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Abstract

Based on tape-recorded interviews with a multitude of
historical eyewitnesses, Svetlana Aleksievich’s five-volume
literary project Golosa utopii depicts some of the most
calamitous events of Soviet history — the Second World War,
the Soviet-Afghan war, the Chernobyl nuclear disaster, and the
dissolution of the Soviet Union. This thesis seeks to provide the
first systematic study of the different social, historical and
cultural factors which have shaped Aleksievich’s genre-
transgressive writing, which is marked by both historiographical

and literary aspirations.

This thesis examines the development of Aleksievich’s
complex aesthetics in the context of the documentary tradition
in Russian and Soviet culture, including her engagement with
such prominent predecessors in the literary canon as Fedor
Dostoevskii, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Varlam Shalamov, and
Ales’” Adamovich. | argue that Aleksievich’s continuous
insistence on the ‘truth’ and ‘authenticity’ of her work is central
to her thinking and writing. This thesis demonstrates that these
key concepts emerge during her work as a journalist for the
Soviet press — an apprenticeship which would also leave clear
traces in her practice as a writer. This historical, cultural and

social context is crucial to understanding Aleksievich’s



construction of a particular public persona in the later stages of
her career. | therefore examine Aleksievich’s strategies of
positioning herself as a non-conformist writer exposing the
untruths of the official Soviet discourse, including Soviet
newspapers, which are foregrounded as the negative other of
her own discourse. Analysing her employment of counter-
narratives using a Bordieuan framework, | examine the truth-
claims underpinning her public persona as a dissident writer
‘giving a voice’ to the repressed. The interplay between
authorial voice and the many witnesses in her books underpins
both this self-portrayal and the claim to the authenticity and
truth of her work. This thesis examines the multi-voiced
structure of Aleksievich’s works against the backdrop of Mikhail
Bakhtin’s concept of literary polyphony and analyses the
authorial interventions in her texts. Focusing on the historical,
cultural and literary context of the production and reception of
Aleksievich’s work, this thesis presents the first systemic study
of the complex strategies by which Aleksievich authenticates
and legitimizes her claims to present a higher form of truth in

her literary-historiographical project Golosa utopii.



Note on Transliteration and Citations

For transliterations of Russian texts, | adhere to the Library of

Congress system without diacritical marks, unless the name in

guestion is that of an author who writes and publishes in English

in a particular format (eg. Brodsky, Yurchak). Belarusian

terminology is transliterated from its Russian translation if

Aleksievich engages with the translation rather than the original

in her texts (eg. la iz ognennoi derevni... instead of la z

vozgnennai veski...; ‘Chernobyl’ instead of ‘Chornobyl’). Unless

otherwise indicated, the abbreviated titles in brackets refer to

the following editions of Aleksievich’s works:

cM

PS

TS

uv

VS

A

Svetlana Aleksievich, Chernobyl’skaia molitva: kronika

budushchego (Moscow: Vremia, 2016).

Aleksievich, Poslednie svideteli: solo dlia detskogo

golosa (Moscow: Vremia, 2016).

Aleksievich, Tsinkovye mal’chiki (Moscow: Vremia,

2016).

Aleksievich, U voiny ne zhenskoe litso (Moscow: Vremia,

2016).

Aleksievich, Vremia sekond-khend (Moscow: Vremia,

2016).

Aleksievich,  Zacharovannye smert’iu  (Moscow:

Slovo/Slovo, 1994).



Introduction

When Svetlana Aleksievich visited Gothenburg in May 2016, the
Permanent Secretary of the Swedish Academy Sara Danius, who
had announced Aleksievich as the 2015 laureate of the Nobel

Prize in Literature seven months earlier, noted in a lecture:

In a sense, Aleksievich’s documentary-based project is anti-fiction.
Nothing can be invented or otherwise be a product of the
imagination. Everything has to be true — true to the human
experience that is being depicted in one testimony after the other.
But the attentive reader of her works soon discovers an astonishing
wealth of literary references in her writing. Zinky Boys is a good
example. | amused myself by making a list of literary allusions —and it
became a long one: the Gospel of Luke (‘Father, forgive them,
because they don't know what they're doing’), the Gospel of Matthew
(on the false Messiah), great 19t century Russian writers such as
Mikhail Lermontov, Alexander Pushkin, Leo Tolstoi, Fedor
Dostoevskii, as well as William Shakespeare, Alexandre Dumas, Erich

Maria Remarque, Ernest Hemingway...!

Danius addresses a fundamental ambiguity of Aleksievich’s
genre, which has been probed by commentators ever since the

publication of her debut work. Introducing U voiny ne zhenskoe

! Gsara Danius, Sidenkatedralen och andra texter (Stockholm, Albert Bonniers Forlag,
2020), p. 40. Unless otherwise indicated, all translations are mine.
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litso to Soviet readers in 1985, Aleksievich’s mentor and friend
Ales’ Adamovich (1927-1994) tentatively suggested a number
of possible definitions for this book: ‘marHuTadoHHan
NMTepaTypa; YCTHAA WUCTOPUA; 3SMNUYECKM-XOpOBaA Mpo3a;
OOKYMEHTa/IbHOE camouccnesoBaHne; COOOPHbLIN  pomaH;
pomaH-opatopua’.2 As Adamovich concluded his discussion,
however, the novelty of Aleksievich’s form of writing was yet to
be precisely determined: ‘Pa3 cTonbKO BapnaHTOB, 3HaYUT, BCE

elle He NPOACHUIOCH, HE BO3HUKO, He HaaeHo cnoso’.3

This ambivalence has persisted over the years as
Aleksievich’s writing has been presented and perceived as both
‘zhanr golosov’, ‘roman-ispoved” (VS), ‘non-fikshn’ and
‘publitsistika’.# The various genre definitions indicate the
complex problems in categorising her work as fiction or non-
fiction. The issue of Aleksievich’s genre, in other words, raises
the question of whether her books should be read as reliable
historical accounts of the communist and post-communist

periods or as works of literature or both. When noting the

2 Ales’ Adamovich, ‘Poiski, prodolzhenie zhanra’, foreword to Svetlana Aleksievich, U
voiny ne zhenskoe litso (Minsk: Mastatskaia literatura, 1985), pp. 49-54, p. 52.

4 Svetlana Aleksievich, ‘Svetlana Aleksievich - Golosa strany Utopii’ [the author’s official
website], http://alexievich.info/, [accessed 12 December 2022]; Altereos, ‘Non-fiction:
tri knigi Svetlany Aleksievich’, Livejournal (20 October 2016),
https://altereos.livejournal.com/163998.htmI?ysclid=1bnz5skqg7698948895 [accessed
14 December 2022]; Aliaksandr Dubrouski, ‘Kontseptual’naia publitsistika Svetlany
Aleksievich’, Zhurnalistyka-2014: stan, prablemy i perspektyvy: materyialy 16-i
Mizhnarodnai navukova-praktychnai kanferentsyi (2014), pp. 288-291.
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allusion in Tsinkovye mal’chiki to Dostoevskii in her lecture,
Danius is referring to the first monologue of this book, in which
the mother of a Soviet soldier returning from Afghanistan tells
the interviewer about the declining mental health of her son
and his murder of an unknown man using a kitchen axe (TS, 7-
13). The position of this scene at the beginning of the book
seems a deliberate choice, evoking Raskolnikov’s murder of the
old pawnbroker in Russia’s most famous crime novel,
Prestuplenie i nakazanie (1866). Aleksievich’s editorial choice
raises questions about the relationship of historiography and
literature and different readers’ expectations associated with
fictional and non-fictional texts. Is the reader intended to
discern a symbolic meaning here and interpret the axe within
the wider thematic context of moral transgression that
Tsinkovye mal’chiki explores? Does the specificity of the murder
weapon encourage the reader to look for a meaning beyond the
historical information that the monologue presents and thus
apply to it the kind of analytic procedures that are appropriate

to fiction?

Consisting of first-person narratives based on interviews
with historical eyewitnesses interspersed with authorial
comments, Aleksievich’s works reflect her documentary
aspirations. In her Nobel lecture delivered in December 2015,

she stated that the over-arching purpose of Golosa utopii was

8



the ambition to let the witnesses speak for themselves: ‘Mpasay
HY)XHO [aBaTb, Kak OHa ecTb [..] [oBopuUTb AONXKeH
ceugetent’.> Generally speaking, these claims to authenticity
and truth have been uncritically accepted in the reception of
Aleksievich’s work outside the post-Soviet sphere. For example,
Vanora Bennett states that Aleksievich’s writing harks back to a
‘serious tradition of truth-tellers and defenders of the
powerless’ and describes her narratives as the ‘extraordinary
retellings of true Soviet stories’.® Similarly, Timothy Snyder
claims that ‘the central attainment of Svetlana Alexievich [...] is
the recovery of Soviet experience from myth’ and notes that
this has made her ‘an acute critic of the nostalgic dictatorships
in Belarus and Russia’.” The following comment on U voiny ne
zhenskoe litso made by Danius in her lecture is also instructive

in this regard:

What did we know about these women? In the Soviet Union, too, very
little was known about them. The book sold two million copies. The

official version of the Second World War showed the Soviet man as

> Aleksievich, ‘O proigrannoi bitve’ [Nobel Prize Lecture, 7 December 2015],
Nobelprize.org, https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/2015/alexievich/25414-
svetlana-aleksievitch-nobel-lecture-in-russian/ [accessed 12 December 2022], p. 5.

6 Vanora Bennett, ‘Svetlana Alexievich: Seeking the Truth about Soviet Life’, Financial
Review (08 July 2016).

7 Timothy Snyder, ‘Svetlana Alexievich: The Truth in Many Voices’, The New York Review
(12 October 2015).



he wanted to appear. What Aleksievich has shown is what things were

really like.?

Aleksievich’s reliance on direct quotation further underscores
the documentary dimension of her work, which seems to
present an unmediated, documentary reality through verbatim
personal testimonies. The multiple voices which are audible in
her work have led critics, publishers, and scholars to describe
and present Aleksievich’s work as ‘polyphonic’.? The notion of
‘polyphony’ can, of course, be traced back to Mikhail Bakhtin’s
concept of the polyphonic novel, in which ‘the character is
treated as ideologically authoritative and independent; he is
perceived as the author of a fully weighted ideological
conception of his own, and not as the object of [the author]’.1°

The ultimately liberal claim underlying the idea of polyphony,

8 Danius, Sidenkatedralen, p. 33.

° See, for instance, Johanna Lindbladh, ‘The Polyphonic Performance of Testimony in
Svetlana Aleksievich’s Voices from Utopia’, Canadian Slavonic Papers, vol. 57, no. 3-4
(2017), pp. 281-312; Konstantin Milchin, ‘Chronicling a Catastrophe: The Nobel Prize
and Svetlana Alexievich’, Carnegie: Endowment for International Peace (13 October
2015), https://carnegiemoscow.org/commentary/61589 [accessed 14 December 2022];
Melissa Nurczynski, ‘Svetlana Alexievich and the Difficulty of Telling the Stories of Those
Who Cannot Tell the Stories Themselves’, The Postscript (23 September 2021),
https://www.thepostscript.org/p/svetlana-alexievich-teaching-journalism [accessed 01
December 2022]; Angelos Theocharis, ‘Polyphonic Memory and Narratives of Resilience
in Svetlana Alexievich’s Secondhand Time’, Journal of Languages, Texts and Society, vol.
3 (2019), pp. 185-206; Hannah Weber, ‘Svetlana Alexievich: Where to Start with Her
Literature’, The Calvert Journal (25 August 2021).

10 Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, edited and translated by Caryl
Emerson (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), p. 5. The original Russian
reads: ‘Fepoli ngeonormnyeckn aBTOpuUTETEH U CaMOCTOSITENIEH, OH BOCMPUHUMAETCa Kak
aBTOp COBCTBEHHOMN NMOSHOBECHOW MAE0NOrMYECKON KOHLENLUMM, a He Kak 06bekT
3aBepLlialoLero XxyaoxXectseHHoro smaeHmnsa joctoesckoro’ (Bakhtin, Problemy poetiki
Dostoevskogo (Moscow, Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1972), p. 6.
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the notion of the independence of the liberal subject with
diverse opinions has, however, been questioned in the context
of Aleksievich’s work. For instance, Vladimir Golstein has
argued that Aleksievich’s claim to act as a spokesperson for a
multitude of speakers in her writing is wholly untenable.
According to Golstein, what we are presented with in
Aleksievich’s works is by no means a diverse and multifaceted
representation of the Soviet system and how people
experienced it; instead, he suggests, we see a subjective image

shaped by Aleksievich’s own ideological assumptions.'!

In other words, Golstein raises the question of the
extent to which Aleksievich has shaped the text through her
deliberate choices as an editor. Lev Anninskii likewise notes
what he sees as an irreconcilable contradiction in the dual
authorship of Aleksievich’s genre: ‘Tak nogKolleH »aHp, TaK
[ep3Ko 06HOBJIEHO CamMo MOHATUE 06 aBTOPCTBE: OT MOBECTU K
NMOBECTM BCECBETHAsA C/1aBa NMcaTe/IbHULbI PACTET, MEXK TEM KaK
TEKCTbl ee Ha /[AeBAHOCTO AEeBATb MNPOLIEHTOB MpUHaANeXKaT
apyrum nogam!’2 The authorial control behind the text, which

these critics detect, throws doubts not only on the liberal

11 vIadimir Golstein, Svetlana Aleksijevitj — Sovjetintelligentians rést (Stockholm:
Karneval forlag, 2015). This pamphlet was intended for a Swedish audience and has not
been published in English.

12 | ev Anninskii, ‘Oglianut’sia v zlesakh: Bozh’e i chelovech’e v apokalipsisakh Svetlany
Aleksievich’, http://alexievich.info/wp-content/uploads/Anninsky.pdf [accessed 06
February 2022].

11



principles which her works seem to rely on but also on her
adopted stance of neutral observer or mere vessel for voices of

silenced witnesses.

The documentary claim of her work has been further
undermined in the Russian-speaking sphere where
representations of Soviet history are more controversial. In
2008, Afghanistan veteran Alla Smolina started a blog alleging
that Aleksievich’s depiction of the armed conflict in Tsinkovye
mal’chiki had been unfair and inaccurate, especially with regard
to her portrayal of female military staff.!* As Jeffrey Jones
points out, such criticism ‘illustrates again that what constitutes
“truth” is contested terrain’.}* Despite Aleksievich’s various
claims to present authentic historical accounts filling in gaps
which have been deliberately left empty in official Soviet
historiography, the ‘truth’ of Aleksievich’s (or any work) is
difficult to assess. As a relative concept, ‘truth’ is therefore
contingent on the context which Aleksievich creates in her

work.

The notion of truth in Aleksievich’s work is constructed

vis-a-vis the idea of Soviet distortions of truth. Spanning the

13 Alla Smolina, ‘Gimn sovetskim "Afganushkam” ili otvet "chekistki”’, The Art of War (1
February 2011), http://artofwar.ru/s/smolina_a/text_0680.shtml [accessed 13
December 2022].

14 Jeffrey W. Jones, ‘Mothers, Prostitutes, and the Collapse of the USSR: the
Representation of Women in Svetlana Aleksievich’s Zinky Boys’, Canadian Slavonic
Papers, vol. 57, no. 3-4 (2017), pp. 234-258, p. 248.
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period of late Soviet Socialism, perestroika and the post-Soviet
period, the five compilations of interview-based monologues
constituting Aleksievich’s large-scale literary project Golosa
utopii were published between 1984 and 2013. While U voiny
ne zhenskoe litso (1985) and Poslednie svideteli (1985) had
concentrated on the experiences of Soviet women and children
during the Second World War from an ideologically conformist
position, the exploration of the Soviet-Afghan War in Tsinkovye
mal’chiki  (1990) was intended to subvert official
representations of the conflict in Soviet media. As Hartsock
notes, ‘subversion is at the heart of Alexievich’s “new reality” in
Zinky Boys, confronting what the Soviet authorities did not want
to acknowledge’.!> From the publication of Tsinkovye mal’chiki
onwards, Aleksievich positions her narratives in opposition to a
perceived official Soviet discourse. Her depiction of the
Chernobyl’ nuclear disaster Chernobyl’skaia molitva (1997) and
the revised editions of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso (2004) and
Poslednie svideteli (2007) are presented as counter-narratives
to a Soviet master narrative, repudiating the supposed untruths
contained in contemporary Soviet newspaper reports on the
Soviet-Afghan war, in radio and television announcements

about the Chernobyl nuclear disaster, and in state-sponsored

15 John C. Hartsock, Literary Journalism and the Aesthetics of Experience (Amherst:
University of Massachusetts Press, 2016), p. 46.

13



commemorations of the Second World War. In the tradition of
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s Arkhipelag Gulag (1973), then, Golosa
utopii is implicitly presented as an ‘authentic Soviet history’, a
‘real chronicle of the res gestae of the Soviet people’, intended
to ‘substitute the true record of the past for the lies of the
regime’.’® To understand Aleksievich’s views on truth-value, it
is important to understand the assumptions about Soviet
culture, history, and society which underpin her strategies of
authenticity. Analysing Aleksievich’s constructions of counter-
narratives and her claim to represent other people in her
writing, her concept of art and her journalistic background, this
thesis presents the first in-depth examination of the most

essential features of her poetics.

Svetlana Aleksievich — Cultural and Literary Identity

Like her work, Aleksievich’s national, cultural, and artistic
identity defies straightforward categorization. Born in 1948 in
Ivano-Frankivsk (then Stanislav) in what is today south-eastern
Ukraine to a Belarusian father and a Ukrainian mother,
Aleksievich has spent most of her adult life in Belarus, where

the family moved after the father’s discharge from the Red

16 Martin Malia, ‘Review: A War on Two Fronts: Solzhenitsyn and the Gulag Archipelago’,
The Russian Review, vol. 36, no. 1 (1977), pp. 46-63, p. 52.

14



Army.Y” Although a Belarusian national, Aleksievich does not
identify as a Belarusian writer. Nor does she identify as a
Russian or a Soviet writer, although Russian is the language in
which she is most proficient and the language in which she
writes. When the five works comprising Golosa utopii were
retranslated into Belarusian and published in Minsk in 2018,

Aleksievich was asked about her choice of language:

TpyLHO MHe 6bIN10 06BACHUTD, YTO PYCCKUIN MO A3bIK — 3TO A3bIK, Ha
KOTOPOM rOBOPUT MMNEPUA U A AO/KHA Oblia HanucaTb Ha 3Tom
A3blke. Jaxke Korga A 6bina B TagKUKMCTaHE — TamM FOBOPUAM Ha
pycckom, B YKpauHe — Toxe. To ecTb rae 6bl A HKM b6bina, BCTpeyana
ntogen us Toro Bpemenun. Ecnv 6ol A Hanucana Ha 6enapyckom asbike,

He cxBaTuna 6bl NpaBAy BpemeHu, npasay YyBcTs. 8

Aleksievich thus explains her choice of language with the fact
that Russian was official language and lingua franca in the USSR,
making Russian more fitting than Belarusian for the exploration
of Soviet history in her works. When Aleksievich’s family moved

from Ukraine to Belarus in the early 1950s, the republic was

17 'Premiia mira Soiuza izdatelei i knigotorgovtsev 2013: Svetlana Aleksievich -
Biografiia’ [biography by Friedenspreis des Deutschen Buchhandels], 2013.

18 “Egli by ia napisala na belarusskom, ne khvatila by pravdy vremeni”: V Minske
prezentovali knigi Svetlany Aleksievich na move’ [interview with Svetlana Aleksievich],
Kyky.org (26 June 2018), https://kyky.org/news/esli-by-ya-napisala-na-belaruskom-ne-
shvatila-by-pravdu-vremeni-v-minske-prezentovali-knigi-svetlany-aleksievich-na-
move?ysclid=lbbzpguytd197112707 [accessed 13 August 2022].

15



considerably Russified and Russian dominant in the educational

1% With the exception of Belarusian language and

system.
literature, every subject was taught in Russian in most
Belarusian schools in the mid-1950s, as Stankevich notes.?°
Russian was thus the medium of instruction when Aleksievich
attended school as well as when she took her degree in
journalism at the State University of Minsk between 1967 and
1972.21 Moreover, when working as a journalist for the
Belarusian daily newspaper Sel’skaia gazeta between 1973 and
1976 and for the Belarusian thick journal Neman between 1976
and 1984, Aleksievich wrote in Russian. In other words,
Aleksievich is profoundly shaped by an educational,
professional, and literary context that privileged Russian over
Belarusian. Therefore, even though writing in Russian may
indeed be a conscious choice considering the topics that she

explores in her books, it is also, at least to a degree, involuntary

—a consequence of the russification of the Soviet republics.

19 For the russification of the Soviet republics and the language policies in the USSR, see
Craig Brandist and Katya Chown, eds., Politics and the Theory of Language in the USSR
1917-1938: The Birth of Sociological Linguistics (London: Anthem Press, 2011); George
Liber, Soviet Nationality Policy, Urban Growth, and Identity Change in the Ukrainian
SSR, 1923-1934 (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992); Brian
Silver, ‘Social Mobilization and the Russification of Soviet Nationalities’, The American
Political Science Review, vol. 68, no. 1 (1974), pp. 45-66; S. Stankevich, 'Rusifikatsiia
belaruskogo iazyka v BSSR’, in T.A. Efimovich, ed., Istoriia imperskikh otnoshenii:
belarusy i russkie (Minsk: Fuainform, 2010).

20 Stankevich, 'Rusifikatsiia belaruskogo iazyka’, p. 111.

21 'Premiia mira Soiuza’.
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Aleksievich’s artistic and regional belonging is as complex
as the circumstances of her preferred language as an author.
When asked by journalist Ana Lucic whether she felt as though
she belonged to a particular country or literary scene,
Aleksievich replied that she saw herself as ‘an independent

writer’:

I can’t call myself a Soviet writer, or even a Russian writer. By “Soviet”
I mean the territory of the former Soviet empire, naturally, the realm
of the Soviet utopia. Neither do | consider myself a Belorussian writer.
I would say I’'m a writer of that epoch, the Soviet utopia, writing the

history of that utopia in each of my books.??

Written in Russian and exploring topics of historical and social
importance for the post-Soviet sphere, Aleksievich’s books
contain little indication of her Belarusian background. The only
recurrent textual element pointing towards her nationality is
the relatively high frequency among her interviewees of people
who lived or have lived in the territory of Belarus. For example,

in U voiny ne zhenskoe litso, seventeen interviewees have an

22 Ana Lucic, ‘A Conversation with Svetlana Alexievich’, Dalkey Archive Press (2 August
2013), https://www.dalkeyarchive.com/2013/08/02/a-conversation-with-svetlana-
alexievich-by-ana-lucic/ [accessed 06 December 2022].

17



explicitly stated connection to Minsk. In Vremia sekond-khend,

that number is eleven, and five in Tsinkovye mal’chiki.

With the exception of these geographical rather than
cultural or linguistic markers, Golosa utopii has all the hallmarks
of the work of a Russian writer as Aleksievich is firmly rooted in
the Russian literary tradition, citing Dostoevskii as one of her
major influences and frequently including references in her
works to the Russian literary canon. For example, the 2007
edition of Chernobyl’skaia molitva contains direct references to
Chekhov, Dostoevskii, Tolstoi, and Pushkin, while Vremia
sekond-khend invokes the same four canonical writers.
Aleksievich can thus be described a Russophone writer who,
while geographically oriented toward the territory of Belarus, is

firmly anchored in Russian literary culture and tradition.

The Russian cultural tradition also extends to her
political engagement. In the tradition of the 19th-century
intelligentsia and the Soviet literary dissident movement,
Aleksievich identifies literature with political engagement. Ever
since the trial following the publication of Tsinkovye mal’chikiin
1990, her relationship with the Belarusian authorities has been
characterized by considerable tension. Based on interviews
with nurses, soldiers, and mourning mothers, this book caused

great controversy, in particular among war veterans and their

18



family members, who received Aleksievich’s book as
slanderous, criticizing her heavily and leading to the
cancellation of a stage adaptation performed in the lanka
Kupala Theatre in Minsk.>®> In 1992 — two years after the
publication —four interviewees participated in a lawsuit against
Aleksievich in Belarus, claiming that she had falsified and
distorted their statements and suing her for libelling their
honour.?* The court ruled in favour of one of the plaintiffs and
fined Aleksievich in a trial that Russian PEN and Belarusian
human rights defenders deemed illegitimate and politically

motivated by (TS, 276).

This trial was the first incident indicating considerable
friction between Aleksievich and the Belarusian authorities,
making her an overtly political figure. Aleksievich reports that
she has been subjected to different forms of harassment by the
Belarusian government, including threats and surveillance.
Moreover, until 2018, her books were taken out of circulation

in her native country.? Since the 1992-1993 trial, furthermore,

23 Holly Myers, ‘Svetlana Aleksievich’s Changing Narrative of the Soviet-Afghan War in
Zinky Boys’, Canadian Slavonic Papers, vol. 57, no. 3-4 (2017), pp. 330-354, p. 341.

24 1bid.

25 'Svetlana Alexievich’ [biography by PEN Zentrum Deutschland], Pen-deutschland.de,
https://www.pen-deutschland.de/en/themen/writers-in-exile/ehemalige-
stipendiaten/swetlana-alexijewitsch/ [accessed 17 December 2022]. Aleksievich
mentions instances of harassment in interviews (see, for instance, Marie Tetzlaff, ‘A
Human is a Scary Creature’ [interview with Svetlana Aleksievich for Louisiana Channel],
Youtube (August 2017), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EJ5bOFwpz1ls [accessed 06
December 2022]).
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Aleksievich has become a vocal critic not only of Aliaksandr
Lukashenka but also of Vladimir Putin, thus emerging as a
dissident figure in the broader post-Soviet sphere. A widely
noted and illustrative example of her political activity is an essay
published in the Frankfurter Allgemeine in 2014, shortly after
the Russian occupation of Crimea.?® Aleksievich condemned the
Russian invasion and accused Putin of stirring up aggressive,
nationalistic sentiments among the Russian population, causing
widespread hostility and violence, and characterized the
Russian government as authoritarian, irresponsible, and
callous: ‘Kak HOMeHKNaTypa COBETCKOro BPEMEHW, OHU AYMasn,
YTO B/IACTM NO3BOJIEHO BCE, M OHAa HEOTBETCTBEHHA Nepep,

obuiectsom’.?’

Six years later, when accusations of electoral fraud were
levelled at Lukashenka during the 2020 Belarusian presidential
elections, Aleksievich assumed a vocal role in the opposition
against the government by joining the board of the
Coordination Council, a non-governmental body created to

facilitate a democratic transfer of power.?® Aleksievich was

26 This article was originally published in German in Frankfurter Allgemeine (Aleksievich,
‘Etwas Schreckliches, etwas Blutiges zieht heran’, Frankfurter Allgemeine (11 March
2014)). It was subsequently disseminated in Russian on several websites with the title
‘Kollektivnyi Putin’, Express.by (13 March 2014), https://ex-
press.by/rubrics/obshhestvo/2014/03/13/svetlana-aleksievich-kollektivnyj-putin
[accessed 14 December 2022].

27 Aleksievich, ‘Kollektivnyi Putin’.

28 Andrei Makhovskii and Matthias Williams, ‘Nobel laureate author emerges as powerful
voice backing Belarus protests’, Reuters (28 August 2020),
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interrogated by the police and subsequently left the country
escorted by foreign diplomats, relocating to Germany where
she currently resides.?® Most recently, in 2022, Aleksievich
spoke out against the Russian invasion of Ukraine, signing an
appeal urging Russian-speakers living abroad to contact Russian
citizens directly in order to pass on information about the war
disseminated in Western European news channels.3® She also
condemned the authorities in her native country for allowing

Russia to use Belarusian territory to launch operations.3!

In parallel to her writing career, then, Aleksievich
occupies a prominent position on the political scene in the post-
Soviet sphere. Taking a stand on contemporary politics is a
moral choice that Aleksievich makes, insisting on this as the
obligation of a writer. When asked in an interview whether she

believed that writers should publicly express their views on

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-belarus-election-alexievich-idUSKBN25019H
[accessed 14 December 2022]; Koordinatsionnyi sovet, ‘Prezidium’,
https://rada.vision/prezidium [accessed 13 December 2022].

29 Elisabet Andersson and Jan Majlard, ‘Aleksijevitj om regimen: Terror mot folket’,
Svenska Dagbladet (09 September 2020); Vera Nerusch, ‘It's a Shame the Road to
Freedom is So Long’ [interview with Svetlana Aleksievich], Deutsche Welle (24 January
2022), https://www.dw.com/en/alexievich-its-a-shame-the-road-to-freedom-is-so-
long/a-60503124 [accessed 01 December 2022]; ‘Belarus’ Nobel laureate answers
summons over opposition Coordination Council case’, Belsat: journalists behind bars,
https://belsat.eu/en/news/belarus-nobel-laureate-answers-summons-over-opposition-
coordination-council-case [accessed 1 June 2022].

30 Luke Harding, ‘Eminent writers urge Russian speakers to tell truth of war in Ukraine’,
The Guardian (5 March 2022).

31'U nas uzhe net nezavisimosti, i my strana-agressor. Eto stydno i strashno’ [interview
with Svetlana Aleksievich], Express.by (7 March 2022), https://ex-
press.by/rubrics/obshhestvo/2022/03/07/svetlana-aleksievich-u-nas-uzhe-net-
nezavisimosti-i-my-strana-agressor-eto-stydno-i-strashno [accessed 14 December
2022].
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political issues, she replied: ‘A gymat, 4yTo Aa. Bo Bcakom
cnydae, A U3 Tex NoAen, KoTopble NpuHMMatoT nosmumio’.3? The
public perception of Aleksievich as a dissident writer informs
the reception of her writing in the post-Soviet sphere as well as
in Western European countries and in North America. In other
words, her public persona is integral in establishing the readers’
expectations of her works. Aleksievich’s political engagement,
then, is inseparable from her writing, as it enters into a complex
interplay with her depictions of Soviet reality and the creation

of an artistic persona in Golosa utopii.

Golosa utopii: a Chronicle of Soviet Communism

Golosa utopii is the title of Aleksievich’s large-scale literary
project, a five-book cycle completed in 2013 that chronicles the
history of Soviet communism and its disintegration. Although
published over a period spanning nearly three decades (1985-
2013), the books constituting Golosa utopii share key formal
properties and are thematically linked. With the exception of
later editions of Poslednie svideteli—the only book that lacks an
authorial preface in some revisions — each book consists of a

succession of thematically ordered monologues with individual

32 Tetzlaff, ‘A Human’.
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titles and a minimum of external commentary, framed by an
authorial preface. Aleksievich’s works are also marked by a
thematic consistency as they all depict collective traumas at key
moments in Soviet history: the Second World War, the Soviet-
Afghan War, the Chernobyl nuclear disaster, and the
dissolution of the Soviet Union. As Aleksievich stated in her
2015 Nobel lecture: ‘A Hanucana NATb KHUT, HO MHe KarKeTcs,
uTO BCE 3TO OAHa KHMra. KHura o6 muctopumn ogHon yronmm’ .33
Elsewhere she further clarifies her project as an examination of
the historical development of the Soviet condition, reflecting

the experiences of several generations:

Mosa XpOHWKa OXBaTbIBAET AECATKM NOKoAeHWi. OHa HauMHaeTca ¢
paccKka3oB Ntoaen, KoTopble MOMHUAW PEBONIOLMW, MPOLUAM BOWHDI,
CTa/ZIMHCKME narepsa, u AT K HaWwmnm gHam — noyTtn 100 net. Uctopua
AylWwn — pycckon aywun. UamM TouHee, PYCCKO-COBETCKOM AyLiu.
UcTopua BENMKOM WM CTpAWHOM YTOMMM — KOMMYHM3Ma, uAaes
KOTOPOro He ymepna OKOHYaTeNbHO He ToNbKo B Poccuu, HO M BO

Bcem mupe.3*

When Aleksievich published her first books in 1985 at the age

of 37, she was already an accomplished writer using a well-

33 Aleksievich, ‘O proigrannoi bitve’, p. 4.
34 Aleksievich, ‘Svetlana Aleksievich — Golosa strany Utopii’.

23



defined literary method, which has essentially remained
unaltered during the entirety of her writing career. Aleksievich
spends many years researching each book, speaking to
hundreds of people and often conducting several interviews
with the same person.3®> The documentary material that she
gathers then undergoes a rigorous selection process, with
about one in five of the collected interviews making it into the
final version of the book.3® The interviews that Aleksievich
choses to include in the book are in turn subjected to a careful
selection and editing process. Discussing the writing of
Chernobyl’skaia  molitva, Aleksievich explained that a
transcribed conversation with a witness typically comprised
between 100 and 150 pages, around ten of which went into the

finished book, in other words approximately twelve percent.?’

Golosa utopii can thus be described as a cycle of
compilations of interview-based monologues. Reducing her
own authorial commentary to a minimum in the monologues,
Aleksievich sometimes inserts a short question directed to the

witness or a brief, bracketed remark on the interviewee’s tone

35 Lajos Palfalvi, Life Itself Is So Shocking, It’s Difficult to Put into Words’ [interview with
Svetlana Aleksievich], Hungarian Literature Online (5 June 2022),
https://hlo.hu/interview/svetlana-alexievich-life-itself-is-so-shocking-its-difficult-to-put-
into-words [accessed 06 December 2022]; ‘Moi knigi — ne kollektsiia uzhasov’ [interview
with Svetlana Aleksievich], Lustrum (2017). It should be noted that Aleksievich’s
interviewees have not spoken publicly about the interview process, meaning that the
information available about these meetings comes from Aleksievich.

36 Lucic, ‘A Conversation’.

37 1bid.
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or demeanour during the conversation. Overall, however, the
interviewer remains essentially transparent, as Natal’ia
Sivakova notes: ‘C. AneKkcMeBMY CTPEMUTCA K MaKCMManbHOMY
BHELIHeMyY CaMOYCTPaHEHMUIO, yaanas «U3NNLLIHUEN
noApo6HOCTM 1 XapaKTEPUCTUKM cBoMX repounHb’.38 Instead, the
authorial commentary is given in an extensive preface, in which
Aleksievich provides her own reflections on the topic explored
in the book and on her own writing process. The monologues
are typically given individual titles — often a direct quotation
from the conversation with the witness: ‘«babywka
mosmnace... OHa npocuaa, YTobbl Mos Aylla BepHynack...»” (PS,
12) On other occasions, the monologue title is a summary of
the main topics discussed by Aleksievich and the witness:

‘MoHosor o Tom, 3a4em ntoam scnomuHaoT (CM, 43).

It is difficult to establish at which point Aleksievich
started to conceive of her initially discrete projects as integral
parts of a large-scale literary project, which maps and
establishes a network of thematic and formal concerns linking
individual books. In a brief note preceding an interview with
Aleksievich included in the appendix to her most recent work

Vremia sekond-khend, she identifies the mid-1980s as the

38 Natal'ia Sivakova, 'Funktsii avtora v povestvovatel’noi strukture «novoi»
dokumental’noi literatury’, Izvestiia Gomel’skogo gosudarstvennogo universiteta, vol. 34,
no. 1 (2006), pp. 76-83, p. 79.
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period when she started to plan Golosa utopii as a larger project
of interrelated texts (VS, 495). However, Adamovich’s foreword
and afterword to the first editions of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso
and Poslednie svideteli do not mention that they are parts of a
wider literary project.?® It is therefore also entirely possible that
the conception of a cycle of several thematically interrelated
books appeared gradually as Aleksievich’s writing career
progressed and a set of themes shared between individual
works emerged. In an interview in 2004, Aleksievich stated that
the intended title for her five-book cycle was ‘Malen’kii
chelovek i velikaia Utopiia’, which indicates that her vision of
the project has undergone some changes over time.*°
Moreover, the set of topics covered in Golosa utopii has been
shaped by contemporary historical developments as
Aleksievich started writing in 1978, that is, long before the
Chernobyl nuclear disaster and the dissolution of the Soviet
Union.*! In her writing, she has continuously responded to
contemporary issues, proceeding as a journalist in this regard.
Nevertheless, the formal and thematic consistency

characterizing her works makes it viable to approach Golosa

39 Adamovich, ‘Poiski’; ‘Posleslovie’.

40 See Natal'ia Igrunova, ‘My uzhe ne mozhem, kak geroi Chekhova, skazat': cherez 100
let chelovek budet prekrasen’ [interview with Svetlana Aleksievich], Izvestiia (14 May
2004).

41 Adamovich mentions in his afterword to the 1985 edition of Poslednie svideteli that
Aleksievich started researching U voiny ne zhenskoe litso in this year. Adamovich,
‘Posleslovie’, p. 171.
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utopii as a coherent whole in some respects.*? For example, her
aspiration to formal polyphony and the concept of art
underpinning her writing are continuities in her poetics which

shape all of her constantly evolving work.

The texts themselves, however, are less stable,
repeatedly undergoing extensive revisions and rewritings over
many years in different editions. U voiny ne zhenskoe litso,
which chronicles the Soviet female experience of the Second
World War, consists of monologues narrated by women who
held a wide variety of professions during the war — snipers,
drivers, surgeons, nurses, cooks, laundresses, mechanics,
engineers, pilots, foot soldiers, telephone operators,
antiaircraft gunners, radio operators, platoon commanders,
etc. —and occupied different military ranks: privates, corporals,
sergeants, lieutenants, captains, and majors. An abridged
version of this work was published in the February issue of
Oktiabr’ in 1984 as well as in the September issue of Neman in
the same year.*® The following year, U voiny ne zhenskoe litso
was published in book form by Mastatskaia literatura in

Minsk.** Just a few years later — in 1988 and 1989 — it was

42 Lindbladh has successfully attempted this thematic approach before, investigating the
polyphonic performance of testimony in Aleksievich’s writing while citing freely from a
multitude of her books. See Lindbladh, ‘The Polyphonic Performance’.

43 Aleksievich, ‘U voiny - ne zhenskoe litso, Okt’%iabr, no. 2 (February 1984), pp. 22-107.
‘U voiny — ne zhenskoe litso: Glavy iz dokumental’'noi knigi’, Neman (September 1984),
pp. 89-139.

44 Aleksievich, U voiny - ne zhenskoe litso... (Minsk: Mastatskaia literatura, 1985).
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republished by Sovetskii pisatel’, and in 2004, a sixth edition
was published by Pal’'mira.*> This edition is heavily revised,
especially in terms of Aleksievich’s own authorial rhetoric,
which changes radically, re-positioning the narrative in relation
to the official Soviet discourse and reflecting a political
transition in her writing. In 2007, Vremia published a second
revised version, which contains slight alterations to the
authorial preface as well as additions to the individual

monologues.*®

Poslednie svideteli, which consists of one hundred
monologues narrated by Soviet citizens who were children at
the time of the German invasion of the USSR in 1942, has
undergone similar revisions. Originally published in 1985 by
Molodaia gvardiia in Moscow, this book was reprinted in 1988,
1989 and 1998 in the same volume as U voiny ne zhenskoe litso,
which emphasises the close thematic connection between
these books.*” Subsequently republished in 2004 and 2007,

Poslednie svideteli has undergone revisions from edition to

4> Aleksievich, U voiny ne zhenskoe litso — Poslednie svideteli: Povesti (Moscow:
Sovetskii pisatel’, 1988). U voiny ne zhenskoe litso — Poslednie svideteli: Povesti
(Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1989). U voiny - ne zhenskoe litso (Moscow: Pal’'mira,
2004).

46 Aleksievich, U voiny ne zhenskoe litso (Moscow: Vremia, 2007).

47 Aleksievich, Poslednie svideteli: kniga nedetskikh rasskazov (Moscow: Molodaia
gvardiia, 1985). U voiny ne zhenskoe litso — Poslednie svideteli: Povesti (Moscow:
Ostozh’e, 1998).
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edition, with changes made both to the monologues and to the

authorial preface.®®

Tsinkovye mal’chiki consists of interviews with men and
women who participated in the Soviet-Afghan war as well as
with mothers to soldiers who were killed in action. Before its
publication in book-form in 1990, Tsinkovye mal’chiki started to
appear serially in the Belarusian newspaper Literatura i
mastatstva on 6 October 1989.%° In February 1990, the Russian
journal Druzhba narodov and the newspaper Komsomol'skaia
pravda published additional fragments.®® These fragments
caused the Afghan veteran community to react and resulted in
the aforementioned lawsuit against Aleksievich.>® Tsinkovye
mal’chiki has since been reprinted a number of times and
revised by Aleksievich.®? Holly Myers has compared and
contrasted the 1990 and 2016 editions of the work, noting that
‘[v]ariations between editions exist from the level of words and
phrases to that of entire monologues and chapters’.>® Doris

Scribner has made similar observations in her exploration of

48 Aleksievich, Poslednie svideteli: sto nedetskikh kolybel’nykh (Moscow: Pal’mira, 2004);
Poslednie svideteli: solo dlia detskogo golosa (Moscow: Vremia, 2007).

43 Aleksievich, ‘My viartaemsia adtul’... Staroini z knigi “Tsynkavyia khlopchyki” -
manalogi tykh, khto praishol Afganistan’, Litaratura i mastatstva (6 October 1989).

>0 Tsinkovye mal’chiki: Monologi tekh, kto proshel Afganistan’, Komsomol’skaia pravda,
no. 39 (15 February 1990). Tsinkovye mal’chiki’, Druzhba narodov, no. 7 (1990), pp. 5-
88.

>1 See Jones, ‘Mothers, Prostitutes', p. 250.

52 Tsinkovye mal'chiki (Moscow: Vigarius, 1996); Tsinkovye mal'chiki (Moscow: Eksmo-
Press, 2001); Tsinkovye mal'chiki (Moscow: Vremia, 2007); Tsinkovye mal’chiki
(Moscow: Vremia, 2017); Tsinkovye mal’chiki (Moscow: Vremia, 2022).

>3 Myers, ‘Svetlana Aleksievich’s Changing Narrative’, p. 334.
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Chernobyl’skaia molitva, Aleksievich’s compilation of
interviews with people directly affected by the Chernobyl
nuclear disaster, finding significant alterations in the revised
2007 edition compared to the original edition published in
1997.>* Finally, Zacharovannye smert’iu is the most radical
instance of rewriting in Aleksievich’s oeuvre. Focusing on
suicides committed and attempted by Soviet citizens during the
disintegration of the USSR, it consists of seventeen
monologues.> After its publication in book form in 1994,
Aleksievich significantly revised and expanded the book,
republishing it in 2013 with the title Vremia sekond-khend — a
thematically broader exploration of the disintegration of the

Soviet Union.>®

Sivakova has suggested that Aleksievich’s books should
be seen as constituting a ‘dynamic system’, which changes with
the historical circumstances of every new edition:
‘HeobxoaMMO OTMETUTb, YTO [LOKYMEHTa/NIbHOe TBOPYECTBO
AnekcmeBMY — AMHAMMYecKana CcucTema, npeTepnesBaroLLan

NOCTOAHHbIE U3MEHEHUA: KaxXKaoe nepensgaHne KHUru

>4 Aleksievich, Chernobyl’skaia molitva: khronika budushchego (Moscow: Ostozh’e,
1997); Chernobyl’skaia molitva: khronika budushchego (Moscow: Vremia, 2007). See
Doris Scribner, ‘Recreation of Chernobyl Trauma in Svetlana Aleksiyevich’s
Chernobyl’skaya molitva’, unpublished MA dissertation, the University of Missouri-
Columbia, 2008, p. 111.

>> Aleksievich, ‘Zacharovannye smert’iu’, Narodnaia gazeta (3 October 1992), pp. 15-74;
Zacharovannye smert’iu (Moscow: Slovo/Slovo, 1994).

56 Aleksievich, Vremia sekond khend (Moscow: Vremia, 2013).
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CONPOBOXAAeTCcA  MOANDUMKALMAMM B CTPYKTYPHOM U
copeprkatenibHom niaHe’.>” Most revisions were made in the
early 2000s when Aleksievich was living abroad. At the time,
she explained that because of planned publications of new
editions, she had reread her books finding important omissions

made by Soviet censors:

MHe cTanu noctynatb NpeasoXeHus OT u3zatenen — CHavyana Bo
®paHummn, notom B FrepmaHuu, AnoHUK, UTannm saxotenm BbinyCcTuTb
"BOeHHble" KHUIMKM. A nepeuntana uX, MNPOAUCTaNA [AHEBHUKW,
nocmoTpena, YTo BbibpacbiBana LEeH3ypa, U NOHANA: B TaKOM BUAeE
ny6iMKOBaTb MX HEBO3MOMKHO, HYXXHO BOCMO/IHATL BbIHYXAEHHbIE

npobesnbl.>®

Even though censorial deletions and a desire to restore
passages that were removed from the original publication may
partially explain the decision to revise her works, Aleksievich
may also have had other reasons for doing so, as both Scribner
and Myers note. Scribner states that the ‘revisions document
changes in her witnesses’ stories and the wide range of public

reaction to her writings [as well as] document Aleksiyevich’s

>7 Sivakova, ‘Funktsii zaglavii v povestvovatel’noi strukture dokumental’nykh
proizvedenii S. Aleksievich’, Izvestiia Gomel’evskogo gosudarstvennogo universiteta, vol.
62, no. 2 (2011), pp. 179-181, p. 179.

>8 Igrunova, ‘My uzhe ne mozhem'.
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changing perspectives and her struggle to come to grips with
the responsibilities in documenting “reality”’.>® Myers argues
that over-arching shifts in thematic focus and selection criteria
underpin the revisions and attributes the instances of rewriting
to Aleksievich’s changing ideological orientation.®® The
constant revisions in Aleksievich’s work, in particular those in U
voiny ne zhenskoe litso and Poslednie svideteli, are illuminating
indicators of the difference in her political outlook before and
after perestroika, which has important implications for the

truth-values inherent in her writing.

Reception

Aleksievich’s controversial status in her native country is
reflected in the politicised reception of her as a writer and
public figure outside of Belarus. Noting that the award of the
Nobel Prize has overly politicised the reception of her work in
the English-speaking world, Jacques Testard states that the
prize ‘has placed Alexievich firmly in the pantheon of great
Soviet dissidents and fellow laureates — Ivan Bunin, Boris

Pasternak, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Joseph Brodsky’.6* This

59 Scribner, ‘Recreation of Chernobyl', p. 10.

60 Myers, ‘Svetlana Aleksievich’s changing narrative’, p. 346.

61 Jacques Testard, ‘Bearing Witness: Why You Should Read Svetlana Alexievich’, The
Calvert Journal (18 May 2016).

32



statement is illustrative of Aleksievich’s reception in Western
Europe as she is perceived not only as a Belarusian but also a
Soviet dissident. Julian Evans describes her as ‘a dissident of the
Soviet and post-Soviet era’ and a biographical note published
on the Nobel Prize website states that Aleksievich prior to 1985
‘already had a reputation of being a dissident journalist with

anti-Soviet sentiments’.2

The reception of Aleksievich internationally is in part
determined by the political climates in different countries and
their ties to Russia, Belarus, and the EU. For example, in Serbia,
which retains traditionally strong ties to Russia, the major
newspaper Politika stressed the political reasons for awarding
the Nobel Prize to Aleksievich, implicitly dismissing the artistic
qualities of her writing and portraying her as a person with
misinformed and exaggerated notions of the degree of violence
and repression in Serbia.?? By contrast, in Romania, which has
been a member of the EU since 2007, the newspaper
Observatorul Cultural praised Aleksievich for describing ‘a world

completely different to that accepted by the Lukashenka and

62 Julian Evans, ‘Svetlana Alexievich's Nobel Win Sends a Stern Message to Putin’, The
Telegraph (9 October 2015); ‘Svetlana Alexievich — Biographical’, NobelPrize.org (8
October 2015),
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/2015/alexievich/biographical/ [accessed 13
December 2022].

63 'Svetlana Aleksijevi¢ dobila Nobelovu nagradu za knjizevnost’, Politika (8 October
2015).
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Putin regimes’ and for ‘recording the voices of the victims of

communism and post-communism’.%*

Such regional differences reflect a wider international
pattern in how critics, journalists, publishing houses, prize
committees, and cultural institutions respond to and present
Aleksievich and her works. In Germany, France, the United
Kingdom, and Sweden, Aleksievich is generally perceived and
presented as a heroic champion of democratic and pacifistic
values and human rights in the face of Soviet, Russian, and
Belarusian totalitarianism, and she is frequently compared to
such writers as Andrei Siniavskii, Solzhenitsyn, and Brodsky.®°
This perception, which can conditionally be termed ‘Western’,
forms a stark contrast to how Aleksievich is perceived in Russia,
where she is often criticized for her ‘anti-Russian’ and ‘anti-
Soviet’ sentiments. Russian cultural journalist Oleg Pukhnavtsev
stated in connection to the 2015 Nobel Prize in literature:
‘CBeTnaHa AneKkcmMeBMY — KNaCCUYECKUIM aHTUCOBETU MK [...] Tam,
roe TOpPXKecTByeT aHTUKOMMYHM3M, obA3aTenbHO Halaérca
mecto u pycodobun’.®® Writer Vladimir Lichutin similarly

asserted: ‘CBeTnaHa ANeKcMeBWUY — IUTEPATYPHbIN PaboTHUK

64 Simonca, Ovidiu, ‘Rinduri ,la cald" despre premiul Svetlanei Aleksievici’, Observatorul
Cultural (8 August 2015).

65 See, for instance, Peter Cornell, ‘Svetlana Aleksijevitjs radikala f('jreg%ngare’,
Expressen (10 October 2015).

66 Oleg Pukhnavtsev, ‘Literator nuzhnogo kalibra’, Literaturnaia gazeta (14 October
2015).
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cpepHen pyku [...] U npemuio el pganu npexkae Bcero 3a

KpUTUYEeCKoe oTHoweHme K Poccum’.%’

These different receptions of Aleksievich are likely to
have a mutually polarizing and reinforcing effect. The more
Aleksievich is praised in Western Europe as a heroic figure of
resistance against Putin’s and Lukashenka’s authoritarian
regimes, the more controversial she becomes in Belarus and
Russia. The more controversial she becomes in these countries,
the more is she perceived as a dissident figure in Western
Europe. This dynamic is complicated by Aleksievich’s constant
revisions, which tend to adapt the works’ political and
ideological orientation to the expectations of the public outside
of Belarus and Russia, which is much more receptive to the
notion of artistic and political resistance that Aleksievich
represents. As Julia Obertreis has noted, Aleksievich seems to
be writing increasingly for a ‘Western’ audience, following in
the footsteps of Solzhenitsyn, Siniavskii and Brodsky as Russian-

speaking authors writing for a non-Russian readership.%®

Research Context

67 Ibid.

68 Julia Obertreis, ‘Polyphonie auf den Trimmern des Sozialismus: Svetlana Aleksievi¢'s
Werk aus sicht der Oral History’, Osteuropa, vol. 68, no. 1-2 (2018), pp. 117-134, p.
132.
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Until Aleksievich received the Nobel Prize in Literature in 2015,
scholarly research on her work was relatively scarce.®
However, over the past seven years, two academic journals
have dedicated special issues to her life and work — Canadian
Slavonic Papers in 2017 and the German journal Osteuropa in
2018 — attesting to her growing significance in Slavic Studies.”®
Given the ambiguity of Aleksievich’s form of writing, it is
unsurprising that her genre is the most extensively discussed
guestion in existing research on her work. Scholars emphasise
a variety of formal and thematic features of her writing in their
conceptualisations, comparing and contrasting her work to
literary, documentary, and cinematographic works in Russian
and Soviet culture. For example, Serguei Oushakine draws
parallels between Aleksievich’s compilations of monologues
and the tradition of montage in Soviet culture, comparing her
fragmented style of writing to the works of Sergei Eisenstein
and Dziga Vertov and defines her genre as a ‘factographic
montage of oral stories, documentary sources and other
media’.”! Lindbladh goes further in her emphasis on the orality

and performativity inherent in Aleksievich’s writing and relates

69 In the Russophone academic context, Sivakova stands out as the foremost expert on
Aleksievich, publishing prolifically on her works since 2003.

70 Manfred Sapper, et al, eds., 'Nackte Seelen: Svetlana Aleksievi¢ und der ,Rote
Mensch"’, Osteuropa, vol. 68, no. 1-2 (2018); Heather J. Coleman, ed., ‘Svetlana
Aleksievich: the writer and her times’, Canadian Slavonic Papers, vol. 57, no. 3-4
(2017).

71 Serguei Oushakine, ‘Neighbours in Memory’, The Times Literary Supplement (18
November 2016), pp. 10-12, p. 12.
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her aesthetics to the post-Soviet phenomenon defined as New
Drama, stressing the fact that her works have frequently been
adapted for the stage.”? Anna Karpusheva likewise underscores
the importance of the oral stories in her discussion of
Chernobyl’skaia molitva; however, instead of relating this work
to Soviet or post-Soviet cultural phenomena, Karpusheva notes
its resemblance to a continuous, collective mourning, and
argues that this work is comparable in genre to the Slavic death

lament.”3

While Oushakine, Lindbladh, and Karpusheva base their
conceptualisations of Aleksievich’s genre on her intermedial
use of fragmented oral stories, Orgun Alpay and Slobodanka
Vladiv-Glover focus on the tension between the literary and
historiographic features in her work. Measuring the novelistic
qualities of Vremia sekond-khend according to the concept of
the ‘abstract author’, Alpay and Vladiv-Glover claim that the

absence of an evaluative standpoint attributable to an abstract

72 Lindbladh, ‘The Polyphonic Performance', p. 295. Aleksievich’s monologues have been
performed on stage on multiple occasions. U voiny ne zhenskoe litso was adapted for the
stage as early as 1985 by director Gennadii Trostianetskii at the Omsk State Theatre.
Most recently, Vremia second-khend was staged at the Maksim Gorkii Theatre in Minsk in
2018 by Valerii Anisenko. For a list of the stage adaptations, see ‘Svetlana Aleksievich -
Golosa strany Utopii’. For a discussion of New Russian Drama, see Birgit Beumers and
Mark Lipovetsky, Performing violence: Literary and Theatrical Experiments of New
Russian Drama (Bristol: Intellect, 2009).

73 Anna Karpusheva, ‘Svetlana Aleksievich’s Voices from Chernobyl: Between an Oral
History and a Death Lament’, Canadian Slavonic Papers, vol. 57, no. 3-4 (2017), pp.
259-280. Similarly to Karpusheva, Sonu Saini attributes Chernobyl’skaia molitva to the
genre of prayer. See Sonu Saini, ‘Chernobyl’skaia molitva: khronika buduschego S.
Aleksievich. Problema zhanra’, Vestnik Tomskogo gosudarstvennogo universiteta.
Kul'turologiia i iskusstvovedenie, vol. 10, no. 2 (2013), pp. 19-22.
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author undermines any classifications of this book as a work of
literature and thus argue that it is a factual text.”* Discussing the
same work, Sophie Pinkham compares different revisions of
Vremia sekond-khend and finds conspicuous discrepancies
between them.”> Pinkham claims that Aleksievich’s editorial
choices brings Vremia sekond-khend ‘out of the realm of strictly
factual writing’ and that she, ‘by seeking to straddle both
literature and history [...] ultimately succeeds at neither’.”®
While both Pinkham and Alpay and Vladiv-Glover approach
history and literature, fact and fiction as mutually exclusive
opposites, A.l. Basova and L.D. Sin'kova treat Aleksievich’s
genre from a less purist standpoint, defining it as
‘dokumental’no-khudozhestvennyi zhanr’ and comparing her

work to that of Adamovich and Mikhail Goretskii (1893-1938):

Ha NOrpaHnYbe KYPHAUCTUKKN U XYA0- KECTBEHHOM Npo3bl; Ha
nepecevyeHnn MHTEPBbIO, 3aMUCaHHbIX HA MArHUTHYIO NIEHTY, U
cobCTBEHHO paccKazoB-HoBesl. MogobHble TEKCTbI, rae dakT
DYHKLMOHUPYET KaK XyA0XeCcTBeHHbIN 06pas (C. Anekcnesny,

a Takxke M. lopeukuii, A. AoamoBmny), 3aHMMatlOT 0cobyio U

74 0. Alpay and S. Vladiv-Glover, ‘The Authority of the Text in Svetlana Aleksievich’s
Secondhand Time’, Studies in East European Thought (2022).

75 Sophie Pinkham, ‘Witness Tampering: Nobel laureate Svetlana Alexievich Crafts
Myths, Not Histories’, The New Republic (29 August 2016).

76 Ibid.
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NepPCNeKTNBHYO HUWY cpean COBPEMEHHbBIX AOKYMEHTA/IbHO-

XY[0MKEeCTBEHHbIX aHpoB.””

All these conceptualisations of Aleksievich’s writing are
characterized by an understanding of genre as a ‘class of
texts’.”® That is, the aforementioned authors approach her
genre by singling out some prominent features that it shares
with other texts and put these in the same class (for example
‘dokumental’no-khudozhestvennaia proza’ and ‘prayer’). By
contrast, the conceptualisation of Golosa utopii presented in
this thesis takes its point of departure in Tzvetan Todorov’s
notion of genre, which does not focus on the categorization of
texts according to their common features, but instead
addresses the expectations raised by these features within the
context of institutionalized genres. Addressing Maurice
Blanchot’s claim that genres ‘no longer have any genuine
significance’ as their limits are constantly being transgressed
and blurred in modernist and postmodernist literature, Todorov
agrees with Blanchot that genres have become both

anachronistic and arbitrary as descriptive categories: ‘it is

77 A.I. Basova and L.D. Sin'kova, ‘Stanovlenie dokumental'no-khudozhestvennogo zhanra
v zhurnalistike Svetlany Aleksievich’, Vesnik Belaruskaga dziarzhunaga universiteta, no.
3 (2009), pp. 93-96, p. 93.

78 Tzvetan Todorov, Genres in Discourse (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1991), p. 17.
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always possible to discover a property common to two texts,
and thus put them together in a class. Is there any virtue in
calling the result of such a combination a “genre”?’’° However,
even though they have little validity as analytical tools, genres
constitute an important element of the act of writing and
reading because of their historical institutionalisation. In other
words, ‘it is because genres exist as an institution that they
function as “horizons of expectation” for readers and as

“models of writing” for authors’.8°

Instead of asking how Aleksievich’s writing should be
classified based on a set of stylistic and narrative features, | will
discuss the expectations that her work raises through its
discursive properties. Analysing how Aleksievich establishes a
‘horizon of expectation’ for her readers, my thesis explores her
concept of art and document, her creation of an artistic
persona, and her use of a multitude of speakers. ‘Genre’ should
thus be understood in the widest possible sense of the word.
The strategies used by Aleksievich to silently instruct her
audience in their reading of Golosa utopii go beyond her

positioning of her work in relation to fiction and non-fiction, art

73 1bid. Todorov cites The Space of Literature (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
1982), p. 220. For a discussion of Blanchot’s philosophy of literature, see Ulrich Haase
and William Large, Maurice Blanchot (London and New York: Routledge, 2001) and
Carolyn Bailey Gill ed., Maurice Blanchot: the demand of writing (London and New York:
Routledge, 1996).

80 Ibid., p. 18.
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and journalism, literature and history. The readers’
expectations are also formed by Aleksievich’s public image,
which leads them to approach her as a dissident writer and to
read her work as a ‘dissident text’.8! Likewise, the multitude of
voices represented in her works encourages the reader to see
them as ‘polyphonic’ texts with the underlying claim of her

speakers as independent subjects with diverse opinions.

Underpinning Aleksievich’s strategies in establishing the
expectations that direct the reading of her work is the idea of
authenticity. The claim to authenticity and truth characterizing
her works has been noted in scholarly writing but its central role
in her poetics has not been appreciated. For example, Angela
Brintlinger observes that ‘books such as Aleksievich’s
Unwomanly Face share with [...] other important works of the
post-war period an “orientation toward authenticity” and the
use of testimony as “structural material” that are characteristic
of the autobiographical mode’.# Likewise, Myers notes that the
inclusion of court documents in some editions of Tsinkovye
mal’chiki serves to establish the authenticity of this work by

providing ‘outside texts’, which, as Myers claims, ‘encourage[s]

81 Ann Komaromi, ‘Samizdat and Soviet Dissident Publics’, Slavic Review, vol. 71, no. 1
(2012), p. 90. Komaromi uses this term to describe texts circulated in samizdat.
However, this notion can be understood more broadly as texts which are positioned in
opposition to official Soviet discourse.

82 Angela Brintlinger, ‘Mothers, Father(s), Daughter: Svetlana Aleksievich and The
Unwomanly Face of War’, Canadian Slavonic Papers, vol. 57, no. 3-4 (2017), pp. 196-
213, p. 198.
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readers to trust in the reliability and authenticity of the book,
and Zinky Boys thus becomes a “self-sufficient” source of truth,

a reliable authority of past events’.®

Building on these observations, my thesis explores the
claims to authenticity underlying Aleksievich’s positioning as a
dissident author writing experimental literary and
historiographic works representing a multitude of
eyewitnesses. ‘Authenticity’ seems to be the most appropriate
umbrella term for the strategies that Aleksievich employs to
grant authority, evidential force and a sense of superior
truthfulness to her writing, as this notion is predicated on binary
notions of truth. In existing research, scholars tend to use
interchangeably notions such as ‘truth’, ‘truthfulness’,
‘reliability’ and ‘authority’ when discussing Aleksievich’s
strategies to legitimize and authenticate her writing.®* Whereas
these notions can conceivably be understood without reference
to a perceived opposite, authenticity cannot be constructed
without reference to inauthenticity. As Theo van Leeuwen
notes, ‘[w]e might for instance call something ‘authentic’

because it is 'genuine’, because its origin or authorship are not

83 Myers, ‘Svetlana Aleksievich’s Changing Narrative’, p. 345.

84 See, for instance, Myers and Daniel Bush, *"No Other Proof”: Svetlana Aleksievich in
the Tradition of Soviet War Writing’, Canadian Slavonic Papers, vol. 57, no. 3-4 (2017),
pp. 214-233.
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in question, and it is not an imitation or a copy’.®> The ‘original’
is unthinkable without the ‘copy’, the ‘real self’ impossible to
imagine without the corresponding notion of a mask, of
dissimulation. Aleksievich’s rhetoric of truth relies explicitly on
the supposed untruths of some other discourse, such as the
official Soviet discourse on the Soviet-Afghan war and the
Soviet canon of commemoration of the Second World War. In
this regard, her poetics of authenticity draws not only on the
metaliterary discourse of the early Thaw-era, during which
‘sincerity’ was constructed in opposition to the ‘insincerity’ of
Socialist Realism, but also on the ideals of sincerity flourishing

during the perestroika.®

Exploring the claims to authenticity underpinning
Aleksievich’s genre (in Todorov’'s meaning of the word), this
thesis examines the apparent polyphony of her writing, her
artistic persona, her journalistic background, and her claims to
historical and artistic truth. Analysing Aleksievich’s complex
attitudes to the notions of ‘art’ and ‘document’, the thesis
investigates how she positions her work in relation to literary
and documentary writing. Asking how these attitudes affect

Aleksievich’s view on her artistic liberties, | situate her work in

85 Theo van Leeuwen, ‘What is Authenticity?’, Discourse Studies, vol. 3, vo. 4 (November
2001), pp. 392-397, p. 392.

86 Ellen Rutten, Sincerity after Communism (New Haven and London: Yale University
Press, 2017), pp. 75, 83.
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the Russian literary canon by comparing her to four writers that
have influenced her profoundly: Dostoevskii, Solzhenitsyn,
Varlam Shalamov, and Adamovich. This examination builds in
part on Pinkham’s and Lindbladh’s discussion of Aleksievich’s
literary and historiographic aspirations. Whereas Pinkham sees
Aleksievich’s ambitions to present both a historical truth and
artistic truth as a contradiction in terms, Lindbladh defines the
historical value of Golosa utopii as inseparable from its artistic

values.®’

If the tension between the literary and historiographical
features in Aleksievich’s work has been discussed extensively in
scholarly research, her journalistic background has received
virtually no academic attention.® Yet, her career as a journalist
spans more than a decade and is a significant part of her writing
career and essential for her development as an author. Closely
examining 44 articles that she wrote for Sel’skaia gazeta
between 1973 and 1976 and 14 pieces that she produced for
Neman between 1977 and 1984, this thesis explores her

development as a writer in the context of Soviet journalism,

87 Pinkham, ‘Witness Tampering'. Lindbladh, ‘The Polyphonic Performance’.

88 In scholarly articles, Aleksievich’s career as a journalist is commonly reduced to a
single sentence, a clause or footnote. For instance, Jones states that Alekievich ‘studied
journalism at the University of Minsk’ and Irina Marchesini that she wrote for ‘several
newspapers, starting from the town of Beresa (Brest Region), to the Rural Newspaper,
and the literary magazine Neman’. See Jones, ‘Mothers, Prostitutes', p. 252; Irina
Marchesini, ‘A new literary genre. Trauma and the individual perspective in Svetlana
Aleksievich’s Chernobyl'skaia molitva’, Canadian Slavonic Papers, vol. 57, no. 3-4
(2017), pp. 313-329, p. 315.
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asking in what ways this context shaped her poetics. While
Aleksievich’s emphatically identifies as a writer rather than a
journalist, | argue that the Soviet journalistic practices of the
1970s and 1980s have greatly contributed to forming her

method of writing.

