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Remembering the (Post)War in Svetlana Alexievich

and Ludmila Ulitskaya

This article examines two non-fictional texts composed from the privately
communicated memories of historical witnesses to present an ethnography of
Soviet childhood during the Second World War and the early post-war year:
Svetlana Alexievich’s Last Witnesses. An Oral History of Children in World War
(1985) and Ludmila Ulitskaya’s Childhood 45-53. And Tomorrow There Will Be
Happiness (2013). How do these texts ‘stage’ post-war memories, given that
they both draw on the sensation of dislocation generated by temporal chasms
in the process of recreating the childhood memories of now-adult survivors?
How do these texts establish a connection between the remembered experi-
ence and the process of remembering, particularly considering the epistemic
split that arises not only between a child and an adult witness, but also be-
tween a child and his or her family members as they mediate the traumatic
war experience? Finally, how do narrated memories forge a link between the
remembered child and the remembering adult?

Zakhar Prilepin’s Abode [Obitel']
in 2014, Guzel’ lakhina’s Zu-

1. Introduction

In the post-Soviet Russia of the
2010s, a decade characterized by
a deep crisis of symbolic order
(Kukulin 2018), cultural and ide-
ological disputes have often
been transformed into battles
over individual memory within
the overarching politics of histo-
ry. In this context, it is notewor-
thy that, for several consecutive
years, novels exploring the Sovi-
et past became a significant lit-
erary trend (Mikhail Shishkin,
The Light and the Dark
[Pis'movnik, 2010]); Sergei Lebe-
dev, Oblivion [Predel zabveniia,
2011]), some even receiving pres-
tigious literary awards (e.g.,

leikha Opens Her Eyes [Zuleikha
otkryvaet glaza] in 2015, Evgenii
Vodolazkin’s The Aviator [Avia-
tor] in 2016, and Maria Stepano-
va’s In Memory of Memory
[Pamiati pamiati] in 2017). Nov-
els from the 2010s thematically
centred around the Soviet past
contain discrepancies in how
they reflect on this historical
legacy on levels that go beyond
the surface content, reaching the
temporal structures of narrative.
Be it through staging and re-
flecting the workings of memory
through the transformation of
letters into an epistolary novel
(The Light and the Dark), to cre-
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ate mythopoetic circular time; or
in the form of a diary (The Avia-
tor) that creates an illusion of
co-presence of past and present
times; or through ‘magical his-
toricism’ (Alexander Etkind), in
which the traumatic past is de-
picted through grotesque ‘time
out of joint’, such as in Lebe-
dev’s Oblivion—in all these cas-
es, the authors choose to make
use, but also sense, of the Soviet
past through multi-temporal
levels where past, present, and
future intermingle in complex
and occasionally provocative
ways.

At the most basic level, the rich
temporal cartography of con-
temporary Russian and Russo-
phone prose writing verifies the
basic narratological convention
that every story, in order to be
narrated, requires a temporal
framework. At the same time,
temporal cartography may also
be considered an anthropologi-
cal-cultural category that ar-
chives and traces broad political
and cultural splits within post-
Soviet Russian society—by mak-
ing time ‘speak our language,
i.e., humanizing it by giving it a
linguistic form (Kermode 1968:
44—45)—splits that are marked
by a disruption, an elimination,
or at least by a relocation of the
relations between the past and
the future, perhaps best exem-
plified by the perplexing tem-
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poral pseudo-projection ‘forward
to the dark past’ (the slogan of
the ‘monstrations’ in Novosi-
birsk in 2013, organized by Ar-
tem Loskutov). The widespread
popularity of literary reworkings
of the violent Soviet past in Rus-
sian and Russophone literature
throughout the 2010s echoes
both the ‘obsession with the
past’ (Etkind 2013: 5) and what
Aleida Assmann has termed ‘the
future eclipse’ (Assmann 2020:
5)." This paradigmatic shift of fo-

