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ABSTUCT 

The contemporary Siberian writer Valentin Grigor'evioh Raeputin 

has consistently chosen to portray peasant women ae the protagonists ot 

his stories, particularly of his major works ot the 1910s. 

His female protagonist.s are considered highly representative ot the 

new type of heroine which emerged with the advent of "village prose". 

However, there ia somet:,ing that sets them apart from other "village 

prose" heroines. They are psychologioally more complex and, while they 

are realistically portrayed, they play a crucial symbolic role in 

Rasputin's ~orks, providing the key to an understanding of his po~tio 

system and his worldview. 

The following analysis of his female characters reveals that their 

spi~ituality and values are precisely what Rasputin fears is being lost 

in an increasingly materialistic world. 

This study offers a unique 1nterpretation of Rasputin's works 

according to which the female characters, together with nature's 

elements and the traditional Russlan village, ~ and mill, are viewed 

as symbolic representations of the Feminine Princlple struggling for 

survival in a male-oriented, materialistic and utilitar1an modern 

world. The Feminine Principle in this poetic system represents the pure 

spirituality and wholeness of being without which Man cannot live and 

yet is now threatenlng to destroy. 
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RESUME 

L'écrivain contemporain sibérien Valentin Grigor'evich Ralputin a 

souvent choisi la simple p'aysanne comme perlonnage principal de lei 

oeuvres, notamment celles des années soixante-dix. 

Ses protagonistes féminins illustrent bien la nouvelle claIse 

d 'héroine qui est apparue avec la "prose villageoise". Elles sont 

psychologiquement plus complexes et, bien que dépeintes avec réalisme, 

elles jouent un rôle symbolique fondamental dans l'oeuvre de Raeputin, 

et se révèlent donc la clé de son système poétique et de sa 

weltanshchauung. 

L'analyse des héroines de Rasputin qui suit reflète bien 

l'inquiétude que l'auteur ressent face à la disparition de la 

spiritualité et des valeurs morales que représentent ces femmes dans un 

monde de plus en plus matérialiste. 

Cette étude offre une interprétation inusitée de l'oeuvre de 

Rasputin selon laquelle les personnages féminins, ainsi que les é.é~ent8 

de la nature, le village russe, l'isba, et le moulin, se perçoivent 

comme des représentstions symboliques du Principe Féminin dans sa lutte 

contre le 

Principe 

représente 

monde moderne, matérialiste et utilitaire, orienté vers le 

Masculin. Le Principe Féminin, dans ce système poétique, 

la spiritualité pure et la plénitude de l'être, sans 

lesquelles l'Homme ne peut vivre, mais qu'il menace malgré lui de 

détruire • 
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NOTE 

The Library or Congress system of transliteration without 

diacritics is used 1n th1s thesis, w1th the exception of quotat1ona of 

existing translations. In the caae of names of well-known people or 

places for which a widely accepted spel11ng already exista, the most 

comnonly used rorm 1s employed. For example, WTolstoyft will be used 

rather than WTolstoi", and ftDostoevsky· rather th an ftOostoevskiiw. 

All titles of novels and short stories are underlined 1n the text. 

In the notes and b1b11ography, however. only titles of books are 

underlined. Titles or short stor1es and articles wh1ch have been 

published in collections or journals carry the appropr1ate quotat10n 

marks and are not underlined. 

Translations are my own unless otherwise ind1cated. 

Notes are located at the end of each chapter. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Valentin Gr1gor'ev1ch Rasputin 1s widely acclaimed both at home and 

in the West as one of the most gifted writers 1n the Soviet Union today. 

Not only are his warks praised officially but they enjoy immense 

popular1ty among the Russian people themselves. In fact, some have gone 

as far as to allege that "there exists a cult of Rasputin in the Soviet 

Un10n".[1] 

A native o~ Siberia, Rasputin was born of peasant stock on March 

15th, 1937 in the regional capital of Ust'-Uda on the river Angara, 

about 300 kilometers from Irkutsk. ln 1959, he graduated from Irkutsk 

University where he studied history and philology. Unable to obtain a 

stipend in his third year of university, he ~ound temporary work on a 

local youth newspaper (Sovetskgip mQJQ9~p~). He continued to work there 

in the years following and was made a full-time employee of the paper 

while still a student. After graduation, he carried on in journalism 1n 

Irkutsk and eventually moved ta Krasnoyarsk to work as a special 

correspondent for another youth newspaper. This last job allowed him to 

travel around ~iberia cover~,ng territory from the Enisei to the Angara 

and the Lena and to report on every subject ranging from large-scale 

projects duch as the Abakan-Taishet railway building project and tne 

construction of the Krasnoyé.l'ok hydro-electric power station, to the 

simple lives of the mountain people of Tofalariia in the Saiany mou~tajn 

range. 

In the course of his journalistic career, 

with young writers such as Aleksandr Vampilov, 

he established contact 

Gennadii Mashkin and 

Viacheslav Shugaev, and under their influence, developed an interest jn 

the world of l1terary and social debate. 

His original intention had been to become a tea~her, but gradually 

he began to write literary sketches and short staries based on his early 

experiences and impressions. His transformation from journalist to a 

writer o~ literary fjetion was graduaI. He started witt! more factual, 

documentary-style sketches (ocherkiJ in K9~troYye n~vy~p ilOr9~~V (Lights 

for Building New Cities) in 1966. This collection, in true socialist 

realist tradition, praises the achievements of construction workers in 

Siberia, particularly those working on the Abakan-Taishet railway I1ne. 
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The laudatory tone or th1s book 1s not surprising because the 

construction of the railway must have been very impressive indeed. In 

eight years (1958-1965), 647 kilometres of ra1lway were completed, 

extending over swamps and taiga, through mountains and across ravines 

and valleys. The project included nine tunnels of a combined length of 

ten milp-s, three viaducts and hundreds of bridges. Writes David 

Gillespie, author of the only monograph available in English which is 

devoted solely to Rasputin: 

The book, not surprisingly, is imbued with a sense of 
glory in this achievement and reflects an active 
political commitment to th~ cause.[2] 

In the same year, Rasputin published anothûr collection of 

sketches, ~ Y9~1~ §~ORO peb~ (A Land Close to Heaven). Although 

still semi-factual, these sketches are contemplative and lyrical. While 

the previous collection recorded his impressions of the large-scale 

construction projects, this second collection chronicles h~s perceptions 

of the small indigenous nation of the Tofalar. It i5 in these sketches 

tha t he reveals, for the fira L time, his deep a t tradi on to the 

primjtjve life and the strong code of ethics of the simple people who 

live close to nature in remote areae of the country. 

Although these tHO books are closer to documentary journalism than 

to ficllon, they do deserve sorne attention in that the dominant themes 

of Rasputin's later works are clearly visible. In Kostr..Q'yY..Ç Jl.9.vyj{P 

&Qr.Q9.9_V, h~s intercst in the themc of modern industr'ialism is evident. 

He appears optiruistic and full of political idealism, confident in Man's 

ability to harness the elements. He tr~ats the sarne theme again ten 

years lélter, however his optimism and idealism appear to have been 

toLally shatter'ed, as seen in his short novel Prosh,Ç!JÊl1j.~ .fl l1at~l'Ql 

(Farewell to Mat~r3, 1976). In Krâ1 Y9~J~ .fl~.9~ l1&P~, the Rasputin we 

have come to know in his later works is clearly present. He describes 

wiLb fascination and 3ffection the traditions, culture and folklore of 

the Tofalar, stressing their moral values which are rooted in their 

closeness to nature. In these sketches, he laments the loss of the folk 

heriLdge and the irupending disappearance of this tiny nation and its way 

of life.[3] In the sketch entitled ~ §Ql~t~p 9~ ~..Q1D~Pp (From Sun to 

Sun), the narrator, heari"~ the seng of the Tofalar women, pondera: 

These low, monotonous sounds come from somewhere far, 
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~- -------------- --- ------------- -------,-, 
far away. They seem to carry some acute but forgotten 
sense, something to which we feel a debt, though we 
know not why, something with which we feel il1 at ease, 
though we fail to see the reason, and ve struggle to 
remember, but in no way do we succeed, and so we try to 
justify ourselve3 beforehand, not knowing that we 
our'selves are to blame. [4] 

The sense of guilt and loss of memory will form an undercurrent in aIl 

of Rasputin's later works. In the same story, the narrator goes on to 

ask a Tofa what the song is abcut. He is told that jt is about them, the 

people. He then asks why the song ls so strange, as though we were 

guilty of something. The answer again reveals the guilt Man should feel, 

according to the author, for letting the spirit.ual legacy of his 

forefathers slowly disappear: 

Bp.cause we are deceivers. We are deceivers, because we 
are dying.[5] 

1967. Rasputin considers it to be his first book, [6] although ft. 

probably should be called his first book of fiction. Jt consists of 

twel ve short stodes, the most well-knmm of l-lhich i8 Ys.§.ilJ.J- J- Y~§j.ljll.fl 

(Vasili and Vasilisa). In the same year, Den' &i gJj.2- 1:1.91'J-J- (Money for 

Maria) , his fj l'st povest-' or short novel (the genrü which uas to become 

Rasputin's favourite) was published in the li terary journal Angal'.f'1. Jt 

was so successful that, a year later, it appeared in book form ln Moscow 

together with the best of his early short stories. By 1970, when hi~ 

next short novel Posleg_nj] 131',9,l{ (Borrowed Time) was publi Bhed, he had 

attracted a wide readership in the Soviet Union. Hi~ popularity 

continued to increase with the publl ca tion of Zh1.Yl j 'p,91!lD1. (L5. vc and 

Remember, 1974) [7J and Prosh.cjlg..nj.e s H.fl.t..e.r.9J-. From then on, hi:J woroks 

began to appear in most of the languages of the vi:lrious republiul of the 

Soviet Union. They were soon followed with translationn into Spanish, 

English, French and German by Soviet as weIl as Western pub11shing 

houses. By 1985, his major works had been translated into al] the 

languages of the Soviet Union, as weIl as Hjndi, Arabie, Danish, 

Hungarian, Serbo-Croatian and Bulgarian to name but a few. 

stories have also been adapted tu the stage and screen . 

His bent 

Rasputin' S other major publications up until th en include 1nJ,A P9 

techeni]~ (Going Downstream, 1972),[8] an .9~b~r~ in which he explores 

the subject-matter that will 1 ater be developed in ITQ~lLcj1JlDj!l J) 
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~.Qj,~ and ~.b.Pj~ khloPQty (Unexpe{)ted Troubles, 1969). The 

l~tter, written jointly with Viacheslav Shugaev, would resemble the 

typical Soviet production novel were it not for the psychological 

approach to the lives of the protagonists. It has little art~stic merit 

and tends to be ignored in the critical literature about Rasputin. 

His literary output diminished somewhat in the 1980s. He produced 

only half a dozen short stories and one short novel, Pozhar (Fire, 

1985). This can be explained partly by the fact that he was seriously 

injured in a vicious mugging [9] in 1980, which left him unable to 

write for over a year. His major collection of short stories during "his 

period Is ~zh!3j ~ y~~ liubJ (You Live and Love, 1982). It includes 

his latest stories as weIl as a selection of his best stories of the 60s 

and 70s. 

Although his productivity has declined, Rasputin continues to be 

one of t!:e most popular and inf'luential writers in the Soviet Union 

today. His stories and short novels have been republished numerous 

times, ln very large editions, yet the y continue to sell out. 

Rasputin has always been regarded as a writer close ta the village 

theme in Soviet literature and his wvrks are generally discussed in the 

context of the so-called "village prose" movement (derevens~~J~ ~~~). 

In fact, he has been called the best representative of the younger 

gpneration of "village prose" writers. For this reason, it would 

contribute to a better understanding of his works to c0mment briefly on 

thi s movement. 

"Village prose" is difficult to define. It is neither a genre, nor 

is it a school. The term "village prose" basically links, by certain 

unifying characteristics, many different writers with different styles 

favouring different genres. "Village prose" writers include Abramov, 

Mozhaev, Nosov, Belov, Soloukhin, Astaf'ev, Shukshin, Likhonoso\' and 

many more. From the October Revolution to Stalin's death, peasants had 

been portl'ayed as activists, innovators and fighters for a collectivized 

agriculture. Otherwlse, they were depicted as negatlve characters, 

backward, 

literature 

superstltious and reactionary. After Stalin's dcath, rural 

changed dramatically. Deming Brown refers to the end of' 

Stalin's rule as the beginning of' an "era of unprecedented frankness in 

4 



rural literature".[10] And it is the rural literature which emerged from 

tbis pOint on which is commonly referred to as "village prose". 

The early representatives of this new literary trend conoerned 

themselves mainly with socio-economic and eoonomic-org~nizational 

problems. Valentin Ovechkin, who is often ùited as the father of the 

"village prose" movement, clearly blamed the governme~t for the 

appalling sooial and economic conditions afflicting rural areas in his 

Raionn~e b~gni (District Routine, 1952). His example was followed by the 

ocherkisl§ of the mid-50s, the most well-known of whom are Zalygin, 

Tendriakov, Troepolskii, and Dorosh. These writers gave an honest 

picture of the terrible conditions of rural life. However, as "village 

prose" evolved, the concern of the younger generation shifted 

progressively to moral, ethical and eve-, philosophical issues. By the 

late sixties, the questions it raised oegan to worry the authorities 

because they cast doubt on the moral health of the country. And in doing 

so, they seemed to challenge the very philosophy of the State. Indeed, 

the system of values in the Soviet Union was created in support of the 

image of the collective state str"iving for urbanization and 

technologieal progresse "Village prose" became the focus of heated 

debates. Its implications troubled the authorities aIl the more ~o 

because it was artistically superior to much of the literature whieh had 

been published in past decades and had become immensely popular among 

Soviet r'eaders. This is the context in which Rasputin began his 11 terary 

career. 

"Village prose" has been classified as critieal realism by some. 

Most works of this trend describe the difficult life of the post-war 

Bussian village, stressing poverty, deprivation and dlscontent. Many 

expose the corruption and mismanagement of the bureaucrats. Some deplore 

the arbitrary takeovers of kolkhozes by sovkhozes. Others show the 

effects of the war on the villages. The most salient aspect of these 

works, however, ls that they a11 explore the character of the peasant, 

usually portraying him as having preserved his Inner purlty and hlgh 

moral values despite aIl the dlfflculties. The dlfference je that the 

peasant they describe 15 no longer the innovatol' or the acUvlst, but 

rather the ordinary, simple, old-fashioned muzhik or p~. 

Although Solzhenit8yn i8 not directly associated with the movement, 
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his story Matrenjp ~Y9r (Matrena's House, 1963) is acknowledged in the 

West as having given "village prose" nits focus, 1ts direction, and its 

soul".[11] Matrena is one ot the best examples of the new positive hero 

in village literature. Simple, uneducated, good-hearted, selfless, and 

honest, she could be compared to the malenkiJ ~helovek in pre

revolutionary literature. This new type of hero, often speaking peasant 

d1alect, is especially warmly portrayed by Shukshin, the best example of 

which i5 Chudik.[12] Whether the hero 18 shown suffering in silence 

(such as Matrena), or good-naturedly and naively stumbling against 

unfeeling bureaucrats (Chudik), the overall mood is one of sadness at 

what the world is becoming. "Village prose" works awaken the readers' 

feelings of indignation towards the bureauJrats and city-dwellers tor 

their callous treatment ot the peasants. One May weIl laugh while 

reading Shukshin's stories, but it is 'laughter through tears'. 

The "village prose" writers generally believe that the peasant's 

strong qualities derive trom his closeness to the soil and his living in 

harmony and in rhythm wi th the natural cycles. TM.s is why they accord 

such an important role to Nature in their works. They affectionately 

extol the beauty and splendor of the Russian countl"yside. Their loving 

descriptions are aIl th~ more ~oving because they are often juxtaposed 

with scenes depicting the destruction of the natural environment by the 

encroachinB city. Modern, industrialized society is viewed as a threat 

not only to the environment but to the tradi tional vay of life of the 

pcn~nnt. And the "village prose" writers see this as the source of the 

deteriol'ating moral values which the y observe around them. In keeping 

with these feelings, it is not surprising then that mc,t of them are 

sympathetic to religious values. 

Thematically, Rasputin has much in common with the "village prose" 

writers. He, too, shares the opinion that the simple peasant has 

preserved an inner purity through his closeness to the soil, 

specifically by working the land. Likewise, he is sympathetic to 

religious values. He also str€sses the dichotomy between the city and 

the countryside and is particularly alarmed over the disruption of the 

natural environment. Most of aIl, he fears 3 future where moral values 

have becn mislaid in the rush of technology, urbanization and so-called 

"progress" • 

6 
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Despite the similarities, however, Rasputin's art is unique. The 

problems he raises are of a more universal nature. Although the setting 

is the same, the Russian village is not of central interest for him. It 

is simply a familiar milieu in which to explore more general issues that 

transcend the confines of the Russian countryside.[13] Whereas some 

"village prose" writers make extensive use of regional peasant dialect, 

Rasputin prefers to write in classical Russian, using expressive, local 

phrases only in dialogue between the characters and only expressions 

which are also understandable to non-peasant readers, which makes his 

work more accessible to the universal audience. Unlike other "village 

prose" writers, Rasputin does not dwell upon the poverty, injustices and 

discontent prevailing in the countryside. He does not use his stories as 

a vehicle for social proteste In faet, his works make 1ittle mention of 

t~piea1 issues or historieal facts. The on1y short novel that iB set in 

a specifie time frame is Zh!Yj j pg~~J which takes place in the last 

year of the War. ~ut this is less important to the story than the effect 

the crisis has on the charaeters. Also, in the story, most referenees to 

time either allude to the religious calendar or simply to the seasons of 

the year. One might argue that Prosh~pÊ~~ p ~~~~r9J offera social 

commentary. However, any referenee to the concrete i s offset by a s h'ong 

tendency toward symbolism and allegory. Chapter Four of this thesis wjll 

offer more on Rasputin's use of symbolisme Constance Ann Llnk, whose 

Ph.D. dissertation ls devoted entirely to the symbolism in Rasputin's 

short novels of the seventies, remarks: 

AlI of the social issues touched upon ln the novels, 
however, are subordlnate to the symbollsm and 
philosophy of the whole.[1Q] 

In other words, although Rasputin does make reference to certain social 

issues such as alcoholism, the takeover of kolkhozes by sovkhozes, the 

destruction of the natural environDlent in the name of progress, the 

question of military deserters, and 50 on, they are not slgnlficant jn 

themselves. They merely serve to represent universal human problems and 

contribute to the crises through which the author observes the 

individual psychologies and emotional relationships of his characters. 

And through these observations, he is led to the "eternal questions" 

sueh as the meaning of life, the mystery of death, the power of love, 

the nature of dreams and memory. As cri tics have pointed out, he i3 a 
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wri ter of philosophieal cast. Some have eompared him to Dostoevsky. 

Rasputin's profound knowledge of human nature, his treatment of his 

eharacters in extreme situations, his skiUful use of dreams and 

symbolism, his preoccupation with the notion of guilt, all the se point 

to Dostoevsky's influence. [15] 

One last point to which one should call attention with regard to 

"village prose" 1s that, in many works, the protagonists are 

This js interesting and surprising in view of the fact that 

female. 

a11 the 

"village prose" wri ters are male, whereas "urban prose" counts Many 

women writers. This is particularly evident in Rasputin's works. 

Indeed, in reading the works of Rasputin, one is struck by the 

central place of Wornan, the sense and presence of her. She seems to be 

the focal point of both his philosophy of life and his prose. The 

eighty-year-old~, the middle-aged woman, the sixteen-year-old girl, 

the six-year-old child, they all figure in Rasputin's works. However, 

with the exception of 10 in Rudol'fjp (1966) and Lidia Mikhailovna in 

~ frFP~p~Z§~989 (French L~ssons,1973), a sixteen-year-old girl and a 

young teacher respectively, the major protagonists in most of his 

storips are simple peasant women, usually old, almost always mothers. 

His Most characteristic and memorable protagonists are the old peasant 

women crea ted in the 1970s, Anna in Posledll.1J .s!,.o.k and Dar' ia in 

.fr.QMl.ÇpÂlli.e .s .~a.t.e.r9J. They seem to represent the last remaining keepers 

of the values, ethics and traditions of the past, that are fast 

disappearlng in the modern world. Rasputin displays extraordinary 

insight into their psychology and, what ls even more intriguing, he 

appears to identify with them.[16] Middle-aged and younger women, and 

children in his stories are generally secondary characters. The first 

t.wo serve as eontrasting figures to emphasize the differences between 

the generations. Children are usua11y depicted as kindred victims of 

circumstances over which they have no control, victims of middle-aged 

adults' lack of moral values. As will be demonstrated in Chapter Four, 

children and old women in Rasputin's works share a special bond in tbat 

they are both Simple, pure and more whole than the generation that 

separates them, the generation that promotes 'material progress'. 

Nastena, in ~ J pp~ is an exception. Although young, she fits into 
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the same category as the old peasant women. Because the story Is set ln 

1945, she can be consldered part of the same generation as the other old 

women. 

Of Rasputln's flve major works, the three that were published in 

the 1970s have female protagonlsts (PoslednjJ ~r9~, Zbjyj J ~~~ and 

froshc]1llJlj~ § Meroj.). Surprlsingly, despl te the t1 tle, Mariia of 

Den'g! 9Jj~ ~~jJ is not the main character in that short novel. She is 

Qulte helpless and passive. It 18 her husband, Kuz'ma, who takes charge 

to help her out of the predicament ln whlch she has found herself. She 

does, nevertheless, possess sorne of the quallties of Rasputin's other 

heroines, su ch as kind-heartedness and goodness (dobrota), which are 

Most probably the reason she ls ln trouble. The most recent short novel, 

~a~, also has a male hero, Ivan Petrovich. His wife, Al~ a, plays an 

important rOle, but ls still a secondary character. She is of the same 

ilk as Anna and Dar'ia; a good, strong, peasant woman, a devoted wife of 

32 years. To her husband, she is everythlng that a woman should be. But 

she is also the last of her kind. She stands out in marked eontrast 

against a background of chaos, confusion, Indifference and apathy. 

As mentioned earlier, Rasputin reveals a strong tendency toward 

symbolisme It i8 the purpose of this thesis to demonstr'ate thal, 

although Rasputin's female protagonists are realistieally portrayed, 

more importantly they play a crucial symbolic role in his works. They 

provide the key to an understanding of Rasputin's poetic 3ystem and his 

worldview. 

Through an analysis of his female characters, l intend to show that 

his works represent much more than a sociologieal study of tradltjonal 

Siberian peasant women. Some cri tics may state th~t Rasputin's works 

bear witness to the disappearance of the old Russian baba and the values 

for which she stands. While this claim ls not false It, nevertheless, 

ignores the undeniable symbolic aspect of Rasputin's works. There i~ a 

much stronger feminine presence in his stories than one mjght, at firet 

glance, rea11ze. The "women" in his stories jnclude, on the symbolic 

level, elements of nature such as the river Angara, the animaIs and the 

Island of Matera. as weIl as the village by the same name with its 

traditional Russian ~ and mills. Rasputin's heroirJes, together with 
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his allegorical representations ot women, can aIl be seen as 

manifestations of the Feminine Principle. The Feminine Principle, for 

Rasputin, represents natural wisdom (motber wit) and instinctual powers 

as opposed to the rational and scientific "masculine" order. It 

represents the pure spirituality and wholeness of being without which 

Han cannot live, yet which is being threatened by him. 

There appears to be a definite progression in his portrayal of 

female characters. For this reason, the y are examined by decade: the 

hero1nes of the sixties are seen as the precursors of the more important 

heroines of the seventies. The absence of heroines su ch as those of the 

seventies in his works of the eighties leads to interesting conclusions. 

When examining the characters of Rasputin's women, due attention 

will be accorded to his earliest stories and sketches. Despite the tact 

that they are artistically inferior to his later work, they do reveal 

his penchant for old women characters and contain a weal th of 

information on his image of woman. Furthermore, although this study will 

focus primarily on Rasputin's protagonists, minor female eharacters will 

be drawn upon to help illustrate what women represent for him. 

Chapter One will discuss the role of the old female peasant 

character in Soviet literature, focusing mainly on her rise from 

secondary character to protagonist. The r1se in importance of the old 

peasant woman will be examined in the context of the whole "village 

prose" movement. Chapter Two will examine the ethos of Rasputin's early 

female characters. Chapter Three will focus on the heroines of the 

seventies, Anna (Posled~jl §r9k), Nastena (Zblyl j PQIDnj) and Dar'ia 

(~~PPPJ~ p lt~t~rgl). Chapter Four offers an analysis of what women 

searn to represent for Rasputin based on the previous chapters and recent 

short stori~s, in particular Natasha. It will examine the symbolic 

representation of Woman and will draw attention to Rasputin's penchant 

for mysticism. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE OLD PEASANT WOHAN IN SOVIET LITERATURE: 

FROH SECOftuARY CHARACTER TO PROTAGONIST 

The simple old peasant woman found in Rasputin's stories ia not new 

to Soviet literature. However, her position as protagonist Is. She 

stands out in marked contrast against female peasant protagonists of 

eariier Soviet literature. 

Before the Revolution, peasant women were general1y portrayed as 

secondary characters. With few exceptions, they served more as props or 

part of the background. With the anti-serfdom movement in the 19th 

century, their living conditions were granted more attention, though 

the y themselves remained largely secondary characters. In reality, 

peasant .lomen were general1y downtrodden, poor, iiiiter'ate, over'worked, 

and beaten and abused by their husbands and fathers. ftccording to Yale 

Uni versity' s .HâruR>oo,l{ 91 !illJJ§j.~D J.J._t~r~.t.UI'9, the image of the ' 10ng

suffering peasant woman' (mnogostr~9~1!llaJ9 P~~) was first present~d by 

D.V. Grigorovich in his ~~Ê (The Village, 1846) and by Turgenev in 

~~j 9~P9~~j~~ (A Sportsman's Sketches, 1847-52).[1] One who devoted 

particular attention to the JIl(lQEQJJ..,tra.9.a.1.'J'l.a.1.a 'p~.bjl was Nikolai Nekrasov. 

In his famous poem, ~ ~r~~pyj D9~ (Frost the Red-Nosed, 1863), he 

wrote movingl) about her tragic lot. 

much sympathy in RUBsian In short, peasant women received 

literature and their lives were described, but they themselves were not 

portray~d in depth as interesting individuals. Writes Xenia Gasiorowska, 

the scholar who has been the Most prol1fic on the theme of women in 

Soviet literature: 

the women themselves could not be remembered ether than 
as representatives of a apecies, for they actually had 
no separate} individual existence. Their plight was 30 
obvious, tneir feelings so predictable that authors 
did not attempt to elaborate on thern. heither did they 
themselves speak out. They were martyrs: starved, 
beaten, abused, in need of help which was no~ 
forthcoming. So, like visitors at the bedside of an 
incurable patient, the writers - and the readeru 
sighed in sympathy, and chastencd, tiptoed ,may. [2] 

After the Revolution, the peasant woman was suddenly granted (/Juch 

attentiorl in fiction. She became an Ideal candidate for the raIe of 
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protagonist because the emancipation of women and the class struggle 

were basic parts of the Harxist program. However, it was the young 

peasant woman who was given the honour of being the protagoniste Old 

peasant women remained in the background. 

In Soviet literature, until after the Second World War, the old 

peasant woman was usually portrayed as a negative secondary character. 

While not necessarily a villain, she was, nevertheless, negative in that 

she did not provide support and help in building the new Communist 

society. 

Gasiorowska classifies the women of this period into three groups: 

the pioneers, the reactionaries and the weaklings (or victims). The old 

peasant women fit into the category of reactionaries or victims. 

Although only secondary eharacters, they were probably closest to 

representing the average peasant woman who, in reality, proved to be 

rather conser'vative and difficult to emancipate. 

It was the pioneers who, though a minority in real life, played the 

important role of protagoniste The old peasant women and the young 

"pioneers of progress" in Soviet literature represented the two poles in 

peasant women's reaetions to the changes brought on by the Revolution. 

The pioneer of' progress, the' Ne, ... l'loman', al though perhaps true to 

lire jn many respects, did not come across as a personality in her own 

right but more as an aggregate of the new peasant woman's essential 

eharacteristics. She was like a poster, created to awaken women to their 

newly acquired rights. The firet example of this 'New Woman' was A. 

Neverov' s Hru:!JJl=-.b.o.1.' .sl'teyj.,gjl,l<Jl (Maria the Bolshevik, 1921). Another 

example of the pioneer of progress is la. Korobov's Kati.§. 'p.QJy (1926). 

The main characteristics of the pioneer of progress were rebellion 

against village custo~s and morals, a thirst for education, and active 

participation in village administration. In other words, it is not 

surprising to find her unmarried though living with a man, having his 

child and rerusing to have it baptized; or if already married, refusing 

to bear children on principle. Physically, she is usual1y bigger and 

stronger than her husband; in some cases, she is s1ightly masculine; she 

tends to wear men's cloth1ng, and 50 on. 

Apart from the pioneers who al1 resembled one another, characters 

such as L. Seifullina's Y1rine1~ (1924) also appearedj they did not fit 
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perfectIy in the pioneer's mold, for they were motivated 801e1y by their 

emotlons as "typical" remales traditionally are in literature. Virineia 

does rebel against village traditions and morais but it la mainly to 

gain sexual freedom. Rather than fighting for women's emancipation in 

Soviet societl' as the "pioneer· of progress" does, this type of 

protagonist fights for her own personal happiness (which, ln its own 

way, i5 a form of emancipation). Gasiorowska caUs this type of 

character a "mutinous soul". Another ~xample of such a mutinous soul 

would be Sholokhov's Aksin'ia in Tikhjj ppp (Quiet Flows the Don, 1928-

1940) • 

Opposing the pioneers were the reactionaries. They were obviously 

portrayed as negative characters. They defied the new regime and did 

everything in their power to disrupt the efforts of the bui lders of 

Communism. They were usua11y midd1e-aged or old women. It was much more 

common, however, to enGounter old women portrayed as harmless and sad 

old mothers, victims of circumstances over which the y had no control and 

to which they were incapable of adapting. Conservative and timid by 

nature, they were frightened by the cataclysmic changen occurr'ing around 

them. Fol' years, they had been taught that a llumble wife was a good 

wlfe and that soci~l and political matters were the domain of their 

husb~nds. Now they were being asked to adopt a new attitude, to behave 

l1ke a Maria the Bolshevik. However, it was inconceivable for thern Lü 

turn against religion and to abandon their oJd ways. Moreover, the 

emancipated woman seemed immoral ta these oid tradjtional women. So they 

hopelessly clung to what was left and tried ta warn their sons nnd 

daughters of the spiritual ruin they were brjnging upon themselves. 

Gasiorowska makes a very appropria te comparison, calling them: 

po or souls, cluckine l ike frightened hens who 
fostered ducklings.[3J 

have 

Examples of these pi tiful old women are Ostrovnov' 5 old mother in 

Sholokhov's PodnJp~~Jp ~§~JjIla (Virgin Sail Upturned, 1932-60), Vaska's 

mother in Seifuilina' s Yi ri n_e.i.éI , Andron' s mother in lleverov' s A.n dr 0/1 

Neputevsi (Andron the No-Gaod. 1923), and Il'inichna in Sholokhov'n 

.Iikh;i.~ P_O]1_ 

In the literature of this period (i.e. until the end of World War 

II), old women were also portrayed oooa3iona11y as figures reminisoent 
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of the witches in Macbeth. Though few in number, these characters made 

quite an impression. They were evil and lived alone on the outskirts of 

the village, in dirty old shacks where they brewed magic potions. They 

were surrounded by religious paraphernalia which gave off an aura of 

evil. For example, the icons in their shacks had a dark and sinister 

quality about them. This portrayal was clearly an effort ta mock the 

piety of old women in real lire, by turning their religious beliers into 

nothing more than maleficent superstitions. [4] Generally, in Soviet 

literature, outward signs of religion were used as a characterization 

device for negative characters. In the case of the hag-like old women, 

the characterizatjon Is ~imply taken ta an extreme. 

During the 1930s, when the doctrine of Socialist Realism was 

Impoaed on literature, the village theme temporarily lost its popularity 

ta the industrial theme. It was revived J however, in the decade 

follot-ling Horld \olar II. In 1946, Andrei Zhdanov, Secretary of the 

Centr~l Commlttcc ~nd St~lin's right-h~nd man, spearheaded a campaign in 

which Socialist Realism was moat rigorously enforced. The literature of 

this period was expected ta be tendentious, rallying the people to the 

Comlllunist cause, and wri ters who devia ted from Zhdanov' s program were 

deuIL with harshIy. The theory of besJ.<:.9_nJJJ..kJ.n9.st' (non-conflict) was 

app] i f·<f to literature, resul ting in works in which suspense was 

eliminated and endings were standardized. Thus, negative characters su ch 

as the admonishing old mothers of eariier works disappearcd altogether. 

The works on the vjllage theme which emerged at this time are commonly 

known as the Zhdanovist kolkhoz novels. Keeping in mind that this was 

the reconstruoticn period, when the themes of work and dut y were 

cmphasized, it is only fitting that the protagonist be the Ideal kolkhoz 

worker. ~gain, she resembled a poster. Resides being completely 

dedicated to ber job, she was a perfect housewife, wife and mother, 

livjl1B up to the higb standards of the new Soviet famiIy's morais and 

values. Her depiction was quite unrealistic. Examples of these 

protagonists are Anna in F. Panferov's Volga ~~~y~p~ft (Mother Volga, 

1953), Grunia in E. Maltsev's Qt. vsego §~ni.t§Ê (With Heart and Soul, 

1948), Mariia in G. Medynskii's Mariia (1946-49) and Avdotia in ~. 

Nikolaeva's ~ft (The Harvest, 1950). These nove15 embellished life, 

'varnishing' reality (laki.1"PYlc.9), and were totally lacking in sincerity. 

16 



-

The tragic and sad old mothers of the earlier period were replaced 

by happy grandmothers. These old women, treat~d kindly by their 

children, helped where they could, usually in the home, though some 

continued to produce outstanding results in the kolkhoz. They praised 

the achievements of the Soviet regime and, reminding others of the bad 

old days, urged them 1',0 appreciate what they now hact. Ilnlike thei r 

predecessors, they did not appear to vaJue the traditions of the past 

and did not worry about the future. 

The differences in the attitudes of the old female characters and 

the younger protagonists toward the changes in the Soviet country si do 

thus vanished. They now worked together towards a common goal. The old 

peasant women remained secondary characters however. 

The turning point in the port rayaI of old peasant women in 30vjet 

literature came with Stalin's death. 

The most conservative writers continued to portray peasant women in 

much the sarne way as writers of the post-war decade, the only 

difference being that the y wcre somewhat le3s perfecto The heroineo wcre 

now permitted ta make the occasional mistake. An example would be 

Zhuravushka in M. Alekseev' s Khleb ::- .iJllJi1 fl.U.s.h.clte;3Jy)..t'p.J..' JI.9.E=! (Bread Ia a 

Noun, 1964). A respected middlp-aged widow and skilled cowbarn worker, 

ahe suffers a momentary lapse of reason, drinks too mueh at a wedding 

and winds up sleeping wi th an oid flame. As soon a~l &he rea] iztls tha t 

she is pregnant, she has an abortion and reaumes her life where she had 

left off. 

The advent of "village prose" meant SODle major changes to the 

character of the peasant woman protagoniste In the fiftjes, the 

ocherk.;i..s.t.s, with their critical realism, definitply stripped the 

"varnish" from the reality in which peasants lived but Lhey ctjll paid 

little attention to female characters. They did, nevertheless, prepare 

the way for the next generation by describing the conditjons in which 

peasant women were forced to live and work. Husbands were portray~d as 

drinking excessi vely. Women' s working conditions were shown to be wor'so 

than m~n's; men still held the positions of authoriLy, and 30 on. Efim 

Dorosh was particularly troubled over the situation of peasant wowen. Jn 

~revep§~JJ 9~XDj~ (Country Diary, 1956-1970), he depicted thorn as 

overworked, often the main suppor't of' their housebolds, and old at 
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forty. He noted that, while kolkhoz work for men was largely mechanized, 

WODlen still used pitcht'orks and scythes. Other ocherkj.§..t§ who focused 

their writing on the lot of women include Antonov, Zhestev, and Iashin. 

