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ABSTRACT 

A number of crities have observed that there is no tradition of 

women's writing in Russian. The writings of Lydia Chukovskaya. 

1. Grekova and Tatiana Tolstaya - the principle subjects of the present 

work - partially contradict this perception. and defy the restrictions 

imposed by ideological authoritarianism and of gender. 

AlI three writers describe aspects of the Soviet. and humant 

condition, in unique ways. Lydia Chukovskaya's fiction portrays 

women, paralyzed by the scope of the Stalinist terror. who attempt to 

survive with dignity and accept their individ uaI responsibi1i ty. 

I. Grekova writes about single women who main tain their autonomy 

through a balance between their professional and domestic lives. 

Tatiana Tolstaya's characters inhabit an atmosphere of lyrienl 

alienation from which there is no exit. 

This study examines in detail the work of thesc writcrs in the 

context of other Soviet men and women writers, as weB as in the light 

of Western, feminist thought. 
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RESUME 

Certains critiques ont souligné qu'il n'y a pas de tradition russe 

de l'écriture féminine. L'écriture de Lydia Chukovskaïa, de 1. Grekova 

et de Tatiana Tolstaïa - les auteures traitées dans ce travail - contredit 

en partie cette perception et défie les restrictions imposées par 

l'autorité idéologique et par le gendre. 

Les trois écrivaines décrivent, dans une façon personn~J1e, la 

condition soviétique et humaine. La fiction de Lydia Chukovskaïa 

décrit des femmes paralysées par l'étendue de la terreur stalinienne 

qui essaient de survivre avec dignité en acceptant leur responsabilité 

individuelle. 1. Grekova a pour sujet des femmes-célibataires qui 

maintiennent leur autonomie par un équilibre entre leur vie 

professionnelle et domestique. Les caractères de Tatiana Tolstaïa 

habitent une atmosphère d'aliénation lyrique d'où il n'y a pas de sortie. 

Ce travail examine en détail les oeuvres de ces auteures en 

tenant compte de l'influence des autres écrivain(e)s et de la pensée 

féministe occidentale. 
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INTRODUCTION 

There is no full-scale critical study in any language devoted to 

Soviet Russian prose written by women. Although the present work 

does not purport to he su ch a study, it \\'111 address. and attempt in 

part to redress, this critical absence. The problems inherent in a 

project of this kind are many. A regroupment of writers based on 

considerations of gender, rather than of style, or c1ose-knit contem­

poraneity, can seem artifici al , condescending, or groundless: or, on 

the contrary, can imply an agenda whose focus is determined by 

factors, questions and issues other than literary. 

In spite of what may be considered a trend, in contemporary 

Russian crit1cism, of a women's l1terature, (but not of feminism), 

which, in this context. IS to say no more than that the existence of 

texts written by women has become increasingly acknowledged, the 

number of women writers remains disprcportionately small. More 

recent studies, glven over to specifie mo(ve)ments in modern Russian 

literature, such as formalism, or more generally concerned with the 

production of literature, both official and clandestine, are dominated, 

often completely, by texts wrttten by men. Yet it would be as un­

thinkable to conceive of a gender-specific qualifier in these latter 

works (e.g., "Russian Men in FormaUsm", or "Soviet Russian Men's 

Fiction since Stalin") as it would be to maintain an apparently neutral, 

obJecttve stance towards a body of work that excludes men altogether, 

other than as, possibly, characters, or the odd critic. That the pre­

sence of gender can be signifled curiously and inevitably in this way is 

indicative of the actual. unequal difference between the sexes, in the 

Soviet Union and Eastern Europe as much as, if differently than, in the 

.. 
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West. 

The feminist movement. in Us "second wave" in the West for 

more than twcnty years. has both effected change and altcrcd ('rit ieal 

theory for good: in the Soviet (and Russian) intelligentsia. the word 

"feminism" is pejorative: like other terms unspeakable. it does not 

appear in sorne Soviet dietionaries. Western intcrcst in literaturc 

produced by Soviet women is considered with disdain and condcs­

cension in the Soviet literary establishment. itself dominatcd by <,on­

servative men. While gender parity in parallel èstablishrncnts in thc 

\Vest is by no means a reality. it is no longer acceptable to treat thc 

issue, and those that surround it, with silence. 

The Union of Writers was created. not to protcct writers. but to 

keep them in Hne with Socialist realism. devolving upon a tri nit y of 

ideCJlogical tenets - "napTHHHoCTb" ("Party-mindedncss tl

). "HAeYiHocTb" 

("ideology"). and "HapoAHocTb" ("populism") - abstractions which cou Id 

be substantiated by politieal, and police, force. ~·mce the Statc de­

fined itself as a dictatorship of the people, it usurped thc peoplc's 

right to speak, and rendered the writers' organisatilm its own rnouth­

piece. The expression of differing points of view. which rniti~atcs the 

power of absolu te authority, was, once again, forbidden. The hcritage 

of the Russian feminist movement, both hterary and political. was 

obliterated in Soviet critieism once Sc~iaHst realism became the sole 

acceptable ideology. 

Writers who did not stray from the narrow definition applied to 

literature by the State were handsomely rewarded. white those who 

did wcre censured, sileneed, as the biographics of scores of writcrs 
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witness. Anna Axmatova's politically astute aphorism, that the writer 

is someone to whom nothing should be given and from whom nothing 

should be taken, was, during and for long after her time, a complete 

reversaI of the writer's actual situation. That writers could, aU the 

same, receive pnvileges and wield power over other writcrs explains, 

in part, both the low Hterary and moral standards of the Writers' 

Union, and the exclusion of women from it. 

The percentage of women comprising the Writers' Union stands 

at about seven per cent. Moreover, that figure is in part made up of 

lesser luminaries, such as children's writers, and translators, whose 

work, like that of Nina Sergeevna in Lydia Chukovskaya's tale, CnycK 

no{J. BO,qy (Going Under), is secondary to that of creative artists, and Is 

certainly less remunerative 

In her groundbreaking work, Silences, Tillie Olsen points out 

the disparity between the numbers of mille and female authors in any 

given anthology produced in English-speaking countries. Her sta­

tisUcs, compiled up to the mid-1970s. indicate that texts in any genre 

written by men outnumber those of women by a ratio of twelve to one. 

In still too many instances, contemporary publications (in English) 

continue to reflect an approximate disparity. Until quite recently, 

however. even this disproportionate ratio was not applicable to the 

Soviet publishing industry. To consult With the lists of authors from 

whom examples are taken, illustrating various rules of grammar and of 

style in Soviet Russian grammar texts supplies an impression of this 

difference: as an example, in CI1HTdKCI1C COBpeneHHOro pyccKoro ~3bIKd. 

(Modern Russian SyntaxJ eight women authors (Axmatova, Olga 
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Berggoltz. V. Ketlinskaya. A. Koptiaeva. V. Panova. 1. Snegova and 

Tsvetaeva) are cited as against one hundred and flfty illf'n. lhollgh the 

presence of the flrst and last authors in parcnthesis dcws indlcate a 

liberal editorial hand. In this instance. howcver. even the low pcr­

centage of wornen in the Union of Writers is not met. Of the handful 

of wornen writers named. none are from the nineteenth centllry; sllf'h 

an absence in a list of British or French authors wOllld be 

unim8ginable. 

The suppression of texts written by wornen af'counts for the 

perceived lack of a tradition of women's writing. of womcn writ ing. in 

Russia: 

The pressure to adhere to limiting rôles and 
unachievable standards made disc10sure of sclf 
in a mode other th an autobiography and poctry 
virtually impossible during the nineteenth 
century.1 

While it is true that perceptIons of gender have influenced the shape 

of literary genres, posing the masculine novel against the fcminine 

diary (for instance). it is rnisleading to suggest that no women writcrs 

overcame the obstacles facing them. A smaU number of Russian 

women were educated enough to read foreign languages. and had 

access to the works of Geocge Sand (imrnens~ly popular among her 

Russian contemporariesJ. the Brontë sisters. Elizabeth Gaskell. or 

George Eliot. Undoubtedly, prose writers such as Elena Gan. Evgeniya 

Tur, or Mariya Tsebrikova were inspired by the works and example of 

women in other European countries which, b~' the nmetecnth ccntury, 

were less self-conscious about their national or literary paterl1lty than 

1 Slgnd McLaughhn, The Imé'ge of Women in Contemporary SOVle: Fiction, (SI Marlm's Press, 
New York, 1990), p 9 
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was Russia. Traditions. intellectual affinities. the creative quest. and 

the desire ta end oppression can surpass national boundaries and cha­

racteristics. 

Russian feminism. of which there ts a tradition dating at least 

from the 1860s. when Russian society became aware of the M)I(eHCKHH 

Bonpoc" ("the women's question")2 after the liberation of the serfs. 

owes much to the commitment and activism of the Russian women 

who went ta Germany and Switzerland by the hundreds. in order to 

train as doctors. anJ whose independence and autonomy goaded 

future generations of women. mostly from the upper classes, to 

recognize the oppressive forces in all levels of the society in which 

they lived. and ta assume integral rôles in the struggle ta overcome 

them.:! Ironically, because Soviet women today predominate in the 

medical profession. (but not in administrative positions). it 1s one of 

the poorest paid. 

The feminist movement in Russia was integral among the forces 

- radical. reformist. as well as revolutionary - of change. and for a time 

after the October Revolution. sorne of Us goals seemed within grasp: 

emancipation; the right to education and to work; access ta divorce. 

abortion. birth control. and children's daycare. For a short time, the 

new Soviet constitution recognized these and other rights and free­

doms. As Francine du Plessix Gray rernarks, the agenda implicated in 

the United States' constitutional equal rights amendment (ERA) -

which. in the end. fatled ta be passed - was a legal. if never social, 

2 Unless otherwlse ir,chcated, ail translations in the present work are mine. 
3 Barbara Alpern Engel, Mothers and Daughters: Women in the Russian Intelligentsia, 

(Cambridge University Press, Cambndge, 1983), pp. 109-126. 
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reality several decades earlier in the Soviet Union. 4 

As it turned out, the gap was never bridged. Bolshevik feminists 

(as they came to be known) such ~s Alexandra Kollontai and Ines5a 

Armand were aware that the appalling conditions in whl('h most 

Russléln women had to live cou Id not be dispelled by legal decree, and 

thus formed "~eKcKHe oTAeIlbl" (departments concerned with women's 

affairs) in order to ease a transformation. 

One of the goals of the "~eHOTAeli" was no less than to alter the 

structure of the family and redress the unequal disposition of labour. 

Kollontai went a (logical) step further from the prf mise, adopted by 

Engels and others, that a sexual morality based on enforced, hetero­

sexual monogamy is largely responsible for women's dom~stic enslave­

ment, and argued that sexual unIons ought to be free of the constraints 

of the State. Not incidental to this project was the restructuring of 

the labour force and of the system of care for children, the better to 

enable women to earn their livelihood and to have enough leisure to 

pursue their own interests and development. This objective, so ne­

cessary a factor in creative work, was never achieved. The severe 

depletion of the work force after world and civil wars. and the famine 

induced by enforced collectivization, guaranteed both the importance 

of women in the work force and whatever rights accrued to them 

along the way: the family unit, however, was to remain a cornerstone. 

Even before Stalin repealed the liberal laws passed on abortion, di­

vorce' single parenthood and homosexuality. Lenin rejected 

Kollontai's suggested revision of sexual morality, concentrating on her 

• Francine du PlessIx Gray, SoVIet Women: Walking the Tlghtrope, (Doubleday, New York, 
1990), p. 32 
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"CTaKaH BOAbl" ("glass of water") concept and dismissing her theories as 

peUy bourgeois. 5 Kollontai, and activists like her, were silenced. 

(Kollontai's autobiography, in draft and completed forms, is itself a 

study in self-censorship.) 

By the time of Kollontai's death in 1952, women's equality had 

long been declared achieved, along With Social~sm. and therefore not 

open to discussion except as a phenomenon of backward. bourgeois 

Western countries. The enOT'mous energy and political potential of 

more tnan half the population was channelled into industrialization 

and the rearing of children. 

Work and motherhood became compulsory for Soviet women. 

The figure of the "heroine-mother" was a fantasy projected on 

womanhood by the State to serve Us ideological and indus trial ends. 

The double burden women have had to bear unto the present day. as 

weIl as the emotional and psychological weights incurred by the 10ss of 

kinfolk when the human catastrophes Inherent in a totalitarian system 

were visited upon them. have been major themes in fiction written by 

women since Stalin's death. The turn that Soviet literature took after 

1953 ls well-documented. The strictures of Socialist real1sm, With its 

required positive heroes and improbable agents saboteurs, were 

criticized and loosened. The first indication of a "thaw" ("oTTenetlb") 

in the literary climate was the publication, in 1953, of Vera Panova's 

novet. BpeNeHd rop,d (The Span of the Year). Vera Panova, a popular 

writer and recipient of State literary prizes, hutU her reputation on 

works of fiction whose settings varied from collective farms to 

~ Mikhael Stern, La VIe sexuelle en URSS, (Albin Michel, Paris, 1979 ), p. 51 
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factories. She was accused of Mnaturalism" in her post-Stalinist novel. 

which handles family psychology in a way that undercuts the 

importance placed on environmental factors in SoViet developmental 

psychology: Dorotea, a peasant turned Party official. raises a son who 

gets involved with criminal elements in society. while the children of 

the corrupt official. Bartasevich, are exemplary. Dorofea herself ts an 

ambitious. perceptive. and not disagreeable character whose hllsband 

Is content to play second fiddle. Apart from these reversaIs. the very 

deplctlon of hooligans in Soviet society, after spies and Jewish con­

spiracies, was a novel feature in SoViet fiction. 

Other novels and tales, inferior in style, appeared after BpeneHd 

rO,o,â dealing With themes unacceptable during the Stalinist terror: in 

Ilya Ehrenburg's novel Orrenenb (The Thaw), Dr. Vera Sherer 1s a 

victlm and survivor of Stalin's antl-Semitic campaign, and in Viktor 

Nekrasov's tale, KHpa reoprHeSHd (Kira Georgievna), the eponymous 

heroine commits adultery, only to redeem herself by forsaking 

personal vanity and a career as a palnter to nurse her ailing. elderly 

husband back to health. 

The most important themes of the post-Staltntst thaw - the 

murder of thousands of Soviet (and anti-Soviet, as well as non-Soviet) 

ciUzens, and the forced-Iabour camps where millions perished, 

though briefly and sporadically broached in works of fiction and poetry 

after Krushchev revealed and condemned Stalin'& c:-imes - remained 

stlenced until the era of glasnost. The publication of Solzhenttsyn's 

Op,HH p,eHb HSdHa ,qBHHCOSH'Id (One Day in the Life oJ Ivan DenisovichJ was 
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constdered suffictent literary testimonial, and further publication of 

works dealing with these themes was forbidden. 

Indirectly, this official ban led to the clandestine dissemination 

of texts originally intended for, and in sC'me cases originally accepted 

by, State-ruo Joumals. Such was the rate, outlined in Chapter One of 

this thesis, of Lydia Chukovskaya's tale COl/JbR nerpoBHd (Sofia Petrovna) 

which, unlike that of Solzhenitsyn, was written contemporaneously 

with the events it describes. In one sense, the tale is a psychological 

portrait of a "typical" Soviet woman who retreats ioto isolation and 

helplessoess as the terror advances, taking the lives of everyone she 

knows. Chukovskaya records a dispute with Axmatova over the 

question of the alleged, widespread ignorance. on the part of the 

people, of the nature and extent of the terror they lived through; 

Chukovskaya believed that the State's propaganda, specifically the 

trumped-up charges against "eparH HapoAa" ("enemies of the people') 

was, in many instances, effective, even among open and honest in­

di\iduals (few of whom are portrayed in her fiction). Axmatova's reply 

is couched in her unique intonation, a blend of lyric anger and 

laconicism: "'KaNHH eonHIOT, TpOCTHHI< o6peTaeT pe4b, a 4enOeel<, no-eaUJeNy, 

He SHAHT H He cnblUJHT? J10)l(b,'''("'Stones wail, the reed assumes speech, 

but you say people neither see nor hear? That is a lie. 111)6 

Chukovskaya's tales are both Justifications of the bystander's 

innocence and indictments of the State's use of propaganda. The 

State's effective control over the media is parUcularly prevalent in 

• llHAHSI 4yI(OBCI(~SI, 8anHcKH 06 RHH8 f:lHNdroBoit TOH 2, (YMCA-Press, Paris, 1976), 
p.137 
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Chukovskaya's second tale, CnycK no,q BO,qy (Going Under) wherein the 

heroine, Nina Sergeevna, reads newspapers between the Unes and 

shuts off the radio after analyzing Us Jargon. Her relentless process of 

intellection spares her any illusions about truth and innocence. but. 

unlike Sofia Petrovna, who internalizes and confuses two separate 

versions of a reality that, with both, ls tragic, Nina Sergeevna suffers 

isolation among her contemporaries, - wrtters, men, - who are silent 

about the atmosphere of terror though they know its cause; Chu­

kovskaya was not. 

Sometimes mentioned alongslde Solzhenitsyn's GULAG docu­

ments, Evgeniya Ginzburg's KpyroH HdplJJyr (Journey into the Whirl­

wtndJ ls a memoir of a professional woman, a loyal Soviet citizen, who 

was arrested in 1937 and, after interrogation under torture, spent the 

followtng eighteen years cOrisecutively in solitary confinement. and 

labour camps and exile in the Soviet Far East. Unlike the cynical Ivan 

Denisovich, who becomes a hardened and disheartened survivor. 

Evgenlya Glnzburg discovered within herself, and other women, an 

endurance whtch is akln to religious faith but ls not necessarily 

founded ln it. The values Gtnzburg f;spouses, overtly and subtly over 

the course of her memoir. are humanlst; ln this respect. she 

resembles Chukovskaya, to whose generation and class she belongs. 

Throughout the years of Incarceration and exile, not the inviolability of 

the Communist Party. nor the ethical consolation of an afterlife. but 

poetry and the compassion of a few but steadfast compagnons de 

route sustain ber. While Ginzburg encountered women falthful to both 

party and God. her tone reveals an admiration for the latter as much as 
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a distancing from the bitterness and wilful blindness of the former. 

One of the scores of anecdotes that form her narrative illustrates this 

difference: in Kolyma, where Ginzburg worked as part of a forest­

felling brigade, the only women able to fulfil the daily quota were the 

Seventh-Day Adventists; at Eastertide, having refused to work, they 

were made to stand in ice-cold water: 

He nOMHIO y}Ke, CKOllbKO 4aCOB AllHnacb 3Ta nblTKa, AnS! 
pellHrHo3HH~ - 4J~13H4ecKaS!, AnS! Hac - NopallbHaSi. OHH 
CTOSinH 60CHKOM Ha nbAY H npOAOn)f{aflH neTb MOflHTBbl, 
a Mbl, no6pocaB CBOH HHcTpyMeHTbl, MeTaflHCb OT OAHoro 
CTpellKa K APyroMy, yNOllSlSl H yroBapHBaS!, pblAaS! H 
nna4a.7 

Ginzburg characterizes these women as semi-literate, larger­

than-life paragons of endurance, separate from herself and her 

educated companions, who (rhetoricallyl ask themselves whether they 

could sustain such suffering for tneir beliefs. Without going to the 

extent of renouncing her ll1teHectual and political affiliations, in a 

remarkable chapter entitled "Me a Kynbna" ("Mea culpa"), Ginzburg links 

the former to the latter, and writes, first quoting Pushkin's V'tcll­

known line, fIC oTBpa~eHHeM 4HTas:! }KH3Hb CBOIO" ("Reading my biography 

with loathing"l, 

B 6eccoHH~y KaK - TO He yTewaeT C03HaHHe, 4TO Tbl He­
nocpeACTBeHHO He y4acTBoBall B y6HHcTBax H npe­
AaTeflbCTBax. [ ... ] Mea Kynbna ... Va Bce 4a~e NHe 
Ka}KeTCSI, 4TO Aa}Ke BoceMHaA~aTH neT 3eMHoro aAa 
HeAocTClT04HO AnS! HCKynlleHHs:! 3TOH BHHbl.8 

7EBreHHst rHH36ypr, KpyroH NdplJJpyr, TON 1, (Possev-USA, New York, 1985), p. 429. 
For translation, see Appendlx (1). 

a J6l.Il, pp 128-9. For translation, see Appendix (ii). 
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Poetry and the fellowship of human beings. rather than a faHed 

political ethos. provide her With a sense of moral identity. even as the 

figure of the dictator inspires another prisoner to dec1aim a poem 

beginning "CTatlHH, COtlHu,e Moe 30noToe" ("Stalin. my golden sun"}.11 Ber 

poettc tastes lie with Blok. Pasternak and Tsvetaeva: reciting and 

composing poetry in the spirit of "world". Le. pre-revolutionary. 

culture. ease her mind and centre her within her condition. 

That Ginzburg was able to survive the eighteen years her me­

moirs account faIls seemingly short of miraculous. and owes directly to 

the many instances of compassion and help given by her fellow 

prisoners. In the Butyrkt prison. she was interrogated for seven days 

wtthout food. sleep. or let-up; on returning to her ceU. her cell-mate 

Lyarna fed her precious sugar and took care of her: in an overcrowded 

transport vehicle. shc is given a place to sit by a woman from the 

Caucasus; in solttary confinement she is befriended by a biologist. Iulia 

Karepova; before being taken to Siberia. a Georgian arUst gives her a 

pair of woollen stockings. Like the cranberries the famished Ginzburg 

discovered half-hidden in the May snow of the taiga. these small 

gestures add up to a saving grace. 

KpyroH Ndpwpyr (Into the WhirlwindJ is an anomalous text in that 

it is a first-hand account of a woman's experience in the GULAG by a 

writer determtned to express her truth in a society wher-e truth is 

silenced. She is the witness Lydia Chukovskaya sought. in her work 

and in her life. but did not find. In this oblique way only. perhaps. can 

it be said that there exists a tradition of women's writing in the Soviet 

'EBreHH~ rHH36ypr. p. 287 
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Union. 

Neither the experience of the relattvely privileged, ethically 

upright. lonely intellectual in Russia's capitals, nor that of the survivor 

who keeps her conscience intact, however, are represented again in 

Soviet letters - not, at least, in the work of writers su ch as Vera 

Panova, 1. Grekova, Natalya Baranskaya, or lrina Velembovskaya, though 

a later generaUon would, with the climate of glasnost, be able to dis­

(;USS what by then were, are, past events, remembered through a deep 

shadow. This atmospheric fear and silence charges the absent figure 

of Aunt Rita in Tatiana Tolstaya's story, "CoMHaM6yna B TyMaHe" ("The 

Sleepwalker in Fog"). By then, decades separate her from the 

generation that tries so tentatively, and fragmentarily, to recall her. 

This figure of the suppressed victlm could have no place in a literature 

informed by pos~tive materialism and focussed on the would-be 

successes of a miUtartzed and industrialized society. 

Within the span of the State's tightened, or loosened, hold on 

literature, however, a limited expression of the hardships of daily life, 

of "6bIT," for women whose heroism is not relentlessly self-conscious 

and other-oriented, was permitted. The Lest-known example of this 

is Natalya Baranskaya's tale, ''HeAenSl l<aK HeAeoSl" ("A Week Like Any 

Other"). This is almost a documentary, yet intimate, report of a typical 

week in the life of a working mother. Its ironie premise i5 a survey on 

women's leisure that Olga Nikolaevna, a lab techniclan in a research 

instltute, is required to fill out. The questions, by their construction, 

require organized responses which little reflect the reality of her life: 

they intimidate her, and bring to the foreground her repressed 

ft 

• 
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anxieties and doubts, such as the amount of work-time lost over her 

children's illnesses: 

Ho CKOflbKO AHe~ ~ npOCH}I{HSalO H3-3a HHX AOMa, HHKTO 

He nOAC4HTbiBan n03HaKOMSlTCSI C :nOH CTaTHCH1KOH H 

sAPyr HcnyraIOTC~. MO}l{eT, ~ caMa HcnyralOcb - SI seAb 

TO}l{e He nOAC4HTbisana .10 

Characteristlc of Olga Nikolaevna in thls passage Is her anxif'ty in 

the face of authority, whose perception of her life is more valid than 

her own. Olga lives in terror of receiving a reprimand from the 

director of the institute where she works. Her son and daughter are 

often il1 because they easily catch infections in the unsanitary con­

ditions of the daycare system. Her husband. a sympathetic man 

because he neither drinks nor beats her, relaxes with medical Journals 

while she struggles with household chores and feeds her family 

insipid meals whose only stated Ingredients are macaroni and sausage. 

She is unprepared for every occasion she is required to meet. has no 

Ume to think, but propels herself forward, surviving. 

