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Introduction

In October 2015, the whole world was reminded about the small post-Soviet
country of Belarus. For the first time in several decades, it was not because of the
Chernobyl nuclear disaster and not because of the Belorussian president, but because of a
much happier occasion — Belorussian writer, Svetlana Alexievich, received the Nobel
Prize in literature. Nobody knew about her, except for some readers in the post-Soviet
countries and those who were placing their bets on the Nobel Prize in literature at betting
offices that year. But in early October 2015, her name became famous.

The Nobel Committee’s official web-site told us some brief facts about Svetlana
Alexievich. She was born in 1948 in Ivano-Frankivsk (then the Ukrainian SSR) and later
moved to Minsk, Belorussian SSR. She was born to a Ukrainian mother and Belorussian
father who were village school teachers. In 1972, she graduated from the Department of
Journalism at the Belorussian State University and then worked as a journalist for the
magazine Neman, the main literary journal in the Soviet Belorussia. She lived abroad
between 2000 and 2013 (in Italy, France, Germany, and Sweden), but since then has been
living in Minsk, Belarus.

The Nobel Prize was awarded to her for her cycle of five books that Alexievich
called ‘Voices of Utopia’ or the ‘Red Man’ history. The cycle consists of the following

books:

- Veoiinvl ne sicencroe nuyo (War’s Unwomanly Face), (written 1983, published

1985).



- Ilocneonue ceudemenu: cmo nedemckux ucmoputi, (Last Witnesses: One Hundred

Unchild-like Stories), 1985.

- Hunkoswvre manvuuxu, (Zinky Boys: Soviet Voices from a Forgotten War), 1989.
- UYepnobuvlnvckas morumea: xponuxa oyoywezo (Voices from Chernobyl), 1997.
- Bpewms coxono xano, (Secondhand Time: The Last of the Soviets), 2013.

In 1993, she published one more book titled 3auaposannvie cmepmoio (Enchanted
by Death), but it was not a part of the Red Man cycle and has never been translated into
English.

The Nobel Committee’s motivation for the prize was “for her polyphonic
writings, a monument to suffering and courage in our time™.*

The Committee also provided an explanation of her literary work: “Svetlana
Alexievich depicts life during and after the Soviet Union through the experience of
individuals. In her books she uses interviews to create a collage of a wide range of voices.
With her "documentary novels"”, Svetlana Alexievich, who is a journalist, moves in the
boundary between reporting and fiction”.?

Interesting enough, the reception of her books by the Russian audience was
ambiguous. Some expressed their gratitude to the writer for collecting and publishing
heartfelt stories of hundreds of people who survived the most terrible events of the 20™
century; others openly criticized Alexievich for dragging their history though dirt and

falsifying the information. Their strongest argument was that such books could only be

paid by the Western customers who deliberately want to humiliate Russian people.

! "Svetlana Alexievich - Facts". Nobelprize.org. Nobel Media AB 2014. Accessed 21 Apr
2018. http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel prizes/literature/laureates/2015/alexievich-facts.html

2 "gyetlana Alexievich - Facts".


http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/2015/alexievich-facts.html

What do Svetlana Alexievich’s books talk about?

V sotinvt ne sicencroe auyo (The War’s Unwomanly Face) was first published in
1985 in Minsk, Belarus and was preceded by seven years of collecting interviews and
travelling through various Soviet republics. Alexievich talked to about 800 women to
collect their stories for the book. While this text touches on many themes common to
narratives of war, the female accounts also highlight many topics that would not warrant
discussion in ‘traditional’ Soviet histories. For example, the book discusses the fear of
being captured by the Nazis and tortured (Soviet soldier could not fear anything!), stories
about executing deserters and those who did not want to fight (there were no deserters in
the Soviet army!), witnesses’ recollections of Soviet soldiers raping German women
(Soviet soldiers were the friendliest and kindest!), and oddly among all of these, stories
about true love.

Alexievich’s next book was also about The Second World War (WWII),
Iocneonue ceudemenu (Last Witnesses), 1985. Like the first book, this text contains a
wide array of interview excerpts that the writer collected many years after the war. After
talking to women in their fifties and older for The War’s Unwomanly Face, Alexievich
goes on to collect stories of people who were children during the war and who managed
to survive those horrors. The generation who fought in the war has almost entirely passed
away. The only people left to tell their first-hand experiences are those whose stories
made The Last Witnesses. As children who lived through WWII, they shared their
testimonies about crimes, dead people, violence, torture, lots of blood, starvation,
evacuation, orphanages. Those memories of their wartime childhoods are undoubtedly a

source of terrible psychological trauma.



In 1989 Svetlana Alexievich published her third book — Zinky Boys: Soviet Voices
from A Forgotten War, in its current English version. The translation of the title is
confusing and inadequate, since in its Russian title it refers to zinc caskets which were
used to ship dead bodies from the war in Afghanistan back to their families in the USSR.
A more suitable translation would be Boys in Zinc or Boys in Zinc Caskets. In 1979, the
USSR invaded Afghanistan with the aim to help the people of the country get more
freedom and build socialism. During the next 10 years, around 500,000 Soviet soldiers,
of a so-called ‘limited contingent’ («orpaHUYeHHBII KOHTHHI'CHT»), Went to Afghanistan.
Some of them made multiple tours to the country. Total losses from the Soviet side were
more than 15,000.

Alexievich talked to hundreds of people; both those who came back from
Afghanistan and the families of those who did not. The book tells us about inconceivable
horrors of war and the feeling of betrayal and deception that people had in Afghanistan
and/or after their return to the USSR.

Svetlana Alexievich asks again, and on a larger scale, about the real value of a
human life in 1997, with her fourth book Yeprob6wirvckas monumea (Voices from
Chernobyl). The book describes the nuclear disaster of Chernobyl in April of 1986. The
writer started collecting the interviews immediately after the explosion. She was able to
capture both the most emotional and spontaneous stories as well as the later, thought-
through observations by fire fighters, nurses, doctors, soldiers, students, and others
affected by the disaster in some way. Voices from Chernobyl raises a lot of controversial

questions, such as why Chernobyl happened, why was there so little or no help offered to



those in need after the explosion, why the significance of the catastrophe was kept secret,
and why the Soviet people put up with all of that.

The most recent book by Alexievich, The Secondhand Time (2013), is the most
difficult to describe. It consists of two large chapters and covers a multitude of topics
about the collapse of the Soviet Union and life after it. The Secondhand Time provides
numerous interviews about life during the periods 1991 — 2012. These stories show how
people of different ages and nationalities had different attitudes toward the collapse of the
USSR in 1991. As Alexievich described the main theme of this book herself:

In seventy years, they created a separate human type in the laboratory of Marx-Lenin
ideas — the type of Homo Soveticus. [...] | think | know this person and | am familiar
with them; | have lived next to them for many years. What this person is, it is what | am.
This person is my acquaintances, friends, parents. [...] Soviet civilization... I am in a
hurry to record its traces. | ask not about the socialism, but about love, jealousy,
childhood, old age. [...] | ask about thousands of details of the lost lifestyle. [...] History
is interested only in facts and emotions are left outside. But | observe the world with the
eyes of a humanity scholar, not a historian.

