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Introduction to the 12 issue of Avtobiografisl

The first ten years of Avtobio-
grafil can be seen as a long
thematic journey on different
genres, forms, and approaches in
the field of Life Writing in Rus-
sian and, to a lesser extent, Sla-
vonic cultures. The 2023 issue
constitutes a sort of balance of
the studies conducted so far, re-
flected in an overview of autobi-
ographical writing in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries,
constructed through theoretical
references, different genres, and
methods. The value of this new
issue lies in the variety of ap-
proaches proposed by the au-
thors. The articles presented
here explore studies on ego-
documents, applying different
approaches: the reconstruction
of biographical facts based on
unpublished or unstudied mate-
rials, the publication of un-
published materials, theoretical
and genre analysis, and the defi-
nition of facts and cultural con-
texts based on reinterpretations
of private documents.

The thematic monographic sec-
tion, edited by Marina Balina,
Claudia Criveller and Andrea
Gullotta and illustrated in their
preface, gathers the works of
three scholars who are already
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important contributors to Avto-
biografifl as authors or members
of the advisory board (Irina Sav-
kina joins the editorial team this
year). For a more detailed
presentation, we refer to the in-
troduction by the editors and
here we will only introduce the
different genres, trends, and
methods applied. Leona Toker’s
article analyses, also in a com-
parative perspective, the mem-
oirs of four authors who sur-
vived the Stalinist purges; Maria
Mayofis frames the memoir cy-
cle of Konstantin Paustovskii
through the theoretical filter of
Jens Brockmeier’s “memory epis-
teme”; Irina Savkina studies a
group of female autobiograph-
ical works from the late nine-
teenth century to the 1990s.

The works in the second section,
despite their thematic variety,
share a common thread, show-
ing how egodocuments of differ-
ent nature can go beyond the
narrow context of the writer’s
private life and allow for the re-
construction of cultural periods,
events and generations, and
more specifically, the intellectu-
al and cultural biography of the
Russian and Soviet intelligentsia.
The articles of this section show
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how egodocuments and fictional
discourses should not be consid-
ered as separate dimensions, but
when examined as a whole in a
holistic approach, they allow for
the investigation of subjectivity
in relation to its social and cul-
tural context.

The article by Andrey Fedotov
and Pavel Uspenskij is dedicated
to a writer, Avdot'ia Panaeva,
who has so far been neglected by
scholars and is mainly remem-
bered for her relationship as lov-
er and muse of Nikolai Nekra-
sov. The authors, using ego-
documents and fictional dis-
courses by Panaeva, refute hy-
potheses derived from contem-
porary criticism (for example, by
Kornei Chukovskii). Instead,
they use Panaeva’s artistic prose
as a material that allows for the
reconstruction of her conscious-
ness and subjectivity, which has
so far been mainly interpreted
through androcentric lenses that
ignored her individuality. The
authors examine the biograph-
ical material, reading it through
the filter of literary works, thus
allowing for the reconstruction
of principles and facts based on
new and plausible interpretative
patterns.

Ilya Vinitsky proposes a similar
approach in his work on Mikhail
Gasparov. He examines letters
and autobiographical annota-
tions by the distinguished schol-

ar on the Age of Augustus, in
which he studies the historical
Aesopian language as a sign of
the moral and intellectual crisis
of Roman intellectual society,
which Gasparov compares to the
Soviet counterpart in the twen-
tieth century. He also recon-
structs the intellectual biog-
raphy of Gasparov and, with
him, of the Soviet intelligentsia,
examining the perspective on
the Aesopian language in the
Roman Empire and its parallel
interpretation by the Soviet cul-
tural elite during the Brezhnev
stagnation, a term that, accord-
ing to private letters, Vinitsky
argues, can be traced back to
Gasparov himself.

Also the article by Liudmila
Sproge and Marco Caratozzolo
focuses on theoretical issues by
working on the genre - or rather
the subgenre - of avtobiografiia
po zakazu [commissioned auto-
biography] through the analysis
of an unpublished autobio-
graphical fragment by Vasilii
Nemirovich-Danchenko, a jour-
nalist, writer, and memoirist
who is the less famous brother
of the well-known theatre direc-
tor Vladimir. The publication of
the unpublished fragment is in-
troduced by a meticulous recon-
struction of biographical facts
and their connections with the
intelligentsia of the time, the
military and literary world,
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which provokes Nemirovich-
Danchenko to reflect on the role
of heritage in the development
of the future writer.

In other cases, egodocuments
are assigned a socio-cultural
function as a result of deliberate
choices by the writer, as in the
case of Ben Musacchio’s article,
who shows how Evgenii Evtu-
shenko’s A Precocious Autobiog-
raphy (1963), written at a rather
young age, is based on a com-
mon assumption in the autobio-
graphical genre, i.e. the author’s
self-defense in response to the
fame that has arisen around
him. Musacchio bases his inter-
pretative framework on Philippe
Lejeune’s well-known “autobio-
graphical pact” and on typical
assumptions related to the genre
of autobiography. He recon-
structs the story of the publica-
tion of the text in tamizdat and
defines its epitext — consisting of
reviews, speeches, and published
and unpublished egodocuments
— with the aim of analysing the
text’s receptive context both in
the West and in the Soviet Un-
ion.

The material section features a
bloc dedicated to the writer Sla-
va Sergeev, who publishes an ex-
cerpt of his unpublished diary in
which he recounts his departure
from Russia after the outbreak
of war in February 2022 and his
decision to emigrate to Israel.
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The diary excerpt is introduced
by a preface by Francesca Laz-
zarin, Sergeev’s Italian transla-
tor, who proposes also an inter-
view with the writer. Although
destined for publication, Sergeev
himself did not imagine that his
diary would be published so
quickly, while the critics (and
the protagonists themselves) are
still defining the fifth wave of
migration. With Lazzarin, who
interprets Sergeev’s autobio-
graphical prose through the fil-
ter of autofiction, the author
discusses his memoiristic and
autobiographical prose, his pos-
sible sources of literary inspira-
tion, as well as his personal au-
tobiographical strategies.

The issue is completed by re-
views by laroslav Golubinov on
the publication of Vasilij Go-
rodtsov’s diaries, by Giorgia Ri-
mondi on two new volumes
published in the Narrare la me-
moria series by Edizioni Guerini,
namely the Italian translation of
Vera Inber’s Leningrad diary and
of the diaries of Eduard Kuz-
netsov. Finally, Attilio Russo re-
views a collection of documents,
letters, and memoirs by the fa-
mous scholar of Russian Sym-
bolism, Zara Mints, published by
the University of Tallinn.



Autobiognafcs] - Number 12/2023