In the slxties though, as mentioned in the introduction, the 

younger generation ot' "village prose" writers created a n~w type of 

positive hero: the tradjtional, simple, ordinary muzhik or b~~. It is 

the ~'s rise to the role ot' heroine which is of particular interest 

to us, especially since it ls a first in the history of Soviet 

literature. 

For fort y years, the t'emale peasant protagonist had been a 

Suppcl'ter of the new ideology. She had fought against the old l2.x.t. and 

worked to instill the new one. The word ~ is difficult to explain. It 

encoDlpasses almost everything that the new order had to fight against in 

order to effect the changes planned for the countryside. As the well

known writer !urj: Trifonov declared at the Sixth Writers' Congress in 

1976: 

There is perhaps no more enigmatic, polysemantic and 
incomprehensible word in the Russian language •••• It is 
not for nothing that this concept does not exist in any 
other language and that it is impossible to translate 
the word ~ •••• [5J 

Essentially, ~ designates a way ot' life. It includes the concrete 

aspects of daily life, such as the way people run their households, 

their' working methods and tools, their style of dress, and so on. The 

~.! r~§kow .ljJ~rjlJpJ·.!'l.o.&o .i.a.zy.k.a de fines i t as the aggrega te of 

custorns é.nd mores characteriatic of a particular people, class, social 

miljeu, stratum, etc. To Mayakovsky, ~ was the enemy incarnate, the 

embodiment of everything routine and unchanging, of the enslavement of 

man to physical, biological and social necessi ty. Man had to liberate 

himself from~. However, it can also be understood as a manifestation 

of man's beliefs and philosophy of life. In the struggle between the old 

~ and the new Soviet PS~ created by the new social structure, the 

Questions underlying the outl-lard dispute were questions cf a deeper and 

mcrc fundamental nature such as: How should man live? How should he 

behave towards his fellowman? What goals, beliefs, etc., should he have? 

Up until Stalin's death, the female peasant protagon:fst, cr'usading 

against the old ways, had bel1.eved in buHding a new Communist society. 

She had reminded men ot' her rights and scoffed at village customs and 
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re11810us attitudes. SuddenIy, for the first time in Soviet 11 terature, 

the protagonist was an older woman, or if not old, then at least 

traditional, whose values and ideas did nothing to further the cause of 

the Communist Party. On the contrary, she stood for the old ~ and 

admonished others to be wary of the new one. 

Thus, the traditional, old-fashioned, reIlgious pessant woman we 

encounter in the role of heroine in Rasputin's works is by no means a 

unique phenomenon in Soviet literaturo. She represants the now 

protagonist found in many works of the 1960s and 1970s. 

The change in the orientation of rural Iiterature after Stalin's 

death can be explained with the help of a litUe history. 

The end of the Stalinist era and the accompanying 'relative' 

freedom of expression, permitted writers to take stock of aIl the 

changes that had affected Soviet society over the years. This period 

became knowr.. as a time of cultural reassessment. By 1953, the Russian 

people had experienced enormous upheavals in their way of life. The 

Stalinist period represented years of jntense industrialjzation, 

collectivization and urbanization in Russia. Heavy industry, in 

particular, was greatly developed. Whole new branches of industry, auch 

as chemical, automobile, agricultural machinery, aviation, machine tool, 

and electrical, emerged from modest beginnings, even growing out of 

nothing during the firet Five-Year-Plan (1928-1932). After the War, the 

production of coal, electrical power, Iron, steel, lumbcr, cement, 

agricultural machinery, and trucks, increased at a feverish pace. During 

the fifth Five-Year-Plan (1951-55), particularly impreaaive advances 

were made in the complex fields of aviation and the armarnent irldustry, 

as well as in atomic energy. Probably the greatest trarwfof'lnation, 

however', was observed in the countryside. Approximately 25 million 

individual farms had been replaced by slightly fewer than 250,000 

kolkhozes by the time the war broke out. Huge virgin stretches of land, 

including the far north, began to enter the economic Dlairlstre~iDl. 

Gigantic indus trial complexes erected in the wilderness cauaed large 

cities to suddenly spring into existence. 

These advances in the country'a development broucht ita industry 

close to the level of the most advanced countries in the We3t. For 
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example, by 1937, the Soviet Union had advanced from fifteenth to third 

largest producer of electricity in the world. It was second only to the 

United States in machine building, tractors, trucks, and certain other 

lines of production. From 1928 to 1955, the annual industrial growth 

rate, aD estimated by Western economists, averaged 12 to 14 per 

(ranging from higher rates in the late forties to much lower rates 

the carly fifties). 

cent 

in 

However, progress was achieved at a very high cost to the people. 

The authorities accomplished th~ir aims by imposing great hardships on 

the people and mobilizing the country in quasi-mtlitary fashion. The 

concept of "socialist competition" was invoked to pressure the people 

into working extremely hard while being forced to endure desperate 

shortages of consumer goods and totally Inadequate housing. Up until 

1935, they had to put up with food rationing; despite the high level of 

industrialization, the country had one of the lowest standards of living 

in Europe. What is more, the people had to tolerate a top-heavy 

bureaucracy, excessive red tape and a regime that governed through fear. 

Once again, the cost was highest in the countryside. 

Collectivization destroyed the bulk of the peasant wa~ of life and 

forced almost half the population into the position of second-class 

citizens, deprived of aIl rignts. This naturally met with serious 

resistance. Five million people disappeared at the time and it is 

assumed that they were either killed or sent to labour camps. Large 

numbcrs of people fled the countryside to live in the cities. Peasants 

slaughtercd their livestock rather than give it to the kolkhoz. A famine 

swept the Ukraine. And to make matters worse, the country experienced 

droughts in 1931 and 1932. In addition to aIl of these hardships, the 

people had had to endure four years of war which killed an estimated 

twenty million. 

Taking aIl of this into account, it is easy to understand the 

intellectual's feelings of confusion, dissatis~action, or 

disappointment. With the 'thaw' in literature, writers began an intense 

soul-searching, a search for meaning in their lives. [6] 

"Village prose" writers belong to the large class of Russians that 

was created when the tens of millions migrated to the towns from the 

countryside. These people, neither peasants nor townspeople, the first 
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generation to leave the village and the last to witness the vast changes 

that overtook the Russian countryside,[7] experienced an even deeper 

sense o~ emptiness or purposelessness. Soviet sociologists have written 

at great length about this class of people wh1ch they calI 'marginal 

personalities'. 'Marginal personalities' allegedly have 

established urban or rural values. They experience 

no clearly 

feelings of 

"oonfused" nostalgia. Aecalling their peasant origins, some feel 

guilty, guilty for having forgotten, for hav1ng left, or for having 

adopted a superior attitude to the village ••• 

Therefore, in their effort to find a meaning for their existence, 

it is only natural that the "village prose" wrlters should remember the 

last system of values that they have known and trusted: that of the 

villages of their mothers. Having witnessed the changes that occurred in 

the countryside and not liking the results of the se changes nor the 

ef~ects they have had on the people, they turned to the past which 

offered an integrated system of belie~s and values. 

Old women were the least affected by the changes and provided the 

Ideal prototype for the new hero that was needed to express the 

sentiments of these authors. The reasons why they were less affected are 

simple. Since many of the changes related to work, they affected mainly 

the young, the educated and the male segments of society. The elderly, 

having already retired, were more isolated from the changes in public 

life and one can safely assume that there wcre more eldarly women than 

men because the ~ale population had been greatly reduced by the war. 

Moreover, old woman, renowned for their conservatism, their strong 

religious beliefs and their fear of change, helped to preserve the 

values and traditions of the past more than anyone else jn Soviet 

Russian society. 

Seen in this light, it is no longer surprising to find the old 

peasant woman in the position of protagonist instead of the young 

pioneer struggling for the revolutionary transformation of society. The 

poster had wopn out. The new heroine emerged in responso to a ser'ious 

need to deal vith moral and ethical issues in this complex society. She 

offered an alternative system of values, one to which Russians had no 

di~ficulty relating. Recalling the pre-Soviet concept of the pos1tjve 

hero, the new heroine resembles the sad old mothers of the 19203 warning 
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their children against spiritual ruin far more than her emancipated 

predecessors. The main difference is that she is no longer frightened. 

She has inner strength and strong values. Like the sad old mothers, she 

does not participate in the public affairs of the village. She looks 

back nostalgically on the good old days and worries about the future of 

the village and her children. Instead of promoting progress and praising 

technologieal advanees, she trusts neither science nor the plans of the 

state bureauerats. 

Examples of this new type include Matrena in SOlzhenitsyn's 

Matrenin 9X9X, Natalia Semenovna in A. Iashin's VQlQgQds~ syad'ba 

(Vologda Wedding, 1962), Arsen'evna in V. Likhonosov's Rodnye 

(Relatives, 1967), Katerina in V. Belov's Privychnoe g~ (That's How 

Things Are, 1967), Zhenia's grandmother in V. Likhonosov's Râ ulitse 

~$9j (On Shirokaia Street, 1968), Pelageia in F. Abramov's i§J~j~ 

(1969), Katerina Petrovna in V. Astaf'ev's Poslednij poklon (Last 

Respects, 1968-78), and Milent'evn~ in F. Abramov's DerevjSlQny~ ~9Pj 

(Wooden Horses, 1970). 

These new heroines share a number of attributes, making it possible 

to reduce them to a basic literary type. However, they do not deserve 

the label of stock charaeter which implies a rigid, slightly haekneyed 

model. Unlike earlier heroines, they are neither perfect nor are they 

predictable. They are not poster-like, in the sense that they come 

aeross as real individuals, real human beings, rather than as mass

produced paper dolls. Needless to say. they are far more believable than 

the pioneer of progress or the model kolkhoz worker of the Zhdanovist 

period. 

Hard work is an Integral part of ~heir lives. Although in some 

cases, this extremely hard work under difficult conditions aetually 

kills them,[8] it plays a positive and fulfilling role for most. 

Solzhenitsyn's Matrena, for example, seems to delight in working 

outdoors, even if ahe receives nothing in return. On one occasion, 

returning from helping a neighbour dig up her potatoes, she says: 

Oh, she's got sueh large potatoes~ Ignatich. It waa a 
pleaaure to dig them up, l dian't want to stop, 
honcst.[9] 

Indecd her days are full. Up by four or five a.m., she stokes the 

Russian stovc, milks the goat, fetches water, brings potatoes up from 
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the cellar and makes breakfast. Basides cooking and housework, she digs 

potatoes in the garden, picks berries in the woods and bottles them for 

wlnter, gathers hay for her goat... Gathering hay 1s a problem 81ven 

that she ls not perm1tted to cut grass in the woods or on kolkhoz lands. 

She sets off wlth a sack and a slckle and scrounges grass where she can, 

by the roadside and along the boundary lines. She then drags it home and 

spreads it out to dry in her yard. One heavy sackful of fresh grass 

produces the equivalent of one pitchforkful of hay. Another back

breaking task 1s fetch1ng peat for fuel. She carrles extremely heavy 

sackfuls over three or f~ur kilometers, from the peat-bog to her home, 

at the risk of getting caught, for lt ls 111egal. One sackful weighs 

s1xty pounds and is enough to fire the stove for only one day. Wlnter 

lasts two hundred days and two stoves have to be stoked every day (one 

in the daytime and another at nlght). 

Despi te the arduousness of her work, Matrena cODles home beaming, 

thoroughly delighted. One day, speaking to the narrator about the peat 

she has dug, she says: 

Now l really know where to get the good stuff, 
Ignatich. ( ••• ) You should see the place - lt's a 
treat. (p. 18) 

This new type of heroine cannot understand the younger generatjon's 

attitude to work. Th~y appear lazy and selfish to her. As Matrena says 

to Ignatich, the narrator of the story and her lodgcr, rcgarding the 

kolkhoz: 

( ••• ) the way that place is run it's a wonder they ever 
get any work done - the women stand around leaning on 
thelr shovels just waitlng till the factory hooter 
blows at twelve. And the~ waste Ume argulng about the 
hours they've worked, who s on and who's off. Now to my 
way of thinking when you work, you work - no 
gossiping, but gel on with the job, and before you know 
where you are it's supper time. (p. 21) 

Work, for characters such as Matrena, ls not just a choree As Irina 

Corten, a professor of Russlan at the University of Minnesota, points 

out, it seems to be a "channel for creative expresslon".[10] It ls a180 

their instinctive way of communing with nature. Once again Matrena 18 a 

good example to uphold this point. Whlle she loves working outdoors, she 

completely neglects the lnside of her~. Work has a therapeut1c 

effect on these old women. When Matrena becomes upset about the 

runaround ahe ls given and all the red tape lnvolved in trying to get 
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her pension, she throws herself into physical work to take her mind off 

of her problems. As Ignatich remarks: 

l notieed that she had an infallible means of restoring 
her good spirits: work. (p. 18) 

When illness strikes and lays her low, again it is work wh1ch comes to 

her reseue. Forced to lie prone for a few days in severe pain, 

Her everyday 
life. (p. 22) 

chores were what summoned her back to 

The new heroine is selfless, altruistic and kind to the point of 

self-abnegation. Matrena helps everyone and refuses payment. She digs up 

neighbours' potatoes and ploughs their gardens. She even lets her 

relatives tear down part of her house for the wood while she i8 still 

alive. In fact, she meets her death because of her altruisme She i8 hit 

by a train while helping her relatives transport this same wood. 

Abramov's old Milent'evna 1s another good example. Although she is ill 

and had been bedridden for days, she insists on walking to her son's 

house in the rain in order to be with her troubled and sensitive 

granddaughter. 

These selfless oid women are, at the same time, strong-willed, 

proud, independent 3nd stoic. Matrena never groans or complains when 

her illness causes her pain. She ne ver asks her lodger fox- anything. 

Similar ly, the old grandmother in Likhonosov' s liâ. .Y.J..U.§~ 'shil'.9l<.9J dreads 

the thought of becoming a burden to those around her. Milent'evna 

displays her strong will when she determinedly leaves for her son's 

house in the rain despite the protests of her daughter-1n-law. 

In keeping with the orientation of "village prose", these new 

heroines have a close and harmonious relationship with animaIs and 

nature. Matrena adopts a lame old cat out of pity. When her house 1s 

overrun w1th cockroaches, she refuses to put down poison for fear it 

will kill the cat also. She refuses to keep a pig; ahe would never think 

of fattening an animal to kill it. And the nicest spot in her house, by 

the window, is reserved for her numerous exotic plants. In fact, at her 

death, the only possessions she leaves behind are a d1rty white goat, a 

lame cat and her beloved plants. 

Th~ new heroine 1s compassionate and merciful. Matrena had been 

treated unfairly by the kolkhoz management. When she fell 111, they 
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dismissed her, but without certitying her as disabled. And atter 

twenty-tive years of service to the kolkhoz (but not dlrectly ln 

production), she was not entitled to a pension. Nevertheless, when they 

have the audacity to demand her help without pay to shitt manure, she 

acquiesces. But it ls not out ot tear nor i8 it out ot mere 

submissiveness. She is simply capable ot torglvlng and placing the 

interests of others ahead of her own. As she explains to Ignatlch: 

What el se can l do, 19natich? Of course l'm bound to 
help them - what sort of harvest ~ill they have if the 
muck doesn't get spread? (p. 21) 

No one offers to spread some manure on her Iittle garden, howcver. The 

largest potato it yields is the size of an egg because !t has not becn 

manured since before the war. Matrena, however, is no1. the kind of 

person to point this out to anyone. 

Zhenia' s grandmother in liê. .Y..lJ...t~ $,bJ.rgl<gJ is anc,ther exaulple of 

the compassionate and mercifui old woman. 

misses these qualities: 

Aftp.:, :Ier death, Zhenia 

( ••• ) at times he felt empty and sad without the fairy
tale prayer which his grandmother had taught him. It 
was not a matter of words, as Zhenia realized later. 
What struck him was his grandmother'~ compassion and 
the secret of Mercy by which she had lived.[11] 

This compassion and mercy refiect Christian values. Believing in a turn

the-other-check code of ethics, she once stated: 

In aIl my days, l have never offended anyone. People 
have offended me, but l forgive them.[12] 

These new heroines tend to be patient and accepting of thejr lot jn 

life. This acceptance usually leans towards fatalisme As Zhenia's 

grandmother cnce again puts it: "Nothing on earth is determjned by 

us".[13] 

The "village prose" heroine is seen as a representative of the last 

generation to maintain the old traditions and rituals. For cxample, in 

Matrena' s village, there are only a couple of hand-looms left tha t ar'e 

still in working order. The narrator wants to photograph Matrena working 

at hers, as if to record on film one of the last HU3sians to be skilled 

in this old craft. It is significant that although Matrena i8 generally 

uneasy in front of a camera, she clearly likes the idea of being 

photographed working at her old loom. It is as if she also wants people 
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to remember the old ways. 

Another old tradition which ls dylng but which can still be 

observed among the old women ls the anclent ri tuaI of mournlng. The 

lament ls referred to in Russian as prichltanl~, R,rlcbet!, or ~~P. It 

was the role of the female relatIves to lead the lament. The men stood 

silent and bareheaded while the women walled. Each woman would have her 

turn to give vent to her own partlcular thoughts and emotions while the 

others wept ln the background. The impression, as Solzhenitsyn wrote, 

was of a choir accompanying a solo singer. More often than not, however, 

the new heroine is the one who dies and there is no one left to mourn 

for her in the proper traditional way. When Matrena dies, the women wail 

for her but there ls an element of 'polltlcs' involved. The overall 

impression 1s one of cold calculatlon and not of real grief for the 

deceased. The two main clans, Matrena's and her husband's, in thelr 

wailing, blame each other for her death and stake thelr clalm for her 

~ and meager belongings. It is signiflcant that the mourners, her 

sisters and sisters-ln-law, are aIl younger than she ls. The one nearest 

her age, her br'other-in-law'a wife, also named Matrena, Is the only one 

who wails in unaffected sincerity. The youngest generation is 

represented by Kira, Matrena's adopted daughter, who truly loves her. 

The old tradition has not survived ln her. Her mourning, though 

sincere, lacks any hint or ritual. As the narrator says: 

She could only weep the natural, commonplace tears of 
our time ( ••• J. (p. 42) 

The new heroine is usually pious as weIl. Her religion seems to be 

a blend of imported Russian Orthodoxy and the belief systems of the 

aboriginal peoples of Siberla. On the one hand, ahe appears 

superstitious and ritualistic. For example, Matrena bore six children, 

aIl of which died within the first three months of life. She and the 

other villAgers are convinced that there ls a curse on her. She 15 also 

superstltious. For example, if you go into the garden on St. John's day, 

it means the harvest will be bad next year; or if the snowflakes swirl 

round and round in a storm, it means that someone has hanged himself; or 

if you catch your foot in a door, it means a visitor, and so on. 

Slmllarly, Arsen'evna in Likhonosov's Rodnye believed that dreams were 

omens. On the other hand, the se women often appear to be strict 
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observers of Russian Orthodox practices. They pray, cross themselves, 

attend church services and keep icons in their homes. 

Once again, Matrena is a good example. The narrator, observing her, 

says: 

c ••• ) she always asked for God's blessing before doing 
anything and she invariably said 'God bless you' to me 
whenever l set off for school in the morning. Perhaps 
she did sal her prayers, but not ostentatiously, being 
embarrassed by my presence or afraid of disturbing me. 
There were ikons in the cottage. On ordinary days the y 
were unlit, but on the eve of feast-days and on the 
feast-days themselves Matryona would light the ikon
lampe (p. 24) 

Once, for a christening in her family, she walked three miles to church 

for the blessing of the water, only to have her bowl stol en from among 

the bowls there. Sadly, she went home empty-handed. 

An important feature of the new heroine in the literaturc of this 

perlod ia that ahe la always at peace wlth herself. This ls obvious in 

her attitude towards death which she calmly and serenely accepts as a 

natural part of life. Her clear conscience contrasts strongly with that 

of younger people who are affected by urbanization... The narrator' jn 

Solzhenitsyn's story remarks as he looks at Matrena: 

People who are at ease with their consch,uce always 
look happy. (p. 33) 

The overall mood instill~d in the reader by these old women fs 

sadness, a nostalgia for the past, a sense of loss of a way of life. As 

Likhonosov puts it, in Bâ~~ $pjr9~9J: 

Zhenia would look at his grandmother, enchanted. For 
him something special was hidden in the old per~on, 
like in the olden days of his homeland whlch would no~ 
be repeated in his generation.[14] 

This 'something special' would disappear with the last of the~e old 

women. As Mitia, Arsen'evna's son, reflects on his way home: 

A whole generation is passing ••• A generation of 
Russian peasants. And l am not like that any more ••• 
not like them ••• [15] 

There are certain questions that arise 1n connection with this now 

type of heroine. For example, how did a character who evokes nostalgia 

for pa st values instead of instill1ng princ1ples of Communism in the 

reader, ever get accepted by the state censor's? What happened to the 

wrlter's dut Y to educate readers ideologically? Are the "village prose" 
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writers the Poputchilli (Fellow Travelers) of the 60s and 70s? 

Unfortunately, for lack of space it is impossible to answer aIl the se 

questions in depth in this thesis. 

Basioally, Rasputin's heroines share the general features of the 

other heroines in "village prose". The main difference is that they are 

more psyohologically complex than the others and, therefore, even more 

intriguing. Rasputin i5 not afraid to explore the female mind. What is 

more, he does not simply have one or two stories with women 

protagonists; he has consistently chosen to portray peasant women as 

protagonists, particularly during the 1970s. What distinguishes him most 

of aIl, however, is the strong presence of symboliam in his worka. This 

adda another possible dimension to the Interpretation of his female 

characters as ia shown in Chapter Four of this thesis. 
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CHAPTER 2 

PORTRAYAL OF WOMEN Ih RASPUTIN'S WORKS 

OF THE 19f,Os 

CHARACTERS, ATTITUDE~ AND VALUES ••• 

l was always particularly drawn to female char~oters. 
The old women of the villages have an inner beauty and 
charm that is aIl their own. Their language i5 highly 
expressive and they seem to be full of wisdom. [1] 

Valentin Rasputin 

Rasputin's partiality to old remale charact~rs became apparent 

early in his literary career. In Kcë1 vozl~ §SWggQ ~~, five short 

storie~ have female protagonists.[2] The collection of short stories, 

Chelov&k § ~~ge9 §Y~~Ê, has an equal number of heroines.[3] War widows, 

mothers in mourning, solitary hunters roaming the taiga, they aIl share 

something in that they fatalistically bear aIl the hardships in their 

lives. Their lives are shown to be burdensome: endJess chores without 

uny modern amenities, continuaI childbearing, con~tant beatings and 

abuse by alcoholic husbands, total responsibility for the rearing of 

children. In sorne stories, Rasputin stresses the suffering caused by 

the Har. In fact, the women's workload greatly increased in wartime. 

Besides their usual chores, they also had to do the men's work. In 

addition to this, they had to deal with loneliness and grief caused by 

the temporary or permanent loss of husbands and sons. In aIl of 

Rasputin's stories, his heroines are shown to be pure of heart and to 

possess str'ong values. Their worldview is deeply rooted in their close 

rclatiQnship with Nature. Just as Nature continually renews itself, most 

of his f~male characters see it as their primary dut Y to bear children 

and carry on the family name. In their concern to continue the Hne, 

they also find themselves perpetuating old traditions and ancient 

beliefs. In these early stories, the erosion of the old ways and beliefs 

already begins to be felt, and Rasputin's fear for a future without the 

age-old traditions and values begins to surface. Although these early 

stodes are artistically inferior to his later 'Works, the themes are 

slgnificant and indicative of his later development. 

Staruk~~ (The Old Woman) offers a rudimentary portrayal of the old 

woman as a repository of tradition and an age-old spirituality that is 
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fast disappearing in the modern world. It ia the story of an oid shaman 

who is dying. She does not fear death. She feels that shc has fulfilled 

her dut Y to humanity in that she is leaving behind a daughter and a 

granddaughter. She has carried on the family line, acting a~ a sol id 

link in the chain of life. "er imminent death troubles her for one 

reason only, and it is no small worry to her. She will be taking with 

her into the earth the ancient property of her people, her shamanist 

legacy. 

Shamanism 

Uralo-Altaic, 

spirits with 

is an ancient religious configuration of North 

and Paleo-Asiatie peoples. It is based on a 

whom only shamans can communicate and which 

Asiatie, 

belief in 

they can 

sometimes control. Shamans are believed, among other things, to have 

powers to heal the sick, to influence the future, and to help in the 

hunt by charming the animaIs. These powers, which are usually jnheritod, 

are achieved through the ~haman's communication with the world of thp 

spirits. Another important funcHon of the shaman Is t.o escort the Gouls 

of the dead to the world beyond. As healers, diviners, providers and 

psychopomps (conductors of souls to the place of the dead), they were 

the spiritual leaders of their communities. It is interesting to not~ 

that women were believed to make more powerful ~haman~ than men. This 

may be a carry-over from the mother cult which was praetised extensively 

in Siberia prior to the development of shamanism.[4] 

There is an unpublished Ph.D. dissertation at the University of 

Kansas which states that Siberians today, especially aIder women, are 

still influenced by beliefs and superstitions that modern man might 

consider backward or primitive and that the se baliefs have an important 

place in the works of Rasputin. The cntire dissertat.jon focusen on 

Siberian mythology, folklore and tradition in Rasputin's short novels. 

As Chol-Kun Kwon, the author of that dissertation, stresses: 

A basic knowledge of shamaniem ie necessary for 
understanding of certain images and characters 
Valentin Rasputin's prose works for example the 
women and their sQiritual beliets, attitudes toward 
soult death ••• [5J 

an 
in 

old 
the 

The old shaman in Starukp9 long ago accepted the fact that times 

have changed and that her services are no longer needed. As the narrator 

of the story explains: 
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She did not take offence: t1mes had changed and what 
people used to go to the shaman for cou Id now be 
obtained from the hospital, the store or the 
kolkhoz. [6] 

What she cannot cope with is the knowledge that she is the Iast shaman; 

that the whole tradition will end with her death. She tries in vain to 

convey this to her daughter. Telling her that she would not actually 

have to practise shamanism, she pleads with her simply to accept the 

title of shaman, to accept the legacy. Rer daughter, however, refuses to 

take the matter sericusly. In fact, she becomes impatient with her and 

walks away. The old woman then places her hopes in her granddaughter. 

But the se are soon crushed when the daughter refuses to let her 

influence the child. Lying on her deathbed, the old woman keeps warning 

them that trouble (~) will come if there is no shaman. Nevertheless, 

her words fall on deaf ears and she dies that same night. At her 

funeral, the people praise her as a good person, a hard worker and a 

good citizen, but no mention is made of her having been a shaman. The 

granddaughter, however, surpr1sed at thi~ oversight, returns that 

evening and pronounces loudly and clearly vver the grave that long, long 

ago, the old woman had been a shaman, but she had "reformed" (~RQ1gm 

isprav1-1M_!) • 

The old woman's otherwise calm acceptance of death, her feeling 

that a woman's dut Y is to reproduce and continue her line, and her fears 

for a future without the age-old traditions of her people are aIl 

themes which recul' in Rasputin's later works. In this story, Rasputin 

uses shamanism as onc cx~ple of an ancient tradition that 1s 

disappearing. In this sense, the old woman's warning could be 

interpreted as Rasputin's warning that Russia should not be stripped of 

its traditions or spiritual heritage. Otherwise, ~ bude~ (Trouble 

will cOlJle). Rasputin points to one of the negative consequences of 

losing onets spiritual heritage by describing the attitude of the next 

generatior1 towal'ds death. Thus, the old woman ts daughter is typi~al of 

her generation. Her lack of faith in something has left her defenseless 

in the face of death. Her attitude 18 clear from this one sentence: 

She came and ~tood by the bed, not venturing to 
next to the dying old woman, as if fearing 
infection of death.L7] 

sit 
the 

Contrary to the old woman who sees death as the natural conclusion to 

32 



-

"... 

life and as a passage to another world, her daughter sees it as a sort 

of disease which she fears and tries to avoid. 

The fact that the chi Id will remember that her grandmother was a 

shaman offers some hope. However, she does not seem to understand what 

shamanism is. To her, it represents some old superstitious belief. The 

chi Id is clearly the product of the Soviet educational system. She doea 

not view her grandmother's death as the death of the last spiritual 

leader in her community (and maybe even in her country). Instead, ahe 

seems to be saying that, although the woman had once performed pagan 

rituals and believea in superstition, she had eventually given up her 

misguided ways. 

Another element which emerges in Rasputin's early works ia the 

close link between old women and Nature. The seventy-year-old woman in 

the short story Chelov~~ ~ ~~~ sve~s (A Man' of This World) spent her 

whole life alone, hunting in the taiga. Now she tends reindeer in her 

old age. Her life ia described as being in close harmony with the 

natural environment and in rhythm with the seasons, similarly to the 

life of a tree. Her perception of the world does not distinguish betwetln 

Man and Nature. For example, she believes that where there is no Man, 

there is no wind; wind is born of Man's breathing when he climbs 

Mountains and gets short of breath. AlI of the winds that she has 

created now live in her breast and beat as a second heart. These 

ontologie al beliefs concerning Man and Nature are common among 

Rasp' !;in' s charaeters. 

This illiterate old woman, like Most old women in Rasputin's works, 

is entirely a product of nature, unspoiled by eiviljzation. During the 

narrative, the reader learns that shc was once sent on a trip to Hoscow 

as a reward for being one of the best hunters on the kolkhoz. Rer 

impressions of the city and of Lenin's mauaoleum reflect her way of 

thinking. The city appeara eold and impersonal to her. She thinks to 

herself that as much as the mountains earefully wateh O'ler people, the 

r~ty seems to do everything in its power not to notjc~ them. AlI social 

structures are related, in her mind, to the kolkhoz. This i5 not 

surprising given that, before the Hevolution, the Tofalar hunted for 

----- -. ------ . 
• In the sen~e of "human being", and not of "adult male human". 
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themselves and were unfamiliar with the regimentation that was imposed 

on thelr lives arter the Revolution. Thelr first experlence with 

government and a large bureaucracy was when they were forced into 

kolkhozes. Thus Lenin, to thi~ old Tofa, Is the kolkhoz chairman and 

Moscow, a large kolkhoz. Walking through the mausoleum, she thinks to 

herself that Lenln has a nice house and wonders if the Moscow kolkhoz 

bullt It for hlm. Her acquaintance with shamanistlc rituals is also 

reveaied in the story. When the people in the line-up near the ~igure 

of Lenin, the y start taking wider steps sideways, maintajnlng the same 

pace, thus shortening their stride, in order tQ slow down so that they 

can see him for as long as possible. She sees this strange walk as some 

sort of rUe, saying: "Evidently ah amans were everywhere before".[8] 

She naively thinks it is an unfamlliar rit~ from some dif~erent 

tribal [9] When people start pushing her from behind, she simply tells 

them to pass her, tha t she has to speak to Lenin, not realiz ing tha t she 

is not supposed to stop. "Ty idi, la, odnako, malen'ko pobudu," she 

says. She proudly tells Lenin that she is a Tofa, and describes her land 

to him with lts woods and its Mountains. She concludes her 

"conversation" with him by giving him motherly advice. 

This woman has Many of the attribute~ o~ Rasputin's Iater herolnes; 

ahe has a strong affinity wlth Nature; she is simple, honest, 

straight~orward and strongj and she has a motherly atreak. 

A almilar old woman appeare in the story Prodolzb~Dj~ P~§PJ ~J~9M~~ 

(The Song Will Continue). Old Elena Andreevna is also a hunter in 

Tofalariia. She has spent her entire life hunting sable and squirrels, 

first for herself, then for the kolkhoz, when the Soviets took power. In 

the course of the narratjve, the reader learns that she has raised Many 

children and was latel" widowed in the War. She does not know whether she 

is aixty or seve nt y years old; her concept of time is related to the 

seasons and to Nature, not to Man's system of dividing time. For 

ex ample , she says that, in old age, the years pass "like a flying 

squirrel". Because of her age, people try to persuade her to retire. 

Hunting ln the taiga and the Saiany mountain range is, indeed, a feat 

for a person of her age. Fighting the bitter cold, piercing winds and 

deep snow, ahe has to climb steep, narrow paths to track the sable which 

ia a cunning animal. Nevertheless, she refuses to retire. As she says, 
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pointing to her heart, "it will ache terribly if 1 don't go into the 

ta1ga". She seems to enjoy her solitude, hunt1ng alone in the taiga ror 

days, even months at a time. 

Much attention in the story is d1rected to the song whlch Elena 

narries with her wherever she goes. It is always the same song, 

in which she dreams, reminisces and relates stories. The 

describing this song and its relation to the taiga Is imbued 

a song 

passage 

with an 

element or unreality. Though she sings in a low vOiee, her song seems to 

carry f~r across mountains and taiga. It actually aeems to be an 

1ntrinsic part of the taiga. It flutters in the snow and lingers by the 

trees. It slow!y drifts through the mountains. Described as a long, sort 

and monotonous song, it can both lul1 and arousc simultancously. The 

narrator indirectly likens Elena's song to the heart of the taiga, 

saying that the taiga listens to it in the same way that a aick person 

listens carefully and attentively to his own heart. This com~arison 

together with the uncertainty about E1ena's age lends an impression of 

timelessness or eternity to her and her song. E1ena's life 18 inherently 

linked with Nature. In fact, she is in such harmony with her natural 

surroundings that her singing, unlike that of an intruder, does not 

disturb Nature's creatures. On the contrary, it seems to lull them. For 

example, it entices the sable down to the stream where it Is easier to 

hunt it. 

Reminiscing by her campfire with a cup of tea, she puzzles over 

Mankind. She fails to understand today's world. People have tried to 

tell her stories about how women live in the city. They say that they 

are sjckly and weak and keep house pets because they are bored. In many 

cases, they do not even work. If their husbands have good salaries, aIl 

they do is go shopping and spend the money. She just laughs, not 

believing such nonsense. These stories al'e inconceivable to her. The 

contrast between city women and the tough, old peasant women ls a 

constant theme in Rasputin's later works. Another of r1ankind's creatlonB 

which eludes Elena' s understanding is war. She asks why they took her' 

husband away. Although people try to explain, and ahe tries desperately 

to understand, she cannot comprehend why men kill men. 

questions beg1n to exasperate everyone around her to the 

they start avoiding her. She sees hunting for food and 
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natura!. But in her value system, Man must taot kill Man. She wonders U' 

men hunt each other because they think that there are no more animaIs in 

the taiga. Her nalvet~ conceals the profound natural wisdom that 

Rasputin accords his old female characters. 

When Elena hears the news of her husband' s death, she goes out 

hunting once again, alone and close to Nature. She spends days and days 

deep in the taiga, singing mournful laments by night: 

Her songs were like the howl of a hungry animal on 
long winter's night.[10] 

a 

As the years pass, her pain diminishes, returning only at night. For 

this reason, she finds the nights very long compared to the days. Once 

again 1inking time with Nature and the hunt, she says: 

Living through the day is like killing a squirrel; 
getting through the night is like tack1ing a bear.[11] 

The story ends as it begins, with Elena Andreevna out hunting in 

the taiga, singing her sone. There is a sense of continuity. One is left 

with the impression that she will be out there as long as the taiga 

will, as the heart or soul of the land. As the title of the story 

states, the song continues ••• 

( ••• ) endless, like lire. It is varied and complex, 
like life. It 15 about everything that happens in 
lire. [12] 

The majestic power of Nature that draws Man to it is described in 

y ~llY prj.~~~ltPJ..1l..t JI rl.Ykzak9!1lJ (In the Saiany they come wi th 

knapsacks). The story basically relates how anyone who has been to 

Tofalariia returns a second time. It is about the wild and quiet beauty 

of the mountains and the taiga, that makes you forget everything else, 

that makes you yearn to return in spite of the danger it conceals. The 

story begins with a mother f1ying to Tofalariia to claim the body of her 

son. He had died on a geolog1cal expedition and was buried out in the 

taiga, a good 100 kilometres from the village. She feels that he should 

be brought home to be near her. As his mother, she wants to "plant 

flowers on his grave and water them with her tears". It takes a week for 

the villagers to bring his body back to her. During that week, she roams 

the Mountains and the taiga, deep in thought. Sitting for hours near the 

river, staring at the mountains w1th her sad and grieving eyes, she 1s 

soothed by the gentle murmur of the water. She then wanders through the 
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mountalns, looking down at the vlllage. When the vlllagers flnally 

return with her son's body, she sits alone wlth hlm for a long tlme. In 

the end, she emerges, her eyes drenched ln tears and quletly says: "Let 

him stay wlth you. It's nice here. And 1 will come and vlsit him. ft 

Despite her need to be near her dead son, she cannot take him away from 

such a beautlfUl restlng place. AIso, the mountains soothe her and make 

her want to return there herself. 

