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Abstract
This thesis questions how Russian women's identity is attached to the
textual use of public/private spaces in contemporary literature by Russian
women writers by drawing from feminist theories. 1. Grekova and N.
Baranskaia portray female protagonists in their everyday lives, public and
private worlds overlapping. While these heroines create stable supgornt
systems with other women, male tigures enter as interruptive forces in
women's lives. Hospital settings in several works by Russian women allow
comparisons between women's fictional hospital experiences and those of
Muscovite women interviewed. In L. Petrushevskaia's stories, women
protagonists’ identities are linked to the uncertain quality of locale and the
tenuous relationships which transpire in it. Russian women's identity
expressed in fiction may change as the self-perceptions of a younger

generation of Russian women writers evolve toward a new, gendered

concept of self.
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Résume
Ce mémoire s'interroge, a partir de théories féministes, sur la fagon dont
l'identité des femmes russes se rattache a l'usage textuel des espaces
publics / privés dans la littérature féminine russe contemporaine. |.Grekova
et N.Baranskaia représentent la femme dans un quotidien ou le public et le
privé se chevauchent. Pendant que leurs héroines créént des réseaux de
soutien stables avec d'autres femmes, des personnages masculins
intarrompent leurs existences. L'hopital, tel qu'on le retrouve dans plusieurs
oeuvres d'écrivaines russes, permettra la comparaison entre l'expérience
hospitaliére féminine fictive et celle vécue par des femmes moscovites.
Chez L.Petrouchevskaia, l'identité féminine est reliée a I'imprécision du lieu
et a la fragilité des rapports qui s'y développent. L'identité des femmes
russes, exprimée en prose, pourrait se déplacer avec I'évolution des auto-
perceptions d'une plus jeune génération d'écrivaines russes vers une

conception nouvelle, et définie par son genre féminin, du soi.



Table of Contents

ACKNOWIBAGOMENLES ..ottt ssesssesse s tsesessesssasas s rese s 1
PIOJCE.............ooieiee st ettt sesese s st ee s ees s e e e e s e nnos 2
INFOTUCHION ...ttt tsse s sese s ee e snsessesss e s seesseseane 5

Chapter One: Writing Russian Women's Identity: Women's Networks and
Marginal Men in Prose by I. Grekova and Natal'ia
BaransKaia..........cocovuvvumrnirererercciceecsensesesss e eeeesesesseenensssesses 20

Chapter Two: General Hospital Soviet Style: Private Women in Public

PIBEES ...ttt e eene s snsens 53
Chapter Three: An Uncertain Space: Petrushevskaia's Short Stories.......... 80
Conclusion: Women Writers Bridging Worlds, Bridging Identities................ 117
BIDHOGRAPRY...........ccovoeieircesere ettt aess e se s e 125




o

Acknowledgements
I would like to take this opportunity to thank my thesis co-advisers,
Professors Sarah Westphal and Serafima Roil at McGill University, for all the
suppon, criticism and advice they have generously and patiently offered me.
Professor Westphal has particularly guided me in the area of feminist theory

and interpretation of texts. Professcr Roll has also assisted me with

.theoretical and textual interpretation and criticism, especially in her capacity

as a native speaker of Russian to read and discuss the primary sources with
me and to verify the translations | rnade. Both professors spent innumerable
hours discussing the theory and texts with me. |am grateful to them for
always finding the time to listen even in the midst of their busy schedules.

Heartfelt thanks is aiso due to Helen Anderson, McLennan Library's
Reference Librarian for Eastern European and Slavic Studies, who not only
helped me in locating material, but who also took the initiaiive of acquiring
works especially for me, sources which later became essential to the writing
of this thesis. | am much obliged to Christophe Park, who provided the
French version of my abstract, and to Catherine Annau, who so diligently
proofread the penultimate draught.

And finally, | would like to thank my father, David Mooney, and my
husband, Kees Boterbloem, who has been a veritable pillar of support

throughout the writing of this thesis.




Pretace

In this thesis, | have tried whenever possible to employ primary
literary sources, i.e. the original Russian versions published in literary
journals. Sometimes out of necessity | have had to rely on second
publications, usually when the given author's work is collected in an
anthology. Russian citations are written in Cyrilic; for references and
discussion in English, | have followed the Library of Congress system of
translitera{ion except, of course, when citing published English translations
which bave adopted other standards. By no means does all of the Russian
fiction discussed here exist in translation; Chapter Three in particular deals
with a number of untransiated texts. | apologise for the possible omission of
published English translations of which | am not aware; for the Russian
citations lacking an English translation | offer my own attempts in order to
allow for readers lacking knowledge of Russian.

Virtually all of the writers discussed first came to my attention via
English translations of their stories, articles about them, literary
encyclopedias, and bibliographies which make references to their work; |
then proceeded to explore their writing in Russian, reading beyond the
stories that had been selected for translation. | have become aware of some
differences and even occasional omissions occurring in some of the
translations; | shall try to point out these textual discrepancies in appropriate
cases.

There are some (secondary) texts which only exist in English. What
particulary comes to mind are the sets of interviews conducted in Russian in
the Soviet Union but published in Swedish and English in the West. In such

cases, | have chosen to trust the quality of the translations to a certain




D B A

extent!; the interviewers have supplied information in footnotes or otherwise

when the Russian women make references which may not be understood
immediately by Western readers. Methods of citation and documentation
follow MLA guideiines.2

Virtually all of my background knowledge of the social, economic, and
legal positions of women living in the Soviet Union has been accumulated
by Slavists working in the West.3 Almost all of these texts are published only
in English, even if they might have been originally composed in Russian.
Because of the country's lengthy history of censorship, | am not alone in
doubting the validity of official Soviet accounts of the status of women.
Moreover, during my research | have become increasingly aware of the
exclusion of many women writers from Soviet literary encyclopedias.4 As of
yet in the Soviet Union, there has been little official indication of sincere

interest in women's studies, women's literature, feminist theory, and so on.5

! The integrity of the interviews themselves is another matter Some interviewers, most
notably Francine du Plessix Gray, express overly biased interpretations of Russian women,
talling into the trap of trying to delineate Russian woman's essence While 1t is vital to
recognise these downtalls, | cannot simply discard these works; instead | have tried to
develop a critical lens with which to glean some important fragments of knowledge

2 Joseph Gibaldi and Water S. Achtent, MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers,
3rd ed. (New York: MLA, 1988).

3 Nevertheless, my research on Russian women writers has not always been easy to
conduct. On the one hand, the lack of work written about Russian/Soviet women writers has
allowed me to perhaps inttiate some valuabie insights, on the other, it is lamentable that, as
Goscilo points out, "the reverberations of that revolution {[contemporary feminism).. have yet
to reach Russian literature and its critics. Although the last decade has witnessed the
emergence of English, American, French, German, Scandanavian, and Japanese women's
prose--through belated original publications, republications, or new transiations--nothing
comparable has occurred in the field of Slavic letters  Slavists, in fact, remain largely ignorant
of or indifferent to both feminist criticism and fiction authored by Russian or other Slavic
women.” Prelace, Balancing Acts: Contemporary Stories by Bussian Women (Bloomington &
indianapolis: Indiana U P, 1989) ix.

4 Woltgang Kasak has pointed this out in in his excellent Dictionary of Russian Literature
Since 1917 (New York: Columbia U P, 1988).

5 This is not to say that no works by and/or about women have been published in the
Soviet Union. Recently, some women writers' work has been collected and published as
anthologies: for example, |. Grekova, Na ispytaniiakh: Povesti, rasskazy (Moscow: So setskii
pisatel’, 1990); Viktoria Tokareva, Lefaiushchie kacheli: Nichego asobennoga: Pavesti i
rasskazy (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel', 1987); Irina Velembovskaia, Sladkaia zhenshchina:
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However, with the advent of glasnost', one can only hope that this state of

affairs will change.6

Povesti. rasskazy (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1988). However, | have been hard pressed to
find any lterary critics writing about these writers' work from any kind of feminist perspective.

6 As | write in March of 1991 it appears that censorship is on the rise again in the Soviet
Union. Although most of this censorship would seem to be directed toward television and
newspapers, | know of Soviet academics who cannot mention Gorbachev's name in scholarly
publications either.
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introduction

3n1rpara
Morna nu Buye CNOBHO [1AHT TBOPHTD,
Hnu flaypa xap nioben BOCCNABHTL?
A HAYYHNA XEeHWHH rOBOPHTD. .
Ho boxe, Kak UX 3aMoN4YaTb 33CTaBHTb!
--1960
AHHA AxMaToBA

Epigram
Could Beatrice have written hke Dante,
or Laura have glonfied love's pain?
I setthe style for women's speech
God help me shut them up again!
--1960

Anna Akhmatova
S yenoBeK XeCcTKHH, XeCTOKHA, BCerna ¢ Ynbibkor Ha nonHbIX,

PYyHsaHbIX gﬁax, BCErfa Ko BCeM C HACHEWKOH.
-1988
Nogruna Netpywesckaa
I'm a callous person, a cruel person, who always has a smile on her tull rosy lips
and always treats everyone with ndicule
--1988
Liudmila Petrushevskaia

In order for a first world feminist to overcome the difficulties involved in
studying worlds beyond her own and to transcend the insidious web of
information retrieval, she must appreciate "the immense heterogeneity of the
field [of subaltern studies] ..., and ... must learn to stop feeling privileged as a

woman."’ What Spivak suggests is that we learn from these 'other’ women,

7 Gayatri C. Spivak, In Other Worlds: Essays in Cultural Politics (New York and London.
Methuen, 1987) 136.



give up the notion that they can be "corrected by our elite theory and
enlightened compassion.” (Spivak, 136) Although this advice is directed
toward researchers in subaltern studies, | feel it is a necessary point of
departure for anyone investigating not only other worlds, but also one’'s own.
Certainly, to grasp and comprehensively deal with the enormously
heterogeneous quality inherent in the field of Russian/Soviet studies proves
an awesome task to its researchers and analysts, regardless of whether they
themselves originate in the Soviet Union or elsewhere. |regret that the
limited length and scope of this thesis precludes an exploratory discussion
of non-Russian Soviet women writers.8

By choosing to write about contemporary Russian women writers and
their work, | have found myself in the position of the cutsider looking in.
Although this position may appear to offer the advantages of objectivity, |
continue to distrust this notion in its most imperical sense; | have tried notto
simply retrieve and organise material about Russian women in an orderly,
scientific manner. Coming to my methodological rescue, Sandra Harding
has offered an alternative feminist perspective on the issue of objectivity and
reinventing ourselves as other. She argues that according to feminist
standpoint theory we must start from women's lives. This position is
frequently misinterpeted as the locus of information that will resolve our
dilemmas. Instead, we ought to be discovering the kinds of questions we

should be asking by starting from women's lives?; the standpoint launches

8 | would urge any readers interested in these fields to consult the bibliographies which |
have listed in my bibliography.

9 Harding makes two important points in understanding this position "The terms
‘slandpoint’, ‘perspective’, ‘view' and ‘experience’ are often used interchangeably to refer o
what some particular women actually think, feel or see But there is a confusion here. It can
not be that women's experiences or ‘what women say' in themselves provide reliable grounds
for knowledge claims about nature and social relations. After all, experience itself is shaped
by social relations " Furthermore, "Members of marginalized groups must struggle to name
their own experiences for themseives in order to claim the subjectivity that is given to



us in the right direction. i could not have begun writing about Russian

women's fiction without first coming to terms with Russian women's
standpoint(s), their muitiple and often contradictory identities.
In another article, Harding turther questions feminist epistemological
claims that:
only people who are women and therefore have women's
experiences can generate feminist insights; that only those who
are African American or lesbian or working-class or Third World
can originate antiracist or antihomophobic or antibourgeois or
antiimperialist insights. Is it true that only the oppressed can
generate knowledge, that one can contribute to criticism and the
growth of kinowledge only out of one's own oppression?
Standpoint theories argue that knowledge must be socially
situated and that some situations are worse than others for
generating knowledge. But is a "social situation” determined
exactly and only by one's gender, or race, or class, or sexuality 210
Harding suggests that it is possible to generate valuable knowledge
without necessarily sharing the same origins as those of one's subjects.
She points out that women can act as valuable "strangers” to the social
order, perceiving what can be seen from a "wild zone"; for example, a First

World feminist studying an oppressed group may even be ideally situated to

members of dominant groups ‘at birth' through the letters’ insertion as legitimate speakers and
historical agents into dominant language, history and culture Achieving publicly selt-named
‘experience’ is a pre-condition for generating knowledge So women speaking women's
experiences is a crucial act, and an epistemological one, too." Sandra Harding, "Starting
Thought From Women's Lives: Eight Resources for Maximizing Objectivily,” 10 appear in
Journal of Social Philosophy, forthcoming | obtained access to a copy of thus chapter and the
one cited cited in the following footnote at a workshop conducted by Sandra Harding at McGill
University, Montréal, March 27, 1991

10 Sandra Harding, "Reinventing Ourselves as Other: More New Agents of History and
Knowledge,” Whose Science? Whose Knowledge?: Thinking from Women's Lives (ithaca
and London: Cornell U P, forthcoming)



recognise multiple standpoints as she herself must juggle muitiple
identities.'! | have noticed the dexterity with which Russian women also
juggle identities. The titles of two recent publications about Russian women
reflect this insight: Balancing Acts: Contemporary Stories by Russian
Women and Soviet Women: Walking the Tightrope.12 These titles conjure

up a multitude of images of circuses, performances, vertigo, fancy footwork,
borderlines, sitting on the fence, daring deeds, diplomacy.

Carola Hannson and Karin Lidén discover through their interviews
that Muscovite women had indeed almost mastered the balancing act of
multiple and contradictory identities, with perhaps disturbing consequences:

All the women we spoke to... actually had very definite opinions
about equality, women's problems, and sex roles. But it tumed out
that these opinions were riddled with contradictions--precisely as if
these women had 'never asked themselves that question.’
Sometimes these contradictions were an indication that they
weren't used to talking about or analyzing the problems. We were
amazed that women who talked about obvious inequities could at
the same time deny that these inequities were worth discussing
with other women. We also came to see the contradictions as an
expression of an almost schizophrenic concept of reality: On the

one hand, the women often assured us that they were fully equal

11 “women, and especially women researchers, are ‘outsiders within',” Harding insists,
"...it is when one works on both sides of such divisions of human activity that there emerges
the possibility of seeing the relation between the dominant activities and beliefs and the
activities and beliefs that arise on the 'outside'... Dorothy Smith develops this point when she
notes that for women sociologists a ‘line of fault' opens up between their experiences of their
lives and the accounts of their lives generated by the dominant conceptual schemes...So
objectivity is increased on this account by thinking out of the gap between the lives of
‘outsidars’ and the conceptual schemes favored by ‘insiders'.” "Starting Thought from
Women s Lives: Eight Resources for Maximizing Objectivity."

2 Francine du Plessix Gray, Soviet Women: Walking the Tightrope (New York:
Doubleday. 1989).
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to men; and, on the other, they talked, not only indirectly and
unconsciously, but also in direct and straightforward terms, about
how they suffered from belonging to the 'second sex' in the male-
oriented Soviet Union. This split perception of reality, which
occurred with such frequency, seems to have its origins in two
myths: that Soviet women are equal to Soviet men, and that
women need to be 'feminine.! We had expected to encounter both
these conceptions, but we thought we would find a dividing line
between official and private ideologies; we never imagined that
the myth of equality would be embraced to almost the same
degree hy individual women as by the official ideology, nor did we
imagine that the myth of femininity would be encouraged so
consistently by society as a whole."13

itis precisely this capacity or necessity to bridge public and private
ideologies which distinguishes the sort of women Russian women writers
choose to portray in their fiction; it would be difficult to draw even a jagged
line separating their public realm from their private one.

By starting from Russian women's lives, my endeavour understands a
greater, more personal dialogue which may emerge from this work. In fact,
this thesis consists of a variety of dialogues, amongst the writers in question
and their fictional characters, Russian women in general, the theories |
discuss, and myself. | hope that Russian women and their experiences can
also question the validity of some of the presuppositions and theories

maintained Ly Western feminists. Beside the voices of the women writers

13 Carola Hansson and Karin Lidén, Moscow Women: Thiteen Interviews, trans. Gerry
Bothmer, George Blecher, and Lone Blecher, intro. Gail Warshofsky Lapidus (New York:
Pantheon, 1983)186.
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and their fictional protagonists, | have also relied on the otfierwise unheard
voices of a variety of Russian women who have given interviews to Western
feminists, such as Swedish journalists Hansson and Lidén, and Americans
Susan Jacoby, Francine du Plessix Gray, and Andrea Lee. Thus the
purpose of this introduction is to initiate multi-layered dialogues that will
continue throughout the paper, reémerging in full force at the conclusion.
Gayatri Spivak offers further counsel in the matter concerning the
difficult but necessary focus of the first world feminist: questions of identity
and reciprocity, "not merely who am 1? but who is the other woman? How
am | naming her? How does she name me? Is this part of the problematic |
discuss?..." (Spivak, 150) When discussing contemporary Russian women's
fiction and their position in society, all of these questions, difficult as they
may be, deserve sustained consideration; in order to be acknowledged,
other voices must continue to interrupt, to disrupt, to challenge deeply
engrained assumptions. Perhaps the most prevalent way in which a
Russian woman would identify or name a white, Western woman, such as
myself, is by what | am lacking compared to her: that is, although | may enjoy
more (material) benefits by virtue of living in the West, | am obliged to adopt
a feminist program because my society does not offer me the equal rights
which she, as a Soviet citizen, has been guaranteed. Accordingly, many
Russian women are extremely sensitive to the term "feminism": on the one
hand, it is considered superfluous in Soviet society because it is associated
with the struggle \» achieve basic rights which they (supposedly) already
enjoy; on the other hand, precisely because feminism invoives a struggle, it

is deemed unfeminine and shrill, the antithesis of ideal womanhood

(described above by Lidén and Hannson).

10




Western feminists might perceive Russian women as privileged: they

actively participate on a full scale in the workforce, moreover, the concepts of
glasnost and perestroika seem to offer an ideal situation for women to
improve their position in society and to grasp new power. Yet this so-called
western feminist agenda for Soviet women must be put aside in order to
understand their own ideals, goals, attitudes toward politics, many of which

may appear very different, and even conservative, to many western

feminists. Caught in the dilemma of being unable to position themselves
collectively in a public sphere due in part to official pressure, one of Soviet
women's most radical aspirations may be a developing desire to regain or
retreat into a private sphere. It is important to recognise the incongruous
mixture of elements that are creating this desire. The movement toward the
"private” is perceived by many women as potentially radical: instead of
struggling ineffectually to achieve everything (i.e. career, motherhood, etc),
one in five Soviet women today would prefer to be a 'housewife' (Gray, 38), |
a limited role which allows for some privacy. These women's reaction to
glasnost seems to translate into an overwhelming urge to return to home
and hearth; such a reaction could also indicate a refusal or denial of voice, a
conservative movement with possibly negative consequences.

There is a disturbing coincidence in that a conservative (patriarchal)
discourse is simultaneously promoting this same movement. In his
Perestroika, Gorbachev describes his ostensibly "revolutionary” campaign
which includes his intention to enabie women "to return to their purely
womanly mission.” That mission entails "housewark, the upbringing of

children and the creation of a good family atmosphere."14 As usual, a hard

14 Mikhail Gorbachev, Perestroika: New Thinking for Qur Country and the Word (New
York: Harper & Row, 1987) 117.
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economic factor underpins this discourse. In a country soon to be in
desperate need of human resources, the state must encourage motherhood
in order to increase the birthrate. With such official ideological support and

economic necessity, how can women's desire to find a private realm remain

radical and personal?

How would you find the time?

| would leave the children in one of the weekly boarding schools.
What else can you do? Tsvetayeva had three children, but she
kept on writing.

You just said that the birthrate was low in the Soviet Union. What

could be done to raise it?
To raise the birthrate one has to raise wages. They're so low now

that women can't afford the luxury of two or three children.15

3x, gocyr, aocyr..CnoBo Kakoe - TO Heyknioxee «gqo-cyr»...
«XeHuyHHbI, 6opHTECh 33 KYNbTYPHbIA gocyr!» Yywb Kakas-To...
flocyr. S nuuHO yenekalocb cnopron -- Geron. Tyga 6erom - -
clofa Geron. B kKaxaylo pyky no Cymke M ... BBEPX - -~ BHHS:
Tponneibyc - - aeTobyc, B HeTPO -- M3 MeTpo.16

Oh, spare time, spare time. What a ludicrous phrase -- ‘spare time'". 'Women --
fight for spare-time culture!" Sounds ridiculous. Spa-a-re ti-i-me. Personally, | like
to run. | run here and there, with a bag in each hand of course, up and down, to
the trolleybus, the metro, from the metro...!7

Before introducing the chapters of this thesis, it is necessary to briefly
discuss some aspects of public/private theory that underpins them all. Part
of Alison Jaggar's review of political theories concerns how each major

theory defines and treats public and private issues. Liberal political theory

15 An excerpt from Hansson's and Lidén's interview with Liza (all interviewees’ names
have been changed), an editor at a Moscow publishing house. Moscow Women, 16.

16 Natal'ia Baranskaia, "Nedelia kak nedelia,” Novyi mir 11 (1969) 25.

17 Baranskaia, "A V'eek Like Any Other,” trans. Pieta Monks, AWeek Like Any Other: A

Novella and Shor Stories (London: Virago, 1989) 6.

12
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regards the public reaim as encompassing "those aspects of life that may be
legitimately regulated by the state,” whereas "the private reaim is those
aspects of life where the state has no legitimate authority to intervene."8
The presence or absence of state intervention defines the public and private
spheres. What remains difficult and controversial to determine, of course, is
when the state does or does not possess the legitimate authority to intervene
in certain aspects of life. That ther2 is and should be a dividing line between
the public and private is indisputable in a liberal analysis; precisely where to
draw that line, however, remains a key debate among liberals. Jaggar goes
on to point out how the liberal tradition has been linked with capitalist
economic systems, since they so readily complement each other. Whether
in the better interest of private business or private lives, "an emphasis on the
preservation of civil liberties and of individual rights to freedom from
intervention thus remains a central feature of contemporary liberalism".
(Jaggar, 35)

Marxist political theory also recognises public and private spheres,
yet in doing so, it arrives at a dilemma similar to that of liberal theory in being
unable to account for those areas of life in which the state has no legitimate
interest. But while liberal theory insists that a division, albeit an abstract one,
exists between public and private spheres, the ultimate Marxist aim is the
equation of these spheres, i.e. the state is the people, the people are the
state. Yet, this communist utopia remains an unattainable ideal. Jaggar
provides two reasons for this impasse:

...the Marxist conception of human nature as a continuous social

creation precluded the view that there is any aspect of an

18 Alison Jaggar, Feminist Politics and Human Nature (Totowa, NJ: Rowman & Allanheld,
1983) 34.

13




individual's life which, in principle, is of concern only to that

individual. The other reason is that, in spite of the prevailing
capitalist beliet that Marxism requires the state to control every
aspect of social life, Marxists in fact do not accept the ultimate
legitimacy of any state power. (Jaggar, 61)

Although Jaggar proceeds to eke out where women fit or fail to fit into
traditional theoretical analogies, it is Elshtain who moves the public/private
debate fully into a feminist arena. She agrees with Norman Jacobsen's
view, which she cites: "the genius of all great political thinkers is to make
public that which is of private concem...".19 In the same breath, her premise
for bringing feminism to the fore lies in the fact that traditional theory
produced by these "great political thinkers” has always been formulated from
male standpoints, which essentially maintain a gender-blind bias.

In search of a broader sense of public and private worlds beyond that
of simply deeming the public world political, as opposed to the private world
as social and familial, Elshtain turns to Brian Fay, who conceives of the
public and private

as two of a cluster of ‘basic notions' that serve to structure and give
coherence to all known ways of life and those individuals who
inhabit them. The public and the private as twin force fields help to
create a moral environment for individuals, singly and in groups; to
dictate norms of appropriate or worthy action; to establish barriers
to action, particularly in areas such as the taking of human life,
regulation of sexual relations, promuigation of familial duties and

obligations, and the arena of politicail responsibility. Public and

19 Jean Bethke Elshtain, Public Man, Private Woman: Women in Social and Political
TIhought (Princeton, NJ: Princeton U P, 1981) xiil
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private are imbedded within a dense web of associational

meanings and intimations and linked to other basic notions: nature
and culture, male and female, and each society's "understanding
of the meaning and role of work; its views of nature;...its concepts
of agency; its ideas about authority, the community, the family; its
notion of sex; its beliefs about God and death and so on.”
(Elshtain, 5)

The title of Elshtain's work, Pyblic Man, Private Woman, fully
recognises the public/private dualism as a gendered concept. A value
hierarchy is inherent in virtualiy all dualisms. The opposition of a male
public realm versus a female private realm is no exception: a sense of power
is imbedded in the public sphere whereas in most cultures, women have
had a history of being relegated to and silenced within the private (domestic)
domain. Even in the Soviet Union, where women have made up more than
half of the work force for decades, they have been burdened with the
responsibility of maintaining the household and family. it has been argued
that this double shift has prevented them from moving up in their careers.
This situation is most giaringly obvious in the forum of politics, where women
are active to a certain extent at local, municipal levels while remaining
virtually absent from the higher echelons of power and prestige in the
Communist Party, the Central Committee, the Politburo, the army, the
bureaucracy, the secret police, and so on.

Whereas (traditional) political and social theories often treat public
and private realms as abstract concepts, fiction problematises them. When
writers play with trope and metaphor, representation and symbolic
dichotomy, it becomes difficuit to simplify or distinguish public/private

oppositions. By seeing the public/private opposition as gendered hierarchy,



a lens is created through which one can perceive how public and private
values are organised in fiction. The fact that Soviet women occupy both
public and private spheres may further blur the opposition.