Even though Aleksievich’s works can be seen as a direct
continuation of her journalistic methodology, her later works
also present a conscious effort to break with the Soviet
journalistic context. In Tsinkovye mal’chiki and Chernobyl’skaia
molitva, Aleksievich presents Soviet newspaper reports as
distorted and falsified, using these sources to define the
authenticity of her own representations. In other words, the
construction of authenticity in Golosa utopii is achieved through
use of counter-narratives, which can be broadly defined as ‘the
stories which people tell and live which offer resistance,
implicitly or explicitly, to dominant cultural narratives’.®
Aleksievich’s creation of counter-narratives has received little
attention in existing research. The only scholar to address this
question in depth is Daniel Bush, who emphasizes the
importance of the dichotomy of ‘truth’ and ‘mythologization’ in
Aleksievich’s work —a binary structure in which oral testimonies

given by ‘ordinary’ people are seen as providing an image of

89 Molly Andrews and Michael Bamberg, eds., Considering Counter Narratives: Narrating,
Resisting, Making Sense (Amsterdam: J. Benjamins, 2004), p. 1.
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Soviet reality that is more authentic and truthful than the

mythic images disseminated by state authorities.*®

Positioned against perceived Soviet master narratives
about the Second World War and the Soviet-Afghan War,
Aleksievich’s depictions of Soviet reality are underpinned by
such binaries as truth vs. untruth, conformism vs. resistance,
the state vs. the people and good vs. evil. These binaries have
long been implicitly and explicitly reproduced in academic and
journalistic writing about late Soviet socialism, as Alexei
Yurchak observes.®! In his study of late Soviet socialism, Yurchak
proposes an analytical method based on the split between what
he calls the performative and constative sides of Soviet
authoritarian discourse. Whereas the constative aspect of
authoritarian discourse signifies the meaning of an ideologised
statement of act, the performative aspect denotes the
significance that participation in such an act had in a social
context. According to Yurchak, Soviet citizens of late socialism
actively participated in ideologised acts without necessarily

subscribing to the constative meaning of the act:

%0 Bush, ‘"No Other Proof™’.
%1 Alexei Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More: The Last Soviet
Generation (Princeton, N.J.; Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2006), p. 4.
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One voted in favour, passed Lenin examinations, filed reports,
repeated precise textual forms, and went on the parades, but without
necessarily or usually having to pay close attention to the constative
meanings of these ritualized acts and speech acts. At the same time,
this routine replication of the authoritative symbolic system did not
limit the realm of available meanings; on the contrary, it enabled new,
unpredictable meanings that went beyond those that were literally

communicated.*?

From this point of view, oppositional categories such as truth
and lie, sincerity and dissimulation, lose their validity, and it
makes little sense to categorise late Soviet subjects as being
either conformist or non-conformist. Yurchak sees the internal
displacement of authoritative discourse as a far more
widespread and significant phenomenon than dissident
opposition, which he depicts as a small, self-styled subculture
largely irrelevant to the majority of Soviet citizens. Oushakine
similarly argues that the aforementioned binaries are simplified
and significantly mythologized as they are predicated on the
assumption of an absolute separation between official and
unofficial Soviet culture. In his analysis of political samizdat
materials, Oushakine points to the ideological and rhetorical

similarities between the official and the unofficial and argues

92 Ibid.
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that political samizdat discourse was largely framed and heavily
influenced by official Soviet discourse. Contrary to ‘the tradition
of locating resistance outside of the field of power — be these
“hidden” areas in the underground, background, or foreground
of the dominant’, Oushakine argues that ‘[t]lhe oppositional
discourse [...] shared the symbolic field with the dominant
discourse: it echoed and amplified the rhetoric of the regime,

rather than positioning itself outside of or underneath it’.>

In a wider research context, this study should be read as
a development of Yurchak’s and Oushakine’s explorations and
critiques of the binaries traditionally used to describe late
Soviet socialism. Examining Aleksievich’s use of binary
categories in establishing her public persona, the thesis
analyses the reception Aleksievich has outside the post-Soviet
sphere and addresses a political transition in her writing during
perestroika, which is when her construction of a dissident
persona begins. Drawing on Ann Komaromi’s research on
dissident social activity in the post-Stalin period and using a
Bordieuan framework, the thesis conceptualizes Aleksievich’s
attempts to establish her own autonomy from the official Soviet

discourse.”* Asking how we should make sense of her writing

93 Qushakine, ‘The Terrifying Mimicry of Samizdat’, Public Culture, vol. 13, no. 2 (2001),
pp. 191-214, p. 192.

%4 See Komaromi, ‘The Material Existence of Soviet Samizdat’, Slavic Review, vol. 63, no.
3 (2004), pp. 597-618; ‘Samizdat and Soviet Dissident Publics’, Slavic Review, vol. 71,
no. 1 (2012), pp. 70-90; Uncensored: Samizdat Novels and the Quest for Autonomy in
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career in the light of the political transition in her books during
perestroika, my thesis discusses Aleksievich’s counter-
narratives using Bourdieu’s notions of position-taking, symbolic

and economic capital, and doxa.®®

Finally, the considerations of authenticity underpinning
Aleksievich’s poetics are also inherent in the apparent
polyphony in her writing. Whereas Lindbladh and Angelos
Theocharis approach Aleksievich’s works as polyphonic,
Golstein, Scribner, and Jones observe that the supposedly
independent speakers tend to confirm and repeat each other’s
viewpoints, ultimately supporting the interpretations
presented by Aleksievich in her authorial prefaces, which
undermines the implicit claim to literary polyphony in her
works.’® This study examines how Aleksievich’s apparent
polyphony seems to grant her books additional evidential force
as the reader is apparently presented with the pluralistic
representation of different voices, rather than the subjective
interpretations of a single author. However, whereas the claims
made by Golstein, Scribner, and Jones are not supported by a

rigorous analysis of textual evidence to prove the absence of a

Soviet Dissidence (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 2015); ‘The
Unoffical Field of Late Soviet Culture’, Slavic Review, vol. 66, no 4 (2007), pp. 605-29.
%5 Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993); The
Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure of the Literary Field (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1996).
% Lindblahd, 2017; Angelos Theocharis, ‘Polyphonic Memory’; Golstein, Svetlana
Aleksijevitj; Scribner, ‘Recreation of Chernobyl'; Jones, ‘Mothers, Prostitutes'.
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polyphonic dimension in Golosa utopii, my thesis investigates
how precisely the recurrent motifs in Aleksievich’s writing cause
her overarching viewpoints to override the individual
interviewees as independent speakers. | thus identify
Aleksievich’s criteria for inclusion of documentary material in
the completed works, measuring these criteria against
Bakhtin’s concept of the polyphonic novel. In connection to this,
| likewise address the question of authorial intervention in the
individual monologues — a question that scholars are generally
reluctant to discuss because of the lack of access to
Aleksievich’s interview transcripts, which makes comparisons
of the completed works and the documentary material
impossible. This study examines the degree of external editing
in the documentary material against the backdrop of
Aleksievich’s claim to act as a spokesperson for a multitude of

people with its concomitant associations of pluralistic truth.

Transitions in Time and Space: the Evolution of

Golosa utopii and its Author

Aleksievich’s writing and public persona are subject to constant
change. As new revisions of her works appear, our
understanding of her writing changes with them. Political
developments in the post-Soviet sphere likewise affect the
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ways in which she is perceived and received. When Aleksievich
was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 2015, Lukashenka
publicly congratulated her and the previous ban on her books
was lifted.?” However, with her active participation in the
protests during the 2020 Belarusian parliamentary elections
and her condemnation of the Russian invasion of Ukraine in
2022, tensions between the author and the Belarusian
authorities are growing again. According to a statement made
in August 2022 by Aleksievich’s literary agent Galina Dursthoff
to the Swedish press, the Belarusian Ministry of Culture is set to
review the political ‘extremism’ of Aleksievich’s works,
potentially banning her books in her native country.®® If her
books were indeed to be removed from libraries and bookstore
shelves in Belarus, the relative relaxation of Aleksievich’s
relation to the Belarusian authorities would have proved short-

lived.

In the Western European cultural context, Dursthoff’s
statement contributes to solidifying Aleksievich’s position as a
dissident writer. In Bourdieu’s terms, Western media reporting
on these recent developments place Aleksievich in the field of

autonomous culture and assign symbolic capital to her. What

97 'Aleksandr Lukashenko prokommentiroval prisuzhdenie Nobelevskoi premii Svetlane
Aleksievich’, ONT TV Channel, Youtube (9 October 2015).

%8 Hannah Lindgren, 'Nobelpristagaren Svetlana Aleksijevitjs bocker kan forbjudas i
Belarus - utreds for extremism’, SVT Nyheter/Kultur SVT (30 August 2022).
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the Belarusian Ministry of Culture considers a potential case of
‘extremism’ becomes in Western press coverage an instance of
heroic resistance against a totalitarian regime, which attributes
additional moral, political and artistic legitimacy to Aleksievich’s

public persona and to her works.

Authenticated in the Western sphere by its
misrecognition in Belarus, Golosa utopii acquires its political
and aesthetic legitimacy according to a set of presuppositions
based on such dichotomies as official culture and unofficial
culture, obedience and dissidence, totalitarianism and
democracy, good and evil, truth and untruth. Beginning with
the publication of Tsinkovye mal’chiki towards the end of
perestroika in 1990, Golosa utopii has been written and read
according to the expectations of a binary system based on the
absolute separation of these dichotomies. Accordingly, in
biographical narratives produced in countries such as the
United Kingdom, France, Germany, and Sweden, Aleksievich’s
dissident status in contemporary Belarus and Russia is extended
retrospectively, frequently presenting her as a ‘Soviet’ dissident
and interpreting the publication of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso in

1985 as the direct result of GorbachevV’s liberal reforms.

However, Aleksievich’s writing career is more complex

than this simplified image suggests. Her first two works U voiny
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ne zhenskoe litso and Poslednie svideteli were published in
1985, the former book appearing serially in Soviet journals one
year earlier. Before the significant revisions to these works in
the early 2000s, they were characterized by a patriotic rhetoric
compatible with official Soviet representations of the Second
World War and in line with official censorship. Moreover,
Aleksievich’s journalistic writings in the 1970s and 1980s show
that she matured as an author within the Soviet cultural

establishment.

Aleksievich’s writing career thus cannot be accurately
conceptualised or understood within the binary framework
traditionally used to approach late Soviet socialism. Instead, her
writing career reflects the cultural and political complexity and
ambiguity characterising this era and points to the fluid
boundaries between official and unofficial Soviet culture. An
examination of her writing career shows us that these
categories are not stable or absolute; instead, invoking
Bourdieu’s terms, they function as structuring elements used by
cultural agents to define themselves in relation to other

positions in the field.

While her writing career cannot be accurately described
by the binary categories which have been challenged by

Yurchak and others, it is significant that Aleksievich relies on

53



these exact binaries in her representations of Soviet reality and
in the construction of an artistic persona. In the more recent
editions and public statements made by Aleksievich, she
presents her work and writing career as something that it is not,
namely an unambiguous struggle between the dissident and
the regime, between truth and untruth, official and unofficial
culture, excluding any overlaps between these supposedly
absolute opposites. The development of Aleksievich’s authorial
rhetoric and public persona must be seen in the light of
perestroika as well as her increasingly ‘Western’ readership.
Consistent with wider tendencies in Soviet culture following the
collapse of official ideology during glasnost and perestroika,
Tsinkovye  mal’chiki, ~ Zacharovannye  smert’iu, and
Chernobyl’skaia molitva are products of their time, critically re-

evaluating Soviet history, society, and ideology.

This thesis shows that the notions of truth and
authenticity underpinning Aleksievich’s writing are based on a
number of culturally conditioned, tacit agreements between
text and reader, agreements about the nature of late Soviet
socialism, about repression and resistance, censorship and
freedom of speech, East and West, counterculture and
mainstream culture. This set of shared presuppositions about
what constitutes relevant and good literature, changes over

time and underlies Aleksievich’s writing career. It is not until the

54



publication of Tsinkovye mal’chiki in 1990 that the notion of a
counternarrative enters her prose, adding an important
dimension to the insistence on authenticity in her writing. By
contrast, other aspects of Aleksievich’s poetics of authenticity
remain unaltered throughout her writing career. The ambition
to allow historical eyewitnesses to ‘speak’ in her work, thus
creating a writing that ‘goes beyond’ pure literature and
provides an antidote to its perceived artifice, has occupied

Aleksievich throughout her career.

Aleksievich’s rejection of traditional literary forms as
well as her desire to ‘transcend’ these forms have clear
precedents in Russian literature. Combining principal aesthetic
elements from the works of Dostoevskii, Shalamov,
Solzhenitsyn, and Adamovich, Aleksievich’s poetics synthesise a
set of ideas from pre-revolutionary and Soviet Russophone
writing, which is based on a sense of the inadequacy of
literature and the superior authenticity of the document. In
terms of its simultaneously literary and historical character,
Aleksievich’s writing is a hybrid form, mixing historiographic
and artistic intentions, interests, practices, claims, and textual
strategies. Integral to this form is the use of oral history with
the concomitant claim to represent a multitude of people,
which serves as important source of authenticity and legitimacy

in Golosa utopii. Even though the interviewees often present a
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markedly subjective image of their experiences, the collective
narrative that emerges makes an implicit claim to objective

truth by virtue of its insistence on plurality and diversity.

This notion of objective truth raises the question of the
extent to which Aleksievich processes the documentary
material. What principles guide her in her selection? Even
though Aleksievich is very open about her writing process in
interviews and in the books, her statements contain a potential
contradiction in regard to her own agency and the agency of the
witness. On the one hand, Aleksievich insists on the importance
to ‘let the witness speak’ in a time when distinctly literary forms
of writing such as fiction and poetry have become an ethical and
aesthetic impossibility; on the other hand, she invokes her right
to depict the historical events according to her own worldview.
This thesis asks how her claim to act as a spokesperson for a
multitude of individuals tallies with her simultaneous appeal to

her own licentia poetica.

A critical scrutiny of the strategies used by Aleksievich to
authenticate and legitimize her writing, this study presents an
examination of the interplay between text and paratext,
between public persona and biographical reality, as well as an
analysis of the binaries underpinning the Aleksievich’s claims to

possess and present a higher form of truth.
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Chapter Summary

This study is divided into four chapters that examine different
facets of the construction of the concepts of authenticity and
truth in Aleksievich’s writing. Chapter One analyses the literary
and documentary dimensions of Golosa utopii by examining the
programmatic statements that Aleksievich makes in regard to
her own writing practice. Demonstrating how Aleksievich
authenticates her writing by placing it in opposition to the
notions of ‘art’ and ‘literature’, this chapter shows that, for all
her suspicions of these concepts, she identifies as a literary
writer and reproduces in her poetics an essentially Aristotelian
understanding of literature. Comparing Aleksievich’s ideas to
the poetics of Dostoevskii, Solzhenitsyn, Shalamov, and
Adamovich, the chapter examines these writers’ influence on
her work and situates Golosa utopii in the Russian literary

tradition.

Chapter Two examines Aleksievich’s journalistic
background. Exploring the articles that she produced for the
Soviet Belarusian newspaper Sel’skaia gazeta (1973-1976) and
the Soviet Belarusian journal Neman (1977-1984), this chapter
compares this material to Aleksievich’s creative writing,

identifying formal and thematic continuities between the two.
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The chapter assesses to what extent the journalistic context has
shaped her poetics and her preoccupation with questions of

truth and authenticity.

Chapter Three examines the construction of counter-
narratives in Golosa utopii. Drawing on Ann Komaromi’s
research on unofficial culture and dissident social activity in the
post-Stalin period, | conceptualize Aleksievich’s asserted artistic
and ideological autonomy from the official Soviet discourse
using Pierre Bourdieu’s notions of cultural autonomy, position-
taking, symbolic and economic capital, coincidence,
consecration, doxa, and trajectory. Examining the textual
strategies underpinning Aleksievich’s construction of autonomy
and accumulation of symbolic capital, this chapter analyses
three principal rhetorical and structural devices in her works:
firstly, | discuss the references in Golosa utopii to different
forms of political persecution and repression suffered by the
author as a result of her non-conformist depictions of Soviet
reality; secondly, | analyze how Aleksievich reproduces the
notion of continuity of artistic resistance in the Soviet context
by way of implicit and explicit allusion; thirdly, | address the
ways in which she pits her monologues against official Soviet
discourse, framing her narratives in a binary structure of myth
and reality. Comparing these strategies to the rhetoric in the

first editions of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso (1984) and Poslednie
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svideteli (1985), | trace the emergence of dissident rhetoric in

Aleksievich’s works.

The final chapter of this thesis analyses Aleksievich’s
artistic license in relation to her explicitly stated aim to ‘give a
voice’ to a multitude of historical eyewitnesses. Here | examine
the emphasis on the multi-voiced structure of the material
presented in Golosa utopii, which suggests a strong
commitment to a plurality of views and perspectives on Soviet
reality. This in turn produces an effect of authenticity and
authority, suggesting an empirical (rather than merely
subjective) validity in both individual monologues and the
overall books. Analysing this apparent formal polyphony in
relation to the thematic emphasis permeating the monologues,
this chapter poses the question of authorial agency in Golosa
utopii and explores the degree of Aleksievich’s interventions in
the documentary material. Advancing previous research as well
as asking questions that have hitherto been overlooked in
scholarly work on Aleksievich’s writing, the examination
outlined here presents the first systematic conceptualisation

and contextualisation of her work.
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Chapter One: Aleksievich’s Concept of Art

When Aleksievich made her debut in 1985, the question of how
U voiny ne zhenskoe litso and Poslednie svideteli should be read
immediately arose. Were these documentary works, works of
literature or something in between? In an extensive foreword
to Aleksievich’s book about the female frontline experience,
Adamovich proposed a number of possible definitions for her
writing. However, he concluded his discussion with the

following statement:

Pa3 CTO/IbKO BapMaHTOB, 3HAYMT, BCE eLle He NPOACHUIOCH, He
BO3HUWK/O, HE HalAeHOo c/ioBO. A MOXeT ObiTb, U He CTOUT
notopanameatb, crnewunTb? [ycTb KaHp elle NoTpyauTCca,
HapaboTaeT noboblue, NPUCMOTPUTCA K camomy cebe. A Tam
HaldeTca KTO-HMByAb, OKpecTuT. Bbln 6bl MnadeHel, Kus-

300p08.%

With this uncertainty persisting since 1985, the ambiguity of
Aleksievich’s form is rooted the tension between its literary and
historical dimensions. Most notably, this question has been

discussed by Johanna Lindbladh and Sophie Pinkham, who

99 Adamovich, ‘Poiski’, p. 52.
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approach the issue from diametrically opposed points of view.
Pinkham sees a deeply problematic conflict between
Aleksievich’s literary intentions and her implicit insistence on
fidelity to factual truth. Observing an apparent confusion in
public discourse about Aleksievich’s genre, Pinkham notes that
while Aleksievich rejects the title of ‘reporter’ and stresses ‘the
literary nature of her method and intentions’, the Anglophone
press tends to describe her as an ‘investigative journalist’ and
‘contemporary historian’ and accept ‘her work as accurate
documentation of Soviet and post-Soviet reality’.1°° Comparing
different revisions of monologues published most recently in
Vremia sekond-khend, Pinkham finds significant discrepancies
between the different versions, which leads her to believe that
Aleksievich ‘treats her interviews not as fixed historical
documents, but as raw material for her own artistic and political
project’, which points to ‘the danger of understanding
Alexievich’s “voices” as historical testimony’ and ‘reduces the
historical value of her work’.1°! Without access to Aleksievich’s
interview-transcripts, it is difficult to prove this idea. For
Pinkham, however, the main problem is Aleksievich’s ambition
to simultaneously present a historical and an artistic truth,

which she sees as a contradiction in terms. According to

100 pinkham, ‘Witness Tampering'.

101 Tbid.
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Pinkham, then, the implicit insistence in Vremia sekond-khend
on presenting factual truths cannot be squared with its artistic

intentions.

Lindbladh interprets the monologues in Golosa utopii
very differently, namely as the creation of an implied author,
and thus agrees with Pinkham that they are most likely the
result of extensive editing and selection.'®> However,
approaching Aleksievich’s work from a post-structuralist
perspective, Lindbladh disregards the question of fidelity to the
documentary material and argues that Aleksievich’s work can
be read as testimony with different criteria on truth and on
historical value. In contrast to Pinkham’s epistemological
approach which, according to Lindbladh, postulates ‘a
contradiction between fact and fiction’, Lindbladh defines the
historical value of Golosa utopii as ‘inseparable from its artistic
values’ and argues that Aleksievich’s books can be read as
testimony from this standpoint.'®® In Aleksievich’s technique of
representing the voices of her monologues ‘as if they were
performed by first-hand witnesses’, Lindbladh does not see an

attempt to ‘imitate the recorded interviews but to relive the

witnesses’ testimonies’, and demonstrates how the

102 | indbladh, ‘The Polyphonic Performance'.
103 Thid., p. 288.
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monologues ‘perform the interviews again, inviting the implied

reader to become, in turn, a witness to these testimonies’.1%4

Even though Lindbladh’s complete dismissal of the
guestion of fidelity to the documentary material seems extreme
in that it disregards an important source of legitimacy in
Aleksievich’s writing, namely the claim to accurately represent
the viewpoints and experiences of actual people, her reading of
Golosa utopii moves the genre discussion forward in that it
takes into account the dual purpose of Aleksievich’s form.
Lindbladh’s approach has important theoretical precedents in
scholarly writing on testimonial literature, as Hayden White
reads Primo Levi’s canonical Se questo e un uomo (1947) in a
similar fashion.'%> Discussing the truth-values of history and
fiction, White distinguishes between the ‘true’ and the ‘real’.
The ‘true’ denotes the event as historical fact, that which can
be established on the basis of evidence to have taken place,
whereas the ‘real’ signifies all that the event could possibly be
imagined to be in terms of human experience. According to
White, a testimonial work such as Levi’s fulfils its obligation
both to the true and to the real. It is important to point out that

White does not mean that Levi’s account is ‘fictional’ in the

104 Thid., pp. 286, 302.
105 Hayden White, ‘Introduction: Historical Fiction, Fictional History, and Historical
Reality’, Rethinking History, vol. 9, no 2-3 (2005), pp. 147-57.
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sense that it is an invention. Instead, in White’s view, Levi
employs ‘the kinds of literary devices employed by writers of
fiction’ such as ‘topoi, tropes and figures, schemata of thought,
characterization, personification, emplotment, and so on’.1%
White proposes a concept which accommodates the complex

reality of Levi’s account:

Primo Levi’s book is true in a fictional sense, in the sense that
the image of Auschwitz conjured up by Levi’s poetic prose is
‘faithful’ as well as being ‘true’ to the range of feelings induced
by the experience of an extraordinary historical condition of
subjection and humiliation. There is no conflict between the
‘truth-content’ of what Levi has to say about the experience of
the Lager and the ‘realism’ of the representation (or, as | would
prefer, ‘presentation’). There is no conflict between the
referential function of Levi’s discourse and the expressive,

affective and poetic functions.%’

The present chapter explores Aleksievich’s relation to the ‘true’
and the ‘real’ and her views on historical and poetic truth.
Analysing how Aleksievich positions her writing in terms of its

relation to ‘art’ and to the ‘document’, this chapter will examine

106 Thid., p. 149.

107 Ibid.
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her assumptions about truth and authenticity which underpin
her choice of form. To understand the specific notion of truth
which Aleksievich has developed throughout her work, | will
trace the origin of her aesthetics back to such iconic
predecessors in the Russian literary tradition as Dostoevskii,
Shalamov, Solzhenitsyn, and Adamovich, whose works
transgress the boundaries of conventional literary genres to

establish historical and transcendental truths.

Ales’ Adamovich: a Preface and an Afterword

In his foreword to U voiny ne zhenskoe litso, Adamovich
presents Aleksievich’s work as a significant development of his
own writing method. Referring back to his interview-based
books la iz ognennoi derevni (1977, co-authored with lanka Bryl’
and Uladzimir Kalesnik) and Blokadnaia kniga (1981, co-
authored with Daniil Granin), Adamovich situates U voiny ne
zhenskoe litso as a direct continuation of his own literary
method, suggesting that Aleksievich’s book has cemented this

way of writing as a genre in its own right:

Korga-to M. Ky3sHeuoBs B «HoBom mupe», a noske I. benasa B

«Bonpocax autepatypbl», A. ODabAwesndy B «3Be3dey,
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obpawanacb K KHWram «f U3 OrHEeHHOW [JEepPeBHU...» U
«BnoKkagHOM KHUre», HasbiBaiM MX MNO-pasHOMY, HO Bce —

HOBbIM XaHPOM. Ho 4TO OH TaKkoe, ecaun aTo KaHp, a HE YTO-TO

eMHNYHO-YHMKa/IbHOE (KaK BHa4yane MHOMMM Ka3anoch)?1%®

Pointing to its novelty, Adamovich asks how this genre should
be defined and makes a number of suggestions, using terms
that stress both the literary and the documentary aspects of
Aleksievich’s writing. Whereas ‘epicheski-khorovaia proza’,
‘roman-oratoriia’, ‘sobornyi roman’, and ‘magnitofonnaia
literatura’ indicate the perceived presence of a literary
dimension, ‘reportazh s mesta istoricheskogo sobytiia’,
‘dokumental’noe samoissledovanie’, and ‘ustnaia istoriia’ seem
to locate the genre in a historiographical or documentary
context.'% It is interesting to note that two of the designations
proposed by Adamovich contain reflexive pronouns,
underscoring the agency of the historical eyewitnesses in the
creation of the interview-based works: ‘[a]JokymeHTanbHoe
camouccnegosanme’ [...] ‘[*]usHb, o cebe nosectsytowas’. 1% In
other words, these two terms emphasize the immediacy

supposedly inherent in the practice of collecting oral

108 Thjd., p. 50.
109 1bid., p. 52.
110 Adamovich, ‘Poiski’, p. 52.
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testimonies, which plays an important part in Aleksievich’s own

thinking about art, literature, and historical documents.

In his afterword to the 1985 edition of Poslednie
svideteli, Adamovich further addresses the literary aspects of
Aleksievich’s writing.!'? Praising the masterfully written
monologues with their precise insights into each interviewee’s
inner life, Adamovich suggests that even though Poslednie
svideteli has all the apparent characteristics of a documentary
work, the author’s aesthetic judgment is of paramount
importance to its successful accomplishment: ‘Hy n Tpetbe
YyCNnoBMe — 3TO MO-HACTOALLEMY CWU/IbHOE, Pa3BUTOE YyBCTBO
3CTETUYECKOM OULEHKM, CTONb Heobxogumoe pns otbopa U
MOHTAXM cbiporo MaTepuana B npousseaeHne
nutepatypHoe’.''?2 The implied emphasis on the adjective
‘literaturnoe’ finishing the sentence is significant. According to
Adamovich, the process of selection and arrangement of the
documentary material, guided by the author’s sensitivity to the
varying aesthetic value of the recorded interviews, makes
Poslednie svideteli a work of literature. Developing this thought
in greater depth, Adamovich cites Daniil Granin’s foreword to
the Russian translation of French-Jewish-Russian writer

Vladimir Pozner’s Descente aux enfers: Récits de déportés et de

111 Adamovich, ‘Posleslovie’.
112 Tpid., p. 165.
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S.S. d'Auschwitz (1980, translated as Niskhozhdenie v ad), an
account of the Holocaust containing interviews with Auschwitz
survivors and excerpts from diaries kept by SS staff.!!3
Adamovich thus situates this literary-documentary genre in the
context of Holocaust writing, a point that Aleksievich reiterates
in her Nobel lecture. In his foreword to Pozner’s work cited by
Adamovich, Granin emphatically claims that this book is only

ostensibly a journalistic work:

«[JoKymeHTasIbHasA Npo3a TMna KHUrM «HucxoxaeHue B agy —
3TO UCKYCCTBO M OT6Opa MOHTaXKa matepuana. fl He cayyaHo
roBOPIO «MPO3a». 3TO He penopTaK, He COOPHUK CBMAETE/bCTB.
3T0 MMeHHOo npos3a. [ucaTenb coeauHAET ronoca B Xop,
co3ZaeT opaTopuio. B Helt 3ByYaT M apuu, U PEUUTATMBbI, U
XOpbl, BCE COEAMHEHO OPKEecCTPOM, aBTOPCKOM peublo,

MHTOHaLMel, ero, nucaTens, 3aMmbIC/I0M... » 11

Granin opposes the terms ‘iskusstvo’ and ‘proza’ to genre
definitions from a journalistic context such as ‘reportazh’ and

‘sbornik svidetel’stv’, arguing that Pozner’s book is a work of art

113 vladimir Pozner, Descente aux enfers: Récits de déportés et de SS d’Auschwitz (Paris:
Julliard, 1980). See also Kseniia Shamakina and Irina Udler, ‘Poetika zhurnalistskikh
zhanrov v dokumental’noi literature ob Osventsime (nha primere knigi V. Poznera
“Niskhozhdenie v ad”)’, Mirovaia literatura v kontekste kultury, no. 4 (2009), pp. 162-
163.

114 Danil’ Granin, foreword to Vladimir Pozner ‘Niskhozhdenie v ad’, Inostrannaia
literatura, vol. 2 (1985), pp. 199-202, cited in Adamovich, ‘Posleslovie’, p. 167.
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rather than a journalistic account. By drawing on Granin’s
foreword, Adamovich suggests that, just as in Pozner’s work,
there is a markedly ‘literary’ dimension to Aleksievich’s writing
that is first and foremost grounded in the selection process and
in the assemblage of the individual monologues into a coherent
work. Granin’s invocation of musical terms such as aria,
recitative and chorus to illustrate the authorial arrangement of
the documentary material is, of course, directly relevant to
Aleksievich’s work, which is marked by the integration of

explicitly musical structures into her texts.

Aleksievich’s Concept of Art

Art vs. Document

Aleksievich’s concept of art is best explained through a careful
analysis of the programmatic statements that she makes on her
writing practice. These statements provide a comprehensive
insight into her complex views on the purpose and nature of
historical documents and of art. In order to avoid confusion, it
should be pointed out from the beginning that Aleksievich uses
the terms ‘art’ and ‘literature’ synonymously. These terms are
linked to a number of key notions that Aleksievich uses
frequently and with great consistency, such as ‘document’

(‘nokymeHnT’), ‘processing’ (‘obpabotka’) and ‘eternal man’
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(‘8eyHbit yenosek’). | will analyze these notions in relation to
the binaries that Aleksievich uses to frame them, beginning with
the binary of literature vs. document, which finds its later
analogy in the binary of art vs. history. This order of exposition
reflects a defining development in Aleksievich’s thinking, a
movement that starts with a relatively uncomplicated advocacy
of the document at the expense of art and ends with the
emphasis on the literary and artistic dimensions of her writing.

Thus, during her Nobel lecture in 2015, Aleksievich stated:

Cpasy nocne BoMHbl Teogop AZopHO 6bin noTpsaceH: «lMucaTb
ctuxu nocne OcBeHUMMa — 3TO BapBapcTBO». MoW yuutenb
Anecb AgamoBMY .. TOXe CcyuTas, 4YTO MMcaTb MNpPo3y O
KoluMmapax XX BeKa KOLLYHCTBEHHO. TYT Henb3A BblAyMbIBaTb.
MpaBay HyXHO pgaBaTb, Kak oOHa ecTb. Tpebyetca

«cBepxauTepatypa». FoOBOpUTL AOMKeEH cenaeTens.

Aleksievich locates her poetics in a broad context of testimonial
writing, subsuming a number of collective traumas under the
same metaphor. ‘Koshmary XX veka’ evidently refers to the
violent historic events treated in Golosa utopii, in other words

the Second World War, the Soviet-Afghan war, the Chernobyl

115 Aleksievich, ‘O proigrannoi bitve’, p. 5.
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nuclear disaster, and the disintegration of the USSR, which are
implicitly categorized as human catastrophes of the same order
as the Holocaust, which is made clear by the reference to
Auschwitz. ‘Proza’ here designates fiction as is evident in the
close connection between this term and the notion of literary
invention (‘BblaymbiBaTth’). Framing these terms in both a
European and Russian context, Aleksievich relates Adamovich’s
idea on the moral responsibilities of testimonial writing to the
notions of the German philosopher and cultural critic Theodor
Adorno on the problematic aspects writing of poetry after the
Holocaust. Their respective views on writing and history,
however, emerge in entirely different historical contexts from

which both draw different conclusions.

The reference to Adorno’s words that it is ‘barbaric to
write poetry after Auschwitz’ alludes to a passage in the essay
‘Kulturkritik und Gesellschaft’.’® Frequently distorted and
taken out of context, this passage by Adorno is generally
misinterpreted in public discourse as a simplistic assertion that
it is ‘not only impossible but perhaps even immoral to write
poetry after [the Holocaust]’, as Antony Rowland notes.''’ In

fact, however, this now famous quotation cannot be properly

116 Originally published in Karl Gustav Specht, ed., Soziologische Forschung in unserer
Zeit: Ein Sammelwerk (Koln: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1951), later reprinted in Adorno,

Prismen (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1955).

117 Rowland, ‘Re-reading “Impossibility” and “Barbarism”: Adorno and Post-Holocaust

Poetics’, Critical Survey, vol. 9, no. 1 (1997), pp. 57-69, p. 57.
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understood outside of the context of the essay and of Adorno’s
wider culture critique. As Klaus Hofmann has argued, ‘the self-
assured pronouncement of poetry’s impossibility [...] Adorno
relegates to the stock of a conservative culture critique, which
is all too prone to lament the reduced and miserable state of
culture today’.*'® Adorno therefore does not propose a ban on
poetry but calls for a qualitatively radically different poetry
which acknowledges its own failure to comprehend or
communicate the unimaginable horror of the Holocaust. Thus
reproducing a common misreading of Adorno’s dictum,
Aleksievich does not realise that her own poetics of truth,
witnessing and her notions of the writer’s responsibility to
communicate historical truths diverge from Adorno’s idea of
the impossibility to comprehend and describe the historical

trauma(s) of the twentieth century.

The crucial point to grasp in order to understand
Aleksievich’s concept of literature is the connection made
between ethical and epistemological imperatives in her
(mis)interpretation of Adorno’s dictum. As Aleksievich states,
writing artistic prose about the collective traumas of twentieth
century European and Russian history is barbaric (‘Bapsapctso’)

and blasphemous (‘kowyHcTBeHHO’). Fictional and poetic

118 Hofmann, ‘Poetry after Auschwitz — Adorno’s Dictum’, German Life and Letters, vol.
58, no. 2 (April 2005), pp. 182-194, p. 183.
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depictions of these events are ethically compromised precisely
because they obscure the ‘truth’ about the events that they
depict — a view that invokes the notion of unspeakable
trauma.!'® The writer must therefore refrain from invention and
poetic embellishment and, in Aleksievich’s view, provide
‘unmediated’ access to the truth by presenting first-hand
account of historical eyewitnesses. This epistemological
mistrust of fiction and of the wider notion of ‘art’ can be seen
in a number of statements made by Aleksievich. For example, a
passage on her website displays an uncritical, almost naive

assumption about the inherent reliability of ‘documents’:

CerogHa [..] AOKYMEHT B WMCKyCCTBE CTAaHOBUTCA Bce bosee
MHTepeceH, 6e3 Hero yxe HeEBO3MOXKHO NPeaCcTaBUTb NOJHYIO
KapTUHY Hawero mmpa. OH NpnbANNKaAEeT Hac K peasibHOCTU, OH
CXBaTblBaeT W  OCTaBAsf€T MOAJ/IMHHMKU  MPOLWAOIo W
npoucxogsulero. bonee 20 net paboTtaa ¢ AOKYMEHTaNbHbIM
MaTepunanom, Hanucae NATb KHUT, A BCe BpemMa ybexkaatch m
NOBTOPSAIO: UCKYCCTBO O MHOFOM B YE/I0BEKE He MOoA03PeBaEeT,
He poraapiBaetca [...[ UCKyccTBO MOXKeT conraTb, a AOKYMEHT

He obmaHbiBaeT...*?°

119 See Danijela Lugari¢ Vukas, ‘Witnessing the Unspeakable: On Testimony and Trauma
in Svetlana Alexievich’s The War’s Unwomanly Face and Zinky Boys’, Kul'tura i tekst, vol.
18, no. 3 (2014), pp. 19-39.

120 pleksievich, ‘Svetlana Aleksievich — Golosa strany Utopii’.
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Here, Aleksievich introduces the notion of art into a binary
structure where art stands in opposition to the notion of the
‘document’. This word has a number of meanings in Russian.?!
Aleksievich uses the term in the sense of recorded historical
evidence, in other words referring to the documentary material
used in her writing, not to the documentary representation
itself.122 The notion of the document is consistent with
Aleksievich’s references to the ‘witnesses’ (‘ceuaetenu’) of her
books, stressing the historical importance of their accounts as
well as the factual truthfulness of the monologues.*?3 Similarly
to the passage cited from Aleksievich’s Nobel lecture, the binary
of art vs. document presented on her website is both ethical
and epistemological in nature. As opposed to the document,
Aleksievich states, art can be deceptive (‘moxeT conrats’) and
is thus compromised both morally and in terms of its truth-

value. Viewed as a medium for expressing and depicting human

121 Ozhegov'’s dictionary provides the following three meanings: 1. [lenoBas 6ymara,
noaTBepXXAawLwas Kakon-H. pakT uaum npaBo Ha 4YTo-H. 2. TO, YTO yaocToBepsieT
NIMYHOCTb NpeabsasuTens (nacnopt u T. n.) 3. NncbMeHHOe CBMAETENbCTBO O YeM-TO. S.I.
Ozhegov, Slovar’ russkogo iazyka, 8th edition (Moscow: Sovetskaia entsiklopediia,
1970), p. 167.

122 pleksievich’s usage of the word refers to third meaning provided in Ozhegov’s
dictionary, then, but does not necessarily mean written sources as ‘dokument’ can also
denote audio and video recordings. The most accurate English translation would thus be
‘documentary material’ or ‘documentary source’. However, I will translate this term with
formal rather than dynamic equivalence as ‘document’, emphasizing the transmission
from Russian to English and reminding the reader of the original wording.

123 The term ‘svidetel” is most prominently used in Poslednie svideteli but recurs
throughout Golosa utopii.
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experience, furthermore, art is qualitatively different from the
document in terms of its scope and depth: ‘uckycctBo 0 MHOrom
B yenoseKe He nogo3pesaer’.’?* Crucially, Aleksievich suggests
that the document captures and preserves the immediate
event in its ‘original’ form (‘cxBaTbiBaeT W ocTaBaset
NOA/MHHUKM MNpoLWnoro u npoucxogawero’) which art is
incapable of doing. The explicitly stated consequence of this is
that the document ‘brings us closer to reality’ (‘npnbnuskaer
Hac K peanbHocTtK’) with the implication that art, on the other

hand, removes us from it.

In the preface to Tsinkovye mal’chiki, Aleksievich
provides an example of the incapability of literature to capture
reality convincingly and authentically. While in a helicopter
during her time in Afghanistan, Aleksievich observes a large
number of zinc coffins on the ground, apparently prepared in
advanced for the soldiers anticipated to be killed over the next
weeks or months, and notes that the coffins glitter in the sun
with an appalling beauty: ‘CBepxy yBuaena COTHU
3aroToB/IEHHbIX BNPOK LIMHKOBbIX rPO060B, KPAacnBo M CTPALLHO
6necteBwnx Ha conHue...” (TS, 25). She describes her aesthetic
perception as ultimately irreconcilable with the bureaucratic

planning of numerous and imminent deaths: ‘CtonKkHewbca ¢

124 See quote above.
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yeM-HMbyab NoAOBHbBIM M Cpa3y MbICAb: AuUTepaTypa
3abixaeTca B cBomx rpaHuuax...’ (TS, 25) In the preface to U
voiny ne zhenskoe litso, Aleksievich delineates further her idea
of the inherent limits of literature in capturing the terror and
suffering of the human experience: ‘NoHMMato, YTO NAAY U KPUK
Henb3A noasepratb 06paboTKe, MHave rnaBHbIM byaeT He naad
N KpUK, a 06paboTKka. BmecTo Xu3HU ocTaHeTcs auTepatypa’

(UV, 19).

The inadequacy and inauthenticity of literature (or art)
is thus conditioned by its inherent artifice; if too obviously
marked by the operation of aesthetic processing, the human
experience depicted in the book will be obscured by the artifice
of literature. In other words, if too ‘literary’, the representation
is not a credible expression of the experience that it seeks to
portray. Hence the dichotomy in this passage of ‘life’ (‘*kn3Hb’)
and ‘literature’ (‘nutepatypa’), where the former is obliterated
by the latter. Literature is equated with ‘processing’
(‘obpaboTka’), a potentially distortive operation that should
ideally be kept to a minimum. This is the reason, then, why a
more ‘immediate’ form of expression is required to truthfully
convey the human experience. For Aleksievich, this immediate

form of expression is the human voice:
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MMeHHO Tam, B TeNaOM 4Ye/I0OBEYECKOM r0Ji0Ce, B KMBOM
OTpa*XeHU npownaoro CKpbiTa nepso3gaHHaA pPaaocCtb, U
obHaxeH HEYCTpaHMMbIVI TParnam Xums3Hu ... Tam OHM elle He

noaBeprHyTbl HUKaKok obpaboTke. MoaanHHMKK. (UV, 15)

’

According to Aleksievich, then, the ‘primordial joy
(‘nepBo3pgaHHas papocTb’) and the ‘insurmountable tragedy of
life’ (‘HeycTpaHuMbIA Tparmam KusHu’), in other words the
human experience, is to be found in the intimacy of the ‘warm’
(“rennbiit’) human voice. Framed in a dichotomy of revelation
and concealment, presence and absence, this human
experience is hidden, inaccessible in art, but ‘laid bare’
(‘oBbHaxeHn’) in the discourse of the interviewees, where it has
not yet been processed: ‘Tam OHWM elle He NOABEPrHYThHI
HUKako obpaboTke’.'>> According to Aleksievich, human
experience is accessible here in unmediated, ‘original’ form
(‘nognnHHMKK’). The truth-claim inherent in Aleksievich’s
literary/non-literary-binary is thus predicated on her concept of
oral recordings as a true record and primary source, which

allows unmediated access to the human experience.

125 See quote above.
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History vs. Art

Thus far, Aleksievich’s distinctions between the document on
the one hand, and art and literature on the other, are
uncomplicated, predicated on relatively simplistic notions of
truth. Art represents untruth, inauthenticity, moral
corruptibility, and artifice, whereas the document stands for
truth, authenticity, power, moral superiority, and immediacy.
However, Aleksievich’s concept of literature is more complex
than this relatively uncomplicated insistence on the
epistemological and ethical superiority of the document over
art might suggest. Interestingly, her rhetoric involves a second
level that emphasizes precisely the literary and artistic
dimension of her writing while contrasting these to a perceived
inferiority of history and journalism — two disciplines that deal

precisely with recorded documentary evidence.

Emphatically identifying as a writer as opposed to a
journalist, Aleksievich tends to downplay the importance of her
work for Sel’skaia gazeta and Neman in her development as an
author. Analogously, in the statements made in prefaces,
speeches and interviews on her writing practice, she insists that
her books should not be read as works of history or journalism
and instead stresses their literary properties. This rhetorical

insistence distancing her work from history and positioning it in
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close proximity to art comprises three different claims. Firstly,
Aleksievich points to the importance assigned to ‘feelings’ in
her works. Secondly, she stresses a perceived universality in the
monologues. Finally, she highlights the ‘literary’ design of the
monologues, claiming that they are written according to the
‘laws of the novella’. Expressing her reluctance to be seen as a
writer of historical works, Aleksievich states in the preface to U

voiny ne zhenskoe litso:

Ho a 6bl He xoTena, YyTobbl O MOEN KHUre CKasa/iv: ee repou
peanbHbl, U He Bonee Toro. 310, Mo/, UCTOpUA. Bcero Anub
ncropwmsa [...] My He o BOMHe, a 0 YenoBeKe Ha BoMHe. Muuy
He UCTOPWUIO BOIHbI, @ UCTOPMIO YyBCTB. A —UCTOpUK aywu. (UV,

15)

Aleksievich defines her over-arching thematic focus as
inextricably linked to human experience, to the emotions felt
by the people who were present at the historic event.
Elaborating this point in her prefaces, Aleksievich refers to her
writing project as the recording of a ‘lost history’, thus
suggesting that her subject matter is under the constant threat

of historical oblivion:
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3Ta KHUra He o YepHobbine, a 0 mupe YepHobbina. O camom
CObbITUM HAaNMCaHbI YXKe TbICAYU CTPAHUL, U CHATbI COTHM ThbiCAY
METPOB KMHOMAEHKM. fl }Ke 3aHMMaAlOCb TeM, YTO Ha3Basa Obl
nponyLeHHon wuctopuent, beccnegHbIMM cnegamu  Halwero
npebbiBaHWSA Ha 3emie M BO BpemeHu. Muwy mn cobupato

nosceaHEBHOCTb YyBCTB, Mbicsield, cnos. (CM, 30)

This lost history is opposed to a generalised notion of an
ordinary historiography, which, in Aleksievich’s view, is
exclusively concerned with factual data and ignores the human

experience:

McTopuio MHTepecytoT ToIbKo $aKTbl, @ SMOLMM OCTalOTCA 33
60pTOM. VX HE MPMHATO BNYCKaTb B UCTOPUIO. fl }Ke CMOTPIO Ha
MWUP TNa3amMM TyMaHMTapMA, a He WCTOpWUKa. YAMBAeHa

yenosekom... (VS, 11)

These examples taken from three different works illustrate the
constant emphasis underlying Aleksievich’s claim to be a
‘historian of the soul’. It is evident that ‘history’ occupies a low
rank in her hierarchy as it is represented as being ‘dry’ (‘cyxas’)
and ‘naked’ (‘ronaq’), and frequently described in dismissive

terms. Underpinning this low estimation of history is an
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understanding of the historical discipline as concerned
exclusively with ‘facts’. Furthermore, ‘facts’ are understood in
in a somewhat simplistic sense of the word, as information
about, for instance, troop movements, as in the preface to U
voiny ne zhenskoe litso: ‘Kak OTCTynanu, HacTynanau, Ha Kakom
yyactke ¢poHTa...” (UV, 11) In the preface to Chernobyl’skaia
molitva, facts are viewed as the basic particulars of a certain

chain of events:

[...] yTo cnyunnocb B Ty HOYb Ha CTAHUMW, KTO BMHOBAT, KakK
CKpbIBa/M aBapuio OT MMpa M OT COBCTBEHHOrO HapoAa,
CKO/IbKO TOHH necka M 6eToHa noHagobuaocb, YTOObI
coopyauTb capkodar Haj, AbllalMm CMEpPTblo PeakTopom

(CM, 31)

The perceived contrast to conventional historiography
constitutes an important element in Aleksievich’s identity as a
writer of literature rather than a historian. A second crucial
claim underpinning her definition of Golosa utopii as a cycle of
literary works is Aleksievich’s explicitly stated concern with
‘universal’ human topics. Closely linked to the representation of

human emotions is the trope of the ‘eternal man’ (‘BeuHbil
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yenosek’), which Aleksievich frequently invokes in publications

and interviews.126

In the preface to U voiny ne zhenskoe litso cited above, the
notion of universality is introduced in the sentence following
Aleksievich’s claim to explore the human soul in her works.
Aleksievich writes that, on the one hand, she seeks to depict the
historically particular in her writing: ‘A — uctopuk gywmu. C
OAHOW  CTOPOHbI, WCCNEAyl  KOHKPEMHO020 4YeNOBEKa,
KUBYLLETO B KOHKpemHoe BPEeMA W Yy4yacTBOBABLUEro B
KoHKkpemHbix cobbitnuax’ (UV, 15, my emphasis). On the other
hand, the passage continues, the author strives to discern the
eternally human in her interviewees: ‘mHe Hazo pa3rnageTs B
Hem se4yHo20 YenoBeka. [lpoxkaHue seyHocmu. To, 4To ecTb B
yenoseke scezda’ (UV, 15, my emphasis). This distinction
between the particular and the eternal clearly echoes
Aristotle’s definition of poetry and history. As opposed to Plato
who sees poetry as futile because it fails to provide rational
knowledge of the depicted object’s transcendental form,
Aristotle’s conception of mimesis allows for artistic

representations of events that do not need to be actual.’?’

126 See Aleksievich, ‘Svetlana Aleksievich - Golosa strany Utopii’; ‘Vechnyi chelovek s
ruzhem’, author’s preface to unidentified edition of Tsinkovye mal’chiki,
https://litresp.ru/chitat/ru/%D0%90/aleksievich-svetlana-aleksandrovna/cinkovie-
maljchiki/1 [accessed 15 December 2022]; 'V poiskakh vechnogo cheloveka’ [interview
with Svetlana Aleksievich], Druzba narodov, no. 5 (1998).

127 Stephen Halliwell, Aristotle’s Poetics (London: Duckworth, 1986), pp. 109-139.
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According to Aristotle’s Poetics, the purpose of poetry is not to
relate factual but universal truths: ‘it is not the poet’s function
to relate actual events, but the kinds of things that might occur
and are possible in terms of probability and necessity’.1%®
Aristotle thus defines poetry in a binary structure where it

occupies a diametrical position to history:

The difference between the historian and the poet is not that
between using verse or prose; Herodotus’ work could be
versified and would be just as much a kind of history in verse as
in prose. No, the difference is this: that the one relates actual
events, the other the kinds of things that might occur.
Consequently, poetry is more philosophical and more elevated
than history, since poetry relates more the universal, while

history relates the particulars.?®

According to Aleksievich, history and journalism are
concerned with ‘facts’ whereas art and literature explore
universal human experience. Her view on art and history, in
other words, is essentially Aristotelian — history maps the

particular, art explores the universal. This view has

128 Aristotle, Poetics, edited and translated by Stephen Halliwell (Cambridge, Mass.;
London: Harvard University Press, 1995), p. 59.
129 1bid.
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important implications for her responsibility to remain
faithful to the documentary material and affords her a great
deal of artistic license. Distinguishing between ‘truth’
(‘npaBaa’) and  ‘verisimilitude’  (‘npaBaonopobue’),
Aleksievich reproduces the Aristotelian binary of factual and

universal truth in the appendix to Tsinkovye mal’chiki:

Mnn a [onXKHA  [OKasbiBaTb, 4YTO  eCTb npasga M“
npaBp,onop,o6me, YTO JOKYMEHT B UCKYCCTBE — 3TO HE CNpaBKa
M3 BOEHKOMATA U HE TpaMBaVIHbIVI 6uner ... i He BblAyMblBalo,
He AOMbICInBalO, a OpPraHM3OBbIBAO MaTepuan B camowm
ﬂ,eVICTBMTEﬂbHOCTM. JOKYMeHT — 3T0 W TO, 4YTO MHe
PacCCKa3biBalOT, OKYMEHT, 4aCTb €ro — 3TO U A, KaK XY40XHUK

CO CBOMM MMPOBO33peHMEM, olyLleHneM. (TS, 294)

Pointing to the co-existence of art and document in her writing,
Aleksievich here manages to reconcile the previously opposed
notions of documentary truth and art. Her allegiance to factual
truth (‘npaspa’) is combined with her work as an artist, an
extensive process of selection and organization, which together
produce a synthesis, a higher universal truth. Apart from this
notion of universality in her work and the focus on human

experience, there is, according to Aleksievich, an additional
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dimension of her work that justifies placing it in the category of
art, namely its formal literary properties. In a 1996 interview

with Nezavisimaia gazeta, she stated:

aHp BO3HUKAN U3 }KU3HU U MEHANCA BMECTe C KHUraMu, Kak
BEPOATHO, MEHANACh C HUMMW 1 cama [...] ANA MeHA BaXKHO 6bIno
npeBpaTUTb UCMOBEAM, KOTOpble A C/bllana, He B SOKYMEHT,
HO B UCKYcCTBO. YTOObI KaXKAbli pacckas bbli Kak Hosessia. OH
N CTPOUTCA NO 3aKOHAM HOBEIbI, TYT eCTb CBOSI My3blKa, CBOW

PUTM, CBOM KOHTPanyHKT».13°

Here the binary of document and art has now been reversed,;
Aleksievich states that her works are not documents but works
of art, understanding the latter notion as intimately connected
to structure. Echoing the musical terminology invoked by
Granin in his description of Descente aux enfers, Aleksievich
clearly sees her monologues as the result of careful aesthetic
operations, as short novellas based on a set of structural
principles. With this emphasis on the literary structure of her
monologues, the movement from history to literature in her

rhetoric is complete. Even though defining her writing

130 N. Azhgikhina, ‘Moia sleduiushchaia kniga budet o liubvi’ [interview with Svetlana
Aleksievich], Nezavizimaia gazeta (8 August 1996), p. 6.
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negatively to literature in the first binary (literature vs.
document), Aleksievich locates herself in a tradition of
literature through the emphasis on the literary structure of her
monologues and through the claim to depict universal human
experiences, a claim that evidently echoes Aristotle’s
definitions of poetry and history. Aleksievich’s mistrust of ‘art’
and ‘literature’ when used synonymously with ‘fiction’ does not
mean that she rejects these notions in favour of a ‘pure’
documentary writing. On the contrary, she rarely uses the term
‘document’ in isolation but rather speaks of ‘the document in

’

art’ (‘gpokymeHT B wuckycctee’).’3l Furthermore, her own
preferred genre definition for her works is ‘novel of voices’
(‘pomaH ronocos’).132 Thus, her poetics should be viewed as an
attempt to reinvent literature in order to overcome its
perceived limitations. Her poetics then are on some level a
direct response to her misreading of Adorno’s dictum, trying to

renew literature by focusing on the universal human experience

while relying on and retaining the truth of the document.

Characterized by a profound ambivalence in regard to
the concepts of literature and art, Aleksievich’s poetics is thus

predicated on two separate binaries. In the first binary,

131 Aleksievich, ‘Svetlana Aleksievich - Golosa strany Utopii’; TS, p. 294.

132 *Nobelevskuiu premiu po literature poluchila Svetlana Aleksievich’, BBC Russian (8
October 2015),
https://www.bbc.com/russian/news/2015/10/151008_nobel_literature_aleksievich
[accessed 15 December 2022].
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Aleksievich defines her work as documentary rather than
literary with its supposedly superior truthfulness. In the second
binary, she sees her writing as literature, which occupies a more
prestigious position in Aleksievich’s hierarchy than history,
which is exclusively concerned with the historically particular
and with ‘facts’. For Aleksievich, then, Golosa utopii should be
viewed as a cycle of works that are both documentary and
literary in character, both acts of testimony and works of art

which record the universal human experience of history.

Aleksievich’s Concept of Art in the Russian Tradition

The ambivalence towards the notions of art and literature
underpinning Aleksievich’s writing has clear precedents in
classic Russian and Soviet literature. In this section, | will
examine to what extent her work has developed from the
Russophone literary tradition and which unique features her
own work contributed to it. Discussing Aleksievich’s major
influences as well as demonstrating a continuity of certain
themes and ideas in genre-transgressive Russian writing, | will
focus on four writers — Dostoevskii, Shalamov, Solzhenitsyn,
and Adamovich. This will by no means be an exhaustive
discussion of boundary-crossing works in Russian literature as

Golosa utopii could also be set in relation to the work of
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prominent female Soviet writers, such as Lidiia Ginzburg’s
practice and understanding of ‘inbetween-genres’, a literary
method that draws on human documents, memoirs, essays,
and autobiographies, as well as to Nadezhda Mandel’shtam’s
autobiographical project Vospominaniia and Vtoraia kniga,
which combine documentary and literary aspirations.!33
However, an extensive study of this tradition exceeds the scope
of this thesis and | have chosen to focus on the writers that

Aleksievich deliberately invokes in her own work.

Fedor Dostoevskii: Threshold art

Aleksievich frequently cites Dostoevskii as a major influence,
equating his works with those of Adamovich in terms of their
importance for her own writing. In the preface to U voiny ne
zhenskoe litso, Aleksievich relates her impressions of reading la
iz ognennoi derevni...: ‘Takoe NOTpPACEHWE WCMbITana AuLb
oAHaxapl, untaa Jocrtoesckoro’ (UV, 9). Every single authorial
preface in Golosa utopii contains at least one reference to
Dostoevskii. For example, in her diary excerpts introducing

Tsinkovye mal’chiki, Aleksievich addresses the violence

133 Emily van Buskirk, Lydia Ginzburg's Prose: reality in search of literature (Princeton,
NJ; Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2016), p. 1; Judith Robey, ‘Gender and the
Autobiographical Project in Nadezhda Mandelstam's Hope against Hope and Hope
Abandoned’, The Slavic and East European Journal, vol. 42, no. 2 (summer, 1998), pp.
231-253.
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committed by Soviet soldiers by citing Ivan Karamazov: ‘Y
[octoesckoro MeaH Kapamasos 3ameuvaeT: "3Bepb HUKOrAa He
MOMKEeT ObITb TaK KECTOK, KaK YeNoBEeK, TaK apTUCTUYECKM, TaK

Xy4oxecTBeHHo Kectok' (TS, 21).

Aleksievich’s interviewees also use Dostoevskii as a point
of reference. For instance, camera operator Sergei Gurin,
reflecting on the suffering of animals in the contaminated zone
around the Chernobyl nuclear reactor, invokes the famous
scene from Prestuplenie i nakazanie in which Raskolnikov
recalls a childhood memory of a man whipping a horse:
‘NMomHuTe... Y JocTtoeBcKoro... Kak yenosek xnectan nowanb no
KPOTKMM rnasam. besymHbii yenosek! He no kpyny, a no
KpoTkMM rnasam..” (CM, 132) In Vremia sekond-khend,
Aleksievich speaks to Vasilii N. who — remaining a devoted
communist after the disintegration of the USSR — highlights the
industrial and technological progress achieved in the USSR as
well as the victory over Nazi Germany, and recites by heart a
few lines from Chernyshevskii’'s Chto delat’? (1863) Replying
with a quotation from Zapiski iz podpol’ia (1864), Aleksievich
cites the Underground man’s critique of positivism and
materialism, implicitly equating these philosophical concepts to

the tenets underlying Soviet ideology:

89



Y [loctoeBckoro ectb oTBeT YepHbiweBcKkomy: «CTpoiiTe,
CTPOITE CBOM XPYCTaNbHbIlM ABOpPEL, @ A BOT BO3bMY M LUBbIPHY
B HErO KaMeHb... Ml He MOTOMy, YTO rO/IOAEH U XKMUBY B NoABare,

a NpocTo Tak — oT cBoeBoMA...» (VS, 191)

Both the author and her respondents thus tend to invoke
Dostoevskii when discussing topics such as violence and the
Soviet system, which indicates that his work has had a
fundamental impact on Aleksievich’s worldview and poetics. In
terms of her concept of art, Dnevnik pisatelia (1873-1881) is the
most important reference point as this work represents
Dostoevskii’s most radical attempt to overcome the perceived
obsolescence of the classical Russian novel. The title of the
authorial introduction to Zacharovannye smert’iu can be read
as an allusion to this particular work as it echoes the wordy style
of Dnevnik pisatelia: ‘Ot aBTopa, unm O 6eccunmm cnosa m o To
NPeXHEeN M3HM, KOTOopaa HasbiBanacb coumanusmom’ (ZS,
223). Likewise, Aleksievich’s habit of subtitling her prefaces and
epilogues ‘Vmesto predisloviia’ and ‘Vmesto epiloga’ seems to
point to Dnevnik pisatelia as this is precisely how Dostoevskii
introduced it in the first chapter: ‘ThaBa nepsasa: BmecTto

npeaucnosus. O 6oablION U Manol meaBeauLIax, O MOJIUTBE
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BennKkoro lete 1 Boobuwe o AypHbIX npusblykax’ (CM, 229, PS,

5).134

Dostoevskii’s Dnevnik pisatelia consists of a series of
fictional and non-fictional pieces printed in the journal
Grazhdanin between 1873 and 1874 and subsequently
disseminated as a serialised independent publication from 1876
to 1881, with a two-year hiatus during which Dostoevskii
worked on Brat’ia Karamazovy.'®> Dostoevskii draws a
significant part of his material from the daily press and
addresses a wide variety of seemingly disjointed political, social,
philosophical and literary questions. Combined with ‘sketches’
(‘ouepku’), polemical articles and other forms of non-fiction are
fictional stories, for instance Bobok (1873), Krotkaia (1876) and
Son smeshnogo cheloveka (1877). Even though these texts form
a heterogeneous body which at first glance appears to be ‘an
amorphous collection of unrelated pieces’, Dnevnik pisatelia
can very well be read as an integral literary work.3® Discussing
Dostoevskii’s poetics in the contexts of early modernist thought
and the destabilization of Russian society in the mid-1870s,

Morson argues that

134 Fedor Dostoevskii, Polnoe sobranie sochenenii v tridtsai tomakh: tom 22 (Leningrad:
Izdatel’stvo «Nauka», 1981), p. 5.

135 Gary Paul Morson, The Boundaries of Genre: Dostoevsky's Diary of a Writer and the
Traditions of Literary Utopia (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), p. 5.

