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Introduction: Socialist Trauma and the Self

Introduction to the second part of the special issue on the autobiography of

Socialist Trauma.

By focusing on authors of Mace-
donian, Polish, Romanian, Rus-
sian, Slovenian and Udmurt lit-
erature, the second part of the
special issue on the autobiog-
raphy of Socialist Trauma wid-
ens the horizon on the phenom-
enon of the representation of
the self in the literary works
generated by authors who were
victims of state repression in So-
cialist countries. The narratives
and poems created by the au-
thors studied in the articles pub-
lished in both issues share two
key aspects: first, they are writ-
ten by people whose self has
been crushed by the authorities
of countries governed by Social-
ist principles, meaning that
these individuals were convicted
not for having committed any
particular crime, but for reasons
related to their belonging to so-
cial class, political factions, reli-
gion, or for their proximity with
‘enemies of the people.” Unlike
victims of genocides, they did
not necessarily share common
values or identify themselves
with a specific community: still,
they all went through the pro-
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cess of destruction of the before-
the-arrest self, as brightly de-
scribed by Iulii Margolin:

Ilepectynus nmopor muau-
myuu  Ha JlorummHCKOM
yniule, s, He 3Has TOTO,
MepecTynui1 4epTy, KOTO-
pasi pasgessiia ABa MHpa.
Ho yxe 4depe3 HecKOBKO
MUHYT s TOHSUJI, YTO CIIy-
YHUJIOCh HEYTO HeBepOosiT-
Hoe.

5l HuKorzAa B cBOEM XU3HU
He cugen B TIoppMe. B mo-
MEHT apecTta MHe ObLIO
TPUALATL AeBATb jeT. Sl
OB OTIIOM CEMEeMCTBa,
Ye/IOBEKOM MaTepHaTTbHO
M BHYTpeHHe He3aBHCH-
MBIM, TPUBBIKIINM K YyBa-
YK€HHIO OKPY KAIOIIIHX,
06€e3yC/IOBHO  JIOSITBHBIM
IPOXAAHMHOM. Sl HHKOro
He o0ues, He MPeCTYIHI
3aKOHA U OB TBEPZO
yOeX/leH B CBOEeM IpaBe Ha
BHMMaHHe U 3aljUTy CO
CTOPOHBI YYpEeXIeHUN
Ka)XXZ,0TO rocyJapCTBa,
KpOMe THMT/IepOBCKoro. B
o0IIeM s OCTaBajICSd JO-
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BOJIBHO HaWBHBIM eBpO-
MelCKUM UHTe/UTUTeHTOM
Jaxe Iocje JeBsTUMe-
CSIYHBIX  IIONBITOK  BBI-
PBaTbCsA U3 JIMIIKON COBET-
CKOM TMayTHUHBI, U s BCE
elle YyBCTBOBaJ ceOsi [Iy-
IO U cepAueM Trpaxkza-
HUHOM IIpekpacHoi EBpo-
nel ¢ ee [lapwkem, Pio-
peHLed W JIa3YpHBIMU
gansmu  CpeaunseMHOro
MOPSL.

3a moporom goma Ha /Jlo-
TMUIMHCKOU 51 cpasy Iepe-
cTam OBITh YE/OBEKOM.
JTOT TepexoJ, COBepLINI-
cg1 6e3 BCIKOM ITOATOTOB-
KM, TaK pe3KOo, TOYHO s
MpOBa/IWICS cpegu Oeja
OHS B TIIyOOKyl0 sIMy
(Margolin 1977: 156-57).'

' ‘Stepping into the police station on
Logishinskaya Street, I unknowingly
crossed the line dividing two worlds.
However, already within minutes, I re-
alized that something incredible had
happened.

[ had never been in prison in my life. I
was thirty-nine years old at the time of
my arrest. [ was a father, a man of mate-
rial and intellectual independence, ac-
customed to the respect of others, an
unconditionally loyal citizen. I had nev-
er offended anyone, never broken the
law, and was firmly convinced of my
right to have the attention and protec-
tion of the institutions of every state,
except Hitler’s. In short, I remained a
rather naive European intellectual even
after nine months of trying to escape
the sticky Soviet spiderweb, and I still
felt, heart and soul, a citizen of that

Special issue

Second, all these authors were
heavily traumatised by extreme
violence - a violence which saw
its motivation in the de-
humanisation of the victims on
behalf of the perpetrators and
which had the typical effect of
leaving the individuals broken,
fragile, entangled in a difficult -
at times impossible - negotia-
tion between a variety of selves.