Chapter One begins with developments in Soviet women's writing in
the sixties, introducing a chronological framework for the thesis as a whole.
In that decade, some women writers emerged with a new approach to
literature. In particular, I. Grekova and Natal'ia Baranskaia started to publish
short stories and novellas focusing on women and women's issues in
society. In this chapter | will discuss a number of their stories in varying
depth. The story most familiar to Western readers, Baranskaia's "A Week
Like .Any Other”, touched an especially raw nerve of Soviet society when it
first appeared in Novyj mir in 1969 for its honest portrayal of a young
professional working mother. Baranskaia and 1. Grekova develop heroines
who break away from former socialist realist stereotypes in an effort to
expand "women's province." Carolyn Heilbrun's observations about women
as outsiders provides a partial analytical framework for studying these
stories. Virginia Woolf, Elaine Showalter, Nancy K. Miller, and Judith Kegan
Gardiner offer further suggestions on the relation between women writing
and concepts of identity.

During the seventies and eighties, an increasing number of works by
Soviet women writers began to be published, mainly in literary journals. |
have chosen to centre my discussion in the second chapter on the striking
prevalence of hospital settings in their fiction. Keeping the public/private
debate in mind, can the hospital be seen (partially) as a site where women
heterogeneously operate outside of masculist (kinship) social structures and
their inscriptions? In some of the stories, this observation would seem to

hold true as the women patients form their own, unique support system. Yet,

16
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in several stories the public sphere of the hospital is embodied partially in
the male doctor persona with whom the heroine establishes a personal
relationship. With attention to marginality, the hospital can be perceived as
a displacement and as a mergence of the public/private opposition. Many of
these hospital stories provide an escape for the protagonist from her daily
life. The hospital setting often serves to contrast a community of women
versus their individual isolation in society. The hospital, often perceived as a
marginalised sphere, becomes the centre, the locus fusing public and
private, while everyday life is shifted to the margins of the stories in question.
In other stories, there are less overt references to a hospital or clinic (i.e.
abortion, childbirth); there remains an implication about public control
(hospital) of private property (women's bodies). Considering the situating of
protagonists in hospital, what does this imply about the importance of
examining and reappropriating the experience of the female body? Due to
the writers' preoccupation with the existential and emotional in the hospital
stories, it would seem that this question is of secondary or littie importance to
them. Helena Goscilo suggests that the choice to situate women
characters in hospitals is an indication of an ailing society.20 Yet this is just
one fraction of a compiex metaphor which also aliows for other
interpretations, such as escape, healing and renewal, collective care and
support systems.

Playwright Liudmila Petrushevskaia's fascination with narrative

voices and the instability of place translates into her short stories, the focus

20 Goscilo, introduction. Balancing Acts, xxii. Goscilo has gone on to further analyse the
locale of hospital wards in Russian women's fiction in her articie "Women's Wards and
Wardens: The Hospital in Conteniporary Russian Women's Fiction," Canadian YWoman
T Studies/Les cahiers de [afemme vol. 10 no. 4 (Winter 1989); some of her observations are

e discussed in the second chapter of this thesis.



A3

of chapter three. The identities of her women protagonists are refiected in
the tempoarary, uncertain quality of the places they inhabit or pass through.
In rambling interior monologues, her narrators consider interpersonal
relationships from an ironic, guarded distance. In "Svoi krug" ("Our Crowd"),
the narrator tells her story almost exclusively in the past and future tenses.
Could this absence of the present indicate the death of the narrator and the
ultimate privacy that death and darkness provide? Despite the avant garde
label applied to her in the Soviet Union, Petrushevskaia's narrative style
strongly derives from nineteenth century influences and the Chekhovian
voice. Chudakov's studies2! on Chekhov will allow me to make some
structural comparisons.
Linda Alcoff's theory of positionality helps to further elucidate the

metaphorical bridge | am trying to describe between identity and place:

| assert that the very subjectivity (or subjective experience of being

a woman) and the very identity of women is constituted by

women's position. However, this view should not imply that the

concept of "woman" is determined solely by external elements and

that the woman herself is merely a passive recipient of an identity

created by these forces. Rather, she herself is part of the

historicized, fluid movement, and she therefore actively contributes

to the context within which her position can be dilineated. | would
include Lauretis's point here, that the identity of a woman is the

product of her own interpretation and reconstruction of her history,

21 A P. Chudakov, Chekhov's Poetics, trans Edwina Jannie Cruise and Donald Dragt
(Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1983).
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as mediated through the cultural discursive context to which she

has access.2?

The writers discussed in this thesis present the reader with
perceptions of Russian women's identity. In their fiction this identity is rooted
in and to a large extent determined by the sort of place in which they are
located. Different elements of identity are apparent in the choice of fictional
setting: the everyday situations, at home and at work, in |. Grekova's and
Baranskaia's prose; the prevalent hospital locale, a marginalised sector
which again merges the public and private; the uncertain, temporary,
unstable quality of places in Petrushevskaia's stories.

It would seem that over three decades of contemporary fiction by
Russian women, a variety of conceptions about women's identity have
sprung forth, some of the hackneyed stereotypes having fallen to the
wayside. Perhaps we can look forward to a turning point in Russian
(women's) literature as a younger generation of Russian women writers

seems to turn toward a more feminist oriented conception of seif.

22 Linda Alcoft, “Cultural Feminism versus Poststructuralism: The ldentity Crisis in
Feminist Theory,"” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 13:3 (1988) 434.
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Chapter One

Writing Russian Women's Identity: Women's Networks and Marginal Men in

Prose by I. Grekova and Natal'ia Baranskaia

I. Grekova23 and Natal'ia Baranskaia focus on the issue of women's
identity by writing from the standpoint of women's lives. By establishing a
woman character as the central protagonist, their short stories tend to depict
women forming support systems, that transcend the boundaries of public
and private spheres. In this chapter, | shall discuss how these informal
women's networks aiise out of women's social relations with others.
Counter-balancing the multi-faceted characters of the women protagonists
and their networks with other women, |. Grekova and Baranskaia tend to
portray male characters as interruptive events in women's lives.

First, it is necessary to discuss how the process of women writing is
connected to the issue of searching for women's identities. By way of
organising this discussion in relation to the work by |. Grekova and
Baranskaia, | borrow from some relevent ideas that have arisen from
Western feminist theory and literary criticism produced over the past years,
beginning with Carolyn Heilbrun:

There are four ways to write a woman's life: the woman herself

may tell it, in what she chooses to call an autobiography; she may

23|, Grekova is the pen name used by Elena Sergeevna Ventsel, a professor of science.
The “I" does not stand for Irina, as some people believe. /grek is the Russian term for the Latin
letter "Y," often used in mathematics to denote an unknown quantity. | refer to the pen name,
I. Grekova, without dropping the initial to avoid losing the connotation. Heilbrun comments on
women writers' pen names: “I have the impression...that, despite a few famous male
exceptions, women write under an assumed name far more than do men, and have done S0
since the early nineteenth century. Women write under pseudonyms for profound reasons
that require scrupulous examination. As Gilbert and Gubar put it, ‘the [woman's] pseudonym
began to function more prominently as a name of power, the mark of a private christening into
a second self, a rebirth into linguistic primacy.' " Carolyn G Heilbrun, Writing a Woman's Life
(New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1988) 109-10.
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tell it in what she chooses to call fiction; a biographer, woman or

man, may write the woman's life in what is called a biography; or
the woman may write her own life in advance of living it,
unconsciously, and without recognizing or naming the process.
(Heilbrun, 11)

I. Grekova and Baranskaia have chosen to embark on the second
path. Their stories first began to appear in literary journals during the 1960s
in the Soviet Union. By that time, both women had already established other
careers, had families, struggled through the war and other hardships, only
turning to writing fiction later in their lives when they were again single and
relatively free of responsibilities. This fact cannot be simply glossed over, for
it indicates the actual material conditions necessatry for writing. In the case
of |. Grekova and Baranskaia, to become a single older woman is to open up
another private sphere in one's life cycle; it can also mean gaining
interpretive power which may not yet be accessible to a younger woman
writer, especially if her days are filled with obligations to her children,
marriage, and career. Carolyn Heilbrun further elaborates on how a writer's
age can play a significant role in developing her creation:

' ...for female writers this act of self-creation comes later in life than
for such a one as Keats. George Eliot was thirty-eight at the time
her first fiction was published. So was Will Cather. Virginia Woolf
was in her thirties. This is by no means a universal rule with
women writers, but it is frequent enough to be worth noticing.
Acting to confront society's expectations for oneself requires either
the mad daring of youth, or the colder determination of middle age.

Men tend to move on a fairly predictable path to achievement;
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women transform themselves only after an awakening. And that
awakening is identifiable only in hindsight. (Heilbrun, 117-118)
Elaine Showalter aptly points out that "in A_Room of One's Own,
Virginia Woolf argued that economic independence was the essential
precondition of an autonomous women's art."24 The other precondition
remains, of course, sufficient time. |. Grekova, Baranskaia, and most of the
other writers discussed in this thesis strongly favour the genre of the short
narrative piece25; even their occasional novels are often divided into
diminutive narrative sections.26 Membership to the Writers' Union permits
Soviet writers to devote their time to their creative work; however, very few
women to date have been admitted to this privileged society.27
In another essay, Showalter has acknowledged women writers'
preferences for short or sectioned prose forms such as the short story and
the diary; she attributes this to the fact that spare time for most women comes
in limited, intermitent measures. She then links this pattern to the imagery of
quilt making by American women:
...piecing is the art form which best reflects the fragmentation of
women's time, the dailiness and repetitiveness of women's art. As
Lucy Lippard observes, ‘the mixing and matching of fragments is

the product of the interrupted life... What is popularly seen as

24 Ejaine Showalter, "Toward a Feminist Poetics,” 1]

Women, Literature and Theory, ed. Elaine Showalter (London: Virago, 1986) 137

25 The ‘rasskaz'--the short story; the 'povest'--the long short story, sometimes called a
novella in English translation.

2% chapter two there is a discussion of two such novels, luliia Voznesenskaia's The
Women's Dacameron and inna Variamova's A Countedeit Life.

27 The Writers' Union has usually dictated thematic and stylistic guidelines to which many
writer's work does not adhere. Non-members may still have their work published, bit Union
members have tended to have priority. In recent years, there has been an effort 1o publish
works which have been shelved due to their content, lack of space in journals, and so on.
Many of the stories discussed in this thesis were ublished years after they had been written.
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‘repetitive,’ ‘'obsessive,' and 'compulsive’ in women's art is in fact a

necessity for those whose time comes in small squares.'28

I. Grekova's and Baranskaia's fiction gives expression to the social
realities which women have experienced; the writers themseives are rooted
in that experience. Virginia Woolf provides a simile of the spider's web to

illustrate the interconnectedness of writing and the conditions for the

production of literature:
...fiction is like a spider's web, attached ever so lightly perhaps, but
still attached to life at all four corners...[W]hen the web is pulled
askew, hooked up at the edge, torn in the middle, one remembers
that these webs are not spun in mid air by incorporeal creatures,
but are the work of suffering human heings, and are attached to
grossly material things29, like health and the houses we live in.30
What remains so distinct about the emergence of I. Grekova's and
Baranskaia's writing at that time is that it was preceded by a long stagnation
of creativity in general (with the exception of certain writers, some of whom
published in samizdat). Along with other writers' work, |. Grekova's and
Baranskaia's subject matter broke away from the what had come to be

standard socialist realist stereotypes of (fictional) women characters.

28 glaine Showalter, "Piecing and Writing,” The Poetics of Gender, ed Nancy K. Miller
(New York: Columbia U P, 1986) 228. Fifty-seven years before Showalter wrote this, Virginia
Woolf was tentatively prescribing something similar: “...! will only pause here one moment to
draw your attention to the great part which must by played in that future so far as women are
concerned by physical conditions. The book has somehow to be adapted to the body, and at
a venture one would say that women's books should be shorter, more concentrated, than
those of men, and framed so that they do not need long hours of steady and uninterrupted
work. For interruptions there will always be.” A Room of One's Own (London: Triad Gratton,
1985) 74.

29 i is precisely these “grossly material things" described by Woolf which aiso provide me
with a basis for Chapter Two about hospital settings ("heaith”) and for Chapter Three about
(un)stable places ("the houses we live in").

30 Quoted by Nancy K. Miller in her "Arachnologies: The Woman, the Text, and the Critic,”
Ihe Poetics ot Gender, ed. Nancy K. Miller (Naw York: Columbia U P, 1986) 275.
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Although stylistically their writing could still be termed as 'realist’, their prose
reflects a process of the shattering of social myth surrounding the Soviet
heroine, which allowed them to depict contemporary women's lives.

In particular, Baranskaia's well known "A Week Like Any Other"
("Nedelia kak nedelia”) functioned as a consciousness raising instrumient,
sparking heated debate when it was published by Novyj Mirin 1969. One of
the supreme ironies of this work is that it is presented as a seven day excerpt
from a young married working mother's diary; to actually record all of her
daily events would be physically impossible for a woman like Ol'ga, the
protagonist/narrator, whose days and nights are so overcharged that she
barely manages to sleep six hours a night. Only through fiction could such
an account of the average urban working woman's social position be
conveyed.3!

Baranskaia's and |. Grekova's portrayals of women are rooted in the
everyday realities encountered by women in the work place and at home;
their primary concern would seem to be directed toward articulating Russian
women's identities, rather than searching for alternative identities or actual
answers to the social issues their fiction raises. It is this urge to finds ways of
representing their own identities, instead of relying on previous, often men's,

formulations32, that inspires writers like Baranskaia and |. Grekova.

31 Another venue can be journalism. Susan Jacoby interviewed "Vera,” a thirty-one year
old joumalist who chose to specoaluse in the role of women in Soviet society. Vera confesses
that her “desire to write about women’s problems grew out of her own experiences as a wife
and mother." She felt that the expanded news coverage of women's problems between
1969-71 “resulted from a combination of growing public and official concemn”, possibly a
reaction in part to Baranskaia's story, which was considered highly controversnal and resulted
in a flood of mail to all the newspapers. Jacoby, "Vera,” The Friendship Barrier: Ten Russian
Encounters (London: Bodley Head, 1972)182 and 188.

32 For example, | am thinking of the: vast amay of Soviet heroines who embody ideals of
motherhood for male writers such as Gorki. As we shall discover, women writers are equally
concerned with concepts of motherhood; however, their perceptions, often based on
experience, can only differ from tise of men.
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Judith Kegan Gardiner works through concepts of identity to arrive at
how female identity may be achieved through writing by women. She
agrees with Nancy Chodorow, who finds that "the self is defined through
social relationshis; issues of fusion and merger of the self with others are
significant; and eg» ::nd body boundaries remain flexible."33 Gardiner goes
on to discuss the fluid quaiity of women’s writing:

The formulation that female identity is a process stresses the fluid
and flexible aspects of women's primary identities. One reflection
of this fluidity is that women's writing often does not conform to the
generic prescriptions of the male canon. Recent scholars
conclude that autobiographies by women tend to be less linear,
unified, and chronological than men's autobiographies. Women's
novels are often called autobiographical, women's
autobiographies, novelistic... Because of the continual crossing of
self and other, women's writing may blur the public and private
and defy completion. (Gardiner, 185)

Although Gardiner is referring to Western women writers, these
assessments may also apply to the work of |. Grekova and Baranskaia. The
action of their stories does not often function along standard linear schemes;
their heroines rarely resolive the problematics assigned to them. The
fictional diary of Ol'ga may roughly follow a chronological order, but the
heroine manages to do ‘nothing more' than barely accomplish her multitude
of daily tasks and duties. The title, "A Week Like Any Other," further
emphasizes the utter lack of traditional heroic plot; the petty events and

nostalgic reminiscences, the chaotic laboratory and cramped apartment, all

33 Quoted by Judith Kegan Gardiner in her "On Female Identity and Writing by Women,”
Wiriting and Sexual Difference, ed. Elizabeth Abel (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1982) 182.
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are permanent fixtures of Ol'ga’s life. She dreams of having enough time
and money to take a long overdue vacation, to keep up on new trends in
scientific research, or simply to finally be able to mend her clothes. During
one of her lunch hours, she splurges on a haircut, which she later pays for
several times over in lost time.

The popularity of heroines like Ol'ga finds its premise precisely
because such portrayals are "modern Russian women's self-perceptions
cast in literary form" (Goscilo, Balancing Acts, ix); a certain awakening
transpires when a reader can recognise herself in a text, when the acts of
being named and naming herself coincide through fiction. Perhaps the
aspect which most unifies Russian women readers is that to a large extent
they occupy common positions within their society: approximately 92% of
women living in the Soviet Union work, although most are so overburdened
caring for their children and husbands that only a minority can advance their
careers. Yet motherhood, with the sacrifices and joys it entails, is highly
cherished by many Soviet women and is often considered more important
than one's work or marriage. Since |. Grekova and Baranskaia tend to
depict women as working mothers who are usually single, widowed or
divorced, they allow for a great deal of self-identification not only on the part
of the reader, but on their own personal behalf, too.

Gardiner is naming a dialectical women's network, an active process

of relations among the woman author, her female characters, and her

women readers. Gardiner likens motherhood to women's artistic production:

"The maternal metaphor of female authorship clarifies the woman writer's
distinctive engagement with her characters and indicates an analogous

relationship between woman reader and character.” (Gardiner, 179)
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Contained within many of Baranskaia's and |. Grekova's texts is a
women's network. Since their female characters often range broadly in age,
a variety of relationships among them is allowed to emerge. With the
exception of Baranskaia's story "The Woman with the Umbrelia”
("Zhenshchina s zontikom"), there is at least one (biological) mother
character in each of the stories discussed in this chapter. This (central)
figure provides the basis for certain familial relations to take form. Figuring
most prominently are mother-child relationships which exist in all of the
selected narrations: I. Grekova's "The Hotel Manager” ("Khoziaika
gostinitsy”) and "The Ladies' Hairdresser” ("Damskii master”), and
Baranskaia's "A Week Like Any Other", "The Purse” ("Koshelek"), "Lubka"
("Liubka")34, "A Delicate Subject” ("Delikatnyi razgovor"), "At Her Father's
and Her Mother's Place” ("U Nikitskikh i na Pliushchikhe”), and "The Kiss"
("Potselui”). Out of this selection, the stories which in some manner deal
with mother-daughter relationships (all of the stories mentioned above
excluding "The Ladies' Hairdresser") pertain to a special category. On yet
another level, some of these relationships include a third dimension, i.e. the
presence of a grandchild or grandmother, depending on the narrative
perspective. Stories which incorporate three familial generations (of
primarly women) include: "The Hotel Manager”, "The Purse”, "A Delicate
Subject”, and "The Kiss".

To facilitate my discussion, | have ordered it according to the position

of the protagonists and characters by their stage of womanhood:

34 pieta Monks has chosen o transliterate this name as "Lubka" in her English transiation
of the story whereas | follow the Library of Congress system of transiiteration to refer to the
Russian text and in my discussion in general. Monks' transliteration often differs from the
Library of Congress system.




28

adolescence, young adulthood, older adulthood.35 Baranskaia portrays two
teenage girls: Talia is the thirteen year old protagonist of "At Her Father's
and Her Mother's Place"; Liubka, a deliquent in her late teens, remains the
central focus of "Lubka". Talia's story takes place in Leningrad in 1923. Her
parents are divorced: this family situation requires that she live at one of her
parent's home. At the outset of the story she begins to reside at her father's
apartment. Their lives appear to mesh well together: during the day, Talia's
father works as a doctor while his daughter attends school nearby; in the
evenings, they spend their time harmoniously together, reading, drawing,
inventing fairy tales. The home is cosy and well-kept and the father showers
affection on Talia. One day, however, Talia discovers a love letter
addressed to her father from a certain Rita. The existence of this other
woman in her father's life makes it impossible for Talia's idyll to continue;
she abruptly returns to her mother's apartment, where she had been
residing previously. Talia's mother's endless work as a nurse and a
voluntary social worker causes her to be rarely home; the apartment itself is
poor and shabby and Talia must forego all of the special treats she enjoyed
at her father's place. In the end, Talia is still struggling to come to terms with
her parent's divorce and the effects of the resultant broken family situation.
Liubka also suffers from a poor family arrangement which has
affected her life more seriously than Talia's. Severely neglected for years by
her single, alcoholic mother and by an indifferent community, Liubka has
become a rather wild young woman. Complaints from her neighbouring

tenants about her noisy, drunken parties which run late into the night lead

35 One of Simone de Beauvoir's innovations is to chalienge the homogeneous
conception of woman by looking at women according to their stage in the life cycle. Gender
changes according 1o age. Le deuxidme sexe Il: L'expérience vécue, (Paris: Gallimard,
1976).
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her to being tried by a people’s court. During her trial, members of the

community voice their petty and often hypocritical grievances against
Liubka; yet there are a few brave individuals, including Mikhail, one of her
co-workers at a light-bulb factory, who offer other perspectives on Liubka's
situation. The judge takes pity on the girl, understanding that she cannot be
held responsible for all of the complaints against her, and gives her a
second chance with the agreement that Liubka will try to change her ways.
A few months after this scene, Mikhail, who has fallen in love with Liubka,
invites her to a theatre production of My Fair Lady. This story of a young
woman's transformation, along with the prospects offered to her by a second
chance and a serious relationship with Mikhail, seems to inspire Liubka to
turn over a new leaf. At the end of the story, she takes charge of her life,
cleaning her and her mother's filthy apartment and dismissing her former
'hooligan’ friends, whose lack of support during the trial has disappointed
her.36

Talia and Liubka both lack a unified, stable, reliable home; the high
value they place on an ideal of home is obvious at the end of both stories for
the teenagers are committed to cleaning their respective mothers'
apartments. Both of their mothers have neglected the upkeep of their
homes; it is implicit that in neglecting the home, they neglect their daughters.
Talia's mother is involved in worthy causes, but in her zealous dedication to
helping others, she has let her own daughter down. Liubka's mother has
suffered many personal defeats; her extreme self-involvement has made her

unable to perceive and tend to the needs of her daughter.

36 This story is a good example of how some Baranskaia's work is dated by the
sentimental style and moralistic proletarian themes of Socialist Realism and can be easily read
as such.



Gardiner refers to Erik Erikson's theory of identity in order to help
determine female identity. Erikson claims that adolescence is a period spent
trying to establish one's identity that is formed and manifested through social
relationships; at some point in one's adolescence, one will probably
experience an ‘identity crisis'. Although | would argue that identity crises are
not limited to the span of one's teenage years, the stories of Talia and
Liubka certainly centre on the problematic founding of young women's
identity through familial and social relations.

In the case of Talia, she is only just breaking away from a child's
world. As her perception of others widens, she increasingly questions her
parents' divorce. The discovery of Rita's love letter forces her to confront her
fathers sexuality and her own. Perhaps the most disturbing part of the letter
is when she reads: "9 snio6neHa B Tebs, kak gesyoHKa"3? ("I'm in love with
you like a young girl"38). This sentiment all too closely resembles Talia's
own feelings toward her father; as she reads on she begins to recognise it
as "a shameful letter” and she blushes profusedly. Unable to yet accept
Rita's existence and the relationship she has with her father, Talia retums to
her mother's home. After her idyllic stay at her father's place, her mother's
dismal, empty apartment is far from a wholly comforting haven. However, it

is the site from where she can proceed to forge her own identity.39

37 Baranskaia, "U Nikitskikh i na Pliushchikhe,” Qtrilsatel'naia zhizel': Passkazy. malenkie
pavesti (Moscow: «Molodaia gvardiia», 1977) 60.
38 Baranskaia, "At Her Father's and Her Mother's Place,” trans. Pieta Monks, A Week Like

Any Qther, 222.

39 This story veils an incestuous tension. Athough Talia is apparently not a victim of
incest, her quick, instinctive retreat from her fathers home can be seen as an unconscious act
of claiming or preserving her identity. Feminist research has demonstrated the frequent failure
of adul males to sexually distinguish daughters from (young) women. This aspect of male
sexuality can have devastating consequences on the formation of young women's identity. |
thank my co-adviser, Sarah Westphal, for relating this issue to the subtext of the this story.
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Liubka's identity crisis transpires later in her adoiescence and comes

in two stages. First, the trial serves as a rude awakening: she faces the
sobering possibility that she will be sent to a notorious reform school in
Siberia. Although she does not know how to speak out to defend herself,
the trial offers her an opportunity to silently refiect on her miserable
childhpod and highschnol years. These interior thoughts provide the reader
with Liubka's own standpoint; it is a private voice, hidden in the sea of the
public courtroom. For example, she realises that she cannot afford to be
sent away, given her sense of duty to care for her mother:
Kak oHa ocTaBuT Hatb? KTo xe 6yaer pasaesatb ee H yknaapisarb
HOUbIO, KOraa npubpeaeT OHa U3 CBOEH WAWIMBIYHOH? TaM B KOHUYe
CMeHbl, K ABEHAALATH, YOrpas BeCb fleHb BOPOXA MPSI3HON NOCYALI,
ycneeT OHa HaBPATb H3 HEQONHTBIX PIOHOK H CTAKAHOB NOMNHYI0
MOPLHIC.. BCECOIO3HLIR KOKTEHMb, HAK M0-pYcCku- —epw  HeT, He
HoxeT fliobka 6pocktb HaTb. 3pecb GpaHnnu MpackoBbio, CHEANKCD
Han Hei. MiobkuHO cepaue sawernna obuaa. Passe oHa NNOXan?
Hukorpa Hatb He obkxana fliobky, He pyrana, He KpHyana, He

HaKasbieana ee. OAxH TONbKO pa3 CAYUHNOCH.40

(How would she leave her mother? Who would undress her and put her to bed
each night after she'd staggered home from the shashlik café? She ended her
shift there at midnight. When she'd cleared away the mountains of dirty dishes
she could get a full measure from the dregs of the wine and brandy glasses... a
united cocktail. No, Lubka could not abandon her mother Here they cursed and
laughed at Praskovya. This hurt Lubka deeply and made her very sad. Praskovya
wasn't really bad. She'd never hurt Lubka, never sworn or shouted at her. She'd
never punished her--well, only once.41)

40 Baranskaia, "Liubka,” Qtritsatel'naia zhizel',162.
41 Baranskaia, "Lubka,” trans. Pieta Monks, A Week Like Any Other,162-3.
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The second phase of Liubka's identity crisis comes about when
Mikhail finally gathers up the courage to ask Liubka to go to the theatre. She
goes through excessive pains to look attractive for this special occasion. But
after the show, when she sees Mikhail and herself reflected in the lobby
mirror, she suddenly becomes aware of the clown-like exaggeration of her
garish costume, lurid makeup and laquered hair-do in comparison to
Mikhail, “TaknM nagHbitt  NPocTbiM B cepon KocTione"™ ("Liubka”, 181) ("so
serene and simple in his grey suit” ["Lubka", 184]). In her decision to strip
away this mask and to clean the apartment from top to bottom, Liubka's
values radically shift and her emergence into a newly founded identity
propels her into adult womanhood.

