of a stu-
dent organization of Comin-
formists, and from November 13,
1949, to the end of August 1951,
was interned on Goli Otok. The
twenty-two-month agony spent
in the inferno created by the
Communist Yugoslav system
was represented in his narrative
testimony, a two-volume work:
/lesemme kpyea Ha nekosom
[The Nine Circles of Hell, 1999],
dedicated to his experience as an
inmate on Goli Otok, and
Yapdak Hu Ha HebO, HU Ha 3emja
[Neither on Heaven nor on
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Earth, 2003], dedicated to his life
in the aftermath of his libera-
tion. In his accounts, Aleksiev
testifies to the physical suffering,
and the humiliation endured in
the labour camp, which aimed
for ‘re-education and attitude
reform.” The postwar student
generation was among the
groups subjected to repression
during the Cominform [Inform-
biro] period. The energy and en-
thusiasm directed toward re-
building a country devastated by
war - particularly through its
educational and cultural institu-
tions - were overshadowed by
the abrupt shift in political di-
rection taken by the Yugoslav
authorities. Aleksiev’s testimony
is also  corroborated by
Najceski’s writings on Goli Otok:

The optimism (of the stu-
dents) was clouded by the
political upheavals follow-
ing the appearance of the
IB Resolution [...]. Young
people, who had come to
study and build their life
careers, full of enthusiasm
and hope, suddenly found
themselves behind bars,
subjected to brutal humil-
iation, physical and psy-
chological torture; they
were sent to camps for po-
litical prisoners. Although
they had virtually no polit-
ical background, they were
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required to revise their
views and political beliefs.
Everything that was hap-
pening to those young
people was so senseless, so
absurd. At the very first
step into the world of
adults, they collided with
harsh reality (Najceski
2006: 47-48).

Like many written testimonies
on the camps, Aleksiev’'s work is
both a novel and a historical ac-
count. It weaves together history
- but, viewed from a ground-
level perspective, through the
eyes of an individual who expe-
rienced and endured ‘history’-
also personal memory. Regard-
ing the relationship between
these two domains of experi-
ence, Dominick LaCapra empha-
sizes that history and memory,
as modes of writing, should nei-
ther be conflated nor treated as
entirely oppositional (LaCapra
2001: xx). In this relationship -
neither in conflation nor in op-
position - history and individual
memory, in this specific case, are
intertwined with trauma. This
intersection of the three con-
cepts -  history, individual
memory and trauma - in witness
narratives establishes a dynamic
relationship and, in my view,
should be explored as a triad
when dealing not only with per-
sonal, but with collective trauma
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as well. As Cathy Caruth asserts
‘through the notion of trauma
[...] we can understand that a re-
thinking of reference is aimed
not at eliminating history but at
resituating it in our understand-
ing, that is, at precisely permit-
ting history to arise where im-
mediate understanding may not’
(Caruth 1996: 11). In line with
this argument, LaCapra rightly
observes that individual trauma
is always inherently connected
to the social and political condi-
tions in which the subject is
immersed and can only be un-
derstood and addressed in rela-
tion to them (LaCapra 2001: xi).

It is precisely this intersection of
history, memory, and trauma
that, in Aleksiev’s case, may be
most productively understood
through the lens of ‘microhisto-
ry.” Microhistory emerges in ex-
plicit contrast to grand, teleolog-
ical historical narratives that
privilege state actors, ideological
coherence and institutional con-
tinuity, and shifts the analytical
attention to a small scale: to in-
dividual lives, subjective experi-
ences, and seemingly marginal
events. Far from reducing histor-
ical significance, this change of
scale allows for a more incisive
examination of how power oper-
ates, how ideology is internal-
ized and enforced, and how his-
torical violence is experienced at
a personal level. In this sense,
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microhistory interrogates it from
below, exposing its blind spots,
silences, and moral contradic-
tions.

Approached in this way, Ale-
ksiev’s witness narrative ac-
quires analytical value, not de-
spite its subjectivity, but precise-
ly because of it. His personal ac-
count functions as a condensed
site in which broader socio-
political dynamics, including
state repression, ideological dis-
cipline, mechanisms of surveil-
lance, and the production of ‘en-
emies of the people,’ visibly af-
fect a single life. Aleksiev’s expe-
rience thus operates as a micro-
historical prism through which
the structural logic of the Goli
Otok system can be grasped:
how abstract political decisions
translated into embodied suffer-
ing, moral disorientation, and
long-term psychic injury. The
convergence of history, memory,
and trauma at the level of per-
sonal experience renders visible
what grand narratives tend to
obscure, namely, the human
cost of political projects and the
ethical consequences of state
power.

The literary form is particularly
suited to this microhistorical
perspective. Literary witness
narratives provide an interpre-
tive space in which factual refer-
entiality and subjective reflec-
tion coexist, allowing the past to
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be explored not only as a se-
quence of events but as a per-
sonal, affective, and ethically
charged experience. When liter-
ary expression is relieved of the
constraints of a model of writing
that presents itself as self-
sufficient, it enables a deeper
engagement with consciousness,
moral ambiguity, and the tem-
porality of trauma. In doing so,
it illuminates the complexity of
ethical questions related to ex-
istence, the socio-political sys-
tems in which individuals are
embedded, and the contingen-
cies that shape those systems.

This microhistorical and literary
mode of reflection fosters criti-
cal engagement with structures
of power and prompts a reas-
sessment of individual agency
and responsibility within one’s
immediate sphere of influence.
By foregrounding the singular
without losing sight of the sys-
temic, it resists both abstraction
and relativization. As such, mi-
crohistory emerges here not
merely as a methodological
choice, but as an ethical stance,
one that insists that the mean-
ing of history must be sought
where it was lived, suffered, and
remembered. This reflective
practice remains one of the few
meaningful tools available for
imagining and improving the fu-
ture of socio-political communi-
ties, particularly those still
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struggling to confront wunre-
solved traumatic pasts.

In this sense, the relationship
between history, individual
memory, and trauma can also be
understood through what La-
Capra describes as a double bind.
Traumatic experience places the
subject in a condition in which
remembering is both ethically
necessary and potentially re-
traumatizing, while forgetting or
silencing, though seemingly pro-
tective, risks denial and histori-
cal erasure. Witness narratives
thus emerge from a structural
tension: the witnesses are com-
pelled to testify and yet remain
marked by the impossibility to
fully articulate the traumatic
event. This tension gives rise to
what LaCapra terms an aporia -
a point of impasse where repre-
sentation both becomes indis-
pensable and reveals its own
limits (LaCapra 2001). The apo-
retic dimension of trauma does
not signal the failure of histori-
cal or literary discourse but ra-
ther marks the site where histo-
ry must be rethought in relation
to affect, loss, and ethical re-
sponsibility. Literary witness
narratives are particularly suited
to engaging this double bind
and inhabiting the aporetic
space it produces. Rather than
resolving the tension between
saying and not saying, literature
can formally register hesitation,
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fragmentation, and temporal
disjunction, thereby acknowl-
edging the limits of representa-
tion while still insisting on the
necessity of testimony. In this
way, the aporia becomes not an
obstacle to understanding, but a
critical mode through which the
passage from personal to collec-
tive trauma can be ethically ne-
gotiated.

Equally important, literature has
an inherently subversive quality,
enabling it to challenge domi-
nant paradigms and encourage
transformative thought. The es-
sential feature of witness narra-
tives lies precisely in their per-
formative aspect, through which
meaning is shaped: ethical as-
pects of the event are revealed,
emotional responses are elicited,
and trauma is engaged beyond
the mere statement of facts.
Within the performative aspect
of Aleksiev’'s ‘microhistory,” I
would explore one concept re-
lated to trauma, drawn from the
field of psychoanalysis that
Adorno, and later historian
Dominick LaCapra builds on,
namely, the concept of ‘working
through’ trauma. Further down
in this paper, I will focus on the
(un)successful process of dealing
with collective trauma.

I argue that Aleksiev’s testimony
narrative — whether on a con-
scious level or not - is undoubt-
edly part of the author’s en-
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gagement with the concept of
working through trauma. Alt-
hough we lack more detailed
writings that would allow us to
draw conclusions about the au-
thor’s intention in writing his
testimony, Aleksiev’s work is in
line with that of other authors
who, in the late 1990s, published
documents and testimonies re-
lated to the Goli Otok experi-
ence. Some of these authors
sought to engage with this chap-
ter of history, which had re-
mained unspoken until the dis-
mantling of Yugoslavia. They
expressed an urgent need to tell
their experiences, thereby con-
tributing to a more truthful ac-
count of this grim period in Yu-
goslav history. However, Ale-
ksiev is among the few former
inmates who reworked their tes-
timony into a literary form,
shaping it through a narrative
structure: he structures narra-
tive time through the use of ana-
lepsis when reflecting on the
postwar innovations of the new
government, and constructs a
plausible protagonist within the
Goli Otok events — one free of
ideological burden, portrayed
instead as a student caught in
the whirlwind of historical up-
heaval.
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2.1. Working through Trauma

The notion of ‘working
through’ trauma has been uti-
lized in trauma studies, drawing
on its psychoanalytic founda-
tion, but attentive to its ethical,
even political, dimension as well
(Ganteau 2020: 131). Working
through trauma - as elaborated
by historian Dominick LaCapra
— is a process of coming to terms
with trauma by critically engag-
ing with it and understanding it,
enabling individuals or societies
to acknowledge and integrate
the past in their lives without
being overwhelmed by it. Engag-
ing in the process of working
through trauma is an act of ar-
ticulation. It allows one to dis-
tinguish between past and pre-
sent, acknowledging that an
event occurred in the past -
whether personally or collective-
ly — while remaining aware of
the present and open to the fu-
ture. This does not imply a rigid
separation between past and
present, but rather that working
through trauma can help coun-
teract the cycle of reenactment
and compulsive repetition (La-
Capra 2001: 22). Hence, it may
counteract the process of acting
out as a feeling of an ‘ethical’
imperative to be faithful to expe-
rienced trauma. What is central
to this concept are its founda-
tional elements: memory, heal-
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ing, and ethics (Ganteau 2020:
132): narratives of experienced
trauma are not only essential for
an individual’s process of com-
ing to terms with one’s past, but
also crucial for fostering an em-
pathetic dimension within the
objective study of history, there-
by underscoring the profound
ethical implications of past
events. And what’s important,
moreover, is that this process
necessarily relates the individual
to the collective, the subject of
trauma to society and the politi-
cal processes that shape it.
Adorno uses the term ‘working
through’ (‘Aufarbeitung’) to de-
scribe the effort of reclaiming
memories through the process
of working through them, which
he claims involves an open-
ended engagement with history
and memory that avoids reifica-
tion and that will prevent a soci-
ety to ‘close the books on the
past and, if possible, remove it
from history’ (Adorno 2005: 90).
The events that led Aleksiev to
Goli Otok are represented with
somewhat Kafkesque under-
tones. They began with him be-
ing unexpectedly accused by the
president of the then Student’s
Organization. I will cite the epi-
sode that Aleksiev invokes in his
memory:

‘You have been branded
an “enemy of the people”,
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an ingrate to the Party
that gave you the oppor-
tunity to study while the
working masses bled! And
that, no less, with a schol-
arship of two thousand di-
nars.... The hoarse voice
of the student organiza-
tion president echoed in
my ears — a man con-
cerned only with saving
his own skin, indifferent to
whether these grave accu-
sations were true.

This - and far worse - was
hurled at you in public,
leaving you feeling like a
dog with empty cans tied
to its tail by malicious
children, powerless to
shake them off [...]

‘No, these are lies - at
worst, a misunderstand-
ing. I will prove it,” I reas-
sured myself, continuing
the dialogue with the
gnawing worm of doubt
that had taken root inside
me that day, growing larg-
er and more terrifying [...]
Most of those expelled
were accused of belonging
to an underground, Com-
inform-linked student or-
ganization, whose sup-
posed leaders were Goce
Stefanovski and Dimce
Najceski, both fourth-year
students. And so, a chance
meeting with them in late
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1948 was enough to have
me branded an enemy of
the people! (Aleksiev 2000:

11-13)

It is plausible that his corre-
spondence with Dimce Najceski
was among the factors leading to
his arrest and subsequent im-
prisonment on Goli Otok, as
Najceski himself maintains:

The period from 1949 to
1954 is rightly called the
darkest era in the life of
Tito’s Yugoslavia. This pe-
riod, in fact, was charac-
terized by extremely harsh
state  terror  directed
against communist inter-
nationalists - those who
were both great patriots
and consistent supporters
of proletarian internation-
alism, and steadfast oppo-
nents of the bearers of
savagery - revived fascism.
The massive state terror
was evident in the fact
that it was not only di-
rected against the com-
munist  internationalists
themselves, but also
against their family mem-
bers, close relatives, and
even their personal friends
(Najceski 1999: 13).

The accusations raised against
Aleksiev were followed by de-

Autobiografesl - Number 14/2025



tention within the facilities of
the Department for State Securi-
ty, where they questioned him
and forced him to sign a docu-
ment claiming allegiance to the
Communist party of Yugoslavia,
and his willingness to help carry
out the Party’s program. Howev-
er, despite his willingness to co-
operate, a process was already
set in motion, which ultimately
led Aleksiev to Goli Otok.

What is interesting in Aleksiev’s
case is that he completed the
first volume in 1999 — almost fif-
ty years after his release from
Goli Otok and eight years after
Macedonia’s independence. Two
reasons for this prolonged si-
lence can be detected. A possible
explanation for the long-lasting
silence - that falls within the
field of psychoanalysis - may lie
in the hypothesis that camp sur-
vivors endure a prolonged pro-
cess of mourning in which vic-
tims cannot detach themselves
from trauma and stay bogged
down in suffering. ‘In victims
themselves - LaCapra writes -
trauma, instead of calling for
processes of working-over and
working through, may be valor-
ised as a limit experience or as
stigmata demanding endless
melancholy or grieving, whose
mitigation or rendering in narra-
tive is perceived as objectionably
consoling or even as sacrile-
gious’ (LaCapra 2001: xv). We
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might hypothesize that a pro-
longed process of mourning,
which for the author evolved in-
to long-term grief, accounts for
the extended period between
the traumatic event and its
eventually being worked
through in this witness narra-
tive. Since, as Freud sustained,
what cannot be identified as be-
longing to the past is repeated in
the present (Ganteau 2020: 133),
the urge to convey this traumat-
ic memory could be read as a
part of the process of grief giving
way to the process of working
through it. By framing his testi-
mony in a narrative, he is al-
ready engaging in such a pro-
cess. Within Aleksiev’s strong
desire to rebuild his life after the
camp experience, there is ten-
dency to attain to what the his-
torian Saul Friedlander defines
individual common memory,
that ‘restores the self to the
normal pre and post-camp rou-
tines, but also offers detached
portraits, from the vantage point
of today, of what it must have
been like then [...] Individual
common memory, as well as col-
lective memory, tends to restore
or establish coherence, closure
and possibly a redemptive
stance, notwithstanding the re-
sistance of deep memory at the
individual level’ (Friedlander
1992: 40-41). Especially in the
second volume of the memoir -
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besides Aleksiev’s effort to re-
store his life and chart a path
forward for himself - snippets of
what Friedlander calls deep
memory emerge unexpectedly,
but mostly in the form of psy-
chological scars, that translate
themselves into a sensation of
deteriorating selthood:

Lord, will T ever find a
strong enough and long
enough pole to help me
balance and safely cross
the wire stretched over the
abyss that once again
gapes within me [...] Or,
exhausted and desperate,
will I finally sit among the
beggars, lean against the
railing of the Stone Bridge,
and with an outstretched
hand beg the passerby:
‘People, have mercy, grant
me a crumb of reason,
since I have already lost
my soul’ (Aleksiev 2003:

58).

The complexities in post-
traumatic processes consist in
this constant agonism between
the tendency for coherence and
closure, and, on the other hand,
working through the trauma as
an open self-reflective process
that, according to LaCapra, nev-
er fully reaches closure and it is
deceptive to see it as consolation
and a cure (LaCapra 2001: xxiii).
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And the constant reference to
Goli Otok in the second volume
of the novel attests to such ago-
nism. In Aleksiev’s case, working
through trauma is also an ‘artic-
ulatory practice’ (LaCapra 200t:
22). Even nearly fifty years after
the trauma occurred, Aleksiev
articulates narration that is re-
markably coherent and attentive
to detail - whether regarding his
detention and questioning by
the Secret Service agents, the
sequence of traumatic events on
Goli Otok, or the emotional dis-
tress triggered by these experi-
ences. He demonstrates an
awareness that the trauma lies
in the past, recalling it through
memory while simultaneously
situating himself in the present.
From this present standpoint,
Aleksiev’s account illuminates
how power operated within the
framework of the ‘state of excep-
tion’ that was ideologically bur-
dened. He testified to how the
trauma was inflicted on the in-
dividual by state power struc-
tures — an individual trapped in
the whirlwind of political events,
too complex to fully compre-
hend as they unfolded - but also
to the ways in which the indi-
vidual responded to these power
dynamics. Reading Aleksiev’s
account provides a clear view of
the mimicry mechanism em-
ployed by the State - to insinu-
ate itself into the fabric of socie-
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ty — in order to identify the so-
called ‘enemies of the state:” dur-
ing the Cominform period, eve-
ryone could have been a poten-
tial collaborator to the Secret
Services, and in that sense, every
single citizen was a potential en-
emy.

cause | praised my English
overcoat, that socialist
countries are incapable of
producing quality goods,
that socialism was losing
the battle against capital-
ism. God forbid! (Aleksiev
2000: 108-09).

Well, from the very first
day of work, I realized that
silence on Goli Otok was
more valuable than dry
gold! One of the condi-
tions to survive. Don’t ask
questions, don’t answer
questions. Even if some-
one mentioned heavy rain,
even that would be twisted
into something like: ‘They
treat us like cattle, forcing
us to work in this rain!
For such, and similar ram-
blings, I had a prepared
response: ‘My overcoat
doesn’t leak. And even if it
did, I enjoy working in
such weather! It's both
cool and refreshing!

Meanwhile, I made sure
not to let it slip that my
overcoat was English. And
indeed, it was English.
And if by any chance I
mentioned that it was
English, who knows what
kind of story some unfor-
tunate soul would weave.
At best, that I was agitat-
ing for capitalism, just be-
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Despite the severity of his expe-
rience, on a subjective level,
Aleksiev has managed to work
through his past: although the
memory of the terror and vio-
lence he endured persisted, he
distanced himself from the
trauma and actively engaged in
the healing process, not only by
writing about his experiences,
but also by building a successful
professional career — despite be-
ing under constant scrutiny by
the Yugoslav state apparatus
during the later period of Yugo-
slavia - and in the independent
Republic of Macedonia that fol-
lowed. However, relying solely
on the concepts of acting out
and working through the trauma
in Aleksiev’s case could lead to
overinterpretation. Although the
Goli Otok period officially ended
in 1956, its political repercus-
sions were felt strongly for dec-
ades afterward. Considering the
broader political context, Ale-
ksiev’s prolonged silence was
due to the Yugoslav Secret Ser-
vices forbidding former inmates
from speaking about their expe-
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riences at Goli Otok: they re-
mained objects of scrutiny, even
long after their release (Calic
2024: 215). One should not ne-
glect the fact that Goli Otok
prison was active until 1988,
long after the decommissioning
of the labour camp system and
reimprisonment was a very via-
ble option for former inmates.
As the former inmate Najceski
maintains:

Those released from Goli
Otok continued to live in a
state of unfreedom. They
remained under constant
surveillance by the UDBA.
They faced significant diffi-
culties in securing even the
most basic forms of em-
ployment and were con-
tinually subjected to har-
assment and provocation
by ‘loyal’ party members -
supporters of the USSR - as
well as by the ‘newly mint-
ed’ communists (in reality,
sycophants and unscrupu-
lous careerists). The old,
anathematized com-
munists, even after regain-
ing their so-called ‘free-
dom, remained targets of
mistreatment and social
ostracism by the officials of
the League of Communists
of Yugoslavia (LCY) and
other socio-political organ-
izations (Naj¢eski 1999: 16).
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Only after Macedonia’s inde-
pendence from Yugoslavia in
1991, and with the emergence of
lustration as a public discourse,
prior to its institutionalization
as a legal mechanism, did Ale-
ksiev feel free to write his testi-
mony. Whether in Aleksiev’s
case or of the other few authors
who wrote about Goli Otok,
alongside their intuitive process
of working through their trau-
ma, they struggled to bring this
issue to the public forefront and
ignite a debate that would initi-
ate the collective process of ad-
dressing this trauma. Their ar-
ticulatory practice means engag-
ing with history, testimony, and
narrative in a way that allows for
ethical and responsible engage-
ment with the past rather than
an uncritical or purely emotion-
al response. These testimonial
forms of storytelling are also
significant in social and political
contexts where there is a reluc-
tance to confront the past criti-
cally, as it remains a challenging
and arduous endeavour.

Aleksiev’s personal suffering on
Goli Otok, while deeply individ-
ual, cannot be separated from
the collective trauma endured
by thousands of Yugoslav citi-
zens branded as ‘enemies of the
people.’ His testimony functions
not only as a record of personal
anguish but as a medium
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through which the shared expe-
riences of silenced inmates are
preserved. In articulating his
memory, Aleksiev  performs
what Adorno describes as the
ethical obligation to confront
the past: he refuses to allow the
trauma to be reified, and instead
renders it in narrative form that
demands reflection and moral
engagement. As such, his narra-
tive exemplifies LaCapra’s no-
tion of working through trauma,
whereby individual memory be-
comes inseparable from the so-
cial and political conditions in
which it was formed. By struc-
turing his recollections and
making them coherent, Aleksiev
transforms private suffering into
a collective testimony, enabling
a broader societal apprehension
of the mechanisms of repression,
humiliation, and fear that char-
acterized the Cominform period.
In this way, individual trauma is
simultaneously a lens for under-
standing and articulating collec-
tive trauma, highlighting the
ethical and historical imperative
to reckon with the past not only
as a personal experience but as a
shared wound requiring ac-
knowledgment and integration
into collective memory. This in-
tertwining of personal and col-
lective trauma not only illus-
trates the long-lasting impact of
Goli Otok on individual lives but
also underscores the persistent
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challenge for post-Yugoslav so-
cieties: without acknowledging
and integrating these experienc-
es, both private and shared, the
legacy of repression continues to
shape social and political reali-
ties long after the formal end of
the camp system and its conse-
quences.

3. Working through Collec-
tive Trauma: Is a ‘Decent
Society’ Possible?

The consequences of Yugosla-
via’s split from the Cominform
bloc were felt throughout the
entire Federation, and especially
in Macedonia, which was al-
ready burdened by an underde-
veloped economy. The ambi-
tious plans for large-scale infra-
structure and industrial devel-
opment - initially laid out as
part of the first five-year plan -
were ultimately undermined and
fell apart. This collapse was
largely because the planning had
been heavily modelled on, and
overly dependent upon, the
structure and logic of the Soviet
economic system. As a result,
when broader political and eco-
nomic conditions shifted - or
when the inherent flaws of that
system became apparent - the
very foundation of the project
was destabilized (Veljanovski in
Najceski 2006: 67). Moreover,
the break had significant conse-
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quences for the political status
of Macedonia. On a personal
level, it affected interpersonal
relationships, and, perhaps most
critically, it threatened the polit-
ical unity within the Macedoni-
an federal state.

With the dissolution of Yugosla-
via, Macedonian society em-
barked on a path toward consol-
idating democratic institutions
grounded in the rule of law and
the development of a civil socie-
ty. Among the processes en-
compassed by the broader
framework of transitional justice
— a process through which socie-
ty was meant to confront and
work through the darker periods
of its past - the newly estab-
lished political elite sought to
confront the dark legacies of the
previous regime, marked by sig-
nificant violations of human
rights. One of the components
of this transitional justice agen-
da was the lustration process,
which aimed to verify historical
records and disqualify individu-
als from holding public office if
they were found to have collabo-
rated with the former secret ser-
vices and contributed to the per-
secution or suffering of their fel-
low citizens during that period.
Although the lustration process
is generally considered to have
unfolded between 1991 and 2015,
Macedonia did not adopt a lus-
tration law immediately after
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independence in 1991. At that
stage, lustration existed only as
an idea, while a formal legal
framework was  introduced
much later. During the first
phase of this period (1991-2008),
Macedonian authorities were
unable to implement lustration,
largely due to the generally posi-
tive public memory of the Yugo-
slav period, but also because a
significant portion of the politi-
cal elite leading the process of
independence had previously
held positions within the former
system. This continuity was re-
inforced by the fact that the
newly established Social Demo-
cratic Union of Macedonia
(SDSM), which played a pre-
dominant role during the transi-
tion, was widely regarded as the
successor to the Communist
Party. Even the right-wing
VMRO DPMNE that won the
elections in 1998 did not go
through the lustration process.
The same occurred when the
government was formed again
by SDSM in 2002.

This lack of capacity and/or the
unwillingness to work through
the past had its negative effects
when the second phase of the
lustration process (2008-2015)
was followed by a number of
controversies. The primary im-
petus for a comprehensive lus-
tration act emerged in 2006, co-
inciding with the political transi-
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tion from the former socialist
government to the conservative
party VMRO-DPMNE. The initi-
ative of the Liberal party result-
ed in the introduction of a legis-
lative proposal that was unani-
mously adopted in January 2008.
This led to the establishment of
the Commission for Verification
of Facts in the subsequent year.
The Commission was mandated
to investigate individuals hold-
ing, or aspiring to hold, high
public office, with the aim of
identifying any affiliations with
the former intelligence services.
However, following the adoption
of the legislation, public dis-
course primarily centred on the
potential accountability of the
elite and beneficiaries of privi-
leges under the former Yugoslav
regime. In contrast, issues con-
cerning the victims of the re-
gime - particularly the plight of
Goli Otok detainees - were
largely marginalized and never
given prominence in the nation-
al conversation. In addition, in
2010 and again in 2012, the Con-
stitutional Court ruled parts of
the law unconstitutional - par-
ticularly criticizing the overly
broad scope and the unequal
treatment of citizens. As a re-
sult, certain provisions were re-
pealed. Despite these rulings,
the government introduced a
second Lustration Law in mid-
2012, this time without opposi-
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tion support and in defiance of
the Court’s prior decisions, rein-
troducing previously struck-
down provisions, thus raising se-
rious legal and democratic con-
cerns. These actions of the polit-
ical elite created an atmosphere
of distrust and paved the way for
political retribution and the si-
lencing of vocal opponents of
the ruling party. Over time, lus-
tration came to be widely per-
ceived as a highly politicized
process, increasingly used by
dominant political figures as a
tool to create political polariza-
tion and marginalize their op-
ponents - including individuals
who had themselves been vic-
tims of the Yugoslav regime. It
proved to be a powerful instru-
ment in the hands of the ruling
elite — one that ultimately served
to consolidate their power while
sidelining political adversaries
(Krtolica 2013). Following the
ruling of the Constitutional
Court that the lustration laws
were unconstitutional, and un-
der pressure from Brussels -
since the laws contradicted the
recommendations outlined in
the European Council Resolu-
tion - lustration was eventually
abolished in 2015.

This troubling episode in Mace-
donian society - which, at least
nominally, aspires to establish
governance grounded in respect
for human rights and freedom of
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expression — was, ironically, car-
ried out by a political party that
itself condemned and rejected
the Yugoslav socialist regime. It
serves as a symptom of a deeper
societal malaise: a persistent at-
tachment to unresolved trauma
and an enduring inability to ad-
equately work through the past.
The detrimental effects of a so-
ciety's unwillingness to develop
the maturity required to move
beyond its tendency to obscure
or disregard past issues — rather
than confront and resolve them
transparently - are evident not
only in the forgetting and con-
sequent loss of developmental
continuity, but also in the crea-
tion of fertile ground for the
manipulation of unresolved col-
lective trauma. Since this has
never been fully acknowledged,
it has never been genuinely
worked through at the societal
level. In the final volume, pub-
lished in 2006, of the three-
volume  work Tl'onoomouku
cgedowmea [Testimonies from
Goli Otok, 1999, 2002, 2006], ed-
ited and annotated by Dimce
Najceski, the author/editor ar-
gues:

Macedonian historical sci-
ence is still gathering
strength to undertake se-
rious research into this pe-
riod of Macedonian histo-
ry. The few monographs
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on prominent individuals
who suffered during the
era of Goli Otok and the
few academic gatherings
on certain figures are not
so much a confirmation of
unpreparedness as they
are a lack of courage to
objectively speak about
these historical events.
Time writes its own histo-
ry, older and more recent
events come to light, new
facts are revealed, but
there is no one to record
and explain them
(Najceski 2006: 6).

Nearly two decades later, the
situation remains largely un-
changed: a public, state-of-the-
art debate among historians -
conducted objectively and free
from ideological bias - has yet to
take place. Consequently, the
issues surrounding the Comin-
form period and Goli Otok have
remained largely marginalized.
This marginalization has led not
only to the erasure of these
events from the memory of
younger generations, but - more
alarmingly - to their instrumen-
talization as a tool of political
revanchism by the ruling elite in
the country’s recent past.

Furthermore, the reluctance to
bring the history of Goli Otok to
the forefront is evident within
the education system itself. In
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secondary school history text-
books, the topic is only margin-
ally addressed under the broader
theme ‘The Cominform and its
consequences for  relations
among the Balkan states,” which
appears in the curriculum for
the third year of general second-
ary education (Bureau for the
Development of Education
2005). In the fourth-year sylla-
bus, students are merely tasked
with explaining the goals behind
the formation of the Cominform
and its consequences, yet the
term ‘Goli Otok’ is not men-
tioned at all. Given this minimal
and superficial treatment - this
topic, for example, is largely ab-
sent from literature curricula - it
is evident that an interdiscipli-
nary approach to the topic -
which I argue is essential for any
meaningful societal process of
‘working through’ trauma - re-
mains more an aspiration than a
reality. One potential point of
departure for such a process
could be Aleksiev’s Nine Circles
of Hell, which offers a powerful
narrative capable of initiating a
collective confrontation with the
trauma of Goli Otok. As Adorno
asserts, ‘A working through of
the past understood as enlight-
enment is essentially such a turn
toward the subject, the rein-
forcement of a person’s self-
consciousness and hence also of
his self (Adorno 2005: 102). In
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my view, this assertion applies
not only to the individual, but
also to the collective dimension
of ‘working through,” which re-
quires conscious engagement
with the past as a prerequisite
for historical and moral under-
standing, a process that should
be carried out primarily through
the educational system.

Philosopher Avishai Margalit
contends that the way societies
engage with their past - particu-
larly traumatic and morally
charged events - is integral to
the ethical fabric of those socie-
ties. For Margalit, collective
memory transcends the mere
preservation of historical facts; it
is deeply implicated in shaping
the moral identity and cohesion
of a community. At the very be-
ginning of his work The Decent
Society he provides a clear defi-
nition of the concept: ‘A decent
society is one whose institutions
do not humiliate people. I dis-
tinguish between a decent socie-
ty and a civilized one. A civilized
society is one whose members
do not humiliate one another,
while a decent society is one in
which the institutions do not
humiliate people’ (Margalit 1996:
1). Recent historical events in
Macedonia have demonstrated
that institutions are not only ca-
pable of humiliating individuals
but are structurally oriented to-
wards production of humiliation
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as a mode of governance. Not
only were the calls for the reha-
bilitation of former Goli Otok
inmates ignored, but an addi-
tional layer of irony emerged:
the process of lustration - in-
tended as a democratic safe-
guard - was instead weaponized
to silence political opponents by
falsely labelling them as collabo-
rators with the former Yugoslav
regime (Musai 2016).

A decent society, in Margalit’s
view, is not one that is flawless,
but one that demonstrates a sus-
tained commitment to confront-
ing its historical injustices, ac-
knowledging past wrongs, and
ensuring that the remembrance
of these events does not become
a vehicle for perpetuating ha-
tred, exclusion, or oppression.
Such a commitment presuppos-
es a process akin to the process
of working through: an ongoing,
critical engagement with the
past that resists both repression
and the false consolation of
moral closure. Rather than seek-
ing to resolve historical trauma
definitively, a decent society
must remain willing to inhabit
the unresolved tensions and eth-
ical discomforts that accompany
an honest confrontation with in-
justice. Margalit also warns
against the dangers inherent in
selective = memory, whereby
dominant groups manipulate
collective narratives by omitting
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or distorting aspects of the past
that threaten prevailing power
structures or national myths.
This form of mnemonic control
forecloses working through by
transforming trauma into an in-
strument of ideological stabiliza-
tion, thereby inflicting moral in-
jury on marginalized groups and
eroding the trust necessary for a
functioning, pluralistic society.
The suppression or denial of
traumatic histories - particularly
those involving systemic vio-
lence or exclusion - produces an
aporetic condition in which the
past remains simultaneously
present and unacknowledged,
generating unresolved ethical
claims that continue to disrupt
the social fabric.

Furthermore, Margalit empha-
sizes the decisive impact of col-
lective memory on intergroup
relations. In contexts marked by
historical trauma, whether colo-
nialism, occupation, genocide,
or other forms of collective suf-
fering, the way societies remem-
ber and narrate these experienc-
es plays a critical role in either
fostering dialogue and healing
or reinforcing cycles of resent-
ment and division. A refusal to
engage with the aporia of trau-
matic history, to acknowledge
both the necessity of remem-
brance and its inherent limits,
risks allowing historical griev-
ances to be instrumentalized in
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the service of ongoing injustice.
For Margalit, therefore, the ethi-
cal obligation of a decent society
lies not only in what it remem-
bers, but in how it remembers:
through practices that sustain
critical reflection, preserve the
dignity of victims, and keep
open the difficult but necessary
work of ethical and political re-
sponsibility.

Can Macedonian society evolve
into a decent society, in the
sense proposed by Avishai Mar-
galit? Unless we engage in
meaningfully working through
our past simultaneously within
the educational system and the
political sphere, we risk preserv-
ing a mentality that obfuscates
and suppresses past traumas,
along with their causes and con-
sequences. Such avoidance fos-
ters a culture resistant to con-
fronting historical contingencies
and, in doing so, perpetuates
patterns that render society con-
tinually vulnerable to repeating
them. As Adorno asserts: ‘The
past will have been worked
through only when the causes of
what happened then have been
eliminated. Only because the
causes continue to exist does the
captivating spell of the past re-
main to this day unbroken’
(Adorno 2005: 103). This, in
turn, explains the vicious circle
in which our society remains
trapped.
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The ethical significance of ac-
knowledging both individual
and collective trauma becomes
evident when considering the
foundations of a decent society.
Societal institutions cannot
claim moral legitimacy if they
fail to recognize past injustices
and the suffering they inflicted
on both individuals and com-
munities without instrumental-
ising it. Aleksiev’s testimony ex-
emplifies how personal narra-
tives can illuminate broader pat-
terns of oppression, providing a
necessary foundation for public
reflection and moral reckoning.
Only when societies engage with
history - through education,
public discourse, and institu-
tional accountability, can they
begin to fulfil the ethical imper-
ative of creating a society in
which humiliation, exclusion,
and the manipulation of collec-
tive trauma are actively resisted.

Conclusion

This paper has argued that Ale-
ksandar Aleksiev’s testimonial
narrative constitutes more than
an account of individual suffer-
ing: it functions as a critical site
where personal trauma, collec-
tive memory, and societal ethics
intersect. Situated within a mi-
crohistorical framework and
read through Adorno’s notion of
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‘working through’, as further
elaborated by Dominick LaCap-
ra and informed by Cathy
Caruth’s understanding of trau-
ma as a challenge to historical
reference, the analysis has
shown how individual testimony
can mediate - under conditions
of tension rather than resolution
— between lived experience and
collective historical understand-
ing. In LaCapra’s terms, such
mediation unfolds within a
‘double bind’: testimony is ethi-
cally imperative in order to re-
sist denial and erasure yet re-
mains constrained by the limits
of representation and the risk of
retraumatization.

Unlike many traumatic narra-
tives that foreground fragmenta-
tion or unresolved aporia, Ale-
ksiev's account is characterized
by coherence, temporal aware-
ness, and reflective distance.
This coherence does not signal
the absence of trauma, but ra-
ther a sustained process of
working through that acknowl-
edges suffering without remain-
ing captive to it. At the same
time, the narrative does not
eliminate aporia; instead, it ne-
gotiates moments of opacity and
ethical tension without collaps-
ing into silence or premature
closure. In this sense, Aleksiev’s
testimony exemplifies narration

as an articulatory practice that
inhabits the double bind of
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traumatic memory while pre-
serving its ethical weight and
rendering it intelligible within a
broader historical framework.

At the same time, individual
working through cannot be dis-
entangled from collective re-
sponsibility. Trauma produced
by systemic political repression
- such as that embodied by Goli
Otok - extends beyond individ-
ual lives, shaping collective
memory, institutional practices,
and political culture. The mar-
ginalization of victims' experi-
ences and the politicization of
lustration in post-socialist Mac-
edonia reveal a persistent failure
to work through this legacy at
the societal level, leaving the
past suspended in an unresolved
aporia and vulnerable to instru-
mentalization.

It is here that Avishai Margalit’s
concept of a ‘decent society’ be-
comes particularly salient. De-
fined not by moral perfection
but by institutions that refuse to
humiliate, a decent society re-
quires an honest and inclusive
engagement with historical in-
justice. Aleksiev’s testimony of-
fers a point of departure from
this impasse. Seen as a microhis-
tory, his account does not re-
solve the aporia of trauma but
renders it ethically productive,
challenging society to confront
repression, recognize the dignity
of victims, and resist the repeti-
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tion of exclusion and violence.
Ultimately, the path toward a
decent society necessarily passes
through memory, testimony,
and critical self-reflection - pro-
cesses in which literary witness
narratives play an indispensable
role.

The research presented in this article was conducted within the frame-
work of the PRIN 2022 PNRR project “Literature of Socialist Trauma:
Mapping and Researching the Lost Page of European Literature
(LOST)”, ID: P2022745X8, CUP: B53D23029360001, Principal Investiga-
tor: Andrea Gullotta (University of Palermo). The project was funded by
the Italian Ministry of Education, Universities, and Research (MIUR)
under the 2022 PRIN PNRR Call for Proposals, Directorial Decree No.
1409 of September 14, 2022.
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Ekaterina Gurtovaya
The Remains of the Self: Trauma, Gender, and the

Residue of Soviet State Violence in Nina Bardina’s
My Life

This paper examines the representation and interconnection of trauma and
identity in the memoir My Life [Moia zhizn'] by Nina Bardina. It focuses pri-
marily on sexual violence as an essential aspect of women’s gendered experi-
ence in the Gulag. The article demonstrates how Bardina’s narrative overcomes
the taboos that surround the issue of violence as well as the silence and inabil-
ity to speak linked with trauma. Using the approaches of trauma studies, it
aims to trace the textual presence of trauma and to examine how the process
of writing might become a means of coping with it. It shows how, on the one
hand, the narrator’s identity is destroyed by the impact of state violence and,
on the other hand, is reasserted through the very act of writing and recording

her own experiences and the crimes of the Soviet state.

Between the 1920s and the 1950s,
few families in the USSR were
not affected by the widespread
repressions taking place across
the country. Throughout this
period, millions of people were
executed, sent to labour camps,
exiled, deported, stripped of
their right to vote, and persecut-
ed in other ways. In the post-
Stalin years, the regime began to
weaken, and mass releases of
political prisoners from labour
camps and indefinite exile start-
ed. People resumed a relatively
normal life: they sought rehabili-
tation, restrictions on residing in
major cities were lifted, and
many were able to see their fam-
ilies for the first time in years.

However, the traces left by dec-
ades of repression could not be
erased or ignored: millions had
been executed or had died in the
camps, children grew up with-
out their parents, years of im-
prisonment had taken a toll on
the health of the repressed, and
returning to freedom was a ma-
jor challenge for many.'

Already in the 1950s, many for-
mer prisoners started docu-
menting their experiences in
prisons and camps after their re-
lease or even while still in exile.
In 1962, One Day in the Life of

' For more information on the difficul-
ties concerning counting the number of
victims ofrepressions, see Applebaum
2003: 578-86.
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Ivan Denisovich [Odin den'
Ivana Denisovicha] by Aleksandr
Solzhenitsyn was printed in No-
vyi Mir, raising hopes that mem-
oirs of the camp experience
might at last be published open-
ly. Although these hopes were
not fulfilled, the appearance of
the work itself sustained a sense
of possibility and inspiration for
the authors of the Gulag, linger-
ing even after the end of the
Thaw and the establishment of
Brezhnev’s authority (Barenberg
2022: 221-22). Besides, some lit-
erary texts of the Gulag (for ex-
ample, Journey into the Whirl-
wind [Krutoi marshrut] by Evge-
niia Ginzburg, My Recollections
[Moi vospominania] by Ekateri-
na Olitskaia, and Brief Tales
[Kratkie povesti] by Lev Konson)
were distributed through samiz-
dat (Toker 2000: 52, 55, 62). For
the most part, however, people
wrote privately, with no hope of
publication and even in fear of
being persecuted for their testi-
monial texts. Nonetheless, de-
spite the horrors of imprison-
ment, they felt the urge to re-
turn to those memories. Some of
them were motivated to write,
on the one hand by a sense of
duty toward those who were ex-
ecuted or perished in camps,
and on the other hand, by a de-
sire to prevent similar events
from happening again, which is
explicitly articulated in some
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texts.” Nevertheless, it seems
reasonable to assume that there
are other, unspoken reasons for
returning to painful memories of
imprisonment that are connect-
ed less with the intended audi-
ences of these accounts and
more directly with the authors
themselves. Other purposes of
the act of writing are likely to be
witnessing one’s experience, giv-
ing agency to one’s life, and pro-
cessing trauma.

Until recently, it was uncommon
to view Gulag literature through
the lens of trauma studies. How-
ever, in the last few years, this
approach to Gulag texts has be-
come increasingly popular.? This
paper is based on the works
of Cathy Caruth, who, drawing
on Freud’s ideas, explores reflec-
tions of trauma in history, litera-
ture, and culture. In this article,
[ aim to identify traces of trauma
in Nina Bardina’s camp memoir
My Life [Moia Zhizn'] (com-
posed presumably in the late

* This kind of motivation can be found,
for example, in memoirs by Evgeniia
Ginzburg Journey into the Whirlwind
and by Ol'ga Adamova-Sliozberg My
Path [Moi put'].

> Only in the past two years have two
thematic journal issues appeared:
Kwartalnik Neofilologiczny (vol. 71, no.
4, 2024) and Avtobiografif (no. 13, 2024,
published 15 November 2025), both de-
voted to trauma in the literature of the
Soviet Union and other socialist coun-
tries.
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1980s, published in 2004) and to
show what narrative strategies
are used to represent violence in
her text.* I also intend to show
how, in this regard, the identity
of the narrator is constructed in
Bardina’s writing. When discuss-
ing identity, I refer to the main
concepts of life-writing listed by
Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson,
namely memory, experience,
identity, space, embodiment,
and agency (Smith et al. 2010:
21-62).

Caruth argues that the nature of
trauma is that the event occurs a
moment before the mind can
comprehend it, so that in order
to grasp it, it returns later in the
form of nightmares, flashbacks,

* The SIEC Memorial Archive contained
a typewritten copy of the memoir,
brought by the author herself, presum-
ably in the late 1980s or early 1990s. At
the time, Bardina’s memoir was titled
About Time and About Myself [O
vremeni i o sebe] (Bardina n.d.), but in
2004, when it was published in print, it
appeared under the title My Life [Moia
Zhizn']l. Such an adjustment seems
meaningful. Since the memoir covers
the author’s life from her childhood in
the 1920s up until her rehabilitation in
1955, it might be assumed that Bardina
claims that a life-defining part of her
story took place during the period of
her formative years and incarceration.
Moreover, the later events are not only
considered unworthy of being recount-
ed, but it is also as if they were of no
significance to her life. In 2026, SIEC
Memorial was closed due to court pros-
ecution.
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and painful repetitions of the
victim’s actions. What matters is
not so much the horror of the
event itself as the impossibility
of comprehending it; trauma
emerges because of the gap be-
tween the experienced threat of
death and the fact of unex-
pected, almost accidental sur-
vival (Caruth2009: 571-72). As
will be demonstrated in this pa-
per, this perspective appears to
align with Bardina’s memoir,
which is focused on the issue of
survival in a state of incapacity
to preserve one’s identity due to
traumatic experiences.

Bardina describes her childhood
in the traditional idyllic manner
as the only truly happy time of
her life. She depicts it as joyful
and loving, filled with parental
affection and the remnants of
pre-revolutionary life - things
especially dear to the narrator:
encounters with the members of
the Golitsyn family, one of the
noblest Princely Houses in pre-
revolutionary Russia; visits from
her grandmother who lived in
the United States; life in a his-
toric mansion in Perm'. The text
is filled with longing for old Rus-
sia. - a world Bardina herself
never lived in, yet one she still
feels to be her own.

When speaking about the au-
thor, it is important to take into
account the milieu from which
she came. The social groups
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which the authors of the mem-
oirs represent are discussed in
detail by Irina Shcherbakova in
her article ‘Remembering the
Gulag: Memoirs and Oral Testi-
monies by Former Inmates’
(Shcherbakova 2003: 195-97). A
significant number of Gulag
memoirists were former Party
officials and activists who, for
many years, had felt that they
were an integral part of the So-
viet state, enthusiastically build-
ing the new world, and their
memoirs reflect this position.
Many of these texts consist of
memoirs written in the 1950s -
1960s when the official narrative
placed all responsibility for po-
litical persecutions on Stalin’s
cult of personality. These ac-
counts frequently combine, on
the one hand, the assertion of
one’s own innocence and, on the
other hand, the preservation of
loyalty to the Communist Party
and faith in Soviet principles
and ideals opposed to the law-
lessness established by Stalin.”
This allows narrators to preserve
their identity as communists
and maintain a sense of belong-
ing to the Soviet state while in

> A similar position can be found in the
memoirs of Miriam Antsis, Mariia
Gol'dberg, ladviga Verzhenskaia and
others. These texts could be consulted
in the SIEC Memorial Archive.

Special issue

camps, even though that state
rejected them.®

Bardina, however, came from a
different milieu: she was the
daughter of a man alien to the
Soviet regime from the begin-
ning, a White officer who had
served in Alexander Kolchak’s
army. From early childhood,
Bardina observed not only how
her parents and their circle of
former nobility had to adjust to
a new state system in order to
survive and work within Soviet
society, but also how their rights
and opportunities were restrict-
ed because of their social back-
ground.” After Kolchak’s defeat,
her entire family decided to set-
tle in the Urals, far from the cap-
itals, since they feared being ar-
rested. Yet despite this precau-

® Nanci Adler proposes several possible
mechanisms that can explain the survi-
vor’s loyalty to Soviet ideology after
their release from the camp. Her main
argument is based on the well-
established idea that the Communist
Party was viewed as a church-like or-
ganisation, while the belief in state ide-
ology was faith-based. Alternative ex-
planations include the theory of cogni-
tive dissonance, traumatic bond, and
other. For more on the reasons why vic-
tims of repression remained loyal to the
Soviet regime and what mechanisms
were used to maintain this allegiance,
see Adler 2012.

7 For example, in the wake of his arrest,
Bardina’s father decided to burn his di-
ploma from England, which immediate-
ly limited his chances of securing a
good job.
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tion, her father was arrested
twice in the 1920s but was re-
leased each time. The depiction
of her father’s arrest is associat-
ed with awakening from sleep,
both literally and figuratively: on
the one hand, the arrest takes
place at night, when Bardina is
asleep; on the other hand, it
marks an awakening from the
peaceful, idyllic dream that is
Bardina’s childhood:

Bapyr Bce 310 06pbIBaeT-
cs. [lpuxopar HoOYbIO Ka-
KHe-TO JIIOAM, MEHsI COH-
HYI0 YHOCSIT Ha KYyXHIO,
yTpOM B JOMe Bce Tepe-
BEPHYTO, MaMa IUIAYeT,
mansl HET, ero yBesu, ape-
croBasM. Mol mana apxu-
TEKTOP, HO 3a HEXBAaTKOH
CTpoWUTesell B ropofe, Aa
¥ BoOOLIe B MEPBbIe T'OJbI
MSATUIETOK, OH paboraer
Ha cTpouTenbCTBe. «['opuT
Ha paboTe» — YacTO CJIbI-
mwy s. Y HEro HMHOCTpaH-
HBIIl AWIUIOM, U 3TO €My
He mpoujaioT. Mbl Gosblie
He JXUBEM B 3TOM OCOOHSI-
Ke, IOTUMCSI C MaMOW Ha
OIHOU KpOBaTHU B OemHOM
eBpetickoit cembe (Bardina

2004:9).°

8 ‘Suddenly, it all comes to an end. In
the middle of the night some men ar-
rive; half-asleep, I am carried into the
kitchen; in the morning, the house is
turned upside down, my mother is cry-
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Caruth emphasizes that trauma
can return in the form of night-
mares. In this case, Bardina’s fa-
ther is arrested at night while
she is asleep, thereby transform-
ing the situation into a waking
nightmare. Furthermore, the
narrator’s state of somnolence
mirrors the state of memory
lapses, a trauma symptom. Bar-
dina’s morning awakening to a
world in which her father has
disappeared for reasons that are
unclear to a child, and in which
the domestic space around her
has become distorted, mirrors
the mechanism of trauma de-
scribed by Caruth: a traumatic
event occurs moments too early
for the mind to comprehend it.

The new Soviet world was being
built on the ruins of the old one,
leaving no place for the values
nurtured in pre-revolutionary
Russia - a clash that Bardina
continually underscores. Her

ing, my father is gone; he has been tak-
en away, arrested. My father is an archi-
tect, but because of the lack of con-
struction workers in the city, and in the
early years of the five-year plans in gen-
eral, he works on construction. “He
burns the candle at both ends” I often
hear people say. He has a foreign di-
ploma, and that is something he is not
forgiven for. We no longer live in that
mansion; my mother and I huddle to-
gether in a single bed in a home of a
poor Jewish family’. All translations
from this text are my own - E.G.
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happy memories are linked to
people persecuted by the Soviet
state: a Jewish family, men-
tioned in the quote above,
whose father is arrested after the
end of the NEP; a group of nuns
to whom Bardina’s father takes
her to study; and the impover-
ished Golitsyn family, one of
whose young princesses be-
comes the narrator's English
teacher. Therefore, although the
author portrays a child’s world
filled with love and care that ap-
pears to protect her from exter-
nal threats, constant reminders
of Soviet reality are nevertheless
ever-present and accompany the
family’s life.

Her recollection of family mem-
ories combines affection and
pain that arises from her aware-
ness of what lies ahead: her fa-
ther’s execution, two arrests of
her mother, and her own two ar-
rests. In her text, there is a
ghostly presence of a life she
might have had, not only in the
imagery of old Russia, but also
in the decisions her parents
made: her father chose not to
emigrate during the Civil War;
her mother refused to send Bar-
dina to live in the United States
with her grandmother; and Bar-
dina herself, persuaded by her
friends and ignoring her own in-
stincts, agreed to let a woman
stay with her who would later
report her to the authorities.
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These episodes are perceived as
turning points in life, moments
when the narrator’s fate could
have taken a different path, and
these unrealized life scenarios
continue to haunt her. In a
sense, Bardina’s life mirrors the
history of the country itself: just
as Soviet Russia still bears traces
of its pre-revolutionary past,
Bardina’s life unfolds along two
possible trajectories, yet remain-
ing predetermined from the very
beginning.

The attempted rape by NKVD
chief Lavrenty Beriia can be
viewed as the pivotal episode of
the narrative. It should be noted
that physical and sexual abuse
often appears in women’s mem-
oirs of the Gulag, despite the
fact that sexual practices in gen-
eral, and sexual violence in par-
ticular, were taboo topics
(Shapovalova 2012). It is note-
worthy that when discussing
physical violence, many women
do not write about themselves
but about incidents they heard
of or witnessed. This might be
one of the symptoms of trauma,
since trauma is often surround-
ed by silence, as described by
Caruth. She suggests that trau-
ma lies not only in the traumatic
event itself, but also in the ina-
bility to articulate it and in the
failure of others to believe
(Caruth 2009: 575-78). In the
case of women’s memoirs of the
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Gulag, many victims themselves
remain silent and do not talk
about the abuse they experi-
enced, but the accounts of their
fellow prisoners bear witness to
this violence.

In Bardina’s My Life, on the oth-
er hand, there are no omissions
in her description of sexual as-
sault, only precise, harrowing
details of everything from the
moment of her arrest to her es-
cape from Beriia’s private room
in NKVD headquarters at Lu-
bianka square. Structuring this
episode, the narrator does not
name Beriia until the very end,
calling him ‘a general’ (Bardina
2004: 59-64); however, the
reader can guess who is in front
of her based on distinguishing
features and a recognizable im-
age. This makes it possible, on
the one hand, to construct the
victim’s state of consciousness,
and on the other hand, to let the
reader know more than the nar-
rator. The reader anticipates the
development of events, thereby
reinforcing the naivety and im-
maturity of the narrator, who
fails to comprehend the gen-
eral’s intentions.

The scene is constructed on the
contrast between two figures
and two worlds: a naive girl and
a cunning NKVD chief. He at-
tempts to seduce her with luxury
- a lavish dinner, rich furnish-
ings, warmth - all sharply con-
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trasting with rationed, starving
wartime Moscow and the devas-
tation of Bardina’s family. By
that time, Bardina’s father has
already been arrested and exe-
cuted, though she herself does
not know it yet; and her mother
has already been arrested twice.
The narrator believes that her
own transfer to Lubianka is
linked to her mother’s persecu-
tion. She emphasizes her own
childlike consciousness and na-
ivety, as she is not aware of Be-
riia’s intentions. His harassment
only deepens Bardina’s sense of
disorientation and alienation.

Bardina’s encounter with Beriia
undoubtedly carries a symbolic
meaning. It marks a clash be-
tween two worlds that are com-
pletely detached from one an-
other. At the beginning of her
memoir, Bardina describes her
encounters with former aristo-
crats and members of noble
families. She underlines that de-
spite poverty, hunger, and hu-
miliation they endured in the
early Soviet vyears, they pre-
served their honour, dignity, and
education. In Beriia, however,
the narrator faced the new rul-
ing elite that appears to be lust-
ful, insatiable, and deceitful.

As has already been noted, Bar-
dina’s text places considerable
emphasis on the theme of the
narrator’s lack of control over
her own life. Several times, cru-
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cial decisions were made for her
or against her own will. The epi-
sode with Beriia, however, re-
flects one of the few moments
when the narrator demonstrates
active resistance precisely at the
moment of the greatest danger,
absolute vulnerability, and com-
plete powerlessness in front of
another person:

Sl conpoTuBasiIack MOJT4a,
OTYasiHHO, HO Y/AaBaJoCh
TOJIBKO BepTeTb I'OJIOBOM —
TPyZb, 1Ies1, JKUBOT ObUTH B
ero pacnopspkeHuu. Bugs
CBOI0O O0OECIIOMOIIHOCTh B
TaKOM TPHUBBIYHOM, BepO-
SITHO, [JIsi Hero Jese, OH
CTajZ [JyUWUTh MeHs, HO,
BUJVMO, OBJ/IafieTb MHOIO
OH )Ke/la/l BCe-TaKu XXU-
BOU, a He MepPTBOH, U NO-
3TOMY BpeMeHaMM OTIIyC-
KaJ MeHsI — TPHUCIyLIMU-
BaJICSl, XXUBA /M, U TIPO-
JOJ/DKajZ CHOBA, BHUJIUMO
xoTen obeccunutb. Ho s
OblIa MOJIOJA W XOpoIlas
CIIOPTCMEHKA, a OH ObUI
crap u nbsH. Sl Goposack
3a 4ecThb, a OH 3a YJOBJIe-
TBOpEHHE CBOEN II0XOTH,
YTO OH  HMeJ, IIO-
BUJUMOMY, B 0O0JIBIIOM
KOJIn4YecTBe U 0Oe3 Compo-
THUBJIeHUH. B KakoH-TO
MOMEHT OH IpWXaJl MeHS
TaK, 4TO S, BUAUMO, MOTe-
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psina cosHanue (Bardina
2004: 65-66).°

In this fragment of confronta-
tion, the text contains no trace
of despair. On the contrary, this
scene represents a moment of
complete concentration of the
narrator’s inner strength and
capacity for resistance, the point
of the highest tension in the en-
tire text. This portrayal is in
sharp contrast to the rest of the
memoir, where Bardina consist-
ently emphasizes her lack of
personal agency.

The appearance of Beriia in this
episode is not a mere coinci-
dence. Beriia, the NKVD chief,
was the person to whom the pe-
titions for case reviews were ad-
dressed and was consequently
the figure with absolute authori-
ty. During the Khrushchev

? ‘I resisted in silence, desperately, but
all I could do was twist my head - my
chest, my neck, my stomach, were at his
mercy. Seeing my helplessness in what
was likely for him a familiar act, he be-
gan to strangle me. Yet he seemed to
want to take me alive rather than dead,
and so from time to time he let me go -
listening whether I was still breathing -
and then resumed, apparently trying to
exhaust me. But I was young and a good
athlete, and he was old and drunk. I was
fighting for my honour, and he for the
satisfaction of his lust, which he had
likely enjoyed in plenty and without
resistance. At some point he pressed me
down so hard that I must have lost con-
sciousness.’
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Thaw, Stalin was the symbol of
absolute evil, bearing full re-
sponsibility for the terror; some
figures from the Soviet security
services were also held responsi-
ble, and Beriia, executed in the
end of 1953, became an embod-
iment of this evil as well. Thus,
his appearance in this episode is
significant, as the narrator con-
fronts not an ordinary investiga-
tor, but a personification of the
repressive system.

Bardina’s time in the camp is al-
so depicted as traumatising,
marked by humiliation, beat-
ings, illness, and isolation. She
describes her legs deteriorating
from untreated disease, a suicide
attempt, and two forced abor-
tions, not hiding any unpleasant
physiological details. It seems
that she tries to shock the reader
with bodily details in order to
overcome the indescribability of
the traumatic experience and
thus convey the suffering she
has endured. The issue of the in-
expressibility of the camp expe-
rience has been addressed in the
research literature on numerous
occasions, for example, by Luba
Jurgenson (Jurgenson 2003) and
Renate Lachmann (Lachmann
2024: 298-314). The issue of em-
ploying voice to verbalize the
unspeakable, or on the contrary,
of silences connected to specific
themes and experiences in some
narratives, is also discussed in
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studies of autobiographical writ-
ing (Smith et al. 2010: 83-85).

Moreover, Bardina seeks to doc-
ument her physical state as evi-
dence of her experience. The de-
scription of physiological details
and symptoms is comparable to
that of a medical examination,
thereby contributing to the doc-
umentary nature of the text.
Bardina’s inclusion of diary en-
tries from 1949 in her autobiog-
raphy serves the same purpose.
This enables her to document
her condition at the time, name-
ly the consequences of her im-
prisonment and her post-release
state. Jurgenson’s research plac-
es particular emphasis on the
timing of the testimony’s com-
position and, consequently, on
the distance between the author
and the events they recount. On
the one hand, the gap between
the author and the lived experi-
ence makes evaluation and
comprehension possible: it al-
lows not only for portraying re-
ality but also for reflecting on
the experience. On the other
hand, this very distance inevita-
bly alters the representation of
reality, as interpretations accu-
mulate over time and memory
cannot retain every detail of
events (Jurgenson 2003: 13-16).
The incorporation of diary en-
tries within the narrative serves
to diminish the perceived dis-
tance between Bardina and her
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traumatic experiences, thereby
emphasizing the factual nature
of her testimony.

A recurring theme in women’s
camp memoirs is the signifi-
cance of female friendship with-
in the confinement. Such friend-
ly communities were formed at
different stages of imprison-
ment: in investigative prisons,
during transport (etap), and in
camps. Rosalind Marsh states
that women’s literature in Rus-
sia, in contrast to that written by
men, is distinguished by an em-
phasis on female friendship and
notes that this topic is particu-
larly prevalent in the unofficial
camp and prison literature of
the late Soviet Union (Marsch
1998: 21). Women describe how
they, for example, helped each
other while they were working,
read letters from home together,
sang songs, recited poetry, and
made crafts from improvised
materials. Zhanna Popova ex-
plains that clandestine crafts
performed by women in camps
became a means of resistance, a
way of maintaining ties to home,
and a source of emotional sup-
port (Popova 2024: 899). How-
ever, in contrast to many other
memoirists who highlight the
role of the female community
and the mutual support in con-
finement, camp life in Bardina’s
narrative is presented as lonely
and isolated.

Special issue

The conditions in the labour
camps were extremely harsh for
both men and women. Prisoners
endured exhausting physical
work, poor nutrition, and wide-
spread illnesses. Work quotas
for both genders were calculated
according to male standards and
were unrealistic even for healthy
individuals, let alone for debili-
tated prisoners (Popova 2024:
891). This issue is widely covered
in Gulag memoirs, with women
writing extensively about forced
labour in the camps. They de-
scribed being assigned to log-
ging, agricultural work, and peat
harvesting, despite having no
training and being weakened by
hunger and severe fatigue. For
instance, Bardina recounts her
first work in the camp: ‘41 6su1a
COBepILIEHHO He MPUCIOCO6IeHa
K TsDKemoMy (pusuvecKkomy Tpy-
Iy, @ TIPUXOAMWIOCh TAaCKaTh Tsi-
Xesiple “OKapsiTa’ — IepeBsiHHbIE
SIUKKA C YeThIPbMsI PYYKaMH,
HarmosiHsieMble OeToHoM. [lor-
HbBIA AKK Becua 8o kr’' (Bardina
2004: 89).” Food rations de-
pended on the fulfilment of the
labour norm: exceeding the
norm meant a larger portion,
while failing to meet it resulted
in a reduced ration. Memoirists

* ‘1 was completely unaccustomed to
hard physical labour, yet I had to carry
heavy “okariata” - wooden boxes with
four handles that were filled with con-
crete. A full box weighed 8o kilograms.’
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highlight the vicious circle
whereby unrealistic norms com-
bined with a decline in strength
due to lack of nutrition led to
failure to fulfil the norm, result-
ing in the prisoners receiving a
smaller portion, feeling even
weaker and consequently being
unable to fulfil the norm. This is
how a Gulag prisoner Khella
Frisher writes about agricultural
works in the camp in her mem-
oir:

Y6opouHast Bce elle TsHY-
Jack. IJTO NOTOMY, YTO
BCEPBbE3 TPYAWIUCH TOJIb-
KO «58-s1», KOpMsIIMe Ma-
Tepu U OepeMeHHble. A
MY)KYUHBI — YTOTOBHUKH —
5TO  TPEeUMYILIeCTBEHHO
mogu 6e3 mpodeccunt u
TPYZOBBIX HaBbIKOB. [lo-
3TOMY U 0e3 BCSIKOH AuC-
UUIUIMHBL. PaGorath OHM
COTJIACHBI JIWIIb HA «BbI-
TOJHBIX» MeCTax WU emu-
HONMWYHO. B Opuraze onm

MpUeP>KUBATHCH
«Ty}pTBI» — BUAUMOCTHU
pa6orer  (Frisher 1989:

377)-"

" ‘The harvest was still going on. This
was because only political prisoners,
nursing mothers, and pregnant women
were working in earnest. The men -
criminal offenders — were mostly people
without a profession or any real work
skills. As a result, they lacked discipline.
They agreed to work only in “advanta-
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Frisher places particular empha-
sis on the challenges faced by
mothers and pregnant women,
who not only did not receive any
special working conditions in
the camp, but also found them-
selves among those prisoners
who bore the brunt of the hard-
est labour.” At the same time,
criminals, who were in a privi-
leged position in the camp com-
pared to political prisoners and
were not constrained by moral
notions of honesty and consci-
entious work,? were described
by Frisher and other memoirists
as having easier conditions.™"

Another aspect of women’s ex-
istence in the camp, that was al-
so directly related to labour, is

geous” positions or on their own. In the
brigades, they resorted to tufta - the
mere pretence of work.’

" To learn more about motherhood in
the camp, one may consult the article
by Elaine MacKinnon, who draws on
women’s camp memoirs for her re-
search (MacKinnon 2019).

 For more on the position of criminals
in the camp, and the ways in which they
are portrayed in camp memoirs, see Re-
nate Lachmann’s book Lager' i litera-
tura: Svidetel'stva o GULAGe (Lach-
mann 2024: 188-218).

* However, it is important to note that
the testimonies presented are not those
of criminals themselves, but rather the
recollections of members of another
social group, which are frequently writ-
ten through a lens of bias. Consequent-
ly, it is needed to approach these testi-
monies with a critical eye.
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the fact that they faced the con-
stant threat of sexual violence,
which was a gender-specific as-
pect of their experience. This vi-
olence occurred at all levels,
whether it was perpetrated by
investigators, camp administra-
tion or fellow prisoners. Popova
recalls the case of Elena Marko-
va, who rejected the proposition
of a camp doctor and was sent to
work in a coal mine for that
(Popova 2024: 895). Tamara
Petkevich also recollects her
time in Sevzheldorlag when the
head of the Culture and Educa-
tion Unit, abbreviated as KVCh,
forbade the doctors to release
her from hard labour at the log-
ging site, despite her severe
scurvy, because of her resistance
to his abuse (Petkevich 1993:
208-09).

Although communication be-
tween men’s and women’s bar-
racks was officially prohibited,
connections between men and
women nevertheless existed and
the camp administration created
the conditions that made such
interactions possible (Bell 2015:
199). These relationships played
different roles: some arose from
genuine feelings, others from
coercion, and others from the
desire to gain privileges and sur-
vive. Most women’s accounts of
incarceration contain scenes of
violence, whether they recount
their own experiences or de-
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scribe violence they have wit-
nessed. Shapovalova in her arti-
cle ‘Sestrenki, mamki, dambki:
tema nasilia v zhenskikh
lagernykh memuarakh’ cites and
references dozens of memoirs
and interviews by the former
female Gulag victims which pro-
vide descriptions of sexual vio-
lence (Shapovalova 2012). The
sheer volume of texts mention-
ing violence, despite the taboo
nature of the topic, demon-
strates the extent to which it
permeated camp life.

Many women told stories in
their memoirs of love and devo-
tion to an imprisoned or execut-
ed husband, but an equally im-
portant subject in women’s nar-
ratives becomes the theme of
camp love. For example, such a
storyline emerges in the mem-
oirs of Tamara Petkevich, Evge-
niia Fedorova and Evgeniia
Ginzburg. A similar plot appears
in Bardina’s writing; however, it
seems to be quite uncomfortable
and to bear signs of trauma.
While in the camp, Bardina
forms a relationship with anoth-
er prisoner, Vsevolod Vasil'e-
vich, which is her first experi-
ence of male attention and pro-
tection, something she desper-
ately needs. The image of her
lover and of their entire rela-
tionship seems deeply ambiva-
lent. On the one hand, the nar-
rator refers to this man’s love as

Autobiografesl - Number 14/2025



a source of happiness: ‘Majo-
moMajnay s CTajza 3a/u3bIBaTh
CBOM paHbl, U BOT bor mocnan
MHe 3TO cYacTbe - J1I00OBb
BceBonoga BacunpeBuya,
KOTOPYI0 I MEHbIlle BCEro
oxugana’ (Bardina 2004: 112).”
The camp is depicted as a place
of complete despair, cruelty, and
isolation; therefore, the encoun-
ter with a person willing to
demonstrate human compassion
and attentiveness is portrayed as
a form of moral support that
helped her survive in harsh con-
ditions. On the other hand,
nearly all the episodes involving
him that Bardina recounts are
connected with pain, discomfort
and violence. While she verbally
affirms the love and happiness
associated with Vsevolod Va-
sil'evich, the text provides no ac-
tual confirmation of these feel-
ings. On the contrary, it clearly
reveals a dissonance between
the desired image and the actual
experience:

Hamm oTHouleHUss o4eHb
IOJITO OCTaBaJIMCh HEBUH-
HBIMHU. Bcmbiika Bo6-
JIECHHOCTU TMpoUUIa, U 4
CHOBa CTa/la [J€BOYKOM.
[...] Korga g miakana, oH
BBITMPA/l MHE HOC CBOUM

® ‘Little by little, I began to lick my
wounds, and then God sent me this
happiness - the love of Vsevolod Va-
sil'evich, which I least of all expected.’
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MJIATKOM U YaCTO TJIAJIVII
MeHsI 1O TOJIOBEe, KaK pe-
6eHKa. Sl oyeHb MPUBBIKIIA
K HeMy M YXX IOYTH He
MOTIJIa 00XOAUThCA 6e3 He-
ro. [Ilonagobunca rog,
4TOOBI Hallle 3HAaKOMCTBO
nepeuyio B ApyxoOy, 3aTem
B IPUBSI3AHHOCTH, W elle
rofi — B JTI0OOBb.

Bcrpeunn  Hamm  ObUIH
ypPOI/UBBI, a OIM30CTh
ockopbuTenbHa. MHe 3TO
He TPUHOCHU/IO HHUKAKOTO
YOOBOJBCTBUSL —  OJHO
TOJIBKO: CZAe/aTh AJIs HEro
PaZloCcTh, XOTh 3TUM YKpa-
CUTh ero >XusHb. Kpowme
TOTO, BEYHBIM CTpax — 3a-
CTaHYT, HAKPOIOT, CTHIJ,
030p Tepesi BCEMH, a B
NEepPBYI0 oOuepenb Tmepef],
HallUMU APY3bsIMU
(Bardina 2004: 116).°

6 . . . .
™ ‘Our relationship remained innocent

for a long time. The outburst of being in
love passed, and I became a girl again.
[...] When I cried, he would wipe my
nose with his handkerchief and often
stroke my head like if I was a child. I
grew deeply used to him and could
hardly do without him. It took a year
for our acquaintance to turn into
friendship, then into affection, and an-
other year - into love.

Our encounters were ugly, and our in-
timacy humiliating. They brought me
no pleasure - only the wish to bring
him some joy, to brighten his life at
least in this way. Besides, there was the
constant fear - of being caught, ex-
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Bardina’s descriptions of this re-
lationship are filled with both
gratitude and revulsion, as his
attention also carried expecta-
tions she did not wish to meet,
including sexual relations and
dangerous abortion that they
had to perform themselves,
without any professional medi-
cal assistance. This bond is pri-
marily associated with feelings
of disgust and shame, stemming
from the taboo surrounding
sexual intimacy.

After the first abortion, which
was performed by Vsevolod Va-
sil'evich himself, the narrator
became pregnant a second time,
shortly before her release from
the camp. The decision of
whether to keep the child or to
terminate the pregnancy fell en-
tirely on her. The complexity of
this decision seems to originate
from two interrelated motifs.
First of all, it is linked to Bardi-
na’s childlike position. She en-
tered the camp at a very young
age, as a student, and kept a na-
ive, immature worldview, in part
because the camp reality severe-
ly limited opportunities to gain
new experiences. Describing her
relationship with Vsevolod Va-
sil'evich, she calls herself ‘a girl,’
recognizing her own need for his

posed, the shame, the disgrace to eve-
ryone, and above all to our friends.’
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care and desire to feel like a
child in his presence. Secondly,
as has already been mentioned,
she had almost always found
herself in situations where deci-
sions were made for her, which
reflects loss of personal agency
and the persistent conditions of
captivity. For this reason, she
likely felt the need to share the
responsibility for the child’s fate
with its father. Nonetheless,
even though Bardina attempted
to perceive Vsevolod Vasil'evich
as a mature, reliable figure, the
narrative consistently under-
mines this image. While she se-
cretly waited for him to choose
to keep the baby, he responded
with silence and unwillingness
to either take responsibility for
the child’s future or to make the
decision to terminate the preg-
nancy. His failure to share this
responsibility with her left her
isolated, and this isolation mir-
rors the broader logic of captiv-
ity that shaped her existence in
the camp.

[t is important to note that the
relationship between Bardina
and Vsevolod Vasil'evich is rep-
resented in the text through the
intersection of two conflicting
dynamics: a parental one and an
intimate one. This is reflected
even in the form of the name
she uses in her narrative, calling
him by his first and patronymic
names, as if to emphasize the
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difference in their experience
and age. Upon meeting Vsevo-
lod Vasil'evich, the narrator ob-
serves that he shares her father’s
qualities, namely his ‘subtle hu-
mour, bright mind and kindness’
[ayBcTBO ~ TOHKOrO  IOMOpa,
cBeT/bIi yM U no6pory] (Bardi-
na 2004: 104). While she de-
scribes herself as ‘a girl’ protect-
ed by him, this childlike de-
pendence is simultaneously
overlaid with an element of
physical intimacy. Perhaps this
role mismatch is one of the rea-
sons why the intimate aspect of
their relationship is depicted so
repulsively. While Bardina seeks
to describe the connection as an
experience of love, the narrative
reveals it as a form of depend-
ence shaped by unequal power
and an element of coercive, un-
wanted intimacy.

Significantly, the decision to
undergo an abortion coincides
with the moment of Bardina’s
liberation, marking a transition
into a new life, which, paradoxi-
cally, proves to be even more
difficult than life in the camp
and is represented not as resolu-
tion but as another form of con-
straint. Many memoirists ex-
plain that release did not mean
freedom - life had been de-
stroyed, and a new one had to
be built from scratch. Former
prisoners were subject to limita-
tions regarding their choice of
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residence and employment op-
portunities. Moreover, encoun-
ters with families are frequently
described not only as joyful but
also as an emotionally challeng-
ing experience. Deprived of so-
cial status as a former prisoner,
psychologically scarred by vio-
lence and unaccustomed to in-
dependent existence and deci-
sion-making, Bardina finds her-
self unable to adapt to life out-
side the camp and describes the
emptiness and numbness that
filled her existence. Having
spent her formative years in cap-
tivity, the narrator essentially
remains a child throughout. En-
tering the camp at such a young
age, she had no examples of
friendship, family, or romantic
relationships and no opportuni-
ty to gain experience of forming
such bonds. Upon leaving the
camp, she finds herself helpless
and just as lonely as before.

Even her reunion with her
mother brings no relief. Memo-
ries of childhood, home, and the
warmth of family ties remain
one of the central motifs of the
memoir; yet these too are shat-
tered by the state, which sepa-
rated the mother and the daugh-
ter and executed the father. The
unsettled existence of the moth-
er and the daughter after the
camp is a clear contrast with
Bardina’s childhood memories,
which also contain poverty and
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deprivation, but which are at the
same time full of love and hap-
piness. It is evident that in her
childhood the centre of the fam-
ily was her father, with whom, as
the author herself puts it, she
was figuratively ‘in love?’