A vital factor in the alleviation of her circumstances is her 

friendship with sorne of the women at the institute. They work out 

small, effective stratagems whereby they might lighten the burden 

they all share, figuratlvely, not literally, by, for example. taking turns 

doing their shopping in bulk. They cover for each othcr at work; in 

sorne cases, they share a complicity that is often expressed in non­

verbal language. In particular, Olga's friendship with Lyusya Chernaya 

(tlDark-haired Lucy," to distinguish her from "Light-haired Lucy") is 

her mainstay who, at critical moments, cornes to the rescue. With 

'OHaTanbSl 6apaHcKaS1, JKeHU4HHd C 30HTHKON nOBeCTb H pdCCKd3bl, (H3AineflbC'TBO 

"CoBpeNeHHHI<,· MOCI<Ba, 1981), P 8. For translation, see Appendlx (III) 
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Lyusya, she 15 able to reveaI her self, her concern~ and to vent her 

anxiety. 

This solidarity among women, whlch plays a central rôle in 

m uch of the work of 1. Grekova, a contemporary writer, is by no means 

aH-inclusive. Standing apart, and above, the lab technicians is Marya 

Matvecvna, an older woman and Party bureaucrat who responds to the 

skepticism with which sorne of the workers treat the survey with 

orthodox:y: "8 Hac cAeflaHo KonoccaflbHO MHoro, 4T06bl pacKpenocTHlb )IŒH-

UJ,HHY, H Hel HHKaKHX OCHoeaHHH He Aoeepsnb CTpeMfleHHSJM CAeflalb eUJ,e 

6oflbwe." ("In our country we have made enormous progress towards 

the ernancipation of woman, and there is no cause to doubt our efforts 

to achieve even more.")11 

Marya Matveevna's attitude conforrns to the spirit of the survey 

to which the women technicians are subjected: firm, matter-of-fact, 

authoritative: brookin~ no interruption or rebuttal, it does not admit 

error. As Olga's day-by-day account reveals, however, the State, far 

from belng in a position to ease the burden women like Olga carry, 

relies on their labour, their ingenuity and their exhaustion in order to 

function at aIl. 

Although a character such as Olga Is at variance with the super­

heroine of Socialist realism, she has little in common with the self­

reflexive, perceptive protagonist of Chukovskaya's CnycK no,q BOp,y 

(Going Under). In fact, this latter type. so cornmon in literary produc­

tions of wornen in the West. hardly exists in Soviet fiction, in part 

because, unlike the French and British traditions, wherein first-

Il HOTaflbSl 6opoHcKaSl, p. 20 
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person narratives of experience have been securely entrenched in or 

near the respective can(n)ons since the early part of the nineteenth 

century, the Russian cultural ethos has devalued, or disembodied (by 

poeticising) the feminine voice. Consequently. even the protagonists 

of 1. Grekova's work, who are almost always women describing their 

experience, seldom register internaI conflicts within the sphcre of an 

imperfect social dynamic. but rather shape their identity. their 

autonomy, in accordance with existing social conditions. diffieult or 

adverse as they may be, by adjusting to, rather than protesting. them. 

The new, or "other" prose, of which Tatiana Tolstaya is one of 

the best-known. and most talented. practitioners. has introduced -

paradoxically - a more realistic heroine because she is observed 

against a background whose harshness is no longer obscured or sur­

mounted. She may be. as often with Tolstaya. endowcd wlth a ri ch 

imagination and an attendant faculty. or facility, for self-delusion: or. 

she may, as in the work of Liudmila Petrushevskaya. be embittered. 

competent. and too intelligent for her milieu. In neither instance 

does the possibility for self-fulfillment or moral ease exist. 

Another distinguishing - and novel - feature of this new prose Is 

that it contains more than token representation of texts written by 

women; more than "one out of twelve". This phenomenon has begun 

to attract attention in the West, particularly. but oot exdusively. 

among feminist academics (and editors). as well as in the Soviet 

literary press, where "feminism" as the inverted quotation marks 

imply (and are applied) remains a highly derogatory term. 

The notion of a distinctive. "woman's prose" as a subcategory of a 
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larger literary system within a currently shaky canon (where, needless 

to say, women authors are not only outnumbered but, by sorne 

accountings, entirely absent) Is, if not misleading, then potentially 

condescending. This is particularly true in a literary sphere that, 

howsoever else it may have strayed from the orbit of an already 

outmoded ideology, upholds the view that feminism's political aims, as 

they are perceived to be in the West, have long been attained in the 

Soviet Union and guaranteed by Us Constitution; and where, con­

comitantly, a feminist tradition does not exist. Thus, in her polemical 

article on "women's prose" ("B CBoeN Kpyry" - "In her Circ1e"), Yevgenia 

Shcheglova remarks, in connection with what she caUs "q,eMHHHCTCKHH 

nactlOc Il ("feminist pathos"), "An~ ero cYl14eCTBOBaHHst HeT CO~HèHlbHbIX npH4HH" 

("there is no societai substantiation for it"). 12 She ascribes the pop­

ularity of writers su ch as Tolstaya and Petrushevskaya to a growing 

mania among an exclustvely feminine readership, but does acknow­

ledge that a feminine (practicaUy synonymous with "maternaI") point 

of view differs, in literature, from the masculine. Insofar as literature 

is concerned, this "}I<8HCKOe BHAeHHe" ("feminine vision")13 is not yet 

fully developed, and remains unequal to the masculine, because it is 

superficial and psychologically deficient. She does not offer examples 

from the camp of masculinist literature to support Us supposed 

maturity, roundness, or possession of a quality now in vogue among 

Soviet literary critics - "BHyTpeHHstst cBo6oAa" ("internaI freedom"). 

That this inner freedom has httherto been the prerogative of 

'2EareHHs:\ lUerIlosa, "B caoeN Kpyry," I7HTepdTypHoe o6oapeHHe, N~ 3 (1990), p. 26 
131Blll 
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male writers (whether they exercize it or not) explains the reluctanre 

of Soviet women writers to aeknowledge the influence of sexual 

difference on the engendering of a text, formally or biographi<,ally. Yrt 

in the depiction of female eharacters who are distin<,tly unlt'mininr. 

Le. not good, Tolstaya and Petrushevskaya. in diftering ways. have 

grasped that inner freedom whieh permits ironie distance IH'twccn 

author and character. To be perceived as pcrtaining to "6à6cKà~ mne-

paTypà" is to be on unequal footing with readership and ('nUe alike. 

whatever their gender might be, and. of course. ercates a pressure 

that is apart from, and not eonducive to, the conditions for ('ither 

writing or inner freedom. Therefore, in his afterward to Tolstaya's 

collection of stories, A. Mikhailov can say of hcr writing that il Is 

"}I{eCTKO 1 cKyno. onpoBepr àS! Bce HàWH HeBOflbHble cTepeoTHnbl T à:< Hà3blBàeMoH 

}I{eHCKOH npo3bl" ("bard, sparing, refuting aIl our involuntary stereotyprs 

concerning so-called women's prose")H while not one of Tolstaya's 

heroines can be described as possessing inner freedom to any degree, 

whereas Petrushevskaya's heroines, whose dark understanding leads 

to apparently destructive acts, present unacceptablc models of social 

bebaviour. 

The beroine of Petrushevskaya's controversial short story, "CSOH 

Kpyr" ("Our Crowd") typifies this new, resolute, but unsympathetie 

modern wornan. The narneless first-person rnrrator. whosc hushand 

Kolya leaves her for another w~man, discovers that she is dying of a 

terminal illness, and arranges to be declared an unfit mother sa that. 

14 A MI1Xai1noB," Ha 30nOTOH Kpblflb48 cH,qeml," (" MonoAa~ rBapAI1~." MOCI<Ba, 1987), 
p.188 
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before she dies, she can be assured her son, Alyosha, will be pitied and 

cared for. She manages this by staging a scene whose pièce de 

résistance is striking her son before an audience of her friends, her 

"circle," invited for Easter festivities. While the story is not a just­

ification for physical, or any kind of. abuse, it is rife with i1. The 

narrator's own implication arises from a grim and not dispassionate 

c~mprehension of the uses of abuse, as weil as of her own character, 

for at the outset she declares, "SI 4enOBeK 'I<eCTKHH, )l{eCTOKHH, BcerAa C 

ynbl6KoH Ha nonHblX, pyNSlHblX ry6ax, Beer Aa KO BceN C HaCNeWKoH." (''l'm a 

hard, harsh person, always with a sroile on my full rosy lips and a 

sneer for everyone.")15 This self-characterization serves as both insight 

ar.d warning: the narrator spares no one her mockery; consequently, 

no one in her group emerges in a "positive" light: the narrator's harsh­

ness shows up their defects, prejudices, powerlessness, incapacity for 

honesty, and inability to love. There are no lasting ties, marital or 

amical: relationships are created from the thin air of convenience and 

are as easily broken. A woman such as Marisha - beautiful and sexually 

available - can occupy a centre composed of male gazes without 

endangering herself, thereby proving that in order to attain sexual 

equality. a woman must have an additional source of power over her 

rivaIs. In spite. or because, of their unequal power, the women in the 

story can b~ adept at the social and sexual games without a semblance 

of fair play. such as Lenka, who "TO)l{e Hrpana B ceKcyanbHble Hrpbl C 

1511IOAMI1IlO neTpyUJeecKëHl, "CeOH Kpyr,"(Ho8bfH NI1P, H!! 1,1988 r.J,p.116. The 
citations in Enghsh are trom "Our Crowd", translated by Helena Goscilo in Glasnost: An 
Anth%gy of Russ/an Literature under Gorbachev, edited by Helena Goscilo and Byron Lindsey, 
(Ardis, Ann Arbor, Michigan, 1990). 
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60flbUJHM )t(flaAHOKpOeHeM" ("could also play sexual games With phenomenal 

coldbloodedness"). 16 This phrase must have seemed electrifying to the 

Soviet reader. so accustomed to official pudery in the life of letters: 

but it is the adverb "TO::f<e" (liaIson) which rend ers a double effect ot 

startling banality. 

Banality. or "noUJflocTb" (a ward Petrushevskaya. however. does 

not use) dampens the atmosphere in which these characters llve. 

Sergei, a brilliant scientist who has calculated flight principles for 

UFOs as weIl as for terrestrial locomotives, has his career cut short 

when the institute for which he works discovers he hasn't paid his 

Komsomol (Communist Youth League) membership dues: this lapse 

owes to laziness rather than any ethical reluctance. He is unable to 

take part in an important and prestiglous expedition: "eecb HHcTHTyT 

XOAHfl B oKeaH, a OH C He60flbUJHM COCTaBOM na60paHTOK ocy~ecTeIlS~fl ornpaey" 

("the whole institute went to the ocean, while he and a small staff of 

women who worked in the lab administered the departure tl
). 17 

Meanwhile, Andrei the "stool-pigeon" ("AHApeH-cTyKa4"), an empty­

headed philanderer, does go to the ocean: in this world, his kind can 

succeed. In between, or rather alongside, the se two extremes. plods 

the platn-lookmg Zhora, also a scientlst, who, at the dénouement of 

the story, Is completing a doctoral dissertation and. in his modest 

fashion, appears c10ser to professional success than either of his rivaIs. 

(Petrushevskaya does not remark on the women's professions.) Zhora 

is a member of this circle ln spite of belng Jewtsh: the narrator breaks 

Il J1IOAMHtll'l neTpyl1JeBCKlISI, p 119 
17 Jalll, p. 117 
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the silence with which his difference is treated. but not respected. in 

a way that earns her the self-perception of being harsh. This 

anecdot.al passage. a dispute about Zhora's eye-colour, reveals the 

narrator's position vis-à-vis the principle men in the story - Zhora. 

Kolya (her husband) and Andrey: 

Bee rOBOp~tI1H, KTO }KenTble, KTO CBeT 110 - KapHe, a SI 
CKa3ana: eBpeHcKHe. H Bee n04eMy-To CMyTHI1HCb, H 
AHApeH, MOH ae4HblH Bpar, KpSlKHyll. A KOI1S! noxnonan 
)l(opy no nl1e4y. A 4ero, c06cTBeHHo, S! cKa3ana? ~ 

CKa3ana npaBAy.18 

Andrey's snort, Kolya's gesture of compUcit reassurance towards Zhora 

(whose own reactlon Is not [a) glven) are meant to put the narrator in 

her place: but rather than be outcast. she prefers to be outspoken. 

These instances of sllenclng "truth" (or even one person's version of 

tt) are capable of belng descrtbed as actual phenomena within a text. 

as Petrushevskaya's technique proves. It Is precisely this voice -

which. in an open-ended. dialogical text. can be heard - that Is first 

subJect to internaI censorshlp when freedom of speech Is denied. 

This passage rings other echoes in a femini.,t context, with the 

additional awareness that the men, their professions, and their 

complicity, are named and understood. while the narrator has the 

dublous privilege of namelessness. and "6ecTaKTHocTb" ("tactlessness");19 

but the relationship between sUence and speech. and Intention and 

Interpretation. remains unchanged. 

This di5crepancy, a near-gainsaying. 15 comprehended by Petru­

shevskaya's narrator and evtdenced by her aloneness: by the fact that. 

--~----------------Il nlOAMHna nelpylüeaclCeiR. p. 117. For translation, see Appendix (iv). 
"1alD.p. 120 
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like many of her contemporaries, she has no one to talk to or be 

complicit with. Her eventual blindness Is connected. inextrirably. to 

her penetrating insight into her own, and her circ1e's. alienation. On 

the textual level of metaphor, her vision, heightened before blindness 

(or keenest before darkness) encompasses, has Us source in. the past 

- she has inherited the debilitating illness from her mother - and 

foresees the (laek of a personal) future. Before she invites her circle 

for what will be, significantly, a "la5t supper." she takes her son 

Alyosha to the eemetery for an Easter picnie and to show him how to 

honour the dead. so that "HHKTO He 3a6blT, H HH4TO He aa6blTo
tl (tlnobody is 

forgotten and nothing is forgotten").2o As she remembcrs her mother. 

so will he remember her. With this legacy ensured. she is now able to 

complete her self-directed rôle in the passion play. which is a 

reversaI: in order to save her son, she must sacrifice him. As a result 

of this moral calculation, "KOflSl, B3S1BLUHH AneUJy Ha pyKH, He TOT KOflSl, 

KOTOpblH YAapHfl ceNHfleTHoro pe6eHKa no m1l~Y aa TO, 4TO TOT 06H04HflCSI" ("The 

Kolya who took Alyosha in his arms is no longer the Kotya who'd hit a 

seven-year-old ehild fiat across the face only because he'd wet him­

self').:u The narrator's apparently destructive act has, c1airvoyantly. 

led to a form of psychological transformation - one which is possible 

even in the thick of stagnation. 

There are few characters in contemporary Soviet literature who 

can say - against the odds ranged against them - that "SI yHHaSl, SI 

20 lllOANHI1a neTpyweBcKaSl, p. 129 
21 Jal1l,p. 126 
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nOHHMalO" ("l'm smart, 1 understand"),n Half a century before Petru­

shevskaya, Chukovskaya had already written from this point of view, 

Chukovskaya, whose work could not come in ta official Ught for a 

somewhat lengthier period than that of Petrushevskaya, shares with 

the latter the dubious distinction of being published contem­

poraneously. At the same time, both write about women who 

experience moral loneUness and who are prevented, by a human 

Ideology, not from glvtng utterance to the Ir condition, but from being 

heard. Writers such as 1. Grekova and Tatiana Tolstaya, who seem to 

have arrtvec1 on the Soviet Uterary scene fully-fledged and comfortably 

perched ln Russia's humanist tradition, approach the phenomen­

ologtcal problem of truth differently, indirectly, but with inimitable 

style - a quality recognized by Soviet and fem1nist critics alike, 

22 .n 1O,QI1Hl1a neTpyUJyBclCaSl, p. 130 



CHAPTERONE 

Lydia Chukovskaya (b. 1907) is a critic, memoirist, polcnlicist 

and the author of two remarkable short novels, or long short stories,l 

written over the periods of 1939-1940 and 1949-1957 respectivcly. 

Published in the West, in the original and in translations, without per­

mission of the author, these tales have only recentIy becn publishcd in 

the Soviet Union in a single-volume edition of 50,000 copies - quite 

limited. when compared to the millions of copies in print runs hack-

writers enjoy.2 The publication of these works, however, - COl/Jb$l 

nerp08Hd (fhe Deserted House) was first published in the journal 

HeSd in 1988 - marks not only the jubilees of their official obscurity, 

but also the end of a long personal and moral struggle. 

The (non-)events leading up to the expulsion of Chukovskaya 

from the Russian Union of Writers of 1974 are record cd by her, in 

detail, in her work. npOLlecc I1CKnlO4eHI1$l (The Process of Expulsion). 

She had anticipated such an action sorne time before. in 1969. upon 

having sent a telegram to the Soviet Union of Writers protesting the 

expulsion of Alexander Solzhenitsyn from that organization.3 In the 

interim, Chukovskaya continued, as she had begun in the 1960s, to 

disseminate protest letters through the channels of samizdat, as weB 

as an essay. THes HapoAa" ("The People's Anger"), 4 which Iast Bnally 

1 Though the English translation of "noBecTb," "tale," connotes more than merely the appro­
ximate length of the genre, it will be, in this work, the preferred term 

2Carl R. Proffer, The Widows of Russia and otherwntings, (Ardls, Ann Arbor, Michigan, 1987), 
p. 154 

3n11AI1S1 4yKoBcKaSl, npo~ecc HCKflIOHeHHR, (YMCA-Press, Pans, 1979). P 84 

4 'THea HapoAèl, " (an irOnie title) eontained in npo4ecc Hc/m/OHeHHÇI eoncerns the scandaI 
surrounding the awarding of the Nobel Prize for IIterature to Boris Pasternak 
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brought her case before the literary police. Knowing in advance what 

was about to befall her, she prepared a speech, part vindieation and 

part mea culpa whicb. on the whole. is an ironie recognition of an 

honour bestowed. Early in the essay, Chukovskaya states the cost of 

ambiguity under the conditions by which the Soviet writer was re­

quired to abide: 

st BeAb TO)l{e eU4e He TaK AaBHO 6blna ne4aTëlBUlHMCSl 
COBeTCKHM nI.nepaTopOM. 3Hël4HT, B TOH HI1H HHoH 
CTeneHH, Sl cOy4acTHHl...\ëI o6ll.\eA mKH H o6~ero MOn4ë1HHSl. 
Ho AnSl KëI}I(AorO 4enOBeKa HëlcTynaeT 4ac, KorAëI 
npëlBAëI 6epeT era 3a ropno H HëlBcer AëI oBllëlAeBëleT 
AYUJOH.5 

For Chukovskaya, not to have to pertain to a State-sponsored 

organization which ruins lives and mutilates or represses texts brings 

moral relief. She had always maintained a tentative relationship with 

the llterary establishment, bolstered, until his death, by her father's 

more seeure position as Russia's best-known and -loved children's 

writer. In this eontext, it 1s no surprise that the tribunal formed by 

ber colleagues reproaehed her equally for having dishonoured Kornei 

Chukovsky's name, as for tbe technically more serious offenee of 

eausing letters of prote st to be distrihuted and aired on foreign radio 

broadcasts. Chukovskaya herself saw an irony in tbis belated defence 

of her father, whose literary eriticism aimed at an adult readership 

had been out of print since his deatb. The appreeiative murmurs her 

father's reputation evoke in the members of the tribunal set up to 

expulse her were also designed to bring home the depth of her fall 

from graee. It Is no surprise that Chukovskaya's colleagues, who 

511HAHSI 4yKoBcKaSl, np048Cc HCKnlO~eHHR, p. 27. For translation, see Appendix (v). 
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laughed when she closed her remarks by predicting that streets in 

Moscow would one day be named after Solzhenit3yn and Saxarov, 

should chocse to insult her in this way. 

The line that Chukovskaya had held for years - publishing 

critlcism but waiting for a warmer thaw in order to be able to publish 

her tales, could now be crossed. COt/JbR nerpoBHd (Sofia Petrovna) had, 

in fact, been accepted for publication during the brief period when 

forbidden themes, such as the truth about people's lives under Stalin, 

were hesitantly permitted expression. The watershed of this pcriod 

was, of course, the appearance, in the journal H08blH NI1P, in 1964, of 

Solzhenitsyn's novel, O,qI1H ~eHb HBdHd ,QeHI1COBI14d (One Day in the Life of 

Ivan Denisovich). The silence once broken, however, abrupUy healed 

over again, and the permission to publish COf/JbR nerp08Hd was with­

drawn. This, in spite of the author's having received 60% of her fees. 

as weIl as having been assured by her editor that hcr t.ale was 

ideologically sound. The decision would have had little to do with any 

given editor, whose power at best could only reside in mediation, and 

at worst in the application of new directives to the lettcr. Chu­

kovskaya appeals to, and rebuts, her colleagues' reason and rcasons, 

highlighting her own powerlessness, through which her dignily and 

irony shine. For example, she expresses uncertainty as to thc per-

ceived anti -Soviet leaning in her work: 

SI Y}I{e AaBHo nblTaflaCb Ao6HTbCSI onpeAefleHHSI CflOBa 

"coeeTCKH Il H Il aHTH - COBeTCKH ". 3TH nOHSHHSI 

HenpepblBHO NeHSIIOTCSI. OblflH, HanpHMep, rOAbl, 04eHb 

AonrHe, KorAa nHcaTb AOHOCbl C4HTaflOCb "no -
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COBeTCKH ". EiblnH, HanpOTHB 1 rOAbl, 04eHb HeAOnrHe, 
KOrAa, HanpOTHB, C4HTanOCb "nO-COBeTCKH Il CnaCaTb H 
yCTpaHBaTb Ha pa60Ty Tex, KTO BepHyncSi H3 C4HT anOCb 
npeHcnOAHeA, KYAa 6bln BBeprHyT AOHocaMH.6 
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There is anger in the opposition of the qualifiers "AonrHe" and "He-

AonrHe" ("protracted" and "brier') which explains the consternation 

her manner of speaking aroused. As one writer remarked, "To, 4TO 

3AeCb npoHcxoAHT - 4YAOBH~HO. OHa npHwna clOAa H o~Yl14aeT ce6S1 cnoKoAHo-

spa)KAe6HoA." ("What is taking place here is monstrous. This woman 

presents herself, here, full of calm animosity. "V From the point of 

view of her interlocutors, her stance Is remarkable because they 

themselves, having succumbed to the power of intimidation, were now 

unable to exercise it. Although the session's outcome had been pre­

ordained, an admission of guilt or complicity on the part of the victim 

would serve to Justify its function. It Is precisely Chukovskaya 's refusaI 

to limit her defence withln the approprlate confines of the hierarchy 

from which she was about to be eJected that lends the proceedings a 

Kafkaesque air. 

The consequences of expulsion were immediate: Chukovskaya 

became a "non-person," whose name could never appear in print. She 

had landed clearly on the side of the anti-soviet. Rer real life in 

literature, if not in Soviet literature, would continue, with the publi­

cation abroad, apart from her fiction, of her memoir of childhood and 

of her father, ndNRTI1 p,eTcT8d (To the Memory of Childhood). of her ex-

e J1HAH~ 4yKoBcKa~. npOl.{8CC HCKflI01.I8HHR. pp. 93-4. For translation, see Appendix (vi) 
1.lBUl. p. 93 
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tensively annotated conversations with Anna Axmatova. 3anl1CKH 06 RHHe 

RXHdr080H (Notes on Anna Axmatova) (which also form an excellent and 

balanced guide to twentieth century Russian literature). a collection of 

her articles and protest letters. and a volume of poetry. Unlil such 

time as these works could be published in the Soviet Union. Chu­

kovskaya's status as a Soviet writer became. almost in spite of hersclf, 

dissident. although a work such as COt/JbR nerpo8Ha - had il come to 

light before Us Ume - would have merited its author the fate of 

millions of her contemporaries. 

COt/Jb$1 nerpo8Hd was written to describe the atmosphere of terror 

following the whole-sale purges of 1937. du ring which Chukovskaya's 

husband was imprisoned and killed under torture. She had spent two 

years standing in prison lines. (almost always only with other womcnll
) 

attempting to get news of her husband. whose crime and sentence she 

did not know. Images of these women, as crowd and as individuals. 

are at the centre of both Chukovskaya's fictional works. with the dif-

ference. however. that Col/JbR nerpo8Hd is exactly contemporaneous with 

the events described, thus bearing a unique stamp of truth. 

A poem, even a long one, such as Axmatova's PeK811en (Requiem). 

can be memorized, and waSt by women such as Chukovskaya. In this 

way the work can exist composed but not written. This is a nccessary 

procedure if the work i8 also a document that can cost lives - the 

author's, her family and friends. Axmatova had witnessed this with her 

8 Anna Axmatova refers, wlth bitterness, to thl& fact, in conversaiion with Lydia Chukovskaya 
See 3dnHCKH 06 r:lHHB r:lXHdTOBOH, TOM 1, (YMCA-Press, Paris, 1976), p 22. "3HaeTe, aa 
nocIleAHHe rOAa SI CTana AypHO AyMaTb a MylK4HHa)( Bbl aaMeTHnH. TàM [B TlOpeMHbl)( 
04epeASI)( - 11.4.] 101)( n04TH HeT. N For translation, see Appendlx (vii). 
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friend OSip Mandel'shtam, whose fate hinged on a poem lampooning 

Stalin. A work of prose, on the other hand, needs to be preserved as 

an artifact, and Col/JbR nerpoBHd was, throughout the Leningrad siege, by 

a series of frtends who themselves perished. The unusual history of 

the work itself best describes the climate in which it was, had to be, 

written. 

