Special Issue

Materials and Discussions

Contemporary Russian Lifewriting



Dmitri N. Shalin
Notes on contemporary autobiographical prose

English introduction to the special section on Contemporary Russian Lifewrit-
ing.

At the turn of the century, an idea began to take root in the expert
community that we live in ‘a biographical age’ (c.f. Roberts 2002;
Clough et al. 2004; Renders 2016). The rapidly expanding list of pub-
lished biographies, specialty bookstores and biography-themed web
sites, life writing methods gaining popularity in social science — numer-
ous indications pointed to the biographical turn in the making.

Two decades into the 21* century, we may be witnessing yet another
turn that someday could be termed the autobiographical age. The signs
are familiar - autobiographies on the bestselling lists, serialized diaries
in high demand, blogs memorializing lives of renowned and unknown
self-ethnographers, online guides and college courses explaining to ne-
ophytes how to write an autobiography... For all the hum surrounding
the upsurge of interest in the subject, there is no consensus on what
counts as autobiography and how it relates to life writing in general.

The basic idea sounds simple - autobiography is ‘the description
(graphia) of an individual human life (bio) by the individual himself
(auto)’ (Misch 1951: 5). Yet each element in this definition begs the
question: ‘What do we mean by the self or himself (auto). What do we
mean by life (bios)? What significance do we impute to the act of writ-
ing (graphe) - what is the significance and the effect of transforming
life, or a life, into a text? (Olney 1980: 6). Put a finger on a contempo-
rary life writing sample, and you are likely to run into an argument as
to whether it is a real autobiography or a fictionalized one, a personal
diary or a memoir sketch, a mix of established forms or a novel speci-
men of the genre. Although attempts to narrow the definition have
helped clarify the issues at stake, they did not quell the dissension.

One oft-quoted statement defines autobiography as a ‘Retrospective ac-
count in prose that a real person makes of his own existence stressing
his individual life and especially the history of his personality’ (Lejeune
1989: 4). This definition that Philippe Lejeune offered in his 1973 essay
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‘The autobiographical pact’ centers on the author’s life and prizes the
willingness to flesh out one’s character. Elizabeth Bruss updated the
quasi-contractual agreement autobiographers and would-be readers are
supposed to enter, stipulating that the ‘autobiographer purports to be-
lieve in what he asserts’, that the author’s tales are ‘susceptible to ap-
propriate public verification procedures’, and that the audience is will-
ing ‘to accept these reports as true and is free to “check up” on them or
attempt to discredit them’ (Bruss 1976: 10-11).

Other researchers questioned this approach with its emphasis on truth-
telling as too narrow and ill-fitting the diversity of contemporary auto-
biographical narrative (Adams 1990; Eakin 1999, Olney 1999). Looking
at the subject matter from the vantage point of literary criticism, James
Olney discounts efforts to draw its ‘generic boundaries’, pointing out
that we ‘often cannot tell whether we should call something a novel, a
poem, a critical dissertation, or an autobiography’ (Olney 1980: 4). Paul
de Man (1984) pressed a similar point in his article ‘Autobiography as
defacement’. Following Derrida’s deconstructive tack, he claimed that
autobiography has no generic properties, that its ‘specular language’
lends itself to more or less arbitrarily interpretation, and that the very
act of writing one’s life should be seen as a studied evasion or ‘deface-
ment’ (a claim inadvertently drawing attention to de Man’s refusal to
square off with the antisemitic screeds he penned during WWII; see
Smith 1996; Shalin 1993). Pierre Bourdieu attacked auto/biographical
discourse because it succumbs to ‘biographical illusion’, because

the autobiographical narrative is always at least partially motivat-
ed by a concern to give a meaning, to rationalize, to show the in-
herent logic, both for the past and for the future... The inclination
toward making oneself the ideologist of one’s own life, through
the selection of a few significant events with a view to elucidating
an overall purpose, and through the creation of causal or final
links between them which will make them coherent, is reinforced
by the biographer who is naturally inclined, especially through
his formation as a professional interpreter, to accept this artificial
creation of meaning (Bourdieu 2000b: 298).

Timothy Adams (1990) acknowledges the problematic nature of the au-
tobiographical act and pleads the case that elements of fiction and fact
are present in any effort to render one’s life meaningful:
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This form of writing, which may or may not be a genre, possesses
a peculiar kind of truth through a narrative composed of the au-
thor’s metaphors of self that attempt to reconcile the individual
elements of a lifetime by using a combination of memory and im-
agination - all performed in a unique act that partakes of a thera-
peutic fiction making, rooted in what really happened, and
judged by the standards of truth and falsity and by the standards
of success as an artistic creation (Adams 1990: 3).

The primary object of autobiography - the authorial self - is a phenom-
enon about which practitioners have also failed to reach a working con-
sensus. Even the existence of the self is now open to doubt, notably
among postmodernist writers (Ashley et al. 1994). Those who take the
object of self-examination seriously are baffled by the self’s elusive na-
ture. ‘Her Huyero 6osee TaMHCTBEHHOIo, YeM “aBTO”, CBOMCTBO “ObITh
co6oit”, umets cBoe “s”’, writes Mikhail Epstein, one of the project con-
tributors. His lament echoes a long-standing puzzlement over the en-
igmatic nature of the phenomenon, first pointed out by no lesser au-

thority on self-reflection than Immanuel Kant:

That I am conscious of myself is a thought that already contains a
twofold self, the I as subject and the I as object. How it might be
possible for the I that I think to be an object (of intuition) for me,
one that enables me to distinguish me from myself, is absolutely
impossible to explain, even though it is an indubitable fact; it in-
dicates, however, a capacity so highly elevated above sensuous in-
tuition that...it has the effect of separating us from all animals

(Kant 1983: 73).

The great German philosopher struggled mightily with this conun-
drum. By the time he wrote Critique of Judgment [1790], he hit upon a
plausible solution: Every time the individual makes a general state-
ment, ‘he disregards the subjective private conditions of his own judg-
ment and reflects upon it from a universal standpoint (which he can
only determine by placing himself at the standpoint of others)’ (Kant
1951: 137). This observation applied primarily to aesthetic judgment, but
Hegel was quick to generalize this insight into a proposition that all
thinking, including self-understanding, is social to the core: ‘The self
perceives itself at the same time that it is perceived by others’. ‘Self-
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consciousness exists in itself and for itself... by the very fact that it ex-
ists for another self-consciousness; that is to say, it is only by being
acknowledged or “recognized” (Hegel 1967: 661, 229). From that point
on, romantic philosophers would tirelessly probe the thesis that self
and society are bound together, that self-reflection is rooted in a social
context and expresses the historical moment where it originated. ‘Soci-
ety is nothing but social life: an invisible, thinking, and feeling person.
Each man is a small society’ (Novalis 1960: 43). ‘Only by meeting with,
so as to be resisted by, Another, does the Soul become a Self” (Cole-
ridge [circa 1820], quoted in Coburn 1974: 32). ‘Man, much as he may
therefore be a particular individual... is just as much the totality - the
ideal totality - the subjective existence of thought and experienced so-
ciety for itself (Marx 1964: 138). Across the Atlantic, American pragma-
tists pushed the argument to its logical conclusion: ‘Human society as
we know it could not exist without minds and selves, since all its most
characteristic features presuppose the possession of minds and selves
by its individual members; but its individual members would not pos-
sess minds and selves if these had not arisen within or emerged out of
the human social process’ (Mead 1934: 227, 144). The circle such state-
ments embody is neither vicious nor fortuitous - it is a hermeneutical
circle par excellence.