" A deteriorating sense of progress and
growth, closely related to the aporias of
historical knowledge, transcends the
boundaries of post-Soviet Russia: this is
a crucial aspect of global Western (or,
at least, European) culture. Jean-Luc
Nancy discusses the feeling of existing
‘beyond history’ and of the ‘suspension
of history’, where narrative fiction rep-
resents a way of reclaiming history as
‘becoming and happening and [...] as
sense, direction, and Idea’ (Nancy 1994:
155). Frank Kermode asserts that, fol-
lowing the Second World War, ‘we no
longer inhabit a world with a historical
tick that will undoubtedly culminate in
a definitive tock’ (Kermode 1968: 64). In
her analysis of time, Aleida Assmann
repeatedly argues that ‘the future no
longer serves as the Eldorado of our
hopes and dreams, while at the same
time any heady talk about progress has
begun to sound more and more hollow’
(Assmann 2020: 4). These days, it is
hard to disagree with her assertion that
‘the future is no longer much of a moti-
vator in the arenas of politics, society,
and the environment’ (Assmann 2020:
3—4): our expectations for the future
have become ‘extremely modest’ (Ass-
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cus from ‘the “shrinking” future
to the “expanding” past’ (Lorenz
2014: 51) not only testifies to
changes in the envisioning of
possible futures, but also de-
territorializes images of the past.
In Chris Lorenz’s words, ‘[a]s the
future lost its promise of pro-
gress, the past lost its fixed place
at a safe distance from the pre-
sent and its character as an ob-
ject’ (Lorenz 2014: 57). In my re-
search (Lugari¢ Vukas 2023a;
Lugari¢ Vukas 2023b; Lugarié¢
Vukas 2023c; Lugari¢ Vukas
2025), I explore a number of
contemporary prose writings,
written in Russian and pub-
lished during the 2010s, focusing
on their temporal foundations
while considering them meth-
odologically in terms both of lo-
cal contingencies and global
flows of knowledge production
in memory studies.” My aim is to

mann 2020: 4) because today ‘we no
longer automatically assume that
change means change for the better’
(Assmann 2020: 4).

* In ‘Time and Space in the Long Twen-
tieth Century,” Chris Lorenz offers a
three-part periodization of memory
studies: first, the foundational period,
identified with the work of Maurice
Halbwachs on collective memory; then
the memory-boom period, associated
with Pierre Nora’s ‘sites of memory;
and, finally, the present-day period of
transnational, transcultural, and multi-
directional memory, identified with the
work of Michael Rothberg, Ann Rigney,
Astrid Erll, Daniel Levy, Nathaniel
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reflect on the insights gained
from examining the specific
commemoration strategies used

Sznaider, and Aleida and Jan Assmann
(Lorenz 2020: 31-49). The last, contem-
porary phase of development is both a
temporal and spatial turn in the sense
that it is marked by a fundamental
break with notions ‘of container space
and container time’ (Lorenz 2020: 31).
Contemporary memory scholars often
emphasize that memory is a traveling
concept in ‘relatively open multiscalar
spaces and in multidirectional times—
and thus cannot unambiguously be lo-
cated in one space or in one time, nor
connected to one fixed identity’ (Lorenz
2020: 31-32). While approaching prose
texts in this article through the lens of
temporality, I am, of course, aware of
the inseparability of spatial and tem-
poral features of narrative (Mikhail
Bakhtin’s chronotope), but I purposely
focus on time because I am interested
in probing the idea of its multidirec-
tionality in the context of the post-
Soviet Russian and Russophone novel of
the 2010s, i.e., how time is framed with-
in the experience of the collapse of fu-
ture perspectives. In Lorenz’s words,
‘[m]ultidirectional time implies a plu-
ralization of times because the past,
present, and future are no longer con-
ceived of as chronological, that is as se-
quential and as discrete points on a
straight line. Rather, past, present, and
future are conceived as a three-
dimensional complex of intersecting,
non-linear timelines, that according to
Bruno Latour can better be visualized as
a plate full of spaghetti than as the
modern arrow of time’ (Lorenz 2020:
44). To that end, I approach narrative
fiction in this analysis as a discourse ‘in
which the objective and subjective di-
mensions of time can find their most
unified treatments’ (Currie 2007: 76).
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in post-Soviet Russia of the
20108, often referred to in exist-
ing scholarship as ‘warped
mourning’ (Etkind 2013) and ‘af-
ter memory (Schwartz et al.
2021:1-20).