Motherhood ls perhaps the MOst important motif in Rasputin's works. 

The mother-figure generally represents sadness and tragedy for Rasputin. 

In fact, Most of his women have lost at least one child during their 

l1fetime. Many have lost sons to the War. However, the harsh conditions 

of life in the taiga are often the cause of their children's deaths as 

well. An extreme example of su ch a mother-figure is the old woman in I 

~~~ ~Qgil y ~9j~ (And There Are Ten Graves in the Taiga). Out or 

this mother's fourteen children, only two are still aljvej two lie in 

the village cemetery while the ten others are buried aIl over the taiga. 

In the story, the old woman is sitting ln the taiga, by one of her 

children's graves, trying in vain to remember his name. 

As her mind casts back to eaoh of the children who died out hare, 

the reader i5 made aware of the extremely harsh condi tions and pover'ty 

in which these people lived. Sorne of her children fell off cliffs; one 

baby froze to death in her arms; still others died of malnutrition. 

Recalling the tlme she took one of them to a shaman for hOlp, not 

realizing that the chi Id was dying of malnutrition, she deeply regreto 

her mistake. She and her husband paid for the shaman's services with two 

of their hest reindecr. In exchange, he invoked spirits, chanted and 

danced. Needless to say, the child died. She later learned that he had 

lacked certain foods. They had red him nothing but Meat because it was 

aIl they had. They might have tried to trade the reindeer for other 

types of food had the y known. This episode, in contrast with the story, 

Starukha, definitely stresses the advantages of progress rather than the 

value of tradition • 

In the course of the narrative, the reader begins to l'oalize that 

the old woman spends her days going from grave to grave, telling her 

children that life has improved in Tofalarlia, as though apologlz1ng to 

them. They were born fifty years too soon. They missed out on the 
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comforts that exist today. Chlldren now do not have to die as the y did 

in the paat, she tel19 them. All of her one living daughter's children 

have survived and are happy. People now have "salt and bread, light and 

warmth, and sun, and comfort". In the story, the reason why she is at 

that particular grave, trying to remember the child's name, is that her 

daughter went into labour that day with her tenth child, making her a 

'Hother-Hero' (Mat'-g,ergjru..s!). The old woman had named aIl her 

daughter's children after the children who had died, in a way givlng 

them the life they never had. 

Rasputin seems to want to honour the mothers of the past who lived 

through extreme hardship but were never called 'Mother-Heroes'. This 

time, instead of pointing out the negative side of progress, he is 

admitting that the quality of life has improved in some respects. 

Generally speaking, he holds ~ mothers in very high esteem. As he 

comments in the story: 

Fathers do not give birth, fathers do not breast-feed, 
fathers sleep at night - that is why fathers do not 
weep and do not cry out, they merely sigh, sigh heavily 
and keep silent. But mothers feel the cry of lost 
blood, of milk spent, and love crushed.[13] 

He points out that no one remembers the children in those graves except 

for their mother. She visits them, sits by their graves and whispers 

things to them as only a mother could. Their mother remains their 

mother, their eternal mother, forever. 

AlI of the important women protagonists in Rasputin's early stories 

...Ir!' mothers, or have motherly qualities. Besides those already 

described, Vasilisa (yasilil j Yjl.§.U.j.P1i) and Mariia C.D!l.n.' gj. 5:iJ.J . .ii ~l'jj) 

are mothers, and even Anna in .ï§ke.op.a (The Meeting) is a mother 

although this point is not stressed. 

Another sad mother in Rasputin's early stories is the woman in ~ 

.llil kr.fii!l Q.Y.raga (Over There, a t the Edge of the Ravine). She loses her 

only Bon, a ten-year-old boy, to an unexploded mine left over from the 

war. Her lOBS is aIl the more tragic, in that her sad life has been 

summarjzed jn the preceding pages. First, she loses her young husband in 

the war. This causes her to withdraw within herself, "sealing up her 

soul", as the author puts it. She feels that no one will ever penetrate 

her soul again. She liv~s a lonely and Miserable life. Yet, ten years 

later, she does open up a little. She has a short-lived affair but, when 
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it ends and the man leaves as he came, she finds herself feeling Just as 

empty and lonely as ever. Then, she discovers that she is pregnant. 

People gossip and she retreats even further into herself. The blrth of 

her son, however, changes her life. It glves meanlng to it. She ls 

reborn and once again dlscovers the world that she had pushed away. The 

old wounde begin to heal. But Fate will not permit her to remaln happy 

forever. 1'en years later, the War, though long past, takes her son away 

as it did her husband. 

Lonely women, elther widowed or divorced, have their place ln other 

works of Rasputin as well. ~.Q ~ ;y peredine z.1mY (Once in the 

Middle of Winter) which was subsequently retltled ~~b~, ls the story 

of a chance meeting between Anna, a forty-eight-year-old mllkmaid on a 

kolkhoz, and Nikolal, a fifty-year-old mechanic. They were once engaged, 

but she broke off the engagement when she fell jn love with his hest 

friend, Ivan. They have not seen each other in years. He 15 now a 

happily married man while she, once widowed and di vorced the second 

time, lives alone. He invites her to his hotel room for a few drinks 

and some remlniscing. They have a good visit and share some laughs, but 

eventually the truth comes out about their feelings for each other. 

In this story, Rasputin demonstrates his talent for conveying fine 

shades of feeling and emotion. Anna reveals that her marri age to Ivan 

was shortlived because he was killed in action in the War. Her second 

marriage was a failure. She married an invalid, more out of pit Y than 

love. Eventually, he began drinking heavily, brawling, and creating 

scandals. His insecurity regarding his wife gave rise to jealousy and 

suspicions that were entirely unfounded. She worked day and night and 

patiently put up with his irrational behaviour until the day he raized 

his hand against her. She divorced him, then, feeling that it was better 

to live without a man than with that kind of man. After these two 

marri ages , she gave up on relatjonships. A flrm be11ever in Fate, 1t was 

her understanding that if you are not immediately lucky, you should not 

wait for your luck to turne You must accept life as it is and not tompt 

Fate. 

It becomes clear as the evening progresses and the level of alcohol 

1n the1r blood 1ncreases, that Anna 1s deeply unhappy though ahe tries 

to coneeal it. She still thinks about her first husband, and feels that 
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she has nothing more to expect from life. It also becomes clear that 

Nikolai still loves her. When he attempts to embrace her, she pushes him 

away, reDlinding him that he has a wife. Jealous of Ivan and hurt by ber 

rebuff, he shatters her memories of Ivan by telling her that he was 

unfaithful during their brief marriage. Realizing the damage he has 

done, he tries to take back what he said. But she no longer believes 

him. The doubt remains. Her life has been a sad one and now, the one 

good memory she had 1eft has been destroyed. 

In this story, Rasputin shows his understanding of human 

relationships. He describes a woman whose life has been miserable, 

partly due to fate and partly out of male selfishness. She is a mother, 

a hardworking and patient woman who is capable of marrying a man out of 

compassion, yet independent enough not to stay in a hopeless marriage. 

Rasputin's best portrayal of a peasant woman in his early prose is 

that of Vasilisa in Vasilii ~ ~jJJp~. She represents the strong, 

hardworking, selfless peasant woman who would become the distinguishing 

feature of Rasputifl's short novels of the 1970s. The first sentence of 

the story, "Vasilisa wakes up early", is indicative of her industrious 

nature. The author goes on to say that, in winter, ahe does not trust 

the roosters; they sometimes oversleep and she cannot permit herself to 

do that. Like aIl Rasputin's peasant women, Vasilisa's work is never

ending. By the time she wakes the others (her son, Petr; his pregnant 

wife, Tania; and Vasilii, her husband), she has done many chores: 

The day has just begun. Vasilisa sighs - the whole day 
still lies ahead.[14] 

In contrast, the men sleep in, have a cup of tea (prepared and served by 

Vasilisa), and then go off to eat and drink vodka elsewhere. Vasilii 

works at tim~s, though not ~onslstently. 

The reader soon dlscovers that the couple no longer lives 

together. Vasilii was banished to the barn near1y thirty years ago. He 

had been a heavy drinker and beat his wife regular1y. But the last straw 

was when he scared her half to death with an axe one day, while she was 

pregnant, causins a miscarriage. She would not forgive him for that and 

threw him out of the house. Once again, Rasputin is describing an 

unhappy man/woman relatlonship. Husband and wife still live in each 

other's pre~ence, he in the barn, she in the house, but they do not talk 
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to each other. They were married for nearly twenty years before the 

incident, and had seven children. Nevertheless, Vasilli's sin was suoh 

that Vasilisa cannot forgive him. Even when he cornes home from the War, 

she refuses to let him move back into the house, in spite of her 

children's pleas. In fact, when one son dies at the Front, 

irrationally blames Vasilii for not having died instead. 

she 

A few years after their separation, Vasilii marries a young woman 

named Aleksandra. It is never stated in the story that he and Vasil!sa 

are divorced. It therefore comes as a surprise to the reader. He tells 

his son that he is marrying because he is fed up with doing his own 

washing and housework; he needs a housekeeper. Vasilisa does not react 

very weIl to the marrj.a€,e. Obviously jealous, she treats Aleksandra wi th 

contempt. She even goes 50 far as to mock her infirmity (she is lame). 

This is an indication that she still has feelings for Vasil!! although 

she refuses to acknowledge them. 

An important aspect of Vasilisa's character is unveiled in the sarne 

chapter: the strong sympathy and understanding she feels for her fellow 

woman. The first evidence of this is her attitude toward Tania, her 

daughter-in-law who i8 often Ill. She consoles her, saying: 

Go ahead, be ill.( ••• ) Later you'll have children and 
there won t be time to be ill. And life is long. Your 
life won't be a sweet one either, you haven't picked a 
gem of a husband.[15] 

Rather than taking her son's part, she sympathizes with his wife, 

knowing her son's weaknesses only too weIl. She sees Woman's lot as 

harsh and often unfair. This compassion is also evident in her' 

relationship with Aleksandra. While Aleksandra's presence upsets her 

emotionally, Vasilisa finds she can still feel sorry for her when she 

sees her crying one day. She invites her in for tea and a chat. Thus, it 

is her empathy for her fellow woman that breaks the barrier between 

them. As Vasilisa explains to Tania who cannot believe aer oyes: 

l can't stand it wh en women cry. It's like a dagger in 
my heart. Life's like a five-kopek coin, one side i8 
heads and the other is tails} and everyone wants it to 
come up heads. But what tney don't realize is that 
whatever side comes up, i t's still only worth rive 
kopeks. Oh, women t women ••• [16] 

She sees no use in women crying. Believing in Fate, as aIl of RasputirJ 1 8 

heroines do, she knows that crying will not change anything 1n their 
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lives. After talking to Aleksandra and learning that she too has lost a 

son (she lost contact with him during the War and is still looking for 

him), Vasilisa feels even more sympathy for her; she understands her 

mother's pain. When Aleksandra leaves Vasilii to resurne her se arch for 

her son, Vasilisa wishes her weIl, saying that she will pray for her. By 

this time, a genuine bond of warm, hum an feeling exists between the two 

women. 

The one character to whom Vasilisa really relates is an old woman, 

her seventy-year-old friend, Avdot'ia. In aIl of Rasputin's staries, old 

women seem to relate best with other old women or children. The 

generation of middle-aged adults has nothing in common with the old 

people. 

Vasilisa is the first of Rasputin's early characters to invoke the 

nam6 of God. In contrast to the more purely shamanistic beliefs of some 

of the other characters, she comes across as more of a Christian. For 

example, when three of her children go off to the Front, she makes the 

sign of the cross. And when Aleksandra leaves, she says "May God be with 

you" and promises to pray for her. Other than these, there are no other 

outward signs of her religiousness. Yet it is apparent in the values she 

holds dear. 

In the final chapter, Vasilii falls ill. As his condition worsens, 

he begins to worry about death. Afraid of dying at night, alone with no 

one to comfort him, he asks Petr: 

Tell me, why i8 it that people more often than not are 
born and die at night? (17] 

His fear of dying contrasls sharply with the calm attitude of the old 

women in Rasputin's works. Realizing that he is dying, Vasilisa 

overcomes her hurt and indignation and enters the barn to sit at the 

edge of his bed. Vasilii apologizes for making her life miserable. 

While it i5 true that her lire was unhappy because of him, she rises 

above it and reassures him that her life has not been so bad; after a11, 

their children have grown up and are doing weIl. Like a true Christian, 

or rather a human being in the best sense of the word, she forgives him 

before he dies. Causing the death of her unborr cbild was unforgivable 

in her eyes. Nevertheless, she is eompassionate and mereiful towards 

him. She lightens his burden of guilt so that he ean die at peaee. And 
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she leaves him with a smile on his face. 

In this story as in his later stories, Rasputin is reminding us 

that a way of life is dying. In a conversation between Vasili! and Petr, 

Vasilii expresses his d!sappo!ntment that his son has no respect for the 

taiga. He tells him that their family have always been ~ 

(inhab!tants of the taiga). It was a way of life. Now, he imagines that 

his son will probably sell the family gun, which symbolizes the old 

ways, when they survived by hunting. Petr argues feebly with his father, 

but deep down he knows that his father is right: things have changed. As 

a last attempt to preserve something of the past, Vasilii suddenly saya 

in a strict tone of voice: WDon't sell the gun w• 

With the publication of .b.§jJ .. U. j. Y_a§j.]..j.PJi, Rasputin proved himself 

capable of developing psychologically complex and believable characters. 

Although his heroines are morally superior to other characters, they are 

shown to have their shortcomings as welle And his negative characters, 

sueh as Vasllii, are not a11 villains. They also have their share of 

virtues. One exception would be Stepanida in ~n~EJ ~lj~ ~rlj. She 1s 

definitely a negative character. A miserly old woman, she refuses to 

give a cent to help Mariia. She comes across as the archetypal miser, 

the very embodiment of avarice. 

Den 'gi .9.Uil Ka]').). i8 Rasputin 's first major short novel. As already 

mentioned, Mariia js not the main protagoniste Vladimjr Shaposhnikov, 

author of one of six Soviet monographs devoted entirely to the works of 

Valentin Rasputin,[18] is correct when he states thet: 

Mariia is not so wuch a character as ahe is a 
circumstance in relation to which al] of the other 
characters in the novel are revealed.[19] 

She provides the plot for the story. She manages the local store in a 

small village. When an inspector comes to check the bookc, he finds that 

one thousand rubles are missing. Everyone knows that Marija 1a not 

guilty. The store has always lost money that way. Yet previous manae.er's 

have gone to prison. This js why no one in the vil]age wanted to run the 

store. H81'iia has a good heart; it therefor'e was easy to persuade her' 

to do it. Now, she has five days to recover the money, or face the 

consequences. The story thus focuses on her husband Kuz'ma's efforts to 

collect the sumo It 1s a study of human relationships and values. In 

this criais situation, the question is whether man i8 willing to holp 
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hi~ fellow man ln modern Russia. A whole gallery o~ characters are 

presented, together with their attitudes towards money. 

Besides Stepanida, who was mentioned earlier, there are two other 

secondary female characters of interest in this novel. Aunt Natal'ia, a 

friend's mother, is the complete oppo~ite of Stepanida. III and 

bedridden t she donates the money she has saved up for her funeral which 

ls probably not far off. She represents the typical selfless, kindly 

peasant woman. Hel' saving the money ls characteristic of Hasputin's 

inde pendent old women who do not want to become burdens on their loved 

ones. The other female character is Komarikha. Komarikha i8 a fortune

teller. Hel' beliefs are influenced by both Shamanism and Christianlty. 

The villagers mock her and treat her as a social outcast. To them, she 

is Just a superstitious old woman. In her own way, however, she tries to 

lend moral support and spiritual help to Mariia. Hel' l'ole in the story 

i8 more significant than it appears at first glance. When the outcome of 

Mariia' 8 predicament looks particularly gloomy, i t is her for' tune

telling that renows Mariia's hope. When Kuz'ma addresses Komarikha in a 

derisive tone one day, she responds with a telling remark about those 

who seorn that whieh they cannot see or touch: 

So long as life is peaceful they don't belleve. 
when trouble eomes and not just little upsets 
serious tr·oubleJ• t~en straight away they remember 
Lord God and His servants, the ones they spat 
before. [20] 

But 
but 
the 

on 

Kuz'ma fails to collect the amount he needs from the village. He ls 

forced to turn to his brother who lives in the town and whom he has not 

sean in seven years. He takes the train to town (a ride that illustrates 

tbe dichotomy between town and country). Rasputin del1berately offers no 

ending to the story. The last scene depicts Kuz'ma walking up to his 

brother' s dooc' and knoeking, leaving the reader to speculate on the 

outcome. 

The women in Rasputin's early stories are perhaps less skillfully 

portray~d than those in his later works. At times, they seem rather one

dimensional. However, Rasputin's understanding o~ the hardships endured 

by women in rural Russia and his admiration for these women is clear. 

The themes of his later works are present in embryonic forme In the 

short story, Q1 §9Jpt§~ 99 §~lntsa (From Sun to Sun), while women do not 

play any major l'oIes, Rasputin hints at the meaning he assigns to old 
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women in his writing. The story's narrator, sitting around a campfire 

with a group of Tofalar, 1s observing one particular old woman. Her 

motionless face stands out against aIl the others as the ~ireljght plays 

over her features. She is obviously old, her wr~.nkles resembl1ng cracks 

on the face o~ a wax ~igure. Suddenly, she lifts her eyes from the fire 

and shares a piece o~ her life with the others. She i3 a calf-herder by 

the name of Irina Semenovna Tokueva, and clearly a wODlan of few words. 

She speaks quietly, slowly, proudly. She tells of a Russian who loved 

her. He took a photograph o~ her to the Front with bim, saying thllt he 

would return. That was more th an twenty years ago, and she is still 

waiting. The author compares her motionless face, ~ull of "mute 

signi~1cance", to a book that must be read carefully. Taking his 

comparison a bit further, the narrator suggests that the book would be 

entitled "Hope". Irina Semenovna embodies a living hope, which is 

stronger than any rational argument. As the narrato!' says: 

We look at the face of this woman, at this un~jnished 
book that perhaps might yet have a happy ending, and WP 
a!'e clearly aware, we have absolutely soUd and obvious 
proo~: there is, in man, an immortal spirit, an 
immortal soule And this spirit js called hopel 
How did we materialists ever fvrget hope? [21] 
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Notes 

Valentin R,sputin, "Byt' samim sOboi", 
(1976), p. 1146. 

yODro~~ l~teratury, no.9 

Old Elena Andreevna in "Prodolzhenit pesni sieduet"j the old mother 
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CHAPTER 3 

PORTRAYAL OF WOMEN IN RASPUTIN'S WORKS 

OF THE 1970s 

CHARACTERS, ATTITUDES AND VALUES ••• 

The themes which were only hinted at in Rasputin's early stories 

developed into important on es in his works of the seventies. His fears 

about the future of his country (or of the world) had obv10usly been 

he1ghtened. The loss of tradition and old values had become a serious 

concern and the urgency of the situation is felt throughout the novels 

of the seventies. 

One major difference between the stories of the sixties and those 

of the seventies is that, in the later stories, the contrast between the 

old and the younger generations receives more attention. As before, the 

herolnes are of the old generatlon. They are shown to be pure of heart 

and to possess strong values. The younger generation, on the other hand, 

with the exception of small children, is generally presented as 

seriously lacking in moral substance. 

By reason of the fact that, in his view, the traditions and values 

of the past seem to be in far graver danger of extinction, the author 

completely ignores the improvements brought by technological progresse 

~e now dwells on what 1s lost and not on what is gained. Whereas the 

advantages of progress are emphasized in a few stories of the sixties, 

Bueh as I desiat' mggjJ ~ ~~ and Na §D~~ ostaiutsjÊ §~~~ [1], 

Rasputin's positive characters of the seventies have nothing good 

whatsoever to say about progress and urbanization. Th~ trend began in 

the sixties but only became a major issue in the later stories. 

The peasant women in the stories of the seventies not only lead the 

same difficult lives as they did in the sixties, they are shown to be 

abused and betrayed by their children, by society, and by fate. Instead 

of being presented in everyday situations, they are portrayed in 11fe

threatening ones. In fact, aIl of Rasputin's heroines in this period 

die.[2] Because they ~re seen as keepers of tradition and values of the 

past, their deaths point to the inevitability of the disappearance of 

those tradjtions and values. 

The tendency to depict them as abused was touched upon in the 
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sixties with Den'&1 ~~. Mariia i8 a kind of scapegoat for her 

community. Someone had to run the store and she was easy to persuade. 

The difference between this story and the later ones i8 that Rasputlu 

leaves the reader guessing as to the final outcome, giving reason to 

hope. In the seventies, however, there is no hope whatsoever of the 

heroines being saved. The outcome is clear almost from the beginning. 

The endings are Inevitable. What is important i~l that we, the r'eaders, 

wi tness what ls happening. The titles are oDlinoua: Posled.nJJ ~.r.Ql< 

(Borrowed Time) , Zh1x1 1 ~Qmn1 (Live and Remember) and ~~p_~~e ~ 

Materoi (Farewell to Matera). They aIl point to the end of something. 

Zhivi j. l>.9.mru. sends an additional message to the reader, that one must 

remember that which is disappearing. It would be an appropria te title 

for almost any of Rasputin's works. 

The bulk of Rasputin's writing in the seventjes took the form of 

short novels (n~veR~) as opposed te short stories. This longer form 

permitted him to portray his heroines in wore detail and depth. The 

heroines which emerged from these works wer'e psychologically mor'H 

complex and thus much more realistic and believable. 

The major hero~nes of the seventies are Anna of ~~~; ~I~~, 

Nastena of Zhi vi j. ~.Qll'.Illl, and Dar' ia of .P1'.9LÜ1.QPJ1_nJ.e .s K.a..t~l'.9J.. As 

mentioned in the introduction, Nastena, uplike the others, js a young 

woman. However, ahe embodies the SaUle values as they do. Wheroél[J the 

other short novels are set in contempor'ary Russia, lli..Yl J l>.9l!!Lti 18 set 

during the Wa~. Rasputin has turned the clock back to portray his old 

women in their youth. Similarly, in the short story, ~ fl'~Iltp~s.§~p~o 

(French Lessons, 1973), the heroine, Lidia Hikhailovna, is a young 

woman. This story is a1so set dudng the War. Hel" values are shdJar to 

those of the old women though her Iifestyle is quite different. Rather' 

th an being a peasant wornan, raising children and working on the land, 

she i5 a career wornan, and a very dedicated one at that. 

According to Rasputin, the prototype for Anna was his own 

grandmother, Mariia GeraEimovna Rasputina. Nastena had no prototype. 

And Dar'ia's prototype was his concept of the Russian wornan, "what she 

was like and the kind of person he wouid like to know her' aH be1ng, not 

just from recollections".[3] In a different interview,[4] he states 
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that Anna was a prototype f'or Dar'ia. Anna and Dar'ia are one and the 

same character, only placed in dif'f'erent circumstances. 

PosledniJ ~r9~ centers on the last days in the life of Anna, an old 

Siberian villager. Four of' her f'ive living children come to her 

deathbed. Encouraged by the sight of' her children, and waiting for the 

arrivaI of Tan'chora, her youngest, her condition improves temporarily. 

On the third day, her impatient children, believing that she has 

recover'ed, leave despite her pleas f'or them to stay one more night. It 

becomes clear that they did not come to comf'ort her, but to bury her. 

That night, she dies. 

.z.bi.yj j .ll.Q,PLnJ recounts the story of a deserter, Andrei Gus'kov, 

who, jn the last wlnter of' the war, returns to his native Siberian 

vj lIage on the banks of the Angara. He makes his presence known only to 

bis wife, Nastena. Hjdjng in an old hut aoross the Angara, he i8 

cOl1lpletely dependent on her t'or supplies and human companionship. Forced 

into a cboice between betrayirJ8 her country or betraying her husband, 

Nastena chooses to reroain loyal to Andrei. She therefore becomes an 

accessory to bi~ crime and bears the whole burden of' keeping the secret 

from his fandly and the c orumu nit y • This becomes increasingly difficult 

when she gets pregnant. Exhausted by the double life she is leading, 

torruented by guilt, fear and shame, and yet attempting ta protect her 

husband from discovery, she commi ts suicide • 

.fl:Q§ltcj1JlpJ.~ § M.gj,~roi describes the lest summer of Hatera. Matera 

i8 an Island settle~ent on the Angara wbich has existed for at Ieast 

thr'ee hundr'ed years. It ls now doomed. It is to be flooded because of 

the dam being built to suppl Y a hydroelectric station. The people are 

being moved to a large urban-type settleaJent. The story f'oouses on the 

old peopl~ who refuse to leave until the last possible moment. They sit 

and reruinis0e about the pasto They help bring in the last wheat harvest. 

They ~Idtch the last haying. They dig the last potatoes. Worst of a1l, 

the y see the land being cleared ot' its buildings and trees by a special 

bdgade. Ever'ything around them ls eventually put to the torch. The 

cE'ntral fiB,ur'E' is an eighty-year-old woruan, Dar' ia, to whoDi everyone 

comes t'or advice and support. She and a handful of' old women (Nastasia, 

Katerina and Sima) together with an interesting old man (Bogodul) 

aetually neVE'r leave the Island. The outcome is unclear, but it appears 

50 



-

that the old people die in the end. 

As in the earlier stories, the heroines of these short novels are 

extremely hard workers. As Anna lies waiting for death, memories flash 

through her mind one at a time. Remembering aIl the work she has done in 

her lifetime, the thing that stands out in her recollections is the 

feeling that no matter how hard she tried, she never managed to get 

everything done. 

"Fas ter , faster,· she would urge herself on, flinging 
herself at one ~ask, then the next, and however much 
she accompli shed she could never see any end. That was 
the way her whole life had flown by.[5] 

Nastena has also worked hard aIl her life. Orphaned as a child, and left 

to fend for herself and for her little sister, she learns to work for 

their food. The year is 1933, a year of famine, following the droughts 

of 1931 and 1932. The two children wander from village to village, 

barely managing to feed themselves, 

their aunt lives. Reluctantly the 

until they reach the village where 

aunt takes them in. Shortly 

afterwards, Nastena joins the kolkhoz. Besides working hard at the 

kolkhoz, Nastena lives like a servant in her aunt's home. Two years 

later, tired of breaking her back for virtual strangers, ahe impulsively 

decjdes to marry Andrei Gus'kov whom she has just met, and moves to 

another villaee. However, she has merely gone from being a servant to 

her aunt to being a servant to the Gus'kov family. Their home is larger 

and greater denlands are made of her. The men of the household, Andre! 

and his father, Mikheich, bother themselves only with chopping wood and 

storing hay. Nastena's mother-in-law, Semenovna, is not weIl physically 

and can barely walk. This means that the entire tJur'den of the housework, 

feeding the animaIs, milking !~e cows, cleaning out stalls and hauling 

water from the Angara falls on her shoulders. In addition to aIl of 

this, she works in the kolkhoz. With time, her hands grow thicker and 

heavier fr'om the strenuous chores. However, Nastena never complains 

about the work. In fact, she is depicted as loving her work, as feeling 

protected and in her element when working. She particularly loves 

haying: 

the soul lights up with a merry, itchy passion - and 
you go on forgetting yourself

l 
mowing the grass with a 

playfUl urge, and lt feels 1 ke you're delving deeper, 
screwing yourself into some forgotten, secretly 
familiar place with every swing.[6] 
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Regardless of the sometimes deadly heat, she loves wielding the scythe, 

raking, stacking the hay ••• 

She loved it aIl from beginning to end, from the first 
day to the last. (L.211) 

When Nastena reaches the end of her rope, exhausted by the double life 

she is forced to lead after Andrei's desertion, she places aIl her 

hopes, a kind of inexplicable blind faith, in the haymaking, as though 

it will bring some saving grac~. She waits for haying time as though her 

whoJe fate depends on it. However, she never lives long enough to find 

out how it could have helped her. The night before the haying is to 

begin, she attempts to cross the Angara one last time in order to warn 

her husband that people are beginning to suspect his presence. When she 

realizes that she has been followed, she throws herself into the Angara. 

Dar'ia also comes from a family of hard workers. In the course of 

the story, she describes how both of her parents died working, and how 

her relatjve Ivan was, according to her, the "best bricklayer for a 

stove in the whole world. People came to ask him to do their stoves from 

a hundred versts around."[7] The way she talks about them reflects the 

pride she feels and the value she accords to work. She herself has 

always worked hard. Her hands, "dry, large-knuckled, and weathered with 

hard work", bear witness to this. Even in her eighties, she is still 

strong and able to do her share of the chores. Her son Pavel and his 

wife have already moved to the new settlement, leaving her to look after 

the house and garden and livestock. 

bull, a piglet, chickens and a dog. 

They have a cow and calf, a young 

She manages to do the work without 

asking her neighbours for help. Her fondest memories are associated 

with work. It is not surprising that the part of Matera she is MOSt 

attached to are the fields that her frunily always mowed for its personal 

use. It is here that, year after year, she has worked the hardest and 

sweated the U1ost. And this labour of love has brought her joy and happy 

memories each and pvery time. 

The heroines of the seventies, like Many of the heroines of the 

sixties, have problems with husbands who have physically or mentally 

abused them. Anna's husband did not drink, but he made her life aIl but 

unbearable by constantly criticizing her. 

Nothing was to his liking. Whatever she did displeased 
him. She herself was surprised that she found the 
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patience to endure the reproaches which he rained on 
her day and night. And when his mania would take a 
d1fferent tack: he would sulk, and he was capable of 
saying nothing for six months. It was Just as weIl he 
wasn't at home much. (8.335) 

In their four years of marriage, Nastena had to put up with 

unprovoked shouting and beatings at the hands of her husband. He 

wrongfully blamed her for their childlessness. Her subsequent pregnancy, 

when Andrei deserts and is in hiding, proves that she was not barren. 

In one of their conversations in the old shack where he is hiding, 

Andrei expresses his regret that they ne ver really communicated with 

each other in the past the way they have since his return. 

how he used to raise his hand to her, he feels remorse 

Recall1ng 

for his 

behaviour. At this point, she declares that it is not true, that he 

never raised his hand to her. She prefers to remember only the good in 

their life together. 

Andrei obviously ne ver shows her much affection. The smallest token 

of fondness towards her, on his part, she treasul'es as God-given. For 

example, their second winter together, Andrei is sent by the kolkhoz to 

take courses in the district capital. He is away for a long periode When 

Nastena pays him a short visit and he shows that he ia glad that she has 

come, she melts with happiness. At the end of her stay, he asks her to 

remain one more day. This brings tears of joy to her oyes. Remembering 

her feelings at that moment, she says: 

you asked me to stay on your own, it was your idea. My 
heart wanted to leap out for joy.{L.108) 

Dar'ia's husband, Miron, is mentioned Just once in the entir~ novel 

(Proshohanie ~ M~~~~oi). The type of relationship they had remaina a 

mystery. His memory is appropriately brought to mind as Dar'ia reflects 

on how quickly people forget thoae who are dear to them once they are 

parted. The only information the reader is given on the man ia that he 

disappeared without a trace some thirty years ago. He left for the taiga 

with two dogs, supposedly to hunt, and never returned. Whether SOIlle 

serious misfortune befell him or he abandoned his wife is unknown. 

The heroines of Rasputin's novels of the seventies, slmilarly to 

his previous heroines, are mothers, or if not actual mothers, they show 

strong motherly tendencies. Anna had thirteen children of which only 

five were still living. Dar'ia had six and three were a1lve. Nastena ia 
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the only one not to have any children. Her supposed Inability to 

concelve a chlld ls, ln fact, an important issue ln the story, as 

already Implled. It permits the author to express just how important he 

feels It ls to a woman and to soclety to produce offsprlng. Nastena's 

Inopportune pregnancy also reveals the irony and injustice of fate. The 

fact that Nastena never gives blrth, however, does not detract from her 

belng vlewed as a woman with strong motherly instincts. Orphaned as a 

child, she single-handedly looks after her little sister until she finds 

an adult to take over the task. Later, she acts as a mother to her 

husband who is completely dependent on her whlle he Is in hidlng. Not 

only in her caring for his material needs 1s her attitude toward him 

motherly. She reacts to his aggressive outbursts with the patience and 

understanding only a mother could have with her child.[8] He also 

relates to her, at times, as to a mother. When she sleeps near him, her 

deep and rhythmic breathing Boothes him, as a mother's heartbeat soothes 

her newborn, and "gives off a warm milky smell". When he is upset and 

anxious, he cuddles up to her, burrowing his head into her breasts. She, 

in her sleep, reacts almost automatically, caressing his haire Hel' touch 

seems to awaken unconscious memories of the womb, bringing back the safe 

and protective feeling assoclated with it: 

He closed his eyes, and feeling Nastena's saving hand 
on his shoulder and imaglning how, slowly turning, he 
was burrowing into a soft and roomy exp anse - that 
always helped him fall asleep - he soon slipped off. 
(L.46) 

Lidia Mikhailovna in ~lr~su~~~9gp, similarly, is not a 

mother. However, in her l'ole of teacher, she acts as mother to a whole 

classroom of children. Hel' motherly instincts single out the one little 

boy in particular who, far from his home and mother, seems to need her 

help the MOSt. She sees in him a promising student as weIl as a child 

who can barely feed himself. Also, she understands that, although he is 

pOOl', he has his pride and will not aceept charity. Hel' insight into the 

psyehology of the boy helps her find a way to break the barrier between 

them and to provide the financial assistance he needs. She plays a 

gambling game with him, risking her position at the school. It is agame 

of skill which involves throwing coins against a wall so that they land 

in a specifie way and which is played for money. At first, she tries to 

let him win. However, he refuses to play under those conditions. It is 
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not clear whether she continues to let him win though more subtly, or 

whether he is simply more dexterous than she 1s. Nevertheless, the boy 

manages to win enough money to buy himself the bottle of milk p~r day 

that the doctor prescribed to counter his anemia. They are eventually 

caught and she is expelled. Rasputin, in this ending, demonstrates the 

lack of flexibility of the school administration's rules. Instead of 

seeing L1dia H1khailovna as a perceptive psychologist and caring 

teacher, aIl the principal can underatand ia that one of his teachers 

has violated a rule. 

Rasputin's heroines of the seventies, like those of the sixties, 

keep old traditions allve. Anna tries to pass on the tradition of 

wailing over the deceased to her eldest daughter, Varvara. As she had 

done for her mother, she wants Varvara to wail over her when she dies. 

Wail over me. The others won't. These days nobody even 
knows how to rock a baby to sleep, let alone lay 
somebody in the grave. They can't do nothing. You're my 
only hope. l'Il teach you how. You're pretty good at 
crying, and aIl you've got to do is cry and slng a 
mourning-song ••• ( ••• ) l saw my mother out thi8 way, and 
you can do the same for me. Nothing to be ashamed 
of. (B.367) 

In the Russhl of bygone days, songs had an important l'ole to play 

in people's lives. Rasputin refers to the mourning-song as "those age

old, half-forgotten words that no body used any longer". Not only were 

they a part of the mourning rituals, they were sung on many different 

momentous occasions: the birth of a child, a wedding, the setting out of 

a young man to serve his country, harvest time, and so on. However, this 

tradition is dying out and it is a rare occasion when people get 

together to aioS. One such rare occasion in Rasputin's wrltlngs 18 in 

ProshchaJl..i.e s Ma.t.e.ro.i, when the villagers return from a hard day' s work 

in the fields. It is the last haying season for Matera, and the 

villagers spontaneolJt1]!' r.,élrk the occasion wi th a song. 

The mowers came back from work slowly} wearily, and 
with pompe In front came the horses nitched to the 
carts, heads bobbing in unison, seeming to bow as they 
entered the village, with two or three people in the 
carts, and several people on horseback around them, and 
the rest singing and walking behind the carta. They 
sang one song or another, an old one, then a new one, 
but most often it was an old, farewell-reminiscing 
song, which it turned out the people knew and 
remembered, saving it within themselves Just for this 
occasion. \ F .98) 

Anna misses the days when people would express themselves in song. 
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In her old age, she Is reconclled to llstening to traditional songs on 

her radio with her old friend, Mlronikha. 

It wasn't often they played those songs. Mostly they 
played some jangling sound. But when she heard those 
old, I1ngerlng songs she felt as if she was soaring up 
above the earth and wheeling 1n big! sweep1ng circIes, 
secretly weeping for herself and a l those souls who 
had not yet found peace. (B.269) 

Another important function of the old women Is the handing down of 

stories l1nked to the history of the village. For example, Dar'la 

remembers the story of how the chur ch came to be bu1lt on Matera. 

Supposedly, a r1ch merchant who used to carry merchandise on the Angara 

was so taken by the beauty of the Island that he offered to build a 

church on it, on the condition that the villagers promise to bury him 

high on a hill there when he died. When Dar'ia relates the story, she 

begins with "There is a grave on this isl:3.l.J ••• They say a merchant 

lies in it ..• " It is not only the transmission of oral history that . 
i8 important in these stories. It is also the magic in the way they are 

told, the mysterious element which cannot be replaced by a textbook. 

Another story which Dar'ia recalls is linked to the high promontory from 

which boys would dive into the dark water. Accordlng to the legend, one 

summer long ago, a boy named Pronia never climbed back up, and has been 

wandering there at night ever aince. People say that he became a merman 

and can be heard calling aOftly, almost imperceptibly. 

Rasputin deeply values the story-telling and the relating of fairy 

tales which have traditionally been perpetuated by old women. He is 

sorry to observe that this custom is slowly disappearlng wlth the 

babushk~s. Nowadays, he notes, parents try to explain everything about 

life and death to their children in clear and rational terms. However, 

as he says ln an interview, 

But to understand these questions a whole 11fetime i8 
not enough. A child looKs at a star and what does he 
thlnk about? About nothing, he la wonderlng what 15 
the qulckest way to get to it... It 15 a pit y that we 
are so eager to deprive children of romance and teach 
them to be practical and shrewd, to calculate rather 
than imagine things. There is altogether too little 
time allowed for fairy-tales ••• [9] 

Another ancient tradition which is kept alive by the old women in 

Rasputin'a novels is the use of the samovar and the slow savouring of 

their tea. As Dar'ia remarks: "It'a not tea without a samovar". She ls 
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referring to the original coal-burning samovar which sUPP03edly gives a 

special flavour to the tea brewed in it. For these women, the samovar 

is not simply an urn in which you make tea. The old women of Matera, 

forced to move to urban-type settlements, are especially conoerned about 

whether they will be able to use their samovars there. They need 

charcoal and a secure pla~e to set the samovar down, both of whioh are 

difficult to find in a modern apartment in the city. Nastasia brings 

hers with her to the oit Y and uses it twice, boiling the water outdoors 

while passers-by Iaugh at her. Katerina's samovar is destroyed in the 

fire that razes her house, leaving her feeling "truly alone". She cannot 

imagine a house without a samovar. A table without a samovar at the head 

of it Is no table at aIl, according to her. It is merely a feeding place 

that blrds or animaIs have. As the narrator of the story explains, 

There were always three masters honored jn a household 
- the one who was head of the family, the Russian 
stove, and the samovar. The l'est tried to suit them, 
respected them, and usually they didn't start a new day 
without them, and it was on their orders and whims that 
things got done. (F.87) 

Dar'ia declares with determinatjon that regardless of the conditions ln 

the new settlement, she will not give up her samovar. For the se old 

women, drinking tea is not just a way to quench their thirst. They sip 

it slowly, savouring the tea as though it were a precious nectar. 

Dar'ia kept pouring from the samovar into her glass~ 
from her glass into the saucer, sipping gently ana 
carefully, savoring the tea, not swallowing right away, 
neatly licking her lips and slowly, dreamily talking ••• 
(F.30) 

They drink it as though they were performing a carefu], timely ritual. 

After a rest and some preparation viping away the 
sweat on their faces, they started another round, 
bOVing! creaking, blowing on their saucers, ~ipping 
carefu ly vi th outstretchpd lips. (F. 13) 

Most of the old vomen in Rasputin's stories sleep on the 

traditional Russian stove. Though the surface i8 hard, it is the warmest 

place to sleep on a cold Siberian nitht and it is consid~red the place 

of honour in the home. It is there that Nastena's rnother-in-law, 

Semenovna, spends aIl of her time. Dar'ia also has the privileged place 

in her home. In the final days of Hatera, when Katerina and Sima move in 

with her because their homes have burned, one sleeps in the bed and the 

other takes the cota The stove remains Dar'ia's niche. 
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The Russian stove is one item that definitely cannot be moved. 

Thus, in ProshQÏLani.e ~ Ka.t.eJ'.o.i , the blackened etoves that remain 

standing arter the houses have been razed orrer a sad and tragic 

tableau. In addition to the fact that they are impossible to move, it 

is clear that they are not the most practical type or stove to cook on, 

the heat or the more modern stoves being much easier to control. They 

also demand much more work in that they must be stoked continually. 

