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Claudia Criveller, Andrea Gullotta

Introduction to the 10™ issue of Avtobiografisl.

The 2022 issue of Avtobiografisl
celebrates the first ten years of
the journal, which was created
by a group of scholars coming
from various parts of the world
who shared an interest in the
several forms of narrating the
self in Russian culture and in
other Slavonic languages. Since
its conception and over the
course of time, we have tried to
create a shared platform where
different but equally rich tradi-
tions of Life Writing studies,
such as Russian and Western,
could confront and nourish each
other. Over the years, many
have been the results achieved
in this sense, and many have
been the difficulties, dissatisfac-
tions, and mistakes, which have
always urged us to change
course and seek new perspec-
tives. Our literary and cul-
turological perspective has al-
ways informed our work - it is
from these areas that we have
drawn our definition of the word
T.

2022 turned out to be the year in
which words in Russian culture
— the culture to which most of
us devote our work and passion

Autobiogragesl - Number 11/2022
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- are once again used with
meanings that cannot be natu-
rally assigned to them, or with
political undertones that empty
them of their authentic value
and reduce them to unnatural
and senseless clichés. Words like
‘war’, ‘gay’, ‘Nazi, or ‘zombie’
have been banned or altered in
such a way, that the memory of
their original meaning in Rus-
sian seems to have been lost.
The events that have tragically
marked this last year, 2022, are
strongly intertwined with the
topics to which this issue of
Avtobiografifl is dedicated.

The representation of Ukrainian
culture in all its richness runs
the risk of being swept away by a
bloody war; gender studies re-
search centres have been classi-
fied as ‘foreign agents’; LGBTQ+
movements have been seen as a
threat to traditional Russian val-
ues and at the same time have
been used to fuel anti-Western
sentiments in Russia. In the
West, superficial attempts to at-
tribute political significance to
Russian culture have partly
harmed the freedom of expres-
sion of Russian identity and tra-
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ditions. What remains are the
facts - literary and cultural, but
mainly human and ethical - on
which it is not admissible to ne-
gotiate. On these premises, it is
necessary to redefine the dia-
logue that our journal still seeks
to foster. In this year’s issue,
Avtobiografifl opens up to two
perspectives: the first one — on
Russian queer culture and the
peculiarities of the autobio-
graphical corpus in which it
finds expression - had been
planned for years; the second
one - on Ukrainian autobio-
graphical culture, on the need to
preserve it and divulge it, re-
moving it from the isolation in
which it has long remained en-
closed - was chosen over the
course of this past year.

As the editor of the special sec-
tion that gives the issue its title
Connor Doak notes in his intro-
duction, Russian queer culture
has its own specific characteris-
tics, and to impose Western in-
terpretative models on it is not
possible. The development of
Russian Life Writing, Doak
notes, is dialogical. The identity
of Russian queers cannot be
confined only within the limits
of its national context - the Rus-
sian LGBTQ+ community is
broader and is nourished by its
relationship with the interna-
tional queer community. Today,
they exchange information

through digital tools and social
networking. They also share cul-
tural practices such as the fic-
tionalisation of the self and the
mixing of autobiographical gen-
res, which represents an ideal
communication code on genres
and forms in queer egodocu-
ments between Russia and
Western Europe. The presence
of common traits between East-
ern and Western European au-
tobiographical traditions is fur-
ther revealed in Persida Laz-
arevi¢ Di Giacomo’s article in
the Papers section, and in the
works and authors discussed in
the second section of this 2022
issue, dedicated to Life Writing
in the Ukrainian literary tradi-
tion, edited by Tetiana Cher-
kashyna, who in her introduc-
tion to the section acutely re-
constructs the history of autobi-
ography in Ukraine.

Many of the articles published in
this issue pose recurring and
common theoretical questions,
which mainly testify to the ten-
dency towards the elimination
of boundaries between genres
and the creation of hybrid forms
of self-representation, not only
in contemporary literature but
also in earlier works. Margarita
Vaysman shows how narrative
theory, queer history, and his-
torical documentation merge in
Notes of a Cavalry Maiden, an
autobiographical narrative by
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Aleksandr Aleksandrov (born
Nadezhda Durova), a Russian-
Ukrainian hero of the Napoleon-
ic wars, dating from the 1830s.
Rowan Dowling further testifies
for this tendency in her article
on the contemporary
transgender collective autobiog-
raphy published by the Russian
LGBTQ+  activist  initiative
Vyhkod [Coming out], while Ol-
ga Andreevskikh analyses differ-
ent semiotic codes, both visual
and textual, published on social
media. The forms of interaction
between autobiographical reality
and fiction are outlined in the
work of Kadence Leung, who
studies the strategies of self-
representation in two novels by
the emigrant writer and transla-
tor Valerii Pereleshin, who, as
Leung notes, proposes an auto-
fictional poetry that is entirely
personal, but at the same time
close to original forms of repre-
sentation developed both in the
West and in Russia. In some
cases, as Brian James Baer notes
with respect to Sergei Eisen-
stein’s memoirs, such strategies
have even become canonical in
modern gay subcultures, leading
to an emerging queer literary
canon. The novel Fieldwork in
Ukrainian Sex by Oksana
Zabuzhko is, according to
Svitlana Kryvoruchko, an exam-
ple of fiction critique. It is an-
other textual domain in which

Autobiogragesl - Number 11/2022

different genres interact - it
contains typical features of the
essay and diary, but also bio-
graphical facts of the writer’s
life, all combined in the form of
the novel. Persida Lazarevi¢ Di
Giacomo examines a particular
paratextual autobiography in
Serbian literature. It is hidden in
Pavle Solari¢’s Predislovije, a
translation from German of Jo-
hann Georg Ritter's Von der
Einsamkeit, an autobiography
camouflaged as a preface, which
not only dialogues with Ritter’s
text, but also with wider autobi-
ographical traditions, for exam-
ple with the genre of the zhitie,
or life of the saint, a common
archetype in Slavonic literature.

Several articles in this issue
study how egodocuments con-
tribute to the formation of iden-
tity, which is one of the key top-
ics of Life Writing. Andreev-
skikh reflects on how in con-
temporary Russia confessional
fiction writing through a digital
self by activists for bisexual
rights is used for the construc-
tion of one’s bisexual identity.
Masha Beketova shows how,
through her novel Severe Maid-
en, Olga Zhuk - one of the most
important early feminist activ-
ists in Russia, a Jewish non-
heteronormative woman who
migrated from Russia to Germa-
ny in the 1990s - outlines the
evolution of her identity. In



some cases, particularly original
and creative self-representation
strategies are used to illustrate a
coming-out narrative, as in the
case of Valerii Pereleshin, whose
strategies are unmasked thanks
to the fusion of fictional ele-
ments. Finally, Vaysman recon-
structs the identity path of Ale-
ksandr Aleksandrov on the basis
of a corpus of military and civil
correspondence. Lazarevi¢ Di
Giacomo also notes how Solar-
i¢’s paratextual autobiography
allows the author to shape his
identity.

A key element in the definition
of one’s identity is language.
This is confirmed by Dowling,
who points out how, for gender
fluid people, the grammatically
gendered Russian language plays
a specific role in the perception
of the self and in the creation of
characters, and by Oleksandr
Halych, who brings out the
struggle for the affirmation of
Ukrainian language as a national
literature in the diaries and
memoirs of Serhiy Yefremov, a
scholar of Ukrainian literature
classics and an organiser of cul-
tural initiatives for the affirma-
tion of Ukrainian culture. Kryv-
oruchko also highlights how in
Oksana Zabuzhko’s novel the
Ukrainian language is not only a
tool, but also an emotional space
and a sign of patriotism.

Style also plays its role in the
formation of identity. This is
what Brian Baer suggests in his
article, where he outlines how
stylistic choices are the key to
accessing Sergei Eisenstein’s
memoirs, as they allow Baer to
hypothesise an interpretation of
encrypted references, word
plays, symbols, and to capture
queer subtexts, which reveal the
unmasking of the director’s
coming-out. Egodocuments are
used as biographical sources also
in the case of Serhiy Yefremov’s
diaries and memoirs. In his
study of Oksana Zabuzhko’s
novel, Kryvoruchko uses the bi-
ographic method to define the
‘figure of the writer’ and under-
stand the relationship between
author and work through such
concepts as the ‘author as sub-
ject of consciousness’ and ‘per-
sonality of the writer’.

The reconstruction of one’s per-
sonality takes centre stage in the
texts contained in the Materials
section, thanks to the interview
given to Connor Doak and Cal-
lum Doyle by Evgeny Pisemskiy,
the director of a Russian
LGBTQ+ organisation, who fled
Russia and settled in the UK,
where he continued his work
supporting the Russian LGBTQ+
community, as well as in the an-
notated letters from the Soviet-
era writer Grigorii Konovalov to
the young student Evgeniia
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Gutman, proposed and intro-
duced by Dmitrii Shalin, in
which Konovalov discusses the
Russian literary tradition and his
personal work as a novelist. A
third example is provided by
Giuseppina Larocca’s interview
with Andrei Andreevich Tarkov-
skii, which reveals biographical
elements in the cinema of his fa-
ther, Andrei Arsenevich Tarkov-
skii.

Tetiana Cherkasyna shows how
the use of egodocuments is fun-
damental for the reconstruction
of broader cultural contexts
such as the portrayal of the city
of Kharkov in works from the
1920s and 1930s, as they shed
light on the city’s cultural fer-
ment and the terror experienced
by its citizens. A special place in
the section devoted to Ukrainian
autobiographical culture de-
serves the work of Artem
Halych, dedicated to the study
of the literary portrait in the un-
published texts by 2oth-century
Ukrainian writers preserved at
the Department of Manuscripts
and Textology of the Taras
Shevchenko Institute of the Na-
tional Academy of Sciences of
Ukraine in Kyiv, and in particu-
lar the diaries of Varvara
Cherednychenko and Mykhailo
Ivchenko.

In the Translations section, we
publish the Italian translation by
Martina Napolitano of two short

Autobiogragesl - Number 11/2022

stories by Evgenii Kharitonov,
one of the most famous gay
writers in Russian literature, alt-
hough his works were only pub-
lished posthumously.

In the year 2022 we lost two im-
portant contributors to our
journal: Yuri Mann, who had
generously accepted our pro-
posal to join our Advisory Board
and published one of his last ar-
ticles with us, and our dear
friend and colleague Natalia
Rodigina, who was part of the
Avtobiografifl team from its very
beginning. To honour her
memory, we have collected the
bibliography of her many im-
portant works on  auto-
biographical genres thanks to
the help of Tatiana Saburova.

For this important and complex
issue, our debt of gratitude goes
to Connor Doak and Tetiana
Cherkashyna, who have put to-
gether two clusters of articles
capable of stimulating academic
discourse on auto/biography on
two topics that are particularly
timely in such a time of crisis.
Their work throughout the
whole publication process — oc-
curred through extraordinary
times - has been outstanding,
and we are grateful to both for
that. We would also like to
thank Anita Frison, who leaves
her editorial role, and welcome
Martina Morabito who replaces
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her. Thanks also go to Stefano
Aloe, Giulia De Florio, Bartosz
Osiewicz, Adriano Pavan, Chiara
Rampazzo, James Rann, Samuele
Saorin and Raffaella Vassena for
their contribution to this issue.
Finally, ~we  wholeheartedly
thank Enza De Francisci, Greg
Kerr and  Josephine  von
Zitzewitz for their help with
some of the texts published in
this issue.

Disclaimer: The ideas and opin-
ions expressed in this article by
the editors are not necessarily
shared by all members of the ed-
itorial and advisory board.
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Claudia Criveller, Andrea Gullotta, Tatiana Saburova
In memory of Natalia Rodigina

A brief profile of the late Natalia Rodigina and a se-
lected bibliography of her works on Russian au-
to/biographical studies.

On 19 February 2022 we were informed about the sudden death of our
friend and colleague Natalia Rodigina. Her departure represented a
devastating loss for our journal and for the whole scholarly community.
Natalia was an outstanding scholar, whose contribution to the study of
Siberian history, revolutionary movements and Russian autobiography
earned her respect among colleagues and the title of Vedushchii
Nauchnyi Sotrudnik [Leading Academic Collaborator] at the Institute of
History of the Siberian Branch of the Russian Academy of Science, a ti-
tle of which she was very proud.

Natalia was part of the very first group of scholars who supported the
creation of our journal. Her 2010 monograph on Siberian memoirs and

Autobiografes] - Number 11/2022
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her articles on the study of egodocuments in relation to generational
issues in the XIX Century, as well as the works written together with
Tatiana Saburova, showed that auto/biographical studies in Russia were
increasingly striving to create a dialogue with European and Western
traditions, and therefore that the idea to create a journal to foster such
a dialogue could count on the help of colleagues in Russia. Her 2012 ar-
ticle ‘Changing Identity Formations in Nineteenth-Century Russian In-
tellectuals’ - written with Tatiana Saburova - was part of the volume
Life Writing Matters in Europe, which was comprised of a selection of
articles taken from the founding conference of IABA Europe (Rodigina
et al. 2012). Natalia’s work was a bridge itself.

Natalia was one of the members of the research group of the project
The Refraction of the Self Autobiographical Forms and Genres and Mem-
oirs in Russian Culture of 19th and 20th Centuries, funded by the Uni-
versity of Padua in the years 2011-2012, which provided the ground for
the creation of the journal. She was at the table when we proposed the
idea of creating Avtobiografifl, and enthusiastically supported the idea.
Over the years, we came to appreciate not only her work as an author
and reviewer, but also as a member of the editorial board and person.
We have shared together many panels at conferences and many memo-
ries. We will always remember her smile, her professionalism and her
willingness to contribute to our journal.

To honour her memory and underline her outstanding contribution to
Russian auto/biographical studies, we have decided to publish an
abridged version of her full bibliography, published in the very first
months of 2023 by the Novosibirsk Pedagogical State University (Kash-
kadarova 2023). The bibliography we publish enlists all her work devot-
ed to a/b studies. We would like to thank Tatiana Saburova for prepar-
ing the bibliography for Avtobiografifl.
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Connor Doak
Introduction: Queer Life Writing in Russia and Be-

yond

This piece introduces the special issue of Avtobiografifl on ‘Queer Life Writing
in Russia and Beyond'. It begins by reflecting on the current climate for
LGBTQ+ people in contemporary Russia, noting the legislation prohibiting the
promotion of non-traditional relationships, and how the Kremlin has weapon-
ized LGBTQ+ issues as part of Russian national exceptionalism. In place of this
binary narrative, which pits a gay-friendly West against a traditionalist Russia,
the introduction advocates an alternative course for exploring Russia’s queer
culture, one that is dialogic, transnational and multidirectional, revealing how
Russia’s homegrown LGBTQ+ community does not exist in isolation, but with-
in a dialogue, speaking and responding to the rest of the world. Indeed,
themes of border-crossing - literal or metaphorical - often figure prominently
in Russian queer life writing, and the search for gender and sexual identity in
these texts is often bound up with a search for national identity. Such journey-
ing also happens at the theoretical level, and the introduction argues against
methodological nationalism, suggesting that, when used sensitively, theoreti-
cal tools that emerged in one context may prove illuminating in another. Yet
queer life-writing itself tends to resist the strictures of existing narratives, gen-
res, and language, and the queer autobiographical ‘T’ often defies easy categori-
zation. The piece concludes by summarizing each of the articles in the special
issues, as well as the texts in the ‘Materials’ and Translations section.

In December 2022, as we were
finalizing this special issue, the
Russian Federation passed an
expansion of the 2013 law that
had prohibited the spread of
‘propaganda’ among minors
promoting ‘non-traditional sex-
ual relationships’ (Federal'nyi
zakon 2013). The expanded ver-
sion of the law is not limited to
minors, but now forbids any
promotion of ‘non-traditional
sexual relationships or prefer-
ences’ (Federalnyi zakon 2022).
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The new law also expressly for-
bids, for the first time, the pro-
motion of ‘sex changes’ [smeny
pola] (Federal'nyi zakon 2022),
using a term that is now largely
considered outdated in the trans
community.' The implications of
the Russian Federation’s ex-
panded law on LGBTQ+ people

' ‘“Transition’ is now preferred over ‘sex
change’, which can be taken to suggest
that medical intervention is required in
order to transition (GLAAD n.d.).
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and their lives are enormous.
While the law stops short of
criminalizing homosexuality, it
makes everyday life highly chal-
lenging for the LGBTQ+ com-
munity in Russia. Any gay cou-
ple publicly displaying their af-
fection, any trans person posting
an affirming tweet about their
gender identity, any bi individu-
al publishing a poem celebrating
their sexuality: all are at risk.
While the law threatens to erase
the presence of LGBTQ+ Rus-
sians, this special issue reveals
their long history, within the
country and beyond, analysing
how they have written about,
agonized over, and celebrated,
their non-normative sexualities
and gender identities.

The emergence of Russia’s anti-
gay laws coincides with an in-
creased assertiveness in foreign
policy and an anti-Western
stance, with the annexation of
Crimea in 2014 and full-scale in-
vasion of Ukraine in 2022. The
link between Russian exception-
alism and state-sponsored hom-
ophobia has been highlighted by
scholars such as Emil Edenborg,
who points out that ‘the Putin
regime has articulated [...] a nar-
rative where resistance to LGBT
rights appears as a logical choice
for states seeking to position
themselves in opposition to the
“liberal West” (Edenborg 2021).
Indeed, Putin regularly casts
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Russia as a bastion of traditional
notions of gender and sexuality
against ‘new’ ideas from the
West (Moss 2017). For example,
when asked at a 2021 press con-
ference whether Western no-
tions of gender fluidity might
take root in Russia, Putin began
by affirming his own view that ‘a
woman is a woman... and a man
is a man’, before going on to de-
clare that Russian society as a
whole was uniquely placed to
resist the influx of such ideas,
because of the country’s thou-
sand-year-long ~ multinational
and multifaith nature, which
provides a ‘defence mechanism
against this kind of obscu-
rantism [mrakobesie]’  (Pre-
zident Rossii 2021). Here, Putin
uses the moral panic around the
trans community as a wedge is-
sue, connecting it to broader
ideas on Russian exceptionalism.
This official Russian narrative
might be understood as a kind
of national life writing, casting
Russia as a heterosexual and cis-
gender state, preserver of faith
and tradition, with the strength
to resist the advances of a deca-
dent, queer West that has aban-
doned its roots.* Yet this kind of

* Here I am indebted to the scholarship
on gendering the nation, including Yu-
val-Davis (1997), and, especially, the
wave of work in queer international re-
lations that reveals how nations style
themselves in gendered and sexualized
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binary thinking is also present in
certain Western models that pit
an enlightened, gay-friendly
West against a benighted, ho-
mophobic, East, and assumes
that Western configurations of
gender and sexuality can and
should be replicated across the
globe, paying little attention to
local context.? This introduction
charts an alternative course for
exploring Russia’s queer culture,
one that veers away both from
the inflexible imposition of
Western models, while also alive
to the dangers of exceptional-
ism.* Rather, I see the develop-

terms in relation to one another (Weber
1999). In relation to Russia, Cai Wil-
kinson has pointed out how Putin has
used the image of Mother Russia under
threat to create the image of paternalist
and hypermasculine state (Wilkinson
2018).

3 Jasbir Puar has offered a forceful cri-
tique of how the West has used the
agenda of LGBT+ rights in the service of
nationalism and foreign intervention.
Puar developed the idea of ‘homona-
tionalism’ to critique how the US and
its allies used a rhetoric of a gay-
friendly West versus a homophobic
Muslim other in the context of the war
on terror (Puar 2007).

* This transnational approach to Rus-
sian sexualities builds on my earlier
work, together with Andy Byford and
Stephen Hutchings, in Transnational
Russian Studies, where we advocate a
move away from ‘static and unitary
conception of Russia as a discrete na-
tion with a singular language and cul-
ture’ to a ‘systematic and critical reflec-
tion on the various ways in which “Rus-
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ment of Russia’s queer life-
writing as dialogic, with home-
grown elements that speak and
respond to the rest of the world,
not only the West. Russian
queers have never existed in iso-
lation, but have been part of a
multidirectional  history  of
transnational encounters and
exchange that transgress nation-
al borders. Indeed, as I have ar-
gued elsewhere (Doak 2020: 217-
20), in LGBTQ+ Russian litera-
ture, the experience of sexual
discovery is often figured in
terms of crossing national and
linguistic boundaries. To take
one example, in Mikhail
Kuzmin’s novella Wings [Kryl'ia,
1906], the protagonist Vania
Smurov falls in love with the
mysterious half-English Larion
Shtrup, who teaches him Greek:
Smurov’s awareness of his sexu-
ality is symbolized in part
through his initiation into Hel-
lenic culture and the Greek lan-
guage.

Of course, such border-crossing
is often literal as well as symbol-
ic, with many of Russia’s leading

sia” and “Russian culture” have been
historically framed and defined’ (Byford
et al. 2020: 2). My own chapter in
Transnational Russian Studies examines
how queer Russian literary texts might
undo, rather than reinforce, the familiar
gendered and sexualized narratives that
pit Russia against the West (Doak
2020).
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queer figures now based outside
of the country, including poet
and critic Dmitrii Kuz'min (now
in Latvia), the artist and writer
Slava Mogutin and the journalist
Masha Gessen (both in the
USA), to name but a few. In the
current special issue, Kadence
Leung’s article discusses the
émigré poet Valerii Pereleshin,
who lived in China for a time be-
fore settling in Brazil, while Ma-
sha Beketova focuses on Ol'ga
Zhuk, a lesbian author and activ-
ist recounting her experiences in
Germany. In the ‘Materials’ sec-
tion, Peter Flew’s memoir shows
the journey in reverse: a gay
man who travels from the West
to Russia in the early 2000s in a
narrative of self-discovery. Most
recently, Russia’s propaganda
laws and the war against
Ukraine have prompted a new
wave of queer migration, one
example of which is Evgeny
Pisemskiy, the LGBTQ+ activist
interviewed in this special issue.
For some, like Pisemskiy, the
move to a new country is per-
sonally  transformative:  he
speaks warmly about the wel-
come he has received in the UK.
However, as Beketova points
out, migration is not always a
positive experience for LGBTQ+
people, many of whom face new
challenges and discrimination in
their host country, as well as an
expectation that they will con-
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form to an assimilationist ideal
that equates the move from East
to West as a move from oppres-
sion to freedom, a narrative that
may not match their reality.
Life-writing thus provides an
opportunity to unsettle or queer
the dominant narrative, and to
reimagine the relationship be-
tween Russia and the West.

Yet it is not just people who
travel across borders; ideas do,
as well. Many of the theoretical
tools that we use to analyse
LGBTQ+ literature and life-
writing have their origins in
Western Europe and North
America, and some have ques-
tioned whether it is appropriate
to use these paradigms when
discussing non-Western socie-
ties. Here again, I would suggest
something of a middle course: to
assume that all such concepts
must be universalizable risks a
methodological imperialism,
while to say that a framework
can never be used outside of its
‘native’ home is rooted in an in-
sularity and exceptionalism. A
more nuanced approach will
tentatively examine the explana-
tory power of theory with a sen-
sitivity to local contexts, always
considering how lived experi-
ence might speak back to theo-
ry. Within this special issue,
scholars have taken various ap-
proaches to this question. Mar-
garita Vaysman, for example,
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draws on trans theory in making
a compelling case to read Ale-
ksandr  Aleksandrov  (born
Nadezhda Durova) as a trans-
masculine figure. Brian Baer us-
es Susan Sontag’s ‘Notes on
Camp’ to offer a fresh reading of
Sergei Eisenstein’s memoirs.
Both employ theory in a sensi-
tive way to revise and queer our
understanding of canonical Rus-
sian figures. However, Beketova
finds limited value in queer fem-
inist theory as a lens to interpret
Zhuk, offering instead a produc-
tive discussion of what we might
learn when a theory does not fit.
Indeed, a recurring theme in the
special issue is that queer life-
writing resists the strictures of
existing narratives, genres, and
language. Here I draw on the
work of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick,
who observes that queer can re-
fer to ‘the open mesh of possibil-
ities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances
and resonances, lapses and ex-
cesses of meaning when the
constituent elements of anyone’s
gender, of anyone’s sexuality
aren’t made (or can’t be made)
to signify monolithically’ (Sedg-
wick 1993: 8). In the case of
queer autobiography, it is often
difficult to identify a single,
steady ‘T in the narrative who
can be seamlessly attached to
the narrator. Brian Loftus has
even suggested that ‘queer auto-
biography’ is a ‘contradiction in
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terms’: ‘[i]f the genre of autobi-
ography demands the stability of
both an T and its genealogy to
inhabit a coherent narrative,
“‘queer” disallows the neat artic-
ulation or possibility of either’
(Loftus 1997: 73). Indeed, the
queer T is often playful and de-
ceptive, switching between dif-
ferent masks and employing iro-
ny to resist any easy categoriza-
tion. Of course, this feature is
hardly unique to Russian queer
writing: Jean Genet and Patrick
White, to name but two, both
use this style. However, whereas
many Western societies have
come to acquire a fixed set of
emancipatory narratives, such as
the coming out story, or the
normative trans narrative, Rus-
sians have arguably continued to
resist these narratives. Leung’s
close readings of Pereleshin es-
pecially foreground the im-
portance of masquerade and
formal experiment in the expres-
sion of his sexuality, showing his
departure from the coming-out
story. The two pieces by Evgenii
Kharitonov, presented here in
Martina Napolitano’s transla-
tions, also offer intriguing alter-
natives to dominant Western
narratives.

When preparing this special is-
sue, I was conscious of the need
to include as much of the
LGBTQ+ spectrum as possible.
Historically, LGBTQ+ scholar-
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ship has tended to focus pre-
dominantly on gay men, and in-
deed most responses to my ini-
tial call for papers were pro-
posals to work on gay men. I
therefore redoubled my efforts
to cover other parts of the spec-
trum, with the result that the
special issue includes work on
bi, lesbian, and trans voices as
well as gay men. The six articles
show that some commonalities
across the LGBTQ+ life-writing
exist, not least in terms of the
shared history of marginalisa-
tion, as well as the use of formal
and generic experimentation to
express non-normative sexuali-
ties, though it would be wrong
to assume the existence of one
single ‘queer’ narrative that
unites all parts of the spectrum.
Indeed, the articles in this issue
by Rowan Dowling, on the trans
community, and by Olga Andre-
yevskikh on bisexual activists,
reveal how these communities
have used life-writing to forge a
distinctive space in the LGBTQ+
spectrum. Yet there remains an
important gap in this special is-
sue: more work needs to be
done on the experiences of Rus-
sia’s national and religious mi-
norities in relation to gender
and sexuality. In the special is-
sue, Beketova includes a discus-
sion of Zhuk's Jewishness and
the effects of multiple marginal-
ization, but scholarship on

Special issue

LGBTQ+ issues among Russia’s
racialized minorities remains in
its infancy. As a field, Russian
Studies is now entering a de-
colonial turn, the urgency of
which has been underlined by
the recent war in Ukraine. It is
now incumbent on scholars
working on queer topics to con-
sider how issues such as race,
ethnicity, and religion intersect
with gender and sexuality.

* % %

The special issue includes six
scholarly articles. First comes
Margarita Vaysman’s compelling
re-examination of cavalry officer
and writer Aleksandr Aleksan-
drov (1783-1866), born
Nadezhda Durova. Vaysman ar-
gues that Aleksandrov identified
as a man from 1808 until his
death in 1866 through a close
analysis of his correspondence.
Based on this transmasculine
identity, Vaysman suggests that
it is more appropriate for schol-
ars to refer to Aleksandrov by
his male name and masculine
pronouns. However, Vaysman
draws an important distinction
between the author’s personal
writings and the fiction, suggest-
ing that while everyday life im-
posed a gender binary, demand-
ing that he choose between
‘Aleksandrov’ and ‘Durova’, he
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could inhabit both identities in
his literary fiction.

Brian Baer’s article examines the
memoirs of film director Sergei
Eisenstein (1898-1948), which
have often been neglected in fa-
vour of his cinematic output and
his theoretical work. Previous
scholarship has largely treated
the memoirs as the product of
repression, or simply mined it
for references to cinema. How-
ever, Baer offers a new interpre-
tation of the memoirs as an ex-
ample of camp performance,
making use not only of Susan
Sontag, but also recent linguistic
scholarship on ‘camp talk’. Ei-
senstein’s memoirs emerge as a
new kind of queer, experi-
mental, life-writing, showing
another side of the avant-garde
film director.

The link between formal exper-
imentation and expressing queer
sexuality is also crucial to
Kadence Leung’s study of Valerii
Pereleshin (1913-1992). Leung
focuses on two key works, the
collection of sonnets Ariel [Ari-
el', 1971-1975] and Poem without
a Subject [Poema bez predmeta,
1972-1976], which Simon Karlin-
sky had suggested constituted
his poetic ‘literary coming out’
(Karlinsky 2013: 303). Leung,
however, cautions against seek-
ing a teleological coming-out
narrative, instead suggesting
that his sexuality is encoded in
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his poetry life-writing through
strategies such as  mask-
ing/unmasking, a blurring of
distinction between fiction and
fact, and creative appropriations
of canonical poets such as
Shakespeare and Pushkin.
Masha Beketova’s article also
explores a migrant writer who
resists easy categorization, Ol'ga
Zhuk (b. 1960). Zhuk’s autobio-
graphical novel Severe Maiden: A
Journey from St Petersburg to
Berlin  [Strogaia  Devushka.
Puteshestvie iz Peterburga v
Berlin, 2013] depicts the journey
of a Russian-Jewish lesbian from
St Petersburg to Berlin in the
1990s. Beketova’s article explores
how Zhuk’s work resists becom-
ing the ‘good lesbian citizen’
who successfully assimilates into
Western society. The unsettling
depictions of intimate partner
violence also make it challeng-
ing to read the novel from a
queer-feminist perspective. Be-
ketova ultimately calls Severe
Maiden an ‘uncomfortable’ nar-
rative that depicts multiple mar-
ginalizations (lesbian, migrant,
Russian, Jewish) specific to the
post-Soviet context, and while it
cannot be called an optimistic
novel, it can provide a platform
for queer grieving.

While the first four articles are
all concerned primarily with in-
dividuals, the last two examine
broader communities. Rowan
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Dowling examines how trans*
activists in contemporary Russia
use life-writing, based on a study
of materials published by the Pe-
tersburg-based LGBTQ+ organi-
zation Vykhod in 2017 and 2018.
Dowling argues that these trans*
stories constitute a collective au-
tobiography that provides a
sense of solidarity and a self-
help resource. These trans* sto-
ries, Dowling suggests, aim less
at political visibility than foster-
ing a sense of community.
Dowling also notes the diversity
within trans* voices, as well as
the complexity of negotiating
competing and shifting sexual
and gender identities, which of-
ten leads to creative linguistic
experimentation within texts.
Such diversity offers an alterna-
tive to the normative and mono-
lithic  ‘trans-narrative’  that
emerged from the medicaliza-
tion of trans people in the twen-
tieth century.

Olga Andreyevskikh also ex-
plores how an activist communi-
ty uses life-writing to build a
shared identity, focusing specifi-
cally on how bisexual activists
use confessional forms of life-
writing online. She uses digital
ethnography and interpretative
content analysis method to ex-
amine textual, visual and video
sources created by bi activists
across Russia and published on
social media platforms in 2020
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and 2021. Like Dowling, Andre-
yevskikh emphasizes the power
of life-writing for fostering a
sense of solidarity across the
LGBTQ+ spectrum, while also
focusing on some of the unique
challenges that bi people face.
Andreyevskikh highlights how
biphobia not only exists within
mainstream community, but al-
so persists even within sections
of the LGBTQ+ community.

The ‘Translations’ section in-
cludes Martina Napolitano’s Ital-
ian versions of two short works
by Evgenii Kharitonov (1941-
1981), a writer, director and cho-
reographer who concealed his
homosexuality in public, but
wrote about it frankly in his pri-
vate writings, which were pub-
lishable in Russia only after the
fall of the Soviet Union.” A be-
lated modernist, Kharitonov ex-
celled at short, even fragmentary
forms, with the expressive sen-
suality of a Joyce or a Proust.
‘Racconto di un ragazzo: “Come
sono diventato cosi” is Napoli-
tano’s translation of ‘Rasskaz
odnogo mal'chika: kak ia stal
takim’, previously translated in-

> See Vitaly Chernetsky for a fuller ac-
count of Kharitonov, including a nu-
anced treatment of how Kharitonov en-
gages with Rozanov, as well as Khari-
tonov’s influence on a subsequent gen-
eration of queer writers in Russia, and
the author’s ambivalent depiction of
Jews (Chernetsky 2007: 151-71).
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to English by Kevin Moss as
‘One Boy’s Story: How I Got Like
That’ (Kharitonov 1997a). This is
an account of sexual awakening
in the Soviet period, more realist
in style than many of his other
works, yet alongside the explicit
details, there are lyrical flourish-
es: Sasha takes a queer interest
in Russia’s medieval history and
the lives of saints, and the narra-
tor concludes by imagining him
becoming a priest.

The second text, ‘Volantino’, a
translation of ‘Listovka’, known
in English as ‘The Leaflet’ (Khar-
itonov 1997b), is more typical of
Kharitonov’s style and shows a
debt to Rozanov. This extraordi-
nary text, no more than two
pages long, is a manifesto for gay
men as ‘barren, fatal flowers’, a
people called to ‘dance the
dance of impossible love and to
sing of it sweetly’ (Kharitonov
1997b: 224-25), but heralding
the end of the world. The mani-
festo is lyrical, playful, but also
unsettling in places. The piece
opens with an explicit parallel
between gay men and Jews: both
are oppressed yet chosen peo-
ples; both excel in their own
spheres (commerce and the
feuilleton for the Jews; ballet
and sensual arts for gay men).
The stereotypes here, though
presented ironically, remains
uncomfortably ambivalent.
Kharitonov's work was rediscov-

Autobiogragesl - Number 11/2022

ered in Russia in the mid-1990s
and played an important role in
the development of Russian
queer life-writing, influencing
figures such as Slava Mogutin.
Kharitonov’s writing deserves a
wider readership and Napoli-
tano’s translations do a valuable
service in bringing these works
to an Italian audience.

The ‘Materials’ section includes
two contemporary pieces pre-
pared specially for this special
issue. ‘Greshniki’ is Peter Flew’s
lyrical reflection on the gay
community in the ‘half-light’ of
St Petersburg in the early 2000s,
and on his own self-discovery
through his relationships with
Misha and Pavel (pseudonyms).
Flew’s lyrical piece depicts the
shadowy, semi-secret nature of
his encounters, yet it also offers
a powerful demonstration of in-
timacy and its ability to trans-
cend boundaries of language
and culture. The second is an in-
terview with Evgeny Pisemskiy,
the director of an LGBT+ organ-
ization in Russia that was de-
clared a  ‘foreign  agent’
Pisemskiy shares his experiences
as an activist in Russia, reflects
on how the government’s anti-
gay laws affected his own life
and work, and discusses his
flight to seek refuge in the UK.
Though divergent in style - Flew
is delicate and evocative, where
Pisemskiy is colourful and bold -
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both pieces offer examples of
gay men making transnational
journeys that ultimately prove
transformative. Flew recounts
how Pavel and his mother made
him a parting gift of a family
icon of Tikhon Kaluzhskii, a
fourteenth-century saint. The
icon functions here not only as a
window to the divine, but also a
memento of a queer relation-
ship, and the story of its journey
to England offers a refreshing
counterpoint to the Putinist
view that Russian Orthodoxy
provides a bulwark against an
LGBTQ+ incursion from the
West. Faith can unite, as well as
divide.

‘In the best way possible, I was a
victim of propaganda’, quips
Pisemskiy, commenting on his
personal journey as a gay man
and an activist. Pisemskiy be-
came infected with HIV through
drug use, rather than sex, and
seeking help from HIV support
organizations led him to the
LGBTQ+ community, to an ac-
ceptance of his own sexuality,
and eventually to a life of com-
munity service. Pisemskiy ex-
plains how this work resulted in
state persecution when the anti-
gay laws were introduced: his
organization was labelled a ‘for-
eign agent’ and he received per-
sonal threats, forcing his flight
from Russia. Yet while the Rus-
sian state sought to exclude
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Pisemskiy, his life story is argua-
bly deeply Russian, reflecting a
canonical masterplot that sees
great suffering as the root of
personal transformation and the
creation of new forms of com-
munity. This idea runs through
Russian literature, from Alesha’s
speech at the stone at the end of
Fedor Dostoevskii’'s Brothers
Karamazov [Brat'ia Karamazovy,
1879-1880] to Aleksandr Solzhe-
nitsyn’s famous ‘Bless you pris-
on! (Solzhenitsyn 1975: 617)
statement in The Gulag Archi-
pelago  [Arkhipelag GULAG,
written 1958-1968]. Seen in this
light, Pisemskiy’s narrative is not
only a powerful individual tes-
timony of a life of service, but
also points the way towards a
new, queer, more inclusive ver-
sion of the Russian canon, and
of Russianness itself.
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Margarita Vaysman
‘I Became a Man in a Military Camp’: Negotiating a

Transmasculine Identity in Aleksandr Aleksandrov
(Nadezhda Durova)’s Personal Documents and Lit-

erary Fiction

Notes of a Cavalry Maiden [Zapiski kavalerist-devitsy, 1836], an autobiographical
narrative by Aleksandr Aleksandrov (born Nadezhda Durova) (1783-1866), a
Russian-Ukrainian hero of the Napoleonic wars, has been popular with readers
since its first publication in 1836. Despite the obvious gender ambiguity of the
narrator in this text, most adaptations and biographies interpret ‘Nadezhda Du-
rova’s grammatically female gender as proof that her army service was a brief
instance of military cross-dressing in the otherwise conventional life of a patri-
otic woman. However, Aleksandrov’s legacy includes not just Notes and other
published fiction, but also a substantial corpus of personal documents, some of
which have only recently been recovered from the military archives. These texts
form a record of Nadezhda Durova’s documented transition to Aleksandr Ale-
ksandrov and, I argue, testify that from 1808 Aleksandrov consistently identified
as a man until his death in 1866. In this article, I focus on Aleksandrov’s military
and civil correspondence, to compare his transmasculine voice in personal doc-
uments to the more ambiguously gendered voices of his narrators in fiction. Us-
ing the narratological category of ‘autofiction’, I argue that even though Ale-
ksandrov had to choose between two binary gender identities in everyday life,
literary fiction created a space for him to inhabit the personas of both ‘Nadezhda
Durova’ and ‘Aleksandr Aleksandrov’.

Notes of a Cavalry Maiden was first published in 1836.' That

[Zapiski kavalerist-devitsy, 1836],
an autobiographical narrative by
Aleksandr Aleksandrov (born
Nadezhda Durova) (1783-1866), a
Russian-Ukrainian hero of the
Napoleonic wars, propelled its
author to instant fame when it

' An autobiographical novella A Year of
Life in St Petersburg, or the Trouble with
Third Visits [God zhizni v Peterburge, ili
nevygody tret'ego poseshcheniia, 1838]
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DOI: 10.25430/2281-6992/v11-004

year, an extract from Notes ap-
peared in Contemporary [Sov-
remennik], accompanied by a
foreword by the journal’s
founder and editor, Aleksandr
Pushkin. These ‘curious notes’
(Pushkin 1836: 54) introduced an

recorded Aleksandrov’s first-hand expe-
rience of literary fame after publication
in Contemporary.
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unconventional first-person nar-
rator: ‘Nadezhda Durova’, who
used the feminine endings of
Russian verbs, adjectives, and
participles to tell her story. But,
once the protagonist joined the
army, he successfully presented
the transmasculine identity of
‘Aleksandr Aleksandrov’,
prompting others to address him
as ‘sir’ and gender him as male in
their speech. Despite - or be-
cause of — the protagonist’s obvi-
ous gender ambiguity, Notes has
maintained an important place
in Russian culture and popular
military history for over two cen-
turies.

Still, most adaptations and biog-
raphies resolve this gender ambi-
guity of the text in favour of a
heteronormative reading. In

* For a comprehensive list of adaptations
of Notes, see Zirin 1988: xxviii—Xxix.
Since 1988, this list has been expanded
by another film adaptation Now a Man,
Now a Woman [To muzhshchina, to
zhenshchina, 1989, dir. A. Nagovitsyn], a
bestselling historical novel The Girl Who
Fought Napoleon, by Linda Lafferty (Se-
attle: Lake Union Publishing, 2016) and
an Austrian opera (Die Kavalleristin,
comp. Adriaan de Wit, Marianne Figl,
2011). Most adaptations present Aleksan-
drov as a cross-dressing young woman,
who dons military uniform to find an ac-
ceptable outlet for her patriotism. Two
Soviet adaptations, the Stalin Prize-win-
ning play A Long Time Ago [Davnym
davno, 1940] by Aleksandrov Gladkov
and the 1962 musical The Hussar Ballad
[Gusarskaia ballada, 1962, dir. E.
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these interpretations, the gram-
matically female gender of the
narrator in Notes is seen as proof
that ‘Nadezhda Durova”s army
service was a brief instance of
military cross-dressing in the
otherwise conventional life of a
patriotic young woman.* How-
ever, Aleksandrov's legacy in-
cludes not just Notes and other
published fiction, but also a sub-
stantial corpus of personal docu-
ments, some of which have only
recently been recovered from the
military archives.> These texts
form a record of Nadezhda Du-
rova’s documented transition to
Aleksandr Aleksandrov and pro-
vide a unique glimpse at the wide
spectrum of contemporary reac-
tions to Aleksandrov’s transmas-
culinity. I argue that they also

Riazanov], based on this play, are an in-
dicative example of such popular rein-
terpretation of Notes. For a recent exam-
ple from popular military history, see Be-
gunova 2011

> There has a been a surge of archival in-
vestigations into Aleksandrov’s life in
Russia since 2012, because of the state-
wide celebrations of the 200™ anniver-
sary of victory over Napoleon in 1812. The
most notable documents that would
have been unavailable to scholars previ-
ously include records and letters from
the Russian State Archive of Military
History and local Russian archives, first
published by A.I. Begunova in 2011; and
reviews and encyclopaedia entries, col-
lected and published by V.N. Belov in
2014.
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testify that, since 1808 at the lat-
est, Aleksandrov identified and
lived as a man until his death in
1866.

In this article, I focus on Aleksan-
drov’s correspondence and per-
sonal documents from the period
of 1808 to the 1860s, to compare
his biographical transmasculine
voice to the more ambiguously
gendered voices of the narrators
in his published fiction. In view
of Aleksandrov’s consistent self-
representation as male, mapped
out below, I use masculine pro-
nouns to refer to him and his
work. Following critical theories
of transgender presentation
(Butler 1990; Valentine 2007;
Stryker 2017), I rely on the term
‘transmasculine’ to describe Ale-
ksandrov as a person ‘assigned
female at birth who has some de-
gree of masculine identification
or expression’ (Stryker 2017: 36).*
Deliberately inclusive, this term
allows me to consider Aleksan-
drov’s entire oeuvre, employing

* Other terms used in this article are sim-
ilarly informed by these studies: gender
expression (performance of ‘sense of self
through how we comport our bodies to
express our gender’ (Stryker 2017: 20));
gender presentation (‘to present yourself
in such a way that you make you gender
non-conformity visible’ (Stryker 2017:
25)); gender identity (‘subjective sense of
fit with a particular gender category’
(Stryker 2017: 21)). For recent scholar-
ship and recommendations on using
gendered pronouns in Russian, see
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‘methodologies [that are] sensi-
tive to historical change but [are]
influenced by current theoretical
preoccupations’ (Halberstam
1998: 46) and to trace the dy-
namic of his gender presentation
over the years. Ultimately, it
brings nineteenth-century Rus-
sian literary studies in dialogue
with other disciplines that are
engaged in reassessing historical
sources to answer ‘a call for priv-
ileging the gender expression
and identity asserted by a person
over the sex or gender they were
assigned at birth’ (Manion 202o0:
13)

The fact that Notes is a fictional-
ised, rather than an accurate, ac-
count of Aleksandrov’s life was
established as early as 1887. N.N.
Blinov, a priest and amateur his-
torian, discovered two major dis-
crepancies between this text and
the facts of Aleksandrov’s biog-
raphy, recorded in the church
register of his hometown,
Sarapul. Notes listed an incorrect

Kirey-Sitnikova 2001: 143-58; for an ex-
ample of popular guidance on the sensi-
tive use of gendered pronouns in Rus-
sian, see Kazantseva 2020. To avoid con-
fusion when referencing Aleksandrov’s
works, I follow the established bibliog-
raphies which credit the author of most
nineteenth-century editions as ‘Aleksan-
drov’ and most posthumous editions as
‘N.A. Durova’, as published. All transla-
tions in this article are my own unless
otherwise indicated.
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date of birth (1788 or 1790, rather
than the actual 1783) and omitted
any mention of the ‘cavalry-
maiden’s’ marriage (in fact, by
the time Aleksandrov joined the
army, he had been married and
given birth to a son) (Blinov 1888:
414-20). From this first publica-
tion to the latest academic stud-
ies, Durova/Aleksandrov schol-
arship has been defined by an im-
pulse to ‘recreate the [historical]
truth’ (Prikazchikova 2018: 25).
Striving to establish their sub-
ject’s accurate age, and marital
and military status, scholars paid
close attention to the many in-
consistencies between Aleksan-
drov’s literary narratives and the
documents that have been un-
covered over the years.

My contention in this article is
that the difference in gender rep-
resentation between the voice of
Aleksandrov’s personal docu-
ments and his fiction is another
such discrepancy, which has not
been fully investigated until
now.® Examined closely, it illumi-
nates Aleksandrov’s active efforts
in  negotiating his  public

> For a similar epistemological trajectory
in arecent study, see Prikazchikova 2018:
24-111.

® This discrepancy has not gone unno-
ticed by scholars, even if the lack of his-
torical sources has made an investiga-
tion into its causes almost impossible.
For an informed discussion of this dis-
crepancy that predated the publication
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transmasculine identity. Im-
portantly, it foregrounds a dis-
cussion of his agency and self-de-
termination in a discipline that
has traditionally focussed on re-
constructing the circumstances
that might have led to his gender
non-conformity. It also offers
some answers to questions that
have long puzzled scholars of
this author’s life and work: why
has this discrepancy occurred?
And why has the largely fictional
persona of ‘Nadezhda Durova’
eclipsed that of its author, Ale-
ksandr Aleksandrov, in the Rus-
sian cultural imagination?

To address these issues, the first
part of this article reconstructs
the bureaucratic record of Ale-
ksandrov’s transition by analys-
ing the corpus of his military cor-
respondence. 1 read letters,
memos, and reports by Aleksan-
drov’s superiors, such as military
ministers and generals Christo-
pher von Lieven, Aleksei Arak-
cheev and Michael Barclay de
Tolly, to collate the Russians
army’s formal responses to Ale-
ksandrov’s transition.” I examine

of archival materials and therefore
framed it as a question that ‘one will
never be able to answer definitively’, see
Schoenle 2001: 56.

7 Aleksandrov’s letters are addressed to
‘Grafu Kh. A. Livenu’, but I am following
the custom of English-language scholar-
ship in using this original spelling of the
general’s Baltic German name.
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these documents alongside Ale-
ksandrov’s own official requests
and statements, to showcase the
dialogic nature of this negotia-
tion of a public transmasculine
identity between a private indi-
vidual and one of the most rigidly
conservative Russian govern-
mental institutions.

The second part of my article fo-
cuses on Aleksandrov’s corre-
spondence with his editors, Ale-
ksandr Pushkin at Contemporary
and Andrei Kraevskii at Notes of
the Fatherland [Otechestvennye
zapiski]. I examine the gendered
grammar of Aleksandrov’s mes-
sages to both editors alongside
Pushkin’s preface to the excerpt
from Notes, titled 1812, that he
prepared for publication. Shift-
ing the habitual focus of discus-
sion from Pushkin’s letters to his
edits of Aleksandrov’s original
text, I argue that his framing of
Aleksandrov’s narrative has been
influential in two important
ways. Firstly, Pushkin’s concerns
about the financial success of
Sovremennik led him to present
1812’ as a playful narrative of mil-
itary cross-dressing, in keeping
with the audience’s literary tastes

® The term ‘autofiction’ refers to a form
of fictionalised biographical writing, in
which the protagonist, usually also a
first-person narrator, shares either the
first name, or first name and surname,
with the writer themselves. For theory
and history of autofiction in French and
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as he understood them. The suc-
cess of this publication has thus
established ‘Nadezhda Durova’
as the implied author of Notes, a
reading of the text that persist to
this day. Secondly, Aleksandrov’s
respect for Pushkin’s literary
judgement — and the evidence of
its accuracy in the popularity of
Notes - convinced the aspiring
author that this framing would
be instrumental for a successful
literary career, leading him to
continue using gender ambigu-
ous narrators in his fiction in
contrast to the sustained trans-
masculine identity of his per-
sonal documentation. Using the
narratological category of ‘auto-
fiction’, 1 suggest that even
though Aleksandrov had to
choose between two binary gen-
der identities in everyday life, lit-
erary fiction created a space for
him to safely inhabit the per-
sonas of both ‘Nadezhda Durova’
and ‘Aleksandr Aleksandrov’.®

The final part of my article exam-
ines a document from a later
stage of Aleksandrov's life, a
short curriculum vitae from 1860.
Composed more than twenty
years after his literary debut, this

English, see Dix 2018. For a discussion of
theory of autofiction in Russian, see Lev-
ina-Parker 2010: 12-40. On recent Russo-
phone autofiction, exploring the linguis-
tic and cultural ‘otherness’ as an example
of trauma and marginalisation, see Wan-
ner 2015:141-151.
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document demonstrated that the
autofictional impetus of Aleksan-
drov’s literary works allowed him
to carve out a niche in nine-
teenth-century Russian literary
culture where his re-writing of
his own life had assumed a status
of an authentic biography.

This article proposes a new inte-
grative framework, that com-
bines insights from narrative the-
ory, queer history, and historical
documentation to approach Ale-
ksandrov’s legacy in a way that
centres his transmasculinity. It
builds, however, on an estab-
lished critical tradition of exam-
ining the author’s oeuvre
through the lens of narrative
analysis. The initial period of Du-
rova/Aleksandrov studies in the
late nineteenth century and the
early Soviet period was shaped
primarily by archival research
(Nekrasova 1890: 585-612; Pri-
kazchikova 2018: 9-12). Later on,
however, scholars focused on
Aleksandrov's literary works,

? For a comprehensive overview, see Sav-
kina 2007: 24-63. Prikazchikova’s 2015
study Zhenschina na fone... is fully dedi-
cated to the problem of contextualising
Notes in the Russian military memoir
tradition (Prikazchikova 2015). On the
theory of autobiographical writing and
Notes, see Renner-Fahey 2009: 191-93.
On memoirs and gender in Russia more
broadly, see Holmgren 2007, especially
Jane Gary Harris on Ginzburg
(Holmgren 2007: 5-34); Helena Goscilo
on Elena Bonner (Holmgren 2007: 53-
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aiming to contextualise them in
the history of autobiographical
narratives, military memoir and
gothic literature in Russia (Sav-
kina, 2007: 193-225;  Pri-
kazchikova 2015; Goller 1996: 75-
92; Schoenle 2001: 55-71). Moreo-
ver, although the history of auto-
fiction in Russia has been traced
back only to modernist experi-
ments of the early twentieth cen-
tury (Rubins 2015: 39-46), such
autofiction-adjacent phenomena
as semi-autobiographical narra-
tives, auto-documentary prose,
memoirs, and even the modern
multimedia narratives of the dig-
ital self, have been productively
explored in Slavic studies, some
in relation to Aleksandrov’s writ-
ing.’

The prevailing approach to Ale-
ksandrov’s oeuvre across disci-
plines, however, has been, with
very few exceptions, that of fem-
inist historiography, foreground-
ing ‘Durova”’s achievements as
one of the few successful ‘women

69) and Gitta Hammerberg on Dol-
gorukaia (Holmgren 2007: 93-127). On
genderqueer Russian life-writing, see
also Van Buskirk 2016:109-61. On gender
and digital self-representation, see Rut-
ten 2017: 239-56; Howanitz, 2020: 191~
224. Many historical autobiographical
Russian narratives can be read as auto-
fiction, and the recent introduction of
this methodology to Russian studies will
hopefully pave the way for a productive
engagement with this narrative cate-

gory.
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writers’ in nineteenth-century
Russia.” As Oona Renner-Fahey
pointed out in her insightful
2009 article, productive readings
of Aleksandrov’s work in the con-
text of the history of transvestism
in Russia were rare and often
contested within the field (Ren-
ner-Fahey 2009: 190). Recent ar-
chival discoveries, revealing the
extent of Aleksandrov’s con-
sistent  transmasculine  self-
presentation, allow us to revisit
the problem of his gender
presentation in a way that builds
on this existing body of scholar-
ship and includes his entire oeu-
vre.

‘Your Devoted Servant, Ale-
ksandrov’

' Two major recent studies can serve as
examples here: Savkina followed Zirin’s
earlier suggestions and read Notes as one
of the first published Russian autobiog-
raphies by a woman writer (Savkina
2007: 196-98); whereas Prikazchikova
defined Notes as ‘an example of a mem-
oir written by a woman’ (Prikazchikova
2018: 23). Two exceptions that seem to
prove this overall rule include an inno-
vative reading of Aleksandrov’s gender
presentation as performance in Boiari-
nova 2016: 57-68 and an exploration of
gender fluidity in Aleksandrov’s later fic-
tion in Marsh-Flores 2003: 614, 622.

" For a copy of the marriage record, see
Begunova 20u: 365. Aleksandrov’s fa-
ther, Andrei Durov, also referred to him
as ‘Nadezhda po muzhu Chernova’ in his
letters (cited in Prikazchikova 2018: 52).
A son, Ivan Chernov, was born in 1803,
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Throughout his life, the author of
Notes was known under at least
four different names. He was
christened Nadezhda Andreevna
Durova in 1783. In 1801,
Nadezhda married Vasilii Cher-
nov and, as was customary, took
Vasilii’'s surname.” In 1806,
Nadezhda Chernova joined a
Cossack regiment quartered in
Sarapul under the name of Ale-
ksandr Sokolov.” In 1808, by a
special decree signed by Tsar Ale-
ksandr I, Aleksandr Sokolov was
officially assigned to the Mariu-
pol’ Hussar Regiment as Ale-
ksandr Aleksandrov. He was
given the lowest rank of cornet
and permitted to merge the ser-
vice record he has acquired as
Sokolov with this new appoint-
ment.” The sheer number of

but the marriage was not a happy one.
One of Aleksandrov’s novellas, Elena, A
Beauty from T-sk [Elena, T-skaia krasa-
vitsa, 1837] is a fictionalised account of
this marriage. By 1825, Nadezhda Cher-
nova was listed in Andrei Durov’s list of
dependants as a widow (Begunova 201
59-60).

" The first record of Sokolov’s military
service, from November 1807, noted that
no identity documents were provided
upon joining. The regimental records
stated: ‘Tovarishch Aleksandr Vasil'ev
syn Sokolov’ [Soldier Aleksandr son of
Vasilii Sokolov], and further ‘did not pre-
sent any proof of nobility’ [dokazatel'stv
o dvorianstve ne predstavil] (Begunova
2011: 366).

B After Aleksandrov enlisted in 1806, his
father tried to bring him home. Through
his brother, Nikolai Durov, Andrei
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different names - some acquired
conventionally by marriage, and
others through extraordinary
military orders — meant that alt-
hough this progression seemed
‘necessary’ (Durova 1983: 456-57)
to Aleksandrov, it has also cre-
ated confusion in official records
documenting his life. The names
‘Durova’, ‘Chernova’, ‘Sokolov’
and ‘Aleksandrov’ crop up with
various regularity in military and
civil records, correspondence,
and medical reports up until
1808. After that, however, most
available sources indicate that
‘Aleksandrov’, or ‘Aleksandrov
(Durova)’, became, for all intents

managed to submit a request directly to
the tsar’s chancellery to return ‘Sokolov’
home. Intrigued, the tsar arranged for a
private meeting with Aleksandrov and
agreed to allow the unusual officer to
continue his service under a new name.
The two meetings with Alexander [ were
described in Notes, and, although no
record of this meeting in the tsar’s cham-
ber registry survived, it is corroborated
by the correspondence regarding this
meeting between the tsar’s chancellery,
military campaign chancellery, and Ale-
ksandrov’s direct commanders (for re-
prints of these letters, see Begunova 2011:
367-70). For an insightful analysis of the
description of these meetings in Notes,
see Schoenle 2001: 67-70. Among other
things, the description of this meeting in
Notes indicates that Aleksandrov saw
the new name given to him by the tsar as
a kind of symbolic re-birth, with the tsar,
as Schoenle suggests, as his notional new
father.

" The original documents are spread
across several archives in Moscow (The
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and purposes, Nadezhda Cher-
nova’s official name.

The name ‘Aleksandr Aleksan-
drov’ was consistently used
throughout most of the surviving
post-1808 documents, from those
produced to accommodate the
bureaucratic demands of Ale-
ksandrov’s army service by the
Russian Imperial and Military
Chancelleries to contemporary
bibliographic records.” Military
and medical reports switched
from ‘Sokolov’ to ‘Aleksandrov’ in
1808 and used the latter name
consistently until Aleksandrov
retired in 1817.° Both army and
civil pension records listed two

Russian State Archive of Military His-
tory), St Petersburg (M.E. Saltykov-
Shchedrin State Library), Sarapul (local
and state and museum archives) and
Elabuga (Durova House Museum Ar-
chive). Some documents (for example,
the correspondence between Andrei Du-
rov and the tsar’s chancellery) have not
survived in their original form but have
been preserved in reprints and quota-
tions in late nineteenth-century Russian
periodicals and early biographies, such
as A. Saks’s Cavalry-Maiden: shtabs-rot-
mistr A.A. Aleksandrov (Nadezhda An-
dreevna Durova) (Kavalerist-devitsa: sht-
abs-rotmistr AA. Aleksandrov
(Nadezhda Andreevna Durova), 1912),
although the authentication of these
documents is problematic.

® After Aleksandrov’s retirement the
publication of Notes produced some
confusion: in 1837, the tsar’s chancellery
primarily referred to the author as ‘maid
[devitsa] Durova’ (Begunova 201u: 327-
28).
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names from 1817 onwards, refer-
ring to their recipient as ‘N.A.
Durova (A.A. Aleksandrov)’.*
The documents produced by Ale-
ksandrov himself after 1808 (re-
ports, letters, requests, explana-
tory notes, a short curriculum vi-
tae) are also consistent in the use
of his ‘army name. Most are
signed ‘Your devoted servant,
Aleksandrov’, or simply ‘Aleksan-
drov’, and use masculine endings
for verbs, adjectives, and partici-
ples throughout.

In Aleksandrov’s lifetime, his
publishing credits also reflected
the 1808 name change. After the
initial publication in Contempo-
rary as ‘Notes of N.A. Durova,
published by A.S. Pushkin’
[Zapiski N.A. Durovoi, izda-
vaemye A. Pushkinym], subse-
quent editions of Notes as well as
other texts published before 1866
were signed either ‘Aleksandrov’,
or ‘Aleksandrov (Durova), or
sometimes ‘Aleksandrov  (ka-
valerist-devitsa)’. Historically, it
is of course not unusual for

' Pension records of the Russian Literary
Fund list ‘A.A. Aleksandrov (Nadezhda
Andreeevna Durova)’, and ‘Nad. Andr.
Durova (ona zhe sht.-rotmistr Aleksandr
Andreev. Aleksandrov - izvestnaia de-
vitsa-kavalerist)’ (cited in Iudina 1963:
132).

"7 For a discussion of this type of ‘narra-
tive transvestism’, see Vaysman 2021:
229-45. An interesting example of the
many ways in which nineteenth-century
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writers to use pseudonyms that
do not correspond to the gender
that they themselves identify
with. For example, in the second
half of the nineteenth century in
Russia, it was common for
women writers, especially novel-
ists, to publish their work under
male pseudonyms, following the
example of popular European
writers like George Sand.” How-
ever, Aleksandrov’s signature in-
dicates a different relationship
‘between the authorial gender
and narrative voice’, underscor-
ing the presence of a ‘voice that is
textually ambiguous, or subverts
the conventions of sex, gender,
or sexuality’ (Lanser 2018: 926~
27). It foregrounds a refusal,
where possible, of the name ‘Du-
rova’ and a commitment to the
name ‘Aleksandrov’.

Aleksandrov's official military
correspondence with his superi-
ors was, chronologically, the first
corpus of sources in which he
consistently articulated a sus-
tained transmasculine gender

Russian authors handled their pseudo-
nyms is Nadezhda Khvoshchinskaia.
Having published as V. Kresotvskii’ for
years, once another writer with the same
name became prominent, she switched
to V. Krestovskii-pseudonym’ [V.
Krestovskii-psevdonim]. For Aleksan-
drov’s full bibliography, see either Be-
gunova 2011: 400-02; or Prikazchikova

2018: 573-74-
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identity. This correspondence
started in February 1808 with a
letter to adjutant general Count
Christopher von Lieven, signed
‘Your excellency’s most obedient
servant [pokorneishii sluga] Ale-
ksandr Aleksandrov’ (Begunova
2011: 369-70). In this letter Ale-
ksandrov was requesting funds to
pay for his new uniform with the
Mariupol’ regiment. In March
and April of the same year two
letters to the military minister
Aleksei Arackheev reported re-
ceipt of 500 roubles from the
treasury and were similarly
signed ‘Aleksandrov’ and ‘Cornet
Aleksandrov’  (Begunova 201
372-73). The same signature re-
appeared in 1809 and 1811, in two
letters to the same addressee, re-
questing more funds, and in 1815
in a letter to the military minis-
ter, M.B. Barclay de Tolly (Be-
gunova 2011: 376-77; 382). Formal
responses to these letters give
some idea about how Aleksan-
drov’s situation was perceived by
the army officials. Approving the
newly minted hussar’s request
for money, von Lieven wrote to
Arakcheev:

Last year, the daughter of the col-
legiate councillor Andrei Durov
having concealed her sex [pol],
enlisted into the Polish Uhlan
regiment as an ordinary under
the name of Sokolov and served
all  through the previous
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campaign with distinction, for
which she was promoted to non-
commissioned  officer  and
awarded the St George medal.
(Begunova 2011: 371).

The same letter explained the use
of the name ‘Aleksandrov’ in all
subsequent records: Lieven
points out that the decision to
enlist ‘Durova’ as ‘Aleksandrov’
had been taken by the tsar in or-
der to ‘to conceal her real status,
because her family is not aware of
this new assignment’ (Begunova
2011: 371).

In March 1816, Aleksandrov re-
tired from the army, but was
quickly disillusioned with civil-
ian life. Nine months later, he at-
tempted to rejoin, generating
several official letters in response
to his formal request. His first ap-
plication was refused in a reply
addressed to ‘Aleksandrov’, but
no reason for rejection was pro-
vided (Begunova 2o0m: 385). In
March 1817, Aleksandrov at-
tempted to appeal this decision,
requesting a copy of his dismissal
report. This request was also re-
fused, but an internal memo
from the army headquarters pro-
vided an explanation: ‘a new re-
port needs to be commissioned,
to see if we can indeed supply
this record, because the appli-
cant [prositel'] is not of male but
of female gender and is perhaps
in possession of a husband’ (Be-
gunova 20m: 385). A further
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internal report from March 1817,
titled ‘Regarding the issue of the
dismissal report requested not by
a woman Aleksandrova, but sht-
abs-rotmistr (staff captain) Ale-
ksandrov’ [O vydache Svi-
detel'stva Prositel'nitse Dat' ukaz
ob otstavke ne zhenshchine Ale-
ksandrovoi, a Shtabs-rotmistru
Aleksandrovu] addressed this ad-
ministrative confusion directly:

The lady [dama] who
served [sluzhivshaia] in the
Lithuanian Uhlan regi-
ment as shtabs-rotmistr
under the name Aleksan-
drov, dismissed [uvolen-
naia] from service on 9
March 1819, is requesting
to be provided with a copy
of her [ee] dismissal. How-
ever, this is an unusual case
for the Department of In-
spections, and therefore
they have deemed it neces-
sary to inform your Excel-
lency and to await your de-
cision as to fulfilling this
request, reporting that the
department believes it
more appropriate to issue
the applicant
[prositel'nitsu] with a rec-
ord of service and cam-
paigns, rather than with

® For a discussion of the circumstances
of Aleksandrov’s retirement, see Pri-
kazchikova 2018: 75-84. Prikazchikova
also suggests that the reason for
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the record of dismissal.
(Begunova 2011: 386).

At first, it might seem that from
the perspective of the army bu-
reaucrats, once Aleksandrov re-
tired, the inconsistences of his
multiple names and gender iden-
tities could no longer be over-
looked.® However, once the
question of Aleksandrov’s retire-
ment was settled, his corre-
spondence with the army author-
ities responsible for his pensions
returned to the established for-
mula of ‘retired [otstavnoi]| sht-
abs-rotmistr Aleksandrov’, as
well as the use of masculine pro-
nouns, suggesting that, despite a
few snags like the one quoted
above, the use of this name in of-
ficial military correspondence
went on well beyond the years of
his service (Begunova 2011: 387).
The tone and actions of the Rus-
sian government in its dealings
with Aleksandrov suggest a leni-
ence, even a lack of interest, in
the sexual determination of its
military celebrities. Aleksan-
drov’s correspondence with his
literary editors, on the other
hand, demonstrated that the
Russian literary institutions and
their representatives played an

Aleksandrov’s failure to obtain reinstate-
ment was that tsar Aleksander I had by
then withdrawn his personal support of
Aleksandrov’s case.
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active role in shaping his public
gender expression.

‘Durova’s Notes’

Another part of the corpus of
Aleksandrov’s personal docu-
ments consists of exchanges with
the editors and publishers of the
literary journals that printed his
work. His main literary corre-
spondent was Aleksandr Push-
kin, with whom Aleksandrov ex-
changed eleven letters sent over
a period of sixteen months in
1835-36. As Aleksandrov re-
counted in his autobiographical
novella A Year of Life in St Peters-
burg, or the Trouble with Third
Visits Pushkin was an acquaint-
ance of his brother, Vasilii Du-
rov.” Vasilii, always looking for
ways to boost the family’s in-
come, approached the poet and
offered him Aleksandrov’s manu-
script. Once the publisher’s in-
terest was secured, Aleksandrov
wrote to Pushkin directly to dis-
cuss editorial matters and Vasilii
stepped in to discuss finances,
when needed.

These letters have benefited from
the high literary status of their
addressee  throughout  the

* Pushkin called Vasilii ‘an old, pleasant
acquaintance’ to his face (Durova 1983:
453-54) but also described Durov as a
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twentieth century and have often
been reprinted in modern edi-
tions of Notes as a kind of a par-
atext, contextualising Aleksan-
drov’s prose (Durova 1983; Du-
rova 2012). Despite this sustained
critical attention (Zirin 1988: xii-
xiv; Savkina 2007:193-95), the
gendered grammar of Aleksan-
drov’s responses has often gone
unnoticed by scholars and gen-
eral readers alike and would ben-
efit from the closer examination
offered below.

The very first letter from August
1835 informed Pushkin that the
author of Notes was happy to sell
their manuscript and willing to
accept any edits suggested by
their future publisher. Through-
out the letter, Aleksandrov used
masculine verb endings (‘I would
like [zhelal] to sell my notes to
you’, ‘there is more I would like
[khotel] to say’) and ended the
letter with his by then customary
signature ‘your devoted
[predannyi] servant Aleksandrov’
(Durova 1983: 456). His next let-
ter from September the same
year updated Pushkin about
postal delays with the manu-
script and was similarly signed
‘Aleksandr Aleksandrov’. Im-
portantly, it included a full postal
address ‘Aleksandrov at Elabuga’,

strange, eccentric character in his collec-
tion of gossipy essays Table Talk pub-
lished in 1835-36 (Pushkin 1949: 167-68).
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indicating that this name was
used for local residency records.
The letter itself has survived, but
its attachments did not: Aleksan-
drov wrote that he included with
his missive a portrait of himself
‘made when I was sixteen years
old’. This portrait has now been
lost, but Aleksandrov’s descrip-
tion of it provides an indicative
example of his own attitude to
the change in his gender expres-
sion (‘[the portrait] looks and re-
flects, obviously, the way it was
necessary for me to look then’
(Durova 1983: 456-57) as some-
thing that required little further
explanation.