In this context, literature comes
as a reaction to ‘socialist trau-
ma. It can be the stronghold
where the violated self estab-
lishes a connection with the be-
fore-the-arrest self and its com-
plex system of values, literary
references and beliefs, as is the
case with both Radu Gyr -
whose poetry is analysed by Gio-
vanni Magliocco - and the
Polish poets studied by Andrea
F. De Carlo. Still, trauma leaves
its scars on their poems in the
form of both images of blood
and violence, and feelings of
guilt and shame. Scars that are
not visible in Kuzebai Gerd’s po-
ems: however, Eva Toulouze’s

beautiful Europe, with its Paris, Flor-
ence, and the azure expanses of the
Mediterranean.

Once [ stepped into the building on
Logishinskaya Street, I immediately
ceased to be a human being. This tran-
sition happened without any prepara-
tion, so abruptly, as if I had fallen into a
deep hole in broad daylight’. [The trans-
lation is mine, A.G.]
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article reconstructs how his lit-
erary biography led to his perse-
cution and how his works be-
came themselves body of evi-
dence.

Literature is also the way to
work through trauma, as is the
case of Aleksandar Aleksiev’s
work, here analysed by Irina
Talevska, whose article tries to
go beyond the pages of Ale-
ksiev’s text in order to see traces
of a collective working-through
in Macedonian society. A similar
process happens in the text by
another author who spent his
term in Goli Otok, Igor Torkar,
whose Dying by Instalments is at
the centre of the article by Maria
Bidovec, who delves deep into
one of many texts on Goli Otok
published after Tito’s death by
Slovenian authors. Torkar’s work
shares some of the features of
autofiction as described by Serge
Doubrovsky (Doubrovsky 1977:
10). However, it does contain el-
ements of originality, in particu-
lar, the instances where the au-
thor, through a pseudonym, in-
tervenes into the text and pro-
vides contextual information
that helps framing the story re-
told in Dying by Instalments.
Such instances show the com-
plexity of some of the dynamics
at play when the representation
of the self is also a representa-
tion of trauma.
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Relying on a wide critical
framework of studies on trauma,
Ekaterina Gurtovaya focuses on
the memoirs written by Nina
Bardina, an author who, unlike
most women memoirists of the
Gulag, depicts her own experi-
ence of sexual abuse in a
straightforward way. The depic-
tion of the sexual violence suf-
fered by Bardina from Lavrentii
Beriia, the head of NKVD, is im-
pressively detailed and shows
Bardina’s clear representation of
her own naivety. However, Gur-
tovaya identifies some of the
ways in which a traumatised self
may surface, sometimes unex-
pectedly — Bardina’s depiction of
a love story with an inmate in
the camp shows her difficulty in
representing her emotion and
identifying her feelings. Scarred
by these experiences, detached
from her before-the-arrest self,
unable to express her emotions
and to communicate with her
mother - another heavily trau-
matised individual - Bardina
finds herself unable to live in so-
ciety after being freed from the
camp and asks to return to the
Gulag, an image that stands out
as a monument to the complexi-
ty of the study of the self in
works generated by authors of
‘socialist trauma literature’.

These articles, together with
those published in the first part
of this special issues and the
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other outputs of the project Lit-
erature of Socialist Trauma
(LOST): Mapping and Research-
ing the Lost Page of European
Literature show how, regardless
of the hardships of finding a
common framework capable of
studying such a wide corpus in a
coherent way, the literature of
Socialist trauma is indeed a page
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of European literature that de-
serves further attention.

The research presented in this article was conducted within the frame-
work of the PRIN 2022 PNRR project “Literature of Socialist Trauma:
Mapping and Researching the Lost Page of European Literature
(LOST)”, ID: P2022745X8, CUP: B53D23029360001, Principal Investiga-
tor: Andrea Gullotta (University of Palermo). The project was funded by
the Italian Ministry of Education, Universities, and Research (MIUR)
under the 2022 PRIN PNRR Call for Proposals, Directorial Decree No.

1409 of September 14, 2022.
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