Thus, the popular Russian stove, so closely associated with the old 

Russian vjllage, is doomed to extinction in the new age that aims to 

make people's lives easier. Nevertheless, to the old generation, it is 

like parting with an old and trusted friend that has worked hard aIl its 

life to serving both them and their ancestors. The "horrible, 

deathlike" figures of the stoves, the only objects that did not burn in 

tile tires, stand like tombstones in an abandoned graveyard ••• 

The main emphasis in Rasputin's short novels of the 1970s is on the 

system of beliefs of the old women. He takes a psychological approach to 

these women, delving deep into their inner world and exploring their 

spirituRlity. 8y confronting them with a serious crisis and/or imminent 

death, he creates an atmosphere in which they must look back at their 

lives, and at the meaning of these lives. Their baliefs and attitudes 

concerning life and death, love and dut y, God and Nature, the past and 

the future, are unvelled through their dialogues and, particularly, 

through their inner monologues. 

These heroines are intuitively aware of their place in the natural 

world. Their lives and morality are conditioned by it. They live 

according to the rules of nature because they live off the land. Nature 

dictates what work must be done and when. There is a time to sow apd a 

time to reap, a time to gather berries, a time to milk the cow, a time 

to feed the animaIs, a time to gather nuts, a ti~e to hunt and a time to 

fish... These tasks cannot be postponed. A rainfall, for example, 

permit~ them to take a break: 

The rain was handy: they could sit and chat without 
rushingo they didn1t dare take a break on their own, so 
God sent one along for them.(F.103) 

Rasputin shows members of the younger generation who no longer live as 

close to nature as their parents and grandparents did to be less 
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confident in their surroundings and less certain of thsmselves. Old 

people, on the other hand, who have al ways lived close to nature, have 

an unfailing sense of harmony and oneness wi th a11 lifE'. 

The religious beliefs of Rasputin's heroines correspopd to these 

feelings about their place in nature. Indeed, God and Nature are 

inseparably linked in their minds. In pre-Christian Russia, as in the 

history of most countries of the world, God was to be found everywhere 

in nature.[10] Researchers have traced the origin of religion to either 

totemism or animisme In other words, people worshipped spiri t.~1 (or 

souls) which took the form of animaIs, plants, and sometimes even 

inanimate objects. In Siberia, totemisnJ and animism existed as weIl. 

These beliefs later developed into an even more complex religious 

configuration, that of shamanism (which was briefly mentioned jn the 

previuus chapter), and included ancestor worship. The religious beliefs 

of Rasputin's heroines, which reflect those of the Siberian people, are 

a unique blend of Russian Orthodox beliefs and shamanistic beliefs. In 

fact, according to some scholars, it ls not an even blende It has been 

said that Siberian shamanism was 50 strong that Christianity, rather 

than weaken the shamanistic beliefs, actually helped to enrich them.[11] 

In the last three days of Anna's life, we learn much about her 

be!ief system. The influence of shamanism is clearly felt in Many of 

her beliefs. Anna tells her children that she has already died and that 

it is their arrivaI that brought her back. She believes that she is 

living on borrowed time. 

1 was alreadf there, you know. 1 was~ 1 know it. And 
then you arr'~ ved, and 1 came back. vead or not daad, 
back 1 came, back to you.(B.187) 

In shamanist belief, the soul of a dead person cali travel in thls world, 

and appear to the living in the shape of a bird. Shamans tradjtjonally 

wear bird robes and fAathers during their rites to help them on their 

mediumistic journeys. Anr:a seems to share this belief. At one pojnt, 

she beseeches her children to stay in touch with each other after her 

death, not to forget their home, and to visit her grave from time to 

time. She tells them that she will contact them from the grave: 

l'Il still be here. 1 won't go nowhere. Sit by my 
grave, and l'Il ~ive you sorne sign

l 
to say 1 k~ow 

you're there. 1 Il send a litt e bird to tell 
you. (B.201) 
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The bird representing the soul or a spirit is actually a universal 

belief. A~cording to ancient Egyptlan beliefs, the soul (the Ka) leaves 

the body at death in the shape of a bird. Indeed in papyrus drawings 

dating as far back as the thirteenth century B.C., human-headed birds 

representing the soul are shown hovering over mummies before beginning 

their flight to the afterlife. In Scandinavian mytho10gy, the bird a1so 

represents the spir 1 t fr'eed t'rom the body. Slmilar ly in Christi an 

mythology, birds represent the spiritu~l, winged souls, or souls in 

Paradise. The Christ Chi1d is often depictcd holding a bird. Birds a1so 

symbolize the souls of the t'aithful living in the Tree of Life ln 

Islamic belief. Souls of infidels are ~hought by Is1amics to inhabit 

birds of prey after death. 

Allusions to bjrds frequently recur in Posled~~i ~ry~. For examp1e, 

Anna' s descriptj cn makes her reseDlble a bird. Her shoulder-blades are 

Ijke wings of a bird and she looks as it' she will fly away with them. In 

another par,Mlge, unable to contain her' joy at the sight of her children, 

she says: 

l could fly up and sail away on the wind, like a bird, 
and tell everybody ••• (B.192) 

Another menU orl of a bird is heard in the mourning song that Anna 

teaches Varvara. It begins thus: "Oh, my darling Mother, my white 

swan .•• ". The swan has much meaning both in shamanist and jn Christian 

symbolisme 

Anna believes that everyb0dy has his or her own death. It i5 an 

exact copy of the pers on it iB attached to, coming into the world and 

leaving it at the same time. 

Each pair were Ijke twins, always the same age. C ••• ) 
Death would wait for its man anù take him to itself, 
and they would never again be parted from each 
other. (11.332) 

This belief is clearly related to shamanistic beliefs about one of the 

souls bejng a twin copy of the body. In keeping with her beliefs, Anna 

describes her own death as she sees it. She would meet her twin at the 

bottODl of a staircélse. The twin would reach out her hand toward her. As 

she would take her hand, she would Bee a vast expanse, clean, as if 

recenily washed by rain, and bathed in bright light. She would hear 

bells ringing •.• Then her twin would disappear. She would feel somebody 

60 



.,.. 

.... 

watching her with the old lady's eyes as she walked away. This 

corresponds ta shamanistic belie~s where each person has three souls. 

One remains in t~e body, even after death. One can leave the bOdy, in 

the form o~ a flying thing, and almost lead a life of its own. After 

death, it wanders the earth. The third is called on by Death and goes to 

the afterlif~. Thus, the soul that dwells in Anna's body watches the 

other one leave for the afterworld. This world beyond is described as a 

land like the one she had left, ~here her soul would live as it had 

before. 

The land would level itself out, and morning woulà come 
- a new, living morning.(B.337) 

This conception cf the reallll o~ the dead cOI'respondB te shamanistic 

bel1ef. 

Another interesU"f., facet to her beljefs is that she feels as 

though she has lived before. In parts of Siberia, the influence of 

Buddhism or Lamaism was quite prevalent.[12] 

In what forlJl, whether crawling, walking, or flying, she 
could not remember, nor even guess, but something told 
her that she was not seeing the world for the first 
time. If birds were born twice, once as eggs, and once 
when the eggs hatched, such miracles were not 
irllpossible, and she was not blaspheming. (B. 349-350) 

Moreover, death does not worr'y her. She knows full well how she will 

die. 

She knew this as if she had experienced death sever al 
times over.(B.336) 

These preceding passages express the belief in reincarna tion or' 

transmigratjon of the soule 

Despite these influences, Anna is also a Christian. She keeps afi 

icon in her house, she makes the sign of the cross, she frequently 

invokes the name of God, she prays. She consoles herself witt! the words, 

"The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away", when thinking of her 

children who had died. Concerning suffering, she would remember, "Our 

Lord bore His sufferins, and toid us to bear ours" • 

AlI of Ra~putin's old women reveal outward signs of the1r religious 

fai th. Viktor' s grandmotl1er in YJ:ljz l!9 J:._e.ciJ!J.ru.J.u D,akes the sign of the 

cross over him when he leaves them to go back to the city. Semenovn~, 

Nastena's mother-in-Iaw, often faces the icon an rl prays. Nastasia in 
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PrQshchaJQ~e ~ ~t~~~i frequently praye and crQsses herself. FQr exampIe, 

when she makes a Iittle blasphemQus remark abQut BogQdul and his 

swearing, she immediately crQsses herself facing the iCQn in the corner 

and asks the LQrd fQr forgiveness. Dar'ia aIsQ blesses herself in r~Qnt 

Qf the 100n and begs GQd fQr fQrgiveness fQr BQgQdul when he swears. 

When Nastasia leaves Matera and the Qther Qld WQmen see her Qff, Dar'ia 

rises and "majestlcally crQsses herself in frQnt of the empty cQrner". 

Katerina alsQ blesses herself. The nlght befQre Dar'la vacates her 

house, she prays all nlght. The next mQrning, she makes the sign Qf the 

crQSS Qver the front corner fQr the last time and leaves ••• 

Dar'la's bellef system is also closely 11nked to shamanism, Qr to 

be more specifie, to ancestor worship. She most prQbably inherited some 

of her beljefs from her mother who was a Buriat. Ancestor worship is 

based Qn the belief that the souls of dead ancestors maintain relations 

with the world of the living. They prQtect the family and are 

venerated Ly their livi~g descendants. FQr this reason, Dar'ia has a 

deep-roQted sense of continuity of life. As her ancestors have given 

life to her, so she must give life to others. Looking at her son and 

grandson, sitting side by side, she reflects: 

There it is, one thread with knots. It seemed that 
there were Sv nJany years between knots... where arE' 
thpy ? My knot is going to be stretched out and 
smoothed over r they'll let the smooth end go SQ that 
it'll be invis1ble ••• so that they can tie a new one Qn 
the other end. (F.105) 

In other words, she is but a 11nk in a chain, a part of an unbroken, 

coherent whole. This conviction leads tQ a strong sense of 

responsibility to her family, her rod. 

Keeping in mind that Hasputin's heroines are instinotively aware of 

their place in the natural world, a world which perpetua tes itself in 

oycles, and that they feel a responsibility towards their ancestors to 

continue the family line, it is entirely expected that they would 

cQnsider a woman's principal dut Y to be the bearing of ohildren. 

Anna has fulfilled her duty. Her children are the prQduct and 

meaning of her lire. For this reason, her only wish before dying ls to 

see themall together.This would permit her' to look back Qn her life as 

a whole. Therefore, when she seems on the verge Qf death, unable to 
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speak or move, the sight of them gathered at her bedside makes her do 

the impossible. 

This was more than she could bear in silence, and a 
series or dry, reeble sounds broke from her chest, like 
a hen clucking.(B.175) 

She wants to burst into tears but cannot. A~d with an incredible effort, 

she miraculously manages to pronounce their names. Having seen them, she 

feels satisried and ready to die. Laying quietly in her last moments of 

joy and suffering, she begins to sink further and rurther froDI them. 

However, she is suddenly brought back by the realizaticn thal her' 

Tan'chora (little Tania), the youngest, is not there. The presence of 

her children whom she has not seen in years, together witt! her need t.o 

see ter youngest, brings temporary life back to her, gjving the false 

impression that she is recovering. 

The fact that her children behave in a thoughtless and seU'ish 

manner does not SE'eDI ta deter her from loving and being proud of them. 

She seems almost grateful to them for being barn, for permittjng her to 

fulfill her dut Y • There seems to be nothirlg they could do that would 

change her feeljngs towards them. Anna's attitude is typical of these 

heroines. If anything, in Rasputin's stories, a peasant mother would 

feel guilty rathE'r thdn blame her child for his inadequacies. A perfect 

example of this is the relatjonship between Katerina and her 30n, 

Petrukha. 

Petrukha is notorious in the village for his shift]pssne38 und 

villainy. He drinks excessively and treat~; oJd mother 

disrespectfully. Unlike Katerina, he is glad to sec tt.e cbanges 

occurrin~ in their lives and does not hid~ jt. He does not c~re about 

his home. The only thing that is important to him iM the money he is to 

receive for the house. Eventually, he forces his mother ta move out and 

sets fire ta t l;Eo'ir house. He then disappear5, leaving her w~. Ulout 

shelter or money. Later, she learns that he has found work burn1ng 

people's homes in a nearby community which is also fated to be flooded. 

Katerina, like Anna, forgives her son. ~is actions cause her to rec] 

aShamed, bitter, and sad. She cannat under'stand tww he carl feel riO guilt 

for his actions. Nevertheless, she does not bJame him. On the one hand, 

she blames herselr, for she 15 his mother. On the other, she blamea 

fate. It i5 Petrukha's fate to be Petrukha, and 1t i5 her fate to be his 
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mother. She has to "bear 1t wordlessly, accept it, and not complain ft • 

When Katerina admits to Dar'ia that her son 15 worthless, the narrator 

of the story comments: 

And there was no anger or bitterneas 
words against her son ( ••• ) only a 
forgiving meaning: t~at' s the way he 
what can you expect from him ? (F .81) 

ln those brief 
defensive, a11-
was born ~o me, 

Dar'ia's feeling of being a link in a chain, part of an unbroken, 

coherent wholE: also causes her to corlsider the bearing of children to be 

a woman's sacred duty. As she says to Katerina: 

God gave you life so that you would do your dut Y , leave 
children behind - and then into the ground with you ••• 
50 that the so11 stays rich. (F. 93) 

For eX:lmple, when Dar'ia meets Mila, a young woman who comes from the 

new settlement with Sonia, Dar'ia's daughter-in-law, to help dig 

potatoe~, h(-r fir~lt jOlpression ot' her is antipathetic. MUa seems 

extremely frivolous to her, laugb1ng at everything, even when nothing ls 

funny. However, her opinion of Mila changes completely when she finds 

out that the woman is married and has a child. A woman 's status and the 

manner in which she is percelved in the Russian countryside i5 greatly 

j nfluenced when sbe gi ves birth to a child. 

The opinion that a woman's dut Y 15 to bear chiJdren is evident 

throughout Rasputln's works. It especially causes Nastena a great deal 

of suffering. From childhood, she had been taught that a childless woman 

was only half a woman. Therefore, thlnking that she 15 barren, ahe bears 

her moUler'-in-law'a grumbling, the backbrealdl1g work she must do a11 by 

herself, and her husband's beatings as though she deserved them. She 

feels as tbough ahe ls deceiving everybody: the people who gave birth to 

her, the Dlan who married her, the people who gave birth to him. Her 

Dlother-in-Iaw, though grumpy and cri tical ot' Nastena at first, Iearns to 

appreclate her as a hard-worker. However, the one thing she can never 

forgive is that Nastena has no children. On one occasion, Nastena is 

vjsitjng ber t'ri end Nadia. Nadia, a widow with three children to feed, 

starts bragging about her t'ertility. Nastena thinks to herseIt' that, 

jndeed, Nadia has ~fulfilled her womanly dutyft; that much must be 

granted ber. 

Nastena also feels like a link in a family chain. When she becomes 

pregnant, she 1s convinced that the child i8 a boy and this frlghtens 
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ber a little. According to ber frame of reference, a girl would teel the 

same obligation to fulfill her dut Y as she feels. A boy, however, could 

choose to remain alone ••• 

••• if it were a girl, there was hope that there would be 
more children, related by mother and father, but a boy 
might remain alone. (L.171) 

Rasputin, significantly, allows some of his male eharacters to feel 

this need to perpetua te the line. This is most clearly evident in the 

character of Andrei. He is the only living child in his family. And he 

is doomed to be executed for desertion. Therefore, he is forced to think 

about the meaning of his life and what his legaey will be. When Nastena 

reveals to Andrei that she may be pregnant, he becomes almost delirious 

with happiness. He says: 

It's my blood living on. It hasn't ended or dried up. 
And l thought, l thought: l'm the last oner it's overr l've killed off the line. But he'll iv~, he'l 
continue the thread. (L.86) 

He feels that the birth of a child would justify his life. It would be 

his and Nastena' 5 saI vation. He appears to have no under'standing of the 

difficul t posi tion this pregnancy places Nastena in. 

Anna's son, Mikhail, after the birth of his first child, is filled 

with amazement at the fact that he has taken part in the perpetuation of 

the hUIrlan race. He says to his mother: 

There it is, Mother: you made me, l've made him, and 
he'll make somebody else. ( ••• ) That's what keeps the 
world going. (B.340-341) 

The narrator', once again comparing IrIan to a link in a chain, remarks: 

It had only struck hiru now that this simple truth, from 
which nobody was exempt, had hi tched onto hiuJ a new 
link in its endless chain. (B.341) 

The mothers in Rasputin's stories, grateful to their children for 

being born, clearly do not expect anything in return from these chilclr'en 

for aIl of their caring. Instead, they aIl worry about becoming 

burdens, about outl1ving their usefulness in life. When Anna's visitjng 

children criticize her son and daughter-in-law for the way they look 

after her, she retorts: "You ought to live with me for a while. It's 

sheer misery for them." During one of her sl~epless nights, she feelB 

particularly useless and unwanted. Personifying the night, she thinka to 

herself that even it is tired of her. Whereas the n1ght 1s usually ~ever 
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short of sleep to hand out to those who need it, th1s time it 1s 

w1thholding sleep from her. She tells herself that "everybody was s1ck 

of her, nobody wanted her". 

The character who concerns herself the MOst w1th th1s problem 1s 

Dar'1a. She cannot understand why man must bear old age. She sees no 

purpose in H. 

It seemed to Darya there was nothing more un~air in the 
world than when something, be it tree or man, l1ved on 
to useleasness to the point when it became a burden; 
that o~ the multitude of sins let loose upon the world 
to be prayed away and redeemed, this was the only one 
that was unbearable. (F.39) 

Hel" friends, at least, have reasons to live. Sima has to l'aise her 

grandson who was abandoned by his mother. Katerina has to worry about 

her worthless son. But Dar'ia's children are aIl doing well in lite. She 

no longer fcels needed. She compares herself to a tree; at least a tree 

falls, rots, and fertilizes the earth ••• The thought that she serves no 

purpose in her old age bothers her considerably. In a conversation with 

Katerina, she even loses her temper over this topic. She wonders if 

people who live to be very old are being punished for past sins: 

15 it ror one's sins that God keeps you al ive beyond 
your time? Oh, they must be terrible ~jns for that ••• 
(F.92) 

One of the Most characteristjc features of Rasputin's heroines is 

their constant feellng of guilt for everything that happens around them. 

In fact, Rasputin states jn an interview that his concept of a Russian 

woman is: 

of a woman who, by her very understanding of life, was 
incapable of saying: 'You are guiltYt and 1 not'; of a 
woman in whom tnis consciousness 01- guilt for what 
happens to another, as for what happens to oneself, is 
always there.[13] 

When Anna's husband, who had not been good to her, dies, she prays: 

"Oh Lord, forgive us our sins ••• ". The narrator of the story emphasizes 

the fact that she says "our sins", and not "his". She takes on his 

guilt. Similarly, when Tania, her younBest daughter, leaves home and 

never retur'ns, Anna blames herself. A mother should not be separated 

fr'OD! her daughter for so long. Not for one moment does she think of 

blaming Tania for negiecting her. Instead, she aaks herself what ef~ort 

she has made to see her daughter again. None, she reasons. She has 
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simply wai ted for Tania to come to her. For tbis reason, she needs to 

see her bef"ore she dies, to a11ay her guilt at not having done something 

more. As the narrator explains, seeing her little Tania one last Ume 

would permit her to: 

lift from her own soul the sin of not seeing her for so 
long to cleanse herself in the sight of God and 
calmiy, joyfully, stand up for him to judge her: "Here 
l stand! Anna, servant of" God, and l bring no 
uncleanl ness wi~h me." (B.314-315J 

Anna also believes that it was through some sort of" neg11gence on 

her part that three of her sons died in the War. 

To this day she had no idea what she ought to have done 
to keep them, but she felt sure she SflOUld have done 
something, and not just sat twiddling her thumbs and 
waiting f"or the sun to shine. (B.334) 

Now that Matera, 

Dar'ia inev1tably reels a 

the living family member 

prevented this tragedy 

Andrei: 

the land of her ancestors, 1s to be flooded, 

profound sense of remorse before them. She 1s 

(together wi th her children) who should have 

f"rom occuring. As she says to her grandson, 

Your eIders entrusted you with it so that you would 
spend your life on i t and pass i t on to the younger 
ones.(F.120) 

One of" the most heart-rending episodes 1n froshchjlID.e .s .Mslj;~I'.9J. 

takes place in Chapter Three. In early summer, a "sanitary brigade", on 

orders of the flood zone department, clears the cemetery of n11 1 t3 

ancient wood en headstones, beds, and crosses, and prepares to burn them. 

Reasoning objectively, it must be done, for, once the Island becomes 

part of the floor of the reservoir, wood en objects such a~1 these would 

float to the surface. Similarly, trees must be burned because their tops 

would jut out of the water. As soon as the old women learn of' whal j 3 

happening, they head over there to conf"ront the two men and to put a 

stop to i t. Led by Dar' la, who Is so angry that sile actually dares to 

hit one of the men with a stick, they stir up such an uproar that 

eventually the men abandon their efforts. The contra~t betweerJ the 

strength of the convictions of the old people and the cowardice of the 

able-bodied men is apparent. The men are young and strong. One even 

brandishes an axe. However, they are genuinely daunted by the old people 

and try to avoid responsibility for their actions by saying that the y 
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are simply rollowing orders. To their relief, they are joined by the 

chairman of the village soviet, Vorontsov, and Zhuk, an official 

representative of the flood zone department. Zhuk is portrayed in a way 

which makes him appear like a foreign invader. Physically, he does not 

look Hussian; he resembles more a gypsy with his dark curly haire The 

language he speaks ("bureaucratese") is incomprehensible and thus 

intimidating to the old people. He knows the power of such words as 

"resolution", "decree", "sanepidstation" (sanepi~~§jjp), "citizens

about-to-be-flooded" (irazhd~ Aa_t_o.pJ..laelJ'l.,ye), and so on. He tries to 

point out how it would look to tourists and intourist§ (foreign 

tourists), travelling by on ships, if they suddenly saw crosses floatjng 

bYe Despite his explanations, he fails to calm the old people who are 

incensed at the calloua act. As Vera Nosareva, one of the old women, 

reasonably argues, they could have waited until after the island had 

been evacuated to carry out the cleanup so as not to offend the people. 

By destroying the most sacred place on the island in front of the old 

people, the authorities reveal a shallow disregard for the feelings of 

these people and a lack of respect. Old Egor, Nastasia's husband, 

angrily rev~als what he thinks of this "official personage": 

A personage must have respect for people and not Just a 
hat. (F.22) 

Discouraged by the uncooperativfl reaction of the people, Zhuk turns to 

Vorontsov éllid asks: "What's the matter with them ?". 

The emotions expfrienced by the old women range 

sorrow to a choking rage at this act which, to them, 

from fear 

i5 nothing 

and 

le5s 

than a crim~. They calI the men "evil spirits", "herods" , and "godless 

ones". They cannot f"athoDJ how a human being could do such a thing. They 

ask the Lord to have no Mercy on the men and to damn their souls. As 

Sima asks: "15 there nothing holy left in the world 1". Dar'ia exclaims 

that they will hav~ to answer to the whole world, and especially to the 

dead, for this. Looking at the mutilated graves, the photographs of 

loved ones s trewn on the ground, the crosses thrown into a pile, she 

tries to grasp the enormity of the deed. She asks the men gravely: "What 

have you done ?". Gradually ahe falls into a depression which leaves her 

feeling listless and numb. 

That night she cannot sleep. She fears that something is going to 
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happen, tbat they will aIl be punished. She goes out into the middle of 

the garden and waits wfor heavenly lightning to strike and destroy us 

because we're evil people". She blames herself for not stopping the 

destruction in the cemetery, and even feels that she bears part of the 

responsibility for the oncoming flooding of her ancestral homeland. The 

following day, she starts off towards the cemetery but changes her mind 

when she realizes that her ancestors will want an explanation and she 

has nothing soothing to say to them. 

Months Iater, near the end, she goes back to see her parents for 

the last time. She has tried to get her son to nlove their remains to 

dry land, but he Just never seems to have the time. 

guilt to them, she says: 

Confessing her 

l can't die in peace knowing that l turned from you, 
that it was my generatjor l ana no other that cut off our 
famiIy and swept it away. (F.177) 

She feels especially accountable to her son, Senka, who is buried in 

that cemetery. Since she will not be buried with her family, she 

believes that Senka will wander without a connectjon to hjs kin. The 

family chain will be broken. She imagines that, at her death, aIl of 

her ancestors will gather to judge her. She sees herself standing alono, 

her ancestors in an endless formation before her, "a spreadjng wedge -

all with grim, stern, and demanding faces". She i5 convinced that shc 

will not be forgiven. The crime for which she will be most severely 

castigated ls her leaving them without hope or a future. She is certain 

that hope is as important to the dead as it is to the living. 

When the villagers of Matera ar'f) j r, the midst of the last haying, 

they are interrupted by a long spell of raine This delay prevents them 

from having enough time to DIOW for themselves. They manage only to 

finish the mowing for the sovkhoze Dar'ia criticizes herself for not 

urging the men to mow despite the raine She asks herself: 

Ah, what was the point of living eighty and more year's 
if she couldn't even have thought of that I? (F.l~4) 

AlI of the old women of Matera fee] qualmish at abandoning thelr' 

houses. The house, the tradi tional J..z!?s!, is more than a roof over their' 

heads. Having sheltered generations of ancestors, it holds memorles 

within its walls. They tend to personify jt in their II'dnds. To them, it 

breathes, feels pain and fear, grows old. It even has a soule 
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Has tasia, si t ting in her empty house as she and her husband are 

about to leave, feels uncomfortably guilty and bitter. Their packed 

belongings look like a Brobber's bootyB to her. In her mind, they have 

robbed the house and are now leaving it to its death. In a similar way, 

aIl of the old women, standing and silently watching Katerina's house 

burn, feel guilty at not tr'ying to save H. 

Dar'ia suffers from a similar feeling of compunction as she bids 

farewell to her house. However, she, unlike the others, has prepared her 

house for i ts end. As one would wash a person and dress him in his best 

before puttjrlg him in his coffin, she feels that she must do the same 

for her house. As she reflects: 

How could she send off her own house, out of which her 
father and mother} grandfather and grandmother, were 
carried and in wnich she had spent her entire lif~, 
except for wha t was left, and deny i t the same dressing 
up? (F.191) 

So she proceeds to whi tewash the entil'e house, having made her own lime 

from white rocks. She washes the windows and floors. Then, in accordance 

with cuStoDI, she places grass on the floor and tir boughs in the corners 

and in the windows, giving the house a funereal look. 

Tbe fir relea sed the sorrowful aroma of final farewell, 
reminding her of 11 t candIes and sweet, sad singing. 
(F. 197) 

She i8 certajn that she is doing the right thing. In fact, she believes 

tha t her aneestors have told her to prepare the house this way. However, 

she still cannot l'id llH'self of the guilt she feels before her house. 

Looking around in fear and humility, she thinks to herseIf: 

It can tell, oh, it can, what l'm dressing ft up for. 
(F. 197) 

Nastena manages to take on guilt for almost anything that happens 

to her. For instance, she reproaches herself for not reacting in a 

proper way when she first sees Andrei after his desertion. She 1s 50 

taken aback by this fil'st 0Iandestine meetin& in their bath-house that 

she sits in complete numbness as if in a dream. She feels that she 

should have at least embraced him and welcomed him home. She does not 

try ta justify herself by taking into account Andrei's strange behaviour 

towards her. First, he threatens to kill her if she lets anyone know of 

his presence. Then, he uses her for his sexual grati~ication without so 
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much as a loving word or a tender caresse And finally, he orders her to 

wash his baok. He does not waste kind gestures on her. She hardly 

recognizes him in the darkness because his hair is long and he i8 

unshaven. He is filthy and smells of sheep. Not given enough time to 

assimilate the fact that the man before her is indeed her husband, the 

sexual aot leaves her feeling ashamed and uncomfortable. 

Nastena takes on her husband's culpability, convincing herself that 

he deserted the army in order to see her. 

Maybe she was also responsible for his being here - not 
at fault, but responsible. Wasn't it because of hp.r 
that he wanted to come home? Wasn't he afraid of 
never seeing her again, of not saying a final word to 
her? He didn't reveal himself to his father and 
mother but he reveal~d himself to her. And maybe he 
had brought on his death, just to spend some time with 
her. (L.54) 

When her father-in-law becomes suspicious and asks her direct questions 

about Andrei's whereabouts, ahe feels guilty. She blames hers~lf for not 

successfully hiding what needed careful hiding, for not being convincing 

enough in her lies. She also reprehends herself for not paying much 

attention to Nadia's children in recent weeks. She has always felt sorry 

for them because, although Nadia does her best to cope, they seldom have 

enough to eat. They are fearful and quiet children, and it seems to 

Nastena that they do not believe they will survive the War. She usually 

tries to spoil them in some way or other as often as she cano However, 

with aIl of her recent worries concerning Andrei, she has neglected 

them. 

Half of the time, the women in these storü~b are not (>V('n sure why 

they feel guilty. As Dar'ia, her heari (:J('hing as if it were on fjr'f), 

reflects: 

l guess l'm very guilty. l know that l'm guilty, but l 
wish someone would tell me what l'm guilty of, what l 
must repent for, sinner that l am. (F.165) 

By the same token, Dar'ia, Sima, and Katerina aIl apologize to Nastasia 

when she leaves, 

but what they were guilty of and wh~t they were 
explaining away they didn't know - an unknown sin needs 
aIl the more expiation. (F.66) 

Nastena is certain that Nadia somehow feels remorse over her husband's 

death. Observjng her at one point, Nastena reflects: 
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she felt her guilt - she didn't know what this guilt 
was, she didn't understand how she could have helped 
Vitya but she felt 1t and she felt bad. Did she pray 
less {han she should have, or suffer too little, think 
about h1m too little ? (L.75) 

Nastena deel71S, that in some way, women share the responsibllity with 

their husbands fol' the latter's fates. According to her, from time 

immemorial, women must have struggled in vain with this JJystery. Not 

knowing how, they either managed, through luck or instincts, to 

influence their husbands' fates, or, when they failed, they were 

overcome by the same old guilt. In this sense, she feels that perhaps 

Andrei's destiny is the result of her egoism. She fears that she has 

lived thinking only about herself and, by the same token, she believes 

that she has waited and longed for Andrei's arriva] fol' selfish reasons. 

Thus, destiny has ironieslly answered her wish; she is the only person 

to have access to him. She says to Andrei: "1 didn't guard you weIl". 

When he tries to tell her that she would be better off ~lithout him, she 

cries: "Don't you ret'use Illy gullt" • 

Nastena hopes until the very last moment that everything will 

somehow turn out weIl. She remembers ber mother saying that there is no 

guilt that cannot be t'orgiven. Therefore, she hopes that the military 

authorities will pardon Andrei. Hel' hope is probably a vain one bearing 

in mind that Stalinist Russia dealt harshly and mercilessly with 

deserters. 

Rasputj n shows the reader' how this capacity t'or guil t is dying out 

in the younger genera ticlll. Liusia, wandering around the countryside of 

ber childhood and remembering the amalgamation of the kolkhozes and the 

serious pT'oblems it engendered, feels a "sudden twinge of guilt, as it' 

she ought to have done something to help, and had not". However, her 

remOT'se is short-lived, to say the least. She almost immediately 

dismisses the thought, saying to herself: 

What nonsensE" It's nothine, to do with me. l left long 
before any of the se changes. It's not my business. 
(B.249) 

Rasputin seems to consider a person's attitude toward death as the 

ideal gauge by which to assess a person's spiritual hbalth. As he 

revealed once in an interview, he is impressed with the calmness with 

which old women face death. 
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What strikes me Most is the serenity w1th which old 
women look upon death, wh1ch they seem to accept as a 
matter of course. This composure n. .' be the result of 
everything they have seen in thtir lives as they 
watched the seasons come and go, the sowiog and the 
reaping, the birth and death of nature ••• [1~] 

Dar'ia 1s not afraid of death. As she says: "You die once. What's 

there to be afraid of ?". However, the thought of dying away l'rom her 

family, her ancestors, with the guilt she carries within her, causes her 

great heartae}IE'. 

The narrator of ProshchaJQift ~ ~a~~rgj, expressing Dar'ia's general 

viewpoint on death, comments that: 

Death seems terrible, but it sows the Most kind and 
useful harvest in the souls of the living and l'rom the 
seed of mystery and decay develops the seed of lit'e and 
understanding. (F.116) 

It is significant that PoslednJi ~rg~ which deals specifically with 

the theme of death and the differing attjtudes toward it is, in 

Rasputin's opinion, his Most important work. 

Anna' s calm at ti tude toward death is not due simply to the faet 

that she feels as though she has experienced it before. What ia more 

important i8 her clear consei prlcP'. If woman' s du ty is to bear chj] dren, 

to assure the continuity ot' mankind, then she has t'ulfill~d that duty. 

And suddenly it seemed to her that her life had been 
kind, meek! and successt'ul. Ullusually succe~wfu 1. She 
could hard y com~lain about devotj ng i t aIl to her' 
children, it' man s bu~iness in the world was to sec 
that jt was never empty of people, and that it did not 
grow old without children.(B.340) 

This t'eeling of dut Y fulfilled, as a prerequisite to t'acing death, 

reveals a beliet' in future retribut,j on. Anna has no t'ear and no regrets. 

Also, her closeness to nature enables her to welcome death as the 

natural culmination ot' life. Like a tree in the forest that has outlived 

its time, she feels that she has expended aIl that ahe had within her. 

As she says, "Everything has its place". Nature always takes its course. 

Dar' ia, at'ter trying everything wi thin her power to s top the 

destruction ot' Matera and failing, participates in what appearB to be a 

collective suicide. She refuses to leave the island and stays behind 

when it is flooded. This is not stated outright. However, the final 

scene leads one to believe that this is the case. Dar'ia is huddled in 

an old shack with Katerina, Sima, the child Kolia, Nastasia, and 
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Bogodul. They are in total darkness, surrounded by mist and shadowy 

forms. Heanwhile, Pavel, Vorontsov, Petrukha, and a cutter pilot go 

round and round in circles on the Angara, lost in heavy fog, trying 

unsuccessfully to rind the island. The old people, waking up from what 

appears to have been a nap, are not sure whether they are alive or dead. 

In the window, a hazy damp light makes things look "like under water". 

One of them feels that she has flown off somewhere, but does not 

r'erflember where. Their surroundings seern unfamiliar to theul. They hear a 

lonely howl which the narrator claims is the KhoziaJp's final voiee. The 

Khozia1n (Haster) is the spirit or the island. Invisible to humans, he 

is obnerved in dirrer'ent parts or the novel making his rounds or the 

ls1 and. He sees aIl, earries memories of the past, and knows the 

future. Earlier' ln the story, the narrator' explains that the Khoziain 

will dj sappear when Matera no ! onger exists. An indication that the old 

people have died is that, j Il the end, after hearine the Khoziaj,p' s final 

voiee wash away, they seern to find themselves closer to his voiee. Also, 

they now hear' the nraint, barely audible hum of a motor" , probably the 

motor of the cutter, "eoming from somewhere below". 

Dar' ia ' s ùea th crea tes a di rrerent DJood to tha t or Anna' s. While 

Anna's death is the natural culmination of her long Ijfe and is 

unavoidable, Dar'ia's is an aet of defiance. She refuses to give in. 

Their deaths are similar, however, in that both women are ready to die 

and have faith in God and in 11fe after death. 

ln the course of the narrative of Posled]tij ~r9~, the 

describf's t.he charact~r or eaeh of Anna's ehildren. As always 

author 

with 

RaspuUn, there Ü~ rio black and white. Characters have their good side 

and their bad. However, the overall pjcture of the se children, now grown 

up, j5 Ilot a flatter'ine one. The four that are with ber now lead very 

differen t. 1 j Vt·~ from one another. She lj ves w1 th one son, Mikhail, and 

his wif~ and daughter. Her eldest daughter, Varvara, lives in a village 

fifty kjlometers away with her family. Her son, Il'ia, live~ in a town 

in northern Russia with a domineering wife. And her daughter, Liusia, 

lives in the city and lIas no ehildren. The youngest, Tat' lana, moved aIl 

the way to Kiev. She nevel' shows up at her mother' s bedslde. She doesn' t 

aven answer the telegram that was sent to her. 

Whether from the country or the city, this younger generation ls 
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shown to be rar removed from their mother's generation.[15] They are 

selrish, petty and tactless. They envy each other. The men drink heaviIy 

in the bathhouse while the women concern themselves with decorum. They 

argue violently in rront or their mothel' about who has done mor'e for 

her. In one particularly heated discussion, she is almost compared to a 

cow who must Le looked after. 

Mikhail suddenJy rlew into a rage: "What do you mean? 
Maybe one or YOU will take her, eh? Go ahead. You can 
have her. l'Il give my cow to the one who takes her. 
Weil? ( ••• ) Mother doesn 1 t need nluch. You can see she 
hardly eats anything.(B.327-328) 

It is clear that the children do not share Hlt.' v,,1 ues of their' mothel" S 

generatiorl. Theil' petU ness and hostili ties are in great contra~lt to the 

dignity and wisdom or their dying mother. 

The dirrerence between them and Anna is most obvious in their 

attitudes toward death. Contrary to Anna, they are deprived of a 

comforting spiri tuaI belief. Liusia denies her mother" ~ death, asserti ng 

that she will live another ten y~ars. While Varvara surrounds it with 

exaggerated respE'ct and drama. ..lust as the daughter of t.be old woman in 

Starukh~, they fear death as though it was some kind of disease: 

At the mention of death a watchful hush came over them 
50 that they thought twice before drawing breath, as it 
the air were tajntpd ~jt.h corrosive vapours fi'om beyond 
the grave, which the living must not br('at~e.(B.171) 

They also personify i t as some sor't of power fui person tha t they do not 

want to displease: 

The fear that they now felt was quite unlike any fear 
they had ever known berore, oecause it was more 
terriblû, and its cause was death. It was as ir death 
had seen and notic~d all their faces, never to forget 
them again. And it was frightening to wateb this 
happening: some day it would happen to thew, and it 
would be Just like this, and they did not want to look, 
so as not to have this scene constantJy before tberu jn 
the future, and let the y could neither leave nor turn 
away. And someth1ng el se heJd them ther~ - the thought 
that death, now busy with their moth~r, m1gbt be 
displeased if they 1eft the room, and none of them 
wanted to attract its atte~tion ~ore often than 
necessary. So the y stayed, and stood ~tj]I.(B.174-175) 

This personirication of death as an object of fear ia d1ametl'ieaJl y 

opposed to Anna's personjfication as seen in the following: 

In the last few years they had become good friends. She 
would often talk te death, which would rind itself a 
seat in a corner' and Hsten wi tb occasional sympathetj c 
sighs to her whispered, sensible thoughts. They had 
agreed that tbe o1d lady should depart by night: she 
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would first fall asleep, like everybody else~ so as not 
to scar'e death away wi tn her open eyes, and aeath would 
then come softly press up against her lift awaf the 
short sleep of Ilfe and give her eternai rest.(B.331) 

Of aIl the heroines in Rasputin's works, Dar'ia ls the one who 

stands out most for her streneth of character. AlI of the old women of 

Matera go to her for advice, comfort, or just to sit and drink tea. She 

is more confident th an the others. Though she lives with the same fear 

they do concerning their fate, she helps th~m feel stronger and braver 

by her attitude. As the narrator' f'J(plains: 

In every village of ours there always was and is one, 
or sometimes two, old woman with a temfer to whom the 
weak and suffering come for protection. F.70) 

This is almost word for word the same statement that Rasputin himselt 

made in an interview. He said: 

In the Siberian villages l'm al ways meeting women with 
strong characters. They're weIl known to their fellow 
villagers

i 
who go to them for advice and support and 

occasiona ly for a good grumble.[16] 

It is Dar'ia who leads the others to confront th~ sanitary workers in 

the cemeter'y, brandishing a stick which she is not afraid to use. It is 

to her that they aIl go when the!' are afraid to be alone. The old women 

spend their last days in Dar'ia's house. It is no coincidence that hers 

js the last to bé burned. She orders the "arsonists" to stay away until 

ahe has finished cleaning it. She is not afraid to stand up for herself 

and for other's. For example, she defends Katerina from her son, 

Petrukha, on the night their house burns down. Petrukha, who 

deliberatp]y set the fire, walks up to his mother and makes mocking 

remarks, causins her more pain. Dar'ia immediately pushes him back with 

threa k1 • 1\ rter the rire, she comforts her fri E'nd, remindj ng her tha t 

everyone will havE' to experience the same pain, that the worst ls over 

for her. 

The heroines of the other novels are not as weak or passive as they 

may appear either. They stand up for what they believe in or to protect 

those who are weaker than they. For example Anna, on one occasion, fires 

fi shotgun at the man who hurt her son. The man had taken the skin off of 

the boy's back with a chargE' of salt from his shotgun as punishment for 

something minore In revenge, Anna does the sarne to hiro, only at cl oser 
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range and with more salt. 

Nastena is quiet and meek. However, it 1s clear that she 1s strong. 

Otherwise, she would not have been able to keep such a secret from her 

in-laws and friends. At times, it seems as if she will not be able to 

stand it any longer. However, she manages to pull herself together. One 

day, when she lies to Mikheich to cover up the fact that she has taken 

the rifle to Andrei, she feels particularly wretched, for she cares 

deeply for her father-in-law. She realizes that he does not believe her, 

and that their relationship will never be the sarne. Nonetheless, she 

does not let her feelings show: 

And suddenly, with an unconscious and vague hurt, she 
felt so al one so damned miserable, destroyed for no 
reasort, dece!ved and lost, that her throat constricLed 