Pushkin was undoubtedly aware
of this change but might have
misunderstood its nature, believ-
ing it to be an instance of playful
literary cross-dressing. Writing
directly to Aleksandrov, Pushkin
followed his correspondent’s
lead and addressed his replies to
‘Dear Sir [milostivyi gosudar'],
Aleksandr Andreevich’, using
masculine pronouns and endings
throughout. Pushkin’s letters to
Vasilii Durov were more varied:
for example, in his initial reply to
Vasilli’s first letter, Pushkin re-
ferred to the ‘author of Notes’ as
male throughout. Although

** ‘If he [on] decides to sell his manu-
script while it is still unpublished, let
him define the price himself (Durova

1983: 453-54).
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‘author’ [avtor] has until very re-
cently been used in Russian to re-
fer to authors of any gender, the
pronouns used in this letter were
also masculine.*

In another letter from March
1836, negotiating payment terms,
Pushkin first referred to Vasilii’s
‘brother’, but as the letter pro-
gressed and its tone became
more playful, ‘brother’ [brat]
turned into ‘little brother’
[bratets] (Durova 1983: 459).
Pushkin signed off with an ironic
allusion to Aleksandrov’s gender
ambiguity: ‘Farewell, be happy
and may God let you become
richer with the help of Aleksan-
drov’s lucky little hand, which lit-
tle hand I entrust you to kiss on
my behalf (Durova 1983: 459). In
discussion with others, Pushkin
would invariably call the manu-
script he was editing ‘Durova’s
notes’ [zapiski Durovoi], and this
was how the text finally appeared
in Contemporary, prefaced by the
publisher’s introduction that
highlighted the ‘mystery’ of the
author’s gender identity.” Subti-
tled 1812’, this excerpt was just
under eighty pages long and
formed part of a bigger manu-
script that Aleksandrov was

*In March 1836, Pushkin wrote in a letter
to his wife: ‘What about Durova’s Notes?
Has the censor approved them? I need
them - [ am in big trouble without them’
(Durova 1983: 459).
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hoping to print as a standalone
edition.

Originally, Aleksandrov hoped
that Pushkin would arrange the
publication himself, using his
connections at court to ease the
manuscript’s progress through
the literary censorship commit-
tees. Pushkin’s sudden death in
January 1837 meant that Aleksan-
drov could not count on his pa-
tron’s support, but even before
the poet’s death Aleksandrov de-
cided to self-publish.”* One of the
factors that contributed to this
decision was a disagreement be-
tween author and editor over the
title of the upcoming publica-
tion. In five letters, exchanged
between him and Pushkin in
summer 1836, Aleksandrov at-
tempted to negotiate a change in
credits from ‘Durova’s Notes’ to
another title that would be more
in keeping with his transmascu-
line gender presentation.

In a letter from June 1836, he im-
plored Pushkin to find a way to
avoid the ‘misfortune’ [gore]| of
the previous title and to credit
the author as ‘Aleksandrov’. Pre-
viously reserved and business-

**The first standalone edition of Ale-
ksandrov’s memoirs came out in Novem-
ber 1836, published with the help of his
cousin, Ivan Butovskii. It was titled Cav-
alry-Maiden. An Incident in Russia (Ka-
valerist-devitsa. Proisshestvie v Rossii,
1836) and included an introduction by
Butovskii, which framed Aleksandrov’s
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like in his correspondence with
the famous poet, here the author
of Notes proclaimed that the
name ‘Durova’ made him ‘shud-
der’, and once again signed off as
‘Aleksandrov’. Aleksandrov sug-
gested a solution that would have
preserved the name ‘Aleksan-
drov’ while still maintaining the
sensationalist air of the manu-
script and underscoring the ‘fe-
male masculinity’ (Halberstam
1998: 2-45) of its author: ‘Per-
sonal Notes of a Russian Ama-
zon, Known under the Name Ale-
ksandrov’ [Svoeruchnye zapiski
russkoi amazonki, izvestnoi pod
imenem Aleksandrova]. Apolo-
gising for the directness of his
tone, Aleksandrov reminded his
correspondent: ‘.remember, I
was born, grew up and became a
man in a military camp’ (Durova
1983: 463).

In her reading of these well-
known letters, one of Aleksan-
drov’'s first English-language
translators and biographers,
Mary Zirin, argued that his hesi-
tation to see the name ‘Durova’
in print was a result of an inter-
nalised conviction that women

story as a heroic adventure. This fram-
ing, as well as the title, added an even
more sensationalist aura to the publica-
tion and, according to Aleksandrov,
made his life in St Petersburg high soci-
ety increasingly difficult (Durova 1983:
450).
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should not publish personal ac-
counts of their lives (Zirin 1998:
xii-xiv). Irina Savkina’s reading
of Notes developed Zirin’s argu-
ment further, comparing the
memoirs to other auto-docu-
mentary texts by women in her
study (Savkina 2007: 198-99)
(both Savkina and Zirin read
Notes as proto-feminist narra-
tive). Although well-grounded in
the literary history of period, I
believe this explanation misreads
Aleksandrov’s gender expression
in his letters and, with the ap-
pearance of the new sources pub-
lished by Alla Begunova, is no
longer convincing.”? It seems
more likely that Aleksandrov was
invested in maintaining his pub-
lic transmasculine identity, for
personal but perhaps also for bu-
reaucratic reasons: by 1836, the
military pension was his main
source of income, issued based
on ‘Aleksandrov’s record of ser-
vice. Aside from emotional dis-
tress caused by public misgen-
dering, a return to the use of the
name ‘Durova’ in print threat-
ened to revive the kind of admin-
istrative investigations that Ale-
ksandrov had had to contend
with in 1808 and 1817, analysed in
the first part of this article.

> A more recent analysis of the publica-
tion history of Notes suggests that the
question of gender would have been sec-
ondary, in any case: the authors of the
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As far as Pushkin was concerned,
the argument that ensued in the
next three letters suggests that
he did indeed misunderstand
Aleksandrov’'s commitment to
his transmasculine identity. The
poet’s reply to Aleksandrov’s plea
was brisk and dismissive: Notes
are already in print, but even if it
were possible to make changes,
he would object to the new title
on the grounds of style. Deliber-
ately or not, Pushkin ignored
Aleksandrov’s requests and em-
phasised the importance of mar-
keting for a new writer’s literary
debut instead. Echoing the
change in his correspondent’s
tone, Pushkin’s own replies be-
came increasingly patronising:
first he advised Aleksandrov to
be ‘brave - and enter the literary
profession with the same courage
with which you have entered the
profession that has brought you
fame’, called his letter ‘sweet’
[milo] and then emphasised his
inexperience as a writer (‘you
have achieved fame in one pro-
fession, and now you are entering
another one, still new to you’)
(Durova 1983: 461-63).

Pushkin’s reaction might be seen
as an attempt to make sure his
publication did not contradict
the binary gender -categories

new Oxford History of Russian Literature
consider Notes to be the first Russian bi-
ography to be published while its author
was still living (Kahn et al. 2018: 388).
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typical for the mid-nineteenth-
century Russian society. And yet,
Aleksandrov’s  correspondence
with other literary editors, for ex-
ample, Andrei Kraevskii, shows
no such insistence on excluding
the name Aleksandrov from the
publishing record. Kraevskii in-
vited Aleksandrov to become a
staff writer in Notes of the Father-
land in 1838; Aleksandrov ac-
cepted and worked there for
about a year. The letters between
editor and writer discussed dead-
lines, negotiated payments and,
importantly, were addressed to
and signed by ‘Aleksandrov’
throughout. The pieces pub-
lished in this journal were signed
‘Aleksandrov  (Durova), in a
compromise similar to the one
Aleksandrov suggested to Push-
kin in 1836 (Iudina 1963: 130-35).
My contention is that, more
likely, Pushkin’s insistence on
keeping the title ‘Durova’s Notes’
was a result of his conviction that
this would make the text easier to
market as a conventional narra-
tive of a female cross-dresser in
military service. An unusual, but
by no means unprecedented

** These nineteenth-century tropes were
in themselves a continuation of an ear-
lier transnational cultural trend: ‘the
popularity of the theme of female cross-
dressing’ as ‘a general European phe-
nomenon’, ‘not limited by national
boundaries’, with many translations cir-
culating from and into Dutch, French,
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story, this was also a recognised
trope of the early nineteenth-
century literary culture, from the
popular adaptations of Shake-
speare’s plays to Vasilii Zhu-
kovskii’s 1821 translation of Frie-
drich Schiller’'s The Maid of Orle-
ans [Die Jungfrau von Orleans,
1801].** Crediting ‘Aleksandrov’
as the author of a story told by a
first-person narrator grammati-
cally gendered as female would
have undermined such a reading.
The suggested title - ‘Personal
notes of a Russian Amazon,
known under the name Aleksan-
drov’ - would also draw attention
to the fact that ‘Durova’ contin-
ued to ‘renounce her sex’, as
Pushkin put it in his foreword
(Pushkin 1836: 54) even after ‘her’
retirement from the army twenty
years prior.

Stylistic considerations were also
important: as Hilde Hoogen-
boom demonstrated, one of
Pushkin’s aesthetic bugbears was
‘Kotsebiatina’® - sentimental
prose in the manner of the pro-
lific German novelist and play-
wright August Kotzebue (1761-
1818) (Hoogenboom 2015: 553-

English and Italian (van de Pol et al.
1989: 93). For more historical case stud-
ies, see van de Pol et al. 1989. | am grate-
ful to Philip Bullock for drawing my at-
tention to the publication date of Zhu-
kovskii’s translation.
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74). Pushkin’s literary reputation
depended on establishing a dis-
tance between his own writing
and the ‘German novels’, to
which, as he argued in one of the
letters to Aleksandrov, the ‘too
sophisticated, pretentious’ title
Personal Notes of the Russian
Amazon would necessarily allude
to (Durova 1983: 461). Instead, he
chose to foreground other ele-
ments of Aleksandrov’s original
text, through the use of the fore-
word, an epigraph, and the com-
position of the excerpt itself.
The foreword did not just remind
the readers about the facts of Ale-
ksandrov’s biography but framed
it specifically as a sensationalist
cross-dressing  narrative.  As
scholar of a similar phenomenon
in Spanish culture Sherry Velasco
puts it, in framings like Push-
kin’s, quoted below, ‘a private ex-
perience of the transgenderist is
shifted to the public sphere and
thereby marketed as a hybrid
spectacle for the curious gaze of
the general audience’ (Velasco
2000: ix). Pushkin writes:

In 1808 a young boy by the
name of Aleksandrov en-
listed as a private [...], he
distinguished himself, was
awarded the Soldier’s
Cross of St George for brav-
ery, and that same year was
promoted to officer with
the Mariupol' Hussars
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Regiment [...] and he con-
tinued to serve as zealously
as when he first joined.
This might seem to be a
regular course of action,
and a fairly ordinary occur-
rence, but this same case
created a stir, provoked a
lot of gossip and made a
big impression on the pub-
lic because of one circum-
stance that was acci-
dentally revealed: Cornet
Aleksandrov was a maiden,
Nadezhda Durova (Push-
kin 1836: 53).

The epigraph played a similar
role, setting a playful tone: a quo-
tation from Ovid, ‘Modo vir,
modo foemina’ [sic] (‘Now a
man, now a woman’), had
cropped up in Pushkin’s writing
before, as an epigraph to his
poem °‘Little House in Kolomna’
[Domik v Kolomne, 1830]. This
light-hearted riff on a cross-
dressing narrative (the inhabit-
ants of the little house hire a
cook, Mavrusha, who turns out
to be a man wearing a dress),
written during Pushkin’s resi-
dence in Boldino, had little con-
nection to Aleksandrov’s narra-
tive of military adventures in
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1812, but was well-known to
Pushkin’s readers.”

The composition of the excerpt
offers another glimpse of Push-
kin’s editing process. Because the
original manuscript of Notes has
not survived, and since Aleksan-
drov repeatedly stated his pre-
liminary agreement with any ed-
its (Durova 1983: 456, 458), it is
difficult to reconstruct the extent
of Pushkin’s changes to ‘812"
One of the first scenes of the ex-
cerpt depicted the protagonist’s
struggles to find a discreet place
to bathe during a short break in
fighting. In contrast to later edi-
tions, in which this section was
expanded, meaning this scene
was preceded by two other sub-
chapters (Durova 1983: 143-54),
this excerpt literally undressed
its protagonist on the first few
pages, underscoring the erotic
undertones of this cross-dressing
adventure.

Pushkin must have judged the
audience’s tastes correctly: the
publication was a success. More-
over, his marketing ploy meant
that cross-dresser ‘Nadezhda Du-
rova’, rather than retired shtabs-
rotmistr Aleksandr Aleksandrov,
was now considered to be the

*‘Little House in Kolomna' had been

published twice, in 1833 in an almanac
Housewarming [Novoselie] and two
years later in a collection Poems and No-
vellas [Poemy i povesti] (1835). Pushkin’s
other treatments of the topic of cross-
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implied author of Notes, an as-
sumption that persists to this
day. This reading remains influ-
ential partly thanks to Aleksan-
drov’s own efforts in marketing
his later fiction: a comparative
analysis of the protagonists in
Aleksandrov’s literary texts sug-
gests that the success of ‘Du-
rova’s Notes’ convinced its au-
thor that maintaining the ambi-
guity of his gender presentation
was indeed the best way to pre-
sent his work to the reading pub-
lic.

Aleksandrov’s Autofiction

For a twenty-first-century reader,
Notes read less as a cross-dress-
ing story and more as an account
of a lived experience of a person
with a non-binary or fluid gender
expression. The first-person nar-
rator used feminine endings of
the verbs, adjectives, and partici-
ples to tell her story, but once the
protagonist joined the army,
most other characters addressed
him as ‘sir’ [barin] and used mas-
culine pronouns in reported
speech. This discursive ‘gap’
(Savkina 2007: 196) between the
narrator and the protagonist

dressing (for example, the social cross-
dressing in The Squire’s Daughter [Ba-
ryshnia-krestianka, 1831] suggests that
he saw this practice as a form of a prac-
tical joke rather than a serious statement
of gender difference.
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underscored their transitional
status between two very gen-
dered worlds: a young provincial
woman’s parlour and the bar-
racks of the junior army officer,
neither of which was particularly
welcoming. However, the auto-
fiction of Notes seemed to have
offered a safe narrative space, in
which the protagonist did not
need to make a choice between
either a masculine or a feminine
identity and could successfully
inhabit both.?® I believe that this,
in addition to Aleksandrov’s de-
sire to capitalise on the success of
Notes, explains why narrators in
his later fiction continued to be
gendered as female in the first-
person and male in reported
speech, in contrast to the consist-
ently masculine voice of his pri-
vate documentation.

As the critic Hywel Dix points
out, autofiction

offers to fill the gap created
when more traditional
forms of autobiography are
rendered sociologically un-
available by the status of
the writer [...]. It is, moreo-
ver, a form of autobio-
graphical writing that per-
mits a degree of experi-
mentation  with  the

*® On the significance of the choice of
pronouns for protagonists in queer auto-
fiction, see Pellegrini et al. 2020: 109.
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definition and limits of the
self, rather than the slavish
recapitulation of known bi-
ographical facts (Dix 2018:

3).

The protagonist of Notes felt ill at
ease in both worlds he belonged
to, before and during their army
service (Schoenle 2001: 59, Sav-
kina 2007: 213-21). The first part
of the full Notes, ‘My Childhood
Years’ [Detskie leta moi], told of
multiple situations in which the
protagonist felt like a misfit, and
not just because of the social ex-
pectations regarding gendered
behaviour. The subsequent parts
of the narrative, detailing the
protagonist’s time in the army,
were also a catalogue of physical
and psychological discomforts,
some common for military ser-
vice and some specific to the pro-
tagonist’s situation, like an ina-
bility to bathe in public. The free-
dom of Aleksandrov’s life away
from his family came at a cost,
but autofiction presented him
with a way of narrating this trau-
matising experience.

The success of Notes meant that
Aleksandrov used references to
this text to promote his later
publications: short stories and
novels published first in literary
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journals, and then, to maximize
profits, as standalone editions
(Durova 1983: 451). The subjects
of these texts ranged widely from
a story about a dog with super-
natural powers who sniffed out
an underground production line
of medicinal herbs to a tale of a
young woman trapped in a love-
less marriage. The settings were
equally diverse and included not
just the Russian empire but also
neighbouring European coun-
tries. Relying on a popular struc-
tural trope of Romantic prose -
an accumulation of nested narra-
tives — most of these texts fea-
tured a narrative frame that ex-
plicitly set up a narrator identical
to the protagonist of Notes. Ale-
ksandrov’s texts assumed their
readers’ familiarity with this un-
usual protagonist: aside from a
casual reference to Notes, none
provided either a backstory or an
explanation for why both mascu-
line and feminine endings and
pronouns were used throughout
the text. None of these published
texts mentioned the name ‘Du-
rova’ on its own, and, in most
cases, credited the author as ‘Ale-
ksandrov (Durova)’.*” The auto-
fictional world of Aleksandrov’s
later fiction followed on from
Notes in establishing a narrative

*7 Some texts were evidently written by
Aleksandrov years before and only re-
vised for publication in this period.
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space in which ‘Durova’ and Ale-
ksandrov co-existed.

Most of Aleksandrov’s later texts
were published in two years, be-
tween 1837 and 1839. This rela-
tively short period of intense lit-
erary activity might explain why
the framing narratives are simi-
lar, if not identical, across these
sometimes very different pieces.
For example, the opening para-
graph of Pavilion [Pavil'on, 1839],
a story of a tragic love triangle
between a Polish priest, a servant
girl, and a young nobleman, fea-
tured a first-person narrator
called Aleksandrov. Discussing
housing arrangements with a fel-
low soldier, this Aleksandrov
noted: ‘I, however, did not overly
trust [very davala] his words and
praises’ (Aleksandrov 1839: 2).
The absence of any contextuali-
sation of Aleksandrov’s use of
feminine endings to talk about
himself soon after he was ad-
dressed as a man by another cav-
alry officer presumed the reader’s
familiarity with this narrator.
Having established the setting
and introduced a nested narra-
tive - the story of the priest’s de-
ceased son - the narrator stepped
back and did not play a key role
in the story, seemingly important
only for the framing itself.
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Gudishki (1839), a novel in four
parts set in Lithuania, also con-
structed an explicit frame. The
text was preceded by a dedica-
tion to Princess Tat'iana Iu-
supova, from her ‘loyal servant
Aleksandrov’ (Aleksandrov 1839:
n.p). The opening of the novel
presented it as a companion
piece, or a follow-up, to Notes:
the first-person narrator re-
mained unnamed throughout
the text but was recognisably the
Aleksandrov of the dedication
and Notes. The setting — a con-
glomeration of villages all called
Hudzishki - was somewhere Ale-
ksandrov’s regiment was quar-
tered a few years ago, and the lo-
cals remembered this young of-
ficer and his faithful horse, Alkid.
As in Pavilion, the opening con-
versations about army housing
arrangements  established a
frame for a nested narrative. This
time, the overarching epic story
was told by a rabbi rather than a
Polish priest, and each of the four
parts of the novel introduced
their own nested narratives, but
the overall framing structure re-
mained similar to Aleksandrov’s
other texts.

In Caprice of Fate, or Unlawful
Love. A Real Incident that Hap-
pened at the Author’s Homeland

*® The same text was published earlier as
Elena, the Beauty of T-sk [Elena, T-skaia
krasavitsa] (1837), signed also ‘Aleksan-
drov (Durova)’.
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[Igra sud'by, ili protivozakonnaia
liubov'. Istinnoe proisshestvie,
sluchivsheesia na rodine avtora,
1839)],”® the framing formed part
of the plot. The first-person nar-
rator (the implied ‘Aleksandrov
(Durova)’ of the title page) intro-
duced the protagonist, Elena, as
his childhood friend. Underscor-
ing this connection, Elena’s un-
happy life and death were
mapped onto the timeline of Ale-
ksandrov’s biography as pre-
sented in Notes (Durova 1983:
308). The novella Count Mavritsii
[Graf Mavritsii, 1838] did not
foreground the frame or feature
Aleksandrov as a named charac-
ter, but the narrator appeared in
the last few lines, mentioning
that he personally knew the char-
acters.” In the journal publica-
tion of this novella in Library for
Reading [Biblioteka dlia cht-
eniia], this last paragraph was
followed by a signature ‘Aleksan-
drov (kavalerist-devitsa)’, rein-
forcing the connection with the
first-person narrator of earlier
texts (Aleksandrov 1838: 192).
Other texts, such as ‘Sulphur
Spring’ [Sernyi kliuch, 1839] or
‘Treasure’ [Klad, 1840] also fea-
tured young cavalry officers or
older hussars as characters, or as
narrators, like in ‘Werewolf

*? Count Mavritsii was first published as
part of Notes in the first standalone edi-
tion in 1836.
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[Oboroten’, 1840]. Some, like
Nurmeka [1839], a historical no-
vella set in the time of Ivan the
Terrible, problematised gender
ambiguity with plots centred on
cross-dressing adventures
(Marsh-Flores 2003: 615), and all
established either overt or im-
plied connections to Notes and
their author.

Despite direct references to Ale-
ksandrov’s literary debut, none of
his later texts were as explicitly
autobiographical as Notes. One
exception to this rule was the
1838 novella A Year of Life in St
Petersburg, which detailed Ale-
ksandrov’s uncomfortable expe-
riences in St Petersburg high so-
ciety after the success of Notes.
Because of Pushkin’s framing of
Notes, the reading public ex-
pected to meet a dashing Cavalry
Maiden, a cross-dressing military
celebrity. But by 1838 Aleksan-
drov was fifty-three years old, re-
tired from the army and long ac-
customed to his everyday trans-
masculine identity. He wore ci-
vilian male clothes, cut his hair
short, smoked a pipe, and was
not interested ‘performing on
display’ [vystupit' na pokaz], con-
trary to society’s expectations
(Durova 1983: 414). The kind of
transmasculine gender

31 offer a detailed reading of this novella
in ‘The Trouble with Queer Celebrity:
Aleksandr  Aleksandrov  (Nadezhda
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expression he portrayed in Notes
relied heavily on the established
conventions of military mascu-
linity as reference points. How-
ever, such qualities as directness
or courage in the face of immedi-
ate physical danger were no
longer relevant in the highly gen-
dered spaces of the capital’s sa-
lons and ballrooms, and Aleksan-
drov’s sojourn in the capital
quickly turned sour.*’

In a key scene in this novella,
Aleksandrov described one of the
few meetings he had with Push-
kin in 1837. During his first visit
to Aleksandrov’s temporary lodg-
ings in St Petersburg, Pushkin
struggled to comprehend his
contributing author’s transmas-
culine presentation. Bewildered
by Aleksandrov’s grammatical
masculine self-gendering in his
speech, in the course of the meet-
ing Pushkin attempted to kiss
Aleksandrov’s hand while taking
his leave, to Aleksandrov’s sur-
prise and embarrassment. This
scene, as well as the rest of the
novella, was narrated by the first-
person voice familiar to readers
from Notes and Aleksandrov’s
other fiction: gendered as female
in first-person, and as male in re-
ported speech. The text did not
offer any comments addressing

Durova)’s A Year of Life in St Petersburg
(1838)’, Modern Language Review, 18:97-

113.
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the obvious contradiction: the
scene in which the protagonist
argued for the importance of his
presentation as male was nar-
rated by a first-person voice gen-
dered as a female. Paying atten-
tion to the dynamics of gender
presentation in Aleksandrov’s
texts and thinking of them as a
form of autofiction helps us un-
derstand how he constructed a
narrative space in which these
contradictions did not matter.
Instead, they were a matter of
course to the author who had by
1837 lived for more than twenty-
five years as ‘Aleksandrov (Du-
rova)’ and was used to the com-
plications of an unconventional
gender presentation.

*kk

After two years spent in St Pe-
tersburg managing his literary
career, in 1841 Aleksandrov re-
tired to Elabuga, a town near his
native Sarapul, where he lived
until his death in 1866. A few
years before that, in the summer
of 1860, M.A. Mikhailov, editor of
the Encyclopaedic Dictionary,
Compiled by Russian Scholars
and Writers [Entsiklopedicheskii
slovar', sostavlennyi russkimi
uchenymi i literatorami] (1861

3 The reasons why Aleksandrov decided
to hide the fact of his marriage are
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63), commissioned Aleksandrov
to provide an entry on his own
biography. Aleksandrov agreed
and produced an informal curric-
ulum vitae that listed major
events of his life in chronological
order, accompanied by personal
comments. In terms of gender
expression, this Autobiography
occupied a kind of a middle
ground between Aleksadrov’s
personal documents and his au-
tofiction. On the one hand, this
text followed Aleksandrov’s cor-
respondence in using exclusively
masculine pronouns and end-
ings, from noting his date of birth
(‘I was born [rodilsia] in 1788’) to
describing his current circum-
stances (‘In 1841 I said farewell
[prostilsia] to Petersburg forever
and since then have been living
in my cave - in Elabuga’) (Durova
1983: 452). On the other, Ale-
ksandrov used this publication as
an opportunity to reinforce the
factual edits he made to the story
of his life in Notes and other fic-
tion, from a distance of almost
forty years. Autobiography once
again stated an incorrect date of
birth, made no mention of mar-
riage or children, and referred to
Notes as a source of information
about Aleksandrov’s life up to the
end of his army service.”

unknown. My analysis of the documen-
tation, presented above, suggests that
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Written towards the end of Ale-
ksandrov’s life, the text was also
remarkably frank in summarising
the emotional toll of his non-
conventional gender presenta-
tion through the years. Autobiog-
raphy juxtaposed the periods of
Aleksandrov’s life when he lived
as a private citizen (in the army
and later in retirement) with the
time he spent in St Petersburg as
a literary celebrity. Despite all
the hardships he endured, forty
years later Aleksandrov nostalgi-
cally lauded the army for the un-
complicated sense of community
it offered. His resignation in 1816
is presented as an experience
more traumatic than military
service, one that plunged Ale-
ksandrov into ‘despair’ [otchai-
anie] and ‘alienation’
[otchuzhdenie] and complicated
the already uneasy period of ad-
justment to unwelcoming St Pe-
tersburg society (Durova 1983:
447-48). By contrast, Aleksan-
drov’s descriptions of his family
life in the Russian provinces were
almost bucolic. An evocative
scene, in which Aleksandrov re-
membered his aunt making fun
of his tanned face, more appro-
priate for ‘simple peasant’ rather

avoiding misgendering might have been
an important consideration.

3 For a video tour of the museum, see
‘Muzei-Usad'ba N.A. Durovoi
<http://www.elabuga.com/du-
rova/aboutDurovaMuseum.html>
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than a ‘young nobleman’ (Durova
1983: 450), showed his family at
ease with Aleksandrov’s trans-
masculinity. Other contempo-
rary sources, such as the articles
published in the 189os in popular
historical periodicals like Rus-
sian Antiquity [Russkaia starina]
or Historical Messenger [Is-
toricheskii vestnik] suggest that
the public reception of Aleksan-
drov’s transmasculinity was also
not hostile. Whether out of re-
spect for his achievements on the
battlefield (Kutshe 1894: 788-93),
his role in the local community
(Lashmanov 1890: 657-64) or his
extraordinary life (Nekrasova
1890: 585-612) his transmascu-
line public persona was acknowl-
edged and respected by many in
his immediate social circle - and,
through the medium of their
writings, by general readers also.
Contemporary Russian audi-
ences remain fascinated by Ale-
ksandrov, both as a historical fig-
ure and as a writer. In 1993, the
first memorial state museum
opened in Aleksandrov’s former
home in Elabuga. A few years
later, permanent exhibitions and
guided tours were established in
nearby Sarapul »* Several

[Accessed 2 December 2021]. For a report
on the 2016 Sarapul festival Gorod
Nadezhdy [Nadezhda’s City], see Gorod
Nadezhdy 2016.
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monuments depicting Aleksan-
drov at various stages of his life
are now dotted around the two
towns. In 2012, Aleksandrov’s
face appeared on the commemo-
rative two-rouble coin in the se-
ries marking the 200" anniver-
sary of the victory over Napoleon
in 1812, alongside other ‘generals
and heroes’ [polkovodtsy i geroi]
(CBR 2012). Most recently, in
2021, the story of Aleksandrov’s
life featured in a video by one of
the most popular Russian jour-
nalists and YouTubers, Iurii
Dud', which has gathered over
five million views (Dud' 2021). On
the one hand, this ongoing
engagement with Aleksandrov’s
legacy testifies to a continued
public interest in his
unconventional life. However, in
stark contrast to nineteenth-
century sources, these
adaptations gloss over any issues
of gender ambiguity, raised by
Aleksandrov's biography — or,
rather, ignore them as a curious
footnote in a tale of heroic
patriotic duty, presented in
Notes, which remain Aleksan-
drov’'s most well-known text

» The infamous law ‘against propaganda
of homosexualism, lesbianism, bisexual-
ity, [and] transgender’ (Healy 2018: 2)
passed by the Russian government in
2013, also means that public discussions
of Aleksandrov’s gender identity have
become increasingly rare in Russia. A re-
cent Russia Beyond the Headlines
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among scholars and general pub-
lic alike.”® Reading Aleksandrov’s
personal documents alongside
his literary fiction does not just
allow us to trace the emergence
of different ways of gender
presentation across his entire
oeuvre. More importantly, it
showcases Aleksandrov’s agency
and significant literary skill in us-
ing effective narrative strategies
to convey his own understanding
of his gender identity to his cor-
respondents and readers.

English-language article on Aleksandrov
exemplifies the paradoxes of modern
Russian discussions of his life: a click-
bait-y title (‘Nadezhda Durova, The First
Transgender Officer in Tsarist Russia?’)
precedes a text that discusses ‘the first
female officer’, who ‘raised the topic of
women in society’ (Guzeva 2021: n.p.).
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Brian James Baer

Beyond the Censor and the Closet: Re-framing

Eisenstein’s Memoirs as Queer Life Writing

The voluminous, albeit fragmented, memoiristic writings of Soviet film direc-
tor Sergei Eisenstein are often cited in biographical works on the director to
document historical events and his attitude toward those events, or to enhance
our understanding of his theoretical writings on cinematography—the mem-
oirs do indeed contain important theoretical passages on filmmaking and the
creative mind. The memoirs, however, have yet to be analysed as queer life
writing, despite the author’s self-conscious thematization of sex and sexuality
and of their place in life writing, which takes place throughout the memoirs,
and Eisenstein’s profound playfulness on these topics, which demands inter-
pretive readings. This article represents the first attempt at a systematic inter-
pretation of the memoirs as queer life writing and, together with recent studies
of Eisenstein’s homoerotic drawings, of the homoerotic imagery in his films,
and of his interest in ‘those who love strangely’, aims to contribute to our un-
derstanding of Eisenstein’s distinctly queer performance of his sexuality. To
that end, the article analyses Eisenstein’s life writing through the theoretical
lens of camp, as defined by Susan Sontag in her seminal essay ‘Notes on Camp’
(1966), and further elaborated by queer linguists, such as Keith Harvey (2002),
who focus on the double-voicedness and citationality of camp talk.

While for much of the Cold
War, Soviet and Western biog-
raphers diverged in their inter-
pretations of Eisenstein’s life
and work, they expressed sur-
prising unanimity in their as-
sessment of his life writings.
Critics and scholars on both
sides of the Iron Curtain charac-

‘And... did you know the
most effective way of
hiding something is to
put it on display’. (Eisen-
stein 1995: 453)'

" All citations to the memoir are taken
from the English translation, Beyond the
Stars (Eisenstein 1995), referred to in
the paper as BTS. Due to the fragmen-
tary nature of Eisenstein’s memoiristic
writing and the fact that the fragments
were written at different times, I will
refer to BTS in the plural, as Eisenstein's
memoirs.

terized them as highly opaque
and offering little definitive evi-
dence of the director’s ‘true’ na-
ture. As the Soviet film critic Ni-
na Zorskaia wrote: ‘Even though
we had hoped these autobio-
graphical notes would reveal the
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truth about the author [...] the
varying expressions of the au-
thor, articles, notes, certain pag-
es of the diary now published,
unfortunately even now cannot
serve as irrefutable evidence of
the true intentions and views of
their author’ (quoted in Mar-
shall 1983b: xvii). Scholars writ-
ing in the West drew similar
conclusions. Herbert Marshall,
one of Eisenstein’s English biog-
raphers and the translator of the
first collection of Eisenstein’s life
writing published under the title
Immoral Memoirs: An Autobiog-
raphy (1983), remarks in the in-
troduction to that volume:

When [ consider his per-
sonality, however, I have
to say he always seemed
like a Russian matriushka
[sic|—the famous carved
wooden doll, hiding with-
in it another doll, hiding
another doll, and so ad in-
finitum. Outside he was a
Soviet Russian; inside, ac-
cording to some, he was a
Christian. According to
others, he was a Jew; to yet
others, a homosexual; to a
few, a cynical critic ... and
what else? It was difficult
to know what he was fun-
damentally. He never ex-
pressed it verbally [italics —
B. J. B.]. Still, there was
one medium through

Special issue

which he expressed his in-
nermost feelings—his
drawings and caricatures
(Marshall 1983a: vii).

Little changed with the fall of
the Soviet Union. For example,
in the introduction to the 1997
two-volume Russian edition of
Eisenstein’s memoirs, the editor
and Eisenstein scholar Naum
Kleiman resorts to the elliptical
language of the Soviet era when
suggesting that Eisenstein did
not and could not have dis-
cussed his true (sexual?) nature
in the memoirs: ‘The reader will
not find much here about that
which today we would like to
know about Eisenstein himself.
He could not then write about a
lot—due to the conditions of the
time. About certain things he
didn’t want to write, assuming,
following Pushkin, that a celeb-
rity, like any other person, has
the right to a private life, not
subject to disrespectful public
discussion’ (Kleiman 1997: 16).

Oksana Bulgakowa expresses
something similar in the open-
ing of her German-language bi-
ography of the director: ‘Was Ei-
senstein homosexual? A Stalin-
ist? A conformist? A dissident?
He left no clear answers for his
biographers. The answer lies

> All translations from Kleiman’s intro-
duction are my own.

Autobiogragesl - Number 11/2022



somewhere between the line of
his diaries and letters [italics — B.
J. B.], in his drafts to scripts,
films, drawings, projects, and
scientific research’ (Bulgakowa
2001: xi). Against the backdrop
of such statements, which con-
strue Eisenstein’s life writing as
a site of repression and con-
cealment - a product of the cen-
sor or the closet — this article
proposes an alternative herme-
neutic lens through which to
understand them, that of camp
performativity.?

> In the past, the absence of a straight-
forward ‘confession’ or eyewitness tes-
timony provided a pretext for historians
to ignore the sexual life of queer cultur-
al figures - arguing that they were re-
fraining from overreading or reading
into the historical data - a position that
was buoyed by the general belief that
such a perspective was irrelevant and/or
would unduly sully the reputation of
these great individuals and offend con-
temporary readers. Such scholarly reti-
cence not only circumscribed the range
of available interpretations that could
be applied to their life writing but also
affected the publication and editing of
relevant historical material, as was the
case with queer philosopher Ludwig
Wittengenstein’s notebooks from the
first half of World War I, which were,
until quite recently, heavily abridged.
This created a vicious circle, or a con-
spiracy of silence, in which the need for
overwhelming evidence led to the sup-
pression of various pieces of circum-
stantial evidence. In the case of Witt-
genstein’s notebooks, the right side
(recto), containing his philosophical
writings, has been widely available in
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Eisenstein’s Sexuality and
Cold War Polarities

American writer and editor Jo-
seph Freeman recounts a phone
conversation he overheard be-
tween Eisenstein and the critic
Sergei Tret'iakov, during which
Eisenstein declared: ‘Had it not
been for Leonardo, Marx, Freud,
Lenin and the movies, I would in
all probability have been anoth-
er Oscar Wilde’ (Seton 1978: 119).
For most of the Cold War, the
two sides treated Eisenstein’s in-
spirations separately: the Soviets
focusing largely on Marx and
western biographers largely on
Freud. The Freudian frame al-
lowed for Eisenstein’s homosex-
uality to be mentioned (Seton
1952; Fernandez 1975; Marshall
19833, 1983b), although typically
in the terms suggested by Eisen-
stein himself in regard to Freud’s

German and in English translation since
the early sixties, while the pages on the
left side (verso), which concerned his
private life, including his sexual procliv-
ities, and were written in a code, were
published in German only in 1991, under
the title Secret Diaries [Geheine
Tagebiicher], and translated into Eng-
lish only in 2022. Moreover, Marjorie
Perloff, the editor of the English edi-
tion, rejects the notion that the encod-
ing of the verso pages was the major
impediment to their publication as, ‘the
cipher that Wittgenstein employed was
both basic and known to his siblings,
who used it as children (z is a, y is b,
etc.)” (Perloff 2022: gn).
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psychobiography of Leonardo da
Vinci as repressed. (That being
said, Dominique Fernandez was
the only Cold War biographer to
make Eisenstein’s sexuality a
central feature of his biography.)
The repressive hypothesis in this
case aligned neatly with the
broader western narrative of the
creative individual stifled by the
oppressive politics of the Stalin-
ist state, as is evident in Mar-
shall’'s 1983 volume Masters of
the Soviet Cinema: Crippled Cre-
ative  Biographies  (Marshall
1983a) and more recently in
Andy McSmith’s 2015 Fear and
the Muse Kept Watch (McSmith
2015).

Freud was largely ignored by So-
viet biographers, except to lam-
bast the vulgar psychologizing of
the director’s life by their West-
ern counterparts. As Soviet film
critic Rostislav Iurenev insisted
in his 1985 biography of Eisen-
stein: ‘[Eisenstein’s interest in
Freud] was only academic in na-
ture and did not at all influence
his daily life, his personality, or
his worldview’ (Iurenev 198s5: 6).
Elsewhere Iurenev turns the lens
of vulgar psychologizing back
onto Eisenstein’s biographer,
Mary Seton, suggesting that her
interpretation of Eisenstein’s
sexuality was the result of unre-
alized romantic ambitions:
‘There is no doubt that she was
sincerely attracted to Eisenstein
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both as an artist and as a man.
Her hopes for greater intimacy
with him were probably unsuc-
cessful. Perhaps this explains in
part her nervous, biased descrip-
tion of Eisenstein’s personality’
(lurenev 1985: 4-5). (Incidental-
ly, Iurenev also rejected the no-
tion that Eisenstein’s paternal
grandparents were Jewish (Iure-
nev 1985: 5), another theme that
played an important role in
Western psychological portraits
of the director.) Soviet critics
could compare Eisenstein with
da Vinci as long as they fore-
closed any hint of queerness, as
in the following statement by
Nina Zorskaia: ‘Eisenstein, this
Leonardo without his Mona Li-
sa, this Le Corbusier without his
House of the Sun’ (quoted in
Marshall 1983a: 213), indexing
the traditional view that da Vin-
ci was in love with Mona Lisa.

The opening of archives in the
years before and after the fall of
the Soviet Union alongside the
emergence of sexuality studies
in the Western academy over
the course of the 1990s - not to
mention the unanticipated sur-
facing of Eisenstein’s erotic
drawings and their publication
in 1999 (see Ackerman 2017) -
have led to more open and nu-
anced treatments of the direc-
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tor’s sexuality.* That being said,
they were rather slow in coming.
The 1993 collected volume Sta-
linism and Soviet Cinema, edited
by Richard Taylor and Derek
Spring, ignores the director’s
sexuality entirely, while the vol-
ume Eisenstein Rediscovered, ed-
ited by Ian Christie and Richard
Taylor and published in the
same year, makes only two brief
mentions. By the late 1990s,
however, there had emerged an
unprecedented willingness, at
least outside of Russia, to inter-
pret the historical record in fa-
vour of a queer reading of Eisen-
stein’s sexuality (see Bergan
1999: 119; McSmith 2015: 160;
Bershstein 2017) and of his oeu-
vre (see LaValley 2001; Ber-
shstein 2010; Bershstein 202i;
and Ackerman forthcoming).?

* As LaValley and Scherer (2001: 1) note,
‘The atmosphere of glasnost also al-
lowed an exploration of the way in
which [Eisenstein’s] films are infused
with sexuality, politics, and religion—
areas which had previously been largely
avoided by Soviet commentators. West-
ern scholars had also left these topics
largely unexamined’.

> The outing of Eisenstein in western
popular culture would culminate in the
films What Is This Film Called Love
(2012), by Mark Cousins, about Eisen-
stein’s time in Mexico, and Sergei / Sir
Gay (2017), by Mark Rappaport. The ti-
tle of the latter film references the
young Eisenstein’s habit of signing his
first name Sergei in English as Sir Gay.
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Among that new scholarship,
one of the most detailed and
systematic discussions of the di-
rector’s sexuality to date is
Evgenii Bershtein’s ‘Eisenstein’s
Letter to Magnus Hirschfeld:
Text and Context’ (Bershtein
2017). In this essay, Bershtein es-
tablishes both the director’s
deep and abiding interest, his
‘intellectual obsession’, to use
Bershtein’s phrase, in what Ei-
senstein himself referred to as
‘people who love strangely’ (Ber-
shtein 2017: 77), as well as ‘Ei-
senstein’s tendency to see the
connection between one’s crea-
tive world and one’s sexual char-
acter as a very direct one’ (Ber-
shtein 2017: 84). This and other
recent works provide a convinc-
ing rationale for reading Eisen-
stein’s memoirs as queer life
writing, something Eisenstein
himself cued his readers to do in
a variety of ways, which I outline
below.

Framing the Memoirs as
Queer Life Writing

The place of sex and sexuality in
an individual’s life and in life
writing is thematized from the
very opening of Eisenstein’s
memoirs. The author does so,
first, in the short preface titled
‘About Myself, in which he re-
writes the French novelist Sten-
dhal’s epitaph, ‘I lived, I wrote, I
loved’ as ‘I lived, I contemplated,
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[ admired’ not simply replacing
‘loved” with ‘admired’, but also
drawing attention to the re-
placement by including both
Stendhal’s original and Eisen-
stein’s ‘translation’. Then, in the
‘Foreword” which immediately
follows he invokes several works
of ‘sexual’ life writing: Giacomo
Casanova’s diary, Story of My
Life [Histoire de ma vie, written
in the late eighteenth century,
but first published in German in
1822]; Frank Harris’s autobiog-
raphy My Life and Loves (1922);
and Marcel Proust’s autobio-
graphical cycle of novels In
Search of Lost Time [A la recher-
che du temps perdu (1913-1927)].
He mentions Casanova’s diary in
order to reset reader’s expecta-
tions for his own memoirs: ‘This
is not Casanova’s diary, or the
history of a Russian film direc-
tor's amorous adventures’ (Ei-
senstein 1995: 4). He then dis-
cusses Harris’s autobiography,
which was something of a succeés
de scandale due to its explicit
descriptions of Harris’s (hetero-
sexual) encounters. Although he
describes Harris’'s memoir in
very negative terms — ‘This high-
ly unpleasant, caustic and im-
portunate author set down his
life and the catalogue of his af-
fairs with the same distasteful
candour and tactlessness that
characterised his relations with
most of his eminent contempo-
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raries’ (Eisenstein 1995: 4) - he
later admits to reading three out
of the four volumes of the auto-
biography (!) in a paragraph that
highlights the perverse workings
of censorship: it draws attention
to that which it seeks to silence:
‘I read three volumes of his au-
tobiography in the USA - natu-
rally, bought “under the coun-
ter” - in an unexpurgated edi-
tion, where, for convenience’s
sake, everything that the censor
had cut from the usual edition
was printed in a different type-
face— - ‘for the convenience of
its readers’!" (Eisenstein 1995: 4).
[t should also be noted that Har-
ris was the first biographer of
Oscar Wilde, an artist with
whom  Eisenstein  expressed
some degree of identification.

A few paragraphs later, Eisen-
stein mentions Proust: ‘I have
never enjoyed Marcel Proust.
And that has nothing to do with
snobbery—deliberately ignoring
the terribly fashionable interest
in Proust’ (Eisenstein 1995: 5). In
situating his memoir between
these two autobiographical
works — rejecting the former for
its overly explicit depiction of
the author’s sex life and the lat-
ter, perhaps, for its modesty
(namely, Proust’s practice of
disguising homosexual relations
by presenting men from his real
life as women in his fiction; e.g.,
Albert becomes Albertine) - Ei-
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senstein sets the stage for the
kind of arch performance of his
sexuality that both invites and
confounds, or at least compli-
cates, interpretation, a mode of
writing alien both to the prudery
of official Stalinist culture and to
the binary logic of the closet.
This genre consciousness is evi-
dent throughout the memoirs in
references to other ‘sexual’ biog-
raphies and autobiographical
writings, such as Colette’s writ-
ings (Eisenstein 1995: 237-38)
and Herbert Gorman’s biog-
raphy of Alexander Dumas, The
Incredible Marquis (1929). Like
Harris’s autobiography, Gor-
man’s biography stood out for
its lack of sexual reticence: ‘With
a frankness that is as Gallic as its
subject, [Gorman]| portrays the
amoral life of Alexandre Dumas
who conquered women as easily
as he conquered the French
stage and the French field of the
novel’ (from the dust jacket of
the first edition). As Eisenstein
notes, ‘Mr. Gorman’s biography
wittily exonerates the Marquis
[de Sade - B.J.B.], calling him
the learned predecessor of Dr
Freud, and explaining his novels
as the only available form in the
eighteenth century for disquisi-
tions into case histories of psy-
choses and pathological por-
traits of a particular proclivity’
(Eisenstein 1995: 519).
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Perhaps the most consequential
sexual biography in Eisenstein’s
memoirs, however, appears in
the chapter titled ‘Encounters
with Books’, where Eisenstein
recounts his first ‘chance’ (fate-
ful?) reading of Freud’s biog-
raphy of da Vinci, which inter-
prets the artist’s interest in sci-
entific investigation and his ina-
bility to complete works of art as
the effects of sublimating his
homosexual desires. The im-
portance of Freud’s biography
for Eisenstein lies, first of all, in
authorizing the open treatment
of sex and sexuality in biog-
raphies of this kind. As Freud
writes in Chapter 1:

If a biographical effort re-
ally endeavors to pene-
trate the understanding of
the psychic life of its hero,
it must not, as happens in
most biographies through
discretion or prudery, pass
over in silence the sexual
activity or the sex peculi-
arity of the one examined.
What we know about it in
Leonardo is very little but
full of significance (Freud
2020: 8).

Also important is the notion
that sublimation does not elimi-
nate the targeted desire; rather,
it disperses it: ‘it is naturally dis-
torted and not free, but forceful
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enough to sexualize even
thought itself and to accentuate
the intellectual operations with
the pleasure and fear of the ac-
tual sexual process’ (Freud 2020:
17). Or, as Eisenstein puts it in
his  memoirs:  ‘Impressions
lodged like splinters and
emerged in unexpected shapes’
(Eisenstein 1995: 548). Such sub-
limation can manifest itself in
what might be referred to as un-
productive neuroticism - e.g., da
Vinci’s chronic inability to com-
plete works of art - as well as
productive neuroticism, inform-
ing the symbolic world of the
artist: ‘A kindly nature has be-
stowed upon the artist the ca-
pacity to express in artistic pro-
ductions his most secret psychic
feelings hidden even to himself,
which powerfully affect outsid-
ers who are strangers to the art-
ist without their being able to
state whence this emotivity
comes’ (Freud 2020: 50).

Especially relevant to the genre
of the memoir is Freud’s claim in
Chapter 2 that memory is a priv-
ileged site for the expression of
sublimated desire: ‘As a rule the
memory remnants, which he
himself does not understand,
conceal invaluable evidences of
the most important features of
his psychic development’ (Freud
2020: 24). And so, one could ar-
gue, instead of inuring the art-
ist’s work to unwanted interpre-
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tations of a sexual nature, by in-
voking Freud’s theory of subli-
mation Eisenstein invites just
such interpretations while also
greatly complicating the act of
interpretation. As Freud notes:
‘When one considers what pro-
found transformations an im-
pression of an artist has to expe-
rience before it can add its con-
tribution to the work of art, one
is obliged to moderate consider-
ably his expectation of demon-
strating something definite. This
is especially true in the case of
Leonardo’ (Freud 2020: 50). This
is also true of Eisenstein, who
continually invokes the notion
of the sexual secret or riddle
while eluding or confounding
any definitive interpretation.
Here is Eisenstein’s account of
his first encounter with Freud’s
biography of da Vinci, playfully
mystifying the workings of the
subconscious:

Books open up at the quo-
tation I need. I used to
check—and sometimes |
needed nothing before
and nothing after, in the
whole book.

Here are some syndromes
in the pathology of the
nervous system. The book
opened itself up in my
hands, at the very page
which addressed the ques-
tion of the technique of
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stage movements in [talian
comedy...

Sometimes a modest-
looking booklet with a
portrait of Leonardo on
the cover (even in child-
hood I liked reading about
him), with the German au-
thor’s surname and Chris-
tian name that had been
taken from the Nibelung
as a little birdie told me,
brings news of the unex-
pected discovery of a new
field which I embark upon
even without an expert
guide. If I say the booklet,
published by Sovremennye
problemy [Contemporary
Questions], concerns ‘Le-
onardo da Vinci and a
Memory of His Childhood’
and is by Sigmund Freud,
then the significance of
the little birdie is exactly
in keeping with the de-
scription of the kite in-
side—which Leonardo
used to dream about.
Amazing words for a de-
scription of a dream!

Thus my introduction to
psychoanalysis (Eisenstein

1995: 354).

The birdie referred to here ap-
pears in a dream had by da Vinci
that Freud analyses as proof of
the artist’s latent homosexuality.
In the dream, a kite, which
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Freud renders as vulture, visits
the artist in the cradle: ‘he
opened my mouth with his tail
and struck me a few times with
his tail against my lips’ (Freud
2020: 22). In translating ‘this
phantasy from its strange lan-
guage into words that are uni-
versally  understood”  (Freud
2020: 23), Freud notes that tail,
or coda in the Italian, is used as
slang to refer to the male mem-
ber. From this Freud concludes:
‘The situation contained in the
phantasy [...] corresponds to the
idea of fellatio, a sexual act in
which the member is placed in
the mouth of the other person.
Strangely enough this phantasy
is altogether of a passive charac-
ter; it resembles certain dreams
and phantasies of women and of
passive homosexuals who play
the feminine part in sexual rela-
tions’ (Freud 2020: 25).

And while Eisenstein’s ironic
tone in the above passage raises
some doubt as to his acceptance
of Freud’s theory, his identifica-
tion with the Italian artist cer-
tainly invites the reader to test
the theory out: ‘And I related
how we assigned to ourselves
the roles of various titans of the
Renaissance. Pudovkin got his
teeth into Raphael. Dovzhenko
was allotted Michelangelo. And I
was Leonardo (Eisenstein
1995: 687). Elsewhere he would
describe da Vinci as ‘the creator
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of the montage sequence’ (quot-
ed at Bergan 1999: 43), setting
him up as his artistic father. In
addition, he shares the Italian
artist’s fascination with knots,
an image that was central to Ei-
senstein’s conceptualization of
the artistic process. as Eisenstein
suggests at the very end of the
autobiographical essay ‘The Au-
thor and His Theme’:

There is in each of us
something like  those
complex knots that Leo-
nardo designed for the Mi-
lan Academy and that he
drew on the ceilings.

We encounter a phenom-
enon.

And the plan of this knot
seems to be laid over this
phenomenon.

The features of one coin-
cide, or otherwise.

They coincide partially.
Here and there.

They do not coincide.
They clash with one an-
other, striving for coinci-
dence.

Sometimes breaking the
structure and the outlines
of reality, in order to satis-
fy the contour of individu-
al desire.

Sometimes violating indi-
vidualities in order to
‘synchronise’ with the de-
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mands of what they have
clashed with.

[ cannot actually remem-
ber any examples of the
latter from my own per-
sonal practice, but then I
could give plenty of exam-
ples illustrating the for-
mer... (Eisenstein 1995:

794-95).

Elsewhere Eisenstein describes
the ‘various traits and features
which I carried and still carry
around with me’ as a ‘knot of
complexes’ (Eisenstein 1995:
418), and earlier describes him-
self as a ‘knot that was unable to
bind the family together and
keep it from breaking up’ (Ei-
senstein 1995: 99).

The statement quoted above, at
the beginning of section two,
could be considered another
knot: ‘Had it not been for Leo-
nardo, Marx, Freud, Lenin and
the movies, I would in all proba-
bility have been another Oscar
Wilde’ (Seton 1978: 119). The jux-
taposition of Marx and Lenin to
Freud, to say nothing of the jux-
taposition of the Renaissance da
Vinci to the modern art of movie
making, clearly challenges any
straightforward interpretation.
While Eisenstein attempts to
draw a parallel between Freud
and Marx when explaining his
statement to Freeman, noting,
‘Freud discovered the laws of in-
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dividual conduct as Marx dis-
covered the laws of social devel-
opment’ (Seton 1978: 119), Marx-
ism and Freidizm, or Freudian-
ism, were at this time in Soviet
culture seen as antithetical.
Marxist economic models are
developmental and teleological,
while many psychiatric notions,
such as Freud’s so-called ‘family
romance’, are posited as ahistor-
ical, present throughout history
and across cultures. Moreover,
sex and sexuality, not to men-
tion homosexuality, play a small,
rather incidental role in Marxist
thought, while they are central
to psychoanalysis. All this lends
a paradoxical note to Eisen-
stein’'s statement, suggesting
that it be read less like a confes-
sion than like a Wildean apho-
rism—a manifestation of the
very thing those influences sup-
posedly worked to prevent.

Homographesis or Linguistic
Inversion: From Pars pro toto
to Pars pro parte

Lee Edelman (Edelman 1993)
theorized the phenomenon of
homonymy as homographesis.
His premise was that, if, as Saus-
sure argued, natural languages
are built on arbitrary differences
among signifiers rather than on
an essential relationship of
sameness between the signifier
and the signified, then homon-
ymy exerts a troubling effect. It
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conceals difference under the
guise of sameness, by analogy
with the homosexual’s ability to
pass, that is, to conceal their
homosexual difference under
the guise of sameness. In this
way, homographesis queers lin-
guistic (and social) semiosis, re-
sulting in an indeterminacy of
meaning. An interest in the
phenomenon of homographesis
is evident throughout Eisen-
stein’s memoir in his fascination
with word play and with the ca-
pacity of symbols to support
multiple interpretations, often
connected arbitrarily by colour,
graphics, or phonetics. That
space of non-equivalence and
interpretative abundance, the
gap between reality and repre-
sentation, between somatics and
semantics, gives free rein to de-
sire and the irrational.®

The associative, almost stream
of consciousness writing that is
dominant in the memoir chal-
lenges the logic of metonymy
put forward in the classic formu-
lation pars pro toto, in which a

Eisenstein’s linking of bisexuality
(which was essentially his term for
queerness) with wordplay, as well as
‘ecstatic creativity’, is discussed by Ber-
shtein (Bershtein 2017: 84). He made an
attempt to discuss this in his corre-
spondence with Dr Magnus Hirschfeld,
a leading German sexologist and an ar-
dent proponent of the depathologiza-
tion and decriminalization of homosex-

uality.
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part stands in for the whole and
which Eisenstein used to explain
the technique of montage. Ac-
cording to the latter, the toto
would refer to the overall theme
(see Eisenstein 1995: 771). In po-
litical terms, the subservience of
the parts to the whole guaran-
tees the primacy of the ideologi-
cal interpretation. In Eisen-
stein’'s memoir, however, parts
are quite often associated with
other parts, through graphic or
phonetic rather than semantic
resemblance, producing ‘ran-
dom’ chains of signifiers that do
not resolve into anything great-
er, enacting what Jacques Derri-
da would later describe with his
concept of différance as the end-
less deferral of meaning in lan-
guage. Consider Eisenstein’s de-
scription of a striptease he wit-
nessed while in the US: ‘A bow-
tie, a ribbon, the last shred of
decency. The auditorium is in
uproar, shouting, raving. But
beneath the bow-tie—is a bow-
tie. Beneath the ribbon, a rib-
bon. Beneath the pearl. ... The
spectacle vanishes into darkness’
(Eisenstein 1995: 450).

This is a semiotic world built on
non-equivalence, where linguis-
tic substitutions (the same) pro-
duce difference.” Perhaps the

’ For more on Eisenstein’s views on lin-
guistics and literary theory, which
shaped the semiotic universe of his life
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most extreme manifestation of
this occurs in plays on words
based solely on phonic or graph-
ic resemblance, as elaborated in
the following passage:

The high priest of bars like
‘Le Chat Noir and ‘[Au]
Lapin Agile’.

This second Montmartre
bar was a play on words, in
honour of the artist who
painted the sign: l'a peint
A. Gill

Just think of Hugo’s ‘Le
pot aux roses [French:
The Pot of Roses], which
became le poteau rose
[French: the rose thorn];
or his ‘Tu ord’ [Latin: ‘You
pray’] which became trou
aux rats [French: ‘rat-
hole’], which was where
Esmeralda found sanctu-
ary when she fell into the
hands of the mad old
woman.

Or again, that Catholic
and reactionary, King
Charles X—Ie pieux mon-
arch [French: ‘the pious
monarch’] whom Travies
turned into le pieu mon-
arch [French: ‘the block-
head monarch’] (Eisen-
stein 1995: 625).

writing, see Yampolsky 1993 and lam-
polski 2017.
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This idea of difference lurking
behind sameness is expanded to
include even repetition, which
produces new interpretations:
‘All the rules governing refrains
dictate that there must be a new
light cast on the subsequent
repetition—it must be interpret-
ed differently’ (Eisenstein 1995:
769). He develops this notion
further in relation to the image
of the mirror in decadent art, in
which the reflection takes on a
life of its own, as in Hanns
Heinz Ewers and Paul Wegener’s
art film Student of Prague [Der
Student von Prag, 1913] and in
Oscar Wilde’s prose poem ‘The
Disciple’ (1894). He notes else-
where that Aubrey Beardsley’s
illustrations for Wilde’s Salome
may be subjected to a complete-
ly different interpretation - as
parody - upon reading of ‘the
hatred the two felt for one an-
other’ (Eisenstein 1995: 530).

Such associations, generated by
the materiality or corporeality of
words, played a prominent role
in avantgarde literary move-
ments of the early twentieth
century, which celebrated the
autonomous life of words once
liberated from their subservi-
ence to semantic content or
meaning. The Russian
avantgarde poets Aleksei
Kruchenykh and Velimir Khleb-
nikov expressed this in their
concept of ‘the word as such’.
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Connecting language with the
somatic realm through sight and
sound was seen as a way to es-
cape the rational realm of verbal
semantics to gain access to the
irrational or pre-rational, de-
scribed by the Russian Futurists
as zaum, or beyond reason.® In
fact, Eisenstein openly acknowl-
edges his intellectual and artistic
debt to the Futurists and, specif-
ically, to their approach to lan-
guage, in a short chapter titled
‘Names’:

Somewhere, a very long
time ago, Chukovsky very
wittily defended the Fu-
turists.

He found the same ab-
stract charm in their eu-
phonious nonsense as we
find in Longfellow’s enu-
meration of Indian tribes.
For us they too are utterly
devoid of any sense and
their charm lies solely
[italics - B.J.B.] in the
rhythm and phonetic fea-
tures (in Hiawatha: ‘Came
Comanches...” etc).
Sometimes, when [ start
remembering things, I
lapse into an utterly ab-
stract [italics - B.J.B.]

® The literary use of such associations
reached its apotheosis, one could say, in
James Joyce’s masterpiece, the novel
Ulysses, for which Eisenstein expressed
enormous admiration in the memoir.

75



chain of names and sur-
names (Eisenstein 1995:

119).

Such seemingly random associa-
tions - the memoir is also filled
with ‘chance’ encounters - be-
come central to Eisenstein’s ap-
proach to writing his memoir,
and to his artistic method in
general, as he explains in the
chapter ‘Three Letters about
Colour’: ‘Another motive
prompted me from behind the
scenes, which was to give myself
a free rein and “throw out” on to
the page the whole gamut of as-
sociations which spill out un-
controllably at the least provoca-
tion and sometimes apropos
nothing at all’ (Eisenstein 1995:
647). Some of these ‘Tandom’ as-
sociations are quite frivolous,
even absurdist, as when he con-
nects Valerian Dovgalevskii,
Plenipotentiary Representative
of the Soviet Union in France,
the English writer Rudyard Kip-
ling, and the German philoso-
pher Friedrich Nietzsche
through their distinctive mous-
taches (Eisenstein 1995: 198), or
Marx, Tolstoi, and the Austrian

politician Engelbert Dollfuss
through their height (Eisenstein
1995: 569).

Other associations, however, are
used to more clearly parodic
ends, as in the chapter titled
‘The Christmas Tree’, where he
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appears to mock the vulgar so-
cial determinism of some Soviet
critics by drawing a connection
between the paper chains on a
Christmas tree and the chains
used on doors to keep intruders
out, noting that ‘Burglars are
heartily disliked in middle-class
families. And this dislike is in-
stilled in the children at a very
early age’ (Eisenstein 1995: 59).
Later in the chapter, he men-
tions that on that Christmas he
received Frangois Mignet’s His-
tory of the French Revolution
[Histoire de la revolution fran-
caise, 1824], a book that seems in
‘complete dissonance’ with the
festive holiday setting. At this
point he returns to the image of
the chain, but now uses it meta-
phorically to question the very
social determinism he had used
it to illustrate above: ‘Why this
complete dissonance? It would
be no easy task to reconstruct
the entire chain, to say what
planted in my curly head the de-
sire to have precisely that book
as a Christmas present’ (Eisen-
stein  1995: 59). (Incidentally,
Mignet was considered some-
thing of a determinist, present-
ing the Revolution as inevita-
ble.) We see a similar associative
train of thought from the literal
to the figurative in ‘The Twelve
Apostles’: ‘The actual “flight” of
steps led to the planning of the
scene, and its upward flight set
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my direction off on a new flight
of fancy’ (Eisenstein 1995: 173),
suggesting this movement from
the literal to the figurative and
back again to be a key character-
istic of creative thought or of ‘a
law characteristic of inventive-
ness as a whole’ (Eisenstein 1995:
762).

In his memoiristic writings, Ei-
senstein insists, moreover, on
the impossibility of ultimately
‘untangling the knot of associa-
tions’ (Eisenstein 1995: 743) and
putting an end to these chains
by reducing the associations to a
single logical interpretation:
‘Zabaglione defies linguistic
analysis’ (Eisenstein 1995: 45). In
fact, he refers to the ‘logic’ con-
necting the various elements in
an associative chain as ‘magic’
(Eisenstein 1995: 661) and ‘very
frequently irrational’ (Eisenstein
1995: 409), noting too that the
intuition driving those associa-
tions ‘is not wholly reliable’ (Ei-
senstein 1995: 328). This is espe-
cially true in the sexual realm, as
Eisenstein elaborates in relation
to the phenomenon of Don
Juanism, where he questions the
popular interpretation of the
syndrome as ‘unsuccessful at-
tempts to find the one woman
who is inaccessible’ (Eisenstein

1995: 719):

The chains of associations
which enable one sudden-
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ly to substitute one being
for another, purely on the
strength of the similarity
of a microscopic feature,
or on the basis of a fleeting
community to replace
someone with somebody
else - even sometimes to
change to people around
because of a barely notice-
able trait - are complete
mysteries (Eisenstein 1995:

719).

There is no ideal woman who
will finally concentrate Don
Juan’s libido.

As with Don Juanism, many of
the associative chains in Eisen-
stein’'s memoir appear to be
driven by (latent?) sexual desire.
Consider the short paragraph
that follows Eisenstein’s descrip-
tion of his first encounter with
Freud’s biography of da Vinci:
‘As regards my sorties through
the fantastic jungles of psychoa-
nalysis, which (the sorties) were
imbued with the powerful spirit
of the original “lebeda” (as I dis-
respectfully alluded to the sa-
cred impulse of libido) I shall
write of them later’ (Eisenstein
1995: 354-55). Eisenstein’s sub-
stitution of lebeda, or saltbushes,
for libido, may appear to be
based on a chance phonic re-
semblance, but it may also ex-
press an association of libido
with the male member, as the
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Russian word lebed' refers to an-
other birdie, a swan. Indeed, the
popular motif of Leda and the
swan in Renaissance art, includ-
ing a well-known painting by da
Vinci, has made the association
of the long-necked bird with the
male member a commonplace.
Given the agglutinative capacity
of symbols, however, Eisen-
stein’s word play may also serve
as a reference to Ivan Lebedev, a
Russian athlete and circus per-
former, whose image circulated
widely in late nineteenth-
century and early twentieth-
century Russia (fig. 1). In the
memoirs FEisenstein describes
Lebedev, who was referred to as
Uncle Vanya, as ‘the legendary
wrestling referee, and hero of
my (and many others’!) child-
hood’ (Eisenstein 1995: 669). In
addition, Lebedev was the editor
of men’s fithess magazines, such
as Hercules (fig. 2), which fea-
tured images of scantily clad
male athletes. Eisenstein refers
to the mythological Hercules
several times in the memoirs,
once in reference to the Austrian
director Josef von Sternberg’s
‘predilection for well-built males
[which] brought Sternberg some
compensation. In Berlin, he even
stayed at the Hercules Hotel,
across the Hercules Bridge, op-
posite the Hercules Fountain
with its huge grey statue of Her-
cules. .. (Eisenstein 1995: 326),
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and elsewhere in referencing the
myth of Hercules wrestling the
Hydra (Eisenstein 1995: 613), an
image that was often featured on
the cover of Lebedev’s fitness
magazine (fig. 3) and that Eisen-
stein associates with the ancient
Greek notion of sexual attraction
as the search for one's other half,
allegorized by Rabelais as the
‘beast with two backs’ (Eisen-
stein 1995: 485).

One might be accused of
overreading Eisenstein’s playful
substitution of lebeda for libido,
but doesn’t his campy reference
to the libido as ‘sacred’ encour-
age the reader to find something
profane in lebeda? Indeed, the
idea that such ‘chance’ linguistic
associations could mean abso-
lutely nothing is undercut when
Eisenstein references psychana-
lyst Isidor Sadger’s work on the
sexual origins of word for-
mations (Eisenstein 1995: 355,
599), suggesting a potential li-
bidinal motivation behind any
use of language.
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Figure 2. Cover of a 1913 issue of
Lebedev’s journal Gerkules.
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Figure 3. Image of Hercules
wrestling the Hydra.

In addition to these men’s fit-
ness magazines, the illustrations
in detective novels, which are
built ‘always and invariably [on]
a double reading of the evi-
dence’ (Eisenstein 1995: 601),
provided another rich source of
homoerotic imagery for children
of Eisenstein’s generation. As Ei-
senstein notes, illustrations in
Pinkerton detective novels often
featured ‘streams of sweat and
torn shirts’ (Eisenstein 1995:
401). It is therefore notable that
Eisenstein attributes his first wet
dream to a Nick Carter detective
story (Eisenstein 1995: 542). In a
later chapter, his interest in the
‘inversion of opposites’ extends
to cross-dressing balls and bi-
sexuality ‘when it enters clearly
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the area of ecstasy, as in the
‘cast of mind of a saint’ (Eisen-
stein 1995: 699). For Eisenstein,
the state of ecstasy brings to-
gether mystical and sexual expe-
rience or allows for the substitu-
tion of the sexual for the reli-
gious and vice versa. We see a
similar inversion or conflation of
religion and sexuality in the fig-
ure of St Sebastian, whom Eisen-
stein mentions several times in
the memoirs, and in his repeat-
ed juxtaposition of nuns and
whores: ‘But nobody should be
shocked by so close an associa-
tion between the holiest of
maidens and women of easy vir-
tue’ (Eisenstein 1995: 211). As he
notes elsewhere: ‘It is worth tak-
ing the “fanaticism” out of reli-
gion: it can later be separated
from the original object of wor-
ship, and be “displaced” to other
passions ... (Eisenstein 1995: 73).
It is interesting in this regard to
consider a play on words de-
ployed by Eisenstein as a retort
to someone raising questions
about his sexual orientation. Ac-
cused by Leonid Utesov of being
a ‘sexual mystic’ [polovoi mistik],
Eisenstein responds that it is
better than being a ‘shtetl wait-
er’ [mistichkovyi polovoil, i.e., a
waiter in a shtetl tavern, refer-
encing Utesov's Jewish Odesa
background (1995: 511). Based on
the double meaning of the Rus-
sian word polovoi - the adjec-

Special issue

tival form of the noun pol, which
can mean either ‘floor’ or ‘bio-
logical sex’, also functions as a
substantivized adjective to mean
‘waiter’ - Eisenstein’s pun offers
an absurd diversion, a linguistic
performance, in place of an ad-
mission or denial.

Eisenstein's often parodic explo-
ration of potentially endless
chains of meaning, connected by
irrational phonic, graphic, or
even visual resemblances, goes
beyond the notion that one
meaning can be substituted for
another. Rather, it comes closer
to the distinction made by Susan
Sontag in her discussion of
camp:

The camp sensibility is
one that is alive to a dou-
ble sense in which some
things can be taken. But
this is not the familiar
split-level construction of
a literal meaning, on the
one hand, and a symbolic
meaning, on the other. It
is the difference, rather,
between the thing as
meaning something, any-
thing, and the thing as
pure artifice (Sontag 1966:
283).

The promise of some definitive
meaning dissolves in the wild
performativity and artifice of Ei-
senstein’'s word play. The link
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between the signifier and the
signified is like the bridge over
the Rio Grande River, ‘that did
not so much link the two
banks—Mexico and America—
together, as hold them apart’
(Eisenstein 1995: 231).