Despite all the criticism, the books by Alexievich are very popular. Probably, one part of
that popularity is her Nobel Prize. Before her award, the previous Russian writers who
received this Prize were Ivan Bunin in 1933, Boris Pasternak in 1958, Mikhail Sholokhov
in 1965, Alexandr Solzhenitsyn in 1970, and Joseph Brodsky in 1987. Such a list of
outstanding world-renowned talents of Russian literature creates very high expectations
and hopes toward the literature by Svetlana Alexievich.

The next part of her popularity could be our human tendency to gravitate to
negative emotions. As Karol Janicki explained it in his study:

Our brains respond differently to positive and negative information; more neurons are
involved when we experience negative emotions than with positive emotions, and the
former get activated extremely fast. [...] We pay much more attention to and seem more
interested in negative phenomena than in positive ones. [...] This fact is not lost on the
media, which inundates us with negative events (murders, thefts, accidents, catastrophes).



[...] In this way, the media caters to our brains, which seem to favour [sic] the negative”.

EEEN Y3 9% <¢

Negative words like “war’, “vomit”, “prison” affect us as deeply as negative pictures.
Yet another reason for a wide popularity of her books could also be her specific literary
style. We wanted to study each of the five books in great details and trace some artistic
features that would define Alexivich’s style of writing. What techniques does she use to
make her texts so emotionally charged? How does she create collages of different
narratives under one unifying theme? We decided to take a close look and do a though
study of her literary methods.

Another important question we want to answer in this dissertation is what place
Svetlana Alexievich takes among other Russian writers working in a similar literary
genre. How much did she borrow from them and what specific techniques did she adapt
or reject?

The Russian tradition of documentary prose has not come to the literary stage just
recently, instead it has been employed by Russian writers for over a hundred years. We
could think back to A. Chekhov’s documentary travelogue Ocmpog Caxanun (Sakhalin
Island), 1883, that described the horrors of imprisonment of hard labor in exile with
documentary precision seen through the writer’s eyes, during his trip to the Sakhalin
Island.

In his radio talk, the writer and pundit Dmitry Bykov mentioned the importance of
literary journalistic investigations by Vladimir Korolenko (1853 — 1921) for the further
development of documentary prose in Russia®. Korolenko’s narratives about some of the

most heinous crimes of the early 20™ century artistically described criminal stories that

¥ Karol Janicki, Language and Conflict: Selected Issues (Palgrave, 2015), 62.

* IImutpuii BeikoB, Ooun: cmo noueti ¢ wumamenen (Mocksa: ACT, 2017), 239-240.



led to the death sentences. «MynTanckoe xepTBonpHHOLICHUE», «COPOUYNHCKAs
tpareausn» (1906), «/leno baitnmuca» (1911-1913) are prominent examples of his style of
literary journalistic writing style.

We should mention Vasily Grossman and his literary work as a war-time
journalist. The encyclopedia-like book by Ilya Ehrenburg and Vasily Grossman’s The
Black Book of Soviet Jewry is very important to us as a collection of evidence from Jews
during WWII. Crucial to us would be books by another Belorussian writer, Ales
Adamovich, particularly the companion publications of /lapmusanst (The Partisans,
1960 and 1963), Xamsinckas nosecms (The Khatyn Story, 1971), and A u3z oenennoti
oepesnu (Out of the Fire, 1977) together with Y.Bryl and V.Kolesnik. These books
combine personal memories of their writers with the testimonies of other people.

Irina Iroshnikova wrote a documentary description of Nazi concentration camps
for children, 30pascmesyiime, nanu Kamepuna!, 1968, and Ouvocyns, 1974. Dnvoicyns
tells a documentary about children camps during WWI1 in the Nazi occupied territories,
and 30pascmsytime, nanu Kamepuna! shares the traumatic effect of the war that
survivors carry through their post-war lives.

We should also mention Ales Adamovich and Daniil Granin’s hroxaonas knuea
(The Book of Blockade, 1977-1981), Sergey Smirnov’s bpecmckas kpenocms (Brest
Castle, 1957/1965), Konstantin Simonov’s IIImpuxu snoneu (Traits of the Epic, 1961);
and Abram Burov’s Brokada oens 3a oném (The Blockade, Day After Day, 1979).

There is also an important American tradition of non-fiction writing with which
Alexievich could have been be familiar, and she possibly had an opportunity to benefit

from its innovations. John Hersey’s Hiroshima (1946) received the Pulitzer Prize —



stories of six eyewitnesses sharing their experience after nuclear bombing of Hiroshima
in 1945. Also notable is Studs Terkel, who widely worked with the oral history of
‘average’ Americans, in order to better understand larger historic shifts.

For our study, we want to compare how some of the above-mentioned writers
selected, edited, and grouped collected evidences for their books and how their findings
have been adapted by Alexievich. For that purposed, we will thoroughly analyze her
books War’s Unwomanly Face, Last Witnesses, Zinky Boys, and Voices from Chernobyl,
in part by comparing them with Ilya Ehrenburg and Vasily Grossman’s The Black Book
of Soviet Jewry; Adamovich, Bryl’, and Kolesnik’s 5 u3 oenennoii oepesnu (Out of the
Fire), and A. Adamovich and D. Granin’s brokaonas knuea (The Blockade Book), S.
Smirnov’s bpecmckas kpenocmw (Brest Castle), and J. Hersey’s Hiroshima.

Besides answering these questions, we would like to better study Svetlana
Alexievich’s methods of selecting elements from the interviews’ transcripts, their editing
and any possible adjustments. We cannot do such a study on her original courses, since
the writer insists she always destroys or deletes the audio files with the recorded
interviews. But we would like to make our analyses with the help of four different
editions of one of the earliest books by Alexievich, Last Witnesses (1985).

For that purpose, we examine four different editions of this. The books are
available, and do not call for any archival research. We will study following editions: 1)
Ilocneonue ceudemenu: knuea Hedemckux pacckazos, Mocka, Momonas reapaus, 1985.
2) V sotinwt ne scenckoe auyo. Iocreonue ceudemenu, Mocksa, U3aarennctBo OcTokbe,

1998. 3) ITocneonue ceudemenu: cmo nedemckux koavibenvhvix, Mocksa, 31aTeanscTBO



[Mansmupa, 2004. 4) [Tocrednue ceudemenu: cono 0t 0emckoo 201oca, Mocksa,
Bpewms, 2016.

Through this analysis, we hope to better understand the literary genre of Svetlana
Alexievich. The Nobel Prize Committee marked it as “a literary non-fiction genre that is
entirely her own. She writes "novels of voices." She has developed this genre book after
book, constantly honing the esthetic of her documentary prose, which is based on
hundreds of interviews.””

We would like to question this statement, and to parse the varied elements of non-
fiction or fiction in the texts of the four editions of The Last Witnesses.

The research upon which the chapters of this dissertation are based will provide
tentative answers to these questions.

Chapter 1 will compare the artistic style of Svetlana Alexievich with those of her
mentors and literary predecessors, determining the extent of her indebtedness to them.

Chapter 2 will analyze in detail five books from the Red Man’s cycle that was
awarded the Nobel Prize in literature. We will see what techniques she utilizes to make
her literature stand out from her more experienced colleagues and peers working in the
same genre.

Chapter 3 will investigate on her methods of selecting, editing, and placing the
fragments of her interviewees’ testimonies into Alexievich’s books with a specific study

of the four editions of the Last Witnesses (1985, 1998, 2004, and 2016 texts). Such a

close study will help us better understand her genre.