~~~baS~~~ly.wa~~~dsh!OCO~~~Oll;db~!~~~tf~ sg~a~~~~~~ft 
cry, even that bit of naturalness and sincerity was 
forbidden her. (L.145-146) 

The Russian verb zhale~' means ta feel compassion, pit y, or 

sympathy for another. It 1s impossible ta speak of Raspur n's heroines 

without drawing attention to their capacity for ~§~~. They feel 

sorry for everyone and everything except themselves. 

Nastena sympathizes deeply with Andrei. In fact, when he sits 

quietly and looks lost and doomed, her feelings become so intense that 

it takes a great effort on her part not t,o st.art cl'yi ng. When the new:J 

breaks out that the War is over and she cannot celebrate wjt,h the 

others, she fleetingly feels angry and bitter towéJr'ds Andrei for havj ng 

deserted. However, the compassion she feels for hlm fAr outweighs the 

anger. She imagines how he will feel when he hearD the nawn and 

immedia tely yearns to be near him ln (Jr'der to brine, him ûOlTlfort. In a 

similar way, she Is able to put herself in the place of Mikheich, her 

father-in-Iaw. On the day that she lies to him about what ahe bas done 

with Andrei's gun, ahe also has the urge to tell Mlkhejch that she 18 

pregnant (without revealing that Andrei is the father) 80 éW to lighten 

her burden. However, she knows Mikheich weIl and foresees how this news 

will hurt him: 

She foresaw him freezine, in fear, bowing his tlead wi th 
its heavy and gloomy thought8 1 unable to ask what must 
be known in au ch cases.(L. 14u) 

Taking pit Y on him, she decides to carry the secret within herseJf aB 
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long as possible so as to temporarily spare his feelings. 

Other women in Zhiyi J P9~pj are also depicted as compassionate 

people. Tania, for instarlee, the deaf-mute woman who lodges Andrei for 

a short while on his way home, is a paragon of charity. When he i8 

brought to her by another woman who found him wanderins in a daze at the 

railroad station, she generously takes him in and lets him stay as long 

as he wishes. Describad as "an extremely gentle and caring woman", she 

the feeds him breéJd and kasha or soup which she brings home 

hospjtal where she works as a cleaning woman. Her poverty 

prevent her fr'orrl deriving great pleasure from watching him eat. 

from 

does not 

Knowing 

nothloe of his desertion, she seems to pit Y him as she would a poor lost 

orphan. It 8eems that aven if she did know about his crime, she would 

still feel for him. Andrei cannot rid himself of the feeling that she 

knows everything about him, "knows and pities him" ••• 

The women of Atamanovka, Nastena's village, are also able to 

commiSf,l'ate \Yi th others. They a11 know that Nastena has sinned one way 

or another' j :.oole think she cOl!1Dli tt.ed éldul tery; others guess that she 

protected Andrei, a deserter. As Christian8, they also consider the 

taking of one's own life to be a sin. Nevertheless, when Nastena is 

about to be buried in the special cemetery for the drowned, they 

intervene on her bphalf and have her put to l'est an,ong her own. 

Gathered for a simple wake after the funeral, they cry over her death. 

The last words of the novel are: "they were sorry for Nastena". 

Annd in Posledpjj ~r9~ aympathizes with her children. Her son Il'ia 

has changed since he left the village. Looking at him, neither townsman 

nor peasant, ahe feels pit y; he seems to have no identity. Similarly, 

she has troublE' liolding back her t(> a t'f, as she watches Varvara. AlI ahe 

wishes her is peace in her old age -- "the only happiness still within 

her rea('!I". However, in her hear't, Anna knows that Varvara will not get 

it. She also imagines that Liusia, her educated city daughter, ruust 

feel ashamed of her 01,', ugly, uneducated peasant mother. Although Anna 

cannot j~entify with her, she does empathize with her daughter. Anna 

feels sorry for her youngest son Mikhail and his wife, Nadia who have 

the burden of caring for her in her old age. This is particularly 

evident in the episode where Liusia crea tes a scandaI over Anna'a dirty 

sheets, embarrassing Nadia. Coming to her def "nse, Anna declares tha t 
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she ia to blame for the condition the sheets are in because she tells 

Nadia that she does not want to be moved. She identifies with Nadia who, 

feeling uncomfortable, quietly slips out of the room. She tells the 

others that: 

In 

Without Nadia l'd have been in the grave long ago 
tnat 1 know. (B.198) 

Dar'ia feels pit Y for others: 

particularly for the younger generation and the direction their lives 

are taking. This will be examined in more detail further 

chapter. 

in this 

In the short story Uroki fr~Qt~~~~~9gç, Lidia Mikhailovna la also 

depicted as a compassionate wonlan. Realizing the hunger her proud young 

pupil has to bear, she finds a way to alleviate his suffering as was 

explained in the beginning of this chapter. 

~_a .. t' is such an illtrinsic part of the personali ty of Raaputi n' s 

female characters that it is sometimes closely intertwined with their 

feelings of love. 

Nastena: 

As the narratol' (lf' Zhivi 10 .P.9J1IJl.i commenta concerning 

She loved him as ahe pitied him and pitied him as ahe 
loved him - the two feelings had been fused into one 
for her. (L.171) 

In fact, their capacity for zhalosj;. .. ', at times, approaches selflessness. 

Rasputin, speaking about traditional peasant women, once stated ln an 

interview: 

l was always interested in portraying those ordinary 
women, who stand out for their selflessnesB, kindness 
and understanding.[17] 

This quality of devoting oneself entirely to the welfare of others, so 

typical of mothers with regard to their children, can be observed in the 

relationships of Rasputin's heroines with their husbands and friends as 

weIl as their children. Dar'ia, for example, dispirited after the 

incident at the cemetery and languishing in inactivity atypical of her, 

is roused out of her depresslon by consideration for Bogodul who comes 

to visit her. Despite the fact that she is experiencing what i5 probably 

one of the worst days of her life, she cannot i~nore h1m. 

Anna and Dar'ia have both devoted their whole life to their 

families. However, of all Rasputin '8 heroines, Nastena 18 the apotheoBiLl 
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of selflessness. Rasputin, speak1ng of Zhivi l RQmD1, has sa1d: 

That ls why l started writing that story, to show 
exactly that type of woman, a woman who is selfless, 
ready for self-sacrifice, a kind woman ••• [18] 

Nastena cats little so that her husband will have more. She braves a 

blizzard to see him and bring hlm provisions, nearly losing herself in 

the storm. Later, when the ice melts on the Angara, she overcomes ber 

fear of water in order to cross the river to bring him more supplies. 

She lies to protect him, an act which ls extremely difficult for her. 

Hel' lies range from little ones which serve to explaln the dlsappearance 

of certain items from the house, to more serious ones such as who has 

impregnated her. Even when her mother-in-law ousts her from thelr home, 

believing she has committed adultery, she still does not reveal the 

truth. Finally, she gives up ber lire and the life of her unborn child 

to protect Andrei. As she tells her husband: 

1 don't count 
done. (L. 85) 

l'm strong, and l'Il do what must be 

'l'he capaci ty for compassion of the se women extends to animaIs as 

well as people. For instance, on one occasion, Nastena has to spend a 

night in the district capital where she has go ne to buy supplies. She 

has come by horse-drawn sIed borrowed from the kolkhoz. Through the wall 

of the rooru she is staying in, she can hear Kar'ka, the horse, shivering 

in the cold and pawing the ground. She feels so sorry for him that she 

1s unable to sleep. She gets up, hitches the horse, and leaves in the 

middle of the night. 

Another exanlple can be seen in chapter six of Poslednj,J. §rpl<. 

Liusia, one of Anna' s daughters, is strolling in the country renJiniscing 

about ber childhood. One particular memory stands cut olearly. It is the 

memory of how she once harrowed a field with an old, half-starved horse 

named Igrenia. The incident takes place in 1946 or 47 when food was 

scarce. Unthinkingly, she makes the pOOl' thing pull the harrow up and 

down the hill rather than across H. When the exhausted horse finally 

collapses and is unable to get up again, Liusia l'uns for ber mother's 

help. The scene that follows is extremely moving. Anna kneels down and 

speaks to her "Igren'ka" as to an old friend, attributing supposcdly 

human feelings to the horse. She first calms him by speaking 1n a soft 

voice. She encourages him not to give up, reminding him that t.ogether, 

80 



-

they had pulled through the whole war. She strokes his neck. When he 

stretches his head towards her hands, she guiltily apologizes for 

forgetting to bring him a treat. She remembers how, two years before, 

when he broke his leg and the kolkhoz wanted to kill him, h~ ran away to 

heal by himself in the woods. She remembers how she protected him upon 

his return, not letting others overwork him. She continues to 

affectionately rub his nose and tug at his forelock, giving him time to 

calm down and regain sorne strength. She senses his fear and impatienoe 

at his own weakness. After he triet; and fails to stand up, she peroeives 

his despair and soothe8 him with encouraging and comforting words. When, 

after a brief rest, he finally succeeds in raising himself, ahe does not 

hide her joy. The image of this woman, suppor'UlI& thia old unsteé\dy 

horse with an arm around its shoulders, as they slowly make their way 

home is an unforgettable one. 

Anna's old friend, Mironikha, also cares about animals. Durlng 

Anna's last days, Mironikha i8 out searching high and low for her cow. 

Her legs can hardly carry her but abe is determined to find the cow. 

When Anna tells her to forget about the old cow for ahe no longer 

produoes much milk, Mironikha answers that it js not the DJl1k ~he 18 

concerned about. She simply wants to be reassured that her' cov 18 safe, 

that she has not been attacked by a bear. 

Dar' la, the morning after the incident in the cemetery, for'ces 

herself to milk her cow. She ls extremely depresaed and tlred that 

morning to the extent that she neglects aIl of her other chores. 

However, knowing that cows experiencf> dlscomfort when their' uddf'NI ar'e 

full, she is unable to Ignore hers. f.s she tells Bogodul, "the poor' 

thlng had been crylng". 

Simllarly, Nastasia, packing and preparing to move, finds the time 

to worry about her cat. One of the favours she asks of Dar'la before 

leaving for the city is that sbe look after her r~unia. She ia obvloualy 

sad to have to part with her. As she tells Dar'la: 

l'd never Ieave her in my life but Egor says they 
won't let her on the ship. And it the y don't th en Nunya 
will be lost. (F.64) 

She rondly describes her as "a gentle cat", "such a smart cat", and adds 

that Nunia will not be any trouble. Not really knowing if ahe will ever 

return to Matera, Nastasia nevertheless promises to take her back upon 
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her return. (In the end, she does return to spend her last days with the 

others, her husband having died in the city.) 

AlI of Rasputin's heroines have a deep-seated belief in fate. They 

are convinced that a person's life is predetermined, and that one must 

humbly accept it as it is. Anna, for instance, looking back at her 

life, has no complaints. As she reasons, 

How could you complain about something that was aIl 
your own, given to you alone ? (B.339) 

She ne ver envies others. Wanting somebody else's life seems as senseless 

to her as wantil1g somebody else's mother to b~ hers, or somebody else's 

child to be hers. Life for her is both a joy and a torment, but it is 

her own. Reminisoing, she comes to the conclusion that: 

Everybody's life h~B its own beauty. She had known her 
bright , joyful moments, which were dear to her and were 
hers a~onei and she had had her moments of grief L which 
were equa ly dear to her and w1th the passing 01- time 
became even deûrer, more a part of her. (B.339) 

Nastena's dest1ny 1s much more difficult to reconc1le oneself to. 

Nevertheleas, she res1gns herself to her reality and does not argue with 

fate. These women believe that not Ollly 1s a person's life mapped out 

beforehand, but there 18 a reason behind this predetermination. There is 

an unfathomed meaning, an unknown aim guiding Fate's decisions. 

Whether by fate or something higher, Nastena felt that 
she had been singled out from the rest - otherwise so 
mu ch would not have befallen her at once. (L.97) 

She is convinced that there is ft reason for her suffering. If suffering 

gives meaning to her lif~, if it leads to her salvation, then it ls 

better th an id11ng her life away on a pa th that leads nowhere and offers 

no hop~. 

She would be patient, bear it aIl, whatever came to be 
her lot, but she refused to be a worthless woman 
polluting the air for nothing. (L.97) 

In a similar vein, Dar'ia, trying to understand why her eldest son died 

so young in a tree-felling accident, thinks to herself: 

Who had pointed at him and why him ? She couldn't 
believe that these things just happened blindly: that 
whomever it fell on, blindly would fall; no, there was 
a predetermined ajrn and meanlng to the falling tree, It 
knew whom it was after. And there vas an 
incomprehens1ble and terrible truth in it ( ••• ) (F.42) 
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Nastena, reflecting upon her fate and happiness, wondel's who di vides 

things up, who apportions happiness, and why was she born if she was not 

to be given the chance to fulfill her dut Y and achieve happiness. 

Shortly before her death, she asks herseJf: 

Where were you, what games were you playing, when your 
fate was being decided? Why did you agree to it ? 
Wh! did you let them chop off your wings, without 
th nking, just when you needed them Most, when you need 
to fly and not crawl from disaster? (L.214) 

This belief in fate 1s the underlying factor in these women's all

forgiving approach to their children. For example, Anna believes that 

she was fated to live out her la&t years with Mikhail. This belier 

enables her to drive away any feelings of resentment she May have 

towards her other children for their moving away. Similarly, Katerina 

forgives Petrukha, as was demonstr8ted previously. 

she has no right whatsoever to criticize others: 

Nastena re~ls that 

••• no wan, no animal, no bird
l 

because each 11ved his 
own life, which was not in h s control and which he 
cou Id not change. (L.177) 

These women's belief in fate also forms the basis for their 

patience and endurance. For example, Dar'ia, depressed after the 

incident in the cemetery, and wishing her life would end before the 

flood, suddeply regains hold of herself, saying with resolve: "No, 1 

have to, it's my lot. Mine.". She remembers her father telljng her that, 

good or bad, she must live out her life. 

Nastena also holds the belief that, regardless of the difficultjes 

or pain in life, one must accept one's lot. As she tells herself: 

What there ls i8 aIl yours, and it's wrong to refuse 
any of it, even the very worst. (L.98) 

One could argue that her suicjde is a refusaI to live out her fate until 

the very end, as Dar'ia's father exhorts one ta do. However, jn her 

case, suicide 18 her fate. She does not plan it in advance. She realizes 

that 1 t ls her fate only seconds bf'fore she carefully lets her'Hel f fal l 

into the water. It comes to her as a long-awaited revelation: 

Here it was, finally, the desired happiness, earned by 
her sufff'ring - why hadn't ahe believed in it befora ? 
What had she been seeking? It was in vain, all in 
vain. (L.215) 

Rasputln's old women have little understanding of the city and 
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modern way of life. For example, when Anna shares her worries with her 

friend, Mironlkha, over the whereabouts of Tania, Mironikha tries to 

reassure her. She brings forth the idea that perhaps the sky where Tania 

lives ls not right for airplanes. Therefore, she may need more time to 

find another' way home from such a distant place. Whether it be 

airplanes, telephones, water faucets, electric stoves, or indoor 

bathrooms, they are not accustomed to these "newn inventions. 

Of the old women who remain on Matera, Dar'ia is supposed to join 

her son in the new settlement, Nastasia has to move to the city with her 

husband, Katerina probably will follow her useless son wherever he goes, 

and Sima with her little grandson has no place to go. Sima, under normal 

circumstances, would be able to live in an old people's home. However, 

they will not take her in with a child. She does not own a house on 

Matera, BO she is not entitled to an apartment in the city. 

Thus, their conception of life in the city, or the new settlement, 

js revealed mainly through the thoughts of the two who know where they 

are supposl>d 1.0 go (Dar'ia and Nétstasia). Dar'ia has been to the city to 

visit her daughter. She relates her impressions to Nastasia, trying to 

encourage her by pointing out the advantages: 

it's amazing: you have the Angara and the forest right 
there, and a toilet-bath. You don't have to come out on 
the street for a year if you don't want to. There's a 
faucet 1ike that one on the samovar and you turn it 
and water comes out; one has co1d, the other hot. And 
you don't have to throw logs in the stove, it a1so has 
a faucet you turn and the hea t conles. Cook and fry. 
There's so much - it spoils a woman! And the bread 
doesn't come from your stove no it comes from the 
store. ( ••• ) And so you'll lIve l!ke a lady, Nastasya, 
1ying aroundi everything is in the house, you won't 
have to lift a finger. And there's also that ••• 
tephelone. It says 'ring-ring', you say '10-'10', ta1k, 
and then back you lie down. (F.l1) 

However, she does mention a negative aspect. The fact that the toilet is 

near the kitchen {"just the way heathens have it") disturbs her. She 

also finds the bath tub strange and sma)l, being accustomed to the 

Hussian bath-house. 

Dar'ia's words do not soothe Nastasia. On the contrary, there are 

sjmply t.oo Many differences for her to adapt to. The MOSt distressful 

thought for Nastasia to bear is that of living among strangers, of 

leaving ber fripnds and c ommu nit y behind. This sense of community is 

important ta these old women. As it is difficult for Nastena in Zhivi ~ 
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Domni to mislead her community and to isolate her~elf from ft, it 

torments Nastasia to have to leave. On the day she and Egor leave 

Matera, one is again reminded of the fact that they will not have this 

communi ty support in the ci ty. They cannot Ut't. the trunk 

packed. This is not a problem in Matera. As the narrator' ~ays: 

it was all right here, here they ('ould get help, 
what would they do there ? (F.61) 

they 

but 

have 

Nastasia would rather be in Dar'ia's situation. Most of the inhabitants 

of Matera will be in the new settlement (together with people from 

twelve other villages 1 ). However, as the story progresses and more and 

more details become known about living conditions in the new settlement, 

it becomes evident that Dar'ia will not be able to adapt to the changes 

any more than Nastasia will in the city. 

The new sovkhoz settlement is composed of two-storey apartments 

with a steep and narrow staircase which old people cannot cUulb. People 

from Matera are used to walking on flat ground. There ia no Russian 

stove and only one steall1bath for the whole settlement instead of one pel' 

household. The apartments have the same indoor toilet as in the city; in 

other words, near the kitchen. Each family has a tiny garden; however, 

it lies in a bed ot' stones and clay. Soil has to be hauled in to grow 

anything. There is no staIl for a cow and no place to set one up. There 

is also no place to get baYe There are c€'llars where they can keep their 

potatoe::< jrl the winter; however, they are full of water and the floorri 

must be raised. 

Owing to the fact that people do not own their apar'tments in the 

settlement, as they used to own their houses in the villages, there j:l fi 

risk that it will eventually fall into disrepair and neglect. As the 

narrator' comments in regard to a particular building on Mater'a tha t was 

never owned by one t'amily: 

Things thrown together in a hurry age quickly. Matyora 
had buil dings that had stood two hundred years and mor'e 
and didn't show their wear and this one hadn't served 
half a century. And aIl ~ecause it never had a single 
owner, because everyone who lived there only bid from 
the cold and rain and planned to move as soon aH 
possible to somewhere better. (F.52-53) 

Pavel, Dar'ia's son, is certain that his mother will not be able to 

handle the se changes. In Chaptel' 22 of the novel, the reader followB him 

to his new home in the settlement. The impression one is given of the 
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settlement in this chapter is even worse than the one built up until 

then. It is compared to an "apiary". There i8 a steady whine of 

motorcycles, this having become the MOst popular method of 

transportation. The buildings and earth give off a smell of paint and 

gasoline. The dogs are aIl chained up on the order of the chairman of 

the sovkhozj half of them were shot by the local militiaman before their 

owners agreed to chain thern. 

Pavel i8 right in thinking that his mother will be unable to adjust 

to the new life. The old women in Hasputin's works share a common 

feeling of not belonging to this world. Speaking about their children, 

Anna and Mironikha both agree that things have changed. In the olden 

days, people lived out their whole lives in one place. Now, they keep 

moving from place to place. They both feel out of place in the world of 

today. As Anna says to Mironikha: 

We're the last old-time old women left in the world, 
you and me. There ain't any more like us. The old women 
who come after us will be different - brainy, educated, 
able to understand what goes on in the world and why. 
We've got left behind, you and me. It's a new age now, 
not ours. (B.359) 

Dar'ia also feels lost in the modern world. She feels that she has 

outlived her time, that she lives in limbo between the present and the 

pasto In a prayer, she begs God to take her away from the present life: 

l feel bad. And you won't let me leave. l don't walk 
the earth anymore and l'm not in the sky, l'm sU8pended 
between heaven and earth: l see everfthing, but l can't 
understand what's what. ( ••• ) It's t~me ••• Send for me, 
Lord, l'm begging you. l'm a stranger to everyone here. 
Take me to my kin ••• the ones that l'm clcser to. 
(F.1~7) 

In another pam~~age, she tells Bogodul that she belongs to the world of 

her ancestors. She points out that life 18 changing. As she unhappi1y 

remarks: 

It's been so long since l've lived 
l don't understand anymore where 
( ••• ) The world is going to crack 
it'll break across us the old 
belong here or there. (F.30) 

mf own life, my way, 
l m going or why. 
in half t ... ). And 
people ••• we don't 

The contra8t between the values and attitudes of the old generation 

and those of the younger one is moat explicit :n the conversation 

between Dar'ia and her grandson, Andrei. Andrei's attitude~ reflect the 

values of modern man who fervently believes in social progress" Andrei 
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i8 on his way to work at the very hydroelectric construction project 

that will destroy his gr~ndmother's village. The conflict between his 

values and Dar'ia's represents, in more specifie terms, the general 

conflict of the entire novel. 

Andrei believes that Han must not give in to fate; he has to rule 

it. He sees Han as all-powerful, the "king of Naturc~ who can do 

whatever he wants. Dar'ia, on the other hand, consld~rs Han to be 

frail. According to her, Man has not changed over the centuries; he 

still falls to the ground and not to the sky. He cannot step out. of his 

hum an skin. He is Just as mortal as the men of times pasto Yet, "people 

have forgotten their place under God", she says. She feels sorry for 

Han. He thinks that he is mas ter over his own life. However, he long ago 

lost control of his life. It is now life that makes demands on him, 

makes him l'un around like mad. He Just barely keeps up. As far' as ahe 

can see, Han is overstrained and will not 1ast long. Whcn Andrei argu~s 

that Han cannot overstr'ain himself anymol'e because everything Is 

mechanized, Dar'ia retorts that she is talking about spiritual straln: 

You don't strain your belly-button nowadays - that goes 
without sayingl You take care of it. BlJt you've wasted 
your soul and you don't care about that. Have you at 
least heard that ~an has a sou1? (F.131) 

The main opposition between the Dar'ia and Andrei ia that between 

spiritual and materialistic values. It is not a conf11ct between the 

city and the village as such, as sorne cri tics have tried 1.0 claim. 

Rasputin himself has stated that tbe issue in .f.r.Q§)J.Q..h9 JlJ..e JJ MP.t!ll'.9J j s 

not electrification, but moral values. He has pointed out Lhat he lB not 

against progress. However, he ls concerned about the changes irl moral 

values taking place today. 

l'm not out to preserve the village lire of the 
past.( ••• ) What l'm talking about is lhe spiritual 
world of millions of people, which is being transformed 
and which tomorrow will no longer be what it was 
today.[19] 

Dar'ia goes OP to tell Andrei that whetber' hf.;: bf'Jjeves it or not, 

he has a soul and God is in his soul. She remarks that modern man has 

taught himself that if he cannot see or touch 30mething, jt does not 

exist. She is sorry ta note that Man 1a killing off his sou]. Sbe 

appears ta ~erge the concept of soul with that of consci~~ce, Daying 

that it is easier to live without a soul. Having observed man aIl of 
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her life, she has come to the conclusion that he has no power over 

himself. He is confused. He does not do what he truly wants to do: 

He doesn't feel like laughing at all
1 

maybe he needs to 
cry, but he laughs and laughs... nd talks ••• he's 
clever at every turn that's not what he meant to 
say ••• 'nd what needs lo be said, he won't say, he'll 
keep quiet. He has to go one way so he'll turn in the 
other direction. He'll realize il later and be ashamed 
~g~nan~fsWi!:dh;~S~~~·WhOl:neia~ h:~~l~~d ~~d ht~:~!!~ 
nothing more miserable th an that. (F.133J 

In other words, Man does not follow his conscience, thus ~aking it 

difficult for him to live at peace with himself. Only those who have no 

conscience do not suffer. She realizes that even her own son, Pavel, is 

not his own master. Thinking of his way of life and that of his coevals, 

she notes: "There weren't Many who set their own pace". 

In an earlier conversation Dar'ia has with Dogodul, she expresses 

her views on the concept of conscience. Hel' father taught her that the 

Most important thing in life 1s to have a conscience and not to be 

bothered by i t. She asserts that in the old days, conscience was 

important. It was immediately obvious who had one and who did 

Nowadays, she feels, the word "conscience" has been overused and 

lost its meaning. 

And now only the devil can tell, everything 1s mixed up 
in one pile. They bring it up needlessly with every 
word t mauling the pOOl' thing so much it's barely alive. 
( ••• ) now i t' s not for yourself, not for' asking 
questions of, it's just for show. (F.33) 

very 

not. 

has 

She compares it to an old woman, saying it is getting old and "no one 

looks at it anymore". 

Dar'ia's views concerning "conscience" correspond exactly to 

Rasputin's. When asked by an interviewer which were the qualities he 

valued most in people, he answered: 

Goodness, calm conscience, and a feeling of 
involuntary guiit and responsibility for everything 
that happens in the world. Many of our vices derive 
from the tact that we lack that guilt feeling.[20] 

And concerning the misuse of the word "conscience", he says: 

we often misconstrue the word "conscience". We use it 
frequently and misuse it even more frequpntlf. 
Conscience is sometimes understood as duty. And what ~s 
dut y ? It is responsibility to others. Conscience is 
guilt. Responsibility to oneself.[21] 

In the communist world, one ia constantly reminded that one must have a 
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"soc1a11st conscience". If conscience, as Rasputin claims, 1s 

respons1bility to oneself, it goes counter to the meaning of the word 

"socialist" which implies responsibility to societ). In this particular 

case, the word "conscience" should be replaced by the word "dut y". As 

Rasputin remarks, "we use notions as old as the world and often read a 

new and almost opposite meaning into them". 

Rasputin portrays his simple old heroines as understanding life far 

better than the younger generation. Their wisdom is based on life 

experience, orl information which was passed down from their ancestors, 

on their knowledge of their place in the scheme of things. It is an 

instinctual wisdom, a common sense. The association of common sense and 

the mother flEure ls by no means peculiar to Rasputin. The expression 

'mother wit' which refers to native intelligence or common sense 

testifies to its origins. 