The tale itself concerns, not an autobiographical character, as 

the later CnycK no,q 80l1Y (Going Under) would do - that is, not a former 

member of the pre-Revolutionary intelligentsia, but rather "a bewil­

dered and incredulous woman, a loyal Soviet citizen", 9 an efficient 

typist who acquires mode st responsibilities in a Leningrad publishing 

house. The eponymous heroine sees and feels the consequences of 

the purges, even as they bring the downfall of her superiors, but fails 

to understand which way the axe has fallen. Her naïveté only in­

tensifies when her son, working as an engineer at the Sverdlovsk 

mines, Is arrested. Sofia Petrovna, who has raised her son alone, 

cannot believe that he can have had any connectlon with saboteurs and 

is prepared to blame the bearer of the bad news (a friend of her son 

and co-worker) for having led him astray. The point that Chukovskaya 

stresses throughout the tale is the wide-spread trust in the State 

which includes the possibility for error, not terror. Sofia Petrovna's 

conviction that her son has been arrested by mistake does not extend 

beyond him. Everyone else - particularly the women in the prison 

queues among whom she jostles - Is Implicated in whatever crimes 

have brought them there. 

Il Deming Brown, Soviet Russian Literature since Stalin, (Cambridge University 
Press, London, 1978),p. 269 
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Waiting for the telegrarn that would assure her of her son's 

innocence, but which never cornes, Sofia Petrovna suddenly finds 

herself in a nightmarish world of clandestine prison lists and long 

hours of waiting. The city she lives in (the publis~1ing house is not far 

from the prison) becomes alien, unfarniliar. The nightmare is peopled 

wtth women who speak a language she do es not understand. A woman 

asks her, "BaUJ My}f( TO)l(e naTbIUJ?'" ('''Your husband's Latvian. tooT')'O 

and the question - in particular. the adverb "TO)l(e" ("also") - seerns 

absurdo At the same time. the women appear to have more experience 

and knowledge of the system than does she. which substantiates her 

suspicion that 

[ ... ] Bce 3TH )l(eHl1.I,HHbl - MaTepH, )l(eHbl, ceCTpbl speA­

HTeneH, TeppopHcTOB, UlnHoHoBI [ ... ] Ha BHA OHH caMble 

06blKHoBeHHble nIOAH, KaK B TpaMBae HnH B Mar a3HHe. 

TonbKO Bce yCTanble, c nOMÇlTblMH nHl.\aMH." 

What she cannot surmise is that these ordinary people are in fact 

blameless, no crimes have been committed, and that the criterion for 

arrest Is as whimsical as pertaining to a particular class or nationality 

or profession on a partlcular day. 

Chukovskaya do es hint that part of the explanation for Sofia 

Petrovna's political blindness owes to a flaw in character. a pedantry 

that i5 also a mild forrn of prejudice. Sofia Petrovna is likely the first 

literate wornan in her family: hence. her inordinate pr~de in her son. 

an engineer. She is used to thinktng of herself as better than other 

10 nHAHSI 4yKoBcKaSl, nOBecnf, (H3AèlTenbcTBo "MOCKOBCKI1H pa60\.1I1H" , 1988), P 47 

English translations of citations from COcfJbR nerpOBHd (SofIa Petrovna), unie 55 otherwlse 
indicated, are taken trom The Deserted House, translated by Aline B. Werth (E.P. Dutton & Co., 
lne., New York, 1969) 

" taW., p. 48. For translation, see Appendlx (viii). 
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people. She enjoys having control over the typing pool at the 

publtshing house, and 1s flabbergasted when one Erna Semionovna, 

whom she dislikes, 1s chosen to replace her when she 1s forced to 

leave. ('''BeAb OHa HiH,orpaMOTHa~ 101 nHUJeT C oWH6KaMH '01 "'The thing is, 

she's semi-literate and makes typOS.'''12) It would never occur to her 

that indtviduals can maintain the positions they have earned for 

themselves in society through means quite at variance with fairplay 

and aptitude, and that. in this instance, the usurper of her position has 

managed only by having denounced her and others. 

Sofia Petrovna makes her way through the penumbra of waiting, 

isolation. fear, and yearning, wtthout the advantage of either being able 

to distance herself from the general madness. or of coming closer to 

understanding individual suffering - if only to ease the sense of its 

separateness from her own. 

Initially, she is assisted by her son's friend until he is arrested in 

turn. and by a young woman named Natasha. who had once been a 

typist but had been hounded out by that same Erna Semionovna. Her 

relatlonship ta bath. while sympathetic. is clouded by suspiciousness, 

as weil as by the idée fixe that her son is innocent. Neither Natasha 

nor her son's frtend can break through her ignorance. since that 

would also imply having to Jestroy her hope - a feeling which cornes. 

for Sofia Petrovna, close to dementia. Unable to work. and shunned by 

her neighbours, Sofia Petrovna pretends her son is about to be 

released and invents letters, full of news, such as a curative holiday in 

the Crlmea and an affiancement. While this fantasy orients her 

'2 .nHAHst 4'~KOBCKaSl, p. 52. (Translation mine.) 
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towards a better light in the eyes of the women (nlighbours and 

former co-workersl she decides to trust. it paralyzes her when she 

finally does receive a letter from pP{' son. informmg her. among other 

things, that he has gone deaf in one ear as a result of severe beatings. 

and asking her to write an appeal. The wife of the former director 

(now arrestedl of the publishing hou se where Sofia Petrovna worked 

assures her that this would only bring more hardship tu her and her 

son. (They sit in the bathroom because. the woman says. in her 

justifiable paranoia. the telephone 1s affixed with a listening device.) 

Sofia Petrovna notes an idiosyncrasy of her son's handwriting -

an upward curve where there ought to be a downstroke - before 

burning the letter. Emptied of thought or feeling. an old habit of 

perC'f!ptlon, a shadow of affection. accompany her gesture of renun­

ciatlon. Chukovskaya's irony. here. discloses the dislocation of the 

facultles of the mind and heart. their paralysis and bewilderment. 

effected in an atmosphere of constant terror. Having breathed that air 

herself, Chukovskaya does not bring her authority to bear either on the 

reader or, more importantly, on her character: Sofia Petrovna 1s be­

yond ordinary terms of temporal or literary judgements. Unspeakable. 

the terror Is not named: but it is pre(.isely in a silencing gesture 

(which simultaneously brings closure to the text) that it is voiced. 

Begun over a decade 1ater. and completed after the death of 

Stalin, CnycK nOA SCAY (Going Under) bears little resemblance to 

COtfJbR nerp08Hd. and even less does the milieu and representaUon of 

the psychological scope of the heroine. Nina Sergeevna. to that of her 

predecessor. Comparisons do not serve. Nina Sergeevna is a wtdely-
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read. articulate. neces:::,arily reserved intellectual, whose sense of 

division between a moral universe and the world she actually lives in 

leads not ta a breakdown of either. but an enhancement of the former. 

perceived as a place accessible only through deep attentiveness and 

undisturbed solitude. Privately-held opinions are priT/ileged over 

social Intercourse. and memory over the events of the narrowly­

prescrtbed realia of eVf'ryday: a careful irany maintains both distances 

and, for Nina Sergeevna. also sanity. Owing to this strategy is a range 

of observation and reaction that situates Nina Sergeevna. unlike Sofia 

Petrovna, firmly alongside opposition and acquiescence, whose risks 

are understood and taken into account. 

COtPbR nerpo8Hd is a contemporary account based on a fictional 

character living in a real, if terrorized and alienated. time and space: 

CnycK no~ 80,qy ls a narrative stretched over two Ume zones: the past 

and the present. This. of course, requires a more complicated nar­

rative technique than that employed in COC/Jb;l nerpOBHa. whose 

chronology is linear. The point of view is that of a woman keeping a 

diary whose intent is not only to record occurrences. conversations. 

impressions. news, memories, and dreams. but also to dissociate 

herself from aIl these links in order to "dive into the wreck"13 whence 

she carrtes up a tale within a ta1e, memory delivered of its story. 

The past is variously represented as pertaining to the fates of 

those "there". in the camps: the second world war; the Leningrad 

blockade: and the narrator's personal experiences and losses, at first 

hinted at. then fully divulged. The present is filtered through the 

Il The phrase IS denved from a collection of poems by Adnenne RiCh, entltled Diving into the 
Wreck: Poems 1971-1972. (Norton, New York, 1973). 
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writing of Nina Sergeevna, the only woman staying at a rest-home for 

writers. The relationships she develops with two very different men 

are described, as well as the conversations she holds with thcm, out of 

earshot, as having no concurrence with official versions of history and 

of current events. They are bIOUght forth from silence. 

Although the rest-home in the country is a havcn, for the peace, 

uninterrupted working hours, solitary walks in the snowy woods, and 

opportunities for "going under" into the vaults of memory il provides, 

State-sponsored terrorism continues with the so-called "anti­

cosmopolitan" campaign of 1949-50, du ring which the Union of 

Writers played an active rôle in the suppression of .Jewish arlists and 

intellectuals. Nina Sergeevna listens to the empty clichés cmjttcd 

from the radio and, recognizing the rhetoric of the purges of 1937-8, 

is alarmed, the more so because none of her colleagues (save a Jcwish 

poet) shares either her fear or her memories. In fact, a visiling critic 

from Moscow, particularly rabid in his open condemnation of Jews, 

upbraids her when she points out that the newspaper articles dealing 

with the issue have the unmistakable ring of falsehood. Another writcr 

finds her line of reasoning irrational: 

nOAyMaTb TOIlbKO, no TOHy CllOB! He no cNblcny, a no 

TOHy H paCCTaHOSKe CllOS OTIlH4HTb npaBAY OT Il~H! 

oblBaeT }l{e 3TaKaSi 4yWb! KaKylO rOBopHT epYHAY, a ew.e 

nepeBoA4Hu,a, 4neH COI03a .. HeAapotl OHa Il106HT 

CTHXH ... 
14 

Nina Sergeevna affirms, (to herself, of course), "Ho BOT 3a $HpNy 

npOH3BOASlW.YIO llO}l{b, SI py4alOCb. PaSrIlSiAeTb ee KIl€:HNO SI BcerAa cyNelO" ("But 

14 J1HAHSI 4yKoBcKaSl, pp. 181-2, For translation, see App,endix (ix) 
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1 could vouch for the firm turning out the lies. 1 would always he able 

to make out its trademark.")15 To possess such certitude, let alone to 

speak froln U, would have been beyond Sofia Petrovna - or at least, out 

of character. Nina Sf't'geevna faces a different range of problems, and 

another kind, but not degree, of aloneness. Able to interpret signs of 

political events that themselves are disguised and distorted if not 

altogether hidden, Nina Sergeevna Is silenced in a company of men 

who, being writers, ought to be artlculate and attentive, but who are, 

in fact, hackwriters of the sort who win Stalin prizes for literature for 

writing novels set in Stalin's hometown. 

When she arrives at the wrUers' rest-home, Nina Sergeevna's 

expectation of complete solitude is dashed: in particular, her first 

encounter with the writer Bilibin, who will come to play such a 

significant rôle during her month's stay, impresses her unfavourably: 

he seems too friendly, speaks with an actor's intonation, and cornes off 

as flirtatious and insincere. She had not the least intention of making 

any new acquaintance: indeed. 

51 KaK - Ta He AyMafla paHbwe 06 3TOM, Kor Aa exafla 
clOAa- -B oAHH04ecTBo. He npeAycMoTpefla cYl.L\eCTBO­
BaHHSI flIOAev.. '6 

The presence of other "guests" threatens to deter Nina Sergeevna 

from her work schedule and from her intention "HaKoHeu. onOMHHTbCSI, 

BCTpeTHTbCSI C caMOH C0f50H." 17 Her readiness to take an instant dislike to 

15 J1HAHSl 4yKoBcKaSl, p. 181. English translations ot cHations trom CnycK nop, BOp,y are 
taken, unless otherwlse indicated, trom Going Under, translated by Peter M. Weston, (Barrie & 
Jenkins, London, 1972). 

18.1W1l..p.108 For translation, see Appendix (x). 
1716.l.Q., p. 104 

----------~ -- ------ ---------
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everybody would seemmgly cast her as a misanthrope: even the 

matron, Liudmila Pavlovna. p"ovides fodder for sorne sarcastic musings 

about women who wish to look younger than they are; but her 

antipathy is directed towards the strictures of social converse which 

she has determined to escape. 8ilibin. with his actor's veneer; the 

matron, with her pretensions: a bored film director and his wife. all 

belong to a world with which she has little in common and for which. 

initlally. she has no sympathy whatsoever. 

Quite quickly, Nina Sergeevna establishes a pattern of working 

and solitary walks. Her senses are keen ta nature. Her eyes pick out 

detatls: frozen droplets of water c1inging to the tips of birch trees. or 

they take in the expanse of sky, which does not appear as yellow and 

ominous as it does in Leningrad. She recites aloud the poetry of 

Nekrasov. Pushkin. Pasternak. and Axmatova. and feels that the 

settlng and the poetry are akin, that the one is the source for the 

other. The sounds convey meaning in a way she has not understood 

before, and she is almost free of the anxiety that attends her thoughts 

about ber daughter, Katya. Sbe Is not really impervious to the needs of 

separate 1ndividuals, let alone her own need to make contact: she does 

not yet know that that there is someone near who can help her solve a 

key riddle ln her life - a mystery which torments her waklng and 

sleeping hours, namely the fate of her husband. long since arrested 

and, as she knows, dead. 

The unlikely candidate to break through her reserve 15 Bllibln. 

wbose persistent cordiality cannot be r(buffed without rudeness, 

especially when he teasingly reproaches her: "'Bee HopoBHTe B eBOIO 
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KOMHc3TY np06e:4<dTb n06blCTpee MHNO Hac, rpeWHblX HellIOAHMKif," ('''You a1ways 

t.ry ta slip past us sinners into your room as quickly as you cano You are 

a recluse.''')18 Reluctantly, she agrees ta accompany Bilibin and a Jour­

nal1st. but ends up losing her temper when the men agree that 

Pasternak. recently attacked in the press. writes incomprehensible 

(for the average Soviet citizen) poetry. Nina Sergeevna reproaches 

herself for haYing spoken her mind 50 frankly before strangers. and 

continues to hold both men in mild conte.npt. A second attempt on 

the part of Bilibin meets with greater success. This Ume. their 

conversation. which ranges from poetry (which. Nina Sergeevna 

thtnks with ::lmusement. will lead to the theme of love. "8 OTBlle4eHHO-

4lH/lOC04>CKOM nndHe, KOHe4HO" ["On an abstracto philosophical plane. of 

course"J19) to silviculture. and the work he had done in the camps. 

logg1ng. This detail electrifies Nina Sergeevna: 

91 }t{Aana ronoea, cnOBd. He BHASl HH nyHbl, HH 
AepeSbeB ... nepBblH seCTHHK OTTYAd! MHe XOTellOCb 
nOToponHTb. AepHyTb ero 3a pyKy. He MO fl4H. Tbl 
seCTHHK. 51 Te6S1 cnywdlO.20 

Untll this conversation. Nina Sergeevna has been able ta rely on 

l1tUe more than guesswork and imagination. The knowledge. very 

furttvely conveyed to her by a frtend. that confessions were extracted 

from prtsoners under torture. has penetrated her consciousness to 

the point where she dreams a recurring dream about her husband's 

death under interrogation: 

Il nHAHSI 4yKoBcKaSl, p. 119 
Il JWD.. p. 134 

20 JWD.. p. 136. For translation, see Appendix (XI). 



HaAO 6bl BHAeTb TaK: CTOfl, 6YMara, ClleAoBaTenb, 

CT~[1, llaMna, H04b, ~ B)(OA~T ABoe napHeH, 4T06bl 6Hlb. 

R BH}I(Y SI Ka}l(AYIO pa3 TSI}KellYIO 4epHYIO BOAY, 

HCT04alOl1.\YIO )(onOA,--BOAY H Mon4aHHe Aa. BH}KY 

M01l4aHHe: OHO Kny6HTcSI, KaK nap. Klly6bl M0[14aHHSI. 

3TO H eCTb Allewa Ha Aonpoce. KaKHe-TO nlOAH 

nallKaMH nOATallKHBalOT erG K BOAe. TO}Ke M01l4a.21 
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In the same account of this dream, Nina Sergeevna noles that 

her husband had been sentenced to ten years wtthout the right of 

correspondenee. not understanding at the Ume that this was a eu­

phemism for execution. Now. for the first Ume in her lire. she has 

met someone who has gone through the experience she cannot 

imagine - the transit, the camps; gone is her earlier skcpticism about 

Bilibin, her perception of him as another flunky of the Writcr's Union. 

Now she ean say to herself, "'HaCTOSll1.\HH ronoe 3HaIO SI CAHa'" ("1 alone 

know his true voice.'")22 The friendship intensifies: the two take 

walks and Bllibin describes to Nina Sergeevna his experienccs. dark 

anecdotes about the cruelty of prison guards, about a man who. 

stepping out of a work formation to retrieve a letter snalched by the 

wind from his grasp, is torn to pieces by dogs; about a boon 

eompanion whom he was unable to save from the ravages of hunger. 

and buried himself under a fir-tree into which he cut a mark. 

The detail and expressiveness required to Inake words come 

alive, and which Nina Sergeevna has noted as being entircly absent in 

the literary organs (to the extent that enUre phrases can he reduced 

to a single stenographie notch) are present in Bilibin's rccounting. 

2111HAHSI 4yKoBcKaSl, p.115. For translation, see Appendix (xii). 
22 .16JQ..,p. 138. (Translation mine.) 
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Not only is he a messenger; he strikes a chard she has not heard 

among the writers at the rest-home. and did not expect to hear from 

him: the vivid sound of truth. 

3TO He 6bln CBs:l3HbIH paCCKa3, a cnOBHO KaKJ;1e-TO nSlTHa 
6pOAJ;1nH y Hero B naNSlTH, npocTynanJ;1 HapyJt<y H ceH4ac 
Jt<e AenanJ;1Cb 3apy6KaMH B NoeH 23 

Nina Sergeevna is torn between not wishing to interrupt Bilibin's flow 

of association and wanting to know what could have happened to her 

husband. about whose arrest and sentence she has confided. From the 

few detatls she has given him. he is able to. and does. tell her that no 

su ch camp for prisoners without the right of correspondence existed. 

and that her husband would have been shot in the neck while being 

moved from one cell to another. ("HaBepHoe, OH 4yBcTBOeatl B 3Ty MHHyTy 

CSOH 3aTbinOK, KaK H s:I" ("At that moment he probably fel t his own neck 

as 1 did mlne".]24) From this brief and painful conversation. she learns 

that all the hours spent in queues. all the applicatiùns and letters of 

appeal had been in vain; he had already been buried in a location she 

will never know. 

The "descent" ("cnycK") Nina Sergeevna undergoes 1s much like 

her dreams of Alyosha being interrogated. but with a conscious 

purpose: to write her experience. and the experience of women like 

her. ln the interminable prison Unes. The interrogation of memory 15 

as precipitous. as fraught with danger. as is the image of her husband 

belng prodded in ta the deep. When she has completed her allotted 

Z3 nHAHSI 4yKoBcKaSl, p. 158. For translation, see Appendix (xlii). 
lt 1a..IIl., p. 160 
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quota of translation, she is free to turn to this difficult work, which 

she describes in terms of a 10ss of consciousness before the water 

closes over her head. She knows this writing, were it eompleted as a 

book, cou Id not be pubiished in her time. Ber purpose, she 

recognizes, is to write for and to the future: for the present. the best 

she hopes is to find anyone she eould trust enough to read her work 

wtthout censure. Her writing. in this way. would be the substance of a 

bond between herself and other individuals who also refuse to 

obliterate history and memory. even if they are forced to remain sUent 

through means which themselves cannot be uttered. Nina Sergeevna 

hopes that Bilibin. whose status as a friend is threatened by the eroUe 

overtures he has begun to make. will beeome such a reader. 

Just as Nina Sergeevna had hoped for unmitlgated solitude, but 

found herself having carefully to organize her Ume alone. so her new 

relationship cannot exist in isolation. Once she has acknowledged the 

claim of one person on her time. others follow suit. The most deter­

mined 1s the aforementioned poet Veksler. who asks her to read 

translations. into Russian. of his poetry written in Yiddish. The poetry 

Is about the war and eoncerned. in the main. with the death of the 

poet's son. only eighteen at the lime. As they walk along the outskirts 

of the village of Bykovo. where much fighting had taken place. Veksler 

points out the grave of a friend. Nina Sergeevna notices, as she hasn't 

previously. that there are many gravestones. and wonders. as she 

always does. where her husband's is. 

Veksler becomes one of the many victims of the "anU­

cosmopolitan" campaign wh en the Yiddish publishing house. Ernes, 



-

41 

which publishes his work. is closed down. This news is announced 

with satisfaction by the visiting Moscovite critic. appropriately named 

Klokov, who arouses, more th an anyone else. Nina Sergeevna's 

indignation. It is he who. in response to her outspokenness about the 

lies in the press and lack of substantiation for an international Jewish 

conspiracy. says. '''npO~8m1Tb 6flaroAywl-le B 06CTdH08Ke aKTH8Hsa~HH 

Me)l(AyHapoAHOH peaKLI,I-IH 3TO KpaHHe onacHo, KpaHHe'" ("'To show magndn-

imity ... when internatIonal reaction is increasingly active. is extremely 

dangerous. extremely dangerous.''')25 For Klokov. the arrest of the 

editors at Ernes is aIl that is required to prove their guilt - the deed 

that supports the word. 

Nina Sergeevna distinguishes between the anti-semitism of 

Fasclst Germany and the anti -semitisrn that serves as a pretext for the 

second wave of terror: 

3TO He CTHXHHHoe 6esyMHe, CTOflbKO pas OXBdTblBaBUJee 

B npOWflOM TeMHblX fllOAeH, 3TO Hdp04HTO oprdHHsyeMblH, 

nflaHOMepHO pacnpeAefl~eM~H 6peA, 6peA C sapdHee 
o6AyNaHHblM HaMepeHHeM.26 

The degree to which the new campaign of terror effectively 

employs propaganda is eVidenced in the ignorant. but bitter remarks 

of LiudmUa Pavlovna. whom Nina Sergevna chances upon weeping over 

the re-arrest of her sister. Nina Sergeevna. who had only recently 

learned the phrase "nOBTOpHI-IK" ("second-tirner") is gripped With pit Y 

and alarm. for Bilibin and for all who had been released when the 

Soviet Union entered the war; and for Liudmila Pavlovna. who had 

a nHAH~ 4ykoBcKa~, p 181 

2t lW1l., p. 167. For translation, see Appendix (xiv). 
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until now merited Nina Sergeevna's sarcasm and suspiciousness. and 

now parrots the more sophisticated racism of a Klokov: "'Kal< Bbl 

AyMaeTe. onSlTb HàllHyT CHnbHO Cô)f(tHb? H Bce H3-3d 3THX espees l "' ("'What do 

you think. will they start large scale arrests again? And aU because of 

those Jews!"')27 Her sympathy for Liudmila Pavlovna is not so much 

short-lived as it is drowned in a larger wave of anger mitigated by 

compassion. 

Although the war With Germany is now almost five years in the 

pasto it is seldom unmentioned by anyone with whom Nina Sergeevna 

cornes into contact. The terrible priee exacted from Soviet citizens 

has not. it turns out. been paid in full. For a man like Bilibin. of 

course. the war was a release. bath in fact and flguratively. but for 

others - particularly Jews - quite the opposite obtains: Veksler lost a 

son; another Jewish writer tells of how German soldiers burnt his wife 

and children. save one. in the Minsk ghetto. Veksler will die in a few 

days; the other writer. to Nina Sergeevna's amazement. wants only to 

live. Certain venUes and the forces they animate are beyond under­

standing: 

HèlAO npeAcTdsHTb ce6e 3TO SlCHO· lKryT nOfleHbSl H lKryT 

AeTeH. Ho cepAue He )(OTe.l10. llT06bl SI ce6e 3TO ~CHO 

npeACTaSHnd .. [ ... ) HaAO 6blno CAendTb pdsroeop 

06b1KHoeeHHb1M. llT06bl CHoeèl HdyllHTbCSI AblWàTb 28 

Thoughts about anti-semitism, war. propaganda. and lies. are by 

no means categorical. as conversations with individuals such as 

LludmUa Pavlovna. who believe the lies they are toid (much like Sofia 

Z1J1HAHSI 4yKoBcKaSl,p 167 

al IalIl,p. 169. For translation, see Appendix (xv). 
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Petrovna) and Klokov, who represents those who fabricate them. 

prove. 

The war has left sa many marks that it cannat be said to be over, 

and the re-activated terror is but a new front. The inhabitants of the 

village of Bykovo are unable to leave, because it had Jnce been 

occupied by the Germans. Nina Sergeevna learns this from the young 

woman who chèJnges the linen in the writers' rooms, and who regards 

both the writers and the work she must do with contempt and 

loathing. Nina Sergeevna feels the wretchedness of a liCe trapped in 

the confines of rural poverty rendered the worse by the life-term to 

which Us inhabitants are sentenced, even as she counts the days left 

to her own brief stay among the pine and birch groves sa evocative of 

the poetry she loves. 