Camp Talk, or The Art of Arti-
fice

Artifice, or rather, the celebra-
tion of artifice, is perhaps the
defining feature of a camp sen-
sibility: ‘its love of the unnatural:
of artifice and exaggeration’
(Sontag 1966: 277). As Susan
Sontag elaborates in point num-
ber one of her 58-point essay
‘Notes on “Camp”, ‘Camp is a
certain mode of aestheticization.
It is one way of seeing the world
as an aesthetic phenomenon’
(Sontag 1966: 279), and later, in
point 38: ‘Camp is the consist-
ently aesthetic experience of the
world. It incarnates a victory of
“style” over “content,” “aesthet-
ics” over “morality”, of irony
over tragedy’ (Sontag 1966:
289).° One of the most pro-

? Sontag mentions Eisenstein in the es-
say, asserting that his films do not quite
meet the standard of camp; she was,
however, unable to consider the mem-
oirs, which appeared in English transla-
tion only in 1995, nor the erotic draw-
ings, which were published only in
1999. LaValley (2001: 58), on the other
hand, uses the adjective ‘camp’ and
‘campy’ to describe the character of
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nounced elements of camp in
Eisenstein’s memoirs is the pri-
macy of aesthetics over ‘reality’,
although aesthetics here should
not be understood as high art or
as high art alone. Throughout
the memoir, Eisenstein discusses
works of elite and popular art
and literature side by side, with
equal sympathy and apprecia-
tion. In fact, it is that juxtaposi-
tion of high and low, of the sa-
cred and profane, that consti-
tutes an important aspect of Ei-
senstein’s camp sensibility. And
so, the opposition might be
more generally expressed as one
between the natural and the un-
natural, as expressed in the
opening lines of the chapter ‘En-
counters with Books’, where Ei-
senstein replaces living crea-
tures, symbols of the natural
world, with books, which he an-
thropomorphizes:

Birds fly to some saints:
Francis of Assissi [sic].
Beasts run to some leg-
endary figures: Orpheus.
Pigeons cluster around the
old men of St. Mark’s
Square in Venice.

A lion followed Androcles
wherever he went.

Books cluster around me.

Vladimir in Eisenstein’s film Ivan the
Terrible [Ivan groznyi, 1944].
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They fly to me, run to me,
cling to me.

So long have I loved them:
large and small, fat and
slender, rare editions and
cheap paperbacks, they cry
out through their
dustcovers, or are perhaps
sunk in contemplations in
a solid, leather skin, as if
wearing soft slippers (Ei-
senstein 1995: 350).

He then describes himself as ‘a
latter-day St Sebastian, pierced
by arrows flying from shelves’
(Eisenstein 1995: 352).

Time and again Eisenstein de-
scribes moments in his life when
he encountered the world
through the lens of art or litera-
ture. In fact, he claims to have
encountered sex first through
books, specifically, through the
rather risqué books he found
hidden in the St Petersburg
apartment of his mother, whom
he describes as ‘oversexed’ (Ei-
senstein 1995: 425). Those books
included the novels Juliette [His-
toire de Juliette ou Les prospéri-
tés du vice, 1797] by the Marquis
de Sade, The Torture Garden [Le
Jardin des supplices, 1899], by
Octave Mirbeau, and an illus-
trated edition of the novella Ve-
nus in Furs [Venus im Pelz,
1870], by Leopold de Sacher-
Masoch. He also mentions hav-
ing created an image of Mexico
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from books long before he visit-
ed the country (Eisenstein 1995:
11). This idea of life mediated by
art is elaborated on a more theo-
retical level where he eschews
any distinction between biog-
raphies and autobiographies per
se and autobiographical fiction.
In this way, Eisenstein frames
his memoirs not as an unmedi-
ated and sincere outpouring of
thoughts and memories, but as
an aesthetic object, a self-
consciously fashioned work of
life writing that must find its
place among other such works,
that is, among the established
conventions of the genre. For
example, in the chapter ‘A
Christmas  Tree’, described
above, he attempts to explain
the innocent curly-headed boy’s
desire for Mignet’s bloody Histo-
ry of the French Revolution by
referencing literary influences,
ending with an invocation of bi-
ographical conventions: ‘Proba-
bly my reading Dumas, Ange Pi-
tou, and Joseph Balsamo of
course had long since enthralled
this “impressionable little boy”,
to use a cliché from biographers’
(Eisenstein 1995: 60). Indeed,
many of the experiences re-
counted in the memoir are me-
diated by a discussion of linguis-
tic norms (‘The word “citadel” is
now not so fashionable’), stylis-
tic conventions (‘For some rea-
son, I converse with God in the
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French style: He and I were on
vous terms’), or by works of art
or literature (‘A jet of water four
storeys high pumped out of the
ground. It looked like a picture
of a geyser in a geography book’)
(Eisenstein 1995: 94, 73, 84). The
memoirs are thick with literary
and artistic references, and even
the most mundane objects are
filtered through literary or artis-
tic representation, as in the
opening of the chapter ‘Dvinski’:
‘On the subject of beds. World
literature has two superlative
pronouncements to make on
this matter’ (Eisenstein 1995:
138). In fact, many of the chap-
ters are dedicated not to events
from Eisenstein’s life, but to en-
counters with works of art and
literature, as in the chapters
‘The Works of Daguerre’, ‘Muse-
ums at Night’, ‘Pages from Liter-
ature’, ‘Encounters with Books’,
‘Bookshops’, ‘Books on the
Road’, “The History of the Close-
up’, ‘Monsieur, madame et bébé’,
and ‘To the Illustrious Memory
of the Marquis’, the last chapter
referring to the Marquis de Sade.
It is in ‘The History of the Close-
up’, however, that he overtly es-
tablishes the primacy of art over
life and does so in a distinctly
camp fashion. He opens the
chapter with a description of a
white lilac branch that ‘spilled
through the window into my
bedroom’ (Eisenstein 1995: 461).
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Calling it ‘the first of my memo-
ries of childhood associations’,
he then reveals that the lilac
branch was not ‘real’:

So it was that my con-
sciousness awoke beneath
a spray of lilac.

Then it began nodding off
again, for very many years
at a time, beneath that
same branch.

Only the branch was not
real but drawn; half paint-
ed and half embroidered
in silk and gold thread.
And it was on a Japanese
folding screen.

I used to doze off looking
at this branch (Eisenstein

1995: 461).

He then goes on to describe the
image on the screen in luxurious
detail. In doing so, he not only
reveals his first impression of
nature to be artifice—‘Nothing
in nature can be campy’ (Sontag
1966: 3) or, as Wilde put it in
‘The Decay of Lying’, ‘The more
we study Art, the less we care for
Nature’ (Sontag 1966: 3)—he al-
so displays a camp affinity for
decorative art, ‘emphasizing tex-
ture, sensuous surface and style
at the expense of content’ (Son-
tag 1966: 280). But Eisenstein
then short-circuits any lofty aes-
thetic pretensions by noting that
the screen was damaged when
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someone put a chair through it,
and so it was taken away. This
act of deflation distinguishes Ei-
senstein’s camp from what Son-
tag describes as ‘naive, or pure
camp’, which is characterized by
an essential seriousness that fails
(Sontag 1966: 285). Eisenstein
manages to ‘dethrone the seri-
ous’ in this case not from within
but from the side, in orchestrat-
ing the mise-en-scéne.

Not surprisingly, his camp take
on art as artifice is especially ev-
ident in his comments on muse-
ums, where the perception of
works of art (already mediated
representations of ‘reality’ or ‘re-
al’ experience) is itself mediated.
First, because we have often
seen reproductions of great
works in books or on postcards
before we see the ‘real’ thing,
and, second, because museum
guides mediate the experience in
such a way as to leave the muse-
um visitor ‘blind’: “These unat-
tractive ladies with dried-out
hearts and flat, jumper-covered
chests ensure that the visitor’s
perception of the picture is not
spontaneous but spoilt by tedi-
ous analysis and dull-witted
conclusions’ (Eisenstein 1995:
307). Elsewhere, he offers a hu-
morous comparison of art galler-
ies to whorehouses (Eisenstein

1995: 365).
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Camp Talk, or the Queer Art
of Citation

Sociolinguist Keith Harvey elab-
orates on the relationship be-
tween camp and citation, to
which Sontag alludes in the
statement ‘Camp sees everything
in quotation marks (Sontag
1966: 281). While describing cita-
tionality as ‘a general take on
linguistic semiosis’ that encom-
passes ‘the very notion of an act
of enunciation—and treats this
ironically (Harvey 2002: 1147),
Harvey goes on to argue that ‘a
particular type of allusiveness
and manipulation of “quotation”
is deployed in camp ‘to bind

queer interlocutors’ (Harvey
2002: 1149). That binding, Sontag
argues, is achieved through

‘flamboyant mannerisms suscep-
tible of a double interpretation;
gestures full of duplicity, with a
witty meaning for cognoscenti
and another, more impersonal,
for outsiders’ (Sontag 1966: 283).
In Harvey’s terms, insiders can
discern a statement as a quota-
tion, while outsiders interpret
the statements straight, so to
speak, without quotation marks.
Harvey goes on to distinguish
three types of camp citationality,
all three of which can be found
in Eisenstein’s memoirs. They
involve citations of (a) the me-
dium, (b) cultural artefacts, and
(c) femininity.
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In regard to citations that draw
attention to the medium itself,
word play has been discussed at
length above, but one could add
Eisenstein’s discussion of ety-
mology, tautology, palindromes,
pronunciation, and handwriting
styles, his liberal use of foreign
words and slang, as well as quo-
tation marks, and his interest in
intersemiotic  translation. It
should also be noted that Eisen-
stein digresses on the topic of
quotations itself, acknowledging
his fascination with them as a
distinct form of communication:

Quotations differ. A dog-
matist may use a quota-
tion from an authority as a
shield, for him to hide his
ignorance or well-being
behind. Quotations may
be lifeless compilations. I
see quotations as outrun-
ners on either side of a
galloping shafthorse.
Sometimes they go too far,
but they help one’s imagi-
nation bowl along two dis-
tinct paths, supported by
the parallel race. [..] I
have  quotations. Not
enough of them. I would
like to make a montage of
the fragments discovered
by others, but for a differ-
ent purpose—mine! (Ei-
senstein 1995: 353-54).
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Regarding citations of cultural
artefacts, Eisenstein makes re-
peated references to what by
mid-century belonged to a gay
subcultural canon of literary and
artistic artefacts and cultural
figures. For example: ‘... And
even my meeting with Victor
Basch did have something aes-
thetically exciting about it, such
as one might experience on
meeting Mary Stuart’s execu-
tioner, or the heroine of Shake-
speare’s sonnets, or the spy
whose reports denounced Chris-
topher Marlowe’ (Eisenstein
1995: 222). The use of ‘aestheti-
cally’ is clearly ironic—what aes-
thetic value could there be in
meeting Mary Stuart’s execu-
tioner or Marlowe’s accuser?
Moreover, Oscar Wilde had sug-
gested in ‘The Portrait of Mr
W.H.’ that the heroine of Shake-
speare's sonnets was in fact a he-
ro, the actor Willy Hughes,
something of which Eisenstein
as an admirer of Wilde was very
likely aware, while the English
playwright Christopher Marlowe
was accused by Richard Baines
of being an ‘Atheist’ with too
much love for ‘“Tobacco & Boies
[boys]. These queer subtexts,
which Eisenstein indexes with
the campy phrase aesthetic ex-
citement, demonstrate how
camp ‘incarnates a victory of
“style” over “content,” “aesthet-
ics” over “morality”, of irony
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over tragedy’ (Sontag 1966: 289),
as does his association of divorce
and suicide as ‘modish’ (Eisen-
stein 1995: 99).

Later, in the same chapter, Ei-
senstein mentions a scandalous
event in a French theatre during
a performance of Jean Cocteau’s
monodrama The Human Voice
[La Voix humaine, 1930], which
involves an actress onstage hav-
ing a phone conversation with
someone offstage. At one point,
Cocteau’s avowed enemy, the
Surrealist poet Paul Eluard
shouted out to the actress: ‘Who
are you talking to? Monsieur
Desbordes?’ Eisenstein describes
this as a two-pronged insult,
again campily combining the sa-
cred and the profane: ‘First, in-
sulting the tradition of the sa-
cred walls of France’s leading
theatre. And second, a direct at-
tack on the author—a hint at his
all-too-well known proclivities;
in this case his name was linked
with a young Monsieur Desbor-
des, a rising novelist’ (Eisenstein
1995: 247). Jean Desbordes was
Cocteau’s lover, a fact that nei-
ther did much to conceal: they
lived together in the mid-1920s,
Cocteau provided the preface to
Desbordes’s poetic essay I Adore
[Jadore, 1928] which was a kind
of love letter to Cocteau, and
Desbordes was the subject of
numerous drawings by the art-
ist. And so, Eluard’s insult may
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have been directed at Cocteau’s
homosexuality or at the open-
ness with which Cocteau and
Desbordes carried on their rela-
tionship.

The memoirs also contain more
encrypted references to works of
art and literature that had be-
come canonical in the modern
gay subcultures of western Eu-
rope and the Americas. In the
visual realm, he references the
sexually suggestive, often an-
drogynous illustrations of Au-
brey Beardsley and in particular
his illustrations for Oscar
Wilde’s Salome, and homoerotic
works of Renaissance art, such
as The Rape of Ganymede, Pro-
metheus and the Eagle, and St
Sebastian (Eisenstein 1995: 310,
583, 352). The latter two, Eisen-
stein notes, were subjects of
consistent interest: ‘St Sebastian
often crops up in drawing I do
almost automatically’; ‘Prome-
theus and the Eagle always re-
turns to my pen’ (1995: 532, 583).
The literary references that al-
lude to an emerging queer liter-
ary canon include Walt Whit-
man, Herman Melville, and
Marcel Proust. In regard to
Whitman, Eisenstein references
his work nursing wounded sol-
diers during the American Civil
War, mentioning the fact that
Whitman would often kiss the
soldiers ‘on the lips’: “The kindly,
grizzled poet Walt Whitman
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used to visit the wounded and
dying. He would bring them
comfort and tobacco. Kiss them
on the lips. Sometimes more
than once’ (Eisenstein 1995: 319).
He ends the passage by stating
that he did not do the same
when nursing Russian soldiers
during the Civil War: ‘I did not
kiss anyone on the lips’ (Eisen-
stein 1995: 319). He mentions
Whitman’s nursing of soldiers
again in the chapter on da-
guerreotypes: ‘These [soldiers]
have been so ruthlessly and
touchingly described in the pag-
es of notes and diaries of the
“great, grizzled poet”, Whitman,
who eased the last moments for
several dozens of them in Wash-
ington hospitals...” (Eisenstein
1995: 296). Note the use of ellip-
ses, which appear elsewhere in
the memoirs to imply a sexual
referent (see the passage on the
chastity belt quoted below). It is
also interesting that one of the
only other references to kissing
in the memoirs is gender neutral
and specifically mentions lips:
‘When 1 kiss a pair of lips, new,
unfamiliar, for the first time, I
am already thinking of how the
farewell kiss will rest upon them’
(Eisenstein 1955: 7), thus associ-
ating himself with Whitman or,
at least, not foreclosing such an
association. Moreover, such use
of metonymy (in this case, hav-
ing lips refer to a person) to
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avoid gender designations was a
central feature of queer Russian
poetry and perfected in the work
of Aleksei Apukhtin, a poet of
the late nineteenth century, of-
ten referred to as the Russian
Wilde (see Baer 2017).

In regard to Melville, who is
mentioned several times in the
memoirs, Eisenstein references
arguably the most libidinously
charged homoerotic passage
from Moby Dick, but does so el-
liptically: ‘As Herman Melville
puts it so well in Moby Dick... for
[ believe that much of a man’s
character will be found beto-
kened in his backbone. I would
rather feel your spine than your
skull, whoever you are...” (from
the chapter about the actual ex-
traction of spermaceti from a
whale’s head)’ (Eisenstein 1995:
504). This chapter, ‘A Squeeze of
the Hand’ is described by Marc
Démont (Démont 2018: 163) as
‘particularly queer’. The short-
ened form of spermaceti, sperm,
is used eight times in a passage
where Ishmael ‘discovers “an
abounding, affectionate, friend-
ly, loving feeling” for his male
companions and sailors while
together they squeeze lumps of
sperm’ (Démont 2018: 163-64,
citing Melville 2002: 323). Re-
garding Proust, Eisenstein de-
scribes Vicomte Etienne de
Baumont as Monsieur Charlus,
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Proust’'s famous homosexual
dandy (Eisenstein 1995: 229).
Harvey’s third category deals
with parodic citations of femi-
ninity, which occur at various
moments in Eisenstein’s mem-
oirs, both in describing figures
who appear themselves to be
camp and in Eisenstein's own
camp performance. Two notable
examples of the former involve
the actress Yvette Guilbert and
the socialite Madame de Man-
drot. About the former, Eisen-
stein writes: ‘Madame was in
despair. She had a cold. But for
that, she would have sung her
entire repertoire for me. [...] My
visit, if not a matinée recital, was
undoubtedly dramatic. An au-
burn wig. Self-important. Inor-
dinately expressive. Exaggerated
tread. Everything was trumpeted
in a declamatory style ill-suited
to conversation. Aprés midi—a
continuous performance’ (Eisen-
stein 1995: 261). About Madame
de Mandrot: ‘The “belle chate-
laine”, as we always called her,
was not at all indifferent to the
Soviet delegation. As she said
her farewells, she told us tragi-
cally: “Ah, Bolsheviks! Bolshe-
viks—you are the only true gen-
tlemen!” (Eisenstein 1995: 340).
Of course, it is difficult to neatly
separate Eisenstein’s own camp
performance from his descrip-
tions of these camp figures as
their campiness bleeds into his
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writing through style indirect li-
bre. In any case, Eisenstein’s
more autonomous citations of
femininity are evident in a num-
ber of stylistic mannerisms.
First, we see it in his extravagant
or exaggerated expressions of
emotion, which are typically ad-
dressed to authors, artists, or
works of art, never to women: 'l
was to worship him all my life’;
‘And Dieu sait 1 adored her rep-
ertoire’; (my] mad attraction for
Lawrence’ ; and ‘a sixteenth-
century engraving I had fallen in
love with’ (Eisenstein 1995: 263,
261, 360, 439). Second, it is evi-
dent in a comic or mock prudery
in relation to sexual matters, in-
dexed by such French expres-
sions as ‘un peu risqué or
‘bouche bée’, and by coy sexual
references, such as referring to
de Sade’s Justine as an ‘unortho-
dox breviary’ or a whorehouse as
a ‘den of iniquity’ (Eisenstein
1995: 495, 360, 517, 379). We see
it too in the following elliptical
descriptions of a chastity belt, a
codpiece and a death erection,
respectively: ‘This idiosyncratic
saddle, an iron “wait for me”, as-
sured the ladies' inviolability
while their lords spent long
years on the arid sands of the
Holy Land, on military expedi-
tions... Mischievous tales from
the past tell of duplicate keys...’;
‘Everyone knows that in those
days knights donned each iron
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legging separately. Between
them was another separate,
small (though not always) steel
shield, which stuck impudently
out from under the steel open-
ing, in the lower position of the
knight’s abdomen’; ‘Villa, who
ordered the prisoners to be
hanged naked so that he and his
soldiers could be entertained by
the sight of their last physiologi-
cal reactions, peculiar to hanged
men’ (Eisenstein 1995: 308, 315,
420).

Note the double use of ellipses
in his description of the chastity
belt, used in the first instance to
suggest that the knights may
have strayed while wifeless in
the Holy Land, and in the sec-
ond instance, to suggest that the
wives may have found ways to
circumvent the contraption.
Finally, Harvey notes that an-
other particular way to index
femininity in camp discourse is
through a nuanced appreciation
of colour, or rather, shades of
colour, citing the following ex-
ample from Tony Kushner’s An-
gels in America (1991):

BELIZE [...] Oh cheer
up, Louis. Look at that
heavy sky out there. . .
LOUIS Purple.

BELIZE Purple? Boy,

what kind of homosexual
are you, anyway? That’s
not purple, Mary, that col-
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our up there is (Very
grand.) mauve (quoted in
Harvey 2002: 1152).

While Eisenstein discusses col-
our throughout the memoirs as
a basis for associative chains,
there is one particularly camp
use of colour that appears
somewhat incongruently at the
end of a lightly homoerotic de-
scription of men in chains on
the cover of a Nick Carter detec-
tive novel:

It showed an underground
part full of various imple-
ments of torture. Collars
were chained to the walls.
Each collar gripped tightly
the neck of a young man
who was stripped to the
waist.

They all had well-groomed
hair with a parting.

And their one item of
clothing—their trousers—
were perfectly creased.
The cover was pale lilac
(Eisenstein 1995: 536).

Conclusion

Reading Eisenstein’s diary as an
elaborate work of camp offers an
alternative to the reductive
hermeneutic lenses of either the
state censor or the closet. Eisen-
stein himself offers glimpses of
that alternative throughout the
memoirs, as in the following
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passage, which he cites from
Stuart Gilbert's biography of
James Joyce in regard to some
draft pages of Ulysses sent by
mail to a friend:

So curious is the language
of this episode that, when
it was sent by the author
from Switzerland to Eng-
land during the Great
War, the Censor held it
up, suspecting that it was
written in some secret
code. Two English writers
(it is said) examined the
work, and came to the
conclusion that it was not
‘code’ but literature of
some  unknown  kind
(quoted in Eisenstein 1995:
665).
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Eisenstein’s camp sensibility, I
would argue, undermines a
reading of the memoir as merely
‘coded’—the effect of the censor
or the closet—encouraging us to
see it instead as a literature of
some unknown kind: a work of
queer life writing that melds
decadent writing and avant-
garde experimentation, high and
low cultural references, and
campy asides next to serious
theoretical reflections, ultimate-
ly queering the distinction be-
tween living and life writing and
endlessly deferring any ultimate
confessional truth.
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Kadence Leung
Poetic coming-out, (un)masking or ‘autofictional

poetry’? Valerii Pereleshin’s Ariel and Poem without

a Subject

Recent critical interest in queer life writing places much emphasis on prose, in-
stead of poetry, as a medium to express one’s sexual nonconformity. This is no
less the case in the Russian context, as poetic life writing by queer writers re-
mains on the margins of literary criticism. While Olga Bakich begins her biog-
raphy of Valerii Pereleshin (1913-1992) by referring to the poet as a ‘Russian émi-
gré gay poet’, there has been meagre attention on his queer life writing, despite
growing scholarly interest in his works as a Russian émigré writer in China and
Brazil.

This article explores two poetic works which are considered the poet’s first self-
referential expression of same-sex love in his poetry: Ariel (composed 1971-1975;
published 1976), a collection of sonnets, which is Pereleshin’s ‘lyrical diary” of
his fantasized love for a Soviet translator, editor, and writer in Moscow, and
Poem without a Subject (composed 1972-1976; published 1989), an autobiograph-
ical account of the poet’s life as an émigré writer, as well as his struggles as one
whose sexuality is considered ‘deviant’ in a heteronormative society. I explore
the poetics of masking and unmasking in the representation of same-sex love in
Ariel through an examination of Pereleshin’s appropriation of Shakespeare’s
sonnets, with which he develops his own ‘autofictional’ poetry, a genre that en-
ables him to express his passions through the intertwining of factual and fic-
tional elements. My analysis of Poem without a Subject focuses on Pereleshin’s
attempt to present his multifaceted literary and sexual life in the classical Rus-
sian tradition through the use of Pushkin’s Onegin stanza. Ultimately, I call at-
tention to the limitations of reading Pereleshin’s poetic life writing as a coming-
out text, and examine strategies employed by the poet, mindful of the challenges
in expressing sexual otherness in Russian literature and the threat of literary
censorship, to develop his own version of queer life writing.

As more and more life writing
genres or subgenres challenge
Philippe Lejeune’s ‘autobio-
graphical pact’, which assumes
the unproblematic identity of the
author, narrator, and protagonist
in autobiography, increasing
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attention has been given to the
way writers sought to express
queerness in experimental forms
of life writing. Max Saunders ar-
gues that ‘auto/biografiction’s
masquerades include gender
masquerades, making it a mode
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attractive to writers wanting to
queer their picture’ (Saunders
2010: 23). This ‘queering’ of the
self-referential I’ resonates with
the call for a rereading of poetry
through the lens of life writing
studies (Gill et al. 2009: 5).

The delayed inclusion of poetry
as a form of life writing can be at-
tributed to the nature of lyrical
poetry, which privileges and
problematizes the association of
the lyrical T with its author: ‘the
lyric “I” [...] asks us to accept the
possibility that the “I” is autobio-
graphically referential while sim-
ultaneously insisting that it need
not be. It sets a trap that we, as
readers, seem to enjoy falling
into’ (Gill et al. 2009: 3).

Paul Hetherington compares the
tactic of autobiographical and
confessional poets to a ruse, first
citing the definition of ‘ruse’ in
the Oxford English Dictionary: ‘a
ruse is a “detour; a doubling or
turning” (Little, Fowler and
Coulson 1973: 1866) and if a
hunted animal employs such
strategies in trying to escape
dogs, poets arguably employ sim-
ilar strategies in order to resist or
escape “the pressure of reality”
(Hetherington 2013: 20). The am-
bivalence of the
poet/speaker/protagonist rela-
tionship in poetry allows it to be
perceived as a ruse, offering
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space for play and masking/un-
masking that straddles fiction
and reality, which has particular
implications for queer expres-
sion.

This article examines two poetic
works by Russian émigré transla-
tor and writer Valerii Pereleshin
(Valerii  Frantsevich Salatko-
Petrishche, 1913-1992). Born in Ir-
kutsk, Pereleshin migrated to the
Russified city of Harbin at the age
of seven. He studied at the YMCA
Gymnasium in Harbin, where he
learned English and other sub-
jects following a pre-revolution-
ary Russian curriculum, and un-
dertook formal study of Chinese
in the Oriental Department of
the Faculty of Law. Pereleshin
was an active member of Russian
literary groups in Harbin and
Shanghai and is considered one
of the most prominent Russian
émigré writers in China. Having
lived in China for over thirty
years, he settled in Brazil in 1953
after a failed attempt to migrate
to America. Following a ten-year
poetic silence (1958-1967), he be-
came especially productive in the
1970s. Pereleshin translated pro-
fusely into Russian from Chinese,
English, and Portuguese. His
translation of English poetry in-
cludes works by Samuel Taylor
Coleridge, John Donne, and six
sonnets from Shakespeare’s Son-
nets (1609). He also published
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translations of classical Chinese
poetry and Portuguese poetry, as
well as a collection of original po-
etry written in Portuguese In Old
Wineskins [Nos odres velhos,

1983].

In his early lyrical works, often
perceived as autobiographical,
Pereleshin maintains a cryptic
and euphemistic tone on the
theme of same-sex love. How-
ever, his poetic breakthrough
took place with the writing of Ar-
iel [Ariel', composed 1971-1975;
published 1976] and Poem with-
out a Subject [Poema bez pred-
meta, composed 1972-1976; pub-
lished in full in 1989]. These are
the first two works in which he
openly discusses same-sex love
and makes explicit references to
himself as well as his ‘beloved’ or
lovers. Ariel is a collection of son-
nets about Pereleshin’s fanta-
sized love, which he repeatedly
referred to as his ‘lyrical diary
(Bakich 2015: 210; Vitkovskii 2013:
26). Poem without a Subject is a
poetic memoir written in Onegin
stanzas, which documents Pere-
leshin’s émigré life and which is
interspersed with episodes from
his romantic encounters and per-
sonal thoughts on politics, litera-
ture, and sexuality.

In 1977, writing within the con-
text of the post-Stonewall civil
rights movement, Simon
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Karlinsky reads Ariel and Poem
without a Subject as Pereleshin’s
‘full-fledged literary coming out’
(Karlinsky 2013: 303). Character-
izing Pereleshin’s poetry as an act
of ‘coming out’ associates his
works with late twentieth-cen-
tury coming-out novels and gay
autobiography in the Western
world, such as Under the Rain-
bow: Growing Up Gay (1977) by
Arnie Kantrowitz and A Boy’s
Own Story (1982) by Edmund
White, which often take the form
of Bildungsromane that ‘have
their roots firmly in identity pol-
itics’ (Saxey 2008: 6). However, a
close study of Pereleshin’s poetry
reveals that his poetics is far re-
moved from the developmental
and teleological mode of coming-
out narratives, many of which fo-
cus on the protagonist or autobi-
ographer’s discovery of sexual
identity, painful experiences, and
the decision to come out of the
closet. Imposing a Western no-
tion of homosexuality and Amer-
ican gay politics onto a Russian
text, Karlinsky’s comment coin-
cides with the prevalence of ‘uni-
versalizing pretensions of the US
gay rights model’ (Baer 2021: 14),
as seen in anthologies of gay lit-
erature, including Out of the Blue
(Pereleshin 1997), where the
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English translation of Pere-
leshin’s poems appears.’'

Taking Lee Edelman’s under-
standing of ‘queer’ as those ‘stig-
matized for failing to comply
with heteronormative mandates’
(Edelman 2004: 17), this study
analyses Ariel and Poem without
a Subject as Pereleshin’s queer
life writing with respect to his re-
jection and questioning of heter-
onormativity as well as the obli-
gation to procreate. The follow-
ing discusses Ariel with reference
to the tradition of the sonnet
form and its relationship with life
writing, reading Pereleshin’s
work as a form of ‘autofictional’
poetic ruse, and examines how
Aleksandr Pushkin’s digressive
form allows Pereleshin to include
episodes of same-sex encounters
in his poetic memoir. The poetic
dialogue with Shakespeare and
Pushkin, as well as the use of au-
tofictional style and authorial di-
gressions, enable Pereleshin to
develop his queer poetic life writ-
ing, a personal response to heter-
onormativity which is vastly

' Karlinsky played a major role in the
publication of Pereleshin’s homoerotic
poetry in America from the seventies on-
wards. Pereleshin’s poetry (translated
into English by Karlinksy) appears in
Gay Sunshine and other publications of
Gay Sunshine Press as a result of Karlin-
sky’s introduction of Pereleshin to the
editor Winston Leyland. In 1989, at his
own expense, Karlinsky published the
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different from Western coming-
out narratives.

Ariel - a poetic coming out?

Ariel was inspired by the corre-
spondence between Pereleshin
and Evgenii Vitkovskii, a literary
editor, translator, and writer liv-
ing in Moscow. The correspond-
ence sparked the exiled poet’s
full-blown infatuation with the
Moscow writer, resulting in the
diary-like collection of sonnets,
in which Pereleshin pours out his
longing, passion, frustration, and
jealousy, despite the fact that the
two never met in person. Karlin-
sky contextualizes Ariel thus
within the history of Soviet re-
pression of homosexuality: ‘Like
most gay men in the Soviet Un-
ion, Vitkovsky was married [...]
His family, consisting of himself,
his mother, his wife, and his
small son, is typical [...] of the liv-
ing arrangements of gay men in
the Soviet Union’ (Karlinsky 2013:

304).

entire Poem without a Subject with his
detailed introduction and analysis. Out
of the Blue, which was published by Gay
Sunshine Press in 1997, contains
Karlinksy’s introductory essay ‘Russia’s
Gay Literature and History’ and several
of Pereleshin’s poetry (including selec-
tions from Ariel) translated into English
by Karlinsky and Vitaly Chernetsky.
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This positioning of Ariel is prob-
lematic for two reasons. First,
Karlinsky’s comment distorts
Vitkovskii’s sexual identity by
conflating his real life and his
role as a character in Ariel.
Vitkovskii repeatedly stressed
that he was the ‘object of this al-
most frantic passion’ (Vitkovskii
2013: 4), and the poet-persona in
Ariel is equally aware that his in-
fatuation is a self-deception [sa-
moobman] (Pereleshin 1976: 10).>

Second, this interpellation of
Pereleshin as a gay writer also re-
quires clarification. Having spent
most of his formative years
among Russian émigrés in China
and being acquainted with the
founder of the American Gay
Sunshine Press Winston Leyland
only in 1977, Pereleshin does not
refer to same-sex love in his writ-
ing with Russian slang such as
light blue [goluboi] or English
terminology, like ‘gay’ and
‘queer’, terms that were bor-
rowed and popularized in Russia
only from the 1990s (Baer 2018:
43, 47; Kon 2003: 14).2 Instead,
Pereleshin refers to his sexuality
as ‘left-handedness’ [levshizna] -
‘My left-handedness, of course,
were understood by many in
China’ (letter to Vitkovskii, 21

* Unless otherwise stated, all translations
are my own.

> According to Igor' Kon, the etymology
of the use of ‘blues’ [golubye] to refer to
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July 1978, cited by Vitkovskii
2018: 560). In his letters to Gleb
Struve, he mentions that ‘left-
handedness’ expresses ‘the es-
sence better than all kinds of pe-
jorative terms like the English
queer and gay’ (5 September 1981,
cited by Bakich 2015: 215). He
‘would not have objected to ho-
mosexual if it was equivalent to
heterosexual [Eng.] (3 March
1978, cited by Bakich 2015: 215).
Even in the poem ‘To the One
Who Confessed’ [Priznavshemu-
sia, 1977], which serves as a dedi-
cation to Winston Leyland, Pere-
leshin refers to Gay Sunshine as
‘Left-handed light’ [Levshinskii
svet|, implying his preference for
the term ‘left-handedness’ in his
Russian writing. Although this
figuration of his sexuality might
be deemed ‘essentialist’, his un-
derstanding is based on one’s de-
viation from the ‘norm’, which is
not dissimilar to Eve Kosofsky
Sedgwick’s understanding of
‘queer’ as an ‘open mesh of possi-
bilities, gaps, overlaps, disso-
nances and resonances, lapses
and excesses of meaning when
the constituent elements of any-
one’s gender, of anyone’s sexual-
ity aren’t made (or can’t be
made) to signify monolithically’

(Sedgwick 1993: 8).

homosexuals has not been fully studied,
though one of the popular theories
traces its usage to prison slang in the
1950s. (Kon 2003: 11).
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Pereleshin’s use of ‘left-handed-
ness’ as an image in his poetry re-
veals his positioning in a heter-
onormative society where the
‘right-handed’ regulate and per-
secute those who are considered
‘deviant’.

The representation of Pere-
leshin’s poetry as his literary
coming-out ignores the poetic
ruse that he employs in Ariel. The
title of the collection refers to
Shakespeare’s dainty, tricksy
spirit in The Tempest (1623) and
represents the opposition be-
tween the world of flesh and
spirit. Rather than seeing Ariel as
Pereleshin’s coming-out text, I
analyse his modelling of the col-
lection after Shakespeare’s son-
nets, as he reformulates concepts
of love, marriage, sexuality, and
writing put forward in Shake-
speare’s ‘procreation sonnets’.

The sonnet and the writing of self

To understand Pereleshin’s inter-
play of the autobiographical and
fictional in Ariel, one must first
examine its relationship with

Dante, Petrarch, and Shake-
speare’s sonnets. Dante’s New
Life [Vita Nuova, 1294] and

* By ‘transgendered’ Cousins refers to the
reconfiguration of the ‘donna angelica’
motif in the fin‘amor [courtly love]
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Petrarch’s Song Book (Fragments
in the Vernacular) [11 Canzoniere
(Rerum vulgarium fragmenta),
1470] were ‘conceived in the
shadow of St. Augustine’s Con-
fessions, as well as in the after-
math of the vast phenomenon of
medieval autobiographism’
(Mazzotta 1998: 183). In New Life,
25 sonnets and six other poems
are framed within an autobio-
graphical prose narrative of
Dante’s encounters and obses-
sion with Beatrice. Similarly, the
sonnets in Petrarch’s Song Book
are marked by the author’s ‘auto-
reflexive poetics’ (Freccero 1975:
38). The lyrical ‘T of the sonnets
- the poet-persona - builds the
impression of an almost indistin-
guishable identity between per-
sona and author, resulting in an
inclination to perceive the son-
nets as the poet’s personal ex-
pression.

Shakespeare’s sonnets transpose
and complicate the traditional
sonnet form by replacing the ide-
alized female muse with an ‘aris-
tocratic, transgendered male ver-
sion of the donna angelica’ and a
dark lady who differs signifi-
cantly from the image of Beatrice
and Laura (Cousins 2018: 256).*
Moreover, in the sonnets, the

tradition by sonnet writers such as Mi-
chelangelo and Shakespeare, whose
speakers express homoerotic desire.
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enigma that revolves around the
identities of the speaker and ad-
dressees are made complex
through the dedication to ‘Mr.
W.H.” and Shakespeare’s playful
treatment of the word/name
‘Will'. Peter Hiihn talks about the
work’s ‘factual-fictional ambiva-
lence’, making critics ‘grapple
with possible factual references
in the Sonnets but refrain from
identifying them because they
are impossible to verify’ (Hithn
2014: 163). [ interpret this ambiv-
alence between the autobio-
graphical and fictional as a ruse,
a game employed by the author,
which provides the model for
Pereleshin’s queer expression in
Ariel.

Structurally, Ariel evokes Shake-
speare’s sonnets. The collection
consists of 153 sonnets plus a
crown sonnet ‘Link’ [Zveno],
which consists of 14 sonnets and
a master sonnet. The number of
sonnets almost reaches Shake-
speare’s 154, though most son-
nets are written in Petrarchan
form.

Pereleshin probably reads Shake-
speare’s Sonnets as the Bard’s au-
tobiographical writing, interpret-
ing ‘Mr. W.H.” to be the actor
Willie Hughes, a claim popular-
ized by Oscar Wilde’s fictional
text The Portrait of Mr. W. H.
(1889). In Ariel, Pereleshin

Autobiogragesl - Number 11/2022

characterizes himself as the poet-
persona (Dante/Petrarch/Shake-
speare) and portrays Evgenii
Vitkovskii as a Be-
atrice/Laura/Willie Hughes fig-
ure in panegyric mode:

The girl next door Portinari
Dante housed in a grand
paradise,

But his insipid wife

He left alone in the bazaar
of life.

[...]

And here I am without a
home, without a wife

[ converted persistent
dreams into flesh,

And you came into being as
stellar Beatrice (‘Sonet
obidy’, Pereleshin 1976: 141)

Cocenckyto neBuypkKy [lop-
TUHapH

[laHT mocenun B TOpXe-
CTBEHHOM palo,

3aTo >KeHy OeCIBETHYIO
CBOIO

3a0b1 OJHY HA >KA3HEH-
HOM Oa3zape.

[...]

Bot Tak u s 6e3 moma, 6e3
YKEeHBI

B IJIOTh IIPEeTBOPUII
HACTOMYMBbBIE CHBI,

M ThI BO3HUK HajA3Be31-
HbIM beatpuuewm,

Here I am - Shakespeare of
the second Elizabeth,
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And you - a different Wil-
lie Hughes who has seen
the light. (‘Parallely’, Pere-
leshin 1976: 15)

Bot s — lllekcnup BTOpOIA
Enu3aBeTsr,

A TBI — Jpyroi, mpo3pes-
wnii Bunnu Xpio3.

The ‘enlightened’ Willie Hughes
implies the role of the poet-
speaker as an older ‘mentor’, ed-
ucating the youth in literature as
well as matters of love, which
may also suggest a sexual awak-
ening.

Pereleshin pays tribute to Pet-
rarch and Shakespeare in the
twentieth sonnet in Ariel.
Though the sonnets in Ariel are
not numbered, thematically the
sonnet echoes Shakespeare’s
Sonnet 20, in which the poet-per-
sona openly expresses his admi-
ration of the feminine beauty of
the male addressee, whom Na-
ture by ‘adding one thing to my
purpose nothing’ (Shakespeare
2014: 151) assigns to be a man.
Shakespeare’s ‘master mistress of
my passion’ (Shakespeare 2014:
151)  anticipates  Pereleshin’s
Evgenii in Ariel - a womanly
[zhenstvennym)], compound
male-female figure: Pereleshin’s
neologisms zhenomuzh and mu-
zhedeva, which Vitaly
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Chernetsky translates as ‘wife’s
husband’ and ‘maiden-man’
(Pereleshin 1997: 191), have fur-
ther translation possibilities as
Pereleshin plays on the words
muzh [husband], deva [maiden],
zhena [wife], and Zhenia [the di-
minutive form of Evgenii]. The
poem also plays on the contrasts
between masculine and feminine
forms; thus, ‘Zhenia’ (with a fem-
inine ending) is preferable to the
masculine ‘Evgenii’:

By Evgenii of the legends
and Januaries?

No, I am bewitched by the
womanly Zhenia:

[ am sick by him to the
point of dizziness,

And fits are more often and
acute.

[ think: won’t it be smarter
to run from jealousy and
humiliations?

But from spasms and burn-
ing sensations will

seven hundred lakes and
seven seas hide?

After all even there, excited
and disturbed,

In spite of the vultures of
the customs offices,
You will appear
strings, loving,

with

both a wife’s husband and
secretly a man-maiden:
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Let us be loved and let
them listen to you

The Ghent of geniuses and
snowy Geneva! (‘Zhenia,
Pereleshin 1976: 28)

EBecenuiem nereHa u eeHBa-
pen?

Her, owencTBeHHBIM 4
OKOJITOBaH JKeHeli:

51 60/1eH M 10 TOTOBOKPY-
HCEeHUH,

W npucrtynsl Bce yaue u
OCTpeM.

Sl mymato: He OyzeT M XUT-
peit

OT peBHOCTH O€XaTb W
YHUMCEHUI?

Ho cnpsuyT n1u ot cygopor
U XHCEeHUUN

CembCOT 03ep U ceMbIeCsT
Mopeiti?

Benp make TaMm, B3BOJIHO-
BaH U BCTPEBOXXEH,
Hanepekop crepBsiTHUKam
TaMOJXX€EH,

Co crpyHamu mpepicra-
Hellb TbI, 11004,

W mcenoMyK, U BTaiiHe My-
XeJeBa:

[Tyctp mo6sAT Hac U ciy-
HIAIOT TeOst

I'eHT 2eHUeB U CHeXCHast
YKenena! [emphases - K.L.]

The play on words that contains
the syllables gen from ‘Evgenii’
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and zhen, from Zhenia, or wife
[zhena] resembles Shakespeare’s
punning on ‘Will’, as in Sonnet
135. It also recalls the fifth poem
in Petrarch’s Song Book, as the
poet-persona spells out Laura’s
name with the repetition of LAU,
RE, TA, which suggests the name
Lauretta (Petrarch 1996: 6).

Petrarch’s veiling of the identity
of Laura and Shakespeare’s play-
ful treatment of names both de-
part from Dante’s autobiograph-
ical New Life, but Pereleshin’s use
of personal names and dates in
Ariel renders it an example of po-
etic life writing. The collection
opens with an acrostic that spells
out a close variant of the name
‘V-I-T-K-O-V-S-K-I-I' (the last
letter of the name ‘iU’ [i] is
changed to ‘w’ [i]). The name of
Evgenii’s son, his first wife and a
future younger son who would be
named after him (Valerii the sec-
ond) are also mentioned in the
sonnets. Pereleshin himself ima-
gines Evgenii as his twin brother
(‘Evgenii was brother to Valerii’
[A bratom byl Valeriiu Evgenii],
Pereleshin 1976: 12), thereby in-
serting his own name into the
collection. Notably, the sonnets
are all dated from 20 April 1971 to
29 October 1975, giving the im-
pression that Ariel documents
the poet’s infatuation and emo-
tional turmoil as a result of his
correspondence with Evgenii
Vitkovskii. These episodes of
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vacillating emotions present a
loose narrative that begins with
the poet’s desire to guide Evgenii
to be his literary successor, which
quickly transforms into passion-
ate love, punctuated by scenes of
longing and outbursts, as well as
ruminations on literature. In the
final part (sonnets 137-153), the
poet-persona records his near
emotional breakdown and even-
tual sobering up after discover-
ing Evgenii’s ‘betrayal’ - that he
left his wife for another woman.

‘Autofictional’ poetry as a ruse

What is the relationship between
the autobiographical and the fic-
tional in Ariel? In what sense
does Pereleshin’s appropriation
of the sonnet form demonstrate
the interplay between censorship
and poetic licence?

To answer these questions, it is
useful to examine discussions
over autofiction, a subgenre of
life writing. The term autofiction,
believed to be coined by Serge
Doubrovsky in 1977, refers to life
writing that contradicts
Lejeune’s ‘autobiographical pact’.
Jacques Lecarme defines auto-
fiction as a narrative whose ‘au-
thor, narrator and protagonist
share the same nominal identity
and whose generic title indicates
that it is a novel’ (Lecarme 1993:
227) which blurs the line
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between the factual and fictional.
Doubrovsky and Lecarme’s argu-
ments reveal problems with the
linear, confession-based autobio-
graphical narratives, which do
not apply to ‘ex-centric’ writers
‘who either cannot or choose not
to produce a coherent, teleologi-
cal narrative’ (Bloom 2019: 11).
For these ‘ex-centric’ writers, in-
cluding queer writers, the fic-
tionalization of self offers a way
out of the double conundrum
that faces gay autobiography: the
author’s responsibility, which
poses ethical questions over the
revelation of identities of those
related to the author, and a pre-
dictable, teleological reading,
which follows ‘a clear pattern of
change: from a secretive world to
a public one; from a private
world to a participatory one:
from a shameful world to a proud
one’ (Plummer 1995: 108).

Notwithstanding  Doubrovsky
and Lecarme’s focus on prose,
their discussion sheds light on a
similar approach in poetry. Heth-
erington discusses how poets use
the strategy of poetic ruse to cre-
ate an ‘imposture or masquer-
ade’, giving the example of Anne
Sexton: ‘Instead of revealing her-
self, Sexton speaks from behind
the mask of “confessional poet”,
and uses this mask as a way of
saying many apparently “true”
things about language and reality
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while distorting the literal truth
of what she says in whatever
ways suit her purposes’ (Hether-
ington 2013: 27). In a similar vein,
Pereleshin’s poetic representa-
tion and invention of self in Ariel
is arguably his ‘autofictional po-
etry’, which can be read as a ruse:
a ‘necessary artifice; as a way out
of difficulties’ (Hetherington
2013: 20). In ‘Judgment’ [Sud] the
poet-persona imagines being
judged by Girolamo Savonarola,
the fifteenth-century Dominican
friar of Florence, whose contro-
versial laws against sodomy and
‘bonfire of the vanities’ made him
a symbol of hostility towards
same-sex relationships:

History will end with judg-
ment:

From the dusky Sheol will
rise

The merciless monk Savo-
narola

To judge Paris, Pompeii
and Sodom.

Then we, also humbled by
shame,

Will pay our debts to the
last obol,

Cluttering up the foot of
the throne
With our longing, love and
labour.

Then will burn, in order to
smoulder forever,
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Basilicas, palaces, libraries

Food for the grumbling
fire.

How shall we answer then
For the music, for impas-
sioned sonnets?

Even [ won’t be able to pre-
serve your poems. (‘Sud,
Pereleshin 1976: 30)

WcTtopusi 3aKOHYUTCS CY-
IOM:

[TopHMMeTCST U3 TYCKJIOTO
1reoJjia

besxanoctHeiii Mmonax Ca-
BOHapoJIa

Cypurs [lapwk, [Tomnen u
Copom.

Torga i MbI, TIPUHMKEHBI
CTBIZIOM,

CBoM IOATH 3aIUIATHM [0
o0oJa,

3arpomMo3guB  MOJHOXHE
npecToa

CBoel ToCKOH, JTI000BBIO U

TPYAOM.

Torga cropst, 4Tob AOTI/IE-
BaTh BOBEKH,

Basunuku, AaBOpIBI, OHO-
JINOTEKH —

[lojaukamMu BOpYIMBOMY
OTHIO.

Kakue MbI 1agyiM TOria OT-
BeThI
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3a MY3BIKy, 3a CTPACTHbIe
COHEeTbhI?

TBOMX CTUXOB U 51 He CO-
XPaHIO.

Though the scene depicted is
purely imaginary, the fear that
one’s writing could possibly be-
come the cause for persecution is
clearly presented.

The poet-persona of Ariel oscil-
lates between ‘confession’ and
the rejection of such ‘truth’. On
the one hand, he imitates Hel-
lenic artists who add a personal
signature on stamnos, ancient
Greek wine jars which sometimes
have inscriptions on them, mak-
ing it a secret (but public) love
confession:

...I like to hide among sad
iambs
the confession: EUGENES

- THE BEAUTIFUL BOY.
(‘Priznan'e’, Pereleshin

1976: 19)°

...MHe mnpsTaTh HpPABUTCA
Cpeny MevaabHbIX SMOOB
[Tpusnanwse: EUGENES - O
EPHEBOS KALOS.

> The Greek phrase ‘6 maig¢ kaAdq [the
beautiful boy], usually carrying erotic
connotation, is a common inscription on
Greek vases (Clark et al. 2002: 100). In-
stead of pais [boy] Pereleshin uses the
term ephebos, which refers to young
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On the other hand, Pereleshin
warns against biographical scru-
tiny, especially on the part of the
critic. In ‘Enquiry’ [Spravka],
which starts with an epigraph
from Fedor Tiutchev's poem
‘Don’t believe, don’t believe the
poet, maiden...” ['Ne ver', ne ver'
poetu, deva..’, 1839], the poet
mocks the future literary critic
who tries to find out the truth of
the poet:

The future literary critic
Should suffer because of
me:

After all I am a sly person,
a little crafty rogue,

I'm putting him on the
wrong track

[...]

And by poems I bought
myself a wig,

Forged a cheque, married
on dowry,

Tormented a wife and
squandered money...
Will he wunderstand, in
spite of deceptions,

men from eighteen to twenty years old.
The connection between ‘EUGENES’ and
Evgenii Vitkovskii is apparent as the
name Evgenii is derived from the Greek
word edyevij¢ [eugenés].
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That the poet was slander-
ing his very self? (‘Spravka’,
Pereleshin 1976: 140)°

I'psapymemMy nuteparypo-

Beny

[TomyuuTncs NpUJETCA
HaJ|0 MHOM:

Begp s - xwurpen, may-

THUILIKa NPOJYBHOM,
Ilo noxHOMY ero myckaro

cieny.

[...]

A 1o ctrxam — Kymua cebe
MapuK,

[Togmenan dYek, >XeHWICS
Ha MIPUJAHOM,

M3Ben xeHy U feHbI'M IPO-
MOTAUJI...

[lo¥iMeT 1 OH, HamepeKop
oOmaHaM,

YTo caMm cebst TOST OKJIEBE-
Tan?

This simultaneous masking and
unmasking complicate the self-
referentiality of the text, resisting
a simplistic, (auto)biographical
interpretation despite the use of
real names. It also allows a crea-
tive space for Pereleshin to ex-
press his attitudes towards same-
sex love and, more importantly,
to represent such love from the

® The last word in Tiutchev’s original line
deva [maiden] is removed, changing the
addressee from a girl to the general
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raw material of the Russian lan-
guage.

Love and sexuality in Ariel

The model of love presented in
Ariel is that of Ancient Greece,
with Ariel depicted as Alcibiades,
Ganymede, Charmides, and An-
tinous. The poet-persona takes
on the role of an aged mentor,
and upon receiving the poem of
his literary ‘apprentice’, com-
pares the correspondence with a
Socratic dialogue:

Crowned with threadbare
garland,

I will join the dialogue with
the student [who is]
Trusting, courteous and
long-awaited,

And the conversation will
rumble all over the world:

Come in, in one desired
face,

My Menexenus, my Lysias,
my Charmides! (‘Pri polu-

chenii “Okeana™, Pere-
leshin 1976: 10)
YBeHuUaHHBI  ITOHOIIEH-

HBIM B€HKOM,
Sl B jnasnor BCTymuImo ¢ y4e-
HUKOM

audience, enabling a non-heterosexual
reading.
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JloBepuMBbIM, TH0OE3HBIM,
IOTOXAAHHBIM,

N pasrosop 1o cBety npo-
IPEMMT:

Bxomure >xe, B 0oIHOM JIH1IE
YKeJTaHHOM,

Moi1 MenekceH, mou /JIu-
cui, Mol Xapmug!

The mentor desires to nurture
the youth into a literary succes-
SOr':

Oh, I want such an heir

To find in you, so that you
the sparkle of word

Serve, like me, with the
highest level of strength.
(‘Akrostikh’, Pereleshin

1976: 9)

O, s xo4y mpeeMHHKa Ta-
KOTO

B TeGe wHaiiTH, 4TOO TBHI
CBEpPKaHbIO CJIOBa
Ciy)xu, Kak s — MO BBIC-
e Mepe CUJL.

Although there are fantasized
erotic episodes in Ariel, the Pla-
tonic ideal is upheld. The con-
trast of flesh and spirit not only
reflects the poet-persona’s inter-
nal struggle, but also contributes
to the depiction of a chaste love
that is superior to the carnal rela-
tionship between men and
women. Confronting a youth
who is surrounded by ‘maidenly
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warmth’, the poet-persona di-
rects him to Diotima’s teaching
about love, recounted by Socra-
tes in The Symposium (c. 385-370
BQ):

[...] And again talk about
‘The Feast’

We will have: about triplic-
ities in the world,

About the happiness to be-
come a cool stream

And [to] quench the desire
of a sworn brother [which
is]

Primal, the most under-
standable - in what
Diotima instructed Socra-
tes! (‘Ne pervii raz’, Pere-
leshin 1976: 157)

[... ] U cHoBa peup o
«ITupe»

[lofizer y Hac: o TpoM-
CTBEHHOCTH B Mipe,

O popocTy mNpoxjaaJHBIM
CTaTh pPyYybem

N yronuTth XenaHbe TO-
O6paTuMa

[lepBuyHOe, MOHsITHeHIIee
- B 4eM

HacraBuna Cokpara /uo-
THMa!

Diotima’s speech highlights the
importance of procreation in
Plato’s conceptualization of love,
which both Shakespeare and
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Pereleshin draw upon: ‘the object
of love is not beauty [...] It is birth
and procreation in a beautiful
medium’ (Plato 1998: 49).

Suggesting that procreation in
the form of childbirth reflects the
human desire for immortality,
Diotima argues that there are re-
lationships that lead to other
forms of procreation and immor-
tality:

the offspring of this rela-
tionship are particularly at-
tractive and are closer to
immortality than ordinary
children [..] and we cast
envious glances at good
poets like Homer and Hes-
iod because the kind of
children they leave behind
are those which earn their
parents renown and ‘fame
immortal’, since the chil-
dren themselves are im-
mortal (Plato 1998: 52-53).

The first 17 sonnets in Shake-
speare’s Sonnets — commonly re-
ferred to as ‘procreation sonnets’
— can be read as a transposition
of this Platonic ideal. The poet-
persona repeatedly urges a fair
youth to be married, so that he
can leave behind his imprint for
eternity:
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She [Nature] carved thee
for her seal, and meant
thereby

Thou shouldst print more,
not let that copy die (‘Son-
net 1, Shakespeare 2014:

133).

And nothing 'gainst time’s
scythe can make defence

Save breed to brave him,
when he takes thee hence
(‘Sonnet 12/, Shakespeare

2014: 135).

The turning point of the se-
quence is when the poet realizes
an alternative way to immortal-
ize the youth’s beauty - through
his sonnets:

And all in war with time for
love of you

As he takes from you, I en-
graft you new (‘Sonnet 15,
Shakespeare 2014: 141).

The word ‘engraft’ combines hor-
ticultural imagery, which sym-
bolizes a medieval understand-
ing of marriage and procreation,
with the imagery of writing (‘en-
graft’ recalls the Greek word
graphein, to write). The theme of
writing as an alternative method
of procreation continues, despite
doubts over his ‘pupil pen’ and
‘barren rhyme’ (‘Sonnet 16’, 143),
and transforms into a confidence
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in the poet’s ability to conquer
Time:

Yet do thy worst, old Time,
despite thy wrong,

My love shall in my verse
ever live young (‘Sonnet
19’, Shakespeare 2014: 149).

While Ariel is in many aspects a
response to Shakespeare’s appro-
priation of Plato’s imagery of pro-
creation, Pereleshin places a
greater emphasis on Diotima’s
figuration of beauty as a medium
for birth. The first sonnet in Pere-
leshin’s Ariel concludes with a
similar idea of procreation:

Who will reproach my
spirit for treachery?

Have [ not previously
asked the chosen one -
With him and in him I pro-
duce progeny! [italics -
K.L.] (‘Akrostikh’, Pere-
leshin 1976: 9)

Kro ynpekner moi ayx 3a
BEpPOJIOMCTBO?
M36paHHUKa U Tpexzje s
MPOCUJT —

C HUM, U 8 HeM IIPOU3BOXXY
noromctso! [italics — K.L.]

This resonates with Plato’s con-

ceptualization of non-physical
birth:
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his giving birth to beautiful
discourses and virtue and
his gaining of immortality,
can logically be accom-
plished only in partnership
with another person: one
gives birth, in effect, to an
enlightened way of life in
the person of the (younger)
partner, and it is through
him that the lover gains a
kind of vicarious immortal-
ity (Leitao 2014: 37).

In Pereleshin’s version the be-
loved — whom he is mentoring to
be a poet - becomes a medium
(with him, in him) in a more spir-
itual form of procreation, which
materializes in Pereleshin’s po-
etry. The figure of Ariel thus rep-
resents a higher realm of exist-
ence and creativity:

Two windy, amorous Ariels
Are given to create in inno-
cent height,

And below - we: we burn
and with them share

The magical gift of concep-
tion in beauty. (‘My’, Pere-
leshin 1976: 1)
JIlByM BeTPOBBIM, BIIO0-
JIeHHBIM ApU3JISIM

JlaHO TBOPUTH B Oe3rpeli-
HOM BBICOTE,
A HMXKe — MBbI: TOPUM U C
HUMH Je/TUM
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YynecHblii gap 3a4aTbhsa B
Kpacore.

Pereleshin also makes use of this
conflicting understanding of pro-
creation to formulate his view to-
wards the sexual politics that op-
poses the ‘procreators’ and ‘de-
generates’:

And is it necessary for fer-
tilization,

That a couple writhes from
lust? (‘My’, Pereleshin

1976: 11)

A HY)XHO JIU AJIs1 OIUIOZO-
TBOPEHB,
Yro6 KopuMmack OT TO-
XOTH YeTa?

Pereleshin directs his frustration
towards the institution of mar-
riage, particularly in its modern,
Soviet form. In “The Speech of Ar-
istophanes’ [Slovo Aristofana] he
appropriates Aristophanes’ myth
of the three sexes in The Sympo-
sium to mock those who fill up
the civil registration offices
(ZAGS)’. Apart from the double
‘he’ and double ‘she’, the third
sex was the ‘lascivious “he-she”
[bludlivyi ‘on-ona’]:

That breed was quite
strong:

7 ZAGS, the Soviet equivalent of a regis-
try office, stands for Organy zapisi aktov
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Round and somewhat
funny,
It lived, not remembering
gods,

And for that was cut into
two!

Since that time Ajax weeps
about Ajax,

Sappho sings about the
Mytilene maids,

And the third sex throngs
every ZAGS,

Anticipating the lure of in-
fidelity:

It takes sex partners by
force,

Rears children and boasts
of themselves. (‘Slovo Aris-
tofana’, Pereleshin 1976:
20)

[Topoga Ta ObUTa BecbMa
CUJIbHA:

Oxpyriasi M HECKOJbKO
CMelTHas,

OmHa >xuia, 60roB He BCIIO-
MHUHas,

M HagBoe 3a TO pacceveHa!

C Tex mop AsIKC pbiZaeT 00
Asikce,

[Toet Cado o neBax Mutu-
JIeH,

A TpeTHii 0N TOJNMMUTCS B
kaxgom 3AICe,

grazhdanskogo sostoianiia, the body for
‘the registration of acts of civic status’.
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[IpenBesnasi 3aMaHYUBOCTH
U3MEH:

CooxuTesiei 3aXBaThIBAaeT C
0010,

[eTeil pacTUT MU XBaJIUTCS
c00010.

The depiction of the third sex as
lascivious, unfaithful couples
crowding up at civil registration
offices offers a critique of how so-
ciety legitimizes heterosexual
unions and procreation, high-
lighting the problem of heter-
onormativity, where heterosexu-
ality prevails over all other (out-
lawed) forms of relationships,
union and sexualities.

For Pereleshin, the symbolic op-
position between procreators
and degenerates not only repre-
sents different perspectives over
sexuality, but also one’s attitude
to life and art. Throughout the
sonnet collection, the procrea-
tors are portrayed as Soviet work-
ers toiling for material suste-
nance, incomparable to the poet-
persona, who creates poetry and
reaches immortality and fame.
This is a reversal of the Soviet
conceptualisation of poet as a
worker, as illustrated by
Maiakovskii’'s ‘Poet worker’” [Poet
rabochii, 1918]:

We grind minds with the
rasp of language.
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Who is greater — a poet

or a foreman,

who

leads people towards mate-
rial gain?

Both.

Hearts are the same as mo-
tors.

The soul is the same as the
cunning engine. (‘Poet rab-
ochii’, Maiakovskii 1956:

19)

Mosru uutndpyem pammnu-
JieM sI3BbIKaA.

KTo BbIllle — moaT

WJIN TEXHUK,

KOTOPbIH

BeJleT N10Jier K BellleCTBeH-
HOU BBITOZE?

Ooba.

Cepaila — Takue XX Mo-
TOPBHI.

[Jyia — Takoi xe XUTpbIi
IBUTATEb.

In Pereleshin’s formulation, the
prosaic (authority, monotonous
life) stands opposite to poetry
(art, immortality), mapping the
distinction between byt (every-
day life) and bytie (being) onto
the procreators-degenerates po-
lemic:

Prosaists in heaven had my
life
Conceived: career of a law-
yer,
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Dignitary (and, perhaps, a
diplomat,

Though I do not recognize
such ranks).

They introduced a wife and
family into the pro-
gramme,

So that I follow the way of
my father and grandfather,
But from a young age, be-
ing an eccentric and rest-
less person,

[ am not attracted to every-
day life, but to existence.
(‘Nedosmotr’, Pereleshin

1976: 87)

[Tpo3anku Ha Hebe >XU3Hb
MO0

3agyManu: Kapbepy IpaBo-
BeJa,

CanoBHUKa (M, MOXeT-
OBIThH, MOMPEAA,

XOTh S TaKUX YHMHOB He
IPU3HAIO).

BHec/1 yxeHy B porpammy
Y1 CEMBIO,

YT06 5 moiuen myreMm oTuLa
U flefa,

Ho c 1oHBIX 51€T, yyzak u
HeroceJa,

He x ObITy 51 TsAHYCH, @ K
OBITHIO.

The fate of male - a fertile
wife

And sons, and daughters,
and grandsons,
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To cram As and Bs in their
face,

To snort, puff, and to be
confused about tenses.

But will start seeding

A man of prayer, an ascetic,
a man of science

Or a poet, whose secret
pain is converted

By a poem into pauses and
sounds? (‘Bessmertie’,
Pereleshin 1976: 42)

Yaen camua — mioaimBas
XeHa

M ceiHOBBS, U godepu, u
BHYKH,

Y1o6 B ux smue 3yOpUTH
assl U OyKH,

CoreTp, MBIXTETH U MYTaTh
BpeMeHa.

Ho craHer nu nmyckarbscs B
ceMeHa

MoOAUTBEHHUK, TIOJABMK-
HMK, MY)X HayK{

WMnu nost, 4bs B mayssl U
3BYKH

Bosib TaiiHas cTrxom o6pa-
meHa?

Relieved from sexual procreation
are those who reach immortality
- Mikhail Lermontov, Christo-
pher Marlowe, and Paul Verlaine
- a far cry from the Soviet trans-
lator, a factory worker whose
‘rThyming’ amounts to drudgery
or ‘hard labour’:
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[...] For dull translation,

Grumbling, you proceed -
for tedious hassle.

And the factory will pro-
duce until the night,
Rhyming backbreakingly:
have to catch that dead-
line! (‘Krapivnitsa’, Pere-
leshin 1976: 35)

[...] 3a TyckubIit IEpeBO,

Bopua, ThI nmpuMmenibcs —
3a HyJHYIO MOPOKY.

U 6ynet 1d HOUM TPOU3BO-
IOWTh 3aBOJ,

Pudmyss kartopxHo: mo-
CIIeTH-TO HaJJ0 K CPOKY!

In the face of his beloved’s family
life, where the production of
translation evokes the sexual act
of procreation, even the phallic
symbol of the poet-persona - the
proboscis of small tortoiseshell
(krapivnitsa, a kind of butterfly)
which represents his letter - be-
comes impotent:

The letter will flop: my pro-
boscis is powerless.

It doesn't sway, not
‘brazilized’ at all
(‘Krapivnitsa’, Pereleshin
1976: 35)

[IlucbMo 3aBanuTcs: Mou
X000TOK OeccuiieH.
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He mokone6nercsi, HU4yTh
He oOpasuieH

‘Brazilized’ [pobrazilen] is a neol-
ogism with a root that resembles
the word ‘Brazil’ [Braziliia]. Alt-
hough Pereleshin never dis-
cussed his use of the term, in his
letter to Iurii Ivask he mentions
‘the Brazilian psychology’ (19 July
1974, cited by Li et al. 2005),
which is associated with the free
expression of same-sex love in
poetry.

When Vitkovskii leaves his first
wife for another woman, not only
does Pereleshin condemn him
for succumbing to physical de-
sire, calling him a womaniser
[babnik] with another acrostic
which spells ‘ARIELILIBABNIK,
meaning ‘Ariel or womaniser’
(Pereleshin 1976: 154), but he also
belittles him as a conformist:

After all Menexenus, Bosie,
and Charmides are
Outside the tribe, and
every one of them is fa-
mous.

But you are a father: the se-
dition is overcome!
(Zhenatomu drugu’, Pere-
leshin 1976: 136)

Benp MenekceH, u Bo3u, u
Xapmug —
BHe mieMeHM, M KaXKIbIA
3HAMEHHMT.
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Ho 1Bl — oOTewl;: ocuieHa
Kpamosa!

In a sense, Pereleshin’s writing
could be understood as a literary
compensation for his unattaina-
ble desire, as the dejected lover
fantasizes an alternative form of
union with his beloved:

Now you have become a
monogamous male

[...]

But, loving vindictively and
sacrificially,

I sucked a drop of blood
from you ——

Just one, but the liveliest
one.

It is in me, and you, half
monk,

In it are frivolous. Now I'm
rejoicing,

And together we fornicate
in my poems. (‘Krovinka,
Pereleshin 1976: 104)

Temepsr THI cTanm camuom
eJUHOOPAYHBIM,

[...]

Ho, mcTtuTensHo U xeprt-
BEHHO JI100s1,

Sl BBICOCANT KPOBMHKY U3
TeOst —

Bcero ogHy, HO camyro XXu-
BYIO.

OHa Bo MHe, U TbI, HOJTYMO-
Hax,
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B nHeil - BeTporoH. Tenepsn
s1 TOPXXeCTBYIO,

M BMecTe ™Mbl OnysuM B
MOUX CTUXAX.

Even in this poem, the concept of
love for Pereleshin presented
throughout Ariel is inseparable
from his overarching concern
with literary creation. Pere-
leshin’s fantasized love with a
phantom symbolically represents
his desire for a literary connec-
tion with his native country and
his wish to have his poetry pub-
lished in Russia. For Pereleshin,
Vitkovskii is the medium - not
only as a muse, but also as the
chosen one who introduces his
poetry to his homeland.

By exploring Ariel within the
context of the sonnet tradition
and its formation of a poet-per-
sona, which establishes the voice
of the poet through poetic enco-
mium, it is possible to read the
fantasized love in Ariel as Pere-
leshin’s expression of his emo-
tional truth and an act of self-cre-
ation. Pereleshin’s infatuation
with a ghost serves as a medium
for art - the ultimate goal being
‘the avalanche of sonnets’
[sonetnaia lavina] (Pereleshin
1976: 43). By a playful manipula-
tion of fact and fiction, Pere-
leshin manages to create in Rus-
sian poetry a queer poetic voice,
countering the Soviet regulation
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of sexuality and sexual relation-
ships.

Poem without a Subject - a queer
voice embedded in narrative di-
gression

Compared with Ariel, Pere-
leshin’s Poem without a Subject
appears a drastically different ex-
ample of life writing. Written in
Onegin stanzas, the poetic mem-
oir traces the émigré poet’s life
from his birth to his first few
years in Brazil, with a narrative
that is frequently interrupted by
the humorous, and at times self-
deprecating, ruminations of the
poet-narrator. While the memoir
has been read as a document that
gives a factual account of émigré
life (Zabiiako 2016: 150), the auto-
biographical pact is problema-
tized with fictional elements
such as the fictional character
Bogdan Strel'tsov, who serves as
the poet-narrator’s alter-ego or a
mask for him to voice his politi-
cal or literary criticism.

Poem without a Subject demon-
strates a historical and literary
responsibility to record the
names, anecdotes, caricatures,

® For a discussion of the digressive na-
ture of the Onegin stanza and the vari-
ous ways it was appropriated by Lermon-
tov, Voloshin, Viacheslav Ivanov and
Pereleshin, see Michael Wachtel’'s The
Development of Russian Verse. A
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and tragic fates of Pereleshin’s
acquaintances and historical fig-
ures: the staff and students of the
Law Faculty in Harbin, the liter-
ary groups Churaevka (Harbin)
and Friday (Shanghai), those per-
secuted during the Japanese oc-
cupation and repatriation to the
USSR, etc. As such, episodes of
romantic encounters only take
up a small part of the memoir.