> "Svetlana Alexievich - Biographical". Nobelprize.org. Nobel Media AB 2014. Accessed
20 Apr 2018. http://www.naobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/2015/alexievich-
bio.html
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Chapter 1. Alexievich’s Literary Precursors

Svetlana Alexievich was born in 1948 in the city of Stanislav, the former
Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic (Ukrainian SSR), to a Belorussian father and
Ukrainian mother. The family moved to the Soviet Belarus, where Alexievich graduated
from a high school in a small city in Gomel region. In 1972, she graduated from the
Belorussian State University in Minsk with a major in journalism. After graduation,
Alexievich worked as a journalist in many newspapers and magazines. She lived in
Belarus until 2000, and then moved abroad. She lived in Europe until 2013, when she
returned to Belarus, where she has lived since.

When Alexievich received the Nobel Prize for literature in 2015, she was the first
professional journalist to ever receive the prize. She writes in Russian, and her books are
non-fiction collections of interviews. In some books, another writer or editor may provide
several preface paragraphs or introductory notes before chapters, but about 90%, or even
more, of each book consist of text from interviews that Alexievich selects. We have seen
different numbers in various interviews, but in general there are roughly 700 interviews,
from which she picks about 100 that will form the body of her book.

In order to better understand the place Svetlana Alexievich takes in modern-day
literature, especially in the 20" century Russian literature, it is important to study other
writers who worked in the similar genre. We believe that Alexievich did not emerge on
the literary stage from obscurity as a natural genius; rather, there were people who may
be her artistic teachers and precursors, and who had already outlined the main features of

the genre that Alexievich possibly follows.
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We chose several authors whose writings remind us of Svetlana Alexievich’s
artistic style. Our main principles for this selection were as follows: their books should be
published before Svetlana Alexievich wrote her first book (1983), the texts should be
presented in a sort of a montage form combining different pieces of heterogeneous
sources of information, there should be no main character in the texts, but rather a choir
of characters, and it should have some journalistic input in the form of interviews or
newspaper feature articles or both. We would compare how different writers selected,
edited, and grouped collected evidence for their books and how their style could be
compared to that of Alexievich. Therefore, our main sources for this part of the research
will be llya Ehrenburg and Vasily Grossman’s The Black Book of Soviet Jewry,
Adamovich, Bryl,” and Kolesnik and their book 4 u3 oenennou oepesnu (Out of The
Fire), also A. Adamovich and D. Granin’s hroxaonas knuea (The Blockade Book), and S.
Smirnov’s bpecmckas kpenocms (The Brest Castle).

Large number of sources, multitude of characters, various points of view, and a
diverse set of combined qualitative evidence became a special feature in the literature of
the 20" century. As Ilya Kukulin argued in his Mawuns: sauwymesuezo epemenu (2015)°,
in the late 1910s and early 1920s, quite a new literary genre emerged among Russian
publications — a genre of ‘investigative-prosecuting set of documents,” as Kukulin called
it. These texts described various investigations about the last years of Tsarist Russia.
IMasen II¢rones/ Pavel Schiogolev (1877 — 1931) who was a historian, political writer,

and famous public figure of his time played an important role in shaping this new genre.

6 o
W.B. Kykynuz, Mawuner 3auymesuiezo spemenu: Kax cosemckuii Monmasic cman
memooom neoguyuanvrou Kyremyps (Mocksa: HoBoe mureparypHoe o6o3penue, 2015). I'nasa
6: «UepHast KHUTa»: TEHE3HC KaHPa.
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He worked on the documents about the last years of the Russian Empire; furthermore, in
1927 he published a book with different memories and evidence about the abdication of
Russia’s last Tsar. ’

In the 1930s, the genre of such polymorphous books that combined actual historic
documents, artistic adaptation of stories, and numerous people’s evidence/ testimonies,
became forgotten in the time of harsh political turmoil in Russia. At the same time, a
similar literary approach began gaining its followers in the USA, where one of the most
influential figures was John Dos Passos. His famous The U.S.A. trilogy with its three
novels The 42" Parallel (1930), 1919 (1932), and The Big Money (1936) had several
stylistic modes of narration. Among them were the Camera Eye sections and the
Newsreels. The Camera Eye provided the author’s own, unrelated, incoherent, and
stream-of-consciousness autobiographical fragments, telling about his growth from the
young years to maturity. The Newsreels contained actual American newspaper headlines
and fragments of articles on some politically charged issues of that time. The way in
which Dos Passos applied his principle of dissociation and recombination allows for
applying the term ‘montage’ to his writingS. Graham Barnfield argues that “Dos Passos’
Camera Eye has more in common with the technique in the early Soviet cinema known as

Kino-eye or Kino-pravda, about which Dos Passos may have learned during his Russian

" ILE. {grones, ITadenue yapckozo pexcuma (Jleaunrpan: I'ocynapcTBeHHOE
u3aarenseTBo, 1924 — 1927), and I1.E. Illérones, Ompeuenue Huxonas 1: éocnomunanus
ouesuoyes (Jlenunrpan: «Kpacuas rasera, 1927).

8E.D. Lowry, “Manhattan Transfer: Dos Passos’ Wasteland” in Dos Passos: A
Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Andrew Hook (New Jersey: A Spectrum Book, 1974), 53-61.
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sojourn of 1928-1929, where he met with montage-using film directors™ and compares
the writer to Dziga Vertov and his 1929 film The Man With a Movie Camera.

With the beginning of WWII, this experimental genre of montaging first-hand
evidence became very useful for Russian writers, because it could operate with extensive
quantity of sources and reflect on the events from the both individual and a more general
point of view. This was the time when the need to describe something that was
simultaneously difficult to capture and to talk about came to the fore. Following the 1941
initiative of Jewish writers, scientists, and artists in the USA, a Soviet partnership
organization, called the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee (JAFC), was formed in 1942. On
December 18" 1942, the allied countries published in the USSR a manifesto about the
crimes against Jews by the Fascists.'® The Soviet JAFC was invited to prepare its own
book of testimonies about the extermination of Jewish people during WWII; such a book
was supposed to be a joint project between the American and Soviet Jewish committees.
After a long time of silence from the Soviet government, the JAFC was granted a
permission to create the so-called “Black Book.” On July 23", 1943, the JAFC’s Yiddish
newspaper Einikait (Unity) published a request to all people to mail to the members of
JAFC administration testimonies of instances when Jews were killed by the Fascists. The
initial idea was to publish the collection of evidence in English, but one of the most

famous essay writers of the time in the USSR, llya Ehrenburg, suggested creating a book

® Graham Barnfield, “John Dos Passos, The Camera Eye and The Question of
Journalistic Objectivity ” in John Dos Pasos: Biography and Critical Essays, ed. Maria Zina
Goncalves de Abrey and Bernardo Guido de Vasconcelos (Cambridge Scholars Publishing,
2010), 98.