2. Remembering Child-
hood, or Why Time Matters?

In this article, I will examine two
narratives derived from the pri-
vately communicated memories
of wartime witnesses, which can
be viewed as ethnographies of
Soviet childhood during the
Second World War and the early
post-war years: Svetlana Alex-
ievich’s Last Witnesses. An Oral
History of Children in World
War [Poslednie svideteli. Solo
dlia detskogo golosa], first pub-
lished in 1985 but significantly
altered for later editions and
presently part of a five-volume
collection titled Voices of Utopia
[Golosa utopii, 2013]*> and Lud-
mila Ulitskaya’s Childhood 45-
53. And Tomorrow There Will Be
Happiness [Detstvo 45-53. A
zavtra budet schast'e, 2013].*
Alexievich’s book is a collection
of memories pertaining to the
Second World War as told by
witnesses who were children at
the time of the war. Sergei

> See Oushakine 2008.
* All translations from Ulitskaya’s
Childhood 45-53 are my own, D.L.V..
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Oushakine (2008) has noted
that Alexievich’s book aligns
with similar works that explore
topics such as children of war,
children in war, and children
and war. This includes the nov-
els Son of the Regiment [Syn
Polka, 1944] by Valentin Kataev
and Ivan (1957) by Vladimir Bo-
gomolov, as well as Soviet films
such as The Fate of Man [Sud'ba
cheloveka, 1959] by Sergei Bond-
archuk (based on Mikhail Sho-
lokhov’s short story), Ivan’s
Childhood [Ivanovo detstvo,
1962]| by Andrei Tarkovskii, and
Come and See [Idi i smotri, 1985]
by Elem Klimov. The polyphonic
structure of testimonies in Last
Witnesses emphasizes—as sug-
gested by the subtitle in Russian,
‘A solo for a child’s voice’'—that
discussing collective trauma in
the context of the Second World
War is problematic because ‘eve-
ryone searches for words for his
own tragedy independently’
(Oushakine 2008), thereby re-
jecting—already at a conceptual
level— the possibility of reifying
individual memory within an of-
ficial and collective politics of
commemoration. Ulitskaya’s
book, published in 2013, consists
of letters sent at the invitation of
the publishing house AST, in
which Russian citizens were
asked to recount their memories
about the period circumscribed
by two symbolically loaded

Autobiografesl - Number 14/2025



chronological boundaries: 9 May
1945 (the date of the Great Vic-
tory in the Second World War)
and 5 March 1953 (the date of Jo-
seph Stalin’s death). Both events
were emotional peaks in Soviet
Russian society, provoking a
range of sentiments from the
unmatched joyfulness of 1945 to
the complexity of trauma caused
by Stalin’s death, and manifest-
ed in a broad spectrum of emo-
tions: from deep sadness to—in
the words of Dmitrii Prigov—
‘mourning enthusiasm’ (cf. in
Paperno 2009: 50).° The title of
Ulitskaya’s book, And Tomorrow
There Will Be Happiness, sug-
gests that the immediate post-
war period was characterized by
an optimistic belief in the ‘bright
future’ (svetloe budushchee) to
come. Social and political life
was dominated by an all-
pervasive enthusiasm for vitally
rebuilding the new on the ruins
of the old. Given this widespread
orientation toward the bright
future, it was considered partic-
ularly inappropriate at the time
to discuss the totalitarian as-
pects of the Soviet regime. The
fact that the AST publishing
house selected Ulitskaya as the

> The amount of tears shed after the
news of Stalin’s death was frequently an
indicator of social demarcation be-
tween the community of ‘our own’
and that of ‘the others’ (Paperno 2009:

27).
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author and editor of roughly 150
letters divided into 18 thematic
units is not surprising: the
themes of familial ties, heritage,
childhood, and memory often
serve as the backbone of her lit-
erary works, and this book is al-
so a logical extension of her
overarching artistic style, both
in its use of documentary mate-
rial (Daniel Stein, Interpreter
[Daniel' Shtain, perevodchik,
2006], The Green Tent [Zelénii
shatér, 2010], Jacob’s Ladder
[Lestnitsa lakova, 2015]), and in
terms of its thematic content.’