The implication for life writing studies entailed in this theory is clear:
An autobiographical report is at once a testimony about society in
which a self originates and a critical reflection on one’s existence as be-
ing in sync, or out of joint, with its time. Herein lies Wilhelm Dilthey’s
exalted view of autobiographical writing: ‘In autobiography we encoun-
ter the highest and most instructive form of the understanding of life...
in its way, like a Leibnizian monad, it represents the historical universe’
(Dilthey 2002: 221). Or as Dilthey’s disciple put it: ‘Though essentially
representations of individual personalities, autobiographies are bound
always to be representative of their period’ (Misch 1951: 12).

Today, many analysists relax the prescription that autobiographers re-
view their lives as a whole, allowing accounts that single out major
chunks of the writer’s life (such as childhood, apprenticeship, literary
achievements), epitomize a particular era (a historical period, a chrono-
tope inhabited by the writer), or focus on the act of self-writing
(notetaking, journal keeping, self-memorialization, see Harris 1990;
Folkenflik 1993; Eakin 1992, 1999, 2008; Anderson 2001; Smith et al.
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2010). Researchers adopting this broader perspective want to know
‘how we come to be the people we say we are when we write’ (Eakin
1999: ix), how autobiographical ‘discourse produces the effect that it
names’ (Butler 1993: 20), and how, in the process, we bring into one
continuum self-narrative with self-creation. They also valorize neglect-
ed species of life writing such as race-centered or gender-specific reflec-
tion (see, for instance, ‘autogynography of Stanton 1987; c.f. Smith
1987). This attitude helped legitimize a variety of autobiographical ex-
pressions which otherwise would remain on the margins of autobio-
graphical discourse.

The life writing samples presented below testify to the difficulties of
mapping the autobiographical domain within the life writing field. The
selection from personal diaries prepared for this collection by Sergey
Iur’enen, a Russian novelist and a broadcaster, comes closest to the tra-
ditional view of autobiography as rendering visible one’s whole life.
Starting with daily journal entries jotted down during his years as a
student at Moscow State University, the author illuminates his life story
by supplying generous excerpts from the journals he kept after defect-
ing to the West, including his years in Paris, Munich, and Prague, then
picking up the narrative through another tranche of journal entries
documenting his life in New York and Washington D.C., where he had
settled after his 25-year-tenure at the Radio Liberty came to an abrupt
end. His project may not qualify as autobiography if we accept Georg
Misch’s proviso that ‘the man who sets out to write the story of his own
life has it in view as a whole with unity and direction and a significance
of its own’ (Misch 1951: 7). It certainly would not satisfy the injunction
that autobiographers must not limit themselves to the ‘the earlier
judgments’ stored in the notebooks while failing to ‘detect significances
which escaped them at the time’. As readers of this issue will see,
Iur’enen shuns extemporaneous appraisal of his older selves (in con-
trast to what he and his co-author did in the dual autobiography Ency-
clopedia of Youth), letting readers to piece together his life story and its
overall significance from the amassed fragments. Nonetheless, the
compilation of diary entries prepared by lur’enen meets a broader defi-
nition of autobiographical prose writing.

A selection from the personal documents provided below tells us a
good deal about their authors’ personal, political, and artistic sensibili-
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ties. Although we have room for just a few fragments from the diaries
Liudmila Ulitskaya kept over the course of some 40 years, her note-
books show an impressive range of autobiographical imagination and
the subtle interfaces between her private persona, public engagements,
and literary craft. Letters that Mikhail Shishkin exchanged with his fel-
low writer along with the reflections on the passing of a friend memori-
alize fleeting events and at the same time yield a sober judgment on
our times, a judgment that is simultaneously deeply personal and em-
blematic of the present junction in history. The Covid diaries of Gasan
Gusejnov are joyfully idiosyncratic and at the same time starkly evoca-
tive of the place in time where they were compiled. And Iur’enen’s diary
is an important document of an era that captures its idiosyncrasies and
uncommon graces. These are powerful instances of life writing which
bear a strong autobiographical stamp and show remarkable literary
ecumene.

Mikhail Epstein’s project of autonoography does not fall neatly into any
category. Its innovative bent brings to mind the warning issued by two
early observers of the field: “The modern autobiographer needs an espe-
cially flexible form, one that can always outrun attempts to define it,
one notably amenable to innovation and experiment’ (Spengemann et
al. 1965: 516). Understood as a biography of the self, Epstein contends,
autobiography is bound to fail since ‘aBro6uorpadus, B nmporusormno-
JIOXKHOCTH GHorpadru, 3TO He ONMKCAHUE COCTOSIBLIEHCS XHU3HH, a TIPO-
eKT ee MPOJO/DKeHUs], 0OpalLleHHbI K (paKTaM MPOLUIOrO ISl CO3Ja-
HUsI BO3MOXXHOCTeH Oyzyuiero (B TOM 4uciie, mocMepTHOTO) . Attempts
to pin oneself down in real time are at odds with the project of
avtonoographia which, according to Epstein, ‘He TonbKO OCMBIC/ISIET
YKH3Hb, HO U PACKPBIBAET XM3Hb caMoii Mbiciu. Ecn Guorpadust — aTo
OTMCaHHe YXU3HEHHbBIX COOBITHM, MOC/Te0BATE/IBHOCTE GHOrPaMM, TO
Hooepagus — OINHCAHME YMCTBEHHBIX COOBITHI, COBOKYITHOCTh HO-
orpamm (rped. véog - yM, pasym). Thankfully, Epstein’s life writing
samples go beyond strictly noographic generalizations. Among other
things, they describe the author’s experience as the child eagerly
searching a newspaper for the winning number of the state bonds pur-
chased by his family, with state power symbolized by the colorful pieces
of paper issued by the government (a sample bond is reproduced in the
text). The acclaimed author also shares with the reader “Ten personal
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rules” that he distilled from experience, a decalogue setting guideposts
for a meaningful being in the world according to Mikhail Epstein.

The autobiographical dialogues between Liudmila Ulitskaya and Dmitri
Shalin is another example of life writing that does not readily fit the
canon. The conversation began as an exchange of emails about the
Fourth Nevada Conference on Russian Culture and evolved into a sus-
tained attempt to trade ideas about autobiographical discourse, the use
of documents in fiction, the pitfalls of metaprose, and kindred matters
of mutual interest. Within this dialogue, both sides identify critical
junctions in their personal development, with Ulitskaya looking back at
her life to mark key stages in her lifecycle. This is a bird’s eye view of a
whole life where the celebrated novelist traces the bond with her ances-
tors, explains the place of diaries in her daily routine and fiction writ-
ing. Excerpts presented below cover the early phase of this ongoing dia-
logue whose direction and analytical foci continue to evolve.

For all the differences, life writing samples collected in the special jour-
nal issue have a common thread. They are marked by what Wittgen-
stein (1958/1953) called ‘family resemblance’ - a network of overlapping
themes, approaches, and intuitions that set these writers apart as a dis-
tinct group. Members of our team (a) pay close attention to the act of
writing as a tool for self-understanding and self-mastery; (b) show an
acute sense of historical time and one’s place in the world; (c) pass
judgment on the present day cultural and political currents; and (d)
demonstrate the intricate relationship between life writing and creativi-
ty in its sundry forms.

More than one contributor to this volume cites Tolstoy’s lifelong habit
of keeping diaries. Rather than dutifully populating one’s books with
events observed in real life, opined the Russian classic, Topasgo ny4ire
MHCATh BCe B JHEBHHUK, KOTOPBIN CTAPATHCSI BECTH PETYISIPHO U YKCTO,
TaK YTOOBI OH COCTABJISUI /I/ISl MEHsI TUTE€PATYPHBIA TPYZ, a AJIsT SPYTHUX
Mor coctaBuTh npustHoe ureHue (Tolstoy 1937: 179).