C 1mo3uLu CerogHsITHero
BO3pacTa s MOTYy CKa3aTh,
YTO Y)XKe TOorja s JIIOoOHIa,
ObLIa B/IIOOJIEHA B CBOErO
orua. Hukorga Hu nacko-
BBIM B3IJISI, HU TEIIOE
C/IOBO MOeH MaTepu He
HAIIOJIHSIJI0O MO€ MaJieHb-
KO€  CepAeYKO  TakKoH
HEOJOJIUMOMN JTI000BBI0 U
CYacThbeM, KakK 3TO ObLIO
OT TIPHUKOCHOBEHUS TalK-
HBIX PYK, 3ByKa €ro rojso-
ca, ero Bsriasga (Bardina
2004: 11)."7

Despite the fact that there is no
mention of the father in the
post-camp part of the narrative,
the attempts of the mother and
the daughter to rebuild their life
together is a tacit expression of
the void left by the absence of
the man who had formerly har-

7 ‘From the standpoint of my present
age, | can say that already then, I loved,
I was in love with my father. Never did
a tender glance or a warm word from
my mother fill my little heart with such
irresistible love and happiness as the
touch of my father’s hands, the sound of
his voice, or his gaze.’
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monized their family life. All
that remained of their family
world were fragments that could
no longer be pieced together, for
the repressed mother and
daughter had been profoundly
transformed by the years of sep-
aration. They had endured too
many traumatic experiences
apart, and instead of uniting
them, this experience created a
gap between them. This is how
Bardina portrays the first mo-
ments of meeting again after
years apart:

[lo mopore mama nackana
MEeHS B3IJ/I[0M, CJI0BaMM
U PYKaMH, CKOJIb IO3BO-
JISIJIU YCJIOBMS, 51 )K€ OCTa-
BaJlaCb KaMEeHHOM, He
MOTIJIa HU4YeM OTBETUTh Ha
ee macky. Cmasm OKuMan
MHE TOpJIO, U TOJIBKO Ka-
KOW-TO XpUIl Bpems OT
BpeMeHH! BBIPBIBAJICS Y
MeHs. Kak ygap monHum,
MPOH3WIO Hac 0bOeux co-
3HaHHe TOro, YTO MBI Te-
Iepb COBCeM JpyTrue, 4YTO
MpOLIJIOTO, O KOTOPOM
MedTa/i BCe O3TU TOJBI,
MpOLIJIOTO HeT, a eCThb
Jpyroe, U Mbl COBCeM, CO-
BCEM Jpyrue, W3 [JPyrux
MOJIEKYJI C/IeJIaHbl Telepb.
Tonbko Tenepb Mbl MOHSI-
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JIA, 4TO C HAMHU CJeJIau
. 8
(Bardina 2004: 128).!

It is the encounter with her
mother that becomes the mo-
ment of reflection on Bardina’s
camp experience, since this sce-
ne of reunion highlights the
changes that occurred in both
characters. Bardina feels an ob-
ligation to take an adult position
and provide a source of support
for her mother, while still need-
ing maternal guidance and oc-
cupying a child’s position. At the
same time, she comes to the re-
alization that the past that unit-
ed them before is lost forever
and that the destructive camp
experience separates them.

In despair, after another suicide
attempt, Bardina asks a local
KGB chief to be sent back to the
camp. Even after experiencing
all the horrors of imprisonment,

*® ‘On the way, my mother caressed me

with her gaze, with words, and with her
hands, as far as the situation allowed,
while I remained stone-still, unable to
respond in any way to her tenderness. A
spasm tightened my throat, and only a
kind of rasp would escape me from time
to time. Like a lightning strike, the real-
ization pierced us both that we were
now completely different, that the past
we had dreamed of all these years, the
past was gone, and that there was
something else instead, and we were
entirely, entirely different, as if we were
now made of different molecules. Only
then did we understand what had been
done to us.’
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she still feels that life there, de-
spite its traumatizing nature,
may be preferable to freedom,
because the camp’s system is
familiar to her and she has
known no other way of living.
For all the striking effect of this
scene, it must be noted that
such a motif appears not only in
Bardina’s memoir. A similar sce-
ne is presented, for example, in
the recollections of Iadviga Ver-
zhenskaia, who, having lost a
job, went to the local NKVD and
demanded to be returned to the
camp together with her son and
mother (Verzhenskaia 1992). Af-
ter release, former prisoners
were usually subjected to resi-
dence restrictions in major cities
or were sent into exile. Many
continued to live near the camp
and even to work there, but as
free labourers. Therefore, even
after being discharged, people
remained in a situation of un-
freedom, and the state systemat-
ically prevented their reintegra-
tion into society, which rein-
forced their isolation and loneli-
ness.

In Bardina’s text, a profoundly
marginalized, gendered, and
deeply isolated subject is pre-
sented. The final sentence of the
memoir reads as an admission of
the complete destruction of
identity: “Tak mpo4HO XuIa BO
MHe TiopbMa. OHa czenana MeHs
IOPYTUM 4YeI0BEKOM, COCTOSILIUM
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M3 JPYTUX MOJIEKYJ, U JaXe
KapJVHAJ/IbHbIE TIePeMEeHbI B MO-
el )XKM3HU He BBIPBAJIM CTPAXa
TIODbMBI W3 MOEro CepAua Hu
Bcero, yeM s Obuta’  (Bardina
2004: 157).° Therefore, the text
concludes with an acknowl-
edgement of the narrator’s fail-
ure in the face of state authority
and of the loss of everything that
seemed to be valuable in the
past. Unlike many authors who,
alongside depicting the harsh
working and living conditions of
confinement, also describe ways
of coping and surviving, such as
love, friendship, and bonds with
family, Bardina offers no such
counterbalance. In her memoir,
the destruction of the family
world and the experience of
state violence (both personal-
ized in the figure of Beriia and
institutionalized through im-
prisonment in the camp) be-
come the predominant theme.

Nevertheless, despite the small
manifestation of agency in the
text, it can be argued that not
only the physical repulsion ex-
pressed by the narrator in Be-
riia’s private room, but also the
act of writing itself, can be re-

19 «

This is how firmly embedded prison
lived within me. It made me a different
person, composed of different mole-
cules, and even the most radical chang-
es in my life did not tear the fear of
prison out of my heart or out of every-
thing that [ was.’
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garded as a way of resistance.
Andrea Gullotta convincingly
demonstrates, through the ex-
amples of Solzhenitsyn and
Shalamov, how writing can serve
as a means of processing trauma
in some cases, while in others it
can lead to retraumatization.
From the descriptions of their
creative work, Gullotta con-
cludes that for Solzhenitsyn
writing was a way of reflecting
on the past, while Shalamov was
never able to distance himself
from his camp existence. Ana-
lyzing the ways in which the
present and past tenses are used
in the writings of both authors,
Gullotta concludes that Solzhe-
nitsyn was clearly aware of the
difference between present and
past experience, while Shalamov
presumably suffered from Post-
Traumatic  Stress  Disorder
(PTSD) and experienced severe
re-traumatic flashbacks during
the creative process (Gullotta
2021).

Bardina speaks with unusual
openness for the genre, con-
fronting taboo topics, medical
and bodily details, vivid scenes
of violence, depression, and
multiple suicide attempts. This
readiness to face such emotion-
ally difficult themes, often dis-
approved by society, that might
be retraumatising triggers as
well, can be viewed as a way of
resisting and recording the
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crime. Undoubtedly, alongside
its literary nature, the genre of
Gulag memoirs is inherently tes-
timonial, and in Bardina’s case
this characteristic at times clear-
ly comes to the forefront. Thus,
she records in detail the trauma
symptoms she had after the
traumatic events she experi-
enced (for example, after the at-
tempted rape or after release
from the camp) such as unac-
countable fear, failure to go out-
side, memory lapses, and others.
Another previously mentioned
feature that reinforces the doc-
umentary and testimonial na-
ture of the memoir is the inclu-
sion of excerpts from the au-
thor’s diaries, which she kept in
the period after her release. This
incorporation of documentary
fragments into a later reflection
on trauma through life writing
allows the author to capture
these symptoms by looking at
them from a distance. It seems
that although the text explicitly
asserts the impossibility of over-
coming trauma, writing the
memoir nevertheless constitutes
an attempt to process it, as the
very act of writing becomes a
means of resisting violence.

In conclusion, it can be stated
that Bardina’s memoir corre-
sponds with Caruth’s claim that
‘survival becomes for the human
being, paradoxically, an endless
testimony to the impossibility of
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living’ (Caruth 1996: 62). The
narrative unfolds through the
juxtaposition of two worlds: one
associated with family life and
pre-revolutionary Russia, and
another shaped by the social and
political realities of the Soviet
period. From the beginning,
however, these worlds are deep-
ly intertwined, yet their interac-
tion unfolds as a process of
gradual repression that leads to
the disappearance of family,
home, and, in the end, the nar-
rator’s very sense of self. One of
the indications of trauma may
be the fact that release from the
camp, that is, from a space that
restricted freedom and was as-
sociated with physical suffering
and emotional loneliness, is
even more of an ordeal than be-
ing in conditions of unfreedom.
The culmination of the impossi-
bility of living is reached at the
moment of attempting to return
to the camp, to the situation of
being on the verge of death. The
failure to establish a sense of self
and to grasp her own survival is
asserted through the manifesta-
tion of a desire to return to the
traumatic yet familiar situation
of the camp.

At the same time, despite the
narrator’s own assertion of the
total destruction of the self and
the impossibility of living, the
text reclaims her agency and be-
comes her main means of re-
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sistance to violence. Document-
ing her experiences in detail and
unafraid to address sensitive and
taboo topics, Bardina regains her
voice by confronting the impera-
tive ‘not to tell’ generated from
trauma.

The research presented in this article was conducted within the frame-
work of the PRIN 2022 PNRR project “Literature of Socialist Trauma:
Mapping and Researching the Lost Page of European Literature
(LOST)”, ID: P2022745X8, CUP: B53D23029360001, Principal Investiga-
tor: Andrea Gullotta (University of Palermo). The project was funded by
the Italian Ministry of Education, Universities, and Research (MIUR)
under the 2022 PRIN PNRR Call for Proposals, Directorial Decree No.
1409 of September 14, 2022.
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Andrea F. De Carlo

The Gulag of Polish Poets. Shame and Guilt in Po-

etry Born from Traumatic Experiences

Drawing on several poetic texts written in Soviet labour camps, this paper aims
to identify and investigate the functions and determinants of moral emotions,
with reference to the so-called evaluative self-conscious emotions (shame and
guilt) and to the differences between them in terms of cognitive evaluation
and regulation strategies. More specifically, the article deals with the role of
these emotions on the cognitive processing of the traumatic event in Post-

Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).

From Komi to Kolyma

The trauma of World War II,
deportations to concentration
camps and the Gulag has been
the subject of a wealth of testi-
monial literature, including a
vast number of documents, au-
tobiographies, and memoirs by
Polish survivors (see Swietlikow-
ski 1997; Tolczyk 2009; Sariusz-
Skapska 2012; Kopka 2019; Knyt
2022; Ciborowska 2024). Writers
and poets who experienced
firsthand deportation to various
forced labour camps throughout
the USSR felt compelled to
write, and the form best suited
to the difficult conditions of the
camps was undoubtedly poetry.
From testimonies, we know that
poetry was a widely practiced
medium and enjoyed the great-
est popularity among exiles. In
fact, while the most famous lit-
erary works on the concentra-
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tion camp universe in prose
were mostly composed some-
time later, it was mainly compo-
sitions in verse that were written
in the camps, as poetry served
various functions and, first and
foremost, responded to the pris-
oners’ need not to succumb to
spiritual annihilation (Jaworska
2022: 73). It is no coincidence
that, as Danish American psy-
chiatrist Bessel van der Kolk
states, ‘While trauma keeps us
dumbfounded, the path out of it
is paved with words, carefully
assembled, piece by piece, until
the whole story can be revealed’
(Van Der Kolk 2014: 276). This
statement is particularly apt in
the case of the Poles deported to
the Soviet Union between 1939
and 1941, who included poets,
prose writers, scholars, journal-
ists, and publicists. Writing
alone or in a group became not
only necessary in order to bear
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witness to the hell of the Gulag,
but it was also a way to resist
and survive the pain and trauma
of imprisonment, to save one’s
individuality from being levelled
and annihilated. Although their
creative drive was stifled by un-
favourable circumstances (mal-
nutrition, disease, and lack of
resources), we know from testi-
monies that for those deported
to labour camps, writing was an
excellent remedy for escaping
their terrible reality. Polish writ-
er Jerzy Stempowski learned
from a German witness who
spent eleven years in the Gulag
that in the most crowded Soviet
camps piles of manuscripts were
hidden and ended up in the ar-
chives (Taylor-Terlecka 2001: 6-
7; see also Morawiec 2011, 2023).

Today we know that in prisons
and labour camps, the need for
words was no less distressing
than the hunger for bread (Tay-
lor-Terlecka 2001: 6). According
to Janusz Kowalewski, prisoners
in Zamarstyniv were sometimes
willing to trade their bread and
sugar rations for writing paper,
smuggled-in newspapers, and
scraps of books. In the absence
of paper, oral creativity certainly
played an important role, but
birch bark could always be used,
or sometimes even the wall of
the cell or hut could become a
medium on which to record
one’s words. For example, in the
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prison in Lukiskés Square in
Vilnius, the poet Jozef Bu-
jnowski (1910-2001) wrote a po-
em entitled ‘Polonez’ [Polonaise]
on the wall. He remembered it
by heart and was only able to
write it down when he arrived in
Persia with Wladystaw Anders’
army (see Taylor-Terlecka 2001:
7; Jaworska 2019).

The first poem by poet Ludwika
Biesiadowska (1911-1989) was al-
so composed in a Vilnius prison.
She later wrote her testimony
about the long journey that took
her from the Lithuanian capital
to Siberia in a freight car. The
most eloquent example is the
case of the poet Lech Piwowar
(1909-1940) who was arrested by
the NKVD and began to write
down his experiences as early as
October 20, 1939, while traveling
in a wagon. In Starobil's'’k, he
continued to write in neat, uni-
form handwriting on cigarette
papers. He folded these papers,
bearing the Russian inscription
‘KpacrHodnoren, — KypurenbHast
6ymara — CoroskynbrTOopr’ [Red
Navy Sailor - Smoking Paper -
Soiuzkul'ttorg], into a small,
pink-covered book, which he
managed to save despite numer-
ous searches. In a crowded
camp, in the wet snow at sunset,
he read the poem ‘Ojczyzna
ktora zewszad idzie’ [The Home-
land that Comes from Every-
where] standing up, at a time
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when they were still far from
understanding what was hap-
pening to them (Taylor-Terlecka
2001: 8).

A new creative period began af-
ter the Sikorski-Maiskii agree-
ment and the so-called ‘amnes-
ty,” following the opening of the
Polish Embassy in Kuibyshev in
the Novosibirsk Oblast and the
Polish Army headquarters in
Buzuluk in the Orenburg Ob-
last. From all over the Soviet Un-
ion, tens of thousands of former
Gulag prisoners, who would lat-
er become soldiers, flocked to
the vicinity of Totskoe and Tat-
ishchevo (see Gross 1983: 15-24).
Jozef Czapski (1896-1993) recalls
how Wiadystaw  Broniewski
(1897-1962) obsessively recited
his last verses ‘Zamie¢ [Snow-
storm] and ‘Ujdi’ [Go Away]. Te-
odor Parnicki recited a series of
poems by Juliusz Stowacki, Jul-
ian Tuwim, Jan Lechon, Ale-
ksandr Blok, Andrei Belyi, and
even Jézef Wittlin’s translation
of Homer, arousing great enthu-
siasm among his comrades. The
formation of the Polish army in
the USSR led to the creation of
the first songs and the publica-
tion of a series of military maga-
zines, such as Wracamy do kraju
[We Return to Our Country],
Niech zyje nasza Armia [Long
Live Our Army!], Marsz Polakéw
[Poles’” March], and My Legiony
[We are the Legions]. The camp
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magazine, handwritten and rich-
ly illustrated, W marszu [On the
March], was published in eight-
een copies. Handwritten period-
icals were also distributed:
Zotnierz w polu [The Soldier on
the Battlefield], Dojdziemy [We
Shall Arrive], Ochotniczka [The
Volunteer], Wznies sie, orle
mate! [Rise Up, Little Eagle!],
Egcznik [Connector], £azik [The
Command Car], Ulan nad-
wotzariski [The Uhlan on the
Volga], Rys [Lynx|, and Sitwa
[Clique]. In December 1941, the
magazine Orzet Biaty [White Ea-
gle] began to be published by
the Polish Embassy in Kuiby-
shev, thanks to which poems by
Antoni Stonimski, Stefan
Balinski, Maria Pawlikowska-
Jasnorzewska, Wladystaw Bro-
niewski, Kazimiera IHakowi-
czéwna, and many others were
disseminated. The works of Felix
Konarski (‘Mysmy w obronie
wolnosci’ [We Defend Our Free-
dom]), later sung by marching
units, as well as those of Czestaw
Dobek (‘Jestesmy znowu wojski-
em’ [We Are an Army Again])
and Witold Szyfer (“Zelazny
marsz’ [The Iron March]) were
created. Ludwika Biesiadowska
wrote ‘Hymn Ochotniczek’ [The
Volunteers’ Anthem] and other
texts that were composed in
Buzuluk. In Totskoe,
Maksymilian Baranowski (1913-
2008) wrote entertaining and
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patriotic poems to lift spirits,
while others composed the mu-
sical accompaniment (Taylor-
Terlecka 2001: 9-10; see also Fo-
lejewski 1951, 222).

Poetry was written primarily at
the request of the public, and it
flourished and enjoyed the fer-
vent support of Jozef Czapski,
then head of military propagan-
da. In Iangi-lul, against the
backdrop of the Tian Shan
mountains and the distant Pa-
mir range, writer and publicist
Herminia Naglerowa (1890-1957)
gave lectures on the poetry of
the new Polish emigration.
Among the military, Stonimski’s
poem Alarm [The Air-Raid
Warning] enjoyed the greatest
popularity: in the capital of the
Komi Republic, during a Polish
ceremonial gathering, it was
even recited in Russian transla-
tion (Taylor-Terlecka 2001: 10).
After Russia, Iran experienced
another literary explosion of
above-average quality. Polish
poetry increased in Iraq and Pal-
estine, where publishing houses
worked through the night, pre-
paring volumes of verse, even
though printing presses with
Latin characters were difficult to
find. Baghdad then became a
paradise for poet-soldiers, whose
main press organ was Kurier
Polski [The Polish Courier]
(Gross 1983; Beaupré-Staniewicz
et al. 1987). However, the publi-
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cation of texts was affected by
British censorship. One example
was the order to leave a blank
space where Jerzy Bazarewski’s
poem ‘Droga na Pdéinoc’ [The
Road to the North] was to appear,
which was only allowed to be
published a year later. Jozef
Czapski’s memoirs on Starobil's'k,
for example, did not receive im-
mediate approval for publication
(Taylor-Terlecka 2001: 14).

The Need to Write

The traumatic experience in the
Soviet Gulag awakened in many
the need to write and recount
what they had experienced.
Many of the Poles who arrived
with General Anders’ 2nd Army
Corps on Persian soil wrote
books about their experiences in
the Soviet Union (see Gross
1983; Jaworska 2019). The poet
and former prisoner Jan
Olechowski (1917-1956) criticized
the works of his fellow sufferers
for their egocentric lamentations
and self-martyrdom (Taylor-
Terlecka 2001: 19). Some intel-
lectuals and writers who had
remained silent began to write
again: for example, the former
exiles Pawel Hertz, Tadeusz Pie-
per, Anatol Stern, and others.
Even those who remained in the
West gave voice to their Siberian
experiences, thus providing a
model not only for émigré litera-
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ture, but also serving as a coun-
terpart to the literature of the
Nazi  concentration camps,
since, according to Gustaw Her-
ling-Grudzinski, the Soviet and
Nazi camps were ‘totalitarian
twins.” Or, as Shalamov stated in
his story Zhitie inzhenera
Kipreeva [The Life of Engineer
Kipreev], Kolyma is defined as
‘OcBenuuM 6e3 meueir’ [Ausch-
witz without ovens] (Shalamov
2004: 153).

This literature constitutes one of
the most important branches of
Polish writing in exile, suffice it
to think of the great prose of
Herling-Grudzinski and Joézef
Czapski, authors of ‘wicked
books’ that educated several
generations of dissidents in Po-
land (Taylor-Terlecka 2001: 19-
20). For a long time, most of the
poems produced in the labour
camps were almost documen-
tary in nature. Jerzy Swiech de-
fines this poetry as ‘wiersze $wi-
adectwa’ [testimonial poems]
(Swiech 1997: 271). In this re-
gard, Nina Taylor-Terlecka ob-
served:

A significant part of Gulag poet-
ry is considered documentary,
utilitarian literature: with the
passage of time, it has had no
influence. Abstracting from its
artistic value, it was necessary,
even indispensable, created with
consciously practical purposes at
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the request of society [...] it tes-
tifies how even in the depths of
despair, poetry allows one to live
and survive (Taylor-Terlecka
2001: 18).

Beyond its aesthetic value, poet-
ry was written out of necessity
and was considered indispensa-
ble, even if for consciously utili-
tarian purposes. It was an inevi-
table conditioned reflex, an irre-
placeable mental hygiene proce-
dure for overcoming trauma.
Therefore, it is largely a phe-
nomenon on the borderline be-
tween psychology and sociology.
Nevertheless, even the sparsest
poetry takes on a collective, uni-
versalistic dimension. Undoubt-
edly, it was a priority for prison-
ers to communicate their
thoughts and feelings, to ensure
that what was written was easy
to memorize and share, and this
perhaps explains the choice of
traditional metrical measures
and the renunciation of innova-
tive formal research.” Sometimes
religious models are even
adapted to the theme of the Gu-
lag, such as the form of the
psalm. Examples include

' Here and where not indicated, the
translation is mine (AFDC).

* Regarding the characteristics of Soviet
concentration camp poetry, see Pieralli
2013: 235, but also the studies by Gullot-
ta 2012, Gullotta 2021, and Sucharski
2018.
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‘Modlitwa w drodze na zestanie’
[Prayer on the Way to Exile] by
Halina Terlecka, ‘Suplikacje’
[Supplications] by Beata Ober-
tynska, and ‘Modlitwa’ [Prayer]
by Janusz Wedow.

As these are poetic texts pro-
duced largely during a period of
extreme hardship, they are more
direct and spontaneous, allow-
ing us to explore emotions such
as shame, guilt, pride, and so-
called self-consciousness (Lewis

2000), i.e., emotions in which
self-reflection and self-
evaluation are fundamental.

They have moral effects in that
they give rise to immediate
feedback on the moral or social
acceptability of behaviour and
its effects. The idea that morality
fails in extreme situations is a
complex theme that runs
through philosophy, psychology,
and sociology. Evidence suggests
that critical situations do not
necessarily nullify morality, but
often transform it, forcing peo-
ple to redefine the boundaries
between good and evil in order
to survive. The silence that sur-
rounded the experiences of the
Soviet Gulag system for decades,
combined with the deep sense of
shame felt by many survivors, is
a complex phenomenon rooted
in trauma, fear, and the very na-
ture of Stalinist repression.

Special issue

Shame and Guilt

Many former prisoners suffered
from a deep sense of guilt for
having survived while millions
of others died of starvation,
cold, and forced labour. ‘Survi-
vor’s guilt,” or paralyzing guilt,
can arise for two reasons: a) be-
cause of living in a privileged
situation at the expense of oth-
ers or in comparison with others
who appear to be more damaged
(Kubany 1994); b) ‘for actions or
inactions that have increased
the sense of threat to one’s sur-
vival,” i.e., the perception of not
having done enough to prevent
the catastrophe and its conse-
quences (Parson 1986). The ten-
dency to feel guilty because of a
traumatic event can be consid-
ered an externalization of feel-
ings of fear and is rooted in feel-
ings of helplessness and loss of
control at the time of the catas-
trophe (Hendin et al. 1984).
Clinical psychologist and psy-
chotraumatologist Yael Danieli,
defines guilt as ‘an unconscious
attempt to deny or “cancel out”
powerlessness’ (see Prot 2009:
83). This need applies to both
survivors and their children.
Guilt also functions as loyalty to
the family or to the homeland.
Aleksander Wat wrote in
‘Wierzby w Alma-Acie’ [The
Weeping Willow Trees in Al-
maty], Jesli was zapomne / Jesli
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cie zapomne miasto rodzinne /
[...] / Jesli cie zapomne, walczaca
Warszawo / w krwi spieniona
Warszawo’ [If I forget you / If
forget you, my hometown / [...] /
If I forget you, fighting Warsaw /
Warsaw foaming with blood],
Taylor-Terlecka 2001: 56-57). For
deportees, guilt is a complex
emotion that expresses assess-
ments in relation to the self-
model, with reference to a past
state (similar to nostalgia and
regret). Like all complex emo-
tions, it is based on a fundamen-
tal emotion, which, in the case
of guilt, is sadness. Even the
theme of struggle is sometimes
intertwined  with  nostalgia
(Bellelli et al. 2009: 146). As
proof of this, we quote a few
lines from the poem ‘Co mi tam
troski’ [I don’t «care] by
Wiadystaw  Broniewski, pub-
lished in the collection Bagnet
na brori [The Gun Bayonet]
(Broniewski 1943), which brings
together poems written between

1939 and 1943:

Byleby w garsci karabin,
taki co w boju nie chybi -
Co mi tam s$niegi Syberii,
co mi tam piaski Libii!

Co mi tam obdz, wiezie-
nie, gléd, poniewierka,
szkorbut -
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rados¢ zolnierska laduje,
jak chleb i naboje, do tor-

by.

Na nic mi wszelkie nagro-
dy, na nic mi wience sta-
wy,

potrzebne mi mocne buty,
zeby w nich dojs¢ do War-
SZawy.

(Broniewski 1943: 21)

As long as I have a rifle in
my hand, one that will not
miss in battle,

I don’t care about the
snows of Siberia, I don’t
care about the sands of
Libya!

[ don’t care about the
camp, the prison, the hun-
ger, the poverty, the scur-
vy:

[ put a soldier’s joy in my
bag like bread and bullets!

[ don’t care about hon-
ours, I don’t care about
crowns of glory,

[ need sturdy shoes to
walk all the way to War-
saw.

The poem is closely linked to
Polish history and Broniewski’s
biography. On January 24, 1940,
the poet was arrested in Lviv. He
spent eighteen months in vari-
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ous Soviet prisons. Most of the
Poles released during that peri-
od thanks to the Sikorski-
Maiskii agreement joined the
forces assembled under the
command of General Wladystaw
Anders, which would soon be
sent to the front. The optimistic
tone of the poem mentioned
above stems from the hopes that
Poles placed in the creation of
Anders’ army. They hoped for a
fast victory, a return to their
homeland, and its liberation
from the German occupiers. The
poem describes a state of eupho-
ria, in anticipation of an im-
provement in their fate and that
of their loved ones. As the title
suggests, all worries cease to
matter. Tirtaic themes are pre-
sent, and the lyrical ‘T strives to
inspire the struggle. He empha-
sizes his love for his homeland
and hopes that his compatriots
share it. He gradually regains his
faith in victory and proudly ob-
serves the army, composed of
soldiers previously held in pris-
ons and labour camps. The op-
portunity to join the fight is the
greatest joy for the lyrical I.” He
shows no fear but infects others
with optimism and energy for
action. Faced with the possibility
of regaining freedom, all worldly
concerns cease to matter. The
soldier in the poem has only one
goal: to reach Warsaw. The poet
uses metonymy, and the capital
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becomes a symbol for all of Po-
land. The soldier’s boots and ri-
fle symbolize the determination
and strength of the Polish peo-
ple. The lyrical subject pays no
attention to anything else. He
ignores difficulties and expects
neither fame nor rewards. He
may be one of many anonymous
soldiers, as long as he achieves
his goal. The good of his home-
land motivates him to continue
traveling the world. He has sur-
vived a long journey, captivity,
hunger, and disease, so his expe-
riences have left deep wounds,
but the lyrical T describes them
in simple, military terms.

Those deported to the camps are
humiliated people who feel they
have been unjustly wronged and
believe that others are to blame
for the damage done to them.
This experience should also pro-
voke anger directed at others, an
externalization of guilt (Lewis
1971; Scheff 1987) and strong
feelings of revenge. This feeling
emerges in the poem ‘Homo sa-
piens,” in which Broniewski pre-
dicted, in the name of the fun-
damental principles of the
French Revolution (1789-1799),
who would drop the bombs
when he became one of the
horsemen of the Apocalypse
who would ride across the earth.
On Berlin, for its war crimes, on
those who incited other peoples
against each other to build for-
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tunes in wars, as well as on
those guilty of the Katyn massa-
cre.

Niechaj rycerze zmar-
twychwstang
I $wiecac kazdy piersi ra-
na,
Swiadectwo dadza krwi
meczenskiej,
Tej krwi niewinnej, z reki
kata
Przelanej w obca ziemie
czerstwa,
Ze zgroza, lecz milczeniem
swiata
Za wolno$¢, rownos¢ i bra-
terstwo.
(Broniewski 1945: 31)

May the knights rise from
the dead

And, each chest shining
with a wound,

Bear witness to the blood
of the martyr,

That innocent blood, from
the hand of the execution-
er

Shed in foreign lands,
With horror, but with the
silence of the world

For liberty, equality, and
fraternity.

The extreme, negative, and gen-
eralized experiences of the self
that accompany them are un-
bearable, and shame easily turns
into humiliation (Bellelli et al.
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2009: 145). When this happens,
an attribution shift occurs,
whereby responsibility is abrupt-
ly externalized, thus triggering
anger (Lewis 1971). Shame is
strongly associated with anger in
its most destructive forms
(Tangney 1995), of which it can
be considered a mediator. In the
poem ‘Synkowi’ [To My Son] by
the poet Jerzy Woszczynin
(1907-1976), the vengeful tone,
while not predominant, is asso-
ciated with a messianic message,
a vision of rebirth:

A jesli nie powrdci... Wte-
dy ty, z kolei

Gdy urosniesz, zrozu-
miesz, skupisz wszystkie
sity

I uderzysz i zniszczysz. A
potem zasiejesz

Nowe ziarna wolnosci na
starych mogitach
(Woszczynin 1944: 21)

And if he doesn’t come
back... Then you, in turn,
When you grow up, you
will understand, you will
focus all your strength
And you will strike and
destroy. And then you will
SOW

New seeds of freedom on
the old graves.

Scheff (1990, 1994) and
Retzinger (1991) have shown that
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shame triggers feelings of anger,
which are followed by destruc-
tive retaliatory behaviour. Re-
sponses of anger and resentment
are followed by expressions of
blame and vindictiveness, which
reinforce shame. Many prisoners
in prisons or labour camps were
often unclear about the reason
for their conviction. As theatre
and radio director Waclaw Rad-
ulski (1904-1983) wrote to liter-
ary critic Tymon Terlecki (1905-
2000), former camp prisoners
focused on their own wrongs
(see Taylor-Terlecka 2001: 14).
Anger, for example, in its prima-
ry form, basically arises from a
situation in which goals are
blocked and the resulting frus-
tration. Oatley and Johnson
Laird (1987) consider anger to be
an emotion that arises in unex-
pected, unpleasant situations
that hinder the achievement of
goals, caused by other people
and which may be perceived as
unfair. Anger can also fulfil mor-
al functions when it prompts re-
dress. It can be considered, in a
sense, as a ‘guardian of morality,’
in the same way as other emo-
tions that, according to Izard
(1977), constitute the ‘hostility
triad:” disgust and contempt. In
Jerzy ~ Woszczynin’s ~ poem
‘Sprzymierzenicom’ [To the Al-
lies], the desire for revenge is a
clear sentiment: only the sol-
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dier's anger can repay the
wrongs suffered.
Aby wyrownac ofiary,

Tulaczke, krzywdy i bol,
Nie starczy twojego zlota,
Ni lasow twoich, ni pdl.

Jedynej rekompensaty
Zada zotnierski gniew:
Ztotem sie placi za ztoto,
A krew sie daje za krew.
(Bielatowicz 1944: 341
Taylor-Terlecka 2001: 66)

To compensate for the
sacrifices,

the exile, the wrongs and
the pain,

your gold will not suffice,
nor your forests nor your

fields.

The only compensation
The soldier’'s anger de-
mands:

Gold is paid for gold,

and blood is given for
blood.

Shame is a complex emotion
that expresses self-evaluations in
relation to others, and it is the
basic emotion to which fear is
linked. The reference to sadness
and fear, respectively, involves a
fundamental difference. For
Oatley and  Johnson-Laird
(1987), sadness is linked to the
attachment system; fear, on the
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other hand, is associated with
separation (social isolation), a
threat from a predator or a dom-
inant conspecific, or physical
danger. In the lyric ‘Piesni’ [The
Songs] by Artur Miedzyrzecki
(1922-1996), a state of profound
anguish emerges. Hopelessness,
fear, and the awareness of a
tragic fate led to a loss of ration-
al control: uncontrollable im-
pulses arise from illogical ac-
tions dictated by a deep state of
sadness.

Zmudna jest droga do sie-
bie, gdy szlak sie gubi w
ciemnosci,

Gdy placza uschniete
kwiaty, gdy wyje noc ura-
gliwie,

Kiedy nie mozna ogarna¢,
kiedy nie mozna uproscic¢
Zmierzchow przekletych
rozpacza i zwyciezonych
porywem.
(Taylor-Terlecka 2001: 155)

The journey back to one-
self is arduous when the
trail is lost in the darkness,
When withered flowers
cry, when the night howls
mockingly,

When one cannot com-
prehend, when one cannot
simplify

Twilights cursed by des-
pair and conquered by
impulse.
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Janoff-Bulman and Wortman
(1977) demonstrated that the
more people believed they could
have acted differently to prevent
the accident, the more they
blamed themselves for what had
happened, and that the more
time passed since the traumatic
event, the more they tended to
project the blame onto envi-
ronmental factors. They are dis-
tinguished between two types of
self-blame: characterological and
behavioural.  Characterological
self-blame focuses on the indi-
vidual’s character: they use the
present tense to describe them-
selves in the present and tend to
give an overall, general assess-
ment of themselves. The behav-
ioural form, on the other hand, is
linked to the perception of con-
trol and focuses on one’s specific
behaviour, on those actions and
omissions that caused the event,
which is why the individual often
repeats to themselves ‘if 1 had
done’ etc. Those with charactero-
logical self-accusatory traits tend
to feel global guilt, while those
with behavioural self-accusation
feel guilty because of the specific
experience. This cognitive strate-
gy reflects survivors' efforts to
make sense of their victimhood,
to understand ‘why it happened’
and ‘why to them, to find the
deeper meaning that the event
has for their lives and for the lives
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of all those involved (Bellelli et
al. 2009: 150). Those who had
some influence on their own lib-
eration are marked by guilt. A
certain sense of ‘guilt’ shines
through in Janusz Wedow’s
(1921-1982)° poem ‘Pozegnanie
obozu’ [Farewell to the Camp],
where the poet’s happiness at
being liberated from the labour
camp cannot be complete, not
only because the memory of that
experience cannot be erased, but
also because others behind him
will remain in that place to per-
ish and perhaps never see free-
dom:

Dzisiaj zegnam ten obdz z
pogodnym usmiechem,

te druty, ktore wolnosé¢
odciely od roku...

Czy nic tez nie zostato tu-
taj po mnie echem,

czy nic nie wstrzyma krét-
ko mych pospiesznych
krokow?

> He was deported to Russia and served
in places such as Gryazovets and, later,
in the Middle East: in Palestine, Syria,
Damascus, and on the Suez Canal. He
served as an officer in the 2nd Army
Corps. After the war, he settled in
Southampton, New York. Poet, head of
the program production department of
the Polish broadcaster Radio Free Eu-
rope. He is the author of a series of po-
etry anthologies: W drodze do ojczyzny:
wiersze  wybrane (Tel-Aviv  1942);
Wracajqce zagle: wiersze (Rome 1944);
Czterolistna koniczyna (London 1957).
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O, nie! zostaty w drutach
krwawe chwil Golgoty

ciaggnace si¢ swym pa-
smem na smutku gdzies
krance,

zostaty groby bolu i zglisz-
cza tesknoty

i cichych tez ukryte przed
ludzmi rozance...

Lecz wszystko to upadto
jak jesienne liscie,

gdy z brzekiem wreszcie
pekly niewoli obrecze

i dzisiaj juz w mym sercu
nie ma nienawisci,

bo dzisiaj w chmurze Zre-
nic zal$nily mi tecze!
(Taylor-Terlecka 2001: 144)

Today I bid farewell to this
camp with a serene smile,
these barbed wires that
have cut off freedom for a
year...

Is there nothing left here
that echoes behind me,
nothing that will briefly
halt my hurried steps?

Oh, no! Bloody moments
of Golgotha remain in the
barbed wire,

stretching their threads
across the borders of sad-
ness,

remaining tombs of pain
and ruins of desire
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and rosaries of silent tears
hidden from the people...

But all this has fallen like
autumn leaves,

when the circles of slavery
finally broke with a noise,
and today there is no ha-
tred in my heart,

because today rainbows
have shone in the clouds
of my eyes!

The sense of guilt that arises
from powerlessness in the face
of evil is present in the poem
‘Suplikacje’ [Supplications] by
Beata Obertynska (1898-1980),
placed at the end of the poetic
appendix to the second edition
of her memoirs W domu niewoli
[In the House of Slavery]. It is an
appeal to God, and it is in God
that hope is placed for escape
from those inhuman conditions
and earthly hell. For this reason,
Suplikacje echoes the language
of the Holy Scriptures (especial-
ly Psalms 22 and 130), just as her
memoirs W domu niewoli owe
their title to a passage from the
Bible (Exodus 20:1-14) (see Ja-
worska 2022: 87; Jaworska 2013:
207-18; Sucharski 2006).

[...]

My grzeszni,
my zmeczeni,
my obszarom wydani,
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my zamartej przestrzeni
na zer zywcem rzuceni,
my wyjeci spod prawa, z
czlowieczenstwa wyrzuci,
my deptani jak trawa, za-
ganiani 1 szczuci -

my nedzarze zawszeni,
my, co gtdd nas oglupia,
my rzesza bezimienna

do dna krzywda otruta,

my brudni, my obdarci,
my az $mieszni chwilami,
my pocieszni,

my grzeszni,

[...]

(Obertynska 1972: 69; Tay-
lor-Terlecka 2001: 53-54)

[...]

We sinners,

we exhausted ones,

we condemned to desolate
lands,

we thrown into a dead
space,

we removed from the law,
emptied of humanity,

we trampled like grass,
pulled and incited,

we flea-ridden beggars,

we stupefied by hunger,
we nameless crowd,
poisoned by injustice,

we dirty, we ragged,

we sometimes even ridicu-
lous,

we comforters,

we sinners

[...]
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In this poem, the author aban-
dons literary artifice to address
God directly, asking for comfort,
forgiveness, strength, or guid-
ance. Guilt overlaps with sin:
‘my grzeszni’ [we sinners]. Un-
like guilt, which remains per-
sonal, sin is universal - it is not I
who am guilty, but the commu-
nity. For the poet - as a deeply
religious person - life in the
camp was a manifestation of
moral decay, a sin, proof of the
depravity of the hdfltlings. As re-
searcher Olga Orzet Wargskog
argues, ‘moral purity in [such]
texts is linked to bodily purity;
texts that strive to clearly define
the boundaries of dignity are
distinguished by the presence of
self-censorship, which elimi-
nates from the narrative what is
vile, purely physiological’ (Orzet
Wargskog 201: 32). In fact,
Obertynska’s verses are much
more restrained than her mem-
oirs W domu niewoli, in which
she expresses with all her emo-
tional involvement and without
filters the years of humiliation,
hunger, and degradation she
suffered and witnessed (Su-
charski 2006; Jaworska 2022: 80;
Jaworska 2013: 207). The journey
undertaken by the poet is a
journey to the underworld.

Special issue

Between Nature and Anti-

Nature

The image of Siberia as a bound-
less, frozen, lifeless hell has been
present in Polish literature since
the deportations of 1831 (see
Trojanowiczowa 1993: 96; Ja-
worska 2022: 83; Kaczynska
1991). In his Lecture XXIII of the
second course on Slavic Litera-
ture at the Collége de France, on
May 6, 1842, Adam Mickiewicz,
reflecting on the fact that the
number of Poles deported to the
Far East of Russia and Siberia
was increasing every day, states
that the name Siberia, which
had entered Polish literature
since the time of Tadeusz
Kosciuszko, had now become a
symbolic place of the constant
Tsarist threat hanging over the
Poles (see De Carlo 2022: 85).*
And again, the poet observes:

This Siberia, which Russian
writers make no mention of -
although there are some odes to
the glory of Russian victories in
this land - that Siberia, so re-
mote and totally foreign, now
enters the realm of Polish poet-
ry. Siberia is a political hell: it

*In the same lecture, Mickiewicz rec-
ognizes within the ‘literature of exile’ a
genre that he defines as ‘Polish-Siberian
literature’ ([literatura polsko-sybirska],
Mickiewicz 1865: 240-41; see also Mari-
nelli 2022: 66-67).
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fulfils the same role in poetry as
medieval hell, so well described
by Dante. All books of contem-
porary Polish literature mention
Siberia; there are excellent de-
scriptions of the torments of the
Poles; we even have a work by
Stowacki, whose subject unfolds
entirely in Siberia (Mickiewicz
1842:167-68).

For Obertynska, Siberia is hell
on earth, a place of suffering
where evil reigns supreme, and
those who enter it - as Justyna
Chiap-Nowakowa (Chtap-
Nowakowa 2004: 82) points out
— are victims of human injustice,
but not of eternal damnation
(Jaworska 2022: 83). The sur-
rounding landscape is terrifying,
not only because death reigns
there, but also because of the
awareness that it is an instru-
ment of violence. According to
Nina Taylor-Terlecka, for the
deportees, all of nature, ‘pri-
mordial and deaf,” ‘contradicted
traditional values. It was rather
anti-nature or nature in reverse’
(Taylor-Terlecka 2001: 15). Polish
critic Wojciech Ligeza argues
that in Obertynska’s work, the
northern landscape is complicit
in the crime being committed
(see Ligeza 1990: 157). For the
poet, the Taiga appears as a rot-
ting corpse in a swamp, an abyss
where even God has forgotten
man. The rivers on which the
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prisoners are transported on
barges take on gloomy and
threatening tones, as in the
opening lines of ‘Pechora’ [Pe-
chora]:

Ssie nas poinoc powoli z t3
rzeka,

Jak bezkarna tu zbrodnia
rozlegla,
Przelewajac
dalekos¢
W zaumarle, bezimienne
piekto.

(Obertynska 1972: 63; Tay-
lor-Terlecka 2001: 48)

podstepnie

The north slowly sucks us
down with this river,

like a vast crime unpun-
ished here,

stealthily pouring the dis-
tance

into a dead, nameless hell.

The Pechora River is depicted as
a snake, and its waters, symbol-
izing death, lead to the realm of
evil (see Jaworska 2022: 83). Like
the poet, for the writer, journal-
ist, and prisoner of the Soviet la-
bour camps of Kolyma, Anatol
Krakowiecki (1901-1950), the tai-
ga is a deadly landscape that
chains the body, suffocates the
heart, and torments the mind to
the point of madness. The snow-
covered Siberia of the poet-
soldier Bolestaw Redzisz is also
steeped in death, where bodies
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and graves appear in the snowy
infinity.

Od iluz wiekow, jak dtugie
warkocze,

plecione z meki, kajdan i
zatoby,

W  wielkie bezkresne,
sniegowe roztocze

Idg kibitki i ludzie i groby?
[...]

W  miejsca, gdzie sobie
smier¢ wybrala leze,

I gdzie wiatr tylko smutny

snuje zale
Padaja ciala, jak swiete
szkaplerze
[ krew szkarlatna, jak

wielkie korale.
(Taylor-Terlecka 2001: 131)

For how many centuries,
like long braids,

woven from torment,
chains, and mourning,
Into the immense, endless
SNOWY expanses,

Do kibitkas and people
and graves go?

[...]

To the places where death
has chosen its lair,

And where only the sad
wind weaves its SOrrows,
Bodies fall like holy scapu-
lars,

And scarlet blood
great beads.

like
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Although the Siberian landscape
is associated with death, and
every abyss leads to an ever-
deeper abyss, like Dante’s un-
derworld, as in Redzisz’s poem
‘Obted’ [Madness] ‘U stop
przepasci sa otchtanie. / Rune w
nig gtowa. Niech sie stanie! /
Niech na me mysli $mier¢ potozy’
(‘At the foot of the abyss there are
abysses. / I will fall headlong into
it. Let it be done! / Let death fall
upon my thoughts’) (Taylor-
Terlecka 2001: 133). At that depth,
however, the Polish exiles expe-
rienced a kind of epiphany. Kra-
kowiecki was captivated by the
song of the larks and the daz-
zling beauty of the Kolyma’s flo-
ra. Surrounded by imposing
mountains, the poet Alexander
Wat (1900-1967) felt immersed
in the secrets of colour, while an
incredible symphony of violets
and almond blossoms resounded
accompanied by a rushing green
stream. Even Obertyniska, de-
spite all the elements of this
landscape being tinged with
death (the river is alien, frozen,
colourless, joyless, the whole
world a hostile abyss), was deep-
ly struck by the beauty of the
distant, almost abstract Ural
Mountains. Jozef Czapski was
struck by the light colours of the
Karakum Desert, the turquoise
of the sky, and the sight of a
man on a donkey against the
backdrop of the lemon and lilac-
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coloured landscape (Taylor-
Terlecka 2001: 17-18). In his Paris
lectures, Mickiewicz spoke of
the fundamental importance of
the Siberian experience in moral
and religious renewal and the
need for soul-searching. He em-
phasized that the literature of
exile constitutes a mass, collec-
tive, highly democratic, almost
popular, universal, and pan-
Slavic  testimony, ultimately
anonymous, because it speaks
on behalf of all the fallen and

missing.
Shame and Stigma

This paralyzing trauma made it
extremely painful to recall the
past, often experienced as a ‘de-
humanizing’ experience that
transformed the person into an
object. Despite being victims,
many survivors felt shame for
the humiliations they suffered or
for the moral compromises nec-
essary to survive in extreme
conditions (the ‘struggle for life’
that led to selfish behaviour).
Furthermore, in the post-war
period, former prisoners often
suffered discrimination and so-
cial marginalization,  being
branded as ‘enemies of the peo-
ple’ or untrustworthy individu-
als. The silence of the Gulag,
therefore, was the result of a
combination of deep psycholog-
ical trauma, the need to protect
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oneself from a distrustful socie-
ty, and the shame induced by a
system that sought to destroy
human dignity.

Those who had not experienced
the Gulag viewed the returnees
with mixed emotions, often fail-
ing to recognize them as their
loved ones. As early as 1919, the
young Osip Mandelstam con-
fessed to his future wife that two
things were most important to
him: death and recognition
(Zejmo 2018: 49). Years later,
Nadezhda Mandelstam recalled,
‘N cHapyxu, W 3a KOIIOYeH
Orpafiol BCe Mbl IIOTEPsUIU
nmamMaTs [Both outside and be-
hind the barbed wire fence, we
all lost our memory] (Man-
del'shtam 1972: 22). Meanwhile,
on both sides of the barbed wire,
this loss of memory progressed
in different ways, causing mis-
understandings, breakdowns in
communication, and a mutual
inability to recognize each other.
The victim returned from the
camp a different person. The bit-
ter irony of the whole situation
lay in the fact that both the fam-
ily and the returnees felt alien-
ated now by their long-awaited
reunion (Zejmo 2018: 49-50).
Considering that family life is
based on a deep understanding
of the individual identities of
each member of the community,
and that this mutual recognition
continues over the years, it is
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obvious that the failure to rec-
ognize a person belonging to a
family casts a deep shadow over
all those who do not recognize
them or are not recognized. This
lack of recognition triggers mu-
tual fear and guilt. This leads to
an internal fracture within the
community, breaking the bonds
of solidarity and trust. In the
personal narrative of the unrec-
ognized person, the loss of iden-
tity reveals the degree of trans-
formation of a person subjected
to the destructive power of the
state (see Weiner 2014).

The system of terror drew mil-
lions of citizens into its machin-
ery, both as silent witnesses and
active participants. In a society
where all aspects of human life
were subject to ideological pres-
sure, people ‘learned to speak
softly’ (Figes 2007: XXIX). Those
who returned to their families
after years in the Gulag found it
difficult to feel reintegrated.
Numerous studies in the litera-
ture assess the psychological
consequences of various types of
man-made trauma (e.g. war, de-
portation, genocide, etc.). Dif-
ferent types of traumatic events
seem to have different impacts
on mental health (Norris et al.
1996). Reactions to such events
can include post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD), major
depressive disorder (MDD), al-
cohol abuse, anxiety and soma-
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tization disorders, behavioural
problems, performance disor-
ders, and psychological reactivi-
ty. However, although fear and
horror are the dominant emo-
tions associated with PTSD, they
are not the only ones (Bellelli et
al. 2009: 154). For example, Pow-
er and Dalgleish (2004) have
highlighted the presence of oth-
er emotions in PTSD, such as
guilt and shame, whose symp-
toms seem to express not so
much the destruction of external
security (as in the case of fear)
as the fragmentation of an in-
ternal sense of security.

Moral emotions play a funda-
mental role in the assessment
and treatment of people who
have experienced trauma. A
traumatic event is defined as an
extremely violent factor, beyond
the limits of normal human ex-
perience, concerning direct ex-
perience, witnessing, or facing
events that involve a real or
feared threat of death or serious
harm to oneself or others
(Bellelli et al. 2009: 147). Polish
writer Gustaw Herling-Grudzin-
ski’s reflection on morality in ex-
treme situations, particularly in
the context of the Soviet Gulag
described in Inny swiat [A
World Apart], is central and
complex. The Polish writer does
not argue that it is a case of a
simple absence of morality but
describes how Soviet totalitari-
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anism and the struggle for sur- ical collapse, which is the true
vival actively destroy the very goal of totalitarianism.
possibility of moral choice, re-

ducing man to the state of a

beast. In the camp, traditional

moral categories (good/evil,

honest/dishonest) lose their

meaning in the face of extreme

hunger and the need to survive.

‘Morality’ is replaced by physical

‘necessity.’ For Herling-Grudzin-

ski, the extreme situation does

not eliminate morality in an ab-

solute sense but subjects it to

such pressure that its applica-

tion becomes almost impossible,

leading the individual to an eth-

The research presented in this article was conducted within the frame-
work of the PRIN 2022 PNRR project “Literature of Socialist Trauma:
Mapping and Researching the Lost Page of European Literature
(LOST)”, ID: P2022745X8, CUP: B53D23029360001, Principal Investiga-
tor: Andrea Gullotta (University of Palermo). The project was funded by
the Italian Ministry of Education, Universities, and Research (MIUR)
under the 2022 PRIN PNRR Call for Proposals, Directorial Decree No.
1409 of September 14, 2022.
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Giovanni Magliocco
Blood, Stigmata and The Prison Cell: Trauma and

Redemption in Radu Gyr’s Detention Poetry

Poetry produced in the prisons of communist Romania still represents a lost
page in the history of European literature, as it has so far received less atten-
tion from critics than prose and memoirs. In this contribution, after some pre-
liminary reflections on Romanian Gulag poetry, I will propose a close reading
of Radu Gyr’s poetry, focusing in particular on the two posthumous cycles The
Blood of the Prison [Sangele temnitei] and Stigmata [Stigmate] and on some
recurring themes and motifs in his prison poetry: the infernal space of the
prison and the cell, blood and wounds, which converge in the shocking image
of the stigmata. By analysing how these themes evolve and change in the au-
thor’s poetic universe, I will demonstrate that Radu Gyr, through his search for
a sacred, ritual, and cathartic language, transformed the brutality of impris-
onment into poetry, making his poetic art not only a testimony to trauma, but
also an act of inner healing.

1. A Brief Introduction to Ro-
manian Gulag Poetry

Poetry produced in the com-
munist prisons of Romania re-
mains largely a lost page in Eu-
ropean literary history. Despite
embodying an emblematic form
of survival and resistance in a
violent and hostile universe, it
has so far received less attention
from critics than prose and
memoirs of detention.! Com-

' The situation regarding studies on
Romanian prison poetry is in many
ways comparable to that of studies on
Russian Gulag poetry. As Andrea Gul-
lotta observed in one of the few articles
devoted to Russian Gulag poetry: ‘In the
cartography of Russian studies, a large
area has been almost completely ig-

posed mentally during the
traumatic experience of the Gu-
lag, this poetry has a high value
of immediacy. Its placement in
the hic et nunc of the concentra-
tionary space makes it one of the
most appropriate literary genres
for studying in vitro the direct

nored, and that is Gulag poetry. It may
be hard to believe, but to date only a
limited number of articles have ever
been devoted to this huge body of texts.
It is quite a surprising fact, if we com-
pare it with the importance that the
study of poetry had in scholarly re-
search on literature generated from
other traumatic historical contexts,
such as Holocaust poetry, Apartheid
poetry, or the poetry of African-
American authors concerning racism in
the USA’ (Gullotta 2016: 175).
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effects that trauma can have on
literary creation. Alongside its
value of vivid immediacy, Gulag
poetry also takes on a particular
function within the concentra-
tionary space. It seems to have
not so much the purpose of
documenting hell as a more
therapeutic/cathartic and even
soteriological function. We can
consider the vast poetic produc-
tion of the Romanian Gulag al-
most as a form of exorcism of
pain and suffering, an inner cure
for trauma that also aims, spirit-
ually, at a sort of redemption for
the condemned. To express and
obsessively repeat the trauma
and pain in all its brutality with-
in one’s verses, sharing it with
other condemned people, not
only serves the purpose of feel-
ing part of a fallen, dehuman-
ized, and suffering humanity,
but also that of projecting evil
outward, cauterizing one’s
wounds. Proof of this hypothesis
could be found in the fact that,
although some Gulag poets were
already writing poetry before
their arrest (in particular well-
known and established profes-
sional poets such as Radu Gyr,
Nichifor Crainic, Aurel Ciu-
runga, Vasile Voiculescu, Ilon
Caraion, Ionel Zeand, etc.),
many poets made their debut in
the Gulag (Constantin Aurel
Dragodan, Zahu Pand, lIoan Vic-
tor Pica, Sergiu Mandinescu,
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Constantin Oprisan, Dumitru
Oniga, Stefan Vldadoianu, Valeriu
Gafencu, Dumitru Bacu, Mihai
Buracu, Demostene Andronescu,
etc.) and in some cases died in
the Gulag. When I say they died
in the Gulag, I am not referring
only to those poets who died
during their imprisonment, but
also (and above all) to a specific
category of poets who, once they
left the Gulag, would never write
poetry again. This is a clear ex-
ample of poetry that arises and
is consumed exclusively in the
dramatic experience of the Gu-
lag. It only makes sense to exist
within that space, as it fulfils a
specific function: to survive and
to find a possible way out of
trauma through the enchant-
ment of words.

The slow emergence of Gulag
poetry in the Romanian cultural
space began in 1990, owing

* I would like to point out that during
the communist regime, six anthologies
were published between 1952 and 1985,
one of which was in English. All the an-
thologies were published abroad (Por-
tugal, Spain, Brazil, Canada), either in-
dependently or through short-lived
publishing houses. Due to these cir-
cumstances, these publications had lit-
tle circulation in Romania: lon Stegaru,
Din Poezia rezistentei romdnesti |
Puscdriasul Onofrei [Radu Gyr], Poeme
din inchisoare, cu o prezentare de Victor
Buescu (Lisbon: Universitatea din
Lisabona, Colectia Lectoratului Roman,
Colectie Romaneascd, 1952); Dumitru
Bacu (ed.) Ofrandd, Poezii din inchisori
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above all to the publication of a
series of anthologies that made
the vast poetic corpus produced
in communist prisons available
to critics and readers. Between
1990 and 2010 several antholo-
gies were published: Poets be-
hind Bars (I-1V) [Poetii dupa
gratii (I-IV)], edited by Constan-
tin Aurel Dragodan between
1993 and 1997 for Editura Rami-
da in Bucharest; Poetry in Hand-
cuffs [Poezia in catuse], edited
by Aurelian I. Popescu (Craiova:
Editura Omniscop, 1995); Last
night Jesus entered my cell. Poets
Behind Bars [As'noapte lisus mi-
a intrat in celula. Poeti dupa
gratii] edited by Cezarina Barzoi
(Bucharest: Editura Elisavaros,
2005); Anthology of Detention
Poetry [Antologia poeziei car-
cerale] edited by Ioana Cistele-
can (Cluj-Napoca: Editura Ei-
kon, 2006), author of the first
monograph dedicated to prison
poetry (Detention Poetry, Poezia
carcerald, Pitesti: Editura Parale-
la 45, 2000) and Poets behind

(Madrid: Grdficas Benzal, 1963); Nicu
Dima et al. (eds.), Poeme din inchisori
(Madrid: Editura Drum, 1970); Arhim.
Roman Braga (ed.), Voi n-ati fost cu noi
in celule, (Sdo Paulo, Brazil: 1972); Zahu
Pana (ed.), Poezii din inchisori, cu un
cuvant introductiv de Vintila Horia
(Canada: Editura Cuvantul romaénesc,
1982); Zahu Pand (ed.), Poems from
communist prisons, translated by Mo-
ther Alexandra (Hamilton-Canada: Edi-
tura Cuvantul romanesc, 1982).
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Bars [Poeti dupa gratii] pub-
lished by Mdnastirea Petru Voda
in 2010. More recently, in 2012, a
bilingual Romanian/French an-
thology was also published, ed-
ited by Paula Romanescu (Bu-
charest: Editura Betta, 2012). Ex-
cept for the anthology edited by
Ioana Cistelecan, published by
Editura Eikon, all the other an-
thologies have had limited circu-
lation, as they were published by
small publishing houses. In 2016,
Ilie Popa edited a comprehen-
sive anthology for Editura
Fundatiei Culturale MEMORIA,
now in its second edition (2023):
Anthology of Anti-Communist
Detention Lyric Poetry from the
Romanian Space [Antologia liri-
cii de detentie anticomunistad
din spatiul romanesc].

This is a valuable work that
brings together 177 poets and
over 1,300 poems, undoubtedly
the richest collection of prison
poetry published to date in Ro-
mania. Reading this monumen-
tal work, it is easy to see that the
poetry produced in Romanian
Gulag, despite the differences in
style, can be interpreted as the
emergence and irradiation of a
great collective work, whose
value is not only documentary
but has, in many cases, aesthetic
value as well. In this poetry,
characterized by a remarkable
emotional and visual impact,
images, themes, and motifs re-
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cur obsessively, as do words,
rhythms, and sounds that mi-
grate from one author to anoth-
er, from one text to another, in a
deep labyrinth of references, al-
lusions and mutual influences.
The folkloric substrate present
in many texts is unifying and
homogenizing, not only from a
thematic point of view, but also
from a technical and stylistic
one. These characteristics align
with the literary strategies sys-
tematized by Anne Whitehead
(see Whitehead 2004: 85-87),
which are very common in
works focusing on trauma and
its consequences: ‘obsessive
repetition’ (of themes, motifs,
and images), and
‘intertextuality’ (in the case of
Romanian poets in the Gulag,
intertextual practice primarily
involves folkloric texts).?

The fact that this poetry was
produced mentally and spread
orally led to the partial revival of
specific forms of Romanian pop-
ular and folkloric literature, such
as the Baladd or the Colind. Due
to their metrical and rhythmical
structure, these poetic forms
lend themselves well to memo-
rization. It was precisely the
pressure of having to create

> Although Whitehead has systematized
these techniques of representing trau-
ma in post-traumatic fiction, they are
also partially applicable to poetry pro-
duced within the Gulag.

Special issue

these poems mentally and then
disseminate them orally that
brought these archaic and tradi-
tional genres back to the fore in
the middle of the 20™ century.
Among other things, this redis-
covery creates a stark contrast,
and incredibly modern hybridi-
zation between the imagery of
violence expressed by this poet-
ry, which clearly approaches po-
etical Expressionism, and the
traditional forms originating in
popular culture. As Ioana Cistel-
ecan states, proposing the for-
mula of inverted ballads:

The images amaze us with
their newness; ultimately,
we find ourselves reading
a poem that is not only
modern, but very contem-
porary even [..] The
closed space of detention
supposes an annihilation
of the natural, even an in-
trinsic preference for the
overturned order. This
preference is transposed
into the so-called inverted
ballads. Reinvented as a
form of prison creation,
ballads lose their bright-
ness and meaning [...] they
gradually become distort-
ed, pertinently inhaling
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the ashes of the cell (Cis-
telecan 2019: 123).*

In this vast poetical corpus, the
poetical works of Radu Gyr, dark
and monolithic, emerge as the
most significant and consistent
poetry composed within Roma-
nian Gulag. In this contribution,
taking into account the prelimi-
nary reflections made so far, I
will propose a close reading of
Radu Gyr’s poetry, focusing in
particular on the two posthu-
mous cycles The Blood of the
Prison [Sangele temnitei] and
Stigmata [Stigmate], as well as
on some recurring themes and
motifs therein: the infernal
spaces of the prison and the cell;
the blood, and the wound,
which converge in the shocking
image of the stigmata, analysing
how they evolve and modify in
the author’s poetic universe.

2. Radu Gyr’s Poetry in the
Gulag and after the Gulag:
Circulation and Survival

Before analysing Radu Gyr’s de-
tention poetry, it is necessary to
provide some biographical de-
tails concerning the circulation
of the author’s poetry in the
Romanian Gulag and its preser-

4 All the translations from Romanian to
English are my own - G.M..
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vation and survival after his re-
lease from the hell of com-
munist prisons. Radu Gyr spent
a substantial part of his life in
prisons, suffering detention un-
der three different dictatorships:
under the dictatorship of King
Carol II,> under the dictatorship
of Marshal Antonescu,® and fi-
nally under communist dictator-
ship. In the 1930s Radu Gyr pub-
lished in right-wing, nationalist
literary magazines and newspa-
pers and joined the Iron Guard
fascist movement, becoming in
time its commander in the Ol-
tenia region. The Iron Guard
[Garda de Fier] was a far-right
paramilitary organization and a
political party founded by Cor-
neliu Zelea-Codreanu’ as The

> King Carol II (1893-1953), the most
controversial Romanian king. He was
King of Romania from 8 June 1930 fol-
lowing a coup that deposed his son
King Michael I [Mihai I] until his forced
abdication on 6 September 1940. His
golicy was disastrous for Romania.
Marshal Ion Antonescu (1882-1946)
presided over two successive wartime
dictatorships as Prime Minister and
‘Conducdtor’ [The Leader] during most
of World War II. Having been respon-
sible for facilitating the Holocaust in
Romania, he was overthrown in 1944 by
King Mihai I. He was tried by Com-
munists (under Soviet tutelage) for war
crimes and executed in 1946.
7 Corneliu Zelea-Codreanu (1899-1938)
was a fascist Romanian politician, the
founder (in 1927) and leader of the Iron
Guard or The Legion of the Archangel
Michael or The Legionary Movement,
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Legion of the Archangel Michael
[Legiunea Arhanghelul Mihail] or
the Legionary = Movement
[Miscarea Legionard], an anti-
democratic and anti-semitic
movement. When the Iron
Guard was repressed by the re-
gime of King Carol II, Gyr was
arrested and imprisoned. After
the Legionary Movement came
to power in September 1940, he
was appointed General Manager
of the Romanian Theatres. Un-
der his administration, the
Baraseum Jewish Theatre was
founded. The creation of the
Jewish Theatre was accompa-
nied by an interdiction against
Jewish actors playing anywhere
else in Romania, part of a joint
effort to purge Jewish people
from ‘Romanian’ (non-Jewish)
theatres across the country.

Under communist dictatorship,
Radu Gyr’s imprisonment took
place in two phases: from 1945 to
1956, when he was imprisoned in
Brasov and Aiud as an extreme
right-wing journalist and writer

an ultranationalist and violently anti-
semitic organization active throughout
most of the interwar period. Noted for
its mystical and Romanian Orthodox-
inspired message, the Iron Guard came
into conflict with the political estab-
lishment and the democratic forces, of-
ten resorting to terrorism. The mem-
bers of the Iron Guard traditionally re-
ferred to Codreanu as ‘Cdpitanul’ [The
Captain]. He was assassinated in 1938,
at the order of King Carol II.
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and then from 1958 to 1964. In
1958, he was sentenced to death
by the Military Tribunal of Bu-
charest for his anti-communist
manifesto poem ‘Get up, Gheor-
ghe, Get up, lon’ [Ridicd-te
Gheorghe, Ridicd-te lIoane]. The
death sentence was then com-
muted to 25 years of hard la-
bour, and he was imprisoned in
Aiud, where he was subjected to
a particularly harsh re-education
program. As Ilie Popa states, in a
brief bio-bibliographical presen-
tation, only after publicly re-
nouncing all of his work and be-
liefs, he was released in 1964 and
once freed he was systematically
persecuted by the Securitate un-
til his death in 1975 and he was
forced, along with Nichifor
Crainic, to write propaganda ar-
ticles for Glasul patriei (Tribuna
Romadniei). In  this  bio-
bibliographical presentation Ilie
Popa recalls that:

In the Aiud prison, Radu
Gyr was subjected to an
extermination = program
with unimaginable tor-
tures [...]. Seriously ill, suf-
fering from haemophilia,
gangrenous rectal pro-
lapse, hepatitis, and tuber-
culosis, he was denied all
medical care (Popa 2023:

50).
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In the Romanian Gulag, the
spread of Radu Gyr’s poetry took
place in three distinct phases, as
reported by Dan Tudorache:

The first phase took place
among intellectuals and
high-ranking officers im-
prisoned in the section re-
served for ‘war criminals
and those guilty of the
country’s disaster,” where
Gyr was also imprisoned
in June 1949. During this
phase, his poems were dis-
seminated with the help of
his  poetry  notebook,
which the poet had
brought with him from the
Brasov penitentiary and
which, until its confisca-
tion in the fall of 1948,
contained about 60-70 po-
ems. One of the main dis-
seminators of Radu Gyr’s
poetry during this period
was the  philosopher
Mircea Vulcdnescu, Gyr’s
cellmate [..]. A second
phase was the dissemina-
tion of his poems among
the legionnaires impris-
oned in Aiud, dissemina-
tion which gained mo-
mentum in the years 1948-
1950, with the help of
bowls greased with an
emulsion of water, soap,
and DDT powder, and
with writings on the walls
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of the cells. Finally, a third
phase was the dissemina-
tion of his poems in other
prisons and camps in the
country, to all political
prisoners, regardless of
their political orientation.
In this phase, the poems
were disseminated either
orally, using various
means improvised by the
prisoners, or through
Morse code (Tudorache
2020:143).

Radu Gyr’s poetry, as with most
of the poetry composed in the
Gulag, often ends up taking on a
totally dematerialized aspect, in
some cases becoming nothing
more than the cold ticking of
the Morse code, as Aspazia Otel
Petrescu has evocatively wit-
nessed:

The walls began to speak
in a strange language, the
dots and dashes of Morse
code. The cold pipes of the
radiators became the
channels through which
hot words passed; the
verses and cadences be-
came the beating of broth-
erly hearts (Otel Petrescu
2010: 11).

Deprived of its written support,

constantly suspended between
presence and absence, this poet-
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ry seems to reflect the same lim-
inal condition of the imprisoned
poet, who is both alive and dead,
reduced to the larval condition
of a shadow. After his release in
1964, Radu Gyr worked intensely
on the poems that he had creat-
ed mentally during his impris-
onment, reorganizing them into
various cycles, but he was una-
ble to see them published. In-
stead, he was forced to hide
them from the watchful eyes of
the Securitate until his death in
1975. Even after the dramatic ex-
perience of the Gulag, Radu
Gyr’'s poems remained in this
liminal state of suspension, be-
tween existence and non-
existence. Their publication
could only take place after the
fall of the communist regime in
Romania, as loana Cistelecan
notes:

We owe their preservation
and publication in volume
to the poet’s former fellow
in suffering, Dumitru
Cristea, who memorized
them and, once freed,
wrote down over 200 po-
ems signed by Radu Gyr,
as well as to the kindness
of Simona Popa Gyr, who
offered her father’s poems
for publication to the
Marineasa publishing
house in Timisoara be-
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tween 1992 and 1994 (Cis-
telecan 2019: 113-14).

3. Phenomenology of an Ab-
ject Space: The Prison and the
Cell

Most of Radu Gyr's poems are
mentally born in the cell, which
gradually takes on the aspect of
an infected and degraded womb.
It is a claustrophobic place, con-
tained concentrically within an-
other closed and oppressive
space: the prison. These infernal
places pervade the life of the
imprisoned poet, transforming
him into ‘beast, hatred, and fog’
(‘Son of a Thief,” Gyr 2009: 54).°
Since one contains the other,
there is almost a fusion, an over-
lap between these two places:

Good morning, cell, / good
night, bars, - / I would
smash your teeth, like a
dog, / cell, I would break
you with my teeth / Pris-
on, Prison, rabid bitch /
how my heart would set
you on fire! (‘Days,” Gyr
2009: 12-13).°

® ‘Bestie, urd si ceatda’ (‘Fecior de
hoata’).

° ‘Bund dimineatd, celuld, / noapte
buna, zdbrele, - / sparge-v-as, ca un
dulduy, in madsele, / rupe-te-as cu dintii,
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Prison and cell, which in Radu
Gyr’'s poems profoundly shape
the poetics of abject space, are
always described in a distorted
and hallucinatory way. This is a
probable effect of the physical
and psychological trauma suf-
fered. In the poem just quoted,
the poet addresses them with
hatred and resentment, personi-
fying the prison as a monstrous
female creature (‘a rabid bitch’).
The poem that opens the cycle
The Blood of the Prison - signifi-
cantly entitled ‘Preface to Songs
from Prison’ - already outlines
the apocalyptic atmosphere of
the entire collection:

In my fierce shackles, / the
stone swallows me, the
iron sucks me dry. / I sink
into darkness, day after
day, and into ugliness, /
first to my ankles, then to
my neck. // Soon, the slab
of the prison, with tiny in-
sects, / will pass my
mouth, my forehead, / and
[ will disappear into its
horrible throat, / into its
underground roar and into
ashes... (Gyr 2009: 8)."

celuld / Temnitd, temnitd, turbatd cdtea
/ cum ti-ar da foc inima mea!” (‘Zile’).
10 7§ . . .

In aprigele mele belciuge, / piatra
ma-nfulecd, fierul md suge. / In bezne
m-afund, zi de zi, si-n urat, / intai pan’
la glezne, apoi pan’ la gat. // Curand, o
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The poet’s progressive descent
into the submerged, mineral-
ized, and metallized, yet visceral
world of the prison is rendered
with violent and vivid imagery.
The ‘horrible throat’ into which
he disappears is a metaphor for
the cell, the innermost, most de-
vouring place in the prison.

The personification (or animali-
zation) of the prison and the
cell, their representation as evil
living creatures, is an almost ob-
sessive constant in Radu Gyr’s
poetry, in some ways atypical
within prison poetry. At a first
level of analysis, they are only
beasts that brutally attack the
poet’s body and mind:

This thieving cell / is
squeezing my throat, is
strangling me...
(‘Longing,” Gyr 2009: 10);"
The waking burns me with
rods, / gnaws me to the
bones. / The cell rushes on
me with hammers, / crow-
bars and saws (‘Insomnia,’
Gyr 2009: 38).”

sd-mi treacd de gurd, de frunte, /
lespedea temnitei, cu gangdnii marunte,
/ si-am sa dispar in grozava ei gusd, / in
mugetul ei subteran si-n cenusa...’
(‘Prefatd la cantece din temnitd’).

" ‘Celula asta tilhard / md strange de
gat, md sugrumd’ (‘Jind’).

" ‘Veghea md arde cu jordii, ma taie, /
md rontdie pand-n ciolane. / Celula
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In the second poem quoted, the
poet describes in an anguished
way the metallic aggression of
the cell during his state of in-
somnia - which is also personi-
fied: ‘it hangs from the ceiling,
by hooks’ (Gyr 2009: 38)" - and
his mental state through the
night, dominated by a deep
longing [jind] caused by physical
deprivation (even in a sexual
sense): ‘Ha, my thoughts raise
spines / prickly, erect, like wild
boars, - / I hear them rubbing
against all the walls... / Above
me, longing sharpens spits’ (Gyr
2009: 38)." During the night the
cell, reflecting the alienated
mental state of the sleepless po-
et like a distorted mirror, takes
on an even more disturbing
shape, revealing its most violent
and corrupt aspect, as for exam-
ple in ‘Song of Hatred:* ‘The cell
gurgles in the night, / with the
sap of tears that nourishes / evil
stems, overripe / with black, ma-
licious fruit’ (Gyr 2009: 75)."”

ndpusteste pe mine ciocane, / rdngi,
fierastraie’ (‘Nesomn’).

B ‘Atdrnd-n  tavan, de
(‘Nesomn’).

" ‘Ha, gandurile mele ridica spindri /
tepoase, sculate, cum au mistretii, — /
le-aud cum se freacd de toti peretii... /
Deasupra mea, jindul ascute frigdri’
(‘Nesomn’).

® ‘Celula galgaie, in noapte, / de seva
plansului ce-ngrasd / hainele tulpini

carlige’
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In some poems, Radu Gyr even
goes as far as to talk to his cell,
asking it for news of his loved
ones who have remained in the
world of the living, as for in-
stance in ‘Postcard:” ‘Here, I
talk to my cell slowly, / I ask
about you, I caress it, then I
scratch it, I bite it, I curse it’
(Gyr 2009: 33)."° These verses
not only testify to the poet’s ex-
treme isolation but could also be
a sign of anxiety and dissociative
disorders caused by the psycho-
logical and physical trauma suf-
fered in the dehumanizing space
of prison. Another alienating as-
sociation that falls into this cat-
egory is that between the cell
and the prisoner himself:

We never see autumn in
prison. / But at night, next
to us, we hear the cells
coughing (‘Autumn in
Prison,” Gyr 2009: 60);”
And at night, / when the
wild air burns, / my thiev-
ing whistle gathers / all

the cells with sleep of em-

rdscoapte / cu pargd neagrd si vrdjmasa’
(‘Cantec de urd’).

'® “Aici, stau de vorba cu celula mea pe-
ndelete, / o-ntreb de voi, o dezmierd,
apoi o zgarii, o musc, o blestem’ (‘Carte
postald’).

