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Introduction	 to	 the	Special	 Issue	Russian	Autobio-

graphical	 Writing	 in	 the	 Twenty	 and	 Twenty-First	
Centuries	–	Part	1	

	
	
AvtobiografiЯ.	 Journal	 on	 Life	
Writing	 and	 the	 Representation	
of	the	Self	in	Russian	Culture	was	
founded	in	2011	as	part	of	the	re-
search	 project	The	 Refraction	 of	
the	Self.	Autobiographical	Forms	
and	Genres	and	Memoirs	in	Rus-
sian	Culture	of	19th	and	20th	C.,1	
funded	 by	 the	 University	 of	
Padua	and	led	by	Claudia	Crivel-
ler.	It	was	the	first	academic	pro-
ject	to	be	entirely	devoted	to	the	
study	 of	 auto/biographical	writ-
ing	in	Russian	culture.	A	team	of	
eighteen	scholars	–	 from	Russia,	
Italy,	France,	the	UK	and	Austria	
and	specializing	 in	 several	 areas	
of	Russian	studies	–	was	created	
to	 work	 on	 different	 aspects	 of	
Russian	 auto/biographical	 writ-
ing	 over	 the	 centuries.	 During	
the	first	meeting	of	the	research	
team,	Criveller	and	Andrea	Gul-
lotta,	 the	 research	 fellow	 hired	
for	 the	 project,	 proposed	 creat-
ing	 an	 international	 journal	 to	
root	this	field	of	study	in	the	in-
ternational	 academic	 communi-
																																																								
1	 More	 detailed	 information	 about	 the	
project	is	available	at	the	project’s	web-
site	(Refractions	n.d.).	

ty	of	scholars.	The	proposal	was	
endorsed	 by	 the	 research	 team,	
and	most	of	 its	members	decid-
ed	to	become	part	of	the	editori-
al	board.	At	 the	same	 time,	 sev-
eral	 internationally	 renowned	
scholars	 agreed	 to	 become	 part	
of	 the	 advisory	 board	 of	 the	
journal.	In	2012	the	journal’s	first	
issue	was	published:	it	contained	
the	articles	derived	from	the	pa-
pers	presented	at	the	first	of	the	
two	conferences	of	the	project.		
	
AvtobiografiЯ	 over	 time	 grew	
more	 structured	 and	 became	 a	
reference	point	 for	the	scholarly	
community	 for	 what	 concerns	
the	 study	 of	 auto/biographical	
writings	 in	Russian	 culture.	 The	
growing	 interest	 in	 Russian	 au-
to/biographical	 studies	 both	 in	
Russia	 and	 abroad	 has	 testified	
for	the	timeliness	of	the	journal;2	
																																																								
2	Of	the	many	projects	and	initiatives	in	
the	 field	 of	 Russian	 Life	 Writing,	 the	
Nauchno-uchebnaia	 gruppa	 mezhdistsi-
plinarnykh	 issledovanii	 avtobiografii	
[Research	 Group	 for	 Interdisciplinary	
Studies	of	Autobiography]	of	the	Higher	
School	of	Economics	(HSE)	 led	by	Yuri	
Zaretsky	 and	 Elena	 Karpenko	 deserves	
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yet,	 the	 vast	majority	 of	 studies	
published	 elsewhere	 on	 Russian	
Life	Writing	 seem	 to	 ignore	 the	
Western	 tradition	 of	 au-
to/biographical	scholarship	(and	
some	 terms	 now	 rooted	 in	 that	
tradition	have	not	even	been	ev-
er	 mentioned	 with	 regards	 to	
Russian	 texts	 and	 authors).3	
Concurrently,	 Western	 scholars	
still	 lack	 the	 necessary	
knowledge	 and	 access	 to	 the	
Russian	 tradition	 of	 au-
to/biographical	studies.	
	
For	 this	 reason,	 while	 reflecting	
upon	 the	work	done	 in	 the	 first	
decade,	 the	 editors	 of	 the	 jour-
nal	 decided	 to	 focus	 again	 on	
what	 was	 felt	 to	 be	 one	 of	 the	
most	 important	 promises	 of	 the	
journal,	 i.e.,	 that	 of	 becoming	 a	
																																																													
mention	 for	 its	 longstanding	 contribu-
tion	 to	 the	 study	 of	 Russian	 au-
to/biography.	 While	 the	 group	 is	 no	
longer	 formally	 active,	 its	 page	 on	 the	
website	 of	 the	 HSE	 is	 still	 available	
(HSE	n.d.)	and	its	Facebook	page	is	still	
active	(Gruppa	n.d.).	Of	interest	are	also	
a	 series	 of	 social	 projects	 which	 were	
centered	on	the	recovery	and	holding	of	
egodocuments	 (diaries,	 autobiog-
raphies,	 biographies)	 –	 apart	 from	 the	
projects	of	Memorial	 and	 the	 Sakharov	
Centre,	of	particular	interest	are	Prozhi-
to	(Prozhito	n.d.)	and	Bessmertnyi	bar-
ak	(Bessmertnyi	barak	n.d.)	
3	 Just	 to	 quote	 an	 example,	 the	 whole	
area	of	disability	studies,	which	in	west-
ern	academia	is	thoroughly	investigated	
as	 part	 of	 the	 study	 of	 Life	Writing,	 is	
not	considered	in	Russian	studies	a	part	
of	auto/biographical	studies.	