Of the few portrayals of young adult women in Baranskaia's and 1.
Grekova's prose, perhaps the most important remains that of Ol'ga in "A
Week Like Any Other."42 In trying to fulfill her duties as a junior research
assistent at a laboratory as well as a mother, wife, and full-time
housekeeper, Ol'ga is already worn out at the age of twenty-six. She shares
a research room with nine co-workers; three of these, Lusia Vartanovna
("Dark Lusia”), Liudmilla Lichova ("Blonde Lusia”), and Shura, are Ol'ga’s
special friends, all working mothers like herself. These women form a kind
of informal support network. For example, each day at lunch hour one of
them does all of the shopping for the rest. Given that grocery shopping is an
extremely time-consuming process, this kind of arrangement is ingenious.

Ol'ga's friendship with these women also allows her to compare her

situation to their respective ones. Dark Lusia already has one young son,

42 A special case in point is Vera, the heroine of I. Grekova's "The Hotel Manager", who is
portrayed from the time of her birth to her sixtieth birthday. | shall deal with this story later in
this chapter.
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» Mark, and does not intend to have more children. Her husband, a Doctor of

Sciences, finds fault in her desire to pursue a career instead of devoting all
of her energy into raising their son and having more children. He refuses to
let Mark go to kindergarten; thus, Dark Lusia must hire a nanny. Recently,
she has secretly had an abortion while away on a business trip.

Meanwhile, Blonde Lusia has no husband. Her son's father, a
captain, lives in another town, married with children. She found out this
information too late. When she announced that she was four months
pregnant, he

..HCYes, KaK npoBanuncs Matb flIoCbKH, NPHEXABWAS H3 AEPEBHH,
CHauvana YyTb He NpuBrna A04b, NOTOM NOWNA XANOBATHCS HA
KAMHTaH3 «CaMOMY FNABHOMY HAYANbHHKY» , MOTOM NNAakana BHecTe ¢
NIIOCbKOH, pyrana v KNanNa BCEX MYXYnH, a NOTON ocTanacb B Mockee
H Tenepb HAHUKT BHYKA, BeAeT X03aMcTBo. OT gouepn oHa Tpebyer
TONLKO- - 4eNath NOKYNKH, CTHPaTb Gonbwyio CTHPKY H

06513aTenbHO HOuEBaTb AOMA.43

(...disappeared into thin air. Lusya's mother came up from the country. First she
nearly killed her daughter. Then she went to the Captain's boss to complain
about him. Then she and Lusya cried together and cursed all men. Then she
settled down in Moscow. Now she looks after her grandchild and does the
housework. All she asks of her daughler is to do the shopping, the main wash,
and to come home at night.44 )

| The least is known about Shura. Her husband is an alcoholic, a fact
| which the other three mothers have quietly deduced. Shura's ten year old
|

son is home alone after school; every afternoon Shura makes a fiurry of

telephone calls to him to ensure that he is safe.

43 Baranskaia, "Nedelia kak nedelia,” 27.
44 Baranskaia, "A Week Like Any Other," 9.
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After assessing her friends' various situations, Ol'ga seems reluctant
to admit that "QonxHo BbiTb, caras cyacTn1eas U3 Hac--9." ("Nedelia kak
nedelia”, 27) ("I should be the happiest one." ["A Week Like Any Other", 9])
There is a precedent for Ol'ga’s inspection of her and her friends’ lives. At
the beginning of the week, all of the women working at the laboratory are
given a questionnaire which inquires as to various details of their private
and public lives: marital status; how many children; how many days per year
of leave from work due to illness, pregnancy, children, etc; how many hours
per week spent on "a) aoHawHIol0 paboTy, 6) 3aHATHS C AETbHH, B)
KYnbTypHbii gocyr” ("Nedelia kak nedelia”, 25) ("(a) housework; (b) with the
children; (c) on spare-time cultural activities?" ["A Week Like Any Other", 6]).

The questionnaire sparks several lively debates among the women
as well as provoking several troubling questions and rumours. The
surveyors are vaguely referred to as "demographers”; their presence is felt in
the phrasing and tone of the questionnaires they have left to be filled out.
One of the most sensitive issues the questionnaire raises is that of maternity.
Four out of the nine women working in Ol'ga's laboratory are mothers. All of
the women are painfully aware of the low natality rate in the Soviet Union.45
They remain suspicious of the questionnaire's underlying purposes: on the
one hand, the childless women fear that they will they be poorly assessed
for not having a family, on the other, the mothers in the group have only one

or two childen. On the Monday when they receive the survey, Dark Lusia is

sharply perceptive:

45 This story takes place in 1969. At that time, medals were still being given out to
mothers for having large families and abortion had only been fully re-legalised several years
earlier.
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- -B o6uyen, OHH HAAEI0TCS BbISICHHTb BaXHbIH BONPOC: NOYeMy

XeHu{HHDI He XOTST poXaTb?

-=-fliocs! OH4 X 3TOr0 He roBOpHUNH!- -Bo3MyuaeTcq fliocs
GeneHbkas.

- -loBopHnH. TONbKO HA3bLIBANK 3TO «HEQOCTATOUHDIE Ternbl
NpUPOCTAa HaceneHHs» Mol BOT ¢ To6oH gaxe He BOCNPOH3BORHM
HaceneHus. Kaxaas napa AonXHa poguTb QBOWX MK, KAXETCs,
Aaxe TPOHX, & Y Hac ToMbko no ofHomy...(TYT fliocs BCNOMHHAET,
4To feneHbkan - - «MaTb-0fAHHONKA».) Tebe xopowo--c Tebs He
NOCcHEIOT CnpalwHBaTtb Orfe ToXe XOpowo- - 0HA NNAaH BbINOAHHNA. A
a7 MHe BOT 4aAYT NNaH K Torga- -npouiai Mos guccepTaums!

("Nedelia kak nedelia”, 26-28)

('What they really want to know 1s why women don't want 1o have babies.'

‘Lusya, they never said that!" says Blonde Lusya indignantly.

‘They did, but they called it: “an insufficient increase in population growth”. You
and | aren't even reproducing the population. Every pair shouid have at least two
if not three children; we have one each.’' (Here Dark Lusya suddenly remembers
that Blonde Lusya is a single parent.) "You're all right, they wouldn't dare ask you
for more. Olya's OK as well, she's fultilled her norm. But me! They'll give me a
plan and then | can kiss my dissertation goodbye.' ["A Week Like Any Other”, 8])

The following day at work Ol'ga discovers her co-workers embroiled
again in arguments about the motherhood issue. in parti. 'ar, they are
discussing question five of the questionnaire: «Ecnu Bbl He UMeeTe AeTei, 1o
NO KaKoH NPHYKHE: MEQHUHHCKHE NOKA3aHHUS, MATEPHANbHO-ObiToBblE YcnosHs,
ceneiHoe NONoXeHHe, NHYHbie cooBpaxeHHst U np. (HYXHOE NOQYEPKHYTD)».
("Nedelia kak nedelia”, 32) ("If you have no chiidren please give the reason:
medical evidence; material circumstances; family situation; personal
reasons, etc...[please underline whichever is relevant].” ["A Week Like Any

Other", 19]) Some women find fault with the question for its tactiessness;



&KQ

others wish to shift the burden of guilt on married women or women of
childbearing age; others declare women without children to be selfish. The
conversation ends in an emotional chaos as the issue unleashes each
woman's personal resentments and conflicting commitments. One of the
women tries to reason with the rest,

«TOBAPHUH, HY 4TO Bbl TAK PA3rOPAYHNKCD, B KOHUE KOHLLOB Kaxaas

13 BaC cana Bbibpana ceolo Aonio»...

CTano notHwe, M TYT HENKAA AYWOHKA 3HHAHAI BbIPBANACH

BH3 fINBL.11 BCKPHKOM:

- -Cana-To caMa, a BOT KOrAa NPUXOAHTCS 33 HHX AEXYPHTb, HNH B

KOMAHQMPOBKY HA 33BOAQbI TACKATHLCA, HAK HA OTYETHO ~BbiIGOpHOM

Beuepe npocHaeTb, To U Hac kacaercs. ("Nedelia kak nedelia”, 34)
(‘Comrades, why are you getting so excited? in the end we all choose our own

fate.’
Everyone calims down. Then narrow-minded, mean Zinaida shouts out:

‘Well, maybe we do. But when we have to stand in for them [working mothers},
trudging around factories on business trips, or sitting all evening at meetings,
then it affects us as well.' ("A Week Like Any Other", 22)

Although the nine women work together, statements such as
Zinaida's suggest a diversity perhaps unrecognised by Ol'ga. Throughout
the story her identity is simultaneously defined by her own introspection
which the questionnaire demands of her and by the perceptions of the other
women around her. While discussing the questionnaire, Ol'ga and the two
Lusias are approached by one of the senior researchers, Maria Matveievna,
a seventy-year-old model Soviet worker. O'ga tries to explain to her how
the questionnaire accentuates the tensions between her private and public

life:
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-~..y HeHs f180e AeTei U K 3TOro... CTECHSIIOCh, 4TO MH... MHe
noueny-TO HENOBKO- - ABAALATL WECTb NET H gBoe [eTer, Bpoge
370...

- - flopeBONIOLHOHHDIH NEPEXHTOK ...~ -NOAQCKA3bIBALT JlIoca YepHas.
- =40 Bbl TaKoe rosopute, flioca!- -Bosmyuiaetca Mapba
MareeesHa. - -He BbigymbiBaiTe. Ong. BaM Hano ropauTLCA Tel, 4TO
Bbi XOpOLWANA MaTb, Aa eule H XOpowas NPOM3BOACTBEHHHLA. Bb
HACTOSL AN COBETCKAR XEHULHHA!

3M-3M1 FOBOPHT, @ S CNPAWHBAI- ~Npo Ce6s, KOHEUHO, - -NoueHy MHe
HafA0 rOpAHTLCS; TAKAR NH YX S XOPOWAs MATb; CTOUT NH HEHS
XBafHTb Kak NPOH3BOGCTBEHHHLY M UTO Xe BXOAHT B NOHATHE

«HACTOALLAA COBETCKAR XeHwnHa» ! ("Nedelia kak nedelia”, 29)

('l have two children and I'm ashamed of it. | feel uncomfortable. I'm twenty-six, |
have two chilkdren, and somehow, | feel like a..."

*...throwback to pre-revolutionary Russia,’ prompts Dark Lusya.

'Really, Lusya,’ says Maria Matveyevna indignantly. ‘Now listen, Olya, you must be
proud of yourself, you're a good mother and a good worker. You're a real Soviet
woman.’

M.M. speaks and | wonder why | should feel proud. Am | such a good mother?
Am | really a praiseworthy worker? And what is a "real Soviet woman” anyway? ['A
Week Like Any Other”, 12])

Ol'ga’s doubts about her fragmented identity are never resolved
within the framework of the story. Rather than offering solutions or criticism,
Baranskaia seems more interested in exploring how Soviet women try to
perceive themselves in the midst of accomplishing a variety of balancing
acts between their public and private lives. Inevitably Ol'ga’s social relations
help her to make comparative distinctions between herself and her fellow
workers. In the eyes of the state, according to a party member such as Maria

Matveevna, Ol'ga is an exemplary Soviet woman. Yet Ol'ga's own
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experience tells her that something is terribly wrong if a life which leaves her
tired and worn at the age of twenty-six is officially considered ideal.

The third group of women protagonists represented in the six
remaining stories by Barankaia and |. Grekova are primarly older women. |
have divided this group into mother and non-mother characters, although
their collective character trait remains that of a maternal sensitivity. The four
mother characters are further defined by their single status, whether due to
divorce, widowhood, or having never married. Liudka, the protagonist-
narrator of "The Purse”, is separated from her husband, has a young son,
and lives with her mother. Her life is arranged so that she has the time and
space to work at home as a writer. Just as she is beginning a story about a
lonely woman "c rpycTHbiMM rnasamu™46 ("with sad eyes"47), her work is
interrupted by Igor, an old friend and former highschool sweetheart. Liudka
still harbours a regret that she never married him. However, during their
walk in a nearby park, Igor loses his wallet and keys, and with these his
temper. He must leave immediately to find a locksmith and borrows money
from Liudka. He "HacynneHHo HONWKT " (is "silent and scowling”) as she waits
with him for his bus: “MHe CTaHOBHTCS TSIFOCTHO C HUM. 1 AYMAI0: «Xopowo,
uTO § He BbiwNA 33 Hero 3aMyx.»" ("Koshelek”, 270) ("His presence now
depressed me. ‘What a good thing | didn't marry him,’ | thought.” ["The
Purse™, 67]) Liudka inevitably prefers the relative freedom inherent in her
present life; her relationship with Igor permits her to realise that the identity

of being a married woman cannot mesh with her concept of herself. indeed,

48 Baranskaia, "Koshelek", Zhenshchina s zontikom: Povest i rasskazy (Moscow:

«Sovremennik», 1981) , 267.
47 Baranskaia, "The Purse", trans. Pieta Monks, A Week Like Any Other, 63.

38




[

¢ 3

39

she is ultimately concerned with the process of writing and the creation of
(alternative) identities, as the memory of Igor fades away and
NoSIBNSETCS OQHHOKAS XEHWMHA C FPYCTHBIMK Na3amK.. A 3HAI0, NTO
NPOM30HAET C HeH ganbwe. PacnopagHTbes ee cyabboi s He Hory, 8
TONbKO 3HAI0, YTO ee XAeT. A YTO XAeT HeHA?
Ha 3TOT BOMPOC 9 0TBEYAI0:
-~Tebs XxaeT NMCbMEHHbIA CTON, OTNHUHAS Bymara,

pyuka..Npnbasb-~Kka wary! ("Koshelek", 270)

(the lonely woman with sad eyes rematerialised...| knew what was going to
happen to her, and | couldn't alter it. And what about my lfe?

| answered myself: ‘A writing table, paper of excellent quality and a pen. Forward
march!" ["The Purse", 67])

In |. Grekova's "The Ladies' Hairdresser", Maria is the mother of Kolia
and Kostia, two sons aged twenty-two and twenty, and heads a Moscow
computer institute. The demands of providing for her lazy, jovial sons and
running the institute despite an incompetent staff leave Maria little time for
the research she cherishes or for leisure. On the spur of the moment, she
stands in line at a hair salon in an attempt to improve her appearance. She
takes the risk of accepting an appointment with a young apprentice, Vitali,
who turns out to be not only a talented hairdresser but also an ambitious,
inquisitive, intelligent young man. During the long process of cutting,
colouring and curling her hair, a friendship begins to form. Maria informally
becomes a motherly mentor for Vitali: she marvels at the talents and strong
sense of motivation of the deprived orphan in comparison to her sons'
lackadaisical character despite all of their advantages of having a home and
a good education. Maria's new hairstyle pleases her and she begins to visit
Vitali frequently. His hairdressing may be interpreted as a metaphor for

altering or enhancing one's image; this is, after all, Maria's underlying desire



in her first impulsive visit to the hair salon. Yet her relationship with Vitali is
not purely cosmetic. Although the factors of age, gender, education and
experience would usually create an immense chasm between the two, they
are irresistibly drawn to each other due to these very diiferences. Vitali's
observations and dreams cause Maria to question her own values, her
sense of self, and the nature of her friendship with this young man.

The identities of two other mother characters, Baranskaia's Zoia of "A
Delicate Subject” and Nadezhda of "The Kiss", are also largely defined by
their social relations. Zoia and Nadezhda, both grandmothers, are devoted
to the welfare of their working daughters. One summer Zoia is looking after
her daughter's, Galina's, son at their rented dacha while Galina commutes to
Moscow to work. In the fall when little Igor can attend kindergarten, Zoia
plans to work again so that they can all live off her pension and salary. In
the meantime, Zoia is summoned by her dacha landlady, Alevtina Pavlovna,
who informs her of a "scandal”: Galina is driven into town by Alexei, her son-
in-law. Alevtina Pavlovna accuses Galina, a siiigle mother, of being
"debauched", of chasing after her son-in-law, and insists that this state of
affairs must end. Although Zoia strongly protests in defence of Galina's
innocence, she must give way to the domineering landlady and explain the
matter to her daughter. Galina in turn refuses the son-in-law's offer for a lift
into work the following morning and takes the commuter bus as usual.

Baranskaia's third-person narration of "A Delicate Subject” differs
from most of her stories' narrative schemes, which tend to centre on a single
subject, because it focuses on one character at a time, shifting its lens when
a new character enters the plot. For more than half of the story, we read the
"delicate subject” from Zoia's standpoint; the emphasis shifts to her daughter

when she sets out to work the following morning; finally, after his offer has
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been refused, the narration deals with the son-in-law's perspective on the

matter. Each character is linked to the next by certain social relations; the

story wouid not be so fluid if the characters were presented in another order.

The mother-daughter relationship between Zoia and Galina is based
on mutual support. Zoia cares for her daughter's son until he is able to
attend school while Galina works to provide for the three of them. Needless
to say, their financial situation is tight; they are at the mercy of Alevtina
everytime they are late in paying the rent for the dacha. It is difficult for Zoia
to ask her daughter to stop accepting Alexei's rides into Moscow which
alleviate the stress of daily commuting for Galina. Moreover, no one except
the self-righteous landlady can perceive any moral dilemma in Alexei's and
Galina's commuting arrangement. Yet, due to Alevtina's broad sphere of
influence, Zoia, Galina and Alexei feel obliged to adhere to her demands;
especially from Zoia's and Galina's point of view, the question of choice is
no longer an issue.

The protagonist of "The Kiss" is confronted with a different kind of
choice. In her forties, Nadezhda works as a philologist, "CTapwni HayuHbiA
COTPYAHHK HHCTHTYTA AH CCCP, 06MTaTeNbHHLLA 0AHOKOMHATHON KBAPTHPbI,
HHTepecHas XeHuH, :a"48 ("a senior scholar at the Institute of the USSR
Academy of Sciences, the occupant of a one-room apartment, and an
attractive woman..."49). At a party she meets a younger man, Viktor, who is
attracted to her. He sees her home in a taxi and the next day suggests that
they meet again. Caught up in the excitement of a possible romance,
Nadezhda takes pains to prepare a dinner for two at her apartment.

Meanwhile, her daughter, Natasha, who has recently had a baby, phones

48 Baranskaia, "Potselui”, Zhenshchina s zontikom , 264.
49 Baranskaia, "The Kiss", trans. Wanda Sorgente, Balancing Acts , 3-4.
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her to ask her to spend the night at her place and to pick up some essentials
for her. At first, Nadezhda chooses to continue with her elaborate dinner
preparations, but twelve minutes before the appointed time she decisively
packs a shopping bag with her provisions and takes the subway to her
daughter's place.

For Nadezhda, her independent single status allows her to make
many choices. Although her identity is founded in her strength and self-
reliancs, it is modified by her relations with others. She is immensely
flattered and excited by Viktor's attentions, which reassure her that inspite of
recently besoming a grandmother she can still enjoy a romantic relationship.
Nevertheless, the form this relationship will take remains uncertain and
already she questions how it would change her life. Her faithful commitment
to Natasha is altogether different; the fact that they now share the experience
of motherhood perhaps enhances Nadezhda's maternal impulse to protect
and care for her daughter.

The final two stories feature childiess, older single women characters:
Sofia, a senior university professor in Baranskaia's "The Woman with the
Umbrella” and Vera, a hotel manager in I. Grekova's novella "The Hotel
Manager”. Despite their lack of children, both women's professions partially
assume a matemal quality. When Sofia reflects on her "never-ending
stream” of students and graduate students, she does it with a certain
motherly sensitivity. She does not distinguish individual relationships with
these students, but rather, she presides as an adoptive mother of a collective
whole. In the same way, the students celebrate her birthday every year,
despite the fact that each time it is a different combination of individuals who
do so. However, when she vacations at her dacha, the sixty-year-old Sofia

is regarded by the other dacha renters as an eccentric recluse, a
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"Wnenanka" 50 ("Tramp Lady"31) carrying an old broken umbrella. Outside of

the social relationships via her career (public sphere), Sofia's identity cannot
be appreciated or respected.

While the manner in which Sofia is perceived radically differs
according to her public and private positions, Vera's vocation as a hotel
manager defines her entire life. "The Hotel Manager” maps her years of
selflessly serving her husband and entertaining his guests which later
prepares her for her career after his death. As she works her way up to
becoming the manager of a hotel, her own home still functions as a personal
hotel and hospital: there she shelters and cares for her ailing mother and
houses an aging actress and her best friend's teenage daughter. She also
has two successive relationships with married men, both of whom
sporadically visit her, profiting from her seemingly endless hospitality and
generosity. Vera's identity is inextricably linked with her role as a hotel
manager and all of the maternal qualities such a profession demands.

| have briefly discussed how, in each of the selected works by |.
Grekova and Baranskaia, women's identities are forged largely through their
social relationships with others. Yet it is interesting that their relationships
with other women often differ from those with men. | have noticed that the
various stories portray instances representative of women's lives. No matter
how short the narrative, |. Grekova and Baranskaia take great care to
establish the given woman protagonist’s identity by relating her position in

society; in many ways, the stories may be more aptly described as character

50 Baranskaia, "Zhenshchina s zontikom", Zhenshchina s zontikom , 188.
51 Baranskaia, "The Woman with the Umbrella”, trans. Pieta Monks, A Week Like Any

Other , 214.
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sketches, portrayal of the protagonist's everyday life, instead of linear action
plots directed toward a certain resolution.

Frequently, the relationship arising out of the protagonists' interaction
with other women characters is similar to a women's network. In many of the
stories discussed the protagonists interact with certain women--mothers,
daughters, friends: these interactions, if portrayed in a positive light, function
as women's support systems. One of the ideal support systems among
women is represented in "A Week Like Any Other". Ol'ga and her three co-
workers can rely on each other for advice, sympathy, condolence, humour,
and practical help in a way which would be difficult to expect from their
husbands or other colleagues. Their mutual support serves as a buffer
against the everycay hardships with which they are confronted.

Whereas Ol'ga's support system is located somewhat like a private
oasis in the midst of the public sphere of her work place, other women's
networks occur in the privacy of their home(s). In "The Hotel Manager”,
Vera's house comes to be shared by three generations of women: Anna
Savishna, Vera's mother, Margarita Antonovna, a retired actress, and Vera
herself. Shortly after Anna Savishna's death, Vika Smolina, the young
daughter of Vera's best friend, appears on the doorstep and asks to be taken
in. Although the three women are not related, their relationship develops
strong familial undertones:

H BooGuie, B 3TOMH cenbeS52, B cBoeobpasHoM cogpyxecTse gByx

XEHLHH - -CTapeiowen U CTapoA,~- -BHKHHA 33NaNbyvBas MONOAOCTD

52 whereas Michel Petrov has chosen to transiate this word as "house" in English, note
that in the original Russian text, |. Grekova uses the word "sem'ia” ("family”) which better
reflects the how these women, unrelated by family ties, nevertheless constitute a family. Later
in the same passage, Petrov qualifies the term "aunties”, although |. Grekova does not make
this distinction. For all intents and purposes, the two older women are aunts to Vika and she

addresses them as such.
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NPHWNACH KaK HeNb3s Bbino kCcTaTh. 06e TeTywkH AywH B HekH He

yasinu. Kaxaas No-CcBOEMY HACTABNANA €€ HA NYTb HCTHHHLIA,
HACTONbKO NO~PA3HOMY, YTO PHIHYECKH HENDbas Bbino CAYWATLCS

obeux...53

(In that house, with the singular friendship of two women, an aging one and an okl
one, Vika's impetuous youth was very much welcome. Both 'aunties’ adored her.
Each in her own way tried to set Vika on the right path, but in such different ways
that it would have been impossible o follow both.)54

Other women's support systams consist of mother and daughter
teams. In "The Purse”, Ludka shares an apartment with her mother and
young son; Blonde Lusia of "A Week Like Any Other" has a similar
arrangement with her mother. "A Delicate Subject” reveals Zoia to be living
with her single daughter and her grandchild. While Nadezhda of "The Kiss"
does not reside with her married daughter and grandchild, she is devoted to
their well-being.

Through their prose, Baranskaia and I. Grekova seem to implicitly
suggest a set of ideal values concerning women's ability to nurture, mother,
and provide moral and practical support for each other. Thus, a strong
sense of disappointment ensues when a possible network fails to
materialise. This is particularly true of the first two stories discussed--
"Liubka" and "At Her Father's and Her Mother's Place"--in which the
expected relationship between mothers and daughters has broken down or
failed in some essential way.

While all of these stories about women encompass aspects of

women's identity and the importance of support groups among women, they

53 (. Grekova, "Khoziaika gostinitsy”, Zvezda 9 (1976) 105.