7 ‘Toamna, in temnitd, n-o vedem
niciodatd. / Dar noaptea-auzim cum
tusesc celule, alaturi’ (‘Toamnd 1in
temnitg’).
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bers (‘Hallucinations,” Gyr
2009: 81).®

In these two poems, ‘the cells’
are personified, becoming meta-
phors in absentia for the prison-
ers themselves. In the verse ‘at
night we hear the cells cough-
ing,” the cells are represented as
subjects capable of ‘coughing,’
an action that can be interpreted
as a sign of illness and suffering.
This process of substitution, be-
tween ‘prisoners’ and ‘cells,’
achieved through personifica-
tion, creates a mixed, complex
image in which cells are no
longer simple containers. It is, in
fact, a metonymic metaphor,
through which the subjects (‘the
prisoners’) are replaced with
their containers (‘the cells’),
based on a relationship of conti-
guity between the people and
the place where they are locked
up. This hybrid and highly lay-
ered image, suggests the suffer-
ing and sickness not only of the
people, but also of the abject
and rotten concentrationary
space itself.

In other poems, the prison is
shockingly personified in the
figure of a monstrous, vampiric
bride who prepares the wedding
bed in the darkness of the cell in

*® Si noaptea, / cand arde vizduhul
sdlbatic, / talhdrescul meu suier aduna /
toate celulele cu somn de jaratic’
(‘Halucinatii’).
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order to suck the ‘bridegroom
flesh’ of the imprisoned poet:

And you, Prison-bride, /
waited for me with a large
table: / only tears in the
glasses, / and thick bile in
the bowls. // Prison, ugly
bride, / may the wind blow
away your dust, / for you
bid death and its band / to
play us lute chords. / [...] /
The bedbugs are your
wedding guests; / you
danced my wedding sdrbd
/ alongside lifers and
thieves... // And in this
cell you breezily laid out /
a bed of wedded lovemak-
ing, / twelve years in
darkness / to suck my
bridegroom’s flesh
(‘Wedding Song,” Gyr
2009: 47-48)."”

In her well-known essay Journey
to the Center of Hell Memoirs
and the Literature of Communist

¥ ¢Si tu, Temnitd-mireasd, / m-asteptai
cu masa mare: / numai lacrimi in
pahare, / iar in bliduri fiere deasa. //
Temnita, mireasd slutd, / spulbera-ti-ar
vantul praful, / c-ai pus moartea cu
taraful / sd ne zicd din 1duta. / [...] / F4,
mireaso, fa, spurcato, / plosnitele ti-s
nuntasii; / sarba nuntii mi-ai jucat-o /
cu talharii, cu vietagii... // Si-n celuld-
ntins-ai lesne / pat de nunta si-ndrdgire,
|/ doisprezece ani in bezne / sd-mi sugi
carnea mea de mire’ (‘Cantec de
nunta’).
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Prisons and Labor Camps
[Cdldtorie spre centrul infer-
nului. Memorialistica si litera-
tura inchisorilor si lagarelor co-
muniste, 2018], Ruxandra
Cesereanu, focalizing on the vio-
lent erotization of the prison
space, speaks about a vast and
complex allegory in Gyr’s poetry,
an allegory in which imprison-
ment is represented as a black
wedding:

Radu Gyr is original [...]
especially for his brutal
sexualization of the pris-
on, projecting the cell as a
space of instincts and erot-
ic frustrations: the bran
bread becomes a woman'’s
black breast, the moon is a
young lady who tempts
with her carnality, the
blanket becomes the body
of a gypsy woman, life it-
self is personified as the
‘whore’ of the guards. [...]
Erotic fantasy and frenzy
are generated by the evil
of the cell (“... I laugh like
a madman, /I scribble
thighs and sex on the
wall’) (Cesereanu 2018:

256-57).

The metamorphosis of the pris-
on and the cell into living crea-
tures is specific to Radu Gyr’s
poetry, but in some poems, we
can observe a symbolic associa-
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tion, which is much more obvi-
ous and common in Gulag poet-
ry, that is between the cell and
the grave (or coffin):

From the depths of sense-
less torment, / from the
cells, from the graves, / we
still want to tear ourselves
a piece / of the days with
burning bodies (‘Song
from the swamp’, Gyr
2009: 43);*° From the cells,
as from the coffins, / Lord,
we ask You for lockpicks, /
for pincers and tools, to
burst / the dungeon like
amadou, / to smash its
beasts, / to crack the latch
/ to break the lock (Colind,

Gyr 2009: 72-73).*

The cell, represented as a coffin,
is a liminal space suspended be-
tween life and death, reflecting
the prisoner’s own condition as
undead. The folkloric figure of
the strigoi (the undead), which
reemerges insistently in Gulag
poetry, symbolizes precisely this
liminal condition of prisoners in

** “Din adanc de chin bezmetic, / din
celule, din morminte, / tot le-am
smulge cate-un petic / zilelor cu trup
fierbinte’ (‘Cantec din mlasting’).

* ‘Din celule, ca din racle, / Doamne, Iti
cerem speracle, / clesti si scule, sa
trosneasca / ocna ca o iascd, / sa-i
plesneascad fiarele, / sd crape zdvoarele,
lacitul s sara’ (‘Colind’).
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comparison with the outside
world, with the world of the liv-
ing.

As Emanuela Ilie has demon-
strated in an essay about alterity
and terror in Gulag poetry, it is
precisely the hostile space of the
prison that degrades prisoners,
transforming them into strigoi:
‘In this case, a specific lyrical
motif is that of the living dead,
the revenant, or the ghost: after
several tortures, often combined
[...] the prisoners are trans-
formed into ghosts, or rather,
shadows in stripes destined to
experience an eternal death’ [Un
motif lyrique spécifique, dans ce
cas, est celui du mort-vivant, du
revenant ou du spectre: apres les
tortures  diverses,  souvent
combinées [...] les détenus se
transforment en spectres, sinon
des ombres rayées qui doivent
expérimenter une mort éter-
nelle] (Ilie 2015: 29).

In Radu Gyr's poetry (and in
general in Romanian Gulag po-
etry), the strigoi can take on an
ambiguous and ambivalent as-
pect. On the one hand, he em-
bodies the poet himself and his
fellow prisoners, now reduced to
the state of undead: ‘With dead
hands, with mummy faces, / un-
dead in earth-colored uniforms,
/ in the geometry of the circle of
silence, / we remain silent, as
our jailers command us’ (‘Walk
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in a Circle,” Gyr 2009: 93).”* On
the other hand, the strigoi seems
to materialize all those demonic
apparitions that haunt the
closed and dark space of the cell

like, for example, in the poem
‘When I will die?’

When [ will die in this
filthy prison, / crushed by
the vampires of the cell
and by millennia, / or
alone, putting a noose
around my neck, / in my
death there will not be
tenderness, nor holiness
(Gyr 2009: 61).

Cold, Hunger, Terror, and Iron,
are the four demons that haunt
the concentrationary space. As
Adrian Popescu evocatively de-
fines them, they are the ‘four
horsemen of the prison Apoca-
lypse’ (Popescu 2013: 112, see also
Cistelecan 2019: 118-19):

Everywhere, in bones, in
veins, / the prison cold
spurs on the hounds |[...] /
My fingers break with dry

** ‘Cu maini de mort, cu fete de mumie,
|/ strigoi in uniformd pdamantie, / in
geometria cercului tdcerii, / tdcem, cum
ne ordond temnicerii’ (‘Plimbare in
cerc’).

» ‘Cand voi muri in temnita asta
spurcatd, / strivit de strigoii celulei si de
milenii, / or singur punandu-mi o sfoara
de beregata / in moartea mea nu vor fi
duiosii, nici sfintenii’ (‘Cand voi muri’).

127



128

cracks, / stalactite splin-
ters. / Over my feet, /
trucks and tractors have
passed, / and my ankles
have fallen, somewhere, in
a cellar. / I am cold, I am
cold (‘Cold,” Gyr 2009: 66-
67);** At night in iron cells,
stealthily / Hunger gnaws,
lurks, / [...] / and demands
Food (‘Hunger,” Gyr 20009:
87).”

In this infernal space, there is a
fifth horseman of the Apoca-
lypse, the stench that always has
a cadaverous connotation, indi-
cating putrefaction and decom-
position: ‘From pillows, from
blankets, from straw, / a stench
rises like a blaze / and the prison
stinks, through old walls, / of
yesterday’s dead and of tomor-
row’s dead’ (‘Pestilence’, Gyr
2009: 92).° As Ruxandra
Cesereanu states, in the universe
of the prison ‘the putrid, the fet-

** ‘Peste tot, in ciolane, in vine, / frigul
temnitei asmute zavozi / [...] / Degetele
mi se rup cu pocnete seci, / aschii de
stalactitd. Peste picioare, / mi-au trecut
camioane, tractoare, / si gleznele mi-au
cazut, undeva, intr-un beci. / Mi-e frig,
mi-e frig’ (‘Frig’).

*> ‘Noaptea-n celule de fier, talhareste, /
Foamea scrasneste, pandeste, / [...] / si
cere Mancare!” (‘Foamete’).

*® ‘Din perne, din paturi, din paie, /
urca un duhnet ca o valvdtaie / si
temnita pute, prin ziduri bdtrane, / a
mortii de ieri si-a mortii de maine’
(‘Molim¥”).
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id, and the gangrenous element
are true obsessions of smell,
cosmically projected” (Cesere-
anu 2018: 256).

Memory, Sadness, and Despair,
form a fallen, decayed trinity
that visits the poet’s tormented
psyche, embodying not only dif-
ferent mental states, but even
disturbing and almost demonic
characters:

Every night, from liquid
spaces, / at the cell door, a
chariot stops, groaning / A
hooded shadow gets out
from it: - I am Memory,
open up... / [...] // Every
night, at the iron bars, /
Sadness comes and, grin-
ning, sets its dogcatcher’s
trap towards me [..] //
And every night, in the fe-
verish cell, / thundering,
roaring, on purple rails, /
Oh Despair, I hear your
black train / coming over
me, loaded with darkness
(‘Every Night,” Gyr 2009:
26).%7

*7 ‘In fiece noapte, din spatii lichide, / la
usa celulei opreste, gemdnd, o cotiuga /
Din ea se da jos o umbra cu glugd: -
Sunt Amintirea, deschide... / [...] // In
fiece noapte, la gratii de fier, / vine
Tristetea si lung isi intinde, spre mine,
ranjind, zbiltul ei de hingher [...] // Si-n
fiece noapte, in celula cu febre, /
tunand, uruind, pe vinete sine, / ti-aud,
Deznadejde, venind peste mine / trenul
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Alongside these ghostly
presences, which become in-
creasingly concrete, there is also
a degraded bestiary that popu-
lates the darkness of the cell.
These are the poet’s little
‘companions in  loneliness’
(‘cumetri de singurdtate’): in-
sects (bedbugs, fleas, cockroach-
es, beetles, lice, spiders) and ro-
dents (mice, rats) that Radu Gyr
evokes obsessively, through a
lexical field characterized by
popular and regional terms, as
he constructs vast scenarios that
convey all the ambivalence of
the poet’s relationship with
these creatures. They are ‘blood
relatives,” ‘accomplices of dark-
ness,” by whom the poet con-
sciously allows himself to be de-
voured in a final act of bodily
communion:

Dear friends of loneliness,
/ when the cell is filled
with darkness, / sister bug,
brother-in-law mouse, /
aunt beetle // And you,
beast sisters, / spiders,
lice, and cockroaches, /
only you, from the gloomy
walls, / with brotherly
hearts / cross my poisoned
hours. // [...] // Spiders,

weave, weave for me in the

tdu negru, incdrcat cu tenebre’ (‘In
fiece noapte’).
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web / a thick tear. / Come,
louse, come and drink /
my soul, my mourning //
You, bedbug, suck me,
suck me dry / the dog rose
of my blood, thorn after
thorn, / and you, rat, come
and tell me / what my sigh
tastes like, / and what this
sick heart smells like - of
flowers? of  poison?
(‘Companions of Loneli-
ness,” Gyr 2009: 18-19).*°

The obsession with the damned
space of the cell reaches its peak
in ‘Even up There in the Sky.’
Here, the sky deteriorates in a
sort of ontological reversal, re-
flecting the earthly condition of
the condemned. It is a decayed
Paradise, invaded by iron be-
cause, as Radu Gyr reveals, even
up there, prisons and cells, bars

*® “Dragi prieteni de singuratate, / cand
celula cu bezna se-ncarcd, / plosnita
sord, guzgane cumnate, / mdtusd
libarca. // Si voi lighioane surate, /
pdianjeni, paduchi si gandaci, / numai
voi, din peretii posaci, / cdlcati cu inimi
de’ frate / prin orele mele inveninate. //
[...] // Innoadi, innoadi, piianjene-n
plasd / si pentru mine o lacrima deasa. /
Vino, pdduche, vino si bea / sufletul
meu, jelania mea // Tu, plosnitd, suge-
mi, suge-mi din plin, / mdcesul din
sange, spin ldngd spin, / iar tu,
sobolane, vino sd-mi spui / care mi-i
gustul oftatului, / si cum miroase - a
flori? a otravd? - inima asta bolnava’
(‘Cumetri de singurdatate’).
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of fire, and peepholes, chains,
and padlocks are everywhere:

Even up there, in the sky, /
there are, of course, plenty
of prisons and dungeons, /
and behind granite and
copper doors / locked cells
lie...// In space, some-
times, slow cries are
heard, / at night, above,
on the vault of the sky,
bars of fire materialize /
and condemned eyes peer
through  peepholes, /
shedding tears and misfor-
tune. // Other times, the
clanking of chains de-
scends / from the heavens,
over our foreheads. / Keys
turn in blue locks / and
aerial latches creak (Gyr

2009: 55).”°

* ‘Si-acolo sus, in vdzduh, de bund
seamd / temnite sunt si ocne destule, /
si dupd usi de granit si aramd / zac,
ferecate, celule...// In spatii se-aud,
uneori, plansete-ncete, / noaptea, apar
sus, pe boltd, dreve de foc, / si ochi
osanditi se ivesc la vizete, / lacrimi sa
verse si nenoroc. // Alteori, zdngdt de
lanturi std sa coboare / din sldvi, peste
fruntile noastre. / Chei se-nvartesc in
lacate-albastre / si scartdie-aeriene
zdvoare’ (‘Si-acolo sus, in vazduh’).
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4. Among Trauma, Redemp-
tion, and Language: Blood,
Wounds, and Stigmata

In the cycle The Blood of the
Prison, the title itself reveals a
powerful symbolic association
that links blood and concentra-
tionary space. This ambivalent
image pervades all of Radu Gyr’s
prison poetry. As loana Cistele-
can has already observed, ‘the
blood of the prison’ is an obses-
sive ‘leitmotif [...] that invades
and dominates the entire uni-
verse, producing disgust’ (Cis-
telecan 2019: 123). Blood is in the
center of a vast thematic con-
stellation that radiates to anoth-
er posthumous cycle with an
emblematic  title:  Stigmata.
Closely connected to the image
of the wound, blood is mainly
the obsessive and concrete sign
of the torture suffered by the
poet; it is also a mediating ele-
ment between the wounded
body and concentrationary
space, between the subjectivity
of the condemned and the op-
pressive prison system. In this
perspective, the body appears as
a map and a liminal surface -
always suspended in limbo be-
tween life and death - on which
the traumas caused by impris-
onment are inscribed in blood.

In ‘281,” where the reduction of
the condemned to a simple
number - ‘the number of my
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tears / the number of my blood’
— is told in a repetitive and hal-
lucinatory way, the poet drags
himself along, barks and growls
through ‘the blood of the cage’
(Gyr 2009: 77). In ‘The Devil’s
Journeyman,’” a poem based on
the great theme of nostos, the
crowd surrounding the poet,
seeing his wound pulsing, asks
him: ‘Where do you come from,
tell us, covered in blood, / from
what raging forests? / [..] /
Where do you come from? Who
tore your flesh with pincers / In
what devilish workshop?”® Even
after his return from concentra-
tionary hell, the poet continues
to bear on his body the traumat-
ic marks of his imprisonment,
symbolized by the persistence of
bloodstains. In ‘The Mirror,’ the
poet represents himself as a two-
faced Janus whose cursed coun-
tenance, eternally split and dis-
figured, is half-covered in blood:
‘My heavily condemned face, /
what splintered mirror reflects
you... / One cheek laughs, the
other cries, / one is azure, the
other is blood’ (Gyr 2009: 141).*'

* ‘~ De unde vii, spune, manjit de

sange, / din ce turbate paduri? / [...] / -
De unde vii? Cine ti-a rupt carnea-n
cleste / In ce dricesc atelier?’ (‘Calfi la
diavol’).

' ‘Greu osanditul meu chip, / ce harb
de oglindd mi te rasfrange.../ Un obraz
rade, celalalt plange, / azur e unul,
celdlalt sange’ (‘Oglinda’).
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In the close interrelation be-
tween the body of the con-
demned and the prison space,
blood not only materializes the
physical wounds inflicted by the
torturers, but it also is a sign
which marks the cold, metallic
space, and even objects, as an
ambiguous trace, of death and
life, of degradation and re-
sistance. In the poem ‘Cold,’
‘The blood yelps: I am cold, I am
cold, / then it drips down onto
the concrete’ (Gyr 2009: 67);** in
‘Red Clothes,” after a night ‘of
insomnia and fever,” looking at
the red and black stripes of his
clothes, the poet remarks: ‘I
sprinkled you with the blood
from my arteries / and with
pitch streams of tears and bile’
(Gyr 2009: 52).2 In ‘Prisoners’
Graveyard,” the autumn leaves
‘tremble in circles, fall on
graves, / written in hot blood, /
like red, bitter flowers: / prison
registration numbers’ (Gyr 2009:
89). In this poem there is an ev-
ident intertextuality with George
Bacovia’s poem ‘Dusk:’

With big tears of blood /
leaves flow from the
branches flow / And, slow-

> °Sangele scheaund: mi-e frig, mi-e

frig, / apoi se scurge jos, in ciment’
(‘Frig’).

3 “V-am stropit cu sangele meu din
artere / si cu siroaie smolite de lacrimi
si fiere’ (‘Haine rosii’).

131



132

ly the bloodied dusk /
passes through the win-
dow/ [...] / At the window,
in the sick dusk / A girl
coughs / And now her
handkerchief / Looks like
flowing leaves (Bacovia
2012:39).3*

but while in Bacovia the bloody
autumn leaves are a metaphor in
absentia for tuberculosis, in
Radu Gyr they are a metaphor in
praesentia for the prison regis-
tration numbers, evoking once
again the condition of detention
that seems to last even postmor-
tem, being forever ‘written’ even
on the graves. In other texts,
however, the flowing blood re-
fers, just as in Bacovia’s poem, to
tuberculosis, from which Gyr
himself suffered. In ‘Autumn in
Prison,” autumn slips into the
prison at night, personified as a
large reddish bitch, ‘to lick the
blood, vomited under the blan-
kets’ from the ‘coughing cells’
(Gyr 2009: 60).”

Radu Gyr seems to constantly
amplify the symbolic ambiguity
of blood. In some poems, it is no

> “Cu lacrimi mari de sange / Curg
frunze de pe ramuri / Si-nsingerat,
amurgul pdtrunde-ncet prin geamuri/
[..] / La geam tuseste-o fati / In
bolnavul amurg / $i s-a facut batista /
Ca frunzele ce curg’ (‘Amurg’).

> ‘S3 lingd sangele cald vomitat de sub
paturi’ (‘Toamna in temnita’).
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longer a metaphor for trauma
and illness, but becomes a met-
aphor for the vital force - ‘May
our blood, lively as petrol, / rise
the flames of the stake towards
the stars’ (‘The stake towards
stars,” Gyr 2009: 107)*® - sucked
by the small beasts that inhabit
the darkness of the cell - “You,
bedbug, suck me, suck me dry /
the dog rose of my blood, thorn
after thorn’ (‘Companions of
loneliness,” Gyr 2009: 19)*” - or
by the traumatic memories that
haunt the poet: ‘For a hundred
years, red leeches / suck me dry,
drain all my blood: / they are
memories, they are memories, /
[ can’t take it anymore..’
(‘Song,” Gyr 2009: 99).3* Closely
connected to this vitalistic as-
pect, there is a further symbolic
value of blood in Radu Gyr’s po-
etry, which is atypical within
Gulag poetry. Blood that
‘screams’ is a metaphor for re-
pressed erotic instincts and,
consequently, for the deep frus-
trations caused by sexual depri-
vation:

36 ‘Sangele nostru sa intdrdte, / viu ca
petrolul, rugul spre stele’ (‘Rugul spre
stele’).

37 “Tu, plosnitd, suge-mi, suge-mi din
plin, / mdcesul din singe, spin langd
spin’ (‘Cumetri de singuratate’).

3 ‘De-0 sutd de-ani, lipitorile rosii / imi
sug, imi golesc sangele tot: / sunt
amintirile, sunt amintirile, / nu mai
pot...” (‘Cantec’).
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Heart, - love calls and
plays, / outside, with bare
tits, on the streets... /
Here, as if crushed under
the lid of a box, / blood
screams numbly for prey /
and flesh grinds, dazed
(‘Bars,” Gyr 2009: 9).*

In some poems, blood no longer
belongs only to the physical and
biological dimension, but shows
clear connections with the sa-
cred and the transcendent. In
this perspective, blood and
wounds, when they become part
of this metaphysical dimension,
converge in the shocking image
of stigmata, as in the poem
‘Tonight, Jesus...” This is a vi-
sionary and surreal text centered
on a Christological apparition
which, as Simona Popa Gyr (Gyr
2009: 304) remembers, circulat-
ed by word of mouth in the Ro-
manian Gulag more than any
other, probably because of its
mystical aspect and its intensely
cathartic value. Christ’s descent
into the abject and putrid space
of the cell, which is marked by
an intense smell of roses (‘the
straw smelled of roses’), indi-
cates Christ’s participation in

¥ “Inimg, - dragostea cheama si joacd, /
afara, cu tatele goale, pe strdzi... / Aici,
ca strivit sub capacu-unei lazi, / singele
urld nauc dupa prazi / si carnea
scragneste, buimaca’ (‘Zabrele’). See
Cesereanu 2018: 256-257.

Autobiognafésl - Number 14/2025

the suffering of the prisoners. As
Alexandru Marchidan stated,
one of the most productive and
obsessive motifs in Romanian
Gulag poetry is precisely the

Christ-like model of suf-
fering and redemption: the
prisoners participate, live,
share in the death of
Christ, and they are aware
that He crucifies himself
and suffers with them in
their cell (Marchidan 2013:

105).

While on the one hand Jesus
Christ seems to humanize him-
self in order to share the pain of
the imprisoned poet, on the
other hand his supernatural
presence transfigures the viscer-
al space of the cell, which be-
comes ‘a Mount’ and ‘a Calva-
ry.” It is a place of martyrdom,
but also of spiritual elevation
and supreme redemption: ‘a
monk’s cell, the place where the
prisoner is alone with God, the
space of the most eloquent si-
lence’ (Marchidan 2013: 105) and
where the condemned experi-
ences a total identification be-
tween him and God, as these
verses from the poem ‘Identity’
testify:

You are good, Lord, I am
earthly and evil, and in
love I do not resemble
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You, nor in mercy. / But, if
[ consider my wounds, I
am the image of Your im-
age, / as if I have been
molded from heaven, not
from clay (Gyr 2009:
278).%

In ‘Tonight, Jesus...” this identity
between the prisoner and the
divinity is affirmed through a
constellation of images that in-
clude the wound, the traces of
rust left by the chains and,
above all, the marks of the nails
that the poet finds on his hands:

- Put your hand on my
wounds, / On his ankles
were marks of wounds and
rust, / as if he had once
worn chains... / [...] // -
Where are you, Lord? - 1
screamed to the bars. / In-
cense smoke came from
the moon. / I touched my-
self, and on my hands / I
found the marks of His
nails... (Gyr 2009: 22-23).*

4 ‘Esti, Doamne, bun, eu pimantean si
rau, si-n dragoste nu-Ti seamdn, nici in
mild. / Dar, dupd rdni, sunt chip din
chipul Tdu, / de par dospit din cer, nu
din argila’ (‘Identitate’).

# ‘- Pune-Mi pe rdni mana ta, / Pe
glezne-avea umbre de rani si ruging, /
parcd purtase lanturi, cdndva... / [...] //
- Unde esti, Doamne? - am urlat la
zdbrele. / Din lund venea fum de catui. /
M-am pipait, si pe madinile mele / Am
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The stigmata, which synthesize
blood and wounds into a single
image, are at the center of pow-
erful mystical imagery that ap-
pears here, however, in a modi-
fied, almost reversed form. In
Radu Gyr, a highly layered
Christian symbol, encompassing
both suffering and salvation,
leads to a sort of secular drama-
tization of trauma and political
martyrdom, filtered through
Christian imagery.

Within this secular dramatiza-
tion of trauma and through a
process of symbolic transfigura-
tion, blood is transformed into
the anatomical manifestation of
the poet’s (psychic and spiritual)
interiority. Thus, the image of
blood that ‘whimpers,’
‘screams,” or ‘responds’ (‘I
scream, — the scream seeks only
me, / I touch, - My sad blood
answers,” ‘Darkness,” Gyr 2009:
45)," seems to refer not only to
the wounds of the body and to
sexual deprivation, but also to
the movements of the soul: emo-
tions, thoughts, memories. It is
as if blood, representing the
deepest part of the Self, had re-
placed, in a pagan and ancestral
way, the poet’s very soul, desig-

gasit urmele cuielor Lui..” (‘As-noapte
lisus’).

+ <Strig, - strigitul Md cautd numai pe
Mine, / pipdi, - tristul Meu sange
raspunde’ (‘Intuneric’).
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nating a primordial principle of
life that inhabits the space of his
body. In a significant text such
as The Blood of the Prison, the
poet finally transforms blood
and wounds into liturgical and
cathartic language:

If I press my ear against
the concrete of the cell, / 1
hear, I hear / the prison’s
blood, like a great tumult,
/ like a sudden groan, /
flowing beneath, / flowing
like a torrent of bitter
venom, / held under-
ground beneath latches. //
The prison’s blood, a pris-
oner himself, / gurgles in
cruel pain / under stone
and under iron, / under
condemnation, under si-
lence, / through under-
ground arteries. // I press
my ear down and hear it: /
sometimes it boils with a
hot roar, / it cries, it cries
at the bottom of graves. //
Other times it screams,
wild and cruel / like a
fierce lust for life, / or
hisses like a temptation /
that, wandering, incites
you / to kill, to plunder...
(Gyr 2009: 30).%

® ‘Dacd-mi lipesc urechea de cimentul
celulei, / ascult, ascult / cum sangele
temnitei, ca un mare tumult, / ca un
geamdt abrupt, / curge pe dedesupt, /
curge torent de veninuri amare, / tinut
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In this poem, blood reemerges
as a word* that sings, curses,
and invokes, like the tumultuous
voice of an underground and
unstoppable flow or like a force
that demands to return to the
outside world, breaking every
limit. Paradoxically, the cell ma-
terializes the womb in which the
possibility of this new language
is generated. It is a poetic voice
that becomes a vehicle for re-
sistance against annihilation and
for memory beyond the degra-
dation of time, since ‘the blood
of the prison’ transforms suffer-
ing into collective memory, con-
necting past and present: ‘Under

in pdmdnt sub zdvoare. // Sangele
temnitei, prizonier, / galgdie-n crunta
durere / pe sub piatrd si pe sub fier, / pe
sub osdnda, pe sub tacere, / prin
subterane artere. // Lipesc urechea jos
si-l aud: / uneori fierbe un muget
fierbinte, / plange, plange in fund de
morminte. // Alteori tipd, sdlbatic si
crud / ca o aprigd poftd de viatd, / sau
suierd-a ispita razleatd, / cu branciul ei
atatator / la jaf, la omor...’” (‘Sangele
temnitei’).

* In another poem, ‘We had no youth’
[Noi nu am avut tinerete], the associa-
tion between blood and language is
even more explicit: “We sang: blood was
the poem’ (‘Cantam: era singe poemul’
Gyr 2009: 290). Other critics have al-
ready noted this association between
blood and the poetic word without,
however, proposing a more in-depth
analysis of this specific theme, see in
particular Popescu 2013: 112, and Cistel-
ecan 2019: 123.
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bitter and large boulders, /
someone has been screaming for
a thousand years, / someone has
been singing for centuries’ (Gyr
2009: 31).%

Under the unstoppable drive of
the ‘blood of the prison’ which
drags the poet beyond his own
limits and toward his total disso-
lution into matter:

And when, in the end, the
red torrent / draws back
from me to the concrete, /
with the heavy blood of
prison / I draw back from
myself too, / and I go with
it, with its tremendous
flood, / backwards, under
the concrete... (Gyr 2009:

32).%

the body is no longer just a pain-
ful map of trauma, but also be-
comes the space of metamor-
phosis and a form of vital re-
sistance:

And my flesh suddenly
cracks, / my limbs begin to
open, freed from diaboli-

4 ‘Sub marii, amari bolovani, / cineva
urld de-o mie de ani, / cineva cantd de-
un veac // cineva n-are geamadt, nici
leac’ (‘Sangele temnitei‘).

% <§j cand, pe urmd, rosul torent / se
trage din mine, indarat, in / ciment, /
cu sangele temnitei greu / ma trag din
mine si ey, / si plec cu el, cu grozavu-i
suvoi; / sub ciment, inapoi’ (‘Sangele
temnitei’).
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cal locks, / like doors, like
windows: / - Come in,
blood of the prison, come
in, / come, come and
overwhelm me, / from
otherworldly depths...
(Gyr 2009: 32).%

Radu Gyr outlines here a bodily
mutation that breaks down the
boundaries between the indi-
vidual and the prison. The pris-
on is no longer just a place of
confinement and oppression,
but also of transformation and
redemption, in which the body
becomes the very instrument of
liberation, embodying a subjec-
tivity that regains value and
power through the image of
blood. Imprisonment produces a
new language and a new identi-
ty, since ‘the blood of the pris-
on’ makes possible a deep re-
configuration of the Self, one
that screams, curses, invokes,
and sings beyond the cell. I stat-
ed earlier that blood is resur-
rected in the form of sacred, li-
turgical, and cathartic language.
This hypothesis is confirmed by
the formal and stylistic aspects
of the text analysed. In ‘The

47 Si carnea mea trosneste deodatd, /
din zdvoare drdcesti, / prind mddularele
sd se deschidd / ca niste usi, ca niste
feresti: // - Intra, sange al temnitei,
intrd, / vino din funduri nepamantesti, /
vino si md cotropesti...” (‘Sangele
temnitei’).
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Blood of the Prison,” in fact, a
ritual and incantatory rhythm
predominates, giving the text a
high performative value, bring-
ing it closer to the form of pray-
er. The figures of repetition give
the rhythm its obsessive and
hypnotic aspect, while the use of
enjambement intensifies the
idea of a flow, of blood flowing
hypnotically from one verse to
another, and beyond the page
itself.

5. Conclusions

In the space of the prison, ‘the
prisoner finally understands that
only a return to the sacred and
to faith can represent the solu-
tion of supreme salvation’ (Ilie
2015: 36). In this infernal and vi-
olent place, he mentally creates
poems that take the form of
prayers. The emergence of a po-
etic word with a sacred charac-
ter in such a hostile world is,
therefore, itself an effect of
trauma and can be considered
one of those forms of ‘internal
migration’ discussed and ana-
lysed by Natalya Lebedyntseva
in a recent article dedicated to
the Ukrainian poet Vasyl' Stus.
The scholar, drawing on the
studies of Bohdan Pylypushko,
Tetiana  Tsymbal, @ Dzhinna
Litinskaia, and Liia Kaufmann,
first describes the concept of
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‘internal migration’ as a form of
resistance and self-preservation,
as a phenomenon of psychologi-
cal isolation that manifests itself
through withdrawal into a men-
tal and spiritual space. She then
applies this concept to Vasyl’
Stus’s poetry of repression, iden-
tifying within his work specific
forms of ‘internal migration’
such as the dream and the inner
journey (see Lebedyntseva 2024:
45-66). In the case of Radu Gyr,
the primary forms of ‘internal
migration’ towards a spiritual
space are represented by the Sa-
cred and by the form of ‘prayer-
poetry.” Gyr has transformed the
brutality of imprisonment into
poetry, by making his poetic art
not only a testimony to trauma,
but also a supreme resistance
and a profound process of inner
healing. Blood, wounds, and
stigmata then become a per-
formative language that allows
the poet to transcend the alien-
ating logic of prison, to fix in
words a memory that remains
alive beyond the temporal hori-
zon of traumatic experience, and
to transform horror into a form
of spiritual and artistic redemp-
tion.
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Eva Toulouze

The Biography and Poetry of the Udmurt Poet Kuzebai
Gerd as an Example of Repression of Ethnic Writers in

Soviet Russia

This article focuses on one less known episode in the history of repression in
the Soviet Union. The Stalinist terror has been widely investigated. Still, it has
been examined most from the point of view of the centre, from the capital cit-
ies, and less from the provinces. Moreover, a topic to which not enough atten-
tion has been devoted is the systematic attack on Russia’s nationalities, which
had so much benefitted from the early Soviet system. At some time, they had
become a threat, emphasising their differences from the dominant ethnic
group, as they had been formerly encouraged to do. Among the first nationali-
ties to suffer were the Udmurts. The present article concentrates on a repre-
sentative case study, that of the Udmurt poet Kuzebai Gerd, who had acquired
the status of a rising star for the newly promoted Udmurtness before being re-

pressed.

The National Question in its
Historical Context

Russia, even after the fall of the
Soviet Union, is well-known as a
multi-ethnic state. It is a histori-
cal fact that the Bolsheviks,
while they attempted to reor-
ganise the newly formed territo-
ry, relied on the principle of
ethnicity. Indeed, this pragmatic
approach allowed them to find
solutions to the conundrums
they had to solve. While their
main problem at the end of the
First World War were the pow-
erful Western nationalities, such
as the Poles, Finns and Ukraini-
ans, there were other nationali-

ties occupying some important
part of the territory, with only a
few intellectuals and almost no
political elite. This was the case
in the Volga region, a region
that had often been problematic
for Russia: since it joined the
Muscovite state in the 16™ cen-
tury, it had been the origin of
several revolts threatening even
the central power, from the
Cheremis wars in the second
half of the 16™ century, up to
Stepan Razin’s revolt in the 17™
and Emel'ian Pugachév’s in the
late 18th century. Moreover, be-
sides Orthodox Russians, there
were also animist Finno-Ugrians
and many Muslim Turkic ethnic
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groups in the area. Still, the de-
cision of dividing the country
according to ethnicity, while
promoted by the People’s Com-
missariat  for  Nationalities
[Narkomnats], was not unani-
mously accepted: in the ‘region-
alisation debate’ they were
against those who argued that
the country had to be divided
into  economic-administrative
complementary regions, a un-
ion-wide plan (Hirsch 2000;
Hirsch 2004). However, within
the framework of this adminis-
trative decision, at the begin-
ning of the Soviet era, an unex-
pected alliance was contracted
between the Bolsheviks and
these nationalities, whose main
goals were not incompatible
with the Party’s: the develop-
ment of their culture and their
dignity.

The new administrative system
encompassed units dedicated to
particular nationalities, mostly
dominant in their regions. This
process, led by the People’s
Commissariat for Nationalities,
under Stalin’s responsibility, in-
cluded thorough negotiations
between neighbouring regions,
Moscow being the referee and
arbitrating according to the cen-
tral power’s own interests. In-
deed, Moscow was interested in
avoiding any local subdivision -
especially non-Russian - to be-
come strong enough to chal-
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lenge the centre; moreover, it
wanted to keep a ‘balance’ be-
tween ethnic concerns and eco-
nomic coherence, allowing work
division between regions (Carr
1959: 277).

In the 1920s, the official Party
policy implied achieving balance
between two explicit dangers,
called in the Bolshevik’s termi-
nology ‘Great Russian chauvin-
ism’ and ‘local nationalism,
while in a document written at
the end of 1922 - i.e. not long
before the leader’s demise - and
revealed only at the XX Con-
gress of the PCSU in 1956, the
former was the most dangerous
and widely represented one in-
side the Party itself (Pipes 1964:
282-85), and particularly en-
dorsed by Stalin.

Indeed, this is the direction in
which the Party policy eventual-
ly developed, after a promising
start dedicated to supporting the
different nationalities it had
contributed to awaken. Of
course, there were huge differ-
ences in the situations of the dif-
ferent regions: in some regions
the Bolshevik Party was strong
and there were conflicts with the
central power (as in Georgia,
where the Party officials be-
haved in chauvinist ways to-
wards the Georgian com-
munists), some regions were
more politically aware than oth-
ers (there were both com-
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munists and ‘whites’ in the Komi
area or in the Tatar world); in
other regions there were not as
many communists and they had
but little support among the ru-
ral indigenous population. So,
the Party reacted pragmatically
according to each situation.

But the general pattern re-
sponded to coherent logics: at
the beginning of the 1920s, the
central power was well disposed
towards the nationalities and
supported them in their tensions
with the more chauvinistic
tendencies. This tendency was
confirmed even when the Party
leadership was not well disposed
towards the indigenous group,
as was the case in Udmurtia. At
the beginning, this approach
was well illustrated by the no-
tion of ‘indigenisation,” in Rus-
sian korenizatsiia, which was
theoretically the official position
of the leading organs until the
1930s. This was a centrally de-
cided policy, whose idea had al-
ready been expressed by Stalin
as soon as 1918 (Pesikina 1956:
48) - the core idea was to give
some formerly unknown privi-
leges to the local indigenous
population. The local language
was to be given a status similar
to Russian, and not only legally,
but in practice as well; moreo-
ver, positive discrimination was
implemented in working life to
support indigenous leaders, by
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the establishment of compulsory
quotas. This policy was sup-
posed to be implemented eve-
rywhere; but there was re-
sistance, and this is particularly
clear in the Udmurt case (Tou-
louze 2006; Toulouze 2016).

This did not make it possible to
obtain the expected results. An-
other factor contributing to the
failure of indigenisation were al-
so the changes within the Party,
which had a huge influx of new
members (Pipes 1964) who had
not known exile and life abroad
and were mostly Russian-
centred; they were 97.3% in
1922. This was felt at the 12™ Par-
ty Congress in April 1923, where
centralisation dominated over
self-determination (Pipes 1964:
293) and strengthened the posi-
tion of those hostile to reducing
the influence of ethnic Russians.

The Formation of Udmurt
‘Statehood’

In this context, the Udmurt ex-
ample is remarkable, the Ud-
murt being a community in cen-
tral Russia, between the rivers
Cheptsa and Kama, who spoke a
Finno-Ugric language and prac-
ticed an animist religion before
they were forcibly converted to
Orthodox Christianity from the
16™ century onwards.
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An Udmurt unity, at the begin-
ning an autonomous oblast’, was
created at the end of 1920. The
new Udmurt ethnic unit faced
internal challenges from the
very beginning. The Udmurt
cause, in this region, had few
supporters in the Party and
many detractors. The region had
a strong industrial basis, two big
metallurgical plants (Izhevsk
and Votkinsk), in which Party
organisations were hostile to the
local agricultural population and
were strongly pro-Russian.

Thus, at the beginning of the
1920s, the powerful local com-
munist unit acted as a brake on
the overall Party policy, especial-
ly on the measures aimed at
supporting the local population,
namely the ‘indigenisation’ (Sid-
tikova 1990: 38-42; Egorov 1929:
8 for the Udmurt case). This led
to serious incidents, in which
the Udmurt leaders were victims
and were repeatedly defeated in
local conflicts (Kulikov 1997: 40-
43). While the central Party
clearly supported the Udmurt
until 1925, afterwards the atti-
tude of the centre became more
and more suspicious towards the
non-Russians and eventually to-
tally hostile.

One of the first indications of
the change in the Party’s policy
at the local level was certainly
the open hostility of the local
Party towards the indigenisation
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measures such as the promotion
of local people for roles of politi-
cal and economic responsibility.
The lack of Udmurt politicians
was to be felt already in the
preparation of autonomy, when
some local administrations re-
fused to communicate the data
about their Udmurt inhabitants
(Pavlov 1968a: 80), attempting
thus to sabotage the creation of
an Udmurt oblast', which was at
the time among the priorities of
the Narkomnats.

While the Udmurt authorities
decided in 1923 to recruit a great
number of Udmurts in the ad-
ministration (Sidtikova 1990:
38), the results were scarce: ‘at
the end of 1923, not only there
are very few Udmurts in the
leading institutions of the oblast’
and its subdivisions, but also in
the institutions close to the
Udmurt peasants’ (Bobrova et al.
1970: 149). The requirement of
civil servants being able to work
in Udmurt was totally ignored,
so in the 1920s 28.5% of primary
school teachers, and 1% of sec-
ondary school teachers were
Udmurt (Shkliaeva 1991: 90), so
were 13% of civil servants, less
than 25% of local leaders and
14.4% of ‘technical leaders’ (Kul-
ikov 1998: 100). Later, the pro-
portion changed for the worse:
in the local Ministry of econo-
my, while the percentage of
Udmurts was 30.7 in 1933, it be-
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came 5.5 in 1935 (Shkliaeva 19091:
20).

The  qualitative  assessment
shows even worse results: while
in 1932 the Izhevsk plant recruit-
ed 1,000 Udmurt workers, only
2.36% of them remained in the
plant in later years (Vasil'eva
1998: 127). The generalised char-
acter of these trends and their
systematic approach allow us to
infer that there was a deliberate
sabotage of the Party’s official
policies by the local leadership.
The decision of 1923 also had re-
percussions on the Udmurt lan-
guage: complaints and answers
were also to be written in Ud-
murt. Udmurt language courses
were organised, but they failed
to reach their target. At the
time, this failure was explained
by different factors: ‘The party
indifference, the lack of under-
standing of the importance of
using Udmurt by many party
members and the absence of a
generally recognised literary
language; one author adds the
reluctance of many Udmurt to
go over to their language, for
Russian opens any kind of doors’
(Egorov 1929: 15).

While at the political level these
processes were being imple-
mented and failed, the intelli-
gentsia worked tirelessly. While
some of the small Udmurt intel-
ligentsia was not enrolled in the
Party, until the end of the 1920s
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there was a general agreement
with and support for the party’s
goals (Domokos 1975: 167).

The War against Free Think-
ing

The first serious attack against
free-thinking at a local level was
launched in 1926, at the found-
ing congress of the Udmurt
writers’ union, called then
VUARP - the All-Udmurt Asso-
ciation of Revolutionary Writers
[Vseudmurtskaia assotsiatsia
revoliutsionnykh pisatelei]. The
question that started a heated
debate in which the head of the
local Party fully participated was
about the character of the class
struggle. Back then only four
writers were members of the
party (Bobrova et al. 1970: 204).
For the (temporary) head of the
VUARP, Kuzebai Gerd, there
was no class struggle among the
Udmurt writers. But this posi-
tion was rejected by the Party
leadership.

This campaign also influenced
the fate of the association for the
development of Udmurt culture,
called ‘Bolyak’ [Neighbourhood],
and created in Moscow by Gerd.
In 1928, after having spectacular-
ly increased its membership
(Kuznetsov 1994: 429-30), some
prominent members were ex-
cluded for ‘political mistakes,’
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while local history was more
globally attacked (Kulikov 1997:
164). The Association was later
liquidated. In 1931 all the organi-
sations that investigated the
Finno-Ugric questions were also
liquidated (Domokos 1975: 256;
Loikfun 1929; Loikfun 1929a;
Loikfun 1930), with the effect
that all possibilities of develop-
ment in this direction were
blocked (Kuznetsov 1994: 300,
431).

The first conference of the
VUARP in 1930 became a plat-
form of criticism towards Gerd
(Shkliaev 1979: 35). It launched
the term ‘gerdism’
[repmoBuivHa, on the model of
Eseninism]. Gerd was seen as a
nationalist enemy - according to
the leadership’s analysis, he was
a ‘wolf hiding under a sheep’s
hide’. However, not all voices
remained silent: a letter from six
writers denounced what was
happening. This was the very
last manifestation of independ-
ent thinking. In 1932, the Party
called Gerd a ‘spokesman for na-
tional bourgeoisie, who praises
all our enemies, the kulaks we
have eliminated, and opposes all
our initiatives.. He 1is active
against the Russians, against
Russian workers and he calls the
backward Udmurts not to learn
Russian. [...] Our main task is
fighting against Gerdism’ (Kuli-
kov 1995: 75-76). ‘Gerdism’ be-
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came a symbol of everything
that was negative.

The SOFIN Trial

The SOFIN trial was a show trial
which, as a result, eliminated
the most prominent Udmurt in-
tellectuals, as well as other Fin-
no-Ugric intellectuals. The main
‘culprits’ were Finno-Ugric ‘na-
tionals;” mainly Udmurts. In this
trial, as well in those that fol-
lowed, the pattern was similar:
the victims were members of
minority ethnic groups, and the
executioners were Russian. The
repressive pattern against non-
Russians was clear. The SOFIN
trial was the first full-fledged
operation against ethnic minori-
ties, launched as early as 1932.

The accusers constructed a
whole network, gathering all the
initiatives related to Finno-Ugric
studies and inventing hierar-
chies and connections in order
to present these different initia-
tives as linked in a big ‘coun-
terrevolutionary’  organisation,
of which Gerd was supposedly
the leader. They called this ‘or-
ganisation’ SOFIN, i.e. the Un-
ion of Finnic nationalities. The
prosecutors looked also for Fin-
no-Ugric activists in other re-
gions, in Mari, Mordvin and
Komi administrative units, in
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order to present the judges with
a complex body of evidence.

The authorities made several
mistakes: they argued that SO-
FIN was founded on April
19™932, a period in which most
of those accused were already
detained (Kulikov 1997: 130-31,
220, 144), while many Finn
scholars mentioned by Gerd in
his writings and considered as
his accomplices, were already
dead...

The trial ended with many sen-
tences handed down to so-called
SOFIN activists. The non-
Udmurts received lighter penal-
ties and some were able to avoid
them.

Kuzebai Gerd’s Activity

Gerd has already been men-
tioned in the previous chapter.
It is not by chance - I intended
to focus on his pivotal role con-
cerning the Udmurt case.

Gerd is an unavoidable personal-
ity when writing about Udmurt
identity. There are very few per-
sonalities of his stature in the
whole range of Finno-Ugric re-
gions. It is understandable that
he became the focus of the at-
tention of state authorities and
that he concentrated all their re-
sentment against the ‘foes’ of the
socialist path. Gerd was sincere
in his appreciation of the Revo-
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lution and of the opportunities
the Soviet power had offered his
people, but he took the Bolshe-
vik promises too seriously, since
they came more from political
opportunism, than ideological
principles. When the Party poli-
cy changed, he stumbled as
many others did. Gerd was also
vulnerable: his enthusiasm, his
writing skills, and his open and
communicative personality
sometimes caused envy and
jealousy in others. Therefore,
Gerd became the main culprit
and paid with his life. He was
only the first to be targeted: by
the end of the war, Udmurt in-
telligentsia was almost totally
exterminated. This fact is inter-
esting in its exemplarity: the
same fate touched all the other
Finno-Ugric republics in central
Russia.

Kuzebai Gerd (1898-1937) incar-
nates the contradictions of his
time. He was born Kuz'ma
Chainikov, he was of a large
family and was brought up by
the mother. He became a
schoolteacher, which at the be-

"It is difficult to know today exactly the
social position of the Chainikov’s fami-
ly: Gerd says it was a family of poor
peasants. But at the time it was the
right thing to say. Bogomolova asserts
that he was of a middle-class peasant
family (Bogomolova 1983: 242). As he
soon began to be seen as an enemy, it
could not be said that he was from
modest origins... Nobody really knows...
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ginning of the twentieth century
was considered the highest
achievement for member of eth-
nic minorities. The revolution
triggered his potential for activi-
ty and organisation: when he
was barely nineteen, he became
active in several fields. In poli-
tics, he became close to the Bol-
sheviks, as they were the politi-
cal force that supported the eth-
nic intellectuals in their search
for recognition and dignity.
Gerd did not become a Party
member: however, he was
among those who attempted to
define the borders of the newly
created Udmurt administrative
unit following the interests of
the Udmurt people.

As a literary figure, Gerd was ac-
tive in political writing. His
work was published in the Par-
ty’s press-poems, but also prose,
for example the biographies of
revolutionary personalities: his
translation of Lenin’s biography
(January 1920) in Udmurt caused
him to be accused later of hav-
ing betrayed Marxist principles
while trying to fit the Udmurt
vocabulary to Marxist notions
(for example, for translating
‘proletarian’ with the equivalent
word for ‘poor’ - kuan'er, in
Udmurt) (Pavlov 1968: 200).

In 1920-22 Gerd organised the
orphans’ infrastructure  in
Izhevsk and endeavoured to
train childcare specialists (An-
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dreeva 1988: 128). Witnesses
confirm his excellent relation-
ship with the children (Roma-
nova 1998: 7o; Kirillova 1998:
58). In those troubled years, he
found the energy to visit Ud-
murt villages and instruct peas-
ants mostly through theatre.
Gerd himself wrote didactic
plays, particularly in support of
education and against the
Church’s obscurantism: ‘in 1918,
theatre performances swarmed
into Udmurt areas as a huge
wave’ (Gerd 1925: 227). For ex-
ample, between 1918 and 1919,
only in the Malmyzh region,
Gerd organised 47 performances
(Shkliaeva 1991: 9o).

In the first years of Udmurt
statehood, Gerd became quite
prominent in the local cultural
life. In those years, while attend-
ing a meeting in Moscow where
Lenin took the floor, he explored
the bookshops and discovered a
translation of Finnish poetry
(Briusov et al. 1917). This book
became a path-opening revela-
tion for him. The Finns spoke a
language akin to Udmurt; they
were not as far ahead in their
cultural development, and their
latest steps became exemplary
for Gerd: on one hand, Elias Lo-
nnrot had given form to the
Finnish national epos, which
had  boosted their self-
confidence; on the other hand,
proper Finn literature had been
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developing with poetry, prose,
novels. Gerd decided that this
was the right path for the Ud-
murt and tried to follow it.

Later, when the civil war ended
and the Bolshevik power was
consolidated, Gerd chose to pur-
sue his studies. He applied to
the Literary institute that later
took the name of Maksim
Gor'kii, studied poetry with Va-
lerii Briusov and concluded his
studies successfully. Meanwhile,
he was active among the stu-
dents, organising the Udmurt
cultural life in the capital
(Lytkin 1998: 74-75), taking re-
sponsibility for Udmurt publish-
ing in Moscow, and for the Ud-
murt scientific activities: in 1923,
he launched the already men-
tioned Association for the study
of the Udmurt region (Ermakov
1988: 30; Kulikov 1991: 5-8; Kuli-
kov 1997: 146-53; Kuznetsov
1993: 35-36), which published an
important collection of articles
on different Udmurt subjects
(Gerd 1926). Gerd published
himself several relevant books
(Tok 1970; Ermakov 1988;
Bobrova et al. 1970): he also
published a huge collection of
poems which turned him into a
prominent poet (Gerd 1922). His
enthusiastic poetry was open to
self-interrogation and doubt. It
was not only didactic poetry,
aiming at popularising the poli-
cy of the Party. It was full of sin-
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cerity, enthusiasm, and youthful
pathos.

Gerd’s Poetry

Since Gerd’s poetry was one of
the main reasons for his repres-
sion, we should not ignore it and
the following are some samples
that are representative of his
style and main themes.

The collection published in 1924,
called The Zither  Player
[Krez'chi], is opened by an in-
troduction, the simplicity of
which reminds one of folk poet-
ry, and which resonates with the
title:

Ta KpIp3aHbECMe -
[lyp TynksIMBECME,
Ta kpUIOBIpBECME -
Troparaiiécme

Tyx Kema J1IoKay,
Ty>X Kema roxssi.
YIMYpPT IypTBHECTBI
JIrokaca BeTnu
[1acBKBIT TaIBECTH
KbL13bIca Kary...

YWH U3bBIKYM
BoTaca ag3mn.
[Ib1A#ABLT BETIMKYM -
Jyr AbUIBITAK KBII3H
Mepam ByH mryca
MoH coe roxbsan
KpesbMme 1rykkeica,
Kaneixiel keip3ay, -
KanbIxiisH cronmas
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Ty>X Myp BaTbUIH.

Kyanep ryproéctii
Yitmop paype

YKHO y1BpécTil
KeITBICE Map crope,
Becp mymikem Betii

Becp nmynikem mrokai.

Kanbik 60pasmes,
Tyx Kypag3emes

Yii0ObIT KbIp3ame3
Ac croiMaM BaTH.

A3Bech I'bIpJIbIE
Typaraeanach
3apHU YBIPTHIE
Yy yiineansch
A3Bechb Kyapass
MoH ac/ipiM GachTit
3apHU I'ypbecca
MoH acnbIM Kapu -
Cooc Kazsp Tabpe
Jlys xbIp3ame!

IlyHaBI MyKCHBIKY,
['ypT nyme MbIHKO
Kanpixk 60ppIKy
Ksip3ansl MesKo -
KanbIk KbLI3BICA
bopaambich ayras
CronMbI3 FOHMaca
CepexbsH KyTCKe,
A3b/IaHb YJIBIHBI
Kyxpm 0ypaTa.

TynbiCc BYBIKY

Llyp >XUHTBIPTBIKY
CsicpKa KyKaKy,
Hlynasip nysIKY,
Csicbka mOIbIH MOH
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Kbip3aca mykko,

Kort o0 nypiMOH
Kpespme HIyKKHUCBKO -
Kyanep kasnbikes

Becs caiikaTiChKO!

These songs of mine,

the waves of our river,
These poems of mine,

my larks -

very long I gathered them
very long I wrote them.
Along Udmurt villages

[ went gathering them,
Along dense forests

[ wandered listening...

When I sleep at night
Dreaming I see them.
When I go wandering

[ listen to them non-stop.
Not to forget them

[ wrote them

Playing my zither

[ sang to the people,

Into the heart of the peo-
ple

[ hid them very deeply.

Along poor villages

At midnight

Under the window

I was staying,

Secretly I walked
Secretly I gathered.

The weeping of the peo-
ple,

Its many sufferings

Its nightly singing
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[ buried in my heart.

With a silver bell

From your lark

With its golden neck
From your yellow nightin-
gale

Its silver voice

[ took for myself

Its golden tunes

I made them for myself,
Like them, later

They became my song!

At sunset,

I go to the end of the vil-
lage

When people weep,

I wander singing;:
Hearing it, people

Stop weeping
Strengthening their heart
They start laughing,

To go on living

Their energy grows.

When spring comes
When the river calls
When the flower blooms
When it is nice,

Among the flowers I

sit singing

The sadness inside me

I play my zither,

The poor people,

I elevate them.

This poem seems to offer a good
summary of Gerd’s first produc-
tions: aesthetically, Gerd uses
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the parallelism characteristic of
Finnic folk poetry, using quasi
synonyms to enrich his message.
There are two agents in interac-
tion, the people and the poet,
and the result of their interac-
tions are songs/poems, which
express the Udmurt people’s suf-
ferings, but at the same time ask
us to arise from passivity — these
are the main themes of this col-
lection. Many of these issues
were later to serve as court
charges against Gerd: the indi-
vidual action by the poet, who
singlehandedly led the people -
whose agency he despised - to
its happiness. In the Bolsheviks’
understanding, the central role
of the author’s ‘I, instead of the
agency of the people, was sus-
pect. But this illustrates the
sense of mission that filled Gerd
and inspired his work. He was
the voice of the people and at
the same time the voice of the
nightingale.

I would like to quote two other
significant poems from this col-
lection. The first was much ap-
preciated by Maksim Gor’kii,
who commented on its Russian
translation by the author and
edited it. It reflects on the re-
mains of the sacred grove of the
Udmurts’ ancient religion, in a
melancholic tone, which ex-
presses Gerd’s ambiguity about
the destruction caused by the
Soviet regime.
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It is called Keremet, the name
both of the sacred grove and the
ancient deity, borrowed from
the Turkic peoples, which was
worshipped there.

[

CrH33 BOPEeKBATHCH
MbIpes yuksica Iopo-
MBITHCH

Ty>X MaChbKBIT Ty bIH
bycbibiH

Orsxas KyauleTsica

O7no KypeKTsIca, 0710
60papica

Ono m03MBbIca

Ono Balikana gaypes To-
J1a3 BaMbICa,

Ono ac noHHas
Ksip3aca

Ysi1Kak orxas

Kepewmert cbL13, 1yn3pLis

[...]

Kynii3 surbecol
APpJBIAJIBI YUJATIK
[Torpansam,

My3bame BbLIBICA
Kyniinnam, cucbMumisam.
Chu10 nepecheéc, KanineH
qaureTo -

BanaHTaM BBDKBIKBLTBEC
Bepaca

Kyaurero...

II

OpTuem
ByHaM apBéchl,

Special issue

Bamikana gbipbecsl
Yamyptwéc

Kbrde TaT4ybl JIBIKTBICA
JIFoKachbKO3bI,
Kypaz3on3ac Bepaca
bopnoser Bast...

Coxky BOCBHJIoH
baza3piMech, MUIITHUCH
TBUTBECHIS,

Kypag3uch KabIK/I33H
ThUI1 KaZb CIOJI9ME3 CyTUCH
KbUrb€CHI3

BocTaM HbBUTBECIOH
KbIP3aH'BbECCHI

LUlyp >XMHTBIPTOM Kajp,
YKUHTBIpeC KyapaoccChl
Tyx KpIg€Ke
BOJIZTHCHKBICA,
HTyKKHCBKBICA,

YyKHa uryHp! %Ky>KaTo3b
Kb CBKO3BI Ball...

I11

Tabepe KepemeTas
ByH5Ti3BI

Ornass KyLITH3BI.
YHoe3s,

CoJ1ach KbIIIKaca,
TaTerH mepuoc, youpwbéc
Kapssiceko mrybica
Ko1kemMaHbl KyTCKU3BI.
Ornas

Yt Ho HyHan Kepemer
CBUII

Kyamersica

HeHoKy HO GBIPOHTOM
Tyx yebepech BalKaaa
BBDKBIKBLITBEC

Ac moHHa3
JyrapUIBITOK Bepaca.
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Making its eyes sparkle,
Its head turning while
watching

In the very dense grove
On the field

Alone rustling

Either suffering, or weep-
ing

Or pining

Or remembering old times

Or singing

To itself

Totally alone,

Stands the Keremet, sigh-

ing,
[...]

Some friends

Giving in to their age
Have fallen

Lying on the earth

Dead, rotten.

The elder, who stay, softly
bicker

Telling unclear stories
They rustle...

In the past,

Forgotten years,

In their old times

The Udmurts

While coming here
Gathered

Telling their sufferings
Wept...

Then the ceremony’s
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Great, shining

Fires,

Of the suffering people,
Burning their heart as the
fire

Their words,

The girls’ soft songs
Their ringing voices like
the singing of the river
Spreading up very far,
Sounding out,

Until sunrise

Were to be heard...

Now the Keremet

Has been forgotten,
Abandoned.

Many,

Afraid of'it,

Saying that here evil spir-
its, vampires

Nest,

Started to fear.

Alone,

Day and night, stands the
Keremet

Rustling

Never ending

Beautiful old stories

To itself

Telling unceasingly.

While many of this collection’s
poems focus on one main idea -
i.e. glorifying the revolution -
without much ambiguity, this
evocation of the old natural
sanctuary is much more com-
plex — which is why I have cho-
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sen to discuss it in this article.
The Soviet power, already in
1924, had clearly declared its
hostility to religion. The open
rejection of vernacular beliefs
was to come later, but religions
were already ideologically sus-
pect. The elegiac atmosphere of
this poem suggests melancholia
in seeing the old sacred place’s
decay. In Gerd’s poem, what
happened there was both sad -
the people’s suffering, a stereo-
typed characteristic of the tsarist
time - and beautiful - the songs,
the stories... Gerd was not an
apologist of old times: many tra-
ditions had to be replaced by
new customs (such as the sub-
missive position of women). But
he acknowledged the beauty of
some of them.

I have chosen the last poem to
illustrate Gerd’s first collection
in order to show that, despite
dedicating many poems to the
Revolution, to the sunrise, to the
fights of the civil war, Gerd also
shows that he was a thinker who
had doubts. This is an aspect I
find endearing in Gerd. He was
torn, he was attracted by contra-
ry ideals and a choice for him
was, indeed, impossible. He was,
as the title of the next poem
says, in the middle, halfway,
stuck in midstream, in the mid-

dle of the ford.

[ITopo-kycrmo
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Mapel Mesia ABILIIETCKHY,
lynapip ropoJbIH yiIi,
3UOBIT IYPTIH JTIOKUCHKH,
baa3pim kape3 ag3putin?

Kyanep yamypr rypreécme
YT GBITaTCKHU BYHITHBI
Csicbkaé Gycpiocme
YKOKBIT KapeH BOLITHIHBL.

[...]

Map-o kapom, Map KapoMm.
Kyp33 MauH MOH BourtoM?
[ITopo-KycIo yIiChKO
Cropec nmiope gyraicbKo.

Mapel Mesia ABILIETCKY,
Ulynpaslp ropoabiH yii,
3UOBIT I'ypTIH JIIOKUCHKH,
bap3eim kapes ag3putin?

[...]

['opog> Ke MBIHICBKO
3UOBIT I'yPT/IICh
MO3MMCBKO.

Hour rypTs ke KOLIKHCHKO
baza3piM Kapiach
MO3MUCHKO.

Kyres gpibed Kaab y/IKO
CoslaHb-Tas1IaHb 100aChKO.
Kyzazapip BbUI TyOUCHKO,
Kyaasip yis 133bKHCHKO.

YKbIp BbUID TyOBIHBI
MBIHBIM KY)XBIM YT THIPMBbI
YKBIp Y713 71€3bKbIHBI
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JIp1ieTcKkom BU3b yT
JI93bbI!

In the middle

Why did I study

And live in a joyful city,
And leave the quiet village
And see the big town?

My poor Udmurt villages
[ cannot forget

My fields covered in flow-
ers,

[ cannot exchange them
for the stuffy city.

[...]

What shall I do, what shall
I do

Which shall I exchange for
which?

I live in-between

I am stuck in the middle of
the road.

Why did I study

And live in the big city,
And leave the quiet village
And see the big town?

[...]

If I go to the city,

[ miss my quiet village;
But if I leave for the vil-
lage,

[ miss the big town.
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[ live like a flail

[ fly here and there.
Sometimes I rise high,
Sometimes I go down.

To rise too high

My strength is not enough
To go too far down,

The wisdom from my
studies does not allow it.

Even as a young man, Gerd had
doubts. Later, expressing doubt
became dangerous. He did not
allow himself the kind of en-
dearing sincerity that character-
ised the first collection. In the
second one, Blooming land
[S'as'kayas'kis' muz"em]), he was
less problematic, more affirma-
tive and militant, more in line
with his time. This is the collec-
tion that was published in 1927,
curiously not in Izhevsk but in
Kazan'. This is probably a sign
that the times were becoming
critical for him, as he had just
come back from Moscow follow-
ing the denunciation of his Ud-
murt comrades. There are some
‘red’ poems, for example about
the Komsomol [Communist
Youth Organization], but many
are dedicated to innocent topics
such as nature, the fields, a but-
terfly... For the scope of this arti-
cle, the most important topic he
touches upon is Udmurtness.
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The second poem of the collec-
tion is dedicated to it.

While the poetic, lyric dimen-
sion remains weaker than in the
previous, reflecting poems, this
poem conceptually develops im-
portant aspects of his ‘new life’’
the possibility of being himself.

MoH - yamypT

MoH - yamypT. MoH - Tyx
myzo!

OpKas yu, 6ypaAbsIChKH.
CronmMam ropg, TbUTbEC
6yno,

CrOp IBIHHEBICHh
MO3MBITCKH!

[...]

Hoxunnace
BO3bJACHKBITIK,

YomypT gyicbMe Jucsica,
MoOH HO IOTO KBIIIKATIK,
I'opa, kpIp3anbEc KbIp3aca.

TaHi — MOH HO TH MOJIBIH,
YHO NOPTAM Ka/IbIKBEC.
MBbIHaM MBUIKBL], — TYXX
BBUJIBIH,

KoTtsipam - BbLIB
CIOpechec.

Ta OxTs6ps i1 Ke mycan,
[IelAMBIT I'ybIH MOH YJICaJI,
«I'0’XMO IBIP» HUMBI
JIycal,

ACI3CHTBIM
BO3bJ,ACHKbBICAJL.
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['opg, OKTs16pb MOH?
KyTH3 -

Kaneikbvéc paga neIpTiis...
MoH - TaH#: TaTbIH
CBUIKO,

YAMYPT KbUIbIH
KbIP3aCbKO.

MoH - yamypT. MoOH - Tyx
myzo!

OpKa3 1y, OypIbsSIChKH.
CronmMam ropg, TbUTbEC
6yno,

CrOp IBLIHHEBICHh
MO3MBITCKH!

[ am Udmurt

[ am Udmurt. [ am very
happy!

I became free, I took
wings,

In my heart red fires grow,
[ got free of the black
world.

[...]

Ashamed of nobody,
Wearing Udmurt clothes,
[ also go out without fear,
Singing red songs.

There - I am also among
you,

Numerous different peo-
ples.

My spirits are very high,
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Around me - new roads.

If October hadn’t hap-
pened,

I would live in a dark hole,
My name would be
«striped mouse»,

[ would be ashamed of
myself.

The Red October made me
grow

Let me enter the ranks of
the peoples...

[ am there - here I stand,

[ sing songs in Udmurt.

[ am Udmurt. [ am very
happy!

I became free, I took
wings,

In my heart red fires grow,
I got free of the black
world.

A third collection of poems,
Steps [L'oget'yos], was pub-
lished in Izhevsk four years later,
in 1931. The atmosphere was be-
coming stifling for Gerd, and he
did not have much time left in
his short life.

Rise and Downfall

Gerd was called back from Mos-
cow to Udmurtia in 1925 because
of a letter sent by other Udmurt
students. But in Udmurtia, de-
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spite this heinous attempt, Gerd
initially became a prominent
figure in different fields of pub-
lic life (Ermakov 1988: 34). For
example, he was one of the first
directors of what would become
the National Museum and he
gave it its scope (Ermakov 1988:
34; Toulouze 2020), organising
there some important expedi-
tions — today the Museum bears
his name.

As already stated, Gerd was also
fundamental for the creation, in
March 1926, of the Udmurt writ-
ers union, called the All-
Udmurt Association of Revolu-
tionary Writers (VUARP), to the
point of being considered as its
founder - of course with the
support of the Party (Shkliaeva
1991: 37; Domokos 1975: 254;
Shkliaev 1979: 31). All the Ud-
murt writers enrolled in the
newly founded organisation
(Shkliaev 1979: 33). However,
Gerd was its first chairman, alt-
hough he lasted less than three
months before being removed
for not being a supporter of
drawing lines between Udmurts
according to class identification
and class interests.

At the VUARP congress, Gerd
reviewed the situation in litera-
ture and criticised the place left
to the Udmurt (Kulikov 1997:
165). This provoked an irate re-
ply from the Party’s secretary
Baryshnikov, who accused Gerd
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of being openly scornful towards
the Udmurt (Ermakov 1988: 36).
The negative attitude towards
the poet, therefore, came from
the highest echelon of the local
Party. Gerd was deprived of his
position as director of the mu-
seum, expelled from the literary
journal’s editorial board and
from his position of chairman of
VUARP. The Party also attempt-
ed to get him to pay back the
expenses for his education in
Moscow. Later, all of Gerd’s ac-
tivities were criticised, and his
achievements annihilated.
According to his contemporar-
ies, Gerd was spontaneous, and
expressed himself passionately,
not expecting to be surrounded
by enemies (Gerd 1998: 27). His
mere presence was noteworthy
(Tok 1970: 20-21). He was also
easily hurt (Lytkin 1998: 76;
Kuznetsov 1994: 386). Gerd was
undoubtedly disliked by Party
officials, who attempted, and
were successful in blocking his
doctoral studies and his scholar-
ship to travel abroad (Ermakov
1988: 14; Ermakov 1994: 36-37).

[ have chosen here not to give
samples of more day-to-day po-
litical poetry, which Gerd also
included in his last collections.
However, the last collection,
Steps, is clearly inspired by the
new style of rhythmic, free verse
launched by Maiakovskii. I have
chosen here a poem that is rep-
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resentative of this style, and at
the same time was later to be
wildly attacked. It very elo-
quently illustrates Gerd’s ambi-
guity towards certain aspects of
life in his time, a new life that
was simultaneously destructive
but also bore the wind of
change. The poem below sums
up very eloquently, even in its
vibrant rhythm, the shaking vio-
lence of his time and the poet’s
reflections and palpitation.

['yTpbiH OypaH

['yTpbIH
OypaH,
['yrpein
ypra,
Byx rypr
ypam,
[Tuterp
Gepra.
Byx myn
ObIpe.
JlyapH -
BBUIb TOJL.
Boeiib TON
nbIpe
IOpTo,
TypT3.
Beiib TON
niepe
JI39bIT
1IM33,
Baup nia-
Epe

[...]
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Oi1, Ton
urysa.
O, TO
3071a.
['yTpeIH
OypaH,
['yTpeIH
ypra,
3ypka
Ypawm,
Byx rypr
3ypKa.
I'upp,
Kopka
Beuib TO
UbIra.
JIBIMBI -
Ty JI51.
CuiabTOI -
nbIyat.
[Terdan
YUJIAL.
[Tynsa
ITprda
IU/Ipre,
BUpeE,
HprBH—
BIMeE,
Baup my-
rope,
Bansb
y3Mme.
JIpIMBI
6epra,
HHo3p
)KyTCKe.
bypas.
[lypra.

Byx rypr

Autobiognadesl - Number 14/2025

CYyTCKe.

«Mu -
Topa
KaBaJjie-
pu
HO,
Mu
csl-
PBIChH
YHo
Bpuib
Kpespunoc
Kbip3an
KbIpe3si/Io:
K®b13BbB1
Mu
CbOJ, yi
TBIP,
KbI3BBI
Mu
TBUIITY
TBIP,
A3bJIaHb,
YUK KBIIIKATIK,
HIyHabI
15000)0) 31
HOTUM »
[...]
«IJH, KUH
co?...»
« Acp!»
Ono
MTY>KbIM?
Co -
BBL/Ib
y/10H!
Co -
BBLIb
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KY>XbIM!
Co -
Cropc
MUJIIEH!
[...]
Byx
CropecTtak
Jope
JIBIKT?,
Yorem
Octak
[Ib1pe
TYpT?.
Co -
BBLIIb
yJI0H!
Co -
BbLJTb
KY>KbIM!
Co -
Cropc
MUJLIEH!
Co -

BbL/Ib ITY)KbI!
Banb

Yy/I0H33
Co

OyTBIPT3,
Coop,

TosoH?3

Bue,

BaH/ID.
Co -

KOTBKBITBIH:
TaTpIH,

OTBIH,

Co -

OMBIPBIH,
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Co -
MYy3bEMBIH.
BBDKBI
n33e,
Kyapsa
MOTTD,
13891

LIyz, cuse,
Bouib

1ryn
cére.

A storm at the village

At the village

there is
storm
At the village

there is
blizzard,
The old village’s

street
In a whirlwind

rotates.
The old grove

is dead.
On the grove

a new wind

blows.
The new wind
enters
The house,
the village.
The new wind
sharpens
The sharp
bayonet
All my coun-

try
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[...]

Oh, the wind
whistles.
Oh, the wind
gets stronger.
At the village
there is a
storm
At the village
there is a
blizzard,
It shakes
the street,
The old village
is shaken.
Into the stables,
into  the
house
The new wind
knocks.
The snow
is a bullet,
The hurricane
is a rifle.
The rifle
shines,
The bullet
penetrates
Into the head,
into the blood,
Into the
brains
In all the bo-
dy,
In all
life.
The snow
whirls,
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It rises

up to the sky.
The storm.

The blizzard.
The old village
blazes.
‘We are
the Red
Caval-

ry

and
About
us
there are
Many
new
songs
zither players
shall play:
How
shall we
go through
the
black night
How
shall we
go through

the fire
Forwards,
fearing nothing
at all
To the
sun
we go’.

‘Hey, who

161



162

is it?...
‘What?’
Maybe it’s
a pine?
Itis
the new
life!
Itis
the new
strength!
It is
thousands
of millions!

[...]

Without
the old road
it goes
home,
Without a chopped
door
It enters
the village.

It is

the new

life!

Itis

the new

strength!

Itis

one thousand

millions!
Itis
the new pattern!

All

life
It

disrupts,

The black
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yesterday
It kills it,
it slaughters it.

Itis

everywhere:
Here,

there,

Itis

in the air,
it is

in the earth.
It takes

root,
It breaks
out its leaves,
It promises
a new happi-
ness,
A new
happiness
it gives.

This poem was to be attacked by
Gerd’s opponents: undoubtedly,
Gerd referred here to the disrup-
tion of collectivisation, which
since 1928 had devastated the
countryside in the whole coun-
try, including Udmurtia. 1928
was also the year of food crisis,
during which the Party organ-
ised bread requisitions, arrests
and charges for sabotage (Ni-
kitina 1998: 148, 153). In 1930,
Stalin acknowledged that mis-
takes had been made and appar-
ently slowed the process down,
but only apparently. While most
peasants left the kolkhozes
(from 86% to 14.3%, Nikitina
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1998: 148, 153), the countryside
was depleted of its most active
members - not only rich peas-
ants, but also members of the
rural middle class were chased
and had to leave their homes
(around 60% of the families -
Vikharev 1962: 158). The conse-
quences were devastating, simi-
lar to Gerd’s storm...

As seen above, Gerd was in-
volved in the SOFIN trial. At the
beginning, before his arrest, the
poet was interrogated in Nizhnii
Novgorod and forced to write
confessions (Kuznetsov 1994: 43-
44). He was finally arrested on
1932, May 13™ and kept in isola-
tion for one year and seven
months (Gerd 1998: 34).

Kulikov argues that Gerd had
been subject to ‘frightful tor-
tures’ in Nizhnii Novgorod (Kul-
ikov 1997: 173; Verner 1998: 227).
The accusations against Gerd
were mainly ideological. He was
accused of being nationalist, an-
ti-Russian, anti-Soviet and to
have sympathies for foreign
countries. The main weapon
used against him was neverthe-
less literary criticism. His writ-
ings were screened finely, and
Gerd’s enemies found ideologi-
cal shortcomings. Gerd’s early
poems were interpreted as indi-
vidualistic and denying the peo-
ple’'s agency. Some sentences
were interpreted as supposedly
denying class struggle, or as
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sympathising with the rich. Any
expression of perplexity, of
trouble, of doubt was interpret-
ed as a political message.