Y Yepnas knuea, nox pen. Bacumust I'pocemana i Mnbu Dpenbypra (Mocksa: Corpus,
2015), 708.
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on a similar topic in Russian, for the Soviet people. He started this project to collect
information about Jews killed specifically on the territory of the USSR, and he invited
many leading Soviet literary artists to help him in his mission. Thus, in the spring of
1944, the Literary Board was created as a part of the JAFC, with llya Ehrenburg as its
head. Vassily Grossman became one of the proponents of the Black Book and later, one
of the editors of the book’s final version. Ehrenburg received numerous letters from
different people and adjusted them to the essays that took up about a third of the entire
body of the text. Many writers received a portion of the letters with a request to work
them into essays, but not every one of them agreed to participate in this project. This fact
later led to the final text being a true collage or montage of different sources, styles, and
scope of narratives. Between 1942 and 1947, the JAFC collected 27 volumes of evidence
of the Fascists’ murders of Jews, a total of 6211 archival leaves.'! Only a part of them
was selected for the final edition of the Black Book. Most of the sources were letters or
shorthand texts of interviews with witnesses. Besides essays by Ehrenburg and
Grossman, many other military newspaper journalists submitted their stories to the JAFC,
as well as some local newspaper journalists, Einikait journalists, officers and soldiers of
the Red Army, former Ghetto prisoners, and relatives and friends of the killed Jews.
Many of the articles were true literary essays, which their authors hoped to publish either
in the Black Book or in the Einikait. For the purpose of this research, | have closely
examined two recent editions of this project, published by Corpus Publishing House in
Moscow in 2015- the Black Book and the Unknown Black Book. So far, this claims to be

the most authentic edition of the original text that was reconstructed from the never

" «Yépuas xuura», 707.
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published 1947 version of the text and the 1980 publication in Israel. The Unknown Black
Book includes the stories that were removed by the Soviet censorship — stories that
mention any cases of the Soviet people refusing to help the Jews, as well as cases when
they betrayed Jews and turned them in to the Fascists, or participated in killing them.
After Romania left the War in 1944, the evidence describing the crimes by the Romanian
soldiers was minimized in the text, and the stories about Romanian Jews on the Eastern
front were completely removed. The Unknown Black Book restored them and maintained
the chapters originally assigned by Ehrenburg and Grossman — the book follows a
geographic principle where each chapter reveals evidence about a certain region of the
USSR. Those were Ukraine, Belorussia, Russian RSFR, Lithuania, Latvia, a chapter on
concentration camps, and a chapter about evidence from some of the Fascists.

The 2015 edition we worked with is a truly historic encyclopedia of the
extermination of Jews by the Fascists in the USSR during WWII. Every story was
compared to the original document from the Ehrenburg archive in Yad Vashem in
Jerusalem or with the archives of the JAFC in the State Archive of the Russian
Federation. Almost every geographic location, name, number, or historic event has
footnotes with explanations. There are lists of all the names mentioned in the stories at
the end of the book, as well as lists of people who prepared the stories with some short
facts about their biographies, and a list of all geographic names which appeared in the
text of the book. The result reminds us of a videography where the writers’ eyes serve as
a camera eye: it creates an impressive panoramic view of a specific aspect of WWII

history.
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If a story was originally told in Yiddish or German, the name of its translator
appears at the end of it. Texts of letters were published in their original version,
preserving their original style and word choice. For the words or phrases in other
languages, Ehrenburg and Grossman provided their translation into Russian in the
footnotes. For example, phrases like «mectukyrras 38e3na» (Ukrainian
«IIECTHKOHEYHas 3Be31a»), «kuuaep maitae» (Yiddish «moii pe6EHOK»), OF «BIIUCTKO
enno» (Polish «Bcé paBHO», «Oe3 pasuuis») remained un-edited with their Russian
equivalents provided at the bottom of pages.

Due to the nature of the stories’ sources, we know only names of the people
mentioned in them and those who wrote down the oral testimony, but we know very little
or nothing about the date when the story was transcribed. Furthermore, there are almost
no mentions of people’s ages, which can only be guessed from the context.

The Black Book presents a true collage of evidence testifying to extermination of
the Jewish people by the Fascists. The volume brings together all sorts of recollections,
letters, diaries, and even texts of Nazi soldiers’ testimonies. Undoubtedly, the book has
its cinematic aesthetics — the collage utilizes tools of montage and multidimensional
presentation that we could see in Dziga Vertov’s Man with a Movie Camera (1929). We
can read a letter from a woman addressed to a brother of a killed Jew, then a story with
the evidence of the murder of all Jewish doctors in a certain hospital with a full list of
people killed that day, then a letter addressed to llya Ehrenburg directly with horrifying
details of a Jewish woman'’s life together with her requests to help her move back in to
her former apartment, which had been illegally occupied by her neighbors. Next is a fully

completed newspaper sketch artistically describing someone’s story or some event, then
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we read a diary of a person who died in a ghetto, then we see photographs of artifacts of
the WWI1 in relation to the Jews and their executions. It is a narrative with many
perspectives and voices with their own specifics, as well as different stylistic
characteristics. It is not only a collage, but to some extent a montage as well. Every story
represents a certain point of view and, followed one by another, creating a bigger picture
of the event. So it is not only a montage of stories, but a montage of plot levels, too: the
constant shift of focus from the front stage result in readers re-creating the plot line
themselves. Some stories describe the same event but through the eyes of different
people, some specific stories are a mixture of words of those who died, together with the
words of a survivor. It is a kind of melting pot where time does not exist since the events
are given with no linear sequence and the concepts of “then” and “now” are blurred.
There is also a confluence of voices, because there is no ‘main’ character’ or ‘main plot
line’; it is a multitude of plot lines and dimensions given at one time. We agree with Ilya
Kukulin who argued that such a montage was lined up with the need to combine big
historic events with ‘small’ lives of individuals.

If some letters do not make us question their authenticity or if there were any text
reductions, it is because they were presented in what seemed to be full and logical
paragraphs with unique details, then the stories edited by journalists remain unknown to
us in terms of their authenticity. We do not know for sure what parts of the oral evidence
the journalist/ writer decided to keep, and which details did not suit their authorial taste.

The Black Book is undoubtedly a voluminous source of various facts regarding the
extermination of Jews in the USSR by the Fascist. All the facts that could be verified

were given footnotes, with accurate historic data and sources for verification. All the
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facts that were not proven true to the existing wartime documents were commented on
accordingly. The authors are simultaneously present and absent in the text of the book.
Some literary essays have their own distinct authors, and the same is true of some of the
personal letters. But stories presented as second hand evidence from the witness to the
transmitter to the reader have a hidden author — we read the result of their artistic
adaptation of the original stories, and subconsciously we assume that the stories are
completely authentic.

Such a technique of combining different sources and different viewpoints became
widely practiced by many other writers working in the similar genre and with big historic
topics. Both Ilya Ehrenburg and Vasily Grossman often published their wartime essays
describing various events. Their stories were accessible to many people in the Soviet
Union during and after the war. In April 1944, llya Ehrenburg published 12 pages of his
essays titled «Hapomoyowuiinen» (“Murderers of People”) in a newspaper supplement for
«3namsi». Grossman’s “Treblinka”served as a documented evidence of the Nazis
slaughter in Treblinka death camp. Several other stories selected for the book, or written
specifically for this book, were available to many readers. It was natural that the book
created a whole line of writers following the principle of the Black Book’s most
prominent genre features.

At the same time as the Black Book was created, an American writer and
journalist, John Hersey (1914 — 1993), was working on his article for the New Yorker
about the 1945 atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. He worked as a
correspondent for Life and Time and often traveled abroad to collect evidence for his

articles. In late spring of 1946, Hersey came to Hiroshima and met with some of the
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survivors of the nuclear attacks year before. He was asked to write about his experiences
in Hiroshima in any way he might choose. Hersey traveled around the entire affected area
and interviewed many people, but only a few stories ended up in his final article. For the
New Yorker’s text, John Hersey decided to limit himself to the oral evidence told by six
people: two doctors, a German priest, a Japanese Methodist minister, a housewife, and an
office girl. As David Sanders put it in his analyses of Hersey’s writing: “He decided to
concentrate on six persons who were chosen only because they had been good interview
subjects, and not for any more dramatic reasons such as their closeness to ground zero or
the extent of their sufferings... [He] turned cold statistics into tangible evidence.”*?