Dar'ia knows that wisdom cornes with hindsight. Having observed 

people all of her life, she has come to certain ~onclusions about 

mankind. One of those conclusions is that Man's justice is often 

indiscriminate. As she says: 

whoever they point at is the one they blame and try, 
and human guilt is often assigned blindly. (F.141) 

Still thinking about mankind, she remarks: 

Ah, how kind and good we aIl are when considered 
separateJy, and what senseless and great evil we create 
together - almost as if on purpose. (F.194) 

Another conclusion ahe has reached about people ia that when they are 

young and know nothing about life, they dream. Later, when they realize 

what kind of life they will have, they hope. And rinally, in old age, 

they are left with memories. 

Rasputin's heroi~es ask themselves a great deal of questions. 

Although they know their place in the world and reel that they have a 

dut Y to ruankind to pi"ocreate, they still wonder about the meaning or 

life. For example, Dar'ia ponders: 

She had to live a long and wretched lire to admit to 
herself at its end that she hadn't understood anything 
about H. W"ile she had been moving toward old age, her 
hum an lire had disappeared somewhere too. Let others 
chase after it now. But they wouldn't catch ft either. 
They only imagine that they'll catch up - no they too 
will have to watch it disappear sadly and Impotently, 
the way she was watching it recede now.(F.40) 
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Nastena, analysing her own emotions, comes to the conclusion that a 

person does not know anything about himself, let alone about life. She 

realizes through her own experience that one does nc~ know one's own 

soule She feels as though there is more th~n one pprson 1nside each 

human being, tearing him apart until his death. 

Dar'ia wonders if circumstances make a person the way he is, or is 

he born with a certain character. She looks at Sima and Katerina and 

asks hersel~ i~, put in their sho~s, she would react and aot the way 

they do. She also wonders if there is another reason why people live 

other than to procreate. Sitting by the graves o~ her ancestors, she 

asks hersel~ questions ••• 

And who knows the truth about man, why he lives? For 
the sake o~ life itself, the sake of children, so that 
his children leave children, and the chl1dren's 
ohildren leave ohildren, or ~or the sake of something 
else? Would this movement be eternal? And if it's 
~or children, the movement, this eternal pull, then why 
come to these graves? (F.180) 

She even briefly questions whether man does, in fact, discover the tr'uth 

after death, whether his questions are answered ••• 

Anna asks herself simi1ar questions. During one of her sle~p1ess 

nights, she wonders why she has lived: 

She would have liked to know why and for what purpose 
she had lived trodden this earth in a fever of 
activity, carrylng the heaviest of burdens on her back. 
Why? Only for her own sake, or for sorne other pur'pose 
as weIl? (B.349) 

Anna is certain that when she dies she will 1earn: 

many secrets which had not been hers to know in 1ife 
and which would finally explain the age-old mystery of 
aIl that had happened to her in the past, and aIl that 
would be in the rut~re. (B.276) 
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University of Toronto Press, 1979), p. 78. In other words, 
they see the work as a oommentary on the oit y/village 
diohotomy. However

i 
this opinion does not hold. The ohildren 

who have rp,mained C osest to the village are not at aIl shown 
in a favourable light. And Liusia, the Most citified, is the 
Most sympathetically drawn oharact~r. She i5 seen walki~g 
through the oountryside, reminiscing about her childhood. She 
is t~e Most oomplex of the children, asking herself the Most 
questions. 
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CHAPTER 4 

INTERPRETATION OF RASPUTIN'S 

CONCEPT OF WOHAN 

It has been demonstrated that fell1ale characters play a crucial role 

in Rasputin's works. His portrayal of women can be interpreted on many 

different levels. In some aspects, 

others, nostalgically. However, 

he portrays them realistically; 

more importantly, as will 

in 

be 

demonstrated further in this chapter, he uses them as part of a whole 

symbolic structure which can be discerned in aIl of his writings. 

On one level, Rasputin's female characters are port"'ayed 

reali s ti oa11y • This is the level where their difficult living 

conditions are exposed. These include the poverty and lack of modern 

amenities in the rural areas, the physical or psychological abuse 

inflicted upon them by their husbands, as weIl as the added workload and 

responsibjlities incurred during the War. Rasputin does not stop there, 

however. He also points out men's unwillingness or inability to change 

their atU tudes toward women. Foi' example, as seen in Chapter Two, 

Vasilii uses the following words to explain to his son why he is 

marrying Aleksandra: 

l'm sick of doing my own washing, boiling up my own 
porridge. l live like a convict. l need a housekeeper -
that's what.[1] 

In ~~~~jj ~r9~, Stepan Kharchevnikov, an old friend of Ilia's, Anna's 

son, who joins the men in their drinking bout in the bath-house, 

provides an Ideal example of the "macho" attitude of the old-fashioned 

muzhi~. Speaking of his wife, he says: 

She's weIl train~d, and she never forgets who wears the 
trousers, not even in her sleep. And it's up to the man 
to keep ~he upper hand.[2] 

When Mikhail argues that women are human beings and have rights, 

reminding him that a woman can take her husband to court if she wants 

to, Stepan answers that he too r'eads the papers. He knows that 

"officially" wives are human and have rights. This, in itself, implies 

that il' hf" did not read newspapers, he would not know that. wives are 

human and have rights of their own. He is typical of the sexist male in 
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that he considers women to be inferior to ~en intellectually. He 

believes that while men have a variety of interests besides women, 

women's lives are focused er.tirely on their husbands. Another of his 

beliefs is that women need men more than men need wornen. In other words, 

women are totally dependent on men. 

Another example indicating the superior attjtude of men towards 

women is when Andrei in Zhivi i pp~, coming across a fence which was 

sloppily erected, assumes that it was put up by women. 

In one scene in Zhivi i P9P~, Nastena reproaches herself for not 

feeding Andrei the minute she entered the shack. Her way of thinking has 

obviously been influenced by these male attitudes. She says: 

Why aren't l feeding my man? That's what happens when 
there's been no one to kecp me in line.[3] 

These attitudes a,'e not uncODllllon a~ong Russian men even to this 

day. Solzhenitsyn provides a good case in point. Though an educated and 

highly intelligent man r he appears to hold similar opinions. His 

approach to his f~male characters betrays his views on women. In his 

works, as Xenia Gasiorowska points out in an article devoted to 

Solzhenitsyn's female characters, the women generally follow their 

instjncts and emotions while the men are guided by intellect and ethics. 

For SOlzhenitsyn's female characters, according to Gasiorowska, 

the men they love are more important than Ideals, 
however noble.f4J 

One of the examples ::!he provides of these differenl'f'n between men and 

women in Solzhenitsyn's works, is a comparison between the f~male 

patients in Rakovyi korp~§ (Cancer Ward) and the male patients. The 

women come across as "extras", "a faceless crowd, unruly and chattering, 

a nuisance for nurse ZOia, and a challenge for Doctor Vera Gangart". The 

male patients, on the other hand, spend their time "discussing politics, 

medicine, and the mysteries of life and death".[5] A similar attjtude 

toward women can be observed in more recent writings as weIl. In an 

article entitled "Na pepelishche" (At the Hearth) about the emergence 

of a new type of heroine in recpnt Soviet literature, the Soviet critjc 

Vladimir Bondarenko expresses his fears at the significance of th1s new 

character type.[6] He describes the heroine of recent prose as a young 

woman who rebels against the traditional role attributpd to wornan. She 
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wants to be Independant at aIl costs, even if it means remaining single 

and lonely. He sees her going from one relationship to the next, not 

latting herself become too attached to anyone. He considers her sexual 

relationships immoral. The gist of the article is that he is concerned 

that this new type of heroine is but a reflection of the woman of today 

in reality. Bondarenko's comments and analysis of these female 

characters provide valuable insight into his beliefs concerning women. 

They reflect his preconceived notions about "feminine" behaviour and 

mentality, myths which date back to antiquity. Women were believed to 

have weaker intellects than men and to be less capable of controlling 

their emotions. They yearned for stability and had an innate des ire to 

obey, to submit to another. Like children, they were thought to need a 

protector to take care of them. Their life's purpose was to bear 

children and serve their families. In fact, not only was it their 

purpose, it was their prerequisite for happiness. They wel'e driven by a 

biological instinct. Bondarenko feels that the woman of today is making 

herself Miserable by denying her biological urges, by trying to go 

against Nature. 

These attitudes towards women are confirmed in Women. Wo~k~ and 

Family in !P~ ~9Y~~~ p~~~n (1982),[7J a collection of articles drawn 

entirely from Soviet publjcations and edited by Gail Warshofsky Lapidus. 

It gives a balanced picture of current thinking on the "woman question", 

examining problems such as the "double shift" that DIOSt women work 

(which adds an average of 28 hours/a week of housework to their paid 

work), job segregation, the low number of women in managerial positions, 

etc., as weIl as describing the impressive gains which have been made 

since the Revolution. Many of the contributors in thi~ collection still 

put some of the blame for the problems on the failure of males to rid 

themselves of old stereotypes. 

Despite the existence of a whole body of information on male 

inactivity in the Soviet home (one of the symptoms of sexist attitudes), 

the press remains unwilling to attack sexist attitudes in anything other 

than a èursory and apathetic manner. The reason for this, according to 

Susan Allott, author of "Soviet Rural Women: Employment and Family Life" 

[8] is that, at present, the government's top priority is to boost the 

birthrate. Thus, the press has been emphasizing motherhood as a woman's 
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most important function. In attempts to help couples avoid m3rital 

discord, articles urge women to be indulgent towards their husbands, 

supporti ve of them in their work, to feed them well, and to pay 

attention to their own appearance. Men, on the other hand, are 

encouraged to pay their wives compliments, buy them presents and thank 

them for their help. As Susan Allett wrHes: 

Such a prescription for marital bliss - pretending that 
women have no concerns outside the home and relying 
heavily on male condescension and female deference -
cannot but reinforce the traditional village view of 'a 
woman's place'.[9] 

More recently, hav1ng adopted a more subtle approach, the stress jft more 

on femininity in women. However, the highest. expression of that 

feminini ty, as defined by government propagémdists, is still motherhood. 

This image of the Ideal feminine woman whose natural inclination i3 to 

want to be a mother and to remain in the home hence reinforces the 

preconceived notions of the sexist male. As long as boost1ng the 

birthrate renlains the government' s top priori ty, therefor'(', i t seems 

doubtful that women's situation will improve. 

Rasputin, as a true realist, presents the~c persistent male 

attitudes to the reader. However, he clearly does not share th~u~ vj~ws. 

His heroines are not. drivEn by biological urges. Their feelings towards 

childbearing are related to their religious baliefs, to the1r veneratjorl 

of ancestors, and to their knowing their place in the natural world. It 

is a conscious choice, not an instinct. Also, as has already been shown, 

his female characters philosophize about life and death, question the 

decisions of Party officiaIs and are intel]ectually as or more developed 

than his male characters. They are independent women Whfl have managed 

extremely weIl without the help of husbands or other males. Rasputin's 

portrayal of women discloses his deep understa!lding and sympathy for 

their unfair "unofficial" status in society. 

It is possible that Rasputin is given so much official recognition 

partly because he aids tne state, though unintenUonally, in its pr'o

natal1st campaign. The high esteem in which he holds the mother' fjeur'e, 

indeed, inspireb positive emotions towards motherhood. 

A second level at which Rasputin's works can be interpreted is the 

level where his nostalgia for the good old days can be detected, where 
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he seems to miss the good old-fashioned girls of the pasto This can be 

observed in his portrayal of certain spoiled city-type women as oppo~~d 

to his description of the slightly naive, shy, wholesome RussiRn peasant 

girls • 

The young bride that Viktor observes froll' the steamer in ~ .P.Q 

~JljJ!l j::; an example of the immodest and brazen type of woman 

Rasputin deplores. She is dressed in a short and narrow dress (far above 

the knees). She drinks "like a man", not even waiting for ber new 

husband. At one point, when the crowd shouts gor'koJ., she suddenly 

graba him witt! surprising strength and passion, pulls his head toward 

ber and gives him a long and unrestrained kiss. Hel' forwardness and 

shamelessness jrl dlsplaying ber deslres are sadly observed by the 

narrator. The whole scene 13 tasteless, vulgar and cheap. Instead of a 

young, innocpnt couple, hopelessly in love and wanting nothins more but 

ta bp alone for their honeymoon, perhaps on a romantic cruise, we are 

presented with a couple getting drunk and behaving in a very unromantic 

way. 

It is ;$ lf Rasputjn is asking where the romance has gone. He seems 

to yearn for' the kind of romance he describes in .Qt soln_t_s_8.9.9 13.9,J..P..t13.? 

The narratOl' of t.his early story recalls how Stepan, a Tofa, goes off to 

meet hjs beloved. He travals 180 kilometres over mountains as easily as 

if he were crossjng town to meet her in a park. As he is making his way, 

his thoughts are entjrel) rn her. He imagines what she must be doing at 

every moment. He sees her braiding her black hair, going to the store ••• 

Be hurries his step ••• Bis impatience is almost tangible. When he 

fina11y arrivps at her door, the two of them go for a walk along the 

river. He starts Lo bjng to her and she joins in. As the narrator says, 

"It is a song of love". 

does not exist anymore. 

Rasputin seems to feel that this kind of love 

Again in ~ ~ ~~~~~~j~, Viktor notices what appears to him to 

be the ideal happy couple. They dance and gaze at each other in a way 

that makes Viktor envious. The following day, he overhears a bad 

argument and realizes that it is his "ideal" couple who are arguing. He 

is disappointed and, at the sarne time, angry with them for destroying 

--_.-- --.------. 
• At Russian weddings, the guests shout gor'ko (bitter), meaning 

that the wine is bitter and the couple should kiss to sweeten it. 
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his illusions. His belief in an undying love 1n th1s one "human nest" 1s 

shattered. As Viktor sadly remarks, it is proof once again that 

happiness :1s short-lived. 

Rasputin's description of Natasha 1n the short story that bears the 

same name, once again shows his longing for the girls of a time pasto As 

the narrator pOjnts out, girls do not blush anymore: 

This capacity for blushing, nowadays almost extinct 
among girls, was so sweet and natural 1n her and ~uited 
50 wel l wi th her large face and framE' that after the 
initial surprise:1t was hard to visuajize Natasha aoy 
other way. Just to wateh her wa~ shE'E'r plpasurp a~ if 
the sou] w:1 thin you WdrOlE'd j nto ct joyous l'pd l'l'o(',il 
embarraSSmE:'llt . [ 10] 

Natasha, further'n,or'f'. j s dE>~cri bt"d as quit t J shy and subm tls1 Vt'. She 

would never think of cornplaining about anything. This k:1nd of passjyjty 

also RE>E'DIS to be, for Raspu tj Il, a qu?l i ty of the 1 cle.11 woman of the 

pasto It is not a sign of weakness in tds €'y(,Sj it j::; simply a sign of 

modesty and humility. 

eXpreS:3iJD his yi eW3 on 

women. In his opinion, a real ~Ioman is one who is har'd-working and 

capable of handling any chore without the help of her man. She 13 also 

patient élnd does not (·ODlp)P:'tl about her husband's behaviour. He 

contra~~1.~ r'E'2] women wi th cIty women whiC'tJ be had the uppur'tuni ty of 

observing the yE'ar before when he vj si ted a frJ end j II town. 

Had a good look at the women there, and it was al] 1 
could do to find one who was what l'd cal] a woman. 
Made of flesh and blood, not sI,r'ine,s and a mot(>l'. When 
1 did see one i t warmed n,y hear·t to ~ r,cw Uley weren' t 
extinct yet, because soon we'll havp ta dig for 'em, 
like them prehistoric mammoths. But when on~ came 
along, you could see she'd had a mother and a 
grandmother, and that she'd got her pJ~ce in life, 
because those citr women the se days, special]y the 
younger ones, ther re like clockwork dolls. AlI look 
alike, 50 you can t tell 'em apart. They're not born, 
they come off assembly line3 •.• (B. ?95) 

He considers t.~ ty women ta b(:' vein and overly c:ollcer'ned wi tb their 

appearance. He even asserts t.bat tbeir only ajm in ]jf~ js to stJOw 

themselves off. He finds them lacking in rnodesty in the scnse that they 

expose too much of their bodies. 

They are also lazy. They have no idea of the concept of work and duty. 

They blame their lethargy on weak nerves. Stepan goes as far as to 

exclaim that wornen will soon forget how ta perforrn tbeir wost basic dut Y 
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in life, that of having children. Worrying about a future without the 

"real woman" of the good old days, he asks: 

What if ihere's & war? 
women to do? Shed tears 
won by women~ but real 
nowadays.(B.?~6) 

What could you expect these 
and die? The last war was half 
women, the ki nd you don' t see 

He feels tha\" Anna r'ep.~esents a "real woman". She is a true ~, 

the kina that other women should try to emulate. Th13 opinion 13 shared 

by Rasputln him~elf. Although Rasputin does not share Kharchevnikov's 

sexist views on women, he does feel that women have ehanged. He looks 

nostaJt.)cally back ai the women of the generatJ()!1 of hlS grandmother. It. 

is no wonde~ that he admires those women. Raving grown up during the 

war, he lived in a small S]b~rian vjllege whieh was most probably run 

entirply hy women while the men were at war. Wornen had to be strong 

emotionally PPd phYRically to wanage the farms, r6isp the ehildren, and 

deal wi tb the grief of losing the men in the family. Under those tr'ying 

circumDtances, their bpst qualities emerged. Standing in sad contrast 

with theae heroi( women, the urban women of today with their modern 

appliances, dayeare center::. and jobs where they punch in and out, appear 

spoj led and l azy. It is an establJ.shed faet that j n crisis si tuations 

people band together, providing help and aup~ort to aach other. ~ho has 

not }lptlt'd members of the older generatJor speal< of the heartwar'ndng 

quallties which surfaced among people during the Depression, of the good 

deeds perofor'M-cl by total ~t! cH,t,f-r [ during the war, and other suC'}1 

phenofiJ('lld 1... ftfter' wit.!>€'snj!'e sueb an intense cleD.onstraUon of human 

virtUl'~I, it lS not sur'pt'ising that RasputuJ yearns for' the "good oid 

days". Moreover, the easy life of today does seem to encourage a certain 

cillount of laziness, greed, and selflshness. 

Thua, Rasputin, like his character, Kharchevnikov, worries about 

the spiritu81 health of tle modern woman. However, his worries do not 

end there; he is concerned about the moral and spiritual well-being o~ 

aIl people today, not Just of women. While his male characters feel that 

women have changed, so do his female chara~ter's feE'1 that men have 

changed. As the old lady in Kuz'ma's compartment states: "You'll not 

fjncl nen like my husband nowadays". Similarly, Anna and Mironikha agree 

that m~n have changed. Refering to men's drinking, Anna remarks: "In the 

olden days at least they kne~ when to stop". And Mironikha adds: "In the 

olden days they had some shame as weIl". Dar'ia notices that her 
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grandson, Andrei, doesn't work weIl. Generally sreaking, the old women 

are of' the opinion that people have changed. The younger generatjotl no 

longer recognizes the importance of' work, and their values are based on 

different principleR. 

Most crities, parti~ularly in the Soviet Union, take a so~iologieal 

approach to fltlsputjn's works. As already mentioned, many, if not. 1Il0flt, 

cri tics see his works as a statement on the value of the village as 

opposed to the city. Others state that Rasputin is simply an objective 

witness of the difficulties faced by nussians who have left the 

countryside to live in the city. They demonstrat.p tbat he dOE':"1 not 

portray recently citified Russians in R clear-cut negative way. On the 

contrary, he seeDlS to cOUlmiser'atf' wi th them by showing t;leir hUDlcln 

frailties and confused state of mind. They appear morE' a~ unhappy 

individuals than as bad ones.[11] 

The Soviet critic, A. F. Lapchenko, looks at the question of family 

morals. He sees Cl distinctive tr'end j n village prose whereby Litt: woman

mother is portr'ayer'l as the continuer of the family 1 j ne, the I:QQ, and 

the custodian of family principles or moral values. He claims that the 

reason for this peculiar dttjtude to Lhe woman-moth~r iM the increaDjng 

recognition of the social value of family morals. Lapchenko ilt.é1lt':.., t.bat 

for I\asputin, the attitude towards the fandly and the woman is the 

criterion for' individuaJ niorais and at t~e sallie time an indicator' of Lhe 

social maturi ty, rel i.ability and ci vic-mindedness of Dlém. [12] In thhJ 

sense, Lapchenko claims tbat the hero(~~, of conteml,or .Ir 'i ~oviet 

li ter'ature lll'ove themselves morally t.lwough thej r' att.J t ude Lo wornan

mother and not, as in Russian classical literature, through love for a 

spouse or' lover. This can be observed in the works of Viktor' Iwtaf'ev 

(Posle_d_n.i.i Q.o.k.1.o.n, J.s.ar.' .-rYP51), Sergei Zalygin (NF lr.ty;;ll1.e, l<.9mJ-J:J.plJ.a), 

Vasilii Shukshin (.K.â..UJl.a .kr.a.BItal.él ) and Evgenii Nosov (P.9JT1.oJ. .zil 

mater_' J.u) . 

David Gillespie, discussing urban WOIfiE:!l in Soviet 11 teratur'(' (jf the 

seventies, voices a related thought. He recalls how women in nineteentb

century Russian literature wcre often the "touchstone of a man's moral 

worth". Symbols of beauty and purity, they served to highlight the lack 

of moral values of "superfluous men" such aa Evgenii Onegin or 
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Pechorin. He goes on to prove that, in urban prose of the seventies, aIl 

the women share a common fate in the rough treatment they receive at the 

hands of men. Hen tend to be portrayed either as egoistical and 

unscrupulous or weak and dispirited. Though Gillespie does not blame 

immoral men for aIl the sufferings of urban women in contemporary prose, 

he does see a contrast sjmilar to that between the morally weak men and 

virtuous women of 19th-century works in certain contemporary works of 

urban prose. As he writes: 

l-Jodern Soviet 11 tera ture ( ••• ) seems to hrAve 
resurrected this moral dimension as writers try to 
achieve a composite picture of Soviet man's spiritual 
world in the ~eriod of 'scientific and technologieal 
revolution' • [13 J 

The main differencc between urban prose and village prose is that, in 

urban prose, the virtuous female character 18 not necessarily a ~other, 

whercus in Rasputin's works and in those of other village prose writers, 

the stress j5 d~finitely on the image-idea of the mother, th~ family and 

the home, as Lapchenko rightly states. 

However, he and others who take a sociological approach, do not 

take their id~a far enough. They miss the depth of the symbolism in 

Rasputin's worka. It is not onl~ the actual woman, the mother of the 

household, but the Feminine Principle itself that is dealt with by 

Rasputjn. Rasputin once stated that: 

In a book, as in an iceberg, nine tenths is hidden 
beneath the surface. A book has a subtext, whioh people 
are simply incapable of grasping if they read quickly. 
[14 ] 

The most important level at which one can interprct Rasputin' s 

works is the one where hü; heroines arf:: seen as symbols of the Feminine 

Principle, embodying the emotional, the instinctual, the human, and the 

compassionate as opposed to the cold and rational which is attribut~d to 

the Masculine Principle. 

Recently, scholars have been giving thought to the symbolic aspect 

of Rasputin's works.[15] For example, Gerald Hikkelson has written an 

interesting article on the religious symbolism in ~_ j~. He 

sees the novel as a modern-day Christian parable with Nastena as a 

suffer'ing saint. C?nstance Ann Link, in her Ph.D. dissertation entitled 

Symboli_sJII 9.f Jhe .S_a.c1'.e.d.: t.h~ ~ov~J~ .o.r .vA..l~.n.t.i.n R.a.s.PJ.I.t,;iJl, examines, 

among other things, what ahe calls the symbol1sm of the boundary in 
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Poslednii ~9~, the boundary being that between this world and the world 

"beyond". 

The novel which has attracted the most attention for its symbolic 

imagery, however, is Proshchanijl l' M.i.t§X,Q1. The .Kh9~J.j!J.Jl, the King 

Larch, and Bogodul stand out as obvious symbole. The Khoziain, a small 

animal-like creature, le seen almost unaniDlously by critics as 

representj~e the spirit of the Island, the island's equivalent of a 

domoyoi. The King Larch, an extremely large tree which s~ems to be as 

old as the island and which proves to be indestructible, has been 

interpreted by some as the symbol of the superiol'i t.y of nature over man, 

by others as the symbol of the Cosmic Tree or ~ mMndJ" joining the 

three worlds, and by still others as a symbol of the Cross. Bogodul, a 

man so old that no one can remember when he firat came to Matera, has 

been called a symbol of Christ. After the publication of this novel, 

Soviet cri tics began debating Rasputin's use of symbolisme V. Oskotskii 

stated thai; mythology and symbolism were not wj tttin the grasp of 

Rasputin's talent.[16] Ovcharenko considered the image of the ~~i~ 

unsucofls~ful and lacking in concreteneSB J artd objected to the character' 

of Bogodul whom he regarded as co1ourfu1 but superfluous.[17] lu. 

Seleznev defended Rasputin's use of symbolism, saying that it was 

justified by his worldview and by the universality of the questions he 

raised. [18] 

Despite the attention that has been granted to Rasputin's use of 

symbolism, 

than the 

little mention of the feminine presence has been made. Other 

viewing of Matera (and sometimes Dar'ia) as the symbol of 

Mother-Hussia or Mother-Earth, no ser"iou~ ('onsj d~!r'atj on has been aimed 

at the remale symbols scattered ttœoughout Hasputin' s works. 

The Feminine Principle is universal]y identif'ied as the passive 

principle of nature, bearer of the egg of life. It is personifjed jf) 

mythology by the virgin-mothers of the world (or Great Mothers) such as 

Aphrodite, Isis, Hathor, Cybele, Ishtar, Lakshmj, Parvati, Tara, Kwan

yin, Demeter, Sophia, Mary, and 10, to name just a few. The Great 

Mother, or universal Mother, ls represented by a myriad of symbols. 

These include all waters; the earth; the moon; aIl that 18 8helterirl~, 

protecting and enclosing such as a cave, church, house, village, etc.; 

all food-producing animaIs auch as a cow, sow, goat, deer; as weIl as 
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many kinds of trees and birds. 

The Great Mother is the arche typaI feminine, the origin ot aIl 

life. She is that which gives life, nourishes, protects and preserves. 

Spiritually, she is archetypal wholeness and the mother of aIl wisdom. 

She i s referred to as soverelgn of aIl things spiri tu al. Writes J • C. 

Cooper ln his An Illustrated E~~Y~}9~~~~Ja pt 1r~9i~j9P~1 Sy~bo~~: 
Spirltually she is arche typaI wholenessj the self
sustaj rling and self-sufflcientj ( ••• ); she ls the 
mother of aIl wisdom self-mastery and redemptlon 
through illumination an~ transformation, 'she who leads 
out 6eyond darkness and bondage' and, as wisdom 
encompasses the transformation of man from the most 
elementar~ to the hi~hest level. She is the ultimate 
mystery: 1 am aIl that has been 1 and iS1 and shall be, 
and my veil no mortal has yet liI·t~~.'[l~] 

The Feminine Principle representing that which guides Man to a 

sp~1'i tuaI level, that which illuminates him élnd helps transform him into 

a Blore complete being, is embodied to varying degrees in Rasp\.atin's 

heroines and in elements of Nature. 

Though the women in Rasputin's works do not iD~edjately strike the 

reader' as symbols, there are cer'tain clues which indicate that they are 

more than they appear. If CI symbol is characterized by "the translucence 

of the eternal through and in the t~mporal" as S.T. Coleridge 

stated, [20] then the portrayal of these old women qualifies them as 

auch. 

One ~üch clue ~/j.lich suggests that they have a symbolic function is 

the fact that they are never sure of thelr age. This gives them a 

timeless quality. Also, as demonstrated in the previous chapters, they 

possesa many of the qualities which are associated with the Great 

Mother, the Most important ones for this thesis being thelr spiritual 

wholeness and their wisdom. 

As the Feminine Principle, Rasputin's female protagonists seem to 

pr'ovide a link wi th a mystical realj ty , a reali ty which includes the 

world of the spirits. I~deed, in his novels of the seventies, the old 

wornen are shown to be closer to this spiritual world than the other 

charact~rs. It is almost as though they have special powers. They otten 

seern to see and know something more than the average person. This 

knowledge is neither of the type learned in books, nor is i t knowledge 

gained through experience (though, on a realistic level, these old women 

are ~ill of wisdom and common sense). At times, they seem to be able to 
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see into another dimension. Even Tania, the dear-mute who lodges Andrei 

for a while on his way home from the rront, gives him the impression 

that she knowB everything about him. 

Anna, for example, lying quietly in her bed, gives the impression 

of having special vision 1nto another dimension, or world: 

everything about her suggested that she was frozen 
under a spell of almost Impossible calm, as if it had 
been given to her alone to see and commit to memory 
things that nobody el se could possibly underatand. 
(B.190) 

Her feeling of having already dieo and come back to lire and the clarity 

with which she describes what a .. ,arson experiences as he crosses over 

into the "other" world, her lack of rear in the face of death, her 

feeljng that she has experienced death many tiBles berore, a11 these 

facts and others hint at her familiari ty with the spiri t.ual world. 

In a similar way, Dar'ia has what may be referred 1.0 as mystical 

experiences. The night after the incident in the cemetery, upset and 

unable to sleep, she ha8 a strange dreamlike experience. Standing in the 

garden, she 8eemB to 108e consciousness. When she awakens, ahe is in the 

same place as before, only it is getting lighter. The following day, she 

relates that she was taken somewhere. The experience leaves her fcellng 

relieved as though she has been to the spiri t.uéll world for consolatj on: 

And l felt so good, so cOIJlfortable, as though light had 
been shed in my soul.[21] 

The fact that ahe con®unicates with the spjritual world ia stated 

clearly in the novel. Near the end of the story, when she is in the 

cemetery for her last farewell, Dar'ia receives an order from her 

ancestors to prepare the house for its demise. She understands what ahe 

must do: 

as though a barely perceptible whisper reacbed her froul 
somewhere far, rar away. (F.178) 

The day she spends wandering aIl over the island after bjddJng farewel} 

to her house, she can actually see the Kl19.zJilJJI. This is significant ror' 

he is genera1) y j l'1Visible to humans. 

and some small animal she had never seen before 
running alongside, trying to peer !rlto her' 
(F.198) 

kept 
eyes. 

Of the critics who consider Rasputin' 8 heroincs to be symbols, N. 
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D. Khmeliuk, assistant professor at the University of Kiev, for 

instance, considers Dar'ia to be "the poetic image ot the maternaI 

source of lire, the image of Mother-Earth".[22] Mikkelson, as aIready 

stated, views Nastena as a symbol of the Christian martyr. David 

Gillespie sees the three heroines ot the sevent1es (Anna, Dar'ia and 

Nastena) as "symbol8 of beauty, self-abnegation, and kindness". As 

demonstr-atf'd in Chapter Three, they are defini tely seltless and kind; 

however, nowhere are they de~cribed as phys1cally beautitul. Physical 

traits are mentionned onll' if they help emphasize an inner quality ot 

the character. For example, Dar'ia's "stern bloodless tace" and "firmly 

set lips" indicate her deterndnatiofl and strength ot character. 

Nastena's thick and heavy hands indicate her industriousress. Anna's 

emaciated appearance and "wing-like" shoulder blades point to her 

approaching death and the release ot her soul trom its bodlly confines. 

In fact, the lack of concrete physical descriptions for the heroines is 

another characteristic which differentiates them from the other 

character's who ar'e described in comparatively nlore physical detai!. This 

contras!' j s particularly evident in Posled.n.1.1 .sr.oJ<. Whereas Anna is not 

~iven a physical description (other than the tact that she looks 

enlaciated), her children, in comparison, are described in detail. 

Varvara i5 stout and looks old for her age; Il'ia is short and almost 

bald; Liusia has smooth skin, dresses fashionably and looks much younger 

than her age; and Mikhail has thick, curly, gypsy locks and a beard that 

curIs into ringlets as weIl as a dark complexion. 

Gillespie goes on to statf' that aIl three of Rasputin's heroines 

are symbols of pure motherhood 8rd of Mother Russia herself. 

respect, he adds, however, that: 

In this 

Such an approach is blatant idealization, where image 
becomes divorced from reality and is much removed trom 
the essentially realistic portrayals of women in 'urban 
prose'. [23] 

Nevertheless, it would appear that Gillespie is wrong, for Rasputin's 

heroines are reéllistically portrayed. They are shown to have fauIts, to 

behave lrrat.j onally at tioles, even to appear harsh or seIflsh on certain 

occasions. For example, Anna ls jealous that Mironikha is still strong 

enough to look after a cow. Nastena experiences anger and bitter 

feelings towards Andrei when the village celebrates the end of the war. 
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Dar'1a 1s sometimes too critical of others to the point of hurt1ng or 

offending them. She den1grates the hopes of her old friends in her ever

pragmatic way. In other words, Rasputin's female protagonists are 

definitely portrayed as human beings. The author himself states that he 

18 incapable of painting his heroes aIl in black or aIl in white, 

concealing and glossing over the faults of some and casting slurs upon 

others. He expla1ns in an 1nter'view: 

l think that it is impossjble to have purely positive 
and purely negative characters. The Most important 
thing for me is that they are living people.[2~] 

It is precisely his sucC'ess in portraying his heroines, on the one plane 

realistically, and at the same Ume, on another' plane, as symbols, that 

is 50 fascinating. 

Seleznev i8 right when he suggests that the development of t.he 

image-idea of mother binds the short novels Poslednii sJ'.o.k, Z.h;i..vJ. .i 

~ and jr9§bpp~_~~ ~ ~~t~rpj together into a single, though perhaps 

unintended, trilogy.[2:] Characters are fir'st seen in relation to Anna, 

a real mother, then in relation to Nastena, a mother-to-be (Seleznev 

calls her a symbolic mother), and finally in relation to Matera - the 

symbolic image of Mother-Earth and Mother-Ru8sia (The Island of Matera 

as a female symbol will be given more attenUon fur'ther' on jn this 

chapter) • 

However, it is not only in the characters and in Matera that ttle 

feminine presence i8 felt. It is cardet! throughout Rasputjn's short 

novels by other female symbols, particularly symbols of Nature. As will 

be shown in thi8 chapter, the Feminine Principle i8 symbolized by the 

Angara, by trees and by animaIs. It Is also repr'esented by houses and 

mills (the latter being traditional symbols of fertill.ty). 

Throughout Rasputill' s work8 of the 1970s, one cali nense an on-goillg 

struggle between the Feminine and Masculine Principles. 

The Masculine Principle is identified as the active principle in 

nature. For this reasoll, progr'ess and change belong in i t8 real m. Al sa, 

knowledge, intelligence (as opposed to natural wisdom) and strengt.h are 

attributed ta the Masculine Principle. It is personifjpd jl1 IJJythoiogy by 

goda of war au ch as Ares and Mars, goda of wine and revelry such as 

Dionysua and Bacchus, chief gods such as Jupiter, Zeus, Woden and Odin, 

fertility goda auch as Baal-Peor, Cronus and Saturn, and, of course, by 
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Priapus, the god in Greek and Roman mythology that personifies the male 

procreative power. One of the most characteristic symbols of the 

Masculine Principle is fire. 

In Pasputin's worka, the Masculine Principle is symbolized by male 

charact~rs, by war, by rire, and by aIl that is related to progress such 

as the hydroelectric project, the city, the train, and the younger 

genera tj (lr! (\\litt! the exception of children) who generally advocates 

pr'ogress. Young women 

materialistic values 

who support progress and represent modern 

are hence symbols of the Masculine Principle in 

Rasputin's poetic system. 

The Masculine and Feminine Principles represent the two great 

principles of the Universe, the active and the passive. Represented by 

fire and \\Iater, and all the opposites in the elemental world, they are 

always in conflict. However, as heat and nloisture, they are both 

necessary for' a11 11fe. The struggle between them in Rasputin's 

writings is the struggle bet\\leen past and future, between tradition and 

progress, emotion and reason, intuition and logic. Most importantly, 

however, it ls the strusgle between the soul and the power of reason, 

between the irmer spiri tuaI world of Han and the world of materialisD' 

and rational argument. And instead of a balance being maintained, it is 

the Masculine Principle, the world of materiali~D 8pd rational argument 

which ia emerglng victorious. In aIl three novpls of the 1970s, the 

mother-fjgure dies. It ls signiflcant that Rasputjp considers his IDoat 

succ~ssrul and moat important short novel to be ~~~jj ~rg~. 