However, it is worth examining
how Poem without a Subject
treats the question of sexuality,
as it is now expressed in an ‘un-
masked’ autobiographical for-
mat. [ will focus on the narration
of two love relationships and
Pereleshin’s thoughts on ‘left-
handedness’, which is enabled to
a large extent by the digressive
style of the narrative.®

Pereleshin narrates what is un-
derstood to be his first experi-
ence of love in Song 3, when he
met a young patient named Va-
silii Nesterenko in Kazem-bek
Memorial Monastery Hospital,
upon contracting dysentery in
1937. The narration of his tender
attachment begins in Song 3.21:

comparison of the form and style in
Poem without a Subject and Pushkin’s
Eugene Onegin can be found in the arti-
cle by E. Kapinos (Kapinos 2020) and Va-
dim Wittkowsky (Wittkowsky 2020).
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[...] to a sick youth

I became attached - it was
all the more gentle,

that my tortured Vasenka
was meeker than a child
and accepted [his] tuber-
culosis

without lamentations or
tears,

but, only as I got up to say
goodbye,

to cornflower blue eyes
tears ran up, and the tear-
drop -

there was nowhere for it to
roll down -

called me to love, to not
forget (Pereleshin 1989:131)

[...] x foHO1IE 6OTBHOMY

S TPUBSI3ANCA - TEM
He)XHel,

4YTO MOM 3aMy4eHHBIU Ba-
CEHKa

O6bL1 Oe30TBeTHee pebeHKa
Y IPUHUMAaJ TyOepKyJie3
0e3 CeToBaHUM WU CJIe3,
HO, TOJIBKO s BCTaBaJI MPO-
CTUTHCH,

Ha BaCHJIbKOBbIE TJ1a3a
B30erasu cjiesbl, ¥ cie3a —
eii ObIJIO HEKyJa CKaTUThCSI
3Bajla JIOOUTH, He 3a0bI-
BaTh

In the preface of Poem without a
Subject, Karlinsky identifies a
similar sentiment to that
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presented in Gogol’s ‘Nights at
the Villa’ [Nochi na ville, 1839], in
which Gogol' recalls how the
brief episode in his youth with
losif Viel'gorskii, who was dying
of consumption, brought about a
return to his youth:

when a youthful soul seeks
fraternal friendship, full of
sweet, almost infantile tri-
fles and mutual show of to-
kens of tender attachment;
the time when it is sweet to
gaze into each other’s eyes,
when your entire being is
ready to offer sacrifices
[italics — K.L.] (Gogol' 1997:
41)

In Pereleshin’s account, the
youth’s attachment creates a
complex feeling in the poet:
‘Love? Entreaty? Lash??
[Liubov'?  Mol'ba?  Uprek-
remen'??] (Pereleshin 1989: 132).
The episode was devastating to
Pereleshin, as the poet himself
fell sick and was unable to ac-
company Vasilii during his last
hours. The narration, however,
breaks off and only returns to the
time before Vasilii’s death as the
poet made a ‘a business proposi-
tion’ [delovoe predlozhen'e]
(Pereleshin 1989: 136) with God
that he will sacrifice his own life
for Vasilii's, ending with Pere-
leshin’s decision to become a
monk. This ambivalent
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experience of love is not pre-
sented as an awakening to one’s
sexual orientation, nor narrated
in a linear manner, but serves as
the narrative transition towards
the poet-narrator’s life as a
monk.

The poet-narrator’s emphasis on
his guilt becomes the narrative
focus in the second account of
love, which includes the most ex-
plicit line suggesting his physical
intimacy with a man in the mem-
oir:

Liu Xin, but for me -
Lucien.

We fell in love easily and
immediately:

the heated stove invited
[us] to strip naked and lie
down,

and he lay down without
refusal,

and in the morning, having
repeated the rite,

hurried back to the book-
shelves. (Pereleshin 1989:

279)

JIro CuH, a a1 MeHS -
JIrocheH.

Cnmro0MInuch MBI JIETKO U
cpasy:

3BaJjla HATOILIEHHAS I1€Yb
pPa3eThCst OTOJIA U JieYb,
Y OH JIOXXWJICS 6e3 0TKa3zy,
a yTpoMm, IOBTOPHUB 00psif,
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CIeIIM/I  BEPHYTbCS B
KHVDKHBIN PSJ,

This account of love affair with
the Chinese bookseller Liu Tians-
heng departs from the lyrical
style in Ariel through the inclu-
sion of multiple voices. For in-
stance, immediately after the de-
piction of the couple’s happiness
follows an imagined speech from
God:

You're drunk with happi-
ness, Valerii,

but you'd better not joke
with God:

with an equal loss

you'll pay for intoxication!
(Pereleshin 1989: 279)

TwI cyacThbeM onbssHeH, Ba-
JIepUH,

HO Jsy4wie ¢ borom He
LIYTH:

PaBHOBE/IMKOIO ITOTepen
3a yIoeHbe 3aruiaTu!

The projected admonition is fol-
lowed by the poet’s internal con-
flict, in particular between pas-
sion and religious devotion. After
a long digression, the tale returns
to an extended and dramatic nar-
ration of Liu Tiansheng’s arrest
and release by the Nationalists in
1947, followed by a dialogue in
Song 7 between Pereleshin and
Liu Xin about his experience in
the re-education camp. More
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factual than sentimental, this ac-
count contributes to Pereleshin’s
depiction of individual suffering
during political turmoil, which is
discussed repeatedly in the
memoir, rather than simply be-
ing an account of a love relation-
ship.

These romantic encounters and
internal struggles are presented
as episodes in Pereleshin’s life,
but they are not placed at the
centre of the narrative. Unlike
Ariel, in which the poet-per-
sona’s fantasy and passion take a
central role, Poem comprises a
series of digressions, where no
single subject is identified as the
major theme. The inclusion of
homoerotic episodes in the
memoir suggests an acceptance
of his sexuality, without turning
the narrative into one of sexual
awakening and ‘coming out’. In-
stead, the digressive form allows
Pereleshin to  express a
worldview based on the opposi-
tion of procreators and ‘degener-
ates’, revealing Pereleshin’s ulti-
mate concern to be one of cen-
sorship and the writing of ‘left-
handedness’:

almost half a century we
have not got along:

the breeders - and 1.
Those who do not make
babies
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eke out under the name of
degenerates

their vain life. (Pereleshin
1989: 226)

IIOYTH TIOJIBeKa MbI He Jia-
VM

MPOU3BOJUTEU — U 5.

Te, KTO He AenaeT MaaJeH-

1eB,
BJIQUUT TIOJ, KJIWYKOMU BBbI-
POXXJEeHIIeB
YXU3Hb 6ecroie3Hy0
CBOIO.

Depicting the homophobic

writer Grigorii Klimov (pseudo-
nym of the Russian émigré writer
Igor' Kalmykov) as a representa-
tive of procreators who perse-
cutes  degenerates  (vyrozh-
dentsy), Pereleshin returns to Ar-
istophanes’ myth:

though wise Klimov had
Ajax

harassed - and persecuted
to the Registry Office:

so as not to become degen-
erates,

[that] he chooses a ‘good
part,

and, so that now his babies
do not conceive the idea to
roll down,

he carries some money to
Uchpedgiz

for edifying books,
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where the homeland and
party membership card
are,

and about Ajax there is no
word.” (Pereleshin 1989:

227)

XOTb Myzpbii KinumoB u
Asikca

TPaBUJI — U AOTPABUI [0
3ATICa:

YyT0O B BBIPOXKJEHIBI He
IIOTIaCTh,

u3bpan U OH “Garyio
JacTty’,

¥, 4TOo0 Temeph ero [e-
THULIKU

He B3JyMalu CKAaTUTHCS
BHMU3,

IeHBXOHKU  HOCHUT B
Yunenrus

3a Ha3uJaTeIbHbIE
KHIDKKH,

rJle pOAVHA U MapTOUIeT,
1 00 AsIKCax peyH Her.

The emphasis here is on publish-
ing: ‘Ajax’s babies’ refers to liter-
ary works, the offspring of love,
which have no chance of being
published. Instead, edifying
books [nazidatel' nye knizhki] are
commissioned. A more direct
discussion of ‘norms’ and ‘left-
handedness’ can be found in the
last song (8.47-52). Questioning

? ‘Uchpedgiz’ stands for Gosudarstven-
noe  uchebno-pedagogicheskoe  iz-
datel'stvo, the State Publishing House of
Scholastic and Pedagogical Literature.
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the validity of ‘the norm’, Pere-
leshin expresses the inherent in-
justice of this division:

A lefthander understanda-
bly is a transgressor,

but is a daltonic better
than him?

A normal youth is differ-
ent:!° (Pereleshin 19809:
388)

JleBuia, moHsATHO, Oe33a-
KOHHUK,

HO Jyd4llle JId ero Ja/lbTo-
HUK?
Hopmanbhbiii
dpyeoti:

IOHOIIa

then - with a normal right
hand -

he writes page after page:
forehead and nose in ink
stains,

but such a denunciation is
ready,

that coxcomb McGowan
himself

will take his word for it,
and will put someone in
jail,

accused of being not right-
handed:

the left-handed, lame peo-
ple and hunchbacks

* A daltonic is a person with colour-
blindness.
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are not needed among nor-
mal people! (Pereleshin

1989: 389)

IIOTOM — HOPMaJIBHOIO JiecC-
HULIeH

CTPaHMIy IUUIET 3a CTpa-
HUILIeN:

B YePHUIbHBIX MATHAX J100
U HOC,

3aTO rOTOB TAaKOUH JOHOC,
yro caM Maxkl'oysH xJbI-
LIeBaThIU

MOBEPUT HA CJIOBO €My,

U CSaJeT KTo-Hubyap B
TIOPbMY,

B HeNpaBOpy4YbHd BHUHOBA-
ThHIN:

JIeBIIW, XPOMIIbI Ja TOp-
OyHBI

cpeau HOPMAJIbHBIX He

HY)KHBI!

For Pereleshin, the ‘right’ is no
different from the ‘left’, yet the
right-handed procreators de-
nounced the left-handed, con-
demned them as diseased, and
sent them to prison. Here the ti-
rade relates to the personal real-
ity of the poet, whose fate was
caught up in Cold War political
polarization and McCarthyist
homophobia: McGowan was the
US finterrogator’ John H.
McGowan, an officer of the Im-
migration and Naturalization
Service, after whose questioning
in 1950 Pereleshin was detained
and deported. Among the
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testimonies against him as a So-
viet sympathizer was the claim
that ‘the subject may have been a
homosexual’ (cited by Bakich
2015: 125).

Pereleshin’s interweaving of bio-
graphical information and per-
sonal views in the authorial di-
gressions of Poem without a Sub-
ject is not just an imitation of
Pushkin’s poet-narrator. In the
memoir, the playful tone and the
polyphonic nature of the text are
pivotal in creating the voice of
the Other. On one level, Bogdan
Strel'tsov — a pseudonym used by
Pereleshin as he wrote poems
with political themes - serves as
the memoirist’s alter-ego, to
mask his criticism of Soviet poli-
tics in the Brezhnev period. How-
ever, in the digressions, Pere-
leshin (as the narrator of the po-
etic memoir) constantly carica-
turises Bogdan and other Soviet
writers, with the former resem-
bling Eugene Onegin as a subject
of the poet-narrator’s ridicule.
Like Pushkin’s poet-narrator,
these digressions allow Pere-
leshin’s narrator to assert himself
as a literary connoisseur, and fur-
ther enable him to establish the
identity of a poet struggling for
free expression in a homophobic
society.

Distinguishing the digressions in
Eugene Onegin [Evgenii Onegin,
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1833] from biographical confes-
sions in Romantic poetry, Sona
Hoisington argues that they
‘draw attention to the narrator,
to make us feel that the story we
are reading “emanates” from him’
(Hoisington 1975: 147) with the
result of fashioning the image of
‘Pushkin the poet’: ‘The narrator
is portrayed as poet-creator,
whose rich spiritual life is re-
vealed in beautiful lyrical digres-
sions’ (Hoisington 1975: 151). Sim-
ilar views are put forward by
Anna Dvigubski: the digressions
combine as a jagged, contradic-
tory superstructure to create a
multidimensional portrait of an-
other character, Author, who su-
persedes his heroes’ (Dvigubski
2013: 14).Pereleshin’s poet-narra-
tor, through his meta-poetic re-
flections, comments, and dia-
tribes, as well as painstaking
demonstration of his poetic vir-
tuosity, fashions himself as a
multi-dimensional poet who
does not abandon his literary
pursuit in the face of war, exile,
persecution and censorship.

In the last song, having removed
the character (and his alter-ego)
Bogdan, Pereleshin, in his own
voice as a poet-memoirist, com-
ments on his ultimate struggle
against right-handed censors:

So that this arduous feat
will make it until Sunday,
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[ make the poem latent,
unreachable for stings,
unattainable for the watch-
dogs

[...]

Nobody will be responsi-
ble,

and the stamp for resolu-
tion

a police bailiff will affix
(Pereleshin 1989: 398)

Y106 3TOT MOABUT MHO-
TOTPYZHBIU

710 BOCKpPECEeHbSI JOJIeXall,
MO3MY Je/al0  MOACHY[-
HOM,

HeJoCsIraeMOM sl YKail,
HEJOCTXUMOM i Oap-
60CoB.

[...]

Hukrto He crTaner oTBe-
4arTh,

Y K pe30JII0LIMU NeYaTh
NPUIOXKUT TOJHULEUCKUN
NIPUCTaB

Writing in old age and thinking
that his life may end soon, the
poet consoles himself towards
the end of his memoir:

To the dead is not danger-
ous at all

the curses of the right-
handed: (Pereleshin 1989:

399)

Huckonpko MepTBBIM He
OIaCHBI
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IMPOKJIATHSA
Macc:

MPaBOPYKUX

According to Vitaly Chernetsky,
‘Pereleshin elaborated a para-
digm of augmentation and sub-
version of Russian national form
through openly embracing the
potential of cultural hybridity
and challengingly suffusing his
texts with a queer problematic’
(Chernetsky 2003: 67). Pere-
leshin appropriates Pushkin’s
Onegin stanzas and interposes
his memoir with views on sexual
‘norm’ and deviation, as well as
his personal struggle in writing
about same-sex desire.

Conclusion

Under the blows of the
Judeo-Christian ‘morality,’
Plato’s ideal of loving a
young man has become
something ‘unspoken.” But
people speak. That same
Shakespeare spoke about it
with greatness in his son-
nets; in Russia, Mikhail
Kuzmin spoke brilliantly.
Now it is my turn to speak,
and the advantage is that at
the end of the twentieth
century there is no need to
hide in the shadows and
camouflage it as ‘an acci-
dental deviation from the
norm.” (Pereleshin, Letter
to Vadim Leonard,17y
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February 1976, cited by
Bakich 2015: 215-216)

Ariel and Poem without a Subject
demonstrate Pereleshin’s literary
manoeuvres to counter the si-
lencing of the ‘deviant other’ in
Russian literature. Reading Pere-
leshin’s poetic life writing simply
as his ‘literary coming-out’ ig-
nores the subtleties and intertex-
tuality of the texts, which are nei-
ther an ‘exposure’ of one’s sexual
identity, nor a depiction of his ro-
mantic life.

Pereleshin’s appeal to literary
classics and use of autofictional
devices can be interpreted as
strategies in view of the threat of
censorship:

in medieval grammar

the muddle-headed party
censor

not finding obvious prohi-
bitions,

will rush home - until rain,
and hastily, in order to be
left alone

and not be late for dinner,
will write “Accepted for
printing” (Pereleshin 1989:
39)

B I'paMMaTHUKe CpeJHeBe-
KOBOM

NapTUHHBIA 1leH30p Oec-
TOJIKOBBIH

3aMpeToB SIBHBIX He Hal/s,
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IOMOM MOMYMTCST — IO JI0-
XA,

¥ Hackopo, 4ToO OTBS-
3aThCs

Y K Y)KHHY He OIO3/aTh,
Hanuiretr “[IpuHsATO B Te-
4aTh’

However, they also constitute
Pereleshin’s creation of a unique
poetic voice, in the same way as
Dante, Petrarch, Shakespeare,
and Pushkin establish the unique
voice of the poet via their poet-
personae and poet-narrators. If
Petrarch’s Song Book is ‘a poetry
whose real subject matter is its
own act and whose creation is its
own author’ (Freccero 1975: 34),
Shakespeare’s ‘procreation son-
nets’ introduce a poet-persona
who awakens to the power of ar-
tistic creation, and Pushkin cre-
ates the image of the Author in
his verse novel, Ariel and Poem
without a Subject constitute
Pereleshin’s self-fashioning as a

Special issue

queer poet, as he explores new
ways of presenting the self in his

poetry.

Looking beyond Pereleshin’s
queer life writing as coming-out
texts, or as a poetic ruse to voice
the ‘unnameable’, one witnesses
the author’s play with poetic li-
cence, as he explores the possi-
bilities of self-expression
through the intermingling of fact
and fiction, as well as the use of
authorial  digressions.  Pere-
leshin’s self-creation in his poetic
life writing contributes to his po-
etic transformation, as he
reaches a new perception of his
poetic self and produces increas-
ingly intimate and open depic-
tion of same-sex love in Russian
and Portuguese.
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Masha Beketova

Ol'ga Zhuk’s Strogaia Devushka: An Uncomfortable

Narrative of the Queer post-Soviet Diaspora

This article analyses Ol'ga Zhuk’s 2013 novel Strogaia devushka from the per-
spective of queer feminist diaspora studies. The novel stands out as an example
of life-writing depicting a woman who migrated from the post-Soviet region to
Germany in non-heterosexual relationships. This article analyses its intersec-
tional thematic scope, its complex non-linear migration narrative, its critique of
the Soviet Union and post-Soviet Russia, as well as Western feminism. The novel
depicts a relationship between a Jewish woman of Russian origin with a Dutch
woman residing in Germany, exploring topics of violence, drug use, poverty,
mental health and art. The article seeks to understand why Strogaia de-
vushka has not become a ‘cult novel’ in its multiple contexts and why it resists
classification as a queer feminist diaspora text, even though it fits each of these
categories separately. I conclude by suggesting that Zhuk’s Strogaia devushka is
best understood as an uncomfortable narrative of queer post-Soviet diaspora,
and suggest ways, in which this ‘discomfort’ might contribute to self-reflection
for multiply positioned readers.

Introduction: In search of
queer-feminist post-Soviet di-
asporic voices.

activist and author who migrated
from Russia to Germany. She is
author of the novel Severe
Maiden: A Journey from St Peters-
burg to Berlin [Strogaia de-
vushka. Puteshestvie iz Peter-

During my current research for
my PhD thesis on queer post-So-

viet diaspora in Germany, I en-
countered the writings of Ol'ga
Zhuk, an author who at first sight
appeared to be an ideal fit for my
research question." Zhuk, born
1960 in Leningrad, is a lesbian

' Twould like to thank my supervisor Pro-
fessor Susanne Frank, the special issue
editor Connor Doak, as well as Teo
Schlogl, Elena Loevskaya, Dario, Marina
Mayevskaya, Ksenia Meshkova, Saltanat
Shoshanova, and Franziska Hille for
fruitful discussions about the novel. [ am
grateful to the organizers and
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burga v Berlin, 2013], discussed at
length in this article. Zhuk also
authored Russian Amazons: A
History of Russia’s Lesbian Sub-
culture in the Twentieth Century
[Russkie  amazonki. Istoriia

participants at the conference ‘Post-So-
viet Cosmopolis’ (2021), and the PostPost
Studies Network for the possibility to
discuss the paper. I would like to thank
the Rosa Luxemburg Foundation for the
doctoral scholarship that allowed me to
conduct the underpinning research for
this article.
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lesbiiskoi subkult'uri v Rossii, XX
vek, 1998] and several short sto-
ries and articles.” She was editor-
in-chief of the journal Gei, slavi-
ane! and co-founder of the Tchai-
kovskii-Fund (Essig 1999: 61).
Zhuk can be considered one of
the most important early femi-
nist lesbian activists in Russia
(Essig 1999; Kon 1998). In my re-
search for my PhD project, | was
especially pleased to find a writer
who represented the queer post-
Soviet diasporic literature and
(sub)culture of the 1990s. Indeed,
there exist very few (self-)docu-
ments of post-Soviet queer dias-
pora in Germany despite the
presence of a substantial queer
diasporic community and rich
subculture.

My research of the media repre-
sentations of queer migrants in
the German mainstream and
LGBTQIA+ media and literature
revealed that the narratives of
what I tried to subsume under
the common denominator of the
‘queer post-Soviet diaspora’,
were dominated by cis-male
voices.> Researchers of queer

* All translations are my own unless
specified.

3> Richard Mole (Mole 2018) uses ‘Rus-
sian-speaking’ when referring to the di-
aspora. My use of ‘queer post-Soviet di-
aspora’ is intended to decentre the Rus-
sian language and be inclusive, as not
every post-Soviet migrant identifies with
the Russian language, even if many can
speak it (Panagiotidis 2021). I recognize
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diaspora and queer asylum have
highlighted that gay, cis male
perspectives dominate the dis-
course of queer asylum and mi-
gration, while there is a lack of

other = marginalized  voices
(Kashafutdinova 2021, Shevtsova
2019). Gender inequalities,

(cis)sexism and lesbophobia are
also affecting LGBTQIA+ com-
munities and their self-represen-
tations. In my research I was led
by the necessity to highlight the
voices of lesbian, bisexual, queer
women and trans and nonbinary
migrants from Eastern European
and Central Asian countries to
Germany.

It was the brochure Russian les-
bians in Europe [Saadat et al.
2004], published by a Berlin or-
ganization ‘Lesbenbera-
tung/LesMigraS’, to which Zhuk
is a contributor, that led me to
her 2013 novel Severe Maiden.
The novel was apparently written
(mostly) out of the di-
asporic/(e)migrant context in
Germany, as Zhuk herself has
been living abroad since the
1990s (Essig 1999). After reading

that the term post-Soviet is a contested
and problematized one, but for the Ger-
man context it is important to have both
these terms in mind while speaking of
diaspora and use them rather as a heu-
ristic device indicating the Eastern Euro-
pean and Central Asian countries of
origin and the specifical (post-)colonial
situation of this region (Klingenberg
2022).

Autobiogragesl - Number 11/2022



the first chapters, I felt sure that
I had encountered a ‘hidden
gem’, a very intersectional, prob-
ably queer-feminist novel, which
was at the same time post-Soviet
and diasporic. Severe Maiden de-
picts not only migration, but also
transnational relations between
non-heteronormative persons in
post-Soviet Russia and in Ger-
many and beyond. Zhuk belongs
to the same generation as Masha
Gessen and Ol'ga Krauze, the
LGBT leaders who emerged in
the late Soviet and early post-So-
viet period. It seemed unbelieva-
bly valuable to have found an au-
tobiographical novel by an early
post-Soviet  lesbian  activist,
which could reveal so much
about the struggles and re-
sistances of queer diaspora from
a self-reflective activist stand-
point. The positionality of the
author (and the narrator) is not
only that of a Russian, migrating
to Germany, but also of a (secu-
lar) Jewish woman: she is a non-
heteronormative (lesbian or bi-
sexual) woman who migrated in
the 1990s from Russia to Ger-
many. Many of the other charac-
ters are also non-heteronorma-
tive women and men, and the
novel also includes trans or gen-
der-nonconforming characters.

This combination of topics
seemed to be promising, and I
started to analyse the novel for
my PhD thesis. However, my
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close reading of the novel soon
confronted me with several chal-
lenges, which prevented me from
making a straightforward claim
that this was a queer feminist
work, or to praise it as a (forgot-
ten) prime example of post-So-
viet queer diasporic literature,
which is how I initially wanted to
see the novel.

Severe Maiden: a forgotten
novel?

Severe Maiden was first published
in 2013 in a small run of 500 cop-
ies. Parts of the novel also appear
on the publicly open blog of the
author (zhukio6 n.d.), and in the
form of short stories in compila-
tions of lesbian and queer prose
prior to the publication of the
novel (Zhuk 2008; Zhuk 2010).
There are only two online re-
views of the book (Kontury 2013
and Rezunkov 2013), and very lit-
tle information about its recep-
tion is available. The novel seems
to have been almost ignored by
literary criticism. There is little
evidence of distribution apart
from a few documented readings:
three in Berlin and one in St
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Petersburg.* My archival and in-
ternet research showed that
there were no academic reviews
of the novel and it did not get
shortlisted for any literary prizes.
I set out to discover why was Se-
vere Maiden by Ol'ga Zhuk not a
widely celebrated novel, unlike
Oksana Vasiakina’s The Wound
[Rana, 2021], which received the
literary prize ‘NOS’ (Gor'kii 2021)
and which has been called the
first lesbian novel in Russian, alt-
hough it came seven years after
Severe Maiden (xgay.ru 2022)7?
And why was Zhuk’s novel not
co-opted by the German literary
market, which seems to be hun-
gry for ‘exotic’ combinations of
queerness and migration? At
least two other German writers
with post-Soviet migration expe-
riences, Ol'ga Grjasnowa and
Sasha Marianna Salzmann, have
received widespread recognition
among queer German-speaking
subculture, including literary
prizes (Suhrkamp 2022). What
distinguished = Zhuk’s  Severe
Maiden from Grjasnowa’s well-
known The Legal Haziness of a
Marriage [Die juristische Un-
scharfe einer Ehe, 2014], which
dealt with similar topics? Where
were the Instagram posts

* The readings in Berlin were held at Mo-
abit (Presentation n.d.), 48 Stunden
Neukolln (Ol'ga  Zhuk n.d.), and
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celebrating Zhuk as an intersec-
tional icon? Why did Russian,
post-Soviet and diasporic queers,
so much in need of a ‘queer his-
tory’, not seek to find it in Zhuk’s
novel? Why was such a unique
literary text avoided by German,
and post-Soviet or Russian main-
stream literary and queer activist
contexts?

It is always difficult to explain
why certain literary texts gain
widespread attention while oth-
ers remain forgotten. It would be
too simplistic to assume an abso-
lute correlation between the
quality of a text and its reception.
It is not the goal of this article to
determine =~ whether  Severe
Maiden should be considered a
‘literary’ text at all or discuss
whether it qualifies as ‘good liter-
ature’. Severe Maiden is declared
by its author and the two pref-
aces to be a novel. However, the
work’s thematic scope, as well as
the narrative and moral decisions
in the novel itself, as well as
around it, may offer us the key to
the question as to why different
cultural and subcultural fields
have avoided this text. Moreover,
this omission can reveal much
about cultural and subcultural

Nimmersatt (Prezentatsiia knigi n.d.).
The reading in St Petersburg was at the
Bukvoed bookshop (Bukvoed n.d.).
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norms and discourses in the con-
text of queer diasporic writing.
This article is an attempt to un-
derstand why Severe Maiden by
Ol'ga Zhuk has not gained wide
popularity. In what follows, I ex-
plore this question with refer-
ence to different sets of actors,
whom [ have categorized in five
different groups. Such a division
inevitably involves a simplifica-
tion of what is the broad field of
literary perception, but it can
help us understand the subver-
sive character of the novel, which
seems not to fit in the expecta-
tions of any of the groups and re-
veal their limitations. It is im-
portant to recognize the signifi-
cance of language borders and
national borders in the context of
queer literature, and not to inter-
pret a queer Russophone text
with the same scale and optics as,
for example, a German or French
queer novel. The post-Soviet
context adds another dimension
to the analysis with several spe-
cific facets.

The five different groups are:
A) The mainstream/official
literary scene in Russia:
publishers, book prize
committees and literary
scholars in Russia;

B) Assimilationist LGBT
Russophone activist con-
texts;
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C) Queer-feminist Russo-
phone activist contexts;

D) The mainstream literary
scene in Germany;

E) Queer diaspora litera-
ture.

Zhuk’s Severe Maiden challenges
societal norms and expectations
at multiple levels. At the same
time, this novel situates itself
within and criticizes the very
subcultures and groups that are
challenging those norms in the
broader cultural contexts. The
novel crosses and subverts multi-
ple discourses, including migra-
tion discourse, lesbian, and femi-
nist subcultures, drug users’ sub-
culture and the literary-artistic
milieu. In all of them, the narra-
tor is both ‘at home’ and an ‘out-
sider’ at the same time. This in-
betweenness could be inter-
preted as an uncomfortable nar-
rative of queer post-Soviet dias-
pora. The novel did not fit the
‘mainstream’ assimilationist
LGBT narratives, where lesbians
and gays sought full acceptance
in society, displaying a willing-
ness to marry and procreate. Yet
nor did it fit the queer-feminist
narratives, which aimed to criti-
cize all violence and power rela-
tions. The novel eluded unam-
biguous interpretations and
challenged my own methodol-
ogy. | realized that my difficulties
and confusions with the novel
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might prove vehicles for the anal-
ysis, and help me understand
why others might have preferred
to avoid this text.

Severe Maiden: The novel’s
thematic scope and narrative
structure

Severe Maiden can be understood
as a meta-novel and as a piece of
autofiction. In  Aleksandr
Vinogradov’s foreword, he de-
scribes the novel as ‘in many as-
pects autobiographical and not
overloaded with fiction’
(Vinogradov, in Zhuk 2013: 3).
The author herself characterizes
the text as a ‘roman a clef, a text
of fiction with documentary ba-
sis’ (Kontury 2013). This article
considers the novel as an exam-
ple of autofiction, where the nar-
rator Ol'ga is not identical with
the author Ol'ga Zhuk. Even
given some matching facts about
Zhuk as an activist, from Igor’
Kon’s and Laurie Essig’s research,
which are echoed in the novel, it
remains necessary to respect the
novel as a work of fiction. The
present article does not aim to
investigate the boundary be-
tween autobiography and fiction
in the novel and did not involve
interviewing the author.

The titular word ‘strogaia’ [se-
vere, stern] is thematized in mul-
tiple ways in the novel. The nar-
rator tries to explain exactly
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which facet of the term ‘strict-
ness’ is important to her: is it the
connotation of being a ‘domi-
nant’, or an euphemism for a les-
bian, or the literal meaning of the
word (‘strict’) in the meaning of
being strict in the lifestyle and
communication? This last sense
can also be understood ironi-
cally, as the novel depicts excess
and debauchery on multiple lev-
els. ‘I was at that time strict and
earnest, a real severe maiden’
(Zhuk 2013: 11).

There is also a significant inter-
textual reference to A Severe
Young Man [Strogii iunosha,
1935], a film directed by Abram
Room. The film caught Zhuk’s at-
tention: she described it as a ‘dar-
ing, bold, and innovative’ film
(Zhuk 2012: 136). This admira-
tion, as well as the mimicking
name, where a strict young man
‘undergoes a gender transition’,
shows that Zhuk is trying not
only to find a title with a complex
meaning, but also referring to the
reception story of Strogii iu-
nosha, which has been perceived
as a movie with homoerotic sym-
bolism.

The second part of Zhuk'’s title,
Puteshestvie is Peterburga v Ber-
lin, can be translated as ‘Journey
from St Petersburg to Berlin’.
Here is a clear intertextual refer-
ence to Aleksandr Radishchev’s
Journey from St Petersburg to
Moscow [Puteshestvie iz
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Peterburga v Moskvu, 1790].
With this allusion, Zhuk ironi-
cally and daringly puts herself in
a certain Russian literary tradi-
tion of system criticism and trav-
elogue.

Zhuk’s novel has three narrative
layers. The main narrative un-
folds in contemporary Berlin,
where the narrator is living at the
time of writing, but there are two
other distinct layers: (1) the nar-
rator in late Soviet Leningrad /
early post-Soviet St Petersburg;
(2) a love story and a narrative of
the narrator’s migration from Pe-
tersburg to Berlin. Furthermore,
beyond the narrator Ol'ga’s own
storyline, she introduces us to a
multiplicity of secondary charac-
ters (e.g. Zhuk 2013: 10, 11, 24, 25).
Their short stories are often un-
connected to each other and play
little substantive role in the main
storyline, but rather can be con-
sidered as memory flashbacks. In
places, the narrator's memoirs
come to resemble a series of ne-
crologies, describing multiple in-
cidents and encounters with the
narrators’ friends and acquaint-
ances. These stories are con-
nected by the topics of art, the
dissident mindset, drug use and
chemical addiction. The primary
siuzhet of Severe Maiden takes
place in the 1990s: this includes
the love story and migration
story of the narrator to Berlin, in-
cluding a difficult emigration
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process that requires multiple
steps. This main plotline is inter-
spersed by several side-stories,
where Ol'ga recalls her youth and
growing up in Leningrad’s under-
ground scene. Both these narra-
tive layers are described from the
temporality of ‘the present’
(probably the 2010s). This three-
fold frame allows Zhuk to con-
trast different understandings of
marginalization in three differ-
ent time-spaces (Leningrad in
the 1970s and 1980s, St. Peters-
burg in the 1990s and Berlin in
the 2000s and 2010s) and to con-
nect them through her sarcastic
narrator. This complex narrative
device does not distract from the
smoothness of narration, which
seems partially simplistic, paro-
dying socialist realism, especially
on the level of language, despite
the novel's strong anti-Soviet
stance.

The narrator, Ol'ga, grows up
among the Leningrad intelligent-
sia and becomes involved in the
Leningrad underground art
scene in her early teens. She is in-
troduced as a ‘lesbian, junkie and
bastard’ [lesbiianka, narkomanka
i svoloch'] (Zhuk 2013: 8.) Ol'ga is
called so by her own mother, and
she reclaims these terms, origi-
nally intended as insults. Such
reappropriation recalls the trans-
formation of the term ‘queer’ in
the US-American context, which
originally had pejorative
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connotations. Subsequently the
term was re-claimed by queer
movements as a positive political
self-identification, as in the 1990
Queer Nation Manifesto (Queer
Nation n.d.).” Significantly, Zhuk
chooses not to use the word
‘kBup’ (kvir) in Russian, although
around 2013 it was already in use
among activists, artists, and
some scholars in Russia and in
other post-Soviet countries and
would likely have been known to
Zhuk, who was already based in
Germany.

In short, descriptive chapters
that are rich in sarcasm, the nar-
rator  offers  flashback-like
memory sequences, recalling dis-
sident conversations and rela-
tionships. These sequences often
allude to the tragic fates of the
those involved in Leningrad’s un-
derground scene. For example,
the narrator remarks, ‘While we
were walking with Maik [...] [ was
recalling other victims of the
scary potion’ (Zhuk 2013: 25). The
narrator’s involvement in the
Leningrad’s artistic dissident
community seems to constitute
an important part of her identity.
Parallel to this, the reader be-
comes familiar with the chrono-
logical story of a complicated,
passionate, and violent relation-
ship between the narrator and

> The Queer Nation Manifesto was orig-
inally distributed by ACT UP marchers
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her girlfriend, a Dutch woman,
Maik, described by the narrator
as an ‘obsession’ and ‘delusion’
(Zhuk 2013: 13). This relationship
initiates the narrator’s multi-
stage process of moving from
Russia to Germany, firstly as an
artist and researcher. Later, after
the separation from Maik, she re-
turns to St Petersburg, but then
comes back to Germany again,
this time as a Jewish so-called
‘quota refugee’.

The topic of sexual and romantic
relationships  between  two
women: the narrator, Ol'ga and
her fierce girlfriend, Maik, is told
through their cultural differ-
ences, conflicts, and their sur-
roundings such as feminist
groups and the sex-worker mi-
lieu in Berlin in the 1990s. Sec-
ondary female characters, such
as Barbara, the best friend of
Maik, Magida and others are of-
ten homosexual as well, and of-
ten involved in commercial sex.
The narrator’s sexual and social
identity is described as follows:

[ simply loved, and have
not asked myself ques-
tions, do I love a lesbian or
not. I did not ask myself, if
I was a lesbian. I loved and
was loved. But, of course,
lesbian friends, same as

in the New York Gay Pride Parade, 1990
(Queer Nation n.d.)
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me, with the same aesthet-
ical and sexual preferences,
were lacking, as they are
lacking now in Berlin
among the Russophone
community. I was always
open and have spoken
without any shyness, that
loved Olya H-va, for exam-
ple, or someone else (Zhuk

2013: 147).

Yet at the same time, however,
the narrator does not construct
lesbian sexuality as something
innate: ‘I thought I was bisexual
and felt afraid of lesbians’ (Zhuk
2013: 147).

Gender and sexuality are thema-
tized continuously in the novel.
Issues include the negotiation of
identity, self-identification, iden-
tifying others, community build-
ing and exclusion. There is a sig-
nificant intersection between
non-normative sexuality and the
late Soviet/post-Soviet gender
regime. During the first meeting
between between Ol'ga and her
soon-to-be girlfriend Maik, Maik
says that Ol'ga’s behaviour re-
minds her of the ‘Soviet pere-
stroika party ruler popular in the
West, Gorby [Mikhail Gorba-
chev]’ (Zhuk 2013: 11). This unu-
sually gendered ‘compliment’
can be considered as a soft and
jocular (de-)construction of gen-
der. The narrator seems to enjoy
being compared to a male
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politician: ‘I lead the gathering
like a real partapparatchik, other
role-models of societal leaders
we did not know’ (Zhuk 2013: 11).
As the novel continues, there are
many depictions of intersections,
often involving multiple margin-
alisations simultaneously. There
are detailed descriptions of drug
use, including intravenous injec-
tions, and chemical addiction.
Given that Zhuk, the author, was
herself involved in the anti-pro-
hibitionist movement, it seems
important not to pathologize her
characters’ drug use and consider
it as a part of free choice made by
adults. Indeed, this is how the
narrator frames the experiments
with psychoactive substances in
the novel. An anonymous online
review includes a quotation from
Zhuk describing the novel as ‘cer-
tainly anti-prohibitionist’
(Kontury 2013). So what did the
author intend to achieve by in-
cluding highly detailed insights
into everyday lives and feelings,
daily practices, health difficulties
and societal stigma of drug us-
ers? This novel by no means san-
itizes the detrimental health ef-
fects of the use or abuse of psy-
choactive substances, especially
those of low quality. Instead, the
narrator offers naturalistic and
unembellished depictions of the
stigma that drug users experi-
ence in various societies, includ-
ing self-stigma. Yet Zhuk’s drug-
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using protagonists are self-deter-
mined subjects, not subhumans.
The descriptions of drug-taking,
and the depiction of the bodily
changes associated with drugs,
and their emotional and intellec-
tual effects are likely to elicit the
attention of readers who have no
experience of drugs, and to pro-
voke, shock, and challenge them.
The ambivalent narrative con-
stantly alternates. On the one
hand, the narrator provides self-
legitimizing ironic assurances
that she is ‘normal’ and highly
educated, making with conde-
scending remarks about other
characters’ lack of education
(Zhuk 2013: 17, 24, 37, 120). On the
other hand, the narrative fre-
quently breaks taboos and chal-
lenges the very categories of nor-
malcy. At certain points of the
novel, both the narrator and her
girlfriend become involved in
commercial sex, and these scenes
are described in a similar way to
the drug excesses in a confident,
self-assured tone. The reader is
entrusted with the intimate de-
tails of the lives of those on the
societal margins: sex workers,
homeless persons, and drug us-
ers. At the same time, the as-
sumption that poverty is linked
to low education is challenged in
the novel: artists and thinkers are
homeless, addicted and involved
in sex work, and precarity can
target anyone. The social and
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cultural capital in the Soviet Un-
ion enjoyed by dissidents does
not translate into the German
context. In the USSR, artists
could look down on ‘proletarians’
(Zhuk 2013: 212), even if the artist
is a junkie’, as the narrator de-
scribes herself. The narrator her-
self is elitist and judgmental, but
she finds that her Soviet dissi-
dent credentials carry little
weight in Germany, where pov-
erty is typically accompanied by
low social status and perhaps
anti-migrant attitudes.

Zhuk thematizes intimate-part-
ner violence in a lesbian relation-
ship, which remains a tabooed
and understudied topic, while
gender violence is still often
thought through a heteronorma-
tive and gender binary frame
(Ohms 2020). The intimate-part-
ner violence in the novel is de-
picted firstly from the victim per-
spective. Ol'ga is repeatedly
beaten, humiliated, and harmed
by her partner Maik, from whom
she is emotionally, and partly so-
cially (as a non-Western mi-
grant) dependent. The reader is
placed in the painful position of a
bystander. The reader who ap-
proaches the novel from a queer
feminist perspective will find it
painful to read lengthy vindica-
tions of intimate-partner vio-
lence as manifestations of a great
love and a unique passion, which
is how the narrator often depicts
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them. Elsewhere, the narrator
portrays this violence as an ele-
ment of sado-masochistic games
that have no rules. The author in-
troduces other characters, in-
cluding the narrator’s friends and
psychologists, who deem the re-
lationship unhealthy, but Ol'ga
seems unaware, at least initially,
and continues to insist that hu-
miliation and beating are signs of
an extraordinary love. However,
toward the last third of the novel,
power relations are overturned.
Ol'ga turns out to be a stalker,
who violates the privacy of her
former partner, and eventually
perpetrates physical violence,
not only beating her ex-girlfriend
Maik, but also stabbing her with
a knife. Ol'ga is reported by the
police and stands trial for this ep-
isode, but she avoids punishment
due to her psychiatric diagnosis.
The majority of her friends and
contacts in the German feminist-
lesbian community turn against
her after these actions. Ol'ga fails
to admit responsibility for her ac-
tions, and, until the last pages,
tries to justify herself and to ex-
plain the implicit and hidden
power hierarchies and inequali-
ties as well as hypocrisy of the
Berlin feminist lesbian scene.

Moreover, the novel includes
various representations of pov-
erty, unemployment, and precar-
ity. There are representations of
Soviet and post-Soviet life stories
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that are non-linear: a university
degree or good informal educa-
tion do not necessarily lead to fi-
nancial security. The human
body provides a common de-
nominator that unites all these
issues. Zhuk’s novel is particu-
larly alive to biopolitics and body
politics, the ways in which state
powers, borders, policies and so-
cietal norms regulate human
bodies.

Severe Maiden can be considered
as an auto-ethnographical writ-
ing, which alternates highly per-
sonal, naturalistic passages with
analytical distant sequences,
which reveal the author’s aca-
demic training, or at least reveal
the intention to treat the issues
on a meta level. The novel’s lan-
guage is remarkable for its com-
bination of ‘high culture’ and ‘un-
derground culture’ with slurs and
slang. The frivolity and vulgarity
of the language in Severe Maiden
corresponds with the content of
the work, which depicts the often
violent reality of marginalized
milieus. Zhuk’s other works re-
veal her ability to write in literary
Russian (e.g. Zhuk 1998), so her
use of colloquial, offensive lan-
guage, mat, and subcultural
slang must be understood as a
rhetorical device and as a con-
scious narrative choice. Such
mixture of linguistic registers,
narrative layers and thematic fac-
ets creates an ambivalent
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impression: who did Zhuk seek
to address, provoke, and thrill in
Severe Maiden? The next sections
examine the novel's possible
readership.

Too lesbian for a Russophone
text?

As already mentioned, Severe
Maiden was published in a small
run by an unknown publisher
and has not been reprinted. The
novel has received only a handful
of reviews, mostly amateur, and
has received little attention in
the literary world. An exception
is Viktor Rezunkov’s short review
in Russkii zhurnal, in which he
claims that the novel will be cer-
tainly forbidden in Russia be-
cause it breaks too many propa-
ganda laws (Rezunkov 2013).
Here, Rezunkov alludes not only
to the laws regulating the dis-
semination of information about
non-normative sexualities in the
presence of minors (the so-called
‘anti-gay laws’) but also the law
against the ‘propaganda of
drugs’. At least until 2022, there
were ways to get round the ‘anti-
gay’ laws, and texts were pub-
lished depicting LGBTQIA+
characters, even by Russian pub-
lishers, or by the queer authors
themselves in print or online.
Zhuk’s Severe Maiden, despite its
unapologetic confessional narra-
tives of lesbian love and sex and
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excessive drug use, was pub-
lished in 500 copies by a small St
Petersburg publisher and online
on Google Books. However, as far
as my research showed, it was
never published again.

The novel challenges typical con-
structions of femininity in the
Russian intelligentsia in multiple
ways, as well as familiar narra-
tives about post-Soviet (e)migra-
tion. Emigration or travelling to
Western Europe constitutes a
key topos of the Russophone lit-
erary canon. Adjusting to or ne-
gotiating Western modernity
and conflicting self-narration in
search of an own place between
Westernisers and Slavophiles,
between admiration and home-
sickness of all kinds is a key motif
in the corpus of Soviet and post-
Soviet literature. However, the
voices of non-heteronormative
women are remaining mostly si-
lenced and excluded from the lit-
erature. Those who have chal-
lenged the phallocentric Russian
canon have been met by anti-
LGBTQIA+ and anti-feminist at-
tacks.

Zhuk’s Severe Maiden does not
conform to mainstream ideolo-
gies of gender and sexuality ei-
ther. The paratext reveals a lot
about how the novel transgresses
gender norms. The book’s illus-
trations by A. Neliubina depict
an androgynous figure with wide
shoulders and long hair. This
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figure is most probably Ol'ga, a
non-heteronormative =~ woman.
Ol'ga’s lesbianism is couched not
in apologetic terms of a ‘closet’ or
‘coming-out’ narrative, but as a
natural, liveable story. A post-So-
viet woman who is telling her
broken story, which transcends
the normative expectations of
femininity among the artistic in-
telligentsia, seems extraordinary
on both the levels of form and
content. The narrator uses a vari-
ety of terms such as ‘butch’ (Zhuk
2013: 150) in transliteration, ‘ko-
bel’ (Zhuk 2013: 148 et al.) and
‘kobelikha’ (Zhuk 2013: 148 et al.),
both terms for a masculine or ac-
tive lesbian, roughly equivalent
to ‘butch’, and ‘golubofi’, literally
‘blue’ but used in slang as ‘gay’
(Zhuk 2013: 209 et al.). These
terms were used by non-heter-
onormative subculture in Rus-
sian at that time. Such reflections
on language are especially valua-
ble for researchers seeking to
document the non-Western
queer slang that existed in the
Russian language prior to the in-
ternet era.

At the same time, the narrator
expresses also opinions that
could be read from a trans*femi-
nist point of view as trans-dis-
criminatory, or at least operating
within the rigid gender binary: ‘I
was afraid of koblov [butch lesbi-
ans]. And am afraid until now,
even in their Western variant -
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butches!!! I do love women who
look like women, not like men.
At the same time, I love that they
have something strict and an-
drogynous in them, narrow hips,
waistline, and beautiful breasts’
(Zhuk 2013: 150). This term, ‘ko-
bel’, stems from Russia’s prison
subculture and includes a variety
of meanings from ‘masculine
woman’ to ‘active lesbian’ (Vikis-
lovar' 2021). Ol'ga is also herself a
variant of it: ‘toy soft baby kobel
(Zhuk 2013: 212), according to her
girlfriend Maik. Here, it can be
seen how certain kinds of gender
transgressions are presented as
loveable and acceptable, while
others are constructed as going
‘too far’ and even arousing fear in
a lesbian character.

The passage where Berlin is de-
scribed as inhabited by ‘gays, les-
bians and further transsexuals’
(Zhuk 2013: 10) may be read in
different ways: as a trans-inclu-
sive statement that includes
trans people within gay and les-
bian movements and subcul-
tures, or as a trans-discrimina-
tory silencing, or even as mock-
ing-repeating the outer narra-
tive, which does not differentiate
between different identities that
transcend cis-heteronormativity.
Long descriptions of passion, dif-
ficulties of living together, sexual
practices between Ol'ga and her
girlfriend Maik, and their dra-
matic  breakup give the

141



142

readership an insight into a life of
a lesbian couple, which is not re-
ally contrasted to heteronorma-
tive surroundings, or meant to be
representative, but just given.
The narrator writes: ‘After the
first separation, which looked
like “forever”, we decided to be
more clever, precisely more rea-
sonable, telling each other about
our dissatisfactions, articulating,
or - as it has become fashionable
to say in Russia - to “voice” the
pain and bitterness’ (Zhuk 2013:
29). Many of the women around
the narrator are non-heteronor-
mative. ‘1 realized that all of
them, Barbara and those like her,
are such radical feminists, open
lesbians and sex workers only be-
cause they are far away from
their parents. If their parents
lived in Berlin, would they be
talking on TV, giving interviews
in magazines and newspapers,
and behaving so openly? Fuck
no! (Zhuk 2013: 35).

The novel’s linguistic and the-
matical snapshot of non-heter-
onormative underground sub-
culture in Russian seems unique
not only for 2013, but also in our
own time. Moreover, the list of
the multiple friends of the narra-
tor, who died, or whose destinies
were heavily impacted by AIDS,
drugs and legal persecution re-
sembles a kind of queer obituary,
an attempt to commemorate the
multiplicity = of  Leningrad’s
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underground tusovka of the
1980s in a queer archive. Alt-
hough it is difficult to tell which
characters are fictional and
which drawn directly from real
life, such a queer necrology
leaves a strong impression of a
marginalized milieu, shaped by
systemic oppressions, and evokes
the idea that such remembrance
goes far beyond the narrator’s
own circle of personal friends.
Arguably, the necrology offers an
alternative queer archive of those
individuals who are unlikely to
be remembered in the main-
stream discourses. In that sense,
Severe Maiden can be considered
a queer novel not only in its de-
pictions of lesbians and lesbian
sex, but also other societal mar-
ginalizations. The novel may be
considered politically queer as
well as sexually queer, question-
ing multiple systems of oppres-
sion.

Given the truly intersectional
combination of all the topics
mentioned above, it can be ar-
gued that Severe Maiden is a
‘queer Russophone text’, because
this novel can be described as a
refusal to conform to normalcy.
Here 1 quote the Belarusian
queer activist and writer Toni
Lashden: ‘Queer is a refusal to
join any group, it is about unwill-
ingness to participate in an ini-
tially unfair process, it is about
separation and exit from the
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system’ (Lashden 2021). The
sparse reception and discussion
of this text reveal how powerful
heteronormativity in combina-
tion with sexism continue to af-
fect the Russophone literary dis-
courses. At least since the 1990s,
there has been queer literature in
Russian, including authors like
Slava Mogutin, Nikolai Koliada,
Dmitrii Kuz'min and others.
However, only a few female
queer voices have emerged, in-
cluding the poet and novelist Liia
Kirgetova, the musician Ol'ga
Krauze, and of course, Ol'ga
Zhuk. The dominance of cis-male
authors can be traced as a mani-
festation of structural sexism and
lesbophobia, inherent even in
the realm of Russophone ‘queer
literature’.

Too addicted and too crimi-
nal for the ‘mainstream’ Rus-
sophone LGBT discourses?

Severe Maiden was never pub-
lished in full in Germany, alt-
hough one chapter did appear in
German translation by Andreas
Strohfeldt and was presented at a
literary reading at 48 Stunden
Neukolln (Ol'ga Zhuk n.d.).
There are no traces of broad pub-
lic discussion, even though read-
ings were held in Berlin, probably
in Russian.

Zhuk herself has highlighted how
an anonymous LGBT person

Autobiogragesl - Number 11/2022

accused her of worsening the im-
age of LGBT people: ‘1 woke up
and discovered that I had sullied
the image of a Soviet and post-
Soviet lesbian. [...] [A]nd post-So-
viet lesbians cannot wash them-
selves clean. [...] I created a
prison aura for the lesbian
through my research. (Zhuk
n.d.) Here, Zhuk is criticizing an
anonymous contributor to a les-
bian internet forum who accused
her of being ‘too open’ and too
provocative, which can be inter-
preted as too rebellious. ‘You are
not working in a plant or in an of-
fice or in state-sponsored busi-
ness. [...| Many employers agree
to tolerate LGBT-employees until
they “don't stick out”. You don’t
have children, as far as I know’
(Quoted in Zhuk n.d.). The anon-
ymous contributor points out
that, for some LGBT people in
Russia, discretion and adjust-
ment were important strategies
of survival. In the same post,
Zhuk highlights that this detrac-
tor also criticized her for her de-
scriptions of drug use. Interest-
ingly, Zhuk compares her detrac-
tor’s logic to ‘GULAG’ and ‘cop’
thinking in her post. According
to Zhuk, the anonymous detrac-
tor has internalized the logics of
power, which Zhuk is trying to
challenge. This episode is likely
illustrative of the broader recep-
tion of Zhuk’s novel in the LGBT
subcultures.
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The violent, drug-addicted, curs-
ing narrator of Severe Maiden is
anything but ‘nice’ and ‘hard-
working’, defying the stereotypes
against which ‘assimilationist’
Russophone LGB(T) communi-
ties and activists were fighting.
Ol'ga is not the kind of lesbian
who simply wants the same
rights to marriage and raise kids
as heterosexual women enjoy,
and she hardly claims that she is
no different from any other
women. Ol'ga hates the police,
takes various illegal drugs, en-
gages in sex work, indulges in
sadomasochism and appears to
be proud of it. Such a figure is
hardly comfortable or repre-
sentative for those Russophone
activists or non-activist LGBT
persons seeking acceptance and
‘tolerance’ from the mainstream
society. The narrator uses many
slang words such as the angli-
cism ‘junkie’ (Zhuk 2013: 8, 13, 24,
among others) for drug users,
and introduces the reader to the
precise description of drug use
and subcultural codes, as well as
the names of substances and
their effects, as if it is the most
common and ‘normal’ thing:
‘Heroin’ (Zhuk 2013: 22); ‘Koknar’
(Zhuk 2013: 22); ‘And we vomited
in a night pot, which I had set out
in anticipation before bed, so as
not to wake up the mother and
the dog, Nicodemus, who was
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sleeping in a separate room near
the toilet’ (Zhuk 2013: 22).

The opposition between ‘clean’
and ‘neat’ queer people, on the
other hand, and their promiscu-
ous, ‘perverse’ and provocative
counterparts, on the other, has
been discussed a lot in Western
(mostly US-centred) literature,
especially in the context of
‘homonormativity’ (Duggan
2003; Connell 2014). However, in
post-Soviet discourses, where
gender regimes operate differ-
ently, with different forms and
levels of oppression and daily
structural violence, the distinc-
tion between ‘assimilationist’
and ‘anti-assimilationist’ activists
has not been so clear-cut, at least
until 2013, nor has it been docu-
mented so well. In this light,
Zhuk’s writing enters an im-
portant debate that has been
avoided by broad part of
LGBTQIA+ communities, or
proved discursively impossible
for them to join. Galina Zelenina
concludes her article on lesbian
subculture in the Russia of early
2000s with definition of this sub-
culture as a ‘discreet’, ‘mimick-
ing’ and ‘escapist’ one, organized
around certain musicians or art-
ists (Zelenina 2007). Severe
Maiden challenges the respecta-
bility narrative of the LGBTQIA+
community and does not fit in
the playful self-narrations of be-
ing a lesbian.
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The presence of violence in the
text is at odds with the urge to
decriminalize homosexuality in
Russia, which has again become
criminalized following 2013.
Ol'ga attacks her ex-girlfriend
Maik, and Maik has been repeat-
edly physically abusing her. One
can imagine that quite a few ac-
tivists or non-activist LGBTQIA+
Russophone persons did not
want to see themselves in the
company of ‘kings and queens
and criminal queers’ portrayed
by Zhuk.°

The narrator Ol'ga stands out
with her ironical, edgy tone of
narration, which inclines at
times towards expressions of su-
periority over others. She relates
to her encounters in a cynical,
embittered way. Indeed, her tone
even creates the impression that
the reader is unwelcome in the
world of Severe Maiden. The
novel does not seek to educate,
avoids leading the reader peda-
gogically towards a position of
greater tolerance, and refuses
any role of teaching the reader
about who gays and lesbians ‘re-
ally are’. Instead, the text evokes
an insider-impression of a diary,
or intimate letter, a confessional
prose, where the experience of
marginalization is the only

® This quotation is from the band Co-
coRosie and Anohni, and their song
‘Beautiful boys” (Nafoute 2014).
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possible reality. One can say that
the narrator provides no explana-
tions or justifications for her be-
haviour and has no pretensions
to reveal herself as a ‘good citi-
zen’ in the eyes of the reader. Ra-
ther, Zhuk has created a work in
which the target audience ap-
pears to be herself, or perhaps a
subset of close friends who are fa-
miliar with the subcultural slang,
and who would not be shocked
by the naturalistic descriptions,
which are contrary to the liberal
agenda of many contemporary
assimilationist Russophone gay
rights advocates.

It is precisely this ambiguity that
makes Severe Maiden an excep-
tion in comparison to those
queer literary texts with a clear,
palatable identity politics that
appear to target a much more ob-
vious normative reader and to
educate and correct readers. Se-
vere Maiden appears, on the con-
trary, to be quite disinterested in
educating the straight reader
from a position of ignorance or
discrimination into one of ‘toler-
ance’.

Too immoral and violent to
become a queer feminist
icon?
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[t would be wrong to assume that
the whole bright spectre of non-
heteronormative positionalities
in post-Soviet Russia was repre-
sented by 2013 only by ‘closeted’
discreet or assimilationist LGBT
subjects and all activism was rep-
resented only by cis-gay led Gay
Prides. At the same time, queer
feminist, intersectional and radi-
cal LGBTQIA+ movements were
evolving in Russia and other
post-Soviet contexts. Why, then,
did Severe Maiden not become a
queer feminist icon for activists
fighting against the violence of
sexism, homo- and trans-dis-
crimination, antisemitism, rac-
ism, and capitalism? Can Zhuk’s
Severe Maiden be considered a
post-Soviet queer feminist text?
By ‘queer feminism’, I refer here
not only to non-heteronormative
sexualities and/or expressions of
gender, but being ‘politically
queer’: consciously challenging
societies’ expectations, and forg-
ing solidarity between various
discriminated subjects. Perhaps
the specific language of Zhuk’s
novel and its handling of violence
can offer an answer.

Severe Maiden cannot be consid-
ered a typical feminist piece of
literature by the lights of, say, the
French écriture féminine tradi-
tion (Cixous, Kristeva, Irigaray)
that centres emotional or bodily
experiences in the way that, for
example, Vasiakina’s The Wound
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does. Indeed, the language of
Zhuk’s novel is arguably closer to
the phallocentric Soviet Russian
language, which can be found in
writings of canonical male Soviet
authors or, for example, Eduard
Limonov, who offered an unor-
thodox gay male perspective in
his It's Me, Eddie! [Eto ia,
Edichka, 1979]. This seeming
contradiction can lead a curious
reader to the specificity of the So-
viet- and post-Soviet coloniality
of language and gender
(Tlostanova 2015). Severe Maiden
reveals how even a very resistant
counter-narrative can perpetuate
the structure of the Soviet Rus-
sian patriarchal language, for ex-
ample through the linguistic vio-
lence of mat. Consider, for exam-
ple, how Ol'ga uses the terms
pizda [cunt]:

In English, ‘vagina’, like all
inanimate objects, is neu-
ter, an ‘it’ [ono]. But in Rus-
sian, it is ‘she’ [ona]. Maik
really liked this distinction.
And of course, pizda is a
she. PIZDA is an animate
object. Maik breathed life
into the lifeless, Anglo-
phone cunt, just as God did
to the first man (Zhuk 2013:

41).

On the one hand, appropriating
mat and offensive slurs in this
way might be considered a
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linguistic means of self-empow-
erment and/or transgressing
gender binaries. On the other
hand, it arguably creates a par-
tially objectifying ‘lesbian gaze’,
mimicking the °‘male gaze’ in
bodily descriptions of binary fe-
male bodies. For example:

She was built like an eight-
eenth-year old maiden:
long body; long legs with
well-developed calves, like
in a Greek sculpture, but in
moderation; a long neck; a
waist; a tummy without a
single wrinkle, even when
she was sitting down. Maik
was built remarkably, her
figure has not changed
since she had been sixteen
or eighteen until now,
when she had reached the
age of sixty. Girls are not
born nowadays with such
bodies (Zhuk 2013: 17).

Severe Maiden fails to decon-
struct gender to that utopian ex-
tent that queer-feminist activists
often expect. Instead, the novel
operates in the Soviet gender re-
gime, while being without doubt
a lesbian and a feminist novel at
the same time.

Exploring the topic of violence
can help shed more light on the
text’s ambivalent relationship to
queer feminism. How does Zhuk
deal with violence and what do
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her representations of violence
reveal about post-Soviet queer-
ness? Her feminist and non-het-
eronormative female characters
act violently in their relation-
ships and friendships, and even
toward themselves. Their vio-
lence is described with ethno-
graphic precision and a strange
indifference. It seems surprising
that Zhuk, a famous early Soviet
lesbian activist, could write this
way, knowing that her narrative
could feed anti-feminism and
lesbophobia. What does this say
about Zhuk? Can a novel that
downplays or normalizes vio-
lence still be read a queer femi-
nist text?

The blurred line between non-
normative sexual practices such
as sadomasochism, on the one
hand, and physical and psycho-
logical violence in a relationship,
on the other, is a recurring issue
in the novel. Written a few years
prior to the broad #metoo move-
ment, this text raises the taboo
topic of intimate-partner vio-
lence in a lesbian relationship
not only from a perspective of a
victim, but within the frame of a
mutual violent relationship, and
even from a perspective of a per-
petrator within the same text.
This moment puts the reader in a
kind of moral dilemma. Do we
believe the narrator that her own
violence was an act of ‘violent re-
sistance’ (Johnson 2008, cited in
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Meshkova 2020) after years of be-
ing violated, or do we question
the whole narration and do not
know who to believe? Is Ol'ga an
‘unreliable narrator’ who justifies
her own violent behaviour and
leaves the reader with the intel-
lectual work of asking where to
attribute blame? Or is Severe
Maiden a novel that advocates
physical violence as a form of
vengeance? The peculiar way in
which Ol'ga explains her violent
actions - e.g. the knife attack on
Maik - pose a challenge to queer
feminist readers, who stand
against any kind of violence.
Ol'ga does not take responsibility
for the physical harm done to her
ex-partner; indeed, her regrets
seem more focused on the fact
that the relationship has ended.
This constellation places the
reader in a role of a ‘rescuer’ in
terms of Karpman’s drama trian-
gle, charged with finding out
who is the ‘victim’ and who the
‘persecutor’. At the same time,
the ambiguous narration style
makes it difficult to form clear
narrative conclusions about what
exactly happened to the unrelia-
ble narrator and her girlfriend.

7 My intention in this article is to avoid
pathologizing psychiatric diagnoses. Ra-
ther than engage in simplifying dis-
course on mental health, I aim to discuss
it in a multifactorial bio-socio-psycho-
logical model, and to use the terms used
in the novel as they are self-descriptions
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Such reading might be quite un-
pleasant and disturbing, if a
reader is expecting a novel that
takes a clear moral stance against
violence. The text’s narrative
structure is unusual in that it al-
ternates between an omnipres-
ent and omniscient third-person
narrator and Ol'ga as a first-per-
son narrator, even within a single
passage. Ol'ga can be considered
a fictionalized unreliable narra-
tor, whose confessional stems
partly from an experience of a
mental health crisis, partly as a
result of drug-induced ‘psycho-
sis’ (Zhuk’s own wording: see
Zhuk 2013: 255 and 258), and then
again from a very distant ethno-
graphical analytical point of
view.”

A peer reviewer of this manu-
script suggested that the connec-
tion between drug use and vio-
lence constitutes the main theme
of the novel. While it does play a
major role, it is important to note
that the risky use of psychoactive
substances in the novel can be in-
terpreted in various ways: as an
escape from the multiple struc-
tural layers of state violence, as a
free choice or a spiritual search

of the characters. In Severe Maiden, the
psychological state of Ol'ga is described
as ‘an illness, severe depression’ (Zhuk
2013: 241), as drug-induced ‘madness’
(Zhuk 2013:133), and as a ‘manic-depres-
sive’ psychosis (Zhuk 2013: 255 and 258),
an outdated term for ‘bipolar disorder’.
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(how the narrator frames it, Zhuk
2013:139), or indeed as a manifes-
tation of self-harm and ‘disease’.
All of these interpretations grant
a degree of agency to Ol'ga, who
engages in activities that risk
harming both others and herself.
Ultimately, Severe Maiden can-
not be considered a queer femi-
nist novel because it does not
take a queer feminist moral
stance. Key components of queer
feminism are missing: praising
community and solidarity; advo-
cating the rights of those who are
multiply marginalized; drawing
attention to structural inequali-
ties. Instead, Ol'ga places the
blame on her fellow feminists
and destroys herself without tak-
ing responsibility for her violent
behaviour. The reader is left with
a challenging confessional narra-
tive that questions their own un-
derstanding of ‘good’ and ‘evil’
but offers no clear answers. You
cannot tell whether Ol'ga (or
Maik) is a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ charac-
ter. This ambiguity poses a chal-
lenge for queer feminists seeking
a moral compass in literary texts.
At least one strand of recent
queer feminist literary texts is
seeking this kind of didacticism.
Despite offering a very judgmen-
tal and critical narrative, Severe
Maiden refuses to adopt a peda-
gogical stance, and rather mir-
rors life’s misery instead of
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offering a utopia or a manifesto
for a queer feminist future.

Incomprehensible to German
publishers? Discredited in the
eyes of German feminists?

Zhuk’s status as a writer in the
Post-Soviet/Russophone  dias-
pora in Berlin means that we can
approach her work not only
through a Post-Soviet/Russo-
phone or diaspora lens, but also
investigate her reception in the
German context. According to
one source, one chapter of Severe
Maiden was translated into Ger-
man, and has been discussed in a
local bilingual literary club
(Presentation n.d.).

While the mainstream literary
world remains heteronormative,
literature by and  about
LGBTQIA+ persons does some-
times reach the mass market, and
can even gather a considerable
following. Some publishers and
bookshops in Germany are con-
sciously responding to this need.
In the context of queer feminist
diasporic literature, we can iden-
tify two sectors: empowerment
texts and (self-)exoticizing texts.
By ‘empowerment texts’, I refer
to politically engaged literature
that aims to highlight certain as-
pects of experience and to em-
power, sometimes also by pre-
senting an embellished picture of
marginalized communities. The
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typical traits of these texts in-
clude revolutionary pathos, exal-
tation of collectivism, praise of
community and clear political
identity categories. Positive rep-
resentations of the community
are encouraged (the more liter-
ary representation there is, the
better social position of a certain
marginalized group would be).
The ‘(self-)exoticizing texts’ in
the context of queer migration
might be those perpetuating the
rigid ‘East-West’ dichotomies,
framing Western Europe as ‘tol-
erant’ and contrasting it with dis-
crimination and violence toward
non-cis-heteronormative  sub-
jects in their countries of origin.

Two reasons could explain the
lack of interest in Severe Maiden
among the German literary
scene. First, it is not empowering
enough, and second, it is not suf-
ficiently  self-exoticizing. In
terms of empowerment, Zhuk’s
novel does thematize multiple
collectives and communities, but
does not portray them as com-
munities of solidarity and change
and mutual support. Rather, they
are often communities united
solemnly by common misery or
need. The communication in
those underground intelligentsia
drug users’ communities in Len-
ingrad/St. Petersburg and les-
bian feminist and art scenes in
Berlin is characterized by be-
trayal, mistrust, concurrence,
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and a great sense of loneliness
that underlies the narrator’s sar-
casm and irony. Ol'ga cannot
trust no one, and her caustic
laughter highlights their limita-
tions. This is certainly not the at-
titude or atmosphere of a ‘queer-
migrant utopia’ or political self-
consciousness that can be found
in some other German literary
texts, such as Beside Myself
[Aufler sich, 2017] by Sasha Mari-
anna Salzmann.

Severe Maiden is also unusual in
that it does not offer a story of
queer migration with a clear im-
provement of the narrator’s life
due to migration to the West.
Zhuk’s novel also portrays the
decrease of the social capital that
a lot of post-Soviet migrants ex-
perienced after arrival in Ger-
many (compare Panagiotidis
2021, Klingenberg 2022). Here it
is instructive to compare Severe
Maiden to Grjasnowa’s The Legal
Haziness of a Marriage, pub-
lished in Germany only a year
later, in 2014. Severe Maiden de-
stroys completely the myth of
queer migration from a ‘homo-
phobic East’ to ‘tolerant and ac-
cepting West’, an idea that is
somewhat perpetuated in Grjas-
nowa, where the characters es-
cape Russian homophobia to
Berlin. Instead, Zhuk depicts the
self-determined migration of a
highly educated lesbian woman,
who follows her love. The novel
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makes a striking critique of Ger-
man feminist circles, and her
narrator takes an ironic stance
towards Western Europe, which
she describes with an epigraph
from Georgii Ivanov as an ‘ob-
scure European hole’ (Zhuk 2013:
7). Thus, Severe Maiden offers a
quite unusual counter-discourse
to the mainstream discourse on
queer migration, where Western
Europe is constructed as a toler-
ant safe haven for non-Western
queers. Instead, Zhuk portrays a
rich queer life in late Soviet Un-
ion during the so-called ‘stagna-
tion’ era and does not associate
her narrator’s migration with
particular anti-gay discrimina-
tion in her homeland. It is a story
of individual choice and agency
in migrating because of love.