According to Marina Balina, ‘in
the 1990s and 2000s, autobio-
graphic life-writing became the
territory of intense negotiations
between private and historical
experiences. Debates about So-
viet history supported by the
opening of the state archives
and resulting in the accessibility
of public as well as personal
documents, triggered a process
of re-conceptualization of pri-
vate experience into a historical
event’ (Balina 2014: 185; empha-
sis in original). Within this cul-
tural-historical context, the col-
lections of testimonies (in Alex-

® The fact that individuals of diverse
backgrounds and ages responded to the
AST  publishing  house’s invita-
tion unambiguously indicates that the
Second World War (or ‘Great Patriotic
War’) belongs to cross-generational col-
lective memory in present-day Russia.
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ievich’'s book) and letters (in
Ulitskaya’s book) can be read as
narratives that historicize the
image of a child by fostering
broad-minded thinking about
childhood in an epistemic tran-
sition between reflecting on the
past and facing the future,
where childhood is not simply a
period in one’s life but ‘a fun-
damental element in the artistic
representation of the construc-
tion of the self (Criveller et al.
2020: 5). Given that both works
draw on the sensation of dislo-
cation generated by temporal
chasms in the process of recreat-
ing childhood memories of now-
adult survivors, they are fruitful
examples of creative ways, ‘qua-
si-fictive’ and ‘in-between’ (Em-
erson 2011: 276)7 to textually
stage the memory of (post)war

’ Drawing from Lidiia Ginzburg's On
Psychological Prose, Emerson reminds
us that ‘human documents,’ such as dia-
ries, confessions, memoirs, and working
notebooks, are ‘quasi-fictive’ and ‘in-
between’ forms of textuality because
they are ‘not autonomous from life’
(Emerson 2011: 276). Ginzburg’s analy-
sis, which is also applicable to my un-
derstanding of the letters in Ulitskaya’s
book and the testimonies in Alex-
ievich’s, similarly argues that these texts
require  ‘self-distancing [samoot-
stranenie] that permitted unprecedent-
ed access to the self while formalizing,
and thus containing, the resultant pain
and vulnerability’ (276; emphasis in
original).
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times as it relates to the evolving
self.®

According to Henry Jenkins, the
prevailing myth of childhood
innocence in contemporary cul-
ture “empties” the child of its
own political agency and de-
mands nothing—except, per-
haps, its own innocence’ (Jen-
kins 1998: 1-2). These images of
‘normal’ childhood, argues Chris
Jenks, ‘transcend both time and
culture’ (quoted in Ahlbeck et al.
2018: 1), a conception of child-
hood innocence which presumes
that ‘children exist in a space
beyond, above, outside the polit-
ical’ (Jenkins 1998: 2). Moreover,
‘[t]he innocent child is caught
somewhere over the rainbow—
between nostalgia and utopian
optimism, between the past and
the future’ (Jenkins 1998: 5). For
my assessment of the temporal
cartography of contemporary
prose writing, it is important to
note that childhood in the books

8 In this research, ‘self is understood as
an ‘umbrella term under which more
specific understandings of who one is
can be subsumed’, thus leading to ‘a
number of corresponding concepts, es-
pecially “personality”, “I”, “authenticity”,
and “autonomy” (Quante et al. 2019:
390). Correspondences notwithstand-
ing, however, in this article ‘self corre-
sponds to the narrative account, thus
highlighting the idea ‘that a person’s
self is constituted by the stories we tell
about who a person is’ (Quante et al.

2019: 390).
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of Alexievich and Ulitskaya is
decidedly not outside of time,
insofar as the temporal dimen-
sion of the narrated histories is
already present in the books’ ti-
tles. At the same time, these
two works show that childhood
is subject to the same historical
shifts and institutional forces
that shape adult human experi-
ences of war and of post-war pe-
riods, as also suggest that an es-
sentially temporal notion of
change or development is a key
metaphor that renders accessi-
ble and intelligible not only his-
torical times, but also individual
childhoods (Jenks 1996: 36).