In the village of Bykovo she meets and befriends an eight-year 

old girl named Lyolka who tells her she cannot visit her at the writers' 

house. because "Mbl rpSl3H HaTon4eM" ("we track mud").29 Instead. she 

goes to see Lyolka in the dirty hut where she lives and tends a three­

year old baby. and reads her fairy-tales. which enchant her. \Vhen 

Nina Sergeevna prepares to return to Moscow. Lyolka begs to be taken 

along. Nina Sergeevna cao only promise to send her more fairy tales. 

all the whlle thinking the young girl belongs in one (and forgettlng 

that she cannot yet read). 

The young woman who has no future and resents her life. the 

little girl who is affectionate. intelligent. responsible, but obvtously has 

no better fate in store. belong to a world separated from that of the 

a. llH,QHSI 4yKoBCKc!lSl, p. 163. (Translation mine.) 
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rest-home not by a short walk. but by the unfathomable gulf between 

victims and those whose privileges. consciously or unconsciously. 

support the conditions for the former's oppression. Nina Sergeevna. 

being a mere translator among writers {whose well-off status. in 

contrast to her own relative poverty. is evidenced by gold cigarette 

cases. fur-coats. and ornate walking-sticksl. and a woman among men. 

feels more than pit Y for the child. Lyolka: she crosses the line that 

divides the village from the rest-home. When a nearby house burns to 

the ground one night. Bilibin tells her that the villagers assembled. 

joyfully shouting to each other. "'nHcarem1 ropslTl'" ('''the writers are on 

fire!"')3C In Russia. writers. it would seem. have lost their high esteem. 

Nina Sergeevna completes her story and includes it in the larger 

tale. She variously refers to it as "IllOHapH Ha MOCTy" ("Lamps on the 

Bridge ") or "A04b" ("Daughter"), but finally settles on "5e3 Ha3BaHH~" 

("Untltled"). Its setting is the queue formed at the precinct of the pro­

curator by women whose spouses. or male or female kin. have been 

arrested. The first person narrator befriends a Finnish woman 

carrying a swaddled baby. There are many women with infants who 

spend entire nights huddled near the building that houses the 

procurator's office: in the morning. these women are permitted to 

form a separate line. While waiting. the Finnish woman's baby dies. 

but she conceals this fact in order not to lose her place. Neither 

woman obtains any information about their respective husbands. 

Afterwards. when the Finnish woman's tram arrives. she leaves. Thus 

simply put 1s the outline of the narrative that had required so much 
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mental and psychiC concentration. Whether or not. in the narrator's 

perception, the story stands as "literature," it is an attempt to de­

scribe the undescribeable, while maintaning the latter as its standard. 

The narrator. a persona for Nina Sergeevna who herself resembles 

Lydia Chukovskaya in sorne respects. 31 does not daim to be able to 

explain, exc1aim. the reasons for even one woman's ordeal: 

SI n04yBcTBoBana CBOIO HeMoTy. [ ... ] B 3Ty H04b 1-1 Ba Bce 

npeAblAYUJ.He H04H H AHH MeHSI My4HIlO He rope, a 4TO­

TO XYAwee' HenOCTH)I(HMOCTb H HeHa3blBaeMOCTb 

npOHcxoASlw.ero. rope? Pa3Be rope TaKoe? 8 ropSi 

eCTb HMSl, H, ecnH Tbl AocTaT04Ho My)l(eCTBeHeH, Tbl 

OKa)f{eUJbC~ B CHnax np0l-13HeCTH ero, HO Cfly4HBweecSi C 

HaMH IlI-1WeHO HMeHH, nOToMy 4TO flHweHO CMbICIla. [ ... ] 

NHe Ka3anOCb, 4TO r0J10Ba y MeHSI KpY*r.1rCSI 1-1 cepA~e 

MeAneHHO TSI*eIleeT He OT weCTHaA~aTI-1 4aCOB, 

npOBeAeHHblX Ha Horax, a OT 6ecnJ10AHblX yCr.1nl-1R 

nOHSlTb cny41-1BweecSi 1-1 AaTb eNy HMSt
32 

Even the utterance of the se sentences. their traces as marks on 

a page, do not contradict, speak against. the muteness and name­

lessness of the narrator. Not only does the story go Without a tiUe. but 

the subjects themselves are nameless: the narrator. the Finnish 

wornan, aU the women; the fear and the hopelessness are feU, but 

neither are they named. 

By the Ume she has cornpleted the story. Nina Sergeevna's 

relatlonship with Bilibin has reached a high-water mark. The only 

impedlment she perceives is Bilibin's lack of appreciation for poetry. 

She believes. however. that in his fiction she will find. again. his real 

St The events '" the story are based on fact. 

l2JlHAHSl 4yKOBCKeHI, p 186. For translation, see Appendix (xvi). 
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voice. imparted to her in the woods when he first broke his silence. 

and not the breezy. charming modulation of his social intercourse. 

Having noted his silence during conversations broaching on contro­

versy. she does not prepare herself for disappointment - after aIl. he 

has good reason to be a tactician. particularly in the presence of the 

likes of K1okov. When she reads Bilib1l1's novel. however. she dis­

covers that he has transformed his experience 1I1to a Socialist realist 

text: she even recognizes sorne of the personages he had described. 

removed from their context. The plot and setting are conventtonal: a 

mining town. a saboteur. a wayward hero jealous of his wife who. 

during the war. ideologically perfected herself and took into her own 

hands. like millions of other Soviet women. the war economy. and so 

on. When Nina Sergeevna sees Bilibin. she ealls him a faise witness 

and asks why had he not the dignity to earn his k~ep 111 an honest way. 

(He does not reply.) 

Nina Sergeevna reproaehes herself for the seventy of her Judge­

ment. but even more for her presumption of a right. for "MeHSI no H04aM 

He H36HBanH B KatSHHeTe ClleAosaTellSl, a KorAa sac 6HllH, SI M01l4alla" ("1 was 

not beaten at night in the room of the interrogator. and when you 

were beaten. 1 was silent")33 but she does not retraet it. Ironically. 

they travel back to Moscow together. as they had come. perfect 

strangers again. until at the moment of parting. Bilibin tums to Nina 

Sergeevna and. in his aetor's voiee. wishes her good health. 

BIUbin's parting words are also the closing Hnes of the tale. That 

Chukovskaya chooses to Ieave the faise wltness the last word is not 

33 llHAHS1 4yKOBcKds:l, p. 215 (TranslatIon mIne) 
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sim ply an ironie turn, but also a "realistic" (in the sense of a narrowing 

of sights) accounttng. The individual who allows the conditions of his 

or her life to transmute a creative promise into a professional com­

promise cannot become an artist and Is morally unsuited to become a 

writer. The forest, which. for Nina Sergeevna, is a font of (Russian) 

poetry and literature. can also serve as an image (not an unattainability 

nor an idealizationJ for what is most needed - organically as weil as 

spiritually - in order to create that which will, in turn, sustain another. 

With a similar figure of speech, Nina Sergeevna explains to herself the 

matter of her own work. 

The intense feelings Bilibin arouses in her obscure her initial 

impression of him: she has forgotten that, upon asking him whether 

he loved the forest, his response had been, "paHbUJe lllOthm" ("once 1 

did").34 Even though his real voice remains, in her imagination. con­

nected with the grove where they both shed their masks and spoke 

the truth to each other, "orroBopHlla pOU4a 30lloraSl" ("the golden grove 

has grown silent").35 

Nina Sergeevna does not explain Bilibin to herself, nor does 

Chukovskaya explain him to her reader. Indubitably, the readers she 

seeks do live in the future. Bilibin proves, by fulfilling his requirement 

to explain the rôle of the Party organizer, that he belongs to the rank 

of those wliters she overheard discussing their daily output - between 

fi ft Y and twenty pages. if the task consisted of character psychology, 

somewhat less if the material were technical. 

Netther does Chukovskaya elaborate on Nina Sergeevna's posi-

34 nHAH~ 4yKoBcKaSl, p. 135. (Translation mine.) 
35 The tirst Une of a poem by Esenin. (Translation mine.) 
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tion as the unique woman writer among men. Perhaps there ts stgnt­

ficance in the fact that the only men at aU sympathetic are the two 

Jewish writers, and this, not because they are singularly charmtng. 

eloquent, or otherwise attractive (they are not) but becausc, likc thc 

villagers of Bykovo, they have so mueh against them: they are outcasts, 

or about to be cast out. As a translator, Nina Sergeevna's position ts 

lowly, relative to the status of her male coUeagues. The diffcrence is 

material. She also refers to her work in terms of output. and other­

wise not at aIl, but her true literarj efforts are a secret, dcstincd for a 

desk-drawer. When Veksler comments on her insightful way 01 

discussing poetry and enquires whether she also writes, shc dcnies 

that she does. This unwillingness cannot be ascribed to "modesly," a 

quality sometimes attributed to Chukovskaya herself.:16 Ber attitude -

to her calling, her immediate community of writers, and the wider 

community of aU her contemporaries - can be intimated by way of the 

question she poses Bilibin, after he describes the villagcrs' hopcful 

celebration of the conflagration of the writers: '''It! J1enbKa TO:f<e?'" ("'And 

Lyolka, toO?"'J37 (Bilibin does not answer.) Lyolka's absence, or 

silence, in that crowd would have made of Nina Sergeevna an cxccp­

tion to the mIe, placed apart from those who mie. 

Silence is an important but complicated theme throughout ail 

Chukovskaya's work, but nowhere is it more fully elaboratcd, and ils 

rôle in moral reality so broadly delineated than in her tale, CnycK no,q 

BOp,y, where speech and writing are ineluctably connected. There Is a 

36 By. among others. DaVid Lowe and Deming Brown. 

37 nHAHSI 4yKOBCKèlSI. p 208. (Translation mine) 
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silence. a lethal substance made up of lies and forgetfulness. which 

must be broken; there is an opposite silence at the heart of the word. 

Its Integrtty. Nina Sergeevna knows both the drowning in the one, 

through her nightmares of the torture of her husband under inter­

rogation. and through her descents in fathom!ess memory. 

In a politically tense atmosphere. speaking one's mind leads. at 

the very least. to self-reproach. When Nina Sergeevna expresses her 

opinion. on the persecution of Pdsternak. for example. or of Jewtsh 

arttsts and intellectuals. she upbraids herself not because she appears 

unwomanly to the men arJùnd her, but for the risk brought to her 

person al)d to her daughter. Bilibin even jokes about the possibility of 

having to testtfy against her as a consequence of her outspokenness. 

Bilibin's work is. in contrast to Nina Sergeevna's story. a kind of 

anti-testlmonial. Chukovskaya examines. without offering any overt 

analysts. the phenomenon of the complicity of victims. of whom Bilibin 

15 but one example: Liudmila Pavlova. who conceals the fact that her 

sister has served a sentence in the camps and has been re-arrested, 

searches the writers' rooms when they are out: and Veksler, even after 

the closlng down of the press that publishes his poetry, praises Stalin 

as a brUitant mtlltary strategist, are others. Whether they are ration­

aUzing thetr continued safety, are disoriented by fear, or do in fact 

accord the Ir speech with prjvate belief. is inconsequential. as far as 

the State 15 concemed. 

Nina Sergeevna does not except herself from the silence and 

compromises the terror has Imposed. generally, on everyone. As one 

Jewish writer tells her. when she loses her temper over the cr!tic 

------~~ --
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who had praised the ability of his "cosmopolitan" colleagues Uncludlng 

himself), only to denounce them in the press a few days later: one has 

to live; one has to preserve one's life and the life of one's children. 

!ùthough her biography bears ft out, Chukovskaya does not 

herself emphasize this line. Instead, she implies that a third course is 

open for those who have trained their moral vision on a distant, 

perhaps vanishing point: to refuse ta lie. 

In a world where speech is monitored according ta its 

compliance with. or variance from, the official. mono-language of 

patriarchy (in whatever form it rules), that which is commilted to 

paper aU the more powerfully upholds, or threatens. the curreney of 

that language. Silence cannot be heard or seen. but a lie. in the 

personal realm as in the public, is detectable in a blandness of diction. 

an absence of imagery, a lack of modulation and resonance. Repeated. 

a lie achieves an elasticity of phrasing reducible to a single sign. at 

once meaningless and readily understood. Monopolized by an author. 

or a dictator, it loses its vraisemblance to experience and to speech. 

Chukovskaya's fiction bears out her metaphor of truth: it seizes by the 

throat. 



CHAPTER1WO 

1. Grekova, born in the same year as Lydia Chukovskaya (1907) 

belongs to a later generaUon of writers by reason of her publishing 

history: her first story, "Sa npO)(OAHO~" (a title variously translated as 

"Outside a Gatekeeper's Office," "On the Inside," and "Behind the 

Gate") was published, in HOBblR NHP, in 1962, twenty-five years after 

COCPbR ne TpOBHd , but predates Us appearance by the same amount of 

Ume. (Such are the curiosities of Soviet letters.) 1. Grekova is a 

pseudonym recalling the mathematical symbol for an unknown quan­

tity ("HrpeK" [igrek]). The writer's real name is Elena Sergeevna 

Ventsel, and she was trained in mathematics and cybernetics, which 

she taught at the Zhukovsky Military Academy until 1967. In that year, 

her novel Hd HcnblTdHHRX (At the Testing Ground) was perceived to be 

criUcal of the Soviet military, and therefore anti-soviet. The 

experience of social ostracism, Inevitable following State censure. and 

familiar to many Soviet writers, arUsts, sCientlsts, dissidents, and the 

like, was an unexpected one for I. Grekova; in part because her career 

in literature began, as N.N. Shneidman remarks. at an age when most 

Soviet women retire, 1 but more saliently. because she had reached a 

pinnac1e in her scientific career, and was the author. under her real 

name. of numerous scholarly publications as weIl as of a widely-used 

textbook on mathematics. Her pseudonym was no protection: while 

women in the Soviet Union had. and continue, to carry double 

burdens, it 1s not possible to live a double life. 

1 N N. Shneldman, Soviet Literature in the 1980s: decade of transition, (University of Toronto 
Press, Toronto, 1989), p. 171 
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Unlike Chukovskaya, 1. Grekova has never been politically active. 

With a scientist's purism (but not prerogative) she disdains instl­

tutional politics, bureaucracies, any impediment to conducting 

objective research or the production of fiction. Her stance vis-à -vis 

the Soviet litErary scene is humorously unambiguous: when Tvar­

dovsky, editor of HOBbl11 NI1P, 1. Grekova's principal publishing venue, 

suggested she become a full-time, Le, profesSional, writer. she pro­

tested. "'MHe? npoct>eCCHOHanbHO - B nHTepaTypy? ,na 3TO Bce paBHO, 4TO 

MHe, COflHAHOH lCeHUJ.I-1He, MàTepH TpOHX AeTei1, npeAflOlCHTb nOHTH Ha naHenb ,,,. 

('''Me? Become a professional writer? That's no different from 

suggesting that I. as a respectable woman and mother of three 

children, go out on the streetsl"')2 InteresUngly, 1. Grekova chooses 

to interpret Tvardovsky's suggestion as an attack on her honour, and 

pitches the respectability of a mother of three against a woman of casy 

virtue's ill-fame: the range is limited by relationshlps tradiUonally 

imposed on women. though in Soviet society (at the Ume of this 

remark) a mother would. as a matter of course. also be working, 

whereas prostitution was a tabu subject, But in the context of a 

proposition to Jùin the Union of Writers. an organization consisting, 

for the Most part, of untalented and greedy men, 1. Grekova's meta­

phor, whUe somewhat of a reversaI. Is apt. 

In spite of the distance 1. Grekova establtshed between her two 

public personae, through maintaining a literary pseudonym and con-

2rpHropHA CSHPCKHH. Ha no6HoN Nec Te. nHTepdTypd HpdBCTBeHHoro cOnpOTHBneHHR 

(1946 - 1976 rrJ (HOBl!Sl t1I1TepaTypHc!lSI 6H6J1HOTeKo. Overseas Pubhcations Interctlange, 
Lld., London, 1979lp.436. The translatIon IS by Robert Dessaix and MlChâel Ulman. A Hlstory 
of Post- War Soviet Wrlttng: The Ltterature of Moral OpposItIOn, (Ardis, Ann Arbor MIchIgan, 1981) 



53 

tinuing scientific work. she was not. in either function. able to evade 

the consequences of the official clispleasure she incurred by her 

fiction. Apart from being stripped of her professorship and demoted 

to another institute. her textbook was withdrawn from use (as if it 

were also Ideologically suspect) and. apart from one short story. she 

was not published for the next ten years. In the short story based on 

t11is experience. "cea yllbl6oK" ("No Smiles"). written in 1970 but only 

published ln 1986. I. Grekova reduces the Ume-frame to a matter of 

weeks. thereby anticipating for her fictional alter ego a vindication 

earlier than that granted herself. She does. however. reproduce the 

intellectual climate of tension in the Soviet Union during the late 

1960s. 

The story. told from the point of view of a highly-placed 

scienUst accused of ideological deviatlon in research, is 1. Grekova's 

most autobiographtcal work. The charge brought against the narrator 

i5 unsubstantiated by any facts. and she do es not hother disputing it 

directIy. Her real deviation. that of produclng ideologlcally unsound 

works of fiction. is referred to only once, by a colleague the narrator 

refers to as "Pa3AYTbIH" ("Windbag"), who concludes his denunciation 

of her by saying, ... ~ eH cOBeTylO: OTKa)l(HTeCb ne4aTHO OT CBOH)( pa60T! 3TO 

6YAer tSnarOpOAHoH nocrynoK.'" ('''1 advise her - renounce your work in 

writingt Tbat would be a noble deed!"')3 The narrator herself never 

mentions ber literary activity. but she does admit to a passion for 

311 rpelC08lJ, Hd HcnbITdHHRX. nOBeCTH H pdCCKd3b1, (CoBeTCICH~ nHClJTel1b, MOCICBlJ, 

1990). p. 448. English translations 01 citations Irom "5e3 Yllbl150tc- are taken lrom "No Smiles," 
Iranslated by Dobrochna Dyrcz·Freeman, ln The New Soviet Fiction: Sixteen Short Stories, 
complled by Sergel ZalyglO, (Abbeville Press Publishers, New York, 1989). 
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reading, and Intersperses her narrative with quotations from the 

Romantic poet Küchelbecker, in whose diarles, maintained whlle in 

solitary confinement, she Is engrossed. Küchelbecker's diarics hclp 

her to perceive her own isolation and anxiety, compoundcd by a 

number of betrayals and intensified by coolness from her colleagucs 

(hence the UUe of the story) with distance and irony. The latter is 

expressed in her habit of dubbing her colleagues, frtend and foc, with 

nicknames in lieu of character physiognomy or psychology, such as 

"rHOM, fi ("Gnome"), the afore-mentioned "Pa3AYTbIH, fi "5efloKypbIH, fi 

("Blond") and flKoeonysblH, If ("Slantbelly"). These tags serve lo differ-

entiate among the personalities that Iighten. but mosUy darken. the 

narrator's profession al world, while maintaining their anonymily, and 

to identify her rapport with them in simplistic. succinctly positive or 

negative terms. This at once distancing and fabulistic effcct Is to be 

expeeted in a story qualified, after its tiUe is given, as "nofly-

cIlaHTacTH4ecKHH" ("semi-fantastical"). The reader Is henee warned of a 

specifie coding which employs satirieal deviees in order to crilieize. 

but not seeming outright to attack, a structured rcality from the 

vantage of having fallen out of place. The narrator descrihcs her 

fonner position of graee at the moment she realizes its loss: 

R BeAb Beer Aa 6blflO HHa4e CKOflbKO ~ nOMH 10, MHe 
BcerAa conyTcTBOSaJl 8cnex. OH BblHOCHn HeHSl B 

Ka}l{AblH npe3HAHyN, rOBopHfl 060 NHe Ka}l{Aoe BOCbNoe 
HapTa. Ew,e 6bl' )I<eHU.I,HHa-y4eHbIH, aBTop TPYAOB. 
nepeeeAeHa Ha Sl3bIKH. H npo4aSl, H npo4aSl S1 npHBblKna 
K 8cnexy, KaK 6YATO OH caM C060H pa3yMef1C~ 4 

4H. rpeKOBa. p.455. For translation, see Appendix (xvii). 
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Her professional achievements, for which, being a wornan, she is 

singled out as being both example and exemplary. are characterized 

not as an intricate progression involving ambition. aptitude. discipline 

(not to speak of sacrifices and compromises), but as an objectified 

ernbodiment of quite another system, having the power to confer or 

revoke prtvileges. Her perception of this exchange is suggested by the 

decepttvely vague "H npo4aSl, H npo4asl" (" et ceterae"). a false modesty 

whtch belies the tone of the story. While dismissive of the special 

honours bestowed on her by reason of her gender. she has not refused 

them. As this passage clarifies. she has never had to suffer the 

disadvantages of sexual difference. When one of her more malicious 

attackers thrice splutters, not her name. but the pronoun "OHa" 

("she"). she reacts with anger: 

"no4eMy npeAceAarenb ero He ocraHOBHT?- -AYMana st 
B TynoM H3yMneHHH - - Bnp04eM, MO}l(eT 6blTb, HH OH, HH 
Pa3AYTblH He nOH~MaIOT, 4TO 3TO oCkoplSHTenbHO. OT­
KYAa HM 3HaTb, KaK cel5st 4ycTByeT }l(eH~HHa, npo 
KOTOpylO rOBopSlT, npo KOTOpylO KpH4aT npOCTO Il OHa" , 
cnOBHO ee BblBenH AnS! TeneCHoro HaKa3aHHS! Ha 
nno~aAb nepeA Kal5aKON .... 5 

This simile is all the more vivid for belng one of the few indl­

cators, apart from gender-denotattve verbal endings. of the narrator's 

consciousness of her sexual difference as a phystcal reality. a confined 

status further degraded through unequal transactions with men. It is 

significant that 1. Grekova should choose a tradttional fonn of public 

punishment in a location where women were not permitted to surpass 

~ H rpeKoB~. p.447. For translation, see Appendix (xviii). 
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the lirnU of the private: that is, to speak in their defense, publicly, on 

the square. Similarly, the narrator's rernoval from respectability is 

initiated and enacted by a group claiming to uphold a collective moral 

standard. As if to compensate for the duplicity of that standard. an old 

(and old-fashtoned) friend. one of few. defends her as an individual "'H 

BA06aBOl( }l(eH~HHa, [ ... ) a rAe Hawe pbl~apcTBo, TOBapH~H?'" ('''And. 

moreover, a wornan, [ ... ) and where is our chlvalry. corn-rades?''') The 

narrator responds by blowing her nose "04eHb rpoMKO, 04eHb He-

}l(eHCTBeHHo" ("very loud. very unferninine.")6 By this. and other, 

gestures, the narrator disrupts the silence being Imposed on her, and 

dispels the obscurity in which the proceedings against her, and its 

preordatned outcorne, has been cast. When her turn cornes to speak, 

she is del1berately unprepared, saying only, "'OTl(a3bIBalOcb npH3HaTb CBOH 

OWH6I(H, nOToMy 4TO H)( He 6blno SI npaBa. lKrHTe MeHSI, SI He Mory HHa4e "' ("'1 

refuse to admit rny mistakes, because there were none. 1 am right. 

Burn me if you will. but 1 can't do anything else."')7 Though "Gnome" 

assures her that no one intends to burn her, and the narrator 

concedes a clumsiness of phrasing, her image, implying the practice 

of burning wttches, and cast in an echo from Goethe, does recall 

another. distant. and apparently less civilized era than the present. 

The narrator's allegiance lies, as she makes c1ear, with that re­

presented by the imprisoned and sol1tary poet, the only character ln 

the story given a (true) name. She notes, during the M}I(ene3HblH nOTOI( 

• H . rpeICOBO, p. 451. 
1lB1Q.,p.454 
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npopa60TKH" ("the iron stream of the work-over")8 that the process 

itself has Us own inorganic evolution, susceptible to the interest of 

other parties (or the Party) remote from her own. Ironically, the acci­

dentaI publication of an already-prepared scientific article helps re­

establish her reputation. The "work-overs" cease, and her colleagues, 

who had turned away from her, once again greet her With smiles. In 

the aftermath of persecution, they do not add up. 

As a rule, 1. Grekova's heroines live out one form of isolation or 

another, sometimes, but not always, owing to external factors. The 

much-vaunted "shortage of men" after the Second World War and 

Stalin's purges depleted the stock, is one explanation given for the 

abundance of single women, usually mothers, in fiction written by 

women. 1. Grekova tends to be laconic in this regard: in her novel, 

Bp,OBHR napoxo,Q (Ship of Widows), which will come under discussion, 

the heroine, Olga Flerova, mentions her husband, killed at the front at 

the beginning of the war, and of the story, once, then never again. 