There is more to diary keeping than sketching future compositions,
however. It is also a tool of self-mastery, a form of askesis and self-
therapy. TloMHHTB, YTO JHEBHHK IMHINY [/IAaBHBIM 06Pa3oM JJIsi TOTO,
YTOOBI HCIPABUTH cebsl, a He sl JIIOJeil, KOTopble OyLyT 4YWTaTh,
scribbled a young man in his college journal. ‘beiTe npesensHO mpas-
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nuBbiM. O06s13aTebCTBO OBITH MPABAUBBIM B JTHEBHHKE, OBITH MOXET,
YAEPXXUT MEeHsI OT MOCTBIZHBIX MOCTYIKOB... [I[puydnTs cebsi K MBIC/IH,
4TO OH NorubHeT HeHarnevataHHelM (Iur'enen).

For Mikhail Epstein, ‘ABTo6uorpadusi, rie 4en1oBeK OCMBIC/ISIET CBOIO
YKH3Hb, — 3TO He TOJIbKO JIUTEPATYPHBIH KaHP, HO M MOJYC OCMBIC/IEH-
Horo cyuectBoBanus. [To Cokpary, HeOCMBIC/IEHHAs! )KU3Hb HE CTOUT
TOTO, YTOOBI ee MPOXXUBATh. [10Ka s CYIIECTBYIO JIMIIb 3a IMpeJeTaMu
CBOei MBIC/H, s ellle He CTall CaMUM COOOM, s ellje Yy)KOu /st ceOst.
Avtonoography treats daily observations as a step toward a larger goal -
justification of one’s life in the face of eternity:

Bsiciiast cMbic/ioBast TouKa aBToHOOrpaduu — aBropuues (autodi-
Cy): ONMpaBJAHME CBOEro OBITHs, I/IABHASI 1Ie/Ib KOKAOTO Cylie-
CTBOBAHUSI: TTOYEMY 51, 3a4eM s1 Hy)keH? He ‘B ueM cMbICT XU3HI,
a ‘B 4yeM cMbIC/ MeHsT? YeM ompaBiaHO Moe U4yHOe ObiTHe? AB-
Tobrorpadusi, UCIIOBe/b, AHEBHUK — JIMIIb OTJA/I€HHbIE aHAIU-
TUYeCKHe TMOACTYIBl K DTOH CHHTETHYecKoW 3azade? 3aueM s
ecMb, ObUT 1 Oyzy?

I have mixed feelings about the notion that unexamined (unrecorded?)
life is not worth living, but the sense of purpose is sure to fill our exist-
ence with extra significance. In her writings, Ulitskaya alludes to life’s
ultimate goal, though her reflections are tinged with characteristic un-
derstatement and ambivalence:

B. 1 MHe ckasasa, 4TO s BBINOJHAK MHCCHUIO. COBECTHO 3TO CJ/IbI-
WaTh. XOTA A JAaBHBIM-JABHO 3HAIO, UTO Y KOKJ0I0 YeJI0BeKa eCTh
3aaHue (s ¥ CJI0Ba MOCKPOMHEE BHIOMPAIO), ¥ OH €r0 BBIMIOTHSET
BHE 3aBHCHMOCTH OT TOTrO, IIOHUMAaeT OH 3TO CaM WM He MOHMH-
MaeT. Ho xorpa moHuMaeT, TO Jelo MAeT Jydlle — OCO3HAaHHO.
Torza u st rOTOBA CUUTATH, UTO S «CTY)KAIMK». XOTSI MHE TaK XO-
TeJI0Ch B TIOC/IeZHUE TOABI OLyTUTh UMEHHO CBOOOJY, a He MoJ-
YHMHEHHOCTb HJee, JaKe CaMOM pacpeKpacHOM.

Ulitskaya connects her notetaking with strategic mindfulness - ‘mou
3aMKCKU TPOXXUTOTO [IHsI, OHM KAaK pa3 O BHUMarenbHOCTH. He ymy-
CTUTh MUMOJIETHOTO BIIEYAT/IEHUs], TTPU 3alIMCH OHO YKPEIUISeTCs. 3a-
4yeM 3TO — Apyrou Bompoc. M otBetuTth Ha Hero TpyaHo. EcTh Kakas-To
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HOTPE6HOCTL COXPaHUTH XKMBOE BII€4YaT/I€eHHUE, ITIOTOMY 4YTO BeTep AYET,
BCe paBBEI/IBaET,.

In an exchange on the wisdom and timing of releasing one’s notebooks
and in response to Ulitskaya’s take on text as ‘efuHCTBeHHOE, YTO CO-
XpaHsieTcsi, 6y[jb TO TEKCT OMOJIOTUYECKUI U TEKCT “BTOPOro mopsigka’
— TOT, KOTOPBIH IPOU3BOAUT YesnoBeK , Shalin wrote:

BbI crpaiurvBaere ‘TOLOMAET MM BaM 3TOT MPUXOT/IUBBINA TEKCT .
MHe mNOAXOOZWUT BCe, YTO BBIXOAWUT M3-TOJ, Ballero Iepa-
koMnboTepa. Kaxzpoe cioBo, mpejjoxeHWe, JHEBHHUKOBas 3a-
MUCh, aBTOOHOTpadUUECKUIl CKeTY JIOXKUTCSI HA MaTMMIICEeCT Ba-
1Ieil XU3HH, JOOAB/sIsl K HEMy He3aMeHHMMbIX IITpUX. Pykomucu
TOPST, HO TEKCT — IMOC/Ie TOTO KaK OH Bolles B Hoocdepy — ocTa-
eTcsi TaM HaBcerga. He HaM cyguTh, KaK OT30BYTCSI HAllIA TEeKCTBHI,
yro B MycopHoM /JJHK He kxopupyroomem nocienoBaTelbHOCTHA
0e/IKOB OCTAHEeTCS IIYMOM, a YTO MPU U3MEeHEHUU Cpefbl MOCy-
JKAT CUTHAIOM OYZyLIMM MOKOIeHUsIM. BaKHO, YTOGBI HE UCCSK-
I KOMMYHHMKaTHBHbIe TOTOKU. He ocTaBisaiiTe crapanui, Jlog-
MMJIa, IPOCTO MUIIMTE BCIO YXWU3Hb HampoJseT. M 1minTe TeKCTsI,
Pa3HOU A/JTMHHBI U BO BCeX BO3MOXHBIX peIaKIUsX.

A life that stands to reason requires rules for meaningful action. Here
are some of the guideposts Iur'enen set for himself as a young lad:

<..> 4) F'oBopuTH, KOTAA HEOOXOIUMO ¥ MOJTYaTh, KOTAA CIOBA HU
K yemy. 5) [IpUBBIKaTh TOBOPUTH WIH MOTYATh — C TBEPABIM BbI-
pakeHHWeM nuia uin ¢ yaeibkoil. CorHare ¢ nuua 3ty o6pyio,
MMOCTOSTHHYIO B PasroBOPAX C YKEHIWHAMU yIbIOKy. 6) Besikoe me-
JIO — XOPOIIO /K, TJIOXO — JOBOAMTH MO KOHIA. [loaToMy, Korza
OepelnbCst 3a /IeNo, BCerja 3Haid, 4To ero MPUIETCS AOBECTH 10
KOHI]a, a MO3TOMY XOpOWIO OGAyMai: CTOUT /M HAYMHATH. 7)
HaxkoHelr: >XUTh HaCTOSLIMM, BCETAa UMes] B BUJY Lie/lb U CMEPTb.
YKute ogHomy, HaeguHe ¢ oGO, HUKOTO He JOIMyCKasi A0 BHYT-
peHHero cebs.

Epstein’s decalogue is less stringent, more abstract and philosophical,
perhaps because it is the product of a mature mind:
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[TpaBu/o Takoe: 0GBEKT BOIM CBOMMHU I'PAaHULIAMHU COBIIAZIAET C ee
cyobekToM. Bonsi momkHa OBITH JOCTATOYHO [JJIWHHOM, YTOOBI
MPOCTUPATHCA TOJABKO Ha caMoro Bossllero. Hy eine Ha feteld, mo-
Ka OHM JIeTU, WX OIU3KHX JII0Ael, eC/IM UM He XBaTaeT CBOeH BO-
.