Therefore, despite frequent
claims about lost childhood,®

° Moreover, Ulitskaya’s opening words,
‘We remember together..” [Vspo-
minaem vmeste...], draw attention to
the mysterious and cryptic nature of
time, bestowing an overarching philo-
sophical tone on the book: ‘Neither his-
tory nor geography have a moral di-
mension. Human beings bring it into
play. Sometimes we speak of “violent
times”. But all times are violent in their
own way. They are interesting in their
own way. Time shapes certain human
characteristics, but what defines the
character of a particular era? That is an
unsolvable question! (Ulitskaya 2013:
5).

‘I grew up without mama ... I've never
remembered myself as a child ... (Alex-
ievich 2019: 94); Tm a man without a
childhood. Instead of a childhood, I
have the war (Alexievich 2019: 67);
‘Were we really children? By the age of
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both books are packed with nu-
merous examples showing that
the notion of a development
does not simply represent a
‘natural,’ innate process. For
Alexievich’s interlocutors and
the authors of the letters in
Ulitskaya’s book, development is
achieved by narrative references
to a socially and culturally con-
structed sense of change over
time, which proves, on one
hand, that ‘the child’s “becom-
ing” is dependent upon the ref-
erence points or normative
structures made conventional
within the adults’ world’ (Jenks
1996: 40), and, on the other
hand, that temporal coordinates
are deployed to configure and
structure these dynamic devel-
opments. Cases in point include
this testimony from Last Wit-
ness: ‘Before the war I liked it
when Papa told us fairy tales. He
knew many fairy tales and told
them well. After the war I no
longer wanted to read fairy tales
... (Alexievich 2019: 126); or:
‘During the war we played the
game of “war”. When we were
tired of playing “Whites and
Reds” or “Chapaev”’, we played
“Russians and Germans”. We
fought. Took prisoners. Shot
them. Put on soldiers’ helmets,
our own and German ones.

ten or eleven, we were men and women
... (Alexievich 2019: 496).
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Helmets were scattered every-
where—in the woods, in the
fields. Nobody wanted to be a
German, we even squabbled
over it. We played in actual
dugouts and trenches. We
fought with sticks, or in hand-
to-hand combat. Our mothers
scolded us ... That surprised us,
because earlier ... before the war
... they didn’t scold us for this ..’
(Alexievich 2019: 86-87). In
these examples, temporal mark-
ers such as ‘before,” ‘after’ and
‘during,” as well as the use of
past tense, illustrate that the
narrated event has a perplexing
chronological structure in which
one time (that of narration) re-
sides inside another (that of an
event recalled). To be more spe-
cific, temporal markers, includ-
ing tenses and indexical allu-
sions to time, express dynamic
and  ever-varying connections
that link the time of the utter-
ance to the time of the event
that is being addressed. In this
sense, temporal markers do not
merely locate  remembered
events within chronological
time. Rather, they produce the
narrative continuity through
which fragmented recollections
become autobiographical
memory.

By refusing to conceptualize
past events through a stillness of
time, the witnesses in Alex-
ievich’s and Ulitskaya’s works
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simultaneously reject the
presentation of childhood as a
perspectiveless period in one’s
life, despite war and post-war
conditions. They also decisively
challenge the conventional as-
sumption that childhood memo-
ries are necessarily happy, as all
of them draw attention to a
temporal fissure articulated
through the antonymic adverbs
‘before’ and ‘after,” which shape
the overall tone of these testi-
monies. Moreover, the embed-
dedness, fixedness and rooted-
ness of narrated events in vari-
ous representations of time -
found in almost all other testi-
monies and letters (‘by the age
of ten or eleven,” ‘before the war
... after the war...,” ‘earlier,” just
about,” ‘decades have passed,
etc.) clearly signify that images
of the past are for the most part
constructed rather than simply
retrieved from memory. This
shows as Mark Currie has
claimed by building on Martin
Heidegger's notions of time
[Zeit] and temporality [Zeitlich-
keit], that ‘time is not something
which exists in the world and is
then reflected in the human
mind, but rather something
which arises from human being
[Dasein] and is then projected
onto the world’ (Currie 2007: 51-
52). Although it is possible to
claim that the arbitrariness and
conventional nature of the tem-
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poral structures of narrative re-
duce the authenticity of stories
narrated, it is also possible to re-
solve this dispute in the follow-
ing manner: ‘the temporal self-
distance of retrospect is a lie
which reveals the truth, and this
renders the truth a matter of
temporality rather than simple
presence’ (Currie 2007: 64). Re-
claiming one’s past requires
playing with or weighing the
variability of temporal experi-
ence and other sources of tem-
poral judgements such as tem-
poral schemata and landmark
events (Rubin 1995: 153) so that
the time of an event recalled
corresponds to its place, its loca-
tion in a commonly shared cal-
endar,” in socially patterned
time periods™ and idiosyncratic
reference points,” all of which