The narrator of "5ea yl1bl6oK" ("No Smiles") is even more reticent: 

without referring to husband, lover, or children, an absepce is briefly 

feU when she cornes home, surprised to find her apartment empty, 

"XOTSI }J(HSy oAHa y}J(e Asa rOAa" ("even though 1 have been living alone for 

two years").9 Women who are not only single, but also enJoy the 

advantage of living alone, are, like 1. Grekova, at the top of their 

profession, and are too busy to feel lonely, let alone reminisce and 

yearn. Marya Vladimirovna, the heroine of "AaMcKHH MacTep" ("The 

'H.rpeKOB~, p.456 
'.J6.lD..,p.435 

• 
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Ladies' Hairdresser"), a researcher in an institute. would not be apt to 

find herself in the predicament Trifonov, in "ApyraSl "'113Hb" ("Another 

Life"), places Olga Vasilievna. a biologist and Marya Vladimlrovna's 

contemporary, who mourns her husband's death white simultaneously, 

and painfully, reliving her Jealousy. 10 For the most part, ioneliness and 

grief, though frequently present in many of the characters' lives, are 

temporary emotions to be gotten over. The former is almost absent ln 

the lives of I. Grekova's less well-situated women characters who must 

live in communal apartments, su ch as Olga Flerova. a music teachcr in 

B,q08I1H ndpoxo,q (Ship of Widows), or Valentina Stepanovna. a librarlan 

in "J1eroN B ropOAe" ("Summer in the City") who, in spite of her pro­

fession, her long-standing friendship with Zhanna, and lire with her 

daughter in a communal apartment they share with the unpleasant, 

too-talkative Polya, Adele Barker categorizes as a "woman alone," that 

is ("struggling") without a man. Il 

As revealed in "J1eToM B ropOAe," ("Summer in the City") and in 

other works by I. Grekova, the condition of being "alone" in the sense 

implied by crittcs as different as Adele Barker and N.N. Shneidman ls 

one chosen by the heroine herself. and not thrust on ber by an 

accident of fate. The section treating Valentina Stepanovna's early rc­

Jection of her husband is a Proustian. olfactory-induced flasbbaek: the 

101. Grekova's style is occasionally compared with Tnfonov's. See Hahna Stephen on 1. 
Grekova in The Modern Encyclopedla of Russlan and Soviet Llteratures, vol 9, ed by George J 
Gutsehe, (Academie International Press, 1989), p 52: "Although she admlts to havlng been 
influenced by Dostoevskli, she [1. Grekova] reserves special fondness for Tnfonov, whom she 
sees as a representatlve of the new Soviet prose, prose whlch merges a vanety of genres and 
modes - reality and fantasy, humor and tragedy, the factual and the Iyrical" 

Il Adele Barker, "Women without men in the writings of contemporary Soviet women writers,· 
Russ;an Literature and Psychoanafys/s, ed by Daniel Rancour-Laferriere, (John Benjamins 
Publishing Company, Amsterdam/Philadelphia, 1989), p 433 
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smell of a lime-tree caUs to mind the summer they separate over 

Volodya's affair with another woman. Not on account of the infidelity, 

but on her husband's lies, Valentina Stepanovna decides to end their 

marnage and ts impervious ta her husband's apologies, protestations 

of love, bewilderment, and her own ambivalence. Many years later 

when they meet by his design. she repulses his overture of friendship: 

though he has remarried, he finds his life empty, while she, who 

remained single, does not. 

The lime-tree smell reminds her not so mu ch of her dis­

lllusionment, however, as of the clandestine abortionist she consults 

after Volodya has left, and outside of whose dacha a lime-tree stood. 

He Is a slick profiteer, who first treats her with a series of useless 

injections, costing twenty-five roubles apiece. When this fails, he sets 

an appolntment for an "onepaTHBHoe BMeUlëlTenbcTBo" ("surgical inter­

ventlon")13 for which she herself was to provide the sheets and towels. 

The sudden appearance of the miUtia prevents her from keeping the 

appotntment: Instead. she flees and carrtes out her term. glvtng birth 

to a daughter to whom. now grown-up. she Is recounUng the story. 

Whereas by her daughter's generatton, abortion had become the prin­

cipal means of birth control. 13 in her own Ume. the procedure was 

made illegal by Stalin. required connections. money, and courage. and 

was dangerous both physically and socially. Valentina Stepanm:na has 

to weigh her fear and ignorance against her future which, as a single 

"H rpelCoB~. p.490. English translations of citations from "JleToM B ropoAe" rSummer in 
the City·) are taken trom Signd McLaughUn, The Image of Women in Contemporary Soviet 
FictIOn, (St. Martin's Press. New York, 1989). 

"StaUn passed a decree making abortion in the Soviet Union iIIegal in 1936; the decree was 
repealed in 1955. 
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mother, is aIso uncertain and fearsome. 

HHKorAa He npHl<OAHnOCb C 3THN HMeTb Aeno. KaKa~­

Ta yronoB~HHa .. 4HTand B ra3eTd>< cny4aH H Bpa4a, H 
}l(eH~HHy - nOA CYA. CTdTb npecTynHH~aH, nOAcYA­
HMOH. \;1 Bce-TaKH 6e3 3Toro Henb3S1. 14 
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During this difficult interlude, between separating from her hus­

band and deallng with an unwanted pregnancy, Valentina 3tepanovna 

suffers a depression and sees no one but her friend Zhanna. who. 

though presented as a fickle. vain wornan, is a loyal. emotional pre­

sence ln her life. It 1s she who provides Valentina with the name of an 

abortionist, and then. when both mother and daughter are affltcted 

with scurvy during the war, procures lemons. "3TO B BOHHy-Tol OTKYAa? 

CnpocHwb- -CMeeTcSt '3apa6oTdna 4eCTHblM TPYAoM,''' ("And that during the 

war! And where did she gel them? If you asked her she Just laughed 

and sa1d, '1 eamed them with honest labour."')IS 

Now, when both women are m1ddle-aged, and Valenttna's 

daughter is a university student, Zhanna is likely to arrive unexpected 

at her friend's hou se with the news. '''Om1Tb Ha lI<H3HeHHOM nyTH nOBCTpe-

4anaCb NHe mol5oBb.' ("'Once again, love has crossed my path in Iife.")16 

Her affairs wtth men are short-lived, for the reason that they are 

marrted, yet she goes through a great deal of trouble to maintain a 

youthful appearance and heart, aIl because of "3TO npoKnsnoe OAHH-

04eCTBO!" ("this damned lonelinessr")}7 While her efforts are successful 

,. H . rpelCoBa, p. 490. For translation, see Appendix (xix). 
lS JBJD.. p. 482. 
"lBlll. p. 484. (Translation mine.) 
17 laIC., p. 485. (TranslatiOn mine.) 
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in her perception and in that of the men who desire her, Valentina's 

roommate, Polya, condemns her: "'nSlTbIH AecSlToK - He ABaA~aTb fleT! A 

OHa Ha ce6Sl HaKpy4HBaer, ~ .napHCKa 3a Heit TYAa lice," ("'Over fort y ain't 

twcnty! But she's got to doll herself up. And Lariska right in her foot­

steps. Same way ... "')18 

In this story, Zhanna and Polya represent antipodal points of 

view where men are concerned: the former submits to, and suffers 

for. what she calls beautiful dreams, while the latter curses men for 

their habits of drinking and poor hygiene: "'Ha 4TO NHe NY*HK? OT Hero 

rpSl3b oAHa. CTHpaHCSI Ha Hero, CntpaHcSI .. .'" {'''What do 1 want a man for? 

He brings home nothing but dirt. And you Just keep doing the laundry 

for him, always the laundry .... "')19 Valentina Stepanovna does not judge 

either woman (though she feels inimically toward Polya), and neither 

does 1. Grekova, though slgnificantly, when Volodya tries to reconcile 

with Valentina. he tells her that she. unl1ke his second wife. possesses 

an eternally feminine quality, and immedtately complains. 

Boof5pa3H, SI HHorAa BbIHY*AeH caM cef5e CTHpaTb TPYCbl 

H NèlHKH .. , [ ... ) Ho Ny)f(4HHe AèllKe KèlK-TO HeflOBKO 3è1-

HHNèlTbCSI X03SlHCTBOM, npèlBAèI? 803bMH flHTepèlTypy: 

rAe Tbl HèlHAeUJb My)f(4HHY - AOMèlUJHero X03S1HHèI? 3TO 

KèlK-TO npoTHBoecTecTBeHHo. ( ... ) 8cnoMHHèllO, KaK Tbl 

r.;,eflecTHo X03SlHHH4anèl B Haweii MafleHbKoH KOMHare ( ... ) 

nONHHUJb? 
__ 3a6blfla 20 

If it were possible that the dtfftculUes facing women in 1. 

"H , rpeKo8~, p. 483 
11 J.aJ.Q., p. 486 

20 J.aJ.Q., p, 475. For translation, see Appendix (xx). 
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Grekova's work cou Id be alleviated by the return of "the traditional 

famlly structure,"21 then traditional perceptions of gender n'quire re­

vision. As 1. Grekova shows in this early story. she 1s attuncd to the 

necessity for reversaIs and change, in social hierarchies as in privatc 

relationships, which literature can register if not effect. 

This theme frames the story's opening, and recurs as an image 

in a conversation Valentina later has with her daughter, Lyalka. Ber 

duties as a librarian include organizing readings by, and receptions for. 

writers: thus, in a filled conference room through which the fragrance 

of lime-trees wafts, the writer Aleksandr Chilimov, described as 

having "XMypoe 1 HeMoIloACle IlHLl.O 1 4yTb OTe4Hoe KHHsy 1 c rnyooKoH. BpyoIleHHoH 

HOp~HHOH Me}l{AY opoeeH" and "oonbUJHe 1 }IŒCTKHe pyKH" ("a suHen and aged 

face, its lower half slight!y swollen, a deep wrinkle engraved betwcen 

his eyebrows" and "large, crude hands")22 sits at the rostrum and 

stares past the gathering at a portrait of Turgenev. His gaze holds fast 

even as various speakers - a metalworker, a lab technician, an old 

woman - praise him for his depictions of the progressive features of 

the builders of communism. In a curious parallel, when Valentina 

teases her daughter for her unconventional dress, Lyolka retorts, '''Tbl 

Obi XOTefla MeHSI BHAeTb 4HCTOH 1 oeflOH 1 TypreHeBCKOW" ("'You 'd likc to see 

me pure, white, like a heroine from Turgenev"')2.\ - which last epithet 

implies a prim artificiality. Breathing the relatively freer, post­

Stalinist air, Lyolka, and her generation (at which Valentina marvels) 

is capable of dismissing the values of a previously venerated authority 

21 Adele Barker, p. 439 

22 H . rpeKOBa. p. 468 
231BlQ.., p. 483 
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whlch confined women in superficial imagery and poses while de­

prlvtng them of autonomy, speech, and lelsure. From a literary icon of 

Turgenev, not known for any depth of characterization of women, 1. 

Grekova frames a criticism of the power structure masculine con­

vention upholds. 

In her much-praised novel 8,qOBHH ndpoxo,q, (Ship of Widows) 1. 

Grekova examines once agaln the predicament oi women living with­

out men through the perception of a woman of the intelligentsia who 

finds herself among contemporaries of varying classes. tastes and tem­

peraments. Olga Flerova Is a professionally-trained pianist about to 

embark on a performance career when the Soviet Union enters the 

Second World War, her husband Is killed at the front, and her mother 

and young daughter are crushed to death during a bombardment of 

thetr neighbourhood of Moscow, whtch aIso leaves her partially para­

lyzed, and temporarily deaf and blind. Without doubt, hers is the 

harshest fate meted out to any character in I. Grekova's oeuvre, but 

neither author nor character dwell on it for very long: "TaK , B rny)(OH 

TeMHOTe UJIlO AnSl MeHSl BpeMSl 6e3 BpeMeHH" ("50 in this deaf darkness 

passed a timeless time tl)a4 - and by the next page, she has recovered as 

much as she ever will and is looking for work. Her intended career Is 

now out of the question, but thls is the least of her regrets: "nmlCanyH, 

Sl He 6btna nO-HaCToS1~eMy TallaHTnHBa. DT TanaHTa NHe AOCTanaCb TonbKO 

CBHpenaSl COBeCTb 1 3aCTaBIlSlBUlaSl MeHSl 6e3 KOH~a ynpa}l(HSlTbCSI."· (ItI have 

a'H rpeKoB~. Bp,OBHR napoxop'. HOBblA t1Hp. H2 5. (1981), (CT 66-147). p.67. 
English translations of cItations trom B,QOBHH napoxo,Q, unless otherwise indicated, are taken 
from The Ship of Widows. translated by Cathy Porter (Virago Press lImlted, London, 1985). 

------~-------------- -
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never really been very good. My talent had conferred on me nothing 

but a savage dissatisfaction with myself and an implacable conscience. 

whtch forced me to practise endlessly" .)25 She tends to be as hard on 

herself as her life ls, but her experience of near-death. and release 

from it, has shed a light on ordinary reallty that renders it interesting. 

Enttrely bereft and almost friendless at the start of the novel. 

Olga Flerova cornes to form part of a close-knit community of women. 

To Uve alone, or with one other person, would not suit her: like Chu­

kovskaya's Nina Sergeevna, who would like to sink into the con­

sciousness of each passenger on a train full of women, Olga Flerova 

needs the clarity that identifying with several points of view can 

proVide. 

Owing to I. Grekova's stylistic reliance on dialogue. the Cive 

women are. from the onset. easily distinguishable from one another. 

Dialogue also bridges the sections told from Olga's first-person point 

of vtew. and those of the omniscient narrator. Kapa Gushchina, who is 

religlous in an earthy. ritualistic way. and would like to enter a con­

vent in her old age. works as a nightwatch. Ada Efimovna, a former 

singer in musical comedies, has lost her voice and sells tickets in a 

theatre ln order to remain near that locale. This devotion in pro­

fesslonally-reduced clrcumstances is paralleled by Olga's humble but 

challengtng Job as a music teacher in an orphanage. Panka Zykova is a 

reticent. capable. and somewhat dogmaUc tooi-ntter who takes an 

instant dislike to Olga and to the latter's habit of listening to Classical 

music on the radio, And finally. Anfisa Gromova. who. on her return 

from the war-front where she had worked as a nurse. forms an 

asH rpeKoa~. p 68 
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cspecially close frtendship with Olga. 

Anfisa also attains prominence over the other women because 

she bears a son for whom she sacrifices her life. and who takes up the 

central portion of the novel. In Anfisa's case, there 1s no question of 

an abortion, though the child was not conceived with her husband 

(who, when he returns from the war, beats her, forgives her, takes to 

drink, then is cru shed by a trolley). As Vadim develops from a spoiled 

child to a Wilful, lazy and ungrateful adolescent and man who ruins his 

mother's hopes of respectability, Anfisa's relationships with the other 

women alters; devoting her strength and personality ta an illusion, her 

connection ta the world and interest in, and desire for, exchange, 

wane. Interestingly, when Olga first becomes friends with Anfisa, she 

iends her a copy of Dostoevsky's !:JHH)K8HHbI8 H oCKop6n8HHbl8 (The 

Insulted and the InjuredJ which Anfisa "C }l{aAHOCTb 10 np04na" ("read 

passionately") because it is "npo }I(H3Hb" ("about life");26 years la ter, how-

ever, when Anfisa is disl,irited and worn out, she rejects a similar 

offering: 

3aHAeWb K HeH nOAeflHTbcSI, a OHa KHH}I{KY cyer. 6YATO 
neKapcrBo KaKoe. B KHH}I{Ke, MaS! MarywKa. npo APyrHx 
HanHcaHo. a Tbl NHe T aKy 10 AaH, 4T06bl npo NeHSI 27 

Even couched in free indirect speech, this passage connotes 

Anfisa's confusion through the change in the address of her remark, 

from the third-person to Olga herself. As such, it veils what might 

otherwise form an authorial digression on the absence, in literature, of 

tcxts that speak of and to women's experience . 

2tlH rpeKOBa, p 85 (Translations mine.) 

27.l.B.1.Q., p 133 For translation see Appendix (xxi). 

• 



66 

A less subtle censorship is exerted on Olga al her place of work. 

She discovers she can compose music. and though mode st about the 

results, saon develops a passion for writing sangs for chlldren. who 

are also her performers and audience. When lnna Petrovna. the pe­

dantic new director of the orphanage replaces Eu lampia Za.xarovna 

(who had hired Olga out of kindnessl Olga's and her childrcn's di­

version. being ideologically unsound, i5 disallowcd. She 15 mformcd 

that 

nonb30BaH~e B pa60Te c AeTbMH Heanpo6Hp08aHH~MH. 
HenpOBepeHHblMH Marep~anaMH B HaUle BpeMS1 npH­

paSHHBaeTCSI K HAe0J10n14eCKOH AHBepCHH ~e 

The words "B HaUle BpeM~" ("at this Ume"). referring to the post-war 

years before Stalin's death29 form the only non-ideological unit in this 

otherwtse bloodless phrase of a language 1. Grekova. like other Soviet 

women writers, never utilizes, only quotes. As to everything. Olga 

becomes accustomed ta this new stricture, and i5 only brieOy haunted 

by the strain of a polka (composed by her) at night. 

Just as Olga reflects on. and interprets, the characters of the 

women she lives with. 50 is she perceived by them: her reticence. her 

solltary habits. and the fact that she never weeps. create the im­

pression she ts a cold but dispossessed snob. The chlldren, on the 

other hand. love their music hour best. though sorne of them caB her 

Baba-Yaga. after the Witch in Russian folklore. because she walks with a 

stick. ("Ka BceMy np~sbIKaeUJb" ["You can get used ta anything. "130) 

28 101. rpeK08/J, p. 95 For translation. ses Appendlx (XXII). 

zt This in1ormation can be deduced Internally ln the text 
)CI m, p. 70 
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Among these perceptions emerges the figure of a woman who main­

tains her autonomy, keeps her own counsel. and knows no fear: .. ~ 

BootllJ.4e He tlOIOCb CTH)(HHHbl)( 6eACTBHH rp03bl, tloMtle:+<:KH, pa3rHeBaHHbl)( 

MY)l(4HH" ('Tm never afraid of elemental disasters - thunderstorms, 

bomblng raids or angry men.")3\ 

As N.N. Shneidman notes, the widow's ship is rocked by Vadim's 

emoUonal turbulence, and the focus of the novel shifts from the un­

dynamic lives of the women to Vadim's regeneration. Through caring 

for his mother durlng her last illness, and resolving to begin anew 

after her death, Vadim reenacts a well-known Russian scenario. 

Before Anfisa dies, she becomes incontinent, and speaks an 

incomprehensible bird-talk. Vadim takes complete charge of her, and 

permits no one to see her. This obsessive and chronic care also has 

the effect of "feminizing" him: apart from learning to be patient and 

tender with his mother, he 

KOpNHIl H Mblll ee, OH BblnOHSlIl H APyrHe npoueAypbl, OT 

KOTOPbl)( My)l(4HHbl 06b14HO yKllOHSIIOTCSI, OCTaBt1S1S1 

)l(eHUJ,HHaM Bce He4HCToe, OTBpaTHTel1bHoe. 32 

This turn of events would be puzzling, were 1. Grekova's 

hearkening to Dostoevsky, with whom she reveals in this and other 

work a strong l1nk. not taken into account. The possibility for change, 

that modem redemption. resides even in relations that have failed 

under embittertng circumstances. More importantly for 1. Grekova, in 

the nurturance and preservation of life ("npocToTa H SlpKOCTb" 

31 H. rpel<OBa, p. 144 

la m, p. 139. For translation. see Appendlx (XXIII). 

~ 
1 
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["simplicity and light")33), a reversaI of rôles is not only possible, but 

necessary. 

In 1. Grekova's most recent, novel, nepenoN, (The Turning-point) 

this reversaI relates explicitly to gender. Kira Petrovna Reutova is a 

medieal doctor by profession. She takes pride in her work, and - like 

so many of 1. Grekova's heroines by the Ume they reach middle-age -

she has attained for, and by, herself, a certain degree of security: a 

point of rest. She has long since divoreed her husband, a hard­

drinking, smooth-talking Joumalist, and has raised two sons who are 

now adults: one is as capable and compassionate as the other is pur­

poseless and unreliable. The "turning-point" (on a purely physical 

plane) occurs when Kira Petrovna. in Moseow to spcak at a medicul 

conference, slips on the icy '3treets and has to be taken to hospital. 

where she begins a long convalescence that does not end, cvcn whcn 

she is able to retum home. SUll on erutches and unable to work, let 

alone climb to her fourth-storey fiat. she finds her younger son has 

married and oeeupies, with his wife Natasha, her room. The deus ex 

machina is a Doctor Chagin, director at the hospital whcre shc works. 

and her mentor. Only half-aware of her situation, he invites her to live 

with him. supervises her near-complete reeovery, and convinces her 

to return to work. Doctor Chagin's tactful hospitality and medieal 

supervision (for Rira Petrovna fails to heal herselO are almost as vital 

to Rira Petrovna as his openness to her confidence and timely advice. 

Though Doctor Chagin remains a shadowy. somewhat remote figure. in 

his simplieity and kindness he is, at least in literature written hy 

33H. rpeKosa, p 69 
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women in the Soviet Union, almost unique. 

For Kira Petrovna, the tuming-point is a baptism, through pain, 

into a new (and difficultl life: a Soviet specie of the mystical "cloud of 

unknowing".34 If, at the start of the novel. she feels content because 

she Is useful, the experience of being laid-up in a hospital. far from 

home and at the mercy of the very system in which she once exerted 

authortty, destroys her illusion of autonomy and indeed of self. Pain 

fills the gap in her broken consciousness: its very name (60J1b) is the 

root of the word for hospital (6onbHH~a) - a morphological connection 

she Is startled to realize, for the first Ume in her life. though for the 

great(~r portion of it she has worked in a hospital. diagnosing the 

cause, and finding the remedy, for the pain of others. 

This reversaI - from the status of doctor ta that of patient - is 

reminlscent of Dr. Liudmila Dontsova in Solzhenitsyn's novel, PdKOSblfi 

Kopnyc (Cancer Ward). When stricken With cancer, she, too, loses her 

former efflciency and equanimity: 

LlT06bl AO TaKoH CTeneHH H3BeCTHoe Te6e, MHoroKpaTHo. 

BAonb H nonepeK H3BecTHoe, Morno B~BOpOTHTbC~ H 

CTcnb COBCet1 HOBblM H l.Iy}l(HM - ,QoHu.oBa Bce~ TaKH He 

npeACT aBnSlna.!S 

Whereas Solzhenitsyn's Dr. Dontsova sinks into fear and help­

lessness, 1. Grekova's Dr. Kira Petrovna is constitutionally incapable of 

remaining depressed or self-absorbed. (In any event, she is not faced 

with mortal terror.) When the pain recedes, leaving its own insight as 

sa The phrase is borrowed from the title of an anonymous work of English mystlcism. 

lSAneKcOHp COmKeHHlJ,blH, PdKOBblH Kopnyc. (YMCA-Press, Pans, 1968), p. 373. For 
translation, see Appendix (XXIV). 
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psychologlcal scar-tissue. Kira Petrovna gradually begins to understand 

the paradoxes in her life and in her society. She has identified her 

purpose in relation to others. her children and her patients: she has 

made a profession of need and. by ensuring professional and domestic 

autonomy. has removed herself from its source. Unlike Dr. Dontsova. 

she is not alone: her spirits rally. and she quickly becomes acquainted 

with other women on her ward: Darya Ivanovna. who has cancer. and 

with whom she forms a "HacToSl~aSl APy)l(6a" ("true friendship"); wlth 

the simple and friendless Olga Matveevna. whose only human tie in the 

world Is with her cal. Timosha: and with Zlna. a perpleXing. articulate. 

distraught woman who takes an instant cllslike to Kira Petrovna. 

These three relationships elicit varying emotional responses. 

according to the character of the individual concerned - and this. for 

Kira Petrovna. used to being treated with universal deference and 

gratitude. Is a novelty. In particular. Zina's antagonism piques her 

interest: from Darya Ivanovna. whose friend everyone is. she learns 

that Zina has attempted to commit suicide after her husband (a 

bigamist) returns to his first wife and infonns her she has no legal 

right to stay in their apartment. "'f:I><, TaK?--oHa rOBopHT.--CKa3an: B 

B03Ay><e nponHcaHa? TaK H nOHAY B B03AY><' J.1 UJarHyna npsmexoHbKo B OKHO " 

('''Oh. yes?'--she says.--You say l'm registered in the air? Then 1 shaH 

go to the air.' And straight away she strode through the window.")JtI 

For Kira Petrovna, whose husband tried to forestall their separation by 

c1aiming. "'Matlb4HUJKaM Hy)I(eH OTe14 '" ("'the boys need a father"') (to which 

361-1. rpeKoBo, p. 166. English translations of citations from nepenoN (The Turnmg-ponlt) are 
mine. 
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she adds, laconically, "OKa3anOCb, He TaK - TO H Hy)l{eH" ["As it turned out, 

he wasn't needed that much")p7 this behaviour is foreign, even dis­

tasteful. To round out Zina's character, 1. Grekova supplies her with a 

drug habit. On learning this, Kira Petrovna, the Soviet doctor, re­

marks, " ... HapKONaHHS! - TaK Hac y4HI1H - riH4 KanHTal1HCTH4eCKHX cTpaH." 