Other accusations were aimed at
Gerd’s intentions, i.e. at what he
supposedly intended to do.
Thus, Gerd and other people ar-
rested with him were charged
and accused of participating in a
counterrevolutionary organisa-
tion, which spied for Finland
and Estonia and whose final aim
was to establish a Finnish pro-
tectorate over Russia’s Finno-
Ugric regions. The SOFIN trial
was the first time this stereo-
typed accusation was issued.
With some slight variations, it
would become a usual pattern in
the following fifteen years, and
especially in the years 1935-1938.
The expression counterrevolu-
tionary had become so wide-
spread, that it appeared in peri-
od documents under the abbre-
viation ‘k/r.

The main individuals accused
were Gerd and Burdiukov, the
latter confessed throwing bombs
into the River Vala and planning
to destroy railways (Kulikov
1997: 218). Rumours say that
Gerd’s death penalty was
changed into a term in the fear-
ful camp of Solovki thanks to
Gor'kii (Kuznetsov 1994: 67;
Gerd 1998: 35): the Russian writ-
er, at that time the main author-
ity in Soviet literature, knew the
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Udmurt poet. Gerd was probably
sent to the Solovki islands camp
in October 1934: the Solovki
prison camp, called SLON? is
today considered by some histo-
rians as ‘the very first camp in
the Gulag network’. It opened in
1923, and in 1936 held around
60,000 inmates (Bogomolova
1998: 108). It was closed in 1939:
before it was closed, many of its
inmates were executed. Other
SOFIN trial victims were sent to
the SLON, including Ilakovlev
and Burdiukov (Kuznetsov 1994:
72, 454).

Gerd’s niece managed to investi-
gate his last years in Solovki
(Kuvshinova 1990: 3). She dis-
covered that he worked with the
famous poet, philosopher, reli-
gious thinker and scientist Pavel
Florenskii (Zueva 1997: 298-99).
Gerd allegedly continued to
write, both in Udmurt and in
Russian (Fedorov 1998: 132). For
many years, Gerd’s fate was un-
known. Some believed he died
in 1941 - even in 1988, Foma
Kuz'mich Ermakov, the best
specialist of Gerd in Udmurtia,
wrote this in his book on the
poet. Only Nikolai Kuznetsov’s
book in 1994 provided the evi-
dence that he was shot on No-
vember 1°1937 in Sandarmokh, a

* Solovetskii lager' osobogo naznache-
niia [Solovki Special Purpose Prison
Camp].
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mass burial place found in 1997,
where more than 400 prisoners
had been killed in one night (Lo-
riia 1998: 152).

The Consequences

The consequences of the tragic
policies against Udmurt writers,
many of whom were victims of
repression, were heavy for Ud-
murt culture.

After World War 11, the victims
of the repressions in the thirties
ceased to exist, as if they had
never existed. Their names were
deleted, thus making Udmurt
literature  particularly  poor,
without the works of repressed
writers, such as Gerd, Ashal'chi
Oki, Kedra Mitrei, Mikhail
Konovalov, Grigorij Medvedev
(Kralina 1990: 15). Only after Sta-
lin’s death did the victims grad-
ually start to be rehabilitated. In
1956, a court decided that the
organisation SOFIN did not ex-
ist, and that the affair was fabri-
cated (Kuznetsov 1994: 20-30).
Of thirty convicted individuals,
twenty-seven were fully acquit-
ted. The others would have to
wait two more years (Turkin
1996: 46). Gerd was rehabilitated
as a citizen, but still ignored as a
poet - the Party’s leadership was
against it. His full rehabilitation
would eventually require the ef-
forts of dedicated scholars, such
as Foma Ermakov and others.
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Within the Party, only Mikhail
Kireev’s stubbornness made it
possible to obtain it. Kireev was
a Russian KGB colonel and thus,
Gerd was one of the last of the
Udmurt intellectuals to be reha-
bilitated. However, it was not
until the 1990s that Gerd’s im-
portance was recognised. As the
author of the Essays [Ocherki],
the history of Udmurt literature
published in 1957, Kralina
acknowledged: ‘I discovered all
the attractiveness of Gerd’s po-
etry ... But I had to keep this dis-
covery to myself. His name was
still under the strictest taboo: it
was prohibited to quote him,
even to mention him. Even a
short chapter dedicated to him
was expunged. | had to take out
the texts [ planned for the
Ocherki, and destroy them’ (Kra-
lina 1990:17).

As far as language is concerned,
Udmurt was not prohibited and
continued to be taught and used
in social and cultural life. En-
dangerment started later, in the
Khrushchev era. In Stalinist
times, linguists who attempted
to create Udmurt words based
on Udmurt stems were accused
of being nationalists (see Edyga-
rova 2022). Russian had to be
the basis of every neologism, as
imitating or transposing words
from Russian was considered
then the only proper way to cre-
ate them, a way that guaranteed

Autobiognafésl - Number 14/2025

‘people’s friendship’ and could
salvage the leading role of the
Russian language, which could
enrich the ‘backward Udmurt
language’ (Perevoshchikov 1952:
9). The main period in which
flows of Russian words invaded
Udmurt was in the 1950s, how-
ever the trend continued until
the 1970s: “Russian has become
to the Udmurt not only a means
of interethnic communication, it
also functions within their
community. It is an endless
treasure, the source of lexical
development, of phraseology
and rich language. Perfect mas-
tering of Russian is for the Ud-
murt people an internationalist
duty and a patriotic obligation’
(Ponomarev 1976: 12).

There were also other conse-
quences, less easy to identify.
Firstly, Udmurt intellectuals had
no possibility whatsoever to ex-
press themselves freely. They
even had to denounce their
companions. The collective ex-
perience of state repression
shaped a new behaviour model
for those who wanted to stay
alive and continue a literary ca-
reer. This model remained active
for decades.

Moreover, everyone lived in a
state of generalised fear. The
Udmurt people learned that
their language and culture was
dangerous, suspect, and that its
promotion could lead to state
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repression. Everything the Ud-
murt had conquered with the
Revolution was called into ques-
tion. Thus, the work for Udmurt
values, Udmurt culture, Udmurt
language was postponed.

Today, young Udmurts are no
longer afraid to defend their cul-
ture. But for how long?

The research presented in this article was conducted within the frame-
work of the PRIN 2022 PNRR project “Literature of Socialist Trauma:
Mapping and Researching the Lost Page of European Literature
(LOST)”, ID: P2022745X8, CUP: B53D23029360001, Principal Investiga-
tor: Andrea Gullotta (University of Palermo). The project was funded by
the Italian Ministry of Education, Universities, and Research (MIUR)
under the 2022 PRIN PNRR Call for Proposals, Directorial Decree No.
1409 of September 14, 2022.
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Annalisa Di Santo
Ricordi sul caso Vera Zasuli¢ di A. F. Koni. Autori-

tratto di un giudice

A. F. Koni’s Recollections of the Vera Zasulich Case. The Self-Portrait of a Judge

A. F. Koni’s Recollections of the Vera Zasulich Case offers a cross-section of so-
cial history useful for reconstructing the macrohistory of the Russian judicial
Counter-Reformation together with the microhistory of the many characters
who crowded Russia’s dungeons and courtrooms in the 1870s. In these pages,
Judge Koni retraces the milestones of the procedural history of revolutionary
Vera Zasulich and writes about himself as a judge, his own idea of justice, and
the factors that led him away from criminal law. Koni is self-deprecating
throughout this account of those days of great upheaval, above all in his dia-
logues with Minister of Justice K. I. Palen. Koni, blamed for neither convicting
Zasulich nor resigning, defends his actions and the institution of the popular
jury. This article reevaluates Koni’s self-portrait on the basis of his dialogues
with Palen and his chosen evaluative lexicon.

Questo lavoro si propone di ana-
lizzare l'autoritratto che il giudi-
ce Anatolij Fedorovi¢ Koni
(1844-1927) restituisce di sé nei
Ricordi sul caso giudiziario della
terrorista Vera Zasuli¢, scritti tra
il 1904 e il 1906 a Sestrorec’, ven-

' Per la nostra analisi si usera I'edizione
dei Vospominanija o dele Very Zasuli¢
pubblicati in A.F. Koni, Izbrannoe, Mo-
skva, Sovetskaja Rossija 1989. L'edizione
pubblicata, invece, Lib.ru/ Klassika, re-
cante unicamente la data del 1904, pre-
senta alcune integrazioni, tra cui le ap-
pendici al caso, i discorsi della difesa e
dell’accusa e la traduzione in russo di
termini o espressioni straniere. Scom-
pare inoltre l'introduzione alla prima
sezione, mentre la seconda sezione ini-
zia con i fatti del 13 luglio ('edizione del
1989 inizia dall'ottobre del 1877). Cft.:

tisei anni dopo la sentenza di as-
soluzione da lui pronunciata, e
dati alle stampe a distanza di
quarantacinque anni dal fatto
storico.

Vospominanija o dele Very Zasu-
li¢ (Ricordi sul caso Vera Zasu-
li¢) non rappresentano un reso-
conto ufficiale di terzi, ma una
narrazione in prima persona, in
cui Koni seleziona e modella
consapevolmente le immagini di
sé, degli eventi e dei protagonisti
del processo®. Fin dall'incipit,

<http://az.lib.ru/k/ ko-
ni_a_f/text_0660.shtml>.

* In questo scritto autobiografico, Koni
tenta di ricostruire le azioni di tutte le
persone che hanno preso parte al caso
giudiziario. In particolar modo egli ini-
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egli dichiara di voler raccontare
le proprie sofferenze in qualita
di giudice del caso. Il dato stori-
co diventa per Koni l'occasione
per offrire un ritratto di sé come
giudice onesto, leale alla Legge,
integerrimo e solo, al centro di
un intricato sistema di potere
dominato da voci, nomi, proget-
ti, timori e riforme, trasforman-
do, di fatto, il racconto del caso
giudiziario in una apologia di sé
stesso.

I Ricordi si inseriscono, dunque,
nel filone memorialistico che in
Russia si afferma a partire dagli
anni Trenta del XIX secolo,
quando le biografie venivano
usate per riflettere su questioni
di carattere generale e lo scritto-
re si preoccupava di farsi ricono-
scere dal lettore come meritevo-
le di fiducia (Lotman 198s5: 194).
Anche Koni, pur non essendo
uno scrittore di mestiere, confe-
risce autorevolezza alla propria
persona e alle proprie idee in un
contesto storico-sociale turbo-
lento, nebuloso e polifonico. Co-
si, sulla scia delle memorie e dei

zia la sua narrazione dagli antefatti pro-
cessuali, le azioni di Fedor Fedorovic¢
Trepov, le proprie attivita e, soprattut-
to, I'agire e il parlare suo, di e con il mi-
nistro della giustizia Konstantin Ivano-
vi¢ Palen. Al contrario, la figura di Vera
Zasuli¢, che pure da il titolo al testo,
appare sporadicamente, non parla mai,
¢ un’ombra, il motore invisibile di tutta
la storia.

Papers

ricordi’® degli scrittori degli anni
Trenta e Sessanta, anche quelli
di Koni offrono 'occasione di ri-
flettere sia sulla realta russa, sia
su questioni ideologiche, artisti-
che e di diritto.

Il testo memorialistico in que-
stione si presta ad essere analiz-
zato secondo diversi approcci
metodologici, tra cui quello mi-
crostorico, archivistico o, anco-
ra, secondo lanalisi lessicale,
quest’ultima utile per ricostruire
le specificita espressive del giu-
dice o di altri personaggi; tutta-
via, in questa sede ci si intende
concentrare esclusivamente sul-
I'impianto retorico-argomenta-
tivo.

> E consuetudine nella tradizione italia-
na rendere zapiski con “memorie”. Si
pensi a Zapiski iz podpolja (Memorie
dal sottosuolo) e Zapiski iz Mertvogo
doma (Memorie da una casa di morti) di
Dostoevskij o Zapiski ochotnika (Memo-
rie di un cacciatore) di Turgenev. Per
disambiguare i termini zapiski e vospo-
minanija useremo, percio, rispettiva-
mente ‘memorie’ e ‘ricordi’. Si sottoli-
nea che le memorie di A.F. Koni sono
state raccolte nella sezione Iz zapisok i
vospominanij sudebnogo dejatelja) (Del-
le memorie e dei ricordi di un funziona-
rio giudiziario) nell’edizione Izbrannoe
del 1989, sebbene Koni non abbia mai
intitolato nessuno dei suoi scritti Zapi-
ski, ma parlasse solamente di vospomi-
nanija. Sotto il titolo generale di zapiski
sono, invece, raccolte le note sui casi
giudiziari, come Delo Ovsjannikova (Il
caso Ovsjannikov), Temnoe delo (Il caso
oscuro), Propav$aja ser’ga (L'orecchino
perduto), ecc.
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Sulla base di queste considera-
zioni, nel primo paragrafo di
questo lavoro intendiamo forni-
re un breve ritratto di Koni co-
me uomo di diritto e di lettere e
presentare il caso giudiziario
fornendo qualche dato
sull'imputata Zasulic¢; al secondo
paragrafo e affidata I'analisi dei
Ricordi, condotta attraverso
I'esame delle principali strategie
linguistico-retoriche che Koni
usa per parlare di sé e autode-
scriversi. L'analisi si basa princi-
palmente sui dialoghi tra il giu-
dice Koni, il ministro della giu-
stizia Palen, il suo successore
nome Dmitrij Nikolaevi¢ Nabo-
kov e altre figure di rilievo. In-
fatti, proprio nelle interazioni
dialogiche (che spesso sfociano
in monologhi) il giudice - come
in un’‘aula di tribunale - argo-
menta con veemenza e determi-
nazione, con trasporto e dignita
le proprie posizioni, espone
I'idea che ha di sé come giudice,
esalta il valore della legge di cui
si dichiara fervido servitore, e,
soprattutto, sostiene l'impor-
tanza della giuria popolare, tan-
to osteggiata. La strategia lingui-
stico-retorica pit usata risulta,
dunque, quella del dialogismo in
senso lato, che consente a Koni
di riportare stralci di dialoghi e
monologhi per raccontare gli av-
venimenti e mettere in risalto la
propria vis oratoria e la propria
onesta, figurandosi un autentico

Autobiognafésl - Number 14/2025

vir bonus dicendi peritus. La sta-
tura morale che Koni presenta di
sé, la “dedizione assoluta alla
vocazione di giudice” (Koni
1989: 408) sono rese anche at-
traverso l'uso di citazioni, fra-
seologismi, detti, massime sa-
pienziali o riferimenti giuridici
(anche in latino o in francese)
che rivelano la profonda cono-
scenza della giurisprudenza e
della storia (del diritto e non)
russa e straniera, unite alla di-
mestichezza con le Sacre Scrit-
ture.

Data la lunghezza del testo di
partenza ci limiteremo, in que-
sta sede, a un'analisi retorico-
argomentativa basata sui dialo-
ghi portati ad esempio; all'inter-
no di essi tenteremo poi di indi-
viduare ulteriori figure retoriche
usate dal narratore per enfatiz-
zare il discorso. L'analisi dell'im-
pianto retorico del testo si ac-
compagnera all’analisi del lessi-
co valutativo* mediante cui Koni
dipinge sé stesso, gli altri attori
processuali o le circostanze,
giacché anche questa strategia
valutativa rientra a pieno titolo
nella strategia retorica della de-
scrizione e indirizza il consenso
del lettore.

* Per lessico valutativo ci si riferisce alla
definizione datane da Elena M. Vol'f nei
suoi studi sulla semantica funzionale,
cfr., in particolare, Funkcional’naja se-
mantika ocenki del 2002.

175



176

1.1 A.F. Koni, il volto nuovo
del sistema giudiziario russo

Anatolij Vasil'evi¢ Lunacarskij,
in Tri vstreci. Iz vospominanij ob
uSedsich (Tre incontri. Dai ri-
cordi di chi non c'e pit1), descri-
ve Koni, personalita di spicco
della scena giudiziaria nella Rus-
sia imperiale e nel periodo bol-
scevico, ricordandone gli occhi
penetranti e attenti, lo sguardo
diffidente e indagatore, la sua
maniera di scrutare nell'intimo il
proprio interlocutore. Dapprima
procuratore  (prokuror)®,  poi

> L'organo della prokuratura nasce il 12
gennaio 1722 con l'ukaz del 12 gennaio
1722 firmato da Pietro I. Il compito del
prokuror era quello di combattere i di-
sordini, lingiustizia processuale e
l'illegalita. I compiti del prokuror e la
sua figura nel sistema giudiziario russo
cambia con la Grande Riforma Giudizia-
ria del 1864, quando la prokuratura
smette di essere un organo unicamente
deputato al controllo generale per oc-
cuparsi principalmente del controllo e
della gestione delle indagini e dell’ac-
cusa in tribunale. “Nell'introdurre in
Russia listituto della pubblica accusa,
mutuato dall’Occidente, i redattori de-
gli Statuti Giudiziari hanno affrontato
un compito arduo. Bisognava creare un
funzionario con compiti nuovi e insoliti
e che agisse non nel silenzio della ‘pre-
senza’, ma nella situazione di uno scon-
tro pubblico e di uno scambio di opi-
nioni radicate e che agisse per altro con
un’arma fino ad allora sconosciuta: la
parola viva.” (Koni 1924:7) [Qui e ove
non diversamente indicato la traduzio-
ne ¢ dell’autrice dell’articolo]. Koni fu
nominato tovari§¢ prokurora (aiuto
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giudice®, Koni seppe leggere le
avvisaglie del tempo, intravedere
il futuro delle riforme democra-
tiche, indirizzare altri giuristi’,
scrivere testi di teoria del dirit-

procuratore) del distretto giudiziario di
Char’kov alla fine del 1867. Nel maggio
del 1871 Koni fu nominato prokuror del
tribunale distrettuale di San Pie-
troburgo. In questi anni Koni si fa cono-
scere per i suoi discorsi accusatori, suc-
cessivamente lavora per un breve perio-
do al Ministero di Giustizia per poi es-
sere investito della carica di giudice del
tribunale distrettuale di San Pie-
troburgo.

® Koni fu giudice fino al 1884 quando il
ministro di giustizia Nabokov (1878-
1885) intercedette a suo favore presso lo
zar per la nomina di ober-prokuror (ca-
po procuratore) del Dipartimento della
Cassazione penale del Senato, cosa che
avvenne di fatto il 6 febbraio 1885. Nel
1891 Koni chiese la destituzione dal ruo-
lo di capo procuratore del Dipartimento
di Cassazione Penale del Senato e fu
nominato senatore, dedicandosi unica-
mente alla civilistica.

7 Per ragioni di spazio non & possibile
trattare qui questo aspetto della vita e
dell'opera di Koni; tuttavia, numerosi
sono i riferimenti al giudice da parte di
altri giuristi dell’epoca. Si menzionano a
titolo esemplificativo il caso dell’allora
prokuror Sergej Arkad’evi¢ Andreevskij
che Koni salvo dalla disgrazia proprio
dopo il caso Zasuli¢ indicandogli la via
dell’'avvocatura e l'introduzione da lui
scritta per un’opera di retorica forense
tuttora imprescindibile negli studi di
diritto in Russia, Iskusstvo reci na sude
(L’arte del discorso in tribunale) di Petr
Sergeevi¢ Porochovscikov, pubblicato
con lo pseudonimo P. Sergei¢ nel 1910 a
San Pietroburgo.

Autobiografesl - Number 14/2025



to® e di critica letteraria®, pro-
nunciare discorsi giudiziari ri-
masti nella storia dell’oratoria
russa® e intrattenere rapporti
con nomi autorevoli del pano-
rama culturale russo".

Il giudice ha lasciato anche di-
versi vospominanija” sulla Rus-

® Tra queste ricordiamo Nravstvennye
nacala v ugolovnom processe (I principi
morali nel processo penale, 1878), Viast’
suda v primenenii nakazanija, (Il potere
della Corte nell’applicazione della pena
1895), Sudebnaja reforma i sud
prisjaznych (La riforma giudiziaria e la
giuria popolare, 1898), Istorija razvitija
ugolovno-processual’nogo  zakonoda-
tel'stva v Rossii (Storia ed evoluzione
della legislazione di procedura penale in
Russia, 1914), Priemy i zadaci prokuratu-
ry (Tattiche e compiti della procuratura,
1924).

? Tra le opere di critica letteraria men-
zioniamo Nravstvennyj oblik Puskina (Il
ritratto morale di Puskin, 1899), Motivy
i priemy tvorlestva Nekrasova (Motivi
ed espedienti della produzione di
Nekrasov, 1922).

 Nell'introduzione all’Arte del discorso
in tribunale di Sergei¢ Koni afferma che
nella sua lunga attivita giudiziaria non
ha mai scritto i suoi discorsi per intero,
ma ha sempre studiato attentamente i
materiali del caso, memorizzandoli e
ragionandoli, per poi lasciare che la per-
suasione e la parola fluissero liberamen-
te durante il processo.

" Noti sono le sue corrispondenze con
gli  scrittori Tolstoj, Dostoevskij,
Cechov, Korolenko, Turgenev e i fre-
quenti incontri con lo zar Aleksandr II.
* Oltre a Vospominanija o dele Very Za-
suli¢ (Ricordi sul caso Vera Zasulid,
1904), si ricordano Iz Kazanskich
vospominanij (Dai ricordi di Kazan/
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sia a lui contemporanea®, tra cui
casi giudiziari e appunti proces-
suali" che ancora oggi sono pre-
ziosi per gli studiosi di storia del
diritto, di storia del pensiero e di
retorica giudiziaria®.

1907), Vospominanija o Cechove (Ricor-
di su Cechov, 1925).

B A titolo esemplificativo Otkrytie I
Gosudarstvennoj dumy (Inaugurazione
della prima Duma di Stato, 1906), K
istorii nasej bor’by s pjanstvom (Storia
della nostra lotta all'alcolismo, 1915),
Peterburg. Vospominanija starozila (Pie-
troburgo. Ricordi di un vecchio abitan-
te, 1921).

" Tra cui Po delu ob utoplenii krest janki
Emel’janovoj ee muzem (Sul caso di af-
fogamento della contadina Emel’janova
ad opera del marito, 1872), Delo o redak-
tore-izdatele gazety Grazdanin knjaze
V.P. Mescerskom, obvinjaemom v opo-
zorenii v pecati voennych vracej (Il caso
del redattore del giornale GraZdanin
principe V.P. Mescerskij, accusato di
vitupero dei medici militari nella stam-
pa, 1892).

" In particolare, per lo studio dei testi
memorialistici di Koni e degli atti pro-
cessuali si ritengono produttivi e mag-
giormente in uso oggi l'approccio an-
glosassone della Law and Literature e
I'approccio microstorico. La Law and
Literature & applicata all'ambito russo
da relativamente pochi anni e si puo
esemplificare attraverso i lavori Western
Law, Russian Justice: Dostoevsky, the
Jury Trial, and the Law di Gary Rosen-
shield (2005), The Letters and the Law.
Legal and Literary Culture in Late Impe-
rial Russia di Anna Schur (2022) e, in
italiano, da Diritto e Letteratura. La giu-
stizia narrata di V. Vitale (2012), in par-
ticolare il paragrafo I fratelli Karama-
zov, di Fedor Dostoevskij, ovvero: pre-
sunti innocenti?. Si tratta principalmen-
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Cruciale nella vita e nella carrie-
ra di Koni si rivelo il caso giudi-
ziario della rivoluzionaria e ter-
rorista Vera Ivanovna Zasuli¢
(ca. 1850-1919), di cui fu nomina-
to giudice in presenza della giu-
ria popolare. Ma il verdetto di
assoluzione non piacque allo zar
e al Ministero della Giustizia che
fecero pressioni sul giudice af-
finché questi si dimettesse, am-
mettendo di non aver assolto al
suo ruolo di tutore della legge.
Koni, divenuto ormai opalyj
sudja (giudice in disgrazia), fu
cosi costretto a lasciare la sua
posizione e a reinventarsi nel
settore del diritto civile, pur
continuando a rivestire il ruolo
di senatore e ad occuparsi, so-
prattutto a livello teorico, di di-
ritto. Nei suoi scritti si legge che,
a seguito del comportamento li-
berale e non servile del giudice,
questi fu soprannominato kra-
snyj sudja (giudice rosso, ovvero
rivoluzionario)®. Da molti ac-

te di studi su scrittori ottocenteschi, sul
ruolo e la rappresentazione dei processi
nella loro prosa. Alla base dell’approccio
microstorico invece vi & uno studio del-
le fonti archivistiche che mira a rico-
struire il fatto storico attraverso le per-
sonalita coinvolte e a mettere in rela-
zione la storia del singolo con la storia
del Paese.

'® Nella quinta sezione dei Ricordi, Koni
afferma di essere stato chiamato in mo-
do dispregiativo “krasny;” poiché consi-
derato inadatto a insegnare Teoria e
pratica del processo penale presso la
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clamato come un uomo libero,
forte e onesto, Koni ebbe un
ruolo di rilievo anche nel perio-
do bolscevico della storia della
Russia, per poi spegnersi il 17
settembre 1927 a Leningrado.

1.2. Vera Zasuli¢, la
rivoluzionaria che terrorizzo
lo zar, e il caso storico-
giudiziario

Vera Ivanovna Zasuli¢ nasce il 27
luglio 1849 a Michajlovka nel
governatorato di Smolensk da
Ivan Petrovi¢ Zasuli¢, un nobile
polacco caduto in disgrazia e
viene educata da una governante
ferventemente credente. Nel
1867, all’eta di 18 anni, arrivata a
San Pietroburgo, Vera entra a far
parte del gruppo di Necaev”.
[’anno successivo viene arresta-
ta e nel 1871 allontanata dalla

Scuola di diritto a causa delle sue posi-
zioni liberali (Koni 1989: 406).

"7 Sergej Gennadievi¢ Necaev & stato un
nichilista e rivoluzionario russo. Uno
dei primi esponenti dell’attivismo rivo-
luzionario russo, fu a capo della Narod-
naja Rasprava e autore del manifesto
radicale Il catechismo del rivoluzionario.
Condannato per l'omicidio dello stu-
dente Ivanov, mori in carcere il 3 di-
cembre 1882. Fu proprio a causa di
Necaev che Vera fu arrestata la prima
volta nel 1869. Questi, infatti, aveva usa-
to l'indirizzo postale di Vera per la sua
corrispondenza illegale e propagandi-
stica benché, all’epoca, Vera si fosse di-
staccata da Necaev le cui idee le sem-
bravano troppo fantasiose.
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capitale. Durante la sua assenza
da San Pietroburgo, Vera si
muove tra i governatorati di No-
vgorod e Kostroma, fino ad arri-
vare a Char’kov, dove entra
nell'organizzazione rivoluziona-
ria di ispirazione bakuniniana
JuzZnye buntari, impara a sparare
e prende parte attivamente al
tentativo fallito di insurrezione
dell'uezd di Cigirin. All'indomani
del fallimento, e per nascondersi
dalla polizia, Vera si trasferisce
nuovamente a San Pietroburgo
dove conosce i membri del
gruppo terroristico Zemlja i vol-
ja.

Il 13 luglio 1877 il giovane rivolu-
zionario Aleksej Bogoljubov,
pseudonimo di Archip Petrovic¢
Emel’janov - arrestato all’eta di
24 anni durante la manifestazio-
ne del 6 dicembre 1876 presso la
cattedrale della Madonna di Ka-
zan’ da Zemlja i volja, poi con-
dannato a 15 anni di lavori forza-
ti (Venturi 1972:126) e detenuto
nella Casa di detenzione preven-
tiva® - viene punito per aver

8 . . )
* la Casa di Detenzione Preventiva

(Dom predvaritel’nogo zakljucenija -
DPZ), o Prigione Spalernaja, & stato il
primo carcere investigativo speciale del-
la Russia con sede a San Pietroburgo. La
casa di detenzione preventiva inizio la
sua attivita il 1 agosto 1875 come prima
prigione investigativa della Russia, con
317 celle di isolamento e oltre 68 celle
generali e di punizione per un totale di
700 detenuti. Fino alla Rivoluzione
d’Ottobre in questo carcere venivano
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mancato di rispetto (non si era
tolto il cappello) al governatore
di San Pietroburgo, il generale
Fedor Fedorovic¢ Trepov.
Quest’ultimo, offeso
dallinsolenza del detenuto, si
reca per un parere dal vicediret-
tore del Dipartimento di giusti-
zia Koni ma, non avendolo tro-
vato in ufficio, si rivolge al mini-
stro della giustizia Konstantin
Ivanovi¢ Palen, che lo autorizza®
a usare una punizione corpora-
le*.

La notizia delle percosse oltre-
passa le mura della Casa di de-

detenuti tutti i rivoluzionari. La casa di
detenzione preventiva si trova tuttora al
numero 25 di via Spalernaja ed & il cen-
tro di custodia cautelare n. 3 del Servi-
zio penitenziario federale.

" Nella sezione prima dei Ricordi Koni
riporta il suo primo dialogo con il mini-
stro Palen sull’'accaduto: “Sui fatti avve-
nuti nella casa di detenzione preventi-
va”. [...] Palen s'inflammo e mi disse con
foga: “Lo so e trovo che abbia agito be-
ne; era stato da me per un consiglio ed
io gli avevo dato il permesso di fustigare
Bogoljubov... Si deve fare cosi con que-
ste canaglie!”. (O proisSestvii v dome
predvaritel’nogo zakljucenija”. [...] Palen
vspychnul i zapal'¢ivo skazal mne: “Zna-
ju i nachozu, ¢to on postupil ocen’ cho-
roso; on byl u menja, sovetovalsja, i ja
emu razresil vyse¢’ Bogoljubova... Nado
etich mosennikov tak)! (Koni 1989: 300).
** Le punizioni corporali come misure
di punizione penale erano state abolite
il 17 aprile 1863, tuttavia proprio a meta
degli anni 7o il Ministero della giustizia
era intento a riflettere la possibilita di
reinserire la frusta come misura di pu-
nizione per i rivoluzionari detenuti.
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tenzione e del Dipartimento di
Giustizia, provocando reazioni a
catena nella cerchia dei rivolu-
zionari. Costoro tramano una
sorta di riscatto per 'episodio di
violenza ai danni di Bogoljubov
e affidano il compito di vendi-
carlo a Vera Zasuli¢™.

L’attentato a Trepov avviene il
24 gennaio 1878 all'indomani del
processo dei 193**. Per Koni il 24

* 11 progetto di un’azione punitiva nei
confronti di Trepov era di M. Frolenko,
I. Volosenko, G. Popko e V. Osinskij (ri-
voluzionari ucraini membri di Zemlja i
volja), ma Vera Zasuli¢ li precedette.
Cosi Vera si occupo di Trepov, mentre
Marija Aleksandrovna Kolenkina, sua
compagna di stanza sull’Anglijskij pro-
spekt, lo stesso giorno si diresse, con lo
pseudonimo di Zagorskaja, dal senatore
Vladislav Antonovi¢ Zelechovskij, auto-
re dell'atto d’accusa nel Processo dei
Centonovantatre. Kolenkina, pero, non
riusci a farsi ricevere da Zelechovskij e il
suo attentato falli.

** 11 Processo dei Centonovantatré, noto
anche come “Il grande processo” o “Il
caso sulla propaganda nell'Impero” (De-
lo o propagande v Imperii), fu intentato
contro i rivoluzionari-narodniki (popu-
listi). Esso si tenne a San Pietroburgo
presso il Tribunale Speciale del Senato
(Osoboe Prisutstvie Pravitel’stvujuscego
Senata) dal 18 (30) ottobre 1877 al 23
gennaio (4 febbraio) 1878 e vi furono
coinvolti 193 partecipanti dell“andata al
popolo”, arrestati per l'attivita di propa-
ganda rivoluzionaria svolta tra il 1873 e
il 1877. In quello stesso periodo ebbe
luogo anche il processo contro i 21 ma-
nifestanti sulla piazza della cattedrale di
Kazan’, dei quali 18 furono condannati e
mandati al confino. Lo stesso Tribunale
Speciale, dal 21 febbraio al 14 marzo, si
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gennaio e la prima giornata nella
carica di presidente del Tribuna-
le distrettuale di San Pie-
troburgo: deve sbrigare innume-
revoli pratiche legate all'insedia-
mento ma, terminati gli affari
urgenti in tribunale, viene a sa-
pere dell’attentato e si reca a ca-
sa di Trepov di fronte allAm-
miragliato. Nella sala, seduta a
un lungo tavolo di fronte
all'investigatore Kabat e al capo
della polizia investigativa Ivan
Dmitrievi¢ Putilin, scorge una
ragazza di media statura, dal vi-
so lungo, pallido e malaticcio e
con i capelli ben pettinati. La ra-
gazza, vestita con un mantello
grigio e decorato lungo i fianchi,
scrollava nervosamente le spalle
e alzava gli occhi grigio-chiaro al
soffitto. Koni intercetta negli oc-
chi della fanciulla uno sguardo
di dolore e un atteggiamento de-
terminato, fiero ed entusiastico:
era Vera Zasuli¢ (Koni 1989: 313-
314).

Vera viene arrestata. Gli inqui-
renti, nonostante la natura poli-
tica del caso, lo qualificano co-
me privato: Zasuli¢ dichiara di
aver agito autonomamente sotto

occupo del Processo dei Cinquanta con-
tro 50 attivisti rivoluzionari dell’orga-
nizzazione Vserossijskaja  social’no-
revoljucionnaja organizacija, rei di aver
fatto a Mosca propaganda di opposizio-
ne tra la popolazione operaia. Per un
quadro dettagliato dei fatti si consiglia-
no Venturi 1972 e Karpilenko 1994.
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la falsa identita della maestra
Kozlova. Pertanto, il caso di
vendetta personale viene affida-
to alla giuria popolare presiedu-
ta dal giudice Koni. Dietro que-
sta decisione stava lo stesso mi-
nistro Palen che affidava cosi al-
la giuria popolare gli esiti di un
processo lampo che si sarebbe
concluso con un sicuro verdetto
di colpevolezza (Vilenskij 1969:
259-260).

Le indagini si chiudono a fine
febbraio e il processo viene fissa-
to per la fine di marzo. Koni ne
chiede a Palen il rinvio all’estate
successiva, quando il caos pro-
dotto dall’accaduto si fosse cal-
mato, ma Palen, appellandosi
alla richiesta dello zar, gli oppo-
ne un rifiuto. A meta marzo Ko-
ni riceve una lettera in cui lo zar
lo invita a un incontro durante il
quale gli raccomanda di fare be-
ne il proprio lavoro.

Il processo a Vera Zasuli¢ ha ini-
zio il 31 marzo 1878, alle ore 1,
presso il Tribunale distrettuale
di San Pietroburgo in via Spaler-
naja. Davanti al tribunale si ra-
duna una folla immensa di tutti
coloro che non avevano avuto il
permesso di entrare in aula®. Il

* “Nel frattempo, il giorno del processo

si avvicinava.... L'interesse pubblico per
il caso cresceva, si diffondevano le voci
piu ridicole e io venivo sommerso da
lettere  che chiedevano  biglietti
d’ingresso. Particolarmente interessate
a partecipare all'udienza erano le signo-

Autobiognafésl - Number 14/2025

collegio giudicante e formato dal
presidente Koni, dai membri
della corte O.G. Den e V.A. Ser-
binovi¢*, e dai giudici popolari;
l'accusa e affidata a Konstantin
Ivanovi¢ Kessel’, la difesa a Petr
Akimovi¢ Aleksandrov, tra i cor-
rispondenti €& presente anche
Dostoesvkij.

L’accusa informa la giuria popo-
lare che quella ragazza vestita di
nero, giovane, calma e fiera e ac-
cusata ai sensi degli articoli 9 e
1454 dell’UloZenie o nakazaniach
(Codice delle pene) del 1866,
legge le dichiarazioni di Trepov
e dei testimoni e interroga la Za-
sulic. Che non nega la propria
colpevolezza ma dichiara che,
pur ritenendo spaventoso e in-
giusto fare del male ad altri, non
era riuscita a reagire diversa-
mente alla notizia dei fatti avve-

re, anche il cassetto sinistro della mia
scrivania, dove gettavo le lettere, era
impregnato dell'odore di profumo dei
biglietti colorati con intricati mono-
grammi e stemmi. Non si poteva nep-
pure pensare di far entrare il pubblico
senza biglietto. Avrebbe causato ogni
sorta di disordini, scandali e forse anche
feriti. Visto il numero di richieste, do-
vetti adottare un sistema di distribuzio-
ne dei biglietti [d’'ingresso] per quegli
orribili scranni nella soffocante e buia
aula del Primo Dipartimento del Tribu-
nale di San Pietroburgo”. (Koni 1989:
336).

** Purtroppo dalle fonti consultate non
é stato possibile risalire ai nomi com-
pleti dei due giudici.
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nuti nella casa di detenzione
preventiva.

Le arringhe iniziano con il di-
scorso accusatorio di Kessel™
che, senza soffermarsi sul singo-
lo caso, banalmente sostiene che
tutte le azioni devono essere le-
gali, che I'unico organo compe-
tente per la gestione delle ingiu-
stizie é il tribunale di stato e non
il “tribunale Zasuli¢”°.

Di tutt’altro peso e il discorso
difensivo di Aleksandrov: basti
ricordare che ad un certo punto
dell'arringa Koni & costretto a
chiedere al pubblico di smettere
di applaudire (Karpilenko 1994:
34). Nel suo discorso Aleksan-
drov sottolinea il rapporto di
causa-effetto tra “il caso Bogol-
jubov”’ e Tlatto criminoso del-
I'imputata, un atto che vuole es-
sere la voce della giustizia che
tace quando la violenza viene
esercitata su un suddito. Vera -
nelle parole del suo difensore - e
I'emblema di quella gioventu
che, pur agognando a un futuro
migliore per la Russia, si ritrova
a essere testimone di nefandezze
e falle nel sistema amministrati-
vo e del giudiziario vessatorio ai
danni dell'uomo comune, spo-

*> Interessante che il discorso pronun-
ciato da Vera Zasuli¢ non sia riportato
in nessuna delle edizioni dei Ricordi.

** 11 discorso dell’aiuto procuratore Kes-
sel’ e reperibile al sito:
<http://az.lib.ru/k/koni_a_f/text_o660.
shtml>.
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gliato del proprio onore e della
propria dignita®”’. Vera e, per
Aleksandrov, il simbolo di una
generazione di speranze infrante
da funzionari che si comportano
in maniera arbitraria e perpetra-
no soprusi, Vera esercita la ca-
pacita di immedesimarsi nel pri-
gioniero politico con cui condi-
vide la reclusione, l'isolamento,
I'agitazione nervosa, l'ansia co-
stante, l'incertezza perenne e le
martellanti domande sul futuro
e il destino del suo popolo (Smo-
ljar¢uk 1984: 45-46).

Una volta concluse le arringhe, il
giudice presenta alla giuria po-
polare le domande a cui e chia-
mata a rispondere: é stata Vera
Zasuli¢ a sparare al generale
Trepov il 24 gennaio? Era sua in-
tenzione ucciderlo? Se si, ha fat-
to tutto il possibile per realizza-
re il suo piano?

Successivamente Koni pronun-
cia il riassunto del presidente®,

*7 Dal discorso di Aleksandrov (Smol-
jaréuk 1984: 43).

** 11 discorso di A.F. Koni venne riporta-
to dalla stampa e contestato dai conser-
vatori. Il testo é inserito da Koni stesso
nel suo Ricordi sul caso Vera Zasuli¢ e
occupa la sezione terza, da pag. 337 a
347 nell’edizione da noi consultata.
Oggi il riepilogo del presidente con cui
la corte riassume i fatti e invita i giurati
a ritirarsi nella camera di consiglio per
I'emissione del verdetto e chiamato na-
putsvtennoe slovo predseda-
tel’stvujuscego v sude prisjaznych (lett.
discorso di congedo del presidente nel
processo con giuria popolare).
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congedando la giuria. Quando i
giurati rientrano il loro capo-
gruppo, A.l. Lochov, consegna a
Koni con mano tremante il fo-
glio contenente il verdetto. La
frase “No, non é colpevole!” tuo-
na nel silenzio di tomba
dell’'aula. Seguono grida, applau-
si, abbracci, segni di croce. Koni,
che dispone di liberare
I'imputata, e costretto a ordinare
di condurla all’'uscita attraverso
una porta secondaria del tribu-
nale per garantire l'ordine pub-
blico. La gioia della folla e in-
contenibile. Giustizia e stata fat-
ta, secondo 'opinione pubblica.
Di parere diverso sono il mini-
stro Palen, il redattore capo del
Moskovskie vedomosti Michail
Nikifirovi¢ Katkov e, ovviamen-
te, lo zar Aleksandr II. Vera é li-
bera fino a sera, quando viene
emesso un nuovo mandato di
arresto contro di lei. Koni, dal
canto suo, paghera le conse-
guenze per la mancata “manipo-
lazione” del verdetto.

2. Ricordi sul caso Vera
Zasuli¢: il racconto
apologetico del giudice A.F.
Koni

Il testo, nell’edizione del 1989 da
noi consultata, occupa le pagine
277-420, per una lunghezza di
143 pagine, ed e composto da
una introduzione, cinque sezioni
e il riepilogo pronunciato da
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Koni in qualita di presidente del
collegio giudicante a conclusio-
ne della fase dibattimentale (se-
zione III). A livello tematico
I'introduzione funge da premes-
sa in cui si anticipa il tema, men-
tre i primi due capitoli, o sezio-
ni, sono dedicati all'antefatto del
caso: in particolare la prima se-
zione tratta dei moti rivoluzio-
nari presenti sul territorio e del
caso Bogoljubov, mentre la se-
conda sezione si concentra sul
fatto criminoso. La terza sezione
contiene il riepilogo di Koni il
cul compito consiste, appunto,
nel riassumere l'evoluzione del
processo: le posizioni delle parti,
i discorsi. Le ultime due sezioni
sono dedicate al periodo succes-
sivo al processo con lesposi-
zione delle conseguenze sul pia-
no storico, giudiziario e privato
per Koni dopo l'assoluzione a
Vera.

Pertanto, l'analisi  retorico-
linguistica dei Ricordi seguira
I'impianto narrativo del testo.
Se, come crediamo, questo testo
autobiografico di Koni ha valore
apologetico e rappresenta un di-
scorso difensivo sulla propria
condotta e sulla propria verita
giudiziaria, allora la premessa
vale come esordio, ovvero la
prima parte del discorso nell'o-
ratoria forense, che non ha solo
la funzione di introdurre I'argo-
mento e di suscitare I'attenzione
dei lettori, conciliandone la be-
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nevolenza, ma assolve piuttosto
a una funzione assai piu pre-
gnante: quella di rompere il si-
lenzio su un dato evento e, in un
certo senso, di “esorcizzare
I'arbitrarieta di ogni inizio”
(Traversi 2024: 127). Nell'incipit
dei Ricordi, Koni sente |'esigenza
di porsi come un testimone cre-
dibile degli eventi, avendo ormai
raggiunto quella distanza emoti-
va e psicologica dai fatti che si
ottiene solo con lo scorrere del
tempo, come una persona che
puo, percio, vantare il diritto e
I'autorevolezza di svelare cio che
al tempo era nascosto da ombre:

I'ny6okuti gozpacm™,
MPUHOCSI CBOU TSITOCTH,
BMeCTe C TeM [JjaeT TO npe-
umMywecmeo, KOTOpoe [o-
CTUTAeTCs BO BpeMsl My-
TelleCTBUM BOCXOXKJEeHU-
eM Ha OOJIbIIYI0O TOPHYIO
BBICOTY, a Telepb, BeposT-
HO, JaeTcsl MOAHSATHEM Ha
a’poIUiaHe; TaM TOPU30HT
mepes B30POM pacUIUpS-
eTcss  HACTOJBKO,  YTO
BIPYTr BMECTO YrOjKa W3-
BECTHOH MECTHOCTU OHa
CTAaHOBUTCSI BUAHOU BCSI, U
TO, YTO OCTABaJIOCh B TEHU
M TIpeJCTaB/IS/IOCh HaBCe-

*9 Tutti i corsivi usati per enfatizzare i
termini utili alla trattazione sono
dell’autrice del saggio, fatta eccezione
per le espressioni in lingue diverse dal
russo.
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rga JIMIIEHHBIM COJIHIIQ,
OKa3bIBa€TCsI  3aKPbITHIM
OT ero Jjy4ed JIMIIb Bpe-
mMeHHbIM TymMaHoM.> (Koni

1989: 277)

Koni ribadisce, inoltre, la neces-
sita di leggere le sue pagine im-
mergendosi nel contesto storico
e sociale “di quel tempo” per
non falsare la percezione di per-
sonalita ed eventi.

Ba)kHO, 4TOOBI YMTAIOLIHIMA
3aITMUCKy MOT YCTaHOBHTb B
cebe yrona 3peHHUsS MOz2o
8pemeHU, TIOHSITh B3TJISbI
moti anoxu. [...] BoT moue-
My, CMOTPSI C 3TOU TOYKU
3peHHs] Ha MeMyaphl U 3a-
MUCH TIPOLIJIOTO, 51 Teva-
TAal0 TO, YTO HAIKUCAHO
MHOIO 45 JIeT Ha3aj, He
W3MeHsIsSI HU OJHOTO CJIO-
Ba. YuTas 3anucky o gene
3acynu4y, HajoO CTaTh Ha
TOYKY 3peHUs NIAeH mo-
20 8pemeHU. JTO - TO[-

* L'eta avanzata, pur portando i suoi
fardelli, allo stesso tempo offre un van-
taggio simile a quando si scalano vette
montuose e che oggi probabilmente si
ottiene salendo in aereo; da i
'orizzonte davanti al proprio sguardo si
allarga a tal punto che all'improvviso,
invece di un angolo di una localita co-
nosciuta, diventa visibile la localita in-
tera e cio che era rimasto in ombra e
sembrava essere per sempre privato del
sole risulta essere chiuso ai suoi raggi
solo da una foschia temporanea.
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JIVHHbIE TePEeXXVBAHUS TO-
TJAUIHETO  TpefceAaTes
OKpPY)KHOTO cyza (cemupe-
CATBHIX TOZOB), KOTOPOMY
OBLIO B TO BpeMsi OKOJIO 35
JIeT, KOTOPbIN OBLIT BO BCe-
OPY)KMH BCeX CBOMX Iy-
IIeBHBIX CHJT M MAKaJl TIepo
He B YepHHWIA, a B COK
CBOMX HEPBOB U KpOBb
CBOETO BITOC/IEICTBUH
6O0/IBHOTO Cep/lla, YTOOBI
3amevaTieTb Ha Oymare
TO, YTO Ka3ajoCh €My,
BITMCHIBAETCSI KaK HAYaJo
HOBOM CTPAHMIIBI €e HUCTO-
puu B xusHb Poccum. |...]
HTak, BOT 4YTO 3amMcaHO
OBIBLIMM TpejcesaTeeM
o Jeny 3acyavud 45 JeT
tomy Hasag’. (Koni 1989:
278)

> E importante che il lettore di questo
scritto possa predisporsi secondo il
punto di vista di quel tempo, compren-
dere le opinioni di quell’epoca. [...] Ecco
perché, guardando le memorie e i do-
cumenti del passato da questo punto di
vista, consegno alle stampe cio che ho
scritto 45 anni fa senza cambiare una
sola parola. Nel leggere la nota sul caso
Zasuli¢, bisogna assumere il punto di
vista della gente di quel tempo. Queste
sono le angosce autentiche vissute
dall’allora presidente del Tribunale di-
strettuale (degli anni Settanta) che
all'epoca aveva circa 35 anni, era nel
pieno possesso di ogni forza d’animo e
intinse la sua penna non nell'inchiostro,
ma nel liquido dei suoi nervi e nel san-
gue del suo cuore successivamente ma-
lato, per mettere su carta cio che gli
sembrava essere l'inizio di una nuova
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Attraverso il dato biografico (35
anni) il narratore ci restituisce
I'immagine di un uomo che ha
raggiunto l'eta della saggezza,
frutto di studi ed esperienza,
all'apice della propria carriera e,
tuttavia, segnato da una soffe-
renza tale da aver scritto questi
ricordi con il sangue e il sudore.
Per quanto riguarda, invece, la
portata storica del caso, che poi
costituisce il leitmotiv dei Ricor-
di, Koni scrive:

Beictpen 3acymuu o6pa-
THJI BHUMaHHeE OOlLIecTBa
Ha COBEPIIMBIIMICA B €ro
cpeze akT epyboeo Hacu-
us B TO BpeMsi, KOTJa BCe
€ero BHUMaHHe ObUIO 00-
palleHO Ha TeaTp BOMHBL.
M HacTpoeHme ob1ecTBa B
[Terepbypre B 3TO Bpems
BOBCe He ObUIO CTOb OJIa-
TOAYIIHBIM, 4YTOOBI  [Iy-
MaTh, YTO OHO OTKa3aJ/IOCh
OT CYpOBOU KPUTHKH Ipa-
BUTE/TbCTBEHHBIX neii-
CTBU Haob6opor,
VIMEHHO B Hayajle BeCHBI
1878 roma B metepOypr-
CKOM 001IecTBe MPOSIBIIS-
Jlack  pasdpaxcumenbHas
HepeHOCMb U  KpauHAsA

pagina di storia nella vita della Russia.
[...] Ebbene ecco cosa & stato scritto
dall’ex presidente per il caso Zasuli¢ 45
anni fa.
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gneuamaumeibHOCMb>-.
(Koni 1989: 322-323)

Con questa breve riflessione,
Koni vuole dimostrare di essere
un uomo capace di leggere i se-
gni della storia, che conosce la
societa e comprende le radici dei
moti  rivoluzionari. L'agget-
tivazione e, in generale, le scelte
lessicali chiaramente valutative
del giudice rivelano un liberale
che chiama le cose con il proprio
nome: l'azione governativa e di
una violenza brutale, incivile, la
societa e resa nervosa e impres-
sionabile a causa della guerra
all’esterno e del terrorismo
all'interno del paese.

La prima sezione dei Ricordi é
dedicata alla manifestazione del
6 dicembre 1876, giornata che
I'autore definisce fatale per mol-
ti. Da questo momento, Koni
inizia a presentare sé stesso co-
me una personalita di spicco del
diritto russo, pienamente inseri-

* Lo sparo di Zasuli¢ richiamo
l'attenzione della societa su un atto di
grave violenza commesso al suo interno
in un momento in cui tutta l'attenzione
era rivolta al teatro della guerra. Persino
I'umore dell’opinione pubblica pietro-
burghese in quel periodo non era cosi
favorevole da far pensare che essa
avrebbe rinunciato a criticare severa-
mente l'azione governativa.... Al contra-
rio, fu proprio all'inizio della primavera
del 1878 che la societa pietroburghese
mostrd un nervosismo irritabile e
un’impressionabilita estrema.
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to nella societa e largamente
stimato. Lo scopo & perseguito e
raggiunto principalmente attra-
verso tecniche retoriche di coin-
volgimento come, appunto, il
dialogismo. L’esposizione dei
fatti o dei caratteri attraverso
sceneggiature drammatiche
coinvolge profondamente il let-
tore, grazie al cosiddetto “effetto
presenza”™. Egli ricorda che, nel
febbraio 1877, quando era pro-
fessore presso la Scuola di dirit-
to, durante una festa organizzata
dal principe Petr Georgievi¢
Ol'denburgskij, il senatore e vi-
cedirettore  Boris  Nikolaevic¢
Chvostov lo prese da parte per
conoscere la sua opinione sul
processo dei 50*%, in particolare

3 1 dialoghi presenti nel testo sono in
tutto 58, se si contano solo i dialoghi
diretti. Compaiono anche numerosi dia-
loghi indiretti, ovvero non riportati fe-
delmente, ma riassunti.

> 11 Processo dei Cinquanta o ufficial-
mente “Caso sui diversi individui accu-
sati  di crimini di stato per
'organizzazione di un’associazione ille-
gale e per la diffusione di testi crimino-
si” (Delo o raznych licach, obvinjaemych
v gosudarstvennom prestuplenii po so-
stavleniju protivozakonnogo soobscestva
i rasprostraneniju prestupnych socine-
nij) fu un processo ai rivoluzionari-
populisti affidato al Tribunale dei sena-
tori a San Pietroburgo. Il processo si
svolse dal 21 febbraio al 14 marzo 1877. Il
presidente del collegio giudicante era
Karl Karlovi¢ Peters, l'accusa l'ober-
prokuror del Dipartimento di Cassazio-
ne penale Konstantin Nikolaevi¢ Zukov,
mentre tra i quindici difensori degli im-
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per chiedergli come si sarebbe
comportato lui se non ci fossero
state prove contro molti degli
imputati. La risposta di Koni,
che avrebbe assolto gli imputati
in assenza di prove di colpevo-
lezza, turba il senatore, il quale
esclama: “Non conviene assolve-
re!”. Koni replica:

Bame  mpeBocxopuTesnb-
CTBO, — CKasan s, e36e-
WeHHbIL, HAKOHeIl, BCeM

3TUM, — BBl — CEHATop, Cy-
IbsI, KaK MO)XeTe BBI
CIIpAllIMBaTh, YTO BaM /jie-
JIaTh, €C/TM HET YUK TPO-
THUB OOBHUHSEMOIO, TO €CTh
ecJiMi OH HeBUHOBeH? Pas-
Be BbI He 3HaeTe, 4YTO
eIUHCTBEHHbIU OTBET Ha
3TOT BOIPOC MOXET CO-
CTOSITh JIMIIb B OJHOM
cnoBe — onpasgate? U Ka-
KOe HeymoOCTBO MOXeT
3TO TIPeACTaBAATH  [JJIst
Bac? Bexgp BBl — He agMu-
HUCTPATUBHbBIN YHHOB-
HUK, Bbl — CyJbsl, BBl — Ce-
Hatop!® (Koni 1989: 286)

putati c’erano Vladimir Danilovi¢ Spa-
sovi¢ e Konstantin Fedorovi¢ Chartulari.
» Eccellenza - dissi, alla fine, furioso -
Lei € un senatore, un giudice, come puo
chiedere cosa fare in caso di assenza di
prove contro 'imputato, ovvero se que-
sti & innocente? Non sa forse che I'unica
risposta a questa domanda puo consi-
stere in una sola parola: assolvere! Dopo
tutto, lei non & un funzionario ammini-
strativo, & un giudice, & un senatore!
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Koni costruisce 'immagine di sé
come prototipo di giudice nel
contesto giudiziario russo e, for-
se, principalmente, nella storia
della Russia soprattutto utiliz-
zando la tecnica del dialogi-
smo**. Koni, dunque, espone la
narrazione del caso Zasuli¢ la-
sciando emergere, attraverso i
continui dialoghi con diverse
personalita coinvolte a vario ti-
tolo nelle azioni processuali, la
propria personalita, le proprie
motivazioni e la propria osser-
vanza della Legge.

Quando, infatti, durante una
conversazione, il principe Dmi-
trij Aleksandrovi¢c Obolenskij
vuole convincere Koni della ne-
cessita di frustare i criminali po-
litici, questi tuona:

“Bbl WM mIyTHTE, — OTBe-
Yasa s, — WIN COBEPILIEHHO
He MOHMMaeTe Halllell MO-
JIOZ@XH, TToNaBLIer Ha pe-
BOJIIOLIMOHHYIO Jopory,
ec/Id AymaeTe WCIyraTbh U
OCTAaHOBUTH €€ PO3raMH.
Omno3zopusB NpaBUTE/Ib-
CTBO, BO3MYTHUB IPOTHUB
HEro Maccy HOpSAAO0YHBIX
JII0Jler, Bbl BCe-TaKHW He
mocturHere uenu. Ilomu-

3° 11 dialogismo o finzione di dialogo &
una tecnica retorica per cui viene ripor-
tato un dialogo realmente avvenuto o
supposto al fine di rendere pit avvin-
cente il racconto.
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TUYEeCKWe  TPEeCTYIMHUKHU
OyAyT CBUBAThH cebe myde-
HUYeCKHWe BEeHLbl W3 Po-
30r, OyAyT yKa3bIBaTh Ha
CBOM HCTSI3aHUS KAaK Ha
JIy4lliee OTpPABJAHUE CBO-
€l HEeHAaBUCTU K IIPaBU-
TE/NbCTBY U HE TOJIBKO He
CTaHYT CKpPBIBaTh CBOEro
Ce4yeHHusl, HO HaUJyTcs U
TaKWe, KOTopble OyayT a
titre d’estime BBIMBILUIATH
Ja)Ke, YTO HX CeKJIH. BrI
BbI3OBETE SIPOCTHOE OXKe-
CTOYEHHE B MOJIOJEXHU U
r1ybOKOe HerojoBaHUe B
JIOJAX, YY)XKABIX PEBOJIO-
LIUOHHBIM  TeHJEeHIHSIM.
Kakoi oren, mpoctutr Bam
cedeHue CBOer B3pOCIou
novepu? Kakoii “cevensbrit”
COUYTeT BO3MOXXHBIM CTaTh
BITOC/IEICTBUU Ipyrom
MOPSIIKA, KAKUM OH JIETKO
u 6e3 TO30pHOTO 3a0Be-
HUSI CBOETrO  YHIDKEHUSI
MOXXET CTaTh JaKe IOCIIe
rogoB kKatopru? Hakasel-
BaiiTe MOAJAHHOTO, KOTrZa
OH HapyLaeT IOJIOXHU-
Te/NbHBIM 3aKOH, HO He
yOuBaiiTe dYyBCTBa COO-
CTBEHHOTO [TOCTOMHCTBA B
yenoBeke! M MOXHO n1u
COBETOBATh TAaKyK Mepy
rocyJjaplo, OTMEHHBLIEMY
TeJIeCHOe HaKaszaHue?!
Het, KHs3b, BbI BbIOpaiu
IJIOXO€ CPEACTBO CHSTH C
ce0s1 HeyIOBOJIbCTBUE TOC-
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yoaps...” O6oneHcKui
O4YeHb CKOHQY3WIICS, CTan
3aLIMILATHCS, JOKa3bIBaTh,
YTO ITO JIUIIB TTPOEKT, YTO
HAYEro  OIpeeTeHHOrOo
OH CaM He PeLIWI, YTO Moe
MHeHUe eMy OUeHb 8ANCHO
u 1.7, (Koni 1989: 295-
296)

37 “0O state scherzando - risposi - 0 non
capite affatto i nostri giovani che hanno
imboccato la strada della rivoluzione, se
pensate di spaventarli e fermarli a colpi
di frusta. Non e disonorando il governo
e aizzandogli contro la massa delle per-
sone perbene, che raggiungerete il vo-
stro scopo. I criminali politici si intrec-
ceranno corone da martire con le ver-
ghe, identificheranno nelle loro torture
la giustificazione migliore del loro odio
verso il governo e non solo non nascon-
deranno le loro frustate, ma vi saranno
alcuni che, a titre destime, persino
s'inventeranno di essere stati frustati.
Susciterete un’amarezza feroce nei gio-
vani e una indignazione profonda nelle
persone estranee alle tendenze rivolu-
zionarie. Quale padre vi perdonerebbe
le frustate alla figlia adulta? Quale uo-
mo “frustato” pensera di poter diventare
in seguito amico dell'ordine? Che amico
puo diventare con leggerezza e vergo-
gnosamente dimentico dell'umiliazione
anche dopo gli anni di lavori forzati?
Punite pure il suddito, se viola una leg-
ge positiva, ma non uccidete il senso di
dignita nell'uvomo! E poi, si puod davvero
suggerire una misura simile ad un so-
vrano che ha abolito le punizioni corpo-
rali?! No, Principe, avete scelto un mez-
zo sbagliato per sottrarvi al malconten-
to del sovrano ...”. Obolenskij si senti
molto imbarazzato, comincio a difen-
dersi, cercando di dimostrare che si
trattava solo di una bozza, che lui stesso
non aveva deciso nulla di preciso, che la
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Il dialogo si trasforma in un mo-
nologo, una tirata retorica vera e
propria, in cui Koni utilizza
I'interrogazione o domanda re-
torica per costringere linterlo-
cutore ad acconsentire al suo
punto di vista. L'interrogazione,
infatti, condotta con un climax
ascendente tripartito (quale pa-
dre [...]? Quale uomo “frustato”
[...]?, si pud davvero suggerire
[...]?) si conclude con una rispo-
sta unica pronunciata esplicita-
mente da Koni: “No!”.

Non ¢ raro, ancora, che Koni, ri-
portando dialoghi di rilevanza
sociale e giuridica come quelli
sulle punizioni corporali, riferi-
sca di aver perso il controllo, re-
stituendo il ritratto di una per-
sona che non riesce a restare in-
differente dinanzi a questioni di
giustizia sociale, ma si agita pro-
fondamente, lasciandosi traspor-
tare dalle emozioni. Il tono pe-
rentorio e fermo di Koni, pero,
nel corso dei suoi dialo-
ghi/monologhi non si trasforma
mai in arroganza o superbia. Il
giudice, attraverso le sue tirate -
a volte prolisse e dal tono omile-
tico - tenta di porsi verso il suo
interlocutore sempre con sag-
gezza e profonda sensibilita.
Nella risposta a Obolenskij, per

mia opinione era molto importante per
lui, ecc.”
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esempio, non risuona lo sprezzo,
bensi la frustrazione di chi cerca
di far aprire gli occhi all’altro,
sforzandosi di mostrare che i
sudditi sono un organismo vi-
vente con dei diritti garantiti
dalla Legge. Koni sottolinea con-
tinuamente la necessita - per le
autorita — di scorgere i fatti in
prospettiva. Secondo il giudice
un inasprimento ingiustificato
delle misure cautelari portereb-
be a svergognare lo Stato e ad
agitare la massa: le generazioni
pitt anziane perderebbero fidu-
cia e amore nei confronti del go-
verno, mentre le nuove genera-
zioni se ne allontanerebbero de-
finitivamente. Egli &, nel suo
racconto, sempre piu solo e in-
compreso, pur se ancora molto
stimato nel suo ambiente. Non &
un caso che proprio a lui volesse
rivolgersi Trepov quel famoso 13
luglio 1877. Anche in questa oc-
casione Koni dipinge sé stesso
come un uomo sensibile, saggio
e pieno di humanitas:

Bce atu m3BecTHs mpous-
BeJIM Ha MeEHsI Nodasisiio-
wee enevamaeHue. 51 xcuso
npeAcTaBis  cebe  3TOT
0mepamumenvHsili  J1OM
peBapUTETHHOTO 3a-
KJIIOYEHUs], C ero JYIIHbI-
MU, JIMIIE€HHBIMUA CBETQ,
KaMepaMH, B KOTOPBIX y)Ke
YeThIpe rojia TOMUINCH 10
IOBYXCOT YeI0BeK IMOTUTH-
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YeCKMX apecTaHTOB, Ipe-
HUMYILECTBEHHO TI0 >KMXa-
peBckomy geny. [...] S me-
PEXHUJI B 3TOT NE4anbHbll
OEeHb MAXCKUe MUHYTBHI,
MepPeYyBCTBOBAI Te OIIly-
WEeHUsT omuasHus u Gec-

CUNILHO20 He20008aHUS,
KOTOpbI€ JIOJDKHBI  OBUIH
OBJIA/IETh HEeBOJIbHBIMU

CBUZETENSAMHU  HCTSA3aHMS
Boromo6oBa mpu  BuUze
rpyoboro HajpyraTenbCTBa
CHUIBl M BIACTU Haj Oe3-
3al[UTHBIM  YeJ/IOBEKOM,
[...] I ss,cHO Cco3HaBas, 4TO
BCE 3TO BBI3OBET 6ecKo-
HeuHoe oxcecmoveHue B
MOJIOZEXH, YTO CEeYeHHUe
Boromo6oBa Oyzer wuc-
MTO/Tb30BAHO ArUTATOPAMH
B MX LENSIX C HEeOOBIKHO-
BEHHBIMH YCIIEXOM M YTO B
MTOJTUTUYECKUX ITPOLIeccax
C 13 HIOJISI Ha4YMHAeT BbI-
CTylaTb Ha CLEHYy HOBBIA
WHTPEJUEeHT: MeXIy Cy-
IOM ¥ TIOJTUTHYECKUMH
MPeCTYIMHUKAMU pe3Ko
BTOpraercsi 2pybas pyka
aMUHUCTPATUBHOTO NpO-
useona. I'ny6oko ozopuen-
Hblll BCeM DTHUM, s IOIes
K [laneny, xoroporo 3sa-
cral B Oeceme C OTHHUM
XUMpPOYMHbIM Y IIUCCOM
MIPaBOBEYECKOTO0 MHpA -
['omy6eBbiM. “Kakast Tspxe-
Jlasi HOBOCTh!” - CKazan s
emy. “Zla! 1 KTO MoOT 3TOrO
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OXXHMJATH TaK CKOPO, — OT-
Bevas [laneH, — Kak >kasb,
YTO BCe 3TO CIy4usoch! Sl
O4YeHb, OYeHb OTOPYEH». —
“Sl He TOMBKO OcopueH, s
MIPOCTO 803MYyujeH, Tpad, u
yBepsil0 Bac, YTO 3Ta OM-
gpamumenbHas pacnpasa
OyZer WMeTh camble Mms-
2ocmHble nocaedcmeus’. —
“Kakast pacmpaBa? O uem
BBl roBopure?’ - H3yM-
JIeHHO cripocua MeHs [la-
neH. “O TPOUCIIECTBHUU B
ooMe TIpeABapUTETHbHOTO
3aroueHus’. — “Ax, mo-
MUJIYUTE, 51 COBCEM O JPY-
rom! Hamr mgocroiiHenmmii
Bragumup  CrenmaHoBUY
ApamoB ymep! Bor Tene-
rpaMMa €ero J>KeHbI; KaKoe
Hecuactee!” - “Hy, aTo He-
cyacThe elle He OOJIblIOe
¥ JIETKO TOMPAaBHMOE, HO
TO, YTO TMPOU3BOLUIO B
IoMe TIpeABapHUTETHHOTO
3aKJIIOYEeHMUS], IerCcTBU-
Te/IbHO HecuyaThe! — CcKaszas
s. — Pa3Be BBl He 3Haere,
rpad, 4YTO TAM Hazesal
Tpenos?” [...] “OTo He Ko-
Hell, a Ha4aJio, — CKa3asl o
eMy, mepss camoobaada-
Hue, — Bbl He 3HaeTe 3THUX
J0Jler, Bbl WX BOBCe He
MOHWMAaeTe, — M BbI pas-
peLIM/IM Bellb COBEpIIEH-
HO NPOMuB03aKOHHY1,
KoTopast OyJer WMeTh
yJCacHbvle  TOC/IeNCTBUS;
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BTOT JeHb He 3abynercs
apecTaHTaMHu [oMa TMpeJ-
BApUTEIBHOTO  3aKJII0Ye-
Hust; c'est plus qu'un crime,
c'est une faute, 3TO He
TOJIBKO HUYEeM He OIpaB-
IbIBaeMO€e HACHINE, 3TO —
MOJTUTUYECKast OIIKOKa...
[...] I mepeman emy Heko-
TOpBIE CIElIHbIe OyMaru 1
BBILLIEJI, 83607IHOBAHHbIU 1
803MYUWEHHDbIL mynwvim
0371061eHUeM ITOTO 4Yesio-
BeKa, KOTOPbBIU MHU Cebst
PYKOBOJHWTEIEM IPaBOCY-
VSl M YXMBUISIJICSI C BUIY-
MBIM YZOBOJIbCTBHEM, KO-
rga  y3Haja, 9YTO  TIO-
MOJIBCKAU OH THUTYJTyeTCs
«minister

sprawiedliwoscy». [...] Lle-
JIbIA JeHb IIpOBeNl 2 8
upe3sblualiHomM yopy1eHuu,
U MBIC/Ib BBIATU B OTCTAB-
Ky coOJla3HsiIa MeHsI He
pas®®. (Koni 1989: 299-301)

8 . .
* “Tutte queste notizie mi fecero

un’impressione tale da sopraffarmi.
Immaginai vividamente quella disgusto-
sa casa di detenzione preventiva, con le
sue celle soffocanti e senza luce, in cui
da quattro anni languivano fino a due-
cento prigionieri politici, per lo piu del
caso Zicharev. [...] In quel triste giorno
ho vissuto momenti pesanti, ho avverti-
to quei sentimenti di disperazione e di
impotente indignazione che dovevano
aver travolto i testimoni involontari del-
la tortura di Bogoljubov alla vista del
brutale sopruso di un uomo indifeso da
parte del potere dell’autorita, [...]. Ero
chiaramente consapevole che tutto que-
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sto avrebbe causato un’esasperazione
senza fine nella gioventu, che le percos-
se a Bogoljubov sarebbero state sfrutta-
te da diversi agitatori per i loro scopi
con straordinario successo e che nei
processi politici a partire dal 13 luglio
iniziava a comparire sulla scena un
nuovo ingrediente: tra il tribunale e i
criminali politici irrompeva bruscamen-
te la mano brutale del sopruso ammini-
strativo. Profondamente angosciato da
tutto cio, mi recai da Palen, che trovai a
colloquio con l'astuto Ulisse del mondo
giurisprudenziale, Golubev. [...]. “Che
notizia grave!” - gli dissi io “Si! E chi
poteva aspettarselo cosi presto, — rispo-
se Palen, - che peccato che sia successo
tutto cio! Sono molto, molto angoscia-
to”. — “Non sono solo angosciato, sono
semplicemente indignato, conte, e le
assicuro che questo disgustoso massa-
cro avra le pitt gravi conseguenze”. -
“Quale massacro? Di cosa sta parlan-
do?” - Mi chiese Palen stupito.
“Dell'incidente nella casa di custodia”. -
“Ah, abbia pieta, io parlo di tutt’altro! E
morto il nostro rispettabilissimo Vladi-
mir Stepanovi¢ Adamov! Ecco il tele-
gramma da parte della moglie; che di-
sgrazia!” - “Beh, questa é una disgrazia
non troppo grave e facilmente superabi-
le, ma quello che é avvenuto nella casa
di detenzione preventiva & davvero una
disgrazia! - dissi io. — Non sa forse, con-
te, cosa ha combinato li Trepov?” [...]
“Questa non ¢ la fine, ma l'inizio” - gli
dissi, perdendo il controllo - “voi non
conoscete queste persone, non le capite
affatto e avete autorizzato una cosa as-
solutamente contraria alla legge, che
avra conseguenze terribili; questo gior-
no i detenuti della casa di custodia non
lo dimenticheranno; c’est plus qu’un
crime, c’est une faute, non & solo una
violenza ingiustificabile, & un errore po-
litico...” [...]. Me ne andai, agitato e in-
dignato per lottusa ostinazione di
quest’'uomo che si credeva il capo della
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La descrizione che Koni da di sé
in questo frammento passa at-
traverso un lessico chiaramente
valutativo nella cornice di un
dialogo fatto di esclamazioni,
domande e risposte incalzanti.

Lo stato d’animo del narratore
appare scosso e fortemente im-
pressionato dagli eventi; si im-
medesima nei detenuti e testi-
moni di cui prova le stesse emo-
zioni di disperazione e impoten-
te indignazione di fronte alle
torture inflitte nella invivibile
casa di custodia a Bogoljubov.
Koni é indignato, perde il con-
trollo fino a cadere in uno scon-
forto tale da pensare alle dimis-
sioni. La casa di detenzione di-
venta nella mente dell’autore un
posto disgustoso, buio e sovraf-
follato, sovrastato dalla mano
del potere che esercita una vio-
lenza brutale e ingiustificabile.
Anatolij Fedorovi¢ e turbato
dall’ottusita del ministro della
giustizia che diventa, nella sua
narrazione, un anti-ministro del-
la giustizia. Palen appare come
un servo del potere, un uomo
cieco e incapace di studiare in
profondita le questioni piu deli-
cate; Koni, al contrario, rifiuta di
assolvere al ruolo passivo di te-
stimone di misure inique, illegali

giustizia. [...]. Passai tutta la giornata in
uno sconforto terribile e I'idea di dimet-
termi mi tento piu di una volta”.
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e disumane. Significativo appare
I'uso del termine rasprava (lin-
ciaggio, azione punitiva) che ha
una connotazione negativa, ulte-
riormente rafforzata dall’agget-
tivo chiaramente valutativo
otvratitenl’naja (disgustoso), ma
che e anche un termine ricorren-
te nel linguaggio rivoluzionario
coevo®, usato in contrapposi-
zione all’istituzionale pravosu-
die/justicija (giustizia).

Il 14 luglio Koni riceve una visita
da parte di Trepov. Il giudice si
dice indignato e amareggiato
dalle sue azioni e gli spiega ani-
matamente quanto la sua con-
dotta nei confronti dei detenuti
sia per lui illecita e crudele. Tre-
pov si difende, definendosi un
“soldato, che ignora le sotti-
gliezze giuridiche”. La sezione
procede con un’altra trovata re-
torica assimilabile alla prosopo-
pea in quanto Koni inserisce, a
conferma della sua posizione sul
caso Bogoljubov e della sua por-
tata sociale, una lettera scritta
con lacrime e sangue (Koni 1989:
304) dall’anziana Ekaterina Vol-
chonskaja, madre di un detenu-
to politico. La donna, addolorata
e preoccupata per il figlio,
anch’egli maltrattato e ancora
non giudicato, si rivolge a Koni
pur non conoscendolo di perso-

% Basti a titolo esemplificativo il nome
dell'organizzazione rivoluzionaria Na-
rodnaja rasprava.
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na, per aver sentito di lui come
di una persona sempre pronta
ad aiutare il prossimo. Questo
stratagemma retorico-narrativo
offre I'occasione a Koni sia di av-
valorare la propria tesi su quan-
to il popolo si sentisse oppresso,
incompreso, ingiustamente di-
sumanizzato dalle autorita, sia
di mostrarsi come unico perso-
naggio controcorrente, empatico
e saggio.

La seconda sezione inizia con
qualche parola sul processo dei
193 (iniziato a ottobre 1877 e
terminato il 23 gennaio 1878),
descritto attraverso numerosi
elementi deittici - date, nomi di
personaggi coinvolti, stralci dai
numeri di giornali dell'epoca -
che contribuiscono a creare
l'effetto  presenza  mediante
l'ipotiposi.