" For instance, by mentioning the exact
day, month, or a year: ‘First candies’
(‘Pervie konfeti’): ‘It was in 1946. I men-
tion this date because it makes it easier
to understand why I tasted my first
piece of candy so late: I was born short-
ly before the war with the fascists, and
during the war, there were no candies...’
(Ulitskaya 2013: 84).

” ‘I remember winter, cold winter. In
winter our grandfather was killed’
(Alexievich 2019: 254).

B T tell you about the smell ... How
war smells ... Before the war I finished
sixth grade. At school the rule was that
beginning from the fourth grade there
were final exams. And so we passed the
last exam. It was June, and the months
of May and June in 1941 were cold. Li-
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have specific purposes, some of
which I have already addressed,
while others will be addressed in
the remainder of this analysis.

The importance of these tem-
poral markers extends beyond
the mere dating of remembered
events because they also provide
the narrative framework
through  which  fragmented
childhood experiences are inte-
grated into autobiographical
memory. According to Robyn
Fivush and Katherine Nelson,
‘children begin to develop the
idea of a continuous self, a self
that exists through time’ (Fivush
et al. 2004: 575) from a specific
age (approximately age four,
when they begin to develop a
temporal sense of self). State-
ments about time are therefore
crucial for understanding both
how now-adult survivors reflect
on experiences of temporal dis-
location, and how they forge a
link between the remembered
child self and the remembering
adult self. To that end, I propose
that these temporal frameworks
organize early fragmentary and
episodic memories into autobio-
graphical ones, while also mak-

lacs usually blossom sometime in May,
but that year they blossomed in mid-
June. The beginning of the war is always
associated in my mind with the smell of
lilacs. And of bird cherry. For me these
trees always smell of war... (Alexievich
2019: 28-29).
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ing possible the phenomenon
known in memory studies as tel-
escoping.

This distinction is crucial be-
cause very young children pos-
sess episodic, rather than auto-
biographical memory (Nelson
1993: 8). Consequently, many of
the earliest memories recorded
in both books appear as isolated
fragments rather than coherent
life narratives. For instance,
‘Everything gets stamped in a
child’s memory like in a photo
album. As separate snapshots...’
(Alexievich 2019: 235); ‘Does a
three-year-old child remember
anything? I'll tell you ... I re-
member three or four images
very clearly’ (Alexievich 2019:
399); ‘If something has stayed in
my memory, it’s like a big family
photograph’ (Alexievich 2019:
457). While Alexievich’s inter-
locutors frequently make state-
ments that express their own ep-
istemic self-doubt (hypothesized
in Freud’s concept of ‘childhood
amnesia,” which refers to adults’
incapacity to recall events that
happened before the ages of
three or four, with the first two
years of life suggesting ‘a devel-
oping ability to recall events, but
as yet no sense of a self remem-
bering a specific point in the
past, or a past memory being re-
lated to current conceptions of
self in a continuous self-
narrative’ [Fivush et al. 2004:
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574]), numerous testimonials in
both books also offer proofs
that, to quote Fivush and Nel-
son, ‘there is a “barrier” that
needs to be overcome, and that
once this barrier is crossed, au-

tobiographical memories are
possible’ (Fivush et al. 2004:
573). I propose that pass-