Kak TO/MBKO 51 4yBCTBYIO, YUTO CJIMIIKOM ITyDOKO B/IMIIAI0 B HEKOE
JBYDKeHHe, TeHIeHIIUIO, TPYIILY, 1 HAYMHAIO OT/IUIATh, LIeBeIUTh-
s, BBUIETUISITD ceOst U3 Macchl. Kak TONIBKO 51 4yBCTBYIO, UTO HayH-
Hal0 HaMepTBO, B YIIOP KOMY-TO WJIM 4Y€My-TO NPOTUBOCTOSITD, 5
YYTh-YyTh CIBUTAIOChH, IEPEHOIIY TOYKY YIIOpPa, YTOOBI ObLIA BO3-
MOXXHOCTb MaHeBpa, 00X0za, cBOOOAbI ABIDKeHUs. Most cTuxus —
TeKy4asi cepeJyiHa, YTOObI BCerja OCTaBa/IOCh YyTh-4yTh MeCTa U
CIpaBa, W C/IeBa, YTOOBI He OBITh NMPUIIEPTHIM K CTEHe WU 3a-
THaHHBIM B yTOJL

Hy)XHO 11 3HaKOMHUTBCSA C HEM3BECTHBIMU [IeBYLIKaMH, XOJUTh B
4y)Xrie KOMIIaHWH, HapallluBaTh COLlMA/IbHbIE CBA3H, IPUTBOPSTh-
Cs1 IOBKMM, CBOMCKHM, OOIIUTENbHBIM — M IIPU 3TOM YyBCTBOBAaTh
cebst ogHOKMM? TaK st OTpezesisii CBOIO 1ie/b: MPUOOPETaTh OIIBIT,
He Tepsis gymn! Ho rmocTeneHHO MOHMMaJI, YTO 3TO MOYTH TaK JXe
CJIOKHO, KaK IepelTH peKy, He 3aMo4yuB Hor. OCTaBasoch XOAUTh
M0 Kpaw, 1Mo OepexxKy, YTOObl HOTM 3aMOYHTH, HO He YTOHYTb.
OTOl OCTOPOXXHOCTH, MOIOBUHYATOCTH 51 B cebe He 06, HO Ta-
KUM U IPUXOJUIIOCH Ce0sl TPUHUMATh: HETI0OUMbIM.

Life writing documents paint a vivid picture of each person, sometimes
unflattering, often self-critical, always revealing.

HenoBonen co6oit. Hapyurnn cBou HOpMbI 00uieHuss. MHOTO 1
JPY>KeCKH BbIOOJITaN JNIITeitHy, Bpaa 1 xBactal. O XeHIMHaX He
BCIIOMHUHATH U He roBopuTh. O paGorax Toxe (Iur'enen).

Kak moaraercst 110AsM MOero 30A4MaKaJIbHOTO 3HaKa — PbIOBI, 51
BCIO JKU3Hb JKOKAY CTPACTHO MPOTHUBOIOJIOXHBIX Bellei: oxHa
YaCcTh MOEW HATyPbhl 30BET MEHsI K CTPOrOMY HAyYHOMY HCCIIE/0-
BaHUIO, Ipyras — K XyZoXeCcTBeHHOMY. Most nepBast ipodeccust —
reHeTHKa, BTOpasi — MUCbMO OyKB 1o Gymare. boremHoe Hayano
no6Geanno, HO ydYeHbId B ray6uHe Aylu OpesrjimBO MOPUIUTCS
(Ulitskaya).

Autobiografesl - Number 10/2021
286



MpeicieHHO 00603peBasi CTaHOBJIEHHE Ce0si KaK IMOJTUTHYEeCKOTO
cyOBeKTa, BIDKY, YTO 51 He ObUI POXKJEH /ISl OTKPBITOM GOpPBOBI €
COBETCKUM PEeXUMOM. MHe, KaK M MOeMy YHHBEPCHTETCKOMY
yuutento [Mropio Kony], 6mmxe nubepanbHasi MOTEMHKA, XOXK-
JeHre Ha TPaHH [JOIMYyCTUMOTO, U TO, 4TO B POCCH Ha3bIBalOT
CKOJIb3KMM TEPMHHOM ‘BHYTpeHHsisi cBo6oza” (oHa ke cBobGona
ot orBerctBeHHOCTH). Ha KpacHyro miomwazp st He Bbiesn Gbl,
MMChbMa MPOTECTA He MOJMHUCHIBAJ, OOLIANCS C JUCCHAEHTAMH U
MO/IEP)KMUBAJI UX TJIABHBIM 0GPa30oM MOPAJIbHO, TOMOTAs APY3b-
SIM CTyZ€HTaM, KOTOPBIM I'PO3HMIO OTYHUC/IEHHE M3 KOMCOMOJIA 3a
HJEe0JIOTUYECKUE TPOKOJIbL... YYacTBOBa/J B KOMIIAHUM 33 OCBO-
6oxgenre Cenn PormHckoro mocie ero apecra, HO yxe U3 6e3-
omnacHoro ganeka (Shalin).

Each personality that comes through in these self-constructions reveals
a mixture of idiosyncratic attributes and emotional concerns germane
to the entire social strata. Occasionally, we get a glimpse of what it’s
like to be an intellectual in a culture where public commitments often
clash with private dreams. This tension is familiar to the Russian intel-
ligentsia members hailing from different historical epochs:

Cxkyuno. He mpunagnexxats cebGe, OymMaTh TOJIBKO O TOHOCAX,
B3/IparvBaTh MO HOYaM OT cO6AYbero jiasi ¥ CTyKa B BopoTa (He 3a
MHOM N1 Tpuexanu?), e3qUTh Ha OTBPATUTE/NbHBIX JIOWAASIX TIO
HEBEJOMBIM [IOPOTaM M YHMTATh TONBKO TPO XOJEPy M KAATh
TOJIBKO XOJIEPBI U B TO )K€ BpeMs ObITh COBEPIIEHHO PAaBHOMYIII-
HBIM K Ceii O0JIE3HU U K TeM JIIO/ISIM, KOTOPBIM C/Iy)KHIIb, — JTO,
cyZapb MO, TakKasi OKpOIIKa, OT KOTOPOM He MO3A0pOBUTCS. XO-
nepa yxe B Mockse u B MockoBck<om> ye3dze (A. Chekhov to A.
S. Suvorin, 16 August 1892; Chekhov 1977: 104).

BeuepoMm ceropHsi mepefavya Ha Jxe, a 51 HEHAaBWKY OTU YCTHBIe
BBICTYIUIEHUsI, TeM OoJjiee MpO MOJMUTHUKY, TaK WIM HHade. U
Hayasia s1 Mpo ceOsi TOTOBUTHCS K ITOMY PAa3roBOpy, M BIajia B
HACTOSIIYIO UCTE€PHUKY, U B SIPOCTb, U B HEBMEHSIUKY... Y MeHs K-
3eMa, ¥ OT IPOCTH, a/IJIEPTUU U 3JI0CTH Y MEHS KOXKa C PyK C/Ie3a-
eT, I03TOMy 51 cebst Gepery oT pa3roBopoB o monurtuke. Korza B
MOJIMTUKY mpuAyT moau obpasua Caxaposa, ['aBena u gaxe, Ha
xyzou koHel, JIpBa IllnocGepra, o moauTuke noropopum... Ilat-

Autobiografesl - Number 10/2021



Materials and Discussions

PHOTBHI MeHsi OOBABWIM BparoM ortedectBa. Hy Kak 0GBbACHUTS,
uyT0 «oTedecTBO HaMm Llapckoe Ceno»? (Ulitskaya).