Si cambia poi tema attraverso un
laconico “Cosi inizid Il'anno
1878...”. Koni, appena insediatosi
come giudice in tribunale, il 24
gennaio, si reca dal ferito Trepov
e vi trova anche Palen e il procu-
ratore Lopuchin che lo salutano
affidandogli ~ immediatamente
l'incarico di giudice per un caso
— dicono - gia chiarissimo e di
sicuro movente personale, non
politico. Koni non e d’accordo,
chiede delle indagini, profetizza
ripercussioni da parti dei terrori-
sti, denunciando ancora una vol-
ta l'ottusita di Palen . Il neogiu-
dice é certo che cosi facendo si
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prepara in modo incauto e fret-
toloso un processo che si rivele-
ra fatale per l'intero istituto giu-
diziario: come afferma lo storico
Vilenskij, proprio con il processo
Zasuli¢ ha inizio la controrifor-
ma giudiziaria nell Impero Russo
(Vilenskij 1969: 265).

La narrazione procede ancora
attraverso conversazioni, per cui
dopo aver rifiutato la richiesta di
Koni di rimandare il processo,
Palen gli chiede apertamente se
puo garantire un verdetto di
colpevolezza. Koni risponde di
no e al “ne ¢ sicuro?” di Palen,
ribatte con una vera e propria
lezione di teoria del diritto sulla
giuria popolare e sui concetti di
giustizia e trasparenza che il
giudice pone come pilastri della
propria statura morale:

“Ecm ObI s OBUI CaM CyZb-
€10 IO CYLIeCTBY, TO U TO-
ria, He BBIC/AYLIAB CJie[-
CTBUS, He 3Has Bcex 00-
CTOSITE/IBCTB Jle/la, 51 He
pewnicss Obl BIepes BbI-
CKa3aThb CBO€ MHEHHE, KO-
TOpOE MPUTOM B KOJIJIETUH
He OJIHO pelllaeT BOMPOC.
31ech Xe CygsaT NPUCSDK-
Hble, MPUTOBOP KOTOPBIX
OCHOBBIBA€TCSI HA MHOTHX
HEYJIOBUMBIX 3apaHee CO-
obpaxenusix. Kak jxe s
MOTY Py4aThCsl 3a UX MPH-
roBop? [..] S mpeamona-
rar, OJHaKo, YTO 37, PaBblii
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CMBIC/T TIPUCSDKHBIX TOJ-
CKOKET UM  pelleHUe
CTIIpaBeJjIMBOEe U YYXKJ0e
yBnedenuii [..] Ho py-
YaThCsl 32 TMPU3HAHUE BU-
HOBHOCTH 51 He mory!” [...]
S maxke mpocun 6s1 Bac 06
3TOM, Tpad, TaK KaK MHe
CaMOMY KpaillHe Hexesa-
Te/bHO, YTOOBI TOCYAApPh
BO3J/Iaraji Ha MeHs HaJlex-
Ibl W 00s3aTenbCTBa, K
OCYILIECTBIEHHUIO KOTOPBIX
y MeHsI KaK y CyAbH HeT
HUKaKUX  CPeacTB.  |[...]
“I'pad, - ckasan s1, mpepsbI-
Basi ero pedb, OOpaTUB-
IIYIOCSI y)Ke B IOTOK Oec-
CMBIC/IEHHBIX ~ MEXI0Me-
TUH, — 51 OO0 CyJ, TpHU-
CDKHBIX M JOPOXy UM;
BCSIKOE BBIpA)KE€HHE HemOo-
Bepusi K HeMy MHe Jeiu-
CTBUTENIBHO O4Y€Hb OOJIb-
HO; HO eCJIM OT HUX TpeOy-
eTcss HelpeMeHHO OOBHU-
HUTEJIbHBIA TIPUTOBOP H
oJHa BO3MO)XHOCTb
OMpABAAHUS  3aCTaB/IsIET
BaC — MUHHUCTpPA IOCTULUU
- Y)Ke BBIXOIWUTH U3 cebs,
TO 51 Tpenrnovesn Obl, 4TO-
OBl Ieno ObUIO Y HUX B3S-
TO; OHO, OYEBHUIHO, TpeJ-
CTaBJIsSIeT [ DTOTO CyAa
0oJIbllle OMAaCHOCTH, YeM
yectu. Jla 1 BooOle, pa3
1o 3TOMy Jejy He Oyzaer
JOTYLIeH CBOOOIHBIN BbI-
OOp CyZIeucKoUW COBeCTH,
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TO K 4emy u cyx! Jlydime
U3BATH BCE [e/a OT TPH-
CSDKHBIX U TIepeiaTh WX
noaunuu. [...] Bee, 3a uTto
s MOTY py4aThbCsi, 3TO — 3a
cobJIofieHe 10 3TOMY
ey TIOJHOTO —Oecrnpu-
CTpPaCcTUsL U BCeX rapaHTUM
MPAaBUIBHOTO  TMPABOCY-
ous...” “Jla! mpaBocyaue,
6ecripucTtpactue! - wupo-
HU4ecku rosopun llanes,
OecripucTpacTye... HO Befib
110 DTOMY TPOKJIATOMY [e-
JIy TIPAaBUTEBCTBO BIIpaBe
XIATh OT CyJa U OT Bac
ocoObIx yoyr...” — “I'pad,
- CKasanm s, — TO3BOJIbTE
BaM HAMOMHUTH CJIOBa
d’Aguesseau’  koporo:
“Sire, la cour des arrets et
pas des services”*. (Koni

1989: 320-322)

% In latino nel testo. Henri Francois
d’Aguesseau (1668- 1751) € stato un giu-
rista e politico francese, da avvocato
generale a procuratore generale e can-
celliere di Francia. Nella sua vita si oc-
cupo di razionalizzare il diritto sulla
scia delle idee del secolo precedente.
D’Aguesseau propose innovazioni nel
diritto privato, pubblico e fedecommes-
si. In realta I'espressione sarebbe stata
usata da Antoine Séguire (1768-1848),
primo presidente del tribunale di Parigi
dal 181 al 1848, nel 1826 durante un
processo politico per respingere la pres-
sione ricevuta dal re.

# “Se anche fossi stato io il giudice di
fatto, neanche allora, senza aver ascol-
tato l'istruttoria e senza conoscere tutte
le circostanze del caso, non mi sarei az-

Autobiografesl - Number 14/2025



zardato ad esprimere in anticipo la mia
opinione, che peraltro da sola nel colle-
gio non risolve la questione. Nel nostro
caso €’é una giuria, il cui verdetto si ba-
sa su molte e imponderabili considera-
zioni. Come posso garantire per il loro
verdetto? [...]. Suppongo, tuttavia, che il
buon senso della giuria la guidera verso
un giudizio equo ed imparziale. [...] Ma
garantire per una sentenza di colpevo-
lezza non ¢é in mio potere!”. [...] “lo ve lo
chiederei [di riferirlo], Conte, perché io
stesso sono estremamente riluttante a
che il sovrano riponga delle speranze in
me e degli obblighi che in qualita di
giudice non ho la possibilita di soddi-
sfare. [...] “Conte - dissi, interrompendo
il suo discorso che era gia diventato un
torrente di interiezioni senza senso - io
amo e ho a cuore la giuria popolare;
qualsiasi espressione di sfiducia nei suoi
confronti, soprattutto se proviene dal
sovrano € davvero molto dolorosa per
me; ma se sono tenuti a darmi una con-
danna e una sola possibilita di verdetto
assoluzione a Lei, il Ministro della Giu-
stizia, fa uscire di testa, preferirei che il
caso venisse loro tolto; per questo tipo
di tribunale questo caso &, a quanto pa-
re, pit un pericolo che un onore. E, in-
fatti, se in questo caso la libera scelta
della coscienza giudiziale non é consen-
tita, a cosa serve un processo! Meglio
togliere alla giuria tutti i casi e affidarli
alla polizia. [...] Tutto quello che posso
garantire io & che questo caso venga ge-
stito con assoluta imparzialita e con tut-
te le garanzie del giusto processo. “Si!
Giustizia, imparzialita! - disse ironica-
mente Palen. - Imparzialita... ma in
questo caso maledetto il governo ha il
diritto di aspettarsi favori speciali dalla
Corte e da voi...”. - “Conte - dissi - per-
mettetemi di ricordarvi le parole di
d’Aguesseau al Re: “Sire, la cour rend des
arréts et pas services””.
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Koni appare come un giudice
che dichiara di “amare” l'istituto
della giuria popolare, pur consa-
pevole delle inevitabili “interfe-
renze’ non-giuridiche che in-
fluenzano i verdetti di giudici
non togati. Si mostra preoccupa-
to per le sorti della giuria popo-
lare e solo per questo chiede a
Palen di avvertire lo zar che non
puo garantire nulla, se non di
supervisionare 'ordine e il giu-
sto iter processuale. Usando una
citazione erroneamente attribui-
ta al giurista francese
d’Aguesseau, il presidente fa leva
su due noti condivisi: il concetto
dell'imparzialita della Corte e il
ruolo del diritto francese
nell’evoluzione del sistema giu-
diziario russo*. Grazie a questo
stratagemma retorico
dell’auctoritas, Koni conclude la
sua arringa e “mette a tacere”
I'avversario.

[ giorni scorrono veloci e il mini-
stro della giustizia é in difficolta:
i migliori procuratori della capi-
tale si rifiutano di sostenere
I'accusa contro Vera Zasuli¢. La
scelta ricade, percio, su Kessel,
che confida a Koni il suo disagio
nell’aver accettato un ruolo rifiu-
tato dai colleghi. Koni conosce
Kessel” sin dai tempi in cui lavo-
ravano entrambi a Kazan’ e lo

42 . .

A questo proposito si veda per esem-
pio il testo teorico di A.F. Koni Priemy e
zadacdi prokuratury.
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tratteggia negativamente attra-
verso una prolessi con lessico va-
lutativo che ha il compito di pre-
sentare al lettore le scarse capa-
cita oratorie di Kessel’: “Mi sono
figurato vividamente quale di-
scorso accusatorio (bescevtnaja)
scialbo, (slabosil’naja) debole e
(vodjanistaja) annacquato
avrebbe sentito Pietroburgo”
(Koni 1989: 331).

Quattro giorni prima del proces-
so, il 27 marzo, si tiene un altro
dialogo tra Palen e Koni in cui
quest’ultimo riassume al mini-
stro il ruolo del presidente colle-
giale in un processo con giuria e,
pit nello specifico, il corretto e
giusto comportamento da tenere
nel processo alla Zasulic.

Nel dialogo si contrappongono
sin dall'inizio due posizioni e
idee di giudice: Palen afferma
che tutto dipende dalla bravura
e dalleloquio di Koni, mentre
questi ribatte che l'unica cosa
che il Codice richiede al presi-
dente é di osservare in maniera
imparziale la legge, tanto da ri-
sultare assolutamente prevedibi-
le in ogni azione e parola. Alle
insistenze di Palen (“Le ripeto
che da Lei, proprio da Lei, il go-
verno si aspetta servizio e soste-
gno all'accusa”), Koni esplicita
pacatamente la sua visione del
ruolo sacro di presidente, sfrut-
tando le figure retoriche della
definizione, della metafora e,
ancora, della parafrasi interpre-
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tativa: “Ilpedcedamens — cydos, a
He CMOpPOHA, U, Beisl YTOJIOBHBIH
MpoLecc, OH JEPXUT B PyKax
yawy co cesmvimu dapamu. OH
He CMeeT HaKJIOHSATh ee HU B Ty,
HU B JPYTYIO CTOPOHY — HHaue
dapwl 6ydym npoaumst...?” (Ko-
ni 1989: 333). In questa risposta a
Palen, Koni fornisce la defini-
zione di predsedatel’ (presiden-
te) innanzitutto  attraverso
I'iponimo sudja (giudice) e poi
attraverso il termine storona
(parte) che in questo specifico
contesto opera in qualita di an-
tonimo autoriale ad indicare il
ruolo imparziale del giudice. Il
narratore, di fatto, definisce
dapprima giuridicamente il ruo-
lo e la funzione del giudice super
partes; per chiarire ed enfatizza-
re ulteriormente il concetto, usa
la metafora religiosa della pissi-
de-processo che contiene il San-
tissimo Sacramento-Giustizia e,
infine, sempre in maniera figura-
ta, spiega perché tutto vada ma-
neggiato con cura. La parafrasi
interpretativa, infatti, in questo
caso, serve per spiegare il motivo
per cui il giudice non puo favori-
re una parte a discapito

B 11 presidente ¢ un giudice, non una
delle parti e nel presiedere il processo
penale tiene tra le sue mani la pisside
con il Santissimo Sacramento. Non osa
inclinarlo da un lato o dall’altro - altri-
menti il Santissimo si riverserebbe a
terra ...
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dell’altra: la giustizia rischiereb-
be di crollare.

La pressione é altissima e Koni
passa la notte tra il 30 e il 31
marzo quasi insonne.

Arriva il processo che il narrato-
re riassume in un lungo mono-
logo ai giurati (sezione III): tra-
scritto in 10 pagine, vi si ricapi-
tolano i fatti, le posizioni delle
parti e si chiede ai giurati di affi-
darsi al “duch pravdy” (spirito di
verita) che deve permeare tutte
le azioni degli uomini che rico-
prono il sacro ufficio di giudice
(Koni 1989: 347)*.

Koni ¢ molto stanco, ma solleva-
to. Pur non potendo prevedere il
verdetto, € consapevole che né i
giurati, né la societa possono
tacciare la Corte di aver “giocato
alla giustizia” (Koni 1989: 347).
Mentre il giudice attende la de-
cisione dei giurati, abbandonan-
dosi a pensieri e auspici sulla
giusta applicazione della proce-
dura giudiziaria, ritiene impor-
tante per sé conoscere cosa pen-
sasse del processo il Dipartimen-
to di Cassazione. L'opinione di
Michail Evgrafovi¢ Kovalevskij e
positiva: “Siete riuscito a combi-
nare un ordine rigoroso con la
concessione alle parti dei piu

* Per ragioni di spazio e di genere scrit-
torio non tratteremo in questa sede il
discorso di congedo, ma riprenderemo
'analisi dalla sezione IV, quando la giu-
ria si ritira nella sala di consiglio e ri-
prende la narrazione dei fatti.
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ampi diritti, e anche se volessi
criticarvi, per amicizia, non ho
nulla a cui appellarmi” (Koni
1989: 349).

La campanella del verdetto ge-
nera grande agitazione nel pub-
blico presente del tribunale. Il
capogruppo dei giurati non rie-
sce neppure a concludere la sen-
tenza: non é colpevole. La ri-
chiesta di silenzio di Koni resta
inascoltata. Vera e libera, l'aula
si svuota.

Koni torna nel suo ufficio, agita-
to e confuso. I procuratori non ci
sono. In strada c’é il caos. Quan-
do esce dall’edificio, un giovane
con alti stivali e un vecchio ber-
retto da medico gli chiede, non
riconoscendolo, se fosse stato al
processo e se sapesse qualcosa.
Koni riferisce dell’assoluzione di
Zasuli¢: braccia forti lo abbrac-
ciano con foga, labbra umide e
baffi rigidi scivolano sulla sua
guancia, poi il berretto prosegue
la sua strada (il giovane, per si-
neddoche, si & trasformato nei
suoi attributi). Koni e stremato e
I'incendio che divampa vicino al
tribunale sembra allegoricamen-
te incarnare il furore della popo-
lazione, e al tempo stesso & pre-
sagio dell'inferno professionale
che attende Koni e la Russia:

Korpa s Bo3Bpawancs no-
MOM, UCMOMJEeHHbIU mpe-
802aMu U 8nevyamJaeHuaIMu
3TOrO JHS, MO YIULAM C
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IPOXOTOM MYaJIUCh IIO-
JKapHble U 68 CIMOpOHe
OKpYyJCcHO20 cyda ecmasa-
710 sipKoe 3apeso 61U3K020

noxcapa. 3a Hesoio, Ha
Bei6oprckoii, ropena
orpoMHass ¢abpuka, U

TeMHO-0arpoBbie  00J1aKa,
MeJlJIeHHO K/yOsich, HaBH-
Ca/TM HAJi MECTHOCTHIO, TIe
Pa3bIrpasioch Jeyio, Bo30y-
JVBIIEe CTPAcTU riyboOKo
u Hazonro.¥ (Koniig8g:
354).

A distanza di quasi una settima-
na, tra finti complimenti e arti-
coli di giornale calunniosi, Koni
si ritrova a colloquio con Palen.
Di nuovo. Palen fa presente a
Koni che la sua posizione é mol-
to delicata, non ¢ benvisto e lo
zar potrebbe richiedere le sue
dimissioni.

Koni dapprima risponde fred-
damente che il giudice non é te-
nuto a giustificarsi se non in
istanze specifiche, per giunta per
accuse infondate. Poi, quando

% Mentre tornavo a casa, esausto per le
ansie e le impressioni della giornata, i
pompieri si precipitavano per le strade
con boati e dalla parte del tribunale cir-
condariale si levava il bagliore luminoso
di un incendio vicino. Al di 1a della Ne-
va, su via Vyborgskaja, stava bruciando
un’enorme fabbrica e scure nubi scarlat-
te, che si gonfiavano lentamente, in-
combevano sull’area in cui si era svolto
il processo che aveva suscitato passioni
profonde e durature...
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gli vengono proposte le dimis-
sioni, tenta di mantenere la cal-
ma. Palen non ha alcuna inten-
zione di discutere con lo zar, di
rischiare, di prendersi la respon-
sabilita per le azioni sbagliate
altrui. Koni capisce di essere to-
talmente solo e che anche chi in
privato gli aveva assicurato di
sostenerlo, in realta gli ha volta-
to le spalle. Egli difende le sue
parole di congedo ai giurati, di-
fende l'assenza di intromissione
nel discorso di Aleksandrov (che
non infrangeva alcuna legge),
che avrebbero solamente inso-
spettito la giuria. Il giudice fa,
percio, una commovente tirata
sulla sua idea di tribunale e di
giustizia:

OO011ecTBO  TO/DKHO — Be-
PUTH B CBOH CyJ, JOJDKHO
yBOXATh ero Jesitenied, u
OHO OyZeT C JoBepHUeM OT-
HOCHUTBHCSI K €ro eXeaHeB-
HOM, pSALOBOM JesTebHO-
CTHU, K ero MpUroBopam o
6e3BecTHbIX MBanax, Ero-
pax, Korja Mo IpHUBJeKa-
IOIUM  00lllee BHHUMaHUE
Jlefiam, 1O JejaM, BOJIHY-
IOIIUM W BBIXOZASIIUM U3
psAla, oHO OyJer BUJETH,
4TO CyJ, CIIOKOE€H U Jeu-
CTByeT Oe3MSITe)XHO, He
yTauBasi HUYEro, HUYEro
He U3MeHssI, He mpuberas
K MCKJIIOYHUTE/TbHBIM CITO-
cobam n npuemam. Bepa B
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paBoOCyJye MO EeP)KUBa-
eTcsl He TBHICSYaMM eXe-
IHEBHBIX  CIIPAaBeJIUBbBIX
MPUTOBOPOB, a PpeIKUMH
C/Ty4asiMH, KOTJA MOXXHO
OBLJIO OMacaTbCsl, YTO CYZA
CTaHeT Yy200/u8blM, NO-
mMeopcmayowuMm, npu-
CAYHCUBAIOWUMCS — B TAH-
HOM CJTy4ae OH TaKUM He
okasascs.**(Koni 1989:

374-375).

Questo estratto dal monologo di
Koni che si dipana per sei pagine
e reso enfatico dalla combina-
zione di diverse figure retoriche.
Innanzitutto, si notano delle ri-
petizioni di parole che rientrano
nelle tecniche di amplificazione.
L'espressione di dovere dolzno
(deve) é raddoppiata in epana-
lessi, mentre i termini po delam
(nei casi) e nicego (niente) ven-

% Ta societa deve credere nel proprio
tribunale, deve rispettare i suoi figuran-
ti e cosi si fidera della sua attivita quo-
tidiana e ordinaria, delle sue sentenze
sugli sconosciuti Ivan, Sidor e Egor,
quando, nei casi che attirano
I'attenzione generale, nei casi che agi-
tano e travalicano l'ordinario, vedra che
il tribunale é tranquillo e agisce sere-
namente, senza nascondere nulla, senza
cambiare nulla, senza ricorrere a meto-
di e tecniche eccezionali. La fiducia nel-
la giustizia non si tiene sulle migliaia di
sentenze giuste quotidiane, ma sulle
rare occasioni in cui si poteva temere
che la corte diventasse ossequiosa, ruf-
fiana, servile - in questo caso non é stato
cosl.
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gono ripetuti in anadiplosi. I
nomi propri Ivan e Egor, usati
per antonomasia al fine di indi-
care ogni possibile uomo russo,
fungono anche da elementi deit-
tici che costruiscono [Ieffetto
presenza: dare un nome a un
qualsiasi uomo russo concretiz-
za l'individuo. Infine, il numera-
le tysjaca (mille) al plurale e
chiaramente un’iperbole. A livel-
lo contenutistico, invece, il tema
della necessita di affrancare la
magistratura dalle catene del
servilismo - esplicato da Koni
con tre sinonimi in gradazione
peggiorativa ascendente - nei
confronti del potere é ricorrente
nel suo discorso: si tratta di una
questione che lo turba profon-
damente e che, nel colloquio
con Palen, raggiunge il culmine
quando il focus viene spostato
nuovamente dal giudice ideale al
suo operato specifico. Koni so-
stiene che il rimprovero di aver
infranto la legge & improprio
perché lui é un giudice e non un
agente del potere che agisce ad
arbitrium. In ogni processo, lui
ricerca la verita e cerca di por-
tarla alla luce, non di insabbiar-
la. Il giudice si dichiara incorrut-
tibile, affermando di non accet-
tare nessun compromesso; ag-
giunge che possono licenziarlo,
se vogliono, ma lui, da parte sua,
non abbandonera il proprio po-
sto, gesto che paragona ad un
suicidio: “Potete uccidermi in
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senso ufficiale con il piu alto
comando - lo interruppi — ma é
del tutto vano suggerire che io
mi suicidi in questo senso” (Koni
1989: 380). Attraverso questo
lungo dialogo con Palen e la
scelta accurata delle sue parole,
Koni si vuole mostrare come un
uomo fedele ai propri ideali, alla
propria idea di legge, di giusti-
zia, di magistratura. Palen gli
chiede provocatoriamente cosa
lo trattenga al suo posto e Koni
risponde che, oltre all'idea di po-
ter essere utile nel ruolo di giu-
dice, a trattenerlo e il principio
giuridico dell'inamovibilita del
giudice:

Ho wmensa ypepxusaer,
MOMHUMO  COOOpaXXKeHUs,
YTO 51 MOTY OBITH TOJIE3eH
Ha MOeM MecTe, ellje OJHO
- W yJepxuBaeT Oojee
Bcero. Ha mHe JdoaiceH
paspewumscs, cyda no
gcemy, npakmuuecku 80-
npoc 0 HecMeHseMOCmu.
HecmensiemocTs — nmydiias
rapaHTHs, Jjydllee YyKpa-
IIeHWe CyJelCKoro 3Ba-
Hus. brarogaps eii nerko
MEPEHOCUTCSI U CKyJHOE
BO3HArpaKJeHue, M TSDK-
Kasi pabora cygeit. OHa
MO IEP)XHUBaeT, OHA 000/ -
psieT MHOIUX JesiTesiei
BHYTpU Poccum; oHa paer
MM JlO0BepHe K CBOMM CH-
JlaM B CTOJIKHOBEHUSIX CO
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BCSIKOU HemnpaBpao... M Bbl
XOTUTEe, YTOObI 3TU Aaje-
KUe JesTed, JKUBYIIHe
TOJIBKO CJTY)KOOM, y3HaH,
YTO TIpejCceaTesist TIePBO-
ro cyga B Poccun, genose-
Ka, HMEIIIero cyzebHoe
VMsl, 3aHUMAIOIIEro Ka-
denpy, KOTOpPOro IKAeT
HEeCOMHEHHBII U ObICTPBIN
ycriex B aiBOKAType U [JJist
KOTOpOTO Ciy)x0a - nane-
KO He HCK/IIOYHUTe/bHOe U
Hen36eXHoe CpenCcTBO
CYILLeCTBOBaHUS, — JAOCTa-
TOYHO OBLIO TMOIMYTaTh He-
CIIpaBeJ/TMBbIM Hey0-
BOJIBCTBHEM BBICIITHX
cdep, 4TOOBI OH TOTHAC,
J0OPOBOJIBHO, C TOTOBHO-
CTBI0O U YTOJJIMBOIO TIO-
CIEIIHOCTHIO OTKA3aJICs OT
JIYYILIEr0 CBOEro TMpaBa,
NpUOOPETEHHOTO TOJaMH
TpyZAa U 3a00T, — OTKa3asl-
Cs1 OT HECMEHSIEMOCTH... ¥/
(Koni 1989: 380).

47 “Ma mi trattiene, oltre che la conside-

razione che potrei essere utile al mio
posto, ancora un’altra cosa - ed é cio
che mi trattiene di piti. A quanto pare,
praticamente € sul mio corpo che si de-
ve sciogliere la questione dell'inamo-
vibilita. L'inamovibilita é la migliore
garanzia, il miglior ornamento del titolo
di giudice. Rende facile sopportare sia il
magro compenso che il duro lavoro dei
giudici. Sostiene, favorisce molte figure
all'interno della Russia; da loro fiducia
nelle proprie forze di fronte a qualsiasi
falsita. E voi volete che queste figure
lontane, che vivono solo del proprio
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In ultimo, Koni si dice disposto a
cedere e a rinunciare al suo ruo-
lo, ma solo ad una condizione:
“Mi potete garantire che con
questo verra acquistata I'assoluta
inviolabilita del processo con
giuria? Che questo rimarra intat-
to indiscutibilmente?” (Koni
1989: 381). La risposta di Palen,
tuttavia, € negativa: il destino
della giuria popolare é segnata
dalla Controriforma giudiziaria.
In seguito a questo dibattito,
Koni scrive una lettera a Palen,
temendo di essere stato poco in-
cisivo sul suo disaccordo di dare
le dimissioni. La lettera viene ri-
portata per intero nel testo e con
lei si conclude la sezione IV.

Nella quinta sezione, Koni si al-
lontana da San Pietroburgo. Il
giudice caduto in disgrazia rac-
conta dell’astio e delle difficolta
incontrate dopo il caso Zasulic¢:
gli fu persino negato un alloggio
e la sua attivita di docente di di-

servizio, vengano a sapere che il presi-
dente del primo tribunale della Russia,
un uomo che ha un nome giudiziario,
che occupa una cattedra, da cui ci si
aspetta un sicuro e rapido successo co-
me avvocato e per il quale il servizio
non é affatto un mezzo di sostentamen-
to esclusivo e inevitabile, é bastato spa-
ventarlo con un ingiusto malcontento
delle sfere piu alte affinché egli rinun-
ciasse immediatamente, volontariamen-
te, con prontezza e ossequiosa fretta al
suo diritto pitt grande, acquisito con
anni di lavoro e di premura, - perché

An

rinunciasse all'inamovibilita”.
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ritto smise di essere benaccetta.
Nel gennaio 1879 Kovalevskij ri-
ferisce a Koni che il nuovo mini-
stro della giustizia, Nabokov, lo
invita a licenziarsi. Koni rispon-
de di aver sopportato una serie
di offese e guai, ma che questo
invito & ancora piu amaro e che
sara lui a decidere quando riti-
rarsi. Aggiunge inoltre che, se
non ci fosse stato il caso Zasulig,
probabilmente avrebbe occupa-
to qualche alta carica ministeria-
le, senza pero aver riconosciuto i
veri amici né la bassezza umana:
egli ha preferito rimanere un
servo fedele dei principi al cui
servizio era entrato sin dagli an-
ni di universita (Koni 1989: 420).

Conclusioni

I Ricordi di Koni sono solo in
parte la ricostruzione dell’evento
storico, tanto che la descrizione
del processo giudiziario &, di fat-
to, assente. Il testo € in realta il
racconto di cio che il processo a
Vera Zasuli¢ ha rappresentato
per il giudice piut noto
dell'lmpero Russo e per il siste-
ma giudiziario russo nella sua
evoluzione storico-giuridica: un
terremoto tanto improvviso
quanto prevedibile, che ha la-
sciato dietro di sé le rovine di un
sistema giudiziario ancora trop-
po giovane e instabile. Il proces-
so a Vera Zasuli¢ diventa cosi il
punto di intersezione tra macro-
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e microstoria, in cui Koni - nella
narrazione che offre - emerge
come un uomo integerrimo,
pronto a sacrificarsi per i suoi
ideali, nel nome di quella giusti-
zia in cui ha sempre creduto e
che ha sempre servito con devo-
zione. Il dato interessante dal
punto di vista dell'impianto re-
torico e il continuo intrecciarsi
di voci, in dialoghi, monologhi,
stralci di lettere, frasi riportate,
citazioni. La storia della Russia e
del sistema giudiziario russo
sembra evolvere nelle conversa-
zioni, nelle discussioni, nelle pa-
role intercorse tra personalita
diverse: & come se la storia del
paese scaturisse dai colloqui tra i
singoli uomini, pitt 0 meno in-
fluenti. A leggere Koni, sembra
che tutta la storia russa, in parti-
colare quella legata al suo pro-
cesso a Vera Zasuli¢, sia frutto di
continui scontri verbali nei quali
lui difende strenuamente il
compito sacro e inalienabile del
giudice e la giustizia di cui lui si
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sente devoto servitore ed esecu-
tore. Koni, uno contro tutti, di-
fende sé stesso, il ruolo del giu-
dice, l'istituto della giuria popo-
lare, I'idea di giustizia e, cosi, la
Russia in ognuno dei suoi citta-
dini.

Concludendo, sottolineiamo an-
che come la terza sezione dello
scritto qui presentato costituisca
un materiale di particolare rile-
vanza per l'approccio della Law
and Literature, in quanto coniu-
ga i tratti tipici del riassunto
giudiziale - inteso come forma
di retorica forense - con elemen-
ti narrativi riconducibili
all’ambito letterario e meriti di
essere trattata, percio, in lavori
successivi.
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Andrijana Kos-Lajtman
Representations of Growing up in Wartime In the

Contemporary Croatian Novel

The paper explores the issues of growing up in specific circumstances in Croa-
tia in the first half of the 1990s - significantly those determined by the collapse
of Yugoslavia, the war in newly formed Croatia and the neighbouring state of
Bosnia and Herzegovina, as well as the large number of refugees and exiles
from war-torn areas — as the thematic axis of a relevant number of contempo-
rary Croatian novels. The study focuses on five novels: Underground Barbie
[Slobostina Barbie, 2008] by Masa Kolanovi¢; The Hotel Tito [Hotel Zagorje,
2010] by Ivana Simi¢ Bodrozi¢; In Late Summer [U kasno ljeto, 2022] by Magda-
lena Blazevi¢, Cabbage Leafing [Listanje kupusa, 2023] by Igor Beles; and The
Croat Factory [Tvornica Hrvata, 2023] by Nebojsa Lujanovi¢. These novels
were not initially conceived as children’s or young adult novels but function as
a kind of mediation space between children’s literature and adult literature
(so-called crossover literature) due to certain characteristics — child protago-
nists, issues related to growing up, the context of the peer group, the relation
between the world of youth and the world of adults, the questioning of associ-
ated socio-psychological phenomena (wartime trauma, hatred, violence, exclu-
sion, political and economic transition, gender and class deprivation, etc.). The
latter is confirmed by the inclusion of some of them in primary or secondary
school lists of required reading (The Hotel Tito by Ivana Bodrozi¢). Through
analytical examination of the motifs, themates, and concepts, and worldviews
present in the selected novels, we observe the representation of growing up in
a collision with the semantic, narrative, linguistic and stylistic aspects of their
structure and establish the typology of several different models of growing up
in the modern Croatian novel. Special attention is paid to the dimension of au-
tobiographism generated through the relationship of instances of author, nar-
rator, and character, whereby the autobiographical or pseudo-autobiogra-
phical nature of all novels is observed as their common structural feature. Al-
so, in all the novels analysed here, war becomes a kind of platform for acceler-
ated maturation and, at the same time, a site of implicit social criticism.

1. The theme of child- importance for the entire life of
hood and growing up in the an individual, mainly because of
contemporary Croatian novel the direct influence of our early

experiences on the development
It is well known that, of all life of personality in future life peri-
periods, childhood is of crucial ods, on the processes of self-
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realisation, and on future ac-
complishments in intellectual,
emotional, and social spheres.
This is undoubtedly one of the
key reasons why the topic of
childhood and growing up is
common in literature and other
arts, not only in works intended
for children but also in works
intended for adult recipients.
However, it turns out that, in
some socio-historical contexts,
there is greater than usual inter-
est in dealing with childhood,
and this usually applies to pre-
cisely those socio-political envi-
ronments in which childhood is
threatened or in some way test-
ed. In the book A Shock Worker!
Rebel? Consumer... [Udarnik!
Buntovnik? Potrosac..., Kola-
novic 2om), which deals with the
relationship between the Croa-
tian novel and popular culture,
Masa Kolanovi¢ notes that con-
fronting traumatic experiences
in childhood is a frequent liter-
ary theme in the contemporary
novel of post-Socialism, if we
situate post-Socialism in the last
decade of the twentieth century
and the initial decade of the
twenty-first century (Kolanovi¢
2o1: 27). Similar insights are
presented by the literary histori-
an KreS$imir Nemec, who con-
cludes that the 1990s in Croatia,
marked as they were by war and
processes of state independence
from the former Federal Repub-
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lic of Yugoslavia, had a great in-
fluence on Croatian writers, so
they often resort to the topic of
war and endangered existence,
evoking their childhood or
youth in literary worlds (Nemec
2003: 412). In other words, auto-
biographical literature of various
types is quite common in con-
temporary Croatian prose and is
produced, naturally, in connec-
tion with numerous themes of
contemporary life, most often in
the form of ominous portents,
such as the themes of death, vio-
lence, addiction, social inequali-
ty, gender identities, transgener-
ational heritage, and others. Re-
gardless of the specific genre or
form in which it is present, it is
evident that it serves as a fun-
damental driving force for much
contemporary prose literature,
both in Croatia and in other
countries in the region.

One of the most important top-
ics in the framework of the
problem niche of contemporary
reality is undoubtedly the topic
of childhood and everything that
it implies. Childhood is a com-
mon topic in children’s and
adult literature. We often find it
- especially when it comes to
questioning different aspects of
growing up and maturing - in
so-called young adult or teen lit-
erature. What seems even more
intriguing - which was, at the
same time, the key impetus for
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this work - is the fact of an evi-
dent rise in the topic of child-
hood precisely in the contempo-
rary Croatian novel not directly
intended for children but pri-
marily for adult readers. If we
look deeper into the habitus of
contemporary Croatian litera-
ture created in the new millen-
nium, i.e., in the last 25 years
that primarily addresses the
adult recipient with its textual
and para-textual segments and
that is oriented to the topic of
growing up, we come to at least
15 high-quality and notable nov-
els, written mostly by renowned
authors and published by well-
known publishing companies.
We list them here in chronolog-
ical order: Underground Barbie
[Slobostina Barbie, Kolanovi¢
2001] by Masa Kolanovi¢; The
Hotel Tito [Hotel Zagorje,
Bodrozi¢ 2010] by Ivana Simi¢
Bodrozi¢;  Farewell,  Cowboy
[Adio, kauboju, Savicevic¢
Ivancevi¢ 2010] by Olja Savicevié¢
Ivancevi¢; Dark Mother Earth
[Crna mati zemla, Novak 2013]
by Kristian Novak; The Memory
of the Forest [Sje¢anje Sume,
Karaka$ 2016] by Damir Karakas;
Anatomy of a Rat [Anatomija
Stakora, Vidai¢ 2019] by Martina
Vidai¢; Within Reach [Nadohvat,
Haler 2019] by Ena Katarina Ha-
ler; The Swimmer [Pliva¢, Prten-
jaCa 2019] by Ivica Prtenjaca; A
Big Deal [Velika stvar, GasSpar
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2020] by Mihaela Gaspar; My
Dowry [Moja dota, Verde 2021]
by Nora Verde; Sons, Daughters
[Sinovi, kceri, Bodrozi¢ 2021] by
Ivana Bodrozi¢; Land Without a
Sunset [Zemlja bez sutona, An-
drijasevi¢ 2021] by Marija Andri-
jasevi¢; In Late Summer [U kas-
no ljeto, BlaZevi¢ 2022] by Mag-
dalena Blazevi¢; Cabbage Leafing
[Listanje kupusa, Bele$ 2023] by
Igor Beles; The Croat Factory
[Tvornica Hrvata, Lujanovié
2023] by Nebojsa Lujanovi¢; and
The Innocent [Nevini, Haler
2024] by Ena Katerina Haler. In
most of the novels listed here,
the problem of growing up is
presented against the back-
ground of difficult, often trau-
matic experiences, such as those
determined by war, other forms
of the death and suffering of
loved ones, or by different types
of exclusion (social, emotional,
gender) and results in various
types of social criticism. Given
that the focus of this paper is a
more detailed examination of
the presentation of wartime
childhoods, their models of
presentation, and the way they
function in the context of the
novel, we have focused our re-
search exclusively on novels that
explore growing up in the con-
text of war, more precisely, on
analysing five contemporary
Croatian novels - Underground
Barbie by Masa Kolanovi¢; The
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Hotel Tito by Ivana Bodrozi¢; In
Late Summer by Magdalena
Blazevi¢; Cabbage Leafing by Ig-
or Beles; and The Croat Factory
by Nebojsa Lujanovi¢.

2. Growing up and wartime

If we agree that war is an ex-
tremely unfavourable, often
dramatic event that negatively
affects both society as a whole
and its micro-structures (fami-
lies and individuals), it is clear
why war has such a significant
impact on a child’s mental
health and mental life (cf.
Ullmann 1997; Kocijan-
Hercigonja 1997). In the research
article ‘Croatian children’s liter-
ature on war’ [‘Hrvatska djecja
knjizevnosti o ratu’, Zima 2001],
Dubravka Zima argues that it is
possible to distinguish between
two dominant narrative patterns
in war prose in Croatian chil-
dren’s literature: the first de-
picts war as a period of matura-
tion and concentrates on the
children’s experience of war,
which is mainly the experience
of horror and insecurity that war
generates in children’s lives,
while the second presents war as
an adventure relying on the im-
age of war that adults tell chil-
dren - simplified, schematised,
and stylised events (Zima 2001:
84-85). These two approaches,
as Zima points out, can be inter-
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twined and even merged (Zima
2001: 84), and the entirety of
Croatian children’s war prose
could be divided into two main
thematic circles: prose about
World War II and prose about
the Croatian War of Independ-
ence in the early 1990s, the so-
called Homeland War (Zima
2001: 83). Works that are not di-
rectly intended for children -
although some of them eventu-
ally find recipients among such
readers — are more complex and
diverse due to the greater narra-
tive-semantic complexity of such
prose than those for children,
and such titles tend to be under-
researched. Therefore, this pa-
per intends to examine the se-
mantic and narrative-stylistic
features — the so-called semantic
and syntactic substructures (cf.
Pales 1999) - of these novels the
events of which take place in the
context of the war in Croatia and
Bosnia and Herzegovina in the
1990s and the literary discourses
of which are not intended for
children, but which have a child
character at the centre of their
novelistic world, with the inten-
tion of looking at deeper con-
nections and possible presenta-
tion patterns that are estab-
lished between the notions of
war and growing up in a specific
wartime context.
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3. Representations of war in
Croatian novels (for adults)
with a child as the main char-
acter

3.1. Underground Barbie (2008)
by Masa Kolanovi¢

The novel Underground Barbie,
through first-person singular
narration from the perspective
of an unnamed 12-year-old girl,
depicts a childhood in the Za-
greb neighbourhood of Slo-
bostina in the early 1990s, at the
time of the military aggression
against Croatia by the Greater
Serbian forces and the support
provided to them by the Yugo-
slav. People’s Army. Although
the socio-historical context pre-
sented inevitably points to the
wartime situation in 1991, the fo-
cus of the narrative world is a
group of children of pre-
pubescent age (1-12), at a time
when the central part of their
children’s world consists of
playing every day with their
Barbie dolls. What is most inter-
esting in this novel and what
constitutes its key difference
from most other novels about
wartime childhoods is that the
war, along with the socio-
political phenomena that ac-
company it, remains in the
background of the novel. At the
same time, in the foreground,
children and their everyday
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world are marked by play and
typical children’s problems. It is
also interesting that the game -
otherwise a key narrative figure
in children’s literature from its
beginnings - is presented in
atypical form: not as a tradition-
al children’s game (for example,
groups of children playing out-
doors), but as a game with Mat-
tel” Barbie dolls, to date the
most famous dolls in the world,
whose sales flourished in the
1990s (Piche 2009; Rand 1995).'
The dolls and their relationships
created through everyday games
of Slobostina children - which,
due to air raids, sometimes take
place in bomb shelters - also
represent the transposed gender
and class relations of the actual
(Western) world, that is, they
function as a kind of simula-
crum (Baudrillard 1981) of reali-
ty, a kind of media and pop-
cultural representation of the
modern consumer world. Bar-
bies and Kens - more precisely,
their appearances, clothes, the
relationships they make, the
jobs they perform and the life-
styles they lead in children’s
games - function in the novel as
a kind of reality within reality, as
a kind of fictional obstacle
course for creating entertain-

" In the book Barbie's Queer Accessories,
Erica Rand says that in 1992, one Barbie
doll was sold around the globe every
two minutes (Rand 1995: 26-27).
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ment and an emotional escape
from serious wartime events for
the young protagonists, but if we
look at the novel’s overall narra-
tive-conceptual structure, then
it can also be seen as a platform
for ironising certain patterns of
the capitalist world, i.e., a plat-
form for social criticism. Of
course, the latter will be fully
visible to the adult reader, which
is certainly one of the elements
that legitimise Kolanovi¢’s novel
as a novel for adults, i.e., a work
for readers of appropriate social
maturity to recognise specific
socio-critical impulses, whether
realised through humorous or
ironic modes. Thus, the irony of
the capitalist world’s consumer-
ist patterns and the overall focus
on material goods and physical
pleasures will be visible through
the dolls’ behaviour during vari-
ous episodes in children’s play
with them. For example, when
the most beautiful of the Barbies
is to decide between two male
suitors, she chooses the more
attractive and affluent one,
while the older and more un-
sightly suitor — presented in the
form of an old, already ruined
doll that the children call Dr.
Kajfes - is ridiculed and mocked:

No wonder Dea’s Barbie
was disgusted by Kajfes.
After all, could you imag-
ine the life she would lead
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with a man like that? She
would inhabit a dismal
valley of tears and suffer-
ing, subsisting on an as-
sortment of disability and
welfare benefits, whereas
with Ana’s Ken she could
attain the life she had al-
ways coveted: heaps of
plastic pearls and small
items Made in Taiwan,
China, Malaysia, or the
Philippines,  possessions
that were an undeniable
necessity for a modern
women like Barbie. Plus,
after the wedding, Ana’s
Ken had promised Dea’s
Barbie they would spend
their honeymoon in the
Bahamas. (Kolanovi¢ 2025:

54)

Humour and ease of storytelling,
as well as a handful of pop-
culture references (starting from
music, movies, television series,
popular computer games that at
the time were beginning their
expansion in the lives of chil-
dren and teenagers all the way
to popular fashion brands), jar-
gon language varieties and Eng-
lish lexemes serve as important
defining features of this novel,
and make it disctinct from other
novels that evoke the war peri-
od. An important feature of Un-
derground Barbie is the fact that
not only do adults remain en-
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tirely in the background of
events, functioning as secondary
elements in the children’s world
(and the world of dolls created
in it by children), but also that
the complex reality of war gen-
erally penetrates the children’s
world only partially - for exam-
ple, through the media (their
parents listen to television and
radio shows, fragments of which
reach the children), the situa-
tion of the arrival of new pupils,
war refugees, in their classes, or
the occasional sounds of air-raid
sirens. In most cases, these ir-
ruptions of the reality of war are
also presented from a casual, in-
fantile perspective as the chil-
dren of Zagreb did not have a
real idea of war since the de-
struction was happening in oth-
er Croatian regions. That said,
the social changes caused by the
change of the ideological-
political paradigm (transferring
from Socialist Yugoslavia to the
democratic, independent Re-
public of Croatia) are evident at
every step and are also noticed
by children (cf. Kolanovi¢ 2025:
10-11), 12-year-olds in Zagreb can
still do what all children of that
age do in peacetime - the daily
life of socialising, playing, and
school. So, for example, the
children organise the so-called
‘Barbie Refugee Ball' where,
along with a number of popular
tunes on the repertoire, there
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are war songs of serious, mostly
patriotic, and even combative
tones that constantly aired in
those days on radio and televi-
sion stations (Kolanovi¢ 2025:
98-108). The city in which the
child protagonists live, however,
although often subject to air-
raid alerts, largely remains be-
yond the reach of direct military
destruction - the war for chil-
dren in Underground Barbie,
therefore, remains a relatively
remote phenomenon that does
not significantly interfere with
their daily enjoyment of com-
munal neighbourhood games,
especially their favourite, the re-
ality of which is more potent for
children than any other, includ-
ing the war - playing with Bar-
bies. The simulacrum, therefore,
has primacy over reality, and the
play and enthusiasm it generates
prevail over the sad and ugly
signs of imminent war.

Although the name of the narra-
tor, who is also the main charac-
ter, is not explicitly stated - as
such, the text does not directly
establish the so-called autobio-
graphical contract with the
reader proposed by Philippe
Lejeune in Le pacte autobi-
ographique (Lejeune 1975) - if
the details in the story are con-
nected (for example, a last name
starting with the letter K, grow-
ing up in the neighbourhood of
Slobostina, age, etc.) with extra-
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textual elements that the reader
may (but does not have to)
know about the author, we real-
ise that this is (or might be) an
autobiographical text. Namely,
in the case where the name of
the character in the text remains
unexplicated, which is the most
complex and challenging case
when it comes to interpreting
the autobiographical basis of the
novel (cf. Lejeune, cited in:
Milanja 1999: 215), it remains up
to the reader’s discretion and
the information possessed to
conclude either a so-called au-
tobiographical contract, or a
novelistic agreement, or to leave
the interpretation unclear as to
its autobiographical basis. In
this case, the text will undoubt-
edly conclude a so-called refer-
ential agreement with the read-
er, which is the second iteration
of Lejeune’s conception, indicat-
ing that an autobiography (like a
biography) is definitely a refer-
ential text, i.e., speaks of a reali-
ty, and as such allows the possi-
bility of a kind of verification,
even when its aim is not credi-
bility, but similarity to the truth
— it is, therefore, not an
‘impression of the real’ but ‘an
image of the real’ (Lejeune, cited
in: Milanja 1999: 226). Given the
interrelationship of the three in-
stances of the subject in the nar-
rative text — the author, the nar-
rator, and the character — which
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is also the most important crite-
rion for the verification of liter-
ary autobiographism, in Under-
ground Barbie, there is, there-
fore, a balance between the so-
called pure autobiographies and
pseudo-autobiographies (cf. Kos
Lajtman 2011: 86-93), precisely
because the identity of the au-
thor and the narrator is not ex-
plicit. Thanks to the extra-
textual elements (data from the
biography of the author of the
novel) and also the details men-
tioned within the text itself, it is
more likely, however, that the
reader will prefer to view the
text as an autobiographical ra-
ther than a pseudo-
autobiographical novel.

3.2. The Hotel Tito (2010) by
Ivana Bodrozi¢*

Just like Underground Barbie,
the novel The Hotel Tito is writ-
ten in the first-person singular,
from the perspective of a girl, a
witness of the war in Croatia in
the early 1990s. Unlike the
somewhat older protagonist in
Underground Barbie, the protag-

* At the time of publication of the origi-
nal in Croatian, the author signed her-
self as Simi¢ Bodrozi¢, but later she
changed her surname (back) to
Bodrozi¢. This surname is also listed on
the English edition of the novel, so we
will list it here in an updated form as
well.
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onist of this novel is still very
young; more precisely, she is on-
ly nine years old when the war
(and the novel) begins and does
not understand exactly what is
happening - for example, when
she and her older brother, to-
gether with other children, are
sent to the seaside to escape
their native city of Vukovar,
which is becoming a scene of
conflict, the girl is not clear why
the adults are crying and why
they are upset (cf. Bodrozi¢ 2010:
6).

The events are presented from
an infantile, child-like perspec-
tive so the reader learns what a
child of that age can know and
understand.?> Through the plot
development that follows the
time spent as a refugee by the
protagonist, her brother, and
her mother over several years,
the girl grows and matures,
which also leads to changes in

> In the master’s thesis The Child in the
Narrative Text: Child Subjectivity in the
Context of Narratology and Stylistics
[Dijete u pripovjednom tekstu: djecja
subjektivnost u kontekstu naratologije i
stilistike, Ko$¢ak 2004] Nikola Kosc¢ak
posits that the term infantile narrator
can also be understood as a hyperonym,
which, in addition to the child narrator,
can include other narrative situations
whose subject can in some aspect be
recognised as infantile, including the
so-called infantilised narrator in the
case of narration where the narrator
imitates the behaviour, communication,
and speech of a child (Kos$¢ak 2004: 6).
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perspective - her insights be-
come more serious, more aware,
and critical, i.e., the girl, later a
teenager, gradually realises the
complexity of the wartime reali-
ty, as well as the unenviable po-
sition that a refugee’s life en-
tails. While her father remained
to defend the city, she, along
with her mother and brother,
changes places of residence,
moving from one refugee shelter
to another, constantly awaiting
action regarding their right to
housing, as well as the news of
their father, who seems to have
been captured and taken to a
camp. In such suspense and so-
cial uncertainty, years pass: the
protagonist finishes elementary
school in Kumrovec (staying in
Hotel Zagorje, which had been
adapted to house refugees), and
then secondary school in the
Croatian capital Zagreb. At the
end of the novel, she is almost a
young woman; less than a dec-
ade has passed since the begin-
ning of the war, but the trau-
matic family situation remains
open since any relevant infor-
mation about her missing father
is still absent.

In addition to the most im-
portant problems that the pro-
tagonist faces growing up and
which disrupt her existence -
the search for her father and the
wait for the housing to which
her truncated family is entitled -
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during the novel, we follow sev-
eral other problematic situations
common to one’s teenage years,
such as falling in love, academic
achievements, dating, and simi-
lar juvenile challenges. It is in-
teresting that the limited child’s
perspective, clearly visible at the
beginning of the novel, later
changes not only in terms of the
maturation of the protagonist -
which is logical and expected -
but also, in some places, by pro-
ducing a real clash when the
perspective of the child or teen-
ager intertwines with that of the
adult narrator - something
which has already been noted in
critical literature (Milanko 2o010:
9; Brkljac¢i¢ 2019: 12). Further-
more, as the girl matures and
understands more, elements of
social criticism become more
pronounced - starting from the
inefficiency of state institutions,
especially those from which the
family expects help in the search
for their father and in solving
their housing issue, through the
criticism of the residents of Za-
greb and Zagorje who generally
have no understanding for the
exiled citizens, to the later more
subtle criticism of the school
system, media, and politicians
when the protagonist reaches
secondary school age. It is clear,
therefore, that war affects her
personal life and her resentment
of the system (cf. Postnikov
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2010). For example, when her
older brother sends successive
letters to the Ministry of De-
fence of the Republic of Croatia,
asking them to help solve the
housing issue facing them as war
refugees who have also lost their
father, the narrator comments
with disappointment: ‘I wonder
whether he’s writing this for
himself, or Mama, or if he really
thinks they’re still reading our
letters’ (Bodrozi¢ 2017: 139).
Although the dominant narra-
tion in The Hotel Tito is linear,
the narrator’s voice occasionally
returns to the past and some-
times rushes to the future, offer-
ing the reader information about
future events that the young
narrator did not yet have, nor
could have, in that moment. For
example, information is given
about the future death of some
acquaintances: ‘After a few
years, old lady Pundjara came
down with cancer and died, so
she never lived long enough to
go back to Vukovar. They buried
her in Zagorje, on the little hill,
and she had no family of her
own to take back her bones’
(Bodrozi¢ 2017: 41).

As in Underground Barbie, in
this novel, the protagonist and
narrator remain unnamed, alt-
hough based on knowledge of
the author’s life (her birth and
life in Vukovar until the begin-
ning of the war, going into exile
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with her mother and brother,
searching for her father, etc.),
the reader can quickly establish
links between the autobiograph-
ical reality of the author’s life
and the novelistic reality. Also,
some quite concrete motifs from
the world of the novel are con-
sistent with the documentary
data from the author’s life, in-
cluding the initials of the main
character’s name, which is un-
doubtedly the key element by
which the text legitimises its au-
tobiographical nature: ‘He had a
brother, 1., and married wife A.
who bore him two sons, J. 1975
and I. 1982. [ ... ] That was all
that was known about my fa-
ther, and there I was, the second
“son”: 1. 1982” (Bodrozi¢ 2017:
63).

3.3. In Late Summer by Magda-
lena Blazevi¢

The narrator of In Late Summer,
Ivana, is a girl from Central Bos-
nia who faces growing up in
wartime and is eventually killed
in August 1993 in the massacre
of civilian rural population by an
enemy military unit. Although
there are no precise locations in
the novel, nor is the war pre-
sented through documentary
details, the sentence that stands
in the dedication of the novel -
‘To the residents of Kiseljak, in
memory of 16 August 1993’
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(BlazZevi¢ 2025: 5) - allows us to
place the plot in central Bosnia,
where in August 1993 Bosnian-
Muslim military forces commit-
ted a massacre against the Croat
population in the town of Kisel-
jak near Zepce. In the first chap-
ter, Ivana’s voice leads the read-
er into a room where a seven-
year-old girl (herself) and her
doll lie, and explains her feelings
for the doll, her family members,
her daily habits, and presents a
situation in which the girl be-
gins to choke on hard candy.
The narrator’s voice, however,
reveals to the reader the most
important information of the
novel: ‘This isn’t the end. It
can’t be. I’ve got another seven
years of life ahead of me’
(BlaZevi¢ 2025: 12). At the begin-
ning, therefore, the reader re-
ceives the information that the
girl has only seven years left to
live and that the whole intro-
ductory chapter can be under-
stood as the voice of the dead
Ivana - her spirit, in a way - who
recalls her early childhood. The
last sentence of the opening
chapter reads: ‘My name is
Ivana. I lived for fourteen sum-
mers, and this is the story of my
last’ (Blazevic 2025: 16).

Therefore, the bulk of the novel
deals precisely with the last
months of 14-year-old Ivana in a
rural Bosnian environment. The
girl and her cousin Dunja, de-
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spite the war that rages around,
spend  seemingly  ordinary
youthful days in a modest,
scarce rural environment. They
carry water from a nearby
spring, pick apples in the gar-
den, and ride bikes in the de-
serted village. The girls live their
early teenage days in the shelter
of nature, with domestic and
wild animals and plants in the
garden and in the fields and
woods nearby.* The narrator
pays special attention to the
presentation of the state of na-
ture, the slightest changes in the
plant world, and an atmosphere
of special tenderness that
emerges from the overall organic
and inorganic world that contex-
tualises the human world with
which it seems to be in counter-
point. This ‘breathing of nature’
is captured in a distinctly lyrical
way, with a richness of detail
and sensory imagery that brings
the novel closer to lyrical prose.

If you look around you,
you’ll see that the village
was deserted a long time
ago. Gates padlocked on
both sides of the road. Ivy
and tiny rose vines have
made their way around
the iron railings. The hiss-

* For example, they catch pond terra-
pins and later release them back into
nature.
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ing of vipers and adders,
and green lizards among
the lush weeds in the gar-
dens, sunbaking on the
concrete along the houses
as if on a hot pebbly
beach. Disintegrating rib-
bons for tying up plants
hang from stakes in the
gardens. On patios, tables
with nailed-down plastic
tablecloths are covered in
smooth black ink, and
buried under leaves and
twigs.

Drip, drip, drip, drip...

The roofs of the aban-
doned houses drip, caved
in by rain and snow. The
drops drum, tap until the
roof tiles move apart; bird
nests in the cracks.
(BlaZevic 2025: 23)

However, a change occurs in the
life of Ivana and her family -
namely, her mother, father, old-
er brother, and grandparents -
when, for safety, they are forced
to leave their house and move
across the Bosna River to anoth-
er village where their great-aunt
lives. Other villagers, along with
cattle and domestic animals,
leave in a caravan headed by
tractors loaded with older wom-
en and children. The life that
follows is marked by scarcity,
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cramped space, and daily dan-
ger. However, despite poor ma-
terial conditions and uncertain-
ty, the children manage to find
joy in small, ordinary things - in
pets, the occasional hard cara-
mel, or jumping over a bonfire
in the meadow. We can say that
the depiction of children and
childhood here is more or less in
line with the so-called Apolloni-
an image of the child, where the
child is presented as an almost
entirely innocent and good be-
ing, almost angelic (cf. Jenks
2005). Such an essentially arche-
typal depiction of childhood is
suddenly interrupted by an un-
fortunate event - the incursion
of enemy troops into the village
and Ivana’s murder before her
mother and brother’s eyes. This
murder is depicted stylistically -
without concretisation; the war
is generally not portrayed in a
documentary manner in this
novel, but symbolically, in coun-
terpoint to the modesty of the
village and the innocence of
children. Its key symbol is the
anonymous soldier who Kkills
Ivana. The narrator calls him by
the symbolic name of Death and
points out his youth, the fact
that he was almost still a child,
establishing a connection with
her own brother, who was 16
years old at the moment of the
intrusion of the military unit
and the cruel murder of civilian
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residents, including herself, and
who is extremely shaken by the
tragic end of his sister’s life,
which he had to witness:

Spilt blood never
cools. My brother was
kneeling in a puddle of
blood next to me, but not

touching me. His hands
are shaking as if they’ve
just been lashed by a
switch. He tries to lower

them to my face. Can
stuck eyes be closed? They
still shine like marbles
turned towards

the sun. (BlaZevi¢ 2025:

13)

Everything in the novel In Late
Summer is presented in a very
refined, poetic style, including
the very moment of the death of
a 14-year-old girl after an enemy
soldier has shot her in the chest:

I was hit by one spark. Di-
rectly in the heart. Mother
hears me calling her.
Mummy! Mummy!

Softly, like the tenderest of
songs. She doesn’t know
that I’'m shouting.

You’ll go deaf from my
screams!

They flood the forest and

the fields.
Can you hear them?
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They’re in the flapping of
bird wings, in the wind
howling through open
windows, in the creaking
of wood underfoot, in the
clanging of metal.
(Blazevi¢ 2025: 105)

It is as if the gentleness and sub-
tlety of events in nature con-
stantly counteract the callous-
ness and aggressiveness of the
human world. We can say that
this is a kind of poetic realism
through which the concrete
space-time of central Bosnia in
1993 transforms into a kind of
archetypal temporal space of
war in the face of whose cruelty
the most fragile and innocent
suffer: children and animals. The
narrator will thus show in a very
moving scene how the soldier
who shot Ivana, only a few
minutes earlier, in an aggressive
raid on their house and yard,
throws a box with newly
hatched chickens into the air
and then tramples each chick
individually with his boot:

The black boot sends the
box with the chicks flying
into the air, high up, all
the way to the roof. Like
Dunja and I leaping over
the bonfires. Yellow flakes
in the air. He stomps on
them, one by one. He
transforms them into yel-
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low-red star-shaped flow-
ers. (BlaZevi¢ 2025: 102)

What is, however, the most in-
teresting in this novel and what
makes its key difference from
other Croatian novels about
growing up in wartime is the
narrator herself and her narra-
tive position. Namely, Ivana not
only narrates until the moment
of her death but continues to
narrate even after the cruel
murder as a kind of omniscient
spirit storyteller whose eye sees
and knows everything. In other
words, when Ivana narrates after
death, it is not through the so-
called internal focalisation that
is derived from the character’s
vision but rather the so-called
‘zero focalisation’ (cf. Genette
1980), where the narrator knows
more than the character knows
or can know. Thus, for example,
the dead Ivana will not only
know what some of her fellow
people are doing but also what
they think and see at a particular
moment. For example, she
knows what her grieving mother
saw immediately after her
daughter’s murder: ‘One mo-
ment, Mother sees a bit of sky,
my brother’s sweaty face and
closed eyes, and the next every-
thing goes black before her eyes
and her body completely gives
way’ (BlaZevi¢ 2025: 113).
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Unlike the previous novels, here,
because of the name that is dif-
ferent from the author’s, we do
not need to directly relate the
main character to the author
herself and interpret the novel
as autobiographical. However, if
we are privy to certain specific
information from the author’s
life, primarily that she grew up
in Bosnia in the 1990s in the
same part of the country (she
was born in Zepce in 1982), the
conclusion is that the circum-
stances and experience of war-
time childhood that she ac-
quired then (regardless of the
fact that Ivana’s fate is not her
fate, nor is she Ivana herself)
had an immeasurable influence
on this novel.

3.4. Cabbage Leafing by Igor
Beles

Cabbage Leafing, a novel by Igor
Beles published in 2023, devel-
ops the story of five 11-year-olds
in Borovo Naselje in 1991. Borovo
Naselje is a suburban settlement
of Vukovar, a town in eastern
Croatia that suffered the most
tremendous casualties during
the war in Croatia in the early
1990s. During the three-month
battle for Vukovar in the au-
tumn of 1991, the most difficult
battle in the Homeland War,
Vukovar was utterly destroyed,
and during the Serbian occupa-
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tion and after the fall of the city,
its population was exiled, killed,
or taken to camps. Vukovar is
the largest Croatian port on the
Danube, and Borovo Naselje is
known for the Borovo footwear
factory, the largest rubber and
footwear company in the former
Yugoslavia (cf. Sojat 2019).

The narrator and focaliser of the
story is the u-year-old boy
Zoran, who recounts the events
that began in the spring of 1991
and ended in autumn of the
same year. Zoran lives quite an
ordinary childhood like most
boys of his age - he socialises
with a few of his best friends
within their group of children
(called the An Gang), loves com-
ics and music, falls in love with a
girl named Nikolina, who is also
a member of the group, experi-
ences his first kiss, and balances
between daily life with his mum,
older sister, and his strict stepfa-
ther and occasional visits to his
father. The plot begins to devel-
op very quickly when the mem-
bers of the An Gang start to in-
vestigate the mystery of the dis-
appearance of children from
their classes, as well as their en-
tire families - the children dis-
appear overnight; they simply do
not show up at school one day,
so Zoran and his team are inter-
ested in the cause of this. The
novel, therefore, starts as an ad-
venture novel, more precisely, as
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a crime novel, with the investi-
gation as the central narrative
figure and children in the role of
the investigator. In parallel,
however, the children notice
that increasingly serious chang-
es are taking place in the society
around them - adults are in-
creasingly nervous and increas-
ingly begin to emphasise their
national origin. Thus, the chil-
dren suddenly discover that they
are Serbs or Croats, or possibly
some other third thing, although
they did not know anything
about it until then, and the con-
cept of nationality is not clear or
meaningful to them. When one
day a boy who is a member of
their group goes missing, they
are genuinely concerned and re-
alise that something serious is
happening. More precisely, the
mysterious disappearances are
beginning to be associated with
the growing militarisation they
see all around them. It does not
take long for the war to actually
start, which adds to the confu-
sion and chaos in their lives. The
children’s everyday life, other-
wise marked by fun and adven-
ture, increasingly becomes a
struggle for bare existence. Some
children are sent to exile, those
of Serbian origin are sent to Ser-
bia by adults, some fathers go to
the battlefield, and Zoran, to-
gether with his best friend
Bojan, takes a motorboat down
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the Danube to the Serbian town
of Futog in the province of Voj-
vodina, because that is where
Dragan and Goran, two of their
Serbian friends from the com-
pany, are being sheltered by
their parents. The situation,
however, is further complicated;
the war is brewing, and it is im-
possible for the boys to return.
From there, Bele$’s novel defi-
nitely ceases to be an adventure
novel and grows into a sombre
war novel full of elements of
thriller and tragedy. In Futog,
the boys first stay with Goran’s
grandmother and then hide in
the house of Dragan’s grand-
mother, thanks to the kindness
and empathy of the two older
women, although many people
around them (especially Dra-
gan’s father) do not tolerate
Croats and are themselves en-
gaged in the fighting for the cap-
ture of Vukovar and other Croa-
tian places in Slavonia. Zoran
and Bojan live in cramped con-
ditions, are worried about their
families in Croatia, and avoid
going to public places. Their
friend Dragan goes to school,
while Goran’s parents take him
to Germany to protect him from
the war. The boys help Dragan’s
grandmother, Savka, pick cab-
bage since she was left without
the help of the men who went to
war. As the war rages more and
more, the life of the boys from
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Croatia in a small Serbian village
becomes more unsafe, and they
almost no longer come out of
the basement. After the fall of
Vukovar and the fierce beatings
they received from Dragan’s fa-
ther, Zoran and Bojan flee back
to Vukovar in the same boat by
which they came. There they
find a completely demolished
town, almost without civilians,
while writing on the houses tes-
tify that the occupiers had ap-
propriated them. Of all the fami-
ly, they find only Zoran’s angry
and drunk stepfather, who had
joined the Serbian army. Only to
get rid of them, he helps them
escape to their people, across
the Vuka River, to the Croatian
side, but during the crossing, the
boy Bojan is killed by the shots
of Croatian soldiers who did not
immediately realise that it is
“their” children who are coming.
At the end of the novel, there is
an epilogue with a summary
view of the later life of all the
members of the An Gang, which,
just like their friendship, was
never the same again - the war
left irreparable consequences on
their future, as well as the future
of their families.

The novel Cabbage Leafing is a
gripping novel with a profound
humanist and anti-war subtext.
On the one hand, the author
manages to maintain all the
qualities of the child’s view - cu-
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riosity, naivety, tendency to ad-
venture and interconnection
through affinities of values, not
social markers such as nationali-
ty — while on the other hand, the
narrative is very detailed, the re-
ality of war is presented without
embellishment, as are the char-
acters and their relationships,
both the children’s and those of
the adults constantly present in
the background (Zoran’s father,
mother, stepfather, Bojan’s par-
ents, Nikolina’s parents, Goran’s
parents and grandmother, Dra-
gan’s parents and grandmother).
Although the main character is
called Zoran, not Igor (which is
the author’s first name), a note
about the author on the inside
cover of the book confirms that
the novel has an autobiograph-
ical basis: ‘Igor Beles spent his
childhood in Borovo Naselje, in
a time which he tried to partially
transfer from memory into this
book’ (Bele$ 2023). It becomes
clear to the reader even before
the reading itself that this is an
autobiographical experience that
is more or less fictionalised dur-
ing the construction of the nov-
elistic world.

The titular motif of the cabbage,
at the same time the leitmotif of
the novel, is a strong symbol and
metaphorically represents the
fate of a whole generation of
children and young adults -
those who did not even reach
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maturity, and who, just like the
cabbage, had their heads cut off,
either in the literal or in the
conveyed sense of the removal
of the right to grow up in nor-
mal peacetime circumstances.
The narrator reveals the symbol-
ism of cabbage as early as the
novel’s first sentences.

Spring is the best time for
planting cabbage, and au-
tumn for harvesting and
pickling. The end credits
of my childhood began to
roll in the spring and end-
ed in the fall with the leaf-
ing of cabbage. The cab-
bage is harvested so that
its head is cut off from the
base of the leaves. We had
better luck. (Bele$ 2023:7)

Furthermore, the third part of
the novel - the most shocking
and tragic one - is entitled ‘How
green cabbage is made into red
cabbage’. In addition to the fact
that the boys actually pick cab-
bage in it, helping Dragan’s
grandmother and at one point
(in order to distract themselves
from the shots heard from the
outside) pretend that the cab-
bage leaves are the pages of new
issues of their favourite comics,
the cabbage motif increasingly
appears in a negative context — it
is related to the aggression of
Dragan’s father Radovan who is
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full of contempt for Croats, in-
cluding Zoran and Bojan. In sit-
uations of anger exacerbated by
alcoholism, he shoots cabbage
heads, and on the day when
Vukovar falls, he beats the boys
in a cellar full of cabbage. That is
to say, since the boys needed to
hide, they were ordered to sleep
in the cellar with a mountain of
fresh cabbage, along with their
improvised beds and a barrel
with pickled cabbage. Therefore,
the red cabbage from the title
alludes to aggression, blood,
tribulation, and suffering as key
semantic fixtures of the novel’s
third part. The culmination of
suffering, and at the same time
the entire complex structure, is
the final part of the novel in
which two best friends try to re-
turn to their native Borovo, but
one of them does not succeed.
In the scene of Bojan’s murder,
the reader experiences a pro-
found anti-cathartic effect gen-
erated from a strong sense of ab-
surdity as an essential ingredient
of (every) war and further
strengthened by the fact that
members of the An Gang re-
mained uninfected by the mad-
ness of war. Moreover, they rep-
resent a kind of antipode to a
number of frenzied adults.

It is important to note that the
novel is not subject to the black-
and-white depiction of children
and adults - children are thus
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not idealised or portrayed in the
form of the so-called Apollonian
child, a being full of natural
goodness and clarity of vision
(cf. Jenks 2005). On the contra-
ry, children are initially con-
fused by what is happening; they
do not cope with the new cir-
cumstances and are oriented to
their leisure, while, on the other
hand, not all adults succumb to
the fantasies of wartime circum-
stances, which manifest them-
selves in the form of nationalist
ideologies. Among the adults,
there are some who manage to
preserve common sense in war-
time circumstances on both
sides of the war (Dragan’s
grandmother and mother, Go-
ran’s parents, Zoran’s mother,
etc.), just as among there chil-
dren, there are those who, in the
context of war, take on the
adults’ hatred of other ethnici-
ties (children from Dragan’s
class). The world of children and
the world of adults, therefore,
are only partially different - by
means of a detailed depiction of
children’s everyday life in peace-
time and in times of war, as well
as a convincing outline of
psychemic narrative figures (cf.
Peles 1999), the novel points to
the general differences between
children and adults that are
based on children’s lack of work,
love of adventure, and the need
to maintain close friendships
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(while these characteristics are
lacking among adults). Howev-
er, it also does not idealise chil-
dren, i.e., it shows that trans-
formative takeovers of ethically
problematic attitudes and be-
haviours coming from adults are
indeed possible. The depiction
of children in Bele$’s novel thus
departs from the dichotomous
Jenks’ model, i.e., it does not re-
sult in either the Apollonian or
Dionysian image of the child but
rather establishes a model which
Karen Smith calls ‘the Athenian
child” which rests on the child’s
abilities and power of action and
is realised through responsibility
and reflexivity (Smith 2012: 24).

3.5. The Croat Factory by
Nebojsa Lujanovi¢

In Lujanovi¢’s novel The Croat
Factory (Lujanovi¢ 2023), the
narrative is also derived from
the vision of the child character,
the protagonist of the events. He
is an unnamed 12-year-old boy
who, in the first half of the
1990s, together with his mother,
grandfather, and younger sister,
took refuge from the war in
Bosnia and Herzegovina in
neighbouring Croatia. They
found accommodation in their
uncle’s modest and unsightly
apartment in Zagreb, where
their uncle often came for un-
announced visits, supervision,
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and control. The boy’s family
lives in poor material condi-
tions, and worry and nervous-
ness mainly affect the mother,
who feels responsible for the
other members, while the father
remains in Bosnia, neglecting
the family relationships. There-
fore, the head of the family is
the mother, and the greatest
burden of the new situation falls
on her shoulders. Not wanting
to suffer such scarcity any long-
er, she decides to take matters
into her own hands - starting
The Croat Factory (the titular
motif of the novel), which is, of
course, an ironic-parodic nam-
ing introduced by the narrator
who, through the prism of hu-
mour, but also unequivocal so-
cial criticism, is directed at the
burgeoning fascination with the
issues of national identity in the
former Yugoslavia during the
war and post-war years. Namely,
the boy’s mother, with the help
of secret connections, begins to
supply illegal identity docu-
ments to the refugees who had
been arriving en masse from
Bosnia for years, without which
they would not be able to secure
registration, housing, and other
benefits in Croatia. Such docu-
ments can be costly, so the boy’s
family no longer suffers material
deprivation.

Although the narrator also
touches on those everyday situa-
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tions in children’s lives that
happen more or less to all chil-
dren in the world, such as
friendships, first love, and
school problems, the boy’s fami-
ly context is still in the fore-
ground in unusual circumstanc-
es. This novel differs from the
novels discussed above in that it
gives a prominent role to the
characters of adults, primarily
the boy’s mother and grandfa-
ther. Also, the novel skilfully
combines different tonal and
stylistic procedures - serious
and humorous tones, elements
of tragedy and comedy, dramatic
effects and the grotesque, con-
firming that it primarily counts
on a mature, experienced reader
who will be able to recognise
and understand them, as well as
the impulses of social criticism
that emerge from such a hetero-
geneous generic and stylistic as-
semblage by pointing lucidly to
various social anomalies (from
the attitude of society towards
refugees to nationalist
worldviews). When the boy pre-
sents his family situation, he
does it casually and with hu-
mour but without embellish-
ment. For example, the grandfa-
ther who does not get out of bed
for days is described as follows:

He lies in bed, he winks
only when we feed him,
when mother changes
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him, it’s probably his way
of saying "thanks", and
then he turns off what lit-
tle he has. It’s like turning
off the TV. She didn’t
leave us with him any-
more. When we leave him
alone, I think he jumps on
his feet, plays folk songs,
and dances around the
house. Alone, as if doing a
circle dance. And [ think
he does it every time. And
in between, he constantly
complains about us not
taking him to Bosnia and
about the country that
doesn’t end the war
(Lujanovic¢ 2023: 148).

Although at first, it seems that
the boy is not capable of coping
with the new circumstances in
which he finds himself, he me-
ticulously absorbs everything
that is happening around him,
primarily the behaviour of his
family members but also nu-
merous other people he encoun-
ters (from the unknown people
who come to their apartment for
documents and temporary ac-
commodation to the neigh-
bours) and actually grows up
quickly. He is a bright boy with
a developed social intelligence
who, like an antenna, catches
almost all the signals that the
new reality sends - he notices
the fear and loneliness of his
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younger sister, his mother’s
nervousness and inner break-
down, his grandfather’s gradual
abandonment of life, his uncle’s
egocentricity, the manipulative
gestures with which some adults
address his mother, pressed by
personal distress. The boy is
more intelligent and knowl-
edgeable than his surroundings
think; he is a voice of reason in a
distorted reality. His inner voice
is received by the reader with
approval, even a kind of admira-
tion.