136 Tbid., p. ix.
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Dostoevsky increasingly came to view the concept of “realistic
art” as bordering on self-contradiction. For art, he reasoned,
strives for coherence and order, but reality, as the principal
narrator of House of the Dead observes, “strives toward
fragmentation”. What art represents, it misrepresents.
Moreover, by the mid-1870s Dostoevsky had come to believe
that social “disintegration”, “fragmentation” and “dissociation”
[...] were, in all probability, literally apocalyptic in extent and,

therefore, the divergence between art and reality was

particularly extreme, perhaps absolute.*’

According to the view of art underpinning Dnevnik pisatelia,
there is thus a fundamental contradiction between the
structure of a literary work and the social fragmentation of
Russian society. The realist mimetic concept according to which
reality is transferred into the fictional universe is thus distortive
as it fails to express the chaotic nature of reality. Positioning
himself in relation to such writers as Goncharov and Tolstoi
who, in Dostoevskii’s view, depicted the anachronistic world of
the Russian nobility using outdated forms, he saw artistic
structure as fundamentally distortive and incapable of

truthfully delineating the social fragmentation of contemporary

137 1bid., p. 8.
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Russian society. As Morson notes, Dostoevskii took pride in the
derogatory descriptions of his prose as raw and unrefined as
these precise qualities represented a superior truthful depiction
of reality for him: ‘poet of the underground, our feuilletonists
have been repeating this as if this were somehow derogatory to

me. Fools, this is my glory, for that’s where the truth lies’.*38

Morson observes that Dostoevskii tried to depict the
modern state of fragmentation in a number of literary
experiments, for instance by ‘tell[ing] the story of the failure to
write a coherent story, a failure that is itself the best index to a
world beyond the reach of ordered vision’.'*® Zapiski iz
podpol’ia, Zapiski iz mertvogo doma, Podrostok and Krotkaia
are all examples of texts in which the act of narration is
problematized and deliberately undermined. However, Dnevnik
pisatelia is Dostoevskii’s most radical and complex attempt to
‘delineate chaos’ — a chaos that is reflected in the
heterogeneous composition of this work which combines
fiction and non-fiction.!*® Drawing on the frequently used
metaphor of the threshold in Dostoevskii’s writing, Morson

conceptualizes Dnevnik pisatelia as ‘threshold literature’.#!

138 1, 1. Anisimov et al, eds., F. M. Dostoevskii v rabote nad romanom “Podrostok”:
Tvorcheskie rukopisi (Moscow: Nauka, 1965), p. 342-343, cited in Morson, The
Boundaries, p. 9.

139 Morson, The Boundaries, p. 9.

140 1bid., pp. 9, 15.

141 1hid., p. 49.
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This concept denotes a work characterized by a deliberate
generic ambiguity where it is ‘it is uncertain which of the two

mutually exclusive sets of conventions governs [it]’.14?

Distinguished by the same generic uncertainty,
Aleksievich’s writing can also be seen as an attempt to delineate
the social fragmentation of disintegrating Soviet society. In her
distinction between ‘art’ and ‘life’ as well as in her views on
artistic structures as potentially distortive, Aleksievich echoes
Dostoevskii’s aspiration to reflect social disorder and
overcoming the perceived inadequacies of traditional literary
forms. Aleksievich’s literary mosaics in which a multitude of
interviewees provide snippets of historical events can be read
as a modern implementation of Dostoevskii’s objections to the
perceived stability of the classical realist novel with its
aspiration to wholeness and harmony, as can her habit of
rewriting her books. Aleksievich tends to explain the revisions
by referring to the changes which her interviewees’ memories
and interpretations of the past, including her own, have
undergone.*3 According to Aleksievich, then, reality is subject
to continuous change and can thus never be fully understood

or adequately expressed but only delineated in provisional and

142 1bid., p. 48.

143 Sophie Pinkham, ‘Brooklyn by the Book: Svetlana Alexievich’ [interview with Svetlana
Aleksievich], Youtube (12 June 2016), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-
728m713_Ko [accessed 06 December 2022].
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subjective interpretations. Depicting collective, transformative
experiences, Aleksievich’s books present statements made by
interviewees who often ‘express their perception of hazy
reality, disappointment and despair, as their world has
disappeared’.’* Influenced by Dostoevskii and translating his
ideas of literature and societal transformation into a late Soviet
and post-Soviet context, Aleksievich creates in her writing a

similar form of threshold literature.

Varlam Shalamov: Veridical Prose

Even though she is more frequently compared to Solzhenitsyn
in public discourse and in scholarly writing, Aleksievich
identifies Shalamov as a much more important influence. A
Gulag writer combining factual and fictionalized elements in his
writing, Shalamov is famous for his Kolymskie rasskazy (1978),
a cycle of short stories based on his experiences in Soviet prison
camps. Aleksievich has expressed her admiration for Shalamov
on a number of occasions and acknowledged an affinity
between his writing and her own: ‘LLlanamoBa st c4MTalo cambim
6onbwmm nucatenem XX seka [..] OH oyeHb 6AU30K MHe no

Ayxy. BOT 3TOT ero rnouck, Korga u AOKYMEHT, U U3Hb TECHO

144 Elena Gapova, ‘"Things Fall Apart”: The Moral Revolutions of Svetlana Alexievich’,
Slavic Eurasian Studies, vol. 30 (2016), pp. 103-116, p. 110.
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cmbikatotca’. 24 Solzhenitsyn and Shalamov are often conceived
of as opposites, both in terms of their poetics and perspectives

146 For

on the Gulag experience, as Bogdanova notes.
Aleksievich, these writers stand for two diametrically opposed
views on suffering, Solzhenitsyn representing a kind of

optimistic stoicism and Shalamov a pessimistic view on

suffering as futile and purposeless:

Bennkuit  cnop  pycckoit  nutepatypbl:  COMKEHWMUbIH
YyTBEPKAAN, YTO CTPagaHMe AeNaeT YenoBeKa ydlle, U3 nareps
YesI0BEK BbIXOAMT KaK M3 UMcTMAnLWa, a Llanamos 6bin yBepeH,
YTO NarepHbli OMbIT Pa3BpaLLAeT Yes/I0BEKA, /larepHblit OnbIT
HY*KeH To/IbKO B narepe. Bpemsa nokasano, yto LLanamos 6bin
npas. YenoseK, KOTOpbI OCTanca nocne CouMannsma, 3Han

TONbKO, KaK XWTb B narepe.¥’

Aleksievich is referring to Shalamov’s autobiographical essay
‘Neskol’ko let moei zhizni’, written in 1964, fourteen years after

his release from the Kolyma labour camps: ‘«MoaszemHbiin»

145 'Interv’iu so Svetlanoi Aleksievich v Shalamovskom dome’ [interview with Svetlana
Aleksievich], Youtube (April 2009),
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gKRg1e9dfDI&t=250s [accessed 06 December
2022].

146 0. V. Bogdanova, ""Iskat' izbitykh pravotu”: Mesto A. Solzhenitsyna i V. Shalamova v
russkoi literature XX veka’, Izvestiia Iuzhnogo federal'nogo universiteta, no. 4 (2018),
pp. 12-20.

147 Aleksievich, ‘Vystuplenie na vruchenii Premii mira Soiuza nemetskoi knigotorgovli’,
speech (13 October 2013).
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ONbIT He yBe/nYMBaeT OOWMIA ONbIT «KU3HU» — «TamM» BCe
MaclTabbl CMeLLEeHbl, U 3HAHUA, NPUOBPETEHHbIE «TaM», ANA
«BONIbHOWM XM3HU» He rogatca’.2*® This remark on the futility of
the Gulag experience can also be found in Zacharovannye
smert’iu: ‘[y] Bapnama LLanamoBa BApyr BCTpeYalw TaKylo
MbIC/1b, YTO NArepHbI OMNbIT HAKOMY He HYy»KeH. JlarepHblit onbIT
Hy»eH ToNbKo B narepe’ (ZS, 224). In Vremia sekond-khend, the
reference to Shalamov recurs; however, here Aleksievich cites
a different text: ‘n3 «3anucHobIx KHMKeK» LLlanamosa: «fA 6bin
YYACTHUKOM BEJINKOM NpPOUrpaHHoOM 6uTBbI 3a
aencreutTenHbHoe obHosneHue nsHu»' (VS, 10). Moreover,
ShalamoV’s idea of the importance of the direct participation of
the author in the events that he or she depicts is echoed
throughout Aleksievich’s oeuvre. Taking his cue from Danish
physicist Niels Bohr, Shalamov insists that for the sake of
credibility and legitimacy, an author must not only be a witness

to — but a participant in — the depicted events:

aBTOp, KOTOPOMY BepAT, [AO/MKeH 6biTb «He TOAbKO
cBMAETENEeM, HO WM YYaCTHUKOM BEJANKOW Apambl KU3HWUY,

NoJb3yACb BblpaxkeHnem Hunoca bopa. Hunbc bop ckasan aTy

148 Shalamov, ‘Neskol’ko let moei zhiznii’, in L. Bykov, ed., Kolymskie rasskazy
(Ekaterinburg: U-Faktoriia, 2004), pp. 3-10, p. 3.
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¢pa3y B OTHOLWEHWNN y4EeHbIX, HO OHAa NPUHATAa CNpaBeanBoO BO

OTHOLLEHUMN XYA0XKHMUKOB. 14

Shalamov is referring to Bohr’s famous statement that ‘in the
drama of existence we ourselves are both actors and
spectators’.>*° This comment captures a key point in quantum
theory about the relationship between the observer and the
observed object, namely the fact that ‘on the level of individual
atomic processes the scientist [...] has a role in the creation of
the world that he is describing [...] his act of observation
participates in forming the natural world’.!> Reinterpreting
Bohr’s ideas in a literary context, Shalamov stresses the
significance of the author’s own involvement in the events
depicted, emphasising the simultaneous authorial act of
observation and participation in autobiographical works. This
idea likewise shapes the authorial rhetoric in the 1985 edition
of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso, in which Aleksievich stresses that
even though she was not alive at the time of the German
occupation, the war has had a direct and crucial impact on her

life as a number of her family members perished in the war: ‘A

149 Shalamov, ‘0 proze’ in L. Bykov, ed., Kolymskie rasskazy (Ekaterinburg: U-Faktoriia,
2004), pp. 11-26, p. 12.

150 Niels Bohr, Essays 1958-1962 on Atomic Physics and Human Knowledge (New York:

Interscience Publishers, 1963), p. 15.

151 Richard Schlegel, ‘The Impossible Spectator in Physics’, The Centennial Review, vol.

19, no. 4 (1975), pp. 217-231, p. 218.
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TOXe poaunnacb nocne BoWHbI [...] Ho pa3se cBoMM cmepTHbIM
AbIXaHMEM OHa He KOCHynacb M moen ¥unsHu?’ (UV 1985, 59)
Similarly, the preface to Tsinkovye mal’chiki underscores the
author’s presence in the conflict zone as it consists of diary
excerpts from Afghanistan, apparently written in the summer
and early autumn of 1986 (TS, 14-28). Insisting on the same kind
of authorial presence, the preface to Vremia sekond-khend has
the subtitle ‘Zapiski souchastnika’, emphasizing Aleksievich’s
status as a Soviet subject and making her, too, a participant in
the Soviet system and a witness to its disintegration, which
implicitly assigns additional legitimacy to her representation

(VS, 7).

The references and allusions to Shalamov contained in
Golosa utopii indicate the importance of his work for
Aleksievich’s writing, yet the affinity between these two writers
is established on a deeper level when considering their
approaches to art, truth, and documentary. Shalamov’s essay
‘O proze’ (1965) crystallizes his poetics, which Aleksievich
would draw on for her own work. Discussing his relation to
fiction as well as to factual genres such as the memoir and the
‘ocherk’, Shalamov takes his point of departure in the perceived
obsolescence of the novel as a literary form by alluding to Osip
Mandel’shtam’s essay on the death of the novel: ‘PomaH ymep.

N HWKaKaa cuna B mMMpe He BOCKPECUT 3Ty NUTepaTypHYyLo
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dopmy’.1>? Against this background, Shalamov points to the
popularity in contemporary Soviet society of non-fictional
genres such as the memoir, advocating the superiority of the
document over fiction in terms of truth-value: ‘CerogHAwHMI
4yuTaTeNb CMOPUT TONBKO C AOKYMEHTOM U ybexXaaeTcsa TONbKO
AOKYMEHTOM ... YuTaTenb He YyBCTBYET, YTO ero 06MaHyu, Kak
npu uteHumn pomaxa’.’>® Moreover, Shalamov expresses his
aversion to what he calls ‘literaturshchina’, that is, the markedly
‘literary’ structural and morphological features which, in his
view, are inherent in novels and short stories. While framing
these features within a dichotomous structure distinguishing
between ‘life’ and ‘literature’, Shalamov formulates his own
literary principles vis-a-vis a set of perceived stylistic

conventions:

ABTOp OTKasasicd OT KOPOTKOM ¢pasbl, KaK AUTEPATYPLLNHDI,
OTKaszasnca oT ¢usnonornyeckon mepbl ®Pnobepa — «¢pasa
ONKTyeTCA AblxaHmem 4yenoBeka». OTKasasica OT TOJICTOBCKMUX
«YTO» U «KOTOPbIA», OT XEMWHIIEBCKMX HAaxo40K — PBaHOMo

Ananora, codetarwoweroca c 3aTFIHYTOI7I A0 HpaBoy4dYeHuA, A0

152 Shalamov, ‘0 proze’, p. 11. See Osip Mandel’'shtam, Slovo i kul'tura: O poezii,
razgovor o Dante, stat’i i retsenzii (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1987).
153 1bid. p. 12.
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negarormyeckoro npumepa ¢pasoi. ABTOp XOTen NoAyYnUTb

TONbKO XUBYIO KM3Hb. 1>

As Sarah Young has noted, Shalamov’s rejection of traditional
literary genres and his emphasis on the document contains
significant similarities to the concept of ‘literatura fakta’,
adopted primarily by Osip Brik, Nikolai Chuzhak and Sergei
Tret’iakov within the Novyi LEF (Levyi front iskusstv) in the late
1920s.'>> This movement ‘stressed the importance of
documentary modes (biographies, memoirs, documents), and
rejected previous literary models, such as the historical novel,
in favour of factual forms such as travel notes’.*>® Shalamov’s
relationship with LEF was ambivalent, though, and for the
author of Kolymskie rasskazy, ‘authenticity [...] does not exclude
the imagined, but draws together the typical, the actual, and
the projected, in order to narrate as fact a story that history
otherwise cannot provide’.’>” Shalamov does not definitively
reject traditional fictional forms for purely factual genres such
as the memoir, then. Accordingly, he is careful to emphasize

that Kolymskie rasskazy is not a collection of sketches: ‘K

154 Tbid., p. 17.

155 sarah J. Young, ‘Mapping Spaces as Factography: Human Traces and Negated Genres
in Varlam Shalamov’s Kolymskie rasskazy’, Slavonica, vol. 19, no. 1 (2013), pp. 1-17, p.
4,

156 Tbid.

157 1bid., p. 6.
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OYEepPKY HMKAKOro OTHOLWEHMA Npo3a «KoAbIMCKMX paccKa3oB»
He umeet’.!>® The central question for Shalamov is whether
contemporary literature can transcend traditionally journalistic
and historical forms at a time when the novel is no longer a
viable form of expression. Rather than outright rejecting
literature, Shalamov asks if it can be reinvented in a way that
overcomes its perceived obsolescence: ‘Bonpoc: Ao/i*KHa /n
6bITb HOBaA NP0O3a AOKYMEHTOM? MM OHA MOXKeT bbITb Honblue

Yem JOKYMeHT?’'159

Whereas Adamovich’s and Aleksievich’s solution to this
problem is the introduction of oral history in their writings,
Shalamov’s answer is autobiographically based fiction providing
his own testimony in the process, a form that Leona Toker has
conceptualized as ‘veridical fiction’.1®® According to Toker,
Shalamov assumed that his own experiences gave him the right
and ability to imagine and artistically depict the experiences of
other deportees with credibility and legitimacy, thus making it
possible for him to imagine Mandel’shtam’s death in a transit
camp in his fictional story ‘Sherri-brendi’: ‘The author of such
veridical fiction implicitly claims the ability to imagine certain

situations, such as the death of a poet in the camp, perhaps as

158 Tbid., p. 15.

159 Tbid., p. 14.

160 | eona Toker, Return from the Archipelago: Narratives of Gulag Survivors
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2000).
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not impossible extensions of his own experience’.2®! Toker thus
notes the ‘collocation of clearly fictionalized and clearly
factographic material in Shalamov’s Kolymskie rasskazy’, and
argues that this unsettles the pact between the text and the
reader who is ‘called upon to accept the stories as factual
testimony yet apply to them the kind of analytic procedures
that are appropriate to fiction’.162 Toker further conceptualizes
this dual purpose as a case of ‘bi-functionality’ and states that
Kolymskie rasskazy functions both ‘as acts of witness-bearing

and as works of art’.163

Shalamov insists on the artistic dimension of his form of
documentary literature and points to the possibility and
necessity of blending one and the other: ‘HyxHO U MOXHO
HanucaTb PaccKas, KOTOPbIA HEOTANYMM OT AOoKyMeHTa’ .t®4 The
result is a form of writing in which the claims to literal, artistic
and universal truth co-exist. As Shalamov emphasizes, the
central concern in Kolymskie rasskazy is the artistic depiction of
the psychological universalities of the human experience of
Stalin’s labour camps, not the presentation of facts: ‘B
«KoNbIMCKMX  paccKasax» feno B W306pa’keHUM HOBbIX

NCNXONOrMYeCKnUX 3aKOHOMepHOCTel7I, B XyA4OXXeCTBEHHOM

161 Tbid., p. 151.

162 Ibid., p. 152.

163 Tbid., p. 74.

164 Shalamov, ‘0O proze’, p. 16.
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MccnenoBaHUM CTpaLHOMN Tembl, a He B [...] cbope dakTos’.10° At
the same time, however, Shalamov insists that everything he
wrote in his stories is literally true: ‘XoTs, KoHe4YHo, 060 paKT
B «KoNbIMCKMX pacckasax» Heonposepxum’.% This attitude to
factual and artistic truth anticipates Aleksievich’s distinction
between ‘pravda’ and ‘pravdopodobie’, a dichotomy that
reflects the dual commitment in her poetics, the aspiration to

historical truth and to a perceived universality.

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn: Literature as Surrogate Politics

The intermingling of documentary and artistic elements
characterising Solzhenitsyn’s Arkhipelag Gulag contains
obvious similarities to the ambivalence underpinning Golosa
utopii. Yet, Aleksievich does not cite Solzhenitsyn as an
influence and is reluctant to be compared to him. When asked
whether she saw any commonalities between Solzhenitsyn’s
work and her own, Aleksievich replied: ‘HeT, HeT, y meHA HeT
TAKOrO0 MECCMAHCKOro OTHOWeEHMA. HeT Takoro owyLieHums, 4To

’ 167 Nevertheless,

nmTepatypa  MOXKET  M3MEHUTb  MUP
comparisons between Aleksievich and Solzhenitsyn abound in

both scholarly writing and public discourse. For instance,

165 Ibid., p. 15.

166 Thid.

167 Tetzlaff, ‘A Human’.
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pointing to the structural similarities between U voiny ne
zhenskoe litso and Arkhipelag Gulag, Brintlinger observes that
‘[llike Solzhenitsyn, Aleksievich weaves her own experiences,
reactions, and interpretations throughout her text’, and notes
the presence in both these works of a ‘central, interpretative

thesis’ as well as the insistence on authenticity.6®

Arkhipelag Gulag is a crucial point of reference for
Aleksievich’s writing as this work combines artistic and
documentary elements in a way that eludes classic genre
definitions. Christopher Moody sees this work as ‘a pastiche of
autobiographical passages, tabular entries, short biographies,
lyrical digressions and philosophical notes’.'®® Andrej Kodjak,
George F. Kennan and Francis Barker regard it as ‘an essentially
heterogeneous composition’.}’® Matt Oja has attempted to
pinpoint the qualities inherent in Solzhenitsyn’s work that
create ‘the subjective confusion’ as to its genre, ‘the difficulty
in determining whether a given work is history or fiction’.”* Oja

suggests five different criteria for the genre-transgressive

168 Brintlinger, ‘Mothers, Father(s), Daughter’, pp. 199-200.

169 Christopher Moody, Solzhenitsyn (Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1973), pp. 185-186.

170 Andrej Kodjak, Alexander Solzhenitsyn (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1978); George F.
Kennan, ‘Between Earth and Hell’, John B. Dunlop et al, eds., Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn:
Critical Essays and Documentary Materials (New York: Collier Books, 1975), pp. 501-
511; Francis Barker, Solzhenitsyn: Politics and Form (New York: Harper & Row, 1977),
Cited in Roland Vroon, ‘Literature as Litigation: Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn's The Gulag
Archipelago’, Russian History, vol. 7, no. 1-2 (1980), pp. 213-238, p. 214.

171 Matt F. Oja, ‘Fictional History and Historical Fiction: Solzhenitsyn and Kis$ as
Exemplars’, History and Theory, vol. 27, no. 2 (May 1988), pp. 111-124, p. 112.
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quality of Solzhenitsyn’s work: the claim to literal or non-literal
historical truth in the work; the degree of precise referentiality;
the co-existence of a macro- and a microhistorical level; the
writer's desire to focus on the logical cause of events; the effort
on the author's part to involve the reader in the story on an
emotional or even a moral level.”? Of course, these criteria
determining what in fact constitutes the defining qualities of
fiction and history are just as arbitrary as any other, as Oja
readily admits: ‘this [...] slipperiness of our subject matter
dictates that the five broad criteria outlined be presented as
nothing more than suggestions, each admittedly vulnerable to
rebuttal’.!’3 However, it is undisputable that while Arkhipelag
Gulag contains the claim to a literal historical truth
characteristic of documentary works, Solzhenitsyn introduced
ambiguity by subtitling his book ‘an experiment in literary
investigation’ (‘onbIT XyAo»ecTBeHHoro uccnegosaHuma).t’4
Thus emphasizing an artistic dimension of Arkhipelag Gulag,
Solzhenitsyn insists that his work cannot be limited to a factual

history, anticipating Aleksievich’s later reluctance to be

categorized exclusively as a journalist or historian.

172 1bid.

173 Ibid., p. 113.

174 Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Sobranie sochinenii: tom 5 (Vermont; Paris: YMCA-PRESS,
1980), p. 1; The Gulag Archipelago: 1918-1956 (London: The Harvill Press, 1995), p. iii.
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Martin Malia has presented a thorough analysis of the
co-existence of the artistic and the historiographical in
Arkhipelag Gulag. Noting that it ‘cannot be approached just as
a work of literature’ but neither as ‘essentially a testimonial to
unparalleled human suffering’, Malia locates Solzhenitsyn’s
work in ‘the Russian tradition of humane letters as surrogate
politics’.1’> Malia refers to the tendency originating in 19t
century Russian society where works of literature provided
covert social commentary circumventing tsarist censorship,
thus assuming ‘the social function of Russian literature,
originally the expression of the conscience of society against
state’.'’® Turgenev’'s Zapiski okhotnika (1852), Dostoevskii’s
Zapiski iz mertvogo doma (1860-62) and Nikolai
Chernyshevskii’'s Chto delat’? are all examples of works of
literature performing this function, and, according to Malia,

Solzhenitsyn

updates this tradition in terms of new and unprecedented
twentieth-century conditions [...] The task of the true Russian
writer, then, was the staggering and unprecedented one of
setting a whole world right-side up again. And for this, no mere

Sportsman's Sketches, no mere House of the Dead, no mere

175 Malia, ‘Review’, p. 50.
176 1bid., p. 51.
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Resurrection, and no mere fictional Zhivago would do. For such
a Herculean task, a new genre, a new tone were required, and
not fiction, but hard historical truth was necessary. Yet at the
same time this historical truth, in the traditional Russian
manner, must be raised to the level of moral consciousness.
Hence historical investigation must be supplemented by the

power of art, as the only free ethical force that exists in

Russia.'”’

Aleksievich’s form of writing, combining documentary
elements, social commentary, and artistic elements can
undoubtedly be seen as another contribution to this
intelligentsia tradition. Since the appearance of Tsinkovye
mal’chiki in 1990, she has emerged as a controversial political
figure in the late Soviet and post-Soviet spheres. A vocal critic
of Lukashenka and Putin, Aleksievich insists that it is the
obligation of the writer to take a position on contemporary
political issues. Thus, even though Aleksievich does not cite
Solzhenitsyn as an influence and even expresses a degree of
reluctance at being compared to him, the notion of the Writer
as national conscience and scrutinizer of state power manifest

in Arkhipelag Gulag informs her concept of art.

177 1bid.
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Ales’ Adamovich: ‘Sverkh-literatura’

Adamovich’s notion of ‘sverkh-literatura’ has influenced
Aleksievich’s concept of art most directly. As we recall from the
previous section, Aleksievich referred in her Nobel lecture to
this idea as an integral part of her understanding of the
limitations and possibilities of writing about 20™ century
Russian history. Adamovich articulated the notion in an article
with the title ‘Delaite sverkh-literaturu!l..” published in the
November issue of Oktiabr’ in 1984, that is, nine months after
the publication of Aleksievich’s debut in the same journal and
only two months after its publication in Neman.'’® This notion
contains some of the defining features of Aleksievich’s concept
of art: firstly, the sense that writing fiction has become
impossible or at least unviable; secondly, the ethical imperative
underlying the choice of a documentary form; thirdly, the

insistence on the artistic dimension of documentary writing.

The starting point for Adamovich’s argument is a
perceived polarization of contemporary writing caused by the
increasing prominence of the documentary genre in film and

literature. Similarly to how the invention of photography in the

178 Adamovich, ‘Delaite sverkh-literaturu!..’, Oktiabr’, no. 11 (November 1984), pp. 188-
194,
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19t century forced painters to search for new ways of
expression and concede the claim to visually accurate
depictions of reality to technology, contemporary Soviet
literature responded to the emergence of documentaries in two
ways, according to Adamovich. Some authors reacted by
focusing more than ever on literary invention and on
‘phantasmagoria’ (Gogol, Bulgakov, and Marquez are
Adamovich’s paradigmatic figures of this mode of writing),
whereas other writers incorporated documentary elements in
their works.”® Discussing the latter writing practice, which he
refers to as ‘novaia dokumentalistika’, Adamovich expresses an
aversion to fiction and to conventionally realist forms of
literature: ‘He mory uutatb «autepatypy»’.*® For Adamovich,
these conventional forms have become obsolete as vehicles for
expression, thus hindering rather than facilitating the
communication of the content of a work of art. Adamovich
relates his impressions from Anatolii Efros’s 1982 adaptation of

Tolstoi’s play Zhivoi trup (1900):

CmoTpen 3ppocoBCKU cnekTanb no «Kusomy Tpyny» [...] u
NIOBUA cebs Ha OLYLIEHUN, YTO «auTepaTypHasa dopma» (He

CNeKTaKnb daXe, a Cama nbeca) AnAa MeHA nomexa npamomy

179 Ibid., p. 188.
180 Thid., p. 189.
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06LLEHUIO C MbICNbIO M IMYHOCTbIO BeANKOoro ToscToro. BoT 6bl
«Mcnoseab» uan «[AHeBHUK», Aa utobbl TONCTOW roBopun o

Camom rNaBHOM, Korga yxKe HE HY»XHa HUWKaKaA

onocpeaosaHHocTb!18?

Adamovich thus perceives the dramatic form as a hindrance, a
futile obstruction standing between the viewer and Tolstoi’s
philosophical and moral universe. Like Shalamov, he rejects
literary realism and asks for more ‘direct’ forms of expression,
calling for writers to turn either to ‘phantasmagoria’ or to
documentary prose: ‘Unn ecnn YK uTepatypa, €cau
«COUYMHATLY, TO HE 3aMbIKAACb B MPMBbIYHbIX dopmax [...] Ecan
[...] nucaTtb [...], TO HEOTPA3MMO BbIOLMI B LLEND «4OKYMEHTY, @
ecan He ero, To «Mapkeca»!’*82 Of course, it is significant that
Adamovich discusses a work by Tolstoi, who rejected the entire
Western canon of literature, music, and fine art in Chto takoe
iskusstvo? (1897) and instead presented a view according to
which ‘aesthetic merit lies in the success with which a work of
art fulfils its role as a communicative sign’, thus calling for a
simple, universally intelligible art.’®® However, Adamovich’s

aesthetic considerations are also underpinned by a political

181 Thid. The play premiered 14 December 1982 in Moscow at Moskovskii
khudozhestvennyi teatr imeni M. Gor’'kogo.

182 Thid.

183 Charles B. Daniels, ‘Tolstoy and Corrupt Art’, The Journal of Aesthetic Education, vol.
8, no. 4 (October 1974), pp. 41-49, p. 47.
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agenda that is very specific to his own historical and cultural
context. Firstly, quoting an interview with French writer and
critic Frangois Mauriac, Adamovich frames the novel as an

inherently bourgeois art which is no longer relevant:

®paHcya Mopuak, Korga ero Cnpocuau, OTYEro OH YiKe
NATHAaAUATb NET He MULWET POMaHbl, 06bACHMA 3TO TaK: «Tomy,
KTO XOTb CKO/MbKO-HMOYAb BHMMaTENbHO cCleaun 3a
TparMyeckom WCTOpPUElN Halero BeKa, pPOMaH KarKeTtcs
MpecHbIM; NOXoXAeHMA OypiKya, BAadeNbUeB AaHA, WX
norpeLleHns, NOXoTb U CKYNOCTb He 3aC/TY»KMBAIOT TOFO, YTOObI

0 HUX roBopuan».18

Secondly, Adamovich cites a passage from André Maurois’
memoirs in which the French author describes a meeting with
Winston Churchill not long before the outbreak of the Second
World War. In the passage cited, Churchill urges Maurois to
temporarily abandon the writing of novels to make the general
public aware of the German rearmament instead: ‘Bmecto
3TOr0 KaXAbl AeHb NULIMTE NO CTAaTbe U B Kaxg0i 06 ogHOM:

repMmaHCKaa asunaumAa C Kaxgbim gHEM CTaHOBUTCA CUJIHEE

184 Adamovich, ‘Delaite’. Adamovich does not specify the context of the interview with
Mauriac.
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dpaHuyskoin!’1® Drawing a parallel between the Second World
War and the Cold War, Adamovich thus presents his central
motivation for discarding the novel and writing more ‘directly’,
namely the ethical obligation to raise awareness of the
imminent nuclear war with the USA. It is in the context of
anticipated apocalypse that Adamovich coins the term ‘sverkh-
literatura’, translating into Russian and paraphrasing an English
word denoting nuclear mass destruction: ‘noyemy He «cBepx»
(KMHO, My3bIKa, TeaTp, *KMBOMUCH, INTEPATYPa — BCE KCBEPXY).
Konn ectb 1M Bcemy [...] YHUUYTOXKEHMEM TPO3UT MMEHHO
csepxopyxue, overkill (ceepxybuiictso)?’® For Adamovich,
realist fiction is an inefficient tool for making the Soviet
audience aware of the danger, hence the need for ‘sverkh-

literatura’:

He MOXeT [...] peanucTnyeckaa antepatypa [...] nnucaTb o0 Tom,
yero He 6blno. A 3TOr0 — TpeTbeil MWPOBON BOMHbI —
OEencTBUTeNbHO U, ciaBa 6ory, He 6bino. Ho Begb Gbinun yKe
Xupocuma, Haracaku... M1 4To 3HauuT: auTepaTypa HE MOXKeT?

Hy Tak genaitecsepxauntepaTypy!®

185 Tbid.

186 Ibid., p. 193.
187 Ibid., p. 188.
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‘Sverkh-literatura’” can thus be defined as literature
incorporating documentary elements, intended to raise
awareness of the threat of nuclear war by describing historical
events that are comparable to the total destruction that
Adamovich envisages, events such as the bombings of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Adamovich’s suspicion of
contemporary realist fiction is deeply rooted in Cold War
tensions, and the motivation to abandon old forms in favour of
new and more suitable ones is ethical in nature. In la iz
ognennoi derevni.., Adamovich seems to implement his
principles when referring to the recorded collective memory as
an ongoing trial against Nazism, a trial that has implications
both for the past and for the future in as much as it functions as
a cautionary tale: ‘Cyg stoT HeobxoaMm He TONbKO BO UMSA
ncTopuyeckon cnpasesMBoCcTU. OH XKUBbIM HYXKeH. Tem, Komy
yrpoxatoT byayuwme «dpropepbi»’.r®8 Importantly, in the 1985
edition of Poslednie svideteli, Aleksievich frames her
monologues within the same context of fear of a third world

war:

HonxHbl pacckasatb! [...] MoTomy 4TO M cerogHa KOMy-TO

xouyetcs 60blLUO BOWHbI, BCEI@HCKON XMPOCUMMbI, B aTOMHOM

188 Adamovich, Ianka Bryl’ and Uladzimir Kalesnik, Ia iz ognennoi derevni... (Moscow:
Izdatel’stvo «Izvestiia», 1979), p. 5.
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orHe KOTOpOﬁ AETN ncnapAanncb 6bl, KaK Kanam BoApbl, 3aCbiXann

6bl, KaK cTpalHble uBeTbl. (PS 1985, 3)

As the Soviet Union disintegrated and the Cold War came to an
end, this sense of an imminent nuclear apocalypse disappeared
from Aleksievich’s rhetoric, and in her 2015 Nobel lecture, the
imperative underlying the denouncement of fiction is no longer
related to an imagined future catastrophe but to ethical
considerations regarding the representation of the historical
past. In the post-Soviet editions, vestiges of Adamovich’s
rhetoric only appear in one work — Chernobyl’skaia molitva.
Framed as a cautionary tale with the subtitle ‘khronika
budushchego’, this book reproduces Adamovich’s ethical
imperative to raise awareness about impending disasters by
representations of historical examples, only the threat of
nuclear apocalypse related to the arms race during the Cold
War has now been translated into the potential dangers of
nuclear energy. This ethically informed agenda is also apparent
in Aleksievich’s public statements. In a lecture held at the
University of Tokyo five years after the Fukushima nuclear
disaster, Aleksievich warned against the ‘hubris that humans

have the power to conquer nature’, thus reiterating a central
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thesis of the book in a wider international context of nuclear

power.'&

Finally, Adamovich emphasizes the artistic dimensions
of documentary writing in the article, thus prefiguring a central
element of Aleksievich’s poetics. Even while rejecting fiction
and advocating the incorporation of documentary material in
contemporary writing, Adamovich does not encourage Soviet
authors to replace the writing of literature with essays or
‘publitsistika’: ‘Ho mbicnb Halwa BoBce He Ta [...] YTO cneayet
BMeCTO XY/ZLOXKECTBEHHOM NnTepaTypbl 3aHMMATbCA
ny6anumctukoin n sccemcrokoi’.r®® Similarly to Aleksievich,
then, Adamovich does not reject literature altogether in favour
of a form of ‘pure’ documentary writing; instead, he calls for a
reinvention of literature that will accommodate both his
aesthetic considerations (the need to renew obsolete artistic
forms) and his political agenda of raising awareness of the
nuclear apocalypse: ‘lMpobaema Kak pa3 B TOM, Kak BEPHYTbCA K
XY[LO’KECTBEHHOMW /uTepaType — a TOYHEe, K KaKoM
nutepatype?’ ¥t Adamovich takes for granted that it is the
obligation of literature — not journalism — to instil a sense of

urgency with regard to the nuclear threat. This position is

189 Tai Kawabata, ‘Nobel-winning Belarusian Writer Alexievich Speaks on Nuclear
Disasters and the Future of Human Hubris’, The Japan Times (27 November 2016).
190 Adamovich, ‘Delaite’, p. 189.

191 Thid.
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predicated on the assumption that literature can fulfil the
necessary task of making people feel the threat, rather than
being aware of it in a more intellectual and abstract sense:
‘Yyrpo3y Mbl elle [OMKHbI OLWYTUTb, BNYCTUTb B cebsa. U mbl,
nucaswue, Nuuwywme o BOWHe, 06A3aHbl AenaTb 3TO B yucne
nepsbIx’.1%? Linked to this view is Adamovich’s insistence on the
artistic element inherent in documentary writing, which, as he
argues, belongs to the sphere of art rather than the field of
journalism. Referring to an interview given by Vasil’ Bykov on
22 June 1984 in Literaturnaia Rossiia in which Bykov states that
documentary writing is not a form of art (‘«He uckycctso»’) but

a ‘craft’ (‘“«pemecno»’), Adamovich emphatically disagrees:

nucatenbckaa AOKYMEHTanAucTMKa [...] Hembicnuma 6es
yyacTMa UHTYMUMKM, 6e3 4YyBCTBA ICTETUYECKOM OLLEHKM
OOKYMEHTaNbHbIX MaTepuasnos, 3cTeTuyeckoro oTtbopa, 6es
MCUX0JIOTMYECKOTO, 9MOLMOHaIbHOTO 3a0CTPEHMS
NPOM3BEAEHMA 4Yepe3 MOHTa)K, BbICTPAMBaHWE  CUEH,
paccKasoB, AOKYMEHTOB M Tomy nogobHoe. Mccnegosatenu
AABHO Y)Ke NULIYT 0 TOM, YTO Y COBPEMEHHOMN AOKYMEHTaNbHOW
nuTepatypbl  ecTb, BblpaboTanacb cBoA  06pa3HOCTb,

cneumduryecKkan, HoO UMEHHO XyaoXKecTBeHHana. 1%

192 Thid., p. 193.
193 Ibid., p. 188.
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We can thus see that Aleksievich’s understanding of art and
documentary has been significantly influenced by the concept
of ‘sverkh-literatura’. The connection made between ethical
considerations and the choice of form, as well as the insistence
on the artistic dimension of documentary writing are ideas that
Aleksievich has adopted directly from Adamovich, whose
interview-based works lay the foundation for Aleksievich’s

writing project.

It is noteworthy that despite Aleksievich’s explicitly feminist
historiography in U voiny ne zhenskoe litso, which is presented
as an attempt to remedy the marginalisation of women in the
official Soviet history of the Second World War, she situates
herself in a distinctively male literary canon. Although alluding
to Akhmatova in her works, Aleksievich cites Adamovich and
Dostoevskii as her two major influences and makes frequent
references to Shalamov, never mentioning female writers such
as Ginzburg and Mandel’shtam whose genre-transgressive
works have evident aesthetic affinities with her own. Her
reluctance to being compared to Solzhenitsyn, whose
Arkhipelag Gulag is underpinned by a concept of literature as

surrogate politics similar to Aleksievich’s political agendas in
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Golosa utopii, can perhaps be explained by an unwillingness on
Aleksievich’s part to be associated with the reactionary and
nationalist views that Solzhenitsyn expressed in his writings
after his expulsion from the USSR in 1974.194 Alternatively, her
unwillingness to be compared to such a towering literary figure
may also be rooted in the fear of being perceived as an epigone
and received as a ‘second Solzhenitsyn’, as there are striking
similarities between these writers’ careers — their interest in
genre-transgressive documentary prose, their opposition to
authoritarian regimes, their exile abroad and, not least, their

receipt of the Nobel Prize in Literature.

Drawing on a wealth of ideas from the Russian literary
tradition, Aleksievich’s concept of art and documentary
presents a synthesis of the aesthetic views of her most crucial
influences. Blending Shalamov’s simultaneous claims to literal
and universal truth with Adamovich’s insistence on the artistic
element inherent in documentary writing, Aleksievich also
combines Solzhenitsyn’s strategy of literature as surrogate
politics with Dostoevskii’s attempt in Dnevnik pisatelia to reflect
the tumultuous uncertainty of a society undergoing radical
transformations. This synthesis is evident in Aleksievich’s

narrative strategies such as the fragmented mosaics formed by

194 David G. Rowley, ‘Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn and Russian Nationalism’, Journal of
Contemporary History, vol. 32, no. 3 (July 1997), pp. 321-337.
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her monologues, as well as in her aesthetic terminology. Like
Shalamov, she states that she is not interested in ‘facts’ but in
universal human experience. Similarly to Adamovich, she
grapples with the perceived artifice of conventional literary
forms, using the term ‘obrabotka’ for what Adamovich names

‘oposredovannost’”’.

Even though Aleksievich chooses to focus on the human
experience in her writing, searches for ‘universal’ topics and
writes her monologues according to what she calls the ‘laws of
the novella’, thereby introducing a formal ambiguity and a
literary element to her writing, her monologues consist of
credible statements by historical eyewitnesses. Even though
these witnesses testify to their own subjective, ‘human’
experience of the historic event and do not present purely
factual accounts, the historical value of their accounts cannot
be dismissed. Aleksievich’s books can thus be read in
accordance with her dual purpose of producing both historical
testimony and works of art. The logic underpinning White's
reading of Se questo e un uomo — a reading that does not see a
conflict ‘between the referential function of Levi’s discourse
and the expressive, affective and poetic functions’ — can
likewise be applied to Aleksievich’s writing. As can Toker’s
concept of ‘bi-functionality’, denoting the dual purpose in

Kolymskie rasskazy to present accounts functioning both as acts
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of witness-bearing and as works of art. While Aleksievich invites
her reader to search for the artistic and universal truth in her
monologues, thus encouraging the reader to interpret them as
works of art, the monologues also relate actual people’s
experiences of real events, fulfilling, in White’s terminology, an

obligation both to the ‘true’ and to the ‘real’.
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Chapter Two: Aleksievich’s Journalistic

Background: Sel’skaia gazeta and Neman

Next to the Russian literary tradition, journalism has had an
equally formative influence on Aleksievich’s writing. When U
voiny ne zhenskoe litso and Poslednie svideteli were first
published in 1985, she had been working as a journalist for
twelve years, writing for the newspaper Sel’skaia gazeta
between 1973 and 1976 and for the journal Neman between
1977 and 1984. These years shaped her set of principal themes
while also providing an important conceptual influence framing
the key notions of truth and authenticity in her work. In the
critical reception of her writing, the journalistic dimension of
her oeuvre is routinely highlighted, although this emphasis
tends to be greater in the Anglophone sphere compared to the
Russophone world. Whereas The Guardian described
Aleksievich as an ‘investigative journalist and writer’ and The
New Yorker presented her as a ‘journalist and prose writer’,
both Argumenty i fakty and Vechernaia Moskva used the less
specific term ‘pisatel’nitsa’ in their coverage of the

announcement of the 2015 Nobel Prize laureate in literature.1®>

195 Alexandra Alter, ‘Svetlana Aleksievich, Belarussian Voice of Survivors, Wins the Nobel
Prize’, The New York Times (8 October 2015). Claire Armitstead et al, ‘Nobel prize in
Literature: Svetlana Alexievich Wins “for her Polyphonic Writings” - As It Happened’, The
Guardian (8 October 2015),
https://www.theguardian.com/books/live/2015/oct/08/nobel-prize-in-literature-follow-it-
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Scholarly research likewise underscores but does not discuss in
detail the journalistic element in Aleksievich’s writing, with, for
instance, Basova and Sin’kova placing her works at the

intersection of literature and journalism.'%®

Aleksievich’s literary project is in some respect a direct
continuation of her journalism. For example, the Second World
War, the relationship between humans and nature, the focus
on ‘ordinary’ people and on societal issues in the USSR are
topics that characterize both her journalistic and her creative
writing. Moreover, both her books and her articles make use of
such formal devices as the interview-based monologue,
authorial commentaries and conclusion, stage-directions and
the ‘chance meeting’. Beyond this formal and thematic
continuity, Aleksievich’s work for Sel’skaia gazeta and Neman
has also been a conceptual influence for her creative writing as
the commitment in her works to literal truth has been shaped
by her journalistic practice. In this chapter, | will compare and
contrast her books with individual articles which she produced
for Sel’skaia gazeta and Neman. | will attempt to identify the
formal and thematic affinities between them, devoting

particular attention to questions regarding notions of truth and

live [accessed 13 December 2022]; Dar'ia Buravchikova, ‘«Nobelevku» po literature
poluchila Svetlana Aleksievich iz Belarussii’, Argumenty i fakty (8 October 2015); Irma
Zueva, ‘Nobelevskuiu premiiu 2015 goda v oblasti literatury poluchila Svetlana
Aleksievich’, Vecherniaia Moskva (8 October 2015).

196 Basova and Sin'kova, ‘Stanovlenie dokumental'no-khudozhestvennogo zhanra’, p. 93.
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authenticity. As Kovach and Rosenstiel note, notions of truth

are fundamental to journalistic practices:

Over the last three hundred years, news professionals have
developed a largely unwritten code of principles and values to
fulfil the function of providing news — the indirect knowledge
by which people come to form their opinions about the world.
Foremost among these principles is this: Journalism’s first

obligation is to the truth. (37)*’

Marcus O’Donnell similarly states that there are ‘widely held
views of journalism [..] as [a] truth-seeking and fact-based
institution’ (283).1%8 Fernandez suggests that ‘many a journalist
would profess [...] that theirs is a vocation to bear witness to the
truth’, and Patterson and Wilkins observe that journalism ‘has
a lofty ideal — the communication of truth’.1®® Of course, these
authors are not discussing the journalistic context of the USSR
in the 1970s and 1980s. In the era of late Soviet socialism,

journalists pursued different ideals than to serve the public

197 Bjll Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel, The Elements of Journalism: What Newspeople
Should Know and the Public Should Expect (New York: Three Rivers Press, 2001), p. 37.
198 Marcus O’Donnell, ‘Preposterous Trickster: Myth, News, the Law and John Marsden’,
Media and Arts Law Review, vol. 8, no. 4 (2003), pp. 282-305, p. 283.

199 Joseph M. Fernandez, ‘Truth in Journalism: Oxymoron or Lofty Ideal?’, University of
Notre Dame Australia Law Review, vol.12 (2010), pp.171-208, p. 173; Philip Patterson
and Lee Wilkins, eds., Media Ethics: Issues and Cases. (Boston, Mass.: McGraw Hill,
2002), p. 29.
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interest by objectively reporting current events. Jekaterina
Young states that ‘Soviet journalists were urged to foster Soviet
patriotism, loyalty, and confidence in ultimate victory’.?%
Arguing that Berger’s and Luckmann’s understanding of the
press as a ‘construction of social reality’ is particularly (but not

exclusively) applicable to the Soviet context, Young observes:

The most important “qualities” that Soviet journalists had to
have were the standard trinity of “ideological correctness,
party commitment, and accessibility to ordinary people”
(ideinost’, partiinost’, narodnost’) [...] The Soviet press did not

even pretend to be a “value-free” presentation of facts.?*

However, this common assumption that journalistic practices in
the era of late Soviet socialism were not underpinned by
considerations of truth but by the ambition to promote
communist values is somewhat simplistic. As Simon Huxtable
has argued, the viewpoint that ‘news’ in the Western sense was
not the primary concern of Soviet journalists is ‘influenced by

{

the Cold War desire to split the world into “us” and “them”’

200 jJekaterina Young, Sergei Dovlatov and his Narrative Masks (Evanston, Ill.:
Northwestern University Press, 2009), p. 96.

201 1bid. pp. 90, 96, 107. For a discussion of the notion of the press as a construction of
social reality, see Roger Fowler, Language in the News: Discourse and Ideology in the
Press (London: Routledge, 1991).
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(59).292 Huxtable offers a much more heterogeneous picture of
post-Stalin Soviet journalism, stating that ‘even though Soviet
authorities exerted close control, the news appearing in the
Soviet press — whether by accident or by design — was never
entirely congruent with the views of the party’.2% In particular,
between 1953 and 1968, Soviet journalists enjoyed a high
degree of leeway and discussions about journalistic
professionalism and ethics was diverse. Khrushchev’s Secret
Speech in 1956 had led to a general reconsideration of
journalistic concerns and the notion of truth became central to
journalists’ discussions.?%* Moreover, the Cold War rivalry
caused Soviet journalists to adopt foreign techniques with the
consequence that ‘Anglo-American notions of journalistic
professionalism [..] penetrated the Soviet journalistic

mindset’.20°

These democratic tendencies faded in the increasingly
repressive climate following the occupation of Czechoslovakia
in 1968, but they did not disappear entirely.?%® In the 1970s,
journalists ‘sought to demonstrate their professionalism not

through reporting but through daring social critiques and

202 Simon Huxtable, ‘Making News Soviet: Rethinking Journalistic Professionalism after
Stalin, 1953-1970', Contemporary European History, vol. 27, no. 1 (2018), pp. 59-84,
p. 59.

203 Ibid., p. 65.

204 Tbid., p. 68.

205 Ibid., p. 80.

206 Ibid., p. 81.
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dispatches in defence of the individual’.?®’” Furthermore, even
though the ideal of Soviet journalism after 1968 was centred on
a ‘deliberate, purposeful selection of [...] facts and events which
inculcate a feeling of patriotism, vigilance, courage and
selflessness’, the authority and credibility of such journalistic
texts still rested on the assumptions that they accurately
reflected reality’.?°® To some extent, then, the preoccupation
with truth in Aleksievich’s literary work is clearly related to the
journalistic principles of fact-finding, though they would

become modified to suit the aims of her later works.

Aleksievich herself has been ambiguous about her
journalistic work, presenting it at one point as a form of self-
fulfilment and later distancing herself completely from the
Soviet press and its establishment. In an interview given the
year after the publication of her debut work, she states that it
was a sense of intellectual alienation from everyday life that

caused her to start working for Sel’skaia gazeta:

MOMHUTCA, OAHa)KAbl B KOMaHAMPOBKE YTPOM BbIWA Ha
6anKoH 1 yBMAENa — BO ABOPE CTUPAET KeHLWMHa. B Helt 6bii1o
CTO/IbKO PafoCcTU: OT YncToro 6enba, OT XOPOLLO BbINOJHEHHOM

pa6OTbI, M nopasnmnaCb TOMyY, YTO A-TO PaAOCTU OT TaKoro

207 1hid., p. 82.
208 Thid., p. 63.
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OGbIKHOBEHHOI’O, 6yAHVI‘-IHOI'O Aena He ucnbitana. UcnoiTbiBana
CHacCTbe OT BCTPEHU C NCKYCCTBOM, XOpOLLIElZ KHMI’OVI, C YMHbIM
4enoBeKOM, a BOT TaK — HeT. B aTu mrHoseHuMAa oveHb 3pUMO,
0CA3aeMO MNOHANa, KaK MHOFOCHOVIHa, MHOIOJ/INKa XWU3Hb.

Takoe «nNpo3peHne» npuseno meHs B «Cenbckyto rasety».?%

Aleksievich thus presents her joining Sel’skaia gazeta as the
result of an epiphanic moment of sudden realization of the
fascinating diversity of human life, a richness embodied in the
figure of an ‘ordinary’ woman engaged in housework. Ten years
later, however, when asked about her work for Sel’skaia gazeta

in an interview in 1996, Aleksievich answered more evasively:

— CeemnaHa, mbl HAQYUHAAQ KAK MHCYpHAAUCMKA. Pacckaxcu,
noxcanylicma, o nepexode U3 HypHAAUCMUKU 8 MpPo3y.

— 370 6bIIO TaK AaBHO.. M paHbwe A 6bl Ha 3TOT BOMpOC
oTBETW/IA MO-Apyromy. A elle yepes3 Kakoe-TO Bpemsa byaet

HOBbIN OTBET.

— Ho kpome sepculi cywecmsytom Hekue ¢hakmel. Y4yunace Ha

maxkom-mo ¢haxysnememe...

— A — TMNnyHaa d)VII'IOI'IOI'I/I‘-IECKaH AeBo4Ka. Aunaom Y MeHA

6bin no MNMucapesy. MeHA NPUBAEKANO €ro MbllEHNE «HE KaK

209 T, Abakumovskaia, ‘Svetlana Aleksievich. U voiny ne zhenskoe litso. Interv’iu’
[interview with Svetlana Aleksievich], Sovetskaia kultura (20 March 1986).
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y Bcex». KoHunna s yHuBepcuTeT B 72-m roay. benopycckuii
rocyapcTBEHHbIA yHUBEpPCUTET. DaKyNbTeT KYPHANUCTUKW.
MocKko/bKy Bena ceba CAUWKOM HE3aBMCMMO — HaKasain
coc/lanu B parioHHyto rasety. fl Tam rog npopaboTana, a noTom
MEHA B3A/IM CHa4Yana B pecnyb/nKaHCKyto raseTy, a gajblue B
XKypHan «HemaH». A nucana oyepku, Ny6GANLMUCTUKY, U MHe

6b110 MHTepecHOo. Ho Bce e TeCHOBATO B 3TUX PaMKax.

— Hy, u Kak mel nepenpsieHyna?

— Xopowo MOMHIO, KaK K TMpbIKKY TrOTOBMAACb, a Kak
nepenpbirHysia — He NoMH1o. [...] ToukoM oTcyeTy Ha3Basia Obl
KHUTY «f U3 OrHeHHOW AepeBHW» (aBTopbl A. Agamosuu, f.

Bpbinb, B. KonecHuk).2

Aleksievich thus presents her appointment to the local paper as
a punitive measure imposed because of her refusal to conform
to the spoken and unspoken rules of the university
environment, and likewise frames her work for the two
newspapers as imposed rather than willingly chosen.
Furthermore, giving any further explanations, she emphasises
her own feeling of being restricted in the Soviet journalistic
context (‘recHoBato B 3Tux pamkax’). Downplaying the

importance of this period for her development as a writer,

210 Tat'iana Bek, ‘Moia edinstvennaia zhizn” [interview with Svetlana Aleksievich],
Voprosy literatury, no. 1 (2006), pp. 205-223.
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Aleksievich instead identifies la iz ognennoi derevni as her chief
influence, thus insisting that her work has developed in a
literary rather than a journalistic context. Whereas Aleksievich
in 1996 seems to suggest that she led a double life as a journalist
in the Soviet Union, privately and silently dissenting while
publicly conforming, Vladimir Golstein presents a very different

interpretation of Aleksievich’s journalistic career:

It appears that Aleksievich always follows the dominant
ideology, formulated for her by the ruling authorities of the
time, and then shapes her documentary material in order to
suit this ideology. In the 1970s, she thus happily wrote about
iconic Soviet figures, including such obviously cruel and manic
personalities as the founder of the Soviet secret police, Feliks
Dzerzhinskii, whereas, during perestroika, she jumped on the
bandwagon with those who started debunking the sacred
images of Soviet ideology, and eventually graduated in those
anti-Russian sentiments that seem to characterize the cultural

elite of today.?!

Golstein is referring to an article by Aleksievich written on the

occasion of the centenary of Dzerzhinskii’s birth and published

211 Golstein, Svetlana Aleksijevitj, p. 17.
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in Neman in September 1977.2'2 Assuming that Aleksievich
‘happily’ wrote about problematic Soviet figures such as
Dzerzhinskii, Golstein portrays her as a cynical and calculating
author adapting to the spirit of the time and to the expectations
of particular audiences, conforming under Brezhnev and
criticising Soviet ideology during perestroika for equally
opportunistic reasons. It is difficult to make an ethical
judgement about Aleksievich’s supposed opportunism during
her time as a journalist, especially as so little is known about the
exact circumstances under which she wrote. Demanding a
consistent and constant opposition and even open resistance to
the Soviet regime does not take into account the complex
ethical choices Soviet journalists and writers had to make on a
daily basis, balancing their own beliefs against the demands of
their editors and the very real risk of persecution and
prosecution. The ethical question of Aleksievich’s journalistic
writings is in any case beyond the scope of this chapter, which
will focus on the degree to which her work as a journalist

shaped the poetics defining Golosa utopii.

Sel’skaia gazeta: 1973-1976

212 Aleksievich, 'Mech i plamia’.
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Sel’skaia gazeta was the Russian-language periodical of the
Central Committee of the Belarusian Communist Party, the
Supreme Council and the Council of Ministers of the Belarusian
Soviet Republic: ‘OpraH LeHTpanbHoOro Komuteta
KommyHuctnyeckoi Maptum benapycu, BepxosHoro CoBeTta u
Coseta MuHuctpos Benopycckoit CCP’.213 Published daily in
Minsk, it combined information on foreign and domestic
events, interviews, editorials, and opinion pieces with
announcements and speeches by government representatives
and recently issued laws and decrees. Aleksievich wrote more
than forty articles for Sel’skaia gazeta, the first published on 9
September 1973 and the last on 8 November 1976, one year
before she started working for Neman.?'* The articles usually
cover one page and are signed ‘S. Aleksievich’, which is
sometimes followed by her official title: ‘Cneu,. kopp. Cenbckoi
rasetbl’.?!> They include five reviews of films, books, and art
exhibitions, three interviews and three digests of letters from
readers. Furthermore, two pieces consist of conversations that

Aleksievich recorded but did not participate in.

213 See, for instance, Sel’skaia gazeta 14 March 1976, p. 1.

214 Aleksievich, ‘Vsego odna zhizn’: 1z bloknota zhurnalista’, Selskaia gazeta (9
September 1973), p. 4; 'Kak solnechnye luchi’, Selskaia gazeta (8 November 1976), p.
4. The Library of Congress keeps microfilm records of Sel’skaia gazeta covering the
years during which Aleksievich worked for the paper. This footage is largely complete,
with an issue occasionally missing as well as two larger lacunas (April and June 1973).
Researching this material, I have found 44 pieces written by Aleksievich.

215 See, for instance, Aleksievich, 'Telekhanskie devchata’, Sel’skaia gazeta (13 October
1974), p. 3.
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The majority of the pieces are best described by the
Russian term ‘ocherk’. Three pieces are explicitly defined as
such, and a large number of articles which share the defining
features of this genre are presented in slightly different terms:
‘3ameTKM  KypHanucta’; ‘U3 BGNOKHOTA  KypHanucra’;
‘PasmbilineHne Hag ¢aktom’; ‘KoppecnoHAeHT Bblexan Ha
mecTo’; ‘penoptax’.?® Maksim Gor’kii described ‘ocherk’ as
‘lying somewhere between research and story’.?!” Ozhegov’s
dictionary defines the genre similarly: ‘Hebonbwoe
NMTepaTypHoe NpounsBeaeHne, KPaTKoe ONMMCaHNE KU3HEHHbIX
dakToB’.?!8 There is no precise English translation of the word
but the most commonly used rendition in scholarly writing is
‘sketch’, emphasizing the etymology of the term, which is
derived from the verb ‘ochertit”, meaning ‘to outline’.?*®

Dostoevskii frequently used the sketch in Dnevnik pisatelia, and

216 Aleksievich, ‘Delo, kotoroe bol’she zhizni: ocherk’, Selskaia gazeta (5 February 1974),
p. 4. '«Doch’” moia, Mariia...»: ocherk’, Sel’skaia gazeta (15 May 1975), p. 4; 'Nasledniki:
ocherk’, Sel’skaia gazeta (24 December 1975), p. 4; 'Sled dushi: Zametki zhurnalista’,
Sel’skaia gazeta (29 September 1974), p. 4; 'Gorit serdtse Danko: zametki zhurnalista’,
Sel’skaia gazeta (23 April 1976), p. 4; ‘Vsego odna zhizn’: iz bloknota zhurnalista’,
Sel’skaia gazeta (9 September 1973), p. 4; '‘Mat’: iz bloknota zhurnalista’, Sel’skaia
gazeta (13 November 1974), p. 4; '‘Pamiat’ serdtsa: iz bloknota zhurnalista’, Sel’skaia
gazeta (15 January 1975), p. 4; 'Delai svoiu sud’bu sam: razmyshlenie nad faktom’,
Sel’skaia gazeta (27 September 1973), p. 4; ‘Vsegda i kazhdyi den’: razmyshlenie nad
faktom’, Sel’skaia gazeta (26 March 1976), p. 4; 'Schastlivyi direktor: korrespondent
vyekhal na mesto’, Sel’skaia gazeta (11 October 1973), p. 4; 'Pered tvoim imenem:
korrespondent vyekhal na mesto’, Sel’skaia gazeta (14 December 1973), p. 4; Trudnaia
beseda: korrespondent vyekhal na mesto’, Sel’skaia gazeta (1 March 1974), p. 4;
‘Skazka pro solnyshko: subbotnyi reportazh’, Sel’skaia gazeta (15 May 1976), p. 4;
‘Vernost’ kliatve Gippokrata: fotoreportazh’, Sel’skaia gazeta (19 June 1976), p. 4;

217 Morson, The Boundaries, p. 15.

218 Ozhegov, Slovar’, p. 476.

219 Toker, Return, p. 151.
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Aleksievich would thus have encountered this genre in both a
literary and a journalistic context. Her sketches in Sel’skaia
gazeta consist of interviews, authorial reflections, impressions,
and conclusions, and frequently involve the narration of a
journey undertaken by the author. An endnote often states
which collective farm, village, town, area or region she visited
when researching the piece, showing that she travelled to all

parts of the BSSR as a journalist between 1973 and 1976.

Stylistically, the articles are never purely informational,
nor do they strive to give an impression of objectivity. Instead,
they are personal and polemical, written from a defined ethical
perspective and with highlighted authorial presence, often
beginning with a personal impression, memory, or thought.??°
In terms of style, then, Aleksievich’s journalistic writing is wholly
consistent with the Soviet journalistic ideal of the time,
favouring agitation over objectivity as discussed by Young and

Huxtable.

220 For example, an article from 21 November 1974 begins thus: ‘lMpuexana u3
KOMaHAMpOBCKU. N cTOUT y MeHs nepen rnasamMm AHHa MuxaiinoBHa MNeTyLWwokK, CyxoHKas,
bbicTpasg’. Similarly, a piece published on 23 April 1976 commences thus: ‘Ha
LeHTpanbHOM ycaabbe konxo3a «1 Mas» LyynHckoro parioHa [...] CTOUT NnaMATHUK. S
AOJIr0 BrNsAblBalOCb B KAMEHHble YepTbl 3a4YMUYNBOr0 OHOLWECKOro nuua’. See
Aleksievich, Teplo osennei zemli: V chem dushi krasota’, Sel’skaia gazeta (21 November
1974), p. 2; 'Gorit serdtse Danko: zametki zhurnalista’, Sel’skaia gazeta (23 April 1976),
p. 4.
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The Second World War is perhaps the most conspicuous
thematic commonality between Aleksievich’s books and her
journalistic writing. It is the central topic of six articles, which
pay tribute to the veterans and encourage readers to show due
respect and veneration for them. For example, in an article
published on 26 March 1976, Aleksievich urges her readers to
remember the sacrifices made by those who fought in the war,
telling her readership about former frontline soldier Ivan
Vasil’evich Petrunin, who was denied a free bus journey despite
being entitled to this because of his status as an invalid of war.
Aleksievich insists on the importance to honour the memory of

the veterans’ sacrifices:

Ho MbI-TO C BaMu He umMeeM HUKAKO020 npasd 3abbims, YTO LWeN
conpat oT MocKkBbl A0 BepnvHa 6onbliei YacTblo NELIKOM,
OTCTyMan W HacTynan, Mep3 B OCEHHWX 3aTOMJEHHbIX
3eMNAHKaX U ropen B TaHKe, NOAHMMA/ICA B LUTbIKOBYHO aTaky “

XOPOHWA ToBapuLLeit... 22

This ethical perspective anticipates the agenda underlying the
1985 edition of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso in which Aleksievich

states in very similar wording:

221 Aleksievich, ‘Vsegda i kazhdyi den”, p. 4. My emphasis.
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M TO, 4TO OHa 3aMOMHWNA, BbIHEC/IA U3 CMEPTHOrO aAa, CeroaHn
CTafi0 YHUKaNbHbIM  AYXOBHbIM  OMbITOM,  OMbITOM
becnpenenbHbIX YeN0BEYECKUX BO3MOXHOCTEN, KOmopbili mMbl

He enpase npedams 3ab6seHuro. (UV 1985, 62, my emphasis)

Both the aforementioned article and Aleksievich’s first book
thus invoke the same central notions of duty and forgetting, a
common theme in Soviet narratives (and in most national
narratives about war). Moreover, an article published on
Victory Day in 1975 encompasses interview-statements by
three veterans. In terms of imagery, this particular article makes
use of a metaphor that is later employed in U voiny ne zhenskoe
litso, namely the image of overgrown trenches as a symbol of
the time that has elapsed since the war: ‘A Toxe poannacb
nocne BOWHbI, KOraa nosapacranum y»e okonbl’ (UV 1985, 59).
This imagery is likewise used in the article: ‘fogbl npownu c Tex
nop. B necHAX mMonofexb y»Ke NoeT 0 TOM, Kak OKOMbl TPaBoM
3apocan’.??2 On this level of lexical and syntactical affinities
between Aleksievich’s journalism and literature, it is also
interesting to note the concluding sentence in the 1985 edition

of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso, which pays tribute to the female

222 pleksievich, *Nevidimyi front’, Sel’skaia gazeta (9 May 1974), p. 2.
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combatants: ‘MoknoHumcsa HU3KO ek, Ao camok 3eman’ (UV
1985, 316). This sentence echoes a phrase uttered by an
interviewee in Sel’skaia gazeta in 1975, also paying tribute to
the veterans: ‘Mepea HUMK B 3eMHOM MOK/IOHE CTOATbL Hago' .23
The distinct tone of veneration that characterizes nearly every
reference to veterans in Sel’skaia gazeta is thus consistent with
the patriotic rhetoric in the 1985 edition of U voiny ne zhenskoe

litso.