‘I will always remain for the au-
tochthonous inhabitants of this
land a schaisse Ausldnderin
[shitty foreigner]” proclaims
Zhuk’s narrator (Zhuk 2013: 110).
In another episode she describes
migrants as ‘strong, passionate
people’ (Zhuk 2013: 115). This self-
narration reminds one on the
critical anti-racist literature of
migrants from the Global South
or migrants of colour in Europe,
such as Fatma Aydemir’s novel
The Elbow [Ellbogen, 2017] or the
recent collection Your Homeland
is Our Nightmare [Eure Heimat
ist unser Albtraum, 2019] edited
by Aydemir and Hengameh
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Yaghoobifarah (Aydemir et al
2019). It is a departure from the
‘thankful’ media narratives that
can be traced in quite a few self-
narrations of post-Soviet queers
discussed elsewhere in my re-
search.

The specific Russia-centeredness
of the novel probably prevented
it for being celebrated as a Jewish
text in Germany. Although Zhuk
is also Jewish, there is little con-
tent on this part of her identity in
the novel, instead the narrator
highlights her Russian origins es-
pecially contrasting with her
Western girlfriends’ and other
figures in Berlin. Also Zhuk’s blog
is titled ‘The Journal of an Ama-
zon’, with the subtitle ‘A Russian
Amazon’ (zhukio6 n.d.). Such
self-description and highlighting
the ‘Russianness’ seems remarka-
ble in the post-Soviet (post-)im-
perialistic context and in the
context of (e)migration and
needs further analysis that is be-
yond the scope of the article.
Finally, it should be pointed out
that a text’s success in the cul-
tural sphere depends on the au-
thor’s access to social capital and
networks. If the novel’s depiction
of Ol'ga’s exclusion from Berlin’s
lesbian feminist scene is bio-
graphical, then it is possible that
the biographical Zhuk lost access
to translators, literary agents and
publishers in Berlin following her
exclusion after the dramatic

151



152

separation from ‘Maik’ and
Zhuk’s violent outburst. Proba-
bly there was nobody to provide
Zhuk with the kind of support
that, for example, Jean Cocteau
had offered Jean Genet.

But then for whom was this novel
written? For the communities
themselves? For the author and
her close friends? Aleksandr
Vinogradov’s preface to the novel
informs the reader that he had
shared lots of adventures of Ol'ga
in Leningrad/St. Petersburg. Or
perhaps the novel was never in-
tended to be liked and admired,
but instead should be under-
stood as the confessional diary
that it purports to be?

Queer diaspora literature

I have argued that Severe Maiden
by Zhuk should be considered an
‘uncomfortable narrative’ of
queer diaspora. [ discovered
Zhuk's writing as part of a search
for emancipatory and empower-
ing queer-feminist self-narra-
tions of queer post-Soviet dias-
pora. By comparing the rise of
emancipatory writing by (queer)
(post-)migrants from the Global
South and people of Colour, [ was
trying to understand the place of
post-Soviet queer diasporic liter-
ature, which seemed to take dif-
ferent political and rhetorical
strategies.
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I realized that the novel not only
indeed offered rich insights into
queer/lesbian lives of characters,
but also was organized around
the topic of violence. As a queer
diasporic reader, it was hardly
possible to identify with the
characters or the narrator of this
violent text.

Severe Maiden defied my meth-
odological frame and prompted
me to reflect on the complexities
of the intersectional live realities,
and the wish to advocate ‘good’
literary representations of the di-
asporic post-Soviet queers. In
this novel, written by a non-het-
erosexual woman, there was a
confusing mixture of problem-
atic narratives, such as internal-
ized sexism and trans-discrimi-
nation, narrative traces of elitism
and classism. There appeared to
be a vindication of violence, at
least on first reading, as well as
other challenging elements that
made it impossible for me to
praise the novel as an example of
a marginalized voice of the queer
post-Soviet diaspora in a simple,
optimistic way. A queer migrant
reader myself, I found myself re-
pulsed, disappointed and
shocked by the novel. I had been
searching for a sympathetic
‘queer ancestor’, a Lesley Fein-
berg or Audre Lorde, and discov-
ered a contradicting and complex
figure, who did not fit the roman-
tic narrative of a multiply
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oppressed figure, and therefore
deemed sympathetic and worthy
of attention.® Ol'ga was far from
the kind of figure with whom 1
could identify, or whom I would
like to represent queer diasporic
communities. In the context of
my dissertation Zhuk’s Severe
Maiden seemed to fall out of the
warm narrative of queer di-
asporic solidarity and intimacy,
which I realized I was looking for.
Indeed, this text in many points
represents rather the attitude of
‘Not Gay as in Happy, but Queer
as in Fuck You', as the Swedish
feminist researcher Ulrika Dahl
puts it (Dahl 2014), destroying
the expectation of the reader that
the novel shows ‘nice’ lesbian mi-
grants. This ‘uncomfortable nar-
rative’ of queer diaspora can eas-
ily play into the hands of multi-
ple problematic discourses, in-
cluding anti-LGBTQIA+ discrim-
ination, or anti-migrant, antise-
mitic or racist discourses. But it
can also offer a self-critical plat-
form for idealistic queer-femi-
nists and LGBTQIA+ migrants to
reflect on their own understand-
ings of solidarity, intersectional-
ity, and activism.

Conclusion

® Lesley Feinberg (1949-2014) was a Jew-
ish US-American writer who wrote on
topics of multiple discriminations, gen-
der identity, solidarity, and political re-
sistance. Her most famous works include

Autobiogragesl - Number 11/2022

Severe Maiden resists any unam-
biguous interpretation. The
novel’s polysemy makes it diffi-
cult to define an intended audi-
ence. The text oscillates between
different possibilities of reading,
frequently making a proclama-
tion in one breath and then ne-
gating the very same opinion
later, and offering thus a variety
of ambiguous and contradicting
pictures on gender, migration,
drug use, poverty, sexuality, and
various other topics.

At first sight, Zhuk’s Severe
Maiden appeared as a candidate
for the missing queer-feminist
post-Soviet author from the di-
asporic context in the 1990s.
However, a closer gaze into
Zhuk’s work has provided a pos-
sible answer as to why the novel
has not a ‘cult’ status but is still
worthy of analysis.

The circumstances of queer mi-
grants’ precarity, their societal
marginalization and the need to
escape unbearable reality
through hard drugs have
changed the narrator’'s moral
frame and led her to the deci-
sions she has made. The novel
highlights how a victim can also
be a perpetrator at the same

Stone Butch Blues (1996) and Drag King
Dreams (2006). Audre Lorde (1934-1992)
was an African-American author and ac-
tivist who has recently been translated
into Russian (Lord 2021).
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time, a point that emerges partic-
ularly strongly in an intersec-
tional reading that considers dis-
crimination and privilege simul-
taneously. Thus, Severe Maiden
offers us not only a complicated
and complex protagonist, but
also provides food for thought on
how societal oppression can re-
sult in self-destruction and inter-
personal violence.

Severe Maiden may not provide
the idealism and empowerment
for those multiply marginalized
subjects and their advocates who
seek positive representations and
strive after utopian visions. How-
ever, the novel operates in a com-
plex cultural context, and it is not
easy to imagine what emancipa-
tion might look like amid the
cluster of intersectional entan-
glements at the heart of the
novel. If the novel has liberatory
potential, perhaps that lies in an
admission that there exist con-
texts in which no idealistic eman-
cipation is possible, or that
emancipation for some may
come at the cost of the marginal-
ization of others. Perhaps Zhuk
uses her novel to call into ques-
tion the existence of any context
that would allow for ‘an idealistic
emancipation’. Such a pessimis-
tic, almost nihilistic trajectory
might be contrary to the recent
queer and queer-diasporic pro-
jects, which aim in one or an-
other way for a better life and
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increased acceptance of individ-
uals and communities experienc-
ing multiple marginalization. Of
course, it is hard to admit that
contexts of suffering and margin-
alization exist where it is diffi-
cult, or impossible, to imagine
any such transformation. Argua-
bly, Zhuk realized all too well
that the multiple forms of mar-
ginalization and violence in her
country of origin would not be
resolved by migration but even
intensified? In Severe Maiden,
Zhuk creates an imaginary space
that allows for the representation
of such broken figures as the nar-
rator and her friends, and this
might be a necessary step for the
critique of the existing societies.
Moreover, continuous self-re-
flection is desperately needed for
political and cultural movements
and subcultures seeking emanci-
pation, including migrant, les-
bian and feminist groups. Read
thus, the unsettling novel can of-
fer a platform for queer grieving.
And arguably, this process of
queer grieving does not receive
enough space in the constant
rush of activism and survival.

Severe Maiden does not fit into in
the optimistic progress-oriented
identity politics project, which
finds its place in the selective in-
clusions in the mainstream liter-
ary processes and assimilationist
LGBTQIA+ activisms. Nor does
not the novel fit easily among
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those queer feminist narratives
that strive for positive represen-
tations and consider multiple op-
pression categories together.
Zhuk has produced a form of nar-
rative subversion so profound
in Severe Maiden that even the
supposedly subversive audience
who might normally embrace
such a novel, refuse to do so,
since they feel it risks pathologiz-
ing their communities, and
hence they overlook the novel in
self-defence.

Instead, this book offers a con-
densed literary representation
for a set of existing problems,
such as discrimination and vio-
lence within multiply marginal-
ized communities. Those prob-
lems are difficult to discuss even
for actors within these communi-
ties, exactly because of the high
pressure of the heteronormative
and anti-migrant discourse,
which deny any agency or possi-
bility of positive self-construc-
tions for LGBTQIA+ people, mi-
grant women, drug users, sex
workers, those living with mental
health issues, or otherwise oth-
ered individuals by criminaliz-
ing, pathologizing and individu-
alizing their experiences.

Severe Maiden shamelessly un-
packs the heavy and uncomforta-
ble complexities of lives on the
societal margins, which can be
read in direct connection to the
epistemic violence and systemic
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oppressions. In this respect, the
novel does achieve something
unique, while displaying broken
and unappealing characters in all
their misery and opening a dis-
cursive possibility to queerly
grieve about their destinies. Per-
haps such grieving may be fully
experienced probably only by
those whose own experiences re-
flect the characters’. The bitter-
ness and sarcastic tone of the
narrator can be understood as a
part of such collective queer
grief. I would not equate Zhuk’s
nihilism to the antisocial thesis
in queer theory, although it
might remind the reader of it,
but would rather highlight that
this queer grieving reflects its or-
igins in the specific post-Soviet
context and all the transgenera-
tional traumatizing aspects in-
herent to this positionality.

Severe Maiden, authored by an
early lesbian activist and re-
searcher from Russia, is a valua-
ble contribution to the non-uni-
versalist historization of non-
normative sexualities, even if it
narrates from a completely dif-
ferent point of view, as can be
found in US-American queer
classics such as Feinberg. Fein-
berg also portrays those living on
society’s margins, but never loses
the emphasis on solidarity nor
departs from the clear stance
against violence. One might po-
lemically put it thus: the
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Anglophone queers have had
Lesley Feinberg, and Russophone
queers Zhuk’s writings. However,
such a juxtaposition reveals the
quite important contextualiza-
tion of Russophone ‘queer writ-
ing’ in the field of influence of a
specific ‘post-Soviet condition’
(Tlostanova 2015: 46), which has
been shaped by the Soviet mo-
dernity. In this situation possibil-
ities of resistance were limited,
and many had become disen-
chanted with utopianism, follow-
ing the Soviet experiment. This
specific cultural context offers
few possibilities to decolonize
oneself, to strip oneself of the in-
ternalized violence associated
with the state. In this context, it
must be considered that the
usurpation of the emancipative
leftist project by totalitarianism
produced exactly such disillu-
sioned subjects as the characters
in Severe Maiden.

The ambivalent and provocative
writing style and wording con-
tribute to the uniqueness of Se-
vere Maiden. The novel does not
seek to educate the reader, and
operates in a provocative frame,
probably addressing the author’s
own friends, as well as those who
might share the combination of
marginalizing experiences de-
picted therein. Exactly this kind
of a queer text can provide inspi-
ration to reflect on the nature
and the omnipresence of
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interpersonal, systemic, and ep-
istemic violence and complicate
the understanding of queer writ-
ing away from the straightfor-
ward homosexual identity poli-
tics towards the intersectional
queer text. However, such an in-
terpretation presupposes an ac-
tive meaning-making by the
reader in an act of reading
queerly and questioning own
prejudices and narrative pitfalls.
The same text can be also harshly
criticized not only by a conserva-
tive reader, who might be
shocked by the text, but also by
some LGBTQIA+ rights activists,
who might see in too many stere-
otypes of their community repro-
duced in the novel. Despite the
unique thematical scope and
narrative decisions, different cul-
tural and subcultural fields may
have avoided this novel because
it offers an uncomfortable narra-
tive of post-Soviet diasporic les-
bianism, or queerness more
broadly. This omission is telling
for how powerful the cultural
norms of sexuality, ethnicity, mi-
gration, and mental health are, if
even the subcultural discourses
cannot allow themselves to dis-
cuss such an ‘uncomfortable nar-
rative’ of queer post-Soviet dias-
pora.
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Rowan Dowling
Russian Trans* Stories: Collective Transgender Au-

tobiography as Activism

This article explores contemporary transgender collective autobiography pub-
lished by Vykhod (Coming Out), an LGBTQ+ activist initiative in Russia. It
contributes to the growing literature on trans* issues in Russian Studies by
bringing a range of trans* voices to the forefront of discussion, situating them
within the Russian context, and bridging literary analysis with trans* life writ-
ing theory.

At the centre of this analysis are three collections featuring ‘trans* stories’:
We’re Here: Collected Trans*Stories [My zdes': Sbornik trans*istorii, 2017], Who
I Am: From Sex and Roles to Queer [Kto ia est": Ot pola i roli k kvir, 2018], and
Everyone Has a Body [Telo est' u vsekh, 2018]. These collections defy easy cate-
gorisation, combining autobiographical essays, poetry, diary extracts, art, and
comic strips. The unifying factor is the first-person perspective, with authors
drawing on their lived experiences as either trans* individuals or their loved
ones.

The article determines the distinctive features of this ‘trans* story’ genre and
demonstrates how Vykhod has mobilised autobiography in their trans* activ-
ism. It argues that rather than seeking to establish political visibility, activists
are crowdsourcing trans* stories in attempts to create a sense of solidarity and
community, achieve better trans* representation in LGBTQ+ projects, and
provide a source of advice and self-help for Russian trans* readers facing simi-
lar issues.

Although the collections aim to generate the impression of ‘unity’ in these re-
spects, the article equally illustrates that trans* stories are intended to show-
case the diversity of trans* people and experiences. Narratives were intention-
ally curated to unsettle normative trans* life writing structures and work
against the limitations placed on trans* bodies, sexualities, and gender expres-
sions by the medical establishment. Specifically, Vykhod’s trans* stories spot-
light a remarkable spectrum of gender and sexual identities and are particular-
ly concerned with how trans* and queer (transkvir) experiences can intersect.
Tracing these transkvir themes and aesthetics, this article shows how Russian
trans* life writers are employing innovative linguistic and stylistic strategies to
address the failures of the identity paradigm, the Russian language, and nor-
mative discourses to articulate trans* subjectivity or gender ambiguity.

This article explores ‘trans* sto- in Saint Petersburg, Russia.
ries’ published by the LGBTQ+ ‘Trans* operates as an umbrella
initiative Vykhod [Coming Out] term indicating a range of suf-
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fixes that may follow (-gender, -
feminine, -masculine etc.) while
remaining inclusive of other
non-normative gender identities
such as non-binary, agender, bi-
gender, demigender, gender-
queer, and so on. Throughout, I
use they/them pronouns to refer
to non-binary speakers as it is
uncertain which pronouns the
subjects would self-identify with
in English.

In the Russian Federation, Pres-
ident Vladimir Putin has mock-
ingly called trans* people ‘trans-
formers’ (Voronov et al. 2021: 7)
and stated that teaching about
gender fluidity is ‘on the verge of
a crime against humanity’ (Sper-
ling et al. 2022). State rhetoric,
moreover,  presents  being
LGBTQ+ as incompatible with
Russianness (Essig et al. 2019).
Gender studies research centres
have been classed as ‘foreign
agents’ (Rossman 2021) along
with Russian LGBTQ+ activist
groups including Vykhod. Fur-
thermore, since Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine on 24 February
2022, state rhetoric has crystal-
ised anti-LGBTQ+ and anti-
West sentiment by positioning
Russia as defending ‘traditional
values’ under assault. Trans*
rights specifically have been de-
rided in Russia’s justifications
for the war in Ukraine and its
attempts to legitimise the crack-
down on its own citizens. Putin
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has claimed, for example, that
Russian citizens who seek ‘gen-
der freedoms’ are part of an anti-
Russian ‘fifth column’ (Sperling
et al. 2022).

Research into Russian trans*
subjectivities is therefore in-
creasingly urgent, yet calls for
papers on queer topics rarely
produce trans* proposals (Hea-
ley et al. 2021: 238-239). In fact,
the initial call for this special is-
sue resulted primarily in pro-
posals about gay men, requiring
the editor to seek additional
contributions from  scholars
working on lesbian, bisexual,
and trans* topics. As such, the
existing pool of literature explic-
itly dealing with trans* people,
history and representation in
Russia is small and is only now
emerging as a distinct field of
study. Yana Kirey-Sitnikova is
spearheading the effort, publish-
ing a range of articles on Russian
trans* feminism, trans* activ-
isms, and linguistic strategies for
gender neutralisation (Kirey-
Sitnikova 2016, 2020, and 2021).
Studies of trans* figures in other
historical periods are materialis-
ing too, such as the article by
Margarita Vaysman in this issue,
and trans* readings of Medieval
and Early Modern hagiography
(Mayhew forthcoming). Howev-
er, much research remains to be
conducted and prior studies
would benefit from being re-
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examined with an eye to trans*
subjectivity (Healey et al. 2021:
239).

The present article contributes
to this growing body of research
by surveying the ‘trans* stories’
published by Vykhod and ampli-
fying trans* voices. The article
has the following structure.
First, I introduce my three pri-
mary sources and draw out dis-
tinctions between their content
and style. I then offer a defini-
tion of ‘trans* stories’ in relation
to auto/biography theory (Smith
et al. 2010; Poletti 2020), trans*
life writing studies (Drabinski
2014; Halberstam 2005; Jacques
2017; Prosser 1998; Rondot 2016;
Vipond 2018), and the editorial
framing of the publications
themselves. Specifically, I argue
that trans* stories can be de-
scribed as a form of collective
autobiography consisting of
crowdsourced life narratives
across a range of media. Crucial-
ly, the stories are produced by
trans* people, for trans* people
(or an otherwise queer audi-
ence). I show that this type of
cultural activism does not aim
for political visibility. Rather, I
argue that mobilising trans* au-
tobiography is intended to pro-
vide a source of self-help and
achieve two competing aims:
fostering a sense of solidarity
and community, and highlight-
ing the idiosyncratic nature of
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trans* experiences. Finally, I
demonstrate how this intention
to showcase unity and diversity
plays out across the collated
trans* stories through analysis of
how trans* stories represent the
complex intersections between
trans* and queer (transkvir) ex-
periences in three respects:
identity labels, the failures of
gendered language, and sex and
the body.

A Trans* Archive

Three sources published by the
LGBTQ+ initiative = Vykhod,
founded in Saint Petersburg in
2008, form the foundation of my
analysis. PDFs of these books are
made freely available through
the website (Vykhod n.d.a.). The
publications have also been dis-
tributed in print, such as at the
annual QueerFest event run by
Vykhod since 2009. The initia-
tive’s Trans*Mission, launched
in 2015, runs peer counselling
sessions, arranges legal consulta-
tions, provides training on
trans* inclusivity, and publishes
materials on trans* topics
(Vykhod 2018; Vykhod n.d.b).

The first publication is We're
Here: A Collection of
Trans*Stories (Dzhibladze et al.
2017). The 200-page book, as the
title suggests, is entirely focused
on lived trans* experience and
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contains almost 50 contributions
with a first-person perspective,
including poetry, art, diary ex-
tracts, essays, and comic strips.
Most contributors do not dis-
close their location, but those
who do indicate significant geo-
graphical diversity, writing not
only from Saint Petersburg and
Moscow, but Rostov-on-Don,
Omsk, Kyrgyzstan, the US, and
Ukraine. As We’re Here is the
largest collection and is solely
focused on trans* lives, I draw
most extensively from this pub-
lication in the article.

The other two collections I ex-
amine do not include trans*
content exclusively, but rather
capture a spectrum of LGBTQ+
life writing about gender and
sexual identities. In this article,
however, I refer only to the sto-
ries written by self-identifying
trans* subjects. Everyone Has a
Body (Cherchenko et al. 2018), is
a 46-page illustrated zine con-
taining often experimental life
writing centred around LGBTQ+
people’s self-perception of em-
bodied experiences such as
menstruation, sex lives, BDSM
culture, body weight, and per-
formance art. Three stories ex-
plore experiences specifically
connected to having a trans*
body. Who I Am: From Sex and
Roles to Queer (Sabunaeva 2018),
is a 32-page zine which intro-
duces a queer-theoretical

Special issue

framework alongside seven short
autobiographical stories, four of
which articulate trans* subjec-
tivities. The editor, Maria Sabu-
naeva, explains that the purpose
of the zine is to explore the cat-
egories with which we define
ourselves and others define us.
Contributors, who each have dif-
ferently intersecting sexual and
gender identities, were asked to
write stories about how they
identify, what the label(s) they
use mean to them, and how they
came to identify this way.

Despite the range of identities
featured across these collections,
Vykhod’s autobiographical ar-
chive falls somewhat short in
one respect. Transwomen and
transfeminine people are very
underrepresented. Most non-
binary contributors across the
texts were also assigned female
at birth (AFAB). Given the feel-
ing of being threatened—or the
examples of real violence com-
mitted against them—related by
the trans* women who decided
to contribute, it seems that the
lack of subjects assigned male at
birth (AMAB) likely results from
the pervasive climate of homo-
phobic violence in Russia.
Trans* people may additionally
be read as gay or lesbian due to
a widespread belief in the ‘gen-
der inversion’ of homosexuals
(Baer 2013: 40). This violence es-
pecially targets AMAB people
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whose gender expression is seen
as transgressing hegemonic
masculinity.

Indeed, in We’re Here, the pic-
ture painted in stories by trans-
women and their loved ones is
relatively bleak. Iana Sitnikova
explains that she no longer be-
lieves being attacked will draw
media attention or public sym-
pathy—and the constant threat
has led her to become somewhat
disillusioned with trans* activ-
ism and the idea of a bright fu-
ture. A post-script reveals her
concern about contributing to
the collection, ‘knowing that
someone somewhere will use
this text against me’ (Dzhibladze
et al. 2017: 131). Zhanna echoes
such fears, feeling she lives ‘as if
in an enemy camp’ and needs to
self-censor her behaviour, ap-
pearance, and thoughts because
she cannot safely come out to
anyone (Dzhibladze et al. 2017:
192). She doubts anyone would
be ready ‘to carry the weight of
this responsibility’ if she did
come out because it would be
‘easier to betray the man and en-
joy the spectacle of his execu-
tion’ (Dzhibladze et al. 2017:
193).  Unfortunately, these
threats are real. Inessa
Gashinskaia’s story is written in
memory of trans* friend Anzhela
Likina, who was tragically mur-
dered in Ufa by the boyfriend of
her ex-wife after a leaked traffic
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police dashcam video of An-
zhela’s documents being in-
spected went viral (Dzhibladze
et al. 2017: 147). Together, the
threats these writers relate sug-
gest that even in an anonymised
forum, the potential repercus-
sions are perhaps too much to
risk for many AMAB trans* peo-
ple.

This level of hostility makes the
work initiatives such as Vykhod
are conducting by sharing trans*
stories all the more important.
Indeed, Vykhod’s mission re-
flects a broader trend among
Russian LGBTQ+ initiatives. T-
Deistvie [T-Action] ran a
‘TransStory’ project online (T-
Deistvie 2021), although their
social media accounts have sadly
been made private following the
expansion of the anti-“gay prop-
aganda” law in November 2022.
The  Arkhangel'sk LGBTQ+
community centre Rakurs pub-
lished a book in which trans*
individuals used their life expe-
riences to answer frequently
asked questions from other
trans* people (Ford et al. 2020).
Kvir' Sibir' (2020), which in-
cludes trans* life narratives, was
published by a Siberian queer
feminist collective. T-Deistvie
also published Good Questions
(Grin 2019), developed from a
series of workshops to promote
the practice of autobiographical
writing as therapeutic self-help.
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Evidently, there is a widespread
interest among Russian activists
in ensuring trans* (and queer)
people are given a platform for
self-expression and self-
exploration. As Dzhonni
Dzhibladze, one of the four
trans* editors of We're Here, ex-
plains: ‘Doctors write about us
(and more often not about us,
but our ‘pathology’). [...] Journal-
ists [...] Lawyers [...] They write
about us in the third person. I
think it’s time for us to write our
own story — to write it in the
first person’ (Dzhibladze et al.

2017: 7).

Defining ‘Trans* Stories’

The term ‘trans* stories’ is taken
from the subtitle of We're Here. 1
adopt the term here in a specific
sense, to refer to a form of col-
lective autobiography consisting
of short, crowdsourced life nar-
ratives, created across a range of
media by trans* people, for
trans* people. First, these stories
are crowdsourced in that they
are submitted by trans* people
(and their loved ones) in re-
sponse to a private or open call
by an LGBTQ+ activist group
(e.g. Vykhod 2021; T-Deistvie
2021). Second, the multimedia
approach  expands autobio-
graphical acts beyond the writ-
ten word and makes ‘life narra-

Special issue

tives’ a more apt term (Smith et
al. 2010: 4). Third, trans* stories
are consistently very short re-
gardless of the choice of media.
Comic strips include only a few
frames, poetry rarely runs longer
than a page, self-portraits are
single images, and the longest
written texts average at less than
ten pages. Therefore, instead of
focusing strictly on the T—a
singular person and their expe-
rience—trans*  stories, like
crowdsourced  autobiography
more generally, spotlight collec-
tive experience among like-
minded strangers (Poletti 2020:
84). This kind of collective auto-
biography invites readers to re-
late what they read to their own
experience, thus directly con-
tributing to the activist goal of
further expanding and reinforc-
ing community ties through lit-
erary peer support, as [ outline
below.

Mark Kandol'skii, another editor
of We’re Here, held competing
aims for his work on the collec-
tion:

I would also like to men-
tion what I call the ‘trans-
narrative’ [trans-
narrativom]. It is a generic
narrative [povestvovanie]
transgender people typi-
cally tell about themselves.
[...] As the editor of the
collection 1 wanted to
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widen this story and show
a variety of situations.
Alongside this, I wanted
all [the trans*stories] to
flow into a single utter-
ance, so that not only the
individual voice of each
author but the collective
words of the Russophone
trans*community could be
heard as well (Dzhibladze
et al. 2017: 7-8).

While Kandol'skii’s two aims of
unifying and diversifying trans*
voices may at first appear in-
compatible, readers are consist-
ently reminded of the idiosyn-
crasies of trans* lives. Trans* au-
thors in We’re Here (and the
other two collections) bring
new, various perspectives, de-
termined by specific factors such
as geographical location, age,
and gender and sexual identity.
However, common themes con-
nect many stories, such as a re-
jection of simplistic identity la-
bels, an explicit discussion of
(queer) sexuality, and a desire to
queer language to combat the
gendered ‘T. Moreover, the term
‘trans* stories’ itself, in addition
to the titles of two of Vykhod’s
collections, suggest a united
voice: We're Here and Everyone
Has a Body [emphasis mine].

The curated voices therefore
each highlight the individualised

nature of trans* experiences
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while working together to chal-
lenge the dominant tropes of the
‘trans-narrative’. With this term,
Kandol'skii designates a well-
documented narrative structure
that trans* people have been
compelled to use by cisgender
gatekeepers. This narrative arc
centres around a binary transi-
tion either from female-to-male
(FTM) or, more often, male-to-
female (MTF), in a three-act tra-
jectory: a  gender-dysphoric
childhood; a transformation in
the big city; and the aftermath of
the ‘sex change’ (Rondot 2016:
531-532, citing Ames 2005).
Trans* life writers following this
formula employed normative
terms and rhetorical devices,
such as the idea of being ‘born in
the wrong body’, which would
be intelligible to medical profes-
sionals (Drabinski 2014: 309; Vi-
pond 2019: 19-20). Deviation
from this model could prevent
the person from accessing ther-
apy and surgery, and would act
as a barrier to publication in
spaces run by cisgender editors
(Jacques 2017: 360, 366-367).

While this summary of the
trans-narrative  derives  from
Western trans* life writing theo-
ry and transition memoirs, simi-
lar trends can be observed in
Russia. Contemporary Russian
medical theories of ‘transsexual-
ism’ have developed in conversa-
tion with English-language clini-
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cal literature since the late Sovi-
et period (Kirey-Sitnikova 2020).
Russian psychiatry still classifies
‘transsexualism’ as a mental ill-
ness, overlapping with ‘disorders
of sexual preference’ including
sadomasochism,  paedophilia,
and exhibitionism (Weaver
2020: 15). When these collec-
tions were written, in order to
be prescribed hormone treat-
ment, trans* people in Russia
were first required to receive a
diagnosis, a certificate recom-
mending medical intervention,
and a referral for examination
(Wonderzine 2019). This process
typically required observation in
a psychiatric ward for at least
one month. To change legal
gender, a committee composed
of a sexologist, psychiatrist and a
psychologist first needed to is-
sue a Certificate of Sex Reas-
signment (Wonderzine 2019).
Trans* people in Russia who
were able to undergo a medical
transition before the legislative
changes therefore experienced
pressure to recount a normative
autobiography to clinicians simi-
lar to that which led to the
emergence of the dominant nar-
rative model in the West. By
contrast, Vykhod’s publications
are edited by trans* and queer
activists who expressly sought
trans* stories diverging from
this mould.
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Mobilising Autobiography

In this section, I argue that shar-
ing trans* stories was becoming
increasingly instrumental to the
work of trans* activists in Rus-
sia. Given that trans* and queer
voices are effectively silenced in
the public sphere under Russia’s
infamous ‘gay propaganda’ laws
of 2013 and 2022, the act of rep-
resentation may be considered
activism in and of itself (An-
dreevskikh 2018: 14). By tying
representations to real (though
often anonymised) LGBTQ+
Russian  speakers, Vykhod’s
practice of sharing trans* (and
queer) autobiography opposes
state-sponsored discourses
which position Russia as a de-
fender of ‘traditional values’
against a Western threat of sex-
ual and gender transgression
(Essig et al. 2019; Sperling et al.
2022). Self-representation thus
becomes a powerful tool for
documenting the existence (and
creativity) of people otherwise
erased from the media and soci-
ety.

Such projects may be classed as
a type of Russian trans* cultural
activism, which has been charac-
terised as influenced by the
Western LGBTQ+ activist goals
of emphasising ‘diversity’ and
‘community’  (Kirey-Sitnikova
2020). While the goals ex-
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pressed above reflect this influ-
ence, I contend that Vykhod’s
trans* stories are significant in
the landscape of Russian pub-
lishing because they provide a
platform for discussing the spe-
cific issues trans* people face in
Russia. These issues include the
impact of state-sponsored hom-
ophobia and transphobia, the
pathologizing structure of the
Russian medical establishment,
and difficulty articulating trans*
subjectivity in the Russian lan-
guage.

For instance, some trans* stories
demonstrate that due to the
homophobic climate, authors
come under increased pressure
when making decisions about
surgery and ‘passing’. A pessi-
mistic mood pervades these
texts. A recent report by Vykhod
demonstrated the dangers of be-
ing outed, blackmailed, or oth-
erwise subjected to abuse on the
grounds of gender and sexual
identity, with trans* people in
the most vulnerable position
due to these compounding fac-
tors (Voronov et al. 2021: 51).
Anastasia, for instance, dreads
how medical staff will react to
her body if she is suddenly hos-
pitalised and is considering hav-
ing vaginoplasty solely for that
reason (Cherchenko et al. 2018:
43). Other writers suggest ‘pass-
ing’ is not necessarily desirable
because it may increase the risk
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of violence. Maks Nebel had
been living ‘stealth'—meaning
he had cut all past ties in order
to live without anyone knowing
he had transitioned—but after
the implementation of the ‘gay
propaganda’ law in 2013, he re-
considered his position: ‘Life
started winking at me from all
sides: ‘You're stealth [Ty v stel-
Ize’]? That won’t save you.” I
came to the conclusion that the
deeper stealth is, the higher the
risk of being outed, the more
painful it will be, and the more
vulnerable I myself will be’
(Dzhibladze et al. 2017: 48-49).

Another key point of departure
from Western activist goals is
that Vykhod’s autobiographical
strategy does not necessarily aim
for public visibility and recogni-
tion. Rather, its primary aim ap-
pears to be establishing a semi-
anonymised literary support
network for trans* (and queer)
Russian speakers who may see
themselves reflected in the au-
tobiographies of others. The ar-
gument [ make here draws on
research demonstrating that
Russian LGBTQ+ community-
building and spaces appropria-
tion are usually overlooked by
Western media and academic
literature due to the dominance
of the Western visibility para-
digm (Buyantueva and Shev-
tsova 2020: 9). The applicability
of this paradigm is questionable
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in post-Soviet contexts (Baer
2013: 38-39; Healey and Stella
2021: 233). Many Russian trans*
people believe that increased
visibility will result in more ha-
tred and violence (Kirey-
Sitnikova 2020). Essentially, ‘[t]o
the Western public and allies,
visibility for LGBTQ+ Russians is
the political visibility juxtaposed
against the Russian government.
However, that is not necessarily
the visibility that local LGBTQ+
people desire for themselves’
(Buyantueva and  Shevtsova
2020: Q).

The kind of ‘visibility’ that trans*
stories projects seek to achieve,
then, is concentrated within the
trans* and LGBTQ+ community
itself. Vykhod uses collections of
autobiographical work to spot-
light trans* experiences for
trans* readers (and queer allies),
with the primary objective being
to provide a means for self-help
(cf. Prosser 1998: 125). As Di,
who at the time of writing iden-
tified as queer/gender-
questioning, explains:

The people around us are
an inexhaustible source of
ideas, inspiration, and
thoughts. [...] At first, the
idea that you are im-
portant, that your feelings
are important, that you
don’t have to suffer and
surmount it all, can seem
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strange. But if you proper-
ly think about it and re-
flect, it will eventually take
root and get easier. Hon-
estly. I promise
(Dzhibladze et al. 2017:
12).

Adopting the second person
here to directly address the im-
agined reader, Di links the act of
listening to other people’s expe-
riences to self-reflection. Their
‘promise’ that these two interre-
lated practices will benefit your
mental health and sense of self-
worth, of course, implies the be-
lief that their own story can im-
prove the life of another trans*
person.

While Russian trans* cultural
activism has been criticised for
producing overly abstract and
theoretical texts informed by
Western ideas without consider-
ation for local conditions (Kirey-
Sitnikova 2020), these life writ-
ing projects appear to have been
well received. Three years after
the publication of We're Here,
Vykhod reported it was still sent
personal messages attesting to
how meaningful the collection
had been to trans* readers and
was planning another publica-
tion as a result (Vykhod 2021).

Transkvir Voices
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Trans* bodies are sites forgotten
in the construction of human
sexuality because sexual catego-
ries are limited to body configu-
rations: the underlying principle
that body-equals-sex-equals-
gender establishes the hetero-
sexual/homosexual binary and
leaves out the dynamics of
trans* subjectivity (Cromwell
2006: 509). For instance, non-
binary people (and their part-
ners) struggle to negotiate the
language around sexual behav-
iour and romantic relationships
because  sexual  categories
emerged from binary under-
standings of the gendered body
towards which desire is directed
(Cordoba 2020; Stryker 2017: 33).
In this section, I illustrate how
trans* stories reify a diverse
spectrum of queer sexualities
overlapping with a spectral un-
derstanding of trans* experi-
ence.

First, | note that the prominence
of the transkvir [transqueer]
throughout the collections is a
relatively  striking  feature,
though is also, of course, not en-
tirely unique in the landscape of
trans* life writing worldwide
(see for example, Drabinski 2014:
325; Jacques 2017: 360). Clinical
literature ascribed a very limited
form of heterosexuality to trans*
subjects, reporting that trans*
people were cut off from genital
contact and would reject homo-
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sexuality because announcing a
preference for same-sexed bod-
ies would threaten their body
image (Cromwell 2006: 516).
Some trans* people denied their
sexuality when presenting them-
selves to practitioners, inten-
tionally fulfilling expected stere-
otypes to ensure access to the
services (Cromwell 2006: s5u).
This obfuscation of queer trans*
subjectivities was perhaps a tac-
tic to normalise transness
through realigning it with het-
erosexuality, but one which led
to transness and queerness re-
maining incompatible in the
public imaginary (Vipond 2019:
30).

The array of sexualities repre-
sented across the trans* stories I
have studied can be partly at-
tributed to the fact that Vykhod
focuses broadly on LGBTQ+ is-
sues, so even those subjects who
responded specifically to the call
for We're Here, a trans*-focused
project, were perhaps still more
likely to be queer in addition to
trans*. The intention to distrib-
ute the books at QueerFest may
also have affected the selection
of submitted materials. The fact
the editors were a team of trans*
people will also have impacted
the ability to self-represent a
transkvir subjectivity: ‘So long as
medico-psychological practi-
tioners control the discourses
about transsubjectivity, and as
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long as transsexuals remain
complicit, the binaries remain
seemingly intact. Once trans-
people begin articulating their
own transsubjectivities, howev-
er, new discourse, and thus the
expansion of binaries, can begin’
(Cromwell 2006: 519).

Transkvir subjects in these col-
lections counter these discours-
es by showing that sexual and
gender identity is fluid and var-
ies in significance to an individ-
ual over their lifetime. For in-
stance, Kris in Who I Am ques-
tions the identity paradigm:

And who am I now? Bi-
sexual? Lesbian? Pansexu-
al? A woman? Queer?
Agender? Bigender? Well,
at the very least, I know
for a fact that I'm a femi-
nist. If only that were
enough. But [ think the
search for an identity can
last forever, simply be-
cause the way a person is
constructed is more com-
plicated than their at-
tempts to explain them-
selves (Sabunaeva 2018:

30).

Of course, Kris’s repetition of
the question mark after each
term shows that none fits. La-
bels are too simplistic because
they freeze the subject in a mo-
ment and do not reflect the per-
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petual search for identity over
the life course.

Identity, I argue, is therefore it-
self shown to be in a perpetual
state of transition by transkvir
subjects. Sasha Dvanova, anoth-
er contributor to Who I Am,
likewise fluctuates between dif-
ferent labels throughout their
text. However, they make their
identifications undergo an addi-
tional, translingual transfor-
mation (Sabunaeva 2018: 23-24).
Sasha first claims the label
‘demi-female person’ in English.

The label then evolves into
‘demi-femme’  (in  English),
“half’-woman’ [“polu”-
zhenshchina], ‘half-faced’
[polovinchatyi], ‘non-binary’
[nebinarnost'], and  ‘demi-
feminine’ [demi-feminnyi],

where ‘demi’ is written in Eng-
lish and ‘feminine’ in Cyrillic.
Sasha thus translates labels into
and out of Russian, combining
the languages in the final case to
situate their identity on the bor-
der between binary modes (Rus-
sian or English). In addition to
highlighting fluctuating identifi-
cations, these translingual terms
signal a lack of native Russian
expressions for gender fluidity.
Indeed, Russian has no native
term for ‘gender’ (the word gen-
der is loaned from English) and
instead uses pol (sex)—other
trans* terminology is similarly
borrowed (Kirey-Sitnikova 2020,
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2021). Trans* Russian speakers
are therefore incentivised to cre-
atively queer their language to
articulate their subjectivity, as I
investigate further in the next
sections.

In We're Here, 41-year-old Egor
Gor recounts the changing iden-
tifications he had over his life-
time in detail. It is from his story
that I adopt the term transkvir: ‘1
am a transgender man, but I
prefer to call myself ‘transqueer’
[transkvir] because I have no de-
sire to fit into the social model
of a ‘real man’ that is being
worked out everywhere all the
time’ (Dzhibladze et al. 2017:
178). Here, Egor uses the term
transkvir in opposition to hege-
monic masculinity. Yet the term
additionally makes explicit the
links between his trans* subjec-
tivity, fluid sexuality, and his
specific experiences navigating
lesbian and gay communities.
Egor continually
de/re/constructs his identity
throughout his narrative. The
terms he uses—'transgender
man’, ‘transqueer’, ‘gay, ‘girl,
‘lesbian’, ‘transsexual’, ‘guy’, ‘bi-
sexual’—are transient, but he
shows that the ways in which
trans* and queer experiences
have informed his sense of self
are inseparable. For instance, he
was driven toward the lesbian
community because others ap-
plied this label to him and alt-
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hough he had heard of being
‘transgender’, an article he read
when he was sixteen had scared
him by stating that ‘transsexual-
ism’ was an illness and taking
hormones would lead to death
within three years. Therefore,
although he identifies as a lesbi-
an for three years, he does not
do so ‘thoroughly and firmly’ but
because it is ‘convenient and
comfortable’ (Dzhibladze et al.
2017: 180-181).

Following decades failing to find
‘firm’ language to convey his
trans* identity, and after a
break-up that, he explains, led
to clinical depression, Egor lo-
cates another means of self-
expression:

My first step towards re-
covery was unusual: I de-
cided that because my
‘male side’ was so sore on
the inside, I needed to ex-
ternalize it—pull it out in-
to a visual field. So I pulled
it out—I ran a blog on
LiveJournal, which at that
point was enjoying con-
siderable popularity. I ran
the blog as a guy under
the name Egor and wrote
short, pithy phrases. Hon-
est ones. Reflecting myself.
I posted pictures, poetry...
Imagined that Egor lived
in Amsterdam (I'd always
dreamed of going there).
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That he was bisexual. Ba-
sically, I took Egor and
pulled him out from inside
myself. And I have to say
that I still like that Egor a
hell of a lot, even though
he isn’t totally like who I
am today (Dzhibladze et
al. 2017: 181).

By creating a bisexual male
online persona, Egor addresses
the deficit of language and de-
picts a more ‘honest’ version of
himself. He thus writes himself
into existence not through a
medico-discursive narrative (cf.
Prosser 1998: 9), but through an
alternate fictional framework of
his own making. Of course, it is
important to note that the re-
peated verb ‘pull out’ [vytash-
chit'] to describe the externalisa-
tion of the truer self—Egor’,
who is described as sorely
trapped inside the body—
follows the ‘trans-narrative’ to
some extent. However, in that
model, medical intervention lib-
erates the self from its confines.
Here, by contrast, the act of
writing a blog enables Egor to
project a transkvir self into the
digital space. This digital self
may be conceptualised as at
once embodied and mediated
(Hartblay and Klepikova 2021: 1),
in this case also through a fic-
tional frame. Furthermore, by
explicitly tying his autofictional
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writing process to ‘recovery’,
Egor’s story indicates that auto-
biographical acts, when not in-
hibited by cisgender gatekeep-
ing, exhibit self-help potential
(as Di likewise suggested above).
Indeed, many trans* stories re-
call how beneficial it was to re-
imagine (and re-write) fictional
characters through their own
trans* subjectivity. Similarly to
Egor, Alek Kit created fictional
digital personas to express a
seemingly truer mediated self.
Their narrative traces the history
of their identity through their
past nicknames and online
usernames, inspired by Harry
Potter, Star Trek, dragons and
anime (Dzhibladze et al. 2017:
140-141). Even when characters
were not intentionally written as
trans*, interpreting them as
trans* felt empowering. Dasha
Che describes themself as part
Cheburashka, a popular Soviet
children’s television character
and animal unknown to science,
part Little Prince, the young al-
ien protagonist of Antoine de
Saint-Exupéry’s much-loved
children’s book, and an unde-
fined ‘creature’ written in Eng-
lish (Dzhibladze et al. 2017: 174).
Diana laments that trans* peo-
ple are not represented in ‘ordi-
nary’ media and only shown in
‘special’ narratives about transi-
tion and discrimination, but
emphasises that the X-Men
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helped her be proud of standing
out rather than ‘getting lost in
the crowd’ (Dzhibladze et al
2017: 19-120). Kapitan Sliva
likewise structures their story
entirely around characters that
helped them work through their
non-binary identity (Dzhibladze
et al. 2017: 16-118).

Together, these writers express
the belief that finding yourself
reflected in literature can im-
prove your life, mental health,
and self-understanding. Yet they
are also predicated on the idea
that through creativity and the
blending of another assumed
binary—fiction and reality—
trans* and queer mediated
selves may take shape. This use
of international fiction ultimate-
ly speaks, once again, to the in-
sufficiencies of (often loaned)
rigid identity terms. Where la-
bels fall short, identifying in-
stead with fictional characters—
including fictional personas—
overcomes linguistic limitations.

The Gendered ‘T

Trans* writers also express frus-
tration at the fact that languages
such as Russian fail to account
for trans* subjectivity because
first-person speech is grammati-
cally gendered. This necessitates
that trans* speakers take a
stance on how to gender their T
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The decision about which
grammatical agreements to
adopt consequently impacts the
safety of trans* subjects—
speaking in a way others do not
expect might out oneself as
trans*. As Mira Tai explains in
Everyone Has a Body, ‘my “I”
sounds like “he” to them. Yet re-
ally, they want to hear “she”
(Cherchenko et al. 2018: 5).
While many non-binary authors
in these texts simply opt for ei-
ther masculine or feminine end-
ings, others experiment with in-
novative means of gender-
neutral self-narration. For in-
stance, Zhe Ostrov, who con-
fides they would usually just use
the masculine in day-to-day
speech, implements the strategy
of gender gaps in their writing
and remarks they did not feel
any ‘internal contradictions’ do-
ing so (Dzhibladze et al. 2017:
146). Gender-gapping in Russian
involves placing an underscore
between the longest possible
substring shared by the mascu-
line and feminine modes and the
verb’s feminine ending (Kirey-
Sitnikova 2021: 149). This gap is
intended to highlight the insuf-
ficiency of the language to cap-
ture gender ambiguity or non-
binary subjectivity.

I'm a trans* person, now
23 years old. [...] For a long
time, [ defined myself
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[‘opredelial_a sebia’] as a
trans* man, considering
my trans*genderness a ter-
rible curse that would
never allow me to live life.
With time, with experi-
ence of activist work
(which I by no means
came to [‘prish_la’]
straight away), and by
delving into gender theo-
ry, my identity trans-
formed. [...] gradually be-
coming free, I left gender
behind [‘a vysh_la iz gen-
dernosti’]. Now I feel
there’s no space for gender
or gender identity inside
me (Dzhibladze et al. 2017:

144).

Zhe’s use of gender gaps literally
and visually underscores a pos-
sibility in-between the verb’s
masculine/feminine binary
modes. They thus break open
the verb to forge a space for the
ungendered, bigendered, gender
fluid etc. Yet Zhe does not posi-
tion themself in this gap per
se—rather, they use it to gesture
beyond the system altogether,
claiming they feel no space for
gender anymore.

Other trans* writers circumvent
restrictive grammar and queer
the Russian language through
different methods. Agender Na-
tasha avoids referring to them-
self in the past tense throughout
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their text (Dzhibladze et al. 2017:
18). Dasha Che, writing from
California, pointedly alternates
between feminine, masculine,
and neuter endings, missing the
ambiguity afforded by they/them
pronouns in English: ‘I regularly
disappeared [ischezla] from my
body’; ‘1 got seriously involved
[ia ser'ezno zanialsia] with dance
and theatre’; ‘into which I grew
[vyroslo]| and transformed [prev-
ratilos'] (Dzhibladze et al. 2017:
173-177). Zhenia writes the ma-
jority of their sentences in gen-
der-neutral passive construc-
tions with ‘me’ as the object, or
with another noun phrase like
‘my body’ or ‘my experience’ as
the subject (Sabunaeva 2018: 31).
The two exceptions are when
they recall a time they believed
they were a man and according-
ly use a masculine ending [schi-
tal] (Sabunaeva 2018: 31), and
another instance where they
write in the future and alternate
between masculine and femi-
nine  adjectival  agreements
[chutkim; otkrytoi i iskrennei]
(Sabunaeva 2018: 32).

Prevailing transphobic and ho-
mophobic  societal attitudes
compel trans* people and their
loved ones to use language with
caution—firm belief in the gen-
der inversion of gay men and
lesbian women leads trans* sub-
jects to receive homophobic
abuse regardless of their sexuali-
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ty. Anastasia, for instance, was
subjected to homophobic slurs
and needed to self-censor her
appearance to keep safe:

As soon as school stopped,
I stopped holding myself
back. I grew out my hair,
tried hairstyles I liked. [...]
I had long nails, a fringe
and the thin eyebrows
fashionable back then. I
obviously didn’t fit in.
Some took it to mean one
thing and simply said:
‘You're a fag! Can you ex-
pect anything else from
them? // 1 had to find
compromises on clothing.
I couldn’t allow myself
much, I didn’t want to en-
counter aggression, but it
really weighed me down
(Cherchenko et al. 2018:

39-40).

Inversely, some people may be
generally accepting of homo-
/bisexuality, =~ but not of
transgender identities, requiring
transkvir individuals to manage
aspects of their identity differ-
ently across various social chan-
nels (Voronov et al. 2021: 13-14).
Lena, for example, has learnt to
‘convey practically any infor-
mation and express my thoughts
through gender-neutral formu-
lations’ when discussing her
genderqueer partner to protect
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herself and them from aggres-
sion and invasive questions
(Dzhibladze et al. 2017: 23).

Such trans* experiences of hom-
ophobia are satirised in a comic
by Hagra (Dzhibladze et al. 2017:
63). In the first of the two con-
trasting encounters he presents,
Hagra is misgendered by a cash-
ier wishing him a good day. This
suddenly deflates his mood and
sends him into a spiral of suicid-
al ideation. The second scene
depicts him walking down the
street, linking arms with his
boyfriend. Their romantic stroll
is disturbed by someone shout-
ing ‘fags!’ [pediki!l] from the
window of a nearby block of
flats. In response, the protago-
nist blushes, grins, and brings
his arms close to his body in an
excited pose: he ‘passed’ as male.
His partner, meanwhile, is una-
mused. Obviously, the joke here
is predicated on the unintended
consequences of strangers’ ac-
tions. The cashier wished him
well but was insensitive to his
gender expression, while the
man insulting him inadvertently
affirmed his gender identity. The
implication is that the public are
ignorant of trans* issues to the
point that all transkvirs can do is
laugh about it and try to take
homophobia in stride.

Some approaches to suppressing
gendered language described
above may at first seem to lose
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the agency of self-narration,
such as by limiting the active
voice. Yet this rejection of
grammar requires creativity and
autonomy, shaping otherwise
exclusive language to reflect
self-identification. It is im-
portant to note that this linguis-
tic phenomenon is not unique to
these texts but is rather a strate-
gy being adopted by the wider
Russian-speaking trans* com-
munity, and indeed in other
gendered languages (Kirey-
Sitnikova 2021). Although it may
seem  restrictive to  self-
expression, creatively circum-
venting these grammatical re-
straints constitutes a deliberate
act of resistance and exposure
which can be interpreted as a
position of strength rather than
victimhood—a position of ‘queer
vulnerability’ (Utkin 2021: 78).
Trans* speakers are (re)claiming
Russian grammar on their own
terms.

Sex and the Body

Medicalised discourses have de-
nied trans* people physical sex-
uality by asserting that trans*
people are devoid of sexual
pleasure due to deep disgust of

their sex organs (Cromwell
2006: 510). Trans* autobiog-
raphers have likewise often

avoided discussing sexual en-
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counters, especially the specifics
of those before gender-affirming
surgery (Cromwell 2006: 515). In
addition to fulfilling the expec-
tation of dysphoria needed to
access treatments, evading sexu-
al details in self-narratives has a
protective purpose. Speaking
explicitly about sex would ‘re-
quire talking extensively about
[the] body and genitalia, ‘run-
ning the risk of [...] undermining
the identity carefully set up in
[the] text, and in [...] life’
(Jacques 2017: 368). Some trans*
life writers circumvent the issue
by resisting locating sexual at-
traction in ‘gendered aspects of
the body and pinpointing it
elsewhere in the body instead
(Drabinski 2014: 323).

In Vykhod’s trans* stories, many
authors reclaim the physical
sexuality and bodily ambiguity
which has been denied them by
clinical literature, practitioners,
and the ubiquitous ‘trans-
narrative’. Such continued im-
pact of the medical establish-
ment on trans* people’s sexual
self-expression is evidenced, for
instance, when Tangarr from
Ukraine states he needed to
mask the fact that ‘I even really
love vaginal sex from doctors
who assumed he would hate his
body because he is trans*
(Dzhibladze et al. 2017: 157).

One trans* story which depicts
sexuality in explicit detail is an-
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other hand-drawn comic by Ha-
gra in which he represents him-
self giving anal sex to his boy-
friend (Dzhibladze et al. 2017:
62). At first, he is enthusiastic
and does so orally until his part-
ner is ready for him to insert
something. In the next panel,
Hagra excitedly holds up a dildo,
his glee punctuated by a classic
comic book graphic of a pointy
yellow explosion. However, Ha-
gra suddenly pauses and begins
to cry due to dysphoria (‘1
DON'T HAVE A DICKKK?). In
the final frame, his partner holds
and comforts him (‘Sh, shh...
Everything will be okay! You're
good even without a dick!)
while in the background, Ha-
gra’s post-script in turn reas-
sures the reader: ‘P.S. It doesn’t
always happen like this. More
often, I fuck normally and don’t
start weeping halfway through’.

In the comic, then, Hagra high-
lights that while dysphoria can
sometimes affect his sex life, it
does not prohibit him from en-
joying sex or having sex ‘normal-
ly’ most of the time. Moreover,
by drawing attention to the use
of a sex toy, as well as by opting
to depict himself shirtless with
his breasts visible, Hagra does
not omit gendered aspects of the
body for fear of being unambig-
uously read as female (cf.
Jacques 2017: 368). Rather, the
message he conveys is that being
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a man is not predicated on hav-
ing certain genitalia or surgery,
that you can still be in a ‘same-
sex’ relationship before or with-
out medically transitioning, and
that the support of an under-
standing partner is invaluable.
Indeed, ambiguity and ambiva-
lence have too often been de-
nied in dominant visual depic-
tions of trans* subjects who are
‘rendered transsexual in the
flesh’ by their biographers (Hal-
berstam 2005: 50-51, 97). In
self-depictions, however, trans*
subjects may acknowledge the
ambiguities of trans* embodi-
ment and resist the demands to
separate their lives and bodies
pre- and post-transition. They
may instead elect to ‘narrate
continuous subjects’ (Rondot
2016: 527) or otherwise confuse
the ‘direction’ of transition and
its associated gender perfor-
mance. Some trans* stories writ-
ers achieve this type of narration
by refusing to disconnect their
current identity from their past
body and previous gendered so-
cialisation. As Sasha Dvanova
explains, ‘female experience -
emotional, physical, social - is
the foundation of my “I” [...] de-
spite the realisation of my non-
binaryness, under no circum-
stances would I want to divide
my life into a “before” and an
“after”, drawing up a border
(Sabunaeva 2018: 23-24).

179



180

One instance where a trans*
subject claims ambiguity is the
striking self-portrait of Karl
Martin (known by the username
‘umba/ym6a’) (Dzhibladze et al.
2017: 61). In the image, he con-
fidently occupies a space in-
between apparently binary op-
posites: gender attributes (mas-
culine and feminine), sensations
(serenity and pain), colours
(black and white), and roles
(subject and spectator). First,
Martin incorporates a mix of
gendered characteristics into his
image, circumventing the pres-
sure to conform to hegemonic
masculinity. He frames his face
with long flowing hair and a
crown of old-fashioned syringes,
where the rings at the top re-
semble the female sign. His
beard flows in an imagined
breeze along with his hair. His
nails are painted black, and he
wears a large teardrop-shaped
earring. Second, there are signs
he is simultaneously experienc-
ing a moment of both pain and
calm. His nipples are bleeding—
perhaps suggestive of top sur-
gery, but without specific scar-
ring—and the dripping blood
guides the viewer’s gaze toward
the cloth falling from his hips.
His muscled arms are held in a
stretch close to his curving body,
as if he just woke up. That con-
tradictory state of embodied
feelings, a relaxed (even seduc-
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tive) pose but the implication of
pain, perhaps reflects how pain-
ful procedures in gender-
affirming surgery can bring
peace (a theme Martin returns
to, along with his changing rela-
tionship to masculinity, in com-
ics he also contributed
(Dzhibladze et al. 2017: 123-
126)). Meanwhile, his naked
body divides the background in-
to two halves, one black and one
white. Situated between the
block colours, Martin depicts
himself staring back at the imag-
ined viewer. He thus compresses
the relative positions of the art-
ist, subject, and spectator and
shows himself fulfilling all these
roles at once. The overall result
is a figure refusing to allow him-
self or his body to be confined
by the expected behaviours of
the binary frameworks which
organise the world.

Conclusions

This article has shown that
trans* stories were expressly cu-
rated to counter the ‘trans-
narrative’, a normative narrative
structure for trans* autobiog-
raphy which partially emerged
from, and was still built into, of-
ficial medical transition process-
es. Not all subversion of the
trans-narrative is positive or af-
firming, but in this case, rather
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points to barriers accessing
treatments, documentation, or a
continued sense of danger after
medical transition and ‘passing’.
That being said, it is the collec-
tive nature of the publications
which first and foremost sub-
verts the monolithic trans-
narrative (Jacques 2017: 360).
Crowdsourcing serves to high-
light a diversity of experiences,
proving there is not one way to
be trans*, while simultaneously
giving a voice to the trans*
community as a whole (Poletti
2020). Common (transkvir)
themes, linguistic strategies, and
cultural reference points tie the
stories together. Meanwhile, the
specificities of the perspectives
offered recall the individuality of
the authors: Russophone voices
from different locations and
with different trans* (non-
binary, gender fluid, FTM, MTF,
agender, bigender) and queer
(lesbian, gay, bisexual, kvir) sub-
jectivities are included. The mul-
timedia formats of the collec-
tions reinforce this sense of di-
versity.

Indeed, the convergence of
queer and trans* experiences is
one of the most prominent fea-
tures of the trans* stories. This
exploration of the transkvir not
only works against the limita-
tions placed on trans* people’s
sexuality, but also against the
identity paradigm more broadly.
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Moreover, the inability of labels
to capture the self—and of the
Russian language to capture the
transkvir self—recurs through-
out many narratives. Transkvir
individuals move through a se-
ries of labels, sometimes across
multiple languages, presenting a
sense of shifting self-definitions
over time. Non-binary trans*
writers creatively twist gram-
matical conventions to avoid
gendering their T  (Kirey-
Sitnikova 2021), while trans*
people with a masculine or fem-
inine gender identity must con-
sider the political climate they
are speaking in when taking a
stance on gendering their I’ for
their personal safety. And final-
ly, trans* Russian speakers show
that even when language and la-
bels continue to fall short, fic-
tion may provide recourse and
permit more authentic self-
articulation.

The wealth of innovative trans*
stories in Vykhod’s publications
merit further study. This short
article could not fully address all
recurrent themes across the
three collections, such as mental
health, coming out, familial rela-
tionships, dysphoria, experienc-
es of surgery, monstrosity, uses
of the internet, depictions of
trans* life as war, and various
means of reclaiming ownership
of one’s own body (e.g. through
tattoos and dance). Future stud-
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ies, and comparison to other
trans* collective autobiography
projects (such as those men-
tioned above), will gain further
insight into experiences of
trans* people in Russia and
across the Russian-speaking di-
aspora, and highlight other
styles, language, and tropes
which trans* speakers use to
represent themselves.

Indeed, a greater focus on trans*
lived experiences and cultural
production will contribute to a
more nuanced understanding of
gender and sexuality in contem-
porary Russia. As Egor Gor and
Karl Martin’s narratives illus-
trate, trans* masculine people
provide a different perspective
on how Russians may negotiate
the hegemonic masculinity em-
boldened by Putin’s ‘macho poli-
tics’ (Sperling et al. 2022). The
specific factors which make
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some queer Russian trans* peo-
ple less likely to talk openly
about their gender identity than
their sexuality have also not
been researched (Voronov et al.
2021). Moreover, trans* people’s
experiences of Russian LGBTQ+
spaces and activism, and the ex-
tent to which they may reject
LGBTQ+ activism out of desire
to simply be ‘normal’ (cf. Kirey-
Sitnikova 2016: 172-173; Weaver
2020), have not been investigat-
ed. These are just some nuances
future research could uncover.
Trans* voices deserve our atten-
tion.
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Olga Andreevskikh
Confessional narratives in digital self- and life-writ-

ing of bisexual activists in Russia: A case study of bi-

sexual identity building

This article focuses on digital self- and life-writing as a tool of online activism.
Drawing on case studies of social media activism for bisexual rights in contem-
porary Russia, the article explores the ways in which the media genre of confes-
sional narrative is employed by activists for constructing a shared bisexual iden-
tity in the process of self-mediation through social media platforms. Applying
digital ethnography and interpretive content analysis methods, the paper pre-
sents a content analysis of video, textual and visual texts created by bisexual
rights activists based in Moscow, Saint Petersburg, Ekaterinburg, Perm' and Vla-
divostok, and published on social media platforms (YouTube, Telegram, Face-

book) in 2020 and 2021.

Bisexual rights activism in
Russia after 2013

In scholarship and discussions
on LGBTQ-rights activism in
Russia, the notorious 2013 law
which bans ‘the promotion of
non-traditional sexual relations
among minors has come to be
viewed as a watershed in Russian
discourses on sex, sexuality and
gender. The discursive impact of
the Russian LGBTQ-legislation is
not dissimilar to that of the UK’s
Section 28 which was introduced
by the Conservative government
in 1988 as a backlash against the
growing visibility and acceptance
of gays and lesbians (Fish et al.
2018). In the UK, the introduc-
tion of Section 28 banning dis-
cussions about homosexuality in
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schools which would portray
same-sex relationships as valid,
led, on the one hand, to the in-
fringement of LGBTQ people’s
rights (Greenland et al. 2008),
but on the other hand, to the
strengthening of the LGBTQ-
rights activist movement (Fish et
al. 2018; Farmer 2020).

The Russian anti-LGBTQ law, in
some ways replicating the UK
Section 28 discourse of protect-
ing minors from ‘harmful’ infor-
mation, brought about not only a
new wave of oppression of
LGBTQ people (e.g., Persson
2015), but also a consolidation of
LGBTQ-rights groups and initia-
tives and their allies and support-

ers across Russia (e.g.
Buyantueva 2020). This process
of strengthening and
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consolidation benefited all stig-
matized social groups united un-
der the LGBTQ abbreviation, in
particular bisexual' people, as it is
after 2013 that the activist move-
ment for bisexual rights first
came into existence when the
first bisexual rights initiative
LuBI was created in St Peters-
burg.”

Since the introduction of the
anti-LGBTQ legislation in Russia
in 2013 and up to February 2022
when Russia unleashed a full-
fledged war in Ukraine, there was
a consistent growth, diversifica-
tion, and evolution of media dis-
courses on and around LGBTQ-
related themes, particularly in
what relates to mediated portray-
als of non-heteronormative peo-
ple (Andreevskikh 2020: 173).
Parallel to that, there was a
steady growth in the number of
LGBTQ-rights initiatives in vari-
ous regions and in the number of
diverse and prolific media

' Among Russian activists for bisexual
rights, several terms are currently used
to refer to the sexual orientation which
involves sexual attraction to more than

one gender: bisexual (bisek-
sual'nyi/biseksual); non-monosexual or
Non-mono (nemonose-

ksual'nyi/nemono), a term introduced by
activist E. to oppose bi- and pansexual
orientations to the monosexual ones,
that is - homosexuality and heterosexu-
ality; bi*sexual, the term used by the
founders of the initiative Byt' Bi* (Being
Bi*), where the asterisk highlights that
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channels used by LGBTQ people
to promote the LGBTQ agenda.
Online activism for bisexual
rights was also part of these de-
velopments.

In December 2017, when I was
doing the fieldwork for my previ-
ous study of online activism for
bisexual and transgender rights
(Andreevskikh 2018), I inter-
viewed the leader of the bisexual
rights initiative LuBI M., who at
that time was one of a handful of
publicly open bisexual Russians
involved in online activism on
social media platforms. Back
then, M. admitted that the issues
and topics related to bisexuality
were not very popular in virtual
communities of LGBTQ people
on social media, and she also
confessed that the few bisexual
rights activists, including herself,
frequently faced backlashes or
lack of support on the part of
other members of LGBTQ com-
munities. The activist explained

this term includes the whole spectre of
non-monosexual orientations. When I
use the term ‘bisexual’ I refer to all these
three terms simultaneously and use it as
an umbrella term for the sexual orienta-
tion entailing an attraction to the oppo-
site as well as other genders.

* The organization’s name is based on a
pun: it is a portmanteau of the impera-
tive form of the verb ‘to love’ (liubi) and
the Russian pronunciation of the mor-
pheme ‘bi’ in ‘biseksual'nyi’ (bisexual) -
[bee].
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that, although at times it was dif-
ficult to run the social media
pages of the LuBI group practi-
cally single-handedly, she saw it
as important and valuable work
aimed at fighting biphobia and
monosexism (exclusion and/or
discrimination of people whose
sexual orientation is neither het-
erosexual nor homosexual).

M.’s account confirmed the ob-
servations by various scholars
that online activism on social
media can be vital for bisexual
people, a minority within a mi-
nority (Brown et al. 2017; Egan
2005; Hagen et al. 2017; Ingram et
al. 2017; Serano 2013; Shapiro
2004). The minority-within-mi-
nority status of bisexual people is
to some extent caused by the fact
that they tend to be viewed as a
threat to the binary monosexual
dichotomy of heterosexuality
and homosexuality, which is one
of the foundations of gay and les-
bian rights movements, as well as
of the conservative discourses on
‘traditional values’. Bisexual peo-
ple, as a result, tend to be dis-
criminated and ostracized both
by heterosexual society and by
homosexual members of LGBTQ
communities (Cashore et al.
2009; Garelick et al. 2017; Nutter-
Pridgen 2015; Roberts et al. 2015).
In the view of the above, im-
portant aspects of bisexual rights
activism consist in working to-
wards visibility as a bisexual

Autobiogragesl - Number 11/2022

individual, in educating others
on what it means to be bisexual,
as well as in exchanging shared
experiences of biphobia and bi-
sexual erasure with other non-
monosexual people. All these as-
pects contribute to the process of
identity-building, which in the
context of double stigmatisation
on the part of LGBTQ communi-
ties and heterosexual majority,
tends to be viewed as positive,
which is demonstrated further in
this paper through a media con-
tent analysis. For this reason, in
the current study the bisexual
identity is understood not only
through the prism of Foucauld-
ian categories of power, domina-
tion and control, and not just as
a ‘quest for authenticity’ (Weir
2009: 537), but also, if not pri-
marily, as a ‘resistant identity’
which allows ‘alternative inter-
pretations’ (Weir 2009: 539) of
existing binary categories of sex-
uality.

Social media platforms become
‘the locus of coordination and ac-
tion’ (Kurylo et al. 2016: 134) for
fighting this double stigma. The
strategies and techniques used
by bisexual rights activists can
serve as a means of transgressing
the binary monosexist concept of
sexuality, as a way of utilising the
activist’s emotional capital (An-
dreevskikh 2018), as well as a
method of creating and sustain-
ing emotional communities
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aimed at strengthening and so-
lidifying the activist movement
in the country (Andreevskikh
forthcoming). Transgressing the
hegemonic Russian LGBTQ-ac-
tivist discourse of normalcy and
equality that has been focusing
primarily on gay men’s and les-
bian women’s issues and rights,
online activism of bisexual peo-
ple aims at deconstructing the bi-
nary concept of sexuality as het-
ero- vs. homosexuality.

By 2022, the time when the cur-
rent study was completed, the
situation with the bisexual rights
activism in Russia had changed
dramatically from what it was in
2017. Several regional community
centres had started holding regu-
lar events catered specifically for
bisexual people;? mainstream
and LGBTQ-catering media out-
lets had started publishing more
materials about bisexuality;* new
initiative and activist groups had
been organised. For example, in
2019, an initiative for bisexual
people was started in Moscow,

> For example, the St Petersburg-based
LGBTQ community centre Action [De-
istvie], together with the activists from
the bisexual rights initiative LuBI, has
been running support groups for bisex-
ual people since 2018. The Resursnyi
Tsentr Dlia LGBT (LGBT Resource Cen-
tre), an Ekaterinburg-based community
centre, regularly holds events for bisex-
ual people, including a ‘Non-mono-
month’ in September, in honour of the
Bisexual Visibility Day which is
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under the name Being Bi* [Byt'
Bi*]. Apart from holding online
and offline events, as well as
photo exhibitions devoted to bi-
sexuality and bisexual people,
the initiative also launched the
first website in the Russian lan-
guage devoted solely to bi- and
pansexuality and catered for Rus-
sian-speaking bi- and pansexual
people living in Russia and be-
yond. The media resource BiPan-
Russia® was launched on 23 Sep-
tember 2021, to mark the global
Bisexual Visibility Day.