("Drug addiction, or so we were taught, Is the scourge of capitalist 

countries. 'TIR ln spite of her prejudice and naïveté, Kira Petrovna does 

not pass judgement on Zina, but rather on herself, for the flaw - or 

privilege - that prevents her from being able to communicate with ber. 

After Zina's death, she makes up for this lack, when, with Dr. Chagin, 

she adopts ber son, Volodya, a mute boy, and - ironically - teaches him 

to speak. 

Kira Petrovna's exposure to a character as harsh and (to her) as 

antagonistic as Zina helps reshape her self-perception even as her 

phystcal appearance deteriorates and her amour propre disintegrates. 

Her recovery is as much psychological as it is physical: thus, she can 

quote Darya Ivanovna's sympathetic statement about Zina in con­

nection with her own daughter-tn-law, Natasha, whom she dislikes 

and has reason to resent: "'Ee TQ}I<e MO}l(HO nOHS!Tb'" ("'One can understand 

her, too. "'). And further, 'nblTalOcb nOHSiTb HaTawy, BOHTH B ee nCHxonorHIO. 

CMorplO Ha ceriS! ee rna3aMH." ("1 try to understand Natasha, enter her 

psychology. Look at myself with her eyes.")39 Tbe portrait is not 

flattering. but it does her justice. 

37H. rpeKoBa, p. 110 

381WQ., p. 172. (Translation mine.) 

:Je 1WQ., P 203 (Translation mine.) 
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Similarly, the portrait that 1. Grekova provides of SOViet society -

in spite of criticism that in her later work, particularly in the novel 

under question, she has mellowed in this regard - is singularly un­

becoming. It is a society incapable of taking care of its own. I. 

Grekova removes her resourceful heroine from her comfortable pro­

vincia~ _ dtlng to the SoViet capital in part ta render more acutely this 

failure. Kira Petrovna's faU in the icy streets of Moscow is paralleled 

by Zina's faU from the apartment where she has been eVicted by her 

husband: in either event. no proVision is mé de for accidents. Kira 

Petrovna discovers, for example, that she cannot receive adequate 

care, or even have her bed Unen changed, without bribery. Zina is 

permitted to stay in the hospital. in spite of her erratic. "aggressive" 

behaviour, because the ward matron. who happens ta be com­

passionate, is reluctant to have her sent ta a psychiatrie hospital 

where she would be mistreated. Kira Petrovna's mentor. Dr. Chagln. 

rescues Zina's son from a State-run orphanage for the same reason. 

Olga Matveevna cannot retum to her fiat but must go to a nursing­

home without being able to see her Timosha. (In a cruel touch. the 

cat is poisoned by Olga's neighbours. whom she herse If terms "SOtlKH" 

("wolves"]).4o If these characters survive at all (and for the most part. 

they do not) it is ow~ng to the strength and compassion of other 

indtviduals - i.e .• values which, in a supposedly egalitarian society. are 

considered "bourgeois". 

These defects in society are mirrored in personal - parttcularly 

heterosexual - relatlonships, of which not a one is presented in a 

~H.rpeKOBa.p. 178 
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positive light. This. too. is a deliberate strategy on the part of I. 

Grekova. for on the train to Moscow. Rira Petrovna faIls in love with a 

man with whom. owing to the fracture and her ensuing deterioration, 

she Is unable to meet again. (Without this fracture. perhaps. the novel 

would have becorne a simple love-story.) Rira Petrovna had been in a 

position. professionally and psychologically, ta divorce her first. afore­

mentioned husband: Zina. a dependent personality. is alrnost driven to 

suicide by hers. Valentin. her younger son, who, like his father, is an 

alcohol1c, fights incessantly with his wife 'latasha - a fact which de­

termines Kira Petrovna to leave her own apartrnent. Dmitri. her eider, 

and more reliable son, marries predtctably and joylessly. (Both sons 

are a disappointment to her.) The only true love, 1. Grekova seems to 

suggest. 1s that which is not dependent on ties of blood or legality, of 

deslre or dependence, for it is precisely the se ties that are regulated, 

and therefore spoiled, by society. 

1. Grekova's irnplicit social critique becomes, at Urnes, the con­

sclous focus of her heroine's thoughts. The division of labour along 

gender Unes Is a good example: 

cneMHHH3HpoBaHHble npo4>eccl1l1 - no 4a~e scero HeSbl­

rOAHble, H3Hyp~IO!1.\He, HenpeCTH)I(Hble. Y4HTem~, spa4H J 

- n04TH Cnl10Wb )l(eHUJ,I1Hbl. A Te, S opaHlKeBblX pof5ax J 

eop04alO~He wnallbl H peJ1bCbl Ha nyT~x, - Ny)l(411Ha­

pyKoBoAHTeJ1b CTOHT nOKpI1KHSaeT. A AOMaUJHblH TPYA 

- oTynl1~IOUJ,I1H, HeI13rlblsHbIH ... ParloTa, AON, se4HaS1 

HexsaTKa SpeMeHI1 - CKOtlbKI1X }l(eHUJ.I1H OHH HèlAI10MI1t111 J 

npelKAeepeMeHHo COCT apHJ1H !41 

The dry. sociological thes1s statement is vividly offset by the image of 

., H rpeKoB~. p. 118 For translation, see Appendix (xxv). 
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wornen in orange overalls building a railroad and being shouted at by a 

fore!!liill. The notion of masculine chivalry is a masculine myth - at 

least. in Soviet society, where the underpaid, hard labour is under­

taken. for the most part. by women, while positions of influence are, 

in the main, held by men. 

This (common) reality seldom enters Soviet literature. but as a 

theme. an observation, or merely as an image. in the work of 1. 

Grekova it can be met with a degree of reversaI - even subversion. 

While 1. Grekova, as a novelist, does not offer a solution, nor as a 

critic apportion blame, she does imply that personal change 15 

necessary. he it through the catalysts of pain, brokenness. or 10ss; yet. 

throughout her fiction. aIl her heroines find their way into a new life, 

independence, and, oddly, peace. 



CHAPTER THREE 

Of the new writers who have been publishing since the cen­

sorship was opened up under glasnost. Tatiana Tolstaya is considered 

to be one of the most promising talents to have arrived on the literary 

scene. Her short stories - difficult. dense. unusual in their range of 

diction. ri ch with adjectives. narrated from many points of view. 

almost unrelievedly gloomy but fo~ an always present situational irony. 

have in Just a few years establ1shed her as a writer of international 

status. 

Writing contemporaneously with political change. not to say 

upheaval. she Is considered to be part. or possibly a crest. of a new 

wave in Soviet literature which is now commonly referred to as 

.. APyraSi npoaa" ("the other prose"). In this way. it is formalJy distin­

guished from the established, mainstream tradition of Socialist 

real1sm, in which it would have been unlikely to have found a niche. 

This prose, as exemplified in the work of Yegvenii Popov, Viacheslav 

p'etsux. Liudmila Petrushevskaya. Valerija Narbikova, and Viktoria 

Tokareva, to name a few, Is truly "other" in that it explores previously 

forbidden th~ :nes in dis-establishmentartan st) les. The hard realities 

of the former are almost. but not quite, belied by the unorthodox 

innovations in Baroque ornamentation of the latter. The "otherness" 

of this prose does connote an ethereality muddied by the cares of 

earthly (Soviet) existence (nowhere more evident than in the work of 

Tatiana Toistaya) unmitigated. however. by idealism, and expressed in 

language reminiscent of the great modernist innovators, Joyce, 

Proust. and Woolf. 
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The other prose is n\)t, on the other hand, entirely innovaUve. 

even within the tradition of modern Russian literature (which 

experienced a eut-off point by the end of the 1920s): the critic Yev-

genia Shcheglova points out "4TO B OTe4ecTBeHHOH flHTeparype MHOn1e H3 Tex 

HOBa~HH, KOTop~e CKOH~eHTpHpOBanHCb B H~HeWHeH aBaHrapAHcrCKOM Kp~ne, 

y",e cyw.eCTBOBanH Il ("that in Russian literature. many innovations 

c1aimed by today's avant-garde have. in facto already been explored").' 

(In this instance, she has in mind the technique, reminiscent of Zosh­

chenko, of blending authorial point of view with that of character.) 

More significantly, the other prose derives its drive from op­

position: from otherness. It would not have come into existence 

without the relaxed controls of censorship. Indeed. in his article. 

entitled simply "ApyraSi nposa" ("The Other Prose"), Sergei Chuprinin 

declares that no commonality links the new writers (for they certainly 

do not form a "group" in the sense of the village prose writers. for 

example) "Kpot!e Toro, 4TO H Te, H APyrHe rOAaMH, HHorAa AeCSlTHfleTHSlMH He 

Mor f1H np06HTbCSI K 4HTaremo" ("except that, during these and other ycars 

- sometimes for decades, they have been unable to rcach their 

readership"). 2 Tatiana Tolstaya had the good fortune to appear on the 

literary scene when the reins of eensorship were Ioosened enough to 

contain both the controversial subject matter of her stories as well as 

the no less challenging stylistic idiosyncrasies in which her themes 

are expressed. The critics are unanimous on this latter point: 

1 EereHHSI Ulernoea. "B CBoeM Kpyry," /1I1TepdTypHoe o603peHHe. H!! 2 (1990), P 23. 

2 Cepre~ 4ynpl1HpH, ",(lpyraSi npo3a," /1I1TepdTypHiJfI rd3eTd, N!! 6, (11,8,1989), P 4 
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Tolstaya has e>.perienced a minor succès de fou which is linked to her 

unmlstakable, and to a degree inimitable, mastery of her own voice 

and exposition of her broad literary culture. In reviews of her 

collection, entitled Il Ha 30nOTON Kpbtnbije cH,qenH ... " (On the Golden 

Porcll) , Andrej Vasilevskij remarks that her stories are "HacblUJ.eHbl 

'3HClKClMH' KynbTypHblx SlsneHHH ABaA~aTble rOAbl, K KOTOpblH OHa OTCblflaeT 

4H1 areneH H Kp~l THKOB, S ee npoae npHcyTcTSyIOT," ("saturated with cUltural 

traces. She hearkens her readers and her critics to the twenties, 

which are present in her work")3 while Leonid Baxnov finds an even 

earlier antedecent of modernist literature in her "HpoHH4ecKHe OTHOUJeHHe 

K AOHKHXOTClN (He K HX 6naropoAcTBy, a K B03SbIUJeHHo-pOHaHTH3HpOBClHHbIN 

npeACTClsneHHSlM 0 AeHCTHBHrenbHocrH" ("ironic relation to the Don 

Quixote-types; not te their nobility, but rather to their loft y and ro­

mantic notion of reality")." The key word in the second remark is 

"ironic," for Tolstaya's ir"-. defies interpretation, as the vagaries of 

critical stances towards;. 'thorial intention illustrate. 

It is, of course, a qu. .j of irony lO be open-ended, to generate 

meanings that can oppose and defy each other. Sigrid McLaughlin 

states that Tolstaya 

rernoves the reader from situations which tra­
ditionally would evoke compassion, intro­
spection, and a sens~ Jf personal responsibility 
or catharsis. Scoffing at sentimentality, empathy, 
and ethical involvement, she ridicules hallowed 
assumptions and the clichés of traditionl,]5 

3AHApeH BaCHIleBCKHH,"Ho~H XOIlOAHbl," ,Qpy>K6d HdpO~d, Hg 7, (1988), P '257 

4 JleoHHA 5axHoB, liB NHpe )l(ypHanoB H KHHr, Il 3HdHfI, Hl! 7, (1988), p.228 
5 Sigrid McLaughlin, "Contemporary Soviet Women Wnters," Canadian Woman Studieslles 

cahiers de la femme, Vol 1 D, No 4, (1989), p. 80 
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whereas 1. Grekova notes that "Boo6U4e, lKëHlOCTb K CBOHH reposm - OAHèI H3 

OTm14HTeflbHbIX 4epT TBOp\.leCTBa T TOflCTOH" ("in general. compassIOn 

towards her heroes fonns a distinctive characteristic in the \\"'rk of 

Tatiana Tolstaya").6 Andrej Vasilevskij defcnds Tolstaya. derlanng 

that "aSTOp He )l(eCTOK} }l(H3Hb lKeCTOKèl5I" ("it 15 life. not the author. that Is 

cruel")/ but Raisa Shishkova cornes closest ta identlfymg Tolstaya's 

paradoxical style: "B 3THX paCCKël3è1X seCbMèI CnO:4<Hël51 Hrpa, cnyTèlHo 

MHflOCepAl1e H 6ecnow,aAHocTb" ("these staries are markcd by a COnl-

plicated interplay of mercy and ruthlessness").H 

The differing ideas and Ideologies implicit In th is range of 

response attest ta Tolstaya's surface elusiveness. and the masking of 

her authorial agenda. through the praxis of irony. As the cntl(' 

Justinia DJaparidze-Besharov notes, however. lrony itself "IS so elusive 

of definition because its origin lies in a character and not in an idea"." 

And though Tolstaya's remarkable prose style has been qualined. by 

sorne of the above-mentioned critics, by its affimty with poetlc 

structures and figures, at its heart 15 a human pcrsonahty. an 

individual voiee privlleged in the context of loneliness. dlffcrcnce, 

oddness or disempowerment. These themes occupy most, If not all. 

her staries, but are especially evident in those stories which deal with, 

or are told primarily from the point of view of. children. It is in these 

1 H rpeKoBO, "PacTo4HTenbHocTb 1 MOHTO", H08blii NI1P, Hi 1, (1988), P 255 

7AHApeH BocfineacKfiH ,p 256 

1 Pafica WI'1WKOB~. KOHTHHeHT, H2 56, (1988), P 401 
o Justlma Djapandze-Besharov, "1 ùwards a Definition of Irony," in Studles m Slavlc Llterature 

and Culture ln Honour of laya lureeva, ed by MUnir Sendlch, (The Russlan Language Journal, 
East Lansmg, Michigan, 1988), P 85 
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staries - three out of thirteen in the collection - that 1. Grekova notes 

Tolstaya's particular talent: 

AeTcTBo B ee paCCKàaà)( - oco6eHHoe, AHKosàToe 1 He 
HAHflflH4eCKoe, He yMHneHHoe, nOA4àC Aà)l{e Tpà­
rH4eCKoe, npOHH3aHHoe Slp4àHWHMH 3MOL.J,H~NH: CTpax, 
flIo6oBb J HeHàBHCTb J 6ypHaSi CTponTHBOCTb. 10 

White all relationships hinge on unequal power and unequal 

dcsire. that betwcen childn~n and adults is particularly vulnerable, 

from the point of view of the former (though by no means always) to 

various forms of misunderstanding, betrayal, or abuse. In Tolstaya's 

fiction. childhoood is not simply a separate space, but a dynamic 

apprehension of the world spontaneously at odds with it. 

.. CBHAàHHe C nTHL.J,eH" ("Date with a Bird") is arguably repre-

sentative of Tolstaya's raison d'écrire: the therne of intensified per­

ception followed by disillusionment runs through aIl her work, but is 

best conveyed in this story. where the line between childhood and 

adulthood Is demarcated along precisely these t.erms. 

The setting of the story is a summer dacha where two boys 

spend their days building sand castIes while their mother tends their 

dying grandfather, and their uncle Borya smokes and does nothing at 

aIl. The eIder of the boys, petya, possesses an intense imagination that 

ornaments the simplest daily activities: while eating rice kasha, he 

perceives, among other wonders, 

cTyneH4àTbie xpaNbl C BblCOKHMH ABepHblNH npoeHaNH, 
npHKpblTblNH cTpys:l~HNHCs:I aàHàBecaHH H3 naSflHHHX 
nepbes, 30nOT~e orpoHH~e cTaTyH, HpaNopH~e 

neCTHHL.J,bl, yxoAs:I~He cTyneHSlHH rny6oKo B Nope, 
OCTpble cepe6pSlHble o6eflHCKH C HaAnHCSlHH Ha He-

10 H rpeKOBa. p 256 For translation, see Appendix (XXVI). 
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H3BeCTHON s:l3blKe
ll 

- a vertiginous series of images characteristic of Tolstaya's descriptive 

prowess. Petya befriends an alcoholic woman down the lant>. Tamila. 

who charms him with stories purportedly based on her own life. but 

which are lifted, in facto from Russian fairy-tales. Once she liV{'d on a 

glass mountain. but was spirited to an earthly locale by a dragon and 

consequently lost most of her power. Petya half-udirves her 

biography. but the stories about magical. mythologieal birds - Fmist: Il 

Alkonost, who lays pink eggs whieh confer on thcir owner a life-Iong 

yearning for the unattainable (she offers him one: "neTS! He 3Han, KaK 3TO 

- 3arOCKosaTb Ha BCIO )KH3Hb, H SlH4KO B3S1n" ("Petya didn't know what Il 

was to be depressed for life, and took the crue); 1'\ and Slrin. the hird of 

death, who presages his presence with an infernal beating of wings 

before suffocating the suspecting victim - aH atlain hyper-real 

proportions in the boy's perception of the events and psychological 

climate around him. He is certain that Sirin hovers about the house, 

in wait for his dying grandfather, whom he loves. 

Tamila's hold over the boy resides in the serious, unmocking 

and respectful manner with whieh she treats him. along wllh a frce­

dom to do as he pleases and to think as he likes. She slands 111 sharp 

contrast to his practical mot her, who has nevcr even hcard of Alko­

nost, and his uncle Borya, a vulgar bully who somchow knows of his 

Il TarbSlHà TOllcraS!, "Ha 30nOTON Kpblnbu,e CH,qenH ". ("MOllOAàSl rsapAHSl, t1ocKBa, 
1987), p 110 For transl::1tion, see Appendix (XXVII) 

121n Lydia Chukovskaya's tale. CnycK nop, BO,qy (Gomg Under), Nina Sergeevna entrances 
an illiterate peasant girl with the tale 01 "Flnlst" 

13 Op. cij., P 116 Erlglish translations of citations, unless otherwlse indlcated, are from On 
the Golden Porch, translated by Antomna W Bouls (Alfred A Knopl, New York, 1989) 
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frtcndship with Tamila - a knowledge conveyed in lewd innuendoes 

and ditties. One stormy night, his grandfather dies: Petya makes his 

way to Tamila's house, only to find her in bed with his uncle, whose 

angry curses send hirn reeling With desolation to the shore of the lake, 

The penultimate line of the story, ~Bce npdsAd, Mdflb41-1K Bce TdK H 

eCTb'" ("It's aIl true, child, That's how it iS.")14 forros a break in the 

boy's point of view and introduces a compassionate reassurance on the 

part of the mvisible author. in opposition to his realization that ~Bce -

nO:f<b" ("Everything was a lie").15 The passage from Chlldhood inno-

cence, from a pure, non-hierarchical relationship with emotions, 

perceptions, signs, and individuals, to an understanding of the 

(apparently) adult realities of sex and of death is not represented as a 

necessarily helpful maturation, but rather as a horrible shock. 

The true mystery, in the boy's perception as well as in the text, 

is in the relationship between the man and the wornan. There is not a 

more unsympathetic character in Toistaya's work than Uncle Borya. 

nor one more strangely appealing than Tamila. The former delights in 

tormenting children: his method i& best understood by its singular 

fallure with Petya's younger brother: 

As:lAs:I 50ps:l [ ... 1 HCKdn, K 4eHy 6bl npHuenHTbCs:I. neHe4Kd 

npOflHn HonOKO, H ASlAs:I 50pSl OlSpdAOSdnCs:I - BOT H 

nOBOA noroBopHTb. Ho neHe4Kd cosepweHHo pdBHO­

AyUJeH K ASlAHHoMy adHYAcTSy: OH ew.e Mal1eHbKH'1, H 

AyUJd Y Hero adne4dTdHd, KdK KypHHoe s:lHUO' Bce CHee 

CKdTblSdeTCSl 16 

t. TaTbSlHa TOI1cTaSl,p. 124 
15 lalQ., p. 124 

" lalQ., p 125 For translation, see Appendix (xxviii). 

IIIIJIII 
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Petya, on the contrary, :5 old enough to be open to laceration, as weil 

as susceptible to the possibtlities for transformation that Tamila pro­

vides - a world where girls do not drown but become silver fish, where 

a necklace made of one hundred thousand lemon pHs rnables one to 

fly - indeed, escape. Both adults have power ovcr him, and though ln 

his view the two are antipodaJ. they comprise the same reality. ln 

Toistaya's irony of pity. the world is made up equally of light and dark. 

even if their secret eomplicity is beyond childhood and corruptcd by 

aduithood. 

The differenee between two modes of perceptlOl1. opposcd on 

the basis of a difference of power, is explored textually and dialogically 

in the first story of the collection, entitled "J1106I-1Wb - He fl106HWb" 

("Loves Me, Loves Me Not"). Another child-palr, sisters. share a 

comie antipathy towards their nurse, Maryvanna, hired to promenadt 

them and provide French conversation. (These detalls suggcst a pre­

Revolutionary setting.) The story is toid from the flrst-pcrson point of 

view of one of the sisters who rebels against her upbringing. Shc 

effects this, in part, through a distortion of polite speech: ''1-1 Hapo4Ho 

OYAY rOBopHTb ... 'He3ApacbTe' H '6YAbTe He3AopoBbl'" (''l'm going to sayon 

purpose ... "how don't you do", and "bad-bye".)17 The girl's spirited 

recalcitranee in the face of adults and the privlleged world, eco­

nomically and culturally, in which they live, is conveyed in the 

following seriaI dialogue, eited in full for effeet: 

CnH, MOS! paAocTb, yCHHI 
.. .Aa, a 4lpaHLJ.Y3cKHi:1 c MapbHBèlHHOH I.HO- TO He HAeT 
He OT AëHb flH MeHS! BO 4lpèlH~Y3CKy 10 rpynny? T aM H 

17 TèlTb>lHèl TOl1CTèl>l, P 3 (Translation mine) 



rymuoT, H KOPMSlT. H HrpalOT B flOTO. KOHe4HO, OTAaTb! 
~pa! Ho Be4epoM 4lpaH~y}l(eHKa B03Bpa~aeT MaMe 
napUJHBy.a OB~y: 

- - MaM04Ka. BaUJ pe6eHoK COBepweHHa He 
nOArOTOBfleH. OHa nOKa3blBafla Sl3blK APyrHM AeTSlM, 
nopBana KapTHHKH, H ee BblpBano MaHHOH KaweH. 
npH)(OAHTe Ha cneAylO~HH rOA Ao CBHAaHb~1 0 
peByap! 

- -He AocBHAaHbSl! - -BbIKpHKHBalO SI, yBonaKHBaeMaSi 
3a pyKy paccTpoeHHoH MaMoH. - -EUJbTe caMH Bawy 
noraHylO Kawy! He peByap! 

( Il A)(, Ta K 1 ~ H Y B bl W B bl P H BaH T e C bOT C 10 A a ! 
3a6HpaHTe BaUJero Mep3Koro raAeHblUJa! Il - - Il He 
60flbHO- TO HaAol CaMH He 04eHb - Ta Boo6pa}kaHTe. 
MaAaM!" ) 

- -H3BHHHTe, nO}kanyl1cTa, C HeH Ael1cTBHTeflbHO a4eHb 

TPYAHO 
--HH4ero, HI,Nera, SI nOHHMalO1 

Hy 4TO 3a HaKa3aHHe C T06011!!!18 
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Not only has Tolstaya largely dispensed with tradi tional forms of 

representing dialogue ("she said", "she replied"), she has also dis­

played a variety of punctuation marks to set off one speaker, one level 

of spe,ech. from another. Except for the girl who. significantly. retains 

her "SI" ("1"), the speakers, the adult women, are stripped of personal 

pronouns. They are recognizeable by means of their diction, or by the 

intended address, rendered syntactically or vocatively. 

The first speaker, obviously the mother. tenderly exhorts her 

daughter (in the familiar hnperative) to sleep. Place and time are 

established: night, the bedroom door of a woman's daughter. The 

ellipses with which the second phrase commences indicate a break in 

continuity, thus ln context: the mother then, or later, utters her 

18 TcHbSlHèI TaneTèlS!, p.10. For translation, seeAppendix (xxix). 
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reservations (to the sUent other?) about Maryvanna which. as the next 

phrase makes c1ear. 1s overheard by her daughter. whose positive 

reactlon to the plan of being sent to a French group ts convcyed by her 

exclamation of joy. Events move quickly: the narrative voiee of the 

first person is distanced. perhaps by Ume and in nlemory. for it ts 

unlikely that the girl would refer to herself as "napwHBaSl oB14a" ("the 

black sheep"). The experience of the French group is not described, 

but takes place and is summed-up in the voice and perception of the 

French woman in her address to the mother. The girl's interruption, 

a fulfilment of her earlier threat to break the rules of civiliZ('d dis­

course, is reinforced by the repetition of the first personal pronoun. 

Her presence, both in the scene and on the page. is stron~er than that 

of the two adult women who are her caretakers; their rôle is defined 

by her. The parenthetical exclamation of the French woman aplly 

conveys ber own 10ss of temper which is, as it were, incidcntal. She 

addresses. first child, then mother. in exasperated language thal 

elicits a similar, if more dignified, response from the molher. Aner 

the parenthetieal phrases (which possibly represent thought), bolh 

women revert to a polite, if unsympatheUc, exchange. The last tine in 

this fragment, and the last word, is the mother's, addressed to her 

daughter who is no longer her joy but her burden. 