Aleksievich also engaged with the theme of war in an
article discussing the notions of authenticity and truthfulness,
revealing the aesthetic principles which would come to inform
her depictions of war in U voiny ne zhenskoe litso, Poslednie
svideteli, and Tsinkovye mal’chiki. This piece, published one
month after Victory Day with the title ‘Mera podviga’, is
especially important as it records not only her personal contact
with the writer she would describe as her most important
influence, but also her engagement with his concept of
‘documentary literature’, which would come to shape her
entire work.??* The article thus touches upon issues that have
defined Aleksievich’s thinking about the depiction of war in
Soviet culture, in particular the focus on ‘ordinary’ people and

the perceived opposition between the embellishments of

223 Aleksievich, ‘«Doch’ moia’, p. 4.
224 Aleksievich, ‘Mera podviga’, Sel’skaia gazeta (8 June 1976), p. 4.
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fiction and the heightened truthfulness of non-fiction. The
article in question is a conversation between Adamovich and
former partisan Feodosii ludanov, which Aleksievich
recorded.??> Adamovich and ludanov discuss the possibilities
and limitations of documentary literature (‘LZoKymeHTanbHan
nutepatypa’) and fictional literature (‘xypookectBeHHan
nutepaTtypa’) about the war, both arguing for the superiority of
the former.??® Speaking in favour of documentary literature,
ludanov describes the victory as a heroic war effort that does
not need aesthetic embellishment: ‘Bennuanwnic nogswr,
KOTOPbIN HE HYX/A3ETCA HU B KaKUX Npuykpawmsanmax’.2?’ This
advocacy of documentary literature is linked to a particular
reinterpretation of heroism as a collective rather than
individual phenomenon, as is clear from Adamovich’s

statement:

Bugumo, yem 60/blie MPOXOAWUT BPEMEHW, TEM ACHEE Mbl
NOHMMaeM, YTO MOABUI COBEPLUAIN HE eAMHULbI, @ MUITMOHBI
nopein. Cpasy nocse BOMHbI INTEPATypa repoem cumTana Iuib
TOro, KTO, K NpUMepy, NoAOoPBas 3WeNIOH WK 3aKpbla coboi

ambpasypy pg3ota. A ceityac, 4yepe3 rogpl, Bce 6osble

225 A note at the end of the conversation states: ‘3anuncana C. AIEKCUEBUNY'.
226 Thid.
227 1bid.

138



BbICNYyNakOT MOpPaJsibHbleé MOTUBbI NOBeAEHNA HE COTEH, @ COTEH

ThicAY Nogein.??

Adamovich thus highlights the significance of the heroic deeds
performed by ‘ordinary’ people whose efforts have supposedly
been forgotten in a culture of commemoration that favours
more obviously notable feats (such as blowing up an enemy
troop transport). As an example of the kind of literary work that
he values, ludanov mentions Adamovich’s la iz ognennoi
derevni: ‘9T0 00beKTMBHaA KHUra. B Hel Bce YyBUAEHO,
NPOYYBCTBOBAHO, pPaCcCKa3aHO [/71a3aMM Hapoaa, Ccepauem
Hapoaa, A3blkom Hapoga’.??® ludanov’s suggestion that this
book is ‘objective’ because it is based on the stories, feelings,
and language of the ‘people’, clearly prefigures the connection
made by Aleksievich in her Nobel lecture between truth-value
and witness-accounts, her insistence that the truth must be
given ‘as it is’ and that the witness ‘must speak’.23? The notion
of the truthfulness of this documentary and interview-based
genre is likewise based on its opposition to fiction, as ludanov
furthermore states: ‘Bbllue }KM3HEHHOWN NPaBAbl HUYErO Heb3A

’ 231

npuaymats’.%*! Both ludanov and Adamovich emphasise that

228 Thid.
229 Tbid.

230 See p. 71 in the present thesis.

231 Tbid.
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there is a lack in contemporary war writing of stories of
‘ordinary’ people whose right-minded modesty prevents them
from coming forward in the public space: ‘ckpomHbie ntoam [...]
Ccamu He pacckasbigatoT [...] ECTb y Hac Takaa HegopaboTka.?3?
Adamovich concludes the conversation by recapitulating this
importance of focusing on ‘ordinary’ people in writing: ‘Kak
Heneno npeacTaBfieHMEe O TOM, YTO ANA /IMTepaTypbl HaAo
MCKaTb KaKMUX-TO OCOBEHHbIX Ntoaei, ocobeHHbix repoes’.?33
Even though Aleksievich is apparently only a passive listener in
this conversation, the attitudes to war writing outlined here
anticipate the poetics underpinning her books. Adamovich and
ludanov’s statements clearly set out the binaries of
embellishment, fictionalisation and exceptionality vs. truth and
ordinariness that characterize Aleksievich’s works. It thus
appears that this meeting with Adamovich, as well her
reflection on his ideas in the piece she wrote for Sel’skaia

gazeta, was a crucial step for her towards becoming a writer of

documentary literature herself.

The focus on ‘ordinary’ people outlined by Adamovich
as an important element in depictions of the war characterizes
several articles by Aleksievich, which frequently emphasise the

interviewees’ modesty and low social standing, reminiscent of

232 Tbid.
233 Tbid.
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the ‘malen’kii chelovek’ of Russian literature. Praskov’ia
Fedorovna, for instance, is surprised by the attention she
receives from Aleksievich: ‘Y3HaB o uenn moero npuesaa,
MpackoBba PeoaopoOBHA PacTEPAHHO BCMNECHY/A PyKamMu: —
060 mHe nucatb? Yto Bbl!..”?3* Praskov’ia Fedorovna is the head
of a village club and leader of an amateur choir whose diligent
and enthusiastic work has earned her widespread popularity in
the community and a number of awards from the Ministry of
Culture. Even though Praskov’ia Fedorovna is presented as
being remarkable because of her extraordinary commitment to
the prosperity of the village, she is still depicted as an essentially
‘ordinary’ person, which is underscored by Aleksievich’s setting

of the scene before the interview.

The same is true of Stanislav Zhalikhovskii, a worker at a
fish farm who is the central character in a piece with the title
‘Pamiat’ serdtsa’.?®> As the article recounts, Zhalikhovskii was
killed one night when attempting to apprehend a poacher, an
incident that Aleksievich depicts in a sentimental light while
emphasizing Zhalikhovskii’s willingness to sacrifice himself for
the greater good of the community. At the beginning of the

piece, he is described thus: ‘OBbIKHOBEHHbIM CENLCKUM

234 Aleksievich, ‘Nel’zia ne poliubit’: Entuziasty kul’tury’, Sel’skaia gazeta (18 March
1976), p. 4.
235 Aleksievich, ‘Pamiat’ serdtsa’, p. 4.
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NapHULWKOW. Becenbim 1 npoctbiM. JTlobun xoanTb € Apy3bAMU
B HoyHoe [...] /lobun cnopt n wkony’.?3® This emphasis on
Zhalikhovskii’s humble personality in the context of his heroic
deed seems to suggest that heroism is a widespread and
perhaps integral quality in Soviet people, which is consistent
with Adamovich’s views expressed in the conversation with

ludanov.

In connection to the theme of the Second World War, it
is important to point out that the female perspective that
defines U voiny ne zhenskoe litso is also tentatively explored in
Aleksievich’s articles for Sel’skaia gazeta. In four articles,
Aleksievich tells of female war participants, some of them
frontline soldiers. These female combatants appear in articles
from 5 February 1974, 8 March 1974, 9 May 1974, and 15 May
1975: Anna Karpiuk, a liaison officer; Ul'iana Krishtalevich,
member of a sapper company; Mariia Novikova, a nurse; and
Alesia, secretary in a Komsomol underground resistance
group.?®” Alesia’s and Kristalevich’s narratives are particularly
interesting as they anticipate two important aspects of

Aleksievich’s approach to the female war experience in U voiny

236 Tbid. ‘HouHoe’ refers to nocturnal horse pasturage: ‘lMacTb6a nowanei HoUbIOB NeTHee
Bpems’. See Ozhegov, Slovar’, p. 409.

237 Aleksievich, ‘Delo, kotoroe bol’she’, p. 4; ‘Zhit’ vo ves’ rost: Interv’iu po pros’be
chitatelia’, Sel’skaia gazeta (8 March 1974), p. 3; ‘Nevidimyi front’, p. 2; '«Doch” moia’,
p. 4. Aleksievich does not give Alesia’s patronymic or family name. It should also be
noted that none of these four veterans appears in U voiny ne zhenskoe litso.
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ne zhenskoe litso, Kristalevich’s story prefiguring the gradual
acceptance of female leaders by male collectives and Alesia’s
the cultural invisibility of female veterans. In the latter story,
pupils of a local school are trying to locate a former partisan
fighter for the purpose of completing a history project. After a
long and difficult search, it turns out that she lives just across
the road from the school. Aleksievich underscores the cultural
invisibility of these women, anticipating the view on female
veterans as culturally marginalised in U voiny ne zhenskoe litso:
‘A OHW — AENCTBUTENIbHO PAAOM, U Ha CAMOM [1eJIe CKPOMHO U

He3aMeTHO KMBYT cpeam Hac' 238

The experience of women working in predominantly
male professional and military contexts is addressed in
Krishtalevich’s narrative, which is structured around her
gradual acceptance as a leader and chairperson by male
resistance fighters and kolkhoz workers, a structure which is
frequently employed in U voiny ne zhenskoe litso. Krishtalevich
describes a masculine mindset reluctant to accept women in
positions of authority: ‘B Kakol-To cTeneHn mewana v cTapas
NCUXONOrnA, KoTopasa A0 CUX MOpP Kpenka B CO3HAHWUK
’ 239

HEKOTOPbIX: HE X} EeHCKoe 3mo desno 6bITb npeagcenartenem .

Here, again, the affinities between Aleksievich’s journalistic and

238 Tbid.

239 Aleksievich, ‘Zhit’ vo ves’ rost’, p. 3.
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creative writing can be observed on a syntactical level. In the
1985 edition of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso, Aleksievich uses the
same turn of phrase when describing the predominant male
attitude towards female combatants holding traditionally male

positions:

C Tem Xe HefoBepueM BCTPETUAU U KEeHLIMH-KOMaHAUPOB
canepHbIX B3BOA0OB, MOPAKOB, TAHKMUCTOK. MeauKu, CBASUCTKN
— 37O ellle YKNaAblBanoCh B KAKME-TO NpeXKHMe npeacTaBaeHus,
B OCTa/lbHbIX e npodeccnax MHKeHwmuHam npuUxoamnaoch
npeofosieBatb MNCUXONOTMYECKUI Dapbep: [JeckaTb, He

HeHckoe amo deso. (UV 1985, 220, emphasis mine)

Another important thematic commonality between
Aleksievich’s journalistic and creative writing is the tendency to
highlight problems within Soviet society. Of course, as
Aleksievich is restricted by the ideological requirements of
Soviet journalism in the articles, the evaluation of societal
issues in Sel’skaia gazeta is nowhere near as critical as in
Tsinkovye  mal’chiki, Chernobyl’skaia  molitva, and
Zacharovannye smert’iu. Whereas these works represent the
Soviet system as inherently flawed and expose serious

instances of mistreatment of individuals by the state, the
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articles address mere shortcomings, which, moreover, are often
the result of individual failure to act in accordance with
communist ideals. In her creative writing, then, Aleksievich
exposes systemic flaws of Soviet society whereas the articles
point to imperfections and defects, problems yet to be
overcome on the path to communist utopia. However, the very
tendency to highlight societal issues is significant for the
purpose of this analysis as Aleksievich has carried this rhetoric

across from the journalistic to the literary context.

The most commonly discussed issue in the articles is the
lack in many villages of a ‘klub’, a leisure centre intended to
further popular education. Three articles are devoted entirely
to this topic.?° Aleksievich also addresses problems arising due
to the exodus of the rural population to urban areas, such as
the shortage of schoolteachers.?*! Another issue discussed is
the practice of obligatory work placement for university
graduates. It is not the practice of obligatory work placements
that is criticised here but merely logistical flaws in the
organisation of the placements: ‘Y Hac Boobule He pa3paboTaHa
cucTemMa mep, 3aCTaBAAKOLWAA BbIMYCKHUKOB By30B 0TpaboTaTb

X0TA O6bl  MONOMKEHHbIN CPOK B TOM MeCTe, Kyada WUuXx

240 Aleksievich,'V piati kilometrakh ot kul'tury: aktual’naia tema’, Sel’skaia gazeta (25

February 1975), p. 4; 'Klub dolzhen radovat’: gorizonty kul'tury’, Sel’skaia gazeta (11

January 1976), p. 3; 'Ne ravnodushnyi nabliudatel’: obzor pisem’, Sel’skaia gazeta (15
August 1976), p. 2.

241 Aleksievich, ‘Edut vypuskniki mimo...", Sel’skaia gazeta (23 November 1975), p. 3.

145



Hanpasunun’.?*> Medical negligence is also a widespread
problem that Aleksievich draws attention to, providing
numerous examples: a doctor who refused to examine a child
who was seriously ill; a man who waited several hours for the
ambulance to arrive; a doctor who released a woman
prematurely from the maternity ward, forcing her to seek
medical attention at a different hospital.?** The focus on
societal issues in Aleksievich’s creative writing is thus
anticipated in her journalistic work, even though she articulates
her critique from two very different standpoints. As a journalist,
confined by the ideological requirements of her work, she limits
herself to permissible criticism of the Soviet system, focusing on
lamentable shortcomings of an imperfect yet ultimately
righteous and desirable system. In her Ilater writings,
Aleksievich would seek to formulate a fundamental critique of
the inherent moral corruption of the Soviet system and history
in its entirety, and its violent and harmful impact on the human

condition.

An article published on 1 January 1974 highlights the
dangers inherent in the overexploitation of natural resources in

the Soviet Union, thus introducing the theme of nature in

242 Tbid.
243 Aleksievich, 'Posle kliatvy Gippokrata: podskazano pochtoi’, Sel’skaia gazeta (25
October 1973), p. 4.
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Aleksievich’s journalistic writing and anticipating the eco-
critical perspective that is central to Chernobyl’skaia molitva.?**
‘Chetyre tsveta polia’ consists of edited excerpts from the diary
of an agronomist, one for each season of the year. The
interviewee’s main concern is people’s consumerist attitude to
agriculture: ‘meHs HauyuHaeT nyraTtb cyrybo notpebutenbckoe
OoTHOWeHMe MHornx K 3emne’.?*® The article cautions the
readers of the grave consequences that this irresponsible

approach to the exploitation of nature may have as the

agronomist states:

FnaBHbIN NPUHUUN TaKOro OTHOLWEHUA — B3ATb KaK MOXHO
60nbLe u bbicTpee. Mbl TaKMM 06pPa3oM MOXKEM BbIXOJIOCTUTb
MOYBY 332 HECKOJIbKO ECATKOB JIET U OCTaBUTb €€ COBCEM AETAM
nycToii. A Hago Ha 3emne, Ha noae CBoem 6biTb PasyMHbIMM

xo3aeBamm.2

This cautionary statement is echoed in the central didactic
message in Aleksievich’s book on the Chernobyl disaster, which

represents the relationship between humans and nature in

244 Aleksievich, ‘Chetyre tsveta polia’, Sel’skaia gazeta (1 January 1974), p. 3. See Juri
Seppialiainen, ‘Ekokriticheskii analiz knigi S.A. Aleksievich “Chernobyl’skaia molitva:
khronika budushchego”, unpublished Mres dissertation, University of Tampere, 2016.
245 Tbid.

246 Tbid.
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apocalyptic  terms, as  Seppialiainen has  noted:
‘ANOKaNNNTUYECKAA PUTOPUKA U YNTOMUHAHMA MOHATUA KKOHeL,
CBeTa» MPUCYTCTBYIOT Ha MNPOTAXeHMU Bcel KHurn'.?*’ The
interest in nature and the concern with the consequences of its
overexploitation are thus present in Sel’skaia gazeta in
embryonic form. As we shall see, this topic is explored in more

depth in Aleksievich’s articles in Neman.

Aleksievich’s journalistic writing thus clearly anticipates her
books on a thematic level. The Second World War, the notion
of ‘ordinary’ people, the female war experience, the topic of
nature, and the concern with societal issues are thematic
features which she would develop and transform into a full-
blown critique of the Soviet system in her later works. A
comparison between her books and journalistic work also
demonstrates that there are a number of formal
commonalities, which | will discuss in the present section,
especially highlighting formal devices that are related to
questions of truth. In particular, | will discuss the interview-
based monologues, the multi-authored form, authorial

commentaries and conclusion, dialectic truth, the didactic

247 Seppialiainen, ‘Ekokriticheskii analiz’, p. 27.
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aspect, stage-directions and the structural device of the ‘chance

meeting’.

Typically, Aleksievich’s articles include interview
statements made by several people combined with authorial
comments and an explicit message, often presented at the end
of the article. Sometimes Aleksievich inserts remarks in
parenthesis in the monologues, commenting on the witness’s
demeanour during the interview and providing the reader with
an image of his or her emotional state, not unlike the stage-
directions in a play. The lighting of a cigarette, for example, is a
recurrent element both in Aleksievich’s books and articles. In an
article published on Labour Day, Aleksievich interviews Vitalii
Ivanovich, a kolkhoz worker in the Brest region in southwest
Belarus. Asking him about his relation to an admired superior in
the kolkhoz, Aleksievich observes: ‘Butanuin WBaHoBWUY
3aKypmBaeT. YyBCTBylO — BoOJHyeTcA. PasroBop 3awen o
cokposeHHOM’.>*8 In Chernobyl’skaia molitva, Arkadii Filin does
the same thing when telling Aleksievich about his wife who
recently divorced him: ‘Mbl xoaunu B oAWH AeTCKUIA cap,
YYMAUCb B OOHOMN LWKoAe... B ogHOM mHcTUTyTe... (3aKypusaem
cuzapemy u monayum.) (CM, 107). Filin’s monologue is one of

many narratives in which Aleksievich uses this device to

248 Aleksievich, ‘Goriachaia pashnia’, Sel’skaia gazeta (1 May 1974), p. 2.
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underline the presence of the listener and, at the same time,
emphasize her own transparency as an interviewer. As
Lindbladh notes, ‘these comments represent an ambiguous
presence and absence, used in order to mark an exterior
perspective in relation to the interior monologue while at the

same time avoiding introducing a superior level of narration’.?4°

In most of Aleksievich’s pieces, the interview-statements
are presented in a conventionally journalistic fashion with
guestions and answers clearly separated. However, some
interview-statements are rewritten into monologues with a
degree of artistic liberty. For example, an article published in
connection to Victory Day with the title ‘Svidanie s drugom’
features an interview-based monologue narrated by Ivan
Zaitsev, a war veteran who goes to the city of Grodno to visit
the grave of a friend who died the year before.?*° In the
cemetery, Zaitsev reminisces about the war and ruminates on
the technical and industrial progress of Soviet society in the
post-war years, addressing his discourse to the deceased friend.
His interior monologue is presented ‘directly’ to the readers, as

if they were hearing Zaitsev’s thoughts:

249 Lindbladh, ‘The Polyphonic Performance', p. 299.
250 Aleksievich, ‘Svidanie s drugom: Liudi belorusskoi derevni’, Sel’skaia gazeta (29 May
1975), p. 4.
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«Jpyxuwe Tbl moi, — ayman MeaH CaBenbesBuy, — BOT U
npuwen 60NbLWOM NPa3fHUK, KOTOPOTO Tbl TaK XAan. U conHue
Kak 6yATO yrafasno: ero CTo/IbKO, YTO HaWW CTapble opaeHa U
MeZanu CBEpKaloT, Kak HoBble. VI Ham, M HawMm aeTam, U
BHYKaM HawMm He 3abbITb 3TOro AHA. Al BCce elle roBopto
«HALWKM», 3 HE KMOW», BeAb Tbl NO-MPEXHEMY A1 MEHSA KUBOM,

MBan.?*!

While Aleksievich does not use interior monologues in her
books (the interview-statements are always presented as being
spoken), this representation of Zaitsev’s thoughts constitutes
an early example of the strategy to rewrite interviews into
monologues. In the piece mentioned earlier featuring excerpts
from the diary of an agronomist, we can see another example
that is even more reminiscent of Aleksievich’s creative
monologues. This piece is introduced with the following

statement, narrated by the interview subject:

Al —arpoHom. U BocnprHMMato 3eMit0, CMEeHbI BpeMeH roaa Ha
Hel He Tak, Kak apyrue. CHeXXHoe, HenpucTynHoe none pagyet
MEHS He XOPOoLLel NbIXKHEW, a HaaeK Aol Ha A06pPbIN yporKan:

6onblle cHera — 6onblue xneba; BeCEHHUE, HEXKHbIE KPacKu

251 Tbid.
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03MMM, KOTOpas MOAHMMAETCS NPAMO Ha r/1as3a, 0 TOM, 4TO
HaZ0 CNeLwnTb C CEBOM; Ha GOHe KeNTo-Ccneoro noss A Bceraa
npeacrasnsato pabortalowmini KombaliH, a nel3a)k OCeHHew
3eMIN AN MEHSt HEMbIC/IMM 6€e3 TPAaKTOPOB, YTO CTapaTesIbHO

BOpOYAET rycTble naacTbl...>

The speaker presents himself by stating his profession, like one
of the anonymous speakers in the ‘Soldiers’ choir’ in
Chernobyl’skaia molitva: ‘«l — BOEHHbIA YeNoBEK, MHe
NPUKAXKYT — A gosxkeH...” (CM, 84) Furthermore, underneath the
agronomist’s monologue follows this bracketed remark: ‘U3
pasrosopa C rNaBHbIM arpoHOMOM naemsasoga
«PekoHCTpyKTOp»  TONOYMHCKOrO paiioHa KOHCTAHTMHOM
Bacunbesnyem KOPYHLIOM’.2>3 The phrase ‘Iz razgovora’
frames individual passages and chapters in most of Aleksievich’s
books. For example, both parts in Vremia sekond-khend begin
with the following subheading: ‘U3 ynmyHOro wyma wu
pasrosopoB’ (VS, 19). Likewise, a subsection in the appendix to
Tsinkovye mal’chiki begins thus: ‘U3 pasrosopos B 3ane cyaa’
(TS 1994, 205). Aleksievich’s journalistic writing, then, allows us

to see her early explorations of the montage technique that

252 Aleksievich, 'Chetyre tsveta’, p. 3.

253 Tbid.
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would come to define her literary works, which are all

structured as compilations of interview fragments.

Intimately linked to the interview-based monologue as
well as to the notion of ‘ordinary’ people is the multi-authored
form of Aleksievich’s creative and journalistic writing. In
‘Chetyre tsveta polia” which contains the introductory
statement by the agronomist, the soliloquy is implicitly
presented as being the product of two authors: on the one
hand, the agronomist-narrator whose interview-statements
have formed the monologue and, on the other, Aleksievich who
edited his words. This dual authorship is central to Aleksievich’s
creative writing and is tentatively explored in her journalistic
work. However, the people portrayed in Sel’skaia gazeta are
elevated to the status of co-authors not only through the
authorial tension of the interview-based monologue, but also
through their position as letter writers. Aleksievich often cites
letter writers directly, thus establishing the newspaper article
as a space of public expression. The publication of readers’
letters was an integral feature of Soviet journalism as the public
was encouraged to write to newspapers and magazines
throughout Soviet times.?>* As Sue Bridger and Jim Riordan

note, ‘[t]his channel [...] was to be the highest expression of

254 Sue Bridger and Jim Riordan, eds., Dear Comrade Editor: Readers' Letters to the
Soviet Press under Perestroika (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992), p. 1.
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democracy in a free proletarian society, and a safeguard against
bureaucracy, entrenched privilege, and ossified thinking’.?>®
The vast amount of letters sent to the major Soviet newspapers
in the 1970s is indicative of the prominence of this element in

the Soviet press:

In the late 1970s the total number of letters to all Soviet central
newspapers taken together amounted to between 60 and 70
million a year. In 1975, the three top circulation dailies Pravda,
Izvestiya, and Trud alone received an aggregate 1.472 million

(456,000, 468,000 and 580,000 respectively).?®

Sel’skaia gazeta featured regular letters to the editor. An article
by S. Mel’'nikov and la. Misko published on 27 April 1974
contains letters from 20 readers, all of them named and with
their profession stated, for instance: ‘A. V. Gavrilova, svinarka;
V. G. Ivanov, traktorist’.2>’ The piece is published in connection
to the upcoming Supreme Council election, and the letter
writers address the changes and improvements made since the
last election in the collective farms where they work.

Aleksievich thus follows a contemporary journalistic convention

255 1bid., p. 2.

256 Tbid.

257 S, Mel'nikov and Ia. Misko, ‘Rastsvetai, zemlia kolkhoznaia!’, Sel’skaia gazeta (27
April 1974), p. 2.

154



when citing and engaging with letter writers. Frequently, her
articles are written in response to a letter sent to the
newspaper, containing either a complaint or an appeal to pay
due attention to an individual with admirable qualities or an
interesting story to tell. For instance, one of the articles
highlighting the problem of the village clubs includes a
collectively written letter from the village of Malyshevichi:
‘«Joporas peaakuma! Cobpanncb pacckasaTtb O Hallel AaBHeln
o0buae’.>>® Aleksievich takes her point of departure in the
villagers’ complaints about the absence of a club in the
community and proceeds to discuss this societal issue in more
general terms. The aforementioned piece addressing the
situation of war veterans is also produced as a direct response
to a letter she has received: ‘Mucomo MNBaHa BacunbeBuua
MeTpyHUHA M3 KNPOBCKOro palioHa HAaMOMHWIO MHE He CTOJb
[flanekylo BcTpedwy c apyrum  ¢ppoHToBMKOM'.?>® Later on,

Petrunin’s letter is cited directly by Aleksievich:

«..lloBepbTe, TPpyAHO MHe nucatb. HuMKorga HUKyZda He

*Kanosanca. Cumtan — He MYXCKOe 3TO Aeno. Celtuac nuuy,

258 Aleksievich, 'V piati kilometrakh’, p. 4.
259 Aleksievich, ‘Vsegda i kazhdyi den”, p. 4.
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yTOObI HE TO/IbKO OGMAy BbICKa3aTb, @ M NOHATb, OTYEIO OHA TaK

nHorga nonydaerca.?®

The article is presented as a space allowing Petrunin — an
‘ordinary’ person — to make himself heard and express his
feelings (‘obuay BbickaszaTtb’). The inclusion of his discourse in
the article thus underscores its function as a mouthpiece of the
‘people’. Likewise, in the piece on the flaws of the public health
service discussed previously, a number of letter writers are
named and quoted directly.?®® These co-authors tell of their
personal experiences of medical negligence, together forming a
thematically consistent multitude of voices, reminiscent of the
‘choirs’ in Chernobyl’skaia molitva. This device also recurs in
‘Telekhanskie devchata’, an article on the working conditions
on a pig farm.?®2 Here, five women take turns in answering the
interviewer’s questions, telling Aleksievich about the daily life
on the farm and about their dreams and hopes for the future,
each presenting an individual ‘voice’ in the mosaic structure
underpinning the depiction. Thus, the combination of multiple
voices employed in several articles in Sel’skaia gazeta provides

a blueprint which she would come to rely on in her later books.

260 Thid.

261 Aleksievich, 'Posle kliatvy’, p. 4.
262 Aleksievich, ‘'Telekhanskie devchata’, p. 3.
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The chance meeting between the author and an
interview subject presents a variation of this direct interaction
with the reader. In a piece on family relationships from 1974,
an unnamed woman approaches Aleksievich at a train station
and later confides in her, telling her about the difficult
relationship with her son: ‘He nomHI0, Kak Mbl C HeM
pa3roBopuaunck. KaxeTca, oHa NonNpocmia MeHA NOCTOPOXKNUTb
ee ctapeHbkui yemoaaH’.?%3 The same structure is employed in
Vremia sekond-khend, when the author travels to St Petersburg
and unexpectedly starts talking to a woman in the same train
compartment: ‘Ezguna B Mutepbypr 3a Apyron uctopuen, a
BEPHY/aCb C 3TOM. PasroBopuaunce B noesae ¢ nonytTHUUeN...
(VS, 351) This monologue introduction emphasizes that the
interviewee was not intentionally sought out but happened to
cross Aleksievich’s path, thus implying that the monologue
came about without the artifice and contrivance inherent in a

planned literary project.

The emphasis on a multitude of voices in Aleksievich’s
journalistic writing is also implicit in the different points of view
presented in the articles. A number of pieces are structured
around conflicting truths, prefiguring the formal aspiration to

polyphony in Aleksievich’s creative works. In the article

263 Aleksievich, ‘Mat”, p. 4.
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‘Nasledniki’, a father and his son have widely differing opinions
on village life and social responsibility, similarly to how two
interviewees in Vremia sekond-khend express radically different
views on perestroika and the disintegration of the USSR:
‘Huyero B nx pacckasax He COBNaAano, KPOMe 3HaKOMbIX MMEH:
lfopbaues, EnbuuH... Ho y Kaxkgoi 6bin cBoit fopbayes, 1 cBoi
EnbumnH. N cBomn 90-€’ (VS, 41). Even though Aleksievich steers
her reader towards a certain evaluation of the conflict in
‘Nasledniki’, which discusses the exodus from rural areas, her
authorial point of view is gradually revealed as each participant
presents his or her side of the story, commenting on each
other’s ‘truths’ like Dostoevskian characters: ‘Mo# nanawa
pOMaHTUK [...] EMy nogasaii repoiictso, byato 34ecb PpPoHT, a
He HOpManbHaA YesioBeyecKaa MM3Hb'.2%*  Similarly, in
‘Schastlivyi direktor’, which explores a conflict among the staff
in a local school, each participant presents his or her

perspective on the matter:

— BbIroBopbl 3a YTO MHe gaBan? 3a npaedy...

264 Aleksievich, 'Nasledniki’, p. 4.
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— 3Haem Mbl TBOIO npaedy, — Heé BblAEPXKUNBAET KTO-TO, — ANA
Tebs rnaBHoe Oblno Tonkauesa YKO/1I0Tb, @ HE 3a A€eN0 Tbl

6onen.>

Coupled with these dialogues is the commentary provided by
the author, which guides the reader to a certain conclusion. In
both ‘Schastlivyi direktor’ and ‘Nasledniki’, Aleksievich presents
a final evaluation of the situation discussed which overrides the
various standpoints expressed by the interviewees. Toward the
end of the former article, Aleksievich comments on Tolkachev’s
conduct thus: ‘HeT, He Bcerga 6bin NpaB AMpPEKTOpP, He Bceraa
[OCTaBano y HEro TAaKTa M YMeHMA BECTU NtoAen K obuieun
uenn’.?%® The significance of this specific case is then
extrapolated and articulated in general terms, underscoring the
importance of the Soviet collective: ‘yenoBek Tem n cunen, 4to
MAET He OAMH, AaKe eCNn OH Brnepean octanbHbix’ .28 Likewise,
‘Nasledniki’ is concluded by Aleksievich’s remark which
undermines the son’s position on social responsibility, refuting
his view and reducing it to a link in the dialectical presentation
of the main authorial argument. In Aleksievich’s books, the

conclusions are wusually given in the authorial preface,

265 Aleksievich, ‘Schastlivyi direktor’, p. 4. My emphasis.

266 Thid.
267 Tbid.
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presenting interpretations and observations that are later
echoed and confirmed in the thematic coherence of the
monologues. This strategy can clearly be traced back to
Sel’skaia gazeta in which the conversations with real people are

framed and interpreted within explicit authorial messages.

Aleksievich’s evaluations and conclusions are almost
always ethical in nature, presenting specific cases that illustrate
general notions of right and wrong. This didactic aspect of her
journalistic writing prefigures her creative writing which is
concerned with profound moral problems and questions.
However, the ethical values underpinning the depictions of
Soviet reality in Sel’skaia gazeta and Golosa utopii respectively,
are, of course, entirely different. Whereas Aleksievich’s
perestroika and post-Soviet works are characterized by the
universally humanistic values typically associated with the
dissident standpoint, her ethical perspective in Sel’skaia gazeta

is entirely in line with Socialist ideals.

Neman: 1977-1984

Aleksievich left her position as special correspondent at
Sel’skaia gazeta in 1976 (publishing her last article on 8
November of that year) and started writing for Neman. Her first

article in Neman appeared in March 1977 and the last one in
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September 1984. During these eight years, Aleksievich wrote no
more than fourteen articles for the journal, her productivity
varying from year to year. After producing five articles in 1977
and three in 1978, she only published one article per year
between 1979 and 1980. In 1981, no articles in her name
appeared in the journal. Aleksievich has stated that she was the
head of the department of socio-political journalism at Neman
(‘pykoBogmna otgenom nybanumctmkn’) and would thus have
had administrative and editorial duties in addition to her
writing.2%® According to an endnote in the later editions of
Poslednie svideteli, she began working on this book in 1978 (PS,
296). Around two years later, she started researching U voiny
ne zhenskoe litso, which was published in Neman in abridged
form in 1984.2%° Possibly, the hiatus in her journalistic work in
1981 can be explained by a particularly intense period of
research on her first two books. Whether the research for her
books was part of her journalistic work with Neman or whether
the journal granted her a form of sabbatical to produce an
extensive piece for serialized publication, remains unknown,

but it is noteworthy that Adamovich was a member of the

268 Tetzlaff, ‘A Human'. Like ‘ocherk’, ‘publitsistika’ does not have a direct English
equivalent. The Oxford Russian Dictionary suggests ‘sociopolitical journalism’ which
reflects Ozhegov’s definition: ‘JlutepaTypa no o6wecTBeHHO-NONTUYECKNM BOMPOCaM
coBpeMeHHocTH'. See Ozhegov, Slovar’, p. 622, and Marcus Wheeler et. al., eds., Oxford
Russian Dictionary, 3rd edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 414.

269 Basova and Sin’kova, ‘Stanovlenie dokumental'no-khudozhestvennogo zhanra’, pp.
94-95.
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editorial board of Neman from February 1979 onwards.?’? As
her mentor, he would have surely used his influence on the
Board to support her research and the publication of her work.
Adamovich was, as Basova and Sin’kova note, a defining
presence for Aleksievich in the beginning of her career as a

writer:

B Te yxe panekue Bocbmugecatole A. Agamosumy gan C.
AneKkcmeBmY, Kak OHa BCMOMMWHANA, NepBble agpeca *KeHLWNH-
pPOHTOBUYEK U AaxKe HebobluMe AeHbIN Ha NOE3AKY K HAM U
Hayanacb paboTa NUcaTeNbHULbI Haj, ee KHUTon «Y BOMHbI He

EeHCKoe IMLo», KoTopas bblna 3akoHYeHa B 1983 r.2’!

A Russian-language ‘literary-artistic and societal-political’
journal issued monthly in Minsk (‘ExkemecA4YHbIN nuTepaTypHO-
XYZOMECTBEHHbIA U O0OLECTBEHHO-MONIMTUYECKUIA KypHan'),
Neman was a ‘thick journal’ comparable to Novyi mir, Oktiabr’,
Znamia, and Zvezda but more regionally oriented than these

272 Denis Kozlov has noted the

nationwide publications.
importance of the thick journal for the cultural life in the Soviet

Union in the post-war period, noting that they ‘became

270 The names of the editors appear on page 2 in each issue.
271 Basova and Sin’kova, ‘Stanovlenie dokumental'no-khudozhestvennogo zhanra’, p. 94.
272 The citations from Neman in this passage appear on the front page.
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household names for any educated family, framing the
landscape of Soviet literary and intellectual life for the next
several decades’.?’3 As shortages were gradually resolved, the
post-war years saw a slow increase in the circulation of journals
and, in the years following Stalin’s death, a number of new
periodicals were launched, such as Druzhba narodov, lunost’,
Inostrannaia literatura, and Neva.?’* Published by Polymia,
Neman was founded in 1952. It was the periodical of the Union
of Writers of the Belarusian Republic (‘OpraH coto3a nucartenei
BCCP’) and combined poetry and literary prose with literary

criticism, opinion pieces, and reports on current events.

Each issue of Neman is between 160 and 200 pages long
and begins with a section of poetry and literary prose, typically
a story, novella or a serialized novel. A significant number of
these literary texts were originally written in Belarusian and
translated into Russian. For example, in the April issue of 1976,
three of six authors had their contributions translated from
Belarusian: Genadii Buravskin, lanka Bryl’, and Pavel
Martinovich.?’> There are also some texts by authors from other
Soviet republics as well as from communist and socialist states,

with translations from Ukrainian appearing in May 1976, from

273 Denis Kozlov, The Readers of Novyi Mir: Coming to Terms with the Stalinist Past
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2013), p. 58.

274 1bid., pp. 27-37.

275 Neman (April 1976).
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German in July, from Serbo-Croatian in October and from
Armenian in November of the same year. Occasionally, the
journal featured literature from abroad, for example serializing
Maigret et la Grande Perche (1951) by the French novelist
Georges Simenon and E/ otofo del patriarca (1975) by Gabriel

Garcia Marquez.?’®

The opening part containing literary prose and poetry
was usually followed by a section dedicated to writing
introduced under the subheading ‘ocherki’ or ‘publitsistika’.
The articles presented here were usually around ten pages long
and touched upon a variety of topics, for example: the
importance of children’s literature; the nature and character of
the Soviet man; industrial development in Siberia; life on a
collective farm in the city of Gomel’; the distortions of Nazism
in Western historiography of the Second World War.?’” This
would be followed by a review section, subdivided into ‘Kritika’,
‘Iskusstvo’ and ‘Literaturnoe obozrenie’. A short section,
‘Vchera, segodnia, zavtra’, concluded each issue. This final
section contained much shorter pieces than the previous parts

of the journal, texts that were typically between two and three

276 Neman (July-August 1976); Neman (May-June 1977).

277 Vasil’ Bitka, ‘Azbuka dushi’, Neman (January 1981), p. 132; ‘My - sovetskie’, co-
authored, Neman (March 1981), p. 137; Aleksei Manets, '‘Po zimniku’, Neman (April
1981), p. 96; Nikolai Serdiukov, ‘Budni i prazdniki Gomsel’'masha’, Neman (June 1981),
p. 129; Ivan Sachenko, ‘Fashizm... tridtsat’ shest’ let spustia posle porazheniia’, Neman
(August 1981), p. 134.
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pages long and addressed a wide range of topics, similarly to
the longer section with pieces categorised as ‘publitsistika’, for
example: the importance of Lenin’s writings for educational
purposes; Aleksandr Blok’s relation to his uncle Adam Kublitskii-
Piottukha; an art exhibition featuring a carved wooden figure
depicting the notion of motherhood; the history of Belarusian
ceramics; the life and work of poet Anna Petrovna Bunina, an
ancestor of lvan Bunin; the history of churches erected on the

banks of the river Daugava.?’®

The majority of the literary and essayistic texts were
explicitly written in support of the communist project,
promoting the notion of fraternity of peoples, focusing on
technological progress in the Soviet Union, praising
mythological figures of Soviet history such as Lenin and
Maiakovskii, as well as glorifying the victory in the Second
World War. The issues frequently began with an ideologically
charged poem or image, prominently placed on the first page
(before the list of contents), framing the subsequent stories,
poems, and articles in a propagandistic structure. For example,
the March issue of 1976 begins with a laudatory poem by

Bronislav Sprinchak, dedicated to the 15™ Plenum of the

278 1, Marash, ‘Znamia i oruzhie’, Neman (January 1981), p. 186; Anatolii Shustov, ‘Blok
v otnosheniiakh s diadei’, Neman (February 1981), p. 188; V. Kalai, ‘Otkrytie dereva’,
Neman (February 1981), p. 190; Evgenii Sakhuta, Iskusstvo gliny i ognia’, Neman
(March 1981), p. 189; L. Vankovich, ‘Iz roda Buninykh’, Neman (March 1981), p. 189;
Viacheslav Telesh, ‘U davnikh prichal’, Neman (March 1981), p. 191.
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Communist Party: ‘Ha npoctopax co/iHeYHOW BeCHbl, /[
BAoXHOB/IEHHble Nporpammoit cbesaa, / C monoabim 3a40pom
/ NoscemecTtHo, / OT BnagusocTtoka / U go bpecta, / Tpyaatca
cbiHbl / Bonblioit ctpaHbl’.2’® Similarly to Sel’skaia gazeta, then,
Neman was highly propagandistic and edifying in its style and
thematic focus, one of its primary functions being the

promotion of socialist ideology.

Aleksievich published in two different sections of
Neman: ‘Ocherki i publitsistika’ (nine articles) and ‘Vchera,
segodnia, zavtra’ (five articles). The articles located under the
latter subheading are significantly shorter — about two pages
long — whereas the ‘sketches’ placed under the former
subheading are usually around seven pages. There are three
travelogues among Aleksievich’s articles, one describing a trip
on the river Volga, the second a journey to Tajikistan and the
third a visit to a settlement in the Soviet Arctic Archipelago.?8°
Three articles portray individuals who either possess exemplary
qualities or performed some heroic feat of self-sacrifice.?8!

Three articles account for a journey that Aleksievich made to

the countryside, conducting interviews with the rural

279 Neman (March 1976), p. i.

280 Aleksievich, ‘Po Volge’, Neman (February 1979), pp. 126-134; ‘Vostochnyi uzor: K
60-letiiu Soiuza SSR’, Neman (March 1982), pp. 112-118; ‘U beregov «Belogo
bezmolviia»’, Neman (April 1983), pp. 169-173.

281 Aleksievich, 'Pochta Marii’, Neman (November 1977), pp. 189-190; ‘«Vash starvyi
tovarishch...»’, Neman (May 1978), pp. 119-122; 'Zhila devochka Galia’, Neman (June
1977), pp. 190-192.
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population and discussing their concerns and views.?®? Two
articles address problematic aspects of the exploitation of
nature, the first discussing the production of natural medicine
in the USSR and the second exploring the potential dangers of
land development in Belarusian Polesia.?®3 A very short article
which does not naturally fall into any of the aforementioned
categories, accounts for Aleksievich’s encounters with a
number of innovative professionals.?8* Finally, there are two
articles on topical subjects which are given special subheadings:
‘Chelovek i priroda’ and ‘K 100-letiu so dnia rozhdeniia Feliksa
Edmundovicha Dzerzhinskogo’ — the latter subheading
featuring in the September issue of 1977, dedicated to the
memory of the Bolshevik revolutionary and founder of the
Cheka Feliks Dzerzhinskii.?8> The article on Dzerzhinskii is one of
two compositions that focus on a historical figure occupying a
position of significance in the (Belarusian) Soviet mythology, the

other being lakub Kolas, a Belarusian poet.?8¢

These articles allow us to see Aleksievich’s continued

development of themes that she started exploring in Sel’skaia

282 Aleksievich, 'Efimov dom’, Neman (July 1977), pp. 135-145; 'Pro to, kak Katerina v
gorod ezdila’, Neman (January 1978), pp. 142-153; ‘Baby’, Neman (March 1980), pp.
122-137.

283 Aleksievich, ‘Romashki spriatalis’...”, Neman (March 1977), pp. 178-184; ‘Izmenit’, ne
razrushaia’, Neman (October 1983), pp. 122-127.

284 Aleksievich, ‘Est’ takaia molodost”, Neman (March 1978), pp. 179-180.

285 Aleksievich, 'Mech i plamia revoliutsii’, Neman (September 1977), pp. 130-135.

286 Aleksievich, ‘Poema zhizni’, Neman (October 1982), pp. 111-117.
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gazeta — themes which would become central to her creative
work. Her writings for Neman provide insights into her
transition from journalist to creative writer as she further
developed formal elements in the articles, which became
increasingly similar to the books she would later write.
Preceding the publication of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso in Neman
in 1984, Aleksievich’s articles reveal the deep links between her

journalistic and literary work.

The Village and the City

As the brief overview above suggests, there are a number of
thematic consistencies throughout Aleksievich’s journalistic
career, as the topics of nature, war and the countryside in her
work for Sel’skaia gazeta overlap with her writing for Neman.
The societal issues addressed in Sel’skaia gazeta such as the
lack of village clubs and the exodus from rural to urban areas
are further elaborated in three extensive articles in Neman:
‘Efimov dom’, ‘Pro to, kak Katerina v gorod ezdila’ and ‘Baby’.?%”
In these articles, Aleksievich highlights problems such as
excessive workloads at collective farms leading to physical and
mental exhaustion, the lack of modern well-functioning

equipment, food deficit and alcohol abuse, material inequalities

287 Aleksievich, ‘Efimov dom’; ‘Pro to, kak Katerina’; ‘Baby’.
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and cramped housing accommodation, as well as the
widespread indifference of kolkhoz chairpersons to the
workers’ needs. These depictions are structured according to a
city/village-binary that is a direct continuation of her writing
Sel’skaia gazeta. However, in her pieces for Neman, the
dichotomy is much more pronounced: the city stands for
comfort, affluence and technological progress but also denotes
loneliness, anonymity and individualism. The village, on the
other hand, represents shortage, underdevelopment and
neglect, but also signifies tradition, community, beauty and
spirituality. Her work clearly draws on Village Prose —
‘derevenskaia proza’ — a widely popular genre in post-Stalinist

Soviet literary life which Kathleen Parthé defines thus:

The basic characterization of Village Prose could be expanded
from one theme (tema) to a collective thematics (tematika)
that encompassed the rural/urban split, criticism of
government policy in the countryside, the revival of Russian
national and religious sentiment, a search for national values, a
concern for the environment, and a nostalgia generated by the
loss of traditional rural life that was elevated to what Geoffrey

Hosking has called “an elegiac intensity” 2%

288 Kathleen F. Parthé, Russian Village Prose: The Radiant Past (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 1992), p. 3. See also Geoffrey Hosking, ‘The Russian Peasant
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Replicating a central Village Prose narrative — that of the
‘inhabitants’ abandoning the peasant home to move to a
modern consolidated settlement or to the city’ — Aleksievich’s
depictions typically revolve around the decision to leave or
remain in the village.?® In ‘Pro to, kak Katerina v gorod ezdila’,
62-year old Katerina is persuaded by her son Pavel to leave her
native village of Mlyny. Moving in with Pavel and his wife Nina
in their three-room apartment in a nearby city (perhaps Brest),
Katerina feels increasingly alienated and depressed in the
loneliness and idleness of the new environment and returns to
the village after six months.?® In ‘Baby’, an old woman that
Aleksievich only refers to by the diminutive Pavliuchikha, leaves
her native village of Krichevka to live in the city with her son,
who is also named Pavel.?®! In ‘Efimov dom’, a distant relative
to Aleksievich decides to build his own house, turning down a
two-room apartment in a block of flats in the village centre.?°?

While Aleksievich presents the rural population and village life

romantically as fostering desirable personal qualities of

Rediscovered: “Village Prose” of the 1960s’, Slavic Review, vol. 32, no. 4 (1973), pp.
705-724.

289 1bid., p. 8.

230 Aleksievich, ‘Pro to, kak Katerina’'.

291 Aleksievich, ‘Baby’.

292 Aleksievich, 'Efimov dom’.
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kindness, modesty, and spirituality, she characterizes the city

environment through shallow materialism.

These romanticized sentiments are most clearly
manifest in Katerina’s story. Depicted as a virtuous,
hardworking, modest, kind and unselfish person, Katerina is
implicitly contrasted to her daughter-in-law Nina, a beautiful
but hopelessly materialistic and shallow character, a typical ‘city
girl’.?°3 Having moved to the city, Katerina misses daily work in
the village, planting and sowing, which is not only a habitual
necessity but a meaningful ritual: ‘U Bce 3To 6bIN10 ANs Hee [...]
He npocTo paboTol, NPUBbBIYHBIM AEUCTBMEM, @ HEKUM
CBAWEHHbIM 06pPAAOM, HEKOM BbIWEN MYAPOCTbIO KU3HMU,
KOTOPOMN ABUMMETCA Becb uyenoBeyeckuin mup’.??* Even more
difficult for Katerina is the absence of a sense of community.
Shop attendants and passersby appear to be indifferent and
unkind, and people living in the same block of flats do not know
each other. This anonymity is brought to its most intense and
poignant expression when Katerina witnesses the corpse of a
lonely old man being carried out of his apartment: ‘Hu Ha
OZHOM NnLe Henb3a 6bl10 NpovecTb UCKpeHHeln 6oan, noTomy

YTO HUKTO He 3Han ymepluero’.>®> Moreover, urban isolation is

233 Aleksievich, ‘Pro to, kak Katerina’, p. 150.
294 pid., p. 152.
295 Ipid., p. 151.
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contrasted to the close-knit community of Katerina’s village,
which thus becomes justified in a political sense, as it seems to
favour the communal over the individualistic as well as to
promote a ritualized work ethic, according to Soviet socialist
ideology. This romanticisation of village life is also a prominent
feature in Aleksievich’s later creative work, where it is
developed into a logic that assigns a higher degree of directness
and authenticity to the discourse of village people, for instance

in this passage in Chernobyl’skaia molitva:

MHTepecHee BCero B Te nepsble AHM Bbl0 pa3roBapmBaThb He C
YUYEHbIMW, HE C UYMHOBHMKAMMU U BOEHHbIMM C BONbLIMMM
MOroHamu, a CO CTapbiMM KpecTbAHaMu. XKuUBYT oHKM 6e3
Tonctoro v [octoesckoro, 6e3 MHTepHeTa, HO UX CO3HaHMe
KakMm-To 06pa3om BMecTnno B ceba HOBYIO KapTUHY mupa.

(CM, 33)

Aleksievich has elaborated this dichotomy of peasants and

urban intellectuals in an interview:

B [fepeBHe XW3Hb He 3aBepHyTa B KyabTypy [...] OHa
NOAJIMHHAA, /IlOAW TOBOPAT, UYTO OHU  LEWCTBUTENbHO

nepexuau, a He To, YTO OHM NpPoYAHK [...] Xy»Ke Bcero rosopmam
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WUHTENNIUreHTHble noan. Tam  Bce Topyano: Lonoxos,
BaknaHos... 910 b6bi0 He cBoe [...] A MHe Hago 6bi10, YTobbI

yenoBsek paccKasbian ceoe.??®

The discourse of the rural population is thus ‘uncontaminated’
by secondary knowledge and therefore more ‘authentic’
(‘noannnHHag’). Thus legitimizing one kind of interviewee by
pitting him or her against a negative other, Aleksievich elevates
villagers to a position of heightened truthfulness in
Chernobyl’skaia molitva. Similarly to the three aforementioned
articles in Sel’skaia gazeta, this book relies heavily on the
city/village-binary for its structure and composition. In the
beginning of Chapter One, representatives of these two social
strata take turns in speaking. The first witness to speak is a
psychologist who early on in his monologue makes a reference
to Tolstoi (CM, 43-45). In the second monologue, the speaker is
an old woman who has remained alone in the polluted area
after the evacuation (CM, 45-51). In the third monologue, an
inhabitant of Pripiat’ tells his story (CM, 51-53). The fourth
monologue is titled ‘Monolog odnoi derevni o tom, kak zovut

dushi s neba, chtoby s nimi poplakat’ i poobedat” and consists

2%6 Gordon, Dmitrii, ‘Aleksievich. Zhivotnoe Lukashensko, Putin, Nobelevskaia premiia,
Chernobyl’, Afganistan’ [interview with Svetlana Aleksievich], Youtube (2016),
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CfOIljJPIbS0 [accessed 06 December 2022].
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of the indistinguishable voices of seven interviewees, making
the village speak as a single subject which submerges the
individual voices (CM, 54-65). These monologues are full of
references to rural culture such as proverbs, superstitions,
omens, and legends. For example, a witness in the collective
village monologue tells Aleksievich of a domestic ritual ensuring
the safe return home of the householder: ‘Bo3bmu MKOHKY M
nepeBepHN ee, N YTOObI OHa TaK Tpu aHs nosucena’ (CM, 58).
Another speaker suggests a different method for the same
purpose: ‘Hago ocTaBUTb x1eb Ha CTo/e U CONb, MUCKY U TpU
noxku' (CM, 58). Such references to rural beliefs are echoed in
Aleksievich’s writing for Neman, particularly in Pavliuchikha’s
monologue in  ‘Baby’, which displays conspicuous
commonalities with Aleksievich’s depiction of the rural
population in Chernobyl’skaia molitva. Pavliuchikha tells
Aleksievich about the ‘leshii’, a tutelary deity of the forests in
Slavic mythology. According to Pavliuchikha, her mother saw
this mythological creature leading a procession of wolves

through the woods:

BuAAT, BOJIKK, YTO TENATA, B O4HOM Yepese UAYT, TaM UX TbICAUN
6bl/1M... A NacTbipb — B 3€/IEHOM Kamnestole U KaK YesoBeK, U
KaK MYXKUYMHA, 32 HUM BOJIK KPUBOMW. TONBKO YOXHYN MacTbipb
CBOEW Nyrom, HW oauH B 60K He rasHyn. C 60/10Ta U CHOBA B
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6on0Ta nepecyHyauco. JSlewmnin BonKkos Ben, 6ay, u nogen He

3auanumn...?”’

In the same vein, an anonymous witness in the village
monologue in Chernobyl’skaia molitva relates how the dead
wife of his neighbour came to him during the night to dry and
fold his wet laundry. The witness finishes the story by asking:
‘He BepuTe? A TOraa oTBevYaiTe, OTKYAA CKA3KM B3AAUCH? ITO
e, MOXeT, Korga-to npasga 6bino?’” (CM, 64) In the 1980
monologue in Neman, Pavliuchikha concludes her own story in
almost identical wording: ‘A oTKy0Ba CKa3Ku B3AAUCH? ITO XKe,
MOXET, Koraa-To npasga 6bi10, KTo ero 3Haet?’??® By a kind of
circular logic, both interviewees thus validate the factuality of
these fantastic events by reference to the very existence of the
accounts describing them. Furthermore, the peasant
interviewees’ worldview is characterized by a sense of affinity
with the natural world, with plants, animals, and insects. One
witness in the collective village monologue in Chernobyl’skaia
molitva expresses a feeling of reconciliation with the thought of
their own death, apparently seeing him- or herself as
indistinguishable from non-human forms of life: ‘A a nomupaTb

He 6otocb. HMKTO ABa pasa He XuBeT. UM nucT oTnetaert, U

297 Aleksievich, ‘Baby’, p. 128.

298 Tbid.
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Aepeso nagaet’ (CM, 58). Similarly, Zinaida Kovalenko, an
elderly returnee to the contaminated zone, suggests that she

possesses the ability to communicate with cats:

KoT uenoBeyecKkoro A3bika He NOHMMAET, a KaK OH MeHA Toraa
ypasymen? fl uay sBnepeam, a oH 6exuT czagu. May... «OTpexy
Tebe cana.» May... «byaem xutb Basoem.» May... «Hasosy

Teba Bacbkoit.» May... (CM, 50)

This experience of kinship with all life can be observed in
Pavliuchikha’s monologue as well. Pavliuchikha tells the
interviewer of her grandfather’s profound knowledge of the
natural world, a deeply valuable, nearly mystic understanding
that was accessible to him alone: ‘A xotena, 4T06 OH MeHs
Hayumn. A He Kaxkaomy 3To Aaetcsi. CKONbKO 3Bepbs Ha 3emne
6eryyero v noss3yyero, a OH BCEX MO UMEHbSIM, MO NOKOJIEHbAM
Ha3oseT.?? The witness then articulates a holistic worldview
with mystical overtones, based on the notion of the sameness
and connectedness of all beings: ‘OHO K KaK-TO BCE Ha 3TOM
CBETe CBA3aHO: U YE/I0BEK, M 3BEPb, U TO, YTO Nos3aeT. MoxerT,

n Komapa rpex youtb’ .3 We can thus see that the central

299 Aleksievich, ‘Baby’, p. 127.

300 Thid.
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features of Aleksievich’s depictions of the rural population are
already present in her journalistic work as the city/village-
binary is an important structuring element both in the three
Neman articles and in Chernobyl’skaia molitva. Aleksievich’s
romanticisation of village life in general and old legends in
particular translates in her creative work into a logic elevating
‘old peasants’ to a position of superior authenticity as speakers.
Additionally, in Aleksievich’s representation, a mystical feeling
of kinship with the natural world is central to the peasant mind-
set. This brings us to yet another important thematic
commonality between Aleksievich’s journalistic and creative

work: the relationship between human beings and nature.

Nature

As we have seen, the eco-critical perspective characterizing
Chernobyl’skaia molitva is prepared in her work for Sel’skaia
gazeta, in which Aleksievich cautions her readers of the grave
consequences that an irresponsible approach to the
exploitation of nature may have. In Neman, two articles are
devoted to the topics of nature and environmental protection:
‘lzmenit’, ne razrushaia’ which explores the potential dangers
of land development in Belarusian Polesia, and ‘Romashki

spriatalis’...”, a polemical piece on the benefits and problems of
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production of natural remedies in the USSR.3%! The latter article
is mainly concerned with technical and administrative problems
of large-scale production of natural medicine, discussing, for
example, the flaws in the workings of the ‘raionnaia
zagotkontora’, the local procurement agency, stressing the
need for educated specialists in this organization.3°?> However,
underpinning this discussion of purely practical matters is an
agenda favouring natural medicine over chemically produced
medicine, positing the latter as the more ‘unnatural’ alternative
as its widespread usage leads to undesirable side effects.3%3
Extrapolating this argument to a more universal discussion of
the relationship between humans and nature, Aleksievich
states that the extraction of herbs in the USSR is marked by
recklessness and lack of consideration for long term
environmental consequences, and predicts the disappearance
of the Camomile (pomatuka).3%% The heart of the matter is thus
the delicate balance between exploitation and preservation,
between using natural resources while not disrupting the eco-
system: ‘CerogHA oCTPO CTOMT BOPMNOC: KaK Hay4YUTbCA LUMPOKO
MCMONb30BaTb BO3MOXHOCTU PACTUTE/IbHOTO MUPa U B TO XKe

BPemA COXpaHWUTb ero B nepso3gaHHoln Kpacote?’3%> In other

301 Aleksievich, ‘Izmenit”; ‘Romashki spriatalis’...”.
302 Aleksievich, ‘Romashki spriatalis’...".

303 Ibid., pp. 183-184.

304 Tpid., p. 182.

305 Thid.
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words, the discussion of the processing of herbs fits into in the
binary system of preservation vs. exploitation, equilibrium vs.
disruption, and harmony vs. discord, which likewise underlies

the eco-critical dimension in Chernobyl’skaia molitva.

This concern with the simultaneous preservation and
exploitation of nature is likewise explored in ‘lzmenit’, ne
razrushaia’, published in 1983, six years after ‘Romashki
spriatalis’...”3% Examining the implementation of recent land
development reforms in Belarusian Polesia — a forest region
covering parts of Poland, Ukraine, Russia, and Belarus — this
article consists of an interview with senior project engineer
Leonid Butkevich.2%” Quite technical in character, the interview
delves into the intricacies of the establishment of protective
constructions against flooding (such as dams) and discusses the
inter-disciplinary cooperation of scientists of different fields.
Butkevich also discusses the often far-reaching and
unpredictable ramifications of human intervention in the
natural world, stressing the importance of balanced and
moderate policies in the exploitation of natural resources: ‘mbl
cneflyem MHOTONIeTHEMY 4YenoBEYECKOMY OMbITy, KOTOPbIN

ropoput [] 4yTO BCerga H806XO,EI,I/1MO oTCTEPEraTbCA C/INLLKOM

306 Aleksievich, ‘Izmenit’.
307 1bid., p. 22. ‘TNaBHbI UHXEHEP NPO3KTa UHXEHEPHbLIX MEPOMPUATUIA NO 3alLUTE OT
3aToNJIEHNsA CeNbX03yroanii U No Menopaumn Nonmbl pekn Mpunarte’.
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no/sHOro, ToTanbHOro npeo6pasosaHua npupoapl’.3%® The
article thus addresses the same defining environmental
guestions as Chernobyl’skaia molitva, and it is noteworthy that
Aleksievich and Butkevich discuss the areas around the river
Pripiat’, which today passes through the exclusion zone
established around the site of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster.
Even though it is not Aleksievich, but Butkevich who makes the
observations cited above, his statements clearly reflect
Aleksievich’s own sentiments on the need for a careful
approach to the exploitation of nature. Of course, a decisive
difference between the discussion of environmental issues in
Chernobyl’skaia molitva and in ‘Izmenit’, ne razrushaia’ is the
political stances informing the conversations. As Aleksievich
underscores in one of her questions in the Neman article,
environmental protection is a key question in the recently

issued state decree on land developments:

B peweHusax XXVI cbesga KMCC [...] 3awmTa OKpyKawoLien
cpeabl, paunoHaNibHOEe OTHOLWLEHMNE K MPUPOAHBIM pecypcam 1
3Koslormyeckaa O0OOCHOBAHHOCTb MPUHMMAEMbIX pPeLleHWi
paccMaTpuBaZIMCb  KaK  Ba)KHeWlWMe  rocyfapcTBEHHbIEe

3agaun.3®

308 Thid., p. 126.
39 1pid., p. 125.
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The eco-critical agenda is thus articulated from a position of
agreement with the Soviet state. In Chernobyl’skaia molitva, by
contrast, the notion of the Soviet project to ‘conquer nature’ is
presented as being the underlying ideological reason for the
environmental disaster, which, in turn, is presented as a symbol

for the inevitable collapse of the entire Soviet system.