[ think to myself. Fuck
you, uncle. You and every-
one else. [ will write on my
forehead that I am twelve
years old. What’s wrong
with them all? I am only
required to know when
the school assignment is
due and how many stick-
ers [ still need for my Cro
Army or Animal Kingdom
albums. And that’s it.
(Lujanovié¢ 2023: 154)

Lujanovi¢’s child-narrator is,
therefore, much closer to the
idea of an active, capable child
who acts as best as he knows in
the context of demanding cir-
cumstances  (the  Athenian
child), rather than the idea of an
ideal, absolutely innocent and
passive child (the Apollonian
child).
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However, the peculiarity of
Lujanovi¢’s text is primarily in
the greater proportion of hu-
morous-grotesque and satirical
tones in a book dealing with war
topics compared to any of the
previously mentioned novels.
Moreover, the reader gets the
impression that it is precisely
thanks to a hefty dose of hu-
mour and irony that the boy
grows up quickly into a con-
scious and mature young person
and preserves emotional stabil-
ity in a disturbed family and so-
cial  context. Furthermore,
thanks to the comic-grotesque
register in some situations (e.g.,
naming his mother’s activities
‘the Croat factory’), the social
milieu of the 1990s in former
Yugoslavia, obsessed as it is with
issues of national affiliation and
divisions into ours and theirs, is
parodically denounced.

Although himself a child with
refugee experience in Croatia
during the war in Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Lujanovi¢ does not
name his main character, so the
issue of the autobiographical
contract remains open to the
reader. In order to answer the
question of whether this is an
autobiographical novel or not,
we should, therefore, know the
actual context of the author’s
life, but this fact, of course, is
not crucial for experiencing and
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interpreting this somewhat atyp-
ical war novel.

4. Conclusion: modalities of
growing up in wartime in the
contemporary Croatian novel

and their position of media-

tion in the literary field

It is evident that the problem of
wartime childhood and growing
up, otherwise a frequent topic in
children’s literature, is increas-
ingly echoed in literature in-
tended for adult recipients. In
contemporary Croatian novel
production framework, several
such novels have been published
in the last two decades, where
there has been a noticeable in-
crease in the war problem -
more precisely, its reflection on
a child’s life - in the last few
years.” Analysing five contempo-
rary novels published by re-
nowned publishers in Croatia
from 2008 to 2023, one can ob-
serve two key modalities in the
depiction of wartime child-
hoods. The first refers to the

> In addition to the novels analysed
here, the reference to war is also pre-
sent in Kristian Novak's novel Dark
Mother Earth (Novak 2013) and Ena Ka-
tarina Haler's novel The Innocent (Haler
2024). Given, however, that in the for-
mer novel the war is still conceived as
something yet to come, while the latter
deals with the post-war situation, these
novels were not included in this analy-
sis.
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novels that depict wartime
childhood incorporated into the
context of violence and pain,
while the second modality im-
plies the depiction of war only as
a background, i.e., a secondary
factor in growing up.

Furthermore, while the second
modality is confirmed by only
one novel - Underground Barbie
by Kolanovi¢, the first is much
more common. Most authors,
therefore, are inclined to such a
depiction of war that deeply
penetrates all pores of the young
protagonist’s life without hesi-
tating to shed light on even the
most challenging and tragic
events, experiences, and trau-
mas. Some of them portray the
young protagonist as a direct
physical victim of the circum-
stances of war - such as the nov-
els In Late Summer by Magdale-
na Blazevi¢ or Cabbage Leafing
by Igor Bele$ (we could call
them the first type within the
first modality) - while others
portray the young protagonist as
an indirect victim of war, focus-
ing not so much on the direct
physical consequences as on the
psychological and social changes
that the war brought to their
lives and the lives of their fami-
lies. We could call these the sec-
ond type within the first modali-
ty, exemplified by the novels The
Hotel Tito by Ivana Bodrozi¢ and
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The Croat Factory by Nebojsa
Lujanovic.

The most important common
feature of all the novels analysed
here is the first-person singular
narration, the voice of the narra-
tor who himself/herself partici-
pated in the action or, more pre-
cisely, was a participant in the
space-time of war. Therefore,
the point of view in all the nov-
els analysed belongs to the main
character, the girl or the boy,
with only occasional minimal
deviation from such a focal posi-
tion. Interestingly, in all the
novels analysed, the main pro-
tagonists are children between 11
and 14 years old, either pre-
pubertal or early pubertal. Alt-
hough to the adults who share
the daily wartime life with the
child, and perhaps at first to the
readers as well, the child-
narrator seems to be an unrelia-
ble witness, with the develop-
ment of the novel, the reader re-
alises that the child sees and
understands more than the
adults around them think. It is
also important to note that it is
precisely during their childhood
that the authors of all the novels
presented have experienced war.
It is clear, then, that the autobi-
ographical experience was the
main driver for shaping the fic-
tional novelistic discourse, re-
gardless of the extent to which
that experience was ultimately
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upgraded or modified. All the
novels, therefore, can be seen as
autobiographical, i.e.,, pseudo-
autobiographical novels - the
latter, especially, in cases where
the name of the character differs
from the name of the author
(two novels are such, while in
the remaining three novels the
character is not explicitly
named).

If we look at the genre and nar-
rative-stylistic structure of these
discourses, it is noticeable that
they often exhibit a hybrid na-
ture and that it is mostly impos-
sible to put them under a unique
genre or poetic procedure. In
Late Summer thus has the char-
acteristics of poetic prose; The
Hotel Tito uses simple, unpre-
tentious language to represent
the daily life of exiles; Cabbage
Leafing is at first adventure-
oriented, then turns into a dark
and tragic thriller, almost a hor-
ror; Underground Barbie lucidly
plays with elements of pop cul-
ture by using children’s play as a
simulacrum of reality, while The
Croat Factory is a satirical-
grotesque depiction of the social
climate of the 1990s. If we ask
ourselves about the key differ-
ence between the usual war
novels aimed at children and
these novels about growing up
in times of war, i.e., whether the
boundary between a novel for
children and a novel for adults
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can be precisely defined, it
seems that the answer lies pre-
cisely in the sphere of poetics,
more precisely, in the sphere of
narrative-stylistic design. In fact,
it is precisely those novels that
are more complex in their narra-
tive-stylistic profile - such as, for
example, The Croat Factory or In
Late Summer - that can hardly
be said entirely within reach of a
child reader in terms of experi-
ence and cognition and thus in-
terpretation. Socio-critical tones
are most intensively generated
from such complex genre-
stylistic procedures, especially
those that penetrate the ironic-
satirical-grotesque  expression
modalities, and they are certain-
ly not fully accessible to the
(too) young reader.

On the other hand, novels based
on the simplicity of utterance,
children’s everyday life, play, or
adventure, such as The Hotel Ti-
to and Underground Barbie, and,
partially, Cabbage Leafing, can
undoubtedly find readers among
children, i.e., the teenage audi-
ence. The latter is undoubtedly
confirmed by the inclusion of
the novels Tho Hotel Tito and
Underground Barbie to the ex-
tended (recommended) list of
required reading under the na-
tional Croatian Language Cur-
riculum [Kurikulum nastavnog
predmeta Hrvatski jezik za os-
novne Skole i gimnazije, 2019].
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These novels (and it is possible
to assume that the same can be
applied to other works with the
topic of growing up and the
child as a narrator which do not
necessarily deal with the war
context) function as mediators
of sorts between children’s liter-
ature, literature for young
adults, and literature for adults,
i.e.,, as spaces of intergenera-
tional reception interference. In
other words, they serve as ex-
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amples of the type of literature
that erases age limits, which
modern literary theory often
calls ‘crossover literature’ (cf.
Beckett 2008, Falconer 2008).
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Danijela Lugari¢ Vukas
Remembering the (Post)War in Svetlana Alexievich

and Ludmila Ulitskaya

This article examines two non-fictional texts composed from the privately
communicated memories of historical witnesses to present an ethnography of
Soviet childhood during the Second World War and the early post-war year:
Svetlana Alexievich’s Last Witnesses. An Oral History of Children in World War
(1985) and Ludmila Ulitskaya’s Childhood 45-53. And Tomorrow There Will Be
Happiness (2013). How do these texts ‘stage’ post-war memories, given that
they both draw on the sensation of dislocation generated by temporal chasms
in the process of recreating the childhood memories of now-adult survivors?
How do these texts establish a connection between the remembered experi-
ence and the process of remembering, particularly considering the epistemic
split that arises not only between a child and an adult witness, but also be-
tween a child and his or her family members as they mediate the traumatic
war experience? Finally, how do narrated memories forge a link between the
remembered child and the remembering adult?

Zakhar Prilepin’s Abode [Obitel']
in 2014, Guzel’ lakhina’s Zu-

1. Introduction

In the post-Soviet Russia of the
2010s, a decade characterized by
a deep crisis of symbolic order
(Kukulin 2018), cultural and ide-
ological disputes have often
been transformed into battles
over individual memory within
the overarching politics of histo-
ry. In this context, it is notewor-
thy that, for several consecutive
years, novels exploring the Sovi-
et past became a significant lit-
erary trend (Mikhail Shishkin,
The Light and the Dark
[Pis'movnik, 2010]); Sergei Lebe-
dev, Oblivion [Predel zabveniia,
2011]), some even receiving pres-
tigious literary awards (e.g.,

leikha Opens Her Eyes [Zuleikha
otkryvaet glaza] in 2015, Evgenii
Vodolazkin’s The Aviator [Avia-
tor] in 2016, and Maria Stepano-
va’s In Memory of Memory
[Pamiati pamiati] in 2017). Nov-
els from the 2010s thematically
centred around the Soviet past
contain discrepancies in how
they reflect on this historical
legacy on levels that go beyond
the surface content, reaching the
temporal structures of narrative.
Be it through staging and re-
flecting the workings of memory
through the transformation of
letters into an epistolary novel
(The Light and the Dark), to cre-

Autobiognafésl - Number 14/2025

DOI: 10.25430/2281-6992/v14-011 233
distributed under the terms of the CC BY-NC-ND 4.0



234

ate mythopoetic circular time; or
in the form of a diary (The Avia-
tor) that creates an illusion of
co-presence of past and present
times; or through ‘magical his-
toricism’ (Alexander Etkind), in
which the traumatic past is de-
picted through grotesque ‘time
out of joint’, such as in Lebe-
dev’s Oblivion—in all these cas-
es, the authors choose to make
use, but also sense, of the Soviet
past through multi-temporal
levels where past, present, and
future intermingle in complex
and occasionally provocative
ways.

At the most basic level, the rich
temporal cartography of con-
temporary Russian and Russo-
phone prose writing verifies the
basic narratological convention
that every story, in order to be
narrated, requires a temporal
framework. At the same time,
temporal cartography may also
be considered an anthropologi-
cal-cultural category that ar-
chives and traces broad political
and cultural splits within post-
Soviet Russian society—by mak-
ing time ‘speak our language,
i.e., humanizing it by giving it a
linguistic form (Kermode 1968:
44—45)—splits that are marked
by a disruption, an elimination,
or at least by a relocation of the
relations between the past and
the future, perhaps best exem-
plified by the perplexing tem-
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poral pseudo-projection ‘forward
to the dark past’ (the slogan of
the ‘monstrations’ in Novosi-
birsk in 2013, organized by Ar-
tem Loskutov). The widespread
popularity of literary reworkings
of the violent Soviet past in Rus-
sian and Russophone literature
throughout the 2010s echoes
both the ‘obsession with the
past’ (Etkind 2013: 5) and what
Aleida Assmann has termed ‘the
future eclipse’ (Assmann 2020:
5)." This paradigmatic shift of fo-

" A deteriorating sense of progress and
growth, closely related to the aporias of
historical knowledge, transcends the
boundaries of post-Soviet Russia: this is
a crucial aspect of global Western (or,
at least, European) culture. Jean-Luc
Nancy discusses the feeling of existing
‘beyond history’ and of the ‘suspension
of history’, where narrative fiction rep-
resents a way of reclaiming history as
‘becoming and happening and [...] as
sense, direction, and Idea’ (Nancy 1994:
155). Frank Kermode asserts that, fol-
lowing the Second World War, ‘we no
longer inhabit a world with a historical
tick that will undoubtedly culminate in
a definitive tock’ (Kermode 1968: 64). In
her analysis of time, Aleida Assmann
repeatedly argues that ‘the future no
longer serves as the Eldorado of our
hopes and dreams, while at the same
time any heady talk about progress has
begun to sound more and more hollow’
(Assmann 2020: 4). These days, it is
hard to disagree with her assertion that
‘the future is no longer much of a moti-
vator in the arenas of politics, society,
and the environment’ (Assmann 2020:
3—4): our expectations for the future
have become ‘extremely modest’ (Ass-
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cus from ‘the “shrinking” future
to the “expanding” past’ (Lorenz
2014: 51) not only testifies to
changes in the envisioning of
possible futures, but also de-
territorializes images of the past.
In Chris Lorenz’s words, ‘[a]s the
future lost its promise of pro-
gress, the past lost its fixed place
at a safe distance from the pre-
sent and its character as an ob-
ject’ (Lorenz 2014: 57). In my re-
search (Lugari¢ Vukas 2023a;
Lugari¢ Vukas 2023b; Lugarié¢
Vukas 2023c; Lugari¢ Vukas
2025), I explore a number of
contemporary prose writings,
written in Russian and pub-
lished during the 2010s, focusing
on their temporal foundations
while considering them meth-
odologically in terms both of lo-
cal contingencies and global
flows of knowledge production
in memory studies.” My aim is to

mann 2020: 4) because today ‘we no
longer automatically assume that
change means change for the better’
(Assmann 2020: 4).

* In ‘Time and Space in the Long Twen-
tieth Century,” Chris Lorenz offers a
three-part periodization of memory
studies: first, the foundational period,
identified with the work of Maurice
Halbwachs on collective memory; then
the memory-boom period, associated
with Pierre Nora’s ‘sites of memory;
and, finally, the present-day period of
transnational, transcultural, and multi-
directional memory, identified with the
work of Michael Rothberg, Ann Rigney,
Astrid Erll, Daniel Levy, Nathaniel
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reflect on the insights gained
from examining the specific
commemoration strategies used

Sznaider, and Aleida and Jan Assmann
(Lorenz 2020: 31-49). The last, contem-
porary phase of development is both a
temporal and spatial turn in the sense
that it is marked by a fundamental
break with notions ‘of container space
and container time’ (Lorenz 2020: 31).
Contemporary memory scholars often
emphasize that memory is a traveling
concept in ‘relatively open multiscalar
spaces and in multidirectional times—
and thus cannot unambiguously be lo-
cated in one space or in one time, nor
connected to one fixed identity’ (Lorenz
2020: 31-32). While approaching prose
texts in this article through the lens of
temporality, I am, of course, aware of
the inseparability of spatial and tem-
poral features of narrative (Mikhail
Bakhtin’s chronotope), but I purposely
focus on time because I am interested
in probing the idea of its multidirec-
tionality in the context of the post-
Soviet Russian and Russophone novel of
the 2010s, i.e., how time is framed with-
in the experience of the collapse of fu-
ture perspectives. In Lorenz’s words,
‘[m]ultidirectional time implies a plu-
ralization of times because the past,
present, and future are no longer con-
ceived of as chronological, that is as se-
quential and as discrete points on a
straight line. Rather, past, present, and
future are conceived as a three-
dimensional complex of intersecting,
non-linear timelines, that according to
Bruno Latour can better be visualized as
a plate full of spaghetti than as the
modern arrow of time’ (Lorenz 2020:
44). To that end, I approach narrative
fiction in this analysis as a discourse ‘in
which the objective and subjective di-
mensions of time can find their most
unified treatments’ (Currie 2007: 76).
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in post-Soviet Russia of the
20108, often referred to in exist-
ing scholarship as ‘warped
mourning’ (Etkind 2013) and ‘af-
ter memory (Schwartz et al.
2021:1-20).

2. Remembering Child-
hood, or Why Time Matters?

In this article, I will examine two
narratives derived from the pri-
vately communicated memories
of wartime witnesses, which can
be viewed as ethnographies of
Soviet childhood during the
Second World War and the early
post-war years: Svetlana Alex-
ievich’s Last Witnesses. An Oral
History of Children in World
War [Poslednie svideteli. Solo
dlia detskogo golosa], first pub-
lished in 1985 but significantly
altered for later editions and
presently part of a five-volume
collection titled Voices of Utopia
[Golosa utopii, 2013]*> and Lud-
mila Ulitskaya’s Childhood 45-
53. And Tomorrow There Will Be
Happiness [Detstvo 45-53. A
zavtra budet schast'e, 2013].*
Alexievich’s book is a collection
of memories pertaining to the
Second World War as told by
witnesses who were children at
the time of the war. Sergei

> See Oushakine 2008.
* All translations from Ulitskaya’s
Childhood 45-53 are my own, D.L.V..

Papers

Oushakine (2008) has noted
that Alexievich’s book aligns
with similar works that explore
topics such as children of war,
children in war, and children
and war. This includes the nov-
els Son of the Regiment [Syn
Polka, 1944] by Valentin Kataev
and Ivan (1957) by Vladimir Bo-
gomolov, as well as Soviet films
such as The Fate of Man [Sud'ba
cheloveka, 1959] by Sergei Bond-
archuk (based on Mikhail Sho-
lokhov’s short story), Ivan’s
Childhood [Ivanovo detstvo,
1962]| by Andrei Tarkovskii, and
Come and See [Idi i smotri, 1985]
by Elem Klimov. The polyphonic
structure of testimonies in Last
Witnesses emphasizes—as sug-
gested by the subtitle in Russian,
‘A solo for a child’s voice’'—that
discussing collective trauma in
the context of the Second World
War is problematic because ‘eve-
ryone searches for words for his
own tragedy independently’
(Oushakine 2008), thereby re-
jecting—already at a conceptual
level— the possibility of reifying
individual memory within an of-
ficial and collective politics of
commemoration. Ulitskaya’s
book, published in 2013, consists
of letters sent at the invitation of
the publishing house AST, in
which Russian citizens were
asked to recount their memories
about the period circumscribed
by two symbolically loaded
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chronological boundaries: 9 May
1945 (the date of the Great Vic-
tory in the Second World War)
and 5 March 1953 (the date of Jo-
seph Stalin’s death). Both events
were emotional peaks in Soviet
Russian society, provoking a
range of sentiments from the
unmatched joyfulness of 1945 to
the complexity of trauma caused
by Stalin’s death, and manifest-
ed in a broad spectrum of emo-
tions: from deep sadness to—in
the words of Dmitrii Prigov—
‘mourning enthusiasm’ (cf. in
Paperno 2009: 50).° The title of
Ulitskaya’s book, And Tomorrow
There Will Be Happiness, sug-
gests that the immediate post-
war period was characterized by
an optimistic belief in the ‘bright
future’ (svetloe budushchee) to
come. Social and political life
was dominated by an all-
pervasive enthusiasm for vitally
rebuilding the new on the ruins
of the old. Given this widespread
orientation toward the bright
future, it was considered partic-
ularly inappropriate at the time
to discuss the totalitarian as-
pects of the Soviet regime. The
fact that the AST publishing
house selected Ulitskaya as the

> The amount of tears shed after the
news of Stalin’s death was frequently an
indicator of social demarcation be-
tween the community of ‘our own’
and that of ‘the others’ (Paperno 2009:

27).
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author and editor of roughly 150
letters divided into 18 thematic
units is not surprising: the
themes of familial ties, heritage,
childhood, and memory often
serve as the backbone of her lit-
erary works, and this book is al-
so a logical extension of her
overarching artistic style, both
in its use of documentary mate-
rial (Daniel Stein, Interpreter
[Daniel' Shtain, perevodchik,
2006], The Green Tent [Zelénii
shatér, 2010], Jacob’s Ladder
[Lestnitsa lakova, 2015]), and in
terms of its thematic content.’

According to Marina Balina, ‘in
the 1990s and 2000s, autobio-
graphic life-writing became the
territory of intense negotiations
between private and historical
experiences. Debates about So-
viet history supported by the
opening of the state archives
and resulting in the accessibility
of public as well as personal
documents, triggered a process
of re-conceptualization of pri-
vate experience into a historical
event’ (Balina 2014: 185; empha-
sis in original). Within this cul-
tural-historical context, the col-
lections of testimonies (in Alex-

® The fact that individuals of diverse
backgrounds and ages responded to the
AST  publishing  house’s invita-
tion unambiguously indicates that the
Second World War (or ‘Great Patriotic
War’) belongs to cross-generational col-
lective memory in present-day Russia.
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ievich’'s book) and letters (in
Ulitskaya’s book) can be read as
narratives that historicize the
image of a child by fostering
broad-minded thinking about
childhood in an epistemic tran-
sition between reflecting on the
past and facing the future,
where childhood is not simply a
period in one’s life but ‘a fun-
damental element in the artistic
representation of the construc-
tion of the self (Criveller et al.
2020: 5). Given that both works
draw on the sensation of dislo-
cation generated by temporal
chasms in the process of recreat-
ing childhood memories of now-
adult survivors, they are fruitful
examples of creative ways, ‘qua-
si-fictive’ and ‘in-between’ (Em-
erson 2011: 276)7 to textually
stage the memory of (post)war

’ Drawing from Lidiia Ginzburg's On
Psychological Prose, Emerson reminds
us that ‘human documents,’ such as dia-
ries, confessions, memoirs, and working
notebooks, are ‘quasi-fictive’ and ‘in-
between’ forms of textuality because
they are ‘not autonomous from life’
(Emerson 2011: 276). Ginzburg’s analy-
sis, which is also applicable to my un-
derstanding of the letters in Ulitskaya’s
book and the testimonies in Alex-
ievich’s, similarly argues that these texts
require  ‘self-distancing [samoot-
stranenie] that permitted unprecedent-
ed access to the self while formalizing,
and thus containing, the resultant pain
and vulnerability’ (276; emphasis in
original).
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times as it relates to the evolving
self.®

According to Henry Jenkins, the
prevailing myth of childhood
innocence in contemporary cul-
ture “empties” the child of its
own political agency and de-
mands nothing—except, per-
haps, its own innocence’ (Jen-
kins 1998: 1-2). These images of
‘normal’ childhood, argues Chris
Jenks, ‘transcend both time and
culture’ (quoted in Ahlbeck et al.
2018: 1), a conception of child-
hood innocence which presumes
that ‘children exist in a space
beyond, above, outside the polit-
ical’ (Jenkins 1998: 2). Moreover,
‘[t]he innocent child is caught
somewhere over the rainbow—
between nostalgia and utopian
optimism, between the past and
the future’ (Jenkins 1998: 5). For
my assessment of the temporal
cartography of contemporary
prose writing, it is important to
note that childhood in the books

8 In this research, ‘self is understood as
an ‘umbrella term under which more
specific understandings of who one is
can be subsumed’, thus leading to ‘a
number of corresponding concepts, es-
pecially “personality”, “I”, “authenticity”,
and “autonomy” (Quante et al. 2019:
390). Correspondences notwithstand-
ing, however, in this article ‘self corre-
sponds to the narrative account, thus
highlighting the idea ‘that a person’s
self is constituted by the stories we tell
about who a person is’ (Quante et al.

2019: 390).
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of Alexievich and Ulitskaya is
decidedly not outside of time,
insofar as the temporal dimen-
sion of the narrated histories is
already present in the books’ ti-
tles. At the same time, these
two works show that childhood
is subject to the same historical
shifts and institutional forces
that shape adult human experi-
ences of war and of post-war pe-
riods, as also suggest that an es-
sentially temporal notion of
change or development is a key
metaphor that renders accessi-
ble and intelligible not only his-
torical times, but also individual
childhoods (Jenks 1996: 36).

Therefore, despite frequent
claims about lost childhood,®

° Moreover, Ulitskaya’s opening words,
‘We remember together..” [Vspo-
minaem vmeste...], draw attention to
the mysterious and cryptic nature of
time, bestowing an overarching philo-
sophical tone on the book: ‘Neither his-
tory nor geography have a moral di-
mension. Human beings bring it into
play. Sometimes we speak of “violent
times”. But all times are violent in their
own way. They are interesting in their
own way. Time shapes certain human
characteristics, but what defines the
character of a particular era? That is an
unsolvable question! (Ulitskaya 2013:
5).

‘I grew up without mama ... I've never
remembered myself as a child ... (Alex-
ievich 2019: 94); Tm a man without a
childhood. Instead of a childhood, I
have the war (Alexievich 2019: 67);
‘Were we really children? By the age of
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both books are packed with nu-
merous examples showing that
the notion of a development
does not simply represent a
‘natural,’ innate process. For
Alexievich’s interlocutors and
the authors of the letters in
Ulitskaya’s book, development is
achieved by narrative references
to a socially and culturally con-
structed sense of change over
time, which proves, on one
hand, that ‘the child’s “becom-
ing” is dependent upon the ref-
erence points or normative
structures made conventional
within the adults’ world’ (Jenks
1996: 40), and, on the other
hand, that temporal coordinates
are deployed to configure and
structure these dynamic devel-
opments. Cases in point include
this testimony from Last Wit-
ness: ‘Before the war I liked it
when Papa told us fairy tales. He
knew many fairy tales and told
them well. After the war I no
longer wanted to read fairy tales
... (Alexievich 2019: 126); or:
‘During the war we played the
game of “war”. When we were
tired of playing “Whites and
Reds” or “Chapaev”’, we played
“Russians and Germans”. We
fought. Took prisoners. Shot
them. Put on soldiers’ helmets,
our own and German ones.

ten or eleven, we were men and women
... (Alexievich 2019: 496).
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Helmets were scattered every-
where—in the woods, in the
fields. Nobody wanted to be a
German, we even squabbled
over it. We played in actual
dugouts and trenches. We
fought with sticks, or in hand-
to-hand combat. Our mothers
scolded us ... That surprised us,
because earlier ... before the war
... they didn’t scold us for this ..’
(Alexievich 2019: 86-87). In
these examples, temporal mark-
ers such as ‘before,” ‘after’ and
‘during,” as well as the use of
past tense, illustrate that the
narrated event has a perplexing
chronological structure in which
one time (that of narration) re-
sides inside another (that of an
event recalled). To be more spe-
cific, temporal markers, includ-
ing tenses and indexical allu-
sions to time, express dynamic
and  ever-varying connections
that link the time of the utter-
ance to the time of the event
that is being addressed. In this
sense, temporal markers do not
merely locate  remembered
events within chronological
time. Rather, they produce the
narrative continuity through
which fragmented recollections
become autobiographical
memory.

By refusing to conceptualize
past events through a stillness of
time, the witnesses in Alex-
ievich’s and Ulitskaya’s works
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simultaneously reject the
presentation of childhood as a
perspectiveless period in one’s
life, despite war and post-war
conditions. They also decisively
challenge the conventional as-
sumption that childhood memo-
ries are necessarily happy, as all
of them draw attention to a
temporal fissure articulated
through the antonymic adverbs
‘before’ and ‘after,” which shape
the overall tone of these testi-
monies. Moreover, the embed-
dedness, fixedness and rooted-
ness of narrated events in vari-
ous representations of time -
found in almost all other testi-
monies and letters (‘by the age
of ten or eleven,” ‘before the war
... after the war...,” ‘earlier,” just
about,” ‘decades have passed,
etc.) clearly signify that images
of the past are for the most part
constructed rather than simply
retrieved from memory. This
shows as Mark Currie has
claimed by building on Martin
Heidegger's notions of time
[Zeit] and temporality [Zeitlich-
keit], that ‘time is not something
which exists in the world and is
then reflected in the human
mind, but rather something
which arises from human being
[Dasein] and is then projected
onto the world’ (Currie 2007: 51-
52). Although it is possible to
claim that the arbitrariness and
conventional nature of the tem-
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poral structures of narrative re-
duce the authenticity of stories
narrated, it is also possible to re-
solve this dispute in the follow-
ing manner: ‘the temporal self-
distance of retrospect is a lie
which reveals the truth, and this
renders the truth a matter of
temporality rather than simple
presence’ (Currie 2007: 64). Re-
claiming one’s past requires
playing with or weighing the
variability of temporal experi-
ence and other sources of tem-
poral judgements such as tem-
poral schemata and landmark
events (Rubin 1995: 153) so that
the time of an event recalled
corresponds to its place, its loca-
tion in a commonly shared cal-
endar,” in socially patterned
time periods™ and idiosyncratic
reference points,” all of which

" For instance, by mentioning the exact
day, month, or a year: ‘First candies’
(‘Pervie konfeti’): ‘It was in 1946. I men-
tion this date because it makes it easier
to understand why I tasted my first
piece of candy so late: I was born short-
ly before the war with the fascists, and
during the war, there were no candies...’
(Ulitskaya 2013: 84).

” ‘I remember winter, cold winter. In
winter our grandfather was killed’
(Alexievich 2019: 254).

B T tell you about the smell ... How
war smells ... Before the war I finished
sixth grade. At school the rule was that
beginning from the fourth grade there
were final exams. And so we passed the
last exam. It was June, and the months
of May and June in 1941 were cold. Li-

Autobiognafésl - Number 14/2025

have specific purposes, some of
which I have already addressed,
while others will be addressed in
the remainder of this analysis.

The importance of these tem-
poral markers extends beyond
the mere dating of remembered
events because they also provide
the narrative framework
through  which  fragmented
childhood experiences are inte-
grated into autobiographical
memory. According to Robyn
Fivush and Katherine Nelson,
‘children begin to develop the
idea of a continuous self, a self
that exists through time’ (Fivush
et al. 2004: 575) from a specific
age (approximately age four,
when they begin to develop a
temporal sense of self). State-
ments about time are therefore
crucial for understanding both
how now-adult survivors reflect
on experiences of temporal dis-
location, and how they forge a
link between the remembered
child self and the remembering
adult self. To that end, I propose
that these temporal frameworks
organize early fragmentary and
episodic memories into autobio-
graphical ones, while also mak-

lacs usually blossom sometime in May,
but that year they blossomed in mid-
June. The beginning of the war is always
associated in my mind with the smell of
lilacs. And of bird cherry. For me these
trees always smell of war... (Alexievich
2019: 28-29).
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ing possible the phenomenon
known in memory studies as tel-
escoping.

This distinction is crucial be-
cause very young children pos-
sess episodic, rather than auto-
biographical memory (Nelson
1993: 8). Consequently, many of
the earliest memories recorded
in both books appear as isolated
fragments rather than coherent
life narratives. For instance,
‘Everything gets stamped in a
child’s memory like in a photo
album. As separate snapshots...’
(Alexievich 2019: 235); ‘Does a
three-year-old child remember
anything? I'll tell you ... I re-
member three or four images
very clearly’ (Alexievich 2019:
399); ‘If something has stayed in
my memory, it’s like a big family
photograph’ (Alexievich 2019:
457). While Alexievich’s inter-
locutors frequently make state-
ments that express their own ep-
istemic self-doubt (hypothesized
in Freud’s concept of ‘childhood
amnesia,” which refers to adults’
incapacity to recall events that
happened before the ages of
three or four, with the first two
years of life suggesting ‘a devel-
oping ability to recall events, but
as yet no sense of a self remem-
bering a specific point in the
past, or a past memory being re-
lated to current conceptions of
self in a continuous self-
narrative’ [Fivush et al. 2004:
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574]), numerous testimonials in
both books also offer proofs
that, to quote Fivush and Nel-
son, ‘there is a “barrier” that
needs to be overcome, and that
once this barrier is crossed, au-

tobiographical memories are
possible’ (Fivush et al. 2004:
573). I propose that pass-

ing through this barrier is made
possible by temporal settings,
thus proving that time and mind
are not independent entities,
but that an account of time-
consciousness, in the words of
Mark Currie, becomes ‘a mode
of self-consciousness’ (Currie
2007: 13). The testimony titled
‘In the cemetery the dead lay
above ground... As if they’d been
killed again...” is particularly tell-
ing in this regard. It begins with
the hesitant words of Vania Ti-
tov, who was five at the begin-
ning of the war: ‘As I remember
it... I remember separate glimps-
es... (Alexievich 2019: 8s), but
proceeds with more self-reliance
when the narrator supersedes
the individual ‘T with the collec-
tive ‘we.” ‘There was a bom-
bardment,” he writes, ‘and we
hid in the garden behind the old
apple trees. All five of us. I had
four brothers, the oldest one was
ten’ (Alexievich 2019: 86); ‘When
the German soldiers came to our
cottage, we hid on the stove.
Under some old rags. We lay
with our eyes closed. From fear’
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(Alexievich 2019: 86), and so on.
This example demonstrates that
episodic memories become au-
tobiographical not simply be-
cause they are recalled, but be-
cause they are narratively em-
bedded within temporal and fa-
milial frameworks. This is espe-
cially true when an episodic rec-
ollection of war narrated from
the perspective of the singular ‘T
(‘T remember separate glimpses’)
intersects with the experiences
of other family members, so that
the embeddedness of a narrative
T within the family story ena-
bles the narrative self to be
framed by it. At the same time,
the act of redirecting attention
to tell-tale marks of temporal
continuity between personal life
stories and those of the commu-
nity (his/her family) facilitates a
belief in the continuity of identi-
ty. Thus, episodic memory as-
sists in creating a structured life
narrative (Fivush et al. 2004:
574) by reinforcing the idea that
the present self can establish di-
rect contact with the childhood
self of the past.On the one
hand, this continuity is enabled
by the social framework of
memory - to recall Maurice
Halbwachs, although it is an in-
dividual who remembers, one
always does so within the con-
text of the group to which one
belongs, making remembrance
itself a culturally and social-
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ly variable activity (Halbwachs
1992). On the other hand, it is
reinforced by psychological fac-
tors, most notably familiarity. As
claimed by Douglas Hermann,
one remembers things more
clearly when the degree of famil-
iarity is high (Hermann 1993). It
is thus not surprising that one of
Alexievich’s interlocutors attests
that: ‘I wanted to remember the
spot, but how could I remember
it if everything around me was
unfamiliar? (Alexievich 2019:
200-01). The aforementioned
testimony, ‘In the cemetery the
dead lay above ground ... As if
theyd been killed again...’
wherein the transformation of ‘T
into ‘we’ enables the chaining of
an episodic memory to a coher-
ent narrative, proves that the
emergence of autobiographical
memory necessitates different
ways both of ordering time, in-
cluding the ordering of the se-
quence of time within the event
recalled, and then of attaching
the narrated event to a specific
time in the past. The employ-
ment of temporal framings not
only enables the creation of a
personal past, but also authoriz-
es the continuity between the
remembered child and the re-
membering adult, assuring wit-
nesses that the present self gen-
uinely belongs to the narrated
past. For many of Alexievich’s
and Ulitskaya’s interlocutors,
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this is of utmost importance on
the most basic, existential level
since, as numerous testimonies
confirm, many forgot their own
names and surnames during the
war, which, for them, then be-
came ‘evidence of a failed life, a
sign of the absence of some fun-
damental, original point of ref-
erence’ (Oushakine 2008).

Within this imperative to con-
struct a continuous self, namely,
a self that exists through time,
that has a beginning and a direc-
tion, it is possible to describe the
telescoping phenomenon in
which estimates of dates are
moved from the actual date of
events toward the present so
that time seems compressed, as
if viewed through a telescope
(Rubin 1995: 131). In the works
analysed here, the phenomenon
of telescoping is often present in
memories of childhood and
found in sentences packed with
ellipses or rhetorical questions,
suggesting the inability of wit-
nesses to accurately frame the
time and duration of recalled
experience, such as: ‘This horror
is still lodged in my memory..’
(Alexievich 2019: 117); ‘Some-
times it’s very vivid... It all comes
back to me..” (Alexievich 2019:
122); or ‘Decades have passed,
and I'm still wondering: am I
alive?!’ (Alexievich 2019: 228). A
more complex example of tele-
scoping can be found in the let-
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ter entitled ‘On Marusia’ [Pro
Marusiu] in Ulitskaya’s book, in
which the witness regrets her
behaviour towards a poor class-
mate who lost both of her par-
ents in the war and ultimately
finishes her letter with a ‘tele-
scopic’ conclusion narrated in
the present tense: ‘Marusia, you
can’t hear me, but my whole life
you stand before my eyes with
your pigtails, your dress... You
have probably experienced a lot
of grief, poverty and humiliation
in your adult life. Do you re-
member me and, if you do, have
you forgiven me? I'm sorry, Ma-
rusia’ (Ulitskaya 2013: 259). Alt-
hough throughout Alexievich’s
and Ulitskaya’s books internal
referentiality is  performed
through various forms to em-
phasize ‘the communicative
conditionality of memories’ (Jan
Assmann in Schaser 2019: 344),
in this example it is performed
through telescoping to an absent
yet paradoxically present ‘you’
(indicated by an abrupt switch
from past to present tense), thus
bridging the temporal chasms
between the past and the pre-
sent and creating a space to ar-
ticulate an ethical relation to the
other in the present, while indi-
cating that the mirror constitut-
ed by someone else’s eyes
(whether ‘yours’ or ‘ours’) is a
prerequisite for constructing
and producing a narrative ‘I.” In
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terms of Bakhtin’s philosophical
accounts of dialogism, this pro-
cess can be characterized as ‘not
me looking out on the world
with my own eyes... [but] out of
my eyes, someone else’s eyes
gaze forth’ (cf. Emerson 2o0m:
277), illustrating that autobio-
graphical memory ‘depends not
only on an awareness of self in
the past, but also on an aware-
ness of others with whom one
has shared the past’ (Fivush et
al. 2004: 575). Through these in-
terpersonal and polyphonic acts
of commemoration, memory be-
comes a site of opportunity for
mourning, rather than some-
thing that atomizes both the in-
dividual and the collective in the
triumphalist narrative surround-
ing the Second World War that
still prevails in post-Soviet Rus-
sia. These varieties of memory
work can create empathy and go
beyond hegemonic ‘history-
making’ policies by supporting
non-canonical and non-
hegemonic forms of cultural im-
agination as well as new forms
of knowledge that are ethically
and socially engaged.

3. Conclusion

The micro-histories of the Sec-
ond World War presented both
in Alexievich’s Last Witnesses
and Ulitskaya’s Childhood 45-53
are filtered through a child’s
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sensibility, demonstrating that
children do not live in a space
and time that is beyond, above,
or outside the political. Tem-
poral indices confirm that textu-
alization and narrativization are
the only ways to access the ma-
terial reality of the past, even
though the presented testimo-
nies and letters initially appear
to be largely unmediated recol-
lections of past experience. It is
widely acknowledged that noth-
ing seems more essential to (au-
to)biography than time, but in
the analysis of children’s memo-
ries of the past, time assumes
even greater importance because
temporal ordering makes auto-
biographical memory narratively
possible. Without such ordering
children would likely remain si-
lent witnesses of the past, ‘in-
herently bifurcated and frag-
mented’  (Oushakine 2008).
Children become authentic wit-
nesses when the rhythm and di-
rection of their war and post-
war experiences are structured,
viewed through a temporal lens,
and temporally ordered. Follow-
ing Heather D. DeHaan
(DeHaan 2025), these narratives
may be seen as examples of
chronopolitics, insofar as the au-
thenticity of any given witness is
not an inherent built-in quality,
but rather produced through a
set of cultural (in this case time-
related) conventions, while the
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temporality of a narrated event
becomes ‘a kind of spiralling
movement in which the fictional
representation of time and the
lived experience of time con-
stantly modify each other” (Cur-

rie 2007: 94).
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Polina Popova
Biographical Canon in the Soviet Children’s Litera-

ture of the 1930s: On the History of Formation

The article analyzes the history of the formation and development of the Sovi-
et children’s literature’s biographical canon. This study traces the roots of So-
viet biographical tradition to its origins in revolutionary eulogies, which were
respectively rooted in the ancient traditions of life writing and Christian hagi-
ographies of the saints. Many Bolshevik Party Leaders, like Vladimir Lenin and
Sergei Kirov, had multiple books written about their childhood times; Stalin,
however, stood as a unique exception: despite the flourishing of political biog-
raphies for children in the 1930s, Stalin’s early life was kept out of public cul-
tural discourse. This paper investigates the reasons for creating a biographical
canon within children’s literature, arguing that Stalin was the only exception
to the rule. The article addresses the pedagogical approach that dominated
these life-writing narratives, discusses the style of political biographies written
for children, and analyses the creation of a new heroic pantheon for the up-
coming Soviet generation.

... there has never been a biog-
raphy that would satisfy the
most stringent requirements of
scholarship.’

Manfred Kuehn, Kant: A Biog-
raphy (Kuehn 2001: 17).

Introduction

On February 16, 1938, in a letter
to literary critic and editor of the
Detizdat TsKVLKSM Kirill An-
dreev, Joseph Stalin wrote: ‘I am
decidedly against publishing the
Tales about Stalin’s Childhood.
The book contains masses of
factual untruths, misrepresenta-
tions, exaggerations, and unde-

served glorifications.” In that
same letter, Stalin recommend-
ed ‘burning the book,’ even
though he admitted that he felt
sorry for the author.” The actual
name of that never-to-be-
published book’s author was not
mentioned by Stalin, but it is
widely known that it was Vera
Smirnova, a children’s writer

' The original text is the following: ‘S
pelImnTeNbHO POTUB M3aaHus «Paccka-
30B 0 gerctBe Crammua». KhHinkka
M300MIyeT Maccoil (aKTHUecKux He-
BEPHOCTEH, WCKaXEHUH, IpeyBeande-
HU, He3aCTy)XeHHbIX BOCXBaJIEHUH...
(RGASPI 1938: 57, 58).

* The original text is the following:
YKanp aBTOpa, HO daKT ocraercst pak-
ToM. .. CoBeTyl0o ©Ke4Yb KHIDKKY
(RGASPI 1938: 57, 58).
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and later the author of a bio-
graphical novel about one of the
Bolshevik Party leaders, Sergo
Ordzhonikidze, Comrade Sergo
[Tovarishch Sergo, 1939]. No
traces of that manuscript can be
found in any of the archives.?

TOBAPHIL CEPIo

Fig. 1. A Cover of Vera Smirnova’s
Comrade Sergo.

In a series of interviews that
were conducted in Moscow in
2019 for the purpose of gaining
better understanding of child-
hood and school in the Soviet
Union of the late-1930s and ear-
ly-to-mid-1940s, one of the re-
spondents (male, born in 1938)

> Neither in Smirnova’s personal archive
at the Russian State Archive of Litera-
ture and Art, nor in Stalin’s personal
archive, nor in the Komsomol archive.

Papers

told a story about his childhood
games with the neighborhood
children in 1943: children were
playing a military game of ‘Reds
vs. Germans, and one of the
older boys proposed to imper-
sonate Stalin. ‘At the time, even
us, 5-6 years old children, knew
that it had to stop. Suddenly,
we were all silent, went away,
and the game ended there.” The
respondent explained it in the
following way: ‘We read books
about Chapaev, Kotovskii, and
Kirov, looking at these men as
role models, and we often im-
personated them when playing
military games. But Stalin was
off limits: he was a God. Every-
one knew that.” * So why was
Stalin a sacrosanct figure to the
extent that he could not be a
part of such impersonation
games?

Why was there no published
biography of Stalin for children
or book about his childhood
years for children? This ques-
tion cannot be answered with-
out thoroughly investigating
the biographical canon in Sovi-
et children’s literature, its de-
velopment, and maturation

* A book about Kirov’s early years, The
Boy from Urzhum [Mal'chik iz Urzhu-
ma, 1936] was, according to the re-
spondent, his and many of his peers’
most beloved children’s book. Iurii Tsa-
penko, an interview conducted by Po-
lina Popova (Moscow, July 1, 2019).
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throughout the pivotal years of
its formation in the 1920s-1930s.
Stalin was an anomaly: all revo-
lutionaries, Party leaders, and
‘great people of the past,” except
him, had their biographies pub-
lished, and many of those were
written in a didactic manner
specifically for children. The ar-
ticle argues that the erasure of
Stalin’s childhood from Soviet
children’s literature of the in-
terwar period was a deliberate
political strategy controlled by
Stalin himself. Thus, everyone
had a childhood except Stalin.
Lenin, who died in 1924, cer-
tainly did. His public image
played a significant role in the
children’s literature of the
1920s. Historian Nina Tumarkin
wrote: ‘The absence of the liv-
ing Lenin had encouraged the
beginning  of  his  cult
(Tumarkin 1997: 130-31). But it
was as much his physical ab-
sence as it was the efforts of the
Party to maintain the hard-
earned political stability in the
country and the authority that,
many believed, Lenin had pro-
vided. By contrast, in the 1930s,
with the emergence of socialist
realism in literature and in oth-
er art forms, Stalin’s public im-
age was added to the Soviet po-
litical pantheon. Literary schol-
ar Katerina Clark argued that
the socialist realist novel in
general rested on ‘canonical ex-
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emplars’ which were collected
and affirmed after the 1934 First
Writer’s Union Congress (Clark
2000: xii, 27). Clark wrote: ‘Bi-
ographies have commonly been
a medium of political legitimi-
zation. In ancient Rome, em-
perors often had their biog-
raphies rewritten to demon-
strate their genealogical links
with the gods. In the Soviet
context, the corresponding
privileged origin was an associ-
ation with Lenin’ (Clark 2000:
122). However, Stalin shaped his
own public persona, and hence
it was always the exception,
never the rule.

Historian Karen Petrone ex-
plored the topic of Stalin’s
unique place in Soviet culture
of the 1930s and concluded that
he held the position of a caring
yet strict father of the Soviet
family: because the patriarchal
social order was discursively
reestablished in the beginning
of the 1930s, the father (Stalin)
had to always discursively situ-
ate himself above the Soviet
‘family’ (Petrone 2000: 56). This
was exactly why Stalin did not
fit into the children’s biograph-
ical framework: he carefully cu-
rated his image, not allowing
any scrupulous investigation
into the nature of his childhood
and early years, which were the
traditional source of tales about
virtuous political and historical
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heroes. Some historians claim
that Stalin’s resistance to his
own biographies was due to the
fact that he didn’t want to en-
courage his cult of personality
(Roberts 2020: 27-28). Others
insist that he was careful about
curating the story of how his
personality was formed (Kotkin
2014: 735). However, both sides
agree that Stalin was in control
of his life’s narrative and ex-
tremely keen to prohibit any
publications about his child-
hood, especially those written
for children.” Such strict con-
trol could be partially explained
by the flourishing of children’s
literature in the early 1930s:
during these years, it saw un-
precedented attention and eco-
nomic investment, yet it was
still not fully controlled from
above.’ In such an atmosphere

> Historian Geoffrey Roberts wrote

about Stalin that his life was ‘one long
performance in which he played many
different parts,” often using ‘an element
of performance’ in presenting his own
persona to the public. But at the same
time, as Roberts argued, ‘Stalin was too
intelligent and self-aware to believe the
panegyrics of his own personality cult’
(Roberts 2020: 4, 16).

® Literary scholars and historians of
children’s literature are divided in
thinking of Soviet children’s literature
in terms of it being a ‘safe space’ for
writers — an idea first introduced by
Marijetta Chudakova and later support-
ed by Igor' Kondakov. Nowadays, such
an idea is supported by the Canadian

Papers

of relative freedom, a biograph-
ical subject was not in control
of the facts of their biography
anymore — an unthinkable sce-
nario for such an authoritarian
leader as Stalin. Writing about
his childhood would inevitably
make him equal to other heroes
of the Revolution, undermining
the uniqueness of his position
of being nothing but ‘a small
man placed in extraordinary
circumstances’ (Suny 2020: 4).

The Soviet Biographical Tra-
dition and its place within
Literature for Children

The Soviet biographical tradi-
tion in adult literature arose
from the literary traditions of
obituary.” The auto/biographical
discourse of the early revolu-
tionary obituaries was rooted in
the idea of service for the greater
good (of the state). For the first
time, this discourse of martyr-
dom for the sake of the revolu-

literary scholar Megan Swift. While
Russian-French historian of children’s
literature Svetlana Maslinskaia believes
the opposite to be true - that Soviet
children’s literature, even during the
years of political purges, in the 1930s,
was never a stale shelter for the writers,
but rather a space for innovative works
and continuation of the pre-
revolutionary tradition.

7 For more on the Soviet obituary tradi-
tions see Clark 2000 and Brooks 1991.
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tion (and future communist
state) was shaped in Lenin’s 1910
obituary of Ivan Babushkin, pub-
lished in the Rabochaia gazeta.
This obituary was in fact a first
short political biography. Ac-
cording to the historian of chil-
dren’s literature Marina Balina,
this obituary’s literary structure
laid the ground for the estab-
lishment of the genre in general
— it had all the components: the
‘hero’ entered a revolutionary
struggle, which was presented as
a second birth, and then he per-
ished fighting (Balina 2002: 245).
Historian Marina Mogilner in
her book about the mytholo-
gized biographical and autobio-
graphical writings of the radical
activists argued that those revo-
lutionaries of the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries
transformed history into myths,
while literary myth-making be-
came their form of self-
reflection: for revolutionary in-
tellectuals, the ideal literary re-
ality, thus, became a normative
one (Mogil'ner 1999: 8, 22). So-
cialist revolutionaries, like, for
example, Vera Zasulich, remem-
bered and described the famous
Nechaev case in literary terms,
not as lived reality (Mogil'ner
1999: 26). This was not the only
case: one that is more closely re-
lated to this study is that of the
young revolutionary Soso Dzhu-
gashvilli who reinvented himself

Autobiognafésl - Number 14/2025

against the backdrop of Geor-
gia’s end-of-the-century tradi-
tional patriarchal society (Suny
2020: 70-71). Stalin’s  self-
mythologizing is confirmed by
another scholar, Mikhail Vais-
kopf, who argued that Stalinism
inherited the radical leftist
mythic-epic tradition from revo-
lutionary Bolshevism (Vaiskopf
2001: 167).

Thus, for Lenin’s 1910 obituary of
Babushkin, the facts of Babush-
kin’s biography are only im-
portant as a matter of potential
political agitation and a didactic
story, and not for nostalgic or
personal reasons. Everything
personal is omitted in the biog-
raphy, while only the facts that
are useful for creating the image
of a perfect fighter are left. For
example, Lenin called Babushkin
‘a people’s hero’ [narodnii geroi]
and referred to him as a ‘shock
worker’ [rabochii-peredovik].
Although this was an honorary
title, it was also one that gener-
alized a person’s life (Lenin 1910:
4). Yet, for egalitarian purposes,
any revolutionary fighter had to
have a human personality. This
was precisely why small and
seemingly non-important details
known only to the relatives mat-
tered. The humanizing effect of
childhood was used to great ef-
fect in the new Soviet children’s
literature, which presented a
distinctly new temporality of
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childhood. Childhood recollec-
tions by family members who
could remember and/or recon-
struct the early years of a revolu-
tionary hero were central to cre-
ating stories for the new Soviet
generation (born after the revo-
lution of 1917). This humaniza-
tion went alongside the presen-
tation of the protagonist as a he-
ro. As a result, on the one hand,
the child protagonist appeared
human; on the other hand, he or
she could appear as a hero worth
emulating. These literary
schemes would later be used for
the biographies of the famous
Bolshevik leaders: this was the
case of the book about Ilakov
Sverdlov’s life written by his
second wife, Klavdiia Sverdlova.
Similarly, Ordzhonikidze’s wife,
Zinaida Ordzhonikidze, or Kui-
byshev’s sister, Elena Kuibyshe-
va, wrote children’s books about
their relatives’ heroic paths
within this particular frame-
work. As a rule, relatives and
people who were previously
close to the late famous political
actors, became the narrators of
their life stories. Closeness to a
revolutionary guaranteed that
the story was perceived to be
truthful. Such an approach cre-
ated a peculiar dichotomy with-
in the narrative: the documen-
tary element was guaranteed by
detailed knowledge of the he-
roes’ childhood; yet as children’s
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literature any such text required
an entertaining moment, thus
inviting a number of fictional el-
ements into the narrative.

Revolutionary  Biographies
and Its Place within Russian
Literary Tradition

The Russian philosopher Mi-
khail Bakhtin wrote about an-
cient autobiographical novels,
arguing that they were based on
‘a new type of biographical time
and a human image constructed
to new specifications, that of an
individual who passes through
the course of a whole life’ (Bakh-
tin 1981: 130). Bakhtin paid spe-
cial attention to Plutarch’s biog-
raphies (c. AD 40-120) as the
‘energetic’ type of biographical
writing where ‘the full existence,
the essence of a man is realized
not by his condition, but by his
activity’ (Bakhtin 1981: 140-41).
An ideal of the new realism of
both public and private was re-
flected in Plutarch’s biographies
of Alexander the Great, Dioge-
nes, and others. Thus, modern
European biography is rooted in
both individualism and rational-
ity (Valevskii 1993: 28, 45). The
first quarter of the nineteenth
century was the time when the
format of Plutarch’s biographical
writings was actively adapted in-
to the Russian literary canon
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and dominated the historical
narrative.® ‘The Plutarchs’ came
into the space of children’s liter-
ature in an unusual way by
providing the name for the
whole genre. The first historical
writings aimed at children ap-
peared in Nikolai Ivanovich
Novikov’s Detskoe chtenie dlia
serdtsa i razuma [Children’s
Reading for Heart and Mind,
1785-1789] (Balina 2020: 184).
Nikolai Novikov (1744-1818) and
other writers had a long-
standing commitment ‘to as-
similating the classical heritage,’
which strongly influenced early
Soviet children’s literature (Kalb
2008: 13).

The biographies of famous peo-
ple of the past called The Plu-

® Embracing antiquity (especially that of
the Ancient Rome) as a cultural model
was not new to Russia: the idea of Rome
was adapted to and included into Rus-
sian cultural discourse in two forms -
metaphorical (through literature) and
visual (through architecture). (Balina
2007: 323-53) The latter was adopted by
Peter I as early as in the first half of the
eighteenth century, whilst the deep in-
terest in the Ancient Roman literary
forms and genres peaked during Alex-
ander I reign (1801-1825) in the first
quarter of the nineteenth century. Pre-
cisely because before the nineteenth
century, Russia knew no tradition of
civil non-Christian biographical de-
scription, though Christian ‘life writ-
ings’ (zhitiia) of the saints were also di-
dactic and in that way, similar to the
secular hagiographies. (Averintsev 1973:
240)
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tarchs [Plutarkhi]| were first read
to the children of aristocrats ed-
ucated by French-speaking gov-
ernors and governess, as the ed-
ucational system for the chil-
dren of Russian nobility was
based on home schooling and
French teachers were prevalent
(Hellman 2013: 22). The emer-
gence of the modern concepts of
childhood and the child-reader
in Russia happened under the
influence of French Enlighten-
ment philosophy (Olich 2009:
18). The first edition of The Plu-
tarchs was the French edition
Plutarch for young men [Plu-
tarkh dlia iunoshestva, 1809],
which was translated into Rus-
sian and published in 1809. Lat-
er, that book was adopted by the
French  writers  Catherine-
Joseph-Ferdinand  Girard de
Propiac and Pierre Blanchard
and then translated and pub-
lished in Russia by Fedor Glinka
in 1816 as Plutarch for young
women [Plutarkh dlia molodykh
devits, 1816] (Setin 1972: 60-61).
Educated young men and wom-
en of the first quarter of the
nineteenth century modeled
themselves and their social be-
havior on the Roman political
predecessors about whom they
read in French literature (or
French literature translated into
Russian) (Balina 2007: 323-53).
In the second half of the nine-
teenth century, historical and
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biographical literature for chil-
dren rooted in The Plutarkhs
[Plutarkhi], flourished (Setin
1972: 142). The genre became es-
tablished in Russian territories
through the non-religious bio-
graphical tradition of classical
antiquity. What role did these
observations and facts play with-
in children’s literature? Nine-
teenth century writers followed
the tradition of The Plutarkhs
[Plutarkhi], whom they had
themselves read as children:
they skillfully marged actual his-
torical knowledge with didactic
pedagogy, combining them with
an adventurous plot that gave
rise to an enduringly popular
genre of children’s literature in
Russia (Balina 2018, 120). Histor-
ical semi-fictional novels based
on the lives of Peter the Great,
Alexander Men'shikov, Alexan-
der Suvorov, Grigorii Potemkin,
and many others were among
those written for children and
young adults all throughout the
nineteenth century.

Overall, the biographical canon
was fully formed in Russian
children’s literature during the
nineteenth century. Some of the
major values propagated to chil-
dren in the biographies were
honesty, service, and martyrdom
for the greater common goal.
Paradoxically, these very virtues
were the ones in demand by the
new revolutionary culture. They
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were successfully adapted by
twentieth century writers and
started to serve the new ideolog-
ical demands. A new generation
of Soviet literati in the 1930s
simply added a new political
dimension to traditional charac-
teristics of the hero’s path. Sovi-
et children’s writers did not
need to invent them from
scratch: an  already well-
established biographical canon
was simply ‘repackaged’ for the
new political reality and histori-
cal purposes. The virtues of ser-
vice and martyrdom were easily
adapted to the politically new
post-revolutionary environment.

The Soviet Biographical Can-
on for The New Soviet Chil-
dren

Soviet biographical children’s
literature did not come from the
literary vacuum but was formed
and informed by the fact that its
authors had similar (if not the
same) educational background.
Thus, for children born during
or right after the 1917 Revolu-
tion, the newly established polit-
ical heroes had to be legiti-
mized, but the literary frame-
work of how to narrate those he-
roes’ lives remained the same.
The new children’s periodicals of
the mid and late-1930s - (Bara-
ban (1923-1926), Vorobei, later
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renamed into Novii Robinzon
(1923-1925), Pioner (1924-2016),
Murzilka (1924-now), EZh (1928-
1935),  Zateinik  (1929-1953),
ChIZh (1930-1941), Kostér (1936-
1946, 1956-now) - began to es-
tablish the biographical canon of
Soviet children’s literature. It
was in those journals that many
biographical articles were pub-
lished.” The institution of chil-
dren’s periodicals was a late-
1920s to early-1930s Soviet phe-
nomenon that flourished at the
moment of the political ‘perfect
storm’ between the end of NEP
and the start of Stalinist Cultural
Revolution in 1928. From the
mid-1924, private publishing
houses in the Soviet Union were
gradually reduced, giving way to
the centralized state-controlled
publishing and, as a result, to
the politicized state controlled
discourse in children’s journals.
The last volume of the old-
fashioned Novii Robinzon was
published in November of 1925
and soon the journal, highly crit-
icized by paedologists and the
Komsomol, was shut down"

® The only work about Stalin’s life for
children was published in the first vol-
ume of the 1934 journal Kolkhoznye re-
biata - a carefully curated exception
made only one time (although the arti-
cle was made in the encyclopedia style,
failing to give any details about Stalin’s
childhood).

' Pavel Blonskii, one of the central fig-
ures of Soviet paedology, defined that
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(Kolesova 1993: 34-35, 84-87). A
similar fate awaited another

popular children’s journal, Bara-
ban, a bit later. The journals Ezh
(@ playful abbreviation of
“Ezhenedel'nii  zhurnal’) and
Chizh (another playful abbrevia-
tion of “Chrezvychaino interesnyi
zhurnal’) came to replace
them." Pioner, the first explicitly
political journal for children
launched in 1936, featured fic-
tional works as well as special-
interest rubrics, including sto-
ries about honorable Soviet men
alongside special articles on
world history (‘Travel through
the Centuries’ [Puteshestviia v
vekal)), a special rubric that ran
from 1936 until 1938) (Balina
2014: 12-13). We can see that
many children’s journals of the
interwar period, especially in the
1930s, started to showcase the
biographical articles  which
served simultaneously as sources

science as a ‘study of childhood’ (as op-
posed to ‘the study of children’). Anoth-
er prominent Soviet paedologist and the
editor of the journal Pedologiia, Aaron
Zalkind, defined paedology in broader
terms - as a universal science of human
development (Etkind 1997: 261). In the
Russian Empire, paedology began as a
clinical and psychological study of early
childhood. Later, the Soviets continued
the late-Imperial paedological practices.
" The word ‘Ezh’ in Russian means
‘Hedgehog,’ and the word ‘Chizh’ in
Russian means ‘Siskin’ - those were the
common protagonists of the traditional
Russian fairytales.
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of new historical facts and a
space for introducing the heroes
of the revolutionary times.

The new biographical genre of
children’s literature required ei-
ther the rewriting of history or
the ability to locate more bifur-
cating revolutionary moments in
the past. History was to be pre-
sented as a set of climactic
points of revolutionary changes,
and it was history that adapted
reality for the new circumstanc-
es. Naturally, the literary model
established in The Plutarchs
[Plutarkhi] could not work any-
more because the ancient histor-
ical pantheon had to be purged,
and new heroes with model be-
haviors needed to be found (Ba-
lina 2007: 324). This was precise-
ly what the new biographical lit-
erature for children was con-
cerned with. These searches for
a longue durée history and the
consequent need for the new
paradigm of the Antiquity came
hand in hand with the search for
new knowledge and new heroes
(this is how, for example, Spar-
tacus, and not Plutarch or Socra-
tes, became the number one fig-
ure of the Ancient Roman past).
In that new paradigm, Stalinist
writers and historians looked for
the roots of revolutionary strug-
gle.” That new paradigm also

" Not accidentally, writers were among
the most frequently purged, but also
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necessitated the creation of a
paratext — a multi-layered, mul-
ti-contextual textual work with
commentaries  that  helped
spread historical knowledge,
with many footnotes that taught
readers the necessary political
and historical vocabulary.” Sovi-
et historiography of the 1930s,
thus, consisted of historical facts
and politically correctly shaped
individual stories.* Thus, the
genre of Plutarchs survived well
beyond 1917, carried by those
who had attended  pre-
revolutionary gymnasiums and

among the most privileged cultural
workers - even architects who at the
time were rebuilding the new Moscow
using Ancient Roman motives, were
behind writers in the Stalinist hierarchy
(Papernyi 2002: 224-22). In 1937, histo-
rian Milii Ezerskii published a historical
novel, Aristonik (for the ‘Historical li-
brary of Detizdat’s series) about the
uprising of Roman slaves in Sicily.
Ezerskii and the other soldiers of the
front of the cultural revolution gladly
‘adopted’ Rome as a metaphor for eter-
nal and indestructible social order (Ba-
lina 2007: 323-53). In Ezerskii’'s work,
the author is omnipresent as a historical
and moral guide to the Ancient Roman
world for the young readers. Ezerskii
revived the very Ancient Roman type of
literature where text is merely a form of
representation of the valuable for socie-
ty knowledge from the ‘perfect man’ to
the ‘flawless youngster’ (Arzamastseva
2003: 324-26).

® For more about the notion of par-
atext, see Genette 1991.

" For more on ‘Historie’ vs. ‘Geshichte,’
see Balina 2018.
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real schools [real'nye
uchilishcha], and later (in Soviet
times) became children’s writ-
ers. These people were very fa-
miliar with the genre, knew its
canon, and preserved and hand-
ed over the ‘genre’s memory’ to
the new Soviet generation of
children born after 1917. Still, the
new Soviet Plutarchs had a key
component in them, namely the
martyrdom element, which was
not necessarily novel for Russian
literature. According to the Rus-
sian cultural historian, Sergei
Averintsev, biographies and au-
tobiographies reflect a highly
individualized aspect of culture,
but at the same time, biography
is always responding to the
question about how the personal
life of its protagonist relates to
the general historical process.
Averintsev highlighted that bi-
ography was created as a result
of the crisis of polis life in the IV
century B.C. However, the first
biographies were mostly investi-
gating unusual biographical
facts, while Plutarch revolution-
ized the genre, reorienting it
from gossip and scandals to-
wards historicism and monu-
mentality. This means Plutarch’s
biographies had a moral aspect
in them which permeated the
text and ennobled the whole
genre (Averintsev 1994: 637-58).
However, the martyrdom ele-
ment in the Soviet Plutarchs ful-
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filled a didactic function, which
they were to play in Soviet liter-
ature and pedagogy. The bio-
graphical works for children
were to describe how a hero was
prepared to die for his country
ever since he was a child. This
was exactly why the facts for
such biographical works were
carefully chosen and controlled
from above by Party officials.
Generally speaking, the new
children’s biographies were built
upon a careful blend of real his-
torical facts, adventurous fiction,
and some skillful didactic prop-
aganda.

The Boy from Urzhum: Fact
and Fiction in One Boy’s Life

A classic example of the interwar
Soviet biographical canon in
children’s literature would be a
series of biographical works for
children about Sergei Kirov - a
person turned into a Bolshevik
martyr after his (supposed) as-
sassination. American historian
Matthew Lenoe, who studied Ki-
rov's murder, noticed how
‘memoir accounts of Kirov’s
youth and early political career...
all appeared to be influenced by
martyrology; and moreover,
contemporary  commentators
from the West who came to see
Kirov as a moderate opposition
to Stalin repeated the Stalinist
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hagiography of Kirov as a politi-
cal martyr (Lenoe 2010: 19). Born
in Urzhum (Viatka region) in
1886, towards the early 1920s,
Sergei Kostrikov (later - Kirov)
became a prominent member of
the Bolshevik Party after he
served as the first secretary of
the Communist Party of Azer-
baijan in Baku, backed in that
position by Lenin, Ordzhoniki-
dze, and Stalin (Lenoe 2010: 58).
In 1925, by the end of his Baku
tenure, Kirov became a well-
versed politician and a follower
of Stalin’s party line (for exam-
ple, under Stalin’s instructions,
Kirov attacked Lev Trotsky ‘fac-
tionalism’ in January of 1925 dur-
ing the denunciation of the lat-
ter). The real-life Kirov, unlike
the Bolshevik hero portrayed in
the many post-1934 biographies
of him, ‘understood that revolu-
tionary politics were a dirty
game’ (Lenoe 2010: 43). By 1930,
Kirov settled down in Leningrad
becoming head of the Party or-
ganization of that region; while
his wife, Mariia Markus, was ap-
pointed to ‘cure’ prostitutes of
Leningrad after her volunteer
work with homeless children in
Baku in the late 1920s. Ironically,
eyewitnesses of Markus’s work
claimed that her idea of therapy
was reading the biographies of
exemplary Bolsheviks to the
former prostitutes (Lebina 1999:
95-96). And while her own hus-
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band was known for having
many mistresses, he was able to
maintain an image ‘as an up-
right, totally dedicated “prole-
tarian” leader’ (Lenoe 2010: 124).
Kirov’s images of a strong, kind,
well-meaning man surrounded
by children, could often be
found in art, illustrations, and
children’s literature. Kirov’s
murder on December 1, 1934,
sparked the infamous wave of
political trials and purges of
prominent Bolsheviks, among
them Grigorii Zinovev, Lev
Kamenev, and Nikolai Bukharin.
The first Moscow trial of the so-
called  ‘Trotskyite-Zinovievite
Terrorist center’ began on Au-
gust 19, 1936, overseen by Niko-
lai Ezhov, Genrikh lagoda, and
Andrei Vyshinskii, but managed
by Stalin. There, Kamenev was
explicitly accused of organizing
Kirov’s assassination (and ad-
mitted his guilt for obvious rea-
sons). However, Kirov’s image as
a perfect Communist fighter-
martyr started to form even be-
fore the summer of 1936, with
children’s literature driving the
idea of his martyrdom. But the
most important and canonical
(from the biographical perspec-
tive) heroic image of Kirov was
built upon different stories
about his life, childhood, and his
legacy written for children. In
them, the history that surround-
ed Kirov’s life was just another
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window into contemporary Sta-
linist ‘happy childhood’ and the
even happier communist fu-
ture.” Kirov's biographies were
didactic and created an image of
a strictly positive hero who can
be emulated. Thus, those bio-
graphical works fashioned a spe-
cific pattern of the Bolshevik
martyr-hero’s life - a pattern
that could later be applied to
any other Party leader or famous

Bolshevik. With the exception of
Stalin. Since heroes like Kirov
came alive on the pages of chil-

® Here, the dichotomy ‘Historie’ vs.
‘Geschichte’ - of history (the historical
background, true events, facts) and sto-
ry (something that happens to a child) -
is especially obvious (Balina 2018, 18-

27).

Autoliognafes] - Number 14/2025

dren’s books, while Stalin did
not need that literary aqua vitae,
he was more than alive: he was
above them all and seemingly
immortal.

Fig.2. Elizaveta Kruglikova, S.M.
Kirov with Children [S.M. Kirov s
det'mi], engraving, exact year
unknown, sometime in the sec-

The first work about Kirov’s life
for a children’s audience was
published in a special volume of
the Pioner periodical published

6 . .
! Virtual Russian Museum

(https://rusmuseumvrm.ru/data/collect
ions/engraving/s.gr.-8941/index.php,
accessed on February 20, 2024).
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in February of 1935, dedicated
entirely to Kirov due to his sup-
posedly  unexpected  death.
Writers Boris Zhitkov, Ben'iamin
Ivanter, Andrei Nekrasov, and
Boris Shatilov came together to
depict Sergei Kirov’s life and po-
litical career from birth to his
assassination (later, in 1937, that
volume would be published as a
stand-alone book for children
entitled A Tale of Comrade Kirov
[Povest' o Tovarishche Kirove,
1937]). From the gifted boy
Serézha Kostrikov to ‘chief of
the Leningrad’s  Bolsheviks’
[vozhd' Bol'shevikov Leningradal,
the article traces a political od-
yssey of Kirov as a global Revo-
lutionary hero. In the Dickens-
esque story of Serézha’s early
years, readers see for themselves
how unusual and bright (yet
somehow lonely) orphaned
Serézha was from the time he
was a young child. As a result,
readers can easily deduct how
young Kirov was destined to be-
come a hero: ‘Serézha Kostrikov
had it all different from the oth-
ers’(Pioner 1935a: 1)."7 Kostrikov’s
character, according to that bi-
ography, was formed by the
trauma of witnessing the death
of his politically like-minded
friend, losif Kononov, from the
hands of tsarist police.

7 The original text said: Y Cepexwu
KocTpukoBa Bce He Kak y mogeil.’
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In many ways, that 1935 collec-
tion of biographical articles was
based on Kirov’s own autobiog-
raphy, which he had falsified to
a significant extent ‘to make
himself appear a more steadfast
revolutionary;’ he had exagger-
ated his prison term and
changed the article of the Crim-
inal Code under which he was
convicted (Lenoe 2010: 28). But
that is not so important, since
Zhitkov and his colleagues based
their writing on the pre-existing
canon of the life of a hero, only
adding some defined character-
istics and facts from Kirov’s life -
a hero who had to overcome
many obstacles and unfair
treatment in order to grow into
a confident man, only to be mar-
tyred for the sake of yet another
revolutionary struggle. The au-
thors then claimed that Kirov
was betrayed by Zinov'ev ‘and
his party,” which was supported
by Trotsky (Pioner 1935b: 26-27).
That biographical work was full
of illustrations: drawings depict-
ing different episodes of
Kostrikov’s life around the time
of the First Russian Revolution
of 1905 and afterwards, when Ki-
rov founded an wunderground
printing house, and then his life
during the October Revolution
and the Civil War. Towards the
very end, readers witness Kirov’s
political activity in the 1920s and
early 1930s and read about his
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path to becoming the Leningrad
Party leader. The many simplis-
tic drawings, which accompa-
nied the story about Kirov’s life,
went in stark contrast to the
very last illustration - a photo-
graph of Joseph Stalin with Laz-
ar' Kaganovich, Viacheslav Mol-
otov, Kliment Voroshilov, and
Sergo Ordzhonikidze standing
by Kirov’s casket. The signifi-
cance of the choice for the final
illustration of the story about
Kirov’s life can hardly be overes-

timated: first and foremost, the
photograph added a realistic
dimension to the otherwise
fairy-tale like story aimed at
middle-school  children and
young adults; second, it signaled
that the death of Kirov is not a
children’s matter anymore - ra-
ther, it is a political all-Soviet af-
fair; and finally, it quite literally
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shifted the readers’ attention
from Kirov to Stalin whose fig-
ure was strategically located
right in the center of the photo-
graph observing Kirov’s body
with an affectionate paternal
gaze.

Fig. 3. Stalin and his political mi-
lieu standing around the dead
body of Kirov. Illustration on
page 33 of a special volume 2 of
the Pioner journal (1935).

The Martyrdom of Kirov

The martyrdom of Kirov was in
many ways perpetuated by Sta-
lin who himself edited the Polit-
buro’s announcement of the
Leningrad’s leader’s  death,
which appeared in Pravda on
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December 2 of 1934 (Lenoe 2010:
487). A campaign to memorial-
ize Kirov through a series of
public meetings and press cov-
erage followed. Later, Kirov’s
martyr cult reached fantastic
heights: up until 1953, his death
was commemorated in a fashion
almost similar to Lenin’s (Lenoe
2010: 518). Kirov's figure truly
acquired a cult status: ‘The eulo-
gies written by friends, co-
workers and acquaintances pro-
vided plentiful source material
to portray him as a tolerant and
humane leader’ who was none-
theless (supposedly) innocent
enough to be betrayed by a con-
spiracy of traitors (Lenoe 2010:
524). Children’s literature did
not stand aside: biographies of
Kirov for the younger audience
continued to be produced. In
the introductory article of the
ninth volume of the 1936 Pioner
journal, the death of Kirov was
dramatized much more than in
the 1935 Pioner.® Of course, a
year and a half after Kirov's
death, his biography was
abridged, yet the volume was
prefaced with an even harsher
and politically more explicit ar-
ticle than the previous year, ‘The
Snake is Crushed’ [Zmeia raz-
davlena], about the Moscow tri-

' One of the sentences starts with ‘He
ycriena euie KpoBb KupoBa 3acoXHyTh B
kopuzgope CmonbHoro..” (Pioner 1936:

5)
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als and Trotsky’s flight ending
up in the ‘garbage bin of histo-
ry.”” In that same volume, Boris
Zhitkov’s shortened biography
of Kirov including some new ep-
isodes was published as ‘The
Tale about Kirov’' [Povest’' o Ki-
rove]. In it, Zhitkov zoomed in
on how Kirov improved the
functioning of the Leningrad
harbor and how, under Kirov’s
watch, the maritime shipping in
that harbor flourished after the
Revolution; another part of
Zhitkov’s story was about Kirov’s
talented approach to the im-
provement of agriculture in the
Leningrad region.

The books about Kirov’s life
were subsequently published
and popularized in the Ilate
1930s. One of them, 1936 Anto-
nina Golubeva’s The Boy from
Urzhum, became a vivid exam-
ple of political biography written
for children; and it was an ex-
ample of a classical socialist real-
ist biographical novel, praised by
many, including Anton
Makarenko, who wrote a de-
tailed review of it. Makarenko
stressed how in Kostrikov’s
childhood as described by Golu-
beva, ‘the beginnings of a colos-
sal mission of service to people

" The original text says: ‘B MycopHOi
ssme uctopun.” (Pioner 1936: 4).
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are already seen.” Golubeva’s
work was quite personal and the
most important thing was that
her book was about Serézha
Kostrikov. She wrote it for
school children, so it was not
about Sergei Mironovich Kirov,
but more about how the protag-
onist lost his parents, how he
grew as a revolutionary and
gained the respect of his peers,
and how he decided to leave his
hometown. Golubeva’s book had
a somewhat happy ending, and
her story concluded with
Serézha growing out of age into
a successful loyal revolutionary.
A young leader among his peers,
he leaves the familial Urzhum to
study at the Technological Insti-
tute in Tomsk.