54|, Grekova, "The Hotel Manager”, Russian Women: Two Stories, trans. Michel Petrov
(San Diego, New York, London: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1983) 266-267.
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do not exclude the presence of male figures. Yet, because the stories
largely relate the continuity of women's lives, male characters often enter the
narrations by temporarily intersecting or interrupting them. Their presence
may hail the advent of welcome changes in the women's lives or,
conversely, problematize them. This statement calls for some qualification: |
would not like to give the impression that the men can only serve in one of
two oppositionary roles. Talia's father's role in "At Her Father's and Her
Mother's Place” serves various purposes; as a parent, he is far more
committed to nurturing his daughter than is her mother. However, Talia's
stay with her father only represents a brief interlude in her life spent mainly
residing at her mother's apartment.

Baranskaia and |. Grekova tend to portray men as isolated and
interruptive events in women's lives. The number of single mother
characters--Blonde Lusia, Galina, Liudka, Maria, Nadezhda, Liubka's
mother, Vika's mother, Talia's mother-- attests to the temporary interventions
of the (mostly anonymous) men who have fathered their children and since
died, divorced or abandoned them in the pre-history of the stories
discussed.55

In other cases, within the fictional chronotopeS€, men briefly enter
women's lives as a romantic event. In "The Kiss", after the younger Viktor
meets Nadezhda, he kisses her in the elevator when they leave the party
together, he takes her home in a taxi, the next day he telephones to insist

that he must see her again, prompting Nadezhda to invite him for dinner the

S5 The potential power and exclusivity of all-women relationships and bonding are
tempered by the brief insertion of male characters so that any suggestion of lesbianism is
dismissed and the heterosexual conventions remain intact.

56 Chronotope is a term used by Bakhtin which means literally “time-space”. See M.M.
Baknhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by M.M, Bakhtin, ed. Michaei Holquist, trans.

Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin, Texas: U of Texas P, 1981).




" following eévening.57 Within the confines of the story's spatial time,

Nadezhda's encounter with Viktor is an unusual, unexpected, and fleeting
event which has disrupted the daily rhythm of her life: a single, independent
career woman, she enjoys a considerable amount ot freedom, moditied by
her commitment to her daughter. Indeed, as she prepares for her dinner
with Viktor, she already speculates how her life would change if they were to
have an intimate relationship; her decision to break their date is based not
only on her deeply-rooted sense of loyalty to her daughter, but also because
her principal concern about a relationship with Viktor would most likely entail
an invasion and eventual erosion of her freedom, time, identity:
BApyr, 0CTaBWHCH C Hei [0 YTpa, OH CKAXET, YTO HatiepeH 3fech
XHTb. UNH HAoBopOT: B KaKoe-TO YTPo HeuesHeT H Gonbwe Hukoraa
He npuaeT. Ho A0 Toro, Kak OCTABMTbL ee, OH cAenaercs
HeBHHUMATEneH, 3a0biBYMB, OHA XEe- - NOJ03PUTENDHA ¥ PeBHUBA. OH
nonog,, Kpacke. CTpax CTapocTH YAecaTepuTcs B Heid. HauHeT
CYHTATb MOPUiHHDI, KPACHTb BONMOCHI, XOQHTb N0 KOCHETHUKAN.
MoTepsieT CBOIO HE3ABHCHMOCTD, NOTEPSIET CHACTAHBYIO NErKoCTb
xopowo nopaboTasuiero H Xopowo OTAO0XHYBLIEr0 YeNoBexa...

("Potselui”, 265)

(What if, atter spending the night with her, he suddenly says that he intends to
move in? Or the other way round: he'll disappear one morning and never come
back. But before leaving her, he'll become inattentive and forgetful, while she'lt
be suspicious and jealous. He's young and handsome. Her fear of old age will
grow tenfold. She'll start counting her wrinkles, dying her hair, and running to
facial salons. She'll lose her independence; she'll lose that carefree ease that
you see in people who work well and relax well.. ["The Kiss", 5])

57 sarah Westphal has pointed out that the delicate eroticism implied in the older
woman/younger man liaison in “The Kiss" is a departure from the conventional portrayal o
- women's heterosexual relationships. | would add that Baranskaia only goes so far as to
suggest the possibility of a liaison rather than to explore it.
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Liudka also places greater importance on her independence and

freedom than on romantic pursuits, although, unlike Nadezhda, she usually
shares her apartment with her mother and son. "The Purse” opens and
closes with Liudka's sitting alone at her desk on the verge of writing a short
story. Her son is away at the dacha, her mother is supposedly working, and
Liudka has taken an extra precaution to ensure that this precious privacy is
uninterrupted by disconnecting the telephone. Despite these measures, her
friend Igor arrives at her door, his knocking shattering her contemplation. He
insists on going for a walk with her in the park, but upon losing his keys and
wallet, he just as abruptly leaves her. lgor serves only to divert the
protagonist's attention momentarily away from her writing, the activity which,
along with her family, provides continuity in her life.

In a different way, Alexei also unwittingly disrupts the regular pattern
of Galina's life in the story "A Delicate Subject”. Instead of commuting to
work by bus as usual, she has accepted his offers to drive her into Moscow a
few times. Before this arrangement can become a habit, Alevtina insists that
the "scandal” come to an end. Thus, Alexei resumes his solitary drives to
work and disentangles himself from the fabric of Galina's life. As opposed to
Nadezhda, Galina benefits from Alexei's chaufféuring services, a welcome
perk in her tiring schedule. But she cannot afford to risk poor relations with
her landlady as she assumes her share of responsibility for the upkeep of
the household.

In |. Grekova's stories, male characters appear and disappear in
women's lives, functioning as events over slightly more sustained periods of
time. The title "The Ladies' Hairdresser" names the young man, Vitali, who
becomes the focus in Maria's life for several months; yet, with a couple of

exceptions, they only meet when Maria makes an appointment at the hair
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salon. Their friendship exists where the margins of their lives intersect.

When Vitali finally decides to change his profession at the end of the story, it
is doubtful that the two will ever meet on a regular basis again, if at all.

Men and women periodically interrupt the life of Vera, the heroine of
"The Hotel Manager”, as though they were checking in and out of a hotel
(Vera even meets her last lover, Sergei, because he is a guest at the hotel
where she works). The difference between them is that virtually all of the
women live with Vera and become committed to mutually supporting and
caring for each other, whereas the men--first Vera's husband, and
subsequently two married men--are more absent than present in her
everyday life. When they do occasionally appear, they expect food, shelter,
and loving attention. The second of the married men, Sergei, certainly treats
her with far more respect than the other men. However, as the story
concludes, he, too, remains more of a benevolent visitor than an active
participant in her life.

Although | have only selected a few stories to discuss in this chapter,
they faithfully represent some of I. Grekova's and Baranskaia's most
significant themes. In other works, |. Grekova does not necessarily focus on
"women's field", nor do her heroines always rely on a women's support
group to survive. Her story "No Smiles" ("Bez ulybok”) is a case in point: in a
Katkaesque setting, the woman narrator/protagonist faces a (all male)
Special Commission at her institute which has accused her of TlopoyHoe
Hanpaenexne B Hayke"S8 (“fallacious orientation in research"9). Her only

friends, two male colleagues at the institute, try unsuccessfully to detend her

58 |, Grekova, "Bez ulybok", Na ispytanuakh: Povestii rasskazy (Moscow: Sovetskii
pisatel’, 1990) 434.

59 ). Grekova, "No Smiles”, trans Dobrochna Dyrez-Freeman, The New Soviet Fiction:
Sixteen Short Stories, ed. Sergei Zalygin (New York: Abbeville P, 1989) 79.
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case. Sergei Zalygin finds that, due to I. Grekova's personal experience in
high academic circles,

in her fiction she often depicts the life of the Russian scientific

intelligentsia. The novella "On Probation™ (1967)...was subjected

to biased criticism for its truthful portrayal of a collaboration

between scientists and the military. In "No Smiles"...she gives a

candid account of the ordeal and the consequences of such

criticism.60

Baranskaia also writes from perspectives other than women's point of

view. However, these stories by her which adopt a male gaze tend to
produce rather fiat images of men; their identity often remains two-
dimensional as compared to the multi-faceted characters emerging from her
portrayals of women. When writing a man's story, it would seem that
Baranskaia relies on more traditional formulae, such as a man finding his
destiny in sharing his life with the ideal motherly woman. "The Petunin
Affair" ("Proisshestvie s Petuninym”) is a good example of such a formula:
after struggling unsuccessfully with office politics, the narrator/hero, Petunin,
turns to the mysterious and beautiful Nina, a single mother, for solace. At the
end of the story entitled "Fragmentary Notes" ("Otryvochnye zapisi”), he
relates how he is gradually becoming part of the family: Petunin's emphasis
on this new found joy appears to be a return or regression to childhood; he
identifies more readily with Nina's infant son as opposed to assuming such

adult roles as husband/lover/father:

60 Sergei Zalygin, bibliographical notes, The New Soviet Fiction , 388. Yet no where in
his assessment of |. Grekova's work does Zalygin mention the frequent portrayal of women in
her many stories and novels.
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Tenepb B KOHLe KaxXA0H HeAenk 1 Yeaxaio B floNATHHCK W NPOBOXY
cy66oTHHiH Beuep ¢ HHHOH H MeTywKoN. I WYBCTBYIO, KaK OHA
CTaHOBHTCS BCe goBepunBee W Msrye. C MeTywkon Hbi Gonblume
ApY3bs. K Koraa pasbirpaeHcs U pacwaniMcs, NOpoi Ham o6omm
NONaQaeT OT «Hawek Mambi» (Tak roBOpHT MeTywok ), U 3a 3TH

cnosa s nio6nio ero ewe Gonbwe. 8!

(Now | go to Lopatinsk at the end of each week and spend Saturday evenings
with Nina and Petya [her son). | can feel her becoming warmer and more trusting.
Petya and | are great friends. And when our piay gets too loud or our antics 100
boisterous, we sometimes both get it from "our Mum", as Petya says, and for
these words | love him even more.)62

It is interesting to also note that even in a story such as "The Petunin Affair”
where the protagonist is a man, an integral part of his role becomes that of
the interruptive element in the pattern of a woman's private life. Moreover,
Nina, who is located in the margins of the story as a whole, increasingly
becomes the focus towards the conclusion of Petunin's narration, despite
the fact that he labels the final section "Fragmentary Notes".

In conclusion, the founding of women's identity is largely through their
social relations: on the one hand, with her (permanent) women's network or
support system; on the other hand, with her (temporary) relationships with
men. Public and private worlds are assimilated by portraying the heroine in
her everyday life—at work, at home, at social occasions, shopping, taking
public transportation, and so on. In the following chapter, | explore what
happens when women protagonists are uprooted from this familiar

foundation and displaced to the more alien setting of the hospital.

61 Baranskaia, "Proisshestvie s Petuninym”, Qtritsatel'naia zhizel' , 233.
62 Baranskaia, "The Petunin Affair", trans. Pieta Monks, A Week Like Any Other , 120.
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Chapter Two
General Hospital Soviet Style: Private Women in Public Places

This discussion of the fictional hospital settings depicted by Russian
women writers entails beginning thought from women's lives. It is important
to begin with Russian women's own experiences in hospitals and clinics in
order to question the premises of fictional accounts and to avoid treating
women as theoretical abstractions. This shift in one's methodological
approach to conducting research has been promoted by Dorothy Smith€3
and others®4; Elshtain echos her concern: "One must first /ocate the female
subject in creating a feminist political theory for and about her..." (303)

Hansson and Lidén interview a variety of Soviet women living in
Moscow. Their thirteen interviews have provided a medium through which
we can learn not simply how these women live but also

how the women themselves regarded their life-style. Were they
aware of the implications of their situation? Did they discuss them?
What did they consider their greatest problems? Did they envision
any solutions? Did they feel imprisoned by the ingrained sex roles
that characterize Soviet society? How were they able to manage

their double roles as workers and as wives and mothers?65

63 Dorothy Smith, "A Sociology for Women", The Everyday Workl as Problematical: A

Feminist Sociology, (Toronto: U of Toronto P, 1987) 49-104.

64 Especially Sandra Harding, whose comments | quoted and discussed in the
lntroducbon

65 Moscow Women: Thinteen Interviews, xx. This work was originally published in

Sweden in 1980. To my knowledge, there is no published Russian copy of the transcription
from the tape recordings of the interviews which were conducted in Russian without an
interpreter in Moscow, in the spring of 1978. Therefore, | am obliged to quote the Russian
women in the English translation. All of the women's names have been changed to protect
them. Although Hansson and Lidén admit in their preface to the book that “it is difficult to give
a complete picture of the situation of Soviet women in thirteen interviews", nevertheless, "a
number of important patterns did emerge.” (xx) In their book, Hansson and Lidén include
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| have excerpted the interviews to convey these women's experiences

in hospitals for the purpose of my study. Providing a personal context
grounded in real-life experience for the fictional prose | discuss later in this
chapter, their comments touch particularly upon reproduction issues:
abortion, poor conditions in maternity wards, the pain of labour and abortion
without sedatives, gender in relation to the medical profession, and so on.
Although the women interviewed come from all walks of life, their opinions
reflect to a striking degree a common set of values and their experiences are
s0 uniform that they seem to have taken place in the same hospital. Here,
then, are brief introductions of six of the thiteen women interviewed, along
with selected passages from those conversations:

Liza, a twenty-eight year old editor, is divorced and has one son. She
drops off little Emil at a "boarding school” daycare on Monday mornings and
collects him for the weekend on Friday evenings. She has had seven

abortions. On the topic of abortions she confesses:
...It's hard both physically and psychologically. Now that it's done
with drugs there's no pain, but it's hard on the psyche.
How are women affected?
There are paintul repercussions. There's no way of thinking about
anything else when you're pregnant and you have to wait two
months for an abortion. Then the aftermath is difficult. It affects not
only your sex life, but also life in general. Sometimes | fear that |
may be pregnant again; then | can't think about anything else,
can't write, can't read, can't do anything. Peopie say that when a
woman gives birth to a child she gets younger, and when she has
an abortion she gets twice as old. So | have become seven times
as old!...The only concern doctors seem to have is to make

M short chapters on various aspects of the position(s) of women in Soviet society, providing
important facts and statistics which enhance the testimonial information.

‘
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abortions relatively painless. Previously no drugs were given. But
the dread of pregnancy still remains stronger than anything else...
[about her own pregnancy]... The delivery was very difficult. They
don't use any drugs, gas, anything. None of the women around me
wanted them either. | begged for a Caesarean, howled like an
animal, coukdn't stand the pain any longer. | screamed so much
that they finally had to give me something to induce labor, and |
had terrible contractions and kept on screaming until there was
blood in my mouth...My baby was born in a special clinic, but
still...During the delivery | was badly torn, but they didn't even sew
me up. Recently | went to a gynecologist who asked me whether |
had g.ven birth in the country--but in fact | gave birth at a special
clinic in the capital.

...How was the hospital? How many in each ward?

There were twelve in each ward. | was happy to be among all
those women. One is so sensitive after a delivery--all of them were
s0 open and receptive. They listened to me, and of course |
gabbed on as usual--not about babies, but my usual propaganda.
We had some lively discussions. | get sentimental when | think
about the time | spent there.

Didn't you discuss the problems of women?

No. We talked about literature and politics, very little about
children. (Hansson and Lidén, 21-23)

Lida, thirty-one, is the single mother of a two and a half year oid son.
She works as a chambermaid. Like Liza's son, Lida's little Danilo stays in a
nursery from Monday morning until Friday night. Lida has had one abortion

which she describes as "terribie".
How was your delivery?
Incredibly easy--perhaps because | wanted a baby so badly.
Everyone was envious. The pregnancy was also easy... But | saw
how the other women suffered. The midwives hardly helped them
at all, and they didn't get anything to ease their pain. It was
horrible to see how they suffered, but | also thought it was
humiliating to give birth without anyone caring about me. When my
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labor pains began, | went into the room where you give birth, and
they left me there. At one point someone came in to get something,
and she said, "Oh, you can see the baby already.” She ran for
help. But he could have fallen out--anything. Then a lot of people
appeared, but that's only because she happened to come in at the
right moment.

Was it because a lot of women happened to be giving birth just
then?

Not at all! Next to me was a girl who had given birth to twins that
morning--one was stillborn... Before my delivery they took her
away, so | was really the only patient. | don't know what it's like in
other places, but that was a humiliating experience. After the
delivery | had to walk back to my ward, although one isn't
supposed to get up immediately... (Hansson and Lidén,105-106)

Anna, twenty-two, is married and has a three-month old daughter.
Although she has not had an abortion, she says, "But that day will probably
come, because there isn't a woman alive who doesn't have to have an

abortion at some point in her life." (49)
What was it like when you delivered your daughter?
There were seven women in the labor room. Some got drops,
some laughing gas. When the labor pains started, the women had
to get up and walk to the delivery room. It felt as if the child was
going to fall out--it was horribly painful. | think it would be
wonderful if fathers could be present at the delivery. Let them see
how difficult it is. (Hannson and Lidén, 52)

Thirty-two year old Liuba, an artist, is married for the second time.
She has a son from her first marriage. She mentions that the statistics
published on how many abortions are done in hospitals fail to include the

secret ones...
Secret?
A private abortion costs 35 to 40 rubles. Usually nurses do them.
Also doctors. Everyone knows about it, but nobody talks about it.
Why aren't all abortions done in hospitals?
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It's taken for granted that if a woman is absent from work for three
days she's having an abortion. If she isn't married people start
talking; if she is, maybe she doesn't want people to know. Hospital
records are public, so women try to avoid going there...Here
everyone is afraid of getting pregnant, terrified of having to have
an abortion. It's difficult and painful; | should know, | had one at the
hospital. Now they've started giving painkillers. But outside the
cities they don't...

What were conditions like when you had your baby ?

My baby was born in a little infirmary in a community outside
Kalinin. It was great because | was the only one who had a baby
that day. The midwife and her assistant spent all their time with
me, talked to me, helped me. I've heard about what it can be like to
have a baby here in Moscow, alone, with no one to help...

Did you receive sedatives during your labor pains?

No, and | think that's right, because the mother and child can be
damaged by them...After Alyosha was born | heard about natural
childbirth. | read that "thanks to the progress made by our doctors,
women are able to give birth aimost without pain.” But | had been
totally unprepared....You have to consider that hospital services
are free, so you can't expect extra comfon. It's possible to buy
extra attention and services, that certainly happens, but...no,
they're always afraid that something might happen, so things are
usually left as they are. (Hannson and Lidén, 147-149)

Twenty-three-year old Sonia is married and has a newborn daughter.
She is on paid maternity leave for the first four months and is entitled to eight
unpaid months as well. She feels men are better suited for responsible jobs
such as doctors because "the work at home requires much more of the
woman than of the man. Women are always tired, but men have time to
devote to learning, to developing." (Hannson and Lidén, 60) Sonia has

already had two abortions.

Was it difficult to get the abortion?
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No, | had contacts. | knew a female gynecologist. | was given
anesthesia and didn't feel a thing. But if one goes to a regular
clinic--the official way--it's a very painful procedure. They don';
give any painkillers. it's awful.

She goes on to talk about deliveries. Not even then is anything
given for pain, she says, unless one has contacts. She describes
her own experience, how hysteria spread through the labor wards
when someone began to scream, and how it felt to get up and
walk into the adjacent room when her labor pains began. She had
requested to have her husband with her but had been tumed
down, for hygienic reasons, and she lay there for two days after
she delivered, because it was the weekend. It's obvious that
Sonya has read a great deal about the West and been influenced
by her reading, and she agrees with the other women we
interviewsd that care in the Soviet Union is inadequate. (Hannson
and Lidén, 63-64)

Masha, also twenty-three, is married and works as a draftswoman at a
truck factory. Her daughter is two and a half and stays at a day-care center
while the parents work. Masha has not had an abortion and uses the rhythm
method (this practice, along with abortion, is the most common form ot
contraception in the Soviet Union). Masha, like most of her friends and the

other women interviewed, live in constant fear of becoming pregnant.
Tell us about your delivery.
My delivery was difficult and extended. | don't remember if the
others got anything for the pain, but | didn't, except at the very end
when | got an injection. | don't know if they gave me anything after
that because | was so exhausted by then. My labor lasted twenty-
four hours. | think there was a doctor in the ward, and probably an
aide also, but | wasn't sure because the pain was so terrible.
There were five other women in labor in the so-called labor room.
When my time came | called, and | had to walk to the delivery
room. My daughter was born aimost immediately. | wasn't allowed
to sleep during the first two hours after delivery. They claim that
could be dangerous. Then | was taken to surgery to have stitches.
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There were thirteen women in my ward and it was O.K. | was able
to see my daughter the day after the delivery. She was completely
swaddled except for her hands, which were Lare; it felt so good to
hold them. The next day | unwrapped the whole littie bundle to see
if everything was the way it ougnt to be. (Hannson and Lidén, 75)

These interviews reveal some of the distinctly different conditions
Russian women experience in the field of health care, as opposed to those
of their contemporaries in the West. 1 find it difficult to imagine an
economically advantaged Western woman experiencing a "shock of
recognition™ upon reading these accounts of the poor quality of medical
care. As Liuba points out, "hospital services are free”, i.e. funded and run by
the state. Bribes, connections, and illegal private services can significantly
improve the quality of public medical care or even allow women to bypass
the public apparatus altogether, as is the case with private abortions; it
would appear that, whenever possible, women resort to these means.

By locating the female subject and allowing her a voice by way of the
Muscovite women's testimonies, we gain a better idea of hospital conditions
in the Soviet Union than if we were to rely on fictionalised accounts alone.
The women interviewed relate experiences of intense pain and humiliation
in childbirth and abortion. They speak of lack of pain killers, lack of privacy,
lack of professional attention and care. Whether aborting or giving birth,
they all have had to walk to and from the operating or labour room.

The Soviet woman's position in the hospital only resembles
superficially that of the Soviet heroine. Few of the awful realities are
translated into or addressed in the prose written by Russian women,
although one is safe to assume that all of them have had at least one
experience in a Soviet hospital. Their fiction often either avoids or glosses

over an actual depiction of the stark, depressing hospital setting. A few
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stories mention in passing the lack of supplies or staff, a need for

renovations, or the bleakness of the atmosphere. However, none of the
narratives, even the first-person narratives of a woman patient, reflect the
horror, shame, and, at times, indignation expressed in the interviews.

The hospital locale is the prevalent feature in all of the fiction to be
discussed in this chapter. Similar to the interviews cited above, the
protagonists' personal experiences transpire in a highly public setting. The
hospital or clinic is an unusual facet of the public sector in that it is a site
where people's most intimate bodily functions or disfunctions are often on
display.66é Birth and terminal iliness, wounds and operations: everyone who
passes through the medical institution is recorded into bureaucratic annals.
Whether in fiction or in real life, public and private spheres inextricably
overlap in the site of the hospital.

In my discussion of public and private in the Introduction, | point out
the absence of women in the most powerful, most prestigious sectors of
society. Even within fields where women are in a clear majority, such as
health care€7, men continue to occupy the highest paid and most prestigious
positions such as head doctors, surgeons, specialists, and hospital
administrators, "who remair. in charge of formulating all national healith

policy”.68 Thus, like all other public sectors in the Soviet Union, the field of

66 One has only to remember how Soviet women giving birth are usually obliged to share
a common labour room as well as a large ward.

67 In 1970 in the Soviet Union, women accounted for 99% of all nurses, 98% of
pediatricians, 83% of midwives, and 74% of doctors. Although these siatistics have changed
very little since then, | find the date significant in that it is roughly the average years around
which the hospital stories to be discussed were written. Hansson and Lidén point out that,
along with other ‘typically female’ occupations, “these professions are among the lowest
paid... A 1972 budget proposed for the Soviet working family assumed that the man's salary
was 50 percent higher than the woman's—it was taken for granted that the woman worked
and that she was badly paid." Hansson and Lidén, 27.

68 Gray, "The Women's Century”, Soviet Women, 34. In this chapter, Gray provides some
more up-to-date statistics on women's work, salaries, etc, atthough 1 find that they ditter little
from those gathered in Hansson's and Lidén's work over a decade prior. For more recent



medicine is controlled by men. Reinforcing this trend is the common opinion
among men and women that men are more suited to such responsible
positions. On the one hand, this notion stems from some beliefs in
biologically determined masculine and feminine traits; on the other, working
women overburdened with household and childrearing duties have scarce
time in which to pursue specializations or to simply keep them up to date.
Gray interviewed a renowned Georgian gynecologist, who, despite his
philanthropic attitude toward women, confirmed the usual Soviet prejudices
against women gynecologists:
Of course there are prejudices, as well there should be! The
brainier the woman, the more she tends to prefer men doctors,
because our best specialists are clearly men. As you know, over
75 percent of Soviet doctors are women, but they just don't work
waell. A child gets sick, they take those days off, they take more time
off to have babies, they get behind in their research, they're
useless to us...in every area of nature, in each species of animal
and plant life, there is a specific function which is akin to a
vocation, a calling. Snakes, say, must move by crawling on the
ground...And a woman's first calling is to educate her family; men
will never be able to do it as well as women...what would happen
to the future of the planet if women ceased to look on the family as
their first priority? Kaput! Here at this clinic, | have officially
declared that | don't accept women doctors on my staff. Let them

complain, let them feel abused... (Gray, 17-18)

statistics confirming these trends in Soviet society, see Canadian Woman Studies/Les cahiers
de 1a temme: Soviet Women 10:4 (Winter, 1989).
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Despite or because of attitudes such as Dr Khomassuridze's

expressed above, the reality remains that men tend to specialise more and
move to higher positions of prestige and responsibility in the field of
medicine than do women. This tendency is reflected time and again in
women writers' fictional portrayals of hospitals. Within a medical setting,
men are commonly depicted as doctors, usually as specialists or head

doctors, whereas women characters most often enter a clinic as patients.