As befits journal entries, they often give the reader a wonderful feel for
the fleeting moods. Epistles exchanged by Sergei Solov’ev and Mikhail
Shishkin have their sweet moments, though their reveries can flow into
weightier matters, mundane and celestial:

A B 1afloHU MOe — JIaIOHb JXeHIIUHBI, CUWIY3T KOTOPOMH BO ThbMe.
M Bo TbMe ee )XMBOTA — Haul peOEHOK, 3a4aThIil B HKYHIJISIX, B
OIlyCcTeBLIEH MeliepKe OTLIeIbHUKA, OTOLIeALIero yXXe K Apyroi
peun. Y BoT A gymaro, sTa HesiCHasl MOJISTHKa MEXKAY MHUpPaMHU —
TaM, B 3emsie Cemu CecTep, Ha 4y)KOM Hapeybe, C 3TOH 1alOHbIO B
PYKe ¥ 3apeBOM 3a CIIMHOM — U €CTb 1, I0M, PO/, POAVHA, 3[eCh U
ceiiuac. Beap poarHa — He 3eMJIsl MOJ, HOTAMM, He MOTHUJIBL TIpeJ-
KOB, U JJa)Ke He SI3bIK, a O/My)KJarollee OKHO, KOTOPOe BJPYT COB-
NaiaeT ¢ TOOOM U pacrnaxyuBaercs: BHYTpb Tebs. M mpousoittu 310
MOXeT B 11000e MTHOBeHbe U re yrofHo. M Tak xe 6e30T4yeTHO
MOKUWHYTh — O CAelylolleil BCTpedu, HellpeACcKa3yeMoll U UHOM.
W 3TMM OKHOM MOXeT CTaTh Beyep, JIaJl0Hb, 3apeBO 3a CIIUHOM...
Jy1ie Beib 3aKOH He ITUCAaH, U pOJUHA ee He 37iech (Solovev).

And here is a reverie Liudmila Ulitskaya fell into on a summer after-
noon in Cogoleto, Italy (journal entry, June 30, 2018):

...BoT Hegenmo s1 He BCTaBas M3-3a KOMIIBIOTEPA COCTABII0 3TOT
eJUHBbIH TEKCT — JHEBHUKH Ha COPOK JjeT ku3HHU. Cokpauai, u
y)Ke HaXx0Xych B 1991 rogy... [ociogu boxke! Kakoe cyacTre, uto n
Ha 5TO PacCMOTpEeHHe XU3HH, B TAKOM ee acIleKTe, XBaTUJIO Bpe-
MeHH. [Ipu Moeli mociegHUX /€T YCTaJOCTH OT JXWU3HU, HUCYep-
TMMAHHOCTU U TAalHOTO BOIPOCA «KOTJa 3TO KOHYUTCS, MHE HEMHO-
ro Hafjoesno, s TOTOBA Y)XKe», KaKoe CYacThe, YTO JAH 3TOT KYCOK
Ha MoHTaX. CoBeplIeHHO pa3ABOEHHOE CYIIeCTBOBAaHHE — IIPO-
JIOJDKAI0 CITyCKAaTbCsl C TOPBI, IJIaBaTh, NMMCATh MHUCbMA, YUTATh
CTapoe W [a)Xe HOBOe, COBepLIATh TTYMOCTH, TAIIUTh Ha cebe
Y)KacHYIO CyeTy U B3J0p, U BTOPBIM, WIH MepPBbIM IJIaHOM, UJET
cJava fies1, IoAroToBKa K yxoZy. [Ipu Tom ceifyac urpaet MysbIKa,
cHayana Puxrep, motom HemHoro MaiyeB - MeHsI MOTSIHY/IO B
cTOpoHY beTxoBeHa, U CiylIal0 COHATHI TOC/IelHee BpeMsl.
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The diary entries have their moments of hilarity: Tlpunsin cro
rpaMMOB; Tpe3B. J. GbLI KocCoit: “/leBATh JieT, U 51 nepeBepHy mup!”
(Iur’enen). ‘Bsl cripammBaete, 91O Takoe npodeccroHanbHast gedpopma-
nus? Tak s Bam pacckaxy. Korpa nocne 4yeTsipex nap neKuui U ceMU-
HApOB IO PUTOPUKE ThI CTABHUILD JJIsI OJHOTO MAJIEHBKOTO MaJIb4YMKa Ha
yJaJ/IeHKe KYKOJIbHBII CITeKTAaK/Ib MO CKAHIly Ha OCTPYIO Iefarorude-
ckyio Temy ‘Koposa yunt CrioHeHKa KakaTh B ropuiok’ (Gusejnov).

The noise of time intrudes, however, reminding readers about the bru-
talities on our doorsteps, eviscerating the sense of normalcy and well-
being:

Cepexxa, ZOpPOTOH, HECKOJIBKO AHEW HU4Yero He MOI HU IHCATh,
HM gymaTb. BoiiHa. Bor Tak mpocro. Hu rpe-to xorgma-To, a 3mech
U ceifyac. YepToB MHTEepHET OTKpbIBaeT 3aCJIOHKYy, KOTOpas Bce-
raa ObUIa MeXy Ybei-TO JAaneKo¥ cMepThio U TOOOM. Hukakoit
JIaseKkoi cMepTu B Mupe 6osiblie HeT. Bece B mpsimom adupe. You-
BalOT B MOeil KOMHare. B Toil camoii, B KOTOpPOil MBI Urpaau B
maxmarel... Bor Tak mpocro BoiiHa. [Ipruuem, camast moziasi, 3Be-
pvHasi, yTpoOHasi, cpegu cBoux. [loueMy Tak Bcerga: TO, YTO
Ha4YMHAETCsl «3a Bally W HAlly CBOOOLY» IMpeBpalliaeTcsi CHOBA U
CHOBa B KpoBaBoe mMecuBo. Ho Tawm, rge MecuBo, TaM HeT U He
MOXXeT ObITh CBOOO/IbI, HU Halllei, HU Bauiei, Huubeii (Shishkin).

All the life writers who signed up for this project were born in the Sovi-
et Union, and this fact left an indelible mark on their autobiographical
imagination. Mikhail Epstein offers a particularly poignant account of
his soviet past and the curious imprint it left on his psyche:

[lBa 4yBcTBa cMemlanuch, Korjga s npodutan, 4yro CoBeTcKoro
Coro3a Gosplile He CyLIecTBYeT, YyTo dJiar ero CIylleH, a Mpe3u-
JleHT yllesl B OTCTaBKy. [lepBoe 4yBCTBO: UTO Bce MOe HpOILIOe
MTHOBEHHO YHeC/IOChb OT MeHsI BO Bp€MeHH, KaK OHO YHeCJOCh B
MPOCTPAHCTBE, KaHyJ/IO B Iy0b... Ha 3TO mepBoe 4yBcTBO HakIa-
IbIBasoch U apyroe. He To, 4To s ocTajscs CMyTHOU TeHbIO B
MPOILJIOM 3TOM CTPaHBI, — a TO, YTO CTPaHA 3Ta Telepb Iepece-
nunack B MeHs1. O6ocHoBanack. Bo mHe sxuBer. HameBaer Bnos-
rojioca AVBHbIE MeCHU. “DX, JOPOTH, bUIb Ja TyMaH... TOJIBKO Be-
Tep IyAUT B MPOBOJAX... ['le 3aKaTel B AbIMy...” Y yCTb 51 TPYOKIBI
AQHTHCOBETCKUH U JaKe NMOCTCOBETCKUM, BCe PAaBHO, S — MOC/Ie-
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Hee IIpUucCTaHulle BeJIMKOU CTPAHBI. HPEKpaTI/IB].HI/ICb uncropu4ve-
CKH U I'EOI'pa(l)I/I‘-IECKI/I, OHa elle CUJIbHee BOCIIPAHYJ/IA B HAC, KaK
METa(l)I/IBI/I‘-IECKaH, B€4YHasA pOJHWHQA, KaK TOT IIeres, 4TO, YTpaTHUB
CBO€ 3€MHOE€ T€eJ10, TeIe€pb CTY4YUT B HaAllle cepale.