The New Yorker decided to dedicate a full issue of their August 31* 1946
magazine just to Hersey’s story. It was one of the most successful issues they have ever
had — full circulation sold out within a few hours. Some sources say that just Albert
Einstein alone ordered 1000 copies of that New Yorker issue. In his article, the author
traced his six interviewees from the very beginning of August 6" in 1946 to the moment
they met with John Hersey in person in spring the following year.

Hiroshima became very popular among readers and soon was translated into
Russian. The magazine Zvezda (The Star) published several chapters of the original
Hersey’s article in their 1970 issue (#8), and the same magazine published another work
by the same author in 1965 (issues 10 and 11, «Ckymmuk aeteii»/ The Child Buyer,
1960). Zvezda the magazine is one of the oldest literary magazines in the Soviet Union
that has been publishing one issue every month since 1924 until present. It has published

some of the most prominent writers of Russian prose and poetry such as Maksim Gorky,

12 Sanders David, John Hersey (New York: Twayne Publishers, Inc., 1967), 41.
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Anna Akhmatova, Osip Mandelshtam, Boris Pasternak and others, and it was especially
valued by the Soviet people as a literary source to learn about new foreign writers. It is
plausible that most, if not all, of the authors we researched, were reading Zvezda and
were, thereby, familiar with John Hersey’s work.

In some way, John Hersey reflected literary experiments of the 1950s-1970s in
the USA in his books and newspaper sketches. He was one of the reporters who in some
way helped to create a new style called the New Journalism. The events of WWII and,
later, subsequent social and economic situation prompted the need for journalistic genre
to acquire new features in order to adjust to the needs of the time. To move forward from
the traditional What? /Who? /When? /Where?, magazine and newspaper articles wanted
to captivate their audience with the texts and let them imagine the described events as if
the readers were there. The scenes were recreated for the readers with great details, all the
dialogues given in their full length, and the protagonists treated like those from a novel.
We will talk about the New Journalism in the third chapter of this research, but we could
mention the names of Tom Wolfe, Truman Capote, Robert Christgau, Hunter S.
Thompson, as representing the most famous representatives of this genre. In some way,
they all operated in a fashion of videography, almost like a modern day ‘vlog’ where the
audience is presented with detailed, almost videographic, representation of events and/or
people. John Hersey, as we believe, could also be considered a New journalist.

Even though it was published in 1946 as a book, at its core Hiroshima is a long
journalistic sketch of an actual social problem. Every one of the six interviewees was

described with great detail; John Hersey described them in the way a writer would
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introduce a character in a text of a novel or a play. He described their faces, hairstyle,

clothes, even the way they walked:

Mr. Tanimoto is a small man, quick to talk, laugh, and cry. He wears his black hair parted

in the middle and rather long; the prominence of the frontal bones just above his

eyebrows and the smallness of his mustache, mouth, and chin give him a strange, old-

young look, boyish yet wise, weak and yet fiery. He moves nervously and fast, but with a

restraint that suggests that he is a cautious, thoughtful man.*
John Hersey recreated every little detail of what his six interviewees were doing before,
during, and for the next two or three days after the bombing . Every nuance of their
mood, their schedules, and their thoughts was presented to the reader so that the audience
could believe they themselves were witness to the bombing. He mentioned the light, the
wind, the temperature, the surroundings, even passersby and neighbors that the six people
had mentioned in their interviews. Here are a few examples:

Mrs. Nakamura went back to the kitchen, looked at the rice, and began watching the

man next door. At first, she was annoyed with him for making so much noise, but

then she was moved almost to tears by pity.**

There had been no breeze earlier in the morning when Dr. Fujii had walked to the

railway station to see his friend off, but now brisk winds were blowing every which

way; here on the bridge the wind was easterly.*
As readers, we can imagine and almost feel how that woman and that man were feeling in
the described moments of the day. The rice is steaming in the pot, the neighbor is taking
down his house and is working hard with an axe, the wind is blowing on the bridge, and it
feels fresh. Facts as banal as these helped create a true 360-degree view of the day.

The factual data of the text are not given in footnotes; rather, they are woven into

the paragraphs and follow the need of the information provided by the interviewees. Even

though Hiroshima was a journalistic sketch intended to provide information to the

13 John Hersey, Hiroshima (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1946), 5.
“ Hersey, 12.

> Hersey, 32.
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readers, John Hersey included some of his own thoughts and generalizations into the text,
providing a specific point of view or food for thought. Sometimes these comments shift
the mood of the narrative, giving it a melodramatic tune:

Everything fell, and Miss Sasaki lost consciousness. The ceiling dropped suddenly

and the wooden floor above collapsed in splinters and the people up there came

down and the roof above them gave way; but principally and first of all, the

bookcases right behind her swooped forward and the contents threw her down, with

her left leg horribly twisted and breaking underneath her. There, in the tin factory, in

the first moment of the atomic age, a human being was crushed by books.®
The next passage provides an example of what kind of generalizations John Hersey added
to the text:

Under many houses, people screamed for help, but no one helped; in general,

survivors that day assisted only their relatives or immediate neighbors, for they

could not comprehend or tolerate a wider circle of misery."’
We do not think that any of his respondents in spring of 1946 were able to analyze their
behavior on the day of the bombing to the extent of noticing their inability to comprehend
other people’s misery. The notion of their state of mind that day was undoubtedly added
to the description by the writer himself.
John Hersey used the text of Hiroshima to express his own thoughts about the bombing
and to make his readers question the event and its moral attributes. By showing
tremendous suffering and numerous deaths, and how little average Japanese people knew
about the atomic power and especially about the radioactive disease, the author made his
audience question if the U.S. government had the right to act this way toward Japanese
civilians.

[...] but even if [the bombing victims] had known the truth, most of them were too

busy or too weary or too badly hurt to care that they were the objects of the first

great experiment in the use of the of atomic power, which (as the voices on the short
wave shouted) no country except the United States, with its industrial know-how, its

1® Hersey, 23.

" Hersey, 40.



23

willingness to throw two billion gold dollars into an important wartime gamble,
could possibly have developed.*®

In Hersey’s Hiroshima, we could see the same principle of montage as we could see in
the Black Book and the later writers. The book by Ehrenburg and Grossman described
events of several years which took place on vast territories, but the American journalist
had the event of only a few days. Ha made it his core theme and described it from six
different angles; the six interviewees provided their stories about the same 36 hours in
their lives. There is no one main character — instead, the readers could feel as if now they
were the main characters of the events of early August of 1945 in Hiroshima. John
Hersey did not use other artifacts such as photographs, or belongings from the destroyed
city, or quotes from official military or scientific reports. His text is homogenous in terms
of the type of his sources — six survivors of the atomic bombing, but it is heterogeneous
in the way how he delivers their stories. The narration constantly shifts from one mini-
plot to another between all six storytellers. John Hersey himself decided where to stop
one line of the story and create montage by inserting the next one. The author is not
openly present in the text, but we can see his point of view and notice his presence
indirectly. We do not know what part of the stories was left outside of the final edition:
Hersey decided that himself, with his authorial power. We cannot imagine the actual
words of the survivors, for they would require a translation from Japanese, so the writer
adjusted their words for us in the form of a journalistic sketch. But we can see his
intention to juxtapose evidence from different people in order to let us recreate the events

the way we can, according to our own sense and comprehension. Later, in the 1970s,

'8 Hersey, 66.
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Daniil Granin and Ales Adamovich would use similar technique of a montage of a wide
spectrum of stories, creating a sharp a counterpoint within the text itself.