Some minor female roles include those of nurses, women's wardens, or
janitors.

Of the nine works of prose to be discussed in this chapter, five short
stories especially highlight a relationship between a male doctor and a
woman patient: Liudmila Petrushevskaia's "The Violin" ("Skripka"); Viktoria
Tokareva's stories "Nothing Special” {"Nichego osobennogo”) and "Centre
of Gravity” ("Tsentrovka”); "in Memoriam” ("Na pamyat' ") by Tat'iana
Nabatnikova; and "Delos” by Natal'ia Sukhanova. These five relationships
all exceed in some manner the boundaries of official doctor-patient
interactions, demonstrating the difficulties inherent in the medical profession
of separating a doctor's public duty to his patient(s) from his private,
emotional attachment to a given one. The doctors in these stories come to
assume other roles beyond their public jurisdiction, such as those of a father,
a lover, a confident or a friend.

The title of Elshtain's book, Pyblic Man, Private Woman, aptly names
how men and women are largely perceived and treated in society. The
selected stories here reveal, despite the majority of women employed in the

field of medicine, how these Russian women writers often choose to place



male characters in the public role of the doctor.89 Yet, in these stories and
others to be discussed, it is the private sphere which attracts and modifies
the public one in the form of personal relationships; to a certain extent, the
private woman privatises the public man, personalises the public space.
The male doctor characters find themselves performing their own kind of
balancing act, juggling their public duties with their personal impulses, a
plight similar to that of many women protagonists depicted by Russian
women writers.

The head doctor in "The Violin" develops a paternal attitude toward
Lena, the protagonist who lies about her life. The doctor takes a special
interest in this pregnant woman. He realises, perhaps even from the start,
that her whole act is a sham; yet, possibly out of sympathy, he allows her to
remain at the hospital for a month. He eventually must resume his authority
by issuing her discharge, despite the knowledge that she probably has no
place to go. In the end, the doctor's professionalism precedes his personal
concern for Lena. In fact, it is difficult to ascertain whether this interest is
simply an extension of his bedside manner, an integral part of his public
persona, because Petrushevskaia does not provide the reader with any
greater insight into his character.

In Tokareva's hospital stories, the doctor characters profess a more
convincing personal concern in the welfare of their patients. Moreover, their

role is not limited to the hospital setting: Tokareva further personalises them

69 This is not to say that women are never portrayed as doctors in any of the hospital
stories. Yet, the identities of women doctor characters are not deeply explored and to a large
degree they are relegated to silent, passive secondary roles. This feature could support the
reality that so few women doctors specialise for in the stories selected the women patients
usually require the care of a specialist, such as a surgeon, who is inevitably male.
Nevertheless, given that 75% of Soviet doctors are women and that in other fictional settings
women portray women both as professionals and as caretakers of others, | find a curious void
in the hospital story genre of stories in which a relationship develops between a woman

doctor caring for a male patient.
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by providing information about their private lives, feelings and experiences.

"Nothing Special" deals with the relationship between the sole survivor of a
car accident, Margo, and lvan Korolkov, the surgeon who nurses her back to
health. i is in the hospital where Margo experiences true caring under the
gentle hands of Korolkov. She comes to regard him almost like a knight in
shining armour, an image not far from the tsar-like and fairy-tale king
connotations of his name.”0 Korolkov may enjoy a position of prestige at the
hospital, but in other regards, he has failed to live up to any of his
aspirations. When his chance for true love arrives in the person of Margo,
he is unable to make a leap into a new life shared with her. The hospital
provides the environment in which, as doctor and patient, their love can be
initiated and nurtured. When Margo leaves the hospital and Korolkov meets
her for the last time in her apartment, they consummate their love. Ironically,
though, in this very act, this love cannot survive for, in the outside world,
Korolkov is no longer her doctor, but her lover, with other commitments--to
his wife, teenage daughter, and profession.

The hospital also functions as a medium or bridge between public
and private worlds in Tokareva's story "Centre of Gravity". Again, the doctor
character fulfills to some extent the narrator/protagonist's fairy-tale vision of
the ideal man, in that he resembles her first love, Onisimov, and he literally
comes to her rescue by preventing her from committing suicide. Unaware of
his real name, the narrator names him "Not-Onisimov"”, at once a negation

and a promise of her first love. Like Korolkov, Not-Onisimov is a surgeon.”!

70 lvan is the name of six of Russia's tsars and "korof " means "king" in Russian

71 Athough | am well aware of the sexual metaphor implied by the man's role as surgeon-
~namely that of phallic penetration—and the conscious or unconscious desire of the woman
patient for her doctor to become her surgical-sexual healer, | have chosen not to pursue a
psychoanalytical critique in this thesis and would rather suggest this subject as the possible
starting point for future research.
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But whereas in "Nothing Special" Korolkov removes Margo's ruptured
spleen, the functions of which can be carried out by one's marrow, Not-
Onisimov repairs hearts, literally in the case of Alla, his patient at the
hospital, and metaphorically in the case of the narrator of "Centre of Gravity".
To a certain extent, Not-Onisimov balances and combines his public and
private commitments: the action begins late at night in the narrator's
apartment, where the doctor intervenes in her private despair. Together they
proceed to the hospital, where Alla aiso suffers a deep depression in

isolation. After the narrator has convinced Alla to try to go on living, the

narrator and Not-Onisimov return to their apartment block as the sun is
rising.

The story illustrates the fluidity between public and private worlds,
how healing and the role of the hospital can be stretched as a metaphor to
describe some human relations. The hospital itself is perceived by the
narrator as another world, a cluster of white buildings, "kasanoco, YT0
KOpNYca B MeQHUHHCKHX xanaTtax"’2 ("like doctors' white coats"73), the halls of
which are silent and deserted at after-midnight hours, a place where
boundaries are erased and possibilities undreamed of could transpire. The
narrator remains dressed in her white wedding dress, in which she was
going to commit suicide earlier on, and she thus appears as an other-woridly
vision to Alla. It is only when the narrator's glasses fall from her face onto
Alla's and Alla puts them on that she can clearly see that this strange visitor
truly exists. The narrator then convinces Alla to try to walk; it is a moment of

healing and new hope for them both:

72 viktoriia Tokareva, "Tsentrovka®, Letai
rasskazy (Moskva: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1987) 250.

73 Vitoria Tokareva, "Centre of Gravity", trans Michael Glenny, Granta; New Europe! 30:
100.




OHa BCTaNA. Mbl 06HANKHCH M MEQNEHHO BbiWNH H3 NANATHI B KopHaop.

Ha nHe Gbino 6enoe ceanebHoe nnaTbe, Ha Rnne 6enas 6onNbHHYHAR
py6axa c nevatbio Ha cn1He. Mbl MeAEHHO NPOABHIANKCD,
O6HSBWHCD, KaK NPHBHAEHHS, H HHE KA3aroCb, UTO ECNH Mbi
noanpbirHer, To B3NETHH W nonnbisen. Ee cnabocTb nepetexana e
MEHs, 3 B Hee--MOS PAROCTb, Ta Canas, koTopyie 8 niobnio Gonbuwe
BCEro Ha CgeTe U OT KOTOPOH tHe xoTenoch Gbl ynepeTb. Ho ceitvac
HHE He XOTenocb YnHpaTb. Moe 4enosoe HACTpoeHHe Nponano,
UnNeTywnoch. 9 xoTena 0qHOr0 MATH BOT Tak, 0BHABWHKCD, H, KaK
6abouky B nafowke, HECTH ITY UYXYIO XpYNKyio XH3Hb (Tokareva,

253)

(She was up. We waked slowly out of the room and into the corridor, | with my
white wedding-dress, Alla in her white patient's gown with the hospital stamp on
the back. We clutched each other like a pair of white ghosts, and | had the feeling
that it we were to jump in the air we would take off and float Her weakness tlowed
into me, and my gladness flowed into her, the gladness that | love more than
anything else on earth and would like 1o die of But at that moment | didn't want to
die. My earlier mood had gone, vanished. | wanted only one thing' o keep
walking with Alla, my arms around her, to carry this stranger's fragile lfe, like a
butterfly in the paim of my hand. [Tokareva, 102})

It is the doctor's turn to marvel at his patients when he comes across
the two women supporting each other in the hospital corridor. They have
taken the curative process which he had initiated another step further. The
narrator describes the night's events as an almost magical happening in
which each person reaches out to someone else, "1 Torfa seco H1p
3amMKHeTcs B eauHon xoposoge" (Tokareva, 255) ("and then the whole world
would be joined up in a single Grand Chain.” [Tokareva,105]})

The doctor/patient relationship developed in "In Memoriam" by

Nabatnikova remains within hospital limits. The narrator, Magdalina, is




66

dying of a stomach tumor; her name makes a possible biblical reference to
Mary Magdalene, whom Jesus healed of devils (Luke 8:2) and who is
traditionally identified with the repentant woman whom Jesus forgave (Luke
7:37-50). The use of this name can be seen as an ironic device: Magdalina
dies of her tumors and, instead of repenting, she harshly judges her son. If
one were to expand the biblical reference further, Magdalina's doctor could
be considered (ironically) a latter day Jesus of sorts. He is unable to heal
his patient of her tumors, nor is he in a position to forgive her. Yet, their
relationship does resonate with something of the purifying or healing
character Jesus imparts to Mary Magdalene when, for example, Magdalina
exchanges these words with her doctor and experiences a rush of spiritual

strength:
--He Hano o6e3bonneaTb. Pa3 He HOrY XH3Hb CBOWMH CHNAMH

NEepeHOCHTb-He Hafo, ybepute ee OT MeHs.
l080PI0 37O NOCNAHHM CBOMM OTUASHHEM, @ KAKOH - TO HE3aAeTbi
CMEPTLIO OCTATOK YCNEeBAET el e Pas HEHACHITHO YAHBHTLCS: Npanas
4eTKOCTb Hoca, GpoBei, YEeTKOCTb B3rNAAA, 0 rOCMoAH, cepbie
rnasa, TeMHOTA 3THX CBETNbIX INA3 H eule YTo- TO Henognawlieecs:
He 0Q0NETb CIOBAMH.

- -He xouy cneaytouero gxs,- -ropbko wenuy K.

--Hy BOT, B Bac ewe ropeub. Mlloau, H3XHBLWHE BCE 3anachi,
roBopaT coscer He Tak. MepecTaHbTe. A cervac ybepy Bawy Gonb - -
HE NEKAapCTBOM,- ~roOBOPHN OH, COCPEA0TOUHBWHCD NANbLAMH HA
MOEM XHUBOTE.

...OH car BbITHPan Mon ry6u candeTkod, 1 MHe He Gbifo CTbIgHA.

Kak ecnin Bbi 8 Gbina ero pebeHkon.

MeHs yxe He XBaTaeT Ha yauveneHue.




HasepHoe, nocnegH{e 4acbi MOA AYwa, CNOXBATHBWHCL, Pewnna

NPOBECTH B 3TOM HHPE CaMbiM NPeKpacHbin obpason 74

('You don't have to anesthetize me If I'm no longer able to endure life on my own,
| don't need it anymore, take it away from me.’

| said this at the height of despair, but some insatiable part of me still unlouched
by death once again managed lo marvel at the straightness of his nose and
brows, at the clarity of his gaze—O Lord, his gray eyes, the darkness of those
light eyes—and at something else that baffled me, that words could not convey.
'l don't want to live to see tomorrow,’ | whispered bitterly.

'See, there is still some bitterness left in you. People who have exhausted all therr
reserves don't tak like that. Stop it. Now !'ll take away your pain—not with
medicine,’ he said, palpating my stomach with his fingers.

...He wiped my lips with a napkin himself, and | felt no shame.

As it | were his child.

| no longer have enough strength left to be amazed

In all likelihood, my soul, having suddenly come to its senses, has decided to live
its last hours on this earth in the most beautiful way possible.)’S

The story is composed of the last entries she writes into her diary and
a final post-mortem paragraph narrated by a third person. Magdalina is
virtually alone in the foreign environment of the hospital: her son visits her
infrequently and her one roommate dies. The only meaningful interaction
she has with anyone during her last month is with her doctor, who
administers care and attention with the respect and intelligence she desires
and needs in order to die with some sense of dignity intact. She lives in and
speaks to the reader through the silent, written world of her diary, which
contains her most private thoughts and feelings. In her last entry, she knows
that she will die the same day; yet she must wait for her mother to visit her

and collect her diary. However, her mother never arrives for she dies at the

74 Tatiana Nabatnikova, "Na pamiat' ," Domashnee vospitanie (Moskva. Sovremennik,
1984) 75-6.
75 Tatiana Nabatnikova, "in Memonam®, trans Catharine Theimer Nepomniashchi, Soviet

Women Writing: Fifteen Short Stories (New York: Abbeville, 1990) 124.
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same time as Magdalina. It is the doctor in the end whose tremendous
respect for his patient induces him to quietly pocket her notebook despite his
inner doubts about such a gesture:
YnepeTb B TO Xe CaHoe BpeHsi- -BOT BCE, UTO MOXET CAENaTb OAWH
yenosek B NaMATb APYroro.
A KaK XHBOMY COXPAHHTL NAMSTb, ECNH 0HA GyaeT BCKope 3aBaneHa
AOHAWHHMK XNONOTAMH, NPOCTYAR0H XeHbl; BOT XApHTOHOBY CerogHa
caenan pe3ekuHio Xenyaka--H He BNONHe YAQAauHa, Kak OH TaM
CeHuac- - Hago HATH CHOTPETL, AYHATb--TYT YX nyulwe BbIGPOCHTE
3TY TeTpafky B MYCOPHYIO KOP3HHY, YeM Xankyn obpa3aon sanaTbes
eH B 33NbINEHHOA KYue CTapbiX NHCeM.

Ho pyka He nogHanaco. (Nabatnikova, 84)
(To die atthe same time—that's the most one person can do in memory of

another.

But how can a living person preserve the memory if it will soon be buried by
domaestic cares, by his wife's cold; today he performed a stomach resection on
Kharitonov-and not altogether successfully, and how is he now-have to go and
see, think-so it would be better to throw this notebook in the wastepaper basket

than leave it lying pitifully in a dusty pile of old letters.
But his hand refused to move. [Nabatnikova, 130])

Preserving the memory of Magdalina by saving her diary is the
doctor's personal gesture; he recognises that it would be a cold, inhuman
alternative to dispose of it quickly in the anonymity of a hospital dustbin. If
he were to read it one day, he would discover how keenly his patient
appreciated every detail of his care, criticising him when he failed to live up
to her exacting standards and lauding him when he, for example, fights his
staff to keep her room empty of other patients during her final days. He
would also learn of her passionate love for him and secret wish for him to

take the diary.




The link of memory influences the doctor who narrates the story

"Delos" by Sukhanova. In the maternity ward where he works as head
doctor, the narrator recognises one of the pregnant women, Ekaterina
Semenovna, a former patient of his when he started practicing medicine.
Because of his fond memory of her, he strikes up a conversation that leads
him to discover, by way of her descriptions of her condition, something that
the staff had completely overlooked owing to its extreme rarity: an extra-
uterine pregnancy. Ekaterina's unusual pregnancy becomes increasingly a
public concern: the doctor is obliged to move her to a more specialised
maternity clinic; more staff members become involved in the case, his
assistants later write reports to be published in medical journals. At the
same time, the doctor’s private concerns and doubts grow in importance:
while fearing for Ekaterina's life, he must rely on his intuition to guide him in
this matter with little medical research to back him up. However, due to the
carelessness of an assistant, it is the fetus that perishes. Several months
after this event, which continues to haunt and depress the doctor, Ekaterina
visits him with her husband and two sons at the hospital. As the doctor
observes the family standing together he catches sight of the phantom
image of the lost daughter.

This story is saturated with references to Greek mythology; in
particular, the myth surrounding the island Delos. Delos, originally a floating
island, is eventually chained down to the sea's floor and becomes the refuge
given to Leto by Jupiter so that she may give birth in peace to the twins she
is carrying. One of these twins, Apoilo, not only is the god of light and
prophecy and patron of the arts, but also becomes a renowned physician
who instructs his own son and Artemis in medicine. This son excels as a

physician to the point that he brings the dead to life.



The doctor/narrator is well aware of this story, quoting in particular

passages from a Homeric hymn about the island and Leto giving birth. He
remarks that if he could name the maternity clinic where he works, he would
call it "Delos", for in many ways he perceives it as a place of refuge for
pregnant women. This metaphor could be extended to suggest the pregnant
woman herself and her womb, the floating place of refuge chained down
inside of her. In Ekaterina's case, her fetus exists miraculously, precariously,
outside of its protective haven, the uterus. This extraordinary medical
phenomenon helps to raise the narration to the level of a modern day myth.
Sukhanova's predilection for myth, which she weaves into all levels of the
narration, including into the identity of narrator himself, reinforces his
traditional role.

"Delos™ employs yet another dimension of the myth, tfor the narrator
himself is named Anton Apollinar'evich: his patronymic implies "son of
Apolio” and, therefore, an exalted physician capable of bringing the dead to
life, Although Anton Apollinar'evich fails to accomplish literally such a feat in
the case of Ekaterina's fetus, his profession does involve delivering babies,
bringing them safely to life: an everyday miracle.

In these five stories, the doctor characters are all expected, to some
extent, to tulfill the mythical role of the son of Apolio, the ultimate healer.76
Although each of the doctor characters discussed is outstanding in his field
of specialisation arid assumes a position of great, even godlike, importance
at his hospital, none, of course, is humanly capable of satisfying a mythical

role. Moreover, each doctor is painfully aware that his public role cannot

76 By endowing these doctor characters with stereotypically feminine traits such as the
capacity to nurture, gender becomes mobile; one of women's conventional beliets is that if
she loves, she will be loved in retum. The porirayal of men who care tor women allows for a
certain reciprocal relationship.



E

always mask or remain separate from his private feelings. It could be said
that owing to Anton Apollinar'evich's personal empathy and anguish over
the death of Katia's daughter, he revives her image in his fantasy. Itis
perhaps with the same urge to remember a patient that Magdalina's doctor
salvages her diary. The stories are a testimony that one's professionalism
does not always exclude emotional involvement: the chasm between the
public realm of the hospital and the private concerns of the patient may be
bridged in the person of the physician.

In other hospital stories and novels by Russian women writers, the
doctor remains a secondary character, merely a feature of the hospital local
along with nurses and aides. Most of these stories focus primarly on the
patient(s) and their relationships with fellow patients and peopie from the
outside world. The site of the hospital, usually a marginalised world in
everyday life, becomes the centre of the patient's life, especially if she must
spend an extended period of time there. Within this specialised microcosm,
she may have time to refiect on her life, her marriage, her career,; it is a place
where she may meet several other patients, often from very different walks of
life, due to sharing a ward or walking on the hospital grounds. Because of
the uncertainty or pain of their medical condition and the isolating quality of
hospital life, the patients tend to become sensitive and open, relying on each
other for comfort and solace.

Several works especially relate how women patients sharing a ward
create a small, communal island of privacy within the often alienating
environment and indifferent treatment of the public hospital: The Women's

Decameron (Zhenskii dekameron) by lulia Voznesenskaia; A Counterfeit
Life (Mnimaia zhizn') by Inna Varlamova; "To Be Carried Through to Term"
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("Na sokhranenii") by Elena Makarova; and the aforementioned "The Violin"
("Skripka”) by Petrushevskaia.

The division between the outside world and the hospital is particularly
stark in the novel The Women's Decameron: the ten women in a maternity
ward must cope with living through ten days of an imposed quarantine due
to a skin infection going around in the hospital. The solution to easing their
impatience and boredom, suggested by Emma, a theatre director, is to follow
the story-telling pattern of Boccaccio's Decameron; each day a different
theme is chosen about which each women will tell a story. While the themes
reflect the women's shared concerns and experiences, the various stories'
content and style demonstrate the diversity of Leningrad women
represented. The daily series of stories touching on some of the most
intimate details of the women's lives finally unites them in an unusual
friendship. They form a specialised world in which they can give voice to,
make public, their innermost secrets; yet, they remain a collective private
whole detached from the rest of the hospital and uninterrupted by the
outside world.

The women's cancer ward in A Coynterfeit Life functions in a similar
but less structured manner. The protagonist, Nora, gradually develops
friendships with the rest of the women in her ward as well as with a few
patients in other wards. Some of the patients have spent long periods in the
hospital. In comparison, Nora is a novice, having breast cancer with good
chances for recovery. Through her friendships with two of the patients, Katia
and Aureliu, Nora reéxamines her own life and finds it sorely lacking: she
can no longer believe in her marriage nor the career she shares with her
husband as joumnalists tout.ng the party line. She has led a counterfeit

existence; another translation of the novel's Russian title would be "an




imaginary life” or "a sham life". When Nora is eventually discharged, she

finds it difficult to leave behind the new life she has forged for herself at the
hospital:
MHHOBAB NPOXOAHYIO, OHA NoNNenach BAONbL orpagbl. KYyaa oHa wna,
3auen? Ee X1aHb 0CTanachb 3gect. aBHO Nb 3TH NIOAKW B 7+ STPLIX
XaNaTax Kalafiucb e NPOKAXEHHbIMK? Tenepb HUKOro B LLENON CBeTte

poaHee He 6bino.77

(After she had passed through the entrance, she walked along by the fence.
Where was she going? Why? Her life was left behind in there. Had it been so long
ago that these people in their motley robes had seemed like lepers 10 her? Now
there was no one in the world dearer to her.”8)

The hospital continues to represent a secret world apart from her
everyday life. She must return almost daily to the hospital for treatments.
Although she has become an out-patient, she visits her friends, brings them
supplies, cheers them on. Nora perceives herself as leading a double life.
At the end of the novel she begins to take the first steps to overcoming her
own personal trauma experienced at the hospital: the removal of her breast
and the resulting scar and X-ray burns on her body. Her friend and lover
Aureliu, having found some privacy in a shed on the hospital grounds, takes
Nora there and insists on seeing her scar. His gentle kiss along the length
of her scar at that moment is perhaps more healing than all of the medical
treatment Nora has received. His own death precipitously near, Aureliu bids
Nora farewell at the hospital gates, urging her to get on with her life. He has

been the last tie linking her to the emotionally charged world of the hospital.

77 \nna Varlamova, Mnimaia zhizn' (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1979)186.
78 Inna Varlamova, A Counterfeit Life, trans David A. Lowe (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1988) 167-
8.
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As in many of the stories and novels, the patients’ perceptions of the
hospital shift dramatically during their stay: at first seen as an inhospitable
institution, it gradually reveals its more human aspects. The hospital as a
site of medical care can meet other needs such as comradeship, intimacy
and love, aithough not necessarily provided by the staff. The choice of
locating women protagonists in a hospital setting could invite broader
interpretations. In a society where women are often obliged to assume the
role of a full-time caretaker of others at home and at work, an immensely
time-consuming role, to enter a hospital for whatever reason immediately
relieves them of all other responsibilities. Thus, a woman as a patient
experiences a role reversal, becoming the recipient of care. The stories
which include a male doctor further emphasise the woman patient's shift of
position.79

The hospital takes on different nuances depending on the character's
medical condition. Many of the stories, not surprisingly, represent women in
hospitals or clinics because they are pregnant or having an abortion, both
experiences common to most Russian women. Yet, A Counterfeit Life,
"Nothing Special”, "Centre of Gravity", and "In Memoriam" depict women
suffering from fatal or near-fatal ailments—breast cancer, a ruptured spleen,
heart disease, a stomach tumor. Some other stories dealing with women
patients' endangered lives include three more works by Liudmila
Petrushevskaia: "The Isolation Box: A Dialogue” ("1zolirovannyi Boks:
Dialog”), "Paniia's Poor Heart" ("Bednoe serdste Panii") and "The

Storyteller" ("Rasskazchitsa").