Finally, Nikolai Byl'ev’s 1938 Sto-
ries about Kirov [Rasskazy o Ki-
rove, 1938] was a set of short sto-
ries, episodes from Kirov’s revo-
lutionary and military career,
and his time in the Red Army.
Unlike Golubeva, Byl'ev work
was simple, concise, and
stressed Kirov’s closeness to Sta-
lin, which was bordering on de-
pendence): in the last story ‘The
Fire’ [Pozhar], readers witness
Kirov in Baku writing a letter to
Stalin (Byl'ev 1938: 19). The book
ends with the following episode:

** The original text says: ‘Yxe BHIHBI
Havyaza GOJBLIOTO CHAY)KEHUsl JAesy
yenoBeuvecTna... (Makarenko 1937: 2)

Autabiogrnades] - Number 14/2025

after three days of putting out
the fire and risking his life, Kirov
returned to his office and fin-
ished his letter to Stalin without
a single word about himself and
his troubles (Byl'ev 1938: 24).

Fig. 4. A Cover of Nikolai Byl'ev’s
The Stories about Kirov - a set of
fairy-tale-like short stories most-
ly about Kirov’s military career.
The cover is a vivid example of
how even the biographical works
and their illustrations were influ-
enced by the general militariza-
tion of Soviet culture towards the
late 1930s, with Kirov being pre-
sented as a military rather than a
political hero - a model for future
Red Army soldiers.
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The Soviet Biographical Can-
on for Children: Verbal Impe-
rialism in Action

Kirov was not the only super-
human hero figure in the Soviet
children’s biographical panthe-
on. The late 1930s witnessed an
unprecedented amount of biog-
raphies of Party leaders and
great people of the past pub-
lished for children. It was the
time of the Great Purges when
everyone, whether perpetrator
or victim, as historian Igal Halfin
put it, ‘always left behind a per-
sonal life and a verdict pertain-
ing to one unique case’ (Halfin
2002: 208). Historian Jochen
Hellbeck claimed that ‘the Bol-
sheviks were verbal imperialists,’
stressing the importance of the
‘script,” so to speak, for the Bol-
shevik biography and autobiog-
raphy (Hellbeck 2006: 19).

At the First Congress of Soviet
Wiriters in 1934, Soviet children’s
poet Samuil Marshak made an
emotional statement to the ef-
fect that now Soviet literature
for young adults of the 1930s ‘is
tackling the big themes.’ ‘Big
themes’ included those dis-
cussed by Stalin at his meeting
with the German-Swiss writer
Emil Ludwig - stories about true
‘new popular heroes’ [narodnye
geroi], among them Ivan Bolot-
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nikov, Stepan Razin, and
Emel'ian Pugachév (Marshak
1936: 22). In January 1936, the
main children’s literature pub-
lishing house, Detizdat, came
under control of the TsK
VLKSM, the Party’s youth divi-
sion. As a result, Soviet child-
hood, as well as pedagogy, were
placed under the strict control
of the Bolshevik Party. Marshak
and other children’s writers,
along with the Komsomol activ-
ists, leaned towards an extreme
rhetoric caused by the moment
of canonization of the Soviet
propaganda (Fitzpatrick 1979:
251). It was a game with no win-
ners: writers either accused their
fellow writers of writing in the
‘bourgeois’ style and not being
fit to enter the newly emerging
canon; or they were themselves
charged and, in the best-case
scenario, their books were never
to be published.

With the growing demand for
historical books for children, the
late 1930s also witnessed the
publication of many books
about historical heroes of the
Soviet past. In 1937, Evgenii
Gerasimov and Mikhail Erlikh’s
Shchors was published - a de-
tailed biography of the “Ukraini-
an Chapaev”’. In 1938, a book
about Karl Marx, The Great
Teacher Karl Marx [Velikii
Uchitel' Karl Marks], which
opened with Friedrich Engels’s
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speech at Marx’s grave, was pub-
lished by Detizdat. It had a
number of biographical articles
by Vladimir Lenin, Paul
Lafargue, Wilhelm Liebknecht,
Eleanor Marx, and Lazar' Kaga-
novich. In 1939, Stepan Zlobin
published his fairy-tale-like
book about the life of Stepan
Razin - a Don Cossack who led a
major peasant uprising in the
seventeenth century. That was a
very typical socialist realist book
for children, where Razin was
presented as not only a political
rebel, but also a good father and
a caring husband. That same
year, Tat'iana Bogdanovich’s The
Militiaman Serf [Kholop-
opolchenets| about the peasant
uprising led by Ivan Bolotnikov
in 1606-1607, was published, a
long book written in a pseudo
old-Russian style presenting a
more complex picture of the
proto-revolutionary leader. In
1940, Lidiia Chukovskaia pub-
lished A Story of One Uprising
[Istoriia odnogo vosstaniia], a
children’s book about the 1750
Haydamak Cossack Uprising in
the Polish-Lithuanian Com-
monwealth, led by Semén
Nezhivii. The book features a
heartbreaking scene of Nezhivii
burying his four-year-old son
who died from disease and cold
weather; later he buries his wife,
too. All of the three historical
tales about peasant rebellions
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were published within a year
and had similar protagonists:
strong, selfless revolutionary he-
roes, capable of love for their
families, yet willing to become
martyrs for the sake of fighting
against the oppressive imperial
regimes.” Overall, biographical

*' Another Soviet author who attempted
to write about Stalin’s youth but was
prevented by Stalin himself was Mikhail
Bulgakov. The story of Bulgakov’s at-
tempt to bring Stalin’s past to the stage
at MKhAT in 1939 was once forgotten
but later rediscovered by literary schol-
ars and translators (including Ellendea
Proffer, Marietta Chudakova, and Colin
Wright) in the final quarter of the twen-
tieth century. That episode echoed the
earlier account of Vera Smirnova de-
scribed in this article. Correspondence
between Bulgakov and MKhAT employ-
ee (and later, theatre historian) Vitalii
Vilenkin, along with Bulgakov’s letters
and those of his contemporaries, con-
firms that the writer completed his play
about Stalin, titled Batum, rather quick-
ly. In the first comprehensive biography
of Bulgakov, literary scholar Marietta
Chudakova drew parallels between the
protagonist of Bulgakov’s most famous
work, Master i Margarita - the Master —
and the author himself. In the late
1930s, amid the political purges, Bulga-
kov was torn between fear of the al-
mighty dictator and his [Bulgakov’s]
natural drive for artistic success. How-
ever, the project was doomed from the
start: Stalin prevented Bulgakov from
traveling to Batum for further research
and later reportedly wrote: ‘All children
and young people are alike. One
shouldn’t put on a play about the young
Stalin’ (Chudakova 1988: 632, 638-39;
Wright 1995: 46). According to his
wife’s diaries, Bulgakov’s interest in

269



270

works for children published in
the late 1930s were tools meant
to hone the political conscious-
ness of the new, Soviet, genera-
tion of readers. They construed a
particular moral universe with
clear distinctions between good
and evil and narrated the past in
a way that conformed to the
Party’s renewed historical agen-
da. Within that framework, the
childhood of the hero became
central to the Stalinist regime’s
self-representation.

Conclusion

The role of children and young
people for the Bolshevik Party’s
self-image can hardly be overes-
timated. The Stalinist cultural
revolution extensively focused
on children in order to create a
child-centered, rock-solid moral
universe with established juxta-
positions of right and wrong
(Krevsky 2012: 114-15). The First
Five-Year Plan and the rise of

writing the play began in 1936, and the
writer was not necessarily insincere in
his fascination with Stalin’s biography.
However, the play proved unsuccessful:
it paled in comparison with his other
significant works in terms of depicting
an individual in conflict with tyranny,
while simultaneously portraying Stalin
as merely an ordinary revolutionary ra-
ther than someone exceptional and des-
tined for great political success (Wright

1995: 45-46).
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the Stakhanovite movement in-
troduced a family-like hierarchy
to Soviet society, where ordinary
people were treated as children
of the big, happy family (Clark
2000: 119). As Katerina Clark ar-
gued, biographical writings of
the 1930s were of the two types,
‘fathers’ and ‘sons,” with Stalin
emerging as national leader over
all of them (Clark 2000: 123-24).
In the interwar period, with ex-
tremely high child mortality (as
well as the demise of pre-
revolutionary charitable tradi-
tions) as a result of the Civil
War, adolescents became a
pressing issue, but also a solu-
tion, for the regime of the late
1930s (Gorshkov 2023: 4-6).
Children born after the Revolu-
tion were forcefully disconnect-
ed from pre-revolutionary histo-
ry, which lived on in the stories
about the new revolutionary he-
roes. This generation was to be
taught how to ‘speak Bolshevik’
through various art forms, in-
cluding literature (the main
one), art, architecture, theatre,
and music; these children were
to be raised, reforged, and reed-
ucated as Soviet subjects (Do-
brenko 2008: 52, 59). In many
cases, the children’s world of the
1930s was presented as a fairy
tale come true, an idealized, pic-
turesque image.

In some sense, the biographical
genre of Soviet children’s litera-
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ture was built upon a number of
such idealized fairy-tale-like sto-
ries. Many biographies of the
prominent figures of Russian
history, with their focus on
childhood as a formative period
of time, were subsequently pub-
lished, yet only Stalin was left
without a childhood. Famous
Soviet political actors like Or-
dzhonikidze, Sverdlov, and Ki-
rov, depicted in the years of
their childhood, served as ex-
amples that children could learn
from when emulating the he-
roes’ passion for revolutionary
activities. Stalin’s childhood,
however, was never part of the
children’s biographical literary
canon. Stalin was not someone
who could be imitated - he was
above all of his political prede-
cessors. It is important to stress
that this was Stalin’s own narra-
tive strategy, which he con-
trolled personally. Metaphorical-
ly, without a description of his
childhood and early formative
years, Stalin was truly immortal,
which means that the usual
combination of fact and fiction
used in biographies was irrele-
vant in his case. He could not
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have had a simple, ordinary
childhood, like Lenin, Ordzho-
nikidze, or Kirov, because a sto-
ry about such a childhood would
inevitably show him to be vul-
nerable in one way or another,
and with character weaknesses
that all children have, even
those who become powerful and
famous as adults. Thus, within
the Soviet children’s biograph-
ical framework, he remained in
charge of the carefully curated
image of himself as the omnipo-
tent Soviet ‘father’ who was sup-
posed to be feared first and
foremost. No childish pranks or
weaknesses could be associated
with his self-created image,
leaving him the only leader
within the Soviet children’s lit-
erature biographical pantheon
without a childhood.
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Iris Uccello
Nastas'ja Kairova: dal processo giudiziario al gior-

nalismo di guerra

Nastas'ia Kairova: From Legal Trials to War Journalism

Nastas’ia Vasil'evna Kairova (1844-1888) was a trailblazing figure in late 19th-
century Russia, notable for her groundbreaking autobiographical writings and
role as a war correspondent. Accused of a crime of passion in 1876, Kairova be-
came the centre of public debate, attracting attention from figures such as Fe-
dor Dostoevsky. Despite her acquittal, she emerged as a writer unafraid to con-
front taboo subjects like mental illness, maternal ambivalence, and female
sexuality. Her autobiographical works blend confessional literature with diag-
nostic narratives, offering rare insight into the fragmented self of a “new wom-
an” navigating societal change during the Great Reforms. Kairova’s career as a
war correspondent during the Russo-Turkish War (1877-1878) broke gender
barriers in journalism, showcasing a commitment to truth and innovation in
reporting. This study examines Kairova’s multifaceted legacy, highlighting her
contributions to Russian autobiographical literature, gender studies, and jour-
nalism.

Nastas’ja  Vasilevna Kairova
(1844-1888) emerge come una
figura straordinariamente polie-
drica nella Russia di fine Otto-
cento. Protagonista di uno dei
casi giudiziari piu controversi
della Russia tardo-imperiale
(1876), Nastas’ja Kairova viene
accusata di tentato omicidio del-
la moglie del suo amante, Alek-
sandra Velikanova. Nonostante
I'assoluzione dell'imputata, il
processo scatena un dibattito
pubblico infuocato, attirando
I'attenzione di intellettuali come
Fedor Dostoevskij, che ne scrive
in Diario di uno scrittore. Oltre
alla sua vicenda giudiziaria, Kai-

rova si distingue come giornali-
sta di guerra durante il conflitto
russo-turco (1877-1878) e come
voce innovativa attraverso i suoi
audaci scritti autobiografici.

Questo studio si propone di pre-
sentare una figura femminile
originale e innovativa per il suo
tempo, esplorando le peculiarita
della sua produzione letteraria.
Tale produzione, come vedremo,
offre una nuova prospettiva sulla
scrittura autobiografica e patro-
grafica della seconda meta
dell’Ottocento. Inoltre, Kairova
é riconosciuta come la prima
donna russa corrispondente di
guerra, e la sua attivita giornali-
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stica rivela uno sguardo acuto e
inedito sul conflitto bellico. Cio
emerge chiaramente nel fitto
scambio epistolare con Aleksej
Suvorin, attraverso il quale Kai-
rova condivide le sue esperienze
dirette al fronte.

Le informazioni biografiche su
Nastas’ja Kairova si possono ri-
cavare soprattutto dalle sue let-
tere e dalle cronache giudiziarie
sul processo penale che la vede
coinvolta. Su questi materiali,
Mary F. Zirin (Zirin 2002) e
Ol'ga Makarova (Makarova
2005), nei loro articoli pionieri-
stici, delineano un profilo bio-
grafico lineare della scrittrice. Il
nome di Kairova appare in due
dizionari bibliografici (Golicyn
1889; Ponomarev 1891), ma que-
sti non forniscono informazioni
dirette sulla sua vita. Da un lato,
il lavoro di Ol'ga Makarova (Ma-
karova 2005) —che ha il merito di
pubblicare per la prima volta il
Diario di Kairova - si concentra
principalmente sul ruolo che la
scrittrice ha nella vita di Aleksej
Suvorin. Dall’altro, lo studio di
Zirin (Zirin 2002) inserisce
lattivita giornalistica di Kairova
in un contesto pit ampio, con-
frontandola con altre due figure
femminili attive nel giornalismo
dell'epoca (Ol'ga Novikova e
Varvara Mak-Gahan), senza pero
approfondire le peculiarita della
sua produzione.

Papers

Questo articolo si propone di of-
frire un ritratto pit completo di
Kairova, intrecciando la sua
produzione letteraria con un
percorso di vita che la colloca ai
margini delle convenzioni sociali
del suo tempo.

Nastas’ja Vasil'evna Kairova ri-
spetta tutte le caratteristiche di
una tipica nigilistka': si allontana
dalla sfera domestica, lascia la
capitale e le sue due figlie, Ol'ga
(1865-?) e Ljudmila (1866-1937)?,

' Le nigilistki sono le donne progressiste
della seconda meta dell’8oo che rifiuta-
no i valori patriarcali e autoritari della
societa russa, sostenendo invece 'ugua-
glianza di genere, I'educazione femmi-
nile e la liberta personale. Spesso ta-
gliano i capelli corti, indossano abiti
semplici e pratici (in opposizione alla
moda femminile dell'epoca) e si dedica-
no allo studio o al lavoro per conquista-
re l'indipendenza economica.

* Le figlie di Kairova avranno destini
molto diversi. Ljubov’ vivra una vita da
insegnante e vivendo sotto la protezio-
ne del fratello Afanasij Koni. Il nome di
Ol'ga Koni, invece, compare nel 1890
nell’elenco alfabetico nel registro dello
stesso ospedale, dove circa vent’anni
prima era stata ricoverata sua madre.
Ol'ga pero nell'ospedale ci restera per
venti anni, almeno fino al 1910 (Alfavit-
naja kniga priema i vypiski pacientov
bol’nicy Sv. Nikolaja Cudotvorca. Medi-
cinskaja c¢ast’. 1870-1920). Della malattia
mentale di Ol'ga Koni accenna anche
Nikolaj Leskov nella postfazione del
Diario di Kairova (Makarova 2005).
Suvorin, che non lascera testimonianze
su Kairova, ricorda nel suo Diario
I'incontro con la figlia della scrittrice. In
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le affida al compagno Fedor Ko-
ni (1809-1879), drammaturgo e
padre del famoso giurista Afana-
sij Koni (1844-1927). Kairova vi-
ve una vita indipendente, fa car-
riera nel giornalismo, gira il
mondo, si innamora di uomini
diversi, viene accusata di un
crimine passionale e ambisce al
successo letterario. La carriera di
Nastas’ja Kairova inizia poco
prima del suo tentativo di omi-
cidio. Lavora come segretaria
presso Birzevye vedomosti, ma
poi —delusa dalla vita nella capi-
tale - decide di partire per
Orenburg e tentare la fortuna
come attrice. E li che avviene il
fatale incontro con Vasilij Veli-
kanov, impresario teatrale della
citta, del quale si innamorera e
per il quale tentera l'omicidio.
Nastas’ja Kairova viene arrestata
e messa in carcere 1’8 luglio 1875,
é li che scrivera il suo Avtobio-
graficeskij oc¢erk (Bozzetto Auto-
biografico) (Babuk 2001). L't no-
vembre 1875 viene trasferita per
11 mesi presso |'Ospedale psi-
chiatrico di San Pietroburgo Sv.
Nikolaj Cudotvorec per essere
sottoposta all’'osservazione delle
sue facolta mentali, ed & 1li che
l'autrice scrivera il frammentato

un primo momento la ragazza gli sem-
bra una pazza che chiede di leggere le
sue poesie, Suvorin, diffidente, & pronto
a cacciarla ma poi ne prova pena, ascol-
ta le poesie e rimane colpito dal talento
della giovane (Suvorin 2000: 479).

Autobiognafésl - Number 14/2025

Dnevnik Nastas’j Vasilevny Kai-
rovoj v sumassedsem dome (Dia-
rio di Nastas’ja Vasil’evna Kairo-
va nell’Asilo Psichiatrico) (Maka-
rova 2005).

Queste opere autobiografiche si
distinguono per una mescolanza
di generi unica, collocandosi a
meta strada tra letteratura con-
fessionale, prosa autobiografica
e narrativa diagnostica. Durante
il XIX secolo, l'autobiografia
femminile assume un ruolo cen-
trale nel panorama letterario.
Mary Zirin, nel suo studio
sull'autobiografia femminile di
fine secolo, evidenzia come il
decennio del 1870 sia caratteriz-
zato da un notevole aumento di
autobiografie e memorie. Tutta-
via, 'assenza di un corpus con-
solidato rende difficile indivi-
duare elementi comuni, poiché
molti di questi testi restano an-
cora inediti e archiviati in colle-
zioni pubbliche e private (Zirin
2002).

A partire dalla meta del secolo,
I'autobiografia si evolve verso
una crescente individualizzazio-
ne narrativa, riflesso di un atteg-
giamento critico e dialogico nei
confronti del sé. Si accentua
l'interesse per i meccanismi nar-
rativi, le tematiche e i confini del
racconto, dando vita a uno stile
personale e innovativo. Non esi-
ste pit un io ideale che narra;
l'io narrativo si costruisce attra-
verso due dimensioni temporali:
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una retrospettiva e cronologica,
e una sincronica, che seleziona i
momenti piu significativi per
I'autore nel processo di auto-
comprensione (Eremeev 2003).
Le autobiografie di Kairova ri-
flettono caratteristiche tipiche
dei testi femminili dell’epoca.
Tra queste spicca 'assenza di fi-
gure maschili rilevanti nella vita
delle protagoniste. La separazio-
ne tra sfera femminile e maschi-
le e tracciata con forza, mentre il
mondo di Kairova, anche nella
dimensione familiare, & popolato
da figure femminili centrali, co-
me la madre e la sorella. Inoltre,
le sue opere non mostrano evi-
denti richiami al femminismo; il
messaggio € implicito nelle
azioni delle protagoniste, che
pero si percepiscono come indi-
vidui isolati dalle altre donne.
Rispetto alle autobiografie ma-
schili, quelle femminili sono ca-
ratterizzate da un tono piu ur-
gente, emotivo e meno pacato.
Questo aspetto risponde sia a un
mercato sensazionalistico sia al
desiderio di proporre nuove
immagini e modelli di vita a un
pubblico femminile. In queste
opere, le donne non sono mai
rappresentate felici in famiglia:
possono essere libere o oppresse,
ma non sono mai madri o mogli
serene. Nelle autobiografie russe
prevale sempre l'insolito e lo
“speciale” rispetto al quotidiano
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e domestico (Holmgren 1996:
340).

Questo aspetto emerge in modo
particolarmente marcato nei te-
sti di Kairova, che rientrano in
una categoria specifica
dell'autobiografia: le patografie.
La patografia e una forma narra-
tiva in cui l'autore, affetto da
una condizione patologica, cerca
di esplorarne la natura, com-
prenderla o superarla. Nei suoi
scritti, Kairova affronta con luci-
dita e coraggio una realta ano-
mala e spesso tragica, come
quella della malattia mentale,
fornendo un’introspezione tanto
intima quanto rivoluzionaria per
il suo tempo.

Secondo Konstantin Bogdanov,
tra la fine degli anni Cinquanta e
I'inizio degli anni Sessanta
dell’Ottocento, sia la scienza sia
la letteratura iniziano a manife-
stare un crescente interesse ver-
so la deviazione dalla norma e la
patologia. Questo si riflette nei
testi realistici, dove le
“dusnyeckre  ypozcTsa u
ypoacTBa HpaBcTBeHHbIe > (Bog-
danov 2005: 255) diventano temi
centrali, ponendo al centro
dell’attenzione il concetto di al-
terita rispetto alla norma. Nella
seconda meta dell'Ottocento, in
Russia, si assiste allo sviluppo

> Qui e altrove la traduzione ¢ mia,
tranne dove diversamente indicato — I.
U: deviazioni fisiche e morali.
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della psichiatria, con una lettera-
tura che si confronta attivamen-
te con questa nuova scienza. Ta-
le dialogo si manifesta tanto
nell’'adozione di temi ispirati al
naturalismo quanto nella critica
alle teorie psichiatriche emer-
genti, come quella della degene-
razione psichiatrica. Questo
aspetto € esaminato in profondi-
ta da Riccardo Nicolosi (Nicolosi
2019), che ha analizzato le inter-
sezioni tra letteratura e psichia-
tria nella Russia della seconda
meta dell'Ottocento, concen-
trandosi tuttavia su una produ-
zione letteraria prevalentemente
maschile. In tale letteratura, le
figure femminili, come le donne
isteriche, sono spesso rappresen-
tate come oggetti di osservazio-
ne maschile.

Kairova, invece, rappresenta un
caso unico: € una donna che par-
la in prima persona della propria
malattia mentale, divenendo
soggetto narrante piuttosto che
oggetto narrato. Inoltre, é una
donna accusata di tentato omi-
cidio, una figura che sfida ulte-
riormente le convenzioni lette-
rarie del tempo. Nicolosi sottoli-
nea che, nella letteratura russa,
almeno fino alla fine
dell’Ottocento, il criminale viene
generalmente ritratto con com-
passione, considerato un padsij,
ovvero una persona che ha
smarrito la retta via. Tuttavia,
nella maggior parte dei casi, la
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narrazione é scritta sul criminale
e non dal criminale, come nel
caso di Kairova.

I lavori della scrittrice sono pa-
tografie confessionali, sono testi
violentemente sinceri, forti e
onesti che cercano di fare luce
su una psicologia complessa e
tormentata.

Il Bozzetto Autobiografico si
apre con un resoconto della sua
infanzia e della sua vita in gene-
rale. L’autrice propone un’analisi
psicologica della propria perso-
nalita, caratterizzata da un ap-
proccio straordinariamente in-
novativo per I'epoca. Le sue os-
servazioni e impressioni vengo-
no registrate con un’onesta e
una durezza che colpiscono il
lettore. Il tono di Kairova sfron-
tato e dialogico, come dimostra
I'introduzione: “HeunrtepecHo
— MOXXHO He YMTaTh, HE MOHpa-
BUTCS — 51 He BUHOoBaTa * (Ba-
buk 2001: 376).

Kairova si rifa alla tradizione
della confessione (ispovedal’naja
proza), un genere intrinseca-
mente dialogico che permea tut-
te le sue opere autobiografiche.
La confessione, infatti, non puo
esistere senza un dialogo, senza
un interlocutore, visibile o invi-
sibile. E una parola che nasce
sempre da un confronto, dove

* Se non vi interessa potete anche non
leggere. Se non vi piacera, non & colpa
mia.
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I'autore si rivolge a un altro, che
puo essere anche una proiezione
del proprio io. Questo dialogi-
smo, essenziale nella confessio-
ne, € una costante nella scrittura
di Kairova.

Narrando la propria storia,
'autrice non risparmia un’analisi
severa della realta che la circon-
da. Un esempio significativo e la
descrizione che da della sua
educazione:

O6pasoBanue: OOHHa —
HeMKa, OeccMbIC/IeHHeH-
asi U3 Bcex 0eCcCMBICTIeH-
HBIX HEMOK, KaKUX s KO-
rga-mubo 3Hama; TyBep-
HAaHTKAa — pycCcKas, A00-
pasi, HO [TOBOJIBHO-TaKH
rIymasi #“  Xamka.  [...]
HyxHo nu npubaBisTh,
YTO BCE 3TO PA3HOLIEPCT-
HOe  quasi-o6pa3oBaHue
OBLIO YHUCTO PYCCKOE, T. €.
BIIOJIHE JIMLIEHHOE MpOY-
HBIX OCHOB, CHCTEMBbI,
cmbicia’ (Babuk 2001: 376)

Kairova non risparmia la sua
crudelta nemmeno verso sé stes-
sa:

> L'istruzione: la tata era tedesca, la te-
desca pil insensata tra le tedesche in-
sensate che io abbia mai conosciuto; la
governante era russa, buona, ma piutto-
sto stupida e bigotta [...] devo davvero
aggiungere che questa eterogenea qua-
si-istruzione era puramente russa? Cioé,
priva di solide basi, di sistema e di senso
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“MoskeT OBITb BCI€ACTBUE
0COOEHHO YPOJJIUBO pas-
BUBILETOCST YMa, HO Y MEHSI
IeHCTBUTEIBHO CBOU COO-
CTBEHHbIEe TIOHATHUA 00
006s13aHHOCTSIX U YecTr .

La scrittrice é tra le prime donne
in Russia ad affrontare aperta-
mente temi considerati scabrosi:
il suicidio, la malattia mentale,
l'assenza di istinto materno, la
famiglia disfunzionale, Todio
verso sé stessi e verso la societa.
Il suo & un io perennemente
ipersensibile, che ingloba tutto,
persino la sua stessa sanita men-
tale, conducendola a una forte
irritabilita.

Negli anni Sessanta del XIX se-
colo, si sviluppa un interesse
sempre piu morboso per il cor-
po, e le donne - identificate cul-
turalmente con il corpo - inizia-
no a emergere come figure cen-
trali. Da esseri asessuati e confi-
nati alla sfera domestica, inizia-
no a parlare apertamente di ses-
sualita (Holmgren 1996).

Kairova stessa, nei suoi scritti,
riflette sulla liberta amorosa e
sessuale, scardinando conven-
zioni sociali e morali:

® E probabile che sia a causa di un intel-
letto sviluppatosi in modo peculiarmen-
te deforme, ma io ho i miei personali
concetti riguardo i doveri e I'onore.
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[TonoBasi 4wucTOTa, XOTS
OBl TO U OGe3yC/I0BHasA, TMO-
MOeMy, BOBCe He eCTh ra-
paHTHsI HPABCTBEHHOCTH,
eCcJId C Hel He COoeIUHSsIeT-
Cs1 MHOTO JIPYTUX YCIOBUY,
KaK He MOry si TPU3HATh
0e3HpPABCTBEHHOM  JKeH-
IIMHY, UCKPEHHO U OecKo-
PBICTHO JTIOOUBIIYIO [IBa,
TP U JAXKe HeCsITh Pa3 B
»usuu’ (Babuk 2001: 383)

Peraltro, la sessualita non e
I'unico tema moderno trattato
dalla scrittrice, anche la sua vi-
sione della maternita & estre-
mamente discordante con il
contesto sociale di fine Ottocen-
to:

MHe CTBIZHO CO3HATHCSI B
aToM, HO le rire argentin
des enfants, leurs babils si

. b A 7
pleins d’'une naiveté
délicieuse (s ToBOpPIO 00
3TOM BCerga o-

$paHIy3CKH WMEHHO IIOo-
TOMY, YTO Ha 3TOM SI3bIKe
BC€ DTO BBIXOJAMUT KaK-TO
0COOEHHO TPUTOPHO U
Heseno) et d'une gaucherie
sl gracieuse TPOCTO IpH-

7 La purezza sessuale, anche quando &
assoluta, a mio avviso non garantisce la
moralita, se non & accompagnata da al-
tre condizioni. Allo stesso modo, non
posso considerare immorale una donna
che abbia amato due, tre o persino dieci
volte nella sua vita.
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BOAST MeHsI B WCTepudYe-
CKOe COCTOsIHHME. 3/PaBbIi
CMBIC/T ¥ COBECTh TOBOPST
MHe, YTO MPUHYKIATh Je-
Teli K MOJ/IMaHbIO W YUH-
HOMY CHUIEHBIO Heb3s, U
s He MPUHYKIA, HO HX
BO3HSI U KPHUKH [0 TOTO
pa3ApaykaroT MeHs, YTo S,
€C/IU  [TONITO  TIPUXOIUTCS
BBIHOCUTDH UX, yOerarwo Ky-
Ja-HUOYOb B OTZAEIbHYIO
KOMHATy ¥ TaM Ha4YHHAIO
pBIIATh, TepeOUTH cebst 3a
BOJIOCHI, KyCaTh TMOZYIIKY,
IJIaTOK, PYKH, YTO TOTMa-
mer mop 3y6er (Babuk
2001: 384)

Le stesse considerazioni le ritro-
viamo in toni ancora piu estremi
nel Diario:

3HaeTe, Kakasi MHe IIpU-
nUla cedd4ac B TOJIOBY
crpawmHas Mbeicab! Ecmm s
cama Oyay BOCIHUTHIBATH

® Mi vergogno ad ammetterlo, ma les
rires argentins des enfants, leurs babils si
pleins d’'une naiveté délicieuse (lo espri-
mo in francese perché in questa lingua
tutto suona artificiale e ridicolo) mi
rendono semplicemente isterica. Il
buonsenso e la coscienza mi dicono che
non si puo costringere i bambini al si-
lenzio o a stare seduti in modo compo-
sto, ma il caos e le urla mi irritano a tal
punto che, se devo sopportarli a lungo,
scappo in un’altra stanza. Li comincio a
piangere, a strapparmi i capelli, morde-
re il cuscino, lo scialle, le mani, qualun-
que cosa mi capiti sotto i denti.
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CBOMIX [I€BOYEK WM JaXKe
YXUTh C HUMU, OHU BBIMAYT
TAaKUMH >Ke Oe3anabepHbI-
My ¢$pasepkamu, Kak Sl
[Tomunyit  bor! Jly4uwe
cMepTh U UM, U MHe. Her,
ZIOBOJIBHO, HE XOYY MHUCATh
00 3TOM, a TO JAOMHULIYCH
0 epyHJbl, O KOTOPOH 5
obemlasa cama cebe He ro-
BOpUTH 0OO0Jiee HU C KeM,
Jaxe ¢ Oymaroit 7o Bpe-
MeHHu. byzem roBoputh o
yeM-HUOYAb BeCesioMm,
TOoIbKO 0 yeM?’ (Makarova
2005: 118)

Il suicidio & un tema ricorrente
nelle autobiografie di Kairova:

Jlyqmie cmepTh, ydvlue
XU3Hb B 0Oecco3HaTesb-
HOM 0e3yMHH — a yXK UTO
MOXeT OBbITh CTpalIHeil
aroro! — 4yem Takoe coO-
crosiHue! 5l cronbKO pas
rOBOPHJIA O CAaMOYOUiiCTBe
LIYTSI, YTO Telepb JaXKe U

9 Sapete che pensiero spaventoso mi &
appena venuto in mente? Se dovessi
educare le mie figlie da sola, o persino
vivere con loro, diventerebbero delle
affabulatrici incompetenti, proprio co-
me me. Dio abbia pieta! Sarebbe meglio
la morte, sia per loro che per me. No,
basta, non voglio piu scrivere di queste
cose, altrimenti finird per dire una
sciocchezza, cosa che avevo promesso
di non rivelare pitt a nessuno, nemmeno
alla carta, almeno per un po’. Parliamo
di qualcosa di allegro, ma... di cosa?
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CaMOM 3a30pHO  YIIOMU-
HaTb O HeM, HO IIpasBo,
npaso, He urytsi. CmepTts
ayyqute... Hy, 70 cBugaHbs
MoKa, Jo 3aBTpa. Crure
CIIOKOMHO. XpaHU Bac
Bor*® (Makarova 2005: 114)

Kairova nei suoi scritti autobio-
grafici dimostra sempre di avere
un io frammentato, binario e di-
cotomico:

OpHu roBOpSAT, YTO S PHI-
6a, — ¥ OHU TPaBBL: S MO-
ooMry OBIBAl0 COBepIIeH-
Helileir peiboit. [pyrue
yTBEPXXJAOT,  4YTO S,
HaIIpOTUB, caMa CTPacCTh,
— ¥ JTH TpaBbl: OBIBAIOT
nepuojpl, KOrjga s CTa-
HOBJIIOCh 1M CTBUTEIBHO
BOIUIOIlEHUEM CTPaCcTHO-
ctu. OfHM CKaXyT —
nobpa, Kak aHren Hebec-
HBIM, Apyrue — 37a, KakK
yepT. OZHU CUYUTAIOT Me-
Hs 0/71arOpOJZHON W BeH-
KOJYIIHOW A0 CaMOU BBI-
COKOH CTeleHH, JApyrue —
Oeccep/ieyHOM 3TOUCTKOMA.

* Meglio la morte, meglio vivere nella
follia inconsapevole - e cosa puo esserci
di piti spaventoso? — piuttosto che que-
sta condizione! Quante volte ho parlato
del suicidio scherzando, e ora provo
persino vergogna a parlarne sul serio,
ma davvero, sul serio, senza scherzare...
La morte & meglio. Beh, arrivederci,
ciao, a domani. Dorma sereno. Dio la

protegga.
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[...] Ho 4TO BO BceM aTOM
CTPAaHHO M CTPAIIHO, TaK
3TO, 4YTO BCe TMPABBI
(Babuk 2001: 380-381)

Il suo spirito contraddittorio, in
modo quasi assurdo e surreale,
ritorna nella percezione del do-
lore fisico. La vita, gli atteggia-
menti, il modo di percepire il
circostante ha molto in comune
con un atteggiamento da eroe
byroniano, che non puo tollerare
i pit lievi fastidi ma é pronto a
sopportare i dolori fisici piu
estremi:

Korga  MHe  cpesamu
HapbIB, 51 JAXe ymajaa B
0OMOpPOK, HO HH pa3y s He
BCKPHKHYJ/Ia, HU pa3y He
HucIyrazacb. A Kakou-
HUOYAb CYIIMHA TYCTHK,
BpoJle  HAacMOpKa WM
Kalllis, 0 TOTO 3/IUT Me-
HSI, 4YTO HeIllpeMeHHO Bce-
I'7la COMPOBOXJAETCS JIU-

" Alcuni dicono che io sia un pesce, e
hanno ragione: a tratti mi comporto
davvero come un pesce. Altri sostengo-
no che io sia, al contrario, la passione
incarnata, e anche loro hanno ragione:
ci sono periodi in cui divento
I'incarnazione della passionalita. Alcuni
mi definiscono buona, come un angelo
celeste, altri mi considerano cattiva co-
me un diavolo. C’¢ chi mi ritiene ma-
gnanima e chi, invece, un’egoista senza
cuore [...]. E in tutto questo, cid che e
strano e spaventoso, ¢ che hanno tutti
ragione.
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XOPaZIOYHBIMU TTPUTIAZKA-
mu. Ecmu 3y6e1  GonAT
CUJIBHO, sI TIepeHOLIy CITOo-
KOWHO, eC/Ih >Xe€ TOJIbKO
noOaIMBAKOT, 5 TMPOCTO
MYYyCh M BBIXOXY U3 ceOsl.
Kakue xorure nuieHUS:
rOJIOZ, XOJIOZ, TPsbe Ha
1jiedax, — s BbIHECY CO-
BEpPLIEHHO CIIOKOWHO M
60pO, CaMbIU TSDKEIbIU
TPyL, ¢ OEeCCOHHBIMH HO-
YaMU JUIST MEHSI HHUYero.
Ho wypuranee Oymaroii,
CKpHUI IBEPH, BU3T BEHTH-
JIITOPQ, IIMCK JeTer BbI-
BOJAT MEHS U3 cebsl, U OT-
CyTCTBHE TPOCTOpAa W
COJIHIIA Y, B 0OCOOEHHOCTH,
pasBiiedyeHusi, Oecenpl C
JIIOIbMU BepHee BCSKOU
0O0JIe3HU IIOJKOCAT MHE
CUBI, OOpaTAT MeHs B
mwenky” (Babuk 2001: 385-
386)

™ Quando mi hanno tagliato I'ascesso
sono persino svenuta, ma non ho urlato
nemmeno una volta, né mi sono spa-
ventata. Tuttavia, una qualsiasi scioc-
chezza, come un raffreddore o una tos-
se, mi irrita a tal punto da provocarmi
febbri nervose. Se i denti mi fanno mol-
to male, sopporto tranquillamente, ma
se il dolore ¢é lieve, mi tormento e im-
pazzisco. Qualunque privazione - la
fame, il freddo, indossare stracci - la
tollero con calma e serenita. Anche il
lavoro piu faticoso, con notti insonni,
non mi pesa affatto. Ma il fruscio delle
carte, il cigolio di una porta, lo stridio di
un ventilatore o il pigolio dei bambini
mi mandano fuori di testa. La mancan-
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Le nuove donne di quegli anni,
le nigilistki, sono donne che
scelgono di privarsi della propria
femminilita e, se portatrici di
ideali moderni si sentono piu vi-
cine alla sfera maschile. La de-
femminilizzazione del ruolo
femminile e visibile anche negli
scritti di Kairova:

OpuH Moii 3HaKOMBIN Pe-
JIbETOHUCT MTOCTOSTHHO
MOICMEMBAJICS HAJ0
MHOM, TOBOpS, YTO 5 —
omribKa TIPUPOJBI: MHe
MpeJHa3HAYa/I0Ch CBBILIE
POOUTBCA MYXXYUMHOM WU
XUTh B CpeJHHE BeKa,
BIIOXY POMaHTHYECKHUX
MOXOXJI€HUN MW eXeJHeB-
HbIX KaTacTpod, a s poau-
/1ach JKEHIIUHOMN, Ja ele
BO BTOPYIO IOJIOBHHY 19
CTO/IeTHsI, KOTJQ BCe TaK
yOUIICTBEHHO OOBIZIEHHO,
OZHOOOpa3HO U cTapo. B
STOH IIyTKe eCTh CBOS [I0-
st mpaBapl> (Babuk 2001:
380)

za di spazio, di sole e, soprattutto, di
svaghi e conversazioni con le persone,
piu di qualsiasi malattia, mi prosciuga-
no le energie e mi fanno sentire come
una scheggia impazzita.

B Un mio conoscente, che scriveva feuil-
leton, si burlava costantemente di me,
dicendo che sono un errore della natu-
ra: ero destinata dall’alto a nascere uo-
mo e a vivere nel Medioevo, un’epoca di
imprese romantiche e catastrofi quoti-
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Il Diario di Kairova si distingue
per un tono ancora piu dialogi-
co, nevrotico, frammentario, di-
scontinuo e diagnostico rispetto
all’Autobiografia. Lo psichiatra
che 'ha in cura, Otton Cedott, le
propone di osservare gli altri pa-
zienti e scrivere riflessioni al ri-
guardo. Kairova accetta e redige
le sue osservazioni, ma mantiene
un atteggiamento sfrontato nei
confronti del medico, con
I'intenzione chiara di non con-
segnargli mai il testo.

Il Diario ha una storia editoriale
singolare. Nikolaj Leskov aveva
pianificato di pubblicarlo, arri-
vando persino a scriverne una
prefazione, ma il progetto non si
concretizzo. Solo nel 2005 il te-
sto viene finalmente pubblicato,
come allegato a un articolo di
Ol'ga Makarova che analizza il
rapporto tra Aleksej Suvorin e
Kairova, soffermandosi in parti-
colare sull'influenza di
quest’ultima sulla biografia di
Suvorin e sulla storia editoriale
di Novoe vremja.

Nel Diario, Kairova lascia emer-
gere un amore malato verso il
suo medico, un evidente proces-
so di transfert che sfocia in epi-

diane, ma sono nata donna, e per giunta
nella seconda meta del diciannovesimo
secolo, quando tutto & cosi mortalmen-
te banale, monotono e vecchio. In que-
sta battuta, devo ammettere, c’¢ chia-
ramente un fondo di verita.
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sodi di gelosia morbosa, contri-
buendo a rendere il testo un do-
cumento straordinario nella sua
complessita emotiva e psicologi-
ca:

3HaeTe, 4YTO MHE TPYAHO
HayaTh, HO ellle TPyJHee,
pa3 HayaBIIM, OCTAHO-
BUTHCS, TIOITOMY sI PELIM-
nace no6onrate (Ber mpo-

IIpucrynuna! Ilpucrynuna
K IIHMCAaHWIO CBOUX HaOJIIO-
JeHUM Hajg OOJbHBIMH.
TonbKO 4TO U3 3TOr0 MO-
XeT BbIATH moOporo? To
€CTh 51 TOBOPIO, YTO MOJKET
BBIMTH, HE B TOM CMBICJIE,
YTO 3TO He MOCTY)XUT Bam
(s He 6ymy mucath Ber c
60/IbIION OYKBBI, MOXHO!)
HU K 4YeMy, a B TOM, YTO
5TO OKA)XeTCsI HIDKE He
TOJIBKO TOrO, 4ero Obl s
XOTeJIa, HO JaXKe HIDKE TO-
ro, 4Yero BbI OXXHJIAeTe,
MOXeT ObITh. A 4TO 3TO
OyZeT Tak, B TOM yBepe-
Ha, ¥ BOT IOYEMY: HAYM-
Hasl TIHACaTh, S TMPEXZE
BCEro yXBaTWIA JIUCT Oy-
Mary, pasrpaduia ero ak-
KypaTHEUIINM MaHepoM,
HA/Mycasa pyOpUKH, COH,
aImeTuT U MoJ00HOoe, IT0-
CTaBWIA UMeEHA H... yBUJe-
Jla, 4YTO 5 POBHEXOHBKO
HMYEro He 3HAK HU O CHe,
HHU 00 amnreTuTe HU OSHOMU
OOJIbHOM, 3a WCKJIIOYEHU-
€M [IBYX-TpeX, MHOTO de-
Toipex! Bor TeGe m
HabnmoaeHusi! A yX KTO,
Ka)KeTcs, Hab01aeT
6onpuie wMens! [..] Bser
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CTUTE MHE 3TO HEeIOYTH-
TeJbHOE BbIpa)XeHHe? Ha
6ymare. [IpaBo, s mymaro,
Hudero. Hwdero, pga?*
(Makarova 2005: 111)

Il processo di transfert che Kai-
rova vive nei confronti del suo
medico e evidente nel testo a va-
rie riprese. Quando, ad esempio,
lei sente che lui si comporta in
modo diverso con un’altra pa-

" Ho iniziato! Ho iniziato a scrivere le
mie osservazioni sui malati. Ma cosa
puo venirne fuori di buono? Voglio dire,
cosa puo uscirne? Non intendo dire che
non vi sara utile in alcun modo - non
scrivero "Voi" con la lettera maiuscola,
posso? — ma che sara comunque al di
sotto non solo di ci6 che vorrei, ma an-
che di quello che voi vi aspettereste,
credo. Ne sono certa, e so perché:
quando ho cominciato a scrivere, ho
prima di tutto preso un foglio di carta,
I'ho sistemato con grande precisione, ho
creato delle colonne - sonno, appetito,
eccetera — ho scritto i nomi e... mi sono
resa conto di non sapere assolutamente
nulla sul sonno o sull’appetito di nessu-
no, tranne forse due, tre o quattro pa-
zienti! Alla faccia dell’osservazione! E
chi mai potrebbe essere meno osserva-
tore di me? [...] Sapete, mi e difficile
iniziare, ma una volta cominciato, smet-
tere e ancora piu difficile; quindi, ho
deciso di chiacchierare (mi perdonate
per questa espressione poco rispettosa
sulla carta? In fondo, credo, non impor-
ta. Non importa, vero?).
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ziente, la Kolzakova, e Kairova
inizia a impazzire di gelosia:

Papers

yeM He C006paBHbIM BbI-
XOJKaM, HeT-C, OH BeYe-

288

3Haete yto? Sl Bac HeHa-
BIWKy. To ecTh, Kaxercs,
elle He HEeHaBWXY, HO
BO3HEHABW)XY HeIpeMeH-
HO M B CaMOM CKOPOM
BpeMeHH, BO3HEHABIKY 3a
TO, YTO HUKOTJAAa HUKTO —
Ia)Ke TOT, KTO UMEHHO XO-
TeJl 3TOro, — He JO0Ka3bI-
BaJI MHE C TAaKOI TMOpPa3U-
TeJIbHOW  O4YeBHUIHOCTHIO
MOI0 COOCTBEHHYIO HeCO-
CTOSTE/BHOCTD. [...] BoI
JABHO Y)Xe He JaeTe MHe
TeMbl, He paccKa3bIBaeTe,
rje ObIBaeTe, KOro BUIMTE,
O YeM TOBOPHUTE, 4YTO
CJIBIIIMTE, KaKOe MHEHHe
nogaere. bor Bam cyzps.
YeMm s BMHOBATa, YTO BHI
BOOOpa3uIn MeHs
HEeCpaBHEHHO Jy4Ylle, YyeM
s eCcTh Ha camMoM pgee. Sl
TOXXe€ B 3HAYMTE/bHOM
CTeleHW Pa304vapoBaach
B Bac, Jia Be/lb He mepeme-
HUJIACh )Xe s K BaM, Jake
He TepecTajia J0UTh Bac,
XOTS yBa)KaTh CTajla Ha
50% w™enbire. ['ocrogu
IIOMUJIYH, BSTOT YeJIOBeK
He JaCT MHe YCIIOKOUThCs!
Hy He panpuie kKak cero-
IOHSI YTPOM SI TOPXKEeCTBO-
Bajia mobexy MO TOBOAY
COBepIlleHHeHIIero cBoero
PaBHOJYLIUSI K €ro HU C

POM CyMeJI-TaK¥ OTBICKATh
BO MHe 3a0bITyl0 C/1abyro
CTPYHKY Y 3aCTaBUTh ee
60/1Ie3HEHHO MPO3BYYaTh">
(Makarova 2005: 12-118)

Una delle cose piu straordinarie
di questi testi & l'innovazione
ideologica. Kairova presenta del-
le critiche rivoluzionarie sulla
Chiesa, che troveranno spazio
solo dopo quasi trent’anni in
Voskresen’e (Resurrezione)
(1899) di Lev Tolstoj:

" Sapete cosa? Vi odio. O meglio, mi
sembra di non odiarvi ancora, ma vi
odierd inevitabilmente molto presto,
perché nessuno - nemmeno chi ci ha
provato — mi ha mai fatto percepire la
mia inferioritd con una tale chiarezza.
[...] E da molto tempo che non mi date
uno spunto, non mi dite dove siete sta-
to, chi avete visto, di cosa avete parlato,
cosa sentite, che opinioni avete. Sono
affari vostri. Ma io cosa c’entro se mi
avete immaginata incomparabilmente
migliore di quello che sono in realta?
Anch’io, sapete, sono rimasta molto de-
lusa da voi, ma il mio atteggiamento nei
vostri confronti non € cambiato, non ho
nemmeno smesso di amarvi, anche se il
mio rispetto per voi si & dimezzato. Dio
abbia pieta, quest'uomo non mi da tre-
gua! Proprio stamattina festeggiavo la
mia vittoria per l'indifferenza con cui ho
accolto le sue battute inappropriate. Ma
questa sera, ancora una volta, é riuscito
a trovare la corda pitt debole in me e a
farla vibrare dolorosamente.
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Bepurte 11, Kak MHe Mpo-
TUBHO CTOSITh B LE€PKBH,
KaKoe TOpbKOe YyBCTBO
YHVDKEHUST HCIBITHIBAIO SI
tam! [...] CmoTpena s Ha
BCIO 3Ty KoMmezauio Ooro-
CITy)XeHUs], TAe JTI0AH Tpe-
Ccepbe3Ho, C HeKUM 0Jiaro-
rOBeHHEM JIa)Ke TPO/IesTbl-
BAalOT pa3 HaBcerja 3a-
yYeHHbIe UITYKH, IBIDKE-
HUS, IaTH Ha JJAHHOM Me-
CTe B [AHHYI0 CTOPOHY,
BBIKDUKHUBAIOT OoJiee WU
MeHee HeJelble CJI0Ba, IO
KOMaH/le CTAaHOBATCS Ha
KOJIEHH, TI0 KOMaH/Jie Kpe-
CTSITCS, 3apaHee 3Has, YTO
BOT TYT HAJ0 MOJIUTHCS C
6/1IaroroBeHueM, a 37ecCh
MOXXHO U 0e3 GJaroroae-
HUSI, CMOTpe/a s U JyMa-
na: Tocmoau, d4Yem 3TO
JIydiiie CUEHbl M aKTepOB,
YyeM Hallle KaKAeHUe Ky-
pUTEIBHULIEH C JIaJAHOM
BbIIlIE KHUTANCKOTO OKe-
HUST 30JI0TBIX U cepeops-
Hbix Oymaxkek! Ho bBor c
HUMHU — I HEé XO4y HUKOTO
OCY)XJaTh, da W CMELIHO
ObLIO GBI TYCKATHCS B JET-
CKHe PaCCy)XIeHHus O He-
11es1ecooO0pa3HoOCTU  00ps-
I0oB, — emie Obl s CTaja
IOKa3blBaTh, YTO [HEM
CBET/IO, & HOYBI0 TEMHO™
(Makarova 2005: 12-113)

6 . . . .
' Credetemi! Stare in una chiesa mi &
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Kairova aveva di certo delle am-
bizioni letterarie e probabilmen-
te pensava di pubblicare questi
testi. Una lettera ad Aleksej
Suvorin - figura di spicco nella
Russia di fine Ottocento - tradi-
sce questa intenzione: “PomaHbI
s micaTh He ymer. [Ipo6oBana B
ObUIble BpeMeHa, [a HHUKOria
HUYero He BbIXOAM/IO. BoT BoC-
nomuHaHus ‘M3 Tiopemer u ‘U3
IOMa yMaJ/IUIIEeHHbIX MoOrja Obl
Harmucats’’ (Archiv A.S., A.A.,
M.A. Suvorinych, f. 459. op. 1, .

cosi odioso, che provo un sentimento
amaro di umiliazione ogni volta! [...]
Guardavo tutta questa commedia della
messa, dove la gente, con un’aria seris-
sima e una sorta di riverenza, ripeteva
cio che aveva imparato a memoria: i
movimenti, i passi in un dato posto al
momento giusto, gridando parole piti o
meno ridicole, inginocchiandosi a co-
mando, facendosi il segno della croce a
comando, sapendo esattamente che ora
bisognava pregare con riverenza e, piu
tardi, si poteva pregare senza. Guardavo
e pensavo: Signore, in cosa tutto questo
¢ migliore di un palcoscenico e dei suoi
attori? In cosa il nostro sventolare un
incensiere ¢ meglio dei cinesi che bru-
ciano foglietti d’'oro e d’argento? Ma Dio
sia con loro! Non voglio giudicare nes-
suno, e sarebbe ridicolo entrare in di-
scussioni infantili sull’inutilita dei ritua-
li: ci manca solo che mi metta a dimo-
strare che di giorno é luminoso e di not-
te & buio.

71 romanzi io non so scriverli. Ho pro-
vato in tempi passati, ma non n’¢ mai
uscito niente. Ecco, le memorie ‘Dalla
prigione’ e ‘Dalla casa psichiatrica’ po-
trei scriverle.
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5). Inoltre, l'autrice scrive a Ni-
kolaj Leskov e, parrebbe, con la
decisa intenzione di diventare
sua assistente letteraria. Presso
I’Archivio Statale Russo di Lette-
ratura e Arte (RGALI) é conser-
vata una favola che Kairova scri-
ve per lo scrittore, Skazka o
nuzde: Flamandskaja legenda
(Favola di Necessita: Leggenda
fiamminga), accompagnata da
una lettera:

[IpoctuTe MeHs, moporou
Hukonait CeMeHOBUY:
BMECTO TOoHeIe/TbHUKA
npucsiUiaro Bam curo yemny-
Xy B 4ersepr. Ilepepsiia
BCe CYHJYKH, BCe YTOJIKH,
r7e MOXHO OBLIO 3amofo-
3pUTH PYKOITMCB, He
HalllJla - TPUIUIOCh HAlM-
caTh BHOBbB. BpIllies1 ocToB,
KaHBa, MO KOTOpou By,
ec/ii OHasl KaHBa MpPUTIO-
mutcsa Bam, moxkere, Ba-
1Iel MaCTepPCKOM, Xy 0xe-
CTBEHHOU PYKOMH, BBIIIMUTH
NpejieCTHeHIIe U Pas3HO-
obpasHubie y30psl. [lo cBu-
JAHbS - JIbLIY cebe Ha/lex-
moit, uto 10 ckoporo™ (1. 1)

*® Perdonatemi, caro Nikolaj Semenovi¢:
invece che lunedi, vi mando soltanto
oggi, giovedi, questa sciocchezza. Ho
rovistato nei bauli e in ogni angolo dove
il manoscritto avrebbe potuto trovarsi,
ma invano: ho dovuto riscriverlo da ca-
po. Ne é uscita una nuda intelaiatura,
una tela sulla quale voi, con la vostra
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La favola, come sottolinea la
stessa Kairova, € concepita come
un canovaccio, un soggetto let-
terario destinato allo scrittore. Il
testo € intriso di motivi folclorici
e popolari. Tra questi spicca
I'apparizione di San Nicola
Taumaturgo, che si reca da Ne-
cessita (NuZda) per metterne al-
la prova le virtu e ricompensarla.
San Nicola e una figura profon-
damente radicata nel folklore
russo (Zabylin 2014). Un altro
elemento significativo & la per-
sonificazione della morte, che
rimane simbolicamente bloccata
su un pero, incapace di scende-
re.

Il testo riflette tratti caratteristi-
ci della poetica di Leskov: Ne-
cessita, 'eroina della favola, vive
isolata dai tumulti del tempo, in
un villaggio ai margini della vita
sociale. Il termine Nuzda non si
limita al significato di “necessi-
ta” (neobchodimost’ v c¢em-to),
ma include anche quello di
“coercizione” (nasilie, prinuZde-
nie). E proprio Necessita a trat-
tenere simbolicamente chiunque
salga sul pero, costringendolo a
restare in quella condizione.
All'inizio, Necessita é raffigurata
come una vecchietta debole e
impotente; alla fine, é lei a eser-

mano di maestro e d’artista, potrete - se
vi sara utile - ricamare i piu vari orna-
menti. A rivederci: mi conforta la spe-
ranza che ci sentiremo presto.
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citare la coercizione (prinuZde-
nie). Come spesso accade nelle
opere di Leskov, Kairova inseri-
sce un indovinello nel nome del
personaggio principale, la cui so-
luzione si svela solo alla fine del
racconto.

Nonostante le ambizioni lettera-
rie della donna, la sua carriera in
letteratura non subisce grandi
sviluppi. Parallelamente, pero,
Kairova ottiene notorieta come
giornalista di guerra durante il
conflitto  russo-turco  (1877-
1878), un ambito ancora poco
esplorato nei suoi contributi. In
questa fase, il noto editore, scrit-
tore e giornalista Aleksej Suvo-
rin manifesta un vivo interesse
per Kairova®.

Suvorin parte personalmente per
la Serbia tra giugno e agosto del
1876 e, successivamente, decide
di assumere Kairova come corri-
spondente per seguire la crisi
serba. Solo sei mesi dopo il pro-
cesso giudiziario che la vede
coinvolta, la giornalista si trova a
Belgrado. Nella Sezione Mano-
scritti dell'Istituto di Letteratura
Russa (RO IRLI f. 268, op. 1) e
nell’Archivio Statale Russo di
Letteratura e Arte (RGALI f. 268,
op. 1) sono conservate lettere
appassionate che Kairova scrive
dal fronte a Suvorin. Sebbene le

11 rapporto tra Suvorin e Kairova &
analizzato ampiamente nel sopraccitato
articolo di O. Makarova.
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lettere di quest’ultimo siano an-
date perdute, quelle di Kairova
suggeriscono un legame profon-
do tra i due, che potrebbe essere
interpretato come una forma di
innamoramento, bruscamente
interrotto da un avvenimento a
noi sconosciuto.

Il termine affettuoso “passerot-
to” (golubcik), utilizzato
all'inizio della corrispondenza,
lascia spazio a un tono ben di-
verso nell'ultima lettera, in cui
emerge la brusca fine del rap-
porto tra Kairova e Suvorin:

A, Anekceir Cepreesuy, He
3ac/Iy)Xua oT Bac. S yacro
rOBOpHWJIA O BaC, MOXXET
OBbITb, MEHee IIOYTHTEJIb-
HO, 4YeMm ciaenoBano. Ho,
BO-TIEPBBIX, BBl TUIATHIIU
MHEe CTOpUllel, a BO-
BTOPBIX [Ia)Ke Bbl He MO-
)Ke€Te yKa3aTh HU OJHOTO
TAaKOTO JeHCTBUS C Moeu
CTOPOHBI, KOTOpOe He OblI-
710 ObI BIIOJTHE GE3yIpeyHo
10 OTHOLIEHUIO K BaM. |...]
MOXXHO TIpeKpaTuTh C
KeM-HUOYOb  JOpY)KecKue
OTHOILIEHHS, I 3TO IOHU-
Mal, HO OCKOPOJISATH €ro,
A elle dYepe3 CBOETO...
¢dakToTymMa, 3TO HENo3BO-
JINTEIbHO, B OCOOEHHOCTU
KOTZa D3TOT KTO-HUOYZAb
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KeHIIMHA M O KEeHIIVMHA
omuHokas™ (l. 25 0.)

Cio che, pero, risulta partico-
larmente interessante in queste
lettere non é tanto la vicenda
personale tra Kairova e Suvorin,
quanto piuttosto le impressioni
dirette e vivide di Kairova sulla
guerra, che appaiono pit imme-
diate ed emotive rispetto a
quanto riportato dalla donna nei
giornali: “3mech XuBelIb B TaKOM
KaKOM TO BHUXpPe MPOTUBOPEYHH,
HEO)XMJAHHOCTEH,  MpeBpalle-
HUM, YTO TOHEBOJIe T'OJIOBY IIO-
tepsitetrs” > (l. 4). Kairova non
manca di condividere con Suvo-
rin delle curiosita belliche, a vol-
te con toni quasi ironici:

3mech, TOBOPST, JOXIb
BoOOWe  0OyC/IOB/IMBAeT
co00ii HeuTO BpOAe MNpH-

** To, Aleksej Sergeevi¢, non mi sono
meritata da parte vostra tale compor-
tamento. E vero che ho parlato di voi,
forse, in modo meno rispettoso di quan-
to avrei dovuto. Ma, in primo luogo, voi
mi avete ripagato con abbondanza, e in
secondo luogo, nemmeno voi potreste
indicare un solo gesto da parte mia che
non sia stato del tutto irreprensibile nei
vostri confronti. [...] Si possono inter-
rompere relazioni amichevoli, lo capi-
sco, ma offenderle, e per giunta tramite
il proprio... factotum, & inammissibile,
soprattutto quando si tratta di una
donna, e per di pitt di una donna sola.

' Qui si vive in un vortice di contraddi-
zioni, imprevisti e trasformazioni tali
che si perde inevitabilmente la testa.
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OCTAaHOBKY BOEHHBIX Jeii-
CTBUI Ha HeompejeseH-
HOEe BpeMs: TypKH 0osiTCs
TyGIM TPOMOYHUTh U B
IOOX/Ib HU 32 YTO Ha CBeTe
HOCA W3 Jjlarepsi He BbICY-
HYT, a cepObI 3TOMY pPasibl
pafiellieHbK M TOXKe He
JIe3yT KyjJa He Cjefyer.
Ecnmu Ol He BapBapcKue
)KECTOKOCTU  COBepllae-
Mble TYpPKaMH, TaK 3TO
ObUT OBl CaMbIii paA3JIO-
Oe3HbIii  Bpar, Kakoro
TOJIBKO MO)XHO TIO)Xe/IaTh,
[la y)x HacyeT AenIuKaTHO-
CTH Y YBOKEHHUSI K Uy)KOMY

IIOKOIO, TaK IIPOCTO He
3Haellb, KOMY OTJAATb
IIPEUMYILECTBO,  TypKam

v cepbam. [loxxap — Bce
3aMpyTCs B CBOUX IIaja-
IIaX U He IIeBeJsiTCs, HO-
YbIO — HU 3a Kakue 0jara B
MUpe He 00eCIOKOSIT JPYT
apyra. HouHbix arak, BHe-
3aIHBIX HANaJeHUi He
TOJIBKO He [eJlaloT, UX Ja-
e He 3Ha0T> (1. 6 0.)

** Qui, dicono, la pioggia causa una sor-
ta di sospensione delle operazioni mili-
tari a tempo indeterminato: i turchi te-
mono di bagnarsi le scarpe e non esco-
no mai dall'accampamento quando pio-
ve, e 1 serbi ne sono ben felici e riman-
gono al loro posto. Se non fosse per le
barbariche atrocita commesse dai tur-
chi, sarebbero i nemici pit1 adorabili che
si possano desiderare. Per delicatezza e
rispetto della quiete altrui, e difficile
dire se abbiano la meglio i turchi o i
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[ dettagli, di cui sono ricche le
corrispondenze di Kairova nei
giornali, sono talvolta giustificati
nelle lettere con il suo consueto
tono fiero e tagliente:

MHe cKaXyT, Kak rOBOpHU-
A Y)Xe MHOTHe, 4YTO S
MPUAAI0 CJIUIIKOM OOJTb-
II0€e 3HAaYeHHe OTZAeTbHbIM
daKkTaMm, YTO S CITULIKOM
MeCCUMHUCTUYECKH CMOT-
po Ha Bewu. Het! S He
NPUJAI0 C/IULIKOM JypHO-
ro OOJBIIOTO 3HAYEHUS
eIUHUYHBIM aKTaM - s
TOJIBKO MMEI0 yIIH, YTOObI
C/IBIIIATh, IJIa3a, YTOOBI
BU/JIeTh, KAIUTIO 3/PAaBOTO
CMBIC/IA, YTOOBI TTOHUMATh
¥ MHOTO XpabpoCTH, YTO-
OBl CKa3aTh BCIYX TO, YTO
BCe CKOJIBKO-HUOYJb TIO-
pSAOYHBIE JIIOAU  37eCh
nepejaoT APyT IPYry IIO-
norom™ (I. 8 0.)

serbi. Con la pioggia si chiudono nelle
loro capanne e non si muovono; di not-
te non si disturbano mai a vicenda con
attacchi improvvisi o incursioni. Non
solo non li praticano, ma nemmeno li
contemplano.

* Mi diranno, come molti gia hanno
detto, che attribuisco troppa importan-
za ai singoli fatti, che guardo le cose con
un pessimismo eccessivo. No! Non at-
tribuisco troppa importanza ai singoli
fatti: semplicemente ho orecchie per
sentire, occhi per vedere, un po’ di buon
senso per capire e molto coraggio per
dire ad alta voce cio che tutti qui, alme-
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Colpiscono particolarmente le
riflessioni politiche, che difficil-
mente avrebbero superato il va-
glio della censura:

['ocymapcTBeHHBIM My)XaM
BCEX COPTOB CJIEZI0BAJIO OBl
BCIIOMWHATh HWHOT/A, Ka-
Kyl0 TDOMAaJHYI0 OTBeT-
CTBEHHOCTh OHU OepyT Ha
cebs1 U C OJHOU CTOPOHBI
He HACHJ/IOBATh CJIHLIKOM
pPe3KO TO, HYTO [JO/DKHO
npuiith u npuger 6e3
HaCU/IMs, C IPYrou CTOpo-
Hbl He HATAYMBATh 3YOBI
paHbllle BpeMEHH: MOXXHO
OOTOYUTH O TOTO, YTO
OHM  TIOJIOMAIOTCSs,  He
ycneB ykycuts (1. 5 0.)

Il tono patriottico e fiero delle
corrispondenze di Kairova tal-
volta contrasta con quello delle
lettere in cui lei riflette sul senso
della guerra:

Benp sTtu mroau, mpuexas-
1Me CloJa nmucaTth, bor mx

no le persone rispettabili, si sussurrano
all’'orecchio.

** Gli uomini di stato, di ogni genere,
dovrebbero ricordare di tanto in tanto
la responsabilita immensa che si assu-
mono. Da un lato, non dovrebbero for-
zare troppo cio che deve accadere e ac-
cadra naturalmente; dall’altro, non do-
vrebbero affilare i denti troppo presto:
si rischia di affilarli cosi tanto da spez-
zarli ancor prima di usarli.
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BeZlaeéT 4TO, MOXXeT ObITh
beTbeTOHHBIN POMaH, YTO
nu? BeJb 3TO PyCCKHUe, CO-
OTeYeCTBeHHUKU MOU. A
Te HeCYaCTHbIe, YTO MPH-
LUTA [0 WX TPUSBIBY W3
JAJIEKOU POJAWHBI IOJIO-
YXUTBb CBOIO TOJIOBY 3a CBSI-
TOe [el0 ¥ YMHUpAILne
Mo, UX OecCMBICIEHHBIM
PYKOBOZCTBOM, BeJb 3TO
TOXe PYCCKHe, TOoe Opa-
ThsI U OpaTbsi TeM OoJjiee
ZOpOTHe, 4TO OHU OecKo-
PBICTHO, CaMOOTBEP)XEHHO
Opocunu  Bce,  YTOOBI
NPUNUTH BOT TaKUM oOpa-
30M MOTMOHYTh 6€3 TOJIKY
u e (1. 8)

La guerra russo-turca si intreccia
direttamente con la questione
femminile e segna un cambia-
mento duraturo nel modo di
raccontare gli eventi bellici.
Questo conflitto apre opportuni-
ta senza precedenti per le don-
ne. Con gli uomini impegnati al
fronte, le donne assumono un

*> Queste persone, arrivate qui per scri-
vere — Dio sa cosa, forse un romanzo
feuilleton? - sono russi, miei connazio-
nali. E quei poveretti che hanno rispo-
sto al loro appello, lasciando la loro ter-
ra lontana per sacrificarsi per una causa
sacra e che ora muoiono sotto la loro
guida insensata, anche loro sono russi,
fratelli miei. Fratelli ancora piu cari,
perché hanno abbandonato tutto con
altruismo per venire qui, per morire
inutilmente, senza scopo né senso.
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ruolo sempre pit attivo nella vi-
ta sociale (McReynolds 1991).
Diversamente dal conflitto fran-
co-prussiano (1870-1871) e da
quello di Crimea (1853-1856),
che non avevano avuto una co-
pertura significativa da parte
della stampa, la guerra russo-
turca e la prima nella storia rus-
sa contemporanea a essere am-
piamente documentata attraver-
so reportage in presa diretta, con
tirature enormi. Il fenomeno e
reso possibile anche
dall'introduzione del telegrafo e
dall'influenza della stampa in-
glese, che gia dal 1876 aveva ini-
ziato a denunciare gli orrori
perpetrati dai turchi in Bulgaria.
In Russia, giornali come Novoe
Vremja e Golos svolgono un ruo-

lo cruciale nel plasmare
I'opinione pubblica e
nell’orientare la scelta
dell'intervento (McReynolds
1901).

Kairova si inserisce con forza in
questo scenario, contribuendo
attivamente alla storia del suo
paese. Scrive per i due quotidia-
ni piu influenti della capitale e,
attraverso le sue corrisponden-
ze, aiuta a ridefinire la cronaca
dal fronte. Tra il 1877 e il 1878, i
reporter presenti nei Balcani rac-
contano gli eventi direttamente
dal campo di battaglia, infiam-
mando l'opinione pubblica. La
carriera giornalistica di Kairova
é stata finora trattata in un solo
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articolo accademico, quello di
Mary Zirin (Zirin 2002). Tutta-
via, esso non rende giustizia alla
portata del lavoro di Kairova,
che in due anni scrive pit di tre-
cento corrispondenze dal fronte.
E, infatti, la prima donna russa a
riportare notizie direttamente
dai luoghi del conflitto. Inizia a
scrivere sulla crisi serba (1876)
per Novoe Vremja e successiva-
mente sulla guerra russo-turca
(1877-1878) anche per Golos. Cu-
riosamente, in uno dei suoi pri-
mi articoli per Novoe Vremja uti-
lizza forme verbali e aggettivi al
femminile (A. K. 1876: 4), ma in
seguito adotta esclusivamente
forme grammaticali al maschile,
firmandosi con pseudonimi co-
me A. K, A. V., o N. S. Anche il
contesto in cui lavora, vive e si
muove e fortemente dominato
da figure maschili.

Kairova si distingue come un
corrispondente moderno: sa cat-
turare l'attenzione del lettore e
introduce tecniche innovative
nel giornalismo. Spesso apre i
suoi articoli con una domanda
retorica, una strategia tipica del-
la retorica giornalistica moder-
na: “cornacutbcs au Typius Ha
MPEeJIOKEHUsT [EPXKAB WM He
COTIAaCUTBCSA? IDTO Telephb CO-
CTaBJIsIeT BONPOC sl Bced EB-
pOTIBI, a y Hac, KOHEYHO, Oosee
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gyem rae-uu6yas”° (N. S. 1877:
2). Nel riportare dalla Conferen-
za di Pace a Costantinopoli, af-
ferma di non poter fornire tutti i
dettagli stenografici, ma riesce
comunque a cogliere le repliche
piu appassionate e vivaci:

Jaxem-Ilama B Bo/THeHUH
BCKOYMUJI C CBOET'O MecCTa.
Ia, Bexn, BbI TpebyeTe OT
Hac HEeBO3MO)XHOTO, BOC-
KJIMKHYJI OH: —BBI TpeOy-
ete camoy6OwuiicTBa! Takue
YC/IOBUSI MOXeT TMpeJIu-
ChIBAaTh TOJIBKO TOpXKe-
CTBYIOIIMI  mobeauTesnnb
pPasOUTOMY M YHUYTOXEH-
HOMY Bpary, a Mbl ellle He
MOOEXIEeHbI, MbI B COCTO-
SIHUM elll€é CPaXXaTbCs U C
OpY)XHeM B pyKax OTCTau-
BaTb CBOI0  He3aBUCH-
MOCTb!

— HY, TaK 4ero e BbI XO-
tute? B cBOIO ouepenp, He
BBITEpIIE/l TBUIKUNA Tpad
Hlogopau: — BBl XOTHUTE
HellpeMeHHO  3aCTaBUTh
Poccuio  0OBSIBUTH  BaM
BoiiHy? Hy u mpekpacHo,
BBI3OBUTE €e Ha 3TO, MOo-
JUTE, CPAKANUTECH; TOIBKO
NoMHUTe, Yro EBpoma
MasblleM He LIeBejIbHeT,

*® Sara d’accordo la Turchia riguardo le
proposte delle altre potenze? Questa
ora ¢ la domanda che si pone tutta
I'Europa, e da noi ovviamente ancora
pit che in altri posti.
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yTOOBI 3alUTUTH Bac >7 (N.
S.1877: 2)

Kairova, lungo tutta la sua car-
riera, sia nelle lettere che negli
articoli, dimostra una visione
dell’etica giornalistica sorpren-
dentemente moderna, impernia-
ta sulla ricerca incessante della
verita. Questa necessita di
esprimere la verita, per lei vitale,
si scontra spesso con limiti im-
posti dalle convenzioni sociali
del tempo. L’autrice lamenta ri-
petutamente di non poter scri-
vere ci0 che vorrebbe, attri-
buendo questo ostacolo non tan-
to alla censura ufficiale, quanto
a una paura radicata nei con-
fronti della verita (pravdobo-
jazn’), che considera una carat-
teristica innata della societa rus-
sa.

Circa dieci anni dopo la guerra
russo-turca, pubblichera
Vospominanija gazetnogo korre-

*7 Edhem-Pasa, visibilmente preoccupa-
to, balzo dal suo posto. “Voi esigete da
noi cose impossibili!” - esclamo. “Pre-
tendete un suicidio! Tali condizioni puo
imporle solo un vincitore che trionfa su
un nemico distrutto e sconfitto. Ma noi
non siamo ancora vinti, possiamo anco-
ra combattere e, con le armi in pugno,
difendere la nostra indipendenza!”.
“Che cosa volete, dunque?” - intervenne
con fervore il conte Sorodi. “Volete for-
se costringere la Russia a dichiararvi
guerra? Bene, perfetto, costringetela,
venite, combattete; ma ricordatevi che
I'Europa non muovera un dito per di-
fendervil!”
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spondenta o Bolgarii (Ricordi di
un corrispondente sulla Bulga-
ria), un’opera in cui affronta
questa tematica in modo diretto.
In un episodio significativo, rac-
conta di una conversazione con
A. N. (?) Zertelevij, allora conso-
le generale russo a Filippopoli.
Zertelevij le narra la storia di
due satrapi usando un linguag-
gio esopico, un tipo di comuni-
cazione che sorprende e scon-
certa Kairova. Incredula, gli
chiede come sia possibile che nei
suoi dispacci diplomatici egli
non si limiti a dire la verita, ma
si affidi a un linguaggio carico di
ambiguita e bugie. La risposta
del console non e una difesa del-
la veridicita, bensi una conferma
del problema: secondo lui, in
Russia nessuno e in grado di
sopportare la verita. Kairova si
trova d’accordo, riconoscendo lo
stesso atteggiamento di disprez-
zo per la verita anche nel mondo
giornalistico (N. S. 1886).