When thinking of other prominent writers working with a large number of
documents and oral evidence, we should mention a person who was to some extent a
precursor to Ales Adamovich and later to Svetlana Alexievich: Sergei Sergeevich
Smirnov (1915 — 1976). He was well known in the 1950s and 1960s through his work as
a second chief editor at a popular Soviet magazine Hoguwiii mup (New World), as a chief
editor of Jlumepamypnas cazema (Literary Newspaper), and his numerous articles in
various newspapers, radio shows, and TV shows. He worked within the area of the WWII
related topics and did an incredible work researching specific historic events. bpecmckas
kpenocmo (Brest Castle) became one of his most influential works; for years, Smirnov
was looking for historic documents about the castle and for people who took part in the
extraordinary battle in June 1941. For a long time, this battle was little known and almost
forgotten, mostly because nearly all of its survivors were captured by the Nazi soldiers
and kept in camps for war prisoners in Nazi Germany. When the prisoners returned to the
USSR after the war, they were all pronounced traitors of their motherland, which was an
equivalent of being public enemies. Their lives were very difficult — some of them were
sent to labor camps in Siberia, some lost their jobs, others could not restore their
membership in the Communist party and, as a result, could not get an employment or a
place to live. Sergei Smirnov was the first journalist who told about those people’s heroic
actions and their miserable fate after the war; his radio- and TV-shows were very popular
in the Soviet Union in the decades after the war (his weekly «Pacckassl 0 reponszme»

(Heroic Stories) and «B mouckax repoes bpecra» (In search of Brest Heroes) the radio-
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show were well known to the Soviet people). In the afterword to the 2015 edition of the
Brest Castle, one of Smirnov’s sons wrote that his father received about one million
letters from all over the USSR from people who thanked the writer for telling the story
and who wanted to share their own memories about those terrible weeks in the small city
of Brest (in present day Belarus).

The Brest Castle was originally published in 1957, and its expanded edition came
out in 1965. The book tells stories of the events of June and July of 1941 — the first weeks
of WWII in the Soviet Union. The Brest Castle was one of the first military fortresses
that Nazis planned to seize immediately after their invasion. But the garrison fought back
so tenaciously that the enemy was perplexed and noted that in their military reports as
they were halted in their advance to Moscow. Soviet soldiers, women, and even children
took part in the defense of the fortress. They lacked ammunition, had no medicine, no
food, and most importantly, no source of water. Yet, they never surrendered. The Brest
Castle collects evidence stories from various survivors - men, women, doctors, nurses,
even the local people of Brest who were somehow involved in those events. Smirnov
started collecting information about the castle resistance soon after the end of the War,
and spent the next 10 years investigating those several weeks of 1941 summer in Brest.
The text meticulously described every step that Smirnov took when looking for a
document or for a person. It revealed his thoughts, doubts, logic, and arguments. The
Brest Castle looks very much like a journalistic investigation by the style and type of the
information provided in it. We can read about the trips Smirnov made while collecting
evidence for this book, detailed description of places and their interior, as well as

photographs and descriptions of his interviewees. Furthermore, he provided biographies
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of the main battle activists. Step by step, we could follow Smirnov’s research and
investigation from the moment he decided to find out more about the Brest battle of
summer 1941, to the moment when some survivors were officially rehabilitated and/or
received honors from the Soviet government. Sergey Smirnov wrote in a journalistic-
historical manner. He often used data from both Soviet and German archives and from
various official historic documents, providing the reader with numerous facts, numbers,
and names, and he also retold his conversations with the battle survivors. Smirnov did not
use those words as quotations or marked them as dialogues — he told them as his own
memories about those conversations. Smirnov later mentioned that he had a stenographer,
who helped him type out those conversations, but we do not know if the stenographer
was actually present during the meetings; we were not able to find any information about
it.

The stories in the Brest Castle are heartfelt and plainspoken. Although the writer
used his own words and style to bring oral evidence to his readers, we cannot perceive a
real persona behind those stories because it is impossible not to sympathize with the
immediate storytellers. The main principle of this approach is easy to distinguish. Sergey
Smirnov wanted to let people recreate and, at the same time, to create that moment in
history. By letting the survivors tell their own stories and their own emotional evaluation
of the events, the writer set the main idea of this literary genre. No one could tell the truth
about a certain event in history better than the people who lived through it. Just as later
Adamovich and Granin, Sergei Smirnov wanted to use only accurate facts and only those

stories that were recalled by several witnesses.
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The book consists of three parts that follow Smirnov’s progress in his
investigation: Part One — «Jlerenaa, crasmiast Osubt0» (“The Legend that Came True”),
Part Two — «I"epou u3BectHblie U HemsBectHbie» (Well-known and Unknown Heroes),
Part Three — «bonbmias cembs» (Big Family). Each part has short chapters with rather
unassuming titles like «ITucemo a3epOaiimkanckoii xenmuHb» (A letter from an
Azerbaijani Woman) or «Ha namstHbIx pa3Baiunax» (At the Memorable Ruins). These
short stories and their titles, gradually reveal to their readers the important elements of
the testimonies, discovered by Sergei Smirnov during his work.

What was different about The Brest Castle, as compared to other books in the
same genre, was its overall politically engaged manner of writing. Smirnov provided the
dates when each one of his interviewees joined the Communist party and mentioned
multiple times their loyalty to the Soviet Union and the ruling party. Here is an example
of how Sergei Smirnov incorporated these words into his writing. His interviewee’s last
name was ®wuis/ Fil, and the soldier recalled how, when captured by the Nazis, his
interpreter suggested that he say his last name was German and that he had German
ancestors:

®wuip moHUMaI, 4To ObIIO ObI OeCrOIe3HO OOBSICHATE CBOM YyBCTBA IMIEPEBOTUHKY,
XOTS TOT UCKPEHHE XOTel MOMOYb IJIEHHOMY. J{J1s1 3TOT0 YenoBeKka, BOCITUTAHHOTO B
MAHCKOM KanuTaiucThuueckoi [losbiie, ocTamuch Obl MyCTHIM 3BYKOM BCE CJIOBA O
YeCTH M JIOCTOMHCTBE COBETCKHUX JIFO/IEH, COBETCKUX BOMHOB. [. . .] Pa3se mor on
MIOHSTH, 4TO 1711 Puiisd, KOPEHHOTO PYyCCKOTO YeN0BeKa, BOCIIUTAHHOTO
KommyHnuctuueckoil maptueit 1 COBETCKOH BIACTBIO, BBIPOCILLIETO B psiaax
KOMCOMOJIa, cama MBICJIb O TOM, YTOOBI BBIAAThH ce0s 3a MOIyHeMIa, CIIy>KUTh Bpary,
a Tem OoJiee HAJETh HA IJICYH HEHABUCTHYIO (DAIIMCTCKYIO MITUHENb, ObLTa
HECTEPIIAMO YHU3HTENIBHOI, UyJOBUIIHO HEBO3MOXKHOI! ™