Serge Iur’enen tallies the unexpected cost of his decision not to return
to the USSR after his first trip to the West:

OpHa U3 Tpareiuii YUCTOro HEBO3BPALLEHCTBA — HU OT KOTO ellle
He CJIBIIAJI, — YTO TBOU JIIOAM He yXxojsaT. Thl He ObUI Ha MOXOPO-
Hax. He nmpoBogun B mocinegnuii myte. He 3Haems To4yHo. I1oato-
My OHH ¢ To60#i. Beck conm. MIMminkanuyu MHOrooOpasHbl; HHbIE,
6/1arofapsi TBOEMY OTCYTCTBHIO, YIIPSIMO IPOJAO/DKAIOT XXUTh, TO-
I'7la KaK caM Tbl, HeCMOTPSI Ha CeZlelollyl0 3CMaHboJIKy a /st Tpou-
KW, Iepexois U3 CTPaHbI B CTPaHy, a ¢ KOHTUHEHTA Ha JpPYyToy,
npeObIBaelb B BEUHO MO POCTKOBOM. ..

Here is another entry from the same diary hinting at the gruesome toll
of leaving friends behind to fend for themselves in the land of ripe so-
cialism guarded by KGB operatives: “OH He 6bUT ApyroM Moero chiHa!
Onu npocro yumauch BMecte! OH npocTo K HeMy 3axofun!” — MOBTO-
psiIa B peACcMepTHOM Opesy MaTh MOCKBMYA Muiiu D., 0 4eM OH pac-
CKazaJ MHe mepe[, yObITHEM B AMEpUKY .

Mikhail Shishkin recalls a story of the forgotten Russian author who
chose to write for the desk drawer rather than play by the rules manda-
tory for Soviet writers:

[Torom [Oayappn] LllynbmaH coBepiuw/i, HaBepPHO, TJIABHBIA IIO-
CTynok >us3HU. OH BepHy/J CBOMM TeKCTaM HacTosiliee UMSI U
CTaJl MMcaTh B CTOA. JI/11 COBETCKOro mucarens — 3TO TO caMoe
«upeanpHoe youiictBo». Bonpiue lllynbMaH Hurge Hu4Yero He
my61uKoBas... OH cTas nucath 6e3 OrJISIAKK Ha TO, YTO CErofHs
MO03BOJIEHO, A YTO HeT. 3aKpbUI sl ceOsi MyTh B COBETCKYIO ITe-
4yaTh — U ocBoboancs. CTam He COBETCKUM IHCaTesieM, a IPOCTO
nucaTresieM.

Past nightmares are rekindled by present day news, absurd and cruel at
the same time:
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Koppecrionzpent “Zoxas” cayd4ailHO HAmoOpoOJICS Ha WHO-
CTPaHKy — IpaXJaHKy TypKMeHHCTaHa, My>X KOTOPOU BBbI-
IIeJ1 B Mara3uH U ObUT 33lep)KaH, a IIOTOM NPUBE3EH B 3TOT
Jlarepex, rje U Hadasl XJAaTb JemopTaluuu B cBoi Typkme-
HucTaH. JKeHa mpuHecna odepesHylo mnepezgady. Koppe-
CIIOHZIEHTY, KOTOPbIi MHe OYeHb HPABUTCS 3a OOWKYI0 U
JeMbHYyI0 paboTy, cpady CTal0 CKyYHO, U OH MePeKTI0YHIICS
Ha cBoux. Brl cripocuTe, mouemy emy crtasno ckydHo? /la mo-
TOMY YTO IepeJiauyd CBOU 3Ta XXeHIIWHa BO3UT B CaxapoBo
He gBa gHsd, a JBA T'OJA. PeificoB B TypkmeHHCTaH HeT
(Gusejnov).

Our life writers do not shy away from passing judgements on the reali-
ties of Putin’s Russia. This judgment can be harsh, as the authors grap-
ple with yet another spiral of democratic reforms running aground. The
Ukrainian and Russian brands of freedom fighting are the source of
Shishkin’s disappointment:

To, uTo TBOpPHUTCA Ha YKpauHe, KaK HU KPYTH, 3TO HAllMOHAJIIbBHOE
JBIDKeHHUe, 3axBaTUBlIee BCeX, CBepPXy [0 HM3Yy, TO3TOMY TaM C
OJHOM CTOPOHBI TOPSIMX OAappHUKaZ BeCchb HapoJ, a C APYrou —
NPOPYyCCKOe NMPOBOPOBaBILIeecs HA4a/lbCTBO CO CBOUM U IPUBO3-
HbIM U3 Poccum cnenHasoM, Aa mprBe3eHHble M3 MOTYPYCCKHX
o0J1acTell TUTYIIKH, TO €CTh, PyCCKHe TIApHU Tompolle. A B Ipo-
TECTHOM [BIDKeHUH B Poccuu BUpTyasibHble GappHKafbl, KOTO-
pble HHMKOTZQ He 3aropstcs, BO3BeJeHbl MeXJAy 0oOpa30BaHHOM
MyG/IMKOM M MWIIMOHAMM HALIMX COOCTBEHHBIX TUTyLIEK. B ne-
MOKpaTHyeckoii MoCKkBe HEKOMY CTPOWTH OGappHKajbl, HEKOMY
JenaTh U3 HOXKH CTOojIa Oy/IaBy. JTO HALIM OTeYeCTBEHHbIE TH-
TYIIKH MOTYT, @ MBI — HET. JTO OHU F'OTOBBI PAa3MO3)XUTH AyOUHOM
HAlllY TOJIOBBI, & MBI UX — HeT.

Gasan Gusejnov blames the Kremlin authorities for the current state of
affairs in the homeland he was forced to flee:

Kak nepconax moux ckpomHsix nvicanuii B.B.I1. Hu pa3sy He 06-

MaHYyJ MOMX OXHJAaHWUUA U He ONpOBepPr Moux oLeHOK. IlomHoe
eANHCTBO GOPMBI U cofepkaHusl. Jluaor moBepx Bcex 6Gapbepos:
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OH [IJIsl MEHS — MOJIb30BATE/Nb U, B MOJIMTHYECKOM CMBICIE, CO3/1a-
TeJIb “KJI0AYHOTO SI3bIKA”; 51 111 HETO — “TieliepHbIi pycodob’.

Gusejnov goes on to update the glossary of Putin’s expressions that the
famed philologist faithfully compiled since the president took office,
inviting readers to opine on which of the old and new Putinisms are
likely make history:

- Mouurts B copTtupe?

- Ona yronyna?

- Ot mepTBOro ocnia yuu?

- Comnu xeBaTb?

- J10 He QaKT, YTO YeJI0BEKA HY)XHO ObLIO yOMBATH?
- O6pe3atp, YTOOGBI HUYETO HE BBHIPOCIIO.

- Cxoutyxu He GyzerT!
- /IByllle4Ky BJICTIIN.

- M1 nonazém npsiMo B paii, @ OHU MPOCTO CHLOXHYT.

- Hansmu 1utrox 3a 10 0/171apoB, YTO6 MeHsI AMCKPeSUTHPOBATb.
- banzgepsory, cry4a KonslTamy, YIUIH B CTOPOHY Jieca

- Torga o 661 GbI He 6AOYLIKOMA, A AeAYIIKOM

- 3aMmy4aeTech NbUIb II0TATh

- Bor 'anau ymep, 1 TOroBOPUTH He C KeM

- [leyenerm...

- B 1937-M yTpoM 4esnioBeKa apecTOBBIBAa/IM, & BeU€POM POJCTBEH-
HHUKaM BBIJJaBaJIN TPYII.

- 3ps BBl XpIoKaeTe!