ing through this barrier is made
possible by temporal settings,
thus proving that time and mind
are not independent entities,
but that an account of time-
consciousness, in the words of
Mark Currie, becomes ‘a mode
of self-consciousness’ (Currie
2007: 13). The testimony titled
‘In the cemetery the dead lay
above ground... As if they’d been
killed again...” is particularly tell-
ing in this regard. It begins with
the hesitant words of Vania Ti-
tov, who was five at the begin-
ning of the war: ‘As I remember
it... I remember separate glimps-
es... (Alexievich 2019: 8s), but
proceeds with more self-reliance
when the narrator supersedes
the individual ‘T with the collec-
tive ‘we.” ‘There was a bom-
bardment,” he writes, ‘and we
hid in the garden behind the old
apple trees. All five of us. I had
four brothers, the oldest one was
ten’ (Alexievich 2019: 86); ‘When
the German soldiers came to our
cottage, we hid on the stove.
Under some old rags. We lay
with our eyes closed. From fear’
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(Alexievich 2019: 86), and so on.
This example demonstrates that
episodic memories become au-
tobiographical not simply be-
cause they are recalled, but be-
cause they are narratively em-
bedded within temporal and fa-
milial frameworks. This is espe-
cially true when an episodic rec-
ollection of war narrated from
the perspective of the singular ‘T
(‘T remember separate glimpses’)
intersects with the experiences
of other family members, so that
the embeddedness of a narrative
T within the family story ena-
bles the narrative self to be
framed by it. At the same time,
the act of redirecting attention
to tell-tale marks of temporal
continuity between personal life
stories and those of the commu-
nity (his/her family) facilitates a
belief in the continuity of identi-
ty. Thus, episodic memory as-
sists in creating a structured life
narrative (Fivush et al. 2004:
574) by reinforcing the idea that
the present self can establish di-
rect contact with the childhood
self of the past.On the one
hand, this continuity is enabled
by the social framework of
memory - to recall Maurice
Halbwachs, although it is an in-
dividual who remembers, one
always does so within the con-
text of the group to which one
belongs, making remembrance
itself a culturally and social-
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ly variable activity (Halbwachs
1992). On the other hand, it is
reinforced by psychological fac-
tors, most notably familiarity. As
claimed by Douglas Hermann,
one remembers things more
clearly when the degree of famil-
iarity is high (Hermann 1993). It
is thus not surprising that one of
Alexievich’s interlocutors attests
that: ‘I wanted to remember the
spot, but how could I remember
it if everything around me was
unfamiliar? (Alexievich 2019:
200-01). The aforementioned
testimony, ‘In the cemetery the
dead lay above ground ... As if
theyd been killed again...’
wherein the transformation of ‘T
into ‘we’ enables the chaining of
an episodic memory to a coher-
ent narrative, proves that the
emergence of autobiographical
memory necessitates different
ways both of ordering time, in-
cluding the ordering of the se-
quence of time within the event
recalled, and then of attaching
the narrated event to a specific
time in the past. The employ-
ment of temporal framings not
only enables the creation of a
personal past, but also authoriz-
es the continuity between the
remembered child and the re-
membering adult, assuring wit-
nesses that the present self gen-
uinely belongs to the narrated
past. For many of Alexievich’s
and Ulitskaya’s interlocutors,
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this is of utmost importance on
the most basic, existential level
since, as numerous testimonies
confirm, many forgot their own
names and surnames during the
war, which, for them, then be-
came ‘evidence of a failed life, a
sign of the absence of some fun-
damental, original point of ref-
erence’ (Oushakine 2008).