9 C.C. CmupHOB, Bpecmckas kpenocms (Mocksa: U3natensctBo Teppa, KHIKHBIH KiTy6
Kuurosek, 2015), 105. [Fil knew it did not make sense to explain his feelings to the translator,
even though the latter genuinely wanted to help him. All words about honor and pride of Soviet
people and Soviet soldiers would have been meaningless for that man who was raised in capitalist
Poland. [. . .] The very thought of pretending to be half-German, to serve the enemy, and
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No other writers of similar genre used this sort of political cliché phrases in their books.
We believe that what prompted Smirnov to do so was the fact that, as his son explained
later in his book, he truly believed in the future of the Soviet Union and their model of
life. But another reason might be the fact that the Brest Castle was a journalistic
investigation with the goal to justify and defend those who fought in the battle and were
later wrongly accused. In the 1950s in the Soviet Union, this writing style was probably
the best one to serve the author’s goal to get an acquittal for the true heroes of the war.
Even though The Brest Castle talks about those who fought against the Fascists in
the city of Brest in 1941, and we learn a lot of stories about various people, the style of
the delivery of this information in the text made it very much of an “I” narrative/ first
person narrative. Sergei Smirnov has interwoven his persona with the story as one of the
characters in the book. He started and finished each chapter with his own thoughts before
and after the interviews, his actions, and where and how he met his narrators. Although
he used short first-person dialogues in the text, most of the stories were presented after
his authorial adaptation, much like John Hersey did in Hiroshima. We could barely
imagine the actual words of the narrators as they are hidden behind the writer’s
presentation of the oral testimonies as a story with a beginning, development,
culmination, and closure. But we can see the same forming principle as we saw in the
Black Book and the Hiroshima — a wide spectrum of stories tracing individual perception
and points of view. It is a juxtaposition of angles of the same event, coming from diverse

origins.

moreover, to put on the accursed Nazi uniform was painfully humiliating and horribly impossible
for Fil, because Fil was a native Russian who was raised by the Communist Party and the Soviet
government, and grew up among Komsomol members. — my trans.]
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A similar panoramic view on the same event, told by different witnesses, is a
forming principle for the book written by a group of well-known Belorussian writers —
Ales Adamovich, Yanka Bryl, and Vladimir Kolesnik. In her first book, The War’s
Unwomanly Face, Svetlana Alexievich wrote that those three people were her main
teachers. Ales Adamovich even loaned her money to buy a tape-recorder for her first
collection of interviews. She knew these people and worked with them, and we believe it
would be important for this research to see how and to what extend Svetlana Alexievich
adapted their findings and where she stands among those writers’ in terms of artistic
legacy.

A uz oenennoti depesnu (Out of the Fire, or literally, I Am from a Burning Village)
was published in 1975 in Minsk, Belorussian SSR. Adamovich, Bryl, and Kolesnik spent
about four years, from 1970 to 1973, collecting interviews from the people who survived
in WWII and who witnessed the terrors brought to the thousands of Belorussian villages
by the Nazi troops. For the purposes of this discussion, we will use a 2001 edition
published in Minsk, in Belorussian.

The text consists of dozens of chapters, and each one presents interviews with real
people from the Belorussian lands. The writers announce themselves by putting their own
questions in the body of interviews, also by describing how the interviewees were
behaving during the meeting, including their emotional state. The storytellers provide
their heartfelt stories filled with horror, suffering, and pain. They tell how they lost their
families and how they themselves survived.

Out of the Fire has a unique, original language — a dialect which people of

Belorussian villages have been using for many years. It is a mixture of Belorussian,
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Russian, Ukrainian, and Polish. The three writers gave the interviews without any
stylistic changes, so the text is not easy to read for someone who doesn’t speak at least
two of these languages. Moreover, the text preserved all the local words that the
interviewees used in their stories. Instead of changing them, Adamovich, Bryl, and
Kolesnik gave a modern term, or a more popular term for the local word as a page
footnote. Also, the interviews contain all little exclamations native to a spoken language
— «TEOK!», «ap-ap-ap», «3emiisd AyX- ayx-ayx», and we can also see some obscene
phrases although given as abbreviations, like «E.1.m!»%

Admovich, Bryl, and Kolesnik deliver the interviews without any editing. It is a
continuous text with all little details that a narrator can use in a spontaneous speech. For
example:

[Ipuexanu K MOCTY, OH 3a0pai KOHS U Kak cTall CTPEJIsiTh HaJ0 MHOH, TaK s HE
[IOMHUJIA, B KaKyl0 cTOpoHy MHe unty. Hy, s Bcé-Taku muta, muta, nuia 1 nouuia
ctoza Ha kinagoume. [Ipunuia. Hy 4ro x, s Tyt? 3anoueBana. £ u He 6osutach. S yxe
Y HE TIOMHIO HUYETO: M XOJIOJHO, ¥ TOJIOAHO. A s yke TyT u Obuta. HazaBtpa
BCTaJIM: HET HUT'JIe HUKOTO M HUYETro, BcE yxke. U Tak yxe u ocTamuch ropeBaTh: U
Myqannglb — ¥ TI0 JIecaM, ¥ TI0 TIOJIsIM, U Be3fie. M rofsie, v rojioiHbIe, U OoCkle, U
BCAKHE.

The text is full of narratives given with numerous repetitions, abrupt sentences, and slow

progression of the events in a story.

20 F .M. — is an abbreviation for the Russian equivalent of ‘Oh F..ck’ or “F..ck you!’

2L Aneck AnamoBnd, Slaka bpeute, Bnagumup Konecnuk, A 3 goenennail écku (MUHCK,
2001), 306. [We came to the bridge, [the Nazi soldier] started shooting over my head, and | forgot
what direction | had to go to. Anyways, | was walking, and walking, and came here, to the
cemetery. So | came here. | settled for the night at the cemetery. I didn’t remember anything; it
was cold and it was hunger. So | was there at the cemetery. We woke up next morning and
everybody and everything was gone. That was it. So we were left for lamenting, we kept
suffering in fields, in forests, and everywhere. We were naked, we were hungry, and barefoot,
and all that. — my trans. from Belorussian]
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In addition to providing the texts of interviews without any stylistic changes,
Adamovich, Bryl, and Kolesnik mark their presence in the stories by asking questions of
their narrators, and then using those questions in the book. We can see the word
«Bonpoc» IQuestion in Italic and then their question in quotes. It creates an atmosphere
of originality and inclusiveness for a reader, almost placing them within the dialogue. It
feels as though we as readers are studying a typed copy of an authentic conversation, and
we ‘co-live’ it. Besides providing their questions, the three writers also often describe
what the storytellers were doing during the interview, as in the following passage:

Xoszsiika goMa, TéTka Penurk, koTopasi cHadasa OoJibliie Meliaja, YeM rmomMorana
CBOEMY MEICHHOMY «Jeay» MUKoIIe pacCKa3pIBaTh MPO TOT MApTOBCKUH JI€HB, a
IIOTOM U CaMa, y>Ke OJIHa, TOPOIIIIACH TOBOPUTh, TEIIEPh MOJIYUT, IIOJIHOCTHIO
JIOBEPSIS pacCyIUTEIHHOCTH OoJiee Mostoaon cocenku. Cocenka rOBOPUT U BPEMS OT
BpEMEHH TuTadeT. X035HKa CXOIMIa THXOHBKO 32 IEPETrOPOJIKY, B CIIAIBHIO,
BEpHYIIACh C YHCTCHBKAM MOJOTCHIIEM H HOJIOXKHIIA €r0 COCEIKE Ha OO0 22

Adamovich, Bryl, and Kolesnik tried to place themselves together with their narrators. In
between the quotations of interview texts, the writers provided some generalizations to
what was just described, and try to bridge it with the next story by various summaries and
historic facts. It is typical for this book to highlight their words of support for and
understanding of the speaker, which has the additional dividend of underscoring just how
this story relates to those previously given in the book.