The new online resource is com-
prised of a variety of sections:
‘About Us’, ‘News’, ‘Events’, ‘Arti-
cles published in the media’, ‘Ed-
ucation’, ‘Initiatives in Russia’. Of
a particular interest is the inter-
active map of current initiatives
in Russia which cater for bisexual
people. The ‘Articles’ section
contains an archive of media
texts devoted to the topics con-
nected with bi- and pansexuality.
The ‘Education’ section consists
of definitions of terms and

celebrated on 23 September. With the
support of the Moscow-based LGBTQ
initative Resource [Resurs], Being Bi* has
been running support groups for bisex-
ual people, both offline and online.

* An archive of media texts on bisexual-
ity published over the last ten years can
be found on the website of the Being Bi*
initiative (Byt' Bi 2021b).

> The website can be accessed here:
https://bipanrussia.com/ (Byt' Bi 2021a).
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concepts related to sexual and
gender identity, as well as a ‘Li-
brary’ subsection - lists of social
media channels, books, films,
and series featuring bisexual
characters.

While the list of social media re-
sources is related to Russian or
Russian speaking LGBTQ activ-
ists, the article archive and the
lists of books, films and series
contain, perhaps not surpris-
ingly, a high number of foreign
sources, such as, for example, a
translation of the bisexual mani-
festo published in 1990 by Bay
Area Bisexual Network. Indeed,
Russian activists follow closely
the development of bisexual
rights movements outside of
Russia, and bi-activists them-
selves admit that they rely to a
great extent on resources in Eng-
lish and other foreign languages.°
Being and feeling interconnected
with the global agenda of bisex-
ual rights activists, social media
content produced by activists in
Russia also tackles topics and is-
sues widely discussed in western,
Anglophone virtual community
and media channels, e.g., the

® Here I rely on the account of the bisex-
ual rights activists F. (Being’Bi*), B. (Ac-
tion) and E., who during the online dis-
cussion Awkward Questions to Bisexual
People (Neudobnye voprosy
biseksaul'nym liudiam), organized by Be-
ing Bi* and livestreamed on 26 Septem-
ber 2021, admitted that a lot of
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problems of bisexual erasure and
monosexism (Corey 2017) and
the importance of bi-visibility in
media (Capulet 2000, Yescavage
et al. 2000). The formats in which
this activist social media content
is presented are also similar to
those utilized by activists outside
of Russia. One such format, pow-
erful and therefore popular
among activists, is the confes-
sional narrative, which I explore
more fully in the next section.
Confessional narratives, when
used by activists on social media
platforms, serve as discursive
tools for digital self-writing and
life-writing. Using these two
types of digital self-mediation,
two axes of analysis, and the con-
cept of confessional narrative as
a framework for this study, I set
and address the following re-
search questions:

How do Russian activists
for bisexual rights use con-
fessions in their mediated
personal narratives?

What is the role of medi-
ated confessional narra-
tives in the process of self-

information and research on bisexuality
they use in their activist work is done
abroad and is accessed via translation.
The videorecording is available at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E _
ShfmHI3f4 (BiPanRussia 2021).
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identification as a bisexual
person and activist?

Through addressing these re-
search questions, [ aspire to
bridge the gap in the current
scholarship on bisexuality, which
lacks empirical analyses of media
strategies applied by non-West-
ern activists for bisexual rights. I
also venture to add an extra di-
mension to the prolific scholar-
ship on Russian LGBTQ commu-
nities, which rarely focuses on bi-
sexual activists in particular.

Confessional narratives as a
media case study framework
Following scholarship on narra-
tology, I approach narratives as ‘a
virtual sphere, emerging in com-
munication, containing events
that are temporally related to
each other in a meaningful way’;
in other words, a narrative is
comprised of represented events
that are temporally interrelated
in a meaningful way’ (Ellestrom
2019: 37). Thus, in this paper a
narrative stands for a verbally ex-
pressed account of events, pre-
sented in an oral or written form,
where the events are connected
with a plotline, a common idea,
or a thematic thread.

’ Here I combine the various meanings
of the word ‘confession’ as listed in the
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Confessional narratives are un-
derstood as such accounts of
events which are aimed at reveal-
ing to the audience what the nar-
rator has done or accomplished,
as well as what the narrator feels,
thinks, or believes, in particular
with regard to something the
narrator might be or have been
ashamed of or embarrassed
about, wishes to apologize for, or
which, in the narrator’s opinion,
might turn the audience against
them.”

Confessions belong to discourses
of self-writing (Foucault 1981),
where self-writing can be viewed
as a form of self-care which man-
ifests itself in a collection of
notes and observations on vari-
ous topics and which, in case of
confessions made on social me-
dia, are shared with a wide or
narrow, trusted audience. In me-
dia discourses confessions can
come in the format of verbally ex-
pressed texts, selfies, or vlogs
(Hall 2016), the content of which
can range from an unhappy em-
ployee’s complaint (Krishnaa et
al. 2015: 404-410) to a coming-
out narrative of a LGBTQ person.
It is a powerful strategy of ‘me-
centred communication’ that, in
the context of contemporary DIY
media cultures, allows individu-
als not only to express their

online Collins COBUILD Advanced Eng-
lish Dictionary (Collins n.d.).
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intimate thoughts or experiences
but also to socialize with others
(Talvitie-Lamberg 2014). For that
reason, social media confessions
become an empowering tool of
online activist campaigns con-
ducted by discriminated social
groups. One such example where
confessions shared online led to
dramatic social changes is the
#MeToo movement against sex-
ual harassment (e.g., Gill et al.
2018; Pelegrini 2018).

Although such narratives have
become particularly popular re-
cently, confessional media posts
by celebrities and common social
media users being one of the
sources of new stories for media
coverage, confessions as such are
far from being a new cultural
phenomenon  (Friesen 2017;
Gammel 1999): confessions are at
the heart of various literary gen-
res, from autobiographies to Bild-
ungsroman (Barcan 1997). What
unites all confession-based gen-
res, both traditional literary and
newer mediated textual genres, is
the interconnection between the
confessional mode of narration
and the identity of the person
who is performing a confession:
‘Confessions, as moments of tex-
tualization, foreground the per-
formativity of identity and are
therefore highly charged events.
They are resounding moments,
since they activate identity in
both its fluid and congealing
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aspects simultaneously’ (Barcan
1997: 84).

For the purpose of the current
case study, not everything shared
by activists on social media is ap-
proached as a ‘confession’. Here |
follow Foucault who identified
an important (and also popular
on social media) type of self-writ-
ing narrative - the self-writing
genre which Foucault defined as
hupomnémata - notes which
serve as ‘memory aids’:

One wrote down quotes in
them, extracts from books,
examples, and actions that
one had witnessed or read
about, reflections or rea-
sonings that one had heard
or that had come to mind.
They constituted a mate-
rial record of things read,
heard, or thought, thus of-
fering them up as a kind of
accumulated treasure for
subsequent rereading and
meditation. They also
formed a raw material for
the drafting of more sys-
tematic treatises, in which
one presented arguments
and means for struggling
against some weakness
(such as anger, envy, gos-
sip, flattery) or for over-
coming some difficult cir-
cumstance (a grief, an ex-
ile, ruin, disgrace) (Fou-
cault 1981: 209-210).
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Foucault underlined that, alt-
hough such notes do convey per-
sonal opinions, thoughts, and
impressions, discursively they
are not to be confused with the
intimate accounts of spiritual ex-
periences which constitute the
nature of confession, as they do
not possess a purificatory value
inherent to an oral or written
confession (Foucault 1981: 210).
Throughout the existence of con-
fessional genres, their popularity
among  marginalized  social
groups of any minoritarian char-
acteristic (from gender to age to
race to sexuality) has been grow-
ing steadily despite the risks of
repercussions or backlashes that
could potentially follow the con-
fession (Grobe 2017: 38-40). The
backlash can potentially be par-
ticularly strong when a non-het-
erosexual person makes a confes-
sion related to their non-heter-
onormative sexuality in the con-
text of a conservative anti-
LGBTQ climate. ‘Unlike other in-
terdictions, sexual interdictions
are constantly connected with
the obligation to tell the truth
about oneself (Foucault 1981:
223); therefore, the choice of the
confessional narrative frame-
work for a media case study of bi-
sexual rights activism in the con-
text of Russia’s state-sustained
anti-LGBTQ discourses seems
topical and relevant.

Special issue

In contemporary LGBTQ dis-
courses, for a LGBTQ person an
‘obligation to tell the truth about
oneself can come from the exter-
nal pressure (outing) or from the
internal desire to be open about
their non-heteronormative sexu-
ality to a trusted audience in be-

nevolent circumstances (Kis-
litsyna 2021), with mediated
coming-out  narratives on

YouTube and other social media
platforms being an important
part of LGBTQ-rights activism in
Russia (see, for example, Glenn
2021). In the new, evolving reality
where self-mediation has be-
come an integral part of the me-
diatized lives of individuals act-
ing as  mediated selves
(Ratilainen et al. 2018; Talvitie-
Lamberg 2014), coming-out nar-
ratives and other subgenres of
confessional narratives can be
viewed as manifestations of what
Foucault defined as ‘technologies
of the self, which permit individ-
uals [...] a certain number of op-
erations on their own bodies and
souls, thoughts, conduct, and
way of being, so as to transform
themselves in order to attain a
certain state of happiness, purity,
wisdom, perfection, or immoral-
ity’ (Foucault 1981: 225). Thus,
the process of digital self-writing
becomes interwoven with the
process of building a non-heter-
onormative (e.g., a bisexual) sex-
ual identity, where self-mediated
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digital selves act as bodyminds,
which means that ‘one’s self is
never separate from one’s body
or from one’s mind’, where ‘one’s
mind and body always already
are one’ (Hartblay et al 2021: 5).

Apart from the task of self-writ-
ing, confessional narratives can
also be used as a material for dig-
ital life-writing, the latter under-
stood as a ‘range of writings
about lives or parts of lives, or
which provide materials out of
which lives or parts of lives are
composed’ (Leader 2015:1). Often
traced to one of the world’s most
prominent bisexual authors, Vir-
ginia Woolf, who in her creative
work revolutionized the genre of
literary biography, in the context
of social media platforms the
term ‘life-writing’ can be applied
to various digital forms of texts:
blogs, tweets, and Facebook en-
tries (Leader 2015: 1). The media
data which the current study is
based on tackles a variety of top-
ics related to different spheres of
activists’ lives: their involvement
in bisexual rights and civil rights
activism; their participation in
protest actions; their experiences
of interacting with the police;
their personal histories of com-
ing to terms with their sexual
identity; the support or lack
thereof on the part of their fami-
lies, friends and other significant
social circles; the struggles and
challenges related specifically to
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the consequence of the double
stigmatisation of bisexual people
among LGBTQ communities and
by heterosexual people; their ex-
periences of navigating media
spaces as mediated digital selves,
etc. With regard to the interpre-
tive data analysis of confessional
narratives which comprises the
current case study, the thematic
diversity of the content calls for
the perspective of digital life-
writing, in addition to that of
self-writing.

Applying digital ethnography
and interpretive content analysis
methods, [ further present an
analysis of media content created
by bisexual rights activists based
in Moscow, Saint Petersburg,
Ekaterinburg, Perm' and Vladi-
vostok, and published on social
media platforms (YouTube, Tele-
gram, Facebook) in 2020 and
2021. The selection of the media
cases for analysis was based on
the results of monitoring Russian
social media accounts and virtual
communities for bisexual people
from 2017 to 2020, which allowed
me to identify the most promi-
nent personae in Russian bi-
rights activism and to establish
which social media channels or
personal blogs produce media
content popular among bisexual
people in Russia.

The process of media data collec-
tion consisted of two stages. In
the first stage, through the
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‘digitally native’ (Georgakopou-
lou 2016: 303) ethnographic
methods, such as observing vari-
ous activities conducted on so-
cial media platforms by activists
who openly identify as bisexual, I
defined the key personae in the
current bisexual rights move-
ment in Russia. After that, based
on the media representations of
the selected activists and their
self-mediation practices, [ se-
lected the media texts (YouTube
videos) and social media sources
(a Facebook blog and a Telegram
channel) for subsequent inter-
pretive content analysis. Identi-
fying myself as a bisexual rights
activist too, this process also en-
tailed to a certain extent the use
of the method of ‘auto-phenom-
enology’ as ‘the researcher’s re-
flexivity about her own position,
stakes, and interests in the field
of social media engagement’
(Georgakopoulou2016: 303). In
the next section I present the re-
sults of the content analysis of
YouTube videos and Facebook
and Telegram posts featuring
confessional narratives of bisex-
ual rights activists.

Awkward questions and per-
sonal stories: Confessional
narratives as a means of real-

8 . . . . .
After Russia’s invasion in Ukraine and
a new crackdown on activists, the access
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life interactions with audi-
ences

Both in the capacity of a media
scholar specialising on LGBTQ
discourses and as a bisexual
rights activist, I consistently fol-
low developments in Russian
LGBTQ-rights activism, paying
special attention to the latest me-
dia content and new media
sources related to bisexuality.
Throughout the year of 2021,
while monitoring Russian social
media communities for bisexual
people, 1 identified two online
media texts of a significant value
in terms of promoting bisexual
rights agenda through a confes-
sional narrative framework.

Both these texts are YouTube
video recordings of livestreamed
conversations between bisexual
activists and audiences. The first
video is a recording of an online
livestreamed discussion Awk-
ward Questions for Bisexual Peo-
ple (Neudobnye voprosy bisek-
sual'nym liudiam), which was
held by the Saint Petersburg
LGBTQ community centre Ac-
tion [Deistvie] and which was
livestreamed on 26 March 2021
(Deistvie 2021).> The second
video is a recording of a panel
discussion BI-Talk: Power Within
Community (BI-talk: sila vnutri

to the video with the recording of the
talk was changed from public to private.
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soobshchestva) which was live-
streamed on 29 September 2021
as part of the programme of the
annual festival of queer and
LGBT culture Queerfest.”

The 104-minute online discus-
sion Awkward Questions for Bi-
sexual People (Action 2021) fea-
tured three speakers seated in
front of the camera, with the fa-
cilitator of the talk being off-
screen. One of the participants,
B., Director for Development at
the St Petersburg LGBTQ com-
munity centre Deistvie and a bi-
sexual rights activist in her own
right, acted as the facilitator. The
three discussants introduced
themselves as: C., a 38-year-old
cisgender woman, as of 2015 par-
ticipating in activism for LGBTQ
rights, bisexual rights, and pro-
tection of rights of HIV-positive
people; D., a 36-year-old
transgender woman; A., a 20-
year-old bisexual man.

The talk was built around the
questions and comments that
were being sent during the
livestream by the online audi-
ence. The format of the talk
aimed at addressing questions
and issues which might be

° The information about the festival is
available on its official website (Queer-
fest 2022).

' After Russia’s invasion in Ukraine and
a new crackdown on activists, the access
to the video with the recording of the
talk was changed from public to private.
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difficult for some or most bisex-
ual people to deal with, but
which need addressing as these
questions and issues are related
to stereotypes and beliefs which
give ground to biphobic rhetoric
and attitudes.

The personal, intimate, and ‘awk-
ward’ questions that the audi-
ence addressed to bisexual peo-
ple reflected many of existing
biphobic stereotypes and in-
cluded the following points:"

1) What do the discussants
understand by the terms
bisexuality and pansexual-
ity? What is the difference?

2) There is a widespread
opinion that bisexuality
means sexual permissive-
ness (seksual'naia raspush-
chennost’). How many men
and women have the dis-
cussants had relations
with?

3) Have the discussants ever
experienced internalized
biphobia and, if so, how
did they deal with it? Have
they ever had any doubts
regarding their sexual ori-
entation?

" The wording of the questions listed fur-
ther is not a word-for-word translation,
but my summary of how the facilitator
presented the questions, with the name
or identity of the enquirer omitted.
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4)

5)

7)
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How feasible is it, in the
discussants’ opinion, for a
bisexual person to have a
relationship with a man
and a woman at the same
time?

What are the discussants’
views on the fact that the
letter B is the least visible
amongst LGBTQ commu-
nities?

What would the discus-
sants recommend to some-
one who realised they are
bisexual at a later stage in
life?

Have the discussants ever
wondered that identifying
as a bisexual person might
be nothing more than fol-
lowing fashion? Have they
ever felt that, given that
the oppression of LGBTQ
people is so severe at pre-
sent, they might be consid-
ered ‘collaborators’ when
they are in a relationship
with a person of the oppo-
site gender?

Do the discussants think
that bisexual people were
born to have threesomes?
What kind of threesomes
have they had?

In the discussants’ opinion,
to what extent are bisexual
people subjected to minor-
ity stress?

Special issue

10) Do the discussants have a
crush on a celebrity? If so,
who?

The discussants addressed all the
questions they were asked, some-
times sharing very intimate in-
formation, or sharing views
which might not resonate with
the rest of the community. Thus,
when answering the question
about internal biphobia and
doubts about the sexual identity,
C. confessed that it was at the age
of 18 that she first started realis-
ing she might be bisexual and
that she had identified as a les-
bian prior to that. She explained
that her reaction to that revela-
tion was mixed, complex: at that
time, the representations of bi-
sexual women she could see in
the media and public discourses
were predominantly oversexual-
ized, eroticized portrayals of ‘hot
women’. On the one hand, C., in
her own words, was striving to
break away from her family’s
strict rules concerning sex, she
was striving for ‘a riot’; but on the
other hand, she did not like those
oversexualized portrayals of pro-
miscuous and ‘loose’ women,
precisely due to C.’s own com-
plex attitude to sex and sexuality.
Having joined the LGBTQ rights
movement at a more mature age,
C. faced biphobia for the first
time. A., in his turn, confessed
that it was the state of things
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within the Russian LGBTQ com-
munities that was the cause of his
internal queerphobia: in the
2010s, when at the age of 12 he re-
alized he experienced a sexual at-
traction to men, the stigmatisa-
tion of bisexual men was particu-
larly strong among Russian gay
men, which resulted in him not
wanting to be part of that bipho-
bic community.

When the discussants were deal-
ing with the question whether
they had had an experience of
threesomes, L. admitted that her
first experience of same-sex rela-
tionship was in a threesome; A.
confessed that he had three-
somes more than once, with two
female friends of his; and D. ex-
plained that she had had the ex-
perience but found it problem-
atic.

The participants of the g1-minute
discussion BI-Talk: Power Within
Community (Queerfest. 2021)
demonstrated a similar level of
openness and similar strategies
of using confessions; the themes
and issues they discussed also
echoed those which were raised
in the online talk presented
above. The panel talk featured six
bisexual rights activists who rep-
resent the first Russian associa-
tion of activists for the rights of
non-monosexual people Non-
Monolith [Nemonolit]: B. (Saint
Petersburg, woman, originally
from  Briansk), E. (Saint
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Petersburg, non-binary person,
originally from Tiumen'), F.
(Moscow, woman), G. (Saint Pe-
tersburg, woman), H. (Ekaterin-
burg, woman), I[. (Perm)
woman). In the first part of the
talk, each participant presented
an approximately five-minute
speech, and a Q&A session fol-
lowed in the second part of the
event.

From the very first presentation,
the talk was framed as a confes-
sional and highly personal narra-
tive. Thus, H., who was the first
to tell her story, started with
sharing her memories of when
she fell in love with a girl who
they were in the same class with:
that love was unrequited, and
looking back, the activist ‘feels
very sorry for’ that young self.
Another confession H. made was
that she still feels invisible in the
LGBTQ community, regardless
of her having been involved in
activism for many years. She also
admitted due to bisexuality being
not very visible in the commu-
nity she feels like ‘an impostor’
and regrets that ‘while for some
the moment of finding their
identity was beautiful’, for her
the pain didn’t stop when she
started identifying as a bisexual
woman.

B. shared a similar story of unre-
quited love: the activist con-
fessed that, growing up, she used
to believe that heterosexuality
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was the only valid sexual orienta-
tion, until at the age of 19 when
she fell in love with her female
friend. Having been planning to
follow the socially accepted route
of finding a husband and starting
a family, it took B., in her own
words, over a year to come to
terms with the realisation that
she was not heterosexual, but bi-
sexual. E. also shared the experi-
ence of having to come to terms
with their orientation: having
kissed a girl for the first time at
the age of ten, they felt ashamed
of themself, and when they first
fell in love with a woman at the
age of 21, already identifying as
bisexual, they were taken aback
by the reaction of the people
around them who seemed to find
it incomprehensible and impos-
sible that someone can have feel-
ings for both men and women.

Activist and founder of the initi-
ative Being’ Bi, F., continued this
narrative line and confessed to
the audience that she had been a
victim of abuse due to her bisex-
uality: her former partner, a les-
bian woman, could not accept
her identity and abused her emo-
tionally and mentally, which led
to the activist starting to doubt
her mental health and ‘nor-
malcy’. LI’s personal story mir-
rored the ‘impostor’ feelings de-
scribed by H.: I. confessed that,
as a bisexual woman in a monog-
amous relationship with a man,
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she often feels she has no place
among LGBTQ-rights activists,
and that it was through research
into biphobia and biphobic stere-
otypes that she could see the bar-
riers which hindered her embrac-
ing her sexuality.

All the nine speakers featuring in
these video recordings demon-
strated openness when tackling
complicated and even taboo top-
ics (e.g., abuse, non-monoga-
mous sexual practices, shame,
and internalized biphobia). Be-
sides that, they also demon-
strated a willingness to use con-
fessions for explaining their
views on bisexuality and for
providing an account of their
journey towards an acceptance of
own bisexuality. In an open dis-
cussion setting, such confes-
sional narratives serve to con-
nect, to bring together the indi-
vidual stories of the speakers.
All the speakers underlined what
a significant role the community
of like-minded bisexual activists
played in the processes of their
self-identification and self-ac-
ceptance. They recommended
those members of the audiences
who are still trying to establish
what their sexual identity might
be and who are wondering if they
might be bisexual, to talk to
other bisexual people, to attend
online or offline support groups
or to join the local initiative for
bisexual people. In other words,
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through the sincerity and open-
ness offered by confessional nar-
ratives, through sharing first-
hand experiences of embracing
the bisexual self and living a life
of a self-accepting bisexual per-
son, the speakers encouraged
their audiences to trust them, in-
spiring their audiences to follow
their examples and join the wider
community of bisexual people.

The strategies observed in the
above analysis of the oral and
subsequently videorecorded con-
fessions correlate with the find-
ings obtained when conducting
an interpretive content analysis
of social media blogs of two
prominent bisexual activists. The
accounts were selected based on
the representations and refer-
ences in LGBTQ media” and on
the individuals’ active participa-
tion in bisexual rights activism.
For this media sampling stage, I

" The activists, whose social media blogs
were selected, are frequently quoted by
Russian LGBTQ media with regard to
the issues of biphobia, bi-activism and
other topics relevant to the Russian bi-
community. See, for example, the refer-
ence to J. and K. in the publication by
Russia’s largest LGBTQ media outlet
Parni PLUS: All You Need to Know About
Biphobia [Vse, chto nuzhno znat' o bi-
fobii] (Parni+ 2021).

B Following Russia’s invading Ukraine
on 24 February 2022, K. faced police per-
secution, was included into the list of
foreign agents and therefore had to flee

Russia, shutting down her (K. uses
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selected two social media chan-
nels:

- the personal Facebook blog by
Saint Petersburg based male ac-
tivist J., one of the longest-serv-
ing activists for bisexual rights
(J.n.d.);

- the Telegram channel LGBTitd
(LGBTetc.) by K., an agender bi-
sexual person, based in Vladivos-
tok (K. n.d.).®

The Telegram channel LGBTitd is
often mentioned in the recom-
mendations of the best Russian
social media resources on bisex-
uality.”* So is ].’s Telegram chan-
nel Bisexual Thursday [Bisek-
sual'nyi Chetverg;
https://t.me/bisex4]. ].’s personal
Facebook blog, however, con-
tains a higher number of posts (it
shows the republished content
from the Telegram channel and
in addition it contains public
posts written and shared by ]J.

pronouns she/her) channel on Tele-
gram; she opened a private Telegram
channel instead where access was
granted by invitation only, and started
publishing content on Twitter. J. contin-
ued publishing content on Facebook, in-
cluding publicly accessible posts, openly
speaking out against the invasion.

" For example, activist B. recommended
it to the audience of the online discus-
sion Awkward Questions to Bisexual Peo-
ple (Neudobnye voprosy biseksaul' nym
liudiam), organized by Being Bi* and
livestreamed on 26 September 2021
(BiPanRussia 2021).

201



202

only on Facebook), as well as a
higher number of potential audi-
ence (with 4500 friends on Face-
book versus 231 subscribers on
Telegram), which served as the
grounds for selecting ].’s personal
blog rather than his Telegram
channel devoted to bisexuality.
Aiming to conduct a time-based
analysis of social media content
(Anderson 2012: 330-331), I chose
the period from March 2020 (the
introduction of the first pan-
demic-related safety measures in
Russia which led to an increase in
online media usage and reliance)
to the end of December 2021.
The content analysis entailed go-
ing through all the posting made
by J. and K. between 1 March
2020 and 31 December 2021 in or-
der to elicit posts which con-
tained a narrative that could po-
tentially be interpreted as con-
fessional. The sampled media
data was then further subjected
to a close reading, which resulted
in identifying confessional posts.
These posts were then coded
(Saldafia 2021) and grouped into
thematic sections. The themes
for coding were derived from the
themes dominating the two
online discussions presented ear-
lier:

Theme 1, ‘Sex and love’, en-
tails everything related to
sexual, intimate, and ro-
mantic relationships.
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Theme 2, ‘Bodymind’, in-
cludes everything related
to the activists’ perception
of their body and mind,
i.e., their physical and spir-
itual development, com-
plexes and anxieties, emo-
tions and sensations, feel-
ings and reactions to the
events unfolding around
them.

Theme 3, ‘Activism’, in-
cludes posts devoted to
various aspects of activism,
i.e., personal risks, rela-
tionships among activists,
aims and objectives for the
future, etc.

Theme 4, ‘Identity’, relates
to the activists’ perceptions
of themselves as bisexual
people and the feelings and
experiences connected
with those perceptions.
Theme 5, ‘Community and
society’, includes every-
thing related to the activ-
ists’ links with family,
friends, fellow activists,
e.g., the support they re-
ceive from others or the
conflicts they have faced
due to their identifying as
bisexual or being involved
in activism.

The analysis of ].’s personal Face-
book blog (J. n.d.) demonstrated,
that within the selected period
the  highest number of
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confessional posts he published
were devoted to Theme 2,
‘Bodymind’ (44 posts). The sec-
ond most frequent topic was
theme 5, ‘Community and soci-
ety’ (11 posts). Between March
2020 and December 2021, ]. pub-
lished seven posts related to ‘Ac-
tivism’, five on ‘Sex and love’, and
four on ‘Identity’.

The reason why the confessional
narratives in J.’s posting predom-
inantly relate to the perceptions
of body and mind can be found in
the 3 December 2020 post which
explains J.’s priorities:”

Why did I just put activism
on hold now? Apart from
prioritizing my own recov-
ery, | have come to realize
that our external activity is
a continuation of internal
processes. Until you put
the space around in order,
until you fill it with mini-
mal comfort and order, un-
til you have learned to
think strategically, to plan,
to focus on what is most
important, until then it is
hardly possible to achieve
systemic changes (J. n.d.).

These thoughts are continued in
a post of 31 December 2020 that
reflects on the year gone by and

> The translation of this and further
quotes is mine.
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makes resolutions for the new
year:

...This year has been hard,
but important for me. Not
the most fruitful in terms
of the volume of activist ac-
tivity, but it gave me a
chance to take a breather,
to focus on other aspects of
life, gain new experiences
and skills, and listen to my-
self more carefully. What
do I want, what do I like,
what do I believe in? What
do I want to let go, get rid
of, remove from my life?
Most crucially, I've come to
realize that unless [ first
meet my internal needs,
my external activity cannot
be effective in the long
term. Therefore, now I am
building this inner founda-
tion as best I can (J. n.d.).

The dominating ‘bodymind’ the-
matic lines in ].’s writing fre-
quently convey his moods, emo-
tions, and feelings. These are pre-
sented in a way that transgresses
discourses of stereotypical heter-
onormative toxic ‘boys don’t cry’
masculinity. Thus, in a 27 De-
cember 2020 post he confesses
that he ‘over the last few days has
been in a particularly pleasant
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mood. [...] Even feel like crying
overwhelmed with emotions, or
laughing, as if life has become
deeper and gained new mean-
ings’ (J n.d.).

Quite a few posts in this thematic
series present an account of
achievements and successes in
personal growth and skills devel-
opment, tackling at the same
time such sensitive topics as the
author’s financial struggles, reli-
gious beliefs, and the challenges
of dealing with the mental health
issues in the immediate family. A
recurrent motif in such posts is
looking back to see what has
been done and what is yet to be
achieved (‘Lately I've been won-
dering which qualities I managed
to develop during the first part of
my life and which still need
working on’; 26 April 2020) (].
n.d.). The acceptance of his own
bisexual identity plays an im-
portant role in such re-evalua-
tion: ‘In many respects, the posi-
tive changes are connected with
coming to terms with my bisexu-
ality and with the experience I
gained due to activism - when
more often than not you go
against the mainstream and the
old-fashioned opinions. In this
sense, this life situation has paid
back in abundance. “And if I
could choose myself - I would
have become me again™ (26 April
2020) (J. n.d.).
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The  themes  related to
‘Bodymind’ and ‘Society and
Community’ also dominate
among the posts retrieved from
the Telegram channel of K. (nine
posts each) (K. n.d.). Seven of the
retrieved posts relate to the
theme ‘Sex and love’, six to the
thematic line ‘Identity’, and two
to ‘Activism’. One of the most
important topics presented un-
der the ‘Bodymind’ umbrella is
K.’s perceptions of her body as a
nonbinary agender person. For
example, in the post of 2 March
2020 she dwells on how her per-
ceptions of her bodily hair (e.g.,
hairs on the forearms and nip-
ples) have evolved thanks to be-
ing informed that it is normal not
only for a male person, but for a
female person, too, to have bod-
ily hair. Another recurrent mo-
tive here is K.'s perceptions of her
emotional reactions: the feeling
of shame when her partner spot-
ted a tampon in the bathroom
and made a joke about her being
on period, which used to be a ta-
boo topic for her for a long time
(23 June 2020) or the constant
fear of being under surveillance,
the police kidnapping her or
coming to her home with a
search warrant, on the grounds
of her involvement in opposi-
tional and LGBTQ-rights activ-
ism (6 December 2021). When
writing about relationships with
‘Society and community’ (e.g.,
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the realisation that in fact she
loves her family, regardless of
disagreements and issues in the
past; or the 12 August 2020 reflec-
tions on participating in a debate
where she had been effectively
ignored and not given a chance
to speak out), K. often confesses
how she feels about such com-
plex philosophical issues as death
or why it is difficult for her to
work as part of the team.

To sum up, the confessional
posts published by J. and K
demonstrate that this format is
used as a tool for both the self-
writing and life-writing pro-
cesses, providing an account of
events happening in the activists’
lives and the impact of those
events, as well as an account of
the activists’ consistent working
towards a deeper understanding
and a greater acceptance of
themselves.

Conclusion

The analysis of the confessional
narratives produced by Russian
bisexual activists on social media
platforms (YouTube, Telegram
and Facebook) demonstrates
that this narrative genre is uti-
lized to achieve various goals.
Firstly, it allows the activists to
address and challenge the bipho-
bic stereotypes which exist both
among LGBTQ as well as among
heterosexual communities, e.g.
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the promiscuity of bisexual peo-
ple. Different types of confes-
sional narratives, e.g. the formats
of the ‘awkward questions’ inter-
view or of the personal blog, al-
low bisexual rights activists to
share their personal stories with
their audiences, thus educating
audiences on bisexuality, as well
as formulating what it means for
them to be bisexual. When
shared in a group environment or
when audience participation is
involved, confessional narratives
take the form of a conversation, a
dialogue, where a sense of shared
experiences can potentially be
created. Confessional narratives
can also be used to frame activ-
ists’ views on a whole variety of
topics ranging from sex, love,
sexuality to perception of own
body and mind, to thoughts on
challenges of being involved in
activism, to community and soci-
ety.

The above allows to conclude
that one of the primary roles, if
not the primary role of mediated
confessional narratives in the
process of self-identification as a
bisexual person and activist is
that of identity-building. Such
narratives are employed as a
strategy of establishing closer
ties within the activist commu-
nity and with the media audi-
ences accessing the content.
They are used as an effective
means of approaching and
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dealing with sensitive and ta-
booed topics, in particular issues
related to sexual experiences and
own self-identification. It is
therefore applied as a tool for
empowerment and a way of mak-
ing bisexual people more visible
among Russian LGBTQ commu-
nities.

The findings presented in the pa-
per reveal the significance of oral
and written confessional records
for the processes of bisexual ac-
tivists’ digital self-writing and
life-writing. Reflecting on the
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various stages and aspects of
coming to terms with one’s bi-
sexuality and providing an ac-
count of one’s own life as an
openly bisexual and self-accept-
ing person are crucial for bisex-
ual activists’ self-identification.

Autobiogragesl - Number 11/2022



Bibliography

Anderson 2012: Anderson, James A. 2012. Media Research Methods:

Understanding Metric and Interpretative Approaches (Los Angeles: Sage)

Andreevskikh 2018: Andreevskikh, Olga. 2018. ‘Social networking
sites as platforms for transgression: two case studies of Russian women
involved in bisexual and transgender rights activism’, Digital Icons:
Studies in Russian, Eurasian and Central European New Media, 19: 1-39

Andreevskikh forthcoming: Andreevskikh, Olga. ‘Emotion as a tool
of Russian bisexual and transgender women'’s online activism: a case
study’ in Gender, Emotions and Power, 1750-2020, ed. by Hannah Han-
nah Parker, and Josh Doble (London: IHR/University of London Press)

Barcan 1997: Barcan, Ruth. 1997. ‘The global confessional: Growing
up with the media’, Continuum: Journal of Media & Cultural Studies,
11(2): 82-94

BiPan Russia 2021: BiPanRussia. 2021. ‘Neudobnye voprosi bi*sek-
sual'nym liudiam’ <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E_ShfmHI3f4>
[accessed 29 December 2022

Brown et al. 2007: Brown, Melissa, Rashwan Ray, Ed Summers, and
Neil Fraistat. 2017. ‘4SayHerName: a Case study of intersectional social
media activism’, Ethnic and Racial Studies, 40(11): 1831-46

Buyantueva 2020: Buyantueva, Radzhana. 2020. ‘What motivates
LGBT activists to protest? The case of Russia’, Problems of Post-Com-
munism, 69(3): 242-55

Byt' Bi 2021a: Byt' Bi. 2021a. ‘Byt’ Bi: BiPanRussia’

<https://bipanrussia.com/> [accessed 30 December 2022]

Byt' Bi 2021b: Byt' Bi. 2021b. ‘Stat'i’

<https://bipanrussia.com/publications/articles/> [accessed 30 De-
cember 2022]

Capulet 2010: Capulet, Ian. 2010. ‘With reps like these: Bisexuality
and celebrity status’, Journal of Bisexuality, 10(3): 294-308

Cashore et al. 2009: Cashore, Catherine, and Teresa Ma. G. Tuason.
2009. ‘Negotiating the binary: Identity and social justice for bisexual
and transgender individuals’, Journal of Gay & Lesbian Social Services,
21(4): 374-401

Collins n.d.: Collins. n.d. ‘Confession’.

<https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/confes-
sion> [accessed 30 December 2022]

Corey 2017: Corey, Sarah. 2017. ‘All bi myself: Analyzing television’s
presentation of female bisexuality’, Journal of Bisexuality, 17(2): 190-205

Autobiogragesl - Number 11/2022

207



Special issue

Deistvie 2021: ‘Neudobnye voprosy biseksual nym liudiam’
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GoSZg929ToE> [accessed 31 De-
cember 2021]

Egan 2005: Egan, John. 2005. ‘Bi now, Bi tomorrow’, Journal of Bi-
sexuality, 5(2-3): 203-11

Ellestrom 2019: Ellestrém, Lars. 2019. Transmedial Narration. Nar-
ratives and Stories in Different Media (Cham: Palgrave Pivot)

Farmer 2020: Farmer, Matthew. 2020. Transnational LGBT Activism
and UK-Based NGOs: Colonialism and Power (Cham: Palgrave Macmil-
lan)

Fish et al. 2018: Fish, Julie, Andrew King, and Kathryn Almack,
2018. ‘Queerying activism through the lens of the sociology of everyday
life’, Sociological Review, 66(6): 1194-1208
<https://doi.org/10.1177/0038026118758576> [accessed 30 December
2022]

Foucault 1991: Foucault, Michel. 1991. The Essential Works of
Michel Foucault 1954-1984. Volume One (Ethics, subjectivity and truth),
ed. by Paul Rabinow, translated by Robert Hurley (New York: The New
Press)

Friesen 2017: Friesen, Norm. 2017. 'Confessional technologies of the
self: From Seneca to social media’, First Monday, 22(6),
<http://dx.doi.org/10.5210/fm.v22i6.6750> [accessed 30 December 2022]

Gammel 1999: Gammel, Irene (ed). 1999. Confessional Politics.
Women’s Sexual Self-Representations in Life Writing and Popular Media
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press)

Garelick et al. 2017: Garelick, Angela S., Gabrielle Filip-Crawford,
Allison H. Varley, Craig T. Nagoshi, Julie Nagoshi, and Rosalind Evans.
2017. ‘Beyond the binary: Exploring the role of ambiguity in biphobia
and transphobia’, Journal of Bisexuality, 17(2): 172-89

Georgakopoulou 2016: Georgakopoulou, Alexandra. 2016. ‘From
narrating the self to posting self(ies): A small stories approach to
selfies’, Open Linguistics, 2(1): 300-17

Gill et al. 2018: Gill, Rosalind and Shani Orgad. 2018. ‘The shifting
terrain of sex and power: from the “sexualization of culture” to #Me-
Too’, Sexualities, 21(8): 1313-24

Glenn 2021: Glenn, Clinton. 2021. ‘Ta—GEI! (I am gay!)’: Russian
coming out video narratives on YouTube’, Studies in Russian, Eurasian
and Central European New Media (digitalicons.org), 21: 131-47

Autobiogragesl - Number 11/2022
208



Greenland et al. 2008: Greenland, Katy, and Rosalind Nunney.
2008. ‘The repeal of Section 28: it ain’t over 'til it’s over’, Pastoral Care
in Education, 26(4): 243-51

Grobe 2017: Grobe, Christopher. 2017. The Art of Confession: The
Performance of Self From Robert Lowell to Reality TV (New York: New
York University Press)

Hall 2017: Hall, Kimberly. 2016. ‘Selfies and self-writing: Cue card
confessions as social media technologies of the self, Television & New
Media, 17(3): 228-42

Hartblay et al. 2021: Hartblay, Cassandra, and Tatiana Klepikova.
2021. ‘Bodyminds online: Digitally mediated selves in regional cultural
context’, Studies in Russian, Eurasian and Central European New Media
(digitalicons.org), 21: 1-21

Ingram et al. 2017: Ingram, Mercedes V., Stacy Speedlin, Yuliya
Cannon, Ashley Prado, and Joe Avera. 2017. ‘A seat at the table: Using
social media as a platform to resolve microaggressions against
transgender persons’, Journal of Creativity in Mental Health, 12(3): 289—
304

J. n.d.: J. n.d. Personal Facebook blog <https://www.face-
book.com/artclinici> [accessed 31 December 2021]

K. n.d.: K. n.d. Telegram channel LGBTetc. [LGBTitd]
<https://t.me/LGBT_itd> [accessed 31 December 2021, no longer ac-
tive]

Kislitsnya 2021: Kislitsyna, Polina. 2021. ““My vykhodim iz shkafa ne
edinozhdy, a mnogo-mnogo raz”: Kaming-aut, doverie i variatsii oktry-
tosti v biografiiakh rossiiskikh negeteroseksual' nykh liudei’, Cahiers du
Monde russe, 62(2-3): 307-32

Krishnaa et al. 2015: Krishnaa, Arunima, and Soojin Kimb. 2015.
‘Confessions of an angry employee: The dark side of de-identified “con-
fessions” on Facebook’, Public Relations Review, 41(3): 404-10

Kurylo et al. 2016: Kurylo, Anastacia, and Tatyana Dumova (eds).
2016. Social Networking. Redefining Communication in the Digital Age
(Madison, NJ: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press)

Leader 2015: Leader, Zachary (ed). 2015. On Life-Writing (Oxford:
Oxford University Press)

Nutter-Pridgen 2015: Nutter-Pridgen, Kathryn L. 2015. ‘“The old, the
new, and the redefined: Identifying the discourses in contemporary bi-
sexual activism’, Journal of Bisexuality, 15(3): 385-413

Autobiogragesl - Number 11/2022
209



210

Special issue

Parni+ 2021: Parni+ 2021. ‘Vse, chto nuzhno znat' o bifobii’
<https://parniplus.com/Igbt-movement/bifobiya-biphobia/> [accessed
30 December 2022]

Saldafia 2021: Saldafia, Johnny. 2021. The Coding Manual for Quali-
tative Research, Fourth Edition (London: SAGE)

Serano 2013: Serano, Julia. 2013. Excluded. Making Feminism and
Queer Movements More Inclusive (Berkeley, CA: Seal Press)

Shapiro 2004: Shapiro, Eve. 2004. “Trans”cending barriers’, Journal
of Gay & Lesbian Social Services, 16(3-4): 165-79

Pellegrini 2018: Pellegrini, Ann. 2018. ‘#MeToo: Before and after’,
Studies in Gender and Sexuality, 19(4): 262-64

Persson 2015: Persson, Emil. 2015. ‘Banning “homosexual propa-
ganda”: Belonging and visibility in contemporary Russian media’, Sexu-
ality & Culture, 19: 256-74

Queerfest 2021: Queerfest. 2021. BI-Talk: Power Within Community
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LCDmgP9T9Xg> [accessed 31 De-
cember 2021]

Queerfest 2022: Queerfest. 2002. ‘QueerFest 18-20 November’

< https://queerfest.org/en/> [accessed 30 December 2022]

Ratilainen et al. 2018: Ratilainen, Saara, Marielle Wijemars, and
Justin Wilmes. 2018. ‘Re-framing women and technology in global digi-
tal spaces: An introduction’, Studies in Russian, Eurasian and Central
European New Media (digitalicons.org), 19: 1-10

Roberts et al. 2015: Roberts, Tangela S., Sharon G. Horne, and Wil-
liam T. Hoyt. 2015. ‘Between a gay and a straight place: Bisexual individ-
uals’ experiences with monosexism’, Journal of Bisexuality, 15(4): 554-69

Talvitie-Lamberg 2014: Talvitie-Lamberg, Karoliina. 2014. ‘Confes-
sions in social media - performative, constrained, authentic and partici-
patory self-representations in vlogs, academic dissertation’, PhD Thesis,
University of Helsinki

Weir 2009: Weir, Allison. 2009. ‘Who Are We?: Modern Identities
Between Taylor and Foucault’, Philosophy & social criticism, 35(5): 533
53

Yescavage et al. 2000: Yescavage, Karen, and Jonathan Alexander.
2000 ‘Bi/Visibility’, Journal of Bisexuality, 1(1): 173-80

Autobiogragesl - Number 11/2022



Papers: Special Section






Tetiana Cherkashyna

Ukrainian Autobiographical Narratives in Their

Historical Development

Introduction to the special cluster of articles dedicated to Life Writing in the
Ukrainian literary tradition by the editor, Tetiana Cherkashyna, who recon-
structs the history of the development of Ukrainian autobiography throughout
the centuries, identifies the key trends and highlights the contribution provid-

ed by the articles of the special cluster.

At critical times in Ukrainian
history interest in Ukraine
memoirs arose. Political and ge-
opolitical upheavals, changes in
values, the desire to self-identify
in new living conditions led to
the emergence of a significant
number of autobiographical
texts. Autobiographies, mem-
oirs, diaries, letters in all their
diversity filled bookstores and
the pages of several online pub-
lications, thus attracting the at-
tention not only of ordinary
readers, but also of specialists in
various topics.

It was only during the twentieth
century that Ukrainian autobio-
graphical = narratives  went
through several stages of devel-
opment marked by the preserva-
tion of the traditions of the past,
the search for new forms of self-
expression, tendentiousness and
ideological bias and the revival
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of traditions." The proposed se-
lection of articles by Oleksandr
Halych, Artem Halych, Tetiana
Cherkashyna and Svitlana Kryv-
oruchko gives a broader idea of
the dominating features of
Ukrainian autobiographical nar-
ratives. Each article details a
separate stage in the develop-
ment of Ukrainian autobiog-
raphy, from traditional socially
oriented autobiographies to au-
tofictional novels that stand at
the intersection of fictional and
non-fictional literature.

The seedlings of the first Ukrain-
ian stories about the self can be

' More about Ukrainian autobiography
can be found in the academic works of
Oleksandr Halych (Halych 1991, Halych
2001, Halych 2008, Halych 2013, Halych
2015), Mykhailyna Kotsiubynska (Ko-
tsiubynska 2008), Maria Fedun (Fedun
2010), Artem Halych (Halych 2017), Va-
leria Pustovit (Pustovit 2008, Pustovit
2019), Iryna Konstankevych (Kon-
stankevych 2014), Svitlana Kryvoruchko
(Kryvoruchko 2021), Tetiana Cher-
kashyna (Cherkashyna 2014).
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traced back to the twelfth centu-
ry. To this day, some autobio-
graphical texts have survived,
such as Teachings by Volodymyr
Monomakh, Letter to John Fran-
cis Commendoni about himself
by Stanislav Orikhovskii
(Roksolan), Osostevicius himself
about himself and about his ad-
ventures in visiting various coun-
tries of the world by Maciei Stry-
ikovski, My life and sufferings by
me, Illia Turchynovskii, priest
and governor of Berezan, written
in memory of my children,
grandchildren and all posterity
by Illia Turchynovskii. These
works share the interweaving of
autobiographical, historical, di-
dactic, spiritual, legal, travel and
epistolary literature, and all pre-
sent syncretic and combined
features of several literary gen-
res. Ancient Ukrainian autobio-
graphical narratives were dis-
tinctly spiritual and apologetic,
but devoid of individualism and
self-reflexivity. Particular atten-
tion was given to the disclosure
of the theme of learning and
knowledge of the world around
the author. The first Ukrainian
autobiographies were written
either in ancient Ukrainian or
Latin. Some of them have been
preserved only in fragments: in
2008 there was the first attempt
to combine these texts into one
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collection of ancient Ukrainian
autobiographies.”

The development of the basic
models of Ukrainian autobiog-
raphy occurred in the nine-
teenth century. Autobiography
by Taras Shevchenko, My Life by
Panteleimon Kulish, Autobiog-
raphy by Mykola Kostomarov,
Autobiography by  Mykhailo
Drahomanov, Autobiography by
Natalia Kobrynska, Autobiog-
raphy by Olha Kobylianska, Au-
tobiography and  Something
about Myself by Ivan Franko, Bi-
ography of Ivan  Levytskii
(Nechui) written by himself by
Ivan Nechui-Levytskii marked a
new qualitative stage in the de-
velopment of Ukrainian autobi-

ography.
The mentioned authors (mostly
writers and public figures)

changed the ideological and
content landscape of Ukrainian
autobiographical narrative.?
While for the ancient Ukrainian
autobiographer the main idea
was serving God, the autobiog-

* See Valerii Shevchuk’s textbook of an-
cient Ukrainian literature (Shevchuk
2008).

> Autobiographies of this period were
already written in Ukrainian and were
collected by Iurii Lutskii in abbreviated
form together with autobiographies of
Ukrainian public figures of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries in the volume About themselves:
Autobiographies of Prominent Ukraini-
ans of the XIX™ Century (Lutskiiig89).
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rapher of the nineteenth century
promoted the idea of serving
their people, as the vast majority
of autobiographies were of na-
tionalists and Ukrainophiles. In
the texts of this period, it is still
possible to trace apologetical
features, but attention towards
professional and creative
achievements by the autobiog-
raphers is increasingly noted.
Great importance is devoted to
family, school and university
education. The historical and
cultural context is more widely
covered.

The first decades of the twenti-
eth century in Ukraine were
marked by two revolutions, the
civil war, the radical restructur-
ing of life. All this led to a signif-
icant revival of autobiographical
texts. Famous Ukrainian play-
wrights, such as Mykhailo
Starytskii and Marko Kropyvny-
tskii, wrote their memoirs. Us-
ing a large palette of artistic im-
ages, they recreate the atmos-
phere of the cultural and social
life of their time, they recount in
minute detail the peculiarities of
family upbringing and relation-
ships between people, they ana-
lyze how their own worldview
change, and focus on how thea-
tre changed their lives and their
psychological traits.

A large number of Ukrainian
autobiographical texts of 1900-
1920s were written by famous

Autobiogragesl - Number 11/2022

public and political figures of
the time, such as Mykhailo
Hrushevskii, Serhii Yefremov,
Dmytro Bahalii, Yevhen
Chykalenko,  Sofia  Rusova,
Oleksandra Kulish (Bilozerova).
These authors came from
wealthy, progressive-minded
families; had a good upbringing
and brilliant education, received
in the best Ukrainian and for-
eign educational institutions;
were fluent in several foreign
languages; travelled extensively;
were acquainted with the most
prominent people of their time;
had a strong civic position and
were actively involved in social
activities. They left informatively
rich, Ukrainian-centric and so-
cially oriented autobiographical
texts, ‘living testimonies’ about
how they lived, how people from
their social circles lived, what
moods and interests prevailed in
the educated society of that
time, and recorded the most so-
cially significant events they
took part in.

As true chroniclers of their time,
they provide information for
generations to come about the
activities of Ukrainian commu-
nities of their time, included in
their autobiographies detailed
ethnographic  sketches, told
about their revolutionary activi-
ties and the consequences of
such activities. They created
self-images of moral, modest
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people who, despite their signif-
icant professional, intellectual
and socio-political  achieve-
ments, and carefully avoided the
assessments of their own activi-
ties. Self-censorship was a typi-
cal feature - it existed for both
moral issues or safety reasons.
This is why these authors spoke
quite cautiously and carefully
about the Bolshevik govern-
ment, about their attitude to-
wards it, or about their mostly
complicated relationship with it.
This type of Ukrainian autobiog-
raphies, typical of the early
twentieth century, is presented
in more detail in the article by
Oleksandr Halych, an authorita-
tive Ukrainian researcher of
non-fictional literature. On the
example of Serhii Yefremov's au-
tobiographical texts, Oleksandr
Halych shows the main domi-
nants of the Ukrainian socially
oriented autobiographical narra-
tives of that time.

Poorer in terms of historical
facts, but more informative from
a literary point of view, were
several  autobiographies by
Ukrainian writers of both the
older and younger generations,
written during the first two dec-
ades of the twentieth century.
Olena Pchilka, Vasyl Stefanyk,
Stepan  Vasylchenko, @ Hnat
Khotkevych, @ Marko  Cher-
emshyna, Valerian Polishchuk,
Volodymyr  Sosiura, = Ostap
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Vyshnia, Mike Johansen and
many others wrote general ac-
counts of their life and creative
paths at the request of research-
ers of their works and their pub-
lishers.

Literary-oriented autobiog-
raphies of this period were usu-
ally autobiographies of for-
mation, which is why the domi-
nating theme was that of spir-
itual growth and the origins of
one’s own spiritual world. Of
great importance were spiritual
mentors, who were mostly close
relatives (such as grandparents
or parents), school and gymna-
sium teachers, foreign and
Ukrainian  literary  classics,
whose works were admired by
the writers. According to Olena
Pchilka, ‘the natural environ-
ment’ too played an important
role (Pchilka 20m: 22).

A common feature of the auto-
biographers of that period was a
thirst for reading everything
they could get their hands on,
and most of the autobiographers
were respectful of the literary
authorities of the past and pre-
sent.

In their autobiographies, Olha
Kobylianska, Vasyl Stefanyk,
Marko Cheremshyna, Hryhorii
Kosynka, Olena Pchilka mod-
elled the traditional, in some
ways even archetypal, image of a
modest, highly moral writer
whose works came from life it-
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self. The above-mentioned au-
tobiographers, despite the popu-
larity of their works, did not
consider themselves exceptional
people. Usually, these writers
had no special literary or philo-
logical education. As Olha
Kobylianska, Vasyl Stefanyk,
Marko Cheremshyna recall, they
lived separately from the rest of
the writers, had little contact
with anyone, rarely travelled and
wrote mostly for their own
pleasure.

However, as Solomiia Pavlychko
rightly notes, already at the turn
of the 1920s ‘literature and cul-
ture ceased to be a leisure activi-
ty of single, scattered authors.
Culture was finally beginning to
resemble a spiritual industry’
(Pavlychko 1999: 170).

Numerous literary unions and
organizations began to appear,
writers united around the liter-
ary editorial offices in which
they worked. Preserving partial-
ly the traditions of Ukrainian
folk autobiographical prose.
Writers of the young generation
of the period increasingly began
to depart from the established
canons of writing autobiograph-
ical works and to change their
ideological and artistic parame-
ters.

The article of Artem Halych, a
researcher of Ukrainian autobi-
ographical texts, is devoted to
the Ukrainian autobiographies
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of this period. Halych currently
works on unpublished texts that
are stored in the literary archives
of Ukraine. Through the analysis
of literary portraits depicted in
unpublished  autobiographical
texts, Halych provides a wide
panorama of the life of Ukraini-
an writers of that time. The
changes of the inner self of such
writers are also shown in his ar-
ticle.

In the 1920s, the autobiograph-
ical  works of  Valerian
Polishchuk, Mike Johansen, Vo-
lodymyr Sosiura, Ostap Vyshnia
produce the image of the ‘new
generation’ writer — an active,
effective, tireless fighter for the
word, ironic and self-ironic -
began to form.

At that time, the autobiog-
raphies of young writers, despite
their utilitarian nature, became
one of the means of self-
expression for those authors.
Irony, wit, ease of writing com-
bined with deep introspection
became the hallmarks of the au-
tobiographical works by Ostap
Vyshnia and Mike Johansen.
Dreaminess, heightened emo-
tionality, authenticity of imme-
diate feelings, and at the same
time sadness and disappoint-
ment caused by real-life troubles
characterized the autobiography
of Volodymyr Sosiura.
Autobiographies began to in-
clude various types of literary
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mystifications and games with
the reader. Irony and self-irony
became widespread: in most
cases, they performed a protec-
tive function, because such a
frivolous, playful form of writing
autobiography allowed the au-
thors to hide the real self, to
avoid ‘slippery’ topics and facts
of one’s own biography. This
was most evident in the autobi-
ographies Autobiography of Mike
Johansen, the Johansen who dec-
orated the 133rd book of the Lit-
erary Fair with prologue, epilogue
and interludes by Mike Johansen
and My autobiography by Ostap
Vyshnia - both authors deliber-
ately hid their T under the mask
of a jester.

More about this period in the
history of the development of
Ukrainian autobiographical nar-
ratives, which were written pri-
marily in Kharkiv, the capital of
Ukraine at that time, can be
found in my article. Through the
prism of the representation of
Kharkiv in Ukrainian autobio-
graphical texts of the twentieth
century, the main stages of au-
tobiographical consciousness of
Ukrainian authors of that period
are revealed - from the fight for
free expression of the author’s
opinion to strict self-censorship.
Ukrainian autobiographical
prose of the first two decades of
the twentieth century testified
to the free coexistence of socially
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oriented, Ukrainian-centric,
sometimes ethnographic auto-
biographies that continued the
best traditions of Ukrainian au-
tobiographers of the nineteenth
century; and autobiographical
works whose authors boldly ex-
perimented with the style, form,
artistic specificity of the author’s
self-representation, developing
new typological varieties of au-
tobiographies. All autobiograph-
ical texts of this period were
written in Ukrainian.

Since the 1930s, Ukrainian auto-
biography has been divided into
two large groups - Ukrainian
Soviet  autobiographies and
Ukrainian emigration autobiog-
raphies, each of which followed
their own path of development
and developed their own auto-
biographical traditions.
Ukrainian  Soviet  autobiog-
raphies shared a common path
of development with the autobi-
ographies written by representa-
tives of other republics of the
USSR. In 1934, the First Congress
of the Union of Soviet Writers
was organized, which pro-
claimed the creation of the Un-
ion of Soviet Writers. Ukrainian
Soviet writers became members
of the union and continued to
write with a nod to the ideologi-
cal instructions they were indoc-
trinated with.

At this time, the development of
the Soviet autobiographical can-
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on began, according to which
the only autobiographical texts
that could be published were
those ideologically verified and
devoid of taboo topics. This was
clearly represented in the auto-
biographies of Ukrainian Soviet
writers written in Russian for
the large-scale literary publica-
tion Soviet Writers (Brainina et
al. 1959a, Brainina et al. 1959b,
Brainina et al. 1966, Brainina et
al. 1972, Brainina et al. 1988).
Asceticism, chastity, unpreten-
tiousness in everyday life, mod-
est assessment of one’s own life
achievements became the defin-
ing features of the autobio-
graphical texts of the Soviet pe-
riod. Writing autobiographical
texts became less appealing.
During this period, a review of
existing autobiographical texts
was carried out, as a result some
texts were removed from librar-
ies, while some were eventually
rewritten in accordance with the
prevailing mindset of the time.
The description of the history of
one’s own life could be inter-
preted as a manifestation of in-
dividualism, which was severely
criticized and eradicated in eve-
ry possible way. In view of this,
the autobiographers, recreating
their life path for future genera-
tions, constantly emphasized
that there was no individualism
in their autobiographies, as the
description of their lives was
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meant to depict the typical life
of their social stratum.

The Ukrainian autobiographies
of the 1930s present a new motif,
that of ‘predetermined guilt’. As
a result, autobiographers often
justify themselves in the pages
of their autobiographies to read-
ers who lived in the same period
and criticised them. The motive
of ‘constant guilt’ was present to
the greatest extentmostly in the
‘prison autobiographies’ written
for the investigators of the State
Political Department in order to
clarify certain facts of the au-
thors’ own biography and to ex-
plain in more detail their socio-
political and public beliefs, as
well as their personal attitude
towards the most resonant
events of the time or towards
some ‘unreliable people’. These
texts were written in prison
cells, under the close supervi-
sion of investigators, and often
underwent the necessary ‘pro-
cessing’, which is why, according
to Oleksandr and Leonid Ush-
kalov, they became not so much
the authors’ self-
autobiographies, but rather
‘monuments to the bloody crea-
tivity of the State Political De-
partment officers’ (Ushkalov et
al. 2010: 6-7).

This type of Ukrainian Soviet au-
tobiography has been actively
developing since the 1930s, since
mass arrests and political re-
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pressions began. The bulk of
these autobiographies are still
stored among other materials
and investigative documents in
various  state archives of
Ukraine, although recently there
has been a tendency to make
them public (see the scientific
and documentary volume Ar-
chive of the Executed Renais-
sance compiled by Oleksandr
and Leonid Ushkalov, Ushkalov
et al. 2010).

Obligatory motives of the ‘pris-
on autobiography’ were ‘sincere’
confessions of the authors’ own
political unconsciousness in the
turbulent revolution and post-
revolution years, self-accusatory
passages and confirmation of
their loyalty to the current Sovi-
et government. However, even
this did not save the ‘prison au-
tobiographers’ from their tragic
fate.

The new Ukrainian Soviet litera-
ture needed a new type of hero,
and the autobiographical trilogy
of Yurii Smolych (Childhood,
Our Secrets, Eighteen Years),
which became a vivid example of
socialist realist Ukrainian auto-
biography of the 1930s, was
aimed at the realization of this
task. Only the first part of this
trilogy (the autobiographical
story Childhood) belongs to the
field of autobiographical litera-
ture, as the next two parts (the
autobiographical novels Our Se-
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crets and Eighteen Years) were
fictional works. Childhood was
written in compliance with all
the requirements of the socialist
realist canon, such as the pres-
ence only of typical socialist re-
alist images, the deep morality
of the main characters, codified
aesthetics and patriotism.

Another reason for the unpopu-
larity of autobiographical writ-
ing during the 1930s-1980s was
that, with the total control by
the authorities over what one
could talk and write about, writ-
ing out one’s true life story could
endanger not only the autobiog-
raphers themselves, but also
their family members, friends
and acquaintances,  whose
names could appear on the pag-
es of the autobiographical work.
Therefore, Ukrainian Soviet au-
tobiography of the 1930s-1970s
was strictly self-censored.

One of the ways to overcome the
dilemma between the desire to
recount about oneself and of
one’s life and the danger of
touching upon undesirable top-
ics and names is to depict only
the formation of one’s own per-
sonality during childhood. This
is the path followed by
Oleksandr Dovzhenko, the au-
thor of the autobiographical film
story Enchanted Desna, which is
significant not only for the Sovi-
et autobiography of the 1940s
and 1950s, but also for the
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Ukrainian autobiographical tra-
dition as a whole. Having reject-
ed the principles of didacticism,
which were to be used by the au-
tobiographers of that time,
Oleksandr Dovzhenko focused
primarily on the ethical and aes-
thetic possibilities of the autobi-
ographical narrative, giving the
work a deep philosophical con-
notation. As a result each gener-
ation of researcher discovers
thoughts relevant to their time
throughout.

A significant achievement of
Ukrainian autobiography of this
period was the literary autobiog-
raphy of Volodymyr Sosiura The
Third Company, which the au-
thor wrote in segments during
the years 1926-59. Volodymyr
Sosiura, as well as Oleksandr
Dovzhenko, was one of the most
prominent Ukrainian autobiog-
raphers, whose work was con-
sidered ahead of his time. Inno-
vative for the Ukrainian Soviet
autobiography of the 1950s was
his bold public appeal to speak
about taboo topics and forbid-
den names, which became one
of the main reasons for which
this work was silenced for years.
The author was not afraid of the
public exposure of his own self —
he chronicled with a greater or
lesser degree of frankness the
history of his own mental and

emotional life in different peri-
ods of his life.
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The description of their difficult
era against the background of
their own lives was provided not
only by officially recognized So-
viet writers, but also by writers
who were well aware of the im-
possibility of publishing their
autobiographical works during
their lifetime due to their diffi-
cult life and tense relations with
the Soviet authorities. With the
memoirs of Nadiia Surovtsova,
Borys Antonenko-Davydovych
and Zinaida Tulub, the Ukraini-
an autobiography includes not
only the topic of the Gulag, but
also philosophical and existen-
tial reflections on the meaning
of human existence, on the pe-
culiarities of human stoicism,
the transformation of the hu-
man psyche in a closed space,
mental and  psychological
breakdowns from violent trials,
etc.

Another path in the develop-
ment of Ukrainian autobio-
graphical narratives was taken
by Ukrainian emigrant autobio-
graphical prose, the purpose of
which during the 1930s and
1940s was not only to raise the
morale of political emigrants,
but also to support them moral-
ly, as the main message of such
works was that the struggle was
still not over and emigrants were
to hope for the best. The first
Ukrainian emigrant autobiog-
raphers (Ivan Ohiienko, Vasyl

221



222

Koroliv-Staryi and others) acted
primarily as carriers of historical
memory, recreating their own
vision of the Ukrainian events of
1917-1919 and the first years of
life abroad as an emigrant.
While autobiographies of socio-
political and public figures who
found themselves in exile
played, according to Maria Fe-
dun, the role of ‘a full-fledged
“word-weapon” (Fedun 2o010:
18), literary autobiographies fo-
cused primarily on educational
and cognitive tasks. In the best
traditions of the Ukrainian folk-
ethnographic autobiography of
formation, dating back to the
nineteenth century, Bohdan
Lepkyi and Stepan Smal-Stotskyi
turned to a detailed revision of
the origins of their self, and
showed how the natural envi-
ronment, folk customs, tradi-
tions, beliefs, folklore, deep re-
ligiosity and high morality of
parents, relatives and fellow vil-
lagers shaped the consciousness
of the autobiographers at a
young age.

Another, more lyrical and nos-
talgic stream, marked by a pro-
nounced longing for the ‘lost
paradise’ of early youth, was rep-
resented by the autobiographies

Without Roots by Natalia
Koroleva, Chrysanthemums by
Uliana Kravchenko, Distant

World by Halyna Zhurba, Dis-
tant Close Up by Maria Strutyn-
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ska, The Path Home by Lesia
Lysak-Tyvoniuk and others. The
works of Maria Strutynska and
Lesia Lysak-Tyvoniuk testify to
the emergence of another trend
in Ukrainian emigration autobi-
ographical prose of the mid-
twentieth century. In their
memoirs, in addition to the mo-
tif of nostalgia, there is a pro-
nounced longing for their native
lands, with which the authors,
who found themselves in exile,
did not break the inner spiritual
and emotional connection. A
significant place is given to the
image of home. The autobiog-
raphers were well aware that
their homes were not what they
once were. ‘The owners have
gone, there are collective farm-
ers, whom I felt sorry for. They
cut down old cherry trees in the
garden for fuel. They do not call
on Saturday evening to an-
nounce the coming of the God’s
Day - Sunday. It is completely
different there now’ (Lysak-
Tyvoniuk 1978: 306), sadly stated
Lesia Lysak-Tyvoniuk. However,
the authors did not lose faith for
the future, because, according to
the author, ‘these are only tem-
porary changes. Earth and sky
remain the same’ (Lysak-
Tyvoniuk 1978: 306), and ‘people
are still healthy in spirit’ (Lysak-
Tyvoniuk 1978: 307).

Autobiographies devoted to the
youth vyears, From Yellowed
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Leaves from Australia by Stepan
Rodion, My Youth by Fedir
Dudko, Wanderings of Life by
Mykola-Sydir Chartoryskii, War
Experiences of a Grey Man and
other autobiographical texts by
Volodymyr Barahura were char-
acterised by a more remissive
tone. These authors departed
from the idyllic perspective of
interpreting the events of their
ancient past and, taking inspira-
tion from their own life, showed
how socio-political changes,
wars, and emigration destroy the
established ways of life of people
who are forced to leave their
homes and go in search of a bet-
ter life. The immediacy of their
impressions, the lack of docu-
mented evidence, and the reli-
ance on one’s own memory be-
came the defining features of
these Ukrainian emigration au-
tobiographical narratives.

Ukrainian emigration autobiog-
raphy increasingly included
comparative elements, as can be
seen in the autobiographies On
a White Horse and On a Raven
Horse by Ulas Samchuk, I am 85
by Volodymyr Kubiiovych, Con-
versations on the Way to Myself
by Ivan Koshelivets, Under the
Sun of Australia by Dmytro Ny-
tchenko, From Far to Close by
Vasyl Sokol, Meetings and Fare-
wells by Hryhorii Kostyuk, Eu-
dothea’s Gift by Dokiia Humen-
na, I - my - me... (and around)
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by Yurii Shevelev. In these texts
words such as ‘Western’ -
‘Ukrainian’, ‘arranged’ - ‘unset-
tled’, ‘idealized’” - ‘real’, ‘present’
- ‘past’, etc. are correlated. Many
pages are devoted to reflections
on the reasons for the unsettled
life of the emigrants, especially
for those autobiographers who
spent part of their lives in Soviet
Ukraine, such as Dokiia Hu-
menna, Ivan Koshelivets or
Vasyl Sokil.

As in the Ukrainian emigration
autobiographical works of previ-
ous decades, in the autobiog-
raphies of the 1970s and 1980s a
significant place is given to the
motif of the road. In most auto-
biographers, the road was asso-
ciated with dramatic changes in
life. Initially, the authors often
moved from place to place for
education, job search or busi-
ness trips. Then came the time
to emigrate, which was associat-
ed with hopes for a better life,
but also with worries about the
unknown - in most cases, it was
a ‘road to nowhere’. Later, after
settling in a new place, the motif
of the road is mostly used to de-
scribe the roads-travels to new,
previously unknown places. The
majority of Ukrainian emigra-
tion autobiographers proved to
be bright analysts, portraitists
and landscape painters, as one
of their main tasks was to leave
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the most accurate memories of
their past life.

Since the mid-1980s, after half a
century of information vacuum,
bans, silences, taboos of ‘unde-
sirable’ topics, names, phenom-
ena and permission to publish
only autobiographies which
were neutral, devoid of criticism
towards the ruling power, and
ideologically verified, the first
printed memoirs appeared in
Ukraine (The Story of One Fate
by Dmytro Zatonskii, To Live
and Tell by Anatolii Dimarov).
Both authors wrote with a great-
er or lesser degree of frankness
about themselves and their real
life during the Soviet era, i.e.
about the real life of their coun-
try and their contemporaries.
However, the real ‘breakthrough
of information borders’ began in
the early 1990s, when the auto-
biographies Museum of a Living
Writer, or My Long Road to the
Market by Volodymyr Drozd,
Solo for a Girl’s Voice by Halyna
Hordasevych, The Greatest Mir-
acle is Life by Mykola Rudenko,
Free and Unfree Roads and other
works by Roman Ivanychuk ap-

peared.
Public self-repentance for their
own sins, sincerity, extreme

frankness about themselves and
their actions, self-criticism, con-
stant thirst to get to the root of
their failures and troubles be-
came the distinctive features of
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autobiographical writing of that
time.