Everything el se he has written i8, according to him, more or less a 

continuation of the same theme. This statement seems to confirm the fact 

that the death of the mother-figure is his most impor'tant theme. 

The mother-figure not only dies, however, she is also betrayed, 

neglected and miatreated by the younger generation, by society, or by 

other mal€' symbols. In ~e_dniJ sP9.k, as was stated in Chapter Three, 

old Anna is betrayed and callously abandoned in her time of need by her 

children, hence by the younger genera tiOli. III lli.Yj. j P.QIIJIJ. , Andrei 

causes Nastena' s death as well as that of her UnbOl'(] child. In 

.fr.9..rul.C.h.a.n.1e s M.a.t.e.roi, modern Man's utilitarian attitude to the land 

destr'oys .,tatera, and thus virtually brings about the end of the world 

for the old women of the village (Dar'ia, Katerina, Nastasia, and Sima 
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with her little grandson). 

After reading each of these short novels, one is left with the 

feeling of having Just witnessed a matricide. In fact, some Western 

cri tics, referring to Proshch.a.rti.e s ~a.t.e.r.o.i, have suggested this. Irina 

Corten, a professor of Russian at the University of Minnesota, ~rit€s 

that "the annihilatjon of Matera 119 ••• ~ profanation and a crime 

tantallJount to D1atr'icjdE.>. "[26] And John B. Dunlop of Oberlin College 

states that: 

The flo(Jding of Matera! a pl ace name deri vi ng from the 
root ~~ (mother), w Il climax a process of national 
matricjde-. [27] 

The Most 

Rasputin's works 

important 

is the 

allegorical representation of woman 

Island and village called Matera. In 

ln 

an 

interview, Rasputin directly llnked the old Russian village with the 

mother-figure: 

The old village is our old mother who 119 Inevitably 
leaving, but whom we must see off, and understand why 
she lived and what ahe left us.[28J 

The word "Matera" deri ves from the Russi an mat..' (mother). Indeed, Ma ter'a 

wi th her lush vegetation 3rld fertile soil has nouri:.lhed and protected 

generatj orl~ f(lf' over three hundred years. When her ctd l dren dhl, she 

always receives them back into her bOBOlli. It thus brings to mlnd the 

idea of Mother-Earth, who is known as the Nourisher and Nurse. 

The Island is described as having the "plump shape of an Iron". 

This simile also calls forth notions of domestici ty. traditionally 

associated with the woman. 

Above aIl, the village of Matera is dE.>scribed in a way which l1kens 

it to the old women in Rasputin's works. Just as the y lived simple and 

sedentary lives never leaving the Island, Matera 

liv~d on in its lean and simple way, clinging to its 
s(>ot on the bluff by the left bank, greeti (lg and seeing 
off the years •.. (F.4) 

In the same way that the women have a timeless quality about them, 

Matera "seemed ageless". Similarly to the women who had to bear 

hardships, Matera "lived on, through hard times and troubles". Finally, 

Matera is abandoned by everyone in the sarne way that Anna in ~9~~ 

~ and the old women in .fr9_sP.c'p.a_n,i.e s Xa.t~r9_i are. 

And quietly, without a single light or sound, abandoned 
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by absolutely everyone! miserable Matyora lay alone, 
keeping watch with its ast few houses. (F.181) 

Matera may also be assod ated w1 th the Russian word 

(mainland). This association draws a paraI leI between the Island 

mainland. If the mainland is land surrounded on aIl sides by 

Matera cali be seen as a miniature "materik". The Soviet cri tic, 

lIliàterik 

and the 

ocean, 

Iurii 

Seleznev, indeed, writes of Matera as a Biblical, apocalyptic image, as 

a metaphor for our entire planet. 

Rasputin in his short novel paints an "apocalyptical" 
picture of the "eve of the deluge".( ••• ) ft is no mere 
chance that the image of our planet - Earth, as a 
"little Island" in the Great cosmic ocean enters the 
mind of contemporary man ••• [29] 

Salynskii makes a similar C'omparisofl, ~aying that the flooding of Matera 

i~ Ijkened to "the Deluge, the end of the world".[30] The Island is 

certa! nly described as self-sufficiE'flt and gi ves the impression of a 

microcosm of Russia or even of the planet itself. Like a continent, It 

ls described as having "enough of everything, standing alone away from 

the mainland". When Dar'ia looks out over the island from a knoll at one 

end, the "island's lands stretched almost to the horizon". 

Another intf'N'st j rl~ coulparison Is implied in the following excerpt: 

from edge to edge, from shore to shore, there was 
~'nough space, and wealth t and beau ty, and wildlife, and 
animaIs ln pairs •.• (F.37J 

Here the island resembles Noah's ark which must survive the Flood. 

According to J. C. Cooper, the ark symbolizes the following: 

the feminine principle; bearer of life; the womb; 
regeneratiol l ; t.he ship of destinyj a vehicle for 
carrying and transmitt!ng the liCe principle; 
preservation. The ark on the waters ls the eartn 
swimming in the ocean of space.[31] 

In Christian mythology, the ark stands for the salvation of Mankind. And 

in Egyptian mythology, the ark of Isis (the Mother Goddess) is the womb 

of the Mother, the life-bearer. 

One of the beliefs held by the old women meri ts a ttefl t.j 011 él~ welle 

They see Matera as a floating Island which is anchored to the bot tom of 

the Angara by the King Larch. Floating Islands, according to the 

DictioMr.v 9.f Hl'J.h.o.l.oEY-I f.o.l.k.1.o.r.e _a.nd SYJD..b.oJ..s, [32] represent celestial 

paradises or utopias. In most traditions, Paradise symbolizes primordial 

perfection, pristine innocence, perfect communion between Man, God, and 
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aIl living things. It also represents "the innermost soul, the abod~ of 

immortality" • 

Whether Matera is takeü to represent Mother-Russia or Mother-Earth, 

or an ark, it is definitely a symbol of the Feminine Principle and 

represents a place where age-old spiritual values and traditions as well 

as the natural world in aIl its splendour have flourished and been 

preserved. And this symbol is destroyed in the name of progress and 

electricity. The flooding of Matera, the symbol of the planet, of 

Salvation, of the Womb, or of Paradise, can thU8 be interpreted as the 

destruction of the world, the end of aIl life, the loss of hope in 

salvation, 

Lost. 

the death of the soul, the 108S of blJliortélJ Hy, or Paradi se 

As previously mentionned, fire is a univ~rsal symbol of the 

Masculine Principle. It is used by the men who come to clear Hater'a for' 

the oncoming flood. Called the "arsonists" by the old women of the 

village, thes~ men burn down aIl buildings and vegetatjon on the island. 

The old ~~ (traditional peasant house8) are feDlale symbols jn 

these works. Providers of shelter and warD1th, they symbol1 ze the 

univers al Mother. As ancestral hOUles, they represent st.abHlty and 

ancient values linked with the institution of the family. Rasput.jn 

seems to identify them wi th his old female protagonists" For example, 

Anna and her house in ~e_dJü.J ~r.9J< are almost dt'scribed as one. 

Reporting the children' s thoughts concerning their moUler' éJnd the houBe, 

the author writes: 

It was hard to believe that the house coold outlive the 
old lady, and remain standing when she was gone. They 
seemed LO have reached exactly the srulle old age, the 
utmost limit of life, and each clung on only thanks to 
the other. fou had LO tread carefully on the fJoor, so 
as not to hurt Mother, and everything you said to her 
was trapped and held in the walls, the corners, 
everywhere.(B. 193) 

Personified as "patient and silent" old wornen, the houses in 

Proshc~anie s Jta~~r9j know and accept the1r fate: 

The houses w1th cataract eyes stood silently ••• but 
when the Haster (KbQzJpjp) approached (one)j it sighed 
it5 own long 5igh showing that it knew al , felt aIl, 
and was prepared for anythlng. There were young houses 
among them... but they too stood docilely in their' 
rows) knowlng their fate, taldng another' [:lf.f'l' t.o~ar'd it 
in tne short suuJmer raight. (F. 51l) 

Dar'ia's house, as was already demonstr'atf::d, under'stands why she 15 
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cleaning it and 1aying out fir branches. 

Just as the old women of Matera press close to eaeh other and 

provide mutual support in their final days, 50 do the houses: 

in the evening, it seemed that the houses moved closer 
together and swayed, humming in a single, interior 
voice. (F. 100) 

The old ~ which are razed by tire one by one in l'ro.s.h.c.h.a.nJ.e s 

~.9J, arouse ttJe reader's sympathy as innocent victims. For example, 

when Petrukha Ijghts the first match to set fire to hls mother's house, 

the lat tel': 

il/ll/lf'diate]y discerned and sensedi it stretC'hed taut and 
sank, creaking painfully. (F. 76J 

Adding dramatic emphasis to the already foreboding atmosphere, the 

~~jp runs over to the house, pressing himself close to show that he 

1s there and will remain with the house to the very end. Petrukha, 

despite the fact that he was raised in this house, has no remorse at the 

sight of his home engulred in flames. His aet la presented as cold and 

ealculated j he even has the presence of mind to time the burning to 

estimatf' bow ] ong it takes to reduce a good, s trong lllli! to ashes. The 

fire .it:wlf i8 personirü>d hl a way which makes ft look like a ruthless 

accOJnplice; 

the flaBle restE'd, catching its br'eaU, and belehing, 
th en redirected itself with new strength. (F. 74) 

Anothel' female symbol which is destroyed by Fire is the mil 1 in 

Proshc.h.a.n.1.e §.. Ha.t.e.r.oi. The nlill j s a uni versaI symbol of fertility. When 

Dar'ia and Katerina r'ealize that their beloved mill 15 being set on 

fire, they l'un to be with it in its final hour. As Dar'ia says to 

Katerina: 

Let's go say good-bye to it. Otherwise it's aIl 
stranger's there. Think how i t is among strangers - no 
onE' ",il] f1ay a kind word ••• (F. 151) 

Remembering how good i t had been to them, she adds: 

Think how much bread i t nlillf:'d for us. Come ont at 
least we'll be there. Let it see us aB it goes aown. 
(F.151) 

'l'hey hide behind sonle bushes in such a way as to be seen on1y by 

the mill, And not by the strangers who are burning it. The scene that 

they wi tness very much l'esembles an orgiastic sacrifice held by a 
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Satanic coven. The victim burns alive "with a horrible howl that came 

~rom inside"(F.152) while the crazed people (newcomers to the 1sland) 

squeal and dance around it. There is an aura of madness surrounding 

these people. Their faces seem "incorporeal" as they run into tilt' heat, 

wrestling with each other, laughing and rol11ng on the ground. One man 

"made crazy by the fire" cl iUlbs a tree and si ngs at the tOIl of his 1 \lng~ 

wh i1e a little dog, "a1so Mad", barks uncontro11élh1y at him. Tbl' 

comparison bf'{.'oD'es unmistakélble when the author refers to tb~'nl as "the 

people who were celebrating their satanj{.' pleasures"(F.152). 

In ~ j P .. o.J1tnJ., another mi]] nélrrowl y escapes a simUar fat.e. 

Andrei, visiting the empty Atamanovka Mill, ls warmed by happy memories 

which seem to cODI~ort his soule The mother-lmage ls strongly implled 1n 

the fOllowing words whlch describe Andrei's memorips of the mill: 

the millstones went round and round witb a satisfied 
grumbl e, and the warm, mU ky flour spi J1 ed j nto t.be 
waitingsacks. (L. 131) 

Suddenly, he is seized by a wild desire t.o bur'n 1 t. down. Agai n, there 1 n 

a suggestion of evil in this seene: 

He knew what he was thinking, and knew that i 1. "Ia~ 
wrong ••• t but the devil's inducerncnt was so etrong ... 
that no onger trustjug himself, he got up and left in 
a hurry, leaving sin behind. (L. 131) 

If the Feminine Principle represents d]] t.tjngs spiritual and links 

Man to a mystical reality, to the world of spjrits, Iben the cemetery jn 

.f1~Q.§.ttc"h9_n .. ie s fota .. t .. e"r9i where t.llE.' éHlces tral s[d rj Ul dwell mu:.ü éd bO b(· 

viewed as a symbol of the Feminine Principle. Tt prov!des the 8üttjn~ 

for a symbolic struggle between trJe two univer'sal prii1cjpJf's. The DJEm 

who are assjgned the job of clearing i t for the fJ ooel l'OIJI'{'~Jent tbt· 

agents of Progress, the MascuJjnp Prlnciple. One ls describpd as a "huge 

bearllkp ~an"; the other 18 f~aller and younger, but "not a good-lookjng 

man". They are joined by Vorontsov, the chalrman of the vil]~gf' Soviet, 

and Comrade Zhuk from the Flood Zone Department. Voront30v j s aggromd v(' 

and shouts at the old people, barrelJing out his chest. He resembles a 

self-important roo~t(--l' (é1lother' nJalf' ~ymbol), described earljf::r' jn the 

story. Zhuk, the cold, official bureaucrat r'q)r'(~~l('rit::;. the powf::r' of 

reason and the materialiMtjc interesls of modern socjety which belong to 

the reaJD1 of the Masculi nt' Principle. His naIne tran~] fjt.f't3 élt.: "beetle". 

In Egyptian mythology, th~ beetle (or scarab), thought to be all males, 
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traditions 1s male, the universal Father. The beetle is used at another 

poj nt j n the novel in a comparison w1 th a motorboat, another male symbol 

in the sense that it represents speed, and i8 asso01ated with the fast 

pace of modern life. 

a motorboat buzzed across the expanse of the Angara 
••. ]jke a beetlp. (F. 36) 

The men, speak1ng in the name of Progress, try to destroy the 

oemetery. T~o of them pull up aIl of the wooden crosses and headstones 

dlld prepare to bur'fI them. The old women, upset élrld emotional over the 

defacement of él place which they hold as sacred, represent the soul of 

the peopJ e, the srd rH lW] world. Rationally speakj ng, the men havE" a 

good ar'gulTJE'nt. However, the old women, following their intui tion, win a 

tempor'ary vietor'Yi they prevent the Fire from being set. In the end, 

nevprthelpss, the cemetery, like everything else, does not escape the 

Fire. Thus, this sacred place where the villagE"rs have always venerated 

tb('u' altcestor's spirit::: j:::; eventually obliterated. /lnother link with 

the spiritual world i5 sevrred. It i5 interesting to note that the cross 

i s a uni versaI symbol from the most remote UnlE:!s denoting a world 

centpc, "a point of con®uni0ation between heaven and earth".[33] 

AlI of the tr'et':.~ 011 Entoél ,Il'P <Ih,,, bvrned to the ground as part of' 

tbe cl l"an-up of the 1..("r'I'1 Lor::.. Trees, particularly birch trees, are 

pf'r':.;ordfH'(i a~, feDlales jn Rasputin's works. Constance Ann Link, viewing 

them as old wornen, wriL~~ that: 

The birch trec ib dfscribed on sever al occasions in 
anthropoDiorphic terms ihat r'cmind us of Dar' ia: i t ia a 
feminine image of' mortality and old age.[34] 

Trees are univ~rsal symbols of the Feminine Principle, "the 

nouriuhinE, sheltering, protecting, supporij~E aspect of the Great 

Mother".[35] It ls thus not surpri&ing that the old women of Matera are 

l'oDlpar'cd in the beginning of the story to old trees that ar'e being 

tr'anspl élrlt (·d. 

( Of the numpr'otls tre!' j [lIclE.f S in Raspu tin' s works, the most prominent 

iH H huge larch tre~ whieh the inhabitants of Matera oall the King Larch 

<.t.~.ër§KjJ l.jstven.'). It has a long and interest:int, tdstory. Long ago, it 

was venerat~d by t~e people who would bring it offerings. Later, people 
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were hanged from it. It survived storms and winds. Superstitious beliefs 

surround it. For example, it i5 regarded as the island's anchor. The 

most intriguing aspect of this tree, however, is that the author 

deliberately states that j t is a male figure, ~nlike the other' tr'pl'tl: 

But no one, no uié;tter how litE"rate, E"ver used the 
feminine abo..1t the larch; no, i t. was a he, t.he tsar' 
larch - it stood so E"ternGl, powerful, and mighty on 
the hill ~ half verst from the vj]l~gE", visible from 
almos t every point and known by everyone. (F. 182) 

Whereas aIl the trees 0n the ioland are destroyed, the King Larch defies 

a11 efforts to bring i t down. The "arsonists" try fire and kerOSElTle, an 

axe, and a chain saw. One of them keeps repeating that "two tirnes two 

equals four" and "five times five equals twenty-five" meaning that 

logically and ratj onally speaking, the tree must félll. However, nothj ns 

affects this supernat\Jral tr'ee. As one or the men re:.dgnedly remarks: 

"If it were only a tree ••• ". Another compares the King Larch to Bogodul, 

saying "he 1 s just as abnormaJ". This tree seems to r'epr'e~lE'rlt Li ,.ol'Id 

axis, linking the three wor-lds, and Hs survj val offer's a glimmt>r' of 

hope to an otherwhw extremely pessimi;,:;tl (' llovel. 

Next ~o the King Larch grows an old bir'ch tree. When the 

"arsonists" l'ail to destroy the larch, they turn angrily on the bjrch 

"whose only faul t was tha t i t s tood n(~x t to the migh ty and powerful tsar' 

larch that refusE"d to submit to man"(F.188). John B. Dunlop, roforl'ing 

to this birch tree pute rorth the ide a that it may be intended to 

represent Russia. The image of the birch tree a~l a symbol of Mother

Russia je not a novelty in Rursian ljteraturo. ~uch imagea abound, 

particularly in poetry. If the birch tree represpntH ~uHsja, then it may 

be of significance tha t Raspu tj n 1 s young bir'ch treee <wc' [lé1r!, as the 

followi ng excerpt r'oveals: 

Three young birch trees pJayed sadly close by, 
telling fortunes in the ral1en leaves.[36] 

as if 

The Angara 18 probably the most prominent feDlale natur'o syrnboJ in 

aIl of Rasputin's works. In one story, the cornparison je clear when it 

is described as "riiJening like a wornan, playfully". It pOSSeS[iNJ 

motherly attribut(~~.1, remindin~ one of the folkloric notiOf! of ~'.-r.!3J<.p 

(Hother-ri vor) • In ..f.I:ruIltcita.n.l.e s r{a.t.e.r9J., the Angara wi]] f'vontually 

flood the island, causing its Jomplete annihilHtjon. In spite of thiB, 

i t is never viewed as a hosti If' force by the inhabj tants or Mater'a. On 
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the contrary, tor centurles it has provlded the !sland with motherly 

protection. The people assoclate 1 t with happy chlldhood memorles. 

According to J. C. Cooper, water ls the symbol of the source of 

11te: 

All waters are symbollc of the Great Mother and 
associated with blrth, the femlnine principle, the 
universal womb, the prima JPA.t._eJ'.i~, the waters of 
fertil1 ty and refreshment and the tountain of 11fe. [37] 

As a uni versaI poetic symbol, 1 t suggests recundi ty, timelessness, 

C'ontinual change and pul'ity leading to spirituali ty. In the satte way 

that Hasputin's her01nes are close to the spiritual world, so does the 

Angara serve as a llnk to this other world. For example, the sound of 

Hs flowjng water links the KhozialJl, a spirit that dwells on the 

Island, to eterni ty: 

It carried him up to t>t.€l'nity, to the order of the 
uni verse. iF. 55) 

The Angara also seems to providE: the entrance to the other world 

Nastena. As she leans overboard, the splashes of the water sound 

"do~ens, hundreds, thousands ot bells (ringIng) in them". These 

ramind one of the bells Anna hears as she crosses over to the 

for 

l1ke 

bells 

other 

world in a vision. Staring Into the depths t Nastena sees a a match flare 

up at tltt' very bottom. Just then 5 sl'le lets herself fall ln. The sounds 

of t .... e Angara for Nastena are cl E'ar, gentle, and encouraging, and they 

draw her away from her torIflent and into the other' world. 

Another example of flowing water linking man with the spiritual 

world ls the spring in kh.tQ J?j::I'~.sj.aj._' ygr9Jl!= .1. Near the end of the 

stor-y, ft cardes t.lIE' "incoherent, wordless voices of (the narrator" s) 

dead friends, desper~ate]y struggling to tell (him) something ••• ",[38] 

as he sits by it on a log. 

Like the cemetery, the Angara represents another link to the other 

world, a link which will also be severed when the dam is completed. It 

seems that it js the flowing or the river which is important in 

Rasputin 's works. The KhoziaJJl who has the power to foresee the fut'lre, 

knows that. wh en the Angara at this level becomes a reservoir and the 

water no longer flows as a river, the sound will break off, and "only 

the wind (will) howl over the sllencE'd water". 

In a similar vein, Dar'ia, ~]ho has ah'ays felt that the Angara 
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flows as time tlows, believes that time will end once the Angara stops 

tlowing. Indeed, it one believes that the Angara i8 the link with 

eternity, then when ft no longer flows, this link will be severed. 

Eternity will no longer be within the grasp ot Man. 

Animal~ are often depicted as temale in Rasputin's worka and have a 

symbolic meaning. The crow in W2. .P..el'.e.d.a.t.' .vPJ'PRe1 15 a mother. {.j ke 

the Angara, she also provides a link to the other world. 

ot the story aharea his thoughts wi th the reader': 

The narrator' 

1 don' t know and won' t be able to explain why bu t for 
a long Ume l 've had an inner convjc'tion that if tht'f'E:' 
la a link between this world and the not-thisA then 
it's ahe, the crow, that tlies bptween them.[j9] 

One could compare the crow to Raaputin's old women; they are a]] 

ordinary, simple earthly beings, however, they aIl share in that they 

seem to link this world with the spiritual world. 

Our crow was of course a perfectly ordinary earthly 
bird with no sort of commerce with the world beyond; 
she was good-natured and Lalkative with an instinct for 
what we calI clairvoyance.[40] 

This link 1s not destroyed in the story. However', in Rasputin's view, ft 

appears that links such t'If> t.hese are bein@. severed as Man kills the 

envlronIlJent. 

Andrei in Zb1YJ. j .I>.9J1J.lj represt.'nts the Masculine Principle in 1 ts 

destructive and aggressive aspects. He kills animaIs for no rea~lon otber' 

than to satisfy a strange sort of fascination. Unlike the Feminine 

Principle, the Masculine Principle, for Rasputjn, ia capable of 

deliberately inflicting pain. In universal symbolism, the Great Mother 

can be either beneficent and protective or malefic and destructive. She 

represents the total cOIJ,plexi ty of nature. However, Rasputjn's notjon 

of the Ff,'.:linine Principle seems to ignore the destr'uctjv€ side. 

The wild goat that Andrei kills in .zl:!iYJ J .1>9.""'11,;1 Ls reDlale. He 

originally kills her ror the food. However, when he reaJjzps that ahe 

is not oead, he chooses no~ to deal her the coup de grace to end her 

suff~ring. An innocent victim of his morbid curiosity, ahe is forced to 

die a slow and agonizing death whlle he watches her eve,'y convulsion. 

This is a symbolic torturing of the Feminine Principle, the goat being a 

food-producing animal. 

A particularly heal'tr'ending episode is one where ArJdr'ei cr'uelly 
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leads 

to h1n1. 

a small calf in the presence of its mother. He finds the two 

wandering far from any village. Observing them for a while he 

possessed ~jth an evil thought. With a switch in his hand he 

them away towards the river. At first the cow obediently listens 

She is described 1n a way that arouses the reader's pity. 

with her big watery eyes, so watery and innocent that 
tears came to Andrel's eyes. (L.15~) 

Whf'" she realizes that he is not tfAking her home, she struggles agalnst 

him. They tire eaoh other out until Andrei has the idea of tying his 

belt around the oalf's neck to lead !t away. As he leads the calf to 

the r·ivt.'r, the cow, mo01ng, l'uns after them. At one point, he takes a 

l'est and t1es the calf to a tree. The scene of the mother cODlf'orting her 

young one hl touchine.. Sne sniff's Ho, élnd licks it. The calf cuddl t.'S up 

to her', treolbl j ng in fear. It seems to sense tha t something i8 wrong. 

When they reach the river, Andre! is sure that the cow will stay behind 

out of fear of the iee. Howev(:r, he is wrong. The cow does not even 

cons!dfll' abandoning her cal f. She slips, slides, and ends up crawl1ng to 

the other side, but she Juccet.'ds. When they are far enough away from the 

village, Andrei kills the calf with the mother watching. When she cries 

out, he turns on her with the axe, but changes his mind, seeing that she 

ia standing her ground. While he skins the calf and cuts off pieces to 

put in his sack, she never takes her eyes off of him. She makes him feel 

('xtren/ely uncoDlfortable, compe1l1ng him to hurriedly leave. The look in 

her eyes 15 desoribed as "unbovine". 

Hel' head bt.'nt, she s tared a t td Iii \oJ:Î th the sarne intense 
iMlIOtdlHy and he saw a threat jn ber eyes, an alien, 
unbovine threat, one that might come ta passe (L.156) 

The cow in mythology symbolizes the Great Mother. It i5 universally 

known as a symbol of procreation and the maternaI instinct. SpecificaIIy 

however, a cow with her calf is the universal symbol for a mother and 

child. Therefor'e, i t is significant that Andrei chooses to harm a cow. 

Indeed, he seems to be obses5ed with the Mother figure. For 

exampIe, the mare in foal that Andrei sees with his fatner on the day he 

sneaks into town to get a glimpse of his parents, has a profound effect 

on hilll. It j s not cJ ear whether i t j ~ a good effect or a negati ve one; 

neverthelpss, it awakens a strong feeling in him. Siroilarly, Andrei 

finds hjmself drawn to a cave he stumbles across while hunt1ng. Some 
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crities have likened the cave to the womb, another symbol of the Great 

Mother. 

It lured him with a special, mysterious, forbidden 
pOller 1 and beckoned him for a mystery which might open 
itselI· to him or which he could cover up there. (L.151) 

Indeed, if the womb ls symbol1zed by aIl that i8 enclosing, Andre1 8eems 

to be seeking the warmth and protective environnlEmt of the womb, as seen 

in the following excerpt: 

He was drawn in general lately to aIl secluded nooks, 
wherever he ran aCl'OSS theDl in the woods even the 
smallest and most useless ones. H~ would stop in front 
of mouse holes and dig around them with a stick, trying 
to figure out a use for them, would go into small pits 
and lie in them to see if they would hide himj he 
couldn' t tear him~u-)l f away from the reall y deep pi te, 
still filled with snow swimming in water, gazing at 
their beauty and measuring their depth; he peeked under 
the roots of upturned trees, hoping tO find an empty 
bear lairi he liked to walk around ravjnes C ••• ), to 
climb into a dense thicket - he lovt>d to hide i fI 
woodlands and valleys, here and there, hopi .JE to make 
himself invisible. (L.151) 

In Proshc'pj'llli~ .s ~j:;~J'.o.i, there i8 arlothel' sYluLo] i c scene 

invol ving cows. Dar' la watches one day as the Illen drag the relue tant , 

obstinate cows and their calve~ onto a lorge, fenced-in raft, tie them 

to the cr'runpons, and take them across to the mainland. 'fhese unhappy 

cows bring to mind the old women who refuse to leave Matera; l t appears 

that the old women will put up a similar strug€,le. 

The younger generation, influenced by new values Imported from the 

cities, also represents the Masculine Prlnciple. They are generally 

portrayed by Rasputin in a negative light. This ha3 already been seen in 

the characters of Anna's children in ~e~~.i.i ~rp~, in KaterinH's son 

petrukha in ftQ~jtc!:lj'lJlJ.e § ItaJ~l'pJ, élnd in the vulgar bride j n ,VJl.,i,: J

~k.n .PP t.e.c,h.e,nHu. \Ilhen thirty young men corlle to Matera to help jn the 

wheat hal·v":.:t, the Iocals live in fear becéluse tbe UJen are usua]]y drunk 

and start fights among themselves. A couple of young women, w1 th the 

same group, also behave in a sim1lar way, drinking and wrestling with 

the m~n. They are described as "saucy and loud, dressed in men's 

trousers" • Dar'ia's grandson Andrei, though well-1ntentioned, js 

portrayed as having no feelings of attachment to his hOIrie (a negatjve 

trait according to Rasputin's moral framework). Dar'ia's daughter-in-law 

Sonia changes 50 much when she moved to the new set tl ament thé! t Dar' la 
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hardly reeognizes her: 

she got fat and fleshy, eut her hair in the city style 
and curled it whicn made her face look bigger and 
rounder, and ~er eyes were closed by fat and seemed 
squinty and small. She learned to be interested in 
diseases and spoke of them with great knowl~dge ••• (F. 
173) 

The female ethos with its emphasis on the famlly, the community and 

a closeness to Nature offers a sense of belonging, of continuity and of 

purpose. The male ethos, on the other hand, with its emphasis on 

progress and the future leads to feelings or loneliness, uncertainty and 

alienatiorl. II" other words, the remale ethos leads to spiritual 

wholeness while the male, to spirituel bewilderment. 

The train, a well-recognized symbol or progress in Soviet 

IHeratvr'''' j ~ also us~d by Rasputin. In .K2§.t.r_oYl'~ .D.QYl'.lcl1 &..Orp9PY, the 

railway i s a posi tj ve symbole Kateri .1a Clark in her' book, ~ SovJ..eJ 

~.l; lIJ._SJ91'l' itS lti.t.u.aJ, [41] shows how the train in early Soviet 

11terature is a metaphor for Soviet society itselr and the ideals or the 

Revolution. However, this symbol or progress, symbol of the Masculine 

Prineiple, becomes a negative symbol, a symbol of disruption and 

isolation, hl Rasputjn'5 writings. In some stories, it even leads man to 

Ids destruction. The train provides the setting ror the short story,y 

~rp~~ y.~o~~ (In the Communal Car, 1967) which describes an overnight 

.1ourney, focusine on a nlan in his ttd rtj es. The car i8 crowded and 

uncorllfortable. On one Bjde of the man 15 an older man drinking himselr 

into oblivion. On the other is a sixteen-year-old girl. When everyone 

falls asleep, the young man and the girl end up leaning close to each 

other. She holds his arm and rests her head on l'lis shoulder and he 

dreams happily, sooth~d by her regular breathine.. If' the morning, the 

girl, obviously embarrassed, refuses to speak to him. The dream-like 

world in which the man had round hinlself because of the physical 

proximity of the girl had reminded him of feelings he had experienced 

before. When, in the mornin~, he is faced with the coldness and 

loneliness of a r"ea] j t.y t./here peoplE' fail to establish cOlulDunication, a 

feeling of emptiness invades his soule 

In Den'g! dJ~~ Mar~j, Kuz'ma's train ride to the city has a 

pessimisti(' quality to it. Although this trip represents his last hope 

to save Mariia, it takes him away from his roots and into a cold, 
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unfam111ar world, accompan1ed by fellow passengers who treat him with 

condescens1on. 

In Zh1v1 J p~~, it 1s a train wh1ch takes Andrei away from the 

Front. It ls almost as if the train ruakes the decision for him. He Just 

sits there and Jets hlmself be taken further and further away. In Ï§k 

~ ~ Y~.lc .lJl1Pi, young Sania takes a train to the place where he 

dlscovers evil t'or the first tjDle. Similarly, the narrative of ~ JIl.Q&\l

~, one of Rasputin's most pes3imistj~ stories, takes place on a train. 

These last two stories will be discussed further ln this chapter. The 

negative aura surround1ng the train also brings to mind Hatrena's 

compulsive fear of locomotives and her tragic death by one. 

Children in Rasputin's works also represent the Feminine Principle. 

In PoslectnJJ s.r.o.k, the only genuine relationship Arma has wi t.h a member 

of her fandly is the one between her and her granddaughter Ninka. They 

show each other kindness and affection. Ninka's presence allevjates the 

pain Anna suft'ers in her fj.na 1 days. When Anna feeJ s especi all y bad one 

day, and little Ninka comes up to her', ahe starts to ff'eJ better aB tlhe 

strokes the child's shoulders. The touch of the chiId's body warms her 

heart. 

All118 is particularly grateful to see her gl'Fmddaughter during the 

last few days ot' her lif~. 

80 thankful was she that another of lire's pleasures 
had not been taken away from her. (B.207) 

It is no accident that Anna finds spiritual kinship with Ninka. 

Children in Rasputin's works, similarly to the old women, are shown to 

be more whole than middle-aged and young adults. They possess a natur'al 

goodness and unthinking wisdom. Simple and pur'e, they percejve ure 

through the il' emotions. As Rasputin wri tes in Wl.!tdJlJJ .8J'.o.l<: 

It was true that only the ver)' old and the very young 
were alert to tbe wonder of their existE'IlIce, and 
sensitive to the things that surrounded them at every 
step. (B.347) 

For Rasputin, the gulleless behaviour of children r'ai:-n's them morally 

above adults whose duplici ty and inauthentici ty indic:ate allirlg moral 

health. In ~ 'p§l'~..c:l$l.t.' yprPJl.e.? for example, the narrator' oLHerves 

that his daughter does not bother te hide, as we (adults) do, "those 
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pointlesB things you can't avoid saddling yourself with; life waB easier 

that way."[42] Ninka is representative of children in that, unlike her 

aunts and uncles, she does not have the inhibitions ooncerning death 

that adults acquire with time. She speaks openly about Anna's 

forthcoming death, telling her grandmother that when she dies, she will 

al ways sleep in her bed. This thought warms Anna's heart and comforts 

her. 

David Gillespie considers Rasputin's treatment of children to be 

neo-Romantic. He writes: 

The theme of childhood in Rasputin's works has 
developed from a neo-Romantic view of the child as the 
embodiment of j rmocence and spontane! tl' \rIhich is lost 
in the adult world of change and flux.[ij3] 

In keeping wHh the Romantic view of children, Rasputin has the narrator 

in .c.ht.9 .P~l·~.9_aJ_' Y91'9ne.? say: 

like many people l am inclined to Udnk that H' s not 
we who play ",jth ohildren, arouaing them as best we can; 
it's they as purer and more rational beings, who are 
playing wlth us and trying to deaden within us the pain 
of existenoe.[44] 

Instead of t.he child representing the young of the species, the as 

yet not fully developed human being, he 18 viewed as the embodiment of 

archetypal wholeness. As symbols of wholenes8, instinctual powers and 

unthinking wisdom, hence of the Feminine Principle, children are caused 

sufferjne hy the MasculjnE' Principle in Rasputin's works. Many are 

vh·tinls of war: for example in Zl:l.1Yl .j .PP.ll1JI.j., Nadia's children, starving 

and father'le~;~;, and Nastel1a'& IJnborn child; t.he young boys in Ml. §. 

J2JJ!1J<.o.j and .U1'.oJ<.1 .f1'.B.n.t.sJ.lJ..s.k.ogo whose father's ar'f! fi gl1ting at the front; 

the young boy in.I.wn... na J<1'.aJ.J,I 9.vpag.a who is blown up by an unexploded 

mine after the war has ended; and many others. Cbildren in Rasputin's 

writings are also victims of the negative changes brought on by material 

progress, including the loss of moral values in many adults and their 

consequE'llt selfishness. Most of these children shar.3 ir that they are 

vjctims of circumstances over which they have no control. Sima's 

grandson, Kol ia, j 1'1 .frQ,§ltc'p.aJlJ.e .s l{a.t.ep.oi, for example, is fearful and 

mute. Abandoned by his proDliscuous motber, he ends up sharins the rate 

of t.he old women of Matera. Ku:z'ma and Mariia'8 four children in Den'g1 

.sl.lJ..i! Ka} ,;i.,;i. at'e f(l('f'd wi th being depri ved of a mother and having to 

endure the stigma of their mother's being branded a criminal. The 

121 



narrator' s five-year-old daughter in.kb.t..o. ~~.d..a..t.' Y9r9~1. who is 

visited only occasionally by her fath~r, and fifteen-year-old Sania in 

~ ~~j ~ y~~ JJJlb~, who has his first experlence with the 

premeditated malice and treachery of the adult world, are both victims 

who will be given more attentiorl fur'ther on. 