The three writers attempted to create a book of documentary journalism,
something that would reflect on the WWII events from both the word of actual

documents and the word of survivors. They would quote actual archival materials to

22 A namMoBHY, bpriib, Konecnuk, 32-33. [At the beginning, the hostess Mrs. Repchik,
was more interrupting than helping her slow-paced husband Mikola tell about that one day in
March. She kept rushing with her words, but now she is silent and trusts her younger neighbor to
speak. The neighbor is talking and, from time to time, crying. The hostess quietly walked to the
room behind a curtain and came back with a clean towel, and put it on the neighbor’s laps. — my
trans.]
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describe the events from a village in a certain year and the number of casualties. They
would also tell more about the plan that the Nazis had for the Belorussian lands. The
writers quote lines from Hitler, his top administrators, and various Nazi helpers from the
Nuremberg Court trials of 1945-1946. Out of the Fire has a three-page long bibliography.
Among those items we see such documents as 1) R.Manvell, H.Traenkel. Goebbels.
Warszawa, 1972. 2) A. Bullock, Hitler. Studium tyranii. T. I1l. 3) Hropu6eprckui
nporiece, T. Il. 4) «Cosepiento cexkpetro! Tonbko aas komanaoBanus!» Ctpaterus
¢dammctckoii 'epmanun B BoitHe potuB CCCP: JlokymenTs! u Matepuaisl. M., 1967,
etc. Twenty-five different sources are listed in Russian, Belorussian, German, and Polish.

After finishing the work on this book, Ales Adamovich saw that he would need to
continue collecting testimonies from more people and other dramatic events from WWII.
Burnt and killed Belorussian villages were not exceptional; they were a part of the big
war where millions of people lost their lives. He was convinced that he had to prepare a
similar book based on oral testimony, collected from the survivors of Leningrad siege or
blockade. For that, he needed an artistic partner — somebody who would be a local and
familiar to the survivors, because they did not want to talk about their blockade
experiences, especially with a stranger from Belorussia. This is how Daniil Granin
became involved in this project and, later, felt deeply about a book titled Froxaonas
knuea (The Blockade Book). In the preface, Granin described his own memories about the
blockade of Leningrad, because he served in the war and made a few trips to the city
during the siege.

Originally, the book was published in 1977 in Novyi Mir (New World) magazine.

It was forbidden from publishing in Leningrad because of censorship and sundry
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bureaucratic issues. As Daniil Granin wrote in his preface, after the end of the Leningrad
Siege many members of the city’s political administration were executed after
accusations of being Soviet “public enemies.” This was the so-called “Leningrad case,”
which resulted in the ‘disappearance’ of several party leaders. The heroic city, which
survived the siege and managed to resist the fascists, was cherished and respected among
the Soviet people. But the Moscow party leaders did not want that fame to belong just to
Leningrad; at that time, the stakes were high, since Stalin was going to name his
successor. When the first secretary of the Leningrad region Party Committee, G.V.
Romanov, said that such books as The Blockade Book were not needed, it was clear that
at that point the text could not be published. It was finally printed in Leningrad in 1984,
after Romanov had been promoted to Moscow as a Secretary of the Politburo of the
Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. In some way, this book
is similar to Mwi us oenennou oepesnu (Out of the Fire). For the most part, however, it is
different in tone and more varied, foregrounding a wider range of topics and age or social
groups of interviewees. The special edition of Aroxaonas knuea (The Blockade Book),
published in Minsk, in 2015, to commemorate the 40" anniversary Adamovich and
Granin’s work on this book, has valuable prefaces by Ales Adamovich and by Daniil
Granin, who outline why, how, and when they were working on this project. The prefaces
and notes published by Adamovich provided their readers with a deeper and better
understanding of the book.

The Blockade Book tells hundreds of stories about the horrible 900 days of
blockade in Leningrad, modern Saint Petersburg, which lasted from September 1941 to

January 1944. The city was surrounded by the Nazi army and their allies and no food, or



34

medicine, or any other help could get into the cut off Leningrad. Starvation, diseases, and
injuries took the lives of about 1.5 million people. As Adamovich and Granin explained,
the movie «Brokana» (Blockade) based on the novel by Alexander Chakovsky?*, was
understood to reflect how the siege was supposed to be depicted in the Soviet Union.**
The two writers wanted to add more stories to that picture — they wanted people to tell
about everything they remembered in connection with those 900 days in an isolated city.
While some stories were horrifying, others demonstrated incredibly high spirit and
camaraderie among the suffering people.

Adamovich and Granin set one main principle in Aroxaonas xnuea (The Blockade
Book). Everything they decided to include in the book must be first-hand experience only
- no anecdotes, or overheard stories, or any myths that the interviewees did not see or
hear themselves.

[...] Torna mbl ¢ AnamoBrYeM B3suti ceOe 3a MPABUIIO, YTO THIIEM TOJIBKO JJOCTOBEPHOE
— ¢ paMUITHAMH, IMEHAMH, OTYECTBAMH, aPECAMH, - XOTEJIN N30aBIATHCS OT MHOXKECTBA
On0KaHBIX MU(]OB, YTO HAKATUTUBAIIUCH y OJIOKaJIHUKOB. becco3HaTesHO OHU
MIPUCBANBAIK ceOe TO, YTO BHJIENU B KHHO, TI0 TEIEBUICHUIO, YTO KaK-TO HAIOMUHAJIO
WM CXOJUJIO 32 TIepexuToe. borock, 4To U3 3Toi Hallel OrOHH 3a J0CTOBEPHOCTHIO
MHoOTroe uHTepecHoe npomnano. He nosepsnu. He nponyc1<an14.25

To support the veracity of their stories, Adamovich and Granin put every story in

guotations and some long stories were in a format of a dialogue between the writers and

2 A movie by Mikhail Yershov, consists of 4 episodes, released in 1973 — 1977 in the
USSR.

2 Anecy Anamowd, lauuun I'pannn, Brokaouas knuea (Murck: Macraikas
nitaparypa, 2015), 53.

2 Anamoswu, I'pannn, 573. [Adamovich and | set a rule that we would write only about
facts using full names and addresses. We wanted to get rid of the Blockade anecdotes that got
accumulated by the Blockade people. Unconsciously, they impropriated what they saw in movie
theaters and on TV, and what looked similar to what they survived through. | am afraid that we
lost a lot of interesting stories in our pursuit of authenticity. We did not believe and did not allow
[such stories]. — my trans.]
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their narrator(s). It is very easy to tell apart the words of storytellers and the words of the
two writers. Each chapter has several first-person testimonies with some small
‘connectors’ of authorial thoughts. Often, Adamovich and Granin would make
connections between a certain story and other stories in the text, or they would provide
additional details about their narrators with or without relation to the interview. This
technique already existed in the 4 u3z oenennoii oepesnu (Out of the Fire) and was
employed by Adamovich and Granin. The two writers were present in the stories they
published in Arokaonas xnuea (The