79 women as patients tend to become passively childlike; in Canada, at least, we are
becoming increasingly aware of the frequency of male doctors' sexual abusing their women
patients. It is important to note how the writers of these hospital stories are controlling
romantic variants, processing out the harsher side of social realities.
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The severe nature of the characters' illnesses in all of these stories

could be seen as indicative of the grim reality of women's condition in
Russian society. Furthermore, as Helena Goscilo points out, in some of
these contemporary stories,
the recent female protagonist falls prey to maladies other than fatal
despondency (terminal heartbreak having been Romanticism's
favorite affliction and cause of heroines' death). In several of their
works, Ganina, Varlamova, and Grekova, for instance, deal with

heart disease, breast cancer, and other ‘unappealing' sicknesses

that demystify and demythologize a woman's body.80

Contrary to Goscilo's observations, | find that the painful reality ot the
diseases and medical complications or conditions in most of the stories is
often glossed over or even aesthetised, although the pretext for locating |
women in a fictional hospital setting does tend to reflect the specificity of
women's bodies: pregnancy (The Women's Decameron, "Delos”, "The
Violin", "Paniia's Poor Heart"); abortion ("Na sokhranenie", The Hotel
Manager” Paniia's Poor Heart"); cancer ("The Isolation Box"); especially
cancer of the breast (A Counterfeit Life) and uterus ("The Story Teller").
Nevertheless, the nature of a patient's physical condition and the scientific
examination of it do not always guarantee a less cryptic, more "truthful”
representation of her body in some of the hospital stories. "Delos”, "Centre
of Gravity", and "In Memoriam” are examples of how a woman'’s medical
condition can assume mythical meanings, magical shadings, or biblical
resonances. In Varlamova's A Counterfeit Lite, Nora needs Aureliu to

reromanticise, regenderise, a body that no longer seems to be her own,

80 Helena Goscilo, Balancing Acts , xx.
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mutilated as it is by a severe mastectomy, X-ray treatments, and male
hormonal injections. Lena's body in "The Violin" puzzles the hospital staff,
for they can find no medical evidence to confirm the symptoms of which she
mendaciously complains. Conversely, in the case of all the cancer patient
characters, their disease itself remains largely a mystery to themselves and
their doctors. Despite the assays of the first person narrator of "In
Memoriam"” to truthfully record her experience of dying, her subjectivity and
perspicacity are locked in a constant inner struggle. As Magdalina dies of a
stomach tumor, she at first attempts to do without morphine out of bravery
and pride; yet, when her doctor finally persuades her to accept the
injections, their effect permits her flights of fantasy to avoid the reality of her
pain and "Tycknas 60nbHHYHAS TEKYYECTb, HEMOWHOE NepeaBHXeHHE
wnenaHues No KOPHAOPY, 3BSKaHbe wWnpHLes B Bukcax, meracTasbl 6onu
CKBO3b THWHHY BCcex NanaT..." (Nabatnikova, 71) ("the dingy ebb and flow of
hospital life, the feeble shuffling of slippers along the corridor, the tinkling of
syringes in sterilizers, metastases of pain through the quiet of the wards..."
[Nabatnikova,121])
I agree with Goscilo's suggestion that the prevalent hospital setting in

some of Russian women's fiction may be viewed as

a metaphorical microcosm of an ailing, segregated society in

which women, its quintessential victims, join forces to struggle,

however unavailingly, against colossal incompetence,

shoddiness, general indifference to their plight, and a dreary

sense of isolation. (Goscilo, xxii)

Nevertheless, | have attempted in this chapter to reveal some other

features and dynamics inherent in this genre. As oppecsed to I. Grekova's

and Baranskaia's fiction depicting women in their everyday life, portrayals

76




which might lead to establishing a sense of Russian women's identity, the

location of women protagonists in the more foreign setting of the hospital, a
realm and role apart from their daily experience as worker-mother-wife,
offers the possibility of highlighting and even critiquing their conceptions of
self. Separated from her usual routine and responsibilities, a woman patient
is suddenly provided with a seemingly unlimited amount of unstructured time
during which she can reflect upon, evaluate, and even reconstruct herself
and her life. The hospital comes to serve as a transformative chronotope out
of which the protagonist may emerge, changed not only physically but
mentally and emotionally as well.

Unlike Russian women writers' often flat portrayals of men, many of
their male doctor characters are represented with at once more integrity and
more idealisation. On the one hand, they are endowed with qualities which
stereotypically characterise women: empathy, caring, sensitivity,
imagination. Their struggles to balance their public and private
responsiblities reflect Russian women's everyday dilemma; there is an
implicit equation or identification between women's role as
worker/mother/wife and doctors' role. On the other hand, the male doctor in
this fiction sometimes becomes the source of fantasy and desire for the
incarnation of women's dream man, the omnipotent healer of body and soul,
although this character must be tempered with human failings in order to
maintain at least an edge of reality.

The Muscovite women present us with stark images of their painful
and humiliating experiences in Soviet hospitals: for example, Liza recounts
how, during labour without any painkillers, she "howled like an animal”,
screamed until there was blood in her mouth, was badly torn by the delivery

but was not sewn up. In contrast to such testimonies, the women's voices in
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the fiction discussed seem to be glossed over by traditional narrative
language and story-telling technique so that even painful hospital
experiences become buried under ironic, mythical, whimsical or biblical
devices. These women writers appear to be "inhibited by the masculine,
logocentric thinking reflected in their traditional ‘patriarchal’ discourse, which
summarizes the experiences of the others instead of allowing the other (a
woman) to speak for herseif."8!

What seems to be a disparate, marginal world becomes a place of
possible exchanges and revelations. The hospital as a microcosm of society
demonstrates how public and private spheres are ultimately interconnected,
how the invisibis line separating the two domains in actual fact can be better
perceived as a myriad of draw bridges constantly ascending or descending,
allowing or preventing exchanges. The writers of these stories are drawing
multiple bridges in the form of women's bodies, women's relationships,
patients and doctors, birthing and abortion, surgery and healing, role
reversails and role playing, refuge and wandering, silences and voices,

memory and mutability, myth and reality, life and death.

81 | am grateful o my co-adviser, Serafima Roll, for articulating this important issue for me.
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Chapter Three

An Uncertain Space: Petrushevskaia's Short Stories

Identity can be seen as linked to one's location. In the first chapter,
women are depicted in their everyday life, at home and at work, the public
and private aspects of which constantly overlap. The settings remain more
or less stable, serving as an extension or modifier of the protagonist's
identity. In Chapter Two, the hospital setting illustrates how pubiic and
private woilds can converge in one place. The female protagonist as a
patient—uprooted from her usual surroundings and daily routine—stands
out in relief. The hospital setting reflects to some extent her physical and
emotional condition. The concept of place serves a different role in the
prose of Liudmila Petrushevskaia: its temporary, undetermined quality
reflects the crises of contemporary urban women. Their urge to establish a
certain stable, harmonious place remains essentially a thwarted desire.
Hurnan relationships are linked to this ideal place; yet, unlike the women
characters previously discussed, who enjoy support systems and
friendships, Petrushevskaia's protagonists are unable to establish or sustain
such relations, although these may be intensely desired. Petrushevskaia
manipulates space in her texts often by means of the protagonists'
relationships within these reaims.

Before discussing the concepts of ideal places and interpersonal
relationships, the first part of this chapter will ofter a brief structural analysis
of Petrushevskaia's prose, in particular dealing with the organisation of
episodes, type of characters, modes of narration, as well as on a thematic

level with the realm of dominant ideas and the author's ideals and
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sympathies.82 Due to the elusive quality of these texts, a better
understanding of the structure of the fourteen stories selected for this
discussion will help to provide an overall view of the sort of places and
character types favoured by Petrushevskaia as well as an insight into some
of the values she tries to promote.

When considering episodic order, the confines of time and space
come into play. At first, it would seem that Petrushevskaia experiments little
with possibilities of time. In many of her stories episodes are ordered in
rough chronology; yet, few clues are offered as to when and over exactly
what period of time the st ry takes place. Furthermore, none of the stories is
organised into a series of conventional episodes. Often the supposedly
most dramatic episodes do not transpire during the narration or they are
buried behind other scenes. For example, in "The Story Teller"
("Rasskazchitsa™), Galia's mother is dying of uterine cancer in a hospital. We
only learn about this through double indirect narration; the narrator
summarizes what Galia repc:ts to her co-workers. We discover that her
mother has died only when Calia is absent from work and the news is
announced to the office staff. When Galia returns to work, no one asks about
her mother or her funeral and we learn no more about what has happened.
While the death of Galia's mother is important, we as readers remain
emotionally detached from the event itself. This death nevertheless marks a
turning point in the story not only for Galia herself but for the whole staff.

Conventional episodes forming synthetic plots are virtually absent in

Petrushevskaia's narrations; hers are stories of temporality. An incident,

82 My method here loosely follows that of A.P. Chudakov, so expertly demonstrated in his
chekhov's Poetics . See especially his "Realm of Ideas” for an in-depth discussion of eternal

ideas and the author's ideals or sympathies
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description or impression usually is treated with more elaboration. Even the
few stories which appear to follow a more standard story line still end with a
"zero result"83; "Klarissa's Story" ("Istoriia Klarissy") is just such a case. The
heroine goes through several crises and phases of maturation, physically
and emotionally. Yet, at the conclusion of what should be a happy ending,
Klarissa seems to hover on the edge of yet another disaster. None of the
episodes seems to have any precedent, remaining merely an assorted
mismatch of events and circumstances. The process of her (obscure) life
amounts to the ultimate story, rather than cause-and-effect or action-and-
result formulae: this observauon holds true for ail of the selected stories
here. The lack of interconnectedness of events further lends itself to an
emphatic portrayal of the instability of place and the isolation of characters.
The setting for the short stories, though a vitally important factor, as |
shall discuss later, appears to be on the surface equally vague. Many
stories take place in an interior setting, be it an office, a hospital ward, a cafe,
an apartment, a taxi, a bus, or adacha. One or two objects or aspects about
the setting are sketched in, but very liitle detail is given beyond that. Several
stonies make (occasional) use of outside spaces, such as the open, muddy
fields in "Through the Fields" ("Cherez polia”); outside a dacha in "Milaia
dama;" a beach in "Klarissa's Story;" a dacha village and countrys.Z~ in
"Youth" ("lunost™) and "Uncle Grisha" ("Diadia Grisha"); a rooftop in "Elegy”
("Elegiia”); a graveyard in "Our Crowd" ("Svoi krug"); a rainy street in "The
Violin" ("Skripka"); and Moscow's Lenin Hills in "The Overlook™ ("Smotrovaia

ploshchadka”).

83 "gach event which comprises part of th¢ fabusa is annulied either by the material itself
(the "zero result') or it is obscured by the syuzhet." (Chudakov, 172)




82

The overall impression of the stories’ spatial organisaton, time
sequences and episodes combined is one of ephemerality, anonymity,
disconnectedness. There are few bridges of concrete information; the
characters exist suspended in an undefined, indefinite world. They
themselves blur at the edges. Although we generally know the characters’
gender and approximate age, they often go unnamed throughout a story.
We never learn their occupation unless it is a vital part of the story (e.g., the
senior doctor in "The Violin", which takes place uniquely in a hospital; he
goes nameless throughout the story, his profession identifying him).
Sometimes one or two characters are named, the rest remaining in an
undefined, unquantified group, such as in the "office" stories like "Mania,"
"The Story Teller," and "A Clap of Thunder" ("Udar groma") where the
narrator, staff and others are nebulously present.

Only four stories, "Our Crowd,"” "Uncle Grisha,” "Nets and Traps" ("Seti
i lovushki") and "Through the Fields", identify all the key characters by name
and othar attributes. These are the only stories out of the selected fourteen
which are narrated in the first person, by a nameless woman. These first-
person narratives allow the heroines to suggest a greater degree of intimacy
or familiarity with the characters and surroundings as well as their perhaps
more limited vision and subjectivity than the third-person narrators.
Allowances are made by the author to maintain a certain balance in the
narrations; information is severely rationed. If the narration is in the first
person, then it is excessive to include her name and details which she
herself would not disclose. However, it would seem unnatural if she did not
refer to people she knew by name. That is why the narrator of "Through the
Fields" does not mention any of the guests at the house by name; she is a

guest herself and a stranger to all but Vovik.
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In the stories narrated in the third person, it would appear that the
frequency of character anonymity 1s largely due to a desire for relevance and
concision; the author wishes for the reader to focus on other dynamics at
play. With a few exceptions, the cast of main characters rarely exceed three.
If one character is a doctor in a hospital and the only doctor in the story, why
mention his name and superfluous particulars? In two stories, "Milaia dama”
("Darling Lady") and "Dark Destiny" ("Tiomnaia sud'ba"), no names are
mentioned at all, except for the endearment "milaia dama.” In others such as
"Youth," the heroine is called "a certain Nina," implying that she is more a
type than a character, an hypothesis. Moreover, as Nina is the only
character discussed, her name is hardly mentioned, the personal pronoun
being used freely with little confusion.

While the omission of names could be labeled as one distancing
factor in the narration, the almost complete exclusion of direct speech is
most certainly another. There is virtually no direct dialogue between
characters in third-person narrations, only double indirect speech via the
narrator. Even in most first-person narrations, the only voice directly
received by the reader is that of the unnamed (woman) narrator; these
narrations remain almost uniquely as interior monologues. Such control
over the characters' utterances would imply that the author is withholding
information, obliging the reader to follow only the narrators' line of thought
without knowing other points of view.

In Petrushevskaia's prose, whether first- or third-pcrson, the narrator
is not meant to be invisible or characterless, seamless with the text as a
whole. She decides what to bring to our attention, interrupts herselt, repeats
herself. Her voice is not wholly detached from the scenes and characters

which she describes. In most stories, the narrator's role competes with those
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of the characters for the reader's attention, most notably in "The Overlook”
and "Milaia dama", where the narrator makes it apparent that her role is
decisive in determining the fate of the characters.84 For example, in "Milaia
dama,” she discusses in the first paragraph the diificulties of writing such a
"banal” story. Having introduced two characters, an older man and a
younger woman, she ponders the fact that if there had not been such an age

difference between the two, then she could have written a classical novel

with a large cast, and so on.

In other third-person narratives, the narrator appears to be one of the
minor, unnamed characters who observes the main characters and events.
She then often uses the first person plural, suggesting that she is just one of
the crowd. In "Mania,” this is certainly the case: the narrator aligns herself
with the office staff where Mania works. As everyone at the office discusses
Mania and her affair with a co-worker lura, the narrator is one of many who
pass along gossip overheard in the halls. Significantly, the narrator never
becomes so intimate with the main character(s) that they would
communicate with each other, verbally or otherwise. The third-person
narrator, even if present in the scenes, maintains a large distance from the
other characters that often broadens toward the conclusion of a story; it is as
though she decides to raise the drawbridge that previously mediated
communication and identification. For example, as "Mania" unfolds, the
narrator uses "we" more and more rarely; by the end of the story, the narrator

has dissociated herself from the rest of the staff. Atthe same time, the

84 Holena Goscilo has also noted the subjectivity of Petrushevskaian narrators in her
comments on her narrative monologues: "Their unmistakable signature is the garrulous,
almost obsessive narrator who disgorges a stream of gossipy information...The darkly ironic
tone adopteu by Petrushevskaia's dialogic narrator serves to emphasize the quiet
desperation that is her heroine's customary state. And the chatty mode of narration intimates
that repeated dishearntening defeats and futile searches for significance or security are the

common lot of the majority.” Balancing Acts , 331.
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narrator almost always maintains a similar objectifying distance between the

reader and the fictional characters. We as readers are not encouraged to
empathise with the protagonists: we learn virtually nothing directly about the
characters' thoughts and desires; only through their actions, gestures and
expressed attitudes may we make some inferences.

| have discussed the relatively undetermined nature of the characters’
identities—the scarce information as to their names, voices, positions,
desires, and the distancing effect of the narration, an ironic device. A certain
type of protagonist does prevail in the majority of the stories selected here:
the young heroine, a woman usually in her early twenties. Whether in first-
or third-person narrations, we observe her in retrospect, from an
undetermined point in time when she has already "matured”; this so-called
psychological maturity is obviously questionable owing to the naiveté
possibly inherent in the act of repenting or confessing. Again, the reader
should remember the lack of identified causality in Petrushevskaia's stories;
simply because a character appears or claims to have matured through
aging and life experience does not justify the reader's believing her. Often
the distancing, ironic quality of the (third-person) narration prevents the
reader from making such connections. The powerfully persuasive voice of
the first-person narrators, who seem to obsessively divulge their secrets, is
nevertheless also strongly marked by irony.

In the first-person stories, the woman narrator looks back on a period
in her life when she was younger, (supposedly) inexperienced, and naive.
We are given to understand that she has since aged and lost that ingenue
quality through hard lessons in life. The woman who narrates "Through the
Fields" recounts an event which occurred during her early twenties. After a

train ride together with an aquaintance, Vovik, they arrive at the station and
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proceed to walk through the woods and fields to reach the house of
destination. A terrifying thunderstorm breaks loose, but they have no choice
but to push on for several kilometers through the mud, the downpour and
lightning bolts. During the experience their shyness and silence evaporate
momentarily, they laugh wildly and are drawn emotionally closer together,
the prospect danger being imminent. The narrator comments on how she
felt and thought at the time, as a young woman feeling the enormity of her
future before her. She is deeply touched by Vovik's character, having
caught a rare glimpse of it shining. When they reach the house and he is
reunited with his fiancée and friends, she resigns herself to the position of
the perpetual outsider. The story is enriched by the added insight of the
narrator, for she now knows better how to dramatise and lyricise this
experience than she would have at that time.

Another woman tells of a ruder awakening in "Nets and Traps.” When
she is a university student, she has an older boyfriend, Georgii. A
preoccupied, serious graduate student, he becomes impatient with what he
perceives as her childish, dependent personality. When she becomes
pregnant by him, he writes his mother a letter to allow his "wife" (they plan to
marry and settie down soon) to stay at her apartment and give birth there.
The narrator travels to this unknown town to meet Georgii's mother for the
first time, arrives with the letter, and the mother permits her to stay. At first,
the narrator is elated as she and Nina Nikolaevna enjoy each other's
company. But Georgii fails to answer any of their letters and eventually Nina
Nikolaevna loses faith in her future daughter-in-law, throwing her
unceremoniously out of the apartment. The narrator then explains how she

manages on her own, gives birth to her daughter, and eventually reunites
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with Georgii. She claims to have learned to never be naive, to never aliow
such a period in her life to repeat itself.

The story is a series of failed communications and
misunderstandings. The narrator is unable to converse with Georgii, nor
with her mother-in-law; all forms of communication seem to have broken
down. Even the manner in which the narrator relates the stories poses
problems of understanding: she withholds information, only to divulge it
later; she alters information that she initially has stated otherwise. For
example, at the outset of the story she explains that at the time of the event
she is married, a fact which she must later revise several times: she is
engaged, then pregnant by her boyfriend, then admits that her relationship
with Georgii is not even going well, and so on.

Several other stories deal with young, isolated, inexperienced
women: in "Uncle Grisha,” the narrator spends a summer renting a dacha in
the country and commuting to work; "Youth" is about the transformation of
Nina from a wild, lion-maned beauty to a calm, shon-haired woman; "A Clap
of Thunder" concerns a certain Marina and her unusual relationship with an
older man; "Milaia dama" revolves around a woman whose age is too far
removed from the older man who is so attracted to her; "Dark Destiny”
recounts a single woman's desperate blunder; in "Elegy,” a loving young
wife valiantly tries to manage with her impoverished husband and two
daughters; in "The Story Teller," Galia tries unsuccesstully to win the
affection and friendship ot her indifferent co-workers; "Klarissa's Story" is
about one woman's trials and errors on the way to maturity; "The Violin" tells
of a homeless, husbandless, pregnant woman, Lena; and "Mania" reveals
the gullibility of a young office worker. Although there is a male protagonist

in "The Overlook,” he is involved with several impressionable young women
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and one mature one. The criticism of the narrator of "Our Crowd,” she
herself a mature woman, often falls on the inexperienced younger women
involved in her circle of friends.

Aside from the "younger naive woman/older mature woman"
dichotomy, several other types of women characters appear. Sometimes
there are minor characters such as a girifriend as supporter or accomplice
for the heroine. Yet, these women remain ineffectually on the periphery of
the story and their weak presence only seems to emphasize the acuteness
of the heroine's isolation. Lena's girlfiend never visits the hospital once
during the month that Lena rests there ("The Violin"). When Marina's
relationship with Zubov abruptly ends owing to the appearance of a
mysterious woman in his life, Marina urgently telephones a girifriend to talk
about the situation. The sympathetic friend listens briefly, then excuses
herself to do something, leaving the bewildered Marina alone again with her
dark and troubling worries ("A Clap of Thunder”).

In other stories, secondary (mainly women) characters form an
homogenous group, acting as an ineffectual mass either sympathetic to the
heroine's cause or indifferent to it. Pavel's wife is eventually liked by the
other women who work with Pavel but her name is never disclosed, an
omission creating a distance between her and the others. When Pavel dies
suddenly and they offer her a place to stay, she instead takes her daughters
and leaves the town without a word to anyone ("Elegy”). The narrator of "Our
Crowd" appears to have, as the title of the story implies, a whole circle of
friends. Yet as the circle disintegrates and reorganises, it becomes evident
that the heroine stands alone. Galia of "The Story Teller" believes that she
has made friends of her co-workers, but when she invites them to her

wedding, no one wishes to attend. Klarissa goes through school as a
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dreamy loner and ugly duckiing. Later, as a married woman, she complains

about her husband to a girlfriend, something which is considered wrong.
When her husband leaves her unexpectedly taking their son with him
without former agreement, Klarissa begs his friends to come to her aid and is
coldly rebuffed ("Klarissa's Story"). The narrator-protagonist of "Nets and
Traps™ seems to have no friends of her own and treats those of her boyfriend
Georgii with excessive attention. When she stays at the home of his mother,
Nina Nikolaevna, she thinks that she has found a true friend, a new mother
figure. These hopes are dashed when Nina Nikolaevna turns her away. In
"Mania,” everyone at the office is (supposedly) fond of Mania but they fail to
give timely advice about lura that would have spared her the awful
deception facing her at the end of the story. Mania's girlfriend sometimes
accompanies her to lura’s office, but remains in essence a passive figure.

In comparison with the women characters discussed in the previous
two chapters, Petrushevskaia's women seem incapable of establishing
positive relationships with either women or men. In her fiction, women's
support groups, friendships, or love relationships remain largely an ideal
that is unattainable to the heroine in question. If she does attain it, it is only a
temporary, often fleeting period which usually ends in deception (for
example, the fate of the heroines of "The Story Teller", "Nets and Traps",
"Mania").

Upon considering Petrushevskaia's artistic world as a whole, several
themes or ideas become apparent. | would divide her realm of ideas
between those perceived as eternal ideas and those indicating the author's
own ideals or sympathies. Eternal ideas might denote the meaning of a
person's life, the purpose of existence, truth, death, and so on; these

atemporal, aspatial, unchanging universalities lend a textual coherence to



Petrushevskaia's otherwise uncertain artistic world. The author's ideals are
those which are frequently discussed in the writer's works and command her
sympathy; these authorial sympathies are often shared with the protagonist.

Fate resonates Petrushevskaia's artistic world. On the surface, it
would seem that fate is something which cannot be avoided; the characters
struggle with their daily troubles to little or no avail. Events happening by
chance may alter the course of one's entire life. in accordance with this
concept of fate, a strong sense of destiny prevails in the Petrushevskaian
world. The frequent device of fate or destiny may be perceived as an
externalisation of helplessness; indeed, this sense of vulnerability via fate
remains in keeping with the friendless, isolated types Petrushevskaia
portrays. Story titles sometimes reflect this predilection for doom: "A Clap of
Thunder,” "Dark Destiny,"” "Nets and Traps."

Often a narrator identifies fate emphatically, recognising its
unpredictable and powerful qualities. At the conclusion of "Through the
Fields,” the narrator-protagonist sums up the strangely lyrical experience of
crossing the fields in the midst of a thunderstorm with the sweet, shy Vovik:

...a S He Xana, a rpenacb Aywor nocne Ao0NAroro H TPYAHOro
XH3HEHHOT0 NYTH, CO3HABAS, YTO 3aBTPA H A AXe CerogHs HeHs
OTOPBYT OT TeNnna U CBETa K WBbIPHYT ONATb OAHY HATH No
rNMHKCTOMY NONIO, NOQ AOXAEM, U 3TO H ECTb XH3HDb, M HAAO
YKPEnMTLCS, NOCKONbKY BCEM NPHUXOQHUTCS TAK Xe, Kak MHe, H BoBHky
B TOM uhcne, 1 6epHol BoHKOBOH HEeBeCTE, MOTOMY YTO YeNOBEK

CBETHT TOMbKO 0AHOMY YeNoBEKY OQHH Pa3 B XH3HH, W 3T0 BCe.85
(I was not waiting, however, for | was warming my soul after the long and difficult
path of my life, realizing that tomorrow and even today | would be torn away from

85 Liudmila Petrushevskaia, "Cherez polia,” Ayrora 5 (1983):114.
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the warmth and the light and thrust out again to walk alone through the clay field in
the rain. And that's how life is and one must become stronger, everyone has to--
not just me, but Vovik, and even Vovik's poor fiancée, because a person shines

for only one person once in his life and that is all.)86

It is clearly due to fate, states the narrator of "Milaia dama”, that the
older man's and the young, milaia dama's ages are too disparate,
preventing them from consumating a love affair; this unchanging fact is
simply due to her late arrival to this world, to too many revolutions of the sun
and stars. While the man and his wife wait fbr ataxi, he has a chance to
speak to the young woman, his beloved. But then the car arrives and " . sce
KOHYHAOCb , U Hcuec3na npobneMa CAMwKoM NO3GHEro NosIBNEHHS Ha 3eMne ee
CAMWKOM PAHHEro ero- -y BCE HCYeano, Nponano B KpYrosopoTe 38e3g,, CNOBHO
HAYero 1 He 6bino."87 ("... everything ended, and the problem—nher too late
arrival on Earth and his too early one— disappeared-—and everything
vanished, was lost in the revolution of the stars, as if nothing had ever
happened."88)

Fate usually arrives in the most unexpected forms. At times, one
senses that the status quo cannot be maintained but that the characters
themselves will not be inteliectually or emotionally capable of changing
matters themselves. They lack the perception possessed by the narrator or
the reader. In "Elegy,” Pavel's wife's adoring and subservient love for him
seems to suffocate him toward the story's conclusion. And yet he, too, has
become dependent on her and her unflagging support. When he falls from
the icy roof of his home while attaching a television antenna, his death

comes as a shock at first. His wife quickly abandons the town with her

86 patrushevskaia, "Through the Fields," wrans Stetani Hofiman, The New Soviet Fiction ,
237.
87 petrushevskaia, “Milaia dama,” Avrora 2 (1987): 94.

88 Translations without a page reference have been translated by myself.
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daughters. The story as such, then, remains unfinished although this sort of

ending was to be expected because, as the narrator explains in conclusion,
..Beflb Bcé B CBOE BPEMS AYMANH, YTO C HHMH YTO-HUBYAb
CNYYHTCR, YTO OH OT Hee YHaeT, He BbIAEPXAB ITOH BENHKOH NIOGBH,

H OH OT Hee Ywen, HO He Tak.89

(...really everyone at a certaintime thought that something would happen to
them, that he would leave her, unable to endure this great love, and leave her he
did, however, not in that way.)

The forces of fate and destiny appear to permeate Petrushevskaia's
realm. Yet her narrators rarely elaborate in a philosophical or abstract
manner; in this prose, the characters are rooted in a distinctly material,
concrete world. The eternal ideas arise from the combination of events (or
lack thereof) and out of silence. Death plays a significant role in four stories,
yet the reader learns nothing more than what happens to the surviving
characters. One might infer many notions from this silence: that death is par
of the life cycle whether expected or sudden; that it forces those remaining to
change, regardless of whether that change is positive or negative. One
senses in Petrushevskaia a refusal to expound on certain unattainable
domains.90

Concerning the role of silence, it is possible to draw a comparison
between the prose of Petrushevskaia and Chekhov. Chudakov also notices
a tendency in Chekhov to remain silent on the subject of eternal ideas and

explains further:

89 petrushevskaia, “Elegiia,” Neva 7 (1987): 91.

90 Goscilo points out that silence serves a similar dramatic technique in Petrushevskaia's
theatre work: "Many of their [the dramatis personae's) revelations emerge through silence, for
what is withheld or left glaringly unsaid tends to provide a key to the psychological makeup of
Petrushevskaia's characters.” Balancing Acts, 330.
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In Chekhov's world...the resolution of these problems assumes a
transcendental reaim; the author can only go up to a specific point,
beyond which lies a realm which words cannot penetrate...As
Chekhov approaches such a limit [e.g. death] he refers the
consciousness of the reader to his own (mystical) experience...The
principle of silence provides the means for an adogmatic
embodiment of the most lofty ideas; it assumes the absence of
dogmatic discussion of these ideas and gives only their signs,
which then serve as a canvas upon which everyone traces his
own patterns. (Chudakov, 213-214)

It is similarly difficult to trace the source of Petrushevskaia's own
ideals or sympathies. Like Chekhov, she treats her characters and subjects
adogmatically. As the narrator is virtually always the only voice received
diractly by the reader, this adogmatism does not arise from a polyphonic text.
This might seem unusual, as dogmatism might be considered as issuing
from a single unified source, in this case, the narrator. However,
Petrushevskaia's third-person narrators still permit much speculation on the
part of the reader. Certain facts are reported to us, but we have little or no
access to knowing how the characters feel or think. Silence as a device can
also indicate a private realm, unattainable to the reader, as opposed to the
public realm of the text. It is almost impossible to delineate one coherent
and systematic idea or event from the text; as a result, much remains
unresolved and irresolvable within it.

For example, here is a brief résumé of "A Clap of Thunder": Marina, a
married woman, has an eight-year friendship with Zubov, a co-worker quite
a few years older than herself. We are told several times, however, that

while Marina looks her age, Zubov appears ten years younger than his real
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age. At first, they only talk at work. Then, when Marina changes jobs, Zubov
telephones her and extends an open invitation to visit him at his apartment
to see his chandelier. Marina does so, although her first visit seems to make
Zubov feel restless. She continues to visit and their conversations continue
much in the same way as they formerly did at work. She even attends the
funerai of Zubov's mother of her own accord. One time, Zubov advises
Marina to put a littie more effort into her appearance, to buy new shoes, for
example. When Marina visits him another time, she discovers Zubov
already has company: several attractive young girls. These girls seem to
know him well and address him by his first name (which we never learn).
Zubov's and Marina's relationship continues, although their conversations
seem to occur increasingly over the telephone, rather than in person. We
are told that they discuss "everything" about their respective lives. During
one of their telephone conversations, a loud woman's voice rings through
the receiver from Zubov's end, harshly scolding Marina for taking up Zubov's
time and so on. Marina, utterly shocked, hangs up her receiver and resolves
never to call him again. But they have a sacond conversation over the
telephone (who initiates the call is undetermined) and Marina asks whether
Zubov is able to talk, whether he now has a party line, and so on. Zubov
replies negatively, saying that he is absolutely alone and their regular
conversation resumes. They talk about various problems: Marina's son is
sick, Zubov complains about some awful woman in his destiny. Just as he is
about to end the conversation, the same unknown woman's voice resounds
through the receiver into Marina's ears, saying not to call so late, enough is
enough. Stunned, Marina hangs up and promptly calls her girifriend, who

cannot talk for long. Then Marina is left alone, sitting in her chair at the office

94




at eleven o'clock at night; at this time it is urgently necessary to go home to
her sick son.

It is difficult to deduce any authorial sympathy in this story. We know
virtually nothing of Marina's and Zubov's feelings, desires or motivations.
Marina does seem shy aind isolated. Over the eight-year period of her
relationship with Zubov, she has been married, has given birth to and is
raising a son, and has divorced and changed jobs—all information which
remains extremely limited. We know nothing more about her situation
except that at the end of the story her son is ill; there is confusion or lack of
logic as to why she is still at the office so late if she is so concerned about
her son's health. We do not know whether Marina or Zubov question the
nature of their relationship, why they feel compelleu to remain in contact for
so long. From what is reported of their conversations, each talks on a
different level. Zubov is perhaps more mysterious than Marina; concerning
him, we know only a fraction of what Marina sees and hears. The new
woman who shouts at her over the telephone brings this long, puzzling
relationship to an end, one which even the narrator admits is difficult to
fathom. Indeed, the nariator begins the story with such an
acknowledgement: "CoBepweHHO HENOHSTEH W HEU3BECTEH TOT X0Q COObITHH,
KOTOPbIH NpHBEN Kk cTonb 6nakoMy 3HAKOMCTBY MeXAY MapHHOH U
3y6osbin..."91 ("Completely beyond understanding and reason is this course
of events which led to so intimate a relationship between Marina and
Zubov...")

One recognises some authorial sympathy in way the narrator chooses

to focus on the subject. In the case above, our vision is guided increasingly

91 petrushevskaia, "Udar groma,” Avcora 5 (1983): 89.




toward Marina's sphere, into her experience of the relationship, and
becomes farther removed from Zubov's world. Yet it is difficult beyond this
point to trace the author's perception of the situation, except through the
narrator's own bewilderment.

There are, however, stories which reveal Petrushevskaia's ideals
somewhat more clearly. One of the best examples is the value system she
constructs concerning age. As mentioned before, many of her stories deal
with a young woman protagonist who often goes through some kind of
transformation. The concepts of experience, maturity, ripeness, refined
beauty, and independenrce stem from the value of age as opposed to youth
which denotes wildness, naiveté, excessiveness, raw or unrefined beauty,
and dependence. The story "Youth" develops this contrast of values
exclusively. Nina goes through a wild, rebelious stage in her life when her
luxuriant, lion-maned beauty and raucous, husky voice would attract
everyone's attention. Her behavior and appearance are perceived as
excessive. At an undetermined point in time, something changes in her and
she grows out of this stage. She symbolically cuts her hair short, as if
clearing away these various imposed masks and coming closer to a sense
of purity and simplicity: "..H gaxe xpHnnbid ronoc Hor Tenepb
CBMAETEeNbCTBOBATb O TBEPAbIX YCTOSX M ONPEQEneHHON CHNe XapakTepa..."92
("...and even the husky voice could now testify to stable foundations and
definite strength of character...”).

In other stories, the event which initiates the heroine's transformation
is stressed more than her resulting new character; in some stories, we never

learn whether the protagonist's experience has caused a change. The

92 petrushevskaia, "lunost’,” Avrora 2 (1987): 89.
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narrator often describes the heroine's life as progressing in stages or
periods. This might be considered another authorial ideal: that one’s life is
divided into various phases, each marked by one's character, behavior,
physical appearance, marital status, and each divided by a crisis or change.
In the best of circumstances, the crises and changes will bring ane closer to
one's true image, shedding what is superfluous. At the same time, this
course over time brings one closer to one's death. Petrushevskaia never
openly equates the ideal of purity with death; in keeping with the principle of
silence, the connection can be made only in the consciousness of the
reader.

Finally, family unity appears to be another of the author's ideals,
although it is rarely maintained or achieved in any story. In some stories
such as "Uncle Grisha," "Elegy," and "Our Crowd,” the families portrayed
may be flawed in many ways but enjoy some sense of harmony together.
After the unexpected deaths of Uncle Grisha, Pavel, and the parents of the
narrator of "Our Crowd,” the familial balance is destroyed and the surviving
members disperse, divorce, become fatally ill, go mad, or disappear.

Several other stories deal with a protagonist's need to establish a
some kind of family, her own family being either undesirable or virtually non-
existent. While Petrushevskaia seems to value the concept of family, she
does not romanticize an ideal unity as easy to achieve. Instead, family unity
remains an ideal in her artistic world, something so rare and fragile that it is
difficult to maintain alive for long in a world of human imperfection, fate, and
death.

The first part of this chapter has dealt with narratological problematics
and the realm of ideas found in Petrushevskaia. It is perhaps vital to

recognise how these texts are structured—the sort of disconnected episodic
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arrangements, the types of (often retrospective) heroines, their lack of
support systems and isolation, the tight narrative control of information, the
distancing effects of irony—-to produce an overwhelming impression of
uncertainty and instability. An overall atmosphere of the uncontroliable
saturates and defines the sort oi spaces inhabited by the characters. The
second part of this chapter focuses on the temporary and stable places in
Petrushevskaia's fictional world to show, cn the one hand, her predilection
for fate and irony, and, on the other hand, her value systems.

Her ideals of age and family unity strongly motivate her protagonists
to search and try to establish some kind of home. This desired but
essentially inaccessible position is a private place which can fulfill personal,
emotional needs. | would argue that in virtually all of the stories selected,
the heroines occupy temporary, precarious, or undetermined spaces and
are searching (often unconsciously) for stability and harmony. Sometimes
the unstable space is located in the public realm, as in the office stories,
"Mania"” and "The Story Teller", and the hospital story, "The Violin": the
protagonists' intimate concerns permeate these stories, in an unsuccessful
effort to render the public realm hospitable.

Whenever this idea! place is temporarily achieved, it is presented in
material terms, including descriptions of the people and things which occupy
that place. These peogle and objects are considered an essential part of
what makes this place ideal. The protagonists' collective desire for an ideal
place is differentiated by each woman's personal purpose and situation: a
place to give birth, a place to die peacefully, a place to escape to, a place to
have a love affair, a place to start one's life afresh, be it with a new family or

new work or both.
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The first-person narrator of "Nets and Traps" succeeds in finding this
ideal space for a while when she is first taken in by her fiancé's mother, Nina
Nikolaevna. This woman and her apartment become aimost an organic
whole in the narrator's perception. Her description of her new surroundings
and companion suggests the experience of a spiritual homecoming, one
deeply infused with reverence, relief, and joy:

Moxoxe 6biN0, 4TO OHA NOHANA, C KeM HMeeT Aerno, NOCKOoNbKY B
AanbHeiwenr oHa obpawjanacb co MHHOM TaK, YTO BCe eé OeHCTBHS
BbI3bIBANK Y MEHS YYBCTBO YYAOBHIWHON, HH C YEH He CPABHHMOM
6naroQapHOCTH M TAKOro CYACTbs, Kak ecnu Obl 1 nonana 8
XENAHHbIA, POQHGA AOM,--C TOH TONbKO PA3HHUEH, UTO S He
xenana 6bl nonacTb B Mot pogHoH AOM. B Tor-To H Bbin Becb yxac,
UTO HMKYAA, HH B 0OAHH A0M HA cBETe, Aaxe BNOCNEeACTEBHA B HaWY C
leopruen HOBYI0 KBAPTHPY, MEHS HE TSIHYNO TaK, Kak B QoM K H1He
HWkonaeeHe, B 3TOT NPEKPACHbIH, MMNbIA QOM, FAe HHYEro ANS MEHS
npeaHa3sHayeHHoro He 6bino, rae Kax[as Beuyb CYWeECTBOBANA Kak
61 Bblwe HeHs yposHert, Bbina GnaropogHei, NpekpacHeH MeHs - - U
B TO Xe BpeMs BCE 3TO gns HeHs Obino NONHO HAQEeXa0i Ha cYacTbe.
C kakun 6naroroBeHHen 9 paccMaTpHBANa KapTHHb! B TAXENDIX
panax, npekpacHbie NoAYWKH HA AHBAHE, KOBEP HA NoMy, CTONOBbIE

yacb! B yrny!93
(it was as though she [N.N.] understood with whom she was dealing, because

. from then on she treated me in such a way that all her actions evoked in me a
feeling of incomparable, boundless gratitude, and of such happiness that it was
as if | had found my wished-for childhood home. There was only one difference--|
had no wish to find my childhood home. And the horror of it all is that since then |
have never yeamed for any home on earth, not even for my and Georgii's new

93 Petrushevskaia, "Seti i lovushki,” Avrora 4 (1974) :54.




apartment, as much as | did for that home of Nina Nikolaevna's, that wonderful,
dear home where nothing was intended for me, and where every object existed
as though on a higher level than I--more noble and more beautiful than {--and at
the same time filled me with hope. With what reverence | looked at the pictures in
their heavy frames, the beautiful pillows on the sofa, the rugs on the floor and the
table clock in the corner!)94

More often than not, however, we witness the protagonists trying to
cope in less ideal spaces. What all of the locations have in common is a
sense oi *emporariness or instability; in them, the protagonists are often too
exposed to the public, under the gaze and criticism of too many observers.
This is especially true of stories such as "The Story Teller" and "Mania” in
which the heroine's actions and details of her private life are displayed in the
public, impersonal setting of an office. In "The Story Teller,” Galia is found
only in temporatry, public places: a bus, the office, the cafeteria, a café. The
office in particular is a precarious spot, since Galia's job is eliminated due to
administrative organization. From what Galia tells her co-workers, one can
deduce that there is no safe haven waiting for her after work. Her mother is
dying in a hospital; her authoritarian father makes life at home into a daily
inquisition. Her boyfriend lives in a small apartment with his mother and has
no time or space for her. Toward the end of the stcry, it appears that Galia
may finally attain her own desired space: the kindly manager at the office
finds her a better job elsewhere; her new boyfriend is going to marry her and
his family likes her. Yet, she foolishly insists on inviting her former co-
workers to attend her wedding at a café; apart from the benevolent manager,
only a couple of them unwiilingly show up and proceed to behave as rudely

as possible throughout the dinner. Having stolen some of the flowers, these

94 petrushevskaia, "Nets and Traps,” trans AimaH Law, '
iet Fiction: ' , ed Signd McLaughhin (New

York: St. Martin's, 1989) 106.
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two girls run in:0 the washroom before leaving. Galia follows them and the

story ends on this awkward scene:
K Tyt oy ysaenu Manio, CHYTHAUCb, NPOTAHYNH €A 3TOT
3N0CYACTHbIA BYxeT Benbix NMNKWA M CKA3aNK rAYno-nperNyno: «3To
Te6e». Alans, B CBOEM [.:IMHHOM [0 NST NNATbE, OTKHHYB $aTy H
CHSIB NEPYATKH, CTPAWHO NNAKANA B 3TOM MOKPGM TyYaneTe NpH Kage.
Oco6eHHo MM 3aNOMHANCS 3TOT YXacaolwe QYPAUKHA cnydaii, kak
OHW BAPYr BPYYHNK HEBECTE B MOKPOH TYaneTe nepeg KoL oM
cBaab6bl 3TOT GykeT Henbix fMNKH M KAK OHA BbIHYXAEHA Gbina ero
AEepXaTb BHECTE CO CHATbINK NEPYATKAMH HOEHHH PYKaHH, HE 3HAS,

4TO C HHH aenarb.95

(And here they caught sight of Galia, were embarrassed, oftered her that ill-fated
bouquet of white lilies, and said foolishly: "This is yours * And Galia, in her floor
length dress, her veil folded back and her gloves removed, was crying terribly in
that damp café wasnroom. They especially remembered that horribly idiotic
incident of how they suddenly handed over this bouquet of white lilies to the
bride in the damp washroom before the end of the wedding and how she was
obliged to hold it along with her gloves in both hands, not knowing what to do

with them)
As we can see from this example, the gap in reality between the

heroine's desired place and the one(s) designated to her in the stories can
be great. It is obviously not Galia's ideal of how to end her wedding
celebration and embark on a new life by crying helplessly in a miserable
café washroom before two drunk, insensitive guests. Like Galia, many of
Petrushevskaia's protagonists lack the means and insight to control their
destiny; their plight is not solely in the hands of fate, although this is most

often how they perceive it. In several of the stories, the protagonists remain

95 petrushevskaia, "Rasskazchitsa,” Avrora 7 (1972): 13.
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in a passive position, allowing events and other people to determine them.
The heroines Mania, Klarissa, and Marina particularly embody such
qualities. Petrushevskaia sometimes stretches this image of a powerless
woman by comparing her to lower forms of life. Klarissa, for exampile, is
likened to an amoeba%6: "™MoxHO CKa3aTb, YTO OHA B 3TH rodbl XHna be3
pyns v 6e3 BeTpUM, 0T TONUKA A0 TONYKA, YYBCTBHTENDHAS , KaK ameba,
KOTOpasi NepeHewulaeTcs C MeCTa HA MECTO C NPHMHTHBHOW LeNblo YATH oT
npHKocHoBeHHH."97 ("One could say that during these years she lived vrithout
any aim or direction, from one jolt to to the next, sensitive, like an amoeba
which shifts from place to place with the primitive goal of avoiding contact.”)

In contrast to these helpless, victimized heroines, the
narrator/protagonists of the four first-person narratives tend to demonstrate a
greater understanding of their position and the people surrounding them.
Their acute perception mingles with a realization that each person must
accept her solitude and independence to get along in ife. The narrator of
"Through the Fields" says as much in concluding her story: "...realizing that
tomorrow and even tocay | would be torn away from the warmth and the light
and thrust out again to walk alone through the clay field in the rain. And
that's how life is and one must become stronger, everyone has to..."
(Hoffman, trans, 237)

As mentioned before, Petrushevskaia's first-person narrators speak
from an undefined moment in time, after the narrated events have occurred.

"Through the Fields,” "Nets and Traps,” and "Uncle Grisha" deal with mature

96 The metaphor of the amoeba alsc says something about the undiscnminating mannar
in which Klarissa occupies and moves through spaces in this story. A5 tlshtain speculates on
the existence of borders between public and private zones, she also uses the amoeba
metaphor. "An amoeba has neither boundaries nor the capacity or need to define them An
amoeba cannot be said to inhabit distinct public and private spheres as it oozes along in its
fluid world oblivious to questions of how and why." Public Man, Private Woman, 7

97 petrushevskaia, "Istoriia Klanssy," Avrora 7 (1972) 14




women telling a story about something which happened during their youth.
Although the first-person narrators value special, stabilizing, nurturing
places, they do not cling to them, for they see past the mirage of the ideal,
being aware of the temporality of all people and things. They have learned
to accept the hard realities of life, including uncontroliable variants such as
fate and death; this attitude i1s characterized further by their reliance on the:r
inner strength and their lack of fear, innocence, and naive sentimentality.
All of these character traits seemed to be gained through aging and
experience; or rather, this state of being is achieved through loss, through a
peeling away of the masks of youth and ideals, as in the metaphorical story
"Youth," until only a purity of perception and being will remain.

The first-person narrator of "Our Crowd" distinguishes herself from
Petrushevskaia's other protagonists in that she does attempt to manipulate
her destiny. Atypical of these heroines, she is endowed with an almost
authorial power to determine events. The story is also unique among those
discussed here because it contains an identifiable and intricate plot. Due to
various events, the narrator's tight circle of friends begins to disintegrate,
marriages collapse, and new couples pair off. The narrator's husband,
Kolia, is leaving her for Mansha, one of their friends. The narrator is the only
one of the original group to be left alone. When she discovers that she has
inherited her mother's fatal kidney disease, she keeps this information to
herself. Instead, she constructs a complicated scenario to induce Kolia, who
has demonstrated little fatherly love, to look after their young son, Aliosha,
after she has gone: she invites the old crowd over to her apartment for a
party, while sending Aliosha to the dacha to spend the night (but she
intentionally forgets to give him the key). At the end of a drunken and difficult

evening, the guests prepare to go. When she opens the door to the
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staircase, everyone sees that Aliosha is sleeping there. The narrator rushes
at him, starts to beat him, and the guests separate the two, shutting the
narrator inside and taking the boy away. She watches from her window as
the “triumphant communal procession" hails a taxi, Kolia carrying his son in
his arms. This entire scene goes according to her plan:
B cyg oW1 He NoQaayT, He Takue niogH. Anewky 6yayr npsTatb ot
MeHs. Ero okpyxar sHvMaHven Kons, B3aBuidi ANewy Ha pyku, yxe
He T0T Kons, KOTOopbiH YaapHn cedrneTHero pebeHka NnawHs no
KLY TONbKG 3a TO, YTo TOT ofnounnca MapHwa Toxe byaet
N06UTL M XaneTb ManeHbkoro ruunosyboro Anewy, He
NPOSBNAIOWEro TANAHTOB 4 AaKe B MANOA CTenelM . a Anewa 3a 3TH
rogpl ycrieeT HabpaTbCa cHUN, Yna U Beero, uto eabxoguio A xe
ycTponna ero cyabby oueHb (eweBon LEHOHW. Tak 6bl OH Nocne Hoen
CHEPTH NoLen N0 HHTEPHATAM K Bbin Obl C TPYAOH NPHHUHMAEMbIM

rocTeM B CBOEM POQHOM OTL,0BCKOM foMe 98

(They won't take me to court, they're not that kind of people. They'l ude
Alyoshka from me They'll surround hum with affection  The Kolya who took
Alyosha in his arms s not the Kolya who'd hit a seven-year-old child flat across the
face only because he'd wet hmself Marisha will also love and feel sorry for littie
Alyosha with rotten teeth, who'd not shown even the slightest bit of talent in
those years Alyosha will have time to gan strengthi, intelligence, and everything
he needs ['ve already arranged his fate at a very cheapprce Otherwise after my
death he'd have gone from one boarding school to another and would have had
difficulty being received as a visitor in his father's own home.)%9

The goal of all her planning and actions also reflects the concept of
establishing an ideal place: in this case she destines it for her son. The

narrator is preparing to die and she organises her space 2nd affairs

98 petrushevskaia, "Svoi krug,” Novyi Mir 1 (1988) 129
99 petrushevskaia, "Our Crowd,” trans Helena Goscilo, Michigan Quarterly Review 28.4
(1989) 697.
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carefully, if cruelly. Aliosha's welfare poses her greatest concern. Not only
will he be well loved and cared for by Kolia and Marisha, but by all the
friends in the circle in various ways; she has reunited the circle for the cause
of her son. Moreover, she recognises the value of a stable environment for
Aliosha. This is another element of her master plan:
"M eule XOpowo, YTO BCS 3Ta rpynnosas cerbs Gyaet XuTb Yy ANewn
B KBapTHpe, Y Hero B 0ME, @ He OH Y HHX, 3TO TOXE 3arMevyaTenbHo,
NOCKOMNbKY O4eHb CKOPO 51 0TRPaBNIoCh No gopore npeakos.” ("Svoi

krug"”, 130)

("And what's also good is that this whole familial group will live in Alyosha's
apartment, in his home, and not he in theirs, that's also splendid, since I'll be
setting off very soon on the road of my forefathers.”) ("Our Crowd", 697)

The other characters in Petrushevskaia's narrations significantly
modify the spaces they occupy. The protagonists' relationships with certain
key figures function through the medium of a given place in the text. It is
important, for example, that Aliosha be left in the care of good parents while
remaining in his own home. The fate of the narrator's much envied three-
room apartment has already been in question previously in the story. The
narrator of "Uncle Grisha" recounts the summer she rented a "dacha” (in
actual fact, a room in a barn shed) from Uncle Grisha and his wife.190 Their
family forms an integral part of her stay there; she values their unity despite
all their petty imperfections. Her physical and emotional interaction with the
tamily allows her to paint an idealised image of their home:

S HHOr 1A XOAHNA B XOINCKHH 0N CHOTPETb TENEBH30P H BUAENA

HX NPOCTOA HaPORHDIA BbiT..A 0ueHb nonioGuna Ux BCeX, MHE OHH

100 The fact that the narrator refers to her landlords as "uncie” and "aunt® reinforces the
famiiial sentiment she attaches to them and their home.
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HPaBHMHKCL BCE, BCEH CeMbEH BOEQHHO, HPABHAOCD, YTO K HHM Ges

KOHLLA X0AST roctv 1 3aberaior cocegw... 101

(Sometimes | went to the landlords’ house 10 watch television and | saw their
simple, everyday (foik) life. .1 liked all of them very much, they all pleased me, with
the whole family together, 1 liked that guests came and neighbours ran over to
their place constantly...)

In "Nets and Traps,” the narrator recalls how sta revered Nina
Nikolaevna, her future mother-in-law, especially during their first idyllic
period of living together in the older woman's apartment. In the narrator's
experience and her passionate memory of it, the woman and her home are
almost inseparable elements, a simultaneous discovery of an ideal home
and motherly "patron”:

Beab Herbas xe 6biNo CYMTATbL NOBYWKOH TY PACTPOraHHOCTL H
HaTepHHCKOS (He MaTepuHCKoe - -nyuuie, Bbile ) NOKPOBHTENbCTBO,
KoTopoe § 4yBcTBoBaNa B HuHe HhkonaesHe! 9 HeBepHO
Bblpa3nnachb: He MATEPHHCKOE - - Nydwe, Bbiwe, NOTOMY YTO HATb He
0Ka3biBAEGT NOKPOBHUTENbCTBA. BHecTe C TeM 9 Tak Obina
PasMArySHa, YTO 0AHAXAb! H3 KOMHATLI KpHKHYNA Huie HHkonaesHe
B BAHHYI0, YTO XoTena 6bl ANs KPaTKOCTH HasbIBATb eé MaMoH. OHa
He pacchbiiiana, NnepecnpocHna, Ho wyr Boabl NEpekpbin BCe HOM
cnosa, K 9 6onnsuwe He NbiTanach AenaTb TakWx [ANEKO HAYWHX

npegnoxernn. ("Seti i lovushki, 54)

(After all, the tenc!zmess and maternal patronage which | sensed in Nina
Nikolaevna cuuldn't be considered a trap! | didn't express myself right: it wasn't
matemal -- rather, it was better than that, because a mother doesn't bestow
patronage. At the same time, | felt so close to her that once | shouted from the
room into the bathroom that | would like to call her ‘Mama’® for short. She didn't
hea: and asked me to repeat, but the noise of the water drowned my words, and |

101 petrushevskaia, "Diadia Grisha,” Neva 7 (1987) 86.
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never again tried to make such a revoluionary proposition.["Nets and Traps®,
106-7}])
In the final part of this chapter, | shall discuss how the relationships

between the protagonists and other characters are often marked by
problematic communication. The nature of stable or temporary places is
often determined by the sort of characters inhabiting them. Thus, a given
protagonist's relations with these characters hinge on the (protagonist's)
idea(l) of place and its probable stability or lack thereof. In all of the texts
cited here, the narration alone allows for virtually no direct dialogue between
the characters; instead, the narrator filters what has been said without
directly quoting. This lack of immediate verbal contact heightens our
impression of the characters' isolation. it would seem that whether a
relationship proceeds in a positive or negative light, there is little use for
superfluous words to be exchanged. In "Through the Fields," the narrator
and Vovik go through the exhilarating and frightening experience of crossing
a long stretch of muddy fields in the midst of a thunder storm. Yet, neither
during the storm nor afterwards when they are safely inside do they speak to
each other at any length. To an outsider, it would seem that their
relationship has not changed since the train ride they took in silence before
the storm. Similarly, in "Uncle Grisha,” the quiet, shy Uncle Grisha says no
more than a couple of words to his renter throughout her stay. Nevertheless,
she expres:9s a deep understanding of his gentle character.
Communication, when it does occur, rarely improves matters between
characters. Deception and misunderstanding riddie the various human
relations in Petrushevskaia's fictional world. The women protagonists'
relationships with other women characters centre on the themes of

motherhood, childbirth, marriage and friendship. Yet a profound and lasting
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contact between them rarely evolves. At first, the narrator of "Nets and
Traps" feels she has found a reliable, generous mother figure in her future
mother-in-law. She describes their long conversations about Georgii, until it
would seem that her hostess would be certain that this pregrant woman is
indeed her son's future wife. But Georgii neglects to write his fiancée and
mother, aside from the original letter that he wrote to be presented to Nina
Nikolaevna; she begins to doubt her young charge's identity, grows
increasingly distant and cold, and eventually turns her out of her house. The
narrator describes the "metamorphosis" of Nina Nikolaevna from a maternal
guardian to a formidable, uncommunicative entity:
Kakun 06pa3on Npo13owna 31a heTanoppo3a, HHe HEMIBECTHO. Y
MEHS BHE3aNHO CO3AMN0Ch BNEYATNEHHE, YTO OH3 BO3HECNACD
BbICOKO Haf0 MHOI0, UTO OHA HABHCAET HAQO MHOH KAaK ropa,
yTaxenss Bce MOMU ABMKEHHS. F Tenepb C TPYMOM ABHranach B ee
KOMHaTe, C TPYAOM FOBOPHNA C HEeW. Bce ee pasgpaxano, HHoraa

OHa flaXe He 0TBEYana MHe Ha sonpocl. ("Seti i lovushki®, 55)

(Just how that transformation took place | don't know | suddenly had the feeling
that she was hovering high above me, that she was hanging over me like a
mountain, weighing down all my movements. Now | moved around her room with
difficulty, spoke to her with difficuity. Everything irrtated her, and sometimes she
didn't even answer my questions. 02 [*Nets and Traps", 108])

In the "office”™ stories, "Mania” and "The Story Teller,” the heroines
similarly lack a close woman friend in whom to confide. It would appear that
the impersonal, formalized atmosphere of the office prevents anyone from
establishing lasting relationships. The narrations remain within the public

realm throughout. Although the narrator of "Mania” tells us that everyone in

102 This passage can also be seen as relating the narrator's externalization of her
pregnancy.
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Mania's office treats her affectionately, they do not venture to warn her of the
dangers of becoming intimately involved with a co-worker, lura. Mania's
girfriend is supportive only by virtue of her presence. From the narrator's
and staff's perspective, they can see that the love affair between Mania and
lura is doomed to failure; meanwhile, Mania proceeds blindly, only to be
disappointed in the eiid. Mania in turn remains a passive character. She
does not go to anyone for advice or simply try to confide in someone. Her
lack of communication with others locks her into a crippling isolation.

The protagonist of "The Story Teller,” Galia, suffers from a similar
experience of emotional isolation at her office, although through behavior
opposite to that of Mania's. Galia frankly tells all the office staff her difficult
life story down to the most personal details. At first, the people are touched
by some of her tales, amused by others; however, Galia does not realise that
she has become merely a source of diversion in their working day:

MoXHO CKa3aTh, YTO B KOHTOpe, rae fans paboTtaert, 3To cTano
KaKHM-TO HCBbIM BHO,OM CMOPTA- - BbIYXHBATb Y Hee BCe A0 CaMOro
KOHL,A, A0 caMbiX nogpobracTei, A0 AHA, A0 TOr0, YEro OHA ewe
CaMa He NOHANA, HO BCE OCTarbHbIe, ONbITHbIE XEHIHHDI H HYXUHHDI,
NORMYT ewe nyule, YerM oHa...To eCTb OHA A0 TaKOA CTENEHH He
CKPbIBAETCS, UTO AX€ HHOrQa CTaHOBHUTCA HeYRobHO, CTbiGHO ee
CNPAWHBATb. Yero-To OHA HE NOHHMAET, KAKHX - TO XEHCKHX
CTbIQRNHBbLIX TaHH, KAKOH-TO CAMOOBOPOHDI, TAK THKH MONMIOCKA,
KOTOPbiA 3aXNONbIBAET CTBOPKH PAKOBHHDI, NOKA eule HUKTO He ycnen
pasrnsaneTb, UTo TaM CKpbiBaeTCA rnyGxe, XoTs BCE NPEKPACcHO

3HAIOT, YTO TaM MOXET ckpbiBaTbcA. ("Rasskazchitsa,” 11)
(One could say that at the office where Galia works, this became some new kind of
game--to fish everything out of her until the very end, to the very details, to the
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bottom, to the point where she herself no longer understood, however, all the
other experienced women and men would understand even better than
she...That is to say she does not conceai herself to such an extent that
sometimes it even becomes uncomfortable, embarrassing to ask her. She does
not understand something, some modest, womanly secrets, some kind of self-
defence, the tactics of a mollusk103, which slams shut the folds of its shell, while
still no one ma.aged to perceive what is being hidden there, although everyone
knows very well what could be hidden there.)

Galia's co-workers, especially the women, cannot fathom her
behavior and eventually tire of it. When her mother dies, Galia is absent
from work for a while and when she returns, the attitude of the office staff
towards her has completely reversed. No one wishes to know more about
the funeral and so on. In their opinion, the office is a place to wotk, not to
bare one's soul. No one of the staff has reciprocated Galia's attempts to
establish a friendship. They are similar to Mania's co-workers, behaving
much like a united front, withholding important information from the
protagonist. In Galia's case, this information is the news of the upcoming
reorganisation of the office, in which Galia will lose her job. Reciprocal,
open communication occurs at no time in the story; the possibilities for such
contact decrease, while Galia, increasingly unable to comprehend the staff's
cold reserve, desperately insists that they attend her wedding. In the final
scene of the story quoted in this chapter earlier, Galia is brought face to face
with the dilemma, at a complete loss of how to deal with people who have
only shown her rudeness and ridicule. The extreme state of her isolation is
emphasized by the fact that the wedding scene is described indirectly by the

two guests to the whole office on the Monday after the wedding.

103 Again, this is another example of Petrushevskaia's use of lower life metaphors to
describe the behavior of women. Like the amoeba, the mollusk is described as sensitive, self-
defensive, avoiding contact. Yet, whereas the mollusk possesses a shell, allowing it to, like a
drawbridge, keep public and private worlkds distinct at will, the amoeba has no such ability and
does not distinguish or draw barriers between public and private.
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Although most of Petrushevskaia's third-person narrations centre on a
woman character, this figure remains to a large extent passive: she is
observed by a narrator who only summarizes conversations and reports
visible appearances and actions. We as readers rarely learn much about
the protagonists' inner desires, motivations, or perceptions. This may
suggest that they lack these sensitivities. However, a more comprehensive
viewpoint may be that these women are faced with amost insolvable
dilemmas. The narrator is not endowed with omniscient powers. Therefore,
the inner world of the protagonists' remain their own; they are ultimately
innately private spheres protected from the scrutiny of the other fictional
characters, of the narrator, and of the readers. Only via the first-person
narrators do we learn something more about their personal feelings and
thoughts.

When considering the women characters' relationships with men, one
notes similar communication failures. The men portrayed in
Petrushevskaia's artistic world behave even more passively than the women
with the exception of the one male protagonist, Andrei, in "The Overlook."
These men, relegated to secondary roles in the narrations, are frequently
distanced, physically and/or emotionally, from the women protagonists. This
sensed distance and their accompanying silence prevents the heroines from
establishing an essential, intimate rapport with them; this very lack of
communication usually results in bringing the crisis of the story to a head.
Georgii, the husband of the narrator of "Nets and Traps,” does not talk to his
fiancée for days when he is displeased by her behavior. Later, he
mysteriously fails to respond to the letters written by his fiancée and his
mother. One letter from him would have confirmed his wife's identity, easing

the awkward situation. Even after his wife has been turned out of Nina
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Nikolaevna's home and is forced to find lodgings on her own (a difficult feat
for a pregnant woman in a strange town), he does not appear on the scene
to help her. "Nets and Traps" is perhaps a perfect example of how
Petrushevskaia draws a bridge between human relationships and the
quality of place. This collapse of the narrator's relationships with Georgii
and Nina Nikolaevna results in the disintegration of the stable, idaalised
place she has found for herself in Nina Nikclaevna's apartment.

There seems to be an invisible wall preventing open communication
between men and women; this wall essentially consists of the men's
absence and silence.'04 The husband of Klarissa in "Klarissa's Story"
leaves his wife and takes their child without a word. Klarissa cannot contact
him through his parents or friends. In "Uncle Grisha," the narrator, a young
woman renting a dacha, asks Uncle Grisha to take her with him to the woods
to pick berries. The old man knocks on her door to wake her, but is too shy
to tell her when it is time to catch the train and leaves without her. Vovik of
"Through the Fields" is similarly muted by apparent shyness. in "Elegy,"
Pavel begins to construct a wall to distance himself from his wife's
overwhelming love by working overtime at the office or at the library.

In other stories, the communication gap is less obvious. Some sort of
rapport exists between the woman and male character, but it is built on
deception. Marina and Zubov carry on an eight-year relationship in "A Clap
of Thunder” and yet, when it comes to an end, we have the impression that
Marina never really knew this mysterious person. A good part of their

conversations is carried out over the telephone: the absence of a concrete,

104 This would seem to be a departure from the interruptive nature of men's roles in
Baranskaia's and |. Grekova's work and the idealised, mythologised role of the doctors in
Chapter Two.
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shared place implicit in the telephone conversations is another distancing

and blinding factor. "Dark Destiny" concerns the sudden live-in relationship

between a woman who desperately wishes for a husband and a man who is
yxe CTapbii, NNewnBbIA, NONHbLIA, HMeN Kakue-To 3anyTaHHbie
OTHOWEHHA C XEHOH U MaMOH, TO XHAN, TO He XHN TO TaM, TO 34ech,
Gplo3xan 1 Gbin HeQoBONEH CBOEH CHTYAUWEH Ha cnyxbe, XoTS

HHOr a CaHoyBepeHHOo BockNHLan, uto byaer 3asnabon.105

(already oid, bakl, fat, and having some kind of entangled relations with a wife and
mother, sometimes living there, sometimes here. He grumbled and was not
satistied with his situation at work, although sometimes he would exclaim self-
confidently that he would become the head of the lab.)

Although this man does not appear to be the most promising
husband, the woman asks her mother to leave their apartment so that she
can invite this stranger home. But he cannot be rooted there. After a
mundane encounter between them which reveals his vulgar ways and her
aspiring bourgeois ones, she returns to work. It is only then, while
conversing with a co-worker, that she realises that although this man's grand
ambitions are just taik and his fidelity to her will always be uncertain, her
future with him is irrevocable: "Bce 6bifi0 NOHATHO B €r0 CAYYAE, CYKEHDbIH
6bin Npo3paueH, rAyn, He TOHOK, 3 ee Briepean XAana TenHas cyabba, a Ha
rnasax crosny cneabi cyacTba." ("Tiomnaia sud'ba”, 88) (Everything was
understood in his case: the intended husband was transparent, stupid,
insensitive. But a dark destiny awaited her, and in her eyes stood tears of
happiness.”)

In her preface to Balancing Acts, Goscilo perceives Petrushevskaia's

protagonists as belonging to

105 pgtrushevskaia, "Tiomnaia sud'ba,” Neva 7 (1987): 87.




a drastically different segment of Russian womanhood.
Calculating yet tractable victims of men as well as of their own
temperaments, they function on a disquietingly desperate level of
human intercourse that Petrushevskaia communicates starkly
through the compulsive monologues constituting her narratives.
(Goscilo, x-xi)

Considering the majority of this author's short stories, this assessment
would hold true. Other critics have also noted the gloomy atmosphere which
pervades her work.106 Yet, despite their harsh lives, her four first-person
narrator/protagonists do offer an encouraging alternative to the bleak
portrayal of her other heroines. They have come to see past the illusion of
an ideal, secure place and their identities no longer depend on its steadfast
existence, but instead its continual mutability. The inevitable instability and
precarious nature of places obliges these women to found a reliance in their
own strengths and insights, their amoeba-like adaptability in the prospect of
transience. Their secret, private world can be likened to the self-contained
mollusk, a world expressed in the form of their inner monologues, to which

we alone as readers are privy.

106 gee Zalygin's comments on Petrushevskaia in the "Biographical Notes™ of The New
Soviet Prose, 391-2.
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Conclusion: Women Writers Bridging Worlds, Bridging Identities

"The activity of theory is, literally, about seeing. Theorein, the Greek word
from which our own derives, meant to watch or 10 look at. ‘Seeing' is a

complex activity, transformed, like mind, over time.” (Eishtain, 301)

I have attempted in this thesis to see Russian women's contemporary
fiction from fresh perspectives, a feat which is easier said than done. Seeing
is indeed a complex and often arduous activity; the fact that it is an activity, a
process in constant motion and development, should serve as a reminder
that theory cannot be treated as though it had real agency in the world; can
never achieve absolute results; should not be used in order to mold subjects
into theoretical abstractions. Whereas in (political and social) theory public
and private spheres are perceived as distinct, the first pertaining to political
influence of the state, and the second, an umbrella for domestic and social
concerns , a close reading of the fiction which | have discussed reveals that
these domains ultimately overlap each other, that the private domain can be,
in actual fact, a moveable feast, shifting its location according to individuals'
desires and needs.

In the first chapter, women characters are seen as creating support
systems among themselves, be it a group of working mothers in a laboratory,
or keeping matriarchal family ties strong. They move daily between private
and public worlds, the borders of which become blurred. The second
chapter highlights how women patients, while handing over their bodies to
public care, experience intensely personal, emotional interactions in the

seemingly inhospitable site of the public hospital, a world apart from their
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regular work, home, and relationships with friends and family. Through the
lens of Petrushevskaia's fiction, in the third chapter we note again the
fluidity, even ephemerality, of the private reaim, how women protagonists in
their search for a private space attempt to establish it in temporary
places.107

In the past few years, interest in Russian women's contemporary
fiction has grown, not only in the West, but in the Soviet Union itself. This
recent trend could be attributed to the new Soviet policy of glasnost’, which
to a large extent has allowed a public forum for the many voices which have
been silenced for so long. At first it appeared that Soviet women as a group
were gspecially slow to respond to this new freedom, many in fact denying
that there was any necessity to voice their criticism and concerns.

The work discussed in this thesis offers various conceptions of
Russian women's identities. Yet, another question remains: how do the
writers themselves perceive themselves and the possible roles they play?
Several distinguished Soviet women writers, ironically, those who have
particularly excelled in raising the standards of women's fiction, have
heatedly denied any interest in doing precisely that. Writers like I. Grekova,
Liudmila Petrushevskaia, and Viktoria Tokareva have reacted as though it is
an accusatian that their writing may differ from writing by their male
contemporaries. They insist that their writing exemplifies a more ‘terse’ and

‘masculine’ style, relying more on strong plot and character studies than on

107 |n retrospect, new questions arise from this thesis for example, the predorminantly
conventional heterosexuality promoted in this ficion It would be interesting not only to
explore digressions from this standard, but to question the premises for maintaining the
standard as such. | have barely touched on the eroticism involved in the doctor/patient
relationships, or the underlying currents of the women's support systems Petrushevskaia
seems to avoid the question of sexuality altogether. The Women's Decameron serves as a
women's confessional: a day is devoted to the subject of rape; accounts of homosexuality are
aired. Yet, this novel is an exception in that it was published outside of the Soviet Union after
Voznesenskaia was exiled for feminist activities.
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the supposedly more flowery 'feminine’ literary style, trivialised for its
penchant for detail and sentimentality.198 McLaughlin immediately
recognises the term "woman writer” as deemed derogatory in the Soviet
literary milieu in the opening paragraph of her essay, "Contemporary Soviet
Women Writers™:
The renowned Soviet literary critic, Natalya lvanova, subsumes
under it [the term "woman writer"] a preoccupation with women's
concerns—stories of failed and of happy female lives, weddings,
divorces, betrayals—and narrowness of outlook, triviality,
coquettishness, and fastidiousness. Of the most visible
contemporary women authors, Lyudmila Petrushevshaya feels
that women's prose implies superfluous ornateness or
decorativeness. She sees herself as writing in the ‘'male manner’,
which means to her, a focus on the essentials of plot and
character.109
As usual, a writer is often her own worst critic, blind to the very
qualities which distinguish her work. Petrushevskaia's short stories, for
example, are in fact not strongly oriented around a plot; her characters are
often vague constructions; everything relies on the compelling, almost
obsessive voice of the narrator which strays from one subject to the next. In

an interview with M. Zonina, Petrushevskaia avoids answering directly as to

whether she demonstrates a "feminist leaning" in her selection of characters.

108 viktoria Tokareva feels that her fiction is different because she writes with humour:
"Humour is rare, even with male writers. | prefer male prose, though; often women's prose is
overioaded with attention to detail If the woman is talented this is delightful. But I like terse
literature, not babskaya literature " [babskaya, adlechve from baba, a crude, simple peasant
woman] Viktoria Tokareva interviewed by McLaughlin in "An Interview with Viktoria Tokareva",

Canadian Woman Studies/ies cahiers de |a femme 10:4 (Winter 1989) 75.
109 mcLaughlin, "Contemporary Soviet Women Writers”, Canadian Woman Studies/les

cahiers de 1a femme 10.4 (Winter 1989)77
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Instead she relates an anecdote: once she was asked by a publishing house
editor about whose side she is on--men's or women's, to which she angrily
replied, "I'm on the side of children."110
It is precisely this defensive attitude which has marked Soviet women
writers' denials of the influence of gender in their writing or, for that matter, in
their ability to publish their work. Similar to the Muscovite women whose
testimony is quoted in the second chapter, Tokareva expresses conflicting
views on women's identity in an interview with McLaughlin. On the one
hand she professes: "You know, | used to think that a woman can find herself
only if she is with a man, but | now no longer believe that. Self-realization, to
have your 'self', your own dignity, is important”; on the other hand, she later
dismisses a question about Russia's own feminist Aleksandra Kollontai:
Kollontai was necessary in her day and age. But now—
emancipation destroys the family. Women by nature are destined
to be weaker. Men need to take care—in war men defend women
and children. Of course, the Bible played a decisive role in
determining women's task of helper and housekeeper for men.111
Recently, however, Russian women (writers) may be changing their
perceptions about their identity. Last year |. Grekova wrote the introduction
for an anthology of translated Soviet women's prose entitied Soviet Women
Writing.112 In it she expresses her hesitation about singling out women
writers for an anthology:
Before you is a collection of stories by Soviet women writers. Such

a volume is by no means uncommon these days; collections of

110 petrushevskaia interviewed by M Zonina, Literaturnaia gazeta, 23 November 1983,
trans Alma H. Law, "Immonal Love", 28.
111 *An interview with Viktoria Tokareva”, 75-76.

112, Grekova, introduction, Soviet Women Writing, 9-14.
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women's writing are published in many countries, and there even

A

are publishers who specialize in "women's literature.” In my
country, however, we have neither. Why? I'll try to expiain.

The main reason, to my mind, is that women in the Soviet Union
have long enjoyed equal rights with men. We are not
discriminated against economically or socially, so there is no
question of any "struggle for equal rights." Equality has, to all
intents and purposes, been achieved, and it is all we can do to
cope with the rights we already have! (Grekova, 9)

She goes on to qualify this statement by admitting that Soviet
women's problems lie in the fact that, despite their (so-called) freedom and
equality, they have not been relieved of "traditionally feminine duties.”
Grekova's contradictory attitudes and resistance to any kind of feminist
outlook echo those of many Soviet women. Adele Barker has confronted the
problematic of a Western feminist looking at, theorising, Soviet women
writers:

Soviet women writers have recently been paying the price of our
unwillingness in the West to contextualize them adequately. In
America, at least, feminist critics have put them into their own
ideological strait jackets until they have become all but
unrecognizable...Despite the protestations of these writers who
have declared flatly that they refuse to be labeled "women writers,"
we continue to mold them into something wit’ which we can

identify because it is easier than facing up to the differences.113

113 Adele Barker, "Are Women Writing Women's Writing in the Soviet Union Today?

{ Toistaya and Grekova,” Studies in Comparative Communism 12:3-4 (Aulumn/Winter 1988)
357.
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Although admittedly | have attempted to write a feminist thesis about
Russian women writers, a framework which perhaps many of these writers
would wish to contest, it remains one of the valuable methods to examine
the development of their self-perceptions, a development not to be belittled.

Recently emerging on the Soviet literary scene, a younger generation

of women writers are approaching their collective identity from what appears

to be a thoroughly fresh standpoint. Last year a collection of their work was

published in Moscow entitied Ne pomniashchaia zla: Novaia zhenskaia
proza''4 (Not Remembering Evil: New Women's Prose). In her introduction

to the ten women's stories, Larisa Vaneevna embraces the concept of the
gendered writer on a contemporary and historical level, inside the Soviet
Union and Russia and abroad. After naming writers as diverse as George

* Sand, Marguerite Yourcenar, Virginia Woolf, Agatha Christie, Tat'iana

T ARSI A R T

, Tolstaia, Avdot'ia Panaevna, Zinaida Gippius, Ol'ga Forsh, Vera Panova, I.

| Grekova, and Liudmila Petrushevskaia, Vaneevna proclaims:
XeHCKas Npo3a ecTb ~ -NOCKONbKY 8CTb MHP KEHWHHbI, OTIMYHBIA OT
MAPA MYXuYWHbI. Mbl BOBCE HE HaMepeHbl 0TKPeu{HBaTbCS OT CBOEro
nona, a ted 6onee H3BHHATLCA 33 ero «cnabocTu». flenatb 3TO TaK
Xe rnyno 1 6e3HanexHo, KaK 0TKa3biBATbCs OT HACNEACTBEHHOCTH,
HCTOPHJECKOM NouBbl MK cyabObl. CBOE AOCTOMHCTBO Hago
COXPaHATb, XOTS Bbl H uepe3 NPHHARNEXHOCTD K onpegeneHHony

nony (a noxeT BbiTb, NpexAe BCero HMEHHO Yepes Hee).

i (Women's prose exists--as long as there is a woman's world different from the
world of man. We do not at all intend to disown our own sex, and especially to
make excuses for its "weaknesses". To do this is as foolish and hopeless as

114 Ne pomniashchaia zia: Novaia zhenskaia proza, sost. L.L Vaneevna (Moskva:
Moskovskii rabochii, 1990). Although this anthology has not been translated in the West,
- other works by two of the contributing writers, Larisa Vaneevna and Irina Polianskaia, can be
“ found in translation in Soviet Women Writing.
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repudiating heredity, a historical basis or destiny. It is necessary to preserve our

dignity, even if through belonging to a given sex {(and, perhaps, first and foremost

via precisely this membership).

it would appear that Vaneevna and this new group of writars are

lowering the drawbridges which were previously raised by the generation(s)
wishing to prevent a gendered association of identity. Whereas Barker
criticises the colonising attitudes that Western feminists tend to bear toward
Soviet women writers who reject any feminist program, Vaneevna's
generation seems to be (re)appropriating certain feminist positions, claiming
their identity as women as a point of departure. Within Soviet society, such
claims can be perceived as potentially radical in view of the masculist
leanings of the generations which precede them, i.e. |. Grekova,
Petrushevskaia, Tokareva. Linda Alcoff's theory of positionality helps to
name this shift in identification from male identity to a female one by offering
this (political) model:

When colonial subjects begin to be critical of the formerly imitative

attitude they had toward the colonists, what is happening is that

they begin 0 identify with the colonized rather than the colonizers.

This difference in positional perspective does not necessitate a

change in what are taken to be facts, although new facts may

come into view from the new position, but it does necessitate a

political change in perspective since the point of departure, the

point from which all things are measured, has changed. (Alcoff,

434)

In conclusion, if one of Soviet women's positions in society has been

that of a the bridge linking public and private worlds, it may become a
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possibly advantageous position when seen as gendered: this place may

then

be actively utilized (rather than transcended) as a location for the
construction of meaning, a place from where meaning is
constructed, rather than simply the place where a meaning can be

discovered (the meaning of femaleness). (Alcoff, 434)
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