Within this imperative to con-
struct a continuous self, namely,
a self that exists through time,
that has a beginning and a direc-
tion, it is possible to describe the
telescoping phenomenon in
which estimates of dates are
moved from the actual date of
events toward the present so
that time seems compressed, as
if viewed through a telescope
(Rubin 1995: 131). In the works
analysed here, the phenomenon
of telescoping is often present in
memories of childhood and
found in sentences packed with
ellipses or rhetorical questions,
suggesting the inability of wit-
nesses to accurately frame the
time and duration of recalled
experience, such as: ‘This horror
is still lodged in my memory..’
(Alexievich 2019: 117); ‘Some-
times it’s very vivid... It all comes
back to me..” (Alexievich 2019:
122); or ‘Decades have passed,
and I'm still wondering: am I
alive?!’ (Alexievich 2019: 228). A
more complex example of tele-
scoping can be found in the let-
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ter entitled ‘On Marusia’ [Pro
Marusiu] in Ulitskaya’s book, in
which the witness regrets her
behaviour towards a poor class-
mate who lost both of her par-
ents in the war and ultimately
finishes her letter with a ‘tele-
scopic’ conclusion narrated in
the present tense: ‘Marusia, you
can’t hear me, but my whole life
you stand before my eyes with
your pigtails, your dress... You
have probably experienced a lot
of grief, poverty and humiliation
in your adult life. Do you re-
member me and, if you do, have
you forgiven me? I'm sorry, Ma-
rusia’ (Ulitskaya 2013: 259). Alt-
hough throughout Alexievich’s
and Ulitskaya’s books internal
referentiality is  performed
through various forms to em-
phasize ‘the communicative
conditionality of memories’ (Jan
Assmann in Schaser 2019: 344),
in this example it is performed
through telescoping to an absent
yet paradoxically present ‘you’
(indicated by an abrupt switch
from past to present tense), thus
bridging the temporal chasms
between the past and the pre-
sent and creating a space to ar-
ticulate an ethical relation to the
other in the present, while indi-
cating that the mirror constitut-
ed by someone else’s eyes
(whether ‘yours’ or ‘ours’) is a
prerequisite for constructing
and producing a narrative ‘I.” In

Autobiografesl - Number 14/2025



terms of Bakhtin’s philosophical
accounts of dialogism, this pro-
cess can be characterized as ‘not
me looking out on the world
with my own eyes... [but] out of
my eyes, someone else’s eyes
gaze forth’ (cf. Emerson 2o0m:
277), illustrating that autobio-
graphical memory ‘depends not
only on an awareness of self in
the past, but also on an aware-
ness of others with whom one
has shared the past’ (Fivush et
al. 2004: 575). Through these in-
terpersonal and polyphonic acts
of commemoration, memory be-
comes a site of opportunity for
mourning, rather than some-
thing that atomizes both the in-
dividual and the collective in the
triumphalist narrative surround-
ing the Second World War that
still prevails in post-Soviet Rus-
sia. These varieties of memory
work can create empathy and go
beyond hegemonic ‘history-
making’ policies by supporting
non-canonical and non-
hegemonic forms of cultural im-
agination as well as new forms
of knowledge that are ethically
and socially engaged.

3. Conclusion

The micro-histories of the Sec-
ond World War presented both
in Alexievich’s Last Witnesses
and Ulitskaya’s Childhood 45-53
are filtered through a child’s
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sensibility, demonstrating that
children do not live in a space
and time that is beyond, above,
or outside the political. Tem-
poral indices confirm that textu-
alization and narrativization are
the only ways to access the ma-
terial reality of the past, even
though the presented testimo-
nies and letters initially appear
to be largely unmediated recol-
lections of past experience. It is
widely acknowledged that noth-
ing seems more essential to (au-
to)biography than time, but in
the analysis of children’s memo-
ries of the past, time assumes
even greater importance because
temporal ordering makes auto-
biographical memory narratively
possible. Without such ordering
children would likely remain si-
lent witnesses of the past, ‘in-
herently bifurcated and frag-
mented’  (Oushakine 2008).
Children become authentic wit-
nesses when the rhythm and di-
rection of their war and post-
war experiences are structured,
viewed through a temporal lens,
and temporally ordered. Follow-
ing Heather D. DeHaan
(DeHaan 2025), these narratives
may be seen as examples of
chronopolitics, insofar as the au-
thenticity of any given witness is
not an inherent built-in quality,
but rather produced through a
set of cultural (in this case time-
related) conventions, while the
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temporality of a narrated event
becomes ‘a kind of spiralling
movement in which the fictional
representation of time and the
lived experience of time con-
stantly modify each other” (Cur-

rie 2007: 94).
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