This transition, occurring in a few lines, conveys the emotional 

climate which the girl both influences and is influenced by, white the 

internaI eues inserted by the author ensure tbat the identity of the 

speaker i8 not in doubt. Much of the storv ~s ccnstructed through 

dialogue rather than through descriptions of events or of p.,ychological 
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states: this excerpt in particular is revelatory of the author's intention, 

hidden though it may seem in the absence of a directed commentary, 

to render her heroine humorous and empowered. 

Compassion, which I. Grekova caUs Tolstaya's strong point, and 

Shcheglova says goes missing entirely (according to the latter, the 

endings are tacked on. and without them, Tolstaya appears cold. 

sardonic l9
) does not extend much beyond children - or the old, who 

do not play as important a rôle. with the exception of Laura's father in 

"COMHaM6ylla B TyNaHe" ("The Sleepwalker in Fog"). Children, for the 

most part. are protected by their youth from the cynicism of adult­

hood. and therefore come fairly unambiguously through Toistaya's 

irony. Her adult characters. in particular, but not exclusively. women, 

often do not: thrir reality is grim, and their personalities are not fit 

for it. They live In an atmosphere lacking in imagination, beauty, 

grace - aIl qualities they value. This runs counter to the very tenor of 

Tolstaya's rich prose. a discrepancy which, Inuch more than any 

relationship or need. is a source of conflict within the characters and. 

undoubtedly, within the reader. 

In the story "OroHb H nblI1b" ("Fire and Dust"). Rimma, an office­

worker, 1s convinced the future holds broad possibilities outside the 

limitations of her circumstances, the few details of which inc1ude life 

in a communal apartment With a husband. children, and an old man 

whom she likes. but whose room she would like beUer; she already 

has plans to redecorate it. An extra room, a vacation to the south. a 

black market rummage sale of women's clothing. line the pattry 

,g EBreHHSI lLlernoBa, p. 24 
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perimeter of conceivable change, excitement. and adventure she 

craves. Even these ardent but modest hopes are dashed: the old man 

lives on and on, the vacation is never realized, and the clandestine sale 

is a fiasco. Her mental arrangement endows these posslbilities an 

imagery beyond their scope, as is the feeling of impcnding happlness 

in their stilled wake: 

HeT, 4TO - TO 60flbwee, 4TO - TO COBceM APyroe, Bd:f{HOe, 

TpeBO:f{HOe H seflHKoe wyMeno H csepKdno snepeAH. 

6YATO PHMMHH 4enH. nnblsyUJ,HH TeMHOH npOTOKOH CKB03b 

3duseTdlOUJ,He KdMbIWH. SOT-BOT AOfl:f{HO 6blno BbiHecn1 

B 3eneHblH, C4dCTflHBbIH, 6yWylOUJ,HH OKedH 20 

The faint outline of her Visions for herself. like the dim double of 

a rainbow, is as vague and airy as it is remote. In contrast, Pipka, a 

toothless. vivacious woman who appears and disappears without 

warning, and whose entire life is a series of misadventure the des­

criptions of which arouse doubt and suspicion among women and 

sexual desire among men, lives a simultaneity of reflection and action. 

Pipka has been to Malaysia, to England, and points ln between. Her 

principal mode of travel is abduction by men: gypsies, Japanese 

sailors, and the like. Because her stories are situated far beyond the 

pale of Rimma's comparatively mild fantasies, it never occurs to 

Rimma that Pipka Is living an enviable lire. She discredits her: 

PHMMa npHBblKlla H n04TH He cllywdnd, AyMa~ 0 CBoeN. 

npeAdSdSlCb CBOHM HeToponnHSblM Me4TdHHSlM 21 

At most, Rimma notes that geography is not Pipka's fortp. and only 

20 TaTbSlHa TOtlCTaSl, p 97. For translation, see Appendlx (xxx). 
21 m.. p. 99. For translation, sp.e Appendix (xxxi). 
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reacts strongly to her when she becomes a brief but unsuccessful rival 

for her husband's affections. 

Rimma's life, dull as it seems, is secure. while even the 

existence of the hut Pipka lives in ts dubious. Rimma's security 

insulates her from the reality of adventure and change. and renders 

her passive in the face of a future happiness which must come of its 

own accord, without summons, waitlng, or any other expenditure: "He 

HaAo weBeIlHTbCSl, He HaAo ToponHTbCSl, Bce npHAeT caHO" ("She didn't have 

to sUr, she didn't have to hurry, it would come to her").22 Dis­

illusionment, occurring (as happiness might) without any warning 

signal, breaks upon her during an excursion, organized by a woman 

from her office, to visit an acquaintance whose daughter has returned 

from Syria with heaps of clothing: the best items have been sold, the 

rest are tawdry, ill-fitting; and the brief vision, from behind a curtain, 

of the young woman who had lived in Syria, her tanned skin offset by 

her white dress after Turgenev, has the force of beatlng her beautiful, 

oceanic dream-life into thin air. Afterwards, she attempts to console 

herself with the familiar signposts of husband and children: 

HO yTeweHHe 6bl110 4lallbwHBblH H clla6blH. BeAb Bce 
KOH4eHo, )l(H3Hb nOKa3ana CBoA nycToH flHK -

CBans:IBWHecSl BOflOCbl, Aë2 npOBaIlHBUJHecSl rna3HHLJ,b1.23 

In this story, Tolstaya suggests that character is destinyand that 

destiny is blind. The faculties Rimma possesses, for living her life 

with an aim to improve it within her means, and for fanciful mental 

excursions away from that life, cancel out each other's potential, and 

22 TaTbSlHa TOI1CTaSi. 100 
23 .l6.lQ.. p. 108. For translation. see Appendix (xxxii). 
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render her powerless. Pipka pays no attention to the fornl('r and 

achieves the latter, effecting, in the end, a complete disappearance -

perhaps to Australia, a country that has great hold over anothcr passive 

dreamer, Denisov, in "COMHaM6yna B TyMaHe" (''The Somnambulist in 

Fog") - and one which implies a transformation: in Pipka's case, into 

lumps of charcoal: carbon, the base element of diamonds. 

A side-effect of Rimma's introversion 1s consciousness, or an 

intense awareness of banality whose substance, Tolstaya suggests 

through imagery alone, is incontrovertible - at least for her: 

Bce KaK-TO nOAepHynocb nblnblO. HHorAa eH XOTenOCb 
- cTpaHHo - nOrOBOpl1Tb Ha 3TOT C4eT c nHnKOH, HO ïa 
60nbUJe He nOSlBnSlnùCb.24 

Even the possibility for dialogue is thwarted by barriers spanning 

time and space. In Rimma's mind, the desire to make this connection 

is not only "strange," it is also unprecedented among the wonlen in 

Tolstaya's fictional world, where friendship plays a rather superficial, 

stage rôle in an atmosphere of less successful, more intimate re­

lationships, At the same time, this somewhat theatrical feature of 

immutability prevents self-evasion except by means extraordinary. 

In an innovative and lucidly experimental fashion, Tolstaya 

explores this cul-de-sac in the story, "YHcTbIH nHcT" ("A Clean Sheet"). 

Ignatiev, more than similar male characters of his age and temper­

ament, such as Peters or Denisov, is trapped within the confines of a 

failed life: his wife has left her job in arder ta devote all her Ume ta 

the care of their ehronically siek child, Valerik. Ile pities both but 

loves neither: nor does he love, but craves the company of, hls 

24 TaTbSlHa TOI1CTaSl, p. 105. For translation, see Appendix (XXXIII) 
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mistress, Anastasia, who has taken to not answering the telephone. 

He is unable to cope and succumbs to a depression so strong and so 

vital that it becomes personified: "Ka}KAYIO H04b K HrHaTbeBy npH)(OAHfla 

TaCKa [ ... ) TaK H Hafl4aflH 4acaMH - pyKa a pyKe" ("Depression came to 

Ignatiev every night. ( ... ) And they spent hours in silence, holding 

hands.")25 The depression (or melancholy, for the feeling is sentient, 

not numb) follows him everywhere, includtng the cellar-bar he haunts 

after work with a commiserating friend. This male camaraderie, 

though usually ending in mutual irritation from the prolongment 

misery imposes on company, is the sole exception to the absence of 

human warmth in Ignatiev's life. It is rot, of course, enough. Unlike 

Rimma, Ignatiev is incapable of imagining even min or changes in his 

life, which would seem ornamental in comparison \Vith the solution of 

ail his problems. No escape routes are open to him, other than an id le 

promise to become "APynlM 4eflaeeKOH" ("a new man"),26 that is, to 

become a person able to take himself, and aIl his charge, in hand. 

Thanks to a tip from a friend, and surgery, he does in fact become this 

new person, a parodically hip type brimming with self-confidence and 

with utterances such as "'He cnaTKHHcb, KarA a K 6a6aM naHAeWb'" ('''Just 

don't trip when you go pick up babes. "')27 

The shift to a new identity is acknowledged, but restrained, by a 

subtle narrative intrusion: "HrHaTbeB - HrHaTbeB? ("Ignatiev -

Ignatiev?")28 - as if he required a new name. This "Y1rHaTbes?'" bears 

2~ TaTbSlHèl TOflCTèlSl, p 74 
2tI 16lQ.. P 78 
21 16lQ., P 94 
28 16lQ.. P 93 
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no resemblance to his former self: now he is free of the suffcring 

which afflicts his wife, his son, his mistress, and, as his frtcnd potnts 

out, is endemic to their society and the conditions undcr which they 

live: "'8 Bcex npl1MepHO TaKl1e o6cTosnenbcTBa, B 4eM Aeno? }f(HBeN llŒ KaK-

TO'" ("'We all live pretty much the same way, what's the problem? We 

aIl manage to live somehow."')29 

Ignatiev is deaf to this logic: the suffering he feels most acutely 

is his own. 1t is private. Whatever the causes, personal and social, he 

behaves as if he has been singled out by his allotment. Thus, he cannot 

bear the presl~nce of another suffering, mirroring, as il does, his 

helplessness. Immediately after his surgery, Ignatiev plans. without 

any qualms. to dispose of his son by sending bim to an institution, 

where his cri es of pain will not reach hin ... 

Like nlost writers of her (but not a previous) gencration, 

Tolstaya eschews a vocabulary of morality - no character would rcfer to 

his or her "c'onscience," for example - but at times her intention lies 

within its scope. That which Ignatiev has had surgically rcmovcd, as if 

it were a muscle or an organ, is both within, and external to. the body, 

and is called "Life" ("}KH3Hb") but is also associated wit h his erst-

while companion, "melamcholy" ("TocKa"). It Is also his dccision, and 

his will, in the Faustian sense, to make this separation, thts exchange. 

To the extent that his personality is responsible for bis failurcs - dnd 

this is where Tolstaya provides the least detai!. and can be said to he 

lacking, as Shcheglova suggests, in psychological dcpth - Ignaticv is 

able to alter his fate. In the diction and depiction of this l1p.wly-born, 

29 T aTbSlHa ToncTaSl, p 78 

• 
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crass urbanite, Tolstaya ensures that he. inevitably. will also. advcrscly. 

affect the lives of others - in a direct way. A new and dangcrous 

beginning is possible, and can be brought about by nlcans which arc 

drastic, but not implausible. The superposition of an artificial persona. 

in the wGrld as in this text. is one way. however "imnlora1." of 

attempting to transcend the condition of powcrlcssness. It Is 

achieved at the cost of consciousness, which is to know pain. 

uncertainty, loneliness, and defeat, the reasons for which are asrribed 

between the lines of the story as located in a society where honesty 

and compassion are missing: reasons which are beyond the appcc-

hension of thiS "APyroH 4efloseK," re-fashioned, as he is. in the image of 

the oppressor. 

The excessive measure taken by Ignatiev is. of course, an 

exception among Tolstaya's more angst-ridden characters. Their 

desultory lives, which Tolstaya describes parabolically. rendering 

fantastic imagery of the ordinary and the blcak. are incapable of being 

lifted to the shape and melody of her prose itself and arc. if anything. 

brought down to new and unexpected depths of Gogolian humiliatioll. 

Thus P~ters, (in "neTepc"), imagining that. by learnmg German. he will 

impress, and win the love of. a woman he hardl~ '.nows. finds himsclf 

in a cheap bar drinking pink-coloured alcohol. devcloping an mfa­

tuation with a young woman before she even speaks, and has his wallel 

robbed by her. His monologue with himself. howcver. lcads him to the 

inexplicable conclusion that life is marvellous. 

The line between narrative description and the internaI point of 

view of character parallels that between a given perccption of reality 
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and its true from. The juxtaposition and overlapping of these pro­

cesses are untrammelled in the figure of Denisov, the anti-hero of the 

long story, "CoNHaM6ylla B TyHaHe" ("The Somnambulist in Fog"), written 

after the publication of Toistaya's first collection of staries. The type 

is already familiar: a middle-aged man without any remarkable ex­

ternaJ attributes. no life behind and nothing ahead of him. who is con­

sequently depressed, unambitious, romantic, lonely and idle. These 

qualities shape Denisov's character; that he i5 a writer experiencing a 

block deepens them, from which void of self his imagination takes 

flight - a catherine-wheel of extended metaphor which begins with a 

humble human sound, but ends With an eternal utterance of the word. 

This mortal trace is likened to a mere cough during a m u5ical concert. 

the recording of which will be sent into space as a letter from earth: 

KOHu,epT C C04HblM rpHnno3HblM KneHMOM pOAHIlCS1, 

PëJ3MHO}l{HIlCSI MH.nIlHOHaMH ~epHbl)( COIlHblweK, pa3-

6e}l(ancSI BO Bce MblcnHMble CTOpOHbl. CseTHlla noracHyT, 

H 06neAeHeeT 3eM.nSl, H nflaHeTa MOp03HblM KONKOM ee4HO 

6YAeT HeCTHCb HeHcnoseAHMblMH 3se3AHblMH nyT~HH, a 

Kawenb flosKa4a He COTpeTCSI, He nponaAeT, HaBeKH 

Bblce~eHHblH Ha aIlHa3Hbl)( CKpH)I{amlX 6eCCHepTHOH 

My3blKH ,- - Be Ab Ny3blKa 6eCCMepTHa, He TaK J1H? - -

p)4(aSblM rB03AeM. S6HTbiM B Be4HOCTb 1 yTBepAHfl ce6S1 

Ha)(OA4HBbIH 4el10eeK, MaCflSlHOH KpaCKOH pacnHca.ncSI Ha 

Kynone, nnecHy.n cepHOH KHcnOTOH S 6C}I(eCTBeHHble 

4epTbl.
30 

Denisov is obsessed with the great questions of existence. 

meaning, and immortality. but does not pose them: their shadow faUs 

on the more trivial light of his mental rambling, whose scope is as 

30 TaTbSlHa TOJ1CTaSI. "CONHilN6yl1a B TyNaHe". H08blH NHp. Hg 7, (1988), p.9. For 
translation, see Appendlx (xxxiv). 
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horizonta11y confined as it is vertically limited. This curious geography 

is suggested by his simultaneous aversion to the landmass of Australia 

on his map of the world, and his envy of an upstairs nClghbour who ts a 

naval captain. His apparently irrational dislike of Australia is con­

trasted and para11eled by Rimma's oeeanic yeamings in "OroHb H nblflb" 

("Fire and Dust"l, during whieh Australia also surfaces. A country 

whose only borders are water, Australia represents for both these 

landlocked characters (for whom travel is never a posslbility) the 

opposite of what they can hope to know. Denisov goes so far as to 

drop cigarette ash on the map where Australia lies, and finally tears it 

out altogether. The symbolie and epistemological act of aggresslon, 

based as it is on his personal frustration and, as Toistaya makes c1ear, 

his inability to write. is impotent as aIl his acts are. 

Toistaya links these severa!. disparate elements by arranging 

them in a cluster of images. Thus. the references to Australia and the 

absent sea-captain recur, tWice more, in the same order. and Denisov's 

few and unsuccessful attempts to write are embedded in this clus~er. 

The distance between the beautiful imagery of meditation and the 

concrete practice of writing is insurmountable. 

The effect of tension and discord thus achieved is mirrored in 

other elements of the story. in the triangular relationship formed 

among Denisov's lover, Laura, and her father; and in a dream sequence 

which lends a historical perspective to Denisov's alienation and in­

spires him to perform an action in the world whose intention ts to 

improve it but whose result. is humiliation. 

The dream is set in Leningrad during the blockade: three 
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figures, two men and a woman, aIl starving, approach bim, begging 

him to share a ring of bagels (called a "6y6I1HK"); at first he refuses, 

then relents, but holds ba~k the greater portion for himself. He wakes 

from the dream morUfied, disoriented, and grief-stricken, which 

latter feeling is focussed on his Aunt Rita, who had disappeared du ring 

his boyhood, Le., during one of StaUn's purges. Denisov has never 

discovered ber fate: her disappearance was sealed with a command 

never to speak her name. 

The connection of Aunt Rita with the woman in his dream (it is 

she who made the request to share bis bread) is followed by a guilty 

process of denial: "nepeA KeN SI onpaBAblsalOcb? He 6blI10 1-1><, He 6blI101 HH 

3AeCb, HH TaN, HHrAe!" ("Before whom am 1 justifying myself? They 

didn 't exist, they didn 'U Not here, not there, not anywhere!")31 

Although this passage refers to the besieged Leningraders, Denisov's 

intensity is not in tune with official. Soviet history, whereby the 

citizens of Leningrad, oppressed from without, are considered both 

vicUms and heroes, whereas the fate of millions has been suppressed, 

silenced in history (the conscience of a nation) and in individual 

consciousness. As dreams do, however, Denisov's has contained this 

illogic of history and of memory, and brought forth the unspeakable. 

Denisov rejects the conclusion his train of thought directs him ta: 

"Jly4UJe OH 6YAeT AyNaTb a Ilope" (nit would be better to think about 

Laura. ")32 

Nevertheless, his o:-eam works an effect: conscious, suddenly, 

3' T 4!!TbSlHèl TOJlCTaSl. p. 12. Translated citations from ''CoNHaN6yna B TyNaHe" are mine. 
32 .l.6lll., p. 1 3 

• 
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of society's corruption, and that each individual (starting with himsd!1 

carries a portion of responsibility, he endeavours to remrdy what lU' 

cano and at the first opportunity which presents itself - ironically - in Cl 

butcher's queue. Denisov notices that the butcher's nwasuring wcights 

are flXed inaccurately, but the butcher, in a parody of the languap;c of a 

"planned" economy, explains the shortage of meat in tenns of military 

production priorities, justifîes his argument by bragging of his own 

exploits during the civil war, and finally manages to turn the crowd's 

disapproval onto Denisov himself. for wearing importrd footwcar. 

Neither his dreams nor his inspirations are applicable to the world he 

lives in. It is, significantly. after the humiliation at the butclwr's that 

Denisov tears Australia out of his map. 

Denisov's sole consolation is in his relationship with Laura. who 

is represented as a stupid and empty-headed woman (fron1 his point 

of view): 'Tnynast )1<eHUl,HHa, OHa TO)l{e 6peAHT HayraA" (''The stupid wonlal1. 

she y too, raves at random").33 She is also a sexually available woman 

who does not present any demands. emotional, intellectual, or marital. 

Her character is presented entirely from her conversation, whieh is 

monologistic. breathless, and rendered through the technique of frcc 

indirect speech: 

flopa cerOAHst cTpawHo yCTana. npocTH. AeHHcoB, flopa 
eSAHfla K PysaHHe, y PySë2HHbl 4TO-TO C HoroH, KOW-

~ ( ]34 NapHblH y}l{ac. . .. 

Laura's conversation is entirely "other"-oriented and, from Dcnisov's 

perspective - weighed down as he is with a frustrated yearning for 

~ TaTb~Ha ToncTa~, p. 14 
~.l.6lll, p. 13. For translation, see Appendix (xxxv) 
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freedom - concerned with petty detail and trivial conflicts. But Laura. 

with three former husbands. an independent spirit. and an honest 

delivery. 1S a more dynamic character than Denisov knows or can be. 

11er steady flow of speech contains sorne of the more Interesting 

phenomena of SOVIet society of the mid-1970s: unofficial vernIssages. 

eccentric artists and poets of the "village" school; the occult. rnystic 

healers. acupuncture; furs. fashion. dachas: and the activities and 

sayings of her wide ferro le acquaintanceship by which these themes 

enter and preoccupy her life. It is her rootedness that Denisov h~eds: 

and. in moments of fierce mental anguish. Denisov recognizes this: 

"flopa 1 TOWHO NHe, HblCl1H Aa8~T, Jlopa, npHe3:t<aH, paccKa)+(H 4TO - HH6YAb 1" 

("Laura! l'm unhappy. my thoughts are heavy. Laura, get over here, tell 

me something!")35 

Laura lives with her father. a scientist who has been demoted ta 

writing articles for children. He is a broken man, and the cabinet 

where he writes popularized renditions of tales from the animal 

kingdom is described as a tomb. whose dominant colour is a dusty. 

sunless yellow. He also is given to bouts of melancholy. during which 

Laura attempts to reassure him. by comparing his prose style to that of 

Turgenev. Laura's father's task is bath simpler and more difficu1t: he 

must revise his text until it appeals ta the lowest cornmon 

denominator. reflecting neither his erudition nor his ability ta 

articulate il. In this indirect, but telling. way. Toistaya suggests her 

stance vis-à-vis Socialist realism. whose purpose, poised on the axis of 

bloodless ideological abstractions ("HapoAHocTb" ("populism"J. "napTHH-

~ TaTb~Ha ToncTa~, p.13 
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HaCTb" [Party-mindedness)) and conflictlessness is to portray a positive 

revolutionary or proie tari an hero in a "language of culture 111 which 

signs achieve the lowest degree of arbitrariness,"lh L...ïura's father's alr­

less room and muffled voice is the atmosphere of a reprcsscd culture 

in which aIl Toistaya's characters live. but are unable ta love, 11er 

achievement, thus far. lies in accommodating such a claustrophobie 

chamber among the many dimensions of space her metaphors 

elaborate. fram the possible castIes of childhoad perception ta the 

continents of mature yearning. 

Tolstaya's versatility with styles of speech. and wlth their 

representation. lends itself to intended and unintended Ironies, as her 

critical reception has already Indicated. The languages of her texts. 

"masculinized" in a mental posture outside space and time. 

"feminized" as a concern for the everyday, for 6b1T. arc not comple-

mentary to each other in a dialogical sense. Undifferentiated except 

in relation to silence. it is thraugh their utterance that these 

languages are understood ta go unheard. 

Je Katenna Clark, The Soviet Novel· Hlstory as Rltual, (UniverSIty of Chicago Press, Chicago, 
1981), p 9 



CONCLUSION 

Without exception. aIl the writers considered in this study would 

resent being classifjed as "women writen1," for the reason that an 

opposite distinction does not apply. The term M6a6cKdSl f1I.neparypa," 1 

as opposcd to M)I{eHCKaSi flHrepaTypa" ("women's literature"). (the dis­

tinction is minor; both terms are pejorative) indicates the opprobrium 

with which such a classification 1s met. in the Soviet Union. by men 

and womcn alike. "Women's literature" automatically presupposes a 

narrow outIook on life. usually domestic and trivial. marked by an 

uninhibited emotionalism along with a concomitant inability to reason 

or to be ûbJcctive. and all conveyed, invariably, in a second-rate style. 

Of course, writers such as Lydia Chukovskaya, J. Grekova and 

Tatiana Tolstaya - to name the three principal subjects of this work -

dcstroy this preconception to su ch an extent that it is to wonder how, 

and why, and with whom, the stereotypes about women's writing 

continue to hold credence. The 1mplied question is rhetorical: the 

literary canon is populated by men, who dictate the terms of both 

inclusion and exclusion. Because, traditionally, women have been 

excluded, those who wish to write must, to a degree, disavow their 

gendcr in a way that is never required of men. If to be a woman writer 

is to pertain to a second class. then it is better to be considered - Just 

- a writer. 

Unfortunately, women writers have never becn considered on 

the basts of their work alone. Their writing rnay be of such a calibre 

that their entry into the canon is indisputable; nevertheless, that 

1 The term "6a6cKaSl" is denved from "6a6a" whlch is, in Russian, a demeaning term for a 
woman. 

-
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entry, more often that not. is guaranteed by their paternity - a pe­

culiarly masculine obsession. Thus, in aU the criticism pertaillin~ 10 

the work of Lydia Chukovskaya (and it is not substantial) not a sin~l{' 

critic spares the mention that she is the daughter of Kornt'i 

Chukovsky. She mayas weB have enlerged directly f. om his head­

(ache). Similarly, many crities writing about Tatiana Tolstaya fllld it 

necessary to point out that she is the grandniece of the wntcr Alexei 

Tolstoy. To none does this information - which l'an scarcc!y be 

termed biographical - appear unwarranted or supcrfluous. (1. Grekova. 

having named herself. escapes this dubious recommendatlOll.) The 

reasoning for this, though never stated. is dear: womcn who arc 

gifted enough to write (that is, in this context, to writc. up lo pro­

fessÏl'nal standards, not merely letters and diaries) have inhcrit{'d t his 

quality from sorne male literary forebear or another. As the pr('('('ding 

two examples spow, this patrilineal JustificatIOn can be hteral. hut 1t 

can also operate figuratively: a woman writes weIl if she writcs "l1kc a 

man," and if her literary antecedents and influences arc reassuringly 

masculine. 