The War

The Second World War continues to be a defining topic in
Aleksievich’s writing for Neman as she treated the war in four
articles for the journal. Relating a trip to Tajikistan in the sketch
‘Vostochnyi uzor’, Aleksievich describes her meeting with
Khikmat Rizo, a local ‘gurgulikhon’ (a poet and performer of
Tajik folk songs).31° Upon learning that Aleksievich is from the
Belarusian republic, this old man tells her about his extended
family’s fate during the war: ‘y3HaB, yto M3 Benopyccun,
MOJIOXKMA Ha KOJIEHU AyTap M CKa3a/, YTo Ha BOWMHe U3 ero poaa
nornbno TpMAauaTb YeNOBEK, ABOE U3 HUX /IeXKaT rae-to nog
MuHckom’ 311 In  this article written to mark the 60th

anniversary of the USSR, the war effort is presented in the

310 Aleksievich, ‘Vostochnyi uzor'.
311 Ibid., p. 113.
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context of the idea of the fraternity of peoples, suggesting that
the peoples of all Soviet republics have made an equal sacrifice
for the victory over fascism and by extension for the realization
of communist utopia, thereby uniting them ideologically and
politically. Further highlighting this Soviet unity encompassing
both Tajikistan and Belarus, the poet tells the interviewer about
his enthusiasm at the rise of the Soviet power in the region in
the 1930s: ‘Korga npuwna CoBeTckasa BNacTb, OAHUM U3 NEepPBbIX

BCTYNMA B KOX03. [lBaauath net 6611 6puragnpom’ 312

Pavliuchikha, one of the interviewees in the
aforementioned article ‘Baby’, tells Aleksievich at length about
her experience of the war, describing air raids, famine,
executions, the burning of villages, and flight, drawing a picture
of violence, occupation, and displacement which would later
recur in the memories of the witnesses in Poslednie svideteli.
Poslednie svideteli is the most important point of reference for
a discussion of Aleksievich’s depiction of the war in Neman as
there are several overlaps between this work and the journal
articles. A short piece with the title “’Baikalu” bylo 10 let’ tells
the story of Mariia lasiukevich, a woman who was ten years old
at the time of the German occupation and served in a partisan

squad as a scout with the code name ‘Baikal’.3'®* Mariia’s

312 [hid., p. 114,
313 Aleksievich, ‘"Baikalu” bylo 10 let”, Neman (May 1977), 188-189.
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account displays conspicuous similarities to a multitude of
speakers in Poslednie svideteli as seven chapters in this book tell
of children who consciously and actively fought the German
troops, either as soldiers in the Red Army, participants of the
underground resistance or as members of a partisan squad (PS,
108, 120, 135, 153, 200, 231, 258). As the article about Mariia
was published in Mayu 1977 — one year before Aleksievich
began working on Poslednie svideteli — this indicates that
Aleksievich first developed her interest in children’s war

experiences in a journalistic context.

Aleksievich’s travelogue titled ‘Po Volge’ continues the
war theme but adds a more personal dimension to it.31
Covering a journey on the river Volga, this article contains an
episode accounting for a visit to Mamaev Kurgan, the memorial
complex in Volgograd commemorating the Battle of Stalingrad.
In this section of this article, which has the subtitle ‘Otets’,
Aleksievich addresses her father in the second person,
ruminating on his experience of war and the differences
between their respective generations. As is to be expected
given the ideological nature of Neman, Aleksievich’s description
of her visit to the war memorial is highly patriotic, celebrating

the heroic self-sacrifice of the fallen soldiers. Just like several

314 Aleksievich, ‘Po Volge'.
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female veterans in U voiny ne zhenskoe litso, Aleksievich’s

father apparently volunteered for military service because of a

sense of duty:

HuKaK He Mory npeacTaBuTb, YTO A cTaplle Tebs. CTape Toro
AeBATHAALATUIETHEro MapeHbKa, KOTOpbIM cam npuwen B
BOEHKOMAT M emy Bbl4aAM BOeHHoe 06mMyHAMpOBaHwWe,

BUHTOBKY M CYMKY C naTpoHamu...31

Such reflections on the author’s family history recurs in the

authorial preface of the 1985 edition of U voiny ne zhenskoe

litso, in which Aleksievich addresses the ramifications of the

German invasion on her own life:

fl TOXe pogunnacb Nocsie BOMHbI ... HO pa3Be CBOMM CMEPTHbIM
ObIXaHWEM OHa He KOCHYNaCb U Moel n3Hu? ... OauHHaauaTh
YyenoBeK HeJOCUNTA/ICA MOW poa: yKpauHcKuin aea lMeTpo, oTel,
maTepu, Nexut rae-to noa bypanewTom, 6enopycckan
6abywka EBAOKMA, maTb OTUA, ymepsia B NapTU3aHCKYIO
6noKkagy oOT ronoga WM TUdbl, ABE CEMbU  AaNbHUX
pOACTBEHHMKOB BMeECTe C AeTbMU GallNCTbl COXKIN B capae B

mMmoei poaHoi aepesHe Komaposuum MeTpUKOBCKOrO palioHa

315 Thid., p. 127.
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Fomenbckon obnactu, 6pat otua MeaH, gobpoBonel, nponan

6e3 BecTn B copok nepsom. (UV 1985, 59)

The Second World War is thus a central thematic feature
throughout Aleksievich’s journalistic work, defining several
articles in both Neman and Aleksievich’s creative work. In
particular, we can see several thematic overlaps in the latter
journal with Poslednie svideteli, which Aleksievich started to
research around the time that she wrote these articles. Marked
by a conspicuous propagandistic agenda, these articles either
serve to validate the notion of the fraternity of peoples in the
USSR (as in “‘Vostochnyi uzor’) or to highlight the heinous crimes
of Nazi Germany (as in ‘Baby’) or to underscore the heroism of
the Soviet people during the war effort (as in “’Baikalu” bylo 10
let’ and ‘Po Volge’). The patriotic images of the war presented
in Neman are congenial with those in the first edition of U voiny

ne zhenskoe litso, promoting a fundamentally Soviet agenda.

Formal Features: Choirs and Witnesses

The previously discussed formal features in Sel’skaia gazeta
that overlap with Aleksievich’s creative work are present in her
articles for Neman as well, such as the interview-based
monologue (in ‘Baby’) and the formal polyphony in which a
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multitude of interviewees’ statements are accompanied by
authorial commentary (in ‘Efimov dom’). The didactic aspect,
which is very pronounced in Sel’skaia gazeta in which the
interview subjects are evaluated according to their contribution
to the socialist project and depicted as either positive or
negative characters in the ethical sense, is less distinct in
Neman, even though several characters serve as ‘good’ or ‘bad’
foils for the articles’ protagonists (for example Katerina and her

daughter-in-law in ‘Pro to, kak Katerina v gorod ezdila’).

We can thus see both stylistic consistency and
development between the two journals. Significantly, the
Neman articles, which cover on average six pages, are
considerably longer than the pieces that Aleksievich produced
for Sel’skaia gazeta (which are never more than two pages),
allowing her to further elaborate her style of writing. ‘Baby’ is
the article that most conspicuously resembles Aleksievich’s
creative writing in terms of form. The three interviewees,
Pavliuchikha, Tet’ia Stefa and lanichka, tell their individual
stories of love, death, and village life, compiling a succession of
monologues with thematic coherence, which is interspersed
with authorial commentary. This compilation of interview-
based monologues is not presented in isolation but framed
within the narrative of a journey undertaken by Aleksievich.

Aleksievich accounts for the circumstances of the meetings with
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the three women and describes their everyday surroundings:
‘CHoBa epny B KpwuueBKy. bexut, Tepaetcs 3a NecHbIMU
NoBOpPOTaMM 3HAaKOMasa fopora: 3a KykoBbim 60pom cKopo
KOHYMTCA JNiec, BCTAaHeT cepebpAHblli Wwnem 3abpoleHHOoM
ceHaxkHoW 6awwHn’ 3% This narrative framework is a common
device in Golosa utopii. For example, in U voiny ne zhenskoe
litso, Aleksievich begins the first chapter by briefly relating her
visits to different cities in the Soviet Union as well as describing
the home of one of the female veterans: ‘CTapbiii TpexaTaxKHbIN
AOM HA OKpamHe MMWHCKA, U3 Tex, YTOo Hacnex W, Kak Torga
Ka3as0Cb, HEHAA0rO, CTPOUANCDL CPA3Y NOCAE BOMHbI, 4ABHO U
YIOTHO 0bpocLumii Kyctamu KacmuHa’' (UV, 37). Furthermore, in
terms of style, it is noteworthy that Pavliuchikha’s and Tet’ia
Stefa’s monologues are full of dialectal markers. Pavliuchikha
uses the Belarusian ‘veska’ and ‘tata’ instead of the Russian
‘derevnia’ and ‘papa’: ‘B Toit BEcKe pogmaach, Kyaa u 3amyx
nowna. Lectb rogkos 6bino, Koraa tata nomep...”*'” These
markers indicating the speaker’s dialect points to Adamovich’s
influence as they are common in la iz ognennoi derevni. The first
interviewee in this book, Barbara Slesarchuk, speaks a
combination of Russian, Belarusian, Ukranian, and Polish, which

Adamovich renders by occasionally using non-standard

316 Aleksievich, ‘Baby’, p. 124.
317 1pid., p. 124.
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vocabulary, like Aleksievich in ‘Baby’: ‘A He gymana XuTb, a
Alymana, kyb oH He rnagen, Kyb Ham OT Tak Yepena NoCHbIMana,

Ky6 Mbl CBOIO cmepTb He Buaanu’.318

Formal commonalities can be observed on a syntactical
level, too. In two Neman articles, an interview starts with the
repetition of a question by the interviewee, which is a common
device in Aleksievich’s creative writing. In the travelogues
describing Aleksievich’s visit to Tajikistan, a female Tajik poet
begins her discourse thus: ‘— 4YTo camoe KpacuBoe B
TagskukuctaHe? — nepecnpawmsaet Fyapyxcop’3td Similarly, in
‘U beregov zemli “Belogo bezmolviia”’, which relates
Aleksievich’s journey to a settlement in the Soviet Arctic
Archipelago, a woman by the name of Tamara begins her
monologue thus: ‘— 4YTto pepxuT 34ecb? — nepecnpocuT
Tamapa’.3?° This device silently recognizes the presence of the
interviewer and relegates her to the background at the same
time, granting maximal space to the speaking interviewee. In
Aleksievich’s creative work, this is a very common introductory
device in the monologues. In Poslednie svideteli, Leonida

Belaia’s monologue starts with the following sentence:

‘3anomunHaeT M Yto-HUbYyAb pebeHoK B Tpu rogaa? A Bam

318 Adamovich, Ia iz, p. 11. As Adamovich explains in a footnote, ‘kub’ is local dialect for
‘chtoby’.

319 Aleksievich, ‘Vostochnyi uzor’, p. 112.

320 Aleksievich, ‘U beregov’, p. 172.
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oTBeuvy...” (PS, 219) An unnamed private in Tsinkovye mal’chiki
similarly repeats Aleksievich’s question: ‘410 a Tam noHan?’ (TS,
112) In the same fashion, a female private in U voiny ne
zhenskoe litso says: ‘Tbl cnpalmMBaelwb, YTO HA BOMHE camoe

cTpawHoe? Xaewsb ot meHs...” (UV, 93)

Finally, it is in Neman that Aleksievich starts referring to
her interviewees as ‘witnesses’. This notion appears in a sketch
about the Belarusian poet lakub Kolas (1882-1956), in which
Aleksievich speaks to people who remember him, including
Katerina, a ninety-seven-year-old woman who was once Kolas’
pupil. The author’s rhetoric in this interview anticipates
Aleksievich’s later notions of the immediacy and truth-value of

witness-accounts:

YTO Mbl MLLLEEM B C10BAX KMBbIX CBMAeTeﬂeVI? Hosble d)aKTbI nnn
noateepxageHme Toro, 4YTo yxxe 3Haem? BnaHo, mbl yXe umuiem
He B CN0oBax, C210Ba yXKe 6b1n nepeg Hamu CKasaHbl KOMY-TO U
He pa3, HaC BAedYeT Apyrad TaHa. TallHa 4esoBeYecKoro
coceAcTtBa: «OH ero snaen», «OH C HAM roBopua», «OHa ero
c/blwana». Y Hac K HUM aosepume 4yysCrea, pAAOM C HUM TO

AaNneKkoe KaxkeTcA 6I'IVI3KMM, pa3 pacctoAHne OT Hero
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n3mepAaeTca AI’IMHHOVI O4HOro nokoneHuAa. Hu oguH Camblit

6oraTblil My3eit B M1pe 3TUX OLLyLLEeHM He paeT.3?!

Some of the defining formal concepts of Aleksievich’s creative
writing are present here. Apart from the notion of the witness,
there is the frequently recurring idea of the ‘secret’ (‘TaitHa’) as
well as the dichotomies of fact vs. feeling and distance vs.
proximity. In Golosa utopii, ‘secret’ signifies the intimacy of the
conversation between interviewer and interviewee and is thus
implicitly linked to the idea of truth in that it, by extension,
denotes the revelation of a previously unrecorded first-hand
experience. In Chernobyl’skaia molitva, cameraman Sergei
Gurin begins his monologue thus: ‘3to — moa TaitHa. 06 aTom
HWKTO 6o/ble He 3HAeT.  roBOpPUA 06 3TOM TO/IbKO CO CBOUM
apyrom...” (CM, 124) Invoking the same sense of privacy, an
anonymous military advisor in Tsinkovye mal’chiki finishes his
monologue by reminding Aleksievich of the seal of confession:
‘He 3abyabte o0 TaHe wucnoseau..’ (TS, 57) On a more
overarching structural level, the ‘secret’ also denotes the
mystery of a central topic, as in, again, Chernoby!’skaia molitva.
In the authorial preface to this book, Aleksievich states that she

felt compelled to work slowly and patiently on her book in order

321 1pid., p. 113.

190



to probe deeply into the nature of the accident, instead of
quickly producing a book like the ones already written on the

nuclear disaster:

KOHEUYHO, MOXHO BblN10 BbICTPO HanUcaTb KHUTY, KaKue NoTom
nosBAAAUCL oOpHa 3a Apyron [..] HO u4TO-TO MeHA
ocCTaHaBAMBasio. [leprKano 3a pyky. Yto? OuwyuieHue TaiiHsi [...]
Y Bcex NosBMUIOCh BbICKa3aHHOE WM He BbiCKa3zaHHOE YyBCTBO,
YTO Mbl MPUKOCHY/IUCb K HeBegoMoOMy. YepHobbib — 3TO

TalHa, KOTOPYIO Ham eLlé npeacTouT pasragatb. (CM, 31)

Published in October 1982, the article on Kolas appeared almost
exactly two years before U voiny ne zhenskoe litso in the journal
and outlines the major elements of Aleksievich’s writing which
would come to shape her work on the female experience of
war, namely the fact/feeling-dichotomy as well as the privileged

access of the witness to a secret that is waiting to be uncovered.

‘Iconic Soviet Figures’: Kolas and Dzerzhinskii

Two articles in Neman focus on what Golstein refers to as ‘iconic
Soviet figures’ — figures of historical importance to Belarusian

Soviet society — Feliks Dzerzhinskii (1877-1926) and the less
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ethically controversial poet lakub Kolas.??? lakub Kolas is a pen
name used by the Belarusian poet and folklore collector
Konstantin Mitskevich (1882-1956).3?3 Educated at the teacher
seminar in Nesvizh (‘HecBMKCKas yumTenbckaa cemmHapwus’),
Kolas worked as a schoolteacher in the villages Liusino and
Pinkovichi before the publication of ‘Nash rodnoi krai’ in 1906,
a poem celebrating the natural beauty of Belarus and lamenting
its widespread poverty, which marked the beginning of Kolas’
career as an author.3%* In the article titled ‘Poema zhizni’,
Aleksievich depicts the period Kolas spent as a village teacher,
framing this narrative with an account of her traveling to
Liusino, where she visits the local museum and speaks to a
number of villagers.3?> Hagiographic in character, the article
presents Kolas as a paragon of virtue and provides a number of
anecdotal accounts of his remarkable modesty and
unparalleled generosity. Depicting Kolas’ socialist radicalization
during his period as a village teacher, which eventually led to
his imprisonment in 1908, Aleksievich frames his virtues within

an ideological structure, implicitly linking his high moral

322 Golstein, Svetlana Aleksijevitj, p. 17.

323 'Takub Kolas - Biografiia’, Tsentralnaia nauchnaia biblioteka inemi Iakuba Kolasa
Natsional’noi akademii Belarusi, https://csl.bas-net.by/personalii/66048/mickevich-
konstantin-mihailovich/ [accessed 15 December 2022].

324 bid.

325 Aleksievich, ‘Poema zhizni’.
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integrity to his political persuasions and awareness of the

exploitation of peasants under autocracy:

«la3eTbl paguKanbHOro xapaKtepa, sNOHCKasa BolHa, 6eceabl
yuuTenein, 3HaAKOMbIX, C KOTOPbIMW BCTPEYancs JfeTom,
HanpaBW/IN MeHA Ha PEBOJIIOLUMOHHbLIN NyTb. B 1905 roay A yxe
6bl71 3aB3ATbIM BParom CaMoepKaBus U B STOM HanpaBAeHUn
Bes paboty». U TyT e: «Hazao He oTpbIBATLCA OT HAPOAaA, HKUTb
ero MHTepecamm 1 Nomoratb emy ocBo60aMTbCA OT TOFO 3713 U

HecnpaBea/IMBOCTM, KOTOPbIE OKPYKaloT ero».3%®

The depiction of Dzerzhinskii displays the same defining
features and is likewise hagiographic in character.3?” Born close
to the town of Ivenets in Western Belarus, Dzerzhinskii was a
Polish Bolshevik revolutionary and a close associate of Lenin
who led the creation of the Cheka in December 1917.3?8 Linked
in popular memory with Stalin’s purges and treated as a symbol
of commendable revolutionary fervour in official discourse,

Dzerzhinskii turned into an emblem of terror, violence and

326 1bhid., 115. Aleksievich cites an unspecified publication by Kolas.

327 Aleksievich, 'Mech i plamia’.

328 | jliana Riga, ‘The Ethnic Roots of Class Universalism: Rethinking the “Russian”
Revolutionary Elite’, American Journal of Sociology, vol. 114, no. 3 (2008), pp. 649-705,
p. 669; R.W. Pethybridge, ‘The Bolsheviks and Technical Disorder, 1917-1918’, The
Slavonic and East European Review, vol. 49, no. 116 (1971), pp. 410-424, p. 418.
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repression during perestroika.3?° Aleksievich’s article has the
title ‘Mech i plamia revoliutsii’ and was published in the
September issue of 1977, in connection with the centenary of
Dzerzhinskii’s birth on 11 September 1877.33 |t details
Aleksievich’s journey to Dzerzhinskii’s native village where she

visits the local museum dedicated to him.

Aleksievich praises Dzerzhinskii’s exceptional qualities,
his unbending will and bravery, his modesty and selflessness,
his love for children and for nature, while describing his period
in Tsarist prison and exile as a time of meaningful and dignified
suffering, preparing him for the revolutionary struggle. Similarly
to the rhetoric in her piece on Kolas, she links Dzerzhinskii’s
moral integrity to his socialist persuasions and to his intensely
felt concern with material inequalities in pre-Revolutionary
society: ‘OH [...] He pa3 BO3BpaLLancA U3 LWKOJbl B CTapEHbKOM
YY}KOM KOCTIOME, OTAAB CBOM HOBbIM C eXKelHEBHbIM 3aBTPaKOM
6epHomy Tosapuuty’.33! Sharing the distinct tone of veneration,
the presentation of anecdotes testifying to Kolas’ and
Dzerzhinskii’s selflessness as well as the link made between

moral qualities and socialist persuasions, both articles are

323 N. Beskhlebnaia, ‘Russian History Through the Eyes of Three Moscow Monuments’,
Russianlife (1 January 2017), pp. 38-45, https://russianlife.com/magazine/jan-feb-
2017/history-through-the-eyes-of-three-monuments/ [accessed 02 December 2022], p.
44,

330 Aleksievich, 'Mech i plamia’.

331 Ibid., p. 132.
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governed by the ideological requirements and the journalistic
conventions of their time. Given Aleksievich’s later
uncompromising opposition to the authoritarian Soviet regime,
this unquestioning laudatory piece on Dzerzhinskii is a
surprising but isolated incident, indicative of the compromises
she had to make during her time working for Neman and of the
limits of individual responsibility and choice in the context of

Soviet journalism.

Aleksievich’s journalism is a crucial factor which has profoundly
shaped her practice as a writer. An analysis of her journalistic
writings shows that she developed her literary style and her
distinct set of thematic concerns in this context, building on her
experiences as a journalist in the writing of her books. The chief
topics defining Golosa utopii thematically can all be found in the
articles that she produced for Sel’skaia gazeta and Neman: the
Second World War and the female experience in a traditionally
male context; the relationship between humans and nature;
the societal issues of the USSR; the notion of ‘ordinary’ people.
Such similarities suggest that the experience of working as a

journalist fundamentally shaped Aleksievich as a writer.

We can also see that the preoccupation with questions

of authenticity and truth-value in Golosa utopii constitutes a
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continuation of Aleksievich’s journalistic methodology. Even
though her articles clearly express a certain viewpoint, shaping
the documentary material according to the conventions of
Soviet journalism between the Prague Spring and perestroika,
the basic obligation to factual accuracy is an integral part of
both her journalistic and creative writing. Moreover, the
conversation between Adamovich and ludanov that Aleksievich
recorded in 1976 shows that Aleksievich was already aware of
the questions of truth and untruth that would later shape her
works. The perceived opposition between the embellishments
of fiction and the heightened truthfulness of non-fiction
profoundly informs her works. During her time as a journalist,
she also developed the strategy of legitimizing one kind of
interviewee by pitting him or her against a negative other, a
logic that is clearly manifest in U voiny ne zhenskoe litso which
opposes male to female. This rhetoric of assigning a superior
truth-value to a certain type of interviewee is also grounded in
the idealization of village life, which in Chernobyl’skaia molitva
translates into a logic ascribing a higher degree of directness
and authenticity to the discourse of village people. Lastly, the
notions of dialectic truth and formal polyphony form the
defining structural device in several articles in Sel’skaia gazeta,
in which a number of conflicting truths are presented, later to

be resolved in Aleksievich’s authorial commentary.
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Beyond the stylistic and thematic traces which her
journalism has left in her later work, her career as a Soviet
journalist also allows us to assess the complex strategies by
which Aleksievich fashions and controls her public image. Since
the interview with Aleksievich recorded in 1996, she has
frequently insisted on the necessity to divide herself into a
public and a private self to explain the discrepancy, which
Golstein has correctly noted, between publicly conforming as a
journalist while privately dissenting. Today, Aleksievich
emphatically identifies as a writer rather than a journalist. As
Masha Gessen notes in 2015, Aleksievich finds the term
reporter ‘almost insulting’” and states that she has known ‘since
| was five that | wanted to be a writer, not a journalist’.33?
Furthermore, when asked in 2017 what her experience of
working as a Soviet journalist had taught her, Aleksievich, again
replying evasively, understated the political and ideological
nature of her journalistic writing: ‘A HMKorga He 3aHMManach

NOUTUYECKOW KypHanncTnkon’ 333

Aleksievich’s attempts to distance herself from her
journalistic background may be explained by the ideological

orientation of her journalism which was generally in line with

332 Masha Gessen, ‘The Memory Keeper: The Oral Histories of Belarus’s New Nobel
Laureate’, The New Yorker (19 October 2015).

333 Tetzlaff, ‘A Human'.
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official Soviet ideals. Whether this ideological agreement
means, as Golstein asserts, that she ‘happily’ conformed to the
ideological requirements of the official discourse and to Soviet
journalistic conventions is, of course, impossible to ascertain in
a writer as intensely private as Aleksievich. In this respect it is
interesting to note that the current perception in Western
public discourse of Aleksievich as a Soviet dissident is a
retrospective projection, as it were, of her current activism as a
vocal critic of Aleksandr Lukashenka, the increasing
authoritarianism of Putin’s regime and the Russian invasion of
Ukraine. The following chapter will examine the strategies by
which Aleksievich encourages exactly this view of her dissident

stance.
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Chapter Three: Aleksievich’s  Cultural
Autonomy: Counter-narrative and Symbolic

Capital in Golosa utopii

While Aleksievich commenced her career as a journalist,
developing her writing thematically, formally, and conceptually
in this context, the works that she produced during and after
perestroika are frequently positioned against Soviet journalism,
foregrounding articles in Soviet newspapers as the negative
other of her own discourse. In other words, Aleksievich’s later
works are presented as counter-narratives. Counter-narratives
can be broadly defined as ‘the stories which people tell and live
which offer resistance, implicitly or explicitly, to dominant
cultural narratives’.33* Importantly, counter-narratives are not
defined by their inherent narrative properties but by the
position that they occupy in relation to another narrative.
Counter-narratives thus define themselves in relation to master
narratives, that is, by offering a view of reality that deliberately
conflicts with the ‘dominant cultural storylines’.33> From this

point of view, Golosa utopii is comparable to Arkhipelag Gulag,

334 Molly Andrews and Michael Bamberg, eds., Considering Counter Narratives:
Narrating, Resisting, Making Sense (Amsterdam: J. Benjamins, 2004), p. 1.
335 Ibid.
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which can be read as a counter-narrative to the master

narrative of official Soviet historiography, as Malia notes:

Solzhenitsyn's anti-epic constantly reaches out for some Absolute
through all the horrors of Soviet existence. It does this first on the
level of historical reconstruction: since all existing Soviet history is a
monstrous falsification, the first step toward national regeneration
must be to substitute the true record of the past for the lies of the
regime. The Gulag thus is the first authentic Soviet history, the first
real chronicle of the res gestae of the Soviet people. Only once this
Truth has been told will it be possible to break the spell of the Lie

which holds the nation in thrall.33¢

From 1990 onwards, Aleksievich has undoubtedly adopted
Solzhenitsyn’s stance as a truth-teller, a collector and preserver
of witness-accounts exposing the ‘lies of the regime’. The
monologues in Tsinkovye mal’chiki are positioned in opposition
to reports on the Soviet-Afghan war in Soviet newspapers and
the later edition of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso (2004) contains
eyewitnesses’ accounts which are pitted against the perceived
male official canon of commemoration of the Second World
War. The narratives in Golosa utopii thus define themselves as

authentic through their negative relation to an inauthentic

336 Malia, ‘Review’, p. 52.
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Other. Ultimately, this insistence on authenticity can be
understood as a claim to autonomy from the official Soviet
discourse. | take this term from the works of Pierre Bourdieu,
whose notions of position-taking, symbol and economic capital,
and doxa constitute the theoretical framework of my analysis
of Aleksievich’s counter-narratives and her public persona as a
dissident writer in the following chapter. This conceptualisation
further draws on Komaromi’s research on dissident social
activity in the post-Stalin period, applying her ideas to a more
extensive historical period, including the post-Stalin period,

perestroika and the post-Soviet era.

Bourdieu’s Concept of Cultural Autonomy:

Applicability to the Soviet Context and to Aleksievich

In Pierre Bourdieu’s theoretical framework, the dissident stance
defining Aleksievich’s work of the perestroika and post-Soviet
periods can be conceptualised as a form of ‘cultural autonomy’.
Bourdieu developed his ideas of autonomy in two major works
— The Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure of the Literary Field
(Les régles de I'art, 1992) which traces the genesis of an
autonomous cultural field in nineteenth-century France and

The Field of Cultural Production (1993), in which Bourdieu
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elaborates his concepts of field, capital, and habitus.33’
Bourdieu sees the production and perception of literary works
as a process of position-taking within a space of objective
relationships. In other words, authors construct their identities
by differentiating themselves from one another, occupying
positions defined by a set of assumptions about artistic value.
In particular, Bourdieu distinguishes between two subfields —
the heteronomous and the autonomous fields — with the
former depending on commercial success for validation and the
latter on peer judgement. According to Bourdieu, the cultural
field of nineteenth-century France is thus structured around the
binaries of commercial art vs. ‘pure’ art as well as bourgeois art
vs. avant-garde art. The field of cultural autonomy representing
I'art pour I'art and the avant-garde is informed by an anti-
economy, which recognises its own symbolic capital, distinct
from material gain or power. Furthermore, cultural agents
occupy positions in the respective fields depending on their
habitus and their dispositions, which are usually shared by
people with similar backgrounds (social class, religion,

nationality, ethnicity, education, profession). Thus,

337 pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993). The
Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure of the Literary Field (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1996).
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an artistic field is a structure of relations between positions which,
with the help of several forms of capital, on the one hand, and based
on ajoint illusio and their own doxa, on the other, struggle for specific
symbolic capital (prestige). The positions are occupied by agents, who

take these positions on the basis of their habitus.33®

Komaromi uses Bourdieu’s terms to conceptualise unofficial
culture and dissident social activity in the post-Stalin period,
focusing on Andrei Siniavskii’s writings as official critic and
uncensored writer and on mathematician Aleksandr Esenin-
Vol’'pin’s public demands for judicial transparency in the
Siniavskii-Daniel’ trial.33® Analogously to Bourdieu’s distinction
between the autonomous and the heteronomous subfields,
Komaromi posits a field of unofficial culture within the larger
grid of political and economic forces in Soviet society, whose
‘principal feature [is] the autonomy from official discourses and
institutions assumed by all who act on the field’.34° Komaromi
describes the genesis of the autonomous field as a gradual
process beginning in the mid-1950s, which, following a period
of increased political repression in the early 1960s, culminates
in the Siniavskii-Daniel’ trial in 1966. Komaromi sees Siniavskii

as an exceptionally influential individual whose illegal

338 Hans van Maanen, How to Study Art Worlds: On the Societal Functioning of Aesthetic
Values (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2009), p. 55.

339 Komaromi, ‘The Unoffical Field’, p. 608.

340 1bid., p. 607.
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publications under the pseudonym Abram Terts marked the
emergence of the Soviet autonomous field, similarly to how
Emile Zola’s J'accuse — according to Bourdieu — represented a

culmination in the shift of the French cultural field.3*!

Komaromi makes a significant contribution to our
understanding of dissident culture by translating the
Bourdieuian notion of the autonomous field into Soviet terms.
Where Bourdieu contrasted commercial art with /'art pour I'art,
Komaromi pits official culture against unofficial culture.
Whereas official culture accords with state ideology and is
distributed by state-sponsored channels, unofficial culture
dissents from state ideology and is chiefly distributed and
expressed outside the state-sponsored channels. In establishing
this distinction, Komaromi does not suggest that the dividing
line between these poles is fixed or stable. On the contrary,
following recent critiques of the binary categories traditionally
used to describe late Soviet socialism, Komaromi recognises
that binary oppositions such as unofficial vs. official, repression
vs. freedom, the state vs. the people, are today considered to
be ideologically implicated and critically outmoded. As
Komaromi rightly points out, however, ‘[t]he boundaries of the

field [...] are important not because they neatly divide people or

341 Thid., p. 609.
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groups; rather, such boundaries represent important
structuring elements’.34? The official/unofficial-binary is not a
transcendental category, then, imposing an absolute identity
on agents of the late Soviet field as being either conformist or
non-conformist, free or repressed, pro-Soviet or anti-Soviet,
liberal or conservative; instead, it is a structure according to
which agents define themselves in relation to other positions of
the field, through their writing, their social activity, and their
ways of distributing and publishing literary works (samizdat,
tamizdat). It is interesting to note that Komaromi’s discussion
of writers of the late Soviet period such as Siniavskii, Andrei
Bitov, Vasilii Aksenov, and Venedikt Erofeev, remains relevant

to Aleksievich’s works from the post-Soviet period.

While the first editions of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso
(1985) and Poslednie svideteli (1985) reproduce defining
ideological features of official Soviet discourse on the war, their
revised editions from the post-Soviet period set themselves up
in opposition to that very same official discourse. In the 2004
revision of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso, for instance, the added
‘Conversation With the Censor’ suggests a fundamental
disagreement between the author and official Soviet ideology

with Aleksievich positioning herself according to the same

342 1bid., p. 627.
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antithetical logic as Siniavskii and Solzhenitsyn. As we shall see,
Tsinkovye mal’chiki is also structured according to these
binaries and relies heavily on the repeatedly emphasised
autonomy from official Soviet discourse for their sense of
heightened truthfulness. As Aleksievich thus draws on the
rhetoric of Soviet dissidence retrospectively — after the collapse
of the Soviet Union — there is a temporal dimension in her
autonomy that Bourdieu’s terminology does not account for.
Negotiating the gap between Soviet and post-Soviet reality, this

strategy can be termed retrospective position-taking.

Aleksievich’s positioning within the autonomous field
can be understood in terms of her accumulation of symbolic
capital. Symbolic capital is defined as ‘economic or political
capital that is disavowed, misrecognized and thereby
recognized, hence legitimate, a “credit” which, under certain
conditions, and always in the long run, guarantees “economic”
profit’.3*3 A defining feature of symbolic capital is its
surreptitious character. As sociologist Loic Wacquant states,
‘symbolic capital [...] designates the effects of any form of
capital when people do not perceive [it] as such’.3** In

Bourdieu’s own words, practices of symbolic capital ‘can only

343 Bourdieu, The Field, p. 75.
344 Loic Wacquant, ‘Pierre Bourdieu’, in Rob Stones, ed., Key Sociological Thinkers
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), pp. 261-277, p. 268.
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work by pretending not to be doing what they are doing’ as
symbolic capital can be converted into economic capital when
a (mis)recognized author is consecrated — for instance when
receiving a prestigious literary prize.3* In the context of
nineteenth- and twentieth-century France, symbolic capital is
defined by the supposed economic disinterestedness of
producers of pure and avant-garde art as opposed to the
economic profits made by commercial and bourgeois authors.
The conversion of symbolic capital into economic capital takes
place with the gradually growing popularity of a
(mis)recognized avant-garde writer, for example Alain Robbe-
Grillet, whose La Jalousie sold a mere 746 copies when it was
first published in 1957 but had attained a total of 29 462 copies

sold by 1968.346

In the Soviet context, symbolic capital is defined by its
autonomy from official culture. For instance, Viktor Krivulin’s
suggestion that only Leningrad could boast unofficial culture,
because in Moscow, ‘there was no rigorous separation between
official and unofficial worlds’, is, in Komaromi’s terms, a ‘bid for
symbolic capital’.3” The conversion of symbolic into economic

capital occurs when a (mis)recognized autonomous work

345 Bourdieu, The Field, pp. 74-74.
346 1bid., p. 97.
347 Komaromi, ‘The Unoffical Field’, p. 627.

207



reaches a space that grants validity to its cultural autonomy. For
example, Tsinkovye mal’chiki was translated shortly after its
publication in Russian — into French as Les cercueils de zinc in
1991, into English as Zinky Boys: Soviet Voices from the
Afghanistan War in 1992 and into German as Zinkjungen in the
same vyear.3*® The book was particularly commercially
successful in France as Christian Bourgois Editeur issued a
paperback version in 1991. Its marginalization in 1992-1993 and
subsequent censorship in Belarus constituted a significant
amount of symbolic capital in the autonomous field, which was,
once transferred to a different literary field, converted into

economic capital.

Symbolic capital is accumulated according to a certain
doxa. Bourdieu understands doxa as a set of presuppositions
that determine the production and reception of works of
literature and art: ‘Every position has corresponding
presuppositions, a doxa, and the homology between the
positions occupied by producers and those of their clients is the
condition of [..] complicity’.3*® In other words, literature is
produced and received according to a set of underlying

assumptions about artistic value. These assumptions shape the

348 Aleksievich, Les Cercueils de zinc (Paris: Christian Bourgois Editeur, 1991); Zinky
Boys: Soviet Voices from the Afghanistan War (New York: W.W. Norton, 1992);
Zinkjungen (Frankfurt am Main: S. Fischer Verlag, 1992).

349 Bourdieu, The Rules, p. 165.
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tacit agreement between author and reader, or, in Bourdieu’s
words, ‘the coincidence that is established between the
different categories of works offered and the expectations of
different categories of the public’.3*° In nineteenth-century
France, these assumptions were first and foremost connected
to notions of commercial and pure art, the bourgeoisie and the
avant-garde, as we have seen. The doxa of Soviet autonomous
culture could easily be mapped onto Bourdieu’s concepts of the
workings of the literary field, as Uvarova and Rogov’s
description of the mythologised binary categories structuring

Soviet culture suggests:

ChopmupoBasLiasca B nocnegHne roabl obwwan moaens, B KOTOPOW
noANUHHOMN XYO0MKEeCTBEHHOW U3HN "aHaeprpayHaa",
"He3aBucumon" KYNbTYpbl NpoTMBOMNOCTaBAEHA "KocHas",
"6e3kun3HeHHan", "HeHacToawan" "oduumnanbHan", npeacrasasercs
YMNPOLLEHHOW U MUPONOTM3NPOBAHHON, BOCNPOU3BOAALLEN OTYACTU
naeonornyeckme yctaHoskm 1970-x roaos ('8 COBETCKOM »KypHane B
npuHUMNE He MoXKeT 6blTb HaneyaTaHO HUYEro XopoLlero,

HACTOALWMIA TEKCT MOXeT bbiTb TO/IbKO B camM- Uan Tammusgarte'"), a

0TYaCTM — TUMWUYECKYHD PUTOPUKY "HoBoro" ctuna (Hanpumep,

350 Tpid., p. 162.
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"pomaHTHKOB" Mo oTHoWweHUto K "Knaccukam" mam "aeaHrapga" no

OTHOLWEHMIO K "peannsmy").3?

Aleksandr Daniel’ offers a similar analysis, assigning the doxa of

unofficial cultural the status of ‘myths’:

Mud o repounyeckolr 1 6ECKOMMNPOMMUCHON UCTUHE, MOJIUTUYECKOM,
XYZLOXECTBEHHON, HAy4HOW, KOTOpas 33aBeAOMO He JKMBET B
NOALEH3YPHOM MPOCTPaHCTBE. 3TO  MWPOBO3PEHME  anpuopwm
nonaraet, 4to oduuManbHas KyabTypa BCA, MO ONpPeLeseHunto, He
MOXET He BbITb KOHPOPMUCTCKON U PENTUIBLHON, U YTO HacToALMe

KYNbTypHble cOBbITUA COBEPLLAIOTCA ANLLb 3a ee npeaenamu.3s?

The ‘mythology’ of autonomous Soviet culture, then, is based
to some extent on positional presuppositions about certain
ways of distributing and publishing texts. Yet, beyond samizdat
and tamizdat as significant gestures of the doxa of unofficial
culture, there are further markers of artistic autonomy in the
Soviet context, which constitute and highlight the autonomy of

an author or text from the official discourse, namely the

351 K. Rogov and I. P. Uvarova, ‘Semidesiatye: khronika kul'turnoi zhizni”, in K. Rogov,
ed., Semidesiatye kak predmet istorii russkoi kul'tury (Venice: Rossia/Russia, 1998), pp.
29-74.

352 pAleksandr Daniel', ‘Istoriia samizdata’, in T.V. Gromova and E.V. Shukshina, eds.,
Gosbezopasnost' i literatura: na opyte Rossii i Germanii (SSSR i GDR) (Moscow:
Rudomino, 1994), pp. 289-409. Daniel”s use of "myth” should not be understood as
invention or fantasy but as cultural construct.
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presentation of counter-narratives as well as references to legal
prosecution and exile. | will examine the textual strategies by
which Aleksievich insists on her autonomy from official Soviet
discourse in her works, accumulating symbolic capital according
to the doxa of autonomous Soviet culture. In particular, | will
examine three different rhetorical and structural devices that
Aleksievich employs in order to construct her autonomy. Firstly,
| will address the ways in which she pits her monologues against
the official Soviet discourse, framing her counter-narratives
reality and truth against official myth and untruth. Secondly, |
will discuss how Aleksievich constructs an authorial persona in
her work by drawing on markers of Soviet dissidence, such as
different forms of political persecution and repression suffered
by the author as a result of her non-conformist depictions of the
Soviet system, including the 1992-1993 trial and references to
rejection from publication. Thirdly, | will analyze how she
anchors herself firmly in a Soviet tradition of artistic resistance
by way of implicit and explicit allusion to important non-

conformist figures such as Akhmatova and Shalamov.

Artistic and political Autonomy in Golosa utopii: a

Textual Analysis

Myth vs. Reality
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Aleksievich’s construction of counter-narratives can be
understood as a recurrent juxtaposition of official Soviet
discourse on the one hand and witness-accounts on the other,
where the former represents myth and untruth and the latter
reality and truth. Soviet newspaper and television accounts of
current events, war commemorations and the official literary
canon are frequently contrasted with the gritty stories told by
Aleksievich’s interviewees. This juxtaposition is integral to the
insistence on authenticity in her prose and draws on the set of
binaries, recognisable and widely used to describe late Soviet
socialism, which Yurchak and others have challenged.3>3
Invoking what in Pierre Bourdieu’s terms can be called a doxa
of autonomous culture, Aleksievich reproduces the idea of the
epistemological, aesthetic and moral superiority of ‘unofficial’
Soviet culture by structuring her narratives according to the
dichotomies of lie vs. truth, sincerity vs. insincerity, obedience

vs. resistance, private vs. public.

In Golosa utopii, these binaries are manifest for the first
time in Tsinkovye mal’chiki, published five years after Mikhail
Gorbachev was appointed Secretary General of the Communist
Party and, at the very plenary session of the appointment,

called for further democratisation of society and increased

353 See pp. 46-48 in the present thesis.
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openness. Focusing on the Soviet-Afghan war which had ended
one year earlier, in 1989, this book depicts this military conflict
through monologues based on interviews with a total of 65
people: male and female war veterans, widows, and mothers of
soldiers who were killed in action. The monologues in Tsinkovye
mal’chiki are framed by excerpts from the author’s diary,
apparently written between June 14 1986 and May 15 1989, as
well as by fragments from Soviet newspapers (TS, 5-11). The
book begins with a personal reflection by the author, declaring
her repulsion to all forms of violence, which is followed by an
anecdotal observation made in a bus station when Aleksievich
notices two soldiers, an officer and a younger private, who is

severely traumatised by his time in Afghanistan:

Oduuep conpoBoXKagan AOMOW congata, cowegwero ¢ yma: «C
Kabyna KonaeT, YTo nonagaet B PyKW, TEM U KOMAeT: BUIKOW, NaJIKoW,
aBToOpy4YKoi». Manbuuika nogHan ronosy: «lMpaTtathbca Hago... fl

BbIPOIO WeNb... Y MmeHa bbicTpo nony4yaetcs... (TS, 6)

This observation is immediately followed by a reflection about

the official discourse on the war:
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O yem roBopAT BOKpYr meHs? O uem NuwyT? O6 MHTEPHALMOHAIbHOM
AO/ITe, O reonoINTUKE, O HALIUX AEPXKAaBHbIX UHTEpPecax, O HMKHbIX
rpaHuuax... Matepu, HegaBHO B OTYAAHWUM BUBLLMECA HAA CNeNbIMK
KeNesHbIMU  ALMKAMK, BbICTYNAOT B KOMNEKTMBAX, B LIKOAAX,
Npu3bIBas APYrMX MasbyMKOB «BbIMOJHUTL AOAT Nepes POAVHOMY.
LleH3ypa BHMMATENbHO C/leAuT, YTOobbl B BOEHHbIX O4YEpKax He
YNOMWHANOCb O rMbenn Halux CoNAaT, Hac 3acTaBAAOT BEPUTb, YTO
«OrpaHNYEHHbIN KOHTUHFEHT COBETCKMX BOMCK» NOMoOraeT 6paTckomy
HapoA4y CTPOWUTb A0POrK, PasBO3UTL YA0OPEHWA MO Kuwakam, a
COBETCKME BOEHBPauM NPUHUMAIOT pPoabl Y adraHCKUX XKeHbLuH. U

MHorue BepsrT. (TS, 6)

The phrases from Soviet newspapers cited by Aleksievich are
consistent with depictions of the war in Soviet media until the
second half of the 1980s. As Sheikh has observed, Soviet forces
‘were portrayed as performing non-combat, humanitarian tasks
at the request of the Afghan revolutionaries’.3>* Before the
autumn of 1986, ‘reports on combat activities focused almost
exclusively on praising the courage and valour of selfless
“internationalist” soldiers who were heroically carrying out
their military tasks’.3>®> Patriotically charged and historically
referential notions in Soviet propaganda, cited by Aleksievich,

such as ‘international duty’ and ‘duty to the motherland’, link

354 Ali T. Sheikh, ‘Soviet and Western Media Coverage of the Afghan Conflict’, Strategic
Studies, vol. 13, no. 3 (1990), pp. 35-63, p. 42.
355 Ibid.
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the Afghanistan campaign to the Second World War, thus
justifying it ethically and ideologically. By juxtaposing such
phrases to the young soldier’s individual trauma, Aleksievich
suggests the moral vacuousness of the official ideology that
these slogans represent. Furthermore, Tsinkovye mal’chiki
makes the initial promise to expose the truth about the war that
censorship has withheld from the general public. Shortly after
the paragraph cited above, Aleksievich cites an official account
of the war published on the 7 February 1989 in Moskovskaia

pravda:

U3 ceroaHALWHNX raser:

«B Tepmese 3auses MMHAaMb, HO ecaiv Bbl MpUpoaa U He
npunogHecna Takoro nNogapka, atm gpespasbckme AHM BCe PaBHO bbl
OCTa/UCb B NaMATU KUTeNell CTapUHHOIO ropoAa Kak camble

TOpPXeCTBeHHblE N PaAOCTHbIE...

lpaHyn opkectp. CTpaHa nNpWBETCTBOBasa BO3BpalLeHWe
POAHbIX CblHOBEM. Hawu napHM BO3BPALLAIOTCA, BbIMOSHUB CBOW
MHTEPHaUMOHANbHbIN AOAr... 33 3TM roAbl COBETCKME COMAaThl B
AdraHncTaHe OTPEMOHTUPOBAAN, BOCCTAaHOBWUAM U MOCTPOUAN CTOHM
WKOA, JNLEEB, YUYMIUL, TPU AOECATKA OONbHWUL, U CTKOBbKO Ke
AETCKUX [AOMOB, OKOJIO YETbIPEXCOT XKWUAbIX AOMOB, TPUALATL NATb
MeyeTeil, MHOrMe [eCATKM KOAOALEeB, OKO/MO CTa NATMAECATU

KMNOMETPOB apblkOB W KaHanos... OHM 3aHMManNucb oxpaHon

215



BOEHHbIX M MUPHbIX 06BbeKTOB B Kabyne» (MockoBckas npasaa, 1989,

7 desp.) (TS, 12)

In the discourse that Aleksievich cites, the return of the
conscripts to the Motherland is depicted as an unproblematic
and joyful event, and their service in Afghanistan is summarized
in terms of the number of schools, hospitals, and residential
buildings that they built for the benefit of the local Afghan
population. Immediately after this follows a section containing
fragments from conversations with soldiers, whose subheading
— ‘U3 pasrosopos’ — directly mirrors the heading framing the
newspaper excerpts — ‘U3 ceroaHawHux raset’ (TS, 13). This
section begins thus: ‘A gaxe no Houam Kposwu 6otochb... botocb
cBomx cHoB...” (TS, 13) Cited here is an anonymous Soviet soldier
who is severely traumatized by his involvement in combat,
which directly contradicts the pompous depiction of the
conscripts’ triumphant return home and of the non-violent
nature of their service in Afghanistan presented in the official
version. The soldier reflects on the narrative act itself,
expressing his experience of speaking from a position of
enforced silence and cultural marginalization: ‘Komy a mory 370
BCe pacckasaTb? Kto byaet caywatb?’ (TS, 13) Contrasting such
witness-statements with the ‘distorted’ image of the war in
Soviet newspapers, Aleksievich states that she wishes to depict

216



reality from a truthful and objective perspective: ‘A [...] xouy

O0TPa3nTb MUP YeNOoBEeKa TaKMM, Kaknum oH ecTb’ (TS, 13)

Pitting her own narrative against the official depictions
of the war, Aleksievich thus reproduces the positional
presuppositions inherent in the ‘mythology’ of unofficial Soviet
culture, as outlined by Rogov and Uvarova and Daniel’.?%® It is
instructive to compare Aleksievich’s textual strategies to the
works of other Soviet authors who claimed some degree of
autonomy from the official discourse, such as Sergei Dovlatov,
notably in his collection Kompromiss (1981). Even though
Dovlatov formulated his position of autonomy in the genre of
satire — a far cry from Aleksievich’s documentary prose — both
Dovlatov and Aleksievich employ the same strategy in their
writings, juxtaposing mendacious Soviet news reports with
subversive accounts of Soviet reality. Reflecting Dovlatov’s
experience as a journalist working for a number of newspapers
in the Estonian Soviet republic in the 1970s, Kompromiss
consists of twelve stories, numbering the successive
compromises the narrator is forced to make. Each story begins
with an article from Sovetskaia Estoniia, Vechernyi Tallinn, or
Molodezh’ Estonii, apparently written by the narrator ‘Sergei

Dovlatov’ who is thus identified with the author of the novel.

356 Daniel’, ‘Istoriia samizdata’. Rogov and Uvarova, ‘Semidesiatye.
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The cited article is followed by a story relating the
circumstances of its writing, often relying on stark contrasts for
its comical effect. For instance, the third ‘compromise’ tells the
story of Alla, the lover of Dovlatov’'s colleague Klenskii.
Suddenly abandoned by Klenskii, Alla is penniless and unable to
return home to her fiancé in Saratov. At the same time,
Dovlatov’s editor Turonok requests an article on ‘moral subject’
(‘mopanbHaa Tema’).3*” In order to help her out with the money,
Dovlatov chooses Alla as his interview subject, portraying her as
an exemplary virtuous young woman who visits Tallinn for its

proximity to the sea and its local artists and designers.

The discrepancies between the newspaper excerpts and
the stories thus constitute a central structural device in
Kompromiss, which contrasts factual lie with fictional truth.3>8
In a short preface to this book, Dovlatov refers to his years as a
journalist as ‘[d]esiat’ let vran’ia i pritvorstva’ and states that
‘[t]Jrudna doroga ot pravdy k istine’, positing two oppositional
kinds of ‘truth’.3> Firstly, there is the truth of the newspapers,
whichis really a lie (‘BpaHbe’). Secondly, there is the other truth,

‘istina’, glinting behind the ‘pompous theatrical scenery’ (‘3a

357 Sergei Dovlatov, Sobranie prozy v trekh tomakh: tom 1 (Saint-Petersburg: Limbus-
press, 1995), p. 190.

358 In fact, only two real articles from Sovetskaia Estoniia are reproduced word by word.
For the relationship between fact and fiction in Kompromiss. See Young, Sergei
Dovlatov, p. 87.

359 Ibid., p. 176.
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NbILWHbIMW TeaTpanbHbIMKU Aekopaumamu’), which is Dovlatov’s
metaphor for the pristine and politically correct depictions of
reality in the official press.36° This hidden truth is far more ‘dirty’
than official ‘Pravda’, and, in the preface, Dovlatov compares
this truth to the littered bottom of a lake or stream: ‘Ho mo»xHo
CKBO3b TO/WY BOAbl Pa3/INUUTb YCEAHHOE KOHCEPBHbIMU

6aHKamu aHo’ 361

Where Dovlatov juxtaposes the politically correct
depictions of Soviet reality in Sovetskaia Estoniia to the ‘grit’ of
the stories in Kompromiss, which extensively depict alcoholism,
promiscuity, disillusion, and cynicism, Aleksievich juxtaposes
the glorifying and beautifying language of Moskovskaia pravda
with the pain of mourning mothers and the alienation of
returning soldiers. Dovlatov and Aleksievich thus employ similar
textual strategies and binaries of truth/untruth and
official/unofficial to claim autonomy from the official Soviet
discourse. The monologues in Tsinkovye mal’chiki debunk the
propagandistic images represented in Moskovskaia pravda, not
only by focusing on the soldiers’ nightmarish memories of death
and violence, on their alienation upon return home, on alcohol
and drug abuse among combatants, on brutal acts of violence

committed against the local Afghan population, and on

360 Thid.
361 Tbid.
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systematic sexual exploitation of female military staff, but also
by presenting the invasion as an unjustified and utterly
meaningless endeavor and the combatants as disillusioned with

the Soviet state and with Soviet ideology.

A principal theme in Aleksievich’s post-Soviet works, the
disillusionment with Soviet ideology is further developed in
Zacharovannye smert’iu. This work was published in Narodnaia
gazeta in abridged form in 1992 and appeared as a book in 1994
— four years after Tsinkovye mal’chiki — and employs a similar
binary structure.®®? Focusing on suicides committed and
attempted by Soviet citizens around the time of the
disintegration of the USSR, it consists of seventeen monologues
framed by an authorial preface as well as a concluding section
entitled ‘Vmesto epiloga’. After its publication in book form in
1994, Aleksievich significantly revised and expanded the book,
republishing it in 2013 with the title Vremia sekond-khend.3%3
This work is a much more nuanced depiction of Soviet reality
than Zacharovannye smert’iu, which is Aleksievich’s most
tendentious work. In the polemical preface, Aleksievich
describes Soviet ideology as intrinsically linked to violence and

death: ‘gonro, chMwkom A0Ar0 HaMK Blagena uaes, KoTopyto

362 Aleksievich, ‘Zacharovannye smert’iu’, Narodnaia gazeta (3 October 1992), pp. 15-
74; Zacharovannye smert’iu (Moscow: Slovo/Slovo, 1994).
363 Aleksievich, Vremia sekond khend (Moscow: Vremia, 2013).
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MHaye, KaK TaHaTONOrel, HayKol 0 CMepTu, He HasoBewb' (ZS,
227). The socialist project is presented as a form of violent
madness and the Soviet citizen as the victim of forcefully

imposed ideological experimentations:

Y KOMMyHU3Ma 6bin 6e3yMHbIl NnaH — nepeaenats Hac. Nepeaenatb
YyesIoBEYECKYHO MPUPOoAY, M3MEHUTb «CTaporo» YesoBeKa, BETXOro
Apama. «[OMO COBETMKYC» — YeNOBEeK, KOTOPOro BbiBEAW B
nabopaTopumn MapKcuMama-seHMHM3ma [...] KTo ke mbl [...] ? OdeTtn
BE/MKOW  MANO3MM  MAM  KEPTBOW  MACCOBOTO  NCUXMYECKOro

3aboneBaHua? (ZS, 224)

Some of the suicides which form the thematic focus of the book
are ascribed to Soviet military culture with its underlying ideas
of heroism and death, as in the monologue narrated by the
mother of Igor Poglazov, a fourteen-year-old boy who hanged
himself as an indirect consequence of his fascination with death
(zS, 239). Other instances of suicide are attributed to an
inability to adapt to post-Soviet reality. Aleksievich describes
these people thus: ‘ntoau naen, sbipociine B 3TOM BO3ayxe, B
3TOM Ky/IbType, U He nepeHecwue ee Kpywenus' (ZS, 266). In
Aleksievich’s depiction of this politically tumultuous time, which
implies that a suicide wave swept across the republics following

the social upheaval of perestroika, the many instances of
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suicide are either caused by the societal change of perestroika
or by the Soviet military culture.3%* Both of these types of
suicides are portrayed by Aleksievich as ultimately caused by
the ideas of Soviet socialism, which she at one point in the
authorial preface to Zacharovannye smert’iu describes thus:
‘YepHasa HenocTUXMMas Marusa BeanKMx obmaHos...” (ZS, 225)
In accordance with this narrative framework, the interviewees
serve to reveal the violent reality of the socialist project and
debunk the Soviet myths underpinning it, which Aleksievich
makes explicit in the preface: ‘Mudbl 60aTCA 0AHOIO — XKMBbIX
yenoseyeckux ronocos. Ceuaetenncts’ (ZS, 226). In other
words, Zacharovannye smert’iu is structured according to a
binary of myth vs. reality, Soviet ideology representing the
former and the testimonies gathered by Aleksievich

representing the latter.

Zacharovannye smert’iu thus provides an important
example of the continuous use of the structural principle of
binaries in Aleksievich’s writing, despite changing political
contexts. Similarly to Zacharovannye smert’iu, Chernobyl’skaia
molitva is part of wider perestroika tendencies of reassessing

the past. As Nancy Ries notes, in the late years of perestroika,

364 For a contemporary account of suicides towards the end of perestroika, see Eleanor
Rolph, 'Rising Suicide Rate in Soviet Union Among World’s Highest’, The Washington Post
(5 July 1991).
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‘conversations overflowed with bitter examinations of the
sacrifices made in the name of Communism and apocalyptic
projections of the future’, sentiments which were also reflected
in the production of documentary works of that time.3®®
Whereas before Gorbachev’'s implementation of democratic
reforms, notions such as the ‘conquering of Siberia’ had been a
part of a ‘state Epos’ and treated as heroic tales of the New
Man'’s struggle against nature in the name of the Revolution,
during the glasnost era, documentary filmmakers were keen to
expose the catastrophic ecological consequences of
technological projects undertaken by the state, for instance in
films such as Bester (1987), Komp’iuternye igry (1987) and
Mirazh (1987).3%¢ This meant a radical change of the aesthetics
and ideological assumptions of the documentary medium itself.
If documentaries had formerly been an important element in
the construction of a collective Soviet consciousness, a medium
used by the state to ‘produce and consume “facts” that would
contribute and attest to the realization of the [Five Year Plan]’,
the decline of official censorship in the 1980s and 1990s utterly

redefined Soviet documentary and it was now possible to use

365 Nancy Ries, Russian Talk: Culture and Conversation during Perestroika (Ithaca and
London: Cornell University Press, 1997), p. 15.

366 Sergei Mouratov, ‘The Unknown Cinema: Documentary Screen, Glasnost Era’, Journal
of Film and Video, vol. 44, no. 1-2 (1992), pp. 9-18, p. 10.
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367 In this vein, in

the medium to critique the state.
Chernobyl’skaia molitva, the understanding of the disaster as
being symbolical of the failings of Soviet utopian visions is part
of a wider emphasis that amounts to a harsh criticism of the
Soviet system in general. This perspective is presented in a
binary structure that contrasts the eyewitness accounts with
contemporary television and newspaper accounts of the
accident, as well as with official forms of commemoration of
fire-fighters and clean-up workers. In the authorial preface,
Aleksievich repeatedly alludes to this official discourse:
‘YepHobbINbCcKas MHPOpMaLMs B ra3eTax Cniollb M3 BOEHHbIX
cnos: atom, B3pbiB, repou [..] [arke NAaMATHUKM repoam
YepHobbinA Noxoxu Ha BoeHHble...” (CM, 34) Such introductory
remarks position the ensuing monologues in a dichotomous
relation to the cited discourse, opposing the personal and
private experiences of the interviewees to the glorification of
the ‘heroes of Chernobyl’. This structure is maintained
throughout the book as a number of interviewees make
references to contemporary official representations of the
accident. For example, former university professor Gennadii

Grushevoi recalls a conversation with the grieving wife of a

helicopter pilot who died as a result of the radiation exposure

367 Elizabeth Papazian, Manufacturing Truth (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press,
2009), p. 6.
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he sustained during the first few days after the accident. In the
following sentence, her loss is contrasted with a glorifying
newspaper report on the ‘heroic effort’ of the pilots: ‘MomHio
Ha3BaHWA cTaTel: «Fepon B Hebe», «4epHOObLINIbCKUE COKOJIbIY.
BoT 3Ta XeHwwmHa...” (CM, 154) Furthermore, camera operator
Sergei Gurin’s testimony consists of scenes and details that he
did not record while covering the accident for the state
television, which implicitly assigns a degree of authenticity to
his account. Gurin tells Aleksievich about his own self-
censorship and internalisation of the tenets of official
representations, which governed his selection process at the

time of the accident:

Mocne CbEMKM 300TEXHUK 3aBEN MEHA K TMraHTCKOM TpaHLwee, Tam
6yN1ba03epOM STUX KOPOB 3aKanblBaau. Ho B ros0By He NPULLAO 3TO
CHATb. Al CTaN CNMHON K TpaHLLee U CHAM 3NU304, B TYYLWIWNX TPAAULMAX
0OTEeYEeCTBEHHON KWHOAOKYMEHTANUCTUKKN: Bynba03epuUcTbl YUTaoT
rasety «llpaBaa», 3aroN0BOK — aplUMHHbIMK BykBamu: «CTpaHa B
6ene He 6pocuT». [la eLé NoBe3/o: MAXKY — auCT Ha Noae caauTcs.
Cumeon! Kakaa 6bl 6ega He npuwna, — mbl nobeanm! HusHb

npogonkaetcs... (CM, 124)

Even though Aleksievich’s book about the nuclear disaster

appeared twelve years after her debut work, the significantly
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revised 2004 and 2007 editions of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso can
be considered more recent works than Chernobyl’skaia molitva.
These later editions begin with a lengthy authorial preface,
mainly consisting of Aleksievich’s reflections on her book and its
conception, presented as diary excerpts written between 1978
and 1985 and in 2003 (UV 2004, 7-23). The preface also features
three short sections containing conversations between
Aleksievich and a censor (‘U3 pa3rosopa c ueHsopom’) as well
as a section with censorial deletions (‘13 Toro, uto BbIGPOCKNA
ueHsypa’) and a section with interview material deleted in 1985
by Aleksievich herself, supposedly because of her self-
censorship (‘U3 Toro, uto BbIbpOCKAa A cama’) (UV 2004, 17-23).
Aleksievich’s continuous insistence on the absolute separation
between official and unofficial culture is nowhere clearer than
in the first of these sections. Here, Aleksievich further
emphasizes her autonomy by explicitly juxtaposing the tenets
of a perceived war canon to her own principles of
representation. The censor accuses her of ‘primitive naturalism’
(‘npummnTUBHBLIA HaTypanuam’), for ‘degrading and debunking
the women-heroes’ (‘yHukaete [...] passBeHuuBaete [...]
XeHWwmHy-repomHio’) who are ‘holy’ (‘ceatbie’), to which the
author simply replies that she is trying to show the ‘truth’
(‘npaBma’) (UV 2004, 17, 19). In the dialogue that follows, the

two modes of representation are framed as a set of binary
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oppositions, where ‘grand ideas’ (‘Benvkue ngeun’) are set off
against ‘the ordinary person’ (‘maneHbKuit yenosek’), ‘instances
of heroism’ (‘reponyeckne npumepsbl’) against ‘dirt’ (‘rpasv’),
‘grand history’ (‘Gonblias wuctopua’) against ‘little history’
(‘maneHbKan uctopua’) (UV 2004, 19-20). Thus, if Tsinkovye
mal’chiki is defined in opposition to newspaper reports and
Zacharovannye smert’iu to generalised notions of Soviet
ideology, U voiny ne zhenskoe litso receives its distinctive value
from its negative relationship with the perceived official canon

of war writing.