Questa tensione verso la verita
rappresenta il fil rouge della car-
riera di Kairova, un ideale che la
accompagna fino alla morte. A
tal proposito, scrive a Nikolaj
Michajlkovskij (Archiv Michajl-
kovskogo f. 181 op. 1), lamentan-
dosi del fatto che Golos non le
consenta di pubblicare un arti-
colo sulla Galizia. La lettera rive-
la ancora una volta il suo impe-
gno etico e la frustrazione per i
vincoli che le vengono imposti:

Autobiografesl - Number 14/2025



B “Tonoce” s He Mory ro-
Boputh o [lomunuu Tax,
KaK s CYWTAI0 HY)KHBIM,
nobpocoBectHbIit. [...] Te-
nephb K€ TaKoe yMaT4uBa-
HUe KaKeTCsl MHe IMPOCTO
MPEeCTYIHbIM,  TPeCTyI-
HBIM U niepepn ['onuuuei u
nepes, pPyccKuM  oOuie-
ctBoM. [lo3BomuTe nu BBI
MHe IIPUC/IATh BaM CTaThIO
06 3TOM TIpegMeTe [IHS?
[...] S mony4aro mocraTou-
HO OT rojioca U He paju
JIMIITHEro 3apaboTKa MUILY
paboThl TOMHMO €ro, a
pazy BO3MOXXHOCTH CKa-
3aTh TO, YTO CYUTAKO CBO-
UM JIOJITOM CKa3aTh. Ecimu
6s1 "Tomoc” xoTp pa3s
HaleyaTas OJHYy W3 MOUX
KoppecnoHgeHuuu o Il'a-
JIUIIUH, XOTh Pa3 TO03BO-
JIUJI MHE TOBOPUTH O TIO-
JIIKaX He BO BPaXXZeOHOM
TOHe, sT HUKOTJIa He CTaja
Obl HMCKaTh HHOTO IOMe-
IIEeHUs1 JJI1 CBOUX CTaTeit

(1.1) *®

** Sulle pagine di Golos non posso scri-
vere della Galizia nel modo che consi-
dero giusto e coscienzioso [...]. Questo
silenzio mi appare ormai una grave
omissione, una mancanza tanto verso la
Galizia quanto verso la societa russa. Mi
permettete di inviarvi un articolo su
questo tema? [...] Ricevo gia abbastanza
da Golos e non scrivo altri articoli per
guadagnare di piti, ma per avere la pos-
sibilita di dire cio che considero un mio
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Le corrispondenze di Kairova si
concentrano sulla quotidianita,
rendendole preziose per
un’analisi storico-culturale del
periodo. Ad esempio, il 14 gen-
naio 1877, scrivendo da Costan-
tinopoli, offre uno spaccato vivi-
do della citta: “apxoe conHie
06JIMBAJIO TOYTHI TOPSIYUMHU JIy-
yamu BostineOHble Oepera boc-
dopa, mpugaBass UM OCOOEHHO
6J/1eCTALMI, CKA30YHO peKpac-
ubiid Bug ® (N. S. 1877: 3). Attra-
verso le sue parole, possiamo
percepire 'atmosfera di una citta
in fermento, con le persone che
si preparano alla guerra e le loro
impressioni sconcertate e stupi-
te.

Nei suoi Ricordi sulla Bulgaria
(N. S. 1866), scritti da un tra-
ghetto che la riporta in patria in-
sieme a uno degli ultimi soldati
russi rimasti nel paese, la giorna-
lista descrive le tradizioni e le
usanze del popolo bulgaro. Tra
queste, menziona l'usanza di
mettere sotto sale i neonati, una
pratica dolorosa e talvolta letale,
considerata una prova di forza

dovere esprimere. Se Golos avesse pub-
blicato anche solo una delle mie corri-
spondenze sulla Galizia, se mi avesse
consentito una sola volta di parlare dei
polacchi senza ostilita, non avrei mai
cercato un’altra sede editoriale.

*? il sole luminoso inondava con raggi
quasi incandescenti le rive incantate del
Bosforo, donando loro un aspetto bril-
lante e favolosamente meraviglioso.
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per gli infanti. Tuttavia, i bulga-
ri, sebbene alleati, non godono
della simpatia dei soldati russi, i
quali, paradossalmente, preferi-
scono i turchi. Secondo i soldati,
I'inimicizia tra i paesi € una que-
stione imposta dall’alto, estranea
alla loro esperienza diretta. Nei
racconti di Kairova, la guerra
non scaturisce da ragioni innate
nell'animo umano, ma é piutto-
sto il risultato delle decisioni del
potere, lontane dai bisogni e dai
desideri della gente comune.
L'autrice dimostra grande capa-
cita di entrare in contatto con i
soldati semplici, instaurando un
dialogo che le consente di rac-
cogliere informazioni preziose.
Allo stesso tempo, pero, sa come
rapportarsi a personaggi influen-
ti e trarre informazioni anche da
fonti ufficiali, spesso discostan-
dosi dalle versioni ufficiali dello
zar (B. A. 1877, 3).

Oltre al suo legame professiona-
le con Aleksej Suvorin, la donna
puo contare anche su un altro
alleato importante: il dramma-
turgo Fedor Koni. Quest’ultimo,
fino alla sua morte, sara un pun-
to di riferimento e una guida per
la giornalista. Dalle lettere di
Koni emerge chiaramente il ruo-
lo di sostegno che il drammatur-
go svolge per lei, mentre e al
fronte. Spesso ¢ Koni a conse-
gnare i suoi articoli alle redazio-
ni e a gestire i rapporti con gli
editori. Un segno della popolari-
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ta di Kairova si coglie in una let-
tera di Koni datata 28 settembre
1877, in cui egli menziona i saluti
calorosi del ministro della guer-
ra Dmitrij Miljutin: “BoenHOMY
MHHUCTPY s Ilepejas TBOU IIO-
KJIOH: OH lLIeT TeOe IylIeBHBIH
MPUBET U Ccracru0o0 3a MamsTh 00
Hem™’ (Koni 1977: 3). Oltre ai
suoi contatti strategici, Kairova
si distingue per l'efficienza e la
velocita con cui riceve e invia in-
formazioni. Scrive copiosamente
e con rapidita, tanto da anticipa-
re persino le fonti ufficiali dello
zar, come si evince chiaramente
da una lettera:

[Ipexxge Bcero pacckaxy
Tebe, KaKylo Thl Hajesajaa
3lecb KyTepbMy Teje-
rpaMMOI0 00 OTKPBITHUH
nap/jlaMeHTa U peybio CyJI-
TaHa. BoobOpasu, 4TO BO-
€HHBII MWHUCTP B TOT
IeHb TIpU [JOKJIaJe TOCy-
Japlo, B 9 4acoB yTpa, 3a-
Besll 00 I3THUX IpeaMeTax
peub. ['ocymaps crpocwur,
OTKyJla OH IOYEepITHYyJI OTH
CBeZileHUsI, IOTOMY 4YTO OH
opuMaNibHON Teserpam-
MBI ellle He moay4dan. Mu-
HUCTP yKasan Ha ‘T'onoc”.
Totuac jxe mnoTpeboOBaM
No, u nouuia norexa. [o-

% Ho riportato il tuo inchino al ministro
della guerra: ti manda un caloroso salu-
to e un ringraziamento per esserti ri-
cordata di lui.
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HeceHHe IOCOJTHCTBA
MPUILIO TOJBKO B 4 Haca.
Moxelb npefCcTaBUTH MO-
cneacteusa. “T'omoc” ¢ Tex
MOp TIOSIB/ISIETCSI B MIMIIE-
paTOpCcKuii KabuHer B 8
vyacos® (Koni 1977: 3)

Kairova cessa la sua attivita di
corrispondente a meta maggio
del 1880, ma continuera a scrive-
re fino alla morte (1888) per rivi-
ste molto prestigiose: Vestnik
Evropy, Russkaja mysl’, Delo,
collaborando anche come tra-
duttrice per Istoriceskij vestnik
(Zirin 2002: 154-155) fino agli ul-
timi giorni della sua vita.

Tra i testi della piena maturita, i
piu significativi sono senza dub-
bio i gia citati Ricordi dalla Bul-
garia (N. S. 1886: 1-54), oltre a

3 Prima di tutto, lascia che ti racconti la
confusione che hai creato qui con il te-
legramma sull'apertura del parlamento
e il discorso del sultano. Immagina: il
ministero della guerra, lo stesso giorno,
durante il rapporto al sovrano alle g del
mattino, ha cominciato a parlare di
questa questione. Il sovrano ha chiesto
da dove avessero preso tali informazio-
ni, visto che non aveva ancora ricevuto i
telegrammi ufficiali. Il ministro ha indi-
cato come fonte Golos. Immediatamen-
te il sovrano ha preteso di vedere il nu-
mero del giornale, e da li & cominciato il
divertimento. Il comunicato ufficiale del
consolato é arrivato solo alle quattro del
pomeriggio. Puoi immaginare le conse-
guenze: Golos era sulla scrivania
dell'imperatore gia dalle otto del matti-
no.
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una serie di articoli su George
Sand, pubblicati rispettivamente
il 3 marzo, il 5 maggio e il 6 giu-
gno 1883 (N. S. 1883). Questi te-
sti sono dedicati alla presenta-
zione delle corrispondenze della
scrittrice francese e riflettono
una profonda ammirazione e ri-
spetto per George Sand, figura
iconica tra le nuove donne di fi-
ne secolo. Kairova dedica a Sand
scritti dettagliati e ampi, dimo-
strando ancora una volta una
notevole conoscenza del pano-
rama politico europeo. I suoi ar-
ticoli rappresentano una vibran-
te difesa delle idee politiche di
Sand, che la scrittrice analizza e
contestualizza con magistrale
abilita nella complessa situazio-
ne politica francese.

Nastas’ja  Vasil'evna Kairova
muore di angina pectoris il 23
febbraio 1888, a soli 44 anni
(Russkaja mysl’1881: 201). La sua
morte non passa inosservata:
colleghi e contemporanei la ri-
cordano con necrologi commos-
si, ricchi di stima e dispiacere
(Kolos’ja 1888: 302; Delo 1888:
87-88). La scrittrice viene sep-
pellita al Nikol’'skoe kladbisce,
ma la sua tomba, con ogni pro-
babilita lasciata in condizioni di
abbandono, oggi non € piu rico-
noscibile.

Nastas’ja Kairova & una figura
pionieristica. I suoi testi auto-
biografici e giornalistici non solo
riflettono una personalita com-
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plessa e innovativa, ma sfidano
anche le convenzioni di una cul-
tura letteraria dominata dagli
uomini. Come sottolinea Irina
Savkina, le donne di quell’epoca
dovevano trovare un modo per
far sentire la propria voce in un
panorama culturale che le rele-
gava a una posizione subordina-
ta o le costringeva entro para-
digmi letterari patriarcali (Sa-
vkina 2023). Kairova si distingue
per il suo rifiuto di queste limi-
tazioni, dando vita a una narra-
zione autobiografica che mesco-
la liberta sessuale, maternita
conflittuale e introspezione psi-
cologica.

Nel suo lavoro autobiografico,
Kairova adotta un tono deciso e
tagliente, lontano dalla compas-
sione e dalla passivita che spesso
caratterizzano i ritratti femmini-
li dell'epoca. La letteratura del
tempo che affronta temi di psi-
chiatria e patologia € quasi
esclusivamente  maschile, e
quando tratta delle donne, le ri-
duce a oggetti di analisi. Kairo-
va, invece, prende parola sulla
propria malattia e analizza la
propria psiche in modo diretto e
senza freni.

Il suo ruolo come corrisponden-
te di guerra é altrettanto signifi-
cativo. In un campo dominato
dagli uomini, Kairova da un vol-
to femminile al giornalismo bel-
lico, offrendo una visione priva
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di retorica patriottica e ricca di
riflessioni personali sul dolore
della guerra. Le sue lettere ad
Aleksej Suvorin rappresentano
una testimonianza preziosa, ca-
pace di fornire una narrazione
alternativa e piu autentica degli
eventi bellici. Nonostante cio,
Kairova rimane una figura mar-
ginale nella storiografia lettera-
ria, condividendo il destino di
molte altre autrici del suo tem-
po.

Come sottolinea Irina Savkina
(Savkina 2023), laccettazione
delle donne nella letteratura
russa, intrapresa da Nikolaj Ka-
ramzin, rappresenta solo
un’apparente apertura alla scrit-
tura femminile, poiché al con-
tempo confina le donne entro
ruoli predefiniti e subordinati.
Alcune donne, pero, reagiscono
a queste restrizioni sfidando le
convenzioni di genere, e Kairova
non fa eccezione. Pur non po-
tendo essere definita propria-
mente femminista, la sua vita e
la sua opera incarnano idee an-
tipatriarcali e un destino fuori
dagli schemi, che rivendicano
una liberta individuale rara per
I'epoca. Come osserva Irina
Jukina (Jukina 2024), nel periodo
dal 1858 al 1905, il movimento
femminile in Russia non ha an-
cora una direzione univoca o or-
ganizzata (napravlennost’), e
dunque é impossibile parlare di
femminismo o di idee femmini-
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ste. Le donne, pero, trovavano il
modo di trasformare le proprie
vite in veri e propri manifesti di
ribellione e autodeterminazione.
Riscoprire figure come Kairova é
essenziale per arricchire lo stu-
dio della letteratura femminile e
delle autobiografie del periodo
tardoimperiale. Creare un cor-
pus dedicato a queste opere con-
sentirebbe di ampliare il pano-
rama della prosa confessionale,
oggi dominato da voci maschili.
La vita e l'opera di Kairova, in-
trecciando temi di malattia, cri-
mine, guerra e identita, aprono
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la strada a una rivalutazione del-
le narrazioni femminili, sottoli-
neando la necessita di conside-
rarle fondamentali per una
comprensione pit completa del-
le dinamiche culturali e sociali
della Russia di fine Ottocento.
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Michela Romano
Interview with Egana Dzhabbarova

Egana Dzhabbarova is a poetess, a novelist, and PhD. She was born and raised
in Ekaterinburg by Azerbaijani parents. Her life has been characterized by con-
tinuous moves from Russia to Istanbul, Baku and then Germany (with a year-
long stay in Taiwan in 2022).

She is the author of the novels Pyku >xeHimmH Moeii cembu ObTU HE [IJIsT
nuceMa (The Hands of My Family’s Women Were Not for Writing, No Kidding
Press, Dzhabbarova 2023), /lya 3a neBepHoro (Dua for the Infidel, NLO,
Dzhabbarova 2024), Terra Nullius (NLO, Dzhabbarova 2025) and of the poetry
collections bocdop (Bosphorus, Dzhabbarova 2015), ITosa PomGepra (Rom-
berg’s Pose, Dzhabbarova 2017), KpacHas kHomnka tpeBoru (Red Alert Button,
Dzhabbarova 2020) and the collection [leKoJIOHMANIBHOCTh: HaCTOAIIEE U
oyayuee. C6opuuk crareit (Decoloniality: Present and Future, Gorizontal),
Dzhabbarova 2022). Her poems have been shortlisted for the Arkadii Drago-
moshchenko Prize (2019) and published in international anthologies, such as
F-Letter (Britain), DEARS (Switzerland), and PENopp (Sweden).

In this interview, Dzhabbarova reflects on autofiction as a form of resistance,
on Russophone literature beyond the imperial canon, and on writing in Rus-
sian in the context of war, exile, and dissent. The interview was conducted by
Michela Romano in May 2025.

Michela Romano: In the literary world you construct, the body is both
the object and subject of observation and analysis, especially the female
body. The body is detected, its codes are extracted, and the various so-
cial forces passing through it, such as patriarchy, colonialism, power,
identity, stereotypes, norms, and languages, are closely studied. What
is clear in your poetic vision is that concepts such as coloniality and de-
coloniality play a crucial role in the experimentation and creation of
new meanings. The aim of this dialogue is to understand how your bi-
ography is intertwined with your works against the background of re-
cent developments in Russophone literature.

Could you begin by telling us about your life journey and your relation-
ship with literature? How does your work reflect your own inner world?
Egana Dzhabbarova: I've always loved reading—ever since early
childhood. Words felt like the safest place on earth; they helped me
make sense of events and my own emotions. I don’t fully understand
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why I was drawn to books—reading wasn’t something encouraged at
home. I think, in part, it was the influence of my grandfather, whose
house had a small library, even if it was mostly medical books.

As a child, I signed up at the local children’s library and began visiting
it regularly. I loved picking out different books, especially Japanese or
Spanish ones, and reading them while hiding behind a big armchair in
the living room. I quickly developed a deep affection for Orhan Pamuk
and devoured everything he had written. Around that same time—
when | was about ten—I began writing stories of my own. I would fill
school notebooks with tales that mixed imaginary events with charac-
ters borrowed from other books or invented by me.

My literary awareness began to deepen in high school and especially
during my time at university. Studying philology pushed me to take lit-
erature and language more seriously. I began publishing my work as a
student—first a short story, then poetry. Around that time, I also im-
mersed myself in contemporary poetic practices and began reading
writers like Lida Yusupova, Galina Rymbu, Oksana Vasyakina, Anna Al-
chuk, Warsan Shire, Athena Farrokhzad, and many others.

That period marked a turning point in my relationship with language: I
realized that words could be radically different from one another, and
still equally powerful, equally enriching. I hope that my writing, among
other things, can become a space of empathy and coexistence for dif-
ferent human voices and experiences, including those voices that have
previously been denied subjecthood.

MR: Your written work, including your poetry as well as the most re-
cent novels you wrote, seems to absorb aspects of your biography, and
vice versa. You are a composite of many things, each of which compris-
es a key part of your work as well, including religion, family, identity,
language, and love.

The “particular” you describe always reverberates within society in gen-
eral, and there is always a sort of movement of “expansion” towards the
external world, as well as a “retreat” to your inner experience, your in-
ner self.

Could you explain what you believe to be the function of literature?
How does autofiction enter your literary world? What are the themes
you feel closest to and that you consider fundamental?

ED: The question of autofiction is truly important and often provoca-
tive. Authors who write autofiction are frequently met with the same
kind of criticism: that it’s too raw, too personal, too entangled with
trauma or suffering, and therefore somehow exploitative. I find such
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accusations absurd. All literature, in one way or another, draws from
the fabric of the writer’s life; autofiction simply makes that connection
more transparent.

That said, I believe it’s crucial to remember that literature is not art
therapy or emotional sublimation. A text shouldn’t be a dumping
ground for feelings—it should still function as a crafted aesthetic work,
something shaped and purposeful, not just a private story laid bare.
Good literature gives more than just personal confession; it offers re-
flection, insight, resonance.

For instance, in my first novel, I wasn’t just telling a story—I was trying
to represent the experience of living with a serious illness, to reflect on
the patriarchy embedded in cultural systems, to question what we in-
herit beyond biology. In the second novel, I explored masculinity and
how it affects men, as well as the relationship with one’s country and
city, among other themes.

It’s difficult to name just one set of topics that define my work. But I
would say that recurring motifs include: the relationship with culture
and language, the relationship with the body, and the notion of inher-
itance—both tangible and intangible.

MR: In your view, how can autofiction be leveraged as a strategy to re-
sist political repression? How do you deal with the vulnerability that
this type of writing usually triggers?

ED: I believe it's no coincidence that many authoritarian regimes and
dictatorships are hostile to autofiction or attempt to censor it. This
genre often gives voice to the lived experiences of marginalized and op-
pressed communities—those who are systematically denied the right to
speak or to be represented. In that sense, autofiction is a form of re-
sistance.

At the same time, this kind of writing is incredibly vulnerable. It de-
mands honesty—sometimes to the point of confession—and that isn’t
easy for me as a writer. In fact, I often wish I could write in a less ex-
posed way. But perhaps this openness is simply the nature of my writ-
ing, something I can’t (and maybe shouldn’t) escape.

MR: On this matter “/lya 3a nHeBepHoro” (Dua for the Infidel, Dzhabba-
rova 2024), your last novel, among others, seems to strike this delicate
balance between intimate personal family experiences and the broader
destiny of Russia. How is this story, in particular, related to you, to Rus-
sia, and, more generally, to the broader world around you?

ED: I first conceived this novel many years ago, but it’s clear to me now
that all those years were necessary—to live through grief and the loss of
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my brother. In many ways, it was his death that pushed me to examine
our relationship more closely, to look at it with care and attention.
Through that process, I came to understand something unexpected: my
brother was, in many ways, a reflection of the country I was born and
raised in.

His complicated relationship with that country—with his origins—may
ultimately have played a role in his death. Alongside this personal story,
the novel also explores my own relationship with Russia. I had just re-
turned from a year in Taiwan, and that distance allowed me to see
things [ hadn’t been able to see before. In 2022, I was fortunate enough
to find a job at National Chengchi University [in Taipei] and work there
as a teacher of Russian as a foreign language. It was an amazing and
happy year, but, unfortunately, circumstances forced me to return to
Russia. After my return, I focused on writing my second novel and real-
ized that, to some extent, my return was inevitable. It was impossible to
write about my brother outside of Russia.

MR: Your perspectives on minorities, queer and feminist issues are
mirrored in your poetry contributions and prose such as “®@-nucsmo:
Hogast pycckast pemunnctckas moasust’ (F-Letter: New Russian Femi-
nist Poetry, Rymbu et al. 2020) and the novel “Pyku >xeHun moeii
cembu Obiu He st muchbMa’ (The Hands of My Family’s Women Were
Not for Writing, Dzhabbarova 2023). If we take decolonisation to con-
sist of more than merely geographical events, how is it possible to de-
colonise a culture, a language, or a gender? What is the role of feminist
literature in this decolonizing process?

ED: It is important to distinguish between decolonization as a political
process—in which a colony gains independence—and decoloniality as
an ongoing critical practice of rethinking dominant norms and recover-
ing suppressed aesthetic and experiential frameworks.

At the same time, it’s worth acknowledging that the concept of decolo-
niality is not without its critiques—Tuck and Yang’s well-known article
“Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor” (Tuck et al. 2012) is a striking ex-
ample. Nonetheless, I believe that decoloniality—as a reconfiguration
of aesthetic, academic, cultural, and sensory norms—is of vital im-
portance.

In this sense, the emergence of new experiences, languages, and voices
in literature and culture—voices previously denied the right to be
heard or to exist—is essential. Alternative imaginaries and modes of
perception that have been excluded from the canon are crucial for re-
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shaping the world and unsettling coloniality as a dominant framework
of values.

From this perspective, a feminist lens, or writing that emerges from
within feminism, should also be seen as contributing to the resistance
against coloniality, challenging inherited structures, and expanding the
space for new forms of knowing and feeling.

MR: How have you navigated this process in your own life and work?
Do you still “want blue eyes”?'

ED: Studying the works of postcolonial theorists and decolonial think-
ers has, in many ways, been a liberating experience for me—or more
precisely, it has prompted a shift in how I relate to myself, my cultural
heritage, and the forms of internalized coloniality I carry.

What matters deeply to me is the ongoing process of reassembling my
own aesthetics in writing—allowing the text to become a space where
multiple practices, experiences, languages, and bodies can coexist.

MR: In an essay published online in 2024 for Swedish Penn entitled
“Between” you affirm having begun

to love [the Russian] language, because it gives me literature. It gives
me Virginia Woolf, Marina Tsvetaeva, Ursula Le Guin, Chimamanda
Ngozi Adichie, Warsan Shire, Athena Farrokhzad - they speak and
their fancy Russian words hit me with an arrow of recognition. I read all
letters by Tsvetaeva in one gulp, as people drink vodka, and would
[will] forever remember a phrase she wrote February 25, 1931, in a letter
to Anna Teskova: ‘Here I am not needed. There I am impossible’.”

Can you expand on this reflection by explaining the role of the Russian
language in your life, particularly with respect to the influence of the
wartime situation of Ukraine? I am referring to texts such as “méprtBoe
teno s136iKa” (The Dead Body of Language, 2022).2

ED: It so happened that Russian became the primary language of my
writing, my work, and my everyday life. I was born and raised in Russia,
and world literature first reached me through Russian translations. Yet

" The topic of eye colour is addressed in the novel Pyku scenwun moeti cembu 6blnu He
ons nucema (The Hands of My Family’s Women Were Not for Writing, Dzhabbarova
2023), where the desire to have blue eyes instead of brown is construed as a way of es-
caping imposed body canons and conforming to a more broadly acceptable and ad-
mired appearance.

* https://www.penopp.org/articles/between [accessed 1 December 2025].

> Poem by the author. See https://discours.io/expo/poetry/anything/russian-poetry-
against-violence [accessed 1 December 2025].
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in recent years, political events have laid bare the historical violence
embedded within the Russian language—violence stemming from the
legacy of a former (or perhaps ongoing?) empire and its relationship
with other nations.

Still, I want to believe that the Russian language can become a tool for
dialogue—or rather, dialogues—a space of attentive listening and mu-
tual respect. 'm reminded here of the well-known debate between two
African writers, Ngiigi wa Thiong'o and Chinua Achebe, on the use of
the English language in literature. I feel close to Achebe’s belief in the
potential of English to serve meaningful purposes. At the same time, he
never abandoned his native language, even within novels written in
English, always retaining expressions rooted in his own linguistic herit-
age.

I'd like to believe that something similar might one day be possible for
Russian—that it, too, could become a language of coexistence rather
than domination.

MR: Definitions about Russian/Russophone literature continue to pro-
liferate and become more complex each day. Nevertheless, how do you
see the distinction between Russophone literatures and Russian litera-
ture? Is this a relevant dichotomy when speaking about a literature of
dissent? How do you feel about belonging to the body of literature of
resistance?

ED: The distinction between Russian literature and Russian-language
(Russophone) literature lies primarily in their relation to the centre—to
political authority, to the cultural canon, and to language as an institu-
tion. Russian literature, especially in its imperial and post-imperial
formation, has historically operated as a state-driven and national pro-
ject, where language and literature were closely tied to ideas of identity,
mission, and power.

Russian-language literatures, by contrast, often emerge outside the cen-
tre—on its geographical, political, or cultural peripheries. These are lit-
eratures written in Russian but not necessarily “within” or “for” Russia.
They may be produced by authors from Central Asia, the Caucasus,
Ukraine, Belarus, or diasporic communities. What defines them is a
multiplicity of perspectives, a direct engagement with trauma, dis-
placement, and the deconstruction of linguistic norms and cultural
dominance.

When it comes to the literature of dissent, especially in today’s political
context, | believe this dichotomy is not only relevant but also essential.
It highlights the fact that the Russian language is not the property of a
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single state, and that writing in Russian can be a tool of resistance ra-
ther than complicity. Russian-language literatures that stand in opposi-
tion to militarized or authoritarian regimes create alternative spaces—
for memory, empathy, critique, and reflection.

For me personally, belonging to this literature of resistance is also a po-
etic, ethical, and embodied position. It is a space where language aches,
where it undergoes doubt, translation, and reimagining. I write in Rus-
sian, but not from “within” Russia. The Russian language for me is a
space of tension, of searching, and of hope, not an instrument of power.
I do not reject the language, but I do refuse to accept it as fixed or neu-
tral. I try to rewrite it from within the personal experience of the lan-
guage, to let other bodies, voices, and experiences enter its frame. That,
to me, is the essence of Russophone literature: to create multiplicity
where there used to be a single sanctioned truth.

MR: As the current situation continues to influence the role of litera-
ture written in Russian, as well as that of the writers themselves, do you
think that a new genre of anti-war literature has emerged? If yes, what
are its main features? What do you think should be the role of writers
in this emerging context?

ED: On the one hand, we are indeed witnessing the emergence of pub-
lishing houses operating outside of Russia and openly releasing anti-
war works—such as Freedom Letters, Vidim, Babel, and Meduza. On
the other hand, I believe it is still too early to clearly define the genre of
anti-war literature; this requires time and deeper critical reflection.

At the same time, it is impossible to ignore how profoundly the current
political situation has affected the literary landscape. We now see the
rise of so-called Z-writers who actively support the war, organize their
own festivals, and publish pro-state books. Unlike most anti-war au-
thors, they remain within the country and receive financial and institu-
tional backing.

Yet if the 20th century has taught us anything, it is that increased polit-
ical pressure often triggers the emergence of anti-war texts, independ-
ent publishers, and underground literature (samizdat). In moments of
historical rupture or catastrophe, writers inevitably find themselves in a
position where they must bear witness—recording the era, testifying to
its horrors, and refusing to forget its victims.

MR: In one of your latest contributions, “Camas TemHast Houn  (The
Darkest Night, 2025) for the book Nein!: Stimmen aus Russland gegen
den Krieg (Nein!: Voices from Russia Against the War, Lebedew 2025)
edited by Sergej Lebedew you speak about January 2024 and the urgent
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need to escape, to the point that your leg started to become responsive
again despite the chronic condition affecting it. Indeed, constant
movement seems to be the narrative thread of your life, as you cross
borders, and borders cross through you.

Can you describe your experience of leaving Russia and whether you
identify yourself as part of this latest wave of migrant Rus-
sian/Russophone writers?

ED: In truth, it was such a deeply traumatic experience that I still find
it difficult to speak or write about it. In that sense, I believe the short
story I wrote offers a fairly complete account of those events—it was, in
fact, written during that very same period, while I was in Istanbul.

For me, prose became a way to process that experience. My third novel
will, in many ways, explore the themes of migration and homelessness.
Leaving felt like a raw and aching wound; for a long time, I dreamed of
home, and even now, I sometimes wake up surprised not to find myself
“back there.”

As for the second part of your question, I think it’'s important to view
this process from a distance: does this so-called “wave” exist, and who
defines it? In some ways, | am part of it; in others, I truly don’t know
where this path will lead—or how, or if; it will end.

MR: Finally, according to the information I found, it appears that you
now live in Germany. How do you feel about your life there, and how
do you envision your future projects, including the project of construct-
ing your own life, your literary work, and the combination of the two
that your creative work so brilliantly expresses? Also, in which lan-
guages “do you exist now”?

ED: By a twist of fate, | ended up in Germany, and it has been far from
easy. On the one hand, I found myself in a space of silence—without
the language, unknown, and seemingly unnecessary. For most of my
time here, | have lived in very difficult everyday conditions.

On the other hand, I haven’t lost hope. 'm learning German, and it has
already begun to seep into my poetry. If all goes well, a German edition
of my first novel will be published this autumn. I like to believe that
this is just the beginning of my creative journey in this new place.
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Patrizia Deotto
Scherbakova, Irina. 2024. Le mani di mio padre.

Una storia di famiglia russa (Milano: Mimesis), pp.

477

Con il libro Le mani di mio padre. Una storia di una famiglia russa Irina
S¢erbakova, storica e saggista, ha vinto il Premio “Friuli storia” 2025. In
questo libro di memorie I'autrice ripercorre, attraverso il destino di tre
generazioni, i momenti cruciali che hanno caratterizzato la storia russa
dall’inizio del XX secolo fino ai giorni nostri. Il periodo rivoluzionario e
il successivo costituirsi dello stato sovietico, con un alternarsi di slanci
entusiastici e di azioni tragiche, si riflettono nelle figure dei nonni ma-
terni che, come tanti ebrei russi, condividono con entusiasmo gli ideali
della rivoluzione, liberi finalmente dalle misure discriminatorie impo-
ste per pitt di un secolo dall'impero zarista.

Uno degli elementi originali che caratterizzano questo libro é la rilet-
tura della condizione altalenante degli ebrei nella societa russa e sovie-
tica alla luce delle esperienze della famiglia dell’autrice. Il nonno ma-
terno, Jakov Roskin, fa carriera all'interno del partito bolscevico. Nel
1924, nominato consigliere politico al Comitato esecutivo del Comin-
tern e direttore della rivista I'Internazionale comunista, viene trasferito
a Mosca con la famiglia e si stabilisce nel famoso Hotel Lux, dove abite-
ra fino al 1945, scampando miracolosamente alle grandi purghe stali-
niane e alle repressioni dovute alle politiche antisemite, culminate nel
dopoguerra (1948-1953) con la campagna contro il cosmopolitismo. Una
campagna che lascera per lungo tempo, anche dopo la morte di Stalin,
tracce evidenti nella societa sovietica. Al padre di Irina, che non si era
mai identificato con le origini ebraiche, ma bensi con la cultura russa,
una volta intrapresa la professione di critico letterario, fu chiesto di
adottare uno pseudonimo, perché con il cognome Sindel sarebbe stato
molto pitu difficile pubblicare i suoi scritti. E cosi comincio a firmarsi
con il nome di Lazar’ Lazarev, non propriamente russo, ma meno elo-
quente.

Attraverso la figura del padre, mobilitato all’eta di 18 anni sul fronte di
Stalingrado e gravemente ferito — della mano destra si salvarono soltan-
to due dita - Irina S¢erbakova ricorda commossa il tragico destino di
un’intera generazione sacrificata, traumatizzata nel corpo e nell’anima.
Una generazione costretta al silenzio, a tacere sui ricordi della guerra e
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sulle sofferenze patite, per non turbare la visione trionfante della vitto-
ria sul nazismo. Le mani ferite del padre diventano il simbolo tangibile
del prezzo incommensurabile pagato per la vittoria e della necessita di
far emergere la verita sulla guerra e sulle azioni belliche, condotte spes-
so con crudelta da superiori cinici e inetti, nel disprezzo della vita
umana.

La questione del silenzio emerge in forme diverse nel racconto di Irina
S¢erbakova: silenzio sul Gulag, silenzio sugli eccidi degli ebrei, silenzio
imposto dalla censura, di cui e vittima anche il padre, redattore della
Literaturnaja gazeta, che per i suoi articoli sulla letteratura di guerra,
vista e vissuta nella sua tragicita, e per i suoi tentativi di far pubblicare
testi che raccontassero quell’esperienza con autenticita, sara costretto,
negli anni dell'imperante retorica brezneviana, a lasciare il giornale.

Ad incrinare a poco a poco il silenzio si fara strada il Disgelo con i “ru-
mori della modernita” e i suoi “colori”’, che Irina S¢erbakova ci trasmet-
te magnificamente attraverso le sensazioni vissute da adolescente, affa-
scinata dalle promesse di liberta e di leggerezza del vivere - promesse
accolte con entusiasmo dalla gioventu dell’'ambiente intellettuale a cui
lei appartiene. Non meno avvincenti sono le pagine dedicate al lungo
periodo della Stagnazione brezneviana durato due decenni, quando
I'antidoto alla delusione per le speranze infrante sono la lettura dei libri
in samizdat, gli incontri e le lunghe discussioni con gli amici nelle cuci-
ne davanti a una tazza di té. Ed & proprio in quegli anni che Irina S¢er-
bakova, sollecitata dalla lettura in samizdat dell’Arcipelago Gulag di
Solzenicyn, comincia a raccogliere in sordina le testimonianze dei so-
pravissuti al Gulag, un’attivita che avrebbe continuato all'interno
dell’Associazione Memorial, fondata nel 1989 e insignita del premio
Nobel per la Pace 2022. Tra i suoi numerosi testimoni si contano anche
alcuni personaggi di spicco come Nadezda Mandel’stam, con la quale
l'autrice stabilisce un dialogo intenso, alimentato da grande empatia,
come emerge dalle diverse pagine dedicate a quegli incontri.
L’interrogativo doloroso sulle circostanze della morte di Osip Man-
del'stam era un tema ricorrente di quelle conversazioni, che per
I'autrice erano una conferma dell'importanza del lavoro di ricostruzio-
ne della memoria da lei intrapreso.

Sulla soglia del 2000 Irina S¢erbakova avverte la necessita di coinvolge-
re nella riflessione sul passato le nuove generazioni e organizza con il
supporto di Memorial un concorso per i giovani, invitandoli a scrivere
sulla storia delle loro famiglie e su Stalin. Il successo dell'iniziativa e
straordinario, partecipano studenti e insegnanti di diverse scuole. Ma
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sedici anni dopo il concorso viene praticamente proibito, considerato
anti-patriottico, perché colpevole di trasmettere una visione del passato
contrapposta alla retorica nazionalista e trionfalistica che andava nuo-
vamente affermandosi come dominante in quegli anni. Memorial viene
percepita come un’associazione pericolosa, infiltrata da “agenti stranie-
ri’, e quindi destinata, dopo qualche anno, ad essere definitivamente
liquidata.

Irina S¢erbakova, animata dalla necessita di dire la verita, si & dedicata
instancabilmente non solo alla ricostruzione fedele della storia del si-
stema totalitario sovietico, ma anche alla difesa dei diritti nella societa
russa post-sovietica. In queste memorie intreccia, con grande maestria
e in modo coinvolgente, la storia intima della sua famiglia con la Gran-
de Storia, con il difficile e tragico destino del suo paese. E una storia di
grandi speranze, ma anche di cocenti delusioni che segnano tre genera-
zioni: e deluso il nonno materno che, dopo le rivelazioni del XX con-
gresso, si rende conto tragicamente di aver servito una causa dai risvolti
orribili; e deluso il padre che, agli inizi del nuovo millennio, assiste alla
strumentalizzazione in chiave nazionalistica della memoria della vitto-
ria nella seconda guerra mondiale; e infine é delusa lei, Irina, che, dopo
le aspettative alimentate dal Disgelo e le promesse di trasparenza e di
cambiamento prospettate dalla Perestrojka, ripiomba in un regime che
la costringera, nel marzo del 2022, a lasciare la Russia.

La lettura di queste memorie & molto coinvolgente, tuttavia non pos-
siamo non rilevare una certa trascuratezza formale: le traslitterazioni
seguono il sistema dell’alfabeto tedesco, i titoli delle riviste russe ven-
gono riportati in tedesco o in inglese, le traduzioni di termini culturo-
specifici non sempre sono corrette.
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Viviana Nosilia
Szyszko-Grzywacz, Anna. 2024. La mia vita nel gu-

lag. Memorie da Vorkuta 1945-1956 (Milano: Guerini

e associati), pp. 191

Il volume La mia vita nel gulag. Memorie da Vorkuta 1945-1956 é 'ottavo
della collana “Narrare la Memoria”, fondata dall’associazione Memorial
Italia, dedicata alla pubblicazione delle narrazioni autobiografiche di
voci che difficilmente avrebbero potuto essere conosciute prima del
1991, per lo meno in versione integrale. Pubblicate originariamente in
polacco, nel 2002, col titolo Eagierniczka. Relacja z Workuty 1945-1956,
le memorie di Anna Szyszko-Grzywacz sono ora accessibili anche al let-
tore italiano nella traduzione di Luca Bernardini.

Anna Szyszko (1923-2023) era una donna polacca nata nella regione di
Vilnius, conquistata dalla Polonia manu militari dopo la fine della guer-
ra polacco-bolscevica. Come molti altri giovani, aveva partecipato alla
resistenza contro i nazisti nelle file dellArma Krajowa (“Esercito
dell'Interno”, nella traduzione di Bernardini, cfr. Szyszko-Grzywacz
2024: 11), nell'ambito dellAkcja Burza (Operazione Tempesta), che pre-
se avvio nei territori lituani nel 1944 per liberare la regione e prosegui
anche dopo lo scioglimento ufficiale dell'armata polacca, ma il 23 feb-
braio 1945 cadde in una trappola e fu arrestata dallNKVD (Szyszko-
Grzywacz 2024: 15). I polacchi disposti a portare avanti una guerriglia
partigiana per liberare la Polonia dagli occupanti difficilmente sarebbe-
ro stati docili servitori del potere sovietico, quindi erano ricercati e cat-
turati sistematicamente dalla polizia politica del'URSS.

Con l'arresto inizio per la protagonista un lungo periodo di detenzione,
trascorso per la maggior parte nel gulag di Vorkuta. Questo libro di
memorie racconta per lappunto il tempo dal coinvolgimento
nell’attivita clandestina nel 1939 alla riconquista della liberta nel 1956.
La testimonianza di Anna Szyszko-Grzywacz é stata raccolta in forma
orale dalla figlia, Barbara Grzywacz, che I'ha registrata nel 1994 e suc-
cessivamente trascritta e preparata per la pubblicazione in Polonia nel
2002 (Bernardini 2024: 165). Questa particolare genesi condiziona mol-
tissimo la narrazione da svariati punti di vista. Troviamo infatti spesso
ripetizioni, frequenti “non mi ricordo”, uno stile piano, un linguaggio
semplice. Tutto cid conferisce al racconto una vivacita che traspare
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malgrado 'opera di adattamento alla forma scritta e di cui la traduzione
di Bernardini rende pienamente conto.

Il libro e suddiviso in capitoli disposti in ordine cronologico, secondo i
cambiamenti di luogo e di mansioni della protagonista che, nel corso
degli undici anni di permanenza a Vorkuta, vedra le sue condizioni di
vita e di lavoro mutare piu volte, con una serie di vicissitudini rocambo-
lesche che potrebbero costituire episodi di un romanzo d’avventura, se
non si trattasse di episodi tratti da una realta terribile. E cosi possibile
conoscere pitt ambienti all'interno del gulag, dalla sartoria alla miniera,
dall'ospedale alla fabbrica di mattoni, scoprendo cosi l'eterogeneita e la
complessita di questo sfaccettato sistema repressivo. Alle donne non
erano risparmiati i lavori pit pesanti: per molto tempo Anna Szyszko
(che all'epoca portava il cognome fittizio Norska) lavoro in una miniera
di carbone, dove ai rischi del sovraffaticamento si sommavano quelli
derivanti dal pericolo di crolli, senza tener conto dell'lambiente assolu-
tamente insalubre. Quando fu trasferita in una mattonaia, si ritrovo a
trasportare carichi pesantissimi sulle spalle. Le donne, quindi, subivano
il lavoro come forma di tortura alla pari degli uomini. Rispetto ai dete-
nuti maschi, pero, le prigioniere devono affrontare umiliazioni peggiori,
legate proprio al loro genere.

Il denudamento al momento dell'ingresso nel gulag finalizzato a de-
terminare la categoria di lavoro cui adibire le persone appena arrivate e
una pratica che riguardava sia i detenuti, sia le detenute, ma queste ul-
time erano soggette a palpeggiamenti lascivi:

Gli uomini dovevano svestirsi completamente. Non mi ricordo

esattamente come stesse la cosa per le donne. Sicuramente biso-
. A LI (LI ”» 3

gnava denudarsi fino a meta. Ti “visitavano” a occhio, guardando-

ti e pizzicandoti le natiche (Szyszko-Grzywacz 2024: 50).

Questo ¢ solo un esempio di come la promiscuita del gulag finisse per
risultare particolarmente gravosa per le prigioniere, che erano alla mer-
cé del personale maschile del campo e dei detenuti uomini.

Effettuarono la sanpodgotovka, come chiamavano gli interventi
igienico-sanitari. Ci tagliarono i capelli, ci rasarono. Wanda ritie-
ne che a rasarci sia stato un uomo, e dappertutto, io per6 non me
lo ricordo (Szyszko-Grzywacz 2024: 41).

E ancora, a proposito della miniera n. 2:
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All'interno della baracca, nel tambur, c’era la parasa in cui face-
vamo i nostri bisogni. [...] Anche alla strojkontora, al cantiere,
cercavamo di nasconderci da qualche parte, ma non sempre era
possibile. Alcuni uomini particolarmente molesti non solo non si
giravano, ma ti guardavano apposta, quando bisognava esporre le
natiche all’aria (Szyszko-Grzywacz 2024: 47).

Come osserva Bernardini (2024: 172-173), della condizione delle donne e
della doppia morale che imperava nel campo aveva scritto anche Gu-
staw Herling-Grudzinski in Un mondo a parte (Inny swiat) (cfr. Herling
2017: 183-184), opera divenuta paradigmatica per la letteratura del gulag
polacca. Nel capitolo La caccia notturna I'autore narra di come fossero
braccate le donne appena arrivate nel campo che, per qualche ragione,
si avventuravano fuori dalla loro baracca quando era buio, usando
'espressione “cacce notturne alle donne” (Herling 2017: 38). Herling at-
tribuisce questa pratica ai soli urka, i criminali comuni che esercitavano
un particolare potere, ma la situazione presentata da Szyszko e ben di-
versa: anche lei si serve della metafora della caccia, adottando in questo
caso il punto di vista della preda:

Eravamo indifese. Quando siamo entrate, abbiamo visto [...] uno
schieramento di uomini che letteralmente ululavano e si dibatte-
vano da tutte le parti. Era incredibile: tutti quegli uomini e noi
povere donne indifese. Era terribile, ci sentivamo braccate.
(Szyszko-Grzywacz 2024: 94 - il corsivo & nostro).

Le donne sono ripetutamente usate come merce di scambio per convin-
cere i detenuti — prevalentemente quelli comuni - ad accettare di svol-
gere qualche lavoro (Szyszko-Grzywacz 2024: 85-86).

Nel mondo distorto del gulag, anche la maternita viene dissacrata, e
anche in questo caso la visione di Herling e quella di Szyszko differi-
scono sostanzialmente. Per il primo, la gravidanza & un mezzo per assi-
curarsi nove mesi di esenzione dal lavoro pesante, mettendo al mondo
un neonato “che veniva poi tolto alla madre e portato via per qualche
ignoto destino” (Herling 2017: 184-185); solo verso i figli nati dalle donne
libere e concepiti nella casa degli incontri traspare dell'empatia (Her-
ling 2017: 134). Anche Szyszko é consapevole dell'utilizzo della materni-
ta come scappatoia da parte di alcune detenute, ma il suo tono non e
giudicante, e l'attenzione si focalizza piuttosto sulla sorte dei bambini,
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portati via dal nido del campo mentre le madri erano fuori al lavoro
(Szyszko-Grzywacz 2024: 66-67).

Rispetto a Un mondo a parte, il racconto di Szyszko si differenzia anche
per la strategia di sopravvivenza: a differenza di Herling, la protagonista
di La mia vita nel gulag insiste molto sulla solidarieta e I'assistenza reci-
proca, in particolare tra le sue amiche piu strette. Anna Szyszko e altre
quattro detenute polacche si prendono cura le une delle altre, si so-
stengono moralmente, condividono sentimenti e pensieri e creano un
legame cosi forte da indurle a definirsi giocosamente “le Cinque Gemel-
le” (Szyszko-Grzywacz 2024: mus-u17). In effetti, come scrivono
nell’epilogo le figlie Barbara Grzywacz-Sanfilippo e Bogustawa Ma-
tuszewska, le donne avrebbero mantenuto a lungo i contatti anche una
volta libere. La descrizione delle relazioni umane, di genere diverso, che
s'instaurano anche in un ambiente cosi spersonalizzante come quello
del gulag € a ben vedere uno dei perni tematici/nodi cruciali di queste
memorie. Osserviamo cosi la stratificazione ed eterogeneita
dell'umanita del campo: oltre al rapporto detenute-carcerieri (uomini,
per lo pil, come risulta da queste memorie), vi € anche quello fra le pri-
gioniere politiche e quelle comuni (le blatnjacki) e tra recluse con privi-
legi (pompobytki) e senza. Sulle relazioni grava anche I'appartenenza
nazionale o etnica: Anna Szyszko e orgogliosa del suo essere polacca
(cfr. I'episodio in cui reagisce con veemenza agli insulti alla Polonia da
parte di un’altra detenuta, Szyszko-Grzywacz 2024: 83-84), ricerca i
contatti coi connazionali, ma non nasconde la sua delusione nel mo-
mento in cui essi si comportano meschinamente, contravvenendo alle
sue aspettative.

Sara proprio attraverso una corrispondenza con altri detenuti polacchi
che Anna Szyszko incontrera I'uomo che diventera suo marito, Bernard
Grzywacz - una storia fatta di biglietti e lettere contrabbandati inge-
gnosamente, di attese e di gelosie, di malintesi e bisticci, il cui romanti-
cismo non viene scalfito e risulta anzi accresciuto dal fango del gulag e
dai cenci consunti dei protagonisti.

Tutto cio e narrato con spontaneita e vivacita, attraverso lo sguardo di
una donna che, a distanza di molti anni, non giudica la ragazza che era,
rievocando gli eventi senza avere la pretesa di trarne conclusioni uni-
versali, insegnamenti da tramandare, riflessioni metafisiche. In questo
il libro di Anna Szyszko é profondamente diverso da quello di Herling.
Queste memorie sono senzaltro un documento importante
dell’esperienza concentrazionaria sovietica, in particolare di quella spe-
cifica della popolazione polacca. La postfazione di Luca Bernardini rie-
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sce concisamente a fornire le coordinate necessarie al lettore per orien-
tarsi nelle diverse ondate di deportazioni di cittadine e cittadini polac-
chi nel sistema dei gulag e a inserire questa pubblicazione nel contesto
pitt ampio della letteratura concentrazionaria.

Un notevole pregio di quest’edizione é costituito dall'appendice icono-
grafica, con foto d’epoca dell’archivio di famiglia della protagonista.
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Jakub Adamiak
Bernyruna, AuHa; MakcumeHko, IMmutpuid.

Tapueepdues. MockBa: Monoaas I'Bapaus, 2025. 239 C.

Cepust 6uorpaduit “YKusup 3amedvarenpubix mogei” (“VK3/17), cymie-
CTByIOLIasi y)Xe Oojiee CTa JieT, SIBJISIETCSI OJHUM M3 CTapedIlnX WU
HanboJiee AaBTOPUTETHBIX OMOTPaPUUECKUX MPOEKTOB B PYCCKOSI3bIY-
HOM KHUTou3gaHuu. Ilo cocTossHMI0O Ha Hauyano 2026 roja cepus
HAaCYMTHIBAeT CBBILIE 2000 BBIITYCKOB, TOCBSILIIEHHBIX BBIJAIOIINMCS
JIIOJSIM, YbH UMeHA BOILIU B aHHAJIbl MUPOBOU UCTOPHH.

B 2025 rogy K 3TOMY NpeCTMXHOMY CITUCKY MPUCOeIUHUIOCh UMsI Mu-
Kaona Jleonosuya TapuBepayeBa - BBIJAIOLIETOCS KOMIIO3UTOPA, YbS
My3bIKa K KuHOpumIbMam Hponus cydvbel 1 CemHadyams meHoseHull
8eCHbl CTajla HeOTheMJIEMOM YacCThI0 Ky/JIBTYPHOTO KOJQ HECKOJIBKUX
nokosieHui. Purypa TapuBepaneBa WITIOCTPUPYET CIOXXHOCTH COBET-
CKOM MHOTOHALIMOHAIbHON MAEHTUYHOCTH: OH apMSIHUH, BBIPOCIIHIA B
TOunucy, MoMyYMBUIMK My3bIKaJIbHOe 0Opa3oBaHUe B Kjacce Apama
XayarypsiHa B MOCKOBCKOI KOHCEpPBAaTOPHH, A 3aTe€M CyMeBIIMH 3aBoe-
BaTh BCECOIO3HOE M MEXJyHapoJHOe Npu3HaHWe. He BmuchIBasich B
paMKH uzeosiorndeckoro opunmosa, TapusBepareB co3an YHUKaIbHOE
TPAHCKY/IbTYPHOE MPOCTPAHCTBO, B KOTOPOM OPTraHUYHO IMepPeriench
pa3IMYHble TPAAUIIUM U MUPOBO33peHUst. CerosHs aHa/IM3 ero Hacje-
ISl TIpeJCTaBIsIeTcs 0COOeHHO aKTyabHbIM. CKBO3b MMPU3MY €T0 CyJb-
OBl MOYKHO TPOC/IEAUTh MEXAHMU3MBI CYIeCTBOBAHUS CyObeKTa B yCIIO-
BUSIX CrielPHUKHU KyJIbTYPHOU reTeporeHHOCTH MMIIEPHH, a TAaK)Ke BbI-
SIBUTHh CTPAaTerdny COXpaHeHUs TBOPUYECKOU CyBEPEHHOCTU B COBpPEMeH-
HOM WHTEep- U TPAHCKYIbTypHOM Mupe (Mignolo et al. 2018: 1-11).
ABTOpamMy KHUTH, BK/IIOUMBIIEHl 3HAMEHUTOTO KOMIIO3UTOpPA B KaHOH
cepun “¥K3JI”, cramu My3bIKaHTBI-OpPraHUCTbl AHHa Bernyruna wu
OvuTtpuii MakcrumeHKo. BeIxol KHUTM NpUypoOYeH K JBOWHON IOJOB-
IIMHE — 95-JIETHUIO CO JHSI POXXAEHUsSI KOMIIO3UTOPA U 30-JIETHIO CO JTHS
€ro CMepTU. JTU JAThI MOCTY)XHUIHA MOBOAOM IJIsl TIOSIBIEHUSI HOBOTO
VICC/IeIOBAaHMSI, OCBEIAIOLIero )XU3HEHHBIH ITyTh, TBOpYECKOe Hacje-
ovie U MUpoBo33peHHe Mukasna /leoHoBuya. CTpyKTypHO pabora co-
CTOUT W3 ABAALIATA OJHOW TJIaBBI, DIHJIOTA M JBYX NMPUIOXKEHUH: TO-
IpoOHOro nepeyHsi $pUIBMOB, B KOTOPBIX 3BYYUT MY3bIKa TapuBepzue-
Ba, a TAK)Ke XPOHUKU OCHOBHBIX JIAT €r0 XU3HU U TBOp4YecTBa. [loBecT-
BOBaHHE, BBICTPOEHHOE 110 XPOHOJIOTHYECKOMY IPUHIIUITY, OXBaThIBAET
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BeCh XU3HEHHBIN MyTh KOMIIO3UTOPA U 3aBepluaeTrcss 0630poM Kiiroye-
BBIX MHULUATUB 110 YBEKOBEUYEHUIO €ro MaMsATHU B Mepuoj, 1mocie 1996
roga.

Takoit mogxox K MOBeCTBOBATE/bHOM CTPYKTYpe PabOThI COOTBETCTBYET
KaHOHY TPaJULMOHHON 6Morpaduy, OCHOBAHHOMY Ha JTMHEHHOM BOC-
MPUATHUM CyabOBI TePOosi KaK Mpolecca MocaefoBaTeIbHOIO CTaHOBJIe-
HUs1 TUYHOCTU. [lomoOHast cTpaTervsi BO MHOTOM OIpefieisieT U MO3U-
LIMI0 aBTOPOB — BeT/nyruHa u MakcMMeHKO He CTpeMsITCSl CTaThb aKTHB-
HBIMU YYaCTHUKaMU COOBITHM, BBICTYIIAasi CKOPee B POJIM MOBECTBOBATe-
JIel, CBSI3BIBAOIUX PAKThI MU “pacCKa3uMKoB Oe3 O6uorpaduun’, ecimm
BOCITO/Ib30BAThCS U3BECTHBIM omnpezenenreM Opust /lormana (JlormaH
1992: 365-367). DTO MOATa/IKUBAET YUTATENsT CPOKYCHPOBATHCA HEIO-
cpencTBeHHO Ha ¢urype TapuBepzameBa, BOCIIpUHMMAsT aBTOPCKHUI To-
JIOC KaK OO'beKTHBHBIM MHCTPYMEHT CTPYKTYPHUPOBAHHSI UCTOPUYECKO-
ro MaTepHaia.

ABtopsl  O6uorpaduu Tapusepdues, TiepecKasbiBasi XU3Hb MMKasIa
JleoHOBHUYa, CMOTPSIT Ha HEro C MO3ULIMH BOCXUIIEHHBIX YYEHUKOB, YTO
Hen30e)XHO BJIMsIET Ha TOHAJILHOCTh MTOBECTBOBAHUS, KOTOpOEe BpeMe-
HaMu npuoOperaet yepTsl aruorpaduu. B mogodbHoMm nsnoxxennu ¢ax-
Thl U3 XU3HU KOMIIO3UTOPA BBICTPAWBAIOTCS B OE3yNpevHyIo Joruye-
CKYIO LIeTIOYKy — OT OJJAPe€HHOI'0 LIKOJIbHUKA [0 MPU3HAHHOTO T'€HMUSI.
Takoit moaxop o0yc/ioBieH Kak Tpaauumsamu cepun “YK3J1”, Tak u crie-
IUPUKOI aBTOPCKOUM MO3UIMH: He OyAyYH JTUYHO 3HAKOMBIMH C Ta-
pUBEPAHMEBBIM M He SBJSISICh MPOdeCCHOHATBHBIMU HCC/Ie0BaTe/ISIMU
ero TBopuyecTBa, BersyruHa u MaKCHMMEHKO 3a4acCTyl0 BBIHY)XKJEHBI
OTPAaHMYMBATHCSI OTCHUIKAMH K Y)Ke CYIIeCTBYIOIIMM paboTaM WIH CBH-
JeTe/IbCTBAaM COBPEMEHHHUKOB. BcielcTBHe 3TOro KHMra HOCHUT IIpe-
MIMYLIeCTBeHHO KOMIIU/IITUBHBIN XapaKTep, a POJib aBTOPOB CBOJUTCS K
NO3WLWUN UHTEPIIPETAaTOPOB, Ybe IPUCYTCTBHE B TEKCTE OTPAaHUYEHO.
Bernyruna u MakcHMeHKO € caMOro Havaja yTBePXXZJAIOT, YTO HacJie-
nvie TapuBepzyieBa OCTaeTCs YKMBBIM U IMPOJO/DKAeT PyHKIIOHUPOBATh
B MOBCEJHEBHbBIX PUTYya/liax MOCTCOBETCKOTO MPOCTPaHCTBa: ‘Bce atm
IpeKpacHble MeJIOAUH 0 CUX IOP Ha CIYXy M C IePBBIX HOT IOTPYXKAIOT
HaC B COBEPIIEHHO OIIPeJe/IeHHBbIM U Yy3HaBaeMblld MUP COBETCKOU
KyJ/IbTYPBI, IpUyYeM ee camoro oduiuansHoro Bapruanta’ (Bernyruna et
al. 2025: 5).

Takum o6pa3om, B cBeTe KOHILENMIIUHM KyJIbTypHOU mamsaTH flHa Accma-
Ha (AccmaH 2004: 19-21), Bernyruna 1 MakcuMeHKO paKTHIeCKH UHTe-
IPUPYIOT Hacseaue TapuBepaueBa B aKTya/IbHBIM KaHOH KYJIbTypPHOM
MaMSTH ITOCTCOBETCKOI'0 MPOCTPAHCTBa. ABTOPBI aKLJeHTUPYIOT BHUMA-
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HYe Ha YHHBepCaIM3Me MY3bIKaJIbHOTO SI3bIKa KOMITIO3UTOPA, KOTOPBIH,
[0 UX MHEHMIO, “He NMPUBS3aH K KOHKPETHOMY BPEMEHU WU CTHUJIIO,
KaK M 4Ye/IOBEK C ero 4yBcTBamMu U smouusimu’ (Bernyruna et al. 2025:
231). Takoit moxgxon mo3BossieT npeactaButh ¢urypy TapuBepaueBa He
MPOCTO KaK UCTOPHUYECKUI MePCOHAXK, HO KAaK YKMBYIO YaCcTh COBPEMEH-
HOU KYJIbTYPBbI, Ybe 3Ha4eHHe BBIXOJUT 33 PAMKU TPAAULMOHHOTO OHO-
rpadpuYeCcKoro onmruCcaHus.

Bonee Toro, BBUAY yXOJslIiero BpeMeHU U Bce OoJiee yAaISIOIerocs
TOPHU30HTA HEIOCPeJCTBEHHBIX BOCIIOMMHAHUM, 00pa3 KOMIIO3UTOPA
MOCTENeHHO BBIXOJUT 3a Mpe/ie/ bl KOMMYHUKAaTUBHOM MaMSITH, TaK KaK
YXOJSAT Te, KTO JIMYHO NMOMHWJI KOHLEPThl camoro TapuBepawieBa U
npemMbepsl GUIBMOB C ero My3bIKOi. Bmecte ¢ Tem ero Haciexwme,
IIPOYHO BIIHCaBlileecs], K IpUMepy, B HOBOTOAHIOIO TpaAHLIo 61aroga-
pst My3bIKe K ¢uabMy Jiabaapa PsizanoBa HpoHus cydvbbl, 0 4eM TaKKe
ynoMuHawT BeTnyrnHa 1 MakcMMeHKO, MPOAO/DKAET XUTh B PUTYaax,
BOCIIPOWU3BOAMMBIX JTFOIbMH, HE TIOMHSIIIMMY VJIM JIUIIb BCKOJ/B3b 3a-
CTABIIMMM COBETCKYIO 310Xy. Takum o6pa3om, TBopyecTBo Tapusepau-
eBa — KaK B BUJe OT/Ie/IbHbIX IleCeH, TaK U B COCTaBe MAaCLITAOHBIX MPO-
€KTOB — OKOHYATe/IbHO YKOPEHSIETCsI B KY/JIbTYPHOM MaMsTH IOCTCOBET-
CKOro o011ecTBa.

B cBoeii pabore aBTOpHI ONMMpAIOTCsT HA 0a3y MCTOYHUKOB, HAaCYUTHIBA-
IOLIYIO 18 MO3ULMIA, TepeYrC/IeHHbIX B pa3zee “/luteparypa” B KoHIE
kauru (Bernyruna et al. 2025: 237-238). CTOUT OTMETUTD, YTO HE BCe
HCIIOJIb3yeMble B TEKCTe MaTepHasbl MPUBOISTCS B ITOM cChHcKe. B
CBOEM TPY/ie aBTOPbI 0OOPALIAIOTCS TAKXKe K JOKYMEHTATbHbIM (MIbMaM
M WHTEPBBIO (KaK MeYaTHBIM, TaK U 3BYKOBBIM), OTCHIJIOK K KOTOPBIM
YUTaTe/Nb He HaijleT B ynmoMsHyToM mepeyHe. OJHaKo HeoOXOZUMO
NOMHUTB, uTO cepusi ‘YK3J1” He sBsieTCsT CTPOTO aKaZileMHUYeCKUM H3-
JAHVWEM U Halle/IeHa MPeXZe BCero Ha MOMy/IsSPU3aLUi0 3HAHUH O BbI-
JAIOIIMXCS TIOJSX CPeH LIMPOKOI YUTATETHCKOM ayIUTOPHH.
MccnenoBaTeibCKUii MaTepyan AOIMOJHSETCS CBEAEHUSIMH, TMOJTy4eH-
HBIMH “U3 MEPBBIX YCT OT KOJUIET, PYy3€eil U POACTBEHHUKOB KOMITO3H-
Topa. OTe/bHOTO BHUMaHUSI 3aCTY)KMBAET Y4acCTHE B CO3JAHUM KHUTH
BJIOBBI KOoMIIo3uTOpa — Bepsl ['oprciaBoBHbI TapuBepaueBoi, cioBaMHu
6/1arolapHOCTH KOTOPOM M OTKpbIBaeTcsl Tpyg, Bernyrunoit u Makcu-
MeHKO. OHa OblyIa TpeThell U, COrJIaCHO YTBEPXXAEHHUIO CaMOT0 KOMIIO-
3UTOpa B3SITOMY U3 ero aBrobuorpaduu I npocmo xiusy, ero eguH-
cTBeHHOU “Hacrosieir” xeHoil (TapuBepaueB 1997: 208). Bepa T'opu-
CJIABOBHA, SIB/ISISICh aBTOPOM KHUTH BOCIIOMUHAHUI buoepagus my3viku
(TapuBepameBa 2004), Ha KOTOPyH aBTOpbI Tapusepduesa HEOTHO-
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KPaTHO CCBUIAIOTCSI, BHEC/IAa 3aMeTHBIM BKJIQJ, B MOATOTOBKY JAHHOU
paborel. TapuBepaMeBa TaKKe MpefOCTaBU/Ia YHUKaIbHbIe PpoTOMaTe-
pHaJIbl, JOTIOTHUBILIYE U3JJaHUE B TIyqIINUX Tpagunusx cepun YK3J1”.
MiMeHHO [Ba yKa3aHHBIX BbIllle UCTOYHUKA — aBTOOMOTpadus camoro
KOMITO3UTOPA M BOCIIOMHMHAHUSI €r0 BJOBBI — JIETJIM B OCHOBY TpyZa
Bernyrunoit u Makcumenko. /lnasor Mexzay 3TUMHM TpeMs TOYKaMH
3peHUsI CTAHOBHUTCSI KOMIIO3WULIMOHHBIM CTEepP)KHEM, BOKPYT KOTOPOTO
BBICTPAMBAETCsI TOBeCTBOBaHMe. [Ipy 3TOM B TeKCTe MpOC/IeXUBAeTCs
onpesenieHHasi 3AKOHOMEPHOCTh: (pparMeHThl M3 KHUT TapuBepaueBoit
n TapuBepaueBa, Kak MpPaBUIO, CIYXXAT OTIIPAaBHOW TOYKOM JJIs1 pac-
CY)XAEHUIH aBTOPOB Ouorpaduu. 3a4yacTyro TjaBa OTKPBIBAETCS I[ATa-
TON M3 aBTOOMOrpadnm Mmukasna /leoHOBUYA, 3aaBasi TEMAaTHYECKYIO
PaMKy, KOTOPYIO aBTOPbI pa3BUBAIOT B JanbHelieM. Hepegko BcTpeua-
eTCsl U MHBepPCUsI: CHavasla aBTOPbI BBOJST YUTaTe s B KOHKPETHYIO CH-
TyaLMIo, 4YTOObI 3aTeM “MpefoCTaBUTH CIOBO  camomy TapuBepnueBy
WM ero >XeHe. B 3ToM cilydae TM4YHOe CBUJETENbCTBO BBICTyIIaeT B PO-
JIA BBICHIETO aBTOPUTETA, KOTOPBIHA JTIETUTUMHU3UPYET aBTOPCKYIO MO3HU-
IIUIO Y TIOJTBEPXKIAET JOCTOBEPHOCTD MX BBICKA3bIBAHUM.

MecTamMu aBTOpBI JOMYCKAIOT HU30BITOYHOE IIUTHPOBAHUE, MPAKTHYe-
CKH TIOJTHOCTBIO KOMUPYSI JIOTUKY HU3JI0KEeHUsI, TPeICTaB/IeHHYI0 B aB-
ToOmorpaduu Kommosutopa. Tak, B maToi rnaBe Taney c cabasamu,
omnuceiBasi nocryrieHne TapuBepaueBa B MOCKOBCKYIO KOHCEPBAaTO-
puio, 6uorpadsl PpaKTUYECKHU KOMUPYIOT — JIUIIb C He3HAYUTETbHBIMU
W3MEeHEHUSIMA — ONMCAaHUe NAHHOrO COOBITHUSI CAMHM MY3bIKAHTOM B
kuaure I npocmo xcugy (Bernyruna et al. 2025: 57-59; TapuBepavies
1997: 26-28).

Kpowme Toro, B Tekcte BernyruHoii 1 MakcMMeHKO OIyLIaeTCsl OTCYT-
CTBUe TLIATe/bHON KOOPAUHALIMU MEXJY COaBTOPAMU, YTO MIPUBOAUT K
MIOBTOPAM Y)Ke U3BeCcTHOH ynTaremio nHpopmanuu. K nprumepy, Bropas
rnasa (T6unucu) OTKpbIBaeTCSI CIeAYIOLIMM 00pa3oM:

‘CuHee He0O Moero aetcTBa, Hebo TOuIMCH, KapKoe JIeTo, BO3-
JyX, HalIOEHHBIN 3allaXOM IOXXHOM 3€JIeHU U HACTOJIBKO TI'yCTOW,
4YTO, KQKeTCsl, ero MOXXHO pe3aThb noMTsaMHu. M1 Mama. Mama, Ko-
TOpasl UAEeT MHe HaBCTpedy. Y MeHs 3axBaTbIBaeT JyX, 51 HE BIDKY
ee JIUIA — TOJBKO CHUSIHHE, UCXOJsIiee OT Hero — TaK MUIIeT
KOMIIO3UTOP B aBTOOMOrpadryecKoil KHHUTe C HeCay4aiHbIM
Ha3BaHueM ‘S mpocto xuBy’ (Bernayruna et al., 2025: 15).
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OpHako Bcero vepe3 LIeCTh CTPAHUL, B Havase TpeTheil rnassl (Podo-
goe 2He300), aBTOPbI BHOBb OOPAILAIOTCS K TeM JKe CcTpokam: “Mukaan
JleoHOBHY HaYyHMHAeT aBTOOMOTpadUI0 C ONTMCAHUS CUHETO TOMIUCCKO-
ro He0a ¥ BO3Ayxa: ‘...KOKETCs, er0 MOXXHO pe3aTh JIOMTSIMH . A TOTOM
y)Ke UJeT CUsTHUe JTMLA ero MaTepH, Hay4MBIlIei CblHA CAaMOMY TI'JIaBHO-
My - 068’ (Betnyruna et al. 2025: 21).

CToUT TaK)XKe OTMETUTb, UTO aBTOPbI MPAKTUYECKHU He BCTYMAIOT B KPH-
TUYECKHI AUAJIOT C BOCMIOMUHAHUSIMA KOMITO3UTOPA U €T0 YKEHbI, IPH-
HHUMasl UX KaK JAHHOCTh. BciiencTBre 3TOro OHM 3a4acTylo MOANAIAI0T
oz, BiausiHue Toro, uto [Ibep Bypabse HaszbiBan “Omorpaduyeckoit mi-
mosueit” (Bypabe 2002: 75-76) - CBOWCTBEHHON 6Guorpadam YepThl,
BBIPKAIOILENCSI B KOHCTPYUPOBAaHUU TPSMOTO JIMHEMHOTO TOBECTBO-
BaHMS IO CXeMe, KOTOPYIO B ciy4dae Tapusepduesa MOXXHO U300pa3UTh
C/IeSyIoUM 00pa3oM: TaJIaHT/IMBBIA peOeHOK — BBIJAIOLUIMIHCS CTY-
JOEHT — MOJAUIVN HaZEeX bl MOIOAOU KOMITOBUTOP — MY3bIKa/IbHBII
renuii. [logoO6HOe M3IOXEHUe, XOTS U SIB/ISETCS TPASULMOHHBIM IS
YKaHpPA, BBITJIAAUT W3JIMIIHE CXeMAaTUYHBIM U, KaK mog4depkuBan byp-
Ibe, TMIIAeT UCC/Ief0BaTe sl BO3MOXKHOCTH PacCMOTPETh OoJiee MIMPO-
KHUH CIIEKTP OOCTOSITEIBCTB, ONpeensiomyx cyap0y repost. CmeHa om-
TUKW TMO3BOJIMIA Obl BeTsyruHoi 1 MaKCMMEHKO He TOJIBKO TIyOxe
PaCKphITh IMYHOCTh KOMITO3UTOPA, HO M M30eXaTh U3/THUIIHUX MMOBTO-
peHUil ¥ epeceyeHuii ¢ aBToonorpadueit TapruBepareBa v TPyZOM ero
BJJOBBI.

B cuny cBoeli cnenuanvsanyy, NpeAofararoleid MOCTKOJIOHUATBHBIN
Y 1IeKOJIOHUAJIbHBIA PAKypPChl aHA/IN3a JTUTEPATYPHOTO TEKCTA, ST TAKKE
He MOry OoOOWTH BHHMAaHHEM BCTpedalolleecsi B ¢puHane Ouorpadpuu
yTBEP)KZIeHHe O TOM, 4TO TapuBepiueB — “COBEPIIEHHO PYCCKHUI KOM-
nosutop” (Bernyruna et al. 2025: 229). TpyAHO COTIACUTHCS C MOZOG-
HOU JedHHUIMEN, TPUYeM MOsI TTO3UIMsI OCHOBBIBAETCSI He Ha (aKTe
poxxzeHrss Mukasna /leoHOBHYa B apMSIHCKO# CeMbe, TIPO)XXMBaBLIEH B
Tounucy, a Ha yOEXIEeHUH, BBIXOASIIEM 32 PAMKH Y3KHX HALIMOHAJIb-
HBIX UJEHTUYHOCTeH. B 3TOM KOHTeKCcTe MHe ropaszo OvKe Ipyroi
Te3UC aBTOPOB, COTJIACHO KOTOPOMY “MHTOHAIIMU €ro MY3bIKU He MpH-
HaJJIe)KaT HU OJHOM M3 BO3MOXXHBIX HAIlMOHAJBHOCTEM , OO OHU “00-
IIeYe/iOBeYeCcKre U rOBOPSIT HA TOM YHUBEPCAJTIbHOM SI3bIKE DMOLIUHA U
OLIYLIEHUM, KOTOPBIA Ka)XXKJbIM Ye/JTOBEeK BOCIPUHUMAET KaK CBOU pO/J-
Hoit” (Bernmyruna et al. 2025: 231). [TogoGHBII B3IJIsSIZ HA TBOPYECTBO
TapuBepueBa MO3BOJISIET YBUETh B HEM HE MPOCTO ‘HALIMOHAJbHOE
IOCTOsIHME”, HO TPaHCKYIbTypHyto ¢urypy (TraocraHoBa 2004: 27-32),
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Yyell My3bIKaJIbHBII SI3bIK MPEOAOJIeBAeT IPAHHULIBI JTI0O0T0 JUCKYpCa —
6yzp OH (TOCT)MMIIEPCKUM MK CYTy00 HAL[MOHATUCTUYECKUM.

BBHy Bcero cka3aHHOTO BbILIE CJIeAyeT 3aK/II0YUTh, YTO, XOTsI paboTa
BernyruHoit 1 MakcMMeHKO uMeeT omnpezesieHHble U3bSHbI U BO MHO-
TOM SIBJISIETCSI KOMITWJISILMEH y)Ke UMEeIOLIUXCSI CBeJeHUH O XU3HU Mu-
Kasna TapuBepiaueBa, JaHHOe W3JaHUeE TPEJCTAB/ISIET HECOMHEHHYIO
LIEHHOCTh ISl LIMPOKOW NYOJIMKH, WHTEPEeCYIoLIeHcss TBOPYECTBOM
KOMITIO3UTOP], a Takke (YHKIHMOHUPOBAHHEM ‘TOTyOPHUIIUATBHOTO’
HCKYCCTBa (B YaCTHOCTH, TaPUBEPAUEBCKOTO “TPETHETO HAIIPABIEHUS )
B PaMKax COBeTCKO# KynbTypbl. C akaileMHU4eCcKOl TOYKH 3peHHsT O1o-
rpadusi Tapusepdues MOXKET CTY)XUTh Ka4eCTBEHHBIM BCIIOMOTATEJb-
HBIM HMCTOYHUKOM, CHHTE3UPYIOLUIMM JIUTEepaTypy O TBopuecTtBe Mu-
Kasna /leoHOBMYa, 0COOEHHO B TeX KOHTEKCTAX, Ije GpUrypa KOMIO3H-
TOpPA He SIBJISIeTCS LIEHTPAJIbHBIM OO'BEKTOM MCC/IeJOBaHUs, A pacCMarT-
pHBaeTCst KaK 4acTh MIUPOKOTO KY/IbTYPHOTO JaHAmadTa SMOXH.
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