The project participants’ shared priorities can also be gleaned from
their public ventures, in their willingness to blend private interest with
public engagement, to infuse their personal narratives with literary, so-
cial, and political concerns. Half of the contributors to this issue are
professional fiction writers with poetry, novels, and short story collec-
tions to their credit. The other half are scholars specializing in philoso-
phy, philology, linguistics, and humanistic social science. All partici-
pants are public intellectuals who have written extensively on cultural
and political topics, who often weave personal stories into their profes-
sional writings. No bright line can be drawn between civic and private

Autobiografesl - Number 10/2021
2092



concerns when it comes to our team members, between their autobio-
graphical musings and broader cultural pursuits.

This vital intersection between life writing and culture at large is palpa-
ble in the life and work of Liudmila Ulitskaya - a political activist, a
philanthropist supporting public causes, a novelist whose literary po-
rose is autobiographical to the core. Big Green Tent, Casus Kukotsky,
Daniel Stein, the Translator, Jacob’s Ladder are just a few of the novels
Ulitskaya wrote where she drew on historical documents, including her
family archives, to connect national history with individual lives.
Ulitskaya is keenly aware of this interplay:

KoneuHo, 3Ta McTOpHs Moei XM3HM JIABHO y)Xe MPOpocCa B pas-
Hble TeKCTbI, KOTOpble MHe NMPUXOAWIOCh NMUcaTh... Ho Bcé, 4To
XOTe/I0Ch MHE CKa3aTh 00 3TOI 0COGEHHOCTH HALIEro MOKOJIEHMS,
s1 Y)Ke HalliCca/Ia BO MHOXXeCTBe pacCKasoB, B poMaHe «Meges U ee
netn», B «Kasyce Kykouxoro»... YKusup nepepabaTsiBaer Mare-
pHUas, U3 cies, epeXUBaHUM U TpareJuii BbIpacTaeT 4yeaoBeye-
CKUM OMBIT. A MHcaTeNnb, TSAWIIb, U HAMHUIIET YTO-HUOY.b...
(Ulitskaya 2013: 68, 126).

The diaries and notebooks Ulitskaya compiled over a lifetime are a val-
uable resource which allows one to see how writer’s personal experi-
ence is transmuted into literary works and public documents. As these
notebooks become publicly available, they will expand our understand-
ing of the critical role life writing plays in artistic creativity. They will
also afford a glimpse into the workings of a creative mind at a critical
juncture in Russian history, struggling to make sense of social crosscur-
rents and take stock of her own ambivalent feelings, actions, and
thoughts.

The life writing output by Ulitskaya stands out by its sheer volume, but
it is by no means unique, as other documents assembled herein testify.
Every contributor to this collection has been reporting on their life so-
journs, sharing with the public personal experiences and private rec-
ords. This is evident in the entries of lur'enen whose literary career put
him in touch with the likes of Iurii Kazakov, Andrei Bitov, and Vasil’
Bykov, as well as in the drafts of his novels and short stories he was
planning to write: ‘Poman o moctostHHOM ctpaxe: CTpax crpaxa — ['oc-
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CTpax. O6IHECTBEHHaH IBO/TIOLMSA CTpaXa — OT MELEepHOro KakK HCTOY-
HHWKa pe/Iurum — 10 Moero BeKa'.

Mikhail Epstein, a public intellectual par excellence, has a lifelong habit
of keeping a diary, making posts in social media, limning contours of
Russian and American cultures. Encyclopedia of Youth, the dual biog-
raphy he published with his friend and collaborator Sergei Iur’enen, is a
fine example of his commitment to blending the private and public in
his life (Epstein et al. 2017).

Gasan Gusejnov has been tracking developments in Russia for decades,
mixing reporting, commentary, and creative writing in the process. The
autobiographical turn is palpable in Mikhail Shishkin’s elegant prose
filled with references to his personal encounters and intense feelings
they evoked in the writer. Dmitri Shalin’s columns in American news-
papers, contribution to public sociology, and involvement in crosscul-
tural dialogues exemplify his determination to bring his scholarly ex-
pertise to bear on the issues of the day and let his personal agenda in-
vade his professional exploits (see Shalin’s page on the UNLV web site,
Shalin n.d.).

A few words about the research agenda highlighted in this publication
is in order here. The collection of autobiographical materials assembled
in this volume can provide researchers in different fields tools for stud-
ying the relationship between life writing and society. And so will
online archives currently under construction at the UNLV Center for
Democratic Culture that house diaries, correspondence, video materi-
als, and other personal documents of people connected with the Neva-
da Conference on Russian Culture (Nevada conference n.d.). Drawing
on these resources, literary scholars will have a chance to examine in
depth how personal documents are transformed into literary prose, to
take a closer look at the relationship between writers’ personal life and
their literary output. Vladimir Nabokov pinpointed this fraught rela-
tionship in his autobiography:

S He Pa3 3aMedas, 9YTO CTOUT MHE IMOJ4apUTh BbIMBIIIJIEHHOMY I'e-
POXO pOMadHa JparoueHHYo MeJI04Yb M3 MOEro IMpoljIoro, Kak OHa
YK€ Ha4YMHA€T YaXHYyTh B I/ICKYCCTBEHHOfI cpene, Kyda s CTOJ/Ib
PE3KO €e I1epeHec. XOTsI MOe CO3HaHHe elle CoxXxpaHsieT ee, JIrU4-
HO€ €€ TeIio, O6paTHO€ obassHue npomnazgarT, U BOT Y)Xe€ OHa
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CTAaHOBUTCS YaCTHIO CKOPEH MOEro pOMaHa, YeM MOETO MPEXHETO
“s”, KOTOpOe, Ka3asioCh ObI, TAK XOPOILIO 3AIUIIAIO e OT MOoCsTa-
TEJIbCTB XYZOKHUKA. Lleble oMa pacchImaroTcst B MOEH MaMsITh
COBepIIEeHHO Ge33BYYHO, KaK B HEMOM KHHeMaTorpade mpolio-
ro, ¥ o6pa3 Moeil PppaHIly3CKOM I'yBepHAHTKH, KOTOPYIO sl OO0JI-
YKUJT KOTJA-TO MaJIb9UKy M3 OJHON MOEi KHUTH, ObICTPO TYCKHe-
€T, TOT/IOIEHHBIN OIMMCAHMEM [AETCTBA, C MOMM HUKAK He CBS-
3aHHOTO. Yes0BeK BO MHe BOCCTAeT MPOTHUB MUCATENIs], U BOT TO-
MBITKA CHACTH YTO ellle OCTa0ch oT 6emgHoit Mademoiselle (Nab-
okov 2008: 201).

Can we mine fiction for information about the author’s life, and how
much fiction is permissible in the autobiographical writing? The path-
way from notebooks to literary products has received a fair amount of
attention; not so much the reverse flow from the fiction to life writing
bent on authenticity. Casus Kukotsky contains vivid descriptions of the
heroine’s painful encounter with vivisection in a biology lab; thirteen
years later the same account reappeared, almost verbatim, in Sacred
Trash, a collection of autobiographical prose by the same author. Is it
art feeding on life or vice versa? If this is an instance of interdetermina-
tion, do we need to relax the rules demarcating literary fiction and life
writing?

While the interfaces of literature and life are a much-studied area, the
relationship between scholarly writing and personal agendas animating
its authors is a less developed research field. It was C. Wright Mills,
who pointed out that ‘The sociological imagination enables us to grasp
history and biography and the relations between the two within society.
No social study that does not come back to the problem of biography,
of history and their intersections within a society has completed its in-
tellectual journey’ (Wright Mills 1959: 6). Alvin Gouldner agreed that
‘every theory is also a personal theory’, that ‘Much of any man’s effort
to know the social world around him is prompted by an effort, more or
less disguised or deliberate, to know things that are personally im-
portant to him; which is to say, he aims at knowing himself and the ex-
periences he has had in his social world (his relationship in it), and at
changing this relationship in some manner’ (Gouldner 1970: 40, 41).