In accordance with these oppositional categories, the
authenticity of the monologues is based on their perceived
autonomy from official representations, on a crucial moment
when the interviewee starts to relate his or her experience of
the war independently of the canonical depictions that he or
she has internalized. Aleksievich describes this moment thus:
‘DONTOXKAAHHBIM MOMEHT, KOr4a Ye/NI0BEK OTXOAUT OT KaHOHA —
TMNCOBOrO U1 Kene3ebeTOHHOro, Kak HaWKn NaMATHUKN — N ngeT
K cebe’ (UV 2004, 10). The witness’ personal experience is thus
contrasted with interiorized representations promulgated in
newspapers and books: ‘3 ceba gocratoT cnoBa, a He U3 raser

M NPOYMUTAHHbIX KHUT — He 13 Yykoro’ (UV 2004, 9).
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Intimately linked to this official/unofficial-binary — a
continuation from Tsinkovye mal’chiki — is the binary of male
and female. Aleksievich defines the official Soviet war canon as
being distinctively male, with male authors writing about the
male frontline experience: ‘Ho Bce, 4TO Mbl 3Haem O BOWHE,
paccKasanuM Ham MmyxuuHbl’ (UV 2004, 8). These depictions
reproduce male assumptions about the war: ‘MbI Bce B nieHy
KMYMCKUX» NPEACTaBAEHUNA N KMYMKCKUX» OLLYLLEHUA BOWHbI’
(UV 2004, 8) The culturally dominant position of these male
narratives is contrasted to the female war experience, which
has been relegated to a position of periphery: ‘*eHLWWHbI
Bceraa otmanyusatorca’ (UV 2004, 8) Moreover, if women
occasionally do voice their experience, they adapt their stories
to the existing canon: ‘a ecan BApPYr HaYMHAOT rOBOPUTL, TO
paccKa3blBalOT HE CBOKO BOMHY, a YyKyto. [loacTpanBatoTca nos
Yy>KoM Ana HUX A3blK. Mog My»KcKol He3blbnemblii KaHoH' (UV
2004, 8) It is only in an intimate, private setting that women
speak openly about their own authentic experience, distinct
from the canonical perspective, which belongs to the public
sphere: ‘U ToNbKO AOMa WK, BCNIAKHYB B KPYry GpPOHTOBbIX
noApyr, OHW BCMOMMHAIOT BOMHY [...] OT KOTOpOK 3amupaet
cepaue’ (UV 2004, 8) According to Aleksievich, the stories
narrated in this particular context are uncontaminated by the

male canon:
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Koraa *eHLWMHbl TOBOPAT, Y HUX HET UKW NOYTM HET TOro, O YEM Mbl
6€3 KOHUA CNbIWWUM [...] : KaK O4HU NOAN FEpPOMYECKM YOUBaNU opyrux
1 nobeannu ... TamM HeT repoeB U HeBepPOATHbIX nogsuros. (UV 2004,

10)

Aleksievich thus identifies the ‘male’ perspective on the war as
canonical while the female perspective is mapped onto notions
of ‘unofficial’ culture as anti-canonical and truthful. As Bush
notes, ‘Aleksievich’s understanding of myth and truth cannot be
divorced from her understanding of gender. Female means

anterior to myth, whereas male means “canonical”’.368

The relation to mainstream Soviet representations of the
war changes throughout the editions of Poslednie svideteli as
well. Revised several times during Aleksievich’s writing career,
the preface was somewhat expanded in 1988 with the inclusion
of quotations from Konstantin Simonov and Anna Akhmatova.
In 2004, the preface was completely rewritten as a brief
account of the conception of the book replaced the original
pacifistic rhetoric. However, the 2007 revision is the most
significant in terms of narrative framework as the preface

introduced here has remained unaltered throughout the more

368 Bush, ‘"No Other Proof”’, p. 269.
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recent editions, replacing the 2004 preface, which was used in
that edition only. The introductory section of the 2007 edition
is the first to contain two short passages, the first entitled
‘..odna tsitata’ and the second ‘..i odin vopros russkogo
klassika’ (PS 2007, 5). The former passage — a quotation from a
1985 article of the Soviet periodical Druzhba narodov —is purely
factual, stating that millions of Soviet children died during the
Second World War. The latter passage is an interpretative
authorial remark that defines the subsequent monologues in

relation to official Soviet historiography:

Korpa-to BEJ/INKUI ﬂ,OCTOEBCKMVI noctaBua BOMPOC: a HaVI,D,ETCﬂ n
onpasgaHne munpy, Halwemy CYacCTbio U gaXe BEYHOM rapmoHuu,
ecin BO UMA 3TOro, AnA NPoO4YHOCTU d)YH,CI,aMEHTa, 6y,D,ET nponunTa
xoTa 6bl OoAHa C/ie3MHKa HEBUHHOTO pe6eHKa? MU cam oTtsetun —
C/Ie3nHKa 3Ta He onpaBAaeT HX O4UH nporpecc, HA 0OAHY peBOTIOUUIO.

Hu oaHy BoWiHy. OHa Bcerfa nepesecuT.

Bcero ogHa cnesuHKa... (PS 2007, 5)

This reference to Ivan’s and Alesha’s conversation in Brat’ia
Karamazovy (1879-1880) about the cost of collective and
individual suffering, responsibility and guilt, sets the universal
truth of Russian literature against Soviet moral corruption.
Arguing for the impermissibility of individual suffering for
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higher purposes, Ivan tells Alesha a number of gruesome

anecdotes detailing brutal murders:

Cnywait: ecnn Bce AOJ/KHbI CTPafaTb, YTObbl CTpajgaHWeM KynuTb
BEYHYIO FaPMOHMIO, TO NPU YEM TYT AETU, CKAXKM MHe, NoXKanyncra?
CoBceM HEMOHATHO, AN1A YEr0 A0/IKHbI 6blM CTPaAAaTb U OHU, U 3a4eMm
MM MOKYyNaTb CTPajaHWUAMM TapMoHMIO? [1a 4Yero OHU-TO TOXKe
nonann B maTepuan M yHaBo3uaM cobolo gaa Koro-to byayuiyto

rapmoHuio? 36°

A principal theme in Dostoevskii’s writing, the problem of moral
transgression and individual suffering is central to Aleksievich’s
works as well, which frequently highlight people’s suffering
under Soviet rule. Translating this Dostoevskian motif into the
context of the Second World War, Aleksievich challenges the
view of individual suffering during the occupation as
metaphysically justified. Importantly, the passage from
Poslednie svideteli cited above contains some of the keywords
of the discourse of Soviet post-war ideology: ‘nporpecc’,
‘pesontouns’, ‘BoiHa’. Aleksievich thus alludes to the notion of
the war as a necessary step in the achieving of communist

utopia, which was an important notion of post-war Soviet

369 Dostoevskii, Polnoe sobranie sochenenii v tridtsai tomakh: tom 14 (Leningrad:
Izdatel’stvo «Nauka», 1976), p. 222.
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mythology. As Amir Weiner has noted, the war had quickly been
integrated as a central feature into the socialist eschatological
narrative and was interpreted as an important link in historical

progress:

Within the pantheon of myths that endowed the permanent
revolution with legitimacy and historical relevance, the Great
Patriotic War loomed large [...] The war [...] had its own singular input
into the shaping of the New Man, but it derived its meaning from the
revolutionary eschatology. It was [..] a weighty link in the

revolutionary chain.3”°

In official ideology, then, the war was seen as meaningful in
light of the socialist project and the transformation of society
from a divided entity into a conflict-free, harmonious body.
Thus historically and existentially justified, the war was
interpreted in terms of its significance for the achievement of
communist utopia and for the New Soviet Man, demonstrating
his inherent superiority. In the aforementioned passage,
Aleksievich defines her own narrative negatively in relation to

this interpretation, citing Dostoevskii, an important figure in the

370 Amir Weiner, Making Sense of the War: The Second World War and the Fate of the
Bolshevik Revolution (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2001), pp. 8, 19.
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mythology of late Soviet autonomous culture.?’? In Poslednie
svideteli, then, Aleksievich claims autonomy from official Soviet
historiography by framing the monologues in a dichotomous
structure that involves the binaries of justified vs. unjustified
suffering, society vs. the individual, as well as meaningful
sacrifice vs. meaningless death. Thus relying on binary
structures in her later works and editions to position her writing
as ‘unofficial’, Aleksievich claims autonomy from official Soviet
discourse by pitting her narratives against newspaper accounts

as well as to perceived canons of war commemoration.

Aleksievich’s Authorial Persona: Victim of Political Repression

Aleksievich’s claims to autonomy are not only based on the
binaries discussed above, however; she also accumulates
symbolic capital by making references to different forms of
political repression, thereby positioning herself in a Soviet
canon of non-conformism in which victimhood is a central
element of the author’s persona. Golosa utopii contains
references to two forms of political repression that Aleksievich

has suffered: firstly, the trial following the publication of

371 For example, young authors writing prose and poetry in the spirit of ‘sincerity in
literature’ during the Thaw saw Dostoevskii as their most influential writer in Russian
classical literature and ‘valued especially his long-suppressed work The Writer’s Diary’,
as Vladislav Zubok notes. See Vladislav Zubok, Zhivago's Children: The Last Russian
Intelligentsia (Cambridge, Mass.: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2009),
p. 241.
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Tsinkovye mal’chiki; secondly, the rejection from publication of
U voiny ne zhenskoe litso as a direct result of the politically
sensitive nature of this work. These references are crucial in
mapping Aleksievich’s construction of a ‘biographical legend’,
that is, ‘a literary conception of the poet’s life [which is]
necessary as a perceptible background for the poet’s literary
works’.3”2 As Svetlana Boym comments on this notion
introduced by Boris Tomashevskii, the biographical legend is
essentially a “fiction co-authored by the writer and the literary

period’.373

The trial depicted in later editions of Tsinkovye mal’chiki
is integral in establishing Aleksievich’s persona as a dissident
writer. Jones has argued that this book reflects a changing
discourse in Soviet society on the war in Afghanistan as it
appeared at the time when Soviet troops had withdrawn from
Afghanistan and the invasion had been declared a political
mistake, Gorbachev publicly referring to the conflict as a

‘bleeding wound’ at the 27th Party Congress in February

372 Boris Tomashevskii, ‘Literature and Biography’, in Ladislav Matejka and Krystyna
Pomorska (eds.), Readings in Russian Poetics: Formalist and Structuralist Views
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1971), pp. 56-65, p. 52.

373 Svetlana Boym, Death in Quotation Marks: Cultural Myths of the Modern Poet
(Harvard University Press: London, 1991), p. 23. Alexandra Harrington has explored
Akhmatova’s construction of biographical legend. See Alexandra K. Harrington, ‘Anna
Akhmatova's Biographical Myth-Making: Tragedy and Melodrama’, The Slavonic and East
European Review, vol. 89, no. 3 (2011), pp. 455-493, p. 457.
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1986.374  Aleksievich’s depiction thus coincides with
Gorbachev's agenda of reform and corresponds to the official
Party line during perestroika. However, as Jones notes, the
book was nevertheless controversial when it first appeared:
‘although criticisms of the war had by then appeared in the
Soviet media, the book stands out as the first such open, far-
reaching public critique of the war’s impact and aftermath’.3”>
Even though the standpoint on the war had changed in terms
of Party policy, then, culturally and socially, the ‘official’ view on
the war as a justified and heroic effort still had some validity for
a part of the Soviet general public, as the strong reaction to
Tsinkovye mal’chiki demonstrates. War veterans and mourning
mothers received Aleksievich’s book as slanderous, criticizing
her heavily and causing a stage adaptation performed in the
lanka Kupala Theatre in Minsk to be cancelled.3’® In 1992, two
years after the book’s publication, two female interviewees,
Ekaterina Nikitichna Platitsina and Inna Sergeevna Galovneva,
who had both lost their sons in the war, participated in a lawsuit
against Aleksievich in Belarus, claiming that she had falsified

and distorted their statements. Additionally, two male

374 Jones, ‘Mothers, Prostitutes', p. 235. Artemy Kalinovsky, ‘Decision-Making and the
Soviet War in Afghanistan’, Journal of Cold War Studies, vol. 11, no. 4 (2009), pp. 46-
73, p. 62.

375 Jones, ‘Mothers, Prostitutes', p. 238.

376 Myers, ‘Svetlana Aleksievich’s Changing Narrative’, p. 341.
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veterans, Oleg Sergeevich Liashenko and Taras Ketsmur, sued

Aleksievich for libeling their honour.3”’

In the 1994 edition to the book, Aleksievich included an
appendix with the title ‘Sud nad “tsinkovymi mal’chikami”
(Istoriia v dokumentakh)’ (TS 1994, 162-214). It consists of
articles and letters to the editor published in Russian and
Belarusian newspapers which covered the trial, courtroom
transcripts, fragments of conversations in the court room, and
a six-page long ‘independent literary analysis’ (‘He3aBucmas
nuTepaTypHasn akcnepTtusa’) delivered by Viktor Kovalenko and
Mikhail Tychina — two Belarusian writers and critics — as well as
an authorial monologue with the title ‘1z vystupleniia S.
Aleksievich, avtora «Tsinkovykh mal’chikov» (iz togo, chto bylo
skazano i chto ne dali skazat’) (TS 1994, 162-214)
Unfortunately, the courtroom documents have not been made
publicly available and can only be accessed by the individuals
directly involved in the lawsuit.3’”® The extent to which
Aleksievich’s selection influences the representation of the
documentary material is therefore impossible to establish.

Nevertheless, examining the appendix on its own terms allows

377 Myers, ‘Telling and Retelling a War Story: Svetlana Alexievich and Alexander
Prokhanov on the Soviet-Afghan War’, unpublished PhD thesis, Columbia University
(2018), p. 11.

378 When contacted, Aleksievich was not prepared to make the relevant documents
available. ‘Uvazhaemaia Svetlana’, author’s correspondence with Svetlana Aleksievich
(14 October 2019). '‘Dear Vasil’, author’s correspondence with Vasil Evdokimov (3-14
February 2020).
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us to determine what textual strategies Aleksievich employs in

order to establish her autonomy from official Soviet discourse.

The trial took place in the People’s Court of the Central
District of Minsk (HapoaHbi# cya LleHTpanbHOro paiioHa ropoaa
MuHcKa). According to the appendix in Tsinkovye mal’chiki, the
four individuals who filed lawsuits against Aleksievich all
accused her of some form of deliberate distortion
(‘n3kaxkenme’) of historical facts in her book. Specifically, the
accusations fall into three different categories. Firstly, all four
plaintiffs claim that Aleksievich freely ‘invented’ parts of entire
interviews — ‘gonucana 1o, Yto A He rosopun’ (TS 1994, 171);
‘HekoTopble ¢akTbl gobaBuna ot cebsa’ (TS 1994, 174); ‘aBHasn
NOXb, BbIMbICAbl’ (TS 1994, 177); ‘untaTta BblAyMaHHas (T.e. He
cooTBeTCcTBYeT wu3noxKeHHomy) (TS 1994, 178). Secondly,
Liashenko and Golovneva claim that Aleksievich ‘interpreted
freely’ statements by her interviewees - ‘caenana
camocTosTe/lbHble BbIBOAbI, KOoTOpble s He genan’ (TS 1994,
171); ‘BonbHaA wHTepnpetaums’ (TS 1994, 177). Thirdly,
Platitsina claims that Aleksievich ‘omitted’ important parts of
the interviewee’s statements — ‘mHoroe M3 momx pacckasos

onyctmnna’ (TS 1994, 174).

Throughout the appendix, Aleksievich downplays the

individual agency of Golovneva, Platitsina, Liashenko and
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Ketsmur and suggests that they are merely acting as front
figures. During the court hearings, as they are conveyed in the
appendix, the plaintiffs’ statements are incoherent and
confused and they do not seem to know the exact content of
their own complaints, implying that they have not written the
complaints themselves. Ketsmur changes his version of events
in a conspicuous way, first claiming that he never met
Aleksievich and later speaking about the person who
introduced them to one another (TS 1994, 184). Aleksievich
repeatedly suggests that the plaintiffs are not acting on their
own initiative but are being used as pawns by some obscure
political power, as when addressing Liashenko: ‘Teba onatb
06bMaHbIBalOT M UCNO/b3YIOT... Bo BTOpOI4 pas... [...] Oner, a He
Bepto, YTto 310 TBOM cnosa’ (TS 1994, 172, 173). She makes a
similar suggestion when speaking to Ketsmur: ‘3HauuT, Tbl He
caM nucan cBoe MWCcKoBoe 3assneHue?’ (TS 1994, 184)
Furthermore, the judge is clearly biased against Aleksievich,
ignoring threats of physical violence made by the courtroom
spectators (TS 1994, 186). There are a number of other
irregularities; for example, the complaints were filed without
date and signature and the lawsuit was not correctly processed
by the court (TS 1994, 176). Aleksievich makes her
understanding of the trial explicit when stating: ‘He [maTepu] co

MHOW cyaATcaA, a CyAnTCA CO MHOM BbiBIMIA pexkum’ (TS 1994,
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200). This point is reiterated towards the end of the appendix:
‘3a cnMHamu maTepel s BUXKY reHepanbckme noroHbl’ (TS 1994,
202). Moreover, in later editions, Aleksievich includes an
excerpt from the journal Prava cheloveka which supports this
interpretation and locates Aleksievich in a history of non-

conformist Soviet writers being harassed by the state:

Mo KoHAOBOMY COBETCKOMY cueHapuio, CeeTnaHa Afiekcuesud
OpPraHM3oBaHHO MNPOKAMHAETCA Kak areHT LUPY, npucayxHuua
MMPOBOrO MMNEPMANM3Ma, KNEBELLYLLAA Ha CBOIO BeNuKyo PoguHy

3a [Ba «Mepceaeca» U AonnapoBsble nogayku... (TS 2017, 175)

Aleksievich thus frames the trial as a continuation of well-
known political trials against Soviet writers, including the 1966
trial against Siniavskii and Daniel’. In later editions of the
appendix to Tsinkovye mal’chiki, she includes a letter to the
editor published on 1 December 1993 in the newspaper Dobryi
vecher, written by la. Basin, a medical doctor: ‘Ham, KoHeuHO,
He npwuBbikaTb. Cyaunan yxe CuHABCKOro ¢ [aHuanem,
noageprann aHadpeme bopuca [acTepHaka, cmewwmBanu c
rpasbio CosmkeHuubiHa U AyanHuesa’ (TS, 288). Similarly to

Aleksievich, Siniavskii and Daniel’ were formally put on trial
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because of the contents of their literary works.3”° Both writers
were accused of ‘sacrilege’ under Article 70 of the Criminal

Code, which read:

Agitation or propaganda carried out with the purpose of subverting
or weakening the Soviet regime or in order to commit particularly
dangerous crimes against the State, the dissemination for said
purposes of slanderous inventions defamatory to the Soviet political
and social system, as well as the dissemination or production or

harbouring for the said purposes of literature of similar content.3%°

Three works figured in Siniavskii’s indictment: Sud idet (1960),
a ‘phantasmagoric’ story set in the final years of Stalin’s life,
Chto takoe sotsialisticheskii realism (1959), a critical study of
the official Soviet literary doctrine, and Liubimov (1963), a
satirical depiction of a Russian backwater that derided political
demagogy.3®! The accusations brought against Daniel’ cited
four stories: ‘Govorit Moskva’ (1962), a macabre fable opening
with an announcement over Moscow Radio that August 10
1960 will be declared ‘Public Murder Day’, a day when all Soviet

citizens have the legal right to kill any other citizen, with the

379 Max Hayward and Leopold Labedz, eds., On Trial: the Case of Sinyavsky (Tertz) and
Daniel (Arzhak) (London, Collins and Harvill Press, 1967), p. 36.

380 Ibid., p. 33.

381 1bid., pp. 22-27.

240



exception of certain categories, such as members of the police
and armed forces; ‘Ruki’ (1961), a story about a man whose
hands shake uncontrollably after having participated in the
mass execution of priests as a member of the Cheka; ‘Chelovek
iz MINAPa’ (1962), telling of a man who is able to predetermine
the gender of his children, by thinking during intercourse of Karl
Marx if he wishes the child to be a boy or, if he wants a girl, of
Klara Zetkin, one of the founders of the German Communist
Party; ‘Iskuplenie’ (1963), a tale about a man who is wrongly
suspected of having denounced people under Stalin and

becomes a social outcast.382

The prosecution labeled these books ‘slanderous anti-
Soviet works [...] passed off as truthful accounts of life in the
Soviet Union [..] in order to discredit the Soviet people’.38
According to the prosecution, I/det sud ‘ridicules the Soviet
system and the principles of Marxism-Leninism [...], maliciously
slandering Marxist theory and the future of human society’.38
Furthermore, ‘Chelovek iz MINAPa’ ‘[depicts] Soviet people [...]
as idiots and monsters’ and ‘Iskuplenie’ represents ‘Soviet
society as being in a state of moral decay’.3®®> The accusations

thus amounted to a fundamental disagreement between, on

382 1bid., pp. 27-31.
383 Tpid., p. 152.

384 Tbid.

385 pid., p. 154.

241



the one hand, the depiction of Soviet reality and the artistic
principles that Siniavskii and Daniel’ expressed in their works,
and, on the other hand, the official literary doctrine and the
accepted view on Soviet reality in official discourse. In other
words, the trial was a measure of Siniavskii’'s and Daniel’s’

autonomy from official Soviet discourse and ideology.

Apart from the direct reference to the trial against
Siniavskii and Daniel’ included in later editions of the appendix,
it is the fragmentary, incomplete report from Aleksievich’s own
trial which implicitly points to the famous transcript of the 1966
court hearings, which circulated in samizdat during and after
the trial before it was smuggled out of the Soviet Union and
published in tamizdat.3®® As the trial constitutes an iconic event
in the development of the dissident movement, this
intertextual dimension inherent in Aleksievich’s appendix
defines her own trial as a direct link to the dissident tradition in
the Soviet Union as well as pointing to the continuation of
authoritarianism in post-Soviet society and politics. Aleksievich
establishes this link by attributing the legal proceedings to the
politically sensitive, anti-canonical dimension of her
representation of the Soviet-Afghan war — not to the formal

accusations of distortion and falsification. In that sense, her

386 Ibid., p. 17. See Aleksandr Ginzburg, Belaia kniga o dele Siniavskogo i Danieli
(Frankfurt am Main: Possev-Verlag 1967).
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depiction of the legal proceedings also invokes the 1964 trial
against Brodsky, who was formally accused of social parasitism
(‘ryHespcTBO’) — a pretext for the underlying political motives
behind his trial, making him an icon of the dissident
movement.3®” This rhetoric is reinforced over time as in later
revisions of the appendix, Aleksievich includes a number of
people in the courtroom making statements criticizing precisely
the anti-canonical dimension of her depiction of the war. For
example, two unidentified women cited under the subheading

‘Voices from the courtroom’ (‘fonoca s 3ana’) say:

Kak Bbl Mor/in! Kak cmeniv 06/1MTb rpsi3bio MOTWJIbl HaLLMX Ma/IbyMKOB.
OHM [0 KOHUa BbIMOAHWAM CBOW Aonr nepes PoauHoi. [...] OHu —
repon! O COBETCKMX repoAx KpacuBble KHWUIM Hafdo MnucaTtb, a He
Aenatb M3 HUX NyleyHoe mAco. Mbl NMWIEEM MOJIOAEXKb Hallein

repouyeckom uctopum... (TS 2017, 264)

fl — yunTenb pycckoi nuTepatypbl. MHOro neT NosTopa/ia CBOMM
yyeHuKkam cnosa Kapna Mapkca: «CmepTb repoes noaobHa 3akaTy
CO/IHUQ, @ He CMepTW NIATYLLKW, NOMHYBLUEN OT HaTyrm». Yemy yuut

Balla KHura? (TS 2017, 265)

387 David M. Bethea, Joseph Brodsky and the Creation of Exile (Princeton, N.J: Princeton
University Press, 1994), p. 6. For a first-hand account of Brodsky's trial, see Efim Etkind,
Protsess Iosifa Brodskogo (London: Overseas Publications Interchange Ldt, 1988).

243



Unacceptable to the mythologized image of Soviet military
culture, Aleksievich’s representation is defined by its autonomy
from official Soviet discourse. In Bourdieu’s terms, Tsinkovye
mal’chiki is ‘misrecognized’ because it caused an outrage
among a part of the general public in Belarus and precipitated
the apparently politically motivated trial. On the other hand, it
is ‘thereby recognized’ because this instance of political
persecution made Aleksievich into a symbol of heroic resistance
to political oppression and violence. As Aleksievich makes clear
in the appendix, a number of influential individuals and
politically powerful organisations protested against the trial as
illegitimate, praising Aleksievich for her talent and courage and
upholding her as a symbol for political oppression against
writers in the post-Soviet sphere. A statement issued by Soiuz

Rossiiskikh pisatelei cited in the book reads:

Y3HaB noapobHocTH cyaebHoro aena, 3ateAsHHoOro 8 MUHCKe nNpoTms
CBeTnaHbl A/leKCMEBMY, pacLLeHMBAeM ero Kak npecnegosaHue
nucaTenbHULbl 3a AeMoKpaTiuyeckne ybexaeHna 1 nokyllueHue Ha
cBoboay TBOpYecTBa. CBeT/naHa AneKkcMeBMy 3aBoeBasa CBOMMM
NOA/IMHHO F'YMaHUCTUYECKMMU NPOUN3BEAEHUAMU, CBOMM TaNaHTOM,
CBOMM MY}KECTBOM LUMPOKYIO NOMYAAPHOCTb, yBaXkeHue B Poccun m

Apyrux ctpaHax mupa. (TS 1994, 185)
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Aleksievich also includes a statement by Russian PEN in the

appendix:

KHura «LlMHKOBbIE Ma/fbuMKN», NOCBALEHHAn adraHCKoW Tpareguu,
obowna Becb MUP WU 3acayxkuna Bceobuwee npusHaHue. Ums
CBeT/laHa A/IeKCMEBMY, €€ MYMKECTBEHHbI W YECTHbIM TanaHT
BbI3bIBAIOT Halle yBaxeHuwe. HeT HMKaKoro COMHEHWA B TOM, 4TO,
MaHUNyMpya TaK Ha3blBaeMbIM «OBOLLECTBEHHbIM MHEHUEMY,
PEeBaHLINCTCKME CUAbI NbITAKOTCA UWKTL NUCaTENEN UX BaXKHENLLero
npaBo, 3aKpenneHHoro XapTtueit HapogHoro [19Ha: npaBa Ha

cBobogHoe camoBblipaxkeHue. (TS 1994, 190)

If the construction of cultural autonomy in Tsinkovye mal’chiki
relies on the representation of the 1992-1993 trial, the 2004
edition of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso makes references to a
different form of repression that is also part and parcel of the
non-conformist Soviet literary canon, namely rejection from
publication due to the political sensitivity of a text. The
conditions of publication are as important as the contents of a
literary text for the determination of its cultural status as
autonomous. As we have seen, both Rogov and Uvarova and
Daniel’ point to the significance of the uncensored space for the

doxa of Soviet autonomous culture.®® Evgeniia Ginzburg’s

388 Daniel’, ‘Istoriia samizdata’. Rogov and Uvarova, ‘Semidesiatye.
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Krutoi marshrut (1967) may serve as an illustrative example of
the cultural value assigned to a text depending on its conditions
of publication. Written in response to Khrushchev’s
denunciation of Stalin’s cult of personality at the 22" Party
Congress, Krutoi marshrut recounts the author’s experiences of
gradual ostracization, arrest, and imprisonment during the
1937 purges. In the preface, Ginzburg presents an
interpretation of the Great Purges that is in complete
agreement with the official narrative under Khrushchev,
namely that the 1937 repressions were a result of Stalin’s
personality cult, not a historic necessity following from the

October Revolution:

Bcé 310 KOHUMNOCb. MHe 1 TbicAYaMm, KaK fl, BbINaso CHACTbe JOXKUTb
00 20 n 22 cvespos naptuu. [...] A cTapanacb BCe 3aNOMHUTbL B
HafleXae pacckasaTtb TeM XOpOoWWM AAM, TeM HaCTOoAWMM
KOMMYHUCTaM, KoTopble OyayT e, obsAsatenbHo 6yayt meHsA
cnywartb. 1 nMcana aTM 3anNMCKM Kak NUCbMO K BHYKY. MHe Kasanocb,
YTO TO/IbKO MPUMEPHO K BOCbMUAECATOMY rofly, KOra Moemy BHYKY
6yaeT ABaALATb JIET, BCE 3TO CTAaHET HAaCTO/IbKO CTapbiM, YTOObI LONTH
Ao nogen. Kak xopowo, 4to A ownbnacs! Yto B Hawei napTtuu, B
HalleW CTpaHe CHOBa LLAPWUT Be/IMKasA JIEHWHCKasa npasga. Yto yxe

cerofHAa MOXHO paccKasaTb J04AM Npasay O TOM, YTO 6bla0, YTO
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6onblue HMKoraa He 6byaetr. M BOT OHM — 3anWUCKM PAAOBOM

KOMMYHMUCTKM. XPOHMKa KynbTa AnyHocTy. 38

With this interpretation, Krutoi marshrut could have been
published officially. If published by Novyi mir or Ilunost’ (to
which Ginzburg submitted the first volume of the work), the
dimension of counter-culture and marginalisation of Krutoi
marshrut would have been much less pronounced. However,
after having considered the manuscript, Tvardovskii and the
editor of lunost’ Boris Polevoi rejected it as being too politically
sensitive; it circulated in samizdat for some time and was
printed in Frankfurt by Posev in 1967.3%° Published under these
circumstances, Krutoi marshrut was not only a historical
account but also a part of a counter-narrative written against
the master narrative of Soviet history, a narrative that passed
over the Purges in silence or at least diminished their scope and
significance. What produces the status of autonomy of the text,
then, is not only the facts and perspectives contained in it, but
also the circumstances under which it is published. Published in
tamizdat, Krutoi marshrut points to the falsity of official Soviet

historical narratives, authenticating itself in that process. The

389 Lidiia Ginzburg, Krutoi marshrut (Frankfurt: Posev, 1967), p. 7.

3%0 Dariusz Tolczyk, ‘The Uses of Vulnerability: Literature and Ideology in Evgeniia
Ginzburg's Memoir of the Gulag’, Literature & History, vol. 14, no. 1 (2005), pp. 56-74,
p. 61.
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marginalised position of the autonomous writer and the notion
of unveiled truth thus constitute a circular movement: on the
one hand, the text is rejected from publication because of the
contentious truth that it contains; on the other hand, the
contentious truth contained in the work is retrospectively
authenticated by the fact of rejection. This is the logic that
Aleksievich’s references to rejection from publication in U voiny
ne zhenskoe litso reproduces, defining this book as an
autonomous work. One of the diary excerpts in the authorial
preface to the 2007 edition makes references to the ‘silene of

journals’ and rejections from publishers:

PyKonucb JaBHO /IEXKUT Ha CToJe... Y:Ke fBa rofa s Nojyyato oTKasbl
n3 usgatenbcts. Monyat KypHanbl. lMpurosop Bcerga OA4MHaKOB:
C/MILKOM CTpallHaa BoOMHa. MHoro yKaca. Hatypanusma. Het
BeAyLen M HanpaBAAOLWEN POJAN KOMMYHUCTUYECKOW NapTuun.

OaHUM cnoBom, He Ta BoWHa... (UV 2007, 24)

This passage invokes a long tradition consisting of well-known
non-conformist writers repressed by Soviet censorship:
Bulgakov, Akhmatova, Pasternak, Shalamov, Siniavskii,
Solzhenitsyn, Evgeniia and Lidiia Ginzburg, Joseph Brodsky,
Lidiia Chukovskaia, and Vasilii Grossman, and Anatolii Rybakov,

to name only a few. Rewritten in 2004 and 2007, it is presented
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as a work distorted by censorship in Soviet time and later
restored by the author. From this point of view, it can be
compared to Solzhenitsyn’s V kruge pervom. An introductory

note to a 1978 Paris edition states that this work was

HanucaH — 1955-1958
UCKaXXEH — 1964

BoccTaHoB/IeH — 1968 3!

The restored version corresponds to the written version, which
has gone through the stage of distortion. Both the restored and
the written versions are placed in a position of diametrical
polarity vis-a-vis the distortion. The work is created by the
author in his or her isolated and inimitable subjectivity, then
distorted by the censor and later recovered by the author, who
restores the originality of his work. This structure precludes any
overlapping or interaction between the subjectivity of the
author and the agency of censorship, reproducing the

traditional binaries describing late Soviet socialism.

391 Solzhenitsyn, Sobranie sochinenii: tom 1 (Vermont; Paris: YMCA-PRESS, 1978), p. 7.
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The Notion of Continuity of Artistic Resistance in Soviet

Writing

As we have seen, the mention in Golosa utopii of the political
repression suffered by the author situates Aleksievich and her
work in an intertextuality of non-conformism where names like
Siniavskii, Solzhenitsyn, Brodsky, and Akhmatova loom large.
This intertextuality is likewise established by allusions and overt
references to a number of writers associated with the non-
conformist canon — a textual strategy that is first employed in
Zacharovannye smert’iu. Aleksievich’s previously implicit
positioning within a specific Russian and Soviet tradition of
dissidence in Tsinkovye mal’chiki becomes explicit in this book
via the references to Shalamov and Akhmatova. The concluding
part of this book echoes not only Dostoevskii’s Dnevnik pisatelia
but also Akhmatova’s Rekviem, an elegy over the suffering of
Soviet people during the Purges, which was suppressed in the
Soviet Union until 1987.3°2 Analogously to Akmatova’s work
which is introduced with the heading ‘Vmesto predisloviia’, the
concluding part of Zacharovannye smert’iu is subtitled ‘Vmesto
epiloga’ (ZS 1992, 72). Such references to Akhmatova and
Shalamov, whose remarks on the futility of the Gulag

experience is cited by Aleksievich for the first time in

392 AV Blium, Kak eto delalos’ v Leningrade: tsenzura v gody ottepeli, zastoia i
perestroiki, 1953-1991 (Saint Petersburg: Akademicheskii proekt, 2005), p. 234.
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Zacharovannye smert’iu, suggest an affinity between
Aleksievich and these writers in terms of their resistance to

Soviet oppression.

Importantly, Aleksievich invokes the notion of a
continuity in non-conformist Soviet writing here. Of course,
there is a vast difference between non-conformist writers such
as Akhmatova, Pasternak, and Mandel’shtam on the one hand,
and Shalamov, Siniavskii, and Solzhenitsyn on the other.
Akhmatova, Pasternak, and Mandel’shtam came from a pre-
revolutionary ethical and aesthetic tradition, whereas Siniavskii
articulated his literary non-conformism from the position of
corroded revolutionary optimism. Identifying as a dissident,
Siniavskii emphasised the difference between himself and what
he called the ‘pre-revolutionary heretics’: ‘guccngeHtammn mnx
Ha3BaTb HeNb3A MO TOW NPOCTOM MPUYMHE, 4YTO CBOMMM
KOPHAMW OHM CBAI3aHbl C MPOLIAbIM, C AOPEBOJIIOLNOHHbBIMM
Tpaguumamm pycckoi kynbTypbl’.3%3 However, even though the
origin of their politics and aesthetics vastly differed from that of
a disillusioned socialist like Siniavskii, Pasternak, Akhmatova,
and Mandel’shtam have been incorporated into the notion of a
broader tradition of artistic resistance and dissidence based on

retrospective identification. Vladislav Zubok has explored the

393 Andrei Siniavskii, ‘Dissidenstvo kak lichnyi opyt’, Sintaksis: publitsistika, kritika,
polemika, no. 15 (1985), pp. 131-147, p. 134.
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history of the Soviet intelligentsia from this point of view,
arguing that, even though the non-conformist intellectual
community of the post-Stalin era had a worldview that was
vastly different to that of Pasternak, its members still identified
as the spiritual heirs of Pasternak as they strove for a similar

cultural autonomy:

The young people who identified with that community had a vastly
different social background and life experience than Pasternak had,
and many of them did not share or even understand his spiritual
world. At the same time, they too were striving for intellectual and
artistic emancipation, as the dead poet had. They viewed themselves
as the descendants of the great cultural and moral tradition that
Pasternak, his protagonist Yuri Zhivago, and his cultural milieu

embodied. Thus, they were Zhivago’s children, in a spiritual sense.3%

The notion of the continuity of non-conformism is also inherent
in the idealized characterization of Soviet dissidents by
international audiences.3%> For example, in a preface to Joshua

Rubenstein’s Soviet Dissidents (1981), American journalist and

394 Zubok, Zhivago's Children, p. 20.

395 The foreign idealization of Soviet dissidence has been discussed by Komaromi and
others. Komaromi states that ‘international audiences most often thought of samizdat in
terms of political opposition and heroic dissidence: samizdat was a free channel for
communicating the truth that would bring down the Soviet empire. This idealized
characterization made a compelling Cold War political narrative, but it has little current
relevance’ (*The Material Existence of Soviet Samizdat’, p. 597).
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writer Harrison Salisbury expresses the idea of a continuity
across ‘generations’ of non-conformist Soviet and Russian
intellectuals and artists, seeing universal democratic and
humanist values as being ‘carried’ from one historical context

to the other in a way that establishes a cultural tradition:

It was the poets, the old surviving poets like Pasternak and Ehrenburg
and Berggolts, who prefigured the post-Stalin thaw. And it was the
glorious new poets, the Yevtushenkos, the Bella Akhmadulinas, the
Andrei Voznesenskys, and the Joseph Brodskys, who picked up the

call and carried it to the new generations.3%

Thus, in suggesting an affinity between her own work and that
of Akhmatova and Shalamov in terms of political and artistic
autonomy, Aleksievich reproduces the notion of a continuity of
Soviet non-conformism, which is present both in the worldview
of late Soviet intellectuals claiming artistic or political autonomy
from official Soviet discourse (as Zubok argues) as well as in the
writing of non-Soviet observers during the Cold War period (as
Salisbury’s preface demonstrates). The allusion to Akhmatova’s
Rekviem recurs in Chernobyl’skaia molitva, which also features

a short concluding section with the subtitle ‘Vmesto epiloga’

39 Joshua Rubenstein, Soviet Dissidents: Their Struggle for Human Rights (London:
Wildwood House, 1981), p. vii.

253



(CM 1997, 223). The 2004 edition of Poslednie svideteli is
introduced with almost identical wording: ‘BmecTto anurpada’
(PS 2004, 5). In the 2007 of the same book, the following phrase
introduces the work: ‘NMocnecnosua sBmecto npeaucnosua’ (PS
2007, 5). Finally, the introduction to the 2013 edition mirrors
Rekviem literally: ‘Bmecto npegucnosua’ (PS 2013, 5). We can
thus see how Aleksievich elaborates the allusion to Akhmatova
throughout the editions, citing Rekviem directly in 2013 by
using the exact same wording as Akhmatova does in the

beginning of her elegy over the Purges.

If Chernobyl’skaia molitva and the later editions of
Poslednie svideteli establish a connection to the perceived non-
conformist tradition by reference to Akhmatova, the 2007
revision of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso alludes to Mandel’stham.
This edition begins with the following epigraph, a quotation
from Mandel’shtam’s ‘Stikhi o neizvestnom soldate’:
‘MunnmoHbl  ybutbix 3ageweso / [lpotontanu Tpony B
TemHoTe...” (CM 2007, 6) Aside from the added ellipsis (which
Aleksievich uses frequently in her prose) she misquotes
Mandel’shtam’s poem on one occasion, exchanging the original
‘v pustote’ for ‘vtemnote’, perhaps unintentionally. In terms of
emphasis on cultural autonomy, this epigraph functions in the
same way as the references to Shalamov and Akhmatova in

Zacharovannye smert’iu  and Chernobyl’skaia  molitva,
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suggesting an affinity between Aleksievich and Mandel’shtam
in terms of their relation to authoritarian power. Significantly,
Mandel’shtam wrote these poems in 1937, at the height of the
Great Purges and only one year before his own death in 1938 in
a transition camp in Vladivostok. Today, these poems are
generally perceived in the Russian-speaking sphere as
communicating an anti-totalitarian message.3®’ Aleksievich’s
positioning within the official/unofficial-binary is thus
reinforced not only by references to the repression that the
author has suffered as a consequence of her writing, but also by
means of allusion and overt reference to prominent writersin a
perceived historical continuity of political and aesthetic

resistance against Soviet power.

Aleksievich’s Trajectory: Revisions of Poslednie

svideteli and U voiny ne zhenskoe litso

Aleksievich thus highlights her autonomy and accumulates
symbolic capital through a number of rhetorical devices. While
opposing her monologues to various facets of official Soviet

discourse such as newspaper fragments and political clichés,

397 Eidel’'man, David [@davidaidelman], ‘Milliony ubitykh zadeshevo’, Livejournal (9 May
2011),
https://davidaidelman.livejournal.com/1009486.html?ysclid=Ibl0Ihkr3f812509972
[accessed 12 December 2022].
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she also makes references to different form of political
repression suffered by her as a result of her non-conformist
depictions of Soviet reality, in particular legal prosecution and
rejection from publication. At the same time, Aleksievich
reproduces the notion of continuity of artistic resistance in the
Soviet context by way of allusion to writers such as Shalamov,
Akhmatova, and Mandel’shtam. These textual strategies are
first employed in 1990 in Tsinkovye mal’chiki and lastly in the
heavily revised 2004 and 2007 editions of Poslednie svideteli
and U voiny ne zhenskoe litso. Importantly, Aleksievich positions
her works in the field of Soviet autonomous culture
retrospectively, insisting on their autonomy from an official
Soviet discourse that — at the time of the publication of her
works — does not occupy the position of power and
omnipresence that it did before perestroika. Before 1990,
however, she occupies an entirely different position in the
cultural field. U voiny ne zhenskoe litso and Poslednie svideteli
first appeared in book form in 1985 and are very different to the
later revisions in terms of cultural autonomy and symbolic

capital.

A comparison of the revisions will illustrate Aleksievich’s
trajectory —a concept developed by Bourdieu that describes the
career of an author and provides an alternative to traditional

biography. Bourdieu defines trajectory as ‘the series of
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positions successively occupied by the same agent or group of
agents in successive spaces’.>®® For Bourdieu, a writing career
cannot be understood as a unique series of events linked by a
self-sufficient subject, because the author emerges as subject
through the position that he or she occupies relative to other
agents in the field of cultural production. For instance, a
trajectory may be constituted by the movement of a Symbolist
poet who turns towards the psychological novel ‘[or by] a move
from poetry to the novel of manners or to the theatre, or, still
more sharply, to cabaret or the serial’.3%° As | will demonstrate,
Aleksievich’s trajectory describes a movement from the
position of ideologically uncontroversial journalist and war
writer to that of the non-conformist writer, a change that
occurs with the perestroika. Analysing how Aleksievich
positions herself relatively to official Soviet discourse in 1985
compared to the mid-2000s when the heavily revised versions
of these books appeared will shed some light on the movement
towards autonomy in her writing career. In particular, | will
compare the patriotic rhetoric characterising the early editions
to the anti-canonical emphasis and the references to

oppression in the Soviet Union in the later ones.

398 Bourdieu, The Rules, p. 258.
399 Ipid., p. 259.
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If the 2004 edition of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso emphasizes
Aleksievich’s autonomy by pitting the monologues narrated by
women against the perceived male canon of official
representations of the war, epitomized in the figure of the
censor, then the 1985 edition is characterized by an entirely
different relationship with official Soviet culture. In this earlier
edition, female combat participation is interpreted by
Aleksievich within a markedly patriotic framework with
traditionally male assumptions about femininity. Brintlinger has
pointed out the patriarchal views that underpin Aleksievich’s

gender rhetoric in this edition:

Although Aleksievich defines her task as a woman’s task, her thesis,
which equates women with life and peace, is adopted from the
rhetoric of male veterans. Furthermore, distanced from war
participants themselves by a generation, Aleksievich generalizes the
stories she hears into binary, oppositional ways of thinking about

gender, identity, and violence.*®

Early on in the book, Aleksievich presents a conventional view

on women, posing the ‘Mother’ as the female essence:

400 Brintlinger, ‘Mothers, Father(s), Daughter’, p. 200.
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Bce, UTO Mbl 3HaEM O KEHLUMHe, Nydlle BCero BMeLLaeTca B C0BO
«munocepgue». ECTb U apyrue cnosa — CecTpa, }KeHa, Apyr U camoe
BbICOKOE — MaTb. HO pas3Be He MPUCYTCTBYET B MX COAEPKaHWUM M
MUNOCEpPAME KaK CyTb, KaK HasHa4yeHWe, KakK KOHeuyHbl cmbicn?
eHWMHa OaeT KU3Hb, MeHWUHa obeperaeT MUsHb, KeHWUHa U

YKM3Hb — CMHOHMMBbI. (UV 1985, 5)

Reaffirming this image is a statement by an interviewee who
states that it is not a women’s task to kill: ‘«He »keHckaa 3To
AonAa — ybueaTb», — CKaXKET OAHA M3 FepOUHb 3TOW KHUIW,
BMECTMB CHOAQ BECb Y¥XaC U BCH XKECTOKy HeobxoammocTb
cnyumsweroca’ (UV 1985, 5). Female as opposed to male battle
participation is thus regarded as a tragic abnormality. In the
1985 edition, this makes the fighting woman the supreme
victim of the German invasion as well as the supreme sacrifice
made for the sake of victory: ‘To 6bina Bennyaniian xepT.a,
npuHeceHHas UMM Ha antapb MNobeapl’ (UV 1985, 56-57). This
interpretation of the female frontline experience is fully
congruent with the understanding of the war effort in official

discourse as a painful but necessary sacrifice.

In contrast to the 2004 edition, in the 1985 edition, the
superior truthfulness of female accounts of the war is not
grounded in the ‘anti-canonical’ nature of women’s narratives

and recollections, but in a supposedly inherently feminine
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quality of perception. In the authorial preface, Aleksievich
reproduces a patriarchal assumption about female emotional
and visual awareness as being more sensuous and ‘passionate’
than male perception, which in Aleksievich’s rhetoric
guarantees the authenticity of the female accounts. Thus, in the
1985 edition, the male/female-binary is just as present as in the
2004 edition, but it is separated from the canonical/anti-
canonical-binary and does not constitute an integral part of a
rhetoric insisting on the artistic and political autonomy of the

text:

B oNTUKe eCTb NOHATUE «CBETOCUNA» — CNOCOBHOCTb O6EKTUBA Xy3Ke-
Nydwe 3adUKCUPOBaTb YN0BAEHHOE M306pakeHne. TaK BOT, JKeHcKan
NamATb O BOWMHE CaMan «CBETOCU/IbHAA» MO HaMNPAMKEHMUIO YyBCTB, Mo
6oan. OHa  3MOUMOHa/sbHA, OHA  CTPAcTHA,  HacbllweHa
noapo6HOCTAMM, @ MMEHHO B MOAPOBHOCTAX M obpeTaeT CBO

HenoAxynHyto cuny aokymeHt. (UV 1985, 61)

Moreover, the 1985 edition is infused with patriotic rhetoric
that is largely absent in the 2004 edition and corresponds to the
official view on the war. In a passage presenting numbers on
women fighting at the front-line, it is significant that Aleksievich
mentions that many of them belonged to the Komsomol — the
communist youth organisation — as this seems to point to the
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superior bravery of devoted communists: ‘66110 HanpaBneHo
oKoso 500 Tbicay gesywek, 13 H1x 200 Tbicay Komcomonok’ (UV
1985, 57). In the same vein, a central and explicitly stated thesis
of the 1985 edition is that the majority of female volunteers
were motivated by a sense of spontaneous patriotism.
Alekseivich cites a female veteran: ‘OHn nownu, notTomy 4TO
«Mbl U PpOANHA — AN1A Hac 3TO 6bl10 0AHO M TO Xe» (TMXOHOBMY
K.C... 3eHnTunua)’ (UV 1985, 60). Later in the book, Aleksievich
reiterates this point, granting it additional prominence: ‘Y
KaXKao0M 13 HMX Bblna cBoa Aopora Ha ¢poHT. Ho nobyxaeHue
oaHo — PoauHa. U xenaHue ogHo — cnactn Poauny’ (UV 1985,
78). Finally, the 1985 edition ends with a political passage in
which the female war experience is put forward as evidence for
the invincibility and inherently peaceful intentions of the Soviet
people, implying that a people whose women volunteered for
combat cannot be defeated, neither can it be suspected of
harbouring violent and imperialist intentions. Considering that
U voiny ne zhenskoe litso was published in 1985, six years into
the Soviet-Afghan war, this could be read as part of the official
Party Line of the time, which represented the invasion of
Afghanistan as a peacekeeping mission for the benefit of the

Afghan people:
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MoxHo au 66110 Nobedume HapPOO, HeEeHWUHA KOomopoz2o 8 camblli
maxcensili yac [...] mawuna ¢ noaa 601 u c80€20 PAHEHO20, U YYyH020
paHeHo20 condama? MoxHO au nosepums, Ymo HApPoO, HeHWUHA
Komopozo xomesa podums 0eB80YKy U eepusd, Ymo y mol 6ydem
dpyaas, He ee cyObba, Ymo smom Hapoo xoyem goliHbi? (UV 1985,

316.)

Apart from the authorial rhetoric framing the monologues in
the respective editions, U voiny ne zhenskoe litso displays
significant revisions on the level of individual monologues in
terms of its implicitly stated degree of autonomy from the
official discourse. In the revised 2004 version, Aleksievich has
expanded some monologues, including references to aspects of
Soviet reality that were politically sensitive in the late Socialist
era, such as the 1937 purges, the imprisonment of war
veterans, and the brutality of Stalin’s order no. 227, which was
intended to reinforce military morale by severely punishing any
form of retreat. In addition to the authorial rhetoric of the 2004
edition, which | discussed in the previous section of this
chapter, these references further contribute to emphasising
Aleksievich’s autonomy from the official discourse in 2004. If in
1985 U voiny ne zhenskoe litso is presented as an indictment of
the crimes committed by the fascists, then, in 2004, Aleksievich

includes testimonies which implicate the Soviet rather than
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German state, thereby presenting the book as a testimony of
acts of violence and repression committed by the Soviet
authorities — an autonomous position that Aleksievich
articulates retrospectively. One example is the interviewee
Elena Antonovna Kudina, a private and driver who does not
appear in the 1985 edition. In the 2004 edition, she makes the

following statement:

[0 BOWHbI XOAWNWU CAYXWU, 4YTO [MTNep roTOBUTCA HanacTb Ha
CoBeTcknin  Coto3, HO 3TW pPas3roBopbl CTPOro MNPECEKaUCh.
MpeceKanncb COOTBETCTBYIOLWMMM OpraHamMu... Bam fAcHO, KaKkue 3To
opraHbl? HKBJA... Ecam nogu wentanucb, TO AOMA, Ha KyxHe, a B
KOMMYHasiKax — TO/IbKO B CBOEl KOMHaTe, 33 3aKpbITbIMU ABEPAMMU.
[...] Y Hac aaps cupen B narepe Ha Konbime, mamuH 6paT, oH 6bin
eNnesHoAOPONKHUK, CTapblii KOMMYHMUCT. Ero apectoBanu Ha
paboTte... Bam scHo — KkT1o? HKBJ,... Hawero nobumoro asat. OH

MMen Harpazbl eLe ¢ rpa*kaaHcKol BolHblI... (UV 2004, 45-46)

The reference to the undeserved arrest of the interviewee’s
uncle by the NKVD undermines the idealisation of the war effort
in official narratives and retrospectively legitimises Aleksievich
as an autonomous author who exposes awkward truths about
Soviet reality that were being passed over in silence in official

discourse. Similarly, in the 2004 edition, the witness Valentina
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Pavlovna Chudaeva, a sergeant and anti-aircraft artillery
commander, states that her father was denounced in 1937: ‘Ha
Hero AoHoc 6bln B TpPUALUATb CeAbMOM FOAy, €ro XoTenu
okneseTaTtb. Coenatb M3 Hero Bpara Hapoaa. Hy, 3Tu cTpawHbie
CTaNIMHCKMe yncTku...” (UV 2004, 110) In the 2007 edition, the
interviewee adds: ‘ExoBLMHa... Kak cka3an ToBapuuy CTanuH,
nec pybar, wenku netar (UV 2007, 128). Her father is a Civil
War veteran, and the juxtaposition of his military record and
the denunciation highlights the arbitrary nature of repression
under Stalin, recalling well-known autonomous works by

writers such as Ginzburg, Solzhenitsyn, and Shalamov.

In the following chapter, Aleksievich discusses the letters
that she has received from female veterans around the country.
In the 2004 edition, one particular letter catches her attention,
a letter that the 1985 edition does not mention: “"Mon my,
KaBanep opgeHos Cnasbl, NOCNe BOWHbI MOAYYUN AECATb NeT
narepeii. Tak poauHa BcTpedana nobeautenen’ (UV 2004, 121).
In 2007, this letter writer is more emphatic in her rhetoric,
sounding angrier and more embittered: '"Moin My, KaBanep
opaeHoB Cnasbl, Nocne BOWHbI MONYYUN OECATb /IET Narepen...
Tak poauHa BcTpeyasna cBoux repoes. [Mobeautenen!’ (UV
2007, 139). This ironic and embittered remark undercuts the

propagandistic rhetoric in official representations of the war
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and reminds the reader of the period of heightened political

terror following the victory over Nazi Germany.

Albina Aleksandrovna Gantimurova, a sergeant major and
scout, recalls Stalin’s order no. 227, which was issued in 1942
and decreed that any retreat was to be treated as an act of
treason and a capital offence. In 1985, Gantimurova soberly
states: ‘3TOT npwukas cpa3y caenan M3 meHa B3pocayw’ (UV
1985, 87). Gantimurova here implicitly justifies the decree and
testifies to its edifying effect on herself personally. In 2004, by
contrast, she explicitly mentions the executions of Red Army
soldiers carried out in the battlefield, implicitly criticizing
Stalin’s decree for its disregard for human life: ‘U 6bin npukas
3a HOMEpPOM A,BECTM ABaALLATb CEMb — HU Wary Hasag! CTynuwb
aTOT War — paccrpen! C3aam 3a HamM WK 3arpagoTpasgbl. OHK
ctpensnn...” (UV 2004, 57) In 2007, this criticism is more overt
as Gantimurova graphically describes the execution of a young
soldier sentenced to death in accordance with Stalin’s order:
‘CTOUT Ha KoneHAXx monogon conaar. [...] Ymonsaet, utobbl ero
He paccTpennBanu, AOMa Yy Hero ogHa mama. HauumHaet
nnakatb. M TyT e ero — npaAamo B nob’ (UV 2007, 80).
Gantimurova then offers an explicit interpretation of this event,
connecting it to the ruthlessness of Soviet military policies: ‘Oa,
Mbl nobeannu, Ho Kakoi ueHoi! Kakon ctpawHoi ueHon!” (UV

2007, 80)
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Furthermore, on her way to Moscow to interview another
female combatant, Aleksievich starts talking to two male
veterans who are seated in the same train compartment. One
of them recalls a young girl whose family was repressed during
the Purges and who joined the partisans during the war:
‘XoTtena pokaszaTtb... Bcex Harpaxganu, a ee HU pasy. Meganu
He O4ann, NoTOMy YTO poauTenn —Bparu Hapoga’ (UV 2004, 81).
Born into a family branded ‘enemies of the people’, the
anonymous girl volunteers because of a desire to redeem her
family history, which clearly contrasts with the patriotic impulse
motivating many female combatants and is all the more tragic
as her efforts to restore herself as an accepted member of
Soviet society are unsuccessful. Three pages later, the author

gives a sweeping summary of the ensuing conversation:

Tema pas3roBopa MNOBOpaYMBaeT B APYrytd CTOPOHY — FOBOPAT O
CTanuHe, YHUUYTOXKMBLUEM Nepes, BOMHOM Nyylive KOMAHAMPCKMeE
KaZpbl, BOEHHYIO 31MTy. O }KECTOKOW KONEKTUBM3ALUN M TPUALATb
ceabMom roge. Jlarepsax u ccbikax. O Tom, yto 6e3 TpuauaTtb
cefibMoro, MoeT bbITb, He 6b110 6bl M COPOK NepBoro. He oTcTynanm
6bl 4o Mocksbl. Ho nocne BoliHbI 3abblin 06 3TOM. Bece 3acnoHuna

nobeaa. (UV 2004, 84)

Between 1985 and 2004, the conversation has been

significantly rewritten and, in the earlier edition, the passage
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cited above does not appear. In 2004, Aleksievich thus makes a
connection between the 1937 purges and the catastrophic
defeats suffered by the Red Army at the beginning of the war,
suggesting that if it was not for the decimation of the military
elite in 1937, the country would have been able to repel the
attack, thus blaming Stalin for the initial military defeats.

A comparative analysis of the 1985 and the 2004 and
2007 editions of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso thus shows that these
editions are positioned very differently in terms of their
relationship with official Soviet discourse. The later editions are
retrospectively located in the field of autonomous Soviet
culture; firstly, by virtue of the authorial preface pitting the
monologues against the ‘male’ canon (as discussed in the
previous section); secondly, through its references to politically
sensitive aspects of Soviet reality, presenting an indictment of
Soviet violence which recalls autonomous works such as
Arkhipelag Gulag, Kolymskie rasskazy, and Krutoi marshrut.
Even though the 1985 edition is characterised by an ambition
to remedy the cultural marginalisation of the female frontline
experience (similarly to the 2004 and 2007 editions), it does not
display any objection to the Soviet war canon or to official
Soviet discourse in general. It does not assert any significant
degree of autonomy and does not rely on symbolic capital for

its legitimacy and authenticity, employing instead a patriotic
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rhetoric congruent with official representations of the war. The
changed political emphasis in the 2004 and 2007 versions thus
enables Aleksievich to reposition herself against the Soviet

regime and construct the public image of a Soviet dissident.

While the 2007 edition of Poslednie svideteli is framed by an
epigraph defining the monologues negatively in relation to
official Soviet historiography of the Second World War, thereby
insisting on the autonomy of Aleksievich’s representation, the
1985 edition is presented as an ideologically conformist
indictment of the crimes of German fascism. A commemoration
of the victims of war, the 1985 edition of Poslednie svideteli is
mainly concerned with showing the ‘horrors of war’, a war that
appears even more gruesome in the light of the death and
suffering of children. Interestingly, the 1985 edition is subtitled
‘sto nedetskikh rasskazov’, mirroring the negation in U voiny ne
zhenskoe litso. Just as women are presented as the supreme
victims of the war (as well as the supreme sacrifice placed on
the altar of Victory), children are elevated to this position in
Poslednie svideteli. In the five page long authorial preface in the

1985 edition of the book, Aleksievich rhetorically asks:

YTO ecTb y HaC AOPOKe HalLUX aeTein?
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YT0 ecTb fopoxke y ntoboro Haposa?
Y noboii matepu?

Y noboro otua? (PS 1985, 3)

The contemporary relevance of the witness-accounts collected
from children is then explicitly impressed. Clearly referring to

the Cold War, Aleksievich continues:

JonxkHbl pacckasaTb! MoToMy 4TOo M celiyac rge-To Toxe pByTCA
60Mbbl, CBUCTAT MY/, PACCbINAtOTCA OT CHapPAAA Ha KPOLLKM, Ha MNbiNb
M OOMa ropaT AeTCKMe KpoBaTKW. [1oTOMy 4TO cerofHA Komy-To
xoyeTca yKe 60sblen BOMHbI, BCEIEHCKOWM XMPOCUMbI, 06 aTOMHOM
OrHe KOTOPOM AeTu Ucnapsanunch bbl, Kak Kanau BoAbl, 3acbixanu 6bl,

KaK cTpallHble useTbl. (PS 1985, 3)

Aleksievich does not specify the military threat in geopolitical
terms, but it is significant that the bombing of Hiroshima — her
historical paradigm of all-encompassing military destruction —
was executed by the Americans. This seems to point to USA and
not the Soviet Union as the aggressor in the nuclear arms race
of the Cold War. Likewise, both the witness-accounts and the
authorial preface carry patriotic overtones in the 1985 edition,

in  which the author states: ‘Mo)HO cnpocuTb, u4TO
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reponyecKoro B Tom, 4Tobbl B NATb — AECATb 1IET NPONTK Yepes
BoMHy?’ (PS 1985, 3) Aleksievich answers her own question with
an emphatic exclamation: ‘MHoroe!” (PS 1985, 4) Several
monologues testify to the children’s unbending will to resist the
German invaders and their wish to participate in the frontline
fighting, instances that correspond to the patriotic rhetoric in
official interpretations. Citing a number of interviewees in the
authorial remarks, Aleksievich singles these out, emphasising
their importance for the overall understanding of the war and

establishing an important thematic concern:

«...boanca, uto BoMHa 6e3 meHA KoHYMTCcA. A OHa bblna TaKaA
ANIMHHAA: Havanacb — A BCTYNWA B MUOHEPbIl, KOHYMAACh — YyKe

Komcomoneuy (Kocta Unbkesuu — 10 neT). (PS 1985, 4)

«*anena ToNbKO 06 OAHOM: 4YTO A He ycnena BblPaCTh KU CTaTb

netunuein» (Knapa MoHuaposa — 14 ner). (PS 1988, 231)40!

An illustrative example of this attitude of naive but admirable
resistance is a monologue titled ‘1 potselovala v uchebnike vse
portrety’ narrated by Zina Shimanskaia. This monologue is
entirely centred on juvenile patriotism. Zina tells the

interviewer about her and her peers’ enthusiasm at the news of

401 The 1988 edition contains very slight alterations to the 1985 edition and is
characterized by the same patriotic perspective.
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the outbreak of the war and about her unsuccessful attempt to
run away from home to join the fighting at the frontline. The
adult Zina clearly recognises the childlike naivety of this attempt
and of her enthusiasm about the war, adding to the recollection
a remark to this effect, which is followed by ellipsis indicating
both emotional distance and pensiveness: ‘Bce roBopsT:
«BorHal» Mbl: «Ypal» Oetun...” (PS, 1985, 19) But the patriotic
impulse is not presented in a negative light in 1985. From an
ideological point of view, Zina’s bravery is exemplary, and it is
essentially left unchallenged by the witness some forty years

later.

In the 2004 version of the same monologue, Aleksievich
renders this childlike heroism in a much more ambiguous way.
In this version, to use Spitzer’s term, there is a greater rift
between ‘narrating I’ and ‘narrated I’, that is, between Zina the
child (who is eleven at the time of the narrated events) and Zina
the narrator (who must be in her forties at the time of the
interview).%%2 As Genette notes, these two instances of the act
of narration are ‘separated [..] by a difference in age and
experience that authorizes the former to treat the latter with

[...] superiority’.*%3 To the ‘narrated I’ belongs the ‘voice of error

402 Gerard Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method (Oxford: Blackwell, 1980),
p. 252.
403 Thid.
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and tribulation’; to the ‘narrating I’ belongs the ‘voice of
understanding and wisdom’.*%* In the 2004 edition, this
dynamic is established from the outset as Aleksievich uses an
extended version of the interview in which Zina states: ‘A
ornAAbIBatOCh Ha3ag ¢ yabloKoi... C yausneHmem. Heyxenu ato
6bi10 ¢ mHoM?’ (PS 2004, 28) The narrated I's romantic and
patriotic enthusiasm at the outbreak of the war remains the
same as in the 1985 edition: "'BoiHa!" Bce geTtu: "Yp-pal!™ (PS
2004, 28) But the irrationality and naivety of this military ardour
is emphasised further in 2004. In 1985, the narrating | simply
states: ‘Oetn...” (PS 1985, 19). In 2004, recalling the attempt to
run away from home to join the front-line fighting, the narrating
I now assesses this as an absurdity: ‘Mol o0 [BoliHe] meuTanu, mbl
6blnn aetn ceoero BpemeHu. Xopowwue aetn’ (PS 2004, 28). In
2007, Aleksievich adds an exclamation mark to Zina’'s
statement: ‘mbl 6b1an geT cBoero BpemeHu. Xopowmne aetn!’
(PS 2007, 31) The irony of the exclamation mark accentuates
the absurdity of an ethical perspective according to which
children who feel enthusiasm at the news of war are ‘good’. The
narrated I’s patriotism is thus moderated and made ambiguous
by the narrating I's retrospective evaluation, which, as a result

of Aleksievichs’ selection, is absent in the 1985 version.