10 in Rudol'_fJp, a short story which was first published in the 

.10urnal An&§r_a in 1966, merits s(leci al a t tent,j 011. She is a sixteen-ycar'

old girl who becomea naively infatuated wi th Rudol' f, a marr'ied Dlan who 

ls nearly twice her age. She is portrayed as an extremely bright and 

sensitive girl. For example, her comments after r'eadhlg a book by Saint

Exupery reveal unusual insight for a girl of her age. Shb feels that 

Saint-Exupery is so wise that it is frightening. When Rudol'f asks her 

if she read about Bonnafous "who robbed the Arabs and they !Iated him and 

loved him at the sarne time", she replies that they loved and hated hinl 

at the same time because "wi thout him the d€'sE'rt wcùjd have seeDled 

~ommon or garden; he made it dangerous and romantic".[45] In an effort 

to give expression to the special bond she fecls thdt exista betwecn her' 

and Rudol 'f , 10 combines their two naoJes into Rudol' fio and announcetl 

that they will both go by the same name. She 1::1 genu!ne in her 

affection towards him. He, on the other hand, regards her as Httle more 

than a casual if not annoyjng distraction. When one day, he finds 

himself becoming attracted to her physically, and she asks him to kiss 

her on the lips, he rejects her by saying that "You only kiss people on 

the lips if they're really close to you". The revelation that he doea 

not share her feelings towards him destroys her. 10 is deeply hurt and 

confused. She l'uns away from home for twenty-four hours. When she 

returns, she ia no longer the sanJe person. At the reque~t of 10'5 mother 

who js concerned about her, Rudol'f visits 10 to see how she is. Without 

looking at hiDl, Io tells him thélt be h, (lot Rudol 'fio; he 113 notbing tJut 

a common Rudol'f. In other words, he 113 not the spedal person she 

thought he was. This reminds one of another cooll/1ent 10 nlade earlier in 

regards to Saint-Exupery's stories. Speaking of the Little Prince, she 

remarked: 

ft' s a good thing he kept on beirlg the Little Prince. 
It would have been awful if he'd become really ordjnary 
afterwards. We've got too Many ordinary people as it 
15.[46] 

122 



{ 

When Rudol'f tries to continue the conversation, Io tells him to go to 

hello Artel' this incident, Io is obviously a changed person. She would 

ne ver have told anyone to "go to hell" before. She is no longer 

erJer'eetj(' élnd optimistic. She is weary and disillus:J oned. 

G:JllespJe calls this re]ationship the "clash of youthfUl idealism 

and adult pragmatism".[47] B. Iudalevich views it as the confrontation 

between "the ri ch inner world of an exceptional young nature" and 

"sobriety and harsh reality".[48] 

The names chosen by the author for this story are significant. 

Rudol'f is a name which derives from the Germanic and means "famous 

wolf". 10 is the name of the Virgin Goddess in Greek mythology (the 

equivalent of Isis in Egyptian mythology) which is represented by a cow. 

The pain Rudol'f causes Io brings to mind the pain Andrei (who ia 

described as a wolf) causes the cow in Zh1Yl .l .p.9J/I,Jti. 

Rasputj rt' fi short stories of the 19805 are .ïf.k zhiyj ~ .Y~.lc )j.1I.bJ., 

Rasputjn, 

ÇpJ9 .p~r~9SlJ.' Y.or9lle J, and.N~ J!l.9&Y=-..\1 ..... _. • In these s tories, 

woman protagonist which readers had come to associate with 

completely disappears. Other than as stereotyp('(j secondary 

charactE'rs such as the old women on the train in b. 1!1QJW:_u (one, a 

typical old granny wt,o recommends chicken soup for the drunk; the other, 

a spi tE'ful old woman who iibines about men 'a drinking), actual women no 

longer have a signiflcant r'ole to play in Rasputin'a works. The Feminine 

Principle js stHl prpsel1t but H i5 no longer embodjed in the old 

peasant 

children, 

mystical 

Masculine 

WO["~'r! • It 11 ves on in a more abstract way, in Nature and 

and in ethereal Natasha. Rasputin focuses directly on the 

element in Man in these stories. The struggle between the 

and Feminine Principles is not given as much attention though 

its effects are implied, particularly in ~ ~~r~gpJ! Y.9r911e J and .N~ 

~..\1JJJ. The Soviet critic who wrote the afterword f~r Rasputin's 

1atest. ('ollection of atories and author of numerous critical articles on 

Rasputin, 1. Dedkov, feels that Rasputin has always been somewhat of a 

"uJ)'stical" writel' Jn the sense that for him, ljfe ('on tains ari e]ell1ent 

"that does not ler!d itself t.o ('oncrete 10gica1 explanatiolls".[49] 

Rasputin hirnsE'lf admits that "In Siberia iL j5 easy to fall into a 

mystical mood."[501 For him, to spend a day at Lake Baika1, for 

example, means to communicate with one's ancestors, to stop and examine 
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oneself, after being lost in the rush of life, and to verge upon the 

solution to great and eternal questions.[51] 

Like 10 in Rudol '.fJ..9, fifteen-year-old Sania in Y1!.lc z.hlyj. ~ Y!!.lc 

liubi is changed by an encounter with a cruel adulte He takes a train 

with two men tl ~ distant place in the taiga to pick blueberries. He 

knows one of the men, Hitiai, but the other, Uncle VOlodia, 15 a new 

acquaintance. T~ey pick berries aIl day and spend the night in a cabln 

in the taiga. The next day, Sania, feeling ecstatic about ever]thing, 

continues pieking the fat and juiey berries. 

From sheer happiness, Sanya sighed deeply; it was so 
marvellous, so radiant a~d peaeeful within himself and 
the world around him, whose boundlessL fierce plenty he 
had never until now suspeeted... This day was too 
great

l 
too wilful and exalted to submit to any sort of 

ment a abstraction of itself. It eould only be 
savoured, wonder'ed a t, absorbed; the Incoherent 
fE'elings i t ar'ousE'd only confirmE'd j ls own vast 
ineffa5ilitY.[52] 

Sania' s state of IlIj nd amongst the mighty untoudled tr'ee:'ll'élp(>fl 

reaches a mystieal levE'l. His communion wi th Nature leads hiru closE' to 

the answers to questions that nor'maIly are Wl thlleld froD! Man: 

As never before, he rea'] l y had been close to that 
'something', he rea1]y had felt the warmth and 
excitement inside him, sensed its bl'eathlng and 
trembled at its touch had Iain open in readiness and 
stayed stock-still in Its auspieious presence.[53] 

However, the answers are not r'evNlled. Something prevents him from 

attaining this understanding. 

When the three head back to the train that evening, exhausted and 

backs aching, Uncle Volodia fina] 1 y armounces to Sania that his berriml 

are poj sonous b(·cause he has been pu t tj ng them in a gal vani zad bucket. 

He deliberately weited until ne very end to tell the boy this. Sania hl 

left bewildered by this man' s unprovoked and er'uel behaviour'. Tha t 

night, ~e has a strange drerufl j li whieh he hear'fl vcd c(os. They are a]] his 

own voiee repeating things he might say when bewildered, alarmed or 

angry. The effect of his first encounter with the malice of the adult 

world is sensed in this dream: 

He recognized, too, things he m~ght say in many yeara' 
time. And one voiee enunciated filthy, crude words in a 
blase and confident tone that ~e had never posBP8sed 
and never would. He woke in horr'or' ••• [54] 

The Feminine Principle is present orl two different Invels in the 
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story: first, as the trusting and innocent child who becomes the victim 

of adult treachery; and secondly, as Nature who leads the boy to a 

mystical reality. 

Throurhout Rasputjn's literary development, his heroines can be 

vjewed as symbols or the Great Mother as already pointed out. However, 

the comparison becomes most obvious in his 1982 story, Natasha. The 

definition of the Great Mother appears to have been wrltten about 

Natasha. Natasha appears in the story as a nurse. Though she is of flesh 

and bone, there i8 sODlething distinctive about her. Like old Anna, she 

seems to have special vision into another dirupnsio~: 

At times, she would stare thoughtrully through the 
wlndow in the corridor', sOlJlewhere out above the street 
and the housps, and something she saw there was sO 
plPBsant that her fact' lit up, not with embarrasSlnf:r,t 
hllt ",ith the excitell1ent of an emotion to which she 
alone had access.[55] 

The patierlts and doc tors also perceived her as sOIJlPone different, "not 

wholly of this world w: 

They looked on her, if you like, as someone not wholly 
of this world, as one of those people, without whose 
eccentricjtYl freakishness and artless eyes, we, the 
denizens of ~his world, would have long ago gone crazy 
in our mighty getting and spending, or wrung one 
another's neck ff the il" mild Incomprehension djd not 
restrajn us. [56] 

The narratclt', él patient on hel' ward wai ting for an important 

opt'l'atior', fpels that he knows her from sOD,ewhere, but he cannot 

!"f>rllC'D,ber from where. Th€' thought torruents id Iii lil,t:i J U'e day of his 

opE'r'atj 01]. While hE' j s anaesthetj H'd, he has someUlins like a dream in 

which he recognizes Natasha. 

In the dl'eam, he is in a clearing nE'ar' Lake Baikal wai ting for 

something. Then Natasha CODIPS to him, with a smile. She is wearing a 

simple little summer dress and is barefoot. Her hair raIls loosely to 

her shollJ~'3rs. She takes his hand and together they tly. Floating above 

the Angara and Lake Baikal, he can make out in the sky: 

shadowy pathways, sagging, melting paths leading in aIl 
dirE'ctions.( ••• ) they heave almost as if breathing 
and flicker here and there w1 th a vague, intermittE'rlt 
Cl ow. [57] 

Guided by Natasha, the narrator' llN-ll"J y discovers the rueaning of llfe: 

l see and hear everything and feel myself capable of 
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attaining the great thjn& that all-uniting, all
reconcilinr secret in which life js harmonj~pd once and 
for a11 ••• 58] 

However, in spite of his protests, she does not l~t him go all the way. 

As the ideal representatior1 of the Feminine Principle, Natasha thus 

leads the narrator tOl-iard contact with another reality, a higher trut.h. 

Through her, he discovers the irratiollal, intangible element of man's 

soul that unites him with the natural world. As a Great Mottier, Bhe 

leads him "out beyond darkness and bondage" and through her, h(" ÜI 

transfornl~d "from the most (>lementary to tlt€' tdghe:-;t. 1 evel". Jt ia 

interesting to remember that Mother-Earth (or' the Great Mothel' ) hl 

sometinles refE'rred t.() élS the Nurse. 

The narrator"::; r:dr'eaIll" C'ould be inter'pr'pt.t,c1 é'l: U rlear'-d~Dth 

experience. As he slowly wekes up, he sees Natasha at hjs bpdside. There 

:ts definitely somethins unreal about her at that ITlOment: 

III the dusl<, her fj ~ure ~leemed to me taller and l ess 
substantial, as if she were floating in the air. 
[59] 

And that ia the last he sees of her. In the days that follow, he 

watches for her but she does not conte to work anymore. When he fina)]y 

asks someone what has become of her, he ia told that she resigned and 

left town. The last sentence J' •.• 
"" "It seemed she had not worked at the 

hospital very long". She ia shroud("d jn ~y3tery. Hel' arriv~J at the 

hospi tal and her departure coj I1cide strangely wi th the duratj 011 (,f UI{' 

narrator's ilJness. 

In ~ 'p_eJ'.e.d.a.t.' .v.oJ'PJl~?, the narr'aloI' h8~ ri ~:jrrd]ar' exper'iencf'. 

This time, it i8 not a wonlan who l~ads him to é' el'eat('r' r'mtJjt,l', but 

communior) with Nature, the Feminine Principle in its pur'eBt form (as in 

!l.ek W'yl, =- ~k lJ.Jl.b.i). 

The story centers around two days in the life of the narrat.()r', .1 
writer who lives in the countryside near Lake Baikal. He has a five

year-old daughter who lives with her mother three hours away in the 

town. The reason tbe ('ouple live apart is nev(>r speci fj ed j fi the s tOl'Y. 

The narrator leaves his wol'l< behind and goes into town olle dëy ta 

do some errands, planning to visit Ms daughter afttor'wardtl, RatinE!; to 

interrupt the flow of his thoughts for' too Jong at a time, he promises 

himself t.o bE' back home by evening. His affair::: tah' longer than 
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expected, 50 that ] j ttJ (' Ume 15 left for bis daughter. When he fina11y 

sees her, ahe 15 obviously overjoyed at his visite She bas much to tell 

h1m and he rea] j ZE'S th::lt she misses him d'~arly. They go for a . "lk along 

the river' for an hour or 50 and discuss various things. 

The reader Iearns that some time ago, the father pnd daughter 

creat~d ~n imaginary link between themselves; the narrator lold his 

daughter' that the crow that Ij.ves near his house flies to town regularly 

and brings him nf>\,W of her. The crow, as that which keeps theDI together, 

Ül deal' tü tbt:! girl and she sends good wishes to i t through her father 

\oIhE'11 be v j ~,j tob • 

t (1] d td IH ... 

She ask5 hiro how the cro\ol 15 and he tells her \oIhat jt 

Purin! their waJk, the narra~~ 6~nseb that his daughter missed him 

nION' t.bélr l usua]. She hardly ] eta go of his hand, which is unuaual for 

her, for she regards herself as grown up and normally refuses to hold 

hands. When he te]]~ her he has to leave, her hand trembles and ahe asks 

hiro to stay. Hel' request sounds like a desperate, but controlled plea: 

This was a prayer l uttered witL restraint élnd dignity, 
but at the same time lleartfel t cautiously asserting 
legitimate c]aims upon we, neilher knowin2 nor wishing 
to kno\ol the nonlJa] conventions in such l"fIatters. [60] 

NeverthelN;S, infJ ("yi ble in his se] f-imposed rules, the narratol' insists 

he must Jeave. He adroits to hj~~pJf jn the story thal it wouJd not have 

afft'ct,('d bis wor'k had hE> spel1t the IJight there and taken the first bus 

hOIIl€' i li the nlorning. The li ttl e girl, hurt by her l'at.lier-' [, decision, 

withdraws into herse]f. As the narrator leaves, he asks her, as he 

always does, what shall he te]] the crow. Breaking tradition, she 

rep] les: "Nothing". Her voiee betrays a transforuJation wi thin hE'r: 

She spoke indlfferentll' é'nd rapidly in a voice she war 
too young to possess.[61] 

This child, ] ike 10 and Sania, loses SODie of her innocf'nce through 

her' ;'elélt.jofisldp \oIHb a selfish and insensitive adL;lt. 

Thus the narrdtol' ]eaves. However, as if being punished by Fate, he 

encountel'ti notld l.g but obstacles whieh hamper his efforts to get hOUle 

and which prevent him fl'Oln \oIorking on his manus('ript once there. His bus 

it! late, ('ausing him to Ird ~I:\ tile l'erry ,,,hieh t.akes him acl'OSS Lake 

Baikal. He has to take a different, sm~ller boat with a drunken crew. 

They experience bad weather and rough waters on their crossing. By the 
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time he gets home, he ls 80 tired that he collapses in his bed, 

1'orgetting to draw the curtains. The next mornlng, the sun tOl'ments hün, 

not l~ttlng him sleep. Aftel' tossing and turning, he rise8, but is ln no 

state to work. Racked by guilt and self-loathins, he wanders arounel thE' 

house, th en out along the shores of the lake. He climbs the hillRjd~ to 

a clearing. The 11ght breezE', the smell of erass, the Slght of the sky 

reflected in the lake, aIl thi s seeIDS to cause hill! t.o llfld('>l-~O a u'ysth'al 

experience. Losing himsp] f in a strange feeling, at fir'st of <,onfmdon, 

then of release, he grows calmer and ('aImer as peacE: grows within hirn. 

H~ no longer feels himse] f, nor does he know or care wher-e he is: 

l had become one with the unifying principle of the 
senses and remained within i t. l saw neither- heavE'1l nor 
water nor earUI i l was suspended in an empty light
bearing world. An unseen roadway hung there and J €'d 
away into the horizontal di stance

l
' along this r'oad, now 

quickl~, now slowly, came vo ces.( ••• ) There was 
somethlnE in ID~ that did not meet wilh their approval, 
they were objecting to somethins. [62] 

It ls as though he 18 i~ contact with the world of the spjrit~. T~e 

disapproving voices are possibJy t~ose of his ancestors, if one tak~L 

into account siruilar encounters wit~ ancestors in Rasputjn's other 

works. When he "awakens" from this experience, ~e is a good distance 

1'rom where he was before and it has become dark. He walks home and sits 

outside by a stream for a little while. Again, from the sh'eau' he hoar::l 

volces desperateJy t,rying to tell hilfl sOllleUdng. That nJ~ht he dreanl~l of 

the crow pecking at the shutters of td8 wjndow as if t.r-yjng to tell tdm 

sOD'ethine.. He 1s awakened in the morning by the re~) ('awjng of the <:r-ow. 

He gets up and goes to the post officf' to phone tds déJughter'. After' r..IOlllf: 

djfficult.y gettlné, throueh, he fillélJ]y learns that. hitl délughter- bren\ 

bep~ in bed with a high tp~peratur~ ~incp the prevjous day. 

In Rasputin's works, the old women who represûnted the values of 

the past, the soul of their peopI e, and who thus had an emotional 

capaclty to perceive rea11ty, have died or are dying. The myst1cal 

reality, which is the sp1r1 tu él] dimension and represen tB UléI t whi <:h 1 s 

eternal, can be reached only through the soul. Rasputin seems to be 

warning man that as he loses contact with bis past, with Nature and thua 

witb bis soul, he will also lose contact w1th thla other djmf'llujon. Han, 

1'or whom tbia link with the spir1 tuaI dimensiorJ js sE--vered, <:élrlfJot f(ltJ] 
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whole. As Violette Iverni states, 

Rasputin wants to demonstrate that the depth of hum an 
wisdom depends ne1ther upon formaI knowledge (whieh 
1ncludes technologie al progress), nor upon the level of 
man's experience in matters of culture philosophy and 
history. Rather, 1t lies in the eapae!ty not to forget 
about tbe fourth dimension. [63] 

The narrator of ~ M.r~sta..t-' yprS>ll~J is a perfeet example of 

someone who suffers de~'ply from this loss of "wholeness" of being. He 

says: 

l don't know how it is with other people, but l don't 
bave the feeling of being properly fUsed with myself. l 
don't have the norm~l sense that every last thinf 
Inside Ifle coineides and fits together in al 
particulars to form a unified whole, wlth nothjng 100s~ 
or sticking out anywhere.[6_l 

He compares hlmse)f to a freak or a changeling. He has no sense of 

Identity. During his mystical experlence. he sees himself in two 

different places at once; then, the experience helps him to merge wlth 

himself. 

And so here, co~pletely united with myself, l thought 
again of home. [65J 

Rasputin seems to be te111ng us that on1y through our ties with the 

spiritual, the magical, the mystieal, ean we feel whole. If Man 

suppresses Dr destroys the Feminine Principle in himself and his 

surroundj n~s, he beC'oDles incomplete and experiences a void in his life. 

Tl1e Feminine Principle, representjng ~holeness of bE'ing, natural wlsdom 

and spi ri hlél] puri ty, and embodied in old women, children and Nature, 

j8 needed to C'ounterbalance the male-oriented, materiali~tjc present. 

Another example of a person who suffers froll! this loss of who1eness 

is the wretched and hope1ess drunk in the short story !ùlmQ&..L-JlJ .• J_O The 

story focuses on thi s pathetic train passenger wallowing in Misery and 

s~imDling in an a1coholic stupor, and the react.ions of the r.>ther 

paBs€'ngers to him. HE' lS described as a man of good peasant stock \Vith a 

truly Russian face. The narrator C'ontends that he is of the 1ineage of 

those who fought bravely in Russia's wars. Blond and blue-eyed, his 

round facf> and turned up nost:' ellhanC'E' bis al ready guileless and sincere 

appear'ance. 

The man keeps crying "1 can' t stand it" (~ ~), and the 

reactj ons he inspjres Rll10ng the other passengers are varied. Ttle 
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narrator and two other men try to find out what is wrons with him so as 

to help, while others react either with dis8pproval, dissust, mild 

curiosity or indifference. The one who reacts the strongest to him ls a 

middle-aged man dressed in a track-suit; he wants hll1l t.hrown off the 

train. The "track-su1t" (kikQ), as he is rt.'ferred to, represents t.ht:' 

educated and pompous city type. He has an aristo~ratic face, a balding 

head and a neat littlE' belly. Right from the beginning of the story, he 

1s described in a negative light. For exemple, he 1s the type of' person 

who looks suspiciously at people who are cheerfu]. When one lIlan state~ 

that the drunk will ùl~ if not given a little more alcohol and asks the 

others if they want to be responsiblE' for his death, the "tr'ack-suit" 

replies that this is all the more reason to throw him off the train. He 

1s s1mply unable to feel compassion for the miserable man. 

Throughout the narrathe, the reader is able to piece together some 

of the drunk' s thoughts through fragments of'fered ill his more lucid 

moments. For instance, it is learned that he was a hard worker, t,hat tdB 

father foue.ht 1n the war, that he 1::1 nlélrr':lE'c1 but. that he was ttlf'own out 

of the house by his wife, that sinee then she has alflO bf'en dr'inki fIg, 

and that they have ê son. Tht:> Dlost :;df,nificônt faet. disclosed, however', 

1s the man's feelings towards people like the "track-suit". It is not 

explained why but 1 t appears that these self-important char'actf'l'S 

provoke feelings of bitter rage in this unhappy man. He calls them 

"empty truck" (~~pj~~). While people like himseJf and his father 

work hard and honestly, "empty trucks" rattle a~ay. He aeems to bJame 

thia type of person, these pontificators ~ho accomplish nothing, for the 

state his country 15 in. He says: 

1 can see - it's hlm. lt.'s him, him' l'DI a hobo, l'm 
no body , rubbi sh, but l did tan years' honest l-Jor'k. My 
father was in the ~ar. That one ... ht:>'s done a Jjfetim~ 
of honest rattJp. lt's hlm, him! [66] 

His despalr is total élnd C'learly irrf:vpr·sibJE-. Indeed, he affirntl"l 

that his son will also be a drunk. His torment j8 heart-ronding. He is 

contradicted by one of the men who tells him that hE' should not speak in 

such a way about his son, for i t is the children who "have to str'aighten 

out our 11ne" and "Solllebody's got to clean up the mess artel' you, 

after us!". 

generat1on, 

However, 

th~ tone 

despite the hope this other man pjn~ on tho 

of the story 1s extremely pesslmiHtiu. 
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"us" in the two above-quoted remarks confirm the 

in the story that this man's despair and raging 

due to something personal to hi~, that they are 

happening to contemporary man. In the penultimate 

par'agraph, the reader, through the eyes of the narrator, looks out at 

Hother-Russia (Hatush~~~~~~pJJp) through the window of the train, beyond 

the endless play of wires. In the final paragraph, we are looking in 

through the same window at the frightful, anguished, tear-streamed face 

which i5 looking 01lt in our direction: 

inclusive "our" and 

1~pr'essi orl one gets 

suff'erl11g are not 

tpstin10lly to what is 

As we passed by outside our carriage, W~ glimpsed at 
the window a frightful face, smeared by the glass 
turned in our direction; tears were streandng down i t 
and the lips were moving. It wasn't difficu] t. to guess 
what those lips were saying in a tortured groan dragged 
from deep inside: 

'1 can't st-a-and itl' [67] 

Extrapolating, one could conclud~ that this expression on the man's face 

is the resuJt of h1s looking out onto his homeland. Whether thls was 

intended by Rasputin or not, the scene 1s quite alarming and can even 

provoke a shudder. 

Rasputin's most rec~nt short novel, ~~, cont1nues in a 

pessim1stic tone. It is written almost as a sequel to Prosh~~~~J~ s 

}kt.eJ'.o.i • The story takes place in Sosnovka, an urban-type settlement 

like the one where the people of Matera werf> relocated. The cOlIIIIIonal1 ty 

between thf' two stor'if>s hE'comes qu1te obvious when one dü;covers tha t 

Egorovka, the vil J éle,e l'rom wbicll the central ctJaractE'l' of fQjljhar l'las 

moved, had the srune rate as Hatera j i t was also flood~cI as part of a 

hydroelectric project. In ~hpr, Rasputin shows what happens to people 

who have lost their sense of home. The settlement which gathers people 

l'rom six dif'ferent villages has existed DOW for twenty year5. However, 

it is described as "naked" , "repulsive and nondescript n • The inhabitants 

who, back in the il' respf'cti ve villae,E"s, could flot have 1magined li.f'e 

wi thout some greenery under theïr windows, do not keep gardens or plant 

t.rees. \~hE"rE'éI::; in the!r old vHlages, they rarely locked doors, here 

t.hey are af'rrtid to leave theïr hou ses unlocked E"ven for a short while. 

They ar'e ShOWfl t.o have lost their' spnse of belonging and of community, 

the coll ec ti v€ spirit which used to bind them together in the pasto 

Ilasputin seems to attr'ibute this change in attitude to the fact that 

these people have no roots, no ties to this land. They no longer own 
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t.heir houses. Furt.hermore, inst.ead of farming the land, helping it 

produce abundant harvests, the occupations of the people of Sosnovka are 

related to the timber industry which decimates the forests of the taiga. 

These inhabitants look upon Sosnovka more as a temporary shelter than 

as a home. As the Soviet critic, F. Chapchakhov, states: 

In the twenty years of existence of the timber 
settJpDIPnt Sosnovka ••. 111811y of Hs inhaMtants have 
lost a feel1ng of home. The un1nviting and d1rty 
appearance of this "bivouac-type" settlementA of this 
"temporary shelter", bears witness to th1s.[6o] 

The central character 1s Ivan Petrovich, an outspoken, soc1ally 

aware and moral1y upstanding citizen. His wife, Alena, has an important 

role in the story. She is of the same stock as Vasi11sa, Anna, Dar'ia 

and Nastena. She represents the last of her k1nd. Her re1ationsh1p with 

her husband is one of mutual understanding and complete devotion to Elach 

other. Chol-Kun Kwon states that they are "the simplest but IDOSt 

idealistic couple in aIl of Rasputin's works".[69] The carinl:, Htld 

affection witnessed in their household serves to s~t off the cold 

indiffer'ence and selfj ah greed of the outsjde world. When a huge 

warehouse fire br~n~B out, the inhabitants are put to a ruoral test. They 

must work together to br-ing the blaze under contr'ol and save the stock. 

The result js total chaos. Many react with apathy and indifference, 

getting drunk, while others pillage the warehouses. Fights break out, 

savage beatings are inflicted upon those who interf(·r'fJ j rI tbe p111aging, 

and in the end the sett1eulent is 1eft with two dead bodies. 

The scene could be likened to the Conflagratjon, the end of the 

\iorld. Indeed, in some parts of tbe wor'ld, it i5 beUevE'd that a gr'eat. 

conflagration l'ather' Ulôrl ô fJ ood will destroy lj fe on ear'tb. rI' fj re j H 

Laken as tbe symbol of the Masculine Princip]e, then the latter ca~ be 

viewed as the agent of destruction of this world. In Sosnovka, as weIl 

as in many other parts or thE' world, the values of the past and the 

concern for spiritu~l matters have been forgotten in the name or 

material progress and the scientjfic and technolog1cal revolut1on. As 

Ivan Petrovich, 108ing his temper, yel1s at his su~(rvjuor: 

It would be better if we jntroduced a different pl~m -
one measured not Just in cuM c uleter:.!, but j n 
souls. [70] 

Rasputin seems to be trying to show where Man's actions are leadjng 
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him. Now that Han has turned his back on his past and his trad1tions, 

which were represented hy the old women in Rasputin' s novels, he is 

directing l'lis abuse at Hother-llature, the last medium through which one 

can feel closer to the spiritUé'll world. Rasputin believes that it 1s his 

dut Y as a writer to make Han stop and think. As he says: 

In the present accelerated pace o~ life there remain, 
perhaps, two forces which are capable ot countervai1ing 
this tempor and compelling man to think - they are 
nature and iterature.L71] 

In the constant r'ushing around of modern Man, he tends to 10se touch 

with his humanity. He loses sight of the real values, remembering them 

on1y wh~n faced with death. Rasputin bel1eves that literature as well as 

Nature con revive long-forgotten emotions and feelings in Han. As he 

once said in an intervi~w, one of the problems created by the scientific 

é:lnd tectlflological revolution ia a 1ack of feelings: 

Feelings are what we now seern to be missing.[72] 

Rasputin has conveyed in many of his stories his feeling that the 

utilltarian, 8cientiflc attitude to the world 1s destroying the 

spiritual side of man. Science tries to unrave1 and explain everythlng 

in lire. In Rasputin's opinion, there are UdlJs,s that Man should leave 

alone and not try to t.ake apart and understand. In "Natasha", the 

narrator stat~s in the beginning of the story that: 

Everything can't be unravelled and one shouldn't try: 
what le rasol ved soon becollIes unwanted and dies' 
havln~, in this faanion, d~stroyed a good deal of what 
was tru1y remar'kab] ~ in our wor1d wi th no correspolîdh,t. 
f,élin or enrichDlent , \l~ l'eacll out once more for 
premonitions and auch-llke things with a child-llke 
directness and insouciance. [73] 

A similar point le made by the narrator in "Chto peredat' vorone?": 

After immense struggle, we can only stand helplessly 
before the inexplicable nature of our concepts and the 
inaccessibility of the lim1ts which hem them in, for it 
is forbidden to transgress t.hese and send back even the 
weakest and most randoui voiee. We are to kflOW our 
place. [74] 

Also, j n the SaDIe story, when the narrat.ol' élsl<S himsE'lf questions about 

the secret of the world, he rei ter'élt.f't' t.lie' ~anle thoughts: 

Of course, thE'~e qUE'stions were {lointless. Not on1y 
were t.here no éI~ls",ers, the quest~ons theDlsel ves were 
inappropriate. 1"01" questions too have boundaries not to 
be erossE'd. [75] 
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The secret of genulne art, ln Rasputln's vlew, ls ln seeing man not 

only as a physically active force, but as a source of immense spiritual 

reserves, and in seeing Nature not only as a base for the economic 

activities of man, but above all as a miraeulous and lofty organlzation. 

In other words, he does not Iike to see Man and Nature reduced to 

physlcal objects, to simple matter. The old women of the villages seemed 

to hlm the obvlous ehoice to represen t t.he source or spi ri tua] reserves 

roI' they carry on the tr'ad! ti ons of the past, passing on the SOllSS, 

memories and bellefs t.o their chi] dren. Most iDlportantly, they have a 

sense or hlstory and contlnuity. Unlike the younger eenerations, they 

know and care about who the 11' ancestors were and what they bel!eved in. 

Without the past, without continuing life-givlng 
memory, we wl11 very quickly drive ourselves mad, there 
is aIready no need to prove this. These people rorget 
or do not suspect that life activity 18 useless, even 
harmful .,Hhout spiritual orientat.jon, without 
direction, without a historieal awareneSR of one's 
place in the strin~ of generatlons.[76] 
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CONCLUSION 

Rasputin's trad! tional, old-f'ashloned, peasant woman ls 

representative of' the new type of' heroine that emerged, with the advent 

of' "village prose", in response to the pressing need to deal with the 

moral and ethical issues Inherent in the changes wrought by progresse 

This heroine, however, stands apart from the other heroines of "village 

prose". Not only is she psychologically more complex, she provjdes the 

key to uCldel'standing Rasputin'fI ",orldview. 

Her spiritua11ty and her value system represent precisely that 

which Rasputin fears ls being lost in our increasingly materialistic 

world. 

lire 

Her capacity for compassion and merey, her belief in fate and in 

al' ter death, her respect for her aneestors and tradition, her 

natural wisdom, her eloseness to ~ature, her sense of responsibility for 

what happens around her, her aeceptance of the fact that there are 

LM Iles 1n this world which cannot be E'xplained, that Man is but a grain 

of sand in the Universe, these are aIl Qualities which Rasputin fears 

are djsappearing. Without them, Man will lose his wholeness of' being, 

his sense of jdentity. He will forget his place in the world. 

Al though Raspu tÜl' s feDlale protae,onists are reaJ5 8tj eally 

portr'aYt'd, i t becomes evident upon closE"r E'Jlaminatj o~ that they are part 

of a whole symbolic structure. They, together witn Nature, ehildren, old 

villages, aneient ~s and mills, symbolize the Feminine Principle 

struggling for survival in a world which is increasingly dominated by 

the Masculjne Prineiple, a male-oriented, materialjstjc and utilitarian 

DJodel'n wor'ld. 

Some critics have compared Rasputin's works to Pasternak's ~Qr 

ZWl~~o; both show Russia in transitio~; both show that with revolution 

cornes catastr'ophe. The differeneE' 15 that Pasternak ls referring to t.he 

Oct.ober Revolution and Rasputin, to the sciE'ntifie élrld technological 

revolution. It thus appears that Rasputin is coneerned with more than 

just Russia's fate. The revolution he is dealing with is affecting the 

entir'e wcr'ld. He has moved beyond the barriers of politics to voiee his 

con cern for the future of Mankind. 

The symbolie struggle in Rasputin's works between the two 

prlnciples of lire -- the Feminine and the Masculine -- reflects the 
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more universal struggle between the soul and the power of reason, 

between the inner spirituBl world of man and the more aggressive world 

of mater~ ~d ; sm and rational argument, which is occurring ill DlOS t 

advanced 1 f)"':!!.\strialj 2ad societies today. 

A defin.ite progression can be observed in Rasputin's writings. Jn 

his earl1est staries, the struggle between the two pr1nciples 1s merely 

h1nted at; war as a masculine symbol is the main culprit, causing grief 

and hardsh1p for the female characters. In the stories of the seventies, 

however, the symbolic struggle reaches its peak, as the Feminine 

Pr1nciple 1s repeatedly mistreated and abuscd. F1nally, in the stcll'i ('l:3 

of the e1ght1es, Nature stands as almost the sole remaining symbol of 

the 1o~em1nine Principle, ot' Han' s soul. Except for childl'E'n, t.ht.' ot.h('t· 

feluinin€' symbols have virtually disappeared. Yet, as seen in .fQzllar, t.he 

struggle continues; "lan, now devoid of spiritual values, h; destroying 

the environment, Mother Nature. 

If ' ... his world is to survive, both universal principles must c('-

exist in perfect balance. Han needs to temper his drive for mater'iul 

progress with his l.ntuition. He must listen to his conscience. He must 

combine his ratjonulism and logic with his feelings and emotjons. 

Rasputin has stated that he js not. against progresD. Npverthelpss, he 

seems to feel that, jr) advanced industriCllh.ed sodeUes, Man ÜI living 

more and more according to materjHJ vf)ues. Rasputjn i~ ~arning us that 

"not by bread alone" can Man livf'. As!de from matt'ri1:11 ('001 for kl élnd 

well-being, he needs nourishment. He for' 

transcendence. Whether it bt' reliEion, superstitions, fairy-tales or 

myths, Man needs a 'mythology' in the sense of an integratpd ~yBtem of 

bellefs and values. AlI peoples everywhere bélV{ éJlways had the!r' 

'olythologies' to explain su ch things as the Creatjon, the rüdng and 

setting of the sun, bi l'th, death, the nature of dreao'lS and lI'Iemory, and 

50 on. 

Science can successfuJ) y explain many phenomena in this ~orJd, but 

it cannot answer aIl of Man's questions. Man needs to know ~hy he livp~, 

he needs to bt'lievE' tbat there i3 Dlore to ]jff' t.han DJe('(~ p<,r·thJy 

existence, he craves immortality in the sense of ;:i bt-U ef j n 80111e sort 

of continuity after death. In fact, the efforts of science to clarify 

and explain everything in the world actually rob the world of its magic, 
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its mystery, and its immorta11ty. As Mallarm6 once stated: "to name is 

to destroy, to suggest is to create." 

The Feminine Pr1nclp1e represents Rasputin's concept of the 

'mythology', the spiritual that the world needs but ls 108ing. He seems 

to feel that without a spiritual focus, Man will eventually destroy ~he 

planet. 

ThE' pessimimn of Raspu tin' s works offers sorne j f1dication of the 

degrf>€ of his apprehensiorJ r'cgarding the future of the planet and of 

Mankind. As already stated, Rasputin believes that there are on]~ two 

forces capable of compelling Man to stop and think -- literature and 

nature. As a writer, he has made a vallant effort in this direction. 

Nevertheless, lt should come as no surprise that his 1aft work of 

fiction was published in 1985, as he has chosen to devote most of his 

tjme to the fiE.ht for environll'lental protection and the preservation of 

hj s cu] ttlral tU;'rj t.i.tt.E:'. 

Rasputjn's writjngs can be interpreted as an apocalyptic 

if Man doee not sarE'f,uard the Feminine Principle -- his 

warning; 

souJ, l'lis 

spj ri t.ual heri télgf', and the natural environnlent -- the necessary balance 

between the two univprsal yet Opposjl~ principles will be destroyed and, 

eventually, so will the world as we know it. 
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