theoretical	 bridge	 between	 the	
Russian	 and	 western	 traditions	
of	 investigation	 of	 au-
to/biographical	 texts.	 The	 origi-
nal	plan	aimed	to	launch	a	series	
of	 conferences	 throughout	 the	
second	 decade	 of	 the	 journal’s	
existence	 devoted	 to	 studying	
Russian	 auto/biography	 from	 a	
broader	 perspective	 and	 pub-
lishing	 collective	 volumes	 de-
rived	 from	 these	 conferences.	
These	 volumes,	 in	 the	 editors’	
intention,	 had	 the	 potential	 to	
become	 reference	 points	 for	 the	
academic	 community	 for	 what	
concerns	 the	 study	 of	 Russian	
auto/biographical	 texts.	 The	 au-
thors	 who	 were	 invited	 to	 the	
conferences	 and	 collected	 vol-
umes	 had	 the	 task	 of	 opening	
new	 perspectives	 for	 scholarly	
research	 studies	 and/or	 diversi-
fying	 the	 approaches	 imple-
mented	 to	 study	 Russian	 Life	
Writing,	 drawing	 from	both	 the	
Russian	 and	 Western	 au-
to/biographical	 studies’	 tradi-
tions.		
	
The	first	conference	and	volume	
were	 devoted	 to	 twentieth	 and	
twenty-first-	century	Russian	au-
tobiographical	 writing.	 For	 this	
purpose,	 the	editors	 invited	 two	
of	 the	 scholars	 who	 had	 most	
enthusiastically	 supported	 the	
work	of	the	journal	since	its	cre-
ation,	Marina	Balina	and	Evgeny	
Dobrenko.	Work	 started	 for	 the	
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newly	 formed	 team	 right	 away:	
after	the	choice	of	topics	and	se-
lection	 of	 authors	 of	 the	 pa-
pers/chapters,	 and	 after	 the	 en-
tire	 editorial	 team	 of	 scholars	
was	 formed,	 work	 started	 for	
both	 the	 organization	 of	 the	
conference	 and	 the	 preparation	
of	 the	 volume.	 The	 plans	 were	
abruptly	 interrupted	 by	 the	 in-
vasion	of	Ukraine	perpetrated	by	
the	Russian	army	on	24	February	
2022.	 The	 new	 scenario	 caused	
far	too	many	obstacles	to	realize	
the	 original	 plan,	 which	 was	
eventually	 abandoned.	 Still,	 the	
organizing	 team	 felt	 that	 some	
of	 the	 work	 done	 needed	 to	 be	
salvaged,	 albeit	 in	 a	 different	
form	from	the	originally	planned	
one.	 As	 a	 result,	 it	 was	 decided	
to	 publish	 some	 of	 the	 articles	
initially	 intended	to	be	 included	
in	 the	 collected	 volume	 in	 two	
separate	 special	 issues	 of	 the	
journal,	 the	 first	 of	which	 com-
prises	the	three	articles	present-
ed	in	this	2023	issue.	
	
In	the	first	article	of	the	cluster,	
Leona	 Toker	 –	 having	 devoted	
part	of	her	career	to	the	study	of	
Gulag	 literature	 –	 turns	 her	 fo-
cus	 from	 the	 repressed	 to	 the	
non-repressed.	 The	 author	 of	
seminal	 works	 such	 are	 Return	
from	the	Archipelago.	Narratives	
of	 Gulag	 Survivors	 (Toker	 2000)	
and	Gulag	Literature	and	the	Lit-
erature	of	Nazi	Camps:	An	Inter-