404 Tpid., p. 253.
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The 1985 and the 2004/2007 versions also differ in
terms of content. The final scene of Zina’s monologue depicts
an episode in her school. It is the first class held after the
invasion. The teacher is the same one who taught Zina and her
and her classmates before the occupation. Now the teacher’s
rhetoric has changed radically as she criticises the Soviet state,
something that Aleksievich includes in all editions: ‘[oHa] cTana
rosoputb npotmns CoseTtckol Bnactu’ (PS 1985, 19, PS 2004, 29,
PS 2007, 31). Inthe 1985 version, however, Zina openly protests
against the schoolteacher’s anti-Soviet rhetoric: ‘A Bctana u
CKasana: «bonblue B TakoM WKOJE yunuTbea He byay»’ (PS 1985,
19). This spontaneous, ideologically motivated defiance clearly
qualifies as an edifying, patriotic act. In the 2004 and 2007
editions, by contrast, Zina only says this quietly to herself: ‘A
CKasana cebe: yunmTbCcs B TaKOM WKone bonbwe He byay’ (PS
2004, 29, PS 2007, 31). While in the 1985 edition Zina defiantly
leaves the class room — ‘U ywna...” —, in the later editions, she
merely goes back home, presumably after sitting the class out:
‘NMpuwna gomort 1 nouenosana B yyebHUKe Bce nopTpeTsl...
(PS 1985, 19, PS 2004, 29, PS 2007, 31). If in 1985 Zina's feelings
are acted out in a way that is exemplary from the point of view
of official Soviet ideology, a commendable act of patriotic
defiance, then, in 2004 and 2007, her feelings are quiet and

toned down. In the context of the narrating I's retrospective

273



evaluation of her now near-incomprehensible enthusiasm
about the war, the kissing of the portraits in the textbook, too,

becomes questionable and ambiguous.

Whereas the 2004 and 2007 editions of Poslednie
svideteli insist on their autonomy from official culture by pitting
the monologues against the socialist narrative of the war, the
1985 version is an ideologically conformist indictment of
fascism, located outside the field of Soviet cultural autonomy.
On the level of individual monologues, the earlier edition
reproduces patriotic rhetoric in official commemoration of the
war, providing in Zina’s monologue an edifying example of
admirable resistance against the invading forces. The
differences between the versions can be observed both on the
level of retrospective evaluation and content. In the 2004 and
2007 editions, the gap between narrating and narrated | is
much more accentuated, rendering Zina's patriotic feelings
ambiguous, and the act of ideologically motivated defiance has

been transformed into silent contemplation.

Aleksievich’s Trajectory

The comparisons of the Soviet and post-Soviet editions of U
voiny ne zhenskoe litso and Poslednie svideteli allow us to draw

some conclusions about Aleksievich’s trajectory. As we have
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seen, the 1985 editions of these books do not display any
noteworthy objection to the Soviet war canon or to Soviet
historiography, reproducing instead a rhetoric that s
compatible with the official discourse on the Second World
War. Tsinkovye mal’chiki (1990) is thus the first work that
Aleksievich locates in the field of autonomous Soviet culture,
presenting it as a counter-narrative to the official discourse on
the war. This insistence on cultural autonomy and accumulation
of symbolic capital continues in Aleksievich’s writing career
through the 1990s with Zacharovannye smert’iu (1994),
Chernobyl’skaia molitva (1997) and the significantly rewritten
version of Poslednie svideteli (2004), culminating in the same
year with the publication of the heavily revised version of U
voiny ne zhenskoe litso. Importantly, Aleksievich positions
herself as an autonomous Soviet writer retrospectively, firstly
by constructing counter-narratives to the official discourse after
the breakdown of this discourse (Tsinkovye mal’chiki and
Chernobyl!’skaia molitva), and, secondly, by presenting the 2004
edition of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso as a work distorted by
censorship in Soviet time and later restored by the author.
While Aleksievich relies on a broad intertextuality including
such authors as Mandel’'shtam, Akhmatova, Shalamov,

Solzhenitsyn, Siniavskii, and Dovlatov, she also draws on the
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notion of continuity in non-conformist Soviet culture as well as

on a doxa of Soviet autonomous culture.

Aleksievich’s trajectory can thus be described as a
movement from the field of power to the field of autonomy,
from the position of mainstream war writer to the position of
an autonomous author who discloses the awkward truths
ignored by the Soviet regime, employing a poetics diametrically
opposed to that of official culture. This opposition is most
explicitly articulated in the ‘Conversation with the censor’ in the
2004 edition of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso, which presents
Aleksievich’s aesthetics as utterly separate from and
fundamentally disagreeing with that of the censor. In other
words, Aleksievich reproduces the dichotomies describing late
Soviet socialism, framing her representations in terms of
repression vs. resistance, lie vs. truth, public vs. private,
totalitarian language vs. counter-language, official vs. unofficial.
Whereas she insists on the absolute stability of these binary
oppositions in her works, her trajectory demonstrates the very
opposite — that the boundaries between them are in fact fluid

and unstable.

This interpretation of her trajectory is supported by the
fact that Aleksievich developed her form and themes as a Soviet

journalist. Criticism of the Soviet system was not necessarily
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incompatible with the official press, which allowed for certain
leeway as Aleksievich highlighted societal issues such as
medical negligence in her pieces for Sel’skaia gazeta. Likewise,
the notion of the ‘ordinary person’, which Aleksievich’s opposes
to the censor’s ‘grand ideas’ in U voiny ne zhenskoe litso, was
an integral part of the thematic focus in this newspaper.
Moreover, in the mid-1980s, Aleksievich received a number of
domestic literary awards, which further testifies to her deep
involvement with the official Soviet literary establishment:
NlntepatypHaa npemna um. Hukonaa Octposckoro, CCCP
(1984); NutepatypHasa npemua um. KoHctaHTMHa PegmHa, CCCP
(1985); BcecotosHaa npemus JleHUHckoro Komcomona, CCCP
(1986).49> Additionally, even though there is no documentary
proof, a number of sources suggest that Aleksievich was
granted membership of the Union of Soviet Writers in 1983,
which would be consistent with her integration into the official

Soviet cultural establishment otherwise.4%

405 'Premiia mira Soiuza’.

406 *‘Memoriia. Svetlana Aleksievich’, Dzen (31 May 2019),
https://dzen.ru/media/politru/memoriia-svetlana-aleksievich-5cf0e7eff1195f24¢c5d69292
[accessed 13 December 2022]; Natal’ia Mikhailova, ‘Ispytanie Nobelem: Svetlana
Aleksievich i ee «mnogogolosoe tvorchestvo»’, Ulpressa (19 October 2015),
https://ulpressa.ru/2015/10/19/svetlana-zamlelova-ispyitanie-nobelem-svetlana-
aleksievich-i-ee-mnogogolosnoe-tvorchestvo/ [accessed 13 December 2022]. These
online biographies are generally accurate, correctly listing details of Aleksievich’s
education, places of work, and literary prizes. Moreover, an employee of the Russian
State Archive of Literature and Art (RGALI) stated to me that (s)he knew that
Aleksievich was admitted to the Union of Writers in 1983. However, the RGALI archives
only hold records of Union members who died or were excluded between 1934 and 1992,
meaning that there is no documentary proof.
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Paratext and Epitext

When examining the construction of autonomy in Aleksievich’s
works, paratexts and epitexts are particularly relevant. The
efficiency of Aleksievich’s retrospective positioning as an author
in the Soviet dissident tradition is reflected in and reinforced by
her recognition within a particular sphere, which is in turn
defined by the shared doxa. In other words, the measure of her
successful positioning is defined by her attempts to shape and
control the reception of her work. When examining
Aleksievich’s ideological and artistic autonomy, therefore,
sources such as reviews and biographical pieces on the author
are important to take into account. These texts, external to her
works, not only reflect the symbolic capital accumulated by
Aleksievich but also ascribe additional symbolic capital to her by
reproducing the image of her as a symbol of resistance and
dissidence. Inviting audiences outside of Belarus and Russia to
approach Golosa utopii as the work of a dissident writer, these
paratexts are crucial in establishing expectations for

Aleksievich’s readers.

Genette defines the paratext as ‘those liminal devices
and conventions that [...] that mediate the book to the reader’,

including titles and subtitles, dedications, epigraphs, forewords,
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afterwords, and notes.?®” For Genette, these sources have
crucial importance for the significance of a work of literature as
they do not only present it ‘in the usual sense of this verb but
also in the strongest sense: to make present, to ensure the
text’s presence in the world, its “reception” and consumption
[...] in the form of a book’.4%® An epitext is a subcategory of the
paratext and denotes ‘any paratextual element not materially
appended to the text within the same volume’, for example an
interview with the author.%%® Biographical information about
the author presented on the cover of a book would be a
paratext, then, whereas the same information would be

considered a part of the epitext if presented on a website.

For example, BBC journalist Alexander Kan describes
Aleksievich as ‘[a] political dissident and opponent of the
regime’.*® Writing in The Telegraph, Evans describes
Aleksievich as ‘a dissident of the Soviet and post-Soviet era’ and
a biographical note published on the Nobel Prize website states

that Aleksievich prior to 1985 ‘already had a reputation of being

a dissident journalist with anti-Soviet sentiments’.*!! In the

407 Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1997), p. xviii.

408 1bid., p. 1.

409 Thid., p. 344.

410 Alexander Kan, ‘Svetlana Alexievich: Exposing stark Soviet realities’, BBC (8 October
2015), https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-34478536 [accessed 13 December
2022].

411 Evans, ‘Svetlana Alexievich's Nobel Win’; ‘Svetlana Alexievich - Biographical’,
NobelPrize.org (8 October 2015),
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English translation of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso published by
Penguin Books in 2018, an introductory presentation of the
author states: ‘Svetlana Alexievich was born in lvano-Frankivsk
in 1948 and has spent most of her life in the Soviet Union and
present-day Belarus, with prolonged periods of exile in Western
Europe’.*'?2 This statement is representative of how the period
Aleksievich spent in France, Germany, ltaly, and Sweden
between 2000 and 2011 is interpreted in Anglophone public
discourse, as a number of other sources likewise present this
period as an ‘exile’.*!3 In the context of Soviet literature, the use
of this term brings to mind Brodsky (deported from the USSR in
1972) and Solzhenitsyn (deported in 1974) and implicitly aligns
Aleksievich with these writers in terms of their relationship with
authoritarian power. This rhetoric which implicitly places
Aleksievich side by side with famous figures of Soviet
autonomous culture, grants her additional symbolic capital
according to the doxa of autonomous Soviet culture and draws
on familiar tropes of cold war rhetoric which are easy to decode
for Western audiences. Interestingly, however, although

Aleksievich does not describe this period of her life in the same

https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/2015/alexievich/biographical/ [accessed 13
December 2022].

412 Aleksievich, The Unwomanly Face of War (London: Penguin Books, 2018), p. iii.

413 See, for instance, ‘Svetlana Alexievich on the Condition for Writers and Artists in
Exile’ [interview with Svetlana Aleksievich for International Cities of Refuge Network],
Icorn.org (14 December 2015), https://www.icorn.org/article/svetlana-alexievich-
condition-writers-and-artists-exile [accessed 06 December 2022].
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terms, refraining from using such loaded words as ‘izgnanie’ or
‘deportatsiia’, her experience during this time resonates again
with the Cold War rhetoric which is still prevalent in the

Western publishing industry.

Aleksievich’s publishing history is interpreted according
to a similar logic as her ‘exile’. According to the aforementioned
Nobel Prize biography as well as a brief biography produced in
connection to the 2013 Friedenspreis des Deutschen
Buchhandels, U voiny ne zhenskoe litso remained unpublished
under Andropov and Chernenko for political reasons and was
passed by censorship only with GorbacheVv’s liberal reforms.
The biography which was published on the occasion of the

award of the Friedenspreis des Deutschen Buchhandels states:

B xoZe nocnenoBaBLUMX ABYXNETHUX Pa3bupaTenbCTB C LEH3YPHbIM
annapaTtom OTHOCUTENIbHO Nyb6/MKauMM  KHUMM  NUcaTelbHULY
ynpekain B TOM, YTO OHa «MapaeT 4ecTb repoeB BenuKkown
OTeyecTBEHHOM BOMHbI», @ OOBUHEHUA B «aHTUKOMMYHUCTUYECKMX
B3rn1A4ax» NPMBENN K YBONIbHEHUIO C paboTbl. M3aaHne KHUMK cTano
BO3MOHbIM JINWb C Hayasiom nepecTpoiku. B 1985 rogy ... oHa

BbIXOAUT 0AHOBpeMeHHo B Mockse 1 MuHcke. 4

414 'Premiia mira Soiuza’.
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The Nobel Prize biography presents an identical narrative:

In 1983 she completed her book The Unwomanly Face of War. For
two years it was sitting at a publishing house but was not published.
Alexievich was accused of pacifism, naturalism and de-glorification of
the heroic Soviet woman .. But new times came with Mikhail
Gorbachev’s ascent to power and the start of perestroika. In 1985 The

Unwomanly Face of War came out simultaneously in Minsk and in

Moscow.*?

This presentation of Aleksievich’s first two books places them in
a position similar to that of samizdat works repressed until
perestroika and implicitly aligns Aleksievich with iconic figures
of Soviet autonomous culture, for example Akhmatova (whose
Rekviem was not published in the Soviet Union until 1987) and
Solzhenitsyn (whose Arkhipelag Gulag was published in the
Soviet Union only in 1989). Drawing on the references to
rejection from publication in the authorial preface to the later
editions of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso, these biographical sources
present Aleksievich’s debut as the direct result of Gorbachev’s
liberal reforms, even though her first work was published in

Soviet journals the year before and despite the fact that 1985

415 'Svetlana Alexievich - Biographical’.
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did not see any significant changes in official policies on

censorship, as Blium and Ermolaev have noted. 41

In Bourdieu’s terminology, there is a coincidence
between the rhetoric in Aleksievich’s later works and the
expectations of the reading audience in the non-Russophone
space, which is much more receptive to the notion of artistic
and political autonomy that Aleksievich represents. This gives
us an idea of Aleksievich’s intended audience after 1990.
Biographical sources originating outside the post-Soviet sphere
in countries such as the UK, France, Germany, and Sweden tend
to locate Aleksievich definitively in the field of Soviet autonomy
without taking chronological and historical nuances into
account, thereby maintaining and reproducing the notion of a
stable binary of official and unofficial Soviet culture. Although
Aleksievich does not refer to herself explicitly as a ‘dissident’ or
to her eleven years in Western Europe as an ‘exile’, the
authorial rhetoric in her later works clearly invites and

encourages these readings of her public image.

There is an important ethical aspect to deconstructive studies

scrutinizing unofficial Soviet culture. To see the attempts by

416 Blium, p. 230. Herman Ermolaev, Censorship in Soviet Literature 1917-1991
(Lanham, Md: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers INC, 1997), p. 223-260.

283



writers and artists to conquer a space of cultural autonomy in a
totalitarian or authoritarian society purely in terms of rhetoric
and textual strategies runs the risk of diminishing the horrors of
the reality in which they lived and worked. Komaromi addresses
this issue in her analysis of the unofficial field of late Soviet
culture, stating that her aim is ‘not simply to expose particular
unofficial ideologies as somehow false’.*!” Similarly, when
Alexandra Harrington examines Akhmatova’s proclivity for
theatricality and conscious creation of a biographical legend,

she emphasises that her study is

in no way intended to diminish or deny the horrors of twentieth-
century Russian history or, indeed, the disasters and privations that
Akhmatova personally witnessed and experienced. The position in
which she found herself for much of her career as poet — faced with
a choice between silence and spiritual betrayal — is a genuinely tragic
dilemma [...] However, as Robert Heilman remarks in his classic study
of tragedy and melodrama, even ‘the most determined partisan of

tragedy could not deny that melodrama is inevitable’. 18

Harrington thus balances ethical and intellectual imperatives,

stressing that the conscious authorial construction of a

417 Komaromi, ‘The Unoffical Field’, p. 606.
418 Harrington, ‘Anna Akhmatova's’, p. 460.
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melodramatic public image does not diminish the privations
suffered by the author. Similarly, we cannot deny the difficulties
Aleksievich must have faced during her writing career,
negotiating the political restrictions inherent in late Soviet
socialism with her own creativity. However, neither can we
accept her dissident persona at face value. In order to arrive at
an understanding of her cultural autonomy that reflects the
complexity of her writing career, we must analyse the rhetoric
characterizing this persona and the unspoken assumptions

underpinning it.

From the publication of Tsinkovye mal’chiki in 1990,
Aleksievich’s representations suggest an absolute separation
between official and unofficial in Soviet culture, although the
reality of her writing career points to the opposite, namely the
instability of such binaries. Particularly illuminating in this
regard is Aleksievich’s rhetoric in the later editions of U voiny ne
zhenskoe litso, positing the ‘grand ideas’ of Soviet ideology to
the experiences of the ‘ordinary person’, thus insisting on the
opposition between official propagandistic representations of
the war and the stories told by typical Soviet citizens —
supposedly an inherently subversive element. However, as the
previous chapter exploring Aleksievich’s journalistic writings
demonstrates, the insistence on the importance to depict

‘ordinary’ people was an integral part of official Soviet
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discourse. Originally developed in an official journalistic
context, then, Aleksievich’s has transferred the notion of the
ordinary person into her own work, rhetorically locating it in the

field of autonomy after 1990.

Successfully and consciously positioning herself in the
Western European sphere as a non-conformist writer,
Aleksievich has created a persona that excludes important
aspects of her writing career, such as her journalistic
background and the ideological conformism of the first editions
of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso and Poslednie svideteli. Especially
illuminating in terms of her conscious construction of an
authorial persona is the reference to rejection from publication
in the 2004 edition of U voiny ne zhenskoe litso, claiming that
Soviet literary journals showed no interest in publishing this
work, which, in fact, appeared in the February issue of Okt’iabr
and the September issue of Neman in 1984. At the same time,
as my analysis of the paratexts and epitexts has shown, cultural
agents in the non-Russian sphere reproduce the simplified
binaries in their reception of Aleksievich in even more extreme
form than Aleksievich does herself, labelling her a ‘Soviet’
dissident and interpreting her stay in Germany, France, Italy and
Sweden between 2000 and 2011 as an ‘exile’. We can therefore
conclude that even though Aleksievich’s self-presentation lends

itself to such interpretations, there is a degree of appropriation
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in the reception of her as a public figure and of her translated

works.

It is in the light of the increasing authoritarianism in the
post-Soviet sphere that Aleksievich’s retrospective positioning
must be understood. Repeatedly pointing to a ‘return’ of Soviet
authoritarianism in Russia and Belarus of today, equating Putin
with Stalin and Sergei Shoigu, the Russian Minister of Defence,
with Lavrentii Beria, Aleksievich frames her writing and her
public persona in a way that renders it relevant to
contemporary politics.**® Revising her work in accordance with
growing authoritarian tendencies in the post-Soviet sphere,
Aleksievich is pointing to the continuities between the Soviet
Union and the Putin regime. Her insistence on her own
victimhood as a non-conformist writer occupying a position of
irreconcilable disagreement vis-a-vis Soviet power can be read
as an ongoing indictment of Russia’s authoritarian regimes past
and present. Her later works are thus deeply informed by

political imperatives — writing as an act of resistance.

419 See, for instance, ‘Belarus's Svetlana Alexievich On Receiving Nobel Prize’ [interview
with Aleksievich for Radio Free Europe], Youtube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vm1GLOKITyA [accessed 26 January 2022].

287



Chapter Four: Representing Other People -

Authorial Agency in Golosa utopii

The claim to represent other people is an integral part of the
implicit truth-claims in Golosa utopii. As Aleksievich has made
clear on numerous occasions, it is her ambition to represent a
variety of personal ‘truths’ in her writing with a multitude of
people expressing their own points of view on Soviet reality. For
instance, in an interview with Belarusian journalist Dmitrii
Gordon, Aleksievich stated: ‘Hukorga A He BbicTynaw
3/INTUCTCKUM cyabei. ITO Kak y JloCTOEBCKOro — KasKAabli
KpuumTt cBoto npasay. A npocto cobupato Bpema. OHO
pasHoe’.*? Coupled with her frequently recurring allusions to
Dostoevskii, this desire to reflect a diversity of opinions in her
books has caused publishers and reviewers to refer to her works
as ‘polyphonic’ — a description that was cemented with the
Nobel Committee’s citation, which read: ‘for her polyphonic

writings, a monument to suffering and courage in our time’.42?

Accordingly, Golosa utopii is frequently received as a
body of works which allows historical eyewitnesses to ‘speak for

themselves’. In a review of Julia and Robin Whitby’s translation

420 Gordon, ‘Aleksievich. Zhivotnoe Lukashensko’.

421'The Nobel Prize in Literature 2015’, NobelPrize.org (8 October 2015).
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/2015/summary/ [accessed 15 December
2022].
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of Tsinkovye mal’chiki in the Los Angeles Times, author and
critic David Ulin presented Aleksievich as a writer who ‘gives
voice to the voiceless’.*?? Similarly, essayist and reviewer John
Palattella sees Aleksievich as a figure who addresses the
cultural marginalization of the narratives of socially
disadvantaged people: ‘at a time when populism is in vogue,
and populist politicians claim to speak for “the people”,
Alexievich goes in the opposite direction: People should be
allowed to speak freely for themselves. We need to read her,

and listen to them, in all their variety’.#%3

In the Russian-speaking sphere, however, female
veterans have reacted to the depiction of women at war in
Tsinkovye mal’chiki, claiming that Aleksievich’s representation
is tendentious and subjective. Responding to this book in 2008,
Alla Smolina, who served three years in Afghanistan, started a
blog expressing that Aleksievich’s representation of female
military staff was inaccurate and offending. Although never
interviewed by her, Smolina feels compelled to refute what she
sees as Aleksievich’s deceitful depiction of the war and titled

her blog ‘rHeBHbI oTBeT-moHONOr b6enopycke CseTnaHe

422 David L. Ulin, ‘Review: Svetlana Alexievich’s Zinky Boys Gives Voice to the Voiceless’,
Los Angeles Times (3 Dec 2015).
423 John Palattella, ‘Svetlana Alexievich’s Voices’, The Nation (6 July 2016).
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AnekcueBMd, JKMBO  onucaslen cobbiTua  adraHcKom

BOMHbI’.A%4

In previous research on Golosa utopii, several scholars
have pointed out that Aleksievich’s authorial absence is
primarily a rhetorical device. Sivakova, for instance, notes:
‘BNeyaT/ieHMe, CBA3aHHOE C ouyuweHnem ero [aBTopal
OTCYTCTBMA, coBeplieHHO obmaHumeo’.*?> On the one hand,
Sivakova maintains, the author absents herself in order to give
way for the interviewees and the facts: ‘yctynaletr] mecto
repoam un pakram’.4?6 On the other hand, the author organises
the text, selecting and arranging the material and putting her
stamp on it: ‘lokymeHT He y6uBaeT TBOpuYeckoe «a»’ 4%’

Therefore, Sivakova suggests:

Ka)KAbIﬁ o6pa3, KaXkaylo petanb B KHUrax Anekcuesuny
HEO6XOAMMO paccmaTpunBaTb B ABYX LEHHOCTHbIX aCneKTax: B
acneKkTe XWU3HU repoAd, ONnA KOTOPOro nepexuntble cobbITnA

onpegennnn BCHO €ro p,aaneﬁUJyro cyp,b6y, N B aCneKkte

"nr

424 Smolina, ‘Gimn sovetskim "Afganushkam™’.
425 Sjvakova, Tsikl Svetlany Aleksievich «Golosa utopii»: osobennosti zhanrovoi modeli’,
Izvestiia Gomel’evskogo gosudarstvennogo universiteta, vol. 82, no. 1 (2014), pp. 148-
151. P. 149.

426 Sjvakova, 'Predislovie v tvorcheskoi sisteme S. Aleksievich: sostav, funktsii,
vnutrennaia organizatsiia’, Khristianskii gumanizm i ego traditsii v slavianskoi kul’ture,
vol. 2 (2010), pp. 71-77, p. 76.

427 1bid.

290



3ambiC/la BCEA KHUMKM: Bce eé coaepxXaHne noavynHeHo

aBTOPCKMM 3aavyam. 28

The multi-voiced structure seems to grant her books additional
evidential force as the reader is apparently presented with the
pluralistic representation of different voices — not only with the
subjective interpretations of a single author. In this chapter, |
will discuss the strategies and structural devices that
Aleksievich employs to shape the impression of a multi-voiced
narrative, the apparent polyphony in her works as well as the
authorial intentions behind them. This chapter therefore
problematizes the claims to authenticity and truth inherent in
the supposedly polyphonic structure of her books. While
discussing the question of authorial intervention in the
individual monologues, | will also explore the thematic
consistency of the monologues in the example of
Chernobyl’skaia  molitva, identifying the ideological
assumptions underlying Aleksievich’s selection of interviews
and her interpretation of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster and of
the Soviet system. Furthermore, | will outline Aleksievich’s
authorial imprint on the documentary material by analysing her

structuring of the material into chapters and sub-sections at the

428 Sjvakova, ‘Zhanrovye istoki dokumental’noi prozy S. Aleksievich’, Vesnik brestskaga
universiteta, no. 2 (2016), pp. 36-41, p. 38.
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example of Tsinkovye mal’chiki. Throughout, | will draw on
Bakhtin’s concept of literary polyphony and ask to what extent

it is applicable to Aleksievich’s work.

Polyphonic Truth

Aleksievich’s books consist of the narratives of a multitude of
speakers whose voices are presented in monologues or as
snippets from conversations. The interviewees are sometimes
named, sometimes anonymous, and we cannot exclude the
possibility that the voices of the unidentified speakers ‘overlap’,
that is, that a single unnamed interviewee appears more than
once. U voiny ne zhenskoe litso features 173 identified speakers
as well as 76 unidentified ones, making a total of 249 speakers
in this book. Poslednie svideteli consists of 101 monologues
where all the witnesses are named. Tsinkovye mal’chiki consists
of 65 monologues by anonymous witnesses. Chernobyl’skaia
molitva includes 51 speakers whose narratives are presented as
‘monologues’ as well as 51 witnesses who are collectively
named at the beginning of different ‘choirs’. Additionally, there
are 22 anonymous speakers in this book, making a total of 124
interviewees. As for Aleksievich’s most recent and most
extensive work, Vremia sekond-khend, the number of speakers

is more difficult to determine. This work includes 27 extensive
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monologues, narrated by interviewees who are named, unless
they asked Aleksievich to remain anonymous. Additionally,
there are 39 shorter monologues by unnamed speakers,
resembling the ‘choirs’ in Chernobyl’skaia molitva. A significant
part of the material in Vremia sekond-khend is represented as
brief excerpts from interviews and private conversations, some
of them no longer than a single sentence. Aleksievich seems to
have reproduced some of these snippets from memory. For
example, she begins a section with the title ‘V moskovskikh
kvartirakh’ thus: ‘a4 BcnomuHaito o TOMm, 4TO cCAblWwana B
MOCKoBCKUMX KBaptupax’ (VS, 412). Other fragments are the
result of interviews with passersby. For instance, one such
section with interview fragments is collected on a state holiday
commemorating the victims of terrorism in Russia, during which
Aleksievich depicts herself as a listener in the crowd: ‘A Toxke B
aToM Tonne. Cnpawwmsato —cnywato’ (VS, 379). The total number
of these interview fragments and conversation snippets is 314.
Again, we cannot exclude the possibility that Aleksievich cites
the same interviewee on more than one occasion, which makes
it impossible to definitively determine the number of speakers
in this book. However, it is equally possible that Vremia sekond-
khend includes material from conversations with as many as

381 people.
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The individuality of each account is underscored by the
interviewees themselves, explaining that they are sharing their
own personal truth, as, for example, Nikolai Kalugin in the 2007
edition of Chernobyl’skaia molitva: ‘A paccka)Ky TONbKO CBOE...
Csoto npasay...’ (CM 2007, 52) Similarly, an anonymous caller in
Tsinkovye mal’chiki makes the following statement when
speaking to Aleksievich in the beginning of Chapter One: ‘A
CBOO NpaBsAy B LuennodaHOBOM mMeLlKe Hec... OTAeIbHO ro/1oBa,
OTAENbHO PpYKWU... Opyron npasabl HeT..” (TS, 32) Other
interviewees insist on the relativity of subjective truths, as for
instance an anonymous female combatant in Tsinkovye
mal’chiki: ‘HeT oaHoOM npaBApbl, OHA pa3Has, 3Ta npasaa’ (TS,
63). The awareness of their own subjectivity is present in almost
all monologues and while rhetorically weakening individual
accounts, taken together, the accounts seem to provide a
universal and objective truth. The interviewees thus seem to be
elevated to a position of power and legitimacy in Golosa utopii,
as their presentation in individual monologues with quotation
marks implies that Aleksievich cites the respondents directly. As
Brintlinger points out, the witnesses’ apparent empowerment
as authors in their own right is further highlighted through the
chapter titles, which often consist of a direct quotation from the

monologue:
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In organizing the interviews, Aleksievich quoted her interview
subjects. Each chapter or section title takes its name from a
quotation in the text, thus elevating the women'’s voices to a

position of power and authority and implying that the women

themselves are in control of the book’s contents.**®

This insistence on polyphony is rooted in Aleksievich’s
understanding of Dostoevskii’'s work. In the aforementioned
interview with Gordon, Aleksievich compared her narrative
strategy with Dostoevskii’s, possibly alluding to Bakhtin’s notion
of literary polyphony when stating that her interviewees ‘call
out their own truth’.**° In her authorial prefaces, Aleksievich
underscores the variety of perspectives on Soviet reality which
she seeks to represent in her books. For example, in Vremia
sekond-khend, she states that her ambition is to approach the
various interpretations of the dissolution of the USSR
objectively and impartially: ‘A nbiTatocb YecTHO BbICAYLWATb BCEX
YYaCTHMKOB couuanuctmyeckorr gpamol’ (VS, 7). Moreover,
discussing the letters that she received from female veterans
when working on U voiny ne zhenskoe litso, Aleksievich states
that the vast number of women expressing a wish to talk to her

made it necessary to work out a principle of selection. Focusing

423 Brintlinger, ‘Mothers, Father(s), Daughter’, p. 201.
430 Gordon, ‘Aleksievich. Zhivotnoe Lukashensko’: ‘310 kak y [JOCTOEBCKOr0O — KaXAblit
KpUUYNT CBOKO npasay’.
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precisely on variety and trying to capture the diversity of the
collective war experience, she decided to interview women

who held different professions during the war:

CKOpO 5 NOHAMA: HEBO3MOXKHO 3aNMnCaThb BCEX, HYXKEH KaKoMN-TO
Apyro npuHUMn otbopa u noucka. Kakoi? PaccopTuposas
umerowmeca agpeca, chopmyampoBasa ero ans cebs Tak:
CTapaTbCA 3aMUCbIBATb XKEHLWWH Pa3HbIX BOEHHbIX Npodeccui.
Beab Kawaplih M3 Hac BUAUT XU3Hb Yyepes CcBoe Aeso, Yepes
CBOE MECTO B XKM3HW Uan B cobbITMM, B KOTOpOoM yyacTayeT. (UV,

98)

The truth effect inherent in the multi-voiced structure can be
conceptualized as an aspiration to polyphonic truth, a concept
that | derive from Bakhtin’s work on Dostoevskii’s fiction.
Bakhtin introduced the notion of literary polyphony in Problemy
tvorchestva Dostoevskogo, originally published in 1929 and
republished in 1963 with significant additions and a new title —
Problemy poetiki Dostoevskogo.*3! Bakhtin saw the polyphonic
element as a defining and unique trait of Dostoevskii’s writing,
singling him out in the Russian realist tradition and setting him

apart from writers such as Tolstoi, Goncharov, and Turgenev on

431 Bakhtin, Problemy tvorchestva Dostoevskogo (Leningrad: Priboi, 1929); Problemy,
1972.
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purely aesthetic grounds. In the polyphonic novel, as Bakhtin
understands it, ‘the character is treated as ideologically
authoritative and independent; he is perceived as the author of
a fully weighted ideological conception of his own, and not as
the object of Dostoevsky’.#3? Bakhtin opposes this narrative
strategy to that of the ‘monologic’ novel, in Russian literature
paradigmatically represented by the works of Tolstoi. The
monologic novel ‘[squeezes] the artist's demonstrated plurality
of consciousnesses into the systemically monologic framework
of a single worldview’.*33 In other words, the polyphonic novel
approaches its characters as independent subjects, ‘capable of
standing alongside their creator, capable of not agreeing with
him or even rebelling against him’, whereas the monologic
novel subordinates them to the design of the author and makes

them ‘serve as a mouthpiece for the author's voice’ 434

The binary of polyphonic and monologic can be thus be

understood as a dichotomy of plural and single truth. In the

432 Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, edited and translated by Caryl Emerson
(Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), p. 5. The Russian original reads:
‘Fepoit naeonornyeckn aBTOPUTETEH N CaMOCTOATESNIEH, OH BOCMPUHUMAETCS KakK aBTop
COo6CTBEHHOM MOSIHOBECHOW MAE0/I0rMYEeCKOo KoHUenumm, a He Kak ob6bekT
3aBepLialoLero XxyaoxecrseHHoro suaeHuns jocroesckoro’ (Bakhtin, Problemy, 1972, p.
6).

433 Bakhtin, Problems, p. 11. ‘lbITassCb BTUCHYTb MOKA3aHHY0 XYA0XHUKOM
MHO>ECTBEHHOCTb CO3HaHWIA B CUCTEMHO-MOHOIOFMYECKNE PaMKN eQUHOIo
Muposo33peHunsa’ (Bakhtin, Problemy, 1972, p. 12).

434 Bakhtin, Problems, pp. 6-7. ‘[ocTtoeBckuii [...] co3naeT He 6e3rnacHblx pabos [...], a
cB06OAHbLIX Ntoael, cnoCobHbIX CTaTb PSAOM CO CBOMM TBOPLIOM, HE COMMlallaTbCsl C HUM U
Aaxke BoCCTaBaTb Ha Hero [...] CnoBo repos o cebe camoM u 0 Mupe [...] HE CNYyXnUT
pynopoM aBTopckoro rosoca’ (Bakhtin, Problemy, 1972, pp. 7-8).
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monologic novel, when a character voices a thought or idea, it
is either affirmed or repudiated, either correct of false within
the ideological framework underlying the entire work. Some
(“true’) thoughts ‘gravitate toward the author's consciousness,
and strive to shape themselves in the [..] unity of a
worldview’.4*> Other (‘untrue’) thoughts ‘are either polemically
repudiated, or else they lose their power to signify directly and
become simple elements of characterization’.*3® Literary
polyphony, by contrast, allows for a plurality of equally valid
truths. The idea voiced by a character is independently valid and
not subordinated to the ideological agenda of the work as a

whole:

CnoBo reposi o cebe camom 1 0 MUPE TaK e MNOJIHOBECHO, Kak
06blYHOE aBTOPCKOE C/I0BO; OHO HEe MOAYMHEHO OOBbEKTHOMY
06pa3y repos Kak oAHa M3 ero XxapakTepPUCTUK, HO U HE CIYKUT
pynopom  aBTOpCKOro  ronoca. EMy  npuHagnexut
UCKAOUUTEIbHAA CaMOCTOATEIbHOCTb B CTPYKType

npounsseneHnAa, OHO 3BYYUT KaK 6bl pPAOOM C aBTOPCKUM

435 Bakhtin, 1984, p. 79. ‘OaHM MbICM — BEPHbIE, 3HaYallUe MbICIU — AOBNEOT
aBTOPCKOMY CO3HaHWI0, CTPEMSITCS C/IOXUTbCA B YNCTO CMbIC/IOBOE €4NHCTBO
Muposo33peHus’, (Bakhtin, Problemy, 1972, p. 132).

436 Bakhtin, 1984, p. 80. ‘[lpyrve MbICIN U UAEN — HEBEPHbIE UM 6e3pa3iMyHble C TOUKK
3peHNs aBTOpa, He yKaabiBaloWMecss B ero MMPOBO33PEHUN, — HE YTBEPXAAOTCS, @ UNKn
noneMnyeckn OTpULLAKOTCS, UM YyTPauMBalOT CBOKO MPSMYH 3HAYMMOCTb M CTAHOBSATCS
NpOCTbIMK 3N1eMeHTaMn Xxapaktepuctuku’, (Bakhtin, Problemy, 1972, p. 133).
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CNoBOM M 0c0obbim 06pa30M coyeTaetTcA C HMM U C

NONHOLLEHHbIMM 3Ke ronocamm apyrux repoes.*’

For Bakhtin, a crucial component of literary polyphony is what
he refers to as the ‘unmerged voices’ of the characters
(‘HecnmanHble ronoca’).**® Comparing Tolstoi and Dostoevskii,
he sees a major compositional difference between the two in
that Tolstoi shows his characters in isolation from each other
(asin forinstance ‘Tri smerti’) whereas Dostoevskii makes them
clash and intersect. Dostoevskii’s characters meet, both in the
external fictional reality and in their ‘dialogised’ inner
monologues. They are aware of the ‘truths’ of the others and

relate to them in one way or another:

MBaH KapamasoB, Hanpumep, 3HaeT U NOHMMAET M Npasay
3ocumsbl, U npasgy AmuTtpua, u npasgy Anewwm, n "npasay”
CNafoCTPaAcTHMKA -- ceoero oTua Pepopa Masnosuya. Bee atn
npasgbl NOHUMAET U OMWUTPUNA, OTAMYHO MOHUMAET MUX U
Anewa. B "becax" HeT HM ogHOM Maeun, KoTopasa He HaxoAnna

6bl ANanorn4eckoro OTkZIMkKa B CO3HaHWu CTaBpOl‘MHE\.439

437 Bakhtin, Problemy, 1972, p. 8.

438 Bakhtin, Problems, p. 7. ‘MHOXe&CTBEHHOCTb CaMOCTOSATE/bHbIX U HEC/TUSAHHbIX FO10COB
N CO3HaHWN, NOAJIMHHAA NMOJUMOHUSA MOJIHOLEHHbIX FOSI0COB AEUCTBUTENLHO SIBASIETCS
OCHOBHOlO 0cobeHHOCTbO poMaHoB [loctoeBckoro’ (Bakhtin, Problemy, 1972, p. 7).

43% Bakhtin, Problemy, 1972, p. 125.
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Partially, this dialogic composition is based on the many
conversations between Dostoevskii’s characters. However,
unlike the Socratic dialogue, the Dostoevskian dialogue never
reaches any form of conclusion, according to Bakhtin. No one
voice is given predominance over the others, nor does any
singular message emerge implicitly from the many
contradictory voices. The text does not ‘side’ with anyone;
nothing is affirmed or repudiated with finality. The nature of the
dialogic relationships in Dostoevskii is not marked by ‘evolution’
(‘ctaHoBneHue’) but by ‘coexistence’ (‘cocywecrsoBaHue’) and
‘interaction’ (‘Bzanmopgeinictame’).*40 In this sense, polyphony is
the very opposite of Hegelian dialectics. The antithetical ideas
represented by two characters are never resolved by means of
a synthesis. They clash but are never merged or reconciled.
Dostoevskian dialogue never ‘leads to a merging of voices and
truths in a single impersonal truth’.4*! Thus, there is no ‘merging
of the author's and the other person's voice’.**? In Besy, for

instance, there is not ‘one truth’ that could be said to belong to

440 Bakhtin, Problems, p. 28. ‘OCHOBHOI1 KaTeropuei xyaoXXecTBEHHOro BUAEHUS
JlocTtoeBckoro 6b1210 HE CTaHOBNEHME, a CcoCcylWecTBOBaHne n B3anmmogencreune’, (Bakhtin,
Problemy, 1972, p. 47).

441 Bakhtin, Problems, p. 95. ‘Hy>HO noA4yepKHYTb, UTO B MUpe [J0CTOEBCKOro U corsiacue
COXpaHseT CBOW AMaslormyeckmnii xapaktep, TO €CTb HUKOrAa He NPUBOAWUT K C/IUSIHUIO
roslIoCoB M NpaBA B eAnHyto 6e3/1MyHyro NpaBay, KakK 3TO MPOUCXOAUT B MOHOOMMYECKOM
mupe’ (Bakhtin, Problemy, 1972, p. 161).

442 Bakhtin, Problems, p. 198. ‘l1o Mepe NOHUXEHNA 06bEKTHOCTU YYyXOro c/oBa [...]
NMpoMCXoanT CIUSIHUE aBTOPCKOrO M 4vyxoro ronoca’, (Bakhtin, Problemy, 1972, p. 338).
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the author, Dostoevskii, but only the truths of Stavrogin,
Kirillov, Shatov, Stepan Trofimovich, and Petr Verkhovenskii.
Bakhtin thus presents Dostoevskii’'s works as texts that exist
outside any kind of ideological bias. This neutrality is
supposedly based on the perfect equality between the various
views expressed by different characters. According to Bakhtin,
no character in Dostoevskii’s fictional universe is more ‘wrong’
or ‘right’ than any other; the work as a whole does not favour

any one view but allows for a plurality of equally valid truths.

There is an evident problem with this argument as it
seems difficult to sustain when looking at Dostoevskii’s works.
For instance, in Prestuplenie i nakazanie, Raskolnikov’s
psychological breakdown and eventual confession seem to
insist on the impermissibility of his transgression and repudiate
his nihilistic views, and the novel clearly ‘sides’ more with
Sonia’s orthodoxy than Luzhin’s rational egoism. Qian
Zhongwen makes the following comment on Raskolnikov’s

psychological development:

it was the natural result of the logical development of the

hero's character, yet how can you say it is not the embodiment
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of the author's original intent? To be sure, it was precisely with

this point of view that Dostoevsky expected social renewal.**3

However, even if one disagrees with Bakhtin that Dostoevskii’s
novels are in fact polyphonic in the way he describes them, it is
possible to conceive of literary polyphony as an ideal notion.
Granting that no absolute ‘polyphonic’ text can ever be written
(as all texts interact with specific ideological and political
contexts), we can still use Bakhtin’s concept as a terminology to
indicate the degree of ideological equality between speakers in
a text. In other words, using the concept of unmerged voices
allows measuring the aspiration of polyphony in a literary work.
We can therefore ask whether Aleksievich’s voices ‘merge’ in
the Bakhtinian sense of the word or if the witnesses all
contribute to the same overall thesis, creating a thematic
uniformity, which resembles Bakhtin’s notion of monologic

truth.

Golstein has argued that Aleksievich’s work cannot be
described as being polyphonic. While Aleksievich’s writing
formally gravitates towards polyphony by implicitly claiming to

represent a multitude of different points of view, this

nr

443 Qian Zhongwen, ‘Problems of Bakhtin's Theory about “Polyphony
History, vol. 28, no. 4 (1997), pp. 779-90, p. 788.

, New Lijterary
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impression of diverse opinions is, according to Golstein, an

illusion:

Despite [the formal] polyphony of the voices, they all sound like
testimonies in a trial, where they time and again prove to us
that wars are evil and transform people in a way that we cannot
imagine, just as nuclear accidents are tragic and devastating, as

were the efforts of the Soviet government to handle their

consequences.

Golstein suggests that this turns Aleksievich into precisely what
she claims not to be, namely a judge. Contrary to what her
authorial rhetoric suggests, Golosa utopii does not present us
with a diverse and multifaceted representation of the Soviet
system and how people experienced it; instead, Golstein
suggests, we see a subjective image shaped by Aleksievich’s
own ideology. This ideology is informed by what Golstein refers
to as ‘the liberal Soviet intelligentsia’ or the ‘pro-west Russian
intelligentsia’.**> An axiomatic truth for these intellectuals, he
continues, is that ‘Russia is not a fully Western country and

therefore backward and inferior’, an opinion which according

444 Golstein, Svetlana Aleksijevitj, p. 19.
445 1bid., pp. 20. 26.
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to Golstein underpins Aleksievich’s agenda: ‘to convince us that

the Soviet experiment was a failure in every way’.#4¢

Golstein admits that it is the prerogative of any writer to
depict reality in a subjective way, but he considers it ethically
problematic to do so and at the same time claim to be a
mouthpiece for other people. As he comments, ‘one moment
Aleksievich appeals to her licentia poetica and to her right to
present the documentary material in whatever form she sees
fit, the next she claims to [...] give a voice to other people’.**
Golstein thus objects to the fact that Aleksievich presents a
monologic message in a dialogic form. In Bakhtin’s terminology,
what Golstein points to here is the absence in Aleksievich’s
work of the ‘unmerged voices’. As opposed to Dostoevskii’s
characters whose voices — according to Bakhtin’s reading —
remain independent and equal, the voices of Aleksievich’s
books merge with each other and with that of the author.
According to Golstein, the dialogic composition in Aleksievich
does arrive at a synthesis because the multitude of voices — in

Bakhtin’s words — merge in a single impersonal truth.

In this chapter, | will discuss whether these claims are
supported by textual evidence. Is Aleksievich’s writing in fact

characterised by an aspiration toward polyphony or are her

446 Thid.

447 Ipid., p. 17.
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criteria for inclusion of documentary material based on a
pronounced ‘monologic’ outlook? | will focus on one
representative example which illustrates Aleksievich’s
strategies — Chernobyl’skaia molitva. Although Aleksievich
employs similar narrative strategies in each book, this work is
particularly appropriate in analyzing her supposed polyphony.
Chernobyl’skaia molitva does not only make unusually explicit
use of contrasting voices and musical references with its
divisions into different ‘choirs’ but also combines key themes
and concerns in Aleksievich’s wider work such as Soviet military
culture, eco-critical concerns, disillusionment with Soviet

ideology, and the Soviet state’s systemic abuse of its citizens.

Revisions: Zacharovannye smert’iu and Vremia

sekond-khend

Aleksievich’s intervention on the level of the individual
monologue is an obviously relevant question when discussing
her poetic license in the selection, editing and structuring of the
witness-statements in Golosa utopii. Her selection of interviews
to be included in her books raises a number of questions. What
degree of ‘independence’ do the witnesses have as authors of
the individual monologues? How closely do the monologues
resemble the interview transcripts? On what level does
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Aleksievich’s editing manifest itself? Does she alter the
interview statements syntactically, say, or on the level of
vocabulary? Does she not change the interview statements at
all, which would make the monologues the result of pure

selection?

Undoubtedly, this aspect of Aleksievich’s authorial
interventions is the most difficult to analyze. Apart from a short
fragment of an interview published in Canadian Slavonic Papers
in 2017, Aleksievich’s tape recordings have not been made
publicly available.**® Therefore, no comparisons can be made
between the interview transcripts and the completed
monologues, and, at present, it is impossible to establish the
extent of Aleksievich’s editing. However, there are a number of
indirect factors that indicate the degree of Aleksievich’s artistic
license in the writing of individual monologues. For example,
Aleksievich admits that she subjects each individual interview
transcripts to a significant selection process. Discussing the
writing of Chernobyl!’skaia molitva, she stated that a transcribed
conversation with a witness typically comprised between 100
and 150 pages, around ten of which went into the finished

book, in other words somewhere between six and ten

448 \/olha Isakava, ‘Between the Public and the Private: Svetlana Aleksievich Interviews
Ales' Adamovich. Translator’s Preface’, Canadian Slavonic Papers, vol. 57, no. 3-4
(2017), pp. 355-375.
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percent.** Speaking more generally about her writing process,
she has explained that she records ‘hundreds of people,
process[es] tens of thousands of pages of text, and that
becomes the book’.**° This operation marks the processing of
individual monologues as they vary in length according to
Aleksievich’s selection, which is guided by her own aesthetic
sensitivity and authorial intentions. The following statement by
Aleksievich suggests that she sees the interviews as raw
material for the writing process rather than directly publishable

text:

For some [interviewees] this means five pages. For others it’s a
single sentence ... When the extensive material begins to gather
somehow the lies are squeezed out of it. The stronger pieces of
course force out the weaker ones, the false ones. Intuition,
here, is important of course. This is how a picture of the
[historical] period is created. That's the work. And these little

pieces, these bricks can be used to build something.*!

Because Aleksievich’s tape recordings are not publicly available,

scholars are generally reluctant to discuss the question of

449 Ana Lucic, ‘A Conversation’.
450 | ajos Palfalvi, ‘Life Itself Is So Shocking’.

451 Tbid.
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authorial intervention in the individual monologues. Instead,
studies of Aleksievich are often marked by an implicit
recognition of her monologues as the creations of a skilled
author. For example, in her discussion of testimony and
polyphony, Lindbladh argues that the genre of Golosa utopii is
so difficult to define because of the fact that ‘the voices are
represented solely in the first person, and that it is possible to
confuse these monologues and choirs of all the I-narrators with
the words once uttered by the witnesses interviewed by
Aleksievich’.%>? Lindbladh further states that ‘[a]t first glance,
these I-narrations could be taken for edited transcriptions of
the interviews that Aleksievich conducted during her extensive
research before each book’, implying that the monologues are
in fact the result of thorough artistic processing of the
documentary material.**® Lindbladh thus seems to take for
granted that the monologues have been significantly edited, at
the same time as she avoids asking this awkward question

explicitly:

The question addressed to Voices from Utopia in this study is
not: How do the voices in the text correlate to the original

voices uttered during the interviews? Instead, the questions

452 Lindbladh, ‘The Polyphonic Performance', p. 282.
453 Ibid., p. 287.
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relevant to ask in this study are: Why does the implied author
choose to represent these voices as if they were being

performed by first-hand witnesses?*>*

Lindbladh thus dismisses the question of authorial intervention
only to take it for granted in the very next sentence. Underlying
her feeling that the monologues do not reflect the interview
transcripts directly seems to be their remarkable artistic and
psychological quality, which Lindbladh at one point refers to as
‘the extraordinary density of [Aleksievich’s] texts’.*>> Indeed,
the monologues in Golosa utopii are so aesthetically effectual,
perfectly rhythmical and psychologically dense that they
resemble monologues written for the stage, and Lindbladh
insightfully compares them to Evgenii Grishkovets’s
autobiographical one-person play How I Ate a Dog (Kak ia s'el
sobaku, 1999).4¢ Lindbladh’s impression that the interviews
have undergone significant processing is therefore quite
understandable, as are her efforts to sidestep this very question
as it cannot be answered without access to Aleksievich’s

interview-recordings.

454 Ibid.

455 Tpid., p. 285.
456 Ipid., p. 295.
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The only tape recording that has been made publicly
available is a fragment of an interview conducted by Aleksievich
with a man and a woman about their experiences in the Kolyma
labour camp. This interview fragment was transcribed,
translated and published in 2017 by Volha Isakava, with
permission by Aleksievich and by the proprietors of Ales'
Adamovich’s personal archives.**” It covers a little more than
two pages and seems to have been recorded when Aleksievich
researched Zacharovannye smert’iu since the conversation is
centred on faith in and subsequent disillusionment with the
Soviet system, as well as on suicide. While the male
interviewee’s name is never mentioned, the female interview
subject is named luliia Pavlovna. In all likelihood, Aleksievich
never used this particular interview in any finished work, as
neither Zacharovannye smert’iu nor Vremia sekond-khend
contains any references to Kolyma or to a witness by the name
of luliia Pavlovna. In other words, the interview fragment
cannot be matched with a particular monologue and used for a
comparative analysis. Generally speaking, however, the
interview fragment demonstrates clear differences to the
monologues in Golosa utopii. Aleksievich asks leading,

elaborate questions, steering the conversation in the direction

457 Isakava, ‘Between the public and the private’, p. 374.
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she needs. For example, inquiring about the suicides among the
staff of Soviet labour camps, Aleksievich asks the male
interviewee to comment on suicides in the camps, suggesting

the following question:

Tell me please if it is true that many people who were in
positions of power in the camps [Gulag], those who were in
management, that many of them committed suicide. They
were afraid that they would be sought out, and they would be

interrogated.**®

Furthermore, the interviewees’ answers display none of the
psychological density or aesthetically pleasing rhythm of the
sentences in Aleksievich’s monologues. Isakava does not dwell
on these obvious discrepancies but notes them in passing,
apparently taking Aleksievich’s authorial interventions in the
monologues for granted, similarly to Lindbladh: ‘Unlike the
painstakingly selected and edited testimonies that shape her
books, in this interview we witness the early form or the raw

material she works with’.4>°

458 Tpid., p. 370.
459 Tbid., p. 360.
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Another indirect factor pointing to a degree of artistic
license in the individual monologues are Aleksievich’s revisions.
Myers has compared and contrasted the 1990 edition of
Tsinkovye mal’chiki with the 2016 edition of the same book,
observing that ‘[v]ariations between editions exist from the
level of words and phrases to that of entire monologues and
chapters. These changes to the text involve additions and
deletions, as well as rewording and rephrasing’.*¢® Myers
observes that Aleksievich tends to explain these textual
alterations by the fact that ‘her interviewees are “living
documents”, and that therefore she occasionally makes
changes that reflect the interviewees’ evolving perspectives of
the war’.*¢? However, Myers convincingly argues that over-
arching shifts in thematic focus and selection criteria underpin
the revisions. Attributing the changes to Aleksievich’s own

ideology, Myers notes that

[Aleksievich’s] artistic manipulation results in a subtle
uniformity throughout the freestanding monologues, which
reinforces her message to the reader on an almost
subconscious level. As a result of the literary licence she takes

with the documents of her interview transcripts, what could

460 Myers, ‘Svetlana Aleksievich’s Changing Narrative’, p. 334.
461 Tbid., p. 330.
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have been a polyphony of raw voices and competing
perspectives in Aleksievich’s works instead takes on a more

monochromatic tone. Voices begin to sound like echoes of one

another.*¢?

Even though Myers’ method cannot determine the exact
degree of artistic liberty in the monologues, a comparative
reading of two editions of the same monologue does give an
indication as to how Aleksievich’s authorial intentions change
over the years and, in turn, to what degree these changes
inform the witnesses’ individual utterances. Zacharovannye
smert’iu and Vremia sekond-khend will be the focus of my own
comparative analysis of Aleksievich’s revisions, as these books
are instructive in presenting examples of the most radical

instance of rewriting in Aleksievich’s oeuvre.

A significant number of the monologues contained in
Zacharovannye smert’iu are featured in Vremia sekond-khend
which, published nineteen years later — in 2013 — paints a
broader picture of Soviet citizens’ experiences of the dissolution
of the Union and can thus be regarded as an expanded and
revised version of Zacharovannye smert’iu. Zacharovannye

smert’iu contains seventeen monologues, eight of which are

462 1bid., p. 346.
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included in Vremia sekond-khend. Some minor changes such as
the corrected age of interviewees have no impact on the work
as such.3 Other changes, however, are more significant,
including the expansions of the monologues in Vremia sekond-
khend. Often, Aleksievich introduces an additional opening
passage, as in the monologue of Tamara Sukhovei, who, in the
later revision, curses life before beginning her tragic narrative
of childhood abuse and alcoholism, which starts without such
an introduction in Zacharovannye smert’iu. The earlier version
of the monologue begins thus: ‘«... ManeHbKasd, a npuwna co
LLKObI, Nerna, a yTpom He nogHanacb ¢ Kposatn’ (ZS, 280). In
Vremia sekond-khend, Sukhovei’s narrative begins with the

following words:

— MusHb — cyKa! BoT uTto 5 Tebe cKay.. He mpuMHOCUT OHa
noZapkos. Huuero xopoLuero, KpacmMBOro A B XKU3HM He BUAENa.
He BcnomHio... Ybelr meHa — He BcnomHio! W Tpasunach, u
Belanacb. Y meHs 6b1710 TP NONbITKM camoybuiicTea... Ceituac
A BeHbl cebe nopesana... (llokasbieaem 3a6UHMOBAHHYIO
PYKy.) BOT TyT... B 3TOM MmecTe... Cnacan meHsa, U A Headento
cnana. Mpocto cnao M cnao. Takoh y MeHA OpraHu3M...

McuxmnaTtp npuwna... BoT KakK Tbl ceilyac, oHa MeHs npocuna:

463 For instance, witness Anna M-aia is 55 years old in Zacharovannye smert’iu and 59 in
Vremia sekond-khend (ZS, 350; VS, 261). Likewise, Ol‘ga V’'s age changes from 23 in
the former work to 24 in the latter (ZS, 340; VS, 247).
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roBopu, roBopu.. YTo pacckasbiBaTb? CmepTb MHe He
CTpalLHa... 3pA Tbl NpUWNa U cuamwwb. 3pal (OmeepHynace K
cmeHke U mon4um. A xo4yy ylmu, HO  OHa

ocmaHasausaem.) lagHo, nocayuwan... Bce npasaa...

.. EWwe A maneHbkKas 6bina... I'Ipmu.ma 13 WKOAbl, nerna, a

YTPOM He nogHanacb ¢ Kposatu. (VS, 422)

Such expansions are sometimes very extensive, enlarging the
text by as much as ten pages. For example, former Party
member Vasilii Petrovich N.’s monologue is eleven pages long
in Zacharovannye smert’iu and twenty-one pages long in
Vremia sekond-khend (ZS 1994, 228; VS 2016, 172). The
narrative remains essentially the same throughout the revisions
as Vasilii N. recalls the period of War Communism and the Civil
War, after which he tells the interviewer about his combat
participation during the Second World War, the arrest of
himself and his wife, her death and his eventual restoration as
a Party member after the end of the German invasion.
However, the latter version includes more generally held
digressions about Soviet ideology and history as Vasilii N.
ruminates on the Civil War and on Stalin as well as on the
perestroika period and on the introduction of a market
economy. Such revisions may be explained by Aleksievich’s

selection criteria, which seem to have been slightly different in

315



1994 and 2013 respectively. The over-arching thematic concern
of Zacharovannye smert’iu is more specific as it deals with
suicides and suicide attempts caused by the confusion and
perceived loss of meaning felt after perestroika, whereas
Vremia sekond-khend is a more ambitious attempt to represent
a variety of experiences and views on the USSR and its
disintegration. Thus, Vasilii N.’s digressions from his own
personal story and reflections on Soviet history in general are
consistent with the broader thematic concern in Vremia
sekond-khend. In other words, we can see that Vasilii N.’s
discourse changes in accordance with Aleksievich’s authorial

intentions.

Furthermore, Vasilii N.’s descriptions have become
increasingly detailed between 1994 and 2013. To use a
distinction discussed by Booth and others, in the first version,
Vasilii N. ‘tells’ us his story — in the second edition he ‘shows’ it
to us.*®* For example, in Zacharovannye smert’iu, he hurries
through his arrest in a single sentence, then stating that he
spent three months in solitary confinement: ‘4epes Heckonbko
AHel apectoBann meHA. Tpu mecAua npocuaen B oguMHoOYKe’
(ZS, 236). By contrast, in Vremia sekond-khend, he spends half

a page describing his arrest in more detail, recalling verbatim

464 Wayne Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,
1983), p. 211.
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guotations from different participants in the event. Thereafter,
he spends another passage remembering the abrupt parting
from his son and recalls his own forgiving attitude to the Party
despite being persecuted. Not until after these descriptions and
digressions does he move on to his time in solitary confinement.
A comparative reading of these passages illustrates the nature
of Aleksievich’s revisions well. Below, the text from the 1994
and the 2016 editions of Vasilii N.”s monologue have been
combined. The crossed-out text indicates words and passages
in Zacharovannye smert’iu that have been removed in Vremia
sekond-khend. The text in bold indicates added new words and

passages in the latter work that did not appear in the former:

Yepes HeeckoALKO-BHEW-IPEETOBIA-MEHS TPU AHA NPULLAMU 33
MHOMW... MlepBbIM AEe/10M MOHIOXa/IN B NeYKe: He MaxHeT aun
AbIMOM, He CXer Au A YTo-HMbyab. Ux 6bino Tpoe. OauH
Xoaun mn Bblbupan cebe Bewu: «ITO Bam YXKe He Hago».
HacteHHble yacbl cHAN. MeHA nopasuno... 1 He oXxuaan... U s
TO e Bpems uTo-TO B 3TOM 6blN0 YenoBeyeckoe, BHyLIANO
Hagexay. BoT aTu uenoseueckue ragocTu... la-a-a... 3Hauur,
y 3TUX noaen ecTb 4yscTBa.. OBbICK Npogonkanca ¢ AByX
4yacoB Houu A0 yTpa. B aome 6bl0 OYEHb MHOrO KHMF,
KaXkaylo KHury nponuctanu. [Mpowynanu  opexay.

Pacnoponu noaywku.. BpemeHn nogymatb y meHa 6bino
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AOCTAaTOYHO. BcnomuHan... aMxopaaouHo... Mocagku yxe wnum
maccoBble. Kaxablii peHb Koro-to 6pann. O6cTaHOBKa
CTpawHoBatasa. YenoBeka B3sA/W, BCe BOKPYr MOAYarT.
Cnpawusartb 6ecnonesHo. Chegosatenb Ha nepBom gonpoce
MHe 06bAcHUA: «Bbl BUHOBATbI YXKe B TOM, UTO He JIOHeC/IN Ha
CBOIO }XeHy». Ho 310 y)Ke B TiOpbMme... A Torga Bce B NamaTU
nepebpan. Bce.. OgHO TOAbKO BCNOMHUA.. BcnomHun
nocNeaHIo TFOPOACKYI0 NAapTKOHPepeHuuo... 3auutanu
npusetcTBue ToBapuwy CranuHy, n Becb 3an Bcran. LLUkBan
oBauumit: «Cnasa ToBapuwly CTaiMHyY — OpraHu3aTopy M
BA,0XHOBUTENIO Hawux nobepn!», «CrannHy — cnaeal», «Cnasa
BOXAH!» NaTHaguatb MWHYT... nonyaca... Bce
o6opaunBaloTCA ApYr HA 4pyra, HO HUKTO NepPBblii He caguTcA.
Bce croAaT. A nouemy-T0 cen. MawmnHanbHo. MoaxoaAT KO MHe
ABoe B wraTtckom: «ToBapuuy, nouyemy cugute?». 1 sckounn!
BcKounn Kak ownapeHHblii. Bo Bpems nepepbiBa Bce Bpems
ornaapiBanca. Xpan, UTO cedvac nogoMayT M

apecrtyiot... (Maysa.)

K yTpy 06bick KoHunnca. KomaHga: «Cobupaitecb».
HAaHAa pasbyauna cbiHa... Mepep yxoaom A ycnen wenHyTb
emy: «HMKomy He paccKasbiBail Nnpo nany u mamy». TaK OH
BblXun. (Mpuasuraer ANKTOPOH nobanxe K
cebe.) 3anucbiBaiiTe, NOKa MB... «l. XK.»... KNOKA XKUBY...
NMWIY Ha nNo3ApaBUTE/IbHbIX OTKpbITKax. Hekomy yxke,

npasaa, nocbinarth... MeHA Yacto cnpawusalot: «loyemy Bbl
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BCce monyanau?» — «Bpemsa TaKoe 6buio». A cuutan, uTO
BMHOBATbI Nnpepartenu — Airoaa, ExxoB, — HO He napTuA. Yepes
NATbAECAT NIET JIETKO CyAUTb. XUXMKATb... HAA CTapbimu
Aypakamu... B To Bpema A waran smecre co BceMu, a Tenepb

UX HUKOTO HeT...