Since the 1980s and 1990s, the
image of a system characterized
by total control, intrusion into
the most intimate spheres of
human life, the presence of a re-
pressive and punitive mecha-
nism, etc. has been a constant
motif of Ukrainian autobiog-
raphies. Authors used a large
palette of artistic images to de-
pict the image of the system and
its relationship with the individ-
ual. The contrast of the colour
system, metaphorization, me-
tonymy, allegory, allusiveness
became the distinctive features
of such theme.

Autobiographers  unanimously
agreed that the colour that was
most associated with the image
of the system was grey. Grey
clothes, grey routine, grey life
became the defining characteris-
tics of the system and life inside
it. Individuals lived in the sys-
tem, they were closely intercon-
nected. The system influenced a
person, changed their inner es-
sence, transformed them.

The main image that was used in
regards to the repressive and
punitive machine of the system
was that of knocking. Knocking
on the door was a harbinger of
arrest, knocking on the cell wall
was an invitation to communi-
cate. However, as Volodymyr
Drozd concluded, ‘despite all the
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losses, we were destined to sur-
vive and resurrect, albeit with
crippled souls’ (Drozd 1994: 197).
Yurii Andrukhovych (Moscovi-
ada and others), Oksana
Zabuzhko (Field Studies on
Ukrainian Sex), Oleksandr Irva-
nets (Rivne/Rovno) turn to new
forms of autobiographical self-
expression. These authors of-
fered readers a new ‘system of
aesthetic values and priorities’
(Ahieieva 2011: 33), a new vision
of the world and of how they live
it. Their autofictional works, as
well as traditional autobiog-
raphies of this period, were not
devoid of social analysis, but the
angle of interpretation was dif-
ferent.

A more detailed analysis of one
of these autofictional works is
included in the article by
Svitlana Kryvoruchko, a well-
known Ukrainian researcher of
psychoautobiographical writing.
In Ukrainian autofictional nov-
els of the 1990s there was an al-
ternative  representation  of
Ukrainian history, presented not
in its objective truthfulness, but
primarily in the author’s person-
al perception. The socio-
historical background was deci-
sively reinterpreted, much atten-
tion was paid to anti-colonial
discourse. At the same time, a
new type of autobiographical
hero emerged from the pages of
Ukrainian autofictional novels,
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which are distinctly self-
reflective, attentive to the au-
thor’s inner, deeply hidden men-
tal states.

Ukrainian autobiographies of
the first decades of the twenty-
first century continued the main
trends laid down in the Ukraini-
an autobiography of the late
twentieth century. Among the
new autobiographies, there is a
tendency for the coexistence of
autobiographies of the tradi-
tional type, which were charac-
terized by their analytical na-
ture, deep psychological and at-
tentive attitude towards the
word, moral responsibility of the
autobiographer for every word
spoken in public (this is revealed
in the autobiographies Book of
Memories by Mykhailyna Ko-
tsiubynska, Homo feriens by
Iryna Zhylenko, Memories and
Reflections at the Finish Line,
Not a Separate Life by Ivan Dzi-
uba, On the Shore of Time by Va-
lerii Shevchuk); and experi-
mental autobiographies that
were aimed at finding new forms
of autobiographical self-
expression through the decen-
tralization of autobiographical
material, and autofiction (as in
the texts The Secret, Lexicon of
Intimate Cities by Yurii An-
drukhovych, From This You Can
Make a Few Stories by Taras
Prokhasko, From the Map of
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Books and People by Oksana
Zabuzhko).

In conclusion, Ukrainian auto-
biography has passed through
various evolutionary stages of its
development over the centuries,
and the proposed selection of
articles by Oleksandr Halych,
Artem Halych, Tetiana Cher-
kashyna, Svitlana Kryvoruchko
gives a broader picture of the
main dominants of the Ukraini-
an autobiographical narratives.
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Oleksandr Halych
Memoirs of Serhiy Yefremov: stages of struggle for

the Ukrainian word

The article is devoted to the study of diaries and memoirs of the prominent
Ukrainian figure of the early twentieth century Serhiy Yefremov. Yefremov was
one of the active figures in the creation of Ukrainian periodicals, having
worked in the magazine Kievskaia starina, and was an active member of the
Old Hromada. His literary works were subjected to strict censorship, which he
tried to avoid. Serhiy Yefremov became the founder of the Ukrainian publish-
ing house ‘Vik’, where he conducted active educational activities. He became
the founder of the first Ukrainian newspaper, despite the oppression by the
authorities and strict censorship of all print media. The diaries and memoirs of
Serhiy Yefremov contain many literary portraits of prominent people of that
time and analyze the cultural life of that time.

shed light on his scientific, jour-
nalistic, publishing and editorial

One of the most prominent
Ukrainian humanitarians of the
early twentieth century was work. The memoirs of Serhiy Ye-
Serhiy Yefremov (1876-1939). fremov reveal many events of
His scientific interests were mul- the surrounding reality, to
tidirectional ~and  included which the author was involved

monographic studies of the clas-
sics of Ukrainian literature. The
scholar left a significant mark in
publishing, journalism, politics,
state-building. In his youth he
wrote fiction.

The ego-documents of Serhiy
Yefremov are the diaries of 1895-
early 1896 (Yefremov 20m: 37-
180) and 1923-1929 (Yefremov
1997), as well as the memoirs
About the past days (memories)
(Yefremov 201: 181-620). They
contain a variety of records re-
lating not only to the autobiog-
raphy of the scholar, but also

at the turn of the XIX - XX cen-
turies. The most important of
them are the work in the journal
Kievskaia starina," his participa-
tion in the creation of the pub-
lishing house ‘Vik’ and the foun-
dation of the first Ukrainian-
language publications in tsarist
Russia.

' Monthly magazine that published arti-
cles on history, ethnography, literature.
It was published in Kyiv during 1882-
1907. Initially published in Russian,
since 1906 it was published in Ukraini-
an.
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Serhiy Yefremov’s interest in the
journal Kievskaia starina arose
in the late nineteenth century,
when its editor was V. Naumen-
ko. During his work, Kievskaia
starina underwent a significant
evolution, turning from a popu-
lar scientific publication into a
stronghold of Ukrainophilia.
The struggle for the Ukrainian
word, the development of litera-
ture in the native language, the
publications analyzing the polit-
ical situation in the sub-Russian
part of Ukraine, as well as in
Halychyna and Bukovyna, which
were part of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, can be clear-
ly traced on the pages of the
journal. In Serhiy Yefremov’s
opinion, the ‘revival’ of the jour-
nal is connected with the arrival
of a younger generation to the
editorial office, a prominent rep-
resentative of which was V.
Domanytskii (pseudonym Viter).
The memoirist admits that ‘we
were sure that no one would be
lucky enough to breathe a living
spirit into this dead creature,”
and we chastised Viter for not
respecting his work and time in
a friendly manner’ (Yefremov
2om:  389). However, V.
Domanytskii’s stubbornness
won. He not only gained a foot-
hold in the editorial office, but

> The author here means the Kievskaia
starina.
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also gradually began to involve
his friends, in  particular
S. Yefremov, in the work of Ki-
evskaia starina. The latter saw
that his materials were not su-
perfluous in this journal because
‘in  Ukraine, these chronicle
notes, as well as the correspond-
ing department in the Kievskaia
starina, which  Domanytskii
tried to start, were replacing the
newspaper, and he sent them
more and more, especially since
1899, gradually pushing the nar-
rowly informational lines to
purely journalistic ones’ (Ye-
fremov 2011: 443-44).

S. Yefremov in his memoirs
makes a small excursion into the
past of the journal, connecting
its activities for a long time with
the Old Hromada?

Formally, the publisher of
Kievskaia starina was the
Old Hromada, an organi-
zation that had existed for
many decades because it
grew out of the Hromada
that was founded in the
late 50s by then young
students Antonovych,
Mykhalchuk, Rylskii,
Zhytetskii and others, alt-
hough the former, since

> The organization of Ukrainian intel-
lectuals in Kyiv, engaged in social, cul-
tural and educational activities, operat-
ed from 1859 to 1876, when it was
banned by the Ems Decree.
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the time I joined the edi-
torial staff and the
Hromada, was no longer a
member of it, having left
due to some misunder-
standings with Naumenko,
and the latter also almost
never visited the Hromada
due to old age and weak-
ness (Rylskii also did not
live in Kyiv) (Yefremov
2011: 500).

On the recommendation of E.
Chykalenko, S. Yefremov be-
came a member of the Old
Hromada. Sometimes the author
of memoirs had misunderstand-
ings with the leaders of Ki-
evskaia starina. In particular,
not everyone liked the article
published in Lviv, where he crit-
icized Kobzar,* which was pub-
lished by the editorial board of
Kievskaia starina.

S. Yefremov described in detail
the circumstances under which
he unexpectedly became one of
the leaders of the Kievskaia
starina: ‘[...] V. P. Naumenko fell
ill and [...] had to go to the Cri-
mea, Kievskaia starina was los-
ing its secretary’ and editor.
None of the then members of
the editorial board had the time,
and probably the desire, to take

* Kobzar is the title of the first book of
poetry by Taras Shevchenko.

> V. Domanytskii resigned from the post
of secretary.
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on these troublesome and
thankless duties, at least the
technical side of the case we had
to look for a person on the side’
(Yefremov 20m: 498). At the
suggestion of E. Chykalenko, S.
Yefremov was appointed secre-
tary of the editorial board. From
the end of 1901 he officially be-
came the secretary and tempo-
rarily, until Naumenko returned,
the technical editor of Kievskaia
starina. Before his departure V.
Naumenko introduced S. Ye-
fremov to the course of business,
told about his duties, the specif-
ics of working with the printing
house. At the same time, he dis-
liked the young and ambitious
journalist, but, handing over the
affairs to him, in no way hinted
at his dislike. With the arrival of
S. Yefremov to the leadership,
the number of subscribers in-
creased from 300 to 700 people:
‘The figure itself, of course, is
small, but it is too symptomatic
for the growth of Ukrainians in
those times’ (Yefremov 2o0m:
499). After all, in those days it
was not possible to create a sep-
arate Ukrainian edition due to
obstacles from the Russian tsar-
ism, and therefore, in the opin-
ion of S. Yefremov, Kievskaia
starina managed to compensate
for this loss, especially with its
literary and journalistic depart-
ments. ‘When the Ukrainian
press was born, Kievskaia starina
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was falling down, because that
press had stripped it of its staff,
readers, and even the small
funds it had been living on for
25 years’ (Yefremov (2011: 500).
The memoirs contain many in-
teresting historical facts related
to the activities of the editorial
office of the magazine, which
was located on the second floor
of the house number 58 on Mar-
iinsko-Blagovischenska  Street.
Editorial meetings were held
every Monday evening.
S. Yefremov describes the duties
he had to perform: ‘The depart-
ment of current life was the re-
sponsibility of the secretary,
who also looked through news-
papers, selecting from them
news and notes interesting for
the journal’ (Yefremov 2011 501).
Editorial board meetings were
conducted mainly in Russian,
but E. Chykalenko and junior
staff tried to speak Ukrainian.

‘In general, the editorial staff
was clearly divided into two
parts — old and young - and
there was always a struggle be-
tween them’ (Yefremov 2om:
501). The elders tried not to ac-
cept the innovations of the
youth and were indifferent,
which sometimes led to conflicts
in the editorial office. The au-
thor of the memoirs gives exam-
ples of serious disagreements in
the team, but they did not reach
extremes: ‘[...] we did not quar-
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rel and did not scatter to differ-
ent sides, it was only because
both sides still valued in Ki-
evskaia starina the only way of
legal Ukrainian - even half, even
a quarter - publication, and
both sides did not want to con-
tribute to its decline, nor let it
completely out of their hands’
(Yefremov 201u: 503). Adminis-
trative duties burdened the au-
thor of the memoirs, and he
writes frankly that he soon man-
aged to distance himself from
them: ‘However, I did not stay as
a secretary for long: leaving for
the summer of 1902 to Sytkyv-
tsii,’ I handed over my duties to
F. P. Matushevskii and never re-
turned to them, remaining only
a member of the editorial board
and an employee’ (Yefremov
2011: 498).

Memoirs showed that S. Ye-
fremov was a good physiogno-
mist. They contain a number of
detailed portrait sketches of
leading employees of Kievskaia
starina. Of course, the author
put in the forefront V. Naumen-
ko, whom he considered the real
head and creator of not only the
journal, but the entire Old
Hromada: ‘[...] We must put in
the first place V. P. Naumenko,
who, not at all in accordance
with his character, so tragically
ended his life in 1919. He was the

® A village in Podillia.
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real head and creator of Ki-
evskaia starina and the whole
community’ (Yefremov 2o0mu:
503).

Describing this figure, S. Ye-
fremov tries to outline not only
the features of his appearance,
but also the peculiarities of his
character, in particular V. Nau-
menko’s tendency to compro-
mise:

Intelligent, with  soft
movements, rounded, af-
fectionate speech, he had
a habit of fixing every-
thing, reconciling every-
thing, erasing sharp horns
and smoothing the path
for that moderate Ukrain-
ophilism, of which he was
the best advocate and rep-
resentative. Incapable of a
drastic act, he managed
with the reputation of a
Ukrainophile not only to
hold on to his official posi-
tion, but also to remove
the glory of one of the best
teachers, which he really
was (Yefremov 2011: 504).

The author of the memoirs per-
fectly understood the role of V.
Naumenko in the Old Hromada
and the editorial office of the
journal: ‘[...] in his group, in the
Old Hromada, in the editorial
office of Kievskaia starina, every-
thing was held by Naumenko,
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until new elements squeezed in
and opposed him’ (Yefremov
2011: 504). The memoirist be-
lieves that the main feature of V.
Naumenko’s character was com-
promise: ‘For the sake of cau-
tion, he never put the Ukrainian
question, or any other, on the
table; for the sake of caution, he
compromised in everything’ (Ye-
fremov 2011: 504). Younger em-
ployees of the Kievskaia starina
became a kind of opposition to
V. Naumenko, and, given his
caution, they called their leader
‘Fox Mykyta’ behind his back:
‘With his right hand he was al-
ways destroying what he did
with his left, and vice versa, and
being cautious, he went his own
way into such unclimbable muds
from which it was impossible to
get out’ (Yefremov 2011: 505).
Trying to give an objective de-
scription of the director of the
journal, S. Yefremov sought to
show all the complexities of his
nature:

Without leaning clearly on
our, younger, side, he,
however, defended the
power of Kievskaia starina
and thus helped us a little,
although he could in some
important matter and at a
crucial moment so turn
the case that we remained
on ice. We did not trust
him, we treated him cau-
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tiously, with reservations,
but we considered it pos-
sible, under the circum-
stances, to work together,
although it was sometimes
hard and disgusting in this
atmosphere of principled
compromises, timidity,
softened insincerity and
convenient cunning (Ye-
fremov 2011: 505).

The direct opposite of V. Nau-
menko was E. Chykalenko:

I remember very well this
short, squat figure in a
checkered jacket, with an
open face, free manners
and a loud voice. [...] Ex-
tremely sharp of tongue,
truthful to the point of
harshness, frank and sin-
cere, passionate about the
Ukrainian cause ‘not only
to the depths of his soul,
but also to the depths of
his pocket’, as he some-
times jokingly said about
people, Chykalenko quick-
ly took an original place
among Kyiv citizenship.
[...] He lived extremely
simply and modestly, alt-
hough his house was al-
ways open to people of all
kinds (Yefremov 2011: 506—

07).
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S. Yefremov noted the generosi-
ty of this man who voluntarily
took upon himself the duty to
help Ukrainians by financing fic-
tion and journalism, promoting
the development of young tal-
ents: ‘Attaching extraordinary
importance to literature in the
matter of our national develop-
ment, Chykalenko began to pay
for Ukrainian fiction, and later
journalism, at his own expense
in the Kievskaia starina, enthu-
siastically following all the ap-
pearances in our writing, and
especially the literary youth’ (Ye-
fremov 2011: 507). Other em-
ployees of the Kievskaia starina
and the Old Hromada received
much shorter descriptions in S.
Yefremov’s memoirs.

Much space in the memoirs is
given to the characteristics of his
own scientific and journalistic
works that were published in the
journal:

At first, as secretary, I of-
fered brief notes and news
from daily life, from news-
papers and magazines. |
had already done some
similar work for three
years before that on my
own initiative for the Lit-
eraturno-naukovyi visnyk’

7 The first all-Ukrainian literary, scien-
tific and socio-political journal, pub-
lished from 1898 to 1932. It was founded
on the initiative of Mykhailo Hrushev-
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and now divided it be-
tween the two publica-
tions, albeit briefly. My
first original work here
was the article ‘In the
struggle for enlighten-
ment’, originally published
in 1902, is an overview of
the struggle of Ukrainian
students in Halychyna for
their own  university,
which then took on very
sharp forms and ended in
the memorable ‘secession’
at the end of 1901 (Ye-
fremov 2011: 515).

An important place among the
publications is occupied by the
article ‘In search of new beauty’,
which caused a discussion
among Ukrainian literary schol-
ars and critics:

In the summer of 1902,
while in Sytkyvtsii, | wrote
a considerable work on
modern literary creativity
and trends, which was en-
titled ‘In search of new
beauty. Notes from a read-
er’ and appeared in the
second half of the year...
The reason for these notes
was the talks and competi-
tions about the non-

skii. It was published by the Taras
Shevchenko Scientific Society. The
journal published the best Ukrainian
writers and scientists.
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placement of Kobylian-
ska’s works in ‘Vik’, and
then the whole issue of
Ukrainian modernity. |
took the works of
Khotkevych, Kobylyanska,
and Iatskov and tried to
show the negative features
of the so-called new trends
in our writing based on
them (Yefremov 201: 517).

Some Ukrainian writers and crit-
ics did not accept S. Yefremov’s
negative opinions about
modernism in Ukrainian litera-
ture, which clearly declared it-
self at the turn of the XIX - XX
centuries. As a reaction to his
publication, S. Yefremov calls ‘a
long series of curses and slan-
ders from Khotkevych, articles
by O. Y. Yefymenkova, Hryhoriy
Hryhorenko (Yefremov 20mu:
517). The controversy lasted for
several years. S.Yefremov re-
called that when he ‘arrived in
Lviv in February 1903, they [...]
asked if I had arrived there “in
pursuit of new beauty” (Ye-
fremov 2011: 517).

Since the works of S. Yefremov
owing to their acuteness and po-
litical relevance were under spe-
cial control of censorship, the
head of the Kievskaia starina V.
Naumenko always worked hard
on them, removing what seemed
to him politically or ideological-
ly unacceptable. However, even
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after such processing of texts,
there was still something to do
for the censor. In this case,
S. Yefremov himself went to
Vynohradna Street, defending
his own position:

It should be noted that
even before printing, my
articles attracted the sharp
attention of the censor’s
eye with their contempo-
rary content and even, as
censors told me, headlines
passed through editorial
censorship, and Naumen-
ko sometimes did a good
job of cleaning them up,
throwing out what seemed
obscene to him. But there
was still some work left for
the censor, and as an au-
thor I had to go to
Vynohradna Street to ‘bar-
gain’ (Yefremov 2011: 525).

The Kievskaia starina published
‘Reader’s Notes’ (‘On a Dead
End’, ‘Literary Bonaventure’), as
well as reviews and bibliograph-
ical reviews, which caused a
number of indignant materials
sent to the editorial office, in
which the author of the mem-
oirs was accused of monopoliz-
ing critical thought: ‘In addition
to the above-mentioned literary
notes, | also published literary
texts and purely journalistic
works in Kievskaia starina.
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Among the first I will mention
here the work about Franko, The
Singer of Struggle and Contrasts,
for which I collected material
while in Halychyna’ (Yefremov
2011: 519).

Work in the Kievskaia starina
took more and more time from
S. Yefremov, and he was gradu-
ally forced to abandon active
cooperation with Lviv publica-
tions, in particular the Litera-
turno-naukovyi visnyk, as stated
in the memoirs: ‘The work in Ki-
evskaia starina, which took up
the time [ had left for publishing
and public affairs, drove me
away from more active coopera-
tion in the Literaturno-naukovyi
visnyk, to which I had a weak-
ness, because it was my first tru-
ly literary arena’ (Yefremov 201:

520).
Censorship  restrictions  on
Halychyna publications also

contributed to the fact that the
author of the memoirs paid
more attention to publications
in Kievskaia starina, avoiding
the hassle of sending materials
to Lviv. In addition, due to the
difficulties of getting such publi-
cations into the sub-Russian
Ukraine, their relevance was
significantly lost:

During the same time of
rest, in 1905 [ wrote re-
views for Kievskaia starina
under the title Notes on
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current topics. Such re-
views, which would cover
the events of current life
from the Ukrainian posi-
tion, have long tempted
me, but the censorship
was so strict that it was
impossible to think about
it. At least, this should be
said about Kievskaia stari-
na; in Literaturno-
naukovyi visnyk they were
less useful because even
then the censors did not
allow it to us, and there
was a lot of trouble with
sending urgent articles
abroad, and they were sys-
tematically late (Yefremov
2011: 520-21).

S. Yefremov’s memoirs reveal his
work as a publisher and one of
the organizers of the publishing
house ‘Vik’, which functioned in
the late gos of the XIX century —
early XX century. While study-
ing at the Kyiv Theological Sem-
inary, S. Yefremov realized that
educational activities occupy an
important place in the awaken-
ing of the national conscious-
ness of the Ukrainian people,
and for this purpose it is neces-
sary to provide them with cheap
books in their native language:

The seminary community
prioritised the publication
of books for the people,
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because in our educational
activities in the village we
felt a terrible lack of
Ukrainian books. Some
even tried to do some-

thing, for example,
Skochkovskii published a
book, Whose Work is

Harder (in Kyiv, 1891) at
public expense, and came
to an understanding with
such publishers as Nag-
olkin, Homolynskii, etc.
Especially these publishing
plans were revived when
Ol[eksandr] I[vanovych]
Lototskii® appeared in Ky-
iv with his fascination for
books and energy. On the
other hand, B. Hrynchen-
ko’s publishing initiative
in Chernyhiv showed us
that even in the crazy
times of censorship terror,
something can still be
done (Yefremov 2011: 384).

The memoirs of S. Yefremov
convey unique descriptions of
the beginning of the publishing
house. The author lists in detail
the participants of the meeting
at which it was decided to create
the publishing house. He men-
tions their names, accompany-
ing some of them with concise

® Here the patronymic of Lototskii is
mistakenly written. It is Hnatovych, S.
Yefremov wrote Ihnatovych.
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portrait characteristics: ‘In addi-
tion to the host, a slim young
man Domanytskii, then a fresh-
man, Lototskii and me, I re-
member the brothers Pylynskii,
Denys and Kostia, and the
bearded figure of Ol[eksandr]
S[erhiiovych] Hrushevskii, also a
freshman, in the window’ (Ye-
fremov 20m: 385). O. Hrushev-
skii, recalled S. Yefremov, ‘at-
tracted our attention as the
brother of our hope and pride
Mykhailo Serhiiovych, whom
only a year before we had sent to
Lviv and often corresponded
with him, receiving all kinds of
orders and orders of literary and
scientific content’ (Yefremov
2o1: 385). The author of the
memoirs did not forget about O.
Konyskii, who was not physically
present at the meeting, but ‘was
invisibly present, [...] whom we
considered our honorary mem-
ber and collaborator: after
reaching an understanding with
him, we began our work’ (Ye-
fremov 201: 385). According to
S. Yefremov, during the meeting
they made quite a specific deci-
sion: it was instructed to rewrite
and submit to the censorship of-
fice the manuscripts of the clas-
sics and to create brochures of
popular scientific content. It was
also decided to publish the first
book. It was a work by the initia-
tor of the publishing house O.
Konyskii, At a close woman: ‘It
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seems to have already had cen-
sorship permission’ (Yefremov
2om: 385). Highly appreciating
the role of V. Domanytskii in the
process of establishing the pub-
lishing house at the beginning of
its activity, S. Yefremov empha-
sizes the difficult working condi-
tions, as the formation of the
publishing house was too slow,
during the first years of its exist-
ence ‘three or four brochures
were published, and even then
they did not know what to do
with them’ (Yefremov 2011: 386).
Especially valuable is the infor-
mation in the memoirs of people
who were involved in the work
of the publishing house:

The publishing house, ini-
tially, in the first period of
its existence, had no name
and it began to work quite
energetically. We gathered
every week, it seems ..

mostly at Domanytskii’s (a
room with a separate pas-
sage from Kuznechna
Street or on the mezza-
nine) and at Dmlytro]
(‘Fly’) Antonovych, who
was soon drawn to our so-
ciety by Domanytskii;
sometimes at Konyskii’s.
In general, we had a lot of
people, mostly students
who were comrades of
Domanytskii: I remember
Ol. Rahozinskii, Davydov,
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Prymachenko, O. Havrysh,
once or twice even V.
Chahovets was there in a
healthy smush hat. But
this audience was some-
how too fluid, casual and
did not stick together for a
long time: having taken a
job and not done it, a man
soon left and disappeared;
so disappeared, for exam-
ple, Chahovets, who prom-
ised a lot, but found him-
self in a year or two among
the Russian-patriotic
company. When the two
Pylynskiis left Kyiv, only
Lototskii, Domanytskii
and | remained the per-
manent and unchanged
employees of the publish-
ing house, until later a
sincere and inseparable
group of employees was
formed. But that for-
mation was already later,
in 1898-99, when the sec-
ond period of work began,
already with the company
‘Vik’ (Yefremov 2011: 386).

dent of Kyiv University, V.
Chahovets, who Ilater found
himself on the side of the Rus-
sian Black Hundreds. Later, in
the diary of the 20s, he appeared
as an active Bolshevik.

‘Vik’ became a literary refuge for
S. Yefremov. In addition, there
were his friends nearby, whose
positions were similar in many
ways: ‘Lototskii and
Domanytskii were already con-
nected with us not only by simi-
larities in views and plans, but
also by those personal sympa-
thies that bind the strongest
and, over time, grow stronger
and turn into a friendly attach-
ment, into a deep friendship’
(Yefremov 2011: 444). They often
thought about the future of their
publishing house:

With all the changes in
our publishing circle, the
three of us remained un-
changed and often, meet-
ing somewhere at O. Y.
Konyskii's or Lototskii’s,
he had already graduated
from the academy and

Some of the students involved in
the activities of the publishing
house turned out to be casual.
Having failed to cope with their
obligations, they gradually with-
drew from the activity, and
sometimes turned to the oppo-
site side. S. Yefremov mentioned
in this regard the name of a stu-
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served or was serving in
the Control Chamber,
dreamed of how to expand
our publishing house... I
remember with what joy,
and at the same time with
envy, we published the
brochure About how to in-
vent a car. About Yurko
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Stephenson. About Yurko
Stephenson in Ukrainian!
Well, if it is possible to
talk about Yurko Stephen-
son, then why is it not
possible to talk about
Dante, Gutenberg and all
the luminaries of humani-
ty, and about all the things
that humanity lives by and
to which we so much
wanted to involve our
Ukrainian people? (Ye-
fremov 2011: 444-45).

S. Yefremov’'s memoirs
acknowledge Fedir Pavlovych
Matushevskii, a future Ukrainian
journalist, lawyer, politician,
diplomat, and then a teacher
from Cherkasy, whom the au-
thor of the memoirs met during
a party in Kyiv dedicated to M.
Hrushevskii’s farewell to Lviv.
This acquaintance helped S. Ye-
fremov and his friends in the
work of the publishing house:

During one of his visits,
Fedir Pavlovych informed
us that there is a printer in
Cherkasy, his teacher
friend, V. Kolodochka,
who is looking for a print-
ing job and can even give
unlimited credit. And as
our publishing finances
were too small, we decided
to use a printer from
Cherkasy. Naturally, Fedir
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Pavlovych became our in-
termediary, assistant and
proofreader in Cherkasy
and thus became a mem-
ber of our publishing cir-
cle long before he settled
in Kyiv (in Cherkasy were
printed 5 [...] national
publications of ‘Vik’), and
then joined it immediately
as a tried and close em-
ployee. This was helped by
his extremely good, cordi-
al, gentle nature, which in
many ways resembled the
nature of Vasyl’
Domanytskii, but without
his shyness. In the person
of Matushevskii ‘our regi-
ment received’ good com-
rades and friends, con-
nected ideologically and
personally (Yefremov 201:

393-94).

A significant breakthrough in
the work of the publishing
house occurred in 1897. It was at
that time that the idea to create
an anthology of Ukrainian poet-
ry spanning 100 years appeared.
S. Yefremov recalled:

The idea of this publica-
tion, as far as I remember,
belongs to O. Y. Konyskii.
In 1897, believing that the
next year would be the
10oth anniversary of the
first edition of Kotliarev-
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skii’'s Aeneid, he once sug-
gested that we start com-
piling a collection of
Ukrainian poetry spanning
100 years. As a model, he
searched for and extract-
ed, compiled and censored
his old textbook Pashny-
tsia, from the ‘7os, with
samples of poems and bi-
ographies of authors (Ye-
fremov 2011: 446).

S. Yefremov and his friends ana-
lyzed the manuscript of Pashny-
tsia and saw that it was quite
outdated at that time, but they
liked the idea of publishing an
anthology. Together they devel-
oped a plan for the publication,
selected the authors, each of
them was instructed to read the
poets assigned to them, choose
the best works, weighing the
possibility of their passing
through censorship. It was de-
cided to add to the poems some
brief information from the biog-
raphies of the authors. Since
there was a lot of work and little
time, it was decided to involve a
few more people. S. Yefremov, in
this regard, mentions the name
of V. Bachynskii, a graduate of
the Kyiv Theological Seminary,
who then served in the Control
Chamber. In his memoirs, the
author noted:
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For a whole year we
worked, gathering weekly,
or even more often, to dis-
cuss individual verses.
Everyone brought what
they had chosen during
the week to the meeting,
and then we re-read them
together and finally decid-
ed whether to accept or
reject them. We gathered
at Konyskii's place, and
when he went to Crimea
for the  winter, at
Lototskii’s or Bachynskii’s
place (Yefremov 2011: 446).

The work on the anthology
brought the team of authors to-
gether. Meetings to discuss the
materials were the best rest for
S. Yefremov and his friends. It
was a reward for selfless work.
The memoirs reveal the tech-
nology of work on the book, at-
tempts to bypass censorship, the
chosen artistic principle of
presentation of the material and
its violation:

No matter how hard we
tried to clean and iron out
all the obscene things, the
very idea of such a collec-
tion was, as for those
times, quite obscene; no
matter how we hid with it,
the needle came out of the
bag, especially since we
could not avoid some spe-
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cific temptations of our
time. Thus, when choosing
authors and their works
for the collection, we gen-
erally set ourselves an ar-
tistic principle (Yefremov

2011: 447).

In fact, the anthology not only
provided samples of Ukrainian
poems for the whole century,
but it was also a kind of text-
book or even a textbook which,
at that time, could be in the his-
tory of Ukrainian literature. The
final work to prepare the book
for printing was entrusted to S.
Yefremov:

[ gave the manuscript to
rewrite to seminarians-
citizens who helped the
publishing house with re-
writing manuscripts for
free, took it to be bound,
alone, without consulting
anyone, because the
members of the circle
were away for the Christ-
mas holidays, gave it the
title Vik and with a broken
heart sent it to the St. Pe-
tersburg censorship in late
December 1898 (Yefremov

2011: 447).

Three months later, the news
was received from St. Petersburg
that the publication of the book
Vik had been authorized. Then
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came the idea to add to the text
an appendix, which was mainly
worked on by O. Lototskii. The
manuscript of the appendix was
sent to St. Petersburg about a
month later. While the appendix
was being considered in the cap-
ital, the members of the publish-
ing house team were engaged in
technical work, since they had
never had to prepare a solid
book, large in volume, for publi-
cation.

The memoirs honestly recreate
the financial difficulties faced by
the publishing team. All im-
provements required funds, and,
of course, considerable ones.
The Council of the Ukrainian
Organization, of which Lototskii
was a member, helped with two
hundred karbovanets. Everyone
understood perfectly well that
this money was not enough.
When Lototskii showed S. Ye-
fremov and other elders the
agreement with the printer S.
Kulzhenko for the amount of
thousands of rubles, everyone
was scared:

It occurred to us then to
issue notices for the first
time, as far as [ know, ... in
the Ukrainian publishing
business, and to notify, al-
so for the first time, on the
‘Vik’, and together with
the story Levytskii's Old
World Fathers and Moth-
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ers, which was allowed to
be printed. We hoped to
collect another two or
three hundred in this way,
and the rest we relied on
the grace of God and
Cooper’s philosophy
‘somehow it will be’. With
these thoughts in mind,
we wrote notices and sent
them by the hundreds to
the addresses from the
‘catalogue of Ukrainians’
and the Charitable Socie-
ty’'s newsletter, and to
those who gathered in our
public bookstore, and to
the members and com-
munities of the organiza-
tion. Several information
notes were also sent to
newspapers. The results
were beyond anything we
had imagined in our wild-
est dreams. Subscriptions,
to our surprise, went very
well, both members of the
organization and people
completely unknown to us
signed up and sent money.
Even those ‘elephant’ (4
karb.!) copies, which we
never expected to buy,
were bought. We had to
increase the number of
copies from 1200 to 1600,
and half of them have al-
ready been provided by
subscription. We raised so
much money that we were
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able to pay for the publica-
tion of both Vik and
Levytskii’s story (Yefremov

2011: 449-50).

The success that came after the
release of the poetry collection
Vik made the members of the
publishing circle think about the
second, improved edition. And
since there were free material
resources, S. Yefremov and his
friends decided to make Vik the
first volume of the anthology,
where the second and third vol-
umes would be devoted to
Ukrainian prose, and the fourth
to drama (although the last vol-
ume was never published). Their
plans did not end there, they de-
cided to publish a series of
works by Ukrainian writers,
‘Ukrainian Library’.

The death of the experienced
advisor  O. Konyskii, O.
Lototskii’s move to
St. Petersburg and F. Matushev-
skii’'s move to Dorpat, at first
glance, significantly weakened
the group of publishing house
employees. However, the funeral
of O.Konyskii, which S. Ye-
fremov considers ‘the first public
manifestation of national con-
tent in Kyiv' (Yefremov 2om:
456), led to the fact that in the
autumn of 1900 the publishing
circle significantly replenished
its losses and had more than a
dozen active employees. The
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memoirist names them: G. Ber-
lo, Y. Shulhyn, Ol. Hrushevskii,
M. Oppokov, M. Pavlovskii, M.
Strashkevych, V. Prokopovych,
Y. Kvasnytskii.

In autumn 1900 S. Yefremov and
his friends began to collect ma-
terial for the prose Vik. The au-
thor of memoirs remembered
that O. Konyskii shortly before
his death managed to write a bi-
ography of Yu. Fedkovych for
this purpose. S. Yefremov re-
ceived a scrapbook from the old
writer, which contained the text
of the biography of the Buko-
vynian. This red scroll was used
by the centuries for biographies
of other writers. The methodol-
ogy of forming the two-volume
book remained the same as it
was tested when creating the
volume of poetry: first, they
made a list of authors, divided
among themselves and chose
texts that would be suitable for
the Vik, and then re-read them
together. Much of this work fell
on the author of the memoirs,
he also got all the editorial work.
The same members of staff
compiled the first of a series of
periodical collections, which lat-
er appeared in a censored form,
dedicated to the memory of O.
Konyskii. However, as S. Ye-
fremov admitted in his memoirs,
‘still the most attention was at-
tracted and the most work was
required by Vik. And it caused
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us a lot of trouble and again
raised passions in literary and
Ukrainian circles in general. Es-
pecially much indignation was
caused by the incident with the
non-placement of our modern-
ists with Kobylyanska at the
head in Vik (Yefremov 2om:
456).

The Vik was prepared in the first
half of 1901. It consisted of three
large binders and was sent to St.
Petersburg to O. Lototskii, who
was already working in the Rus-
sian capital at that time. The lat-
ter submitted the three-volume
manuscript for censorship. At
that time, the centenarians al-
ready had considerable experi-
ence of working with this insti-
tution. Their experience with
censors had taught them some-
thing. They knew that thicker
manuscripts had a better chance
of passing censorship,

and so we deliberately
added all sorts of junk,
which we then threw away
before printing. The story
of Vik was actually inter-
esting from a censorship
point of view. Censor Tu-
chynskii, seeing the terri-
ble folios and examining
them superficially, said to
Lototskii: 1 wonder why
and for whom you have to
print this nonsense’ and
allowed this ‘nonsense’.
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Then, when he saw that
‘nonsense’ published, he
had to change his mind
and admit that he had
missed something that
should not have been al-
lowed (Yefremov 2011

457).

S. Yefremov in his memoirs not-

ed:

All three volumes of Vik
sold very well both by sub-
scription and on sale and
brought us our own mate-
rial basis for the publish-
ing house. Everything that
came out next was paid for
by the profits generated by
Vik, and the years 1901-
1905 can be considered the
apogee of our publishing
house (Yefremov 2011
458).

The events of 1905 in the Rus-
sian Empire gave hope to the
Ukrainian intelligentsia for the
appearance of the native word in
newspapers and magazines in
the Dnipro region of Ukraine,
because before that it practically
did not exist in the press. S. Ye-
fremov noted in his memoirs
that at first one of the options
was journalism in Ukrainian.
The author of memoirs recalled
with great pride his first journal-
istic work in his native language,
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which was published on the
pages of Kyivski Otklyky. S. Ye-
fremov was proud that ‘an issue
of a newspaper with a Ukrainian
article was paid for 5 karb. each,
a price unheard of then’ (Ye-
fremov 2011: 607). This publica-
tion of the author’s memoirs had
a powerful public response not
only in the Dnipro region of
Ukraine, but also abroad: ‘F. P.
Matushevskii, who was in Lviy,
said on his arrival what an im-
pression this first Ukrainian
word made abroad: he read it
loudly in the Scientific Society in
front of a group of casual listen-
ers of Franko, saying everything:
“So that’s how they write now in
Russia!” (Yefremov 201: 607).
After this publication, several
more articles were published in
Ukrainian. However, S. Ye-
fremov considered all these facts
as local and accidental. He and
many other conscious Ukraini-
ans faced an urgent task: ‘Not to
go to the neighbors, but to lay
the foundations for our own
house’ (Yefremov 2011: 607).

At a meeting at Ye. Chykalenko’s
house, they decided to found a
newspaper, the publisher of
which should be he himself. The
assistants were V. Symyrenko
and V. Leontovych, who had
leverage over V. Symyrenko,
who was his uncle. The memoir-
ist noted: ‘We all agreed that we
should publish a newspaper.
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There were thoughts about a
weekly and a daily’ (Yefremov
2011: 608). S. Yefremov was en-
trusted with the task of becom-
ing the future editor of the
newspaper, and for this purpose
it was necessary to draw up an
estimate of the newspaper, come
up with its name, select employ-
ees, and solve many different
economic problems. The author
of the memoirs himself admits
that ‘technically, I was not very
familiar with the newspaper
business at that time, because I
only occasionally wrote in news-
papers, but I had never been
closer to the business’ (Yefremov
2011: 609). He had to visit the
editorial office of Kyivske Slovo®
to get acquainted with the work
of the editorial staff, office and
printing house. The conse-
quences of these trips were re-
peatedly discussed at meetings.
There was a problem with the
name of the new edition. After
analyzing several variants of the
name, we decided on Hro-
madske Slovo.

S. Yefremov recalled that his
heart was not in the newspaper,
he did not want to be its editor.
After long discussions, the fol-
lowing was decided:

? Russian-language daily newspaper,
published from 1886 to 1905 in Kyiv.
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Editor was Matushevskii,
secretary was Kozlovskii,
who seemed to us a model
of accuracy, daily staff
were Hrynchenko,
Levytskii, Chykalenko,
Slavynskii and me were for
introductory political, lit-
erary articles, etc. V.
Yaroshevskii was for re-
views of foreign life;
V. Samoilenko was for a
feuilleton on the evil of
the day; M. M. Hrynchen-
ko was to submit factual
material, news from news-
papers; M. Vynohradova
was hired as a translator of
telegrams’ (Yefremov 201:
609-10).

F. Matushevskii was a well-
known journalist. S. Yefremov
knew him from his joint work at
the publishing house ‘Vik’ and
Kievskaia starina. The first
Ukrainian newspaper ‘was to be
printed in the printing house of
S. Borysov, my old colleague at
“Vik” (Yefremov 201: 610). Im-
mediately after returning from
Lviv F. Matushevskii quickly set
to work. A room was rented for
the newspaper and journal at 7,
Mykhailivska Street, and ‘ap-
pointed people began to arrange
it'" (Yefremov 201: 610). On be-
half of the community,
S. Yefremov wrote the program
of both publications.
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On November 12 1905, the “Tem-
porary Rules on the Press’ ap-
peared, which significantly
strengthened the position of
censorship in tsarist Russia. S.
Yefremov immediately remem-
bered the prophecy of censor Si-
dorov, who said: ‘You will regret
the previous state censorship’
(Yefremov 20m: 61). However,
the necessary documents for
permission to publish Hro-
madska Dumka® and Nove zhyt-
tia were immediately submitted
to the governor. However, the
permission was not granted. The
reason for the refusal was a par-
agraph of the temporary rules,
which allowed banning publica-
tions that called for a change in
the existing order in the state.
When S. Yefremov spoke with
censor Sidorov about the
grounds for refusal, he said: Yes,
you see that your language itself
is somehow rebellious, revolu-
tionary. Well, in Russian is
“struggle” [...], “struggle” for
yourself, and that’s it. And you
have “bo-rot-ba”! As you wish,
but it sounds too revolutionary!
It’s ugly, no, whatever you want
to say, but it sounds ugly...” (Ye-
fremov 2011: 612).

' The first daily Ukrainian socio-
political, cultural and educational
newspaper. It was published in Kyiv
from the end of December 31, 1905 to
August 18, 1906, closed by the authori-
ties after a gendarme search.
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The request for permission to
publish the newspaper and mag-
azine had to be submitted for
the second time, and V. Leon-
tovych was named as the pub-
lisher, and the names of the
publications  were  slightly
changed: Hromadska Dumka
and New Hromada. Taking ad-
vantage of the invitation of his
old friend O. Lototskii,
S. Yefremov came to St. Peters-
burg at the end of November
1905, using this opportunity to
obtain permission for Ukrainian
publications:  ‘The  political
“spring” with its sweet words
and promises gave some hope
that eventually a Ukrainian pe-
riodical could be published’ (Ye-
fremov 2011: 559).

S. Yefremov’s memoirs reveal his
steps aimed at achieving permis-
sion for Ukrainian publications:
‘Now upon my arrival, | went to
the Ministry of the Interior and
made an appointment to see the
Minister of Books (Sviatopolk-
Mirskii) to submit to him a re-
quest to authorize the publica-
tion of a Ukrainian periodical’
(Yefremov 20m: 560). Then the
memoirist recalls his conversa-
tion with the all-powerful Minis-
ter, trying to convey all the de-
tails of the dialogue as accurate-
ly as possible:
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‘How can I serve

you? I heard the stereo-
typical question.
- 1 appeal to you, Your Ex-
cellency, with a request to
allow the publication of
the magazine in Ukraini-
an, — | said briefly.

He looked at me,
apparently surprised.

— But the law prohibits it, —
he said quietly, as if hesi-
tating.

—  No, - I said, - there is no
such law and there never
was. There were adminis-
trative bans and it is en-
tirely up to you, Your Ex-
cellency, to cancel them.

—  Well, okay... - the minister
hesitated again - I'll talk...
I'll consult with the Head
of the Cabinet Office press
and then I'll give you an
answer. You have a re-
quest in writing?

I gave him a special re-
quest with the program of
the journal and all the
documents required by
the censorship office, and
I realized that the audi-
ence had finished. When I
returned home, I recorded
this  conversation (Ye-
fremov 20m: 561).

S. Yefremov concluded from the
audience that the Minister did
not understand anything about
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the Ukrainian issue. However, it
is unknown whether the results
of the conversation with the
Minister and other high-ranking
officials gave a positive result or
not, but shortly before the New
Year V. Leontovych managed to
get permission to publish a
newspaper and journal. The first
issue of the newspaper was
scheduled for December 31 1905.
It had to be edited by a group,
articles were read aloud, polish-
ing various technical details. The
preparation of the Ukrainian-
language newspaper was per-
ceived by the team as a holiday:
‘[...] the first issue was interest-
ing, informative’ (Yefremov 2o011:
613). S. Yefremov received the
corrected proofs of the newspa-
per, he wanted ‘to correct the
articles himself before the publi-
cation of the first issue’ (Ye-
fremov 2011: 613), which he did,
and ‘indeed the first issue of
Hromadska Dumka was pub-
lished on December 31" (Ye-
fremov 20m: 613), but without
S. Yefremov. On December 29,
1905 he was arrested.

Hromadska Dumka, for the pub-
lication of which was directly in-
volved S. Yefremov, became the
first daily Ukrainian-language
newspaper, which was published
in Kyiv from December 31 1905
to August 18 1906. After another
gendarme search, the authorities
banned it. The successor of
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Hromadska Dumka was the
newspaper Rada, which was
published in Kyiv from 1906 to
1914. Its editor was the same F.
Matushevskii. While S. Ye-
fremov was in prison, it was pos-
sible to establish the publication
of the literary and scientific
monthly Nova Hromada. It was
published in Kyiv during 1906
(12 issues in total). Among the
editors, along with V. Leon-
tovych and Ye. Chykalenko, was
the name of S. Yefremov.

S. Yefremov’s memoirs reveal his
vision of the development of
Ukrainian in tsarist Russia at the
turn of the XIX-XX centuries.
The considered episodes of the
author’s work in the journal Ki-
evskaia  starina,  publishing
house ViK', creation of the first
Ukrainian-language newspaper
Hromadska Dumka are the stag-
es of the struggle of the Ukraini-
an intelligentsia and the mem-
oirist himself for the right of the
Ukrainian people to their own
language in periodicals and book
publishing.  Autobiographical
moments of memoirs are vividly
combined with episodes that re-
flect generalized pictures of the
struggle of Ukrainians for their
right to education and culture in
their native language. Objective
and subjective are organically
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intertwined in the author’s nar-
rative. The memoirs reveal the
figures of several comrades
whose Ukrainian-centric views
helped S. Yefremov in the strug-
gle for the future independent
Ukraine.
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Artem Halych
More Subjectivity, More Frankness: Portraits in

Ukrainian Autobiographical Texts Stored in Ar-

chives

This article is dedicated to the study of the peculiarities of literary portraiture
in the hitherto unpublished autobiographical texts of Ukrainian writers of the
twentieth century, which are stored in the Department of Manuscripts and
Textology of the Taras Shevchenko Institute of Literature of the National
Academy of Sciences of Ukraine (Kyiv, Ukraine). Under study are the diaries of
Varvara Cherednychenko and Mykhailo Ivchenko. These works contain nu-
merous portrait sketches of Ukrainian and foreign writers of the time, as well
as of relatives, friends, colleagues and casual acquaintances of the autobiog-
raphers. The peculiarities of literary portraiture in the diaries of Cherednyche-
kno and Ivchenko largely depended on the chosen genre of the autobiograph-
ical work and the individual style of the autobiographer. Cherednychenko
turned out to be a master of frank, detailed and literary portraits. She wrote
literary portraits of almost all the people with whom she met. By contrast,
Ivchenko created mostly laconic deconcentrated literary portraits of people he
knew personally.

The etymology of the word ‘por-
trait’ dates back to ancient
times. The word ‘portrait’, origi-
nally denoting a pictorial repro-
duction of a certain object, ex-
isted in the culture of many Eu-
ropean nations. Scholars have
long noticed that portraiture is
an important artistic means of
reproducing reality in fiction. It
has a special role in the palette
of images used by the writer. In
a literary work, a portrait can
never have its own smile, com-
pletely different from the hero’s
fate. Unlike the Cheshire cat of
the English writer L. Carroll (Al-
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ice in Wonderland), which could
be ‘separated’ from its own
smile, every portrait detail of the
hero (eye expression, hairstyle,
facial expressions, gestures, gait,
smile, etc.) is always intertwined
with their inner world. The por-
trait is a source of many detailed
observations directly related to
the specifics of the study of the
creative process.

The art of portraiture originated
in ancient times in the works of
sculptors: ‘Already in ancient
Egypt, sculptors, without delv-
ing into the inner world of man,
created a fairly accurate likeness
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of his appearance. Idealized, as if
involved in the beautiful world
of gods and mythical heroes, the
images of poets, philosophers,
public figures were widespread
in the plastics of Ancient Greece.
Ancient Roman sculptural por-
traits were characterized by
striking truthfulness and at the
same time rigid determination
of psychological characteristics’
(Platonova et al. 1983: 281).
Aristotle wrote about the peculi-
arity of portraiture in literary
works in his famous work Poet-
ics: ‘poets should emulate good
portrait painters, who render
personal appearance and pro-
duce likenesses, yet enhance
people’s beauty’ (Aristotle 1998:
1082).

However, portraiture as a genre
of art was absent in ancient
times. G. Pocheptsov, referring
to the Canadian scientist M.
McLuhan, noted that people
who get used to change lan-
guage linearly, begin to decom-
pose their own social life in the
same way (Pocheptsov 2012: 10).
McLuhan explains the lack of
portraits in ancient times by the
underdeveloped visuality of the
Greeks (Pocheptsov 2012: 10-11).
Although, as S. Averintsev em-
phasized, one of the types of an-
cient biography provided °‘the
most recent information about
the origin of the hero, about his
physique and health, virtues and
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vices, likes and dislikes, private
tastes and habits, with possible
brevity about the history of life,
more detailed about the kind of
death’ (Averintsev 2004: 334) -
that is, the origin of portraiture
can be traced to the Ancient
Greeks. When, instead of oral
civilization, a visual one came,
portraiture became possible
(Pocheptsov 2012: 10-11).

The famous Polish literary critic
J. Faryno believed that the por-
trait is only a small part of a
larger whole. It is ‘narrowly his-
torical’, because for centuries
‘European literature managed
perfectly well without it alt-
hough the human being as such
was constantly present in it, but
his appearance in the modern
sense did not attract its atten-
tion, was not considered worthy
of depiction, or was built on
completely different principles
that ignored both the private ap-
pearance of a person and the
visual perception of a person’
(Faryno 2004: 166).

The medieval French scientist
Villard de Honnecourt, who
lived in the thirteenth century,
tried to introduce his own term
for portraiture: counterfeit (from
the Latin contrafacere, ‘to imi-
tate’), but in his understanding
this word referred not only to
the image of a person, but also
to animals. In the seventeenth
century, a compatriot of Villard
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de Honnecourt, the artist Abra-
ham Bosse, used the word ‘por-
traiture’ as referring to both
paintings and engravings.

In the Renaissance, it was in the
portrait that artists sought to
reproduce the beauty and per-
fection of man. Later sentimen-
talists began to give preference
in portrait characteristics to the
psychological portrait hero. ‘In
the Romantics, the portrait is
vivid, a relief, as if speaking
about the contrast between the
hero and his environment (for
example, Esmeralda in Notre
Dame de Paris by V. Hugo) or
about the contrast between ap-
pearance and spiritual essence
(in the same novel, Quasimodo’s
external deformity is combined
with his nobility, and the beauti-
ful Phoebus is an empty person)’
(Borev 2003: 307).

Romanticism first raised the
question of portraiture as an ar-
tistic technique that would
combine the richness of the he-
ro’s inner world with his rela-
tionship with surrounding reali-
ty. Realism begins with attempts
to create a psychological por-
trait. ‘Realistic portrait is de-
tailed, includes description of
costume, manner of behaviour,
characterizes not only the “na-
ture” of the hero, but also his be-
longing to a certain social envi-
ronment’ (Borev 2003: 307).
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The term ‘portrait’ for the re-
production of the human per-
sonality was first used by the
French scientist of the seven-
teenth century André Félibien.
The famous German scientist ].
Winckelmann, who lived in the
next century, noted that the ap-
proaches to portraiture discov-
ered in ancient times were valid
in his time, because of °...the
custom of conveying the like-
ness of people and at the same
time decorating them’ (Winck-
elmann 1935: 95). This was valid
both in ancient Greece and in
later times - to imitate beauty in
nature is to direct it to a particu-
lar object or a whole series of
objects: ‘In the first case, a simi-
lar copy, a portrait, is obtained
[...]. The second way leads to
generalized beauty and its ideal
representation - this is the way
chosen by the Greeks’ (Winck-
elmann 1935: 98-99). The first
way is suitable for documentary
creativity, the second is for artis-
tic creativity. Another German
scholar, a contemporary of ]J.
Winckelmann, G. E. Lessing fo-
cused on portrait characteristics
in literary works. He agreed with
Aristotle, who demanded ideali-
zation in portrait art, but he be-
lieved that idealization should
nevertheless preserve the hero’s
external traits. Thus, in the well-
known work of G. E. Lessing La-
ocoon, or On the Limits of Paint-
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ing and Poetry there are frag-
ments devoted to the peculiari-
ties of portraiture in the famous
Greek dilogy of Homer’s Iliad
and Odyssey (Lessing 1957: 289~
90). For example, the German
scholar notes that instead of de-
scribing the clothes of King Ag-
amemnon, Homer describes in
detail the process of his hero
getting dressed; similarly, to de-
pict the shield of Achilles, the
author reproduces the process of
how it was made.

Another way of portraiture, to
which Homer refers, is to repro-
duce the influence of the hero’s
appearance on other characters.
To give an example, in the Iliad
there is no portrait of Helen,
whose unsurpassed beauty was
allegedly the cause of the Trojan
War (Homer writes about her
attractive face, white hands and
beautiful hair in separate sec-
tions). The poet instead con-
vincingly shows how Helen’s
beauty influences the Trojan
elite. The Trojan leaders, con-
templating her beauty, conclude
that this woman is equal to the
goddesses.

By the time of Romanticism,
idealizing  portraits = became
widespread in literature. They
were especially often used in
‘high’ literary genres and marked
by the presence of a significant
number of epithets, metaphors,
and comparisons.
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Individualized and typified por-
traits of the hero in world litera-
ture existed also in romantic and
realistic art of the late eight-
eenth - early nineteenth centu-
ries. However, even before that,
prominent writers produced
works that featured elements of
portraits. A striking example of
this is the Sonnet 130 by W.
Shakespeare.

In Ukrainian literary studies, the
term ‘portrait’ was actively used
by Ivan Franko. According to the
authors of the Dictionary of Lit-
erary Terms by Ivan Franko, in
his understanding ‘portrait is the
appearance of a person in a lit-
erary work, in a broader sense
an image’ (Pinchuk et al. 1966:
192).

V. Khalizev stated: ‘Over time
(most clearly in the nineteenth
century), portraits that revealed
the complexity and multidimen-
sionality of the characters’ ap-
pearance dominated the litera-
ture. Here, the painting of ap-
pearance is often combined with
the writer’s penetration into the
character’s soul and psychologi-
cal analysis’ (Khalizev 2002: 219).
K. Sizova, starting from the posi-
tion of M. Moklytsia, draws at-
tention to the peculiarities of
portraiture in modernism. In
this direction, ‘the function of
the portrait has changed again:
the characters approach the au-
thor, they either have a general-
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ized portrait or no portrait at all,
and the secondary characters,
not endowed with a detailed
psychology, have a detailed,
characteristic appearance’
(Sizova 2010: 19).

Semiotics allow us to draw a
clear distinction between docu-
mentary and fictional portraits.
In a fictional portrait, the deno-
tate (hero) has a name that is a
product of the author’s imagina-
tion, which does not correlate
with any name of the real hero.
This name is designed for multi-
plicity of reception. The mean-
ing of the portrait, which is
formed from a detailed descrip-
tion of the hero’s appearance
and the disclosure of his inner
world, is also based on multiple
perceptions, as it is entirely a
product of the author’s imagina-
tion. Every stroke of the hero’s
portrait is executed by the writer
in accordance with their own
ideas, aesthetic beliefs, level of
artistic skill, mood at the time of
the creative act and other fac-
tors. The same applies to the
meaning of such a description.
The author has the right to em-
phasize any component of the
portrait characteristics, as long
as such emphasis corresponds to
their subjective vision of the
personality they have modelled.

The author reveals the peculiari-
ties of the reproduction of eyes
and gaze, facial features, hair
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colour, hairstyle, posture, ges-
tures, facial expressions, gait,
costume, etc. in memoirs and
literary biography. Writers often
pay attention to these compo-
nents of the portrait characteris-
tics of real characters, because
their reproduction helps to
comprehend the corporeality,
preferences, aspirations, and in-
ner world of individuals. In
memoirs, this is facilitated by
memory, which can significantly
expand the author’s knowledge
about a particular person.

However, the history of literary
studies shows that portraits in
documentary texts barely at-
tracted any attention from re-
searchers. In addition, there are
no scholarly works that would
consider the portrait in un-
published works by Ukrainian
writers, which are stored in ar-
chives. The archives of Ukraine
contain dozens of different gen-
res of documentary works that
have not yet become the object
of attention of scholars. In par-
ticular, the Department of Man-
uscript Collections and Textolo-
gy of the Taras Shevchenko In-
stitute of Literature of the Na-
tional Academy of Sciences of
Ukraine keeps diaries of M.
Ivchenko, V. Polishchuk, V.
Cherednychenko; memoirs by
S. Vasyl'chenko; autobiograph-
ical texts by V. Polishchuk and
Z. Tulub. In each of these works
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an important place is taken by
portrait sketches of real histori-
cal figures. The specificity of
portraiture in them is often de-
termined by the genre of the
work and the creative personali-
ty of the author, as well as fea-
tures of their individual style.

Let us first turn to the diaries of
Varvara Cherednychenko, which
are unpublished, apart from a
fragment of her 1937 diary, pub-
lished by O. Halych in the jour-
nal Kyiv (Halych 1993: 106-10).
The diaries, which are general
notebooks in 20 different for-
mats, which the Ukrainian writ-
er kept over a period of 25 years
(from 1924 until her death in
1949), contain many portraits of
real historical figures, among
them a significant number of
Ukrainian, Russian, Caucasian
(the writer lived in South Osse-
tia for 10 years) and non-Soviet
writers.

When considering the diaries of
Cherednychenko, one should
take into account the specifics of
this genre. The author keeps
regular records about the events
she witnessed or participated in.
While she prefers concentrated
portraits of her contemporaries,
she does not exclude the possi-
bility of creating deconcentrated
portraits. Here we should note
another genre feature of the dia-
ries by Cherednychenko, about
which she wrote on May 9, 194,
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comparing her notes with the
diary of Taras Shevchenko: ‘I
remembered Shevchenko’s dia-
ry. He wrote it for his friends.
This focus will keep the author
away from the unnecessary tri-
fles of everyday life. And every-
one, like me, writes “for them-
selves”, and it still turns out to
be not quite sincere...” (Chered-
nychenko: F. 95, fol. 188. 38).
Therefore, Cherednychenko
wrote the diary for herself. This
means that she did not avoid tri-
fles or frank and subjective as-
sessments of the people men-
tioned in her diaries. All this is
reflected in the portrait charac-
teristics of the individuals men-
tioned in her notes. Moreover,
the entries often appear unedit-
ed; they contain grammar mis-
takes and some violations of log-
ic, there are no punctuation
marks, and some phrases are un-
finished. This is also a specificity
of the diary genre.

Cherednychenko’s early portrait
characteristics are dominated by
gender stereotypes where wom-
en are evaluated negatively at a
subconscious level. Their behav-
iour and inner world evoke dis-
gust, although outwardly it
seems that there is nothing neg-
ative in the description of their
appearance. An example of such
portrait characteristics is the re-
production of the appearance of
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the famous Ukrainian writer

N. Zabila:

26/29 - XI [1924].
Poor Natalia Zabila. Beau-
tiful. 22 years old. Had
more than 20 husbands.
She joined the Komsomol
after poisoning herself at
the age of 17. She was ex-
pelled from the party for
‘disorderly conduct’. Wife
of postgraduate historian
S. Bozhko. Has a 1-year-old
son. Now she is pregnant
by O. Kopylenko. His wife
is pregnant as well
(Cherednychenko: F. o5,

fol. 177. 7).

There are almost no physical
features in this description, ex-
cept that her name and surname
are given, as well as her age (22
years); also, the author calls her
‘beautiful’. Everything else com-
plements the portrait of Zabila
in terms of morality, frivolity
and promiscuity.

The portrait characteristics of
Ukrainian women writers with
whom Cherednychenko main-
tained friendly relations are no
better. The record of December
25, 1925 testifies to friendly rela-
tions with V. Polishchuk’s fami-

ly:

Valerian Polishchuk came
with his wife and little
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Mark... They all climbed
on the couch. Valerian is
cheerful, vigorous,
brought me his book... He
says: ‘Now that I have
killed Tychyna  and
smashed the editorial
board of the Red Way, 1
am the one who has noth-
ing to print in my greedy
journal except for the un-
fortunate Evpatoriia...
(Cherednychenko: F. g5,
fol. 178. 38-39).

In this entry, it is important to
mention the wife of the writer,
who himself appears extremely
ambitious and boastful. In the
next entry, made on March 28,
1926, V. Cherednychenko reveals
a portrait of Polishchuk’s wife
from a gender perspective:

Iola  Polishchuk  with
Mark. Valerian, not seeing
me in the theatre, sent
them to rest himself. What
a female parasite. She does
not even know the content
of the Red Stream and is so
primitive in her aspira-
tions and desires and
grossly untidy... Well,
there is nothing to talk
about with her. She goes
to concerts, but does not

know anything about what
she has heard (Chered-

257



258

nychenko: F. g5. fol. 178.
7).

Consciously or subconsciously,
the portrait of lola Polishchuk is
entirely  negative.  Chered-
nychenko avoids depicting her
appearance, but from the brief
description we can see the inner
world of Polishchuk’s wife as an
untidy, stupid bourgeois, whose
spirituality is primitive and
poor.

In the record of December 4,
1927, reflecting the events of a
meeting between French writer
H. Barbusse and leading Ukrain-
ian writers at Kharkiv airport,
Cherednychenko creates a con-
cise portrait of the Ukrainian
writer Kh. Alchevska, the main
detail of which is the flushed but
beautiful face of the latter. Her
assessments of Barbusse testified
to a certain infantilism in Al-
chevska:

Next to me Kh. Alchevska
was all excited. She
blushed, her face became
unbearably [illegible]
beautiful and behave like a
sixteen-year-old girl, she
repeated everything to
disgust: ‘What an idealist
Barbusse is! What an en-
thusiast he is!" (Chered-
nychenko: F.g5. fol. 184.
6).
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A confirmation of Alchevska’s
admiration for Barbusse is in a
quote from her memoirs: ‘In the
autumn of 1927, one fact greatly
influenced the direction of my
thoughts and my writings. [...] It
was a French speech, On the
aims and directions of literature
delivered in the house of
Blakytnyi. Henri Barbusse pro-
nounced it’ (Alchevska 2015: 42).
The portrait of Alchevska con-
tinues with an entry in Chered-
nychenko’s diary dated Decem-
ber 20, 1927, which testifies to
her doubts about Alchevska’s in-
tellectual development: ‘Khrystia
Alchevska was there. 1 can’t
make out whether she was natu-
rally stupid or just stupid to the
end... She shouts such things in
the corridor and on the stairs, it
is  embarrassing  (Chered-
nychenko: F. g5, fol. 184. 43).
The portrait of Barbusse during
the meeting at Kharkiv airport
differs significantly from
Cherednychenko’s  impression
about the next day’s meeting at
a concert in his honour. At first,
Barbusse seemed to her quite
young:

A round-red young face.
With a suitcase in his
hands... A young red-
cheeked lady and him... A
tall figure... The lines of
his skeleton are guessed
under the coat, and he has
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a tired face with reddened
eyes, which was familiar
from photographs...
(Cherednychenko: F. o5,
fol. 184. 6).

And then, in the entry of De-
cember 5, 1927, she describes
Barbusse, using several expres-
sive details of his face and neck,
described as old and exhausted,
not at all similar to the impres-
sion he made on her the day be-
fore at the airport: ‘An exhaust-
ed face... The neck is covered in
senile wrinkles and veins..’
(Cherednychenko: F. g5, fol. 184.
6).

Concentrated  portraits  in
Cherednychenko’s diaries are of-
ten laconic. The author some-
times indicates only one feature
of somebody’s appearance. Thus,
the portrait of the academician
Bahalii, except for the surname,
has only one feature - he is los-
ing weight: 23. V. [1926]. I saw
the academician Bahalii in the
Narzan gallery... He moved here
from Essentuki. He is losing
weight’ (Cherednychenko: F. 95,
fol. 179. p. not specified). Her
portrait of M. Halych also con-
tains only one feature, in addi-
tion to the surname - a feature
not of appearance, but of char-
acter, namely hospitality: 23/I11
[1940]. 1 spent the night at
Halych. To me, she is truly hos-
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pitable..” (Cherednychenko: F.
95, fol. 188. p. not specified).

The laconic portraits of 1. Kulyk
and Fel'dman, which Chered-
nychenko saw when she met
them at the airport with H. Bar-
busse, have only three absolutely
identical details related to their
appearance. This creates a spe-
cific paired portrait with a touch
of irony: ‘Iv[an] Kulyk and
Fel'’dman are both in grey suits,
the same height, with blond
beards, walking back and forth...
Natalia Zabila is flirting with O.
Mykytenko...” (Cherednychenko:
F. 95, fol. 184. 5). In passing, an-
other feature is added to the
portrait of Zabila. In the entry of
August 13, 1937, Cherednychen-
ko creates a laconic portrait of
A. Holovko: ‘I saw Andrii Holov-
ko at the meeting. He lost
weight, grew bald, and I did not
recognize him’ (Cherednychen-
ko: F. 95, fol. 184. p. not speci-
fied). Here, in addition to the
name and surname of the
Ukrainian writer, two features of
his appearance are mentioned
(weight loss, baldness), as a re-
sult of which Cherednychenko
did not recognize him. The rec-
ord of June 23, 1939 reproduces a
laconic portrait of V. Sosiura:
‘Sosiura wanders, thoughtful
with sparkling eyes... He escaped
from the hated sanatorium. It
seems that no one cares about
him. The atmosphere here is in-
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describably heavy. Sosiura suffo-
cated in it, as the least protected
in his personal life. What can |
do for him’ (Cherednychenko: F.
95, fol. 187. 6). Here Chered-
nychenko pays attention to only
two features of appearance
(thoughtful, with sparkling
eyes). The verbs ‘wandering’ and
‘escaped’ outline the uncertainty
of the poet’s situation, who es-
caped from a sanatorium for the
mentally ill, staying in which
may have saved his life during
the repressions. The writer can-
not help him, because she is in a
similar situation. Her husband,
the Ossetian writer Ch. Begizov
was shot as an ‘enemy of the
people’, and she herself, having
returned to Ukraine, could not
find shelter.

Portrait sketches of casual ac-
quaintances are very explicit. To
give an example, here are the
sketches of the patients of the
sanatorium Khliborob, where
the writer was treated in Sep-
tember 1929. From among 235-
240 patients, the author of the
diary chooses several character-
istic types, as evidenced by the
entry of September 20, 1929:

Zaliznohirsk. 1 have been
living in the sanatorium
Khliborob for three weeks.
235-240 patients. Charac-
teristic figures: Sofia Hry-
horivnha Veprintseva from
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Moscow, a woman who is
34 years old as written in
the sanatorium book, but
who knows how old she
really is. The features of
her body and face indicate
a climacteric period in the
life of a woman... She is
being injected... (Chered-
nychenko: F. 95, fol. 181

38).

Hanna Ivanivna Hlad-
kovska. 42 years old with
an amazing dry little fig-
ure. A lecturer at the Insti-
tute of Public Education in
Luhansk. I recognize her
by her graceful and young
dressed legs, which are
disharmonized by a white
blouse and black tie
(Cherednychenko: F. o5,
fol. 1841. 39).

Cherednychenko evaluates the
age of the sanatorium’s patients,
drawing attention, in the first
example, to the discrepancy be-
tween her appearance and the
patient’s real age, and in the
second example to the outfit,
which is clearly designed for
younger women. Naming the
profession of the woman and
describing her costume, the
writer focuses on the woman’s
inability to choose her ward-
robe. In both examples, Chered-
nychenko dispassionately draws
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portraits of women with sur-
name, name and patronymic as
a key. This is done professional-
ly: the writer wants to capture
the figures of the patients of the
sanatorium through her atten-
tion to portrait details in order
to possibly use them in her own
creative activity. In this way they
turn into social types for future
tales or novels.
Cherednychenko’s diaries are
filled with entries containing
ideas for her works of art and
descriptions of her writing pro-
cess. It is clear that they contain
many portrait characteristics of
future heroes. For example,
shortly before the war, the writ-
er was working on the tale The
Story of the Himalayan Cedar.
The diary contains detailed
short portraits of the main char-
acters of the work:

Today I have to write
Chapter 1. The title re-
mains the same: The Story
of the Himalayan Cedar.
The characters also remain
the same:

Kharytyna Serhiivna Ko-
lodii. A medium height,
slim, well-built 35-year-old
woman with grey-green
eyes, black eyebrows and
eyelashes, sharp and fine-
toothed, with an upper
lip... Her upper face is re-
spectful as if sad, and the
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lower part is somehow
boyishly desperate, cheer-
ful... She dresses simply to
the minimum: she has
three outfits. 1) Black with
pink sundress with a
blouse. 2) A grey woollen
skirt with two blouses and
3) A silk blue dress... A
woollen grey knitted scarf
and an old leather coat.
Sandals, thick boots and
expensive suede beige
shoes to match the dress
and the same bag. She
brought with her poems of
Ukrainian Soviet poets.
She teaches physiology
(Cherednychenko: F. o5,
fol. 188. 4-5).

Orest Pavlovich Vecher.
Tall, bony with long arms
and legs and a big head
like a bulge. He has brown
eyes with an armour shine,
big witch’s eyes. Black
weak thinning hair, grey at
the temples. Horn-rimmed
glasses, a gold watch,
these Soviet binoculars, a
Leica camera, some kind
of artistic cane with a
handle and a large um-
brella made of sailcloth for
the beach. He has an outfit
for every weather and
changes it four times a
day. Everything is elegant.
45 vyears old. Professor-
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surgeon (Cherednychen-
ko: F. 95, fol. 188. 5).

3. Inna Vasylivnha Dobriach-
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ko. 50 years old according
to her passport, but looks
the same age as Kolodii.
Her face is not beautiful, it
is as if made of liquid
dough. Small, somehow
oily dark eyes. Sparse eye-
brows. A lot of gold and
steel teeth in the mouth.
But the body is beautiful,
attractive, slender with
graceful lines. She dresses
simply, preciously and
with great taste. The tim-
bre of her voice is rich in
various modulations and
gives the words some deep
sincerity. She is soft-
spoken. She sings beauti-
fully. An ethnographer-
enthusiast by vocation,
and by profession an ac-
countant from Konotop
industrial cooperation, she
once said that she studied
at the Smol'nyi Institute
(Cherednychenko: F. o5,
fol. 188. 5).

Working on the story, Chered-
nychenko pays attention primar-
ily to such components of her
characters’ portraits as age, pro-
fession, surname, name and pat-
ronymic. However, she puts spe-
cial emphasis on elements of
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appearance such as eyes, eye-
brows, eyelids, lips, costume,
and shoes. In particular, Kolodii
has a handbag, Professor Vecher
is distinguished by black thin-
ning hair that is grey at the tem-
ples. In addition, he has horn-
rimmed glasses, a gold watch,
binoculars, a Leica camera, a
cane and a large umbrella. Do-
briachko has gold and steel
teeth in her mouth, as well as a
rich timbre of voice; she sings.
Deconcentrated portraits, i.e.
scattered fragments throughout
the text, are much less common
in Cherednychenko’s diaries.
However, such a portrait makes
it possible to trace the evolution
of the appearance and inner
world of the person who is the
object of portraiture. A striking
example of such a portrait is the
description of the appearance
and an attempt to reveal the in-
ner world of the outstanding
Ukrainian poet P. Tychyna. The
entries in Cherednychenko’s di-
ary show that she was in love
with Tychyna in the 1920s and
had an intimate relationship
with him, but for unknown rea-
sons, their relationship broke
down at the end of the 1920s and
the writer left Ukraine and
stayed away for decades, moving
to South Ossetia and marrying
the writer Ch. Begizov.

The portrait of Tychyna’s ap-
pearance in the diary can be
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clearly traced back to 1927, when
his relationship with Chered-
nychenko began to deteriorate
(although in the subtext, the en-
tries contain evidence not only
of the present, but also of the
past, predicting the future). In
particular, on January 15, 1927,
the writer notes: ‘P. Tychyna. He
did not take off his coat and a
cap under his armpit and sat for
about 2 hours’ (Cherednychen-
ko: F. 95, fol. 180. p. not speci-
fied). There are several attrib-
utes of a laconic portrait: the ini-
tial and surname of the charac-
ter, the poet’s clothes, the dura-
tion of the stay. The absence of
punctuation marks in the sen-
tence, which makes it somewhat
illogical, is a trait of the diary
genre, when a text that is not in-
tended for publication in ad-
vance appears unedited by the
author. In the entry of March 6
of the same vyear, Chered-
nychenko visits the poet at his
home. She records a new laconic
portrait of him, which partially
complements the previous one:
‘[Tychyna] is wearing an over-
coat. The bed is somehow cov-
ered. There are clothes on the
chair. [...] He looks somewhere
to the side and is silent...
(Cherednychenko: F. g5, fol. 180.
38). A look to the side, silence:
these are already signs of Ty-
chyna’s break with Chered-
nychenko. Further, their meet-
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ings take place mainly in an offi-
cial setting or by chance.
Cherednychenko’s eyes catch
only some details of the poet’s
appearance. Thus, when meet-
ing Barbusse at the airport in
Kharkiv on October 4, 1927,
Cherednychenko notes that “Ty-
chyna is wearing new black
boots and a dirty linen blouse...’
(Cherednychenko: F. g5, fol. 184.
5). On the one hand, the poet
has new shoes, and on the other
there is a dirty blouse.

On January 12, 1928, she acci-
dentally met Tychyna in the din-
ing room. Cherednychenko tried
not to meet the poet’s eyes, but
secretly watched him, noting his
attractive face, which testified to
the feeling of love that still
smouldered in the writer’s soul:
‘Tychyna was having lunch in
the corner. Our eyes did not
meet. He had a slightly pink col-
our from lunch or excitement,
and his whole face was so pure
and young...” (Cherednychenko:
F. o5, fol. 184. 51). Their next
chance meeting again took place
in the dining room on March 3,
1928. The poet was wearing
again a coat and a cap, and
Cherednychenko once again
notes the attractiveness of Ty-
chyna’s face:

In the dining room [of
Blakytnyi's house], when I
was drinking tea after
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lunch, P. Tychyna came.
He sat down at the next
table and put his coat and
hat on the chair next to it.
This chair blocked my
way... [...] His face was
fresh, calm and beautiful...
Very handsome! (Chered-
nychenko: F. 95, fol. 184.
68-69).

Then came a long break in meet-
ings with P. Tychyna, as the
writer was living in South Osse-
tia and visiting Ukraine only oc-
casionally. In November 1934,
she saw the poet at the theatre.
Instead of a face Cherednychen-
ko seemed to see a small insect,
noting that she wanted to hear
his voice:

26/XI1 [1934]. Tychyna was
in the lodge... He has some
kind of mascara on his
face, is it his old manner of
controlling his features or
is it because he has be-
come fat? I am afraid to
talk to him, after listening
to his works in his own
reading, and I do not want
to do it as a favour..
(Cherednychenko: F. o5,
fol. 184. 161).

When Cherednychenko saw the
poet again a few years later, it
would seem to her that it was a
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completely different Tychyna,
not the one she was in love with:

17/VII [1937]. [...] A heavy,
raw, Tychyna with swollen
eyes impressed me even
more with his appearance.
[...] T hurried to say good-
bye to Tychyna. He stood
up and solemnly shook my
hand again, squeezed it
and shook it again
(Cherednychenko: F. o5,
fol. 186. p. not specified).

This laconic portrait significant-
ly complements the previous
ones. There is no longer any
admiration for the poet’s beauty,
although somewhere in the sub-
text there are traces of her for-
mer admiration for him. This
can be seen at least from the
way Cherednychenko describes
the moment when Tychyna sol-
emnly shook her hand. After al-
most a ten-year break in their
relationship, Tychyna tried to
avoid meetings with Chered-
nychenko. The following entry
complements the portrait de-
scription of the poet with a de-
scription of his shoulders and
back: 29/ IX [1937]. Tychyna hid
... I saw his shoulders, then his
back. He is not sick. Apparently
he is working’ (Cherednychenko:
F. 95, fol. 186. p. not specified).
This is further and significantly
complemented by a laconic por-
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trait of Tychyna in the entry
dated October 5, 1937, where the
author of the diary focuses on
the poet’s eyes, highlighting
their grey-blue colour, their fun,
boyish joy: ‘1 have never seen
such eyes in Tychyna. Gray-blue
and as if overflowing with mer-
riment, something good, some
boyish joy (Cherednychenko: F.
95, fol. 186. 6. p. not specified).

Cherednychenko saw again Ty-
chyna at the celebrations on the
occasion of his s5oth birthday.
The poet was touched by the
greeting and shook hands with
the writer. In the record of Janu-
ary 28, 1941 Cherednychenko
provides a portrait of Tychyna’s
wife, who obviously knew about
their past relationship, so she
looked fiercely at the writer.
Cherednychenko reproduces her
portrait in negative connota-
tions: important details include
not only her look, but also the
old-fashioned details of her out-
fit and her large, strong teeth:

So when P. Tychyna and
his wife were leaving the
hall, and my place was
near the wall at the end, |
greeted him and congratu-
lated him. He was touched
and squeezed my hand
tightly, and his wife
looked at me fiercely,

turned her head away and
hurried to hide behind the
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door. Tychyna’s wife was
wearing an old-fashioned
black dress with her lips
heavily painted (they were
up to her ears) and all the
time showed her big
strong teeth, and when the
presidium and the audi-
ence applauded the poet,
his wife also applauded
(Cherednychenko: F. o5,
fol. 189. 9).

The portrait of Tychyna is re-
plenished with new details in
the record of August 30, 1942,
written in Saratov, to where
Cherednychenko had  been
evacuated. Tychyna was there at
the time: ‘Here comes Tychyna...
With his belly, well-fed chin, all
festively shining. He smiles at
me kindly, as if we met in Kyiv,
not having seen each other for
several days... (Cherednychen-
ko: F. 95, fol. 190. 6. p. unnum-
bered). It can be seen that the
love of a woman exhausted by
illness and hardship during the
war has already faded, so the de-
scription, instead that on the
poet’s beauty, focuses on such
details as his belly. At the same
time, this meeting was not un-
pleasant for Tychyna, as evi-
denced by the poet’s friendly
smile noted in the diary entry.

M. Ivchenko’s diary of 1920 is
much poorer than that of
Cherednychenko when it comes
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to descriptions of appearances.
Family portraits prevail here.
Particularly worth noting is a
detailed portrait of the writer’s
mother-in-law, which not only
contains a description of her ap-
pearance, but also reveals the
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was incredibly disgusting.
[ once observed such an
order only in one family of
elders.

She did some strange ec-
centric things with my
daughter. My wife some-

poverty of her spiritual world:

266

My mother-in-law, obvi-
ously, like any mother-in-
law, is a small person, and
a very small soul, and pre-
tends at the same time to
be both Napoleon and
Joan of Arc, besides, by na-
ture, a person bravely ly-
ing, boastful, and of great
bourgeois ego.

What experiments she
performed on my soul.

[ personally lived in a sep-
arate corner, had no table,
no place for books and pa-
pers. She somehow
pushed me away from my
family and my daughter.
They kept me in the ‘black
body’, always hungry. At
the same time, the favour-
ite part of the family ate
dishes that only the bour-
geois could eat at the best
of times. And I brought
home everything I could
get.

This person could not sit
quietly on the chair out of
envy and some brave lust.
The effect on the psyche

how left me. Everyone
used to speak loudly, to
interfere, everyone ex-
pressed their idea as
something completely
brilliant. There was some
chaos, disorder, meaning-
lessness around. In addi-
tion, this man is used to
living fashionably, like in a
market. In one room, we
had a lot of people from
the village, always crowd-
ed, noisy, just like in a tav-
ern.

This little person, some ti-
ny boundless soul, howev-
er, filled the whole life,
polluted it. When she sat
over business papers, then
she looked like a vulture.
When she laughed in si-
lence, her hoarse laugh re-
sembled that of Mephi-
stopheles (Ivchenko: F.
109, fol. 220. 5).

The appearance of the heroine
in the portrait of Ivchenko is
presented in detail: small in
height, thin, she has a hooked
nose and laughs hoarsely. The
author of the diary characterizes
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the mother-in-law as a person
who is extremely deceitful,
boastful, endowed with a bour-
geois ego, and stingy; at the
same time, she likes to live
amidst chaos and disorder. Since
she does not arouse the author’s
sympathy, he portrays her as a
negative character, constantly
referring to vivid comparisons,
either with a family, or with a
bird of prey, a vulture.

The framing, which mentions
the names of Joan of Arc and
Napoleon, to whom the mother-
in-law is compared, creates the
impression that her figure is
something of an oxymoron. On
the one hand, there is Napole-
on’s megalomania, on the other
there is the heroism of Joan of
Arc. As a result, we have a full-
blooded portrait of a real person
in the subjective vision of the
writer.

Thus, the features of portraiture
in non-fiction are significantly
determined by the genre of the
work. The most objective por-
traits can be found in diaries. It
is in them that the distance in
time between the vision of the
person and the fixation of their
image is the shortest. The au-
thor does not need to strain
their memory to recreate the
appearance of a person they saw
a few hours ago. Authors recre-
ate portraits of their heroes
without looking back at certain
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taboos. Their characters, espe-
cially in diaries, were created on
fresh impressions, and since the
distance between the event and
its vision was minimal, the por-
traits of real characters accurate-
ly convey features of appearance
and reveal the portrayed per-
son’s inner world. In particular,
Cherednychenko’s diary is ex-
tremely rich in descriptions of
the appearance of real historical
figures she met on her way. The
peculiarity of her individual
style is the representation of
concentrated portraits of her he-
roes through laconic descrip-
tions of appearance, consisting
of only a few details, which in
the subtext partially reveal the
characters. Portraits of women
are shaped by negative assess-
ment, and on a subconscious
level their behaviour and inner
world evoke disgust, although
the portrait description contains
no outwardly negative features.
Deconcentrated portraits (which
are much more infrequent) use
individual details to create large-
ly complete descriptions of
characters’ appearance and their
evolution over a longer period of
time. A large time distance in
such portraits (for example, Ty-
chyna) makes it possible to trace
how the appearance of the char-
acter changed as the author’s
feelings of love for him faded.
The diary of Cherednychenko,
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which was not intended for pub-
lication, gives the author the
opportunity to express herself
more frankly, more subjectively,
and more accurately, and this
includes the portraits she drew.
In Ivchenko’s diaries, descrip-
tions of appearance are much
poorer than in Cherednychenko.
They are dominated by family
portraits. Sometimes they are
detailed and not only contain a
description of a real persons’ ap-
pearance, but also delve into
their spiritual features, showing
the poverty of their inner world.
The study of the specifics of por-
traiture in documentary dis-
course opens up prospects for
studies, the main focus of which
would be to clarify the peculiari-
ties of landscape and interior re-
production in non-fiction litera-
ture, which has not yet been the
subject of research in Ukrainian
literary studies. This is especially
true for works stored in archives.

Autobiogragesl - Number 11/2022
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Tetiana Cherkashyna
Kharkiv of the 1920s-1930s in Ukrainian Autobiog-

raphies of the Twentieth Century

In the 1920s-30s Kharkiv was the capital of Ukraine, a powerful intellectual,
cultural, scientific, industrial and financial center of Ukraine. State authorities,
numerous scientific and educational institutions, theaters were located in the
city. Thanks to constructivism, the architectural style of Kharkiv was changing.
There were many literary and artistic associations in the city (Pluh, Hart, VAP-
LITE, VUSPP, Prolitfront and others). The literary portrait of Kharkiv of that
period appears from numerous autobiographies of Ukrainian scientists, writ-
ers, cultural figures who lived and worked in this city in the 1920s—30s. From
the Ukrainian autobiographies of the twentieth century, Kharkiv of this period
appears as a place populated by active, effective, creative people who con-
structed a new reality, built a new life according to new rules. Significant liter-
ary loci of the city for Ukrainian autobiographers of this period are the House
of Blakytnyi, the Peasant House, the Literary Fair quarter, the Slovo House, the
Berezil Theater. From 1933, all spheres of life were strictly controlled by the au-
thorities, many leading figures of that period were repressed, and every men-
tion of them was prohibited. The Soviet system gripped the city.

Autobiography, as a story of the
life of a real person, reproduces
various content stages, such as:
the author’s family life, his eve-
ryday, cultural, intellectual, pro-
fessional, social, political life.
One of the components of the
autobiographical text is autobio-
geography,’ which includes all
the geographical areas that
somehow affected the life of the
autobiographer. The geograph-
ical space in which the autobiog-

" There are other terms for this concept,
such as autogeography, author’s geobi-
ography, personal geography of the au-
thor.
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rapher was at one time or an-
other could significantly influ-
ence them,” because the autobi-
ographer was not just in a cer-
tain geographical space, but also
in the historical, social, cultural
space. The autobiography of
each autobiographer is unique
and inimitable, however some-
times the autobiographical
markers of different autobiog-
raphers can overlap in one geo-
graphical space, which becomes

* More about this in the publications
Regard 2000, Soubeyroux 2003, Collot
2021, Dupuy 2019, Westphal 2007, Lévy
2016, Moretti 2000, Cherkashyna 2022.
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decisive for those who share it at
the same time. This is what
Kharkiv of the 1920s-30s became
for a significant number of fa-
mous Ukrainian figures of that
time.

Kharkiv is a large city in the
north-east of Ukraine, founded
in 1654. It is the main city of

Sloboda Ukraine (Slo-
bozhanshchyna). During the
seventeenth—eighteenth centu-

ries Kharkiv was a city with its
unique material and spiritual
culture, the center of the
Kharkiv Cossack regiment, later
Sloboda-Ukrainian province.

In 1804, with the foundation of
the Kharkiv Imperial University,?
Kharkiv became a university
city, thanks to which it received
a significant further develop-
ment. Already in the late nine-
teenth century the city was a
powerful trade and industrial
center, and the center of active
intellectual and cultural life.

Many events in the history of
Ukraine were connected with
Kharkiv. The city survived revo-
lutions, civil war, interventions
of the first decades of the twen-
tieth century. In 1919, the Bol-
sheviks proclaimed it the capital
of Ukraine, in 1923 this status
was officially confirmed by the
decision of the Council of Peo-

3 Now the V. N. Karazin Kharkiv Na-
tional University.
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ple’s Commissars of the Ukraini-
an SSR and the Presidium of the
Central Executive Committee,
and a new stage of development
of the city began.

Kharkiv of the 1920s absorbed
the best that was in Ukraine at
that time. Extraordinary figures,
creators of a new intellectual
and cultural reality were gath-
ered in one city at one time.

The city paradoxically combined
two mutually opposite sides. On
the one hand, the all-powerful
state apparatus, represented by
numerous government agencies,
security agencies, industrial de-
partments, trade unions, which
regulated and strictly controlled
the construction of a new post-
revolutionary Soviet life. On the
other hand, the development of
free intellectual and artistic life,
which, in turn, also created a
new reality.

Since the 1920s, the city housed
the Central Executive Commit-
tee, the Central Committee of
the Communist Party of
Ukraine, the Council of People’s
Commissars, the headquarters of
the Southwestern Front. Accord-
ing to lIurii Shevelev’s recollec-
tions, the move of state authori-
ties to the city significantly
changed the mental landscape of
the city:

The commissars were the
bosses, they ruled because
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they had mandates to do
so, they issued decrees,
they carried out requisi-
tions and confiscations,
they wanted peace with-
out annexations and con-
tributions. The workers
themselves even became
proletarians, and their
class enemies were the
bourgeoisie and individual
bourgeois. The program
was to reconstruct the
country in order to build
socialism and com-
munism, and to destroy
capitalism and the rem-
nants of feudalism
(Shevelev 2001).

On June 1, 1923, after the item
‘Kharkiv as the capital of
Ukraine’ appeared on the agen-
da of the meeting of the political
bureau of the Central Commit-
tee of the Communist Party
(Bolshevik) of Ukraine, several
research agencies where famous
scientists of that time worked -
such as the Academy of Scienc-
es, the Ukrainian Institute of
Physics and Technology, the
Ukrainian X-ray Academy, the
Institute of Hematology and
Blood Transfusion and other sci-
entific institutions - opened in
Kharkiv.*

* More about this in the autobiog-
raphies of Dmytro Bahalii (Bahalii 1927),
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At the same time, an education
reform was carried out. Numer-
ous institutes emerged from the
Kharkiv Imperial University,
which was closed in 1920 - the
Law Institute, the Medical Insti-
tute, the Veterinary Institute,
the Pharmaceutical Institute,
the Institute of National Econ-
omy, the Institute of Engineer-
ing and Economics, the Institute
of Political Education, the
Kharkiv Institute of Public Edu-
cation, in total 23 new higher
educational institutions were
created on the basis of the for-
mer faculties of the Kharkiv Im-
perial University.

Many autobiographers, includ-
ing Vasyl Mynko, the author of
the autobiographical story My
Mynkivka (Mynko 1981a) and the
book of memoirs Red Parnassus:
Confessions of an Ancent Pluh-
man (Mynko 1981b), recount this
‘new’ Kharkiv, now a capital.
Describing his trip to the city in
1921, he left an interesting topo-
graphical portrait of Kharkiv of
that time:

The window of my room
on the fourth floor over-
looked a wide square. In
its center stood a clumsy
wooden building - a tram

Mykhailo Hrushevskyi (Hrushevskyi
1926), Dmytro Zatonskyi (Zatonskyi
2007), lurii Shevelev (Shevelev 2001).
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control room [...]. To the
right, across the square,
there was a long banner
with  the  inscription:
‘Peace to houses, war to
palaces!” And to the left,
on the bank of the Lopan,
there was a large multi-
storey building with a sign
along the entire facade.
On a red background it
read: ‘All-Ukrainian Cen-
tral Executive Committee’,
the highest body of Soviet
power in Ukraine (Mynko

1981a: 175).

As Dokiia Humenna recalled in
her multi-volume autobiography
The Gift of Eudothea:

At that time, Kyiv was
stagnating and sinking
deeper and deeper into
provincial life. No industry
was developed in Kyiv, no
construction projects.
What was started before
the war was overgrown
with grass and woods, like
in my neighborhood on
Levashivska Street. This
was explained by the fact
that Kyiv was a center of
reactionary petty-
bourgeois elements, while
Kharkiv was full of dyna-
mism and new revolution-
ary forces (Humenna 1990:

99).
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According to the famous re-
searcher of Ukrainian literature
of the 1920s Yaryna Tsymbal,
‘Kharkiv, or rather the meta-
morphoses that it experienced
during some ten years, really
captivated, fascinated and “dic-
tated” itself as a theme’ (Tsym-
bal 2020: 55), as a result, the city
quickly got its literary biog-
raphy. The ‘Kharkiv text’ has
firmly entered the literary im-
agery of the time: ‘Kharkiv was
the center of literary life at that
time, and writers could not but
refer to the image and theme of
the city they lived in, so every
second urban work is about
Kharkiv' (Tsymbal 2010: 55). The
literary biography of the city was
also reproduced in numerous
autobiographical texts written
and published during the twen-
tieth century in Ukraine and
abroad.

Some of the autobiographers
(such as Mike Johansen, Yurii
Shevelev) were native Kharkiv
citizens, the new history of the
city was created before their
eyes and in their autobiograph-
ical works they could compare
the life of Kharkiv in different
periods of its existence.

Kharkiv as a theme of a large
canvas has been of interest to
me for a long time, and it inter-
ests me not because I know it
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best, I was born there, spent my
childhood, studied. Of course,
this also matters, but the theme
of Kharkiv prevails over the oth-
ers mainly because this place -
which today hosts industrial gi-
ants, who meet at the former
meeting place and gathering
place of merchants — more than
any other, was affected by the
creative and life-giving power of
the proletariat. Where there was
an old city with dilapidated
shacks and huge garbage dumps,
a new and gigantic city has ap-
peared, equal to, and in some
ways even exceeding European
ones. Those who know the old
Kharkiv will not say that this is
an exaggeration. I am not talk-
ing about the tremendous
changes in life that have oc-
curred during this time. Even in
our new buildings, I have not
seen such amazing metamor-
phoses in life as in Kharkiv (Jo-
hansen 1936: 2).

Other autobiographers (such as
Volodymyr Gzhytskyi, Dokiia
Humenna, Vasyl Mynko, Yurii
Smolych, Vasyl Sokil, Volodymyr
Sosiura) came to Kharkiv when
it became the capital of Ukraine,
so their autobiographies are full
of references to the first ac-
quaintance with the city, the
first impressions of it. For them,
as, for example, for Vasyl Myn-
ko, post-revolutionary Kharkiv
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was associated, first of all, with
the capital of Soviet Ukraine, ‘a
symbol of a new life, a better fu-
ture and the inevitability of
revolutionary transformations in
the social, economic, and spir-
itual spheres of human exist-
ence’ (Mynko 1981b: 39), because
‘the brightest pages of the na-
tional history of the early twen-
tieth century were written in
this Slobozhanskyi city: Mykola
Khvylovyi, Les Kurbas, Oles
Dosvitnyi, Volodymyr Sosiura
and others lived and worked
here; the literary and artistic or-
ganizations, the VAPLITE, the
world-renowned Berezil theater
were formed and broadcast their
ideas here’ (Mynko 1981b: 39).
Yurii Shevelev, a native Kharkiv
citizen, was convinced that the
city of that time was not suited
to be the capital:

The large industrialized
village of Kharkiv was not
built to be the capital of
Ukraine, much less was it
provided for this purpose,
because the new regime
was a regime of unheard-
of centralization and bu-
reaucratization of life. In
particular, with the cessa-
tion of private initiative,
all enterprises, except for
small crafts, were subject
to a central apparatus that
had to manage every
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plant, factory, and com-

mercial establishment.
This apparatus had to be
placed somewhere

(Shevelev 2001).

The lack of premises to accom-
modate public administration,
industrial associations, for the
life of numerous people who
daily filled the capital city was
very noticeable and all autobiog-
raphers without exception men-
tioned it.

There were essentially on-
ly two large and modernly
equipped buildings in the
city - the ‘Salamander’ and
the ‘Russia’. True, they
were residential buildings,
and their bathrooms,
kitchens and storerooms
were not provided to the
institutions, but there was
not much choice. It was
decided to throw all the
residents out of the ‘Sala-
mander’ and transfer all
the accommodation to the
‘heads’, then to the ‘trusts’.
[...] It was the time of so-
called ‘densification’, a
family should not have
more than a room, and it
was a blessing when they
could have a room. All
kitchens became commu-
nal. Other rooms were
given to whoever hap-
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pened to have a warrant,
and suddenly the resi-
dence became a cluster of
families that had nothing
to do with each other, and
the kitchen became a
communal hell (Shevelev
2001).

In 1923, the legendary lines of
the Ukrainian poet Pavlo Ty-
chyna appeared, who, having ar-
rived in the capital city, asked
him ‘Kharkiv, Kharkiv, where is
your face?. And gradually,
thanks to numerous construc-
tions, it began to appear.

The Old Kharkiv, mer-
chantly multi-storeyed in
the center and miserably
one-storeyed on the out-
skirts [...] was slowly
changing its face. At first,
when a new building ap-
peared, it was the number
one event. Such events re-
lated to buildings were:
the palace of the All-
Ukrainian Central Execu-
tive Committee, which
appeared in 1922 on
Tevelyev Square, on the
site of the former house of
the noble assembly; the
stock exchange (not the
labor exchange, but the
stock exchange that exist-
ed during the NEP) - in
1925, the sunny and slen-
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der Derzhprom, which
was built in the pasture
behind the university gar-
den. Simultaneously, new
residential buildings ap-
peared here and there
(Mynko 1981b: 270).

We can also find a portrait of
the new capital city in the auto-
biography of Dokiia Humenna, a
writer who lived in Kyiv at the
time, but often visited Kharkiv
on editorial and literary matters:

steppe city with streets
lined with buses and trol-
leybuses, with fast cars
(and in Kyiv you will see
cars here and there), with
accelerating and stubborn
winds, with dust, with two
faces: the provincial city of
yesterday,  disappearing
before our eyes, and mod-
ern slender  buildings,
squares in the distance,
surrounded by factories
and plants. Kyiv suits me

Kharkiv was growing and
expanding into the steppe.
Here, away from the bor-
der, plants and factories
grew, here were the capi-
tal’s buildings, at least the
House of Industry, which
Kharkiv residents were so
proud of as a miracle of
modern construction, with
a colossal square in front
of it... these new streets
and houses in the steppe
[...]. This is an industrial
capital in the steppe, and I
am walking in a new city...
[ don’t know anyone here
yet. But I feel this other
atmosphere, other people.
It is no longer a dreamy,
forested Kyiv with bloom-
ing canes in the streets,
with blossoming chest-
nuts, with sanatorium air,
but a dynamic industrial
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better and I immediately
began to long for Kyiv.
But... Here is life, writers
have already fled here,
here is the pulse of the
whole Ukraine... (Humen-
na 199o: 111-12).

During the 1920s-30s, a new face
of the city was formed, a new
city center was built with the
largest square in Europe, the
Dzerzhinskii Square (now Free-
dom Square), a complex of
buildings in the style of con-
structivism® was built around it,
such as Derzhprom (House of
State Industry), the House of
Projects, the House of Coopera-
tion, the first Soviet skyscrapers,
which became a symbol of the
power of the Soviet Union.

> More about this can be found in the
project ‘Constructivism. Kharkiv’' (Con-
structivism. Kharkiv n.d.).
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The unusual plan of its
construction was caused
by the need to fit the
building into a semicircle
of a round square. The
building of Derzhprom
consists of three H-shaped
blocks with long, radially
arranged buildings con-
nected by a kind of pas-
sages-bridges. There is a
legend that the different
heights of its blocks corre-
spond to the notes of the
‘International’. Reinforced
concrete, from which
Derzhprom was built, was
a relatively new material,
so the methods of calcu-
lating its structures were

According to the
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They dismantled the
horse-and-track city road.
The tram network was
slightly extended [...]. In
winter, the trams were not
heated, the windows were
covered with a thick layer
of ice, and the floor was
covered with icy snow. But
trolleybuses were brought,
and they ran from the sta-
tion along Katerynoslavska
and then Sumska streets,
in the wake of the former
horse-drawn carriage, and
two or three taxis even
appeared on Mykolaivska
Square (Shevelev 2001).

autobiog-

developed directly during
construction (Formuvan-
nia ukrai'ns'koi’ identych-
nosti 2006).

raphers, under the pretext of the
arrangement of the capital city,
there was also destruction, espe-
cially of churches.

In parallel, at the same time, a
complex of other city buildings
(administrative, educational,
residential) was also built in the
style of constructivism, in par-
ticular, the residential quarter
‘New Life’, now known as Za-
derzhprom (modern Science Av-
enue, Chichibabin street, Ro-
main Roland street, Culture
street of Kharkiv) was built di-
rectly behind the Derzhprom.
The transport system of the city
was also being rebuilt:

One of the first churches
to be blown up was St.
Nicholas Church, which
had previously been a
member of the Ukrainian
Orthodox Autocephalous
Church and enjoyed unu-
sual popularity among
Kharkiv residents. It was
destroyed under the pre-
text that it was obstructing
the straightening of the
tram line, and it was also
written that it was against
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the building of the All-
Ukrainian Central Execu-
tive Committee, and this
could not be tolerated.
Many more churches fol-
lowed. I had to witness the
destruction of the Myrrh-
bearing church,® the clos-
est to us (Shevelev 2001).

Despite the great development
of the city, the enthusiasm for
the creation of a new post-
revolutionary Soviet reality, the
native Kharkiv resident Yurii
Shevelev defined grey as the typ-
ical colour of the city:

Grey took over the behav-
ior of people and their
clothes, and it harmoni-
ously entered the city-
scape. Women’s hats dis-
appeared, no one could
even think of going out
with a veil on their face,
manicure was forgotten.
Men’s so-called caps re-
placed hats. Ties became
rare. Surdutas were forgot-
ten, the so-called sweat-

® The Myrrh-bearing Church has existed
in Kharkiv since the end of the seven-
teenth century, it was named in honour
of women-myrrh-bearers. It was rebuilt
again during the era of independent
Ukraine, during 2013-15, away from its
historical place, because during the So-
viet era another building was erected in
its place.
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shirt or plain shirt, of
course not embroidered,
spread. In winter, both
men and women wore cot-
ton woolen jackets, and
leather jackets became a
sign of the new elite in the
process of formation. [...]
In the grey city, it was not
possible to be colourful,
people had to become
grey, and they did
(Shevelev 2001).

According to Vasyl Sokil, ‘the
cultural life of the capital was
developing rapidly, dynamically,
promisingly and diversely. Liter-
ary life was full of discussions,
oral and printed (Sokil 1987:
69).

The researcher of Ukrainian lit-
erary life of the 1920s Rostyslav
Melnykiv noted that

From the summer of 1921,
in Kharkiv, the capital of
Soviet Ukraine, Vo-
lodymyr Koriak, an active
participant in the literary
process of the first revolu-
tionary years, a former fel-
low party member of Ellan
and a recent tsarist politi-
cal officer, has been gath-
ering around the newspa-
per, News of the All-
Ukrainian Central Execu-
tive Committee, edited by
the famous poet Vasyl El-
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lan-Blakytnyi, a leading
figure of the Ukrainian So-
cialist Revolutionary Party,
Mykola Khvylovyi, a vol-
unteer of the First World
War, a rebel against the
Hetmanate and a com-
munist since 1919, Vo-
lodymyr Sosiura, a recent-
ly demobilized Red Army
soldier, and not so long
ago a Cossack of the Army
of the Ukrainian People’s
Republic, and Master
Mykhailo Johansen are all
almost the same age, with
such different and at the
same time characteristic
destinies, in love with the
word and full of creative,
bubbling energy and faith
in themselves, in the
Ukrainian word, in the re-
newed Ukraine. It is with
their direct participation
and assistance that the lit-
erary process begins. It is
already interpreted by lit-
erary critics as one of the
most interesting phenom-
ena in the history of
Ukrainian literature (Mel-
nykiv 2013: 15-16).

A significant role in the literary
life of Kharkiv of that time was
played by the House of
Blakytnyi, the Peasant House,
the quarter called ‘Literary Fair’,
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literary loci that are mentioned
in almost every autobiography.
The history of these literary loci
began with a small room located
in the central part of the city at
Sumska Street, 13, where at that
time the editorial offices of the
newspapers News of the All-
Ukrainian  Central  Executive
Committee and Peasant’s Truth
were located. Vasyl Ellan-
Blakytnyi was the editor of the
News of the All-Ukrainian Cen-
tral Executive Committee news-
paper. He became the founder of
the Union of Proletarian Writers
‘Hart’ and held the first literary
parties of Ukrainian writers in a
small room of the editorial of-
fice. Here was organized the un-
ion of peasant writers ‘Plough’,
whose chairman was Serhiy Py-
lypenko.’

According to Vasyl Sokil, ‘the
most prominent center of cul-
tural and public life in general,
not only in Kharkiv, but in fact,
throughout Ukraine, was the
House of Blakytnyi’ (Sokil 1987:

7 Subsequently, other literary associa-
tions emerged, such as VAPLITE (Free
Academy of Proletarian Literature),
VUSPP (All-Ukrainian Union of Prole-
tarian Writers, which later became the
Union of Soviet Writers of Ukraine),
‘Avangard’, ‘New Generation’, ‘Molod-
niak’, and others. As Rostyslav Melnykiv
noted, ‘each of the organizations had its
own printed organ, which were formed
according to artistic, aesthetic and po-
litical preferences’ (Melnykiv 2013:18).
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69), located at 4, Kaplunivska
Street (now 4, Arts Street). ‘All
the main events related to the
development of Ukrainian litera-
ture of that time took place in it.
There were fierce debates in the
stormy passions, at that time es-
pecially sharply caused by the
combat pamphlets of Mykola
Khvylovyi <...>. Mykola Skryp-
nyk was an indispensable partic-
ipant and active speaker. And
especially important meetings
were attended by several secre-
taries of the Central Committee
and members of the govern-
ment’ (Sokil 1987: 70).

In 1929, the World Congress of
Progressive Writers of Capitalist
Countries was held here, among
the participants were French
writers Henri Barbusse and Ro-
main Roland. Maxim Gor’kii re-
peatedly performed in the
House of Blakytnyi. It was in this
house that the legendary billiard
duel between Mike Johansen
and Vladimir Maiakovskii took
place, in which the latter lost
and was forced to crawl under
the table, which was mentioned
by almost all autobiographers of
that time.

In 1922, the Union of Peasant
Writers ‘Pluh’ also received a
separate spacious room for 200
people on the ground floor of
the former inexpensive hotel
with rooms for peasants who
came to local fairs, at 4, Rosa
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Luxemburg Square (now 4,
Pavlivska Square). This locus
was then known as the Peasant
House. Literary parties, known
as ‘Pluzhanski Mondays’, chaired
by Serhii Pylypenko, also took
place here.

The ‘Literary Fair’ quarter® quar-
ter was the name given to the
area of the central part of the
city, from Sumska Street to
Pushkinska Street, from Theater
Square to Myrrh-bearing Square,
the place where numerous
newspaper and magazine edito-
rial offices were located, as well
as the large ‘State Publishing As-
sociation of Ukraine’. According
to Iurii Smolych’s memoirs, ‘on
the sidewalks of these three
blocks, one could always meet
someone from the writers and
editorial staff: literary news and
editorial sensations were ex-
changed here. Here one could
‘sell’ and ‘buy’ poems, short sto-
ries, plays and novels’ (Smolych
1968: 25).

In autumn 1926, Les Kurbas’s
theater ‘Berezil’ moved from Ky-
iv to Kharkiv. Before that, ac-
cording to Yurii Shevelev, ‘there
were actually two theaters in
Kharkiv: a drama theater on
Sumska Street and an opera the-

® From 1928, the name ‘Literary Fair
was also given to the literary revue of
the literary organization VAPLITE and
its supporters. It was published from
December 1928 to February 1930.
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ater on Rymarska Street’
(Shevelev 2001). These theaters
staged plays exclusively by for-
eign playwrights, and Russian
troupes were frequently on tour.
The appearance of the ‘Berezil’
theater in Kharkiv was perceived
by the citizens ambiguously. Ac-
cording to Yurii Sheveley,
Kharkiv citizens did not accept
the first performance of the the-
ater, the hall was almost empty,
but over time Les Kurbas and his
troupe were able to win the love
of the public and each premiere
of the theater became a real
event in the cultural life of the
city.

According to Vasyl Sokil’s ob-
servations, it was ‘the time of en-
thusiastic hobbies! The first
Ukrainian opera house! The first
state theater! Ukrainization! Ur-
banization! We are creating a
new culture, a new theater, a
new art! (Sokil 1987: 65), ‘free-
dom of relations, freedom of be-
havior, freedom of creativity,
freedom of discussion, that is,
everything that is inherent in a
democratic system’ (Sokil 1987:
82).

We are reading the adver-
tising page: in the ‘Berezil’
theater, from November
29 to December 35, 1927,
there will be performances
of the opera Mikado by
M. Johansen and O. Vysh-
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nia (after Salivan), the
drama by I. Dniprovskyi
The Apple Captivity, the
tragedy by Karpenko-Kary
Savva Chaly, the eccen-
tricity by V. Yaroshenko
Hooligan, the melodrama
by V. Hugo The King is
playing. New premieres
are announced: Armored
Train by V. Ivanov and
Sadie by V.S. Moem, in
which, as Mykola Khvylo-
vyi later wrote: ‘Uzhviy
was going crazy and “Be-
rezil” gave the illusion of
an exotic downpour’ (Sokil
1987: 66).

Kharkiv citizens accepted the
innovative theater of Les Kurbas,
his bold directorial decisions,
original interpretation of roles
by actors, colourful stage design.
‘The performances of “Berezil”
were really the holidays of
Ukrainian cultural life of those
times. And everyone was impa-
tiently waiting for new premi-
eres, new creative discoveries of
the famous theater directed by
Les Kurbas’ (Sokil 1987: 76).

In the late 1920s, the ‘housing
issue’ became important for the
writers of that time, who mostly
lived in rented rooms or were
‘crammed’ in communal apart-
ments in Kharkiv. For example,
Pavlo Tychyna, who moved from
Kyiv to Kharkiv to head the Red
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Way magazine, lived in a small
editorial room.

In the mid-1920s, writers living
in Kharkiv at the time appealed
to the government to build them
a cooperative house. The gov-
ernment agreed, part of the
funds for the construction of a
cooperative house for writers
was allocated by the state, the
rest of the writers had to raise
on their own and pay off within
fifteen years. In 1927, the con-
struction of this house began in
the upland district of Kharkiv (at
the time the outskirts of the
city) in Bairachnyi lane (later
Red Writers Street, now 9, Cul-
ture Street). The house was built
in the style of Kharkiv construc-
tivism.

In 1930 the construction was
completed and 66 apartments
received their first owners.

The house was built in the shape
of the letter ‘C’, which is why it
was called ‘Slovoe [Word]
(‘Cnoso’ in Ukrainian). Accord-
ing to the memories of one of
the first residents of this house
Volodymyr Gzhytskyi:

The House of Writers ‘Slo-
vo deserves close atten-
tion and to be remem-
bered dearly. Sixty-six
writers with their families
lived in this beautiful
house. It was like one big
family. For the three years
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that I lived there, I do not
recall any conflict between
families or individuals.
The angel of peace seemed
to hover over the house.
[...] People of different lit-
erary groups lived in ‘Slo-
vo’, but this could not af-
fect human politeness.
Meeting in the courtyard
or in the city, the inhabit-
ants greeted each other
amiably as cultural people,
although they may have
been fundamental antago-
nists (Gzhytskyi 2011: 305-
06).

‘It was a cheerful, friendly, joyful
house. Open to all, hospitable’
(Sokil 1987: 85), wrote another
first inhabitant of this house,
Vasyl Sokil, who at the same
time noted that

this house is waiting for a
chronicler who will be
able to write everything
about this house, from its
first days to the last.® I

? The chroniclers of this house will ap-
pear later. The history of the life of this
house during the first seven years of its
existence will be written by Volodymyr
Gzhytskyi (Gzhytskyi 2011), Yurii Smol-
ych (Smolych 1968, Smolych 1969,
Smolych 1972), in 1966 Volodymyr Kul-
ish’'s memoirs Word about the House
Slovo (Kulish 1966) will appear. Already
in our time, the Internet projects
‘ProSlovo’ (ProSlovo n.d.) and ‘Con-
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confess that I am incapa-
ble of doing so, because it
is impossible to contain in
one work all the short-
lived joys of the early years
with the endless tragedies
that took place within the
walls of this famous and
God-cursed house (Sokil

1987: 84).

The autobiographies of the first
inhabitants of this house provide
a detailed description of it:

The house had five floors
and 68 rooms. It also had
five stairwells, or entranc-
es, as they were called in
the ‘Slovo’. Each entrance
had access to the street
and the courtyard. [...]
Each dwelling consisted of
five or four rooms. The
rooms faced the yard and
the street. [...] All dwell-
ings had a bathhouse, a
dressing room, a kitchen
with a small stove and it
had to be heated with coal
or wood. [..] The house

structivism. Kharkiv’ (Constructivism.
Kharkiv n.d.). In 2017, a documentary
film directed by Taras Tomenko The
House ‘Slovo’ will be shot about the his-
tory of this house and its famous inhab-
itants, in 2019 Taras Tomenko will
shoot a feature film of the same name.
Kharkiv Literary Museum will prepare
and publish a board game dedicated to
the Slovo House and its inhabitants.
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had central steam heating
(Kulish 1966: 10).

There are basements and
semi-basements  around
the perimeter of the
house. A bomb shelter was
made under the first en-
trance before the war. Un-
der the second and third
there was the stoker of the
house. And in the semi-
basement of the fifth en-
trance, two apartments
were turned into a dining
room for the residents of
the house. [...] A solarium
was built on the roof
above the first and second
entrances. The front door
was made of massive oak.
A large garden with flower
beds was laid out next to
the house. It had a spa-
cious yard, part of which
was intended for volley-
ball, and in winter this ar-
ea was flooded with water
for skating. The whole
house, garden and yard
were surrounded by a low
brick fence (Sokil 1987:

85).

Among the first inhabitants of
the house ‘Slovo’ were primarily
writers, poets, playwrights, art-
ists, composers, actors, people
who knew each other well, who
together created a new reality.
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‘We all had great hopes... We
had great hopes. It was a time of
great hopes and unfulfilled ex-
pectations. And even some be-
lieved (as I am a sinner) that it
was a time of great opportuni-
ties’ (Sokil 1987: 88). Numerous
stories of love, hunting, and
mischief of the first inhabitants
of the ‘Slovo’ house are de-
scribed in detail in the autobiog-
raphies of Ukrainian authors®.
The free development of litera-
ture and art lasted until the end
of the 1920s, and in 1930 the
state system began to strengthen
punitive measures. One after
another, high-profile public tri-
als began to take place, the par-
ticipants of which were accused
of espionage and harmful coun-
ter-revolutionary activities.

In 1930, the infamous trial of the
Union for the Liberation of
Ukraine took place on the stage
of the then Capital Opera
(Kharkiv Opera House), tickets
to which were distributed free of
charge through trade unions to
employees, workers, students.

10

See the autobiographies of Ostap
Vyshnia (Vyshnia 1927), Mike Johansen
(Johansen 2009), Valerian Polishchuk
(Polishchuk 1997), Volodymyr Sosiura
(Sosiura 2010), the memoirs of Vo-
lodymyr Kulish (Kulish 1966), Vo-
lodymyr Gzhytskyi (Gzhytskyi 20m),
Dokiia Humenna (Humenna 1990),
Yurii Smolych (Smolych 1968, Smolych
1969, Smolych 1972), Vasyl Sokil (Sokil
1987) and others.
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Many people witnessed this pro-
cess, SO
many memoirs of eyewitnesses.

On the dock, you see,
there were pests in various
spheres of life: science,
culture, medicine, educa-
tion, industry, agriculture
with detailed branches
such as agronomy, seed
production, = mechaniza-
tion, livestock, beet grow-
ing, etc. Sitting on the
stage of the opera house
were the main leaders,
under whose leadership,
allegedly, hundreds and
thousands of members of
criminal organizations
were acting in schools, in-
stitutes, collective farms,
hospitals, factories... Eve-

rywhere and anywhere
they ‘fiercely resisted so-
cialist construction,

sought to disorganize and
destroy the entire state
system on the instructions
of Western intelligence’.
The process of the Union
for the Liberation of
Ukraine ended with a fa-
mous sentence (Sokil 1987:

89-90).

From 1931, mass arrests began,
people disappeared one by one,
according to the memoirs of au-
tobiographers:

it is documented in
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For five short years, from
1931 to 1936, a lot of disas-
ters were committed in
Kharkiv. =~ They  extin-
guished everything good,
ignited disaster... The sui-
cides of Mykola Khvylovyi
in May and Mykola Skryp-
nyk in July 1933, [...] the
removal of Kurbas and the
renaming of ‘Berezil’ to
the state-owned
T. H. Shevchenko Theater
(yes, it must be T.H.,
Taras, probably, would
sound too nationalistic)
were loud events. But no
less, and maybe more ter-
rible for us than in their
incomprehensibility and
meaninglessness were the
quiet events, the disap-
pearance of people at
night, the disappearance
of organizations and insti-
tutions, the uncertainty —
‘Is it my turn today? Or
tomorrow? Or maybe nev-
er? (Shevelev 2001).

People could be arrested even by
accident, not finding someone at
home (and the plan of arrests
had to be fulfilled) or confusing

the names, arresting the wrong

286

Papers: Special Section

people for whom the warrant
was issued.”

Experimental theatrical produc-
tions were curtailed, literary or-
ganizations were liquidated, the
number of literary newspapers,
magazines, revues were reduced,
party ‘purges’ open to the public
began, during which the accused
publicly confessed all his sins to
the Soviet society.

The sinner repented and
promised to reform, and
each of those present had
the right and was encour-
aged to use this right to
speak against the sinner
and repentant, to cite their
other anti-party acts or
statements, the repent-
ance was proclaimed in-
sincere and incomplete,
the accused had not only
to express all their faults,
but also to ‘reveal their
methodological roots’.
These public torture ses-
sions dragged on for hours
and hours, deep into the
night, lasting many days,
driving the victim to hys-
teria and despair, and the
accusers to sadistic frenzy
(Shevelev 2001).

" Thus, instead of Vasyl Mynko, Vasyl
Mysyk was arrested and sent into exile
(Nykonorova 2012).
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In 1933, the life of the inhabit-
ants of the ‘Slovo’ house
changed dramatically. The peri-
od of state control, supervision,
prohibitions, and restrictions
began. ‘Later it became worse.
Control and supervision is only a
stepping stone to the final re-
prisal against unwanted people.
Mass arrests, prisons, exile be-
gan. And executions’ (Sokil 1987:
101).

The real tragedy of the ‘Slovo’
House began in late April 1933,
when Mykhailo Yalovyi, a friend
and associate of Mykola Khvylo-
vyi, was arrested. On May 13,
1933, Mykola Khvylovyi commit-
ted suicide. The residents of the
house stopped visiting each oth-
er, playing volleyball in the yard
andhunting together, it became
dangerous to meet more than
two people. The House of
Blakytnyi closed. According to
Vasyl Sokil, ‘dark nights, black
days’ are coming. In the house
‘Slovo’, each of its residents was
under strict control according to
all the laws of the punitive ma-
chine.

According to Vasyl Sokil: ‘From
the point of view of the punitive
bodies, it was a fortress of the
nationalist counter-revolution,
an environment of anti-Soviet
conspiracies, a bastion of espio-
nage activities of residents of all
foreign intelligence agencies
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that were possible at that time’
(Sokil 1987: 110).

Having all Ukrainian writ-
ers in one pile, it was easi-
er to control their lives.
The NKVD" had its ears
and eyes here, with the
help of those who knew in
great detail everything
that was happening in the
house. To this we must
add telephones, which in
those days were simply
impossible for individuals
to get. And suddenly one
day, whether you wanted
it or not, they were intro-
duced in all homes. Is it
worth mentioning that
during the investigation
against this or that writer,
their telephone conversa-
tions were cited word for
word as evidence for the
prosecution? (Kulish 1966:
12)

One by one, the residents of the
house began to disappear. Dur-
ing the day, they usually did not
come to arrest them. Every
evening the residents of the
house would listen out for any
noise, trying to understand who
they came for this time. They
went to bed in tension with

12

People’s Commissariat for Internal
Affairs.
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things prepared in advance. Psy-
chological tension was growing,
not everyone could stand it. Vo-
lodymyr Sosiura, unable to with-
stand the tension, was admitted
to a psychiatric hospital,” before
that he repented in uncon-
sciousness before the punitive
machine:"

When the arrests of
Ukrainian Soviet writers
began, I was afraid that my
faith in people was shat-
tered. I, we all knew this
person as a good, honest,
Soviet man. Suddenly he is
an enemy of the people.
And so blow after blow,
and all in the soul, the
soul of the people, because
writers are the expressors
of the people’s soul. I be-
lieved the way the deaths
of Khvylovyi and Skrypnyk
were officially interpreted,
and I sincerely said that I
loved these people and
that it was very hard for
me to be disappointed in
them. That I condemn
their suicide as a horror of
responsibility before the
Tribunal of the Commune,
as a shameful desertion.

® This psychiatric hospital is known in
Kharkiv as ‘Saburova Dacha’.

* However, even public repentance did
not save him later from persecution for
the poem ‘Love Ukraine’.
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The secretary of the dis-
trict committee said that
the speeches of Kulish,
Dosvitnyi and Kasianenko
were unsatisfactory, but
she found my speech sin-
cere and that it satisfied
her. Others agreed with
this (Sosiura 2010: 152).

According to the memoirs of the
autobiographers, it was impossi-
ble to leave the house, to escape
to other places, because it would
automatically be interpreted as
an admission of guilt. The doors
of the entrances to the street
were locked tightly, and the
NKVD officers were constantly
on duty at the entrance to the
courtyard. The house plunged
into an atmosphere of fear, sus-
picion, gradually turning into a
dead house.”

It was dangerous for the resi-
dents to keep ego-documents
(diaries, letters, memoirs, auto-
biographies), as each personal
document could become accus-
satory material in the subse-
quent court case.

Many years later, with the open-
ing of the KGB™ archives and the
publication of the materials of
investigative cases, researchers
received more information

> At that time, it was called by local res-
idents the ‘House of Pre-trial Deten-
tion’, and later - ‘Crematorium’.

'® State Security Committee.
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about the fate of the residents of
the ‘Slovo’ house. According to
statistics, during 1933-1938, resi-
dents of 40 apartments out of 68
were repressed, 33 of them were
shot, 1 of them (the most tal-
ented artists such as Les Kurbas,
Mykola Kulish, Hryhorii Epik,
Oleksa Slisarenko, Mykhailo
Yalovyi, Valerian Polishchuk,
Valerian Pidmohylnyi, Antin and
his sons Bohdan and Ostap
Krushelnytskyi, Andrii Panov)
were shot in the Sandarmokh
tract in Karelia on the same day
— November 3, 1937, a few days
earlier Mike Johansen was shot
in Sandarmokh, and two more
residents of the house died in
exile. Some of them managed to
survive and return home many
years later.

During the Soviet era, references
to repressed Ukrainian writers of
the 1920s-30s were banned, their
literary works were removed
from school and university cur-
ricula and textbooks, libraries
and bookstores, their publica-
tions were resumed in the era of
independent Ukraine.

In 1934, the capital of Ukraine
was transferred to Kyiv, and the
systematic construction of a
conscious Soviet society began.
Kharkiv became a powerful in-
dustrial, scientific, educational,
trade, transport center, which in
February 2022 had one and a

Autobiogragesl - Number 11/2022

half million inhabitants, was re-
peatedly recognized as the best
Ukrainian city for living stand-
ards, had a full set of awards
from the European Council.
During the Second World War,
the city went through occupa-
tion and destruction. Kharkiv
suffered and continues to suffer
significant damage due to the
war between Russia and Ukraine
in 2022. However, the period of
1920s-30s remained one of the
most significant stages of the
city’s life, the period that deter-
mined the vectors of further de-
velopment of Kharkiv, formed
its modern portrait. Literary
mapping of the city continues in
the ego-texts of the next genera-
tions of autobiographers, and
therefore can become the object
of further scientific research.
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Svitlana Kryvoruchko

Biographical fiction: love/patience in QOksana

Zabuzhko’s novel Field Studies in Ukrainian Sex

The novel of the Ukrainian contemporary writer Oksana Zabuzhko (born in
1960) Field Studies in Ukrainian Sex (1998) can be appropriately attributed to
the fiction critique (critical fiction) movement of the turn of the twenty-first
century. The article identifies emotional and psychological problems in the re-
lationship between a man / woman in the complex syntax of the novel, which
is a sign of O. Zabuzhko’s idiostyle. O. Zabuzhko’s parents’ biographical facts
are woven into the fabric of the novel. They mentally influenced the formation
of the phenomenon of the genius of the Ukrainian writer of the turn of the
twentieth-twenty-first centuries, which arose through pain as an overcoming
of the feeling of fear and the complex of slave consciousness thanks to love,

which fills with meaning any activity of an individual: art, life, relationships.

The novel of the Ukrainian con-
temporary writer Oksana
Zabuzhko (born in 1960) Field
Studies in Ukrainian Sex (1998)
can be appropriately attributed
to the fiction critique (critical
fiction) movement of the turn of
the twenty-first century.

Drawing on a feminist critical
approach, it is appropriate to
analyze that the main character
of the novel is a woman, Oksa-
na. It is through the image of
Oksana that the novel reveals
the ideas, conflicts and pathos of
the space of love and/or pa-
tience. The biographical method
helps to comprehend the rela-
tionship between the author and
her work by using the concepts
of ‘author as subject of con-
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sciousness’ and ‘personality of
the writer’.

The novel traces the principles
of fiction critique (Kryvoruchko
2016), including the writer’s at-
tempt to revive the communica-
tive act, to establish communi-
cation between the author and
the reader. The writer addresses
the reader: ‘Ladies and gentle-
men’. She tells a ‘story’, it seems,
to the reader, but in fact here
the author/author communica-
tion opens: O. Zabuzhko writes
for herself, establishes a dia-
logue with herself, ‘narrates’ to
herself in order to better under-
stand her own ego, to know her-
self and the space of love she has
entered. In addition to the read-
er and the author, there is a nar-
ratee — the listener Donna, to
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whom the heroine Oksana tells
about her love, subconsciously
trying to highlight the ‘Ukraini-
an’ at the level of male/female
relations. The orientation to-
wards ‘Ukrainian’ is introduced
in the very title of the novel
through the term ‘Ukrainian
sex’. Donna, like Oksana, is an
intellectual: ‘She is writing her
dissertation on genderism in
post-communist politics’
(Zabuzhko 1998: 12). Despite
the complex syntax and intellec-
tual vocabulary, O. Zabuzhko
strives to be understandable; she
clarifies and illuminates the her-
oine’s experiences and her ana-
lytical observations. To do this,
the writer adheres to the plot,
depicts the environment, interi-
ors, and narrates (plot nodes of
communication  between a
woman and a man, the peculiar-
ity of the heroine-writer’s exist-
ence and the process of writing,
the mission or meaning of the
writer’s / creative personality’s /
artist’s life).

Regarding the genre of this
work, researchers K. Abramova,
O. Punina argue that the text
deploys ‘the features of a philo-
sophical novel, a novel-
confession, a feminist novel,
memoirs, autobiography, diary,
psychoanalytic research, essay’
(Abramova et al. 2016: 80).
Ukrainian researcher T. Cher-
kashyna in her monograph
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Memoir and Autobiographical
Prose of the Twentieth Century:
Ukrainian Vision in paragraph
3.6, ‘Fictionalization of One’s
Own Life Path: from Literary
Non-Fiction to  Autofiction’
comprehends memoir and auto-
biographical fiction as memoir
writing (Cherkashyna 2014: 290).
T. Cherkashyna emphasizes that
in Ukrainian literature in the
discourse of the novel, novella
and short story ‘a whole layer of
synthesized genres has emerged,
which have absorbed the typical
features of both documentary
and fiction’ (Cherkashyna 2014:
290). It should be noted that in
O. Zabuzhko’s work Field Stud-
ies in Ukrainian Sex these very
tendencies can be traced. T.
Cherkashyna states that ‘The au-
tobiographical story covers a
small time period of the author’s
life... the history of the for-
mation and development of the
author’s personality, the origins
of their worldview and life val-
ues, the history of internal psy-
chological ~ changes’ (Cher-
kashyna 2014: 291). These works
have ‘one main plot line, [...] the
author’s main attention is drawn
to [...] the emotional atmos-
phere, to the inner psychological
experiences of her characters’
(Cherkashyna 2014 : 291).

I would like to draw attention to
the technique of postmodernists
of the second half of the twenti-
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eth century, which was noted by
L.I. Ilyin, when a scientist writes
as a writer, and a writer as a sci-
entist: ‘poetic thinking is charac-
terized by modern postmodern
theorists as a fundamental fea-
ture of postmodern sensibility.
Its essence lies in the fact that
philosophers turn to the very
way of artistic, poetic compre-
hension of thought... Another
aspect of the same phenomenon
is the fact that critics and theo-
rists act mostly as philosophers,
and writers and poets as art the-
orists’ (Ilyin 2000: 211). Not only
postmodernists wrote this way.
For example, S. de Beauvoir is
not part of the postmodernist
discourse, although her works
harmoniously combine scholarly
and fiction writing. Similarly, O.
Zabuzhko establishes this ‘pro-
gram’ in the title of the work:
Field Studies in Ukrainian Sex.
The term ‘field studies’ was new
for the Ukrainian linguistic
mentality of the academic com-
munity in the gos and Its signifi-
cance remains unclear in 2022.
This is a loan translation from
English of ‘field studies’ - literal-
ly field studies, but in fact it is
something like sociological re-
search-surveys or pedagogical
experiments: testing some prin-
ciples in the public space. If a
non-academic reader saw this
title, they might imagine a field
with wheat, or flowers, or some-
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thing else that has absolutely
nothing to do with it. And the
title itself already contains the
writer’s challenge to the reader:
he must be an intellectual, he
must know what field research
is. This book is thus for a very
advanced readership. Categori-
cally, this work cannot be de-
fined as postmodern, despite the
game with the title, because
there is no double coding in it at
all.

This work belongs to elite litera-
ture, as it is aimed only at highly
educated readers (Kryvoruchko
2012). And the heroine-writer
herself even notes: she is not
understood when she speaks;
she is listened to, looked at, but
the essence of the message is not
grasped, because the author her-
self occupies a more elite posi-
tion than the general public.
Zabuzhko is well aware of this,
and she is absolutely satisfied
with it: to be better, smarter
than her contemporaries. ‘When
nobody, no way, understands
words’ (Zabuzhko 1998: 16). The
heroine-writer speaks to an au-
dience that does not understand
her. People came to see her and
benefit from her strong energy,
which is supposed to be trans-
mitted in the sense of words, but
is perceived on more emotional
deeper levels: with the skin, in
the process of communication
between the artist and the
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crowd. O. Zabuzhko conveys in
the work the meeting of the
writer and readers: ‘in the midst
of the festival program, in the
thick fumes of sweat and alco-
hol, where you came down from
the stage, having recited your
two poems, two damn good po-
ems just in the drunken hum of
circular flashing of yellow-
spotted fictions merged into
one, or rather, on top of it hold-
ing on to the sound of your own
voice, which does not count on
anything, only on words’
(Zabuzhko 1998: 16). Unlike the
concept of the ‘writer’, who nev-
er intersects with the reader, but
communicates with him only
through the reader’s imagina-
tion and the recipient’s ability to
create in his mind the artistic
world that the writer has formed
in the work with the help of
words, O.Zabuzhko depicts a
writer who meets and sees ‘her
reader’. This reader is drunk, not
reading, unable to form some-
thing in their own imagination,
not understanding, but really
present in her writing life. This
action - the exchange of ener-
gies — is defined in the novel as a
‘public orgasm’ (Zabuzhko 1998:
16). This is a metaphor for the
euphoria that a certain person
feels when speaking in front of
an audience (the public) because
that person is strong and en-
dowed with the virtue of ‘power’:
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the ability to hold an audience
because they like you. This func-
tion was given to the ancient
Greek goddess Aphrodite - she
was liked, so everyone wanted to
be with her and wanted to make
love to her. The audience wants
its ‘idol’, the ‘reader’ wants the
‘writer’, but cannot have him be-
cause he is unattainable.

In the novel, O. Zabuzhko de-
fines the figure of the writer: in-
telligent, unattainable, incom-
prehensible to the majority,
causing desire. Communication
takes place, but not in the intel-
lectual, rather in the emotional
plane. The title Field Studies re-
fers to genres like a scientific ar-
ticle or monograph, but the
writer defines the work itself as
a novel (not essay). That is, the
reader is presented with a work
of fiction which is a novel that
stylistically contains the features
of an essay, diary and includes
biographical facts of the writer’s
life, albeit creatively compre-
hended and processed, so it is
built on the material of docu-
ments, but is not itself a docu-
ment.

This is not an autobiography,
nor a diary. This is a work of fic-
tion, in which the heroine
Oksana should not be identified
with  the  writer = Oksana
Zabuzhko, as she is a literary
image, a product of the writer’s
imagination. However, in this
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novel there are biographemes
from O. Zabuzhko’s real life,
which give the biographical fic-
tion a documentary flavor. This
heroine is an intellectual who
seeks to understand herself, the
time, the environment: the end
of the twentieth century. The
invariability of the heroine is
that she, like all women at all
times, seeks love; she wants a re-
lationship with a man. The
problems of communication be-
tween a woman and a man
(Kryvoruchko et al. 2021b) are
the angle from which O.
Zabuzhko creates a picture of
the world of the novel. The con-
tinuation of the title, in Ukraini-
an sex, is an allusion to S. de
Beauvoir's essay ‘The Second
Sex’ of 1949, in which the French
writer comprehended a woman
as a phenomenon in the history
of mankind. O. Zabuzhko also
seeks to ‘know’ a woman, but
not in diachrony - she is a per-
son of the end of the twentieth
century. This woman already has
freedom of choice, the right to
work at the university, free rela-
tionships with men outside mar-
riage.

The work traces the features of
fiction criticism. O. Zabuzhko
revives the plot (the life of the
heroine-writer abroad, etc.), de-
picts the modern environment
(the heroine’s communication),
refers to the procedural nature
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of the narrative (through a high-
ly complex, elitist way of using
the syntax). The work undergoes
a genre transformation thanks
to its representational aims: to
depict the survival of a post-
colonial personality in a post-
totalitarian / post-imperial /
post-Soviet atmosphere; to re-
veal the complex of inferiority
and ethnic minority. To do this,
the writer implants features of
essays, scientific articles, autobi-
ography into the discourse of
the novel.

O. Zabuzhko depicts the envi-
ronment: the circumscription of
leading Ukrainian intellectuals
who integrate into the Western
space and are successful and
patriotic. Having the opportuni-
ty to stay and work in the Unit-
ed States (as most would have
done in the 1990s), they return
to Ukraine - to a ‘native’ pain, a
‘Ukrainian’ one as suggested by
the subconscious of the heroine:
‘our only choice [...] is between
victim and executioner: between
non-existence and existence that
kills’ (Zabuzhko 1998: 113).

The question that arises in the
‘ladies and gentlemen’: why does
the heroine allow her husband
to behave in such a way towards
her? Why does not she quit /
change / answer? O. Zabuzhko
gives the answer at the end of
the novel: it is a matter of na-
tional mentality, genetic
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memory - the ability to endure.
‘the same can be done with na-
tions’ (Zabuzhko 1998: 13). In
this spectrum, the writer reveals
that ‘Literature’ is ‘a form of na-
tional therapy’ (Zabuzhko 1998:
113). And the novel itself, which
O. Zabuzhko writes, among oth-
er things (or even primarily) for
herself, is this therapy: a psycho-
logically damaged woman tries
to heal herself in the process of
self-telling about her painful but
chosen love, which filled her life
with thrills and fullness of being,
but with the taste of the object
of love not meeting the woman’s
expectations. He is just ‘not her
man’.

The features of fiction critique in
Field Studies reveal auto-
fictionalism or biographical fic-
tion, which is the basis for plac-
ing the work in the discourse of
ego-literature. The critical orien-
tation of the novel is the basis
for defining the work as a dia-
logic one (Kryvoruchko 2014),
since it traces references to the
scientific and literary heritage of
the past, which becomes a syn-
thesis of O. Zabuzhko’s imagina-
tion and reflection, because the
text is formed on the border of
science and art. The mixing of
narrative instances of the author
O. Zabuzhko and the heroine
Oksana occurs in a combination
of biographism and essayism in
fiction. Therefore, there is a dif-
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ficulty in defining the genre,
which the writer outlined as a
novel. The ‘adies and gentle-
men’ are tempted to read Field
Studies as a psychological strip-
tease by O. Zabuzhko, although
[ am sure that this is a trap of
the writer, who created a ‘myth’
for the reader as a model of her-
self, which she would like to
present: fatal S&M-intellectual-
unattainable-incomprehensible.

With her non-standard narra-
tives, O. Zabuzhko has created a
different type of writing that dif-
fers from the previous Ukrainian
and European tradition, which is
ahead of its contemporaries and
can become a model for the fu-
ture.

The problems of mutual under-
standing of man and woman re-
duces aesthetics to miniaturiza-
tion. The writer focuses on the
heroine, her private life and the
psychology of her internal reac-
tions to the world around her.
The love of the chosen woman is
much more important than cat-
aclysms. The novel resembles a
letter. Structurally, it is unified,
without division into sections...
According to the principles of
fiction criticism, narrative min-
imalism can be traced in the
work Field Studies in Ukrainian
Sex, as the intrigue (the hero-
ine’s love, the development of
relations between a man and a
woman) and characters are re-
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duced to an intimate level. The
artistic space (the life of a suc-
cessful intellectual abroad into
dreamland) is presented by the
writer from a different angle: as
a debunking of the ‘myth’ of life
in the United States, and this
helps the reader to see the reali-
ties in an unusual critical inter-
pretation. The artistic world of
the novel is an ‘invention’ of O.
Zabuzhko, which is due to her
individual style: the existence of
a disappointed woman in love
through the prism of the crea-
tive process is a ‘creation’ of
paintings, poems, essays, arti-
cles, her own life.

The desire to communicate with
the reader can be traced in the
writer’s prediction of their opin-
ion about the characters of the
novel, which O. Zabuzhko in-
troduces in the work: ‘national
masochists’ and ‘autistic maniac’
(Zabuzhko 1998: 46). But O.
Zabuzhko seeks this communi-
cation with an intellectually ‘ad-
vanced’ reader, who has to be
oriented in nuances. For exam-
ple, when depicting the financial
insolvency of Mark, Rosie’s hus-
band, it is emphasized ‘even be-
ing a full professor, he is, of
course, unable to  pay
(Zabuzhko 1998: 46). Full pro-
fessor is a literal translation
from the English of ‘full profes-
sor, which is equal to the
Ukrainian title of professor,
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awarded by the Ministry of Edu-
cation for normative achieve-
ments, resulting in a certain
percentage being added to the
salary (33% in Ukraine). So, if
Mark was a full Professor, his
salary would be higher, and
maybe he could pay for his
wife’s psychoanalyst. But when
O. Zabuzhko writes ‘full profes-
sor, these 