contexual	 Reading	 (Toker	 2019)	
analyses	the	memoirs	written	by	
four	 authors	 who	 escaped	 the	
purges	 during	 the	 Great	 Terror	
and	wrote	 about	 those	 times	 of	
repression.	 While	 the	 memoirs	
of	Il'ia	Ehrenburg	and	Nadezhda	
Mandelstam	 are	 widely	 studied	
and	analyzed,	the	texts	of	Emma	
Gershtein	and	Raissa	Orlova	are	
less	known	even	among	special-
ists.	 Toker	 analyses	 them	 com-
paratively	and	brings	to	the	sur-
face	not	 only	 their	 interconnec-
tions	 (for	 instance,	 the	 author	
analyses	 how	 Gershtein	 inte-
grates	 Mandelstam’s	 text),	 but	
also	their	commonalities	against	
the	 backdrop	 of	 what	 Lidiia	
Ginzburg	 called	 “points	 of	 com-
patibility”	 (Ginzburg	 2011:	 281–
82),	i.e.	aspects	of	Soviet	life	that	
the	 memoirists,	 even	 if	 harsh	
critics	 of	 the	 Soviet	 reality,	
agreed	 with	 or	 made	 compro-
mises	with.	Thus,	Toker	offers	a	
new	 perspective	 on	 life	 writing	
about	the	Great	Terror	and	pro-
vides	 a	 model	 for	 further	 work	
on	similar	texts	about	the	era	of	
the	“elitecide”,	as	Toker	puts	it.	
	
In	 the	 second	 article,	 Maria	
Mayofis	 provides	 a	 ground-
breaking	 analysis	 of	 the	 mem-
oirs	cycle	Story	of	a	Life	by	Kon-
stantin	Paustovskii	by	reading	it	
through	 the	 lenses	 of	 Jens	
Brockmeier’s	notion	of	“memory	
episteme”	 (Brockmeier	 2015)	 as	
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well	as	Karl	Mannheim’s	concept	
of	 “historical	 generations”	
(Mannheim	 1952:	 276–320).	 In	
Mayofis’s	 view,	 these	 concepts	
allow	us	to	have	a	more	nuanced	
understanding	 of	 the	 receptive	
context	of	Paustovskii’s	memoirs	
as	 well	 as	 of	 their	 interactions	
with	 the	 socio-cultural	 context.	
Mayofis	 reconstructs	 a	 series	 of	
memory	 epistemes	 (which	 she	
defines	 as	“the	 whole	 of	 local	
and	societal	practices,	 technolo-
gies,	 and	 objects	 of	 remember-
ing	 and	 forgetting;	 the	 ideas,	
concepts,	 and	 theories	 about	
what	 it	 is	 and	 what	 people	 do	
when	they	remember	and	forget;	
and	 the	 values	 and	 norms	 that	
regulate,	 within	 a	 given	 com-
munity	 or	 political	 system,	
which	 memory	 stories	 are	 per-
missible	 and	which	 are	 not	 and	
hence	ought	to	be	excluded	and	
prohibited”),	such	as	the	“Resto-
ration	of	the	Lost	World”	or	“re-
quiring	the	portrayal	of	a	human	
as	part	of	and	alongside	Big	His-
tory,	not	 just	as	a	backdrop,	but	
with	 active	 participation	 in	
memorable	 historical	 events”,	
and	provides	an	analysis	of	how	
the	 publication	 of	 Paustovskii’s	
memoirs	 occurred	 within	 these	
epistemes,	which	 influenced	 the	
reception	 of	 Paustovskii’s	 rela-
tionship	with	 the	changing	con-
text	 in	 which	 they	 were	 pub-
lished.	
	

The	 last	 article	 of	 the	 cluster	
provides	a	refreshed	perspective	
on	a	thoroughly	studied	subject,	
i.e.	 that	 of	 Russian	 women’s	
writing.4	 Basing	 her	 work	 on	 a	
solid	 tradition	 of	 studies	 on	
women’s	writing	both	in	the	An-
glo-Saxon	and	Russian	contexts,	
Irina	Savkina	proposes	a	detailed	
analysis	 of	 twelve	 “egotexts”	 (as	
Savkina	 puts	 it)	 written	 in	 Rus-
sian	by	women	 in	different	ages	
with	the	specific	aim	of	identify-
ing	their	gender-specific	charac-
teristics.	Through	a	varied	spec-
trum	of	 texts	written	by	women	
from	 different	 eras	 and	 back-
grounds	 –	 from	 renowned	 to	
scarcely	 accessible	 texts,	 from	
officially-sanctioned	Soviet	writ-
ers	 to	 Soviet	 dissidents,	 from	
late	nineteenth-century	students	
to	1990s	feminists	–	Savkina	out-
lines	 different	 specifically	 gen-
dered	modes	and	variants	of	au-
tobiographical	 writing,	 thus	
providing	 an	 entirely	 renewed	
idea	 of	 gender	writing	based	 on	
textual	analysis.		
	
These	 three	 contributions	 will	
be	complemented	by	the	articles	
of	the	second	part	of	this	special	
issue,	which	will	be	published	in	
the	 2024	 issue	 of	AvtobiografiЯ.	
Altogether,	 they	 will	 provide	 a	
body	of	 research	aimed	at	start-

																																																								
4	 Among	 the	 many	 works	 devoted	 to	
the	topic,	see	Barker,	Gheith	2002.	
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ing	 new	 lines	 of	 scholarship	 on	
twenty	 and	 twenty-first	 –
centuries	Russian	autobiograph-
ical	writing.	
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