Fpu—meenda Mecay npocngen B ogMHoUYKe——. Takoi
KaMEHHbI Mewok rpob — ABa—Hara—B—ARAUHY—H—HOATORI—B
tHHAPHHY K TON0BE IMpe, K Horam noyke. BopoHa K cBoemy
OKHY MPUPYYU/I, KOPMUA MEPJIOBKON U3 NOXNEOKN kepmiur. C
TeX Nop BOPOH — Mos Ntobmumas nTmua. Ha BOMHe... romHio;
Boi1 okoHYeH. TuwunHa. PaHeHbix noaobpanu, oagHN mepTBble
nexKar. [lpyroi nTuubl HET, a BOPOH NeTaeT== (ZS, 236, VS, 183-

184.)

Apart from the extensive additions to the first two paragraphs,
we can see that Aleksievich alters small but significant details
throughout. In the revised version, Vasilii N. does not spend
three months in solitary confinement — only one. Furthermore,
he compares his cell to a tomb — not to a sack as in
Zacharovannye smert’iu — and the proportions of the cell are
described differently. Whereas in the older version, the cell is
described in mathematical terms, the newer edition
emphasizes the human experience by making reference to the
body of the prisoner. Moreover, the word order in the first
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version signals a colloquial register with the verb ‘kormit”” at the
end of the clause, while the same sentence follows
conventional word order in Vermia sekond-khend with the verb
placed in the beginning. Finally, Vasilii N. recalls the silence after

battle, a detail that is missing in Zacharovannye smert’iu.

Several of these alterations seem to be motivated by
aesthetic considerations. With its connotations of death,
darkness, silence, and being buried alive, ‘tomb’ evidently
evokes a more chilling image than ‘sack’. The spatial description
of the cell in Vremia sekond-khend evokes a concrete image,
whereas in Zacharovannye smert’iu, it is more mathematical.
Finally, the reference to the silence and the corpses of soldiers
still lying on the battlefield makes the image of the ravens more
visually poignant, evoking the image of an entire landscape
rather than of the bird in isolation, suggesting the notion of
shared fates rather than individual death. Thus because of their
visual and associative efficaciousness, these changes can be
considered aesthetic improvements. It is important to
emphasize that this does not prove that Aleksievich invents
anything, as is it is entirely possible that Vasilii N. likened his cell
both to a tomb and a sack during the conversation with
Aleksievich. The three months of solitary confinement changed
to one month could simply be the correction of an inaccuracy.

However, it is clear that Aleksievich includes and excludes
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details and phrases for aesthetic considerations and sometimes
rearranges the word order. While this might suggest some
degree of artistic intervention in her processing of the
documentary material, it does not prove that she has
significantly manipulated individual monologues. The extent of
her authorial control over the documentary material must
therefore be established at the structural level of the narrative,
the deliberate selection of material and its subsequent

arrangement.

Thematic uniformity: Chernobyl’skaia molitva

Despite the large number of individual testimonies,
Aleksievich’s works are marked by a distinct sense of thematic
uniformity linking the freestanding monologues. Originally used
by Myers in her analysis of Tsinkovye mal’chiki, ‘uniformity’
appropriately describes the consistent and subtle recurrence of
certain themes in Aleksievich’s writing, themes that amount to
a cumulative emphasis in each book and reflect Aleksievich’s
criteria for inclusion of material in it.*¢> Examining the thematic
uniformity characterizing Chernobyl’skaia molitva, | will seek to
determine whether the voices in this book ‘co-exist’ or ‘merge’

in Bakhtin’s sense of these words, asking whether Aleksievich’s

465 Myers, ‘Svetlana Aleksievich’s Changing Narrative’, p. 220.
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work qualify as ‘polyphonic’. | will discuss three of the recurring
themes which structure Chernobyl’skaia molitva: the
relationship between humans and nature, the theme of Soviet

mentality, and the notion of the inexpressible.

Humans and Nature

A key point made by Aleksievich in the authorial preface to
Chernobyl’skaia molitva concerns the suffering of animals
caused by the meltdown of reactor four at the Chernobyl
nuclear power plant on 26 April 1986. Aleksievich elevates
animals to a status equal to that of human beings and stresses
their victimhood: ‘Ha 4yepHOGbINbCKOM 3eMAe *KaNKo YeNoBeKa.
Ho ewé 6onblie Kanko 3sepsa...” (CM, 37) The abandonment
and killing of animals after the accident is seen as a betrayal and
moral transgression by Aleksievich: ‘4enoBek cnacan Tonbko
camoro cebs, BCEX OCTa/IbHbIX OH Npeaan, Nnocse ero oTbesaa B
[EPEBHM BXOAMAW OTPAAbl CONZAT WAM  OXOTHUKOB M
paccTpenmBanu }unBoTHbIX' (CM, 37) The Chernobyl disaster has
caused a fundamental revision of Aleksievich’s views of nature

and her relationship with animals:

ApyrMmu rnasamu ornsabiBato MUp BOKpYr... Mona3éT no semne
MafNieHbKNM MypaBsel, 1 oH Tenepb MHe 6aue. MNTULa B Hebe
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NeTnT, U OHa 6nunke. Me»(p,y MHOM U UMK paccrtoAaHne

CoKpalaetca. HeT npekHelt nponactu. Bece — xu3Hb. (CM, 38)

This reconsideration of the distinction between human beings
and animals is echoed in the monologues of the book, which
contain frequent references to the violence committed against
animals in the area around the nuclear reactor. As they are
being deserted and killed, the suffering of the animals is
equated to that of human beings. In one of the more extensive
monologues, three hunters recall killing animals in the polluted
zone, having been ordered to do so by local authorities in order
to prevent the spreading of diseases. One speaker contrasts the
dogs’ joy at human contact with the brutality of the killings:
‘ObpagoBannucb Ham, 6eryt Ha 4enoBeYECKUM ronoc...
Bctpevatot... Crpenanm B Jome, B capae, Ha oropoge.

BbiTacknsanu Ha yauuy u rpysmamn B camocsanbl’ (CM, 113).

The theme of the relationship between humans and
nature is reiterated throughout the work and can be considered
one of its leitmotifs. A very common reflection made by the
witnesses concerns the discrepancy between the scenic beauty
of the horror of the disaster caused by humans, as in clean-up
worker Arkadii Filin’s monologue: ‘A mecTta Takne Kpacusble!

Takoe BenunKkonenue! Y:ac 6bln ewé yrKacHee, NOTOMY YTO
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KpacuBo. M 4yenoseky Hago oTcogad yxoamuTb. bexkaTb, Kak
3nopeto. Kak npectynHuky’ (CM, 110). This juxtaposition of the
beauty and the horror of the contaminated zone — two notions
that seem incompatible but nevertheless co-exist —forms a part
of the cumulative insistence which time and again emphasises
the value of that which has been destroyed. An anonymous
interviewee in the soldiers’ choir describes the perceived
absurdity of the evacuation process and the surrounding
beauty: ‘U KpacoTa Bokpyr. 3os10Tas oceHb’ (CM, 84). Belarusian
Member of Parliament Gennadii Grushevoi has similar

recollections from the polluted area:

Al exan v gyman, 4to BCe TamM NOKPbITO cepbiM nenom. YépHol
caxkeit. KapTnHa bptonnosa «MocneaHuii geHo Momneun». A
Tam... MpuresKaelwb, a Tam — KpacoTa. Kpacotmwa! LeTywme
Nlyra, MArkas BECeHHAs 3e/ieHb f1ecoB. Al Kak pas ntobnio Ty
nopy... Bce oxkmpaer... PacTér 1 noér... bonbLue Bcero aTo meHs

nopasmio — coyeTaHMe KpacoTbl U cTpaxa.. (CM, 151)

Through this juxtaposition as well as through the shared
concerns about animal welfare, the interviewees address
deeper ideological and environmental concerns which have

arisen from the Chernobyl disaster. These concerns are first and
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foremost related to the perception in Soviet culture of
technological progress and to the notion of Soviet man’s ability
to control nature and use it for his own ends —a notion which is
seriously undermined by the disaster. The witnesses’ collective
focus on nature amounts to a symbolic significance of the
accident for the failure of Soviet technological progress and
colonization of nature, which ultimately leads to the
understanding of the disaster as a metaphor for the failure of

the communist utopian endeavour.

In her discussion of the colonization of nature in the
Soviet Union, Alla Bolotova notes the importance of the notion
of technological superiority of the USSR over -capitalist
countries: ‘bopbba CCCP ¢ npupoaoi ocywectsnanacb Kak bbl
B NpojoKeHne 60pbbbl C KAaNUTaNIUCTUYECKUM MWUPOM U
Knaccosot 6opbbbl M go/KHa Obla  cnocobcTBOBaTb
dOpMMpPOBaHMIO HOBOrO TWNa 4YesoBeka M obuecrsa’.46®
Similarly to Tsinkovye mal’chiki and Vremia sekond-khend,
there are several former devotees of Soviet ideas among the
witnesses in Chernobyl’skaia molitva. Sergei Sobolev, the vice-

chairman of the Chernobyl Shield Association of Belarus, makes

the following statement: ‘Oaéwb ApKTUKy! Jaéwb uenmHy!

466 Alla Bolotova, ‘Gosudarstvo, geologi i kolonizatsiia prirody v SSSR’, Neprikosnovennyi
zapas, vol. 46, no. 2 (2006), https://magazines.gorky.media/nz/2006/2 [accessed 04
December 2022], p. 2.
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HJaéwb kocmoc! BmecTte ¢ MarapMHbiIM BeCb COBETCKUIA MUP
noseTen B KOCMOC, OTopBasca oT 3emMau... Bce mbi!” (CM, 176)
Following the accident, these ideas were replaced by a sense of
disillusionment in Soviet technology as well as in Soviet utopian
ideas in general, as several witnesses emphasise. One of them
is former chief engineer of the Institute of Atomic Energy Marat

Kokhanov:

M BApYr Tam, Ha 3TOM CTaHLMM NPOUCXOAMT KaTacTpoda... Yto
370 — coBnageHne? MucTuka? Ecam 6bl A 6bln BEPYOWMM...
Koraa xouewb HalWTU CMbIC/, YyBCTBYELWb cebA PeNUrmosHbim
yenoBEKOM. A A — UHKeHep. i — yenosek Apyroi Bepbl. (CM,

209)

The same message is conveyed in the monologue narrated by
‘Larisa Z’, whose daughter was born with congenital

abnormalities as a result of the accident:

B MeAMUMHCKOWM KapToYKe 3anMcaHo: «4eBOYKa, POXKAEHHAnA C
MHOECTBEHHO KOMMNEKCHOW MaTo/sorneli: annasmsa aHyca,
annasuva Bnaraaumuia, annasus esoi NoYKn»... Tak 3To 3ByYUT
Ha Hay4YHOM A3blKe, @ Ha 0B6bIKHOBEHHOM: HU MUCK, HW MOMKW,

oflHa nodkKa... (CM, 101)
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The description of the everyday reality of this mother and her
daughter is both tragic and absurd. Doctors refuse to admit the
causal link between the accident and the child’s birth defects,
and someone secretly advises Larisa to seek help abroad:
‘NMuuwunTe B 3apybexkHble KNNMHUKKU' (CM, 102). The implication is
that the suffering of the innocent child and the inadequacy of
the medical assistance offered in Soviet society is the result of
the Soviet technological ambitions and the idea to subdue
nature to humanity. Underlying the concern with nature in
Chernobyl’skaia  molitva is also a broader eco-critical
perspective, which lurii Seppialiainen has explored using Greg
Garrard’s concepts of ‘pollution’, ‘apocalypse’, ‘animals’,
‘dwelling’, and ‘pastoral’.*®’ Examining the representation of
the relationship between humans and nature, Seppialiainen
notes that its apocalyptic rhetoric cautions the reader of the
potentially catastrophic consequences that an irresponsible
attitude to ecological questions may have.*®® Seppialiainen
succinctly summarises the ultimately eco-critical message of
Chernobyl’skaia molitva, namely that human beings have
occupied an unsustainable position with regard to nature that

must be reconsidered:

467 Seppialiainen, ‘Ekokriticheskii analiz’.

468 1bid., p. 3.
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KntoueBbiM AN SKOKPUTUKKU ABAAETCA yHexKaeHUe 0 TOM, YTO
Mbl  MBEM BO  BpemA  3KONOTMMYECKOro  Kpuswuca.
OTBeTCTBEHHOCTb 3a rnobanbHble 3KoNOrMYeckne npobaembl
NeXUT Ha  4enoseke [..] YTobbl  NPUOCTAHOBUTL
pa3pyLMTENbHYIO CUAY KpM3Kuca, Nio4am Haao NepeocMbICaNTb

TO, KaK OHU KMBYT Ha 3emne.*®

Throughout Chernobyl’skaia molitva, the grave consequences

of the accident are juxtaposed with the general perception of

nuclear power as a safe source of energy. Called up as a clean-

up worker and sent to the polluted zone, Filin recalls fragments

from Soviet newspapers: ‘HalwM aTOMHble CTaHLMM abCONOTHO

6e3onacHbl, MOXHO CTpOUTb Ha KpacHol naowaan’ (CM, 107).

Grushevoi makes a similar observation:

B HalwmMx npeacTaBAeHMAX KapTMHa Mupa Bbirnsgena
cnegytowmm obpasom: BOEHHbIM aTOM — 3/10BeLWuii rpnub ao
Heba, Kak B Xupocume n Haracaku, noan, B OAHY CeKyHAy
CTaBlWME Menaom, a MUpHbIM atom — 6e306ugHan

3NleKTpuYeckan famnoudka. (CM, 150)

469 Ipid., p. 19.
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What was perceived as safe and unproblematic has caused an
apocalypse. Apocalyptic references abound in Chernobyl’skaia
molitva, especially in statements made by older individuals
from the rural population. A group of senior female members
of the local population tell Filin: ‘«Congatnku, 3To 4TO — KOHeL,
cseta?»’ (CM, 108). Likewise, a child in one of Aleksievich’s
choirs states that after the accident, her grandmother taught
her to pray to God for forgiveness for the sins of humanity:
‘«Monutecb! 3To0 — KoHel, cBeTa. Haka3aHue 60oxbe 3a Halu
rpexun»’ (CM, 278). A number of interviewees mention biblical
prophesies of the Apocalypse, and an unnamed witness calls
the interviewer’s attention to the meaning of the word

III

‘Chernobyl” in Ukrainian — wormwood — which is also the name

of the falling star described in the Book of Revelation:

OTKkpoBeHue MoaHHa borocnosa: «...n ynana ¢ Heba 6osbLuan
3Be3/a, ropalan nogobHo dakeny, M nana Ha TPETLIO YacTb peK
M Ha UCTOYHMK BOJ, ... Uma celt 3Be3ge ,NonbiHb” ... Bce yke
npeackasaHo, HanMCcaHO B CBATbIX KHUrax, HO Mbl YMTaTb He
ymeem. He noHATAMBbI. MObIHb NO-YKPAUHCKN «4epPHOOBbLIbY.

(C™m, 79)
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The underlying views structuring the book thus suggest that the
Chernobyl accident should be seen as symbolic of the failure of
the communist utopian endeavour, and in particular the failure
of Soviet technological progress and colonization of nature.
Chernobyl’skaia molitva then becomes a cautionary tale with
Christian overtones, which creates an analogy between the

Soviet system and the apocalypse.

The State and the Citizen

A second leitmotif underpinning the selection of monologues in
Chernobyl’skaia molitva is the relationship between the Soviet
state and the Soviet citizen. Relying on a frequently used
structural device, Aleksievich makes observations in the
authorial preface, which are later confirmed by the witnesses’
cumulative insistence. Aleksievich thus notes the near-suicidal
behaviour of the firemen extinguishing the reactor fire: ‘A
C/bllWana MHEHWE, YTO MOBEAEHNE NOXKAPHMKOB, TYLUMBLUMX B
nepByl0 HOYb MOXKAP Ha aTOMHOM CTaHUMWU, U IMKBUAATOPOB
HanomuHaeT camoybuincteo’ (CM, 34). Further discussing the
effort made by the firemen and clean-up workers, she describes
them as the victims of the wrongful acts committed by the

Soviet state, emphasising the fact that they worked without
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proper protective equipment and remained misinformed about

the hazards of the tasks that they fulfilled:

JNukBmaatopsbl Yacto pabotanu 6e3 3aWMUTHOW cneuoaeabl,
6ecnpeKocNIOBHO OTNPABAANNUCL TYAa, TAE KYMUPANn» poboTbl,
OT HUX CKPbIBa/AW NPaBAy O NOYUYEHHbIX BbICOKMUX A03aX, M OHM
C 3TUM MUPUANCb, @ NMOTOM eLé PagoBa/IMCb MOAYYEHHbIM
MPaBUTENIbCTBEHHbIM FPaMOTaMM U MedanAm, KOTopble UM

BpyYanu nepen cmepTbio... (CM, 35)

These statements anticipate a prominent thematic concern
running throughout the monologues, as a multitude of
interviewees ruminate on the wider significance of people’s
behaviour after the accident as well as the authorities’ damage
control. Such reflections add up to the question of a Soviet
character and mentality as three different interviewees
explicitly ask: ‘kTo mbI?’ (CM, 84, 162, 271) Through the totality
of judgements made by the witnesses as well as instances of
what is implicitly and explicitly seen as ‘typical’ behaviour, the
image of a quintessential Soviet citizen emerges in
Chernobyl’skaia molitva. This image is reminiscent of Aleksandr

ZinoV'iev’'s notion of the ‘Homo Soveticus’, a satirical
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generalization of Soviet character traits.4’?

In particular,
ZinoV'iev insists on the importance of the collective and the

insignificance of the individual in the Soviet mentality:

Our involvement in the life of the collective in almost all the
important and unimportant areas of our life: that is the

foundation of our psychology. The soul of the Homosos lies in

his participation in collective life.**

For Aleksievich, the importance of the collective translates into
the concept of fatalism as a defining trait in the quintessential
Soviet male. This quality is alluded and referred to by four
witnesses who point to the Soviet man’s disregard for his own
well-being, which is supposedly the consequence of the
systematic subordination of the individual to the collective in
the Soviet Union. A former first secretary of a District Party
Committee by the name of Vladimir Ivanov describes himself in

these terms:

470 Aleksandr Zinov'ev, Homo Soveticus (London: Victor Gollancz Ltd, 1985).
471 1bid., p. 84.
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. — 4YenoBeK, Yy KOTOPOrO  OTCYTCTBYET  MHCTUHKT
CaMOCOXpPaHeHMA. ITO HOPMaNbHO, MNOTOMY YTO CWJ/IbHO
pa3BMTO YyBCTBO A0/ra. Takux Toraa 6b110 MHOFO, HE A OAMH...
Y MeHA Ha cToNe Nexann [ecATKU 3aABNeHMI C Npocbboii:
«Mpowy HanpasuTb B YepHobblab.» Mo 308y cepaual /lioan
roToBbl Obl/IN MOXKEepPTBOBaTb COOOM, He 3aAyMblBasCb U He
Tpebysa HMYero B3ameH. Y1o 6bl Bbl TaM HM NUCAAU, HO OblA OH,

CoBeTCKUI xapakTep. (CM, 252)

Sergei Sobolev, who is discussed above, refers to the same
quality in slightly different terms: ‘Hawa rotoBHOCTb K
CaMOMOXKepPTBOBAHMIO... B 3TOM Ham HeT paBHbIX...” (CM, 179)
Providing evidence for the interpretation of the Soviet
character as defined by this self-destructive patriotism, clean-
up workers in the soldiers’ choir talk about their reasons for
travelling to the polluted zone, stating that they were
motivated by a sense of duty and the wish to commit a heroic
deed: ‘A — BOeHHbI YeNOBEK, MHE NMPUKAXKYT — A A0/KEH... A
Aan npucary... Ho 3to He Bce... [eponyecKkuin NopbIB, OH TOXe
6bin. Ero BocnutbiBann... OH Ham BHyLWancA ewe co LWKobl’
(CM, 84). Another witness exclaims: ‘Hapo PoauHe cnyxutb!
PoguHe cnyxutb — ceatoe aeno’ (CM, 88). Psychologically,
then, the clean-up workers readiness for self-sacrifice is

attributed to obedience, ideals of heroism, a decidedly male
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militaristic mind set, and a strong belief in communist ideals.
These psychological traits are attributed to ideological
indoctrination, as in the case of the interviewee cited above,
who claims that the heroic impulse was nurtured in school. As
it were, the Soviet men are the victims of their own mentality.
This representation reinforces the suggestion in the preface in
which Aleksievich rhetorically asks: ‘Tak KTO OHW BCe-Taku:
repoMu wan camoybumubl? MepTBbl COBETCKUX WAEN W

BocnutaHua?’ (CM, 36)

Abused and manipulated by the state, the Soviet male
citizen is not fully disillusioned with the ideals that prompted
the near-suicidal acts. Soviet ideology is internalized to such an
extent that, despite the injuries he sustained and the meagre
compensation granted to him by the state, he still retains a
sense of pride in his act of heroism: ‘Po60TbI He BblAEPKUBANN,
TEXHWKA cxoamna ¢ yma. A mbl paboTtanu ... xopowo pabotanu.
M ouyeHb sTum ropamnnce...” (CM, 82) Similarly, the widow of a
helicopter pilot makes the following statement: ‘B Kpemne emy
BPyYMauM Harpagy .. [lpuexan pomoi cyactamsblii... C
opaeHom...” (CM, 154) At the same time, the clean-up workers’
monologues are characterised by a sense of bitterness as their
retrospective evaluation of their work at the reactor is highly
ambivalent. On the one hand, they express feeling of bitterness,

anger and disillusion: ‘Oa, nownwn BbI Bce...” (CM, 93); ‘Huuero
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reponyeckoro’ (CM, 107). On the other hand, they display a
sense of pride and a great reluctance to abandon ‘Soviet’ ideals.
This statement by a interviewee in the choir is particularly

illustrative:

OH He cmor, a A noiay. Teneps A dymaro uHayve... NMocne gesatu
onepauuit n AByX MHPAPKTOB... TeNepb A HUKOTO HE CYHKY, A UX
noHmmato. Monogasble pebata. Ho cam ace pasHo bbl nosiemen...

(CM, 97, my emphasis)

However, this is not the case with Aleksievich’s female
witnesses, who are unequivocally hostile to the state
authorities. An emphasis on a distinctive male and female
psychology thus underlies the whole book. Patriotism, the
sense of duty and the wish to commit a heroic deed is presented
to be an exclusively male psychological phenomenon. The same
medals that give the men a sense of pride cause their widows
nothing but grief and indignation. In the first monologue,
Liudmila Ignatenko tells the interviewer about her husband’s
slow and painful death at a Moscow hospital after having been
exposed to heavy doses of radiation at the reactor: ‘MpuHecnn
MHe BacuH opgeH... KpacHoro ugeta... i cMOTpeTb Ha Hero

ponro He morna. Cnesbl Katatca...” (CM, 28) Likewise, Sobolev
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tells Aleksievich about a women who refuses to accept

ceremonial tokens of recognition of her husband’s ‘sacrifice’:

CerogHa yTpom He ycnen nNanbTo CHATb, OTKPbIBaeTcA ABepb,
EeHLLMHa C Mopora pblgaeT, He pblaaeT, a KpUunT: «3abepute
ero meaanb 1 Bce rpamotbl! 3abepute Bce nbrotbl! OTaanTe

myxal» (CM, 177)

A second aspect of the depiction of Soviet fatalism is described
by the witness Natal’ia Roslova and confirmed by a large
number of interviewees. Roslova refers to as a more general
indifference to one’s own well-being, a form of fatalism that is
only indirectly self-destructive. It is not manifested as a
disposition to perform ‘suicidal’ heroic deeds but as a kind of
indifference and indolence. The implied message is that the
Soviet people have come to depend on the state to such a
degree that they have lost the ability to independent thought

and action:

C oAHOM CTOPOHbl — HUTWAWM3M, OTPULLAHWE, a C OPYron —
daTanmnam. Bnactam He BepAT, Y4EHbIM M Bpayam He BEPAT, HO
M CaMM HUYEro He npeanpuHUMatoT. HeBUHHble WU

6esyyacTHble. .. Bponb noneir — TabaAMYKKM «BbicoKan

336



pagmnaumar... Mona nawytca... Tpuauatb Kopu... MNAartbaecar...

TpaKTOPUCTbI CUAAT B OTKPbLITbIX KabuHax. (CM, 274)

Chernobyl’skaia molitva contains several instances of this kind
of indifference. The local population refuses to take warnings
about the lethal radiation levels seriously and remains in the
polluted zone. Many witnesses consume food containing high
doses of radiation, apparently unconcerned about how it may
affect their health, as, for instance, a clean-up worker in the
soldiers’ choir: ‘O6bsacHANM Ham, YTO HENb3s. A Mbl pyrasnce u
enn’ (CM, 86). This indifference is often the subject of self-
reflection and generalised judgements, as in Kokhanov’'s

monologue:

A Bepun.. WNHKeHep C ABaAUATUNETHUM CTaXKEM, XOPOLLO
3HAKOMbIN C 3aKOHaMM GU3MKKU. 3HAN Ke A, YTO U3 ITUX MeCT
Hago yMTM Bcemy XumBomy. XoTa 6bl Ha BpemA. Ho Mmbl
[06pOCOBECTHO MPOBOAUAN 3aMepPbl U CMOTPENN TEJEBU30P.
Mbl MPUBbLIKAU BEPUTb. i — U3 MOCNEBOEHHOTO MOKONEHMUS,
KoTopoe BbIpoc/o B 3Toi Bepe. OTKyAa Bepa? Mbl nobeannu B
TAaKOM CcTpawHoi BoOMHe. [epes Hamu Torga Becb MUP

npeKknoHsANCA. 1o *e bbino! (CM, 208)
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If the Soviet citizen displays a readiness to sacrifice himself,
obedience, and helpless dependence in relation to the state,
the Soviet state shows nothing but disregard for the well-being
of its citizens. The most common case of systemic maltreatment
of individuals mentioned in the book may be the failure of the
authorities to provide the clean-up workers with protective
equipment. As Grushevoi states: ‘HyxeH 6bln xopowui
3aWMTHbIN KOCTIOM, CneuuanbHble OYKM, Macka. Y Hac Hu
nepBoro, HM BTOporo, HU Tpetbero’ (CM, 154). Another common
complaint concerns the meagre compensation given to the
clean-up workers. Having returned home from the polluted
zone, they receive little or no financial aid from the authorities,
as Sobolev emphasises: ‘A noTom WX YBONbHAAN U3 APMUMU,
AaBanv rpaMoTy M npemuio — cto pybnei’ (CM, 178). Using a
patriotic turn of phrase that in this context becomes bitterly
ironic, Sobolev adds: ‘U OHM wncyelann Ha OecKpaHUX
npoctopax Hawen poanHbl’ (CM, 178). Through its insistence on
and repetition of instances of systemic abuse, then,
Chernobyl’skaia molitva presents a fierce indictment of a
totalitarian regime that shows utter disregard for its citizens.
Coupled with the notion of ‘fatalism’, this interpretation shows
the Soviet male citizen as a victim of his own convictions. The
indoctrinated ideals are so deeply rooted in him that he, despite

the sustained injuries and meagre compensation granted to him
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by the state, retains a sense of pride in what he regards as his
act of heroism. This ties in with the underlying assumptions
about gender in the text, as the Soviet patriotic mind-set is seen
as a strictly male phenomenon. Whereas the men, although
ambivalently embittered, are not fully disillusioned with the

Soviet system, the women feel only grief and indignation.

The Limits of Expression

The theme of the inability to articulate the experience of the
Chernobyl disaster is the third leitmotif in Chernobyl’skaia
molitva. Aleksievich points out in her preface: ‘A He pa3
C/blWana B Te AHMU: KTAaKUX CNOB He noabepy, 4Tobbl Nnepenatb
TO, YTO A BUAENA M NEPENKUNAY ... KHU B OAHOM KHUXKKe 06 3TOM
He YMTan n B KMHO He Buaen»’' (CM, 32). Aleksievich explains the
witnesses’ wordlessness by referring to the extraordinary
novelty of the nuclear accident: ‘lMpownoe Bapyr oKasanocb
6ecnomolHbIM, B HEM He Ha 4To OblI0 onepeTbcA, B
Besgecylem (Kak Mbl BEpUIM) apXMBE YesioBeYecTBa He
HaLLNOCb K/to4el, yTobbl OTKpbITL 3Ty ABepb’ (CM, 32) In other
words, the unprecedented disaster is so far removed from
normality that contemporary culture cannot accommodate it in

a meaningful way. This point is continuously insisted on
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throughout the book, both performatively and by way of

conscious reflection.

Performatively, the text draws the reader’s attention to
its own failure to address the disaster in proper terms. For
instance, there is the frequent comparison between the
accident and war. Zinaida Kovalenko, a returnee to the polluted
zone, describes the days of the evacuation thus: ‘Kak B BoliHYy’
(CM, 47). This motif is reiterated a few pages later, in an
interview in which a number of villagers take turns speaking:
‘Hy, npymato, Havanacb BoOMHa. C  KuTaliuamum  wam
amepukaHuamu’ (CM, 54). However, as Aleksievich and several
witnesses make clear, the comparison with war is an imprecise

approximation:

Bce, UTO Ham M3BecTHO 06 y»acax u cTpaxax, 6onblie Bcero
CBA3aHO C BOMHOM [...] NMo3aTomy AtoAM CMeLLMBAIOT NOHATUA
BOMHbI U KaTacTpodbl... YepHobbinbckas uHbOpmauMa B
raseTax Criollb U3 BOEHHbIX C/10B: aTOM, B3PbIB, repoMu... M aTo
3aTpyAHAET NOHWMaHWE TOro, YTOo Mbl HaxoOAUMCA B HOBOM

ucropum... (CM, 32)

Echoing this argument presented by Aleksievich in the preface,

the soldiers’ choir concludes with the following prominently
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placed sentence, uttered by one of the clean-up workers: ‘A
AYMasn, YTO PaccKaxy CbiHy... A npuexan: «Mana, 4to Tam?» —
«BoliHa.» fl He Haweén apyrux cnos...” (CM, 98) Eight pages later,
Evgenii Brovkin, a teacher at the University of Gomel,
elaborates this unnamed clean-up worker’s sense of
inadequate vocabulary: ‘A 3agymanca: noyemy o YepHobbine
Mano Nuwyt? ... lymaete, cnydanHocTb? CobbiTMe A0 cMx nop
elé BHe KynbTypbl. TpaBma Ky/abTypbl. M1 e ANHCTBEHHbIN HaLL
oteBeT — monyaHue’ (CM, 106). Teacher Nikolai Prokhorovich
makes a similar observation in the same chapter: ‘C BonHoM
CpaBHMBATb He/b3A, HEe TOYHO, a Bce cpasHmBatoT’ (CM, 133).
The repetition of this particular comparison and its frequently
stated inaccuracy points to the inadequacy of language to
express the reality of the disaster. This inability is further
emphasized when the witnesses state that they lack the words
to properly describe what they saw and experienced in
connection to the accident, as in Ignatenko’s monologue: ‘Bce
He Te cnoBa Bam rosopto.. He Takue..” (CM, 26) Valentina
Apanasevich, the wife of a clean-up worker, questions whether
the Chernobyl experience is at all possible to put into words:
‘MoxHO nn 06 aTomM roBopuTb? HasbiBaTb cloBamu... 1 4O cux

nop He NoOHMMalo, YTo 310 H6bINO" (CM, 293).

As concerns the interviewees’ conscious reflection on this

problem of language, two monologues are particularly relevant.
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In the first, Nina Zharkova, a schoolteacher, tells the interviewer
about everyday life after the accident, mentioning a number of
unsettling events: a pregnant young woman who died suddenly
and for unclear reasons; children who faint if they remain
standing for more than fifteen minutes; the suicide by hanging
of a little girl; the prevailing atmosphere of fatigue and
gloominess in the school. Zharkova then suggests that existing
literature does not provide a framework for understanding this
reality: ‘Bce ¢ Tem ke [yWKMHbIM, KOTOPbIA Kas3ancs MHe
BeYHbIM. MIHOrAa NOABAAETCA KOLLYHCTBEHHAsA MbICAb: @ BAPYT
BCA Halla Ky/ibTypa — CYHAYK CO cTtapbiMu pyKonucamu’ (CM,
137). Too alien to be grasped within the realm of traditional
Russian high culture, the accident has in some sense caused this
culture to lose its validity. In a second monologue, Katia P, the

daughter of a schoolteacher, makes a statement to this effect:

BoT Bbl MuwWeTe, HO HW OA4HA KHUIa He MOMOria MHe, He
06bACHMNA. HY TeaTp, HW KMHO. Al pa3bupatoct B 3TOM 6e3 HUX.
Cama. Mbl BCce nepexnBaem Camu, Mbl HE 3HAeM, YTO C 3TUM
Aenatb. YMOM A 3TO NOHATb He mory. OcobeHHO pacTepanach
MO Mama, OHa MpenogaéT B LUKO/ME PYCCKUWA A3bIK M
NIMTepaTypy, BCerga yunaa mMeHs KUTb Mo KHUXKKam. U Bapyr

TaKUX KHUXKeK HeT... Mama pacrtepsnacs... (CM, 119)
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The witness then tells the interviewer about her recollections
of the accident: the helicopters hovering over the rooftops; a
neighbour watching the fire from his balcony with binoculars;
the blue smoke hanging over the power plant; the silence in the
bus taking her away from Pripiat’; the experience of being
ostracized in Minsk; the fear of infertility. According to Katia P.,
these experiences are ignored in literature as well as in public
discourse: ‘Y Hac 06 3ToM He NULLYT, 06 3TOM He roBopAT. A Mbl
ectb...” (CM, 122) Chernobyl’skaia molitva is thus implicitly
presented as a first attempt to grapple with the wordlessness
surrounding the accident. The interviewees’ cumulative
insistence implies that the experience of the Chernobyl disaster
is difficult if not impossible to communicate because the
accident is so far removed from normality that the present
culture cannot describe it in a meaningful way. The theme of
wordlessness is arranged and highlighted by Aleksievich to
underscore the sense of the uniqueness of the event, hinting at
the caesurain Soviet history in particular and human civilisation

in general.

Chapter titles: Chernobyl’skaia molitva and

Tsinkovye mal’chiki
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We can thus see that the voices in Chernobyl’skaia molitva add
up to a thematic uniformity presenting over-arching messages,
which confirm the observations outlined by Aleksievich in her
preface. Insisting on a few crucial points, the voices merge in a
single impersonal truth and are thus ‘monologic’ in Bakhtin’s
sense of the word. Apart from the selection and composition of
the book in which the leitmotifs are reiterated and developed
throughout, Aleksievich reinforces her messages by structuring
the material in chapters with individual titles. In
Chernobyl’skaia molitva, the first chapter is titled ‘Zemlia
mertvykh’, a metaphor for the area around the reactor and for
the shattered reality of its inhabitants (CM, 43). Developing the
theme of death, the title of the second chapter ‘Venets
tvoreniia’ alludes to the Book of Genesis, emphasising the guilt
of humans —supposedly God’s final and most dignified creation,
which has now brought unimaginable destruction to His earth
and creatures (CM, 101). In the context of science and
technology in the Soviet Union, however, this chapter title can
also be read as an ironic metaphor of the Chernobyl nuclear
power plant as the crowning achievement of the Soviet
technological and scientific project. Therefore, the reference to
the crown of creation stresses not only Aleksievich’s over-
arching eco-critical agenda, alerting readers to the disastrous

consequences of the over-exploitation of nature, but also
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points to the disaster as a direct result of the shortcomings of
the Soviet system, a consequence of its inherent flaws, thus
reinforcing the interpretation of the accident as symbolic of a

wider Soviet failure.

Whereas the first and second title stress the pain
suffered by the Chernobyl victims as well as the eco-critical and
ideological impact of the disaster, the third and final chapter
‘Voskhishchenie pechal’iu’ points beyond the horror of the
catastrophe and its underlying causes. The mention of a sense
of admiration for (or amazement at) the sadness experienced
by the Chernobyl victims introduces an ambiguity to their
suffering, implying a beauty inherent in it and suggesting a
degree of reconciliation with the loss of their loved ones.*’?
Anna Karpusheva has analysed the compositional structure of
Chernobyl’skaia molitva through the lens of the Slavic death
lament, arguing that this work resembles a continuous,
collective mourning reflecting the ‘verbalization of grief as well
as the transformation that helps the mourner come to terms

with her trauma and continue with her life’.#’3 Tracing an

emotional progression in the narrative structure of the work,

472 English translations render this third chapter title differently. Whereas Keith Gessen
translates it as ‘Amazed by sadness’, Anna Gunin’s and Arch Tait’s translation is
‘Admiring disaster’. See Aleksievich, Chernobyl Prayer: The Oral History of a Nuclear
Disaster, translated by Keith Gessen (Illinois: Dalkey Archive Press, 2005), p. ii.
Chernobyl Prayer: A Chronicle of the Future, translated by Anna Gunin and Arch Tait
(London: Penguin Books, 2016), p. i.

473 Karpusheva, ‘Svetlana Aleksievich’s Voices’., p. 271.
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Karpusheva demonstrates that the voices in Aleksievich’s
choruses reflect three stages in the processing of traumatic
experience: rupture, transition, and incorporation.*’4 While the
speakers in the first choir confront the fact of death and the
speakers in the second choir address the disruption of the cycle
of human life, the witnesses in the third and final choir — ‘Detskii
khor’ — ‘offer some kind of resolution for its mourners and
represents the “working-through” stage of overcoming

trauma’.4’®

This emotional progression is likewise implicit in the
titles of the first and final monologues in the work — both titled
‘Odinokii chelovecheskii golos’ (CM, 11, 287). Mirroring each
other with their identical titles, these monologues are narrated
by widows who are struggling with grief and questions of
meaning — Liudmila Ignatenko and Valentina Apanasevich.
Severely traumatized by the loss of her husband, a firefighter,
Ignatenko describes towards the end of her monologue a sense
of unreality in her everyday existence, a dream-like state of
alienation: ‘Tak A 1 »KuBy... })KMBY 04HOBPEMEHHO B PeasibHOM U

Hepea/sibHOM mupe. He 3Hato, rae mHe nyyuwe...” (CM, 28).

Even though Apanasevich is no less traumatized by her

loss, her monologue ends on a more hopeful note as she tells

474 Tbid.

475 Ipid., p. 274.
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the interviewer about her son, who retains what Apanasevich
describes as a childishly naive perspective on the world, a
degree of innocence, despite his horrific injuries. The two final
sentences of her monologue, which are given additional
significance as they conclude the whole work and provide its
title, hint at reconciliation and hope: ‘A 6yay unitaTth cBOIO
4epHOObINIbCKYD MOANTBY... OH — CMOTPETb Ha MUP AETCKUMMU

rnasamu...” (CM, 298).

Through the repetition of the ‘solitary human voice’
towards the end of the work, which now introduces a
monologue suggesting a degree of reconciliation, Aleksievich
steers her reader towards a sense of tentative acceptance of
grief and to hopes of a continuation of life in the future. Thus
via chapter titles and the positioning of individual monologues
to organize the voices of her witnesses in a narrative structure,
Aleksievich leads the reader from the utter devastation of her
first witness — the inconsolable Ignatenko — to the hope

inherent in Apanasevich’s prayer.

Aleksievich employs similar narrative strategies in
Tsinkovye mal’chiki, which is structured in three individually
titled chapters, underlining the central aspects of the thematic
uniformity of this book. Exploring the Soviet occupation of

Afghanistan between 1979 and 1989, Tsinkovye mal’chiki
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consists of monologues based on interviews with male and
female veterans as well as with the mourning mothers of fallen
soldiers. As Jones has observed, the central interpretative thesis
of this work is that the Soviet-Afghan conflict contributed to
undermining Soviet military ideology and ultimately led to
widespread disillusionment with communist ideas in the USSR,
paving the way for its disintegration. Jones notes that the
majority of the monologues in the book are constructed in the
same way: ‘the initial innocence and often naive patriotic
acceptance of the official line of those sent to fight the war
contrasts sharply with their bitter disillusionment upon
returning from it’.4’® Discussing Aleksievich’s representations in
relation to the concept of the Motherland (poawnHa), Jones
argues that Tsinkovye mal’chiki presents the Soviet-Afghan war
as a crucial point in the disintegration of the cult of the Second

World War in Soviet culture:

The conflict in Afghanistan [...] is clearly not at all like World
War Il. In that conflict the “Motherland” —if we can accept such
a construct — was invaded and occupied and was in fact in
danger of being defeated. In the Afghan War, on the other

hand, the Soviets were the aggressors [..] Thus the

476 Jones, ‘Mothers, Prostitutes', p. 240.
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“Motherland-mother” construct at the heart of World War II,
wherein individual mothers [...] stand in for the Motherland
itself, splinters in the case of the Soviet—Afghan War [...] Most
mothers whose words are sprinkled throughout Zinky Boys and
who symbolically, collectively represent the Motherland, do
not accept the sacrifice of their sons for a cause they neither

comprehend nor support.*’”

A key theme of this work, the disillusionment with Soviet
ideology caused by the perceived unjust nature of the military
campaign is expressed by both mothers and veterans, who
state that their trust in the Soviet state has been irrevocably
shattered. A male private tells the interviewer about his
attitude to the armed conflict and to the government at the
time when he was drafted: ‘B Hawel cembe cuuTanocb: pas
NpPaBUTENbCTBO NOC/AN0 TyAa BOMCKa, 3HauuT, Haao' (TS, 33).
Towards the end of the monologue, this witness expresses that
he has fundamentally reconsidered his viewpoint on the war

and on Soviet society in general:

He nuwuTe TONbKO O Hawem adraHckom bpatctse. Ero HeT. A B

HEero He BepIo. Ha BoliHe Bcex O6'be,CI,VIHF|fI CTpax: Hac

477 Ibid., p. 241.
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0AMHaKOBO 06MaHyAu, Mbl OAWHAKOBO XOTENU XUTb W
0AMHAKOBO XOTeNn AOMOW. 34ecb Hac obbeAnHAET TO, YTO Y
Hac Hu4ero HeT, a 6nara B Halleil cTpaHe pa3gatoT no 6aaty u

npusuneruam. (TS, 37)

The sense of disillusionment recurring throughout the
freestanding monologues is further stressed by Aleksievich in
the chapter titles, which are all quotations from the Bible. While
prefiguring the death lament in Chernoby!l’skaia molitva in its
Christian framework, Tsinkovye mal’chiki does not offer a
narrative of reconciliation. Aleksievich introduces an ambiguity
in the incorporation of religious references as she states that
she is not certain what she seeks in the Scripture: ‘Y410 uwy 8
CeAwWweHHOM NUcaHnK? Bonpocbl nan oTeeTbl? Kakne Bonpochl
n Kakune oteeTbl?’ (TS, 177) The recurrent references to the Bible
point both towards the innocence of the victims of the war in
Afghanistan and to the perceived emptiness of official ideology
by repeatedly invoking the notion of false prophets, implying by
extension that the Soviet Union has lost its real Orthodox faith

and substituted it with a destructive political doctrine.

The title of Chapter One ‘Ilbo mnogie pridut moim

7

imenem...” refers to the Gospel of Mark, which tells of the

ministry of Jesus from his baptism to his death and burial,
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ending with the discovery of his empty tomb (TS, 29). In
particular, the quotation used by Aleksievich is taken from
Jesus’s eschatological discourse in chapter 13, immediately
preceding the passion narrative: ‘Jesus said to them: “Watch
out that no one deceives you. Many will come in my name,
claiming, ‘l am he’, and will deceive many”’.4’8 This reference to
Jesus’ cautioning his disciples of false prophets clearly points to
the false promises made by the Soviet regime. However, the
position of the sentence in the Holy Scripture is also significant
as it comes directly after Jesus’ prediction of the destruction of
the temple. Clearly referring to the dissolution of the USSR, the
allusion to the imminent destruction of the temple reinforces
the over-arching thesis in Tsinkovye mal’chiki that the Soviet-
Afghan war brought about or at least sped up this process of

disintegration:

As Jesus was leaving the temple, one of his disciples said to him,
‘Look, Teacher! What massive stones! What magnificent
buildings! ‘Do you see all these great buildings?’, replied Jesus.
‘Not one stone here will be left on another; every one will be

thrown down’.*”®

478 Holy Bible: New International Version (Hodder & Stoughton, 2011), p. 766. See Mary
Healy, The Gospel of Mark (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic, 2008), p. 256.
479 1bid.
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If the first chapter title equates Soviet ideology with the false
prophets represented in the Gospel of Mark, suggesting the
danger and destructive potential inherent in Soviet military
culture, the title of Chapter Two addresses the suffering of the
blameless victims of the Soviet system: ‘A gpyroin ymupaert c
Aaywoto oropyeHHoto’ (TS, 103). This quotation is taken from The
Book of Job, which tells about the sufferings of the eponymous
hero, a virtuous, God-fearing man leading an exemplary life.4°
When Satan challenges Job’s faith, God grants permission for
Job to be tested by permitting every possible disaster to befall
him, making The Book of Job a story of ‘a life where suffering
and injustice prevail for no apparent reason’.*®! The quotation
used by Aleksievich is to be found in Job’s second reply to
Zophar (Job 21) in which Job addresses the fate of the wicked.
The doctrine represented in Zophar’s discourse teaches that the
wicked bring about their own downfall and that their actions
are punished by God.*®? From his own position of suffering,

however, Job contradicts this idea of divine justice:

480 Norman C. Habel, The Book of Job (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975),

p. 1.
481 Tbid.
482 Tbid., 110.
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One person dies in full vigour, completely secure and at ease,
well nourished in body, bones rich with marrow. Another dies

in bitterness of soul, never having enjoyed anything good.*83

There are numerous interpretations of the themes of faith,
suffering and morality in The Book of Job.*®* However, in the
context of eroding belief in Soviet ideology in Tsinkovye
mal’chiki, what is most relevant about this allusion is Job’s
insistence on the injustice of suffering in a world where evil
deeds go unpunished and suffering is brought upon the
virtuous. Implicitly equating Job’s despair to that of the soldiers
and their mothers, Aleksievich emphasizes their victimhood,
their status as victims of the injustices caused by the Soviet
state. Just as Job cannot reconcile with the unjust and
apparently meaningless suffering that befalls him, the mothers
of the Soviet soldiers cannot justify the deaths of their sons as
a meaningful sacrifice for the Motherland as the Soviet cult of

the Second World War is beginning to disintegrate.

Bringing the narrative framework to full circle by

reiterating the point made in the title of Chapter One, the third

483 Holy Bible, p. 389.

484 See, for instance, Michael V. Fox, ‘The Meanings of the Book of Job’, Journal of
Biblical Literature, vol. 137, no. 1 (Spring 2018), pp. 7-18; Andrew E. Steinmann, The
Structure and Message of the Book of Job’, Vetus Testamentum, vol. 46, fasc. 1 (Jan.,
1996), pp. 85-100.
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and final chapter is titled ‘Ne obrashchaites’ k vyzyvaiushchim
mertvykh. | k volshebnikam ne khodite...” (TS, 175) The source
of this chapter title is The Book of Leviticus, the third book of
the Old Testament, which mainly consists of God’s speeches to
Moses, which he commands him to repeat to the Israelites.*®
Specifically, Aleksievich cites Leviticus 19:31, in which God says
to Moses: ‘Do not turn to mediums or seek out spiritists, for you
will be defiled by them. | am the Lord your God’.*%¢ Repeating
the initial emphasis on Soviet ideology as a false system of
ideals with detrimental consequences for its followers, this
guotation stresses both the illusory nature of its ideals and the

violence that such a system brings about.

In contrast to Chernobyl’skaia molitva, in which the
chapter titles reflect a process of grieving as the witnesses
collectively contribute to shaping a narrative of mourning and
acceptance, the structure of Tsinkovye mal’chiki is more static.
In addition to the individual titles, the chapters are termed
almost identically, reflecting a slow progression of days: ‘JeHb
nepsbin’ (TS, 29); ‘OeHb BTOpon’ (TS, 103); ‘OeHb TpeTuin; (TS,
175). Evoking a sense of ceaseless monotony, these chapter
titles seem to frame the monologues in a suffocating, enclosed

structure, while also indicating that the act of killing has turned

485 ], R. Porter, Leviticus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), pp. 1-12.
486 Holy Bible, p. 90.

354



into a matter of routine. Reflecting the lack of emotional
progression in the soldiers’ and mothers’ monologues, this
structure precludes both narrative development and any

possibilities for reconciliation.

As opposed to the witnesses of the Chernobyl’ nuclear
disaster, the speakers in Tsinkovye mal’chiki do not collectively
process their trauma. While Apanasevich expresses a degree of
hope and reconciliation in Chernobyl’skaia molitva, the final
witness in Tsinkovye mal’chiki concludes his narrative with a
highly unsettling and discouraging image. This interviewee, an
anonymous sergeant, tells the interviewer that he has been
receiving treatment for periodontal disease developed in
Afghanistan. During an appointment with the dentist, the shock
from the pain of pulling out a tooth suddenly made him start
talking, his mouth still full of blood: ‘He mory octaHoBuTbCS... A
YKEHLLNHA-BPay CMOTPUT Ha MEHA MNOYTK C OTBPALLEHMEM, Y Hee
Ha nue Bce ee YyBCTBa. Mo, NOMHBIMA POT KPOBM, @ OH elle
rosoput’ (TS, 239). Recalling the look of disgust on the dentist’s
face, the witness draws a parallel to the public perception of the
Afghan veterans: ‘A noHan, 4To BCe O Hac BOT TaK M AyMaloT:
NMOJIHbIA POT KPOBMU, a OHU eule roBopsaT...” (TS, 239) In its final
monologue then, Tsinkovye mal’chiki emphasises the alienation

felt by the veterans in Soviet society, making this work a first
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attempt to break their enforced silence rather than a narrative

which seeks to process trauma.

The claim to represent other people is an important source of
authenticity and legitimacy in Golosa utopii. The multi-voiced
structure of Aleksievich’s works seems to grant the books
additional evidential force, as the reader is apparently
presented with the pluralistic representation of different voices
—not only with the subjective interpretations of a single author.
Even though the interviewees often present a markedly
subjective image of their experiences, the collective narrative
that emerges makes an implicit claim to objective truth by
virtue of its insistence on plurality and diversity. With her books
often referred to as ‘polyphonic’, Aleksievich has been received
in the Western European and northern American spheres as an

author who ‘gives a voice to the voiceless’'.

This ambition to allow historical eyewitnesses to ‘speak’
in her works cannot be dismissed as pure rhetoric. Even though
Aleksievich introduces conspicuous changes in individual
monologues from edition to edition, altering thematic
emphasis and poetic effects between revisions, there is no
evidence that she makes fictional additions to the content of

the monologues. Thus processing and structuring the
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statements of actual people, Aleksievich gives her readers
access to genuine accounts which contribute to our

understanding of Soviet history.

The term ‘polyphonic’, however, does not seem
appropriate to describe the compositional nature of her works.
Selecting and structuring the material in a way that creates a
thematic uniformity, Aleksievich employs a form of writing that
is a far cry from Bakhtin’s understanding of ‘unmerged voices’
but rather gravitates towards his concept of the monologic
novel. Instead of aspiring to present the variety of co-existing
truths characteristic of Bakhtin’s notion of literary polyphony,
Aleksievich’s structure is heavily marked by a central
interpretative thesis. As Jones suggests, ‘symphonic’ is a much
more appropriate term to describe the compositional character
of Aleksievich’s books.*®” Similarly to the musical themes in a
symphony, the ‘voices’ represented in her writing are
structured according to the principle of recurring and
hierarchically ordered leitmotifs — not as simultaneous lines of
independent melody as in a fugue. The over-arching and subtly
communicated arguments that inform the selection
underpinning Chernobyl’skaia molitva clearly steers the reader

to an understanding of the Chernobyl disaster as directly caused

487 Jones, ‘Mothers, Prostitutes', p. 235.
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by the inherent flaws of the Soviet system, and the
compositional structure of the work presents the trauma
suffered by the witnesses as something that is possible to
overcome. The composition of Tsinkovye mal’chiki, by contrast,
presents the veterans’ trauma as irredeemable, an open wound

in the Soviet collective consciousness.
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Conclusion

Blanchot’s claim that ‘genres no longer have any real
significance — that, for example, it would be absurd to ask
whether Finnegan’s Wake is a prose work or not, or whether it
can be called a novel’ — must be seen against the background of
his own philosophy of literature as well as in the context of the
modernist writing that he discusses.*® A singular entity that
eludes conceptual generalisations, a literary work has no
essence, according to Blanchot, but ‘exists as this absence of
itself, as the question of its possibility’.*® This ‘impetuous
pressure of literature that no longer recognizes the distinction
between genres and seeks to destroy their limits’ is most clearly
visible in overtly genre-transgressive works such as Finnegan’s
Wake, which undermines the narrative and stylistic
conventions traditionally associated with the novel.#°
Blanchot’s notion of the limits of generalised definitions of
literary forms are clearly applicable to Aleksievich’s work, which
defines itself precisely through the transgression of

institutionalized forms of writing.

488 Blanchot, The Space, p. 220.

489 Rodolphe Gasché, ‘The Felicities of Paradox: Blanchot on the Null-Space in Literature’,
in Carolyn Baily Gill ed., Maurice Blanchot: The Demand of Writing (London and New
York: Routledge, 1996), pp. 34-69, p. 36. See also Haase and Large, Maurice Blanchot, p.
57.

490 Blanchot, Le Livre a venir (Paris: Gallimard, 1959), p. 136. Quoted in Todorov,
Genres, p. 13.
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However, even though genre definitions might be
obsolete concepts to describe and classify literary works,
historically established genres are crucial in shaping our writing
and reading of texts. As Todorov has compellingly argued, an
author’s awareness of institutionalized genres guides their
writing. Analogously, the same awareness governs readers’
approach to a work of literature. Therefore, rather than
proposing another label to categorize the genre of Golosa
utopii, this thesis has focused on the specific ways in which
Aleksievich presents her work and the specific expectations this

presentation raises.

Aleksievich establishes ‘horizons of expectation’ for her
readers in several different ways. Insisting on the obligation to
factual truth by referring to the interviewees as ‘witnesses’ and
presenting their stories in monologues, in which the individual
voice seems to be elevated to a position of power and authority,
Aleksievich’s writing creates the impression that the interview
statements have undergone minimal authorial editing and that
the reader is given ‘unmediated’ access to the witnesses’
accounts. At the same time, however, Aleksievich emphasises

the presence of artistic and universal truths in her texts, thus
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encouraging her reader to look both for the ‘real’ and the ‘true’

in Golosa utopii.*?

Synthesising ideas on literary and documentary writing
of her most crucial influences in the Russian literary tradition,
Aleksievich emphatically identifies as an author rather than as
a journalist, even though her career as a journalist in the 1970s
and 1980s significantly contributed to shaping her writing
practice. Her creative works can be seen as a direct
continuation of her writings for Sel’skaia gazeta and Neman.
Yet, her books also embody a conscious effort to distance
herself from the Soviet journalistic context. In her later works,
the official Soviet discourse is foregrounded as the negative
other of Aleksievich’s own discourse, prompting her reader to
approach Golosa utopii as a dissident text — that is, a cycle of
works occupying a position of diametrical opposition to official
Soviet ideology. This retrospective positioning includes the
construction of a dissident persona, framing Aleksievich’s

writing career in binary terms.

The dichotomies of state vs. individual and resistance vs.
repression underpinning Aleksievich’s public persona are not
accurate reflections of her trajectory, though. On the contrary,

her writing career points to the instability of such binaries and

431 White, ‘Introduction: Historical Fiction’, p. 149.
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the fluid boundaries between official and unofficial Soviet
culture. It is only in the more recent, revised version of U voiny
ne zhenskoe litso that Aleksievich makes the connection
between masculinity and ideological and aesthetic conformity.
In the original version of this book, the superior authenticity
assigned to female interviewees is attributed to the supposedly
superior sensory perception and memory of women. A similar
discrepancy between the presentation and reality of
Aleksievich’s works can be observed in their apparent
polyphony. While the sheer number of seemingly independent
authors has led readers and critics to perceive Aleksievich’s
works as ‘polyphonic’, the narrative structures and the thematic
uniformity governing individual monologues are incompatible

with Bakhtin’s notion of literary polyphony.

The aesthetic effects and political messages inherent in
Aleksievich’s writing are predicated on a set of tacit agreements
between author and reader. Aleksievich’s claim to let the
witness ‘speak’ in her writing assumes that an author can
accurately represent the experiences, feelings, and thoughts of
a wider group of people. While drawing on the strategies of
dissident writers of the 1960s and 1970s to ‘write history
through the voice of the repressed’, this assumption also recalls
the notion of the ‘people’ inherent in the thinking of the Russian

idealists of the 1840 and the positivists of the 1860s as well as
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Lenin’s view that the Marxist intelligentsia represented the
proletariat.**2 In Aleksievich’s later works, the construction of
an artistic persona assumes an absolute separation between
official and unofficial Soviet culture, with the concomitant
assumption ‘that Socialism was “bad” and “immoral” or had
been experienced as such by Soviet people before the changes
of perestroika, and, further, the collapse of Soviet socialism was

predicated on this badness and immorality’.4°3

When author and reader enter into these agreements,
Golosa utopii is met with approval by critics and readers and
Aleksievich is accepted as a credible representative for the
people whose stories she collects — a ‘voice of the voiceless’
who has stood up to the repressive Belarusian and Russian
regimes and, as several paratexts suggest, waged the same fight
against the Soviet regime before perestroika. By contrast, when
readers refuse to enter into the agreements that Golosa utopii
silently proposes, they tend to be more critical of Aleksievich’s
work. Soviet-Afghan War veteran Alla Smolina is a case in
point.*** Smolina calls Aleksievich an ‘immoral, dishonest

upstart’ (‘4na meHA HaBcerga ocTanacb HEMOPAAOYHOM JIKMBOW

492 Barbara Martin, Dissident Histories in the Soviet Union: From De-Stalinization to
Perestroika (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2019), pp. 83-108; Morson, ‘The
Intelligentsia and its Critics’, in Abbott Gleason, ed., A Companion to Russian History
(Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, 2009), pp. 261-278, p. 272; Malia, ‘What Is the
Intelligentsia?’, Daedalus, vol. 89, no. 3 (1960), pp. 441-458, p. 446.

433 Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, p. 5.

494 Smolina, ‘Gimn sovetskim “Afganushkam”’.
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Bbicko4ykoit’) and dismisses her receipt of the Nobel Prize as

‘pure politics’:

Joporve BeTepaHbl, HUYErOo YAMBUTENbHOTO — 3TO YMCTas
NosINTMKA [...] AneKcneBMY MHOIO JIeT KMBET Ha 3anaje, a ABa
roga nocne aHHekcun Kpbima (2014-2015) Bbianauce B
CepbésHoe NoAUTMYECKOe NpPOTUBOCTOAHME 3anaga ¢
Kpemném. N Anekcueswud [...] cymena noacyetTuTbCA, B HYXKHOE

BPema KPUTUKYA MyTUHA C HY>KHbIX TPMBYH. %

Framing Aleksievich and her work within the dichotomy of East
vs. West, Smolina’s presentation is, of course, no less
predicated on simplified binaries than the depictions of Soviet
reality in Golosa utopii. For Smolina, however, the value of
these binaries is reversed — it is the West that represents evil
and untruth. Claiming to speak for ‘thousands’ of veterans in
her scathing criticism, Smolina reverses the roles and claims to
represent a wider collective of veterans: ‘oHa [Anekcuesnu]
ockopbuna [..] TbICAYM COBETCKUX BETEPAHOB, BK/KOYAA
nornbwunx n ymepLumx [...] Beab oHa Tak U HE U3BUHMAACH U HU

nepej, Kem U3 Hac He nokasanaco...”*%®

495 Tbid.
4% Tbid.

364



Whether Smolina’s indignation is in fact shared by a
significant number of veterans remains unknown. Likewise, it is
difficult to determine how Aleksievich’s interviewees
retrospectively view their participation in her literary project. In
U voiny ne zhenskoe litso, Aleksievich reports receiving an
indignant letter from veteran Nina Vishnevskaia, who objects to
Aleksievich’s written rendition of the interview: ‘Bo3spalieH u
NOC/NaHHbIA MHOW MaTepuas, OT HEro Masao YTo OCTaNOChb — BECb
NCYEPKaHHbIN [...] BbIOpOLIEHbI Becesble CTPOKM O MoBapax,
KOTOpble B KOT/1ax MOKOTCA [...] A Ha CTPaHMLAX C UCTOPUEN MPO
nenteHaHTa Muuwy T. cToAM BO3MYLLEHHbIE BONPOCUTE/IbHbIE
3Hakn’ (UV, 116). However, Aleksievich dismisses these
objections as motivated by Vishnevskaia’s superficial desire to
be presented in a heroic light and, by extension, her
internalisation of the Soviet masculine war canon: ‘llotTom s He
pa3 CTajIkmBanacb C 3TMUMW ABYMA NpaBAaMM, KUBYLWMMMU B
OOHOM 4YenoBeKke: COOCTBEHHOM MpaBAoOM, 3arHaHHoOW B
NOAMNONbE, U YYXKOW, BEPHEE HbIHELWHEN, NPONUTAHHOM AYXOM

BpemeHu. 3anaxom raset’ (UV, 116).

It would be illuminating to interview Aleksievich’s
witnesses, to ask them whether they recognise themselves in
their monologues, whether they feel that Aleksievich accurately
represented or distorted their experiences and whether the act

of sharing their trauma with her and her readers redeemed
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their suffering in any way (as the narrative structure in
Chernobyl’skaia molitva seems to suggest). Unfortunately,
many Second World War veterans, veterans of the Soviet-
Afghan War and Chernobyl survivors have passed away.
Moreover, those who are alive today would be difficult to
identify and locate as Aleksievich does not provide extensive

information about her interviewees in her books.

Irrespective of whether the interviewees feel that they
have been accurately represented in Aleksievich’s writing,
however, her works are based on the assumption that such
representation is possible. Relying on her reader’s ability to
decode the signals by which she places her texts in the canon of
Soviet dissident literature, Aleksievich expects that the reader
accepts her as a voice of the repressed which exposes the
untruths of the Soviet regime. The varying responses to her
writing demonstrate the underlying complexity of these claims.
If Aleksievich’s representations in Golosa utopii often seem to
suggest that truth and authenticity are straightforward and
simple categories, this thesis had attempted to show that they
are not. In Aleksievich’s texts, ‘authenticity’ should be
understood as a textual property, an artistic and rhetorical
effect, based on various unspoken assumptions about Soviet
history and literature, rather than a universal given. If

Aleksievich’s works and biographical accounts apparently point
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to a perceived simplicity of Soviet reality, then, under critical

scrutiny, they reveal its complexity.
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