Pierre Bourdieu offered fresh fodder to this line of inquiry. His work
deserves close attention by students of autobiography despite his mis-
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givings about this genre and ‘the biographical illusion’ (Bourdieu
2000b: ii). The concept of ‘corporeal knowledge’ or ‘habitus’ understood
as ‘deep-rooted bodily dispositions’ activated by social situations has
much to offer to students of autobiography (Bourdieu 2000a: 135, 151,
159). A study of Russian intelligentsia can benefit from Bourdieu’s theo-
retical and personal reflections on what he called ‘cleft habitus’ - con-
flicting dispositions acquired by individuals growing up in an environ-
ment ravaged by inequality, redolent with conflict, and breeding stig-
ma. Bourdieu sees himself as a paradigmatic case of the intellectual
plagued by ‘cleft habitus’ (Bourdieu 2000: 100).

I discovered little by little, mainly through the gaze of others, the
particularities of my habitus which, like a certain propensity to
masculine pride and ostentation, a marked taste for disputation,
most often somewhat put on, or the propensity to indignation
over ‘trifles’, now appear to me to be linked to the cultural partic-
ularities of my region of origin... Only slowly did I understand
that if some of my most banal reactions were often misinterpret-
ed, it was often because the manner - tone, voice, gestures, facial
expressions, etc. — in which I sometimes manifested them, a mix-
ture of aggressive shyness and a growling, even furious, blunt-
ness, might be taken at face value, in other words, in a sense too
seriously, and that it contrasted so much with the distant assur-
ance of well-born Parisians that it always threatened to give the
appearance of uncontrolled, querulous violence to reflex and
sometimes purely ritual transgressions of the conventions and
commonplaces of academic or intellectual routine (Bourdieu
2004: 89; see also Bourdieu 2008).

A research program of biocritical hermeneutics should be mentioned in
this context as well. Social scientists working in this tradition converge
on the premise that society’s history unfolds through the ongoing self-
construction of its members while auto/biographical accounts draw on
the narrative constructs and life-cycle resources available in a particular
era. Biocritical hermeneutics examines self-framing as a somatic-
affective-discursive process marked by indeterminacy and creativity,
and it takes seriously Michael Polanyi’s contention that scholarly ideas
have ‘a passionate quality attached to them’, that ‘no sincere assertion
of fact is essentially unaccompanied by feelings of intellectual satisfac-
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tion or of a persuasive desire and a sense of personal responsibility’ (Po-
lanyi 1952: 26).

The notion of self comes for a revision in biocritical research. No longer
seen as a unitary being endowed with indelible characteristics, the au-
tobiography’s prime target emerges as the self-in-the-making ever
ready to take the role of the other, to move beyond itself, to become
something else. Human self is cast here as a nonclassically-propertied
object akin to a particle in quantum mechanics that is everywhere at
once when we do not look at it, and that emerges as an identifiable ob-
ject in actu and in situ where it is compelled to take a stance and reveal
some of its valences under the gaze of assorted others. Human identity,
then, transpires as an ongoing accomplishment rooted in a possibility,
nay certainty, that sooner or later one will fall short of, or exceed, what
one claims to be.

The life and work of Erving Goffman have furnished raw material for
fleshing out the agenda of biocritical hermeneutics. A renowned Amer-
ican sociologist of Russian dissent, Goffman imported from the source
culture the metaphor of Potemkin villages and turned it into a highly
influential theory of presentation of self in everyday life that takes so-
cial reality to be a collectively staged and institutionally supported per-
formance (Goffman 1959, 1961). As interviews, letters, and documents
collected in the Erving Goffman Archives demonstrate (Goffman 2007-
2017), his entire theorical corpus is cryptobiographical, with major turn-
ing points in Goffman’s intellectual career aligned with his personal de-
velopments and wrought family history (Shalin 2014a, 2914b, 2016). A
paper on the dual biography Encyclopedia of Youth is another example
of what biocritique aims to illuminate (Shalin 2020). Twelve theses on
bicritical hermeneutics gathered in the appendix to the paper spell out
its theoretical assumptions and research strategies such as ‘reverse edit-
ing’ and ‘triangulation’ between the discursive, affective, and behavioral
signs (see also Shalin 2010, 2011, 2012, 2021).

The division between fiction and nonfiction is one more area that in-
vites reexamination from the perspective of biocritique. All fiction
worth its name feeds on experience, its aesthetic quality owing a good
deal to how well it reflects the feelings and aspirations of people inhab-
iting a lifeworld, how much it comports with historical records — which
are increasingly incorporated into art in our autobiographical age.
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Journalistic, scholarly, legal, and other fact-based forms of discourse
dignified as nonfiction must, in turn, be understood as heavily steeped
in rhetoric and susceptible to distortion and bias which open them to
challenges inside and outside expert communities. Standards by which
we judge each undertaking differ — one answering to aesthetic sensibili-
ties and truthfulness canons informing an era, the other demanding a
recourse to whatever passes for evidence and fact at the present time -
yet neither escapes the conventions of a genre and both stand to bene-
fit from respectful dialogue and cross-fertilization.

Whether one takes the present collaborative project as an example of
contemporary autobiographical prose, a window into the mindset of
contemporary Russian intellectuals, or a resource in literary criticism -
it is my hope that readers will share the contributors’ fascination with
life writing and join the call to embody autobiographical reflection in
textual form:

Bnapumup ViBaHOBUY BepHajckuii, BeTMKUN POCCHUMCKUI yue-
HBIM, CTOSUI Y HCTOKOB BEJIMKOTO OTKpBITUSI HOoocdepsl. Ecau
6rocdepa — COBOKYITHOCTh BCEX YKUBBIX CYIIECTB, OT UHPY30pHH-
TydeIbKY /10 YeJIoBeKa, TO Hoocdepa — XpaHWIHUILE BCEX MBICTIEH,
OOpalleHHBIX B TEKCTHI, BCEIO WHTE/UIEKTYyaJIbHOTO OOraTcTBa,
CO3J,AHHOTO 3a 200 ThHICAY JIET CYllleCTBOBaHUs 4esnoBeKa... Yeno-
BeyecKasl Ky/lbTypa, cOXpaHsieMasli TeKCTaMU, HOTHbIMHU 3HaKaMH,
rpadUKOi WM >KMBOINHMCBHIO — BeJIMKas 3amMch TBOpeHMs], ecau
yrogHo, nHeBHUK ['ocioga bora. Ho nuuryt ero mopu, v He 06s-
3aTe/IbHO JII0AY reHuasbHble. Jlavke caMblii 3aypsifHBIN 4Yel0BeK,
3allMChIBasi CBOM IIOBCeJHEBHble MBICIM U Jle/la, OKa3bIBaeTcst
Y4aCTHHUKOM U TBOPLIOM YHUKa/IbHOM Ye/I0Be4eCKOU Ky/IbTypBbl.

Some readers may even join Mikhail Shishkin on his journey to a fara-
way place where his intimate memories are buried, waiting to be exca-
vated and brought back to life.

Opus 3enukoBrya JaBHO yXe HeT, Tenepb BOT U JKeHu. A 1 ele
TYT, IULIY 3TU CTPOYKU. B 0AMH cTpaHHbIl AeHb g csaay Ha SApo-
C/IaBCKOM Ha MOHUHCKYIO 3JIEKTPUYKY U IIOely K HUM B 3aropsis-
Ky. Houb cHOBa Gyget nyHHas1, Ml ¢ JKeHell BbUe3eM yepe3 OKHO
B CaJ, NMPOIUTAHHBIM 3amaxoM Oejoro HanmuBa. Bysem unrtarte
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OPYT OPYTy CTHXU, CBOU U He CBOMW, U Briepeau OyneT GecKoHed-
Has yAWUBUTE/bHAS )XU3Hb.
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