In her translation of a selection of short stories rcflect mg the 

"image of women in contemporary Soviet fiction," Sigrid McLaughhn 

takes care to note, in the biographical notices concerning the women 

(but not the men) writers, that each contributor negates the impor­

tance of gender in her work. She quotes Liudmila Petrushevskaya as 

saying "'While writing, the author ignores his [sicl own personality, 

becomes genderless [ ... ] If he defends his own [Sic] scx. he's in 
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trouble'";2 Natalya Baranskaya. responding to western (Le. feminist) 

interpretations to her work. in particular to her story "HeAenÇl KaK 

HeAenÇl" (MA Week Like Any Other") "has rejected a feminist stance";3 

Irina Raksha "does not identify with any women's tradition in 

writing"4 (as tf there were traditions from which to pick and choose) 

and. finally. Viktoria Tokareva Ndoes not see herself as belonging to a 

category called 'woman writers· ... 5 In a feuilleton entitled. "B crpaHe 

no6e)f{AeHHblX My)f{4HH" (NIn the Land of Defeated Men"). Tatiana Tolstaya 

rcmarks that the vaunted absence of women in the higher echelons of 

political power in no wise signifies that women do not wish to 

exercise power - and do. as mothers and as wives: if anything. 

M )f{eHCKaSl 6lOpoKparH~ crpawHee My)f{CKOH" ("women's bureaucracy is more 

drcadful than men's").6 c;ting as evidence a survey that concluded 

women sUlJPort the death penalty to a greater degree than do men. 

Finally. 1. Grekova believes that equality between the sexes is not 

desirable: also rejecting the term ")f{eHCKaSl nHreparypa," she asserts 

that "there are fewer outstanding women writers than men" because 

of "the special emotionai and nervous structure of a woman's 

personality. in her enslavement to problems of love. marriage and the 

family."7 

;} Slgnd McLaughhn, The Image of Women in Contemporary Soviet Literature, (St Martin's 
Press, New York, 1989), P 99 

J .talll. P 112 
4 .talll, P 124 
5 .l.6lll, P 160 

6ToTb5lHO TOI1CTOSl, "B crpoHe no6e>KAeHHblX MY>K4HH", (HOCKOBcKl1e H080CTI1, N2 38, 
17 ceHTSl6pSl 1989 r ) 

71 Grekova. Soviet Ltterature No. 5, 1986. p.140 
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This summary. brief as it is. reveals as many at Ut mies and pro­

blems as the number of speakers thCITISelves. and perhaps mort': aIl. 

however. are united 111 their rejeetion of gl'nder-rclated tl'rms. tH' It 

"woman's literature" or "femlmsm". Francllw du PleSSIX Gray t'Xp1aIllS 

that "many Soviet women speak and aet hke our most cmal1clpakd 

feminists. But they have never had ac('ess to our basic fC11llTlist texts. 

[ ... 1 Thus they still think of American fcmimsts as 'man-hating sq)<1r-

ationists'. "H 

While it is difficult land problematIc) to compare thl' Sit uat 10 Il 01 

American. or Western. women. wIth thelr Soviet countcrpart s. t heir 

comparative freedoms and comparable burdens. Illlsogyny itsclf IS not 

a fluid cultural factor: its vanous nlal1lfc-statlOns. howl'ver. arc. 

Tolstaya's (misplaced) wit lS an example of how adrOltly. and how 

often. the issue of male violence against wonwn can be dlstorted and 

belittled. (The verbal attack on fl'mlnlsts and femll1islll in gelleral 

after twelve women were massacred 111 Montreal on Deccmher G. 

1989. - though "extreme" - is another example.) 

Until recently. in Soviet literature. as in society. sexlwl assault. 

the physical abuse of womên and children. the treatment of wOlllen 111 

psychiatrie. and ather, hospitals. in prisons. the practH'(' of abortIol1 as 

the sole method of birth control - none could be dlscussC'd. Writcrs 

such as Petrushevskaya. who do treat thcse themes 111 thC'lf work. an' 

chRstized for their bleak representation of sO('lety. In the mC'ant 1111('. 

freedom of speech in the Soviet Union entails the nove! aVi.ulahlllty of 

pomography as mu ch as It does a frank avowal and discussIOn 01 t hC' 

e Francine du PleSSIX G':./, SovIet Women Walkmg the Tightrope, (Doublûday, New York, 
1990), p 97 

(N B "Separatlonlst" IS a mlsnomer, the correct term IS "separatlst" ) 
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issues of violence against women: of misogyny as a modus operandi. 

Until such a discussion, and appropriate changes. take place, the 

very terms "masculine" and "feminine", and their cultural defImtions. 

have little meaning. 

The notion of the mind. on the other hand. as an androgynous 

entity is bath an ancient and a modern one. lt is a trademark of 

Flaubert. the flrst modem novelist. and is summed-up in his famous 

phrase. "Je suis Madame Bovary": it is discussed in Vlrginia Woolfs 

text. A Hoom of One's Own: in that wOlk. Woolf proposes that the bLst. 

Le. the fr<,cst. creative minds are evenly balanced along masculme and 

f<,minine p'!!1ciples. Of course, contemporary Soviet dcfmitions of 

masculinity and feminmity differ widely from Woolf's perceptiOn. 

writing as she did m another tlme and place. and wnting - more 

tmportantly - with other constraints. How many Sovlet women 

(writers) have a room of their own? 1. Grekova. who does. echoes 

Woolf when she speaks of women's "enslavement" as a reason for the 

paucity of thcir achievements in the creative sphere (for a slave. apart 

From having no leisure. has no right ta speak) and emphasizes. in aIl 

her hcroincs' lives. the Importance of privacy. space. and solitude. 

Thcsc propertlCs, eonsidered prerogatives of the male (writer) are 

denicd hls counterpart. If she is percelved. not as an autonomous 

bcing. but as a vcssel. a Wlfe. a mother. a servant. 

EconOIllleallyand psychically dlsadvantaged. it is understandable 

that the Soviet woman writer should be wary of special consideration 

in the sphcrc of literature. Literature, after a11, should eneompass all 

human expcricnce. and not be confined to the trivia of the enclosed 

-
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domestic space and its repetItive gestures. nor ornamented \Vlth the 

faise lyricism of day-dreams. The metaphors of foreign gcography. 

evidenced ln the work of Lydia Chukovskaya. Liudnllla Petrushevskaya. 

Natalya Baranskaya and most pOlgnantly in TatIana Tolstaya (who, 

ironically, has travelled extensivelyl are particularly intense m a 

country where internaI passports are required. 

The Issues of censorship. and the vanous lcvels on \Vhich it 

operates. are only beginning to be explored. \Vomen are silcnced in 

societies where freedom of speech is valued ab ove an)' other. and IS 

guaranteed as a nght. In the Soviet UnlOn. untll reccntly, women 

writers have had to sIlence themselves as women as weIl as as writers. 

This is parucularly true of lesblans. Heterosexual wntr'rs. male and 

femaI~. while often havmg. by reason of socletal rcstramts. to curtail 

the literary expression of their sexuality. have al ways bcen able, In one 

context or another. to write about significant relationships outsldc the 

range of domesticity. work. or friendship. Viktona Tokareva. for 

example. remarks of her controversial tale. "A!1HHHHH AeHb" (''The Long 

Day") that "1 wrote it before glasnost: it cou!d only be published now. 1 

am not a time-server" 9 The paucity - indeed, the complete absence -

of lesbian texts shows that the lesbian (as the gay) writcr must still 

"serve lime", The humanist Ideal of the unlversality of aIl experience. 

which. in any event. bypassed Russian intellectual hlstOry along with 

the Renaissance. is and remains the shibboleth of a powerful mmority. 

That women have been denied access to the dominant discourse 

is evidenced in the history of language itself and is ascnbed in 

9 Slgnd McLaughlin, "An InterView wlth Vlktona Tokareva," (Canadlan Woman Studles/les 
cahiers de la femme, Vol 10, No 4,1989). pp 75-76 
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grammatical paradigms. In Engl1sh, thls Is manifested by the third 

person slngular masculine pronoun, supposedly a universal point of 

reference: Jn Russian. because it Is tnflected, by all "impersonal," Le. 

masculinized, pronouns, su ch as, for example, the dative pronoun of 

address. "KOMy" ("to whom") whereby the speaker assumes that, before 

the addressee is identifiable, his gender Is known. This linguistic 

development can be ascribed to the hlstorical exclusion of women 

from the forum of public speech. With women absent. men would 

(naturally) speak to and of each other employing masculine 

grammatical endings. In this way. the absence of women has been 

inscribed into the structure of language. 10 

This theory has serious implications for both th,~ study of 

linguistics. and the study and production of literature itself. If the 

mind Is androgynous. but language Is sexed. then any uth~rance is 

already shaped. influenced. by a rigid pattern that cannot. it would 

seem. be arbitrarily altered without the risk of losing sense. In fact. in 

various Western European languages. (women) writers have already 

begun to experiment With. to subvert, to expand, their mother tongue. 

In the same essay whereln Woolf claims audrogyny for the mind. 

she also expresses the need for "a new sentence" to be composed. A 

recent story by Valeriya Narbikova, entitled 'PaBHoAYUJHe CBeTa AHeBHblx H 

H04Hbl)( 3Be3A". (a tiUe which can, rOLlghly, be translated as "The 

Indifferent Light of Diurnal and Nocturnal Stars") contains sentences 

that might weIl answer Woolfs caU: 

10 Sorne of the ansights in thls passage are derived fram a lecture on Siavic morphalogy. 
delivered by Olga Yokomaya. Professar of linguistics al Harvard University, on June 23, 1989, at 
Norwich University in Vermont. 

-



l ... ] AO}KAb 6blll "OH" AllSl YAo6cTBa lllOAeH, ~l 

SBe3Aa 6bllla .. OHa" AllSl H)( YAo6cTBa, He cBoero, H 

COllHl..\e "OHO" AllSl ... a TaM y HH)( 6blllH CBOH OTHOLUeHH5I. 

AmKAb MeHSlll CBOH nOll Ha APyroM 513bIKe; nyHa, OHa }Ke 

NeC5ILI., MeHSllla non B OAHON H TON }Ke Sl3b1Ke. nepe)(OA 

nOlla SlSblK SlBllSlnC5I KaK 6bl MaTepHallH3a~HeH nepe­

)(OAa nana. 4elloBe4ecKHe OTHOWeHH5I BbiSlBllSlnH nOll, 

nepe)(OA nana, H 3TO npoSlBnSlllocb B Sl3blKe Ho KorAa 

caN 513b1K yKasblBan Ha non CTH)(HH, CBeTHn, H)( OT­

HOLUeHH5I BblTeKanH H3 513bIKa. BeTep rOHSln CTaH Ty4 

3Be3Aa roBopHna co 3Be3AoH." 
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In this passage. as in others. Narbikova plays with. and disrupts. the 

notion that things of themselves possess gender. are heterosexually 

opposed (in order) to attract each other. By desexing her mclaphors. 

she charges them in a new and changed relationship to language. 

within language. with eaeh other. and with an element of surprise. 

This is a far ery from Aesopian language - the code developcd by Soviet 

(male) writers to bypass the censorship of the day. 

Narbikova's style; her themes. including a love triangle un­

characlerized by petty moral anguish; her unpreJudiced. and prac­

tieally unpreeedented. referenees to both male and femalc homo­

sexuality; and her subversive. literary allusiveness - al) show promise 

for a literature that seeks. like the society it reflects. tu be open­

(ended). 

11 BanepHs:t Hap6HKOSO. ·PosHOBeCHe AHesHblX H HOI.lHbDI( 3se3A·. JKeHcKdR nOrl1Kd. 

C60PHI1K JKBHCKOi1 npo3bl, ("CospeMel-lHHK·. MocKsa, 1989), p. 502. For translation, see 
Appendix (xxxvi) 



APPENDIX 

Translations of Russian Citations 

(Unles3 otherwise indicated, the translp..tIons are mine.) 

(i) How many hours this torture (which, for the women religious, was 
physical, and for us - moral) lasted, 1 no longer recall. They stood, 
barefoot, on the ice, and continued ta chant prayers, whereas we, 
having cast as ide our implements, rushed about from one guard ta 
another, begging and pleading, sobbing and crying. 

(li) When you are sleepless. the consciousness that you did not 
participate, first-hand, in murders and betrayals, is of no consolation. 
( ... ) Mea culpa. And more and more does it seem to me that even 
having spent eighteen years in a living heU is not enough to purge my 
guilt. 

(Ui) No one has added up the number of days l've had to stay home 
because of them. When they find out this statistic, they will grow 
afraid. Perhaps l'll be afraid - for 1 haven't added up the days, either. 

Uv) Everybody spoke up, sorne said yellow, others light brown, and 1 
said Jewish, and for sorne reason everyone got embarrassed and 
Andrei, my etemal enemy, snorted. And Kolya slapped Zhora on the 
shoulder. But strictly speaking, what had 1 said? rd said the truth. 

- from "Our Crowd," translated by Helena Goscilo, in Glasno~t: An 
Anthology of Russian Literature under Gorbachev, edited by Helena 
Goscilo and Byron Lindsey, (Ardis. Ann Arbor, Michigan, 1990). 

(v) After aU. 1 too had been. untU quite recently, a published Soviet 
author. Therefore 1 was, on one level or another, an accomplice to the 
universal lie and the universal silence. But for each individual there 
cornes a Ume when truth seizes you by the throat and forever takes 
possession of your soul. 

(vi) For sorne Ume 1 have been trying to obtain a precise definitlon of 
the terms "soviet" and Manti -soviet". Their meanings are constantly 
fluctuating. There have been, for example, periods - quite protracted -
when it was considered "soviet" to write denunciations. And there 
have been periods - quite brief - when it was considered "soviet" ta 
rescue and provide a living for those who had returned from the 
nether-world le.g. the camps) whence they had been sent because of 
denunciations. 
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(vii) "You know. over the past few years l've begun to think badly of 
men. You've noticed. there are hardly any there" (in the prison lines -
N.B. Lydia Chukovskaya]. 

(viii) [ ... ] aIl these women were the mothers, wives and sisters of 
saboteurs, terrorists and spiesr [ ... 1 They looked like perfectly ordinary 
people, Just like in a streetcar or shop. Except that aIl looked tired 
and baggy-eyed. 

- from The Deserted House, translated by Aline B. Werth. (E.P. Dutton 
& Co., Ine., New York, 1969). 

(ix) Just imaginer One has to distinguish truth from falsehood by the 
tone of the words, not by the sense, but by their tone and 
arrangement! What nonsense! What gibberish she talks, and she's a 
translator. a member of the Union ... Ifs not suprislng she loves ( ... ) 
poetry [ ... ] 

- from Coing Under, translated by Peter M. Weston. (Barrie & Jenkins, 
London, 1972). 

Items (x) - (xvi) are also translated by Peter M. Weston. 

(x) Somehow 1 hadn't thought about this when 1 was on my way here -
to seclusion. 1 hadn't envisaged the existence of other people. 

(xi) 1 waited for his vOiee, for a word. without seeing either the moon 
or th. trees ... He was the first messenger from therer 1 wanted to 
hurry him, to jog his arm. Please. don't be silent. You are a 
messenger. 1 am listening. 

(xii) It should have been like this: a table. paper, an interrogator, a 
chair, a lamp, night and two thugs coming in to beat you up. But eaeh 
Ume 1 dreamt of heavy, black water, exuding cold. Water and silence. 
Yeso 1 could see the silence. It swtrled up like steam. And that was 
Alyosha under interrogation. People were shoving him with sticks 
towards the water. Also in silence. 

(xiii) It wasn't a coherent story but like sorne kind of spots wandering 
around his memory. working to the surface and making a notch in 
mine at the same time. 

(xiv) This was no spontaneous madness which so orten in our past had 
seized ignorant people. This Ume it was a madness deliberately 
organized, planned and spread. with a earefully thought-out purpose. 
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(X") One must grasp this clearly - logs are burnt and children are 
bùmt. But my heart didn't want to grasp il c1early ... 1 ... ) One had to 
make the conversation sound ordinary ta learn ta breathe again. 

(xvi) 1 feIt mute. [ ... ] This night and aU the preceding nights and days 
1 had been tormented not by grief but by something worse: the 
incomprehensibility al1d namelessness of what was taking place. 
Grief? Was grief really like that? Grief has a name and if you have 
sufficient courage you find the strength to pronounce it. But what had 
happened to us had no name because it made no sense. [ ... 1 My he ad 
seemed to be spinning and my heart gradually growing heavier not 
from the sixte en hours spent on my feet but from fruitless efforts ta 
grasp what had happened and give it a name. 

(xvii) And yet il had always been differenl. As long as 1 could 
remember 1 had always been accompanied by Success. 1t elected me 
ta every presidium. spoke about me every March 8. And how: a 
woman scientist, author of serious works, translated into other 
languages, and sa on and sa forth. 1 became used ta Success, as though 
ft were something to be taken for granted. 

- from "No Smiles," translated by Dobrochna Dyrcz-Freeman, in The 
New Soviet Fiction: Sixteen Short Stories, compiled by Sergei Zaligin. 
(Abbeville Press Publishers, New York. 1989). 

(XViii) Wh!! doesn't the chairman stop him? 1 thought in dumb 
amazement. But then, maybe neither he nor Windbag understands 
that it is insulting. How are they supposed to know what a woman 
jeels like when they call her, when they shout at her, "she" as though 
they had brought her out onto a square in front of a ta vern for 
corporal punishment ... 

- from "No Smiles". translated by Dobrochna Dyrcz-Freeman. 

(Xix) Never before had 1 had to deal with such a thing. These were 
sorne kind of criminal dealings [ ... ) 1 had read of incidents in the 
newspaper. The doctor and the woman both had ta go ta court. 
Become a criminal. a defendant. And still 1 had to do il. 

- from "Summer in the City." translated by Sigrid McLaughlin, in The 
Image oj Women in Contemporary Soviet Fiction. (St. Martin's Press. 
New York, 1990). 
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(xx) "Imagine, sometimes 1 have to wash my own underwear. ( ... ) But a 
man even feels awkward doing housework, don't you think so? Just 
take literature. Where do you find a man doing housework? It's 
unnatural. It wasn't that way with you. 1 remember what a channing 
housekeeper you were in our liUle room ( ... ) Rernember?~ "No, l'vc 
forgotten. " 

- from "Summer in the City," translated by Sigrid McLaughlin. 

(xxi) You go to confide in her, and she offers you a book, likc il was 
sorne kind of medicine, But the book is about other people. 1 want 
one thafs written about me. (N.B. In this context, the phrase "NOS! 

MarywKa" ("my mother") is untranslateable.) 

(xxii) The use of unapproved and unchecked teaching rnaterial at this 
time was tantamount to ideological diversion. 

- from The Ship ofWidows, translated by Cathy Porter, (Virago Press 
Lirnited, London, 1985). 

(xxiii) ( ... ] he not only fed her and washed her, he did all sorts of 
other things, too, the dirty and disgusting things that mcn usually 
disdain. 

- from The Ship of Widows, translated by Cathy Porter. 

(xxiv) Dontsova had never irnagined that sornething she knew insidc 
and out and so thoroughly could change to the point where il became 
entirely new and unfamiliar. 

- Solzhenitsyn, Alexander, Cancer Ward, translated by Nicholas Bethcll 
and David Berg, (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, New York, 1968). 

(xxv) More often than not, the feminized professions arc unrc­
munerative, exhausting, and without prestige. Teachers and doc tors 
are aimost aIl women. And the women in orange overalls. pounding 
ties on the railroad track, getting yelled al by the foreman ... And 
housework: duIl, inescapabie. Work, home, never enough time - how 
many wornen have been broken, have aged prematurely! 

(xxvi) In her stories, childhood is untamed, unusuaI. oot idyJlic Of 

tender; at Urnes even tragic, charged with the fiercest emotions: 
terror, love, hate, stormy recalcitrance. 
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(xxvii) White palaces with emerald scaly roofs, stepped temples with 
taU doorways covered with streaming curtains of peacock feathers, 
enormous golden statues, marble staircases going deep into the sea, 
sharp silver obelisks with inscriptions in an unJrnown tongue [ ... 1 

- from On the Golden Porch, translated by Antonina W. Bouis, (Alfred 
A. Knopf, New York, 1989). 

Items (xxviii) - (xxxiii) are also translated by Antonina W. Bouis. 

(XXViii) Unde Borya whistled, [ ... ) looking for something to pick on. 
Lenechka spilled the milk and Unde Borya was glad - an excuse to nag. 
But Lenechka was totally indifferent to his unde's lectures: he was 
still Bule and his soul was sealed like a chicken egg: everything Just 
roIlcd off. 

(xxix) "Sleep, my darling, sleep tight." 
... Yes, things aren't going too weIl wtth Maryvanna. Should 1 be sent 

to a French group? They go out for walks, and get a snack, and play 
Lotto. Of course, send me. Hurrah! But that evening, the French­
woman returns the black sheep to mother. 

"Madame, your child is completely unprepared. She stuck her 
tongue out at the other children. tore up pictures, and threw up her 
cream of wheat. Come back nex' .. year. Good-bye. Au revoir." 

.. Bad-bye!" 1 shout. dragged away by my disappointed mother. "Eat 
your own crummy wheaU No revoir!" 

("Is that so? Weil, Just get out of here! Take your lousy kid!" - "Who 
needs lU Don't think you're so hot, Madame.") 

"Forgive us, please, she's really quite difficult." 
"Ifs aIl right, 1 understand." 
What a burden you are! 

(xxx) [ ... ] no, something bigger. something completely different, 
important, exciting. and great rustled and sparkled ahead, as if 
Rimma's barge. sailing in a dark stream through flowering rushes. was 
about to be carrted out into the green. Joyous. roaring ocean. 

(xxxi) Rimma was used to them and hardly listened, thinking her 
own thoughts, deep in her unhurrted dreams. 

(xxxii) But the solace was artificial and meager, for everything was 
over, life was showing its empty face: hair askew and gaping eye 
sockets. 

(xxxiii) Everything was covered with a layer of dust. Sometimes she 
wanted - strange - to talk about it with Pipka. but she never came back. 
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(xxxiv) Branded by a hacking. phlegmatic cough. the concert was 
born and multiplied into millions of black suns 1 and scaUered in all 
directions. The light of celestial bodies will go out. the earth's crust 
will be covered in frost. and the planet. a chunk of ice, will specd 
forever along uncharted stellar paths, but the rascal's cough will not he 
erased. il will be engraved eternally on the diamond scrolls of 
immoxtal music - for isn't music immorlal? - but this artful man has 
hammered himself. a rusty nail. into eternity, signed his name with oH 
paint on tht! dome of the universe, splash"!d sulphuric acid in the facc 
of the divine. 

(xxxv) Laura is extremely tired today. please. Denisov, Laura went to 
Rosanna's. Rosanna has something wrong with her leg. ifs Just awful. 
[ ... ] 

(xxxvi) Rain was "he" for people's convenience, and the star was 
"she" for their convenience, not her own, and the sun was "it" for ... 
but these had their own relationship.2 Rain changed its gcndcr in 
another language;3 the moon4 changed its gender in one and thc 
same language. A sex change. As if language were the materialization 
of a sex change. Human relationships disc10sed gender: sex change; 
and Lhis was reflected in language. But when language itsc1f dcfined 
the gender of the elements and of celestial bodies, their re1ationships 
derived from language. The wind chased a flock of c1ouds. 5 A star 
was speaking with a star.6 

l "4epHble COflHbIUlKH· (" black suns") refer to phonograph recoi ds. 

21n persomfying and engendering natural phenomena and the celestial bodies, Narblkova alludes to 
thelr potential sexual interaction, or "ménage," and, elhptically, (In this instance) to homoeroticism 

3 ''Rain,'' in Russian ("AO)l(Ab ") is masculine, whereas ln French, for example, ("la plUie") Il IS femmlne 

4 There are two words, in Russlan, for "moon" "nyHèJ" and "MecSl~", the flrst IS femlnlne, the second, 
masculine; in her placement, Narblkova pnvlleges the former over the latter 

5 "Wind." ln Rus~ian ( "seTep") IS masculine, while "cloud" ("Ty4èJ") IS femlnlne 

6 "Star," ln Russlan ("3se3Aa") IS femlnlne ln thls Instance, another potenllal sexual relation between 
two celestlal bodies of the same gender (In contrast to the prevlous phrase) IS suggested (ThiS phrase IS 

a paraphrase of Lermontov's line, "H 3se3Aa c: 3se3AolO rOSOpI1T" - ["A nd a star speaks wlth a star"] 

from the poem "BbIXO)l(y OAHH SI Ha Aopory" - ["1 go for a lonely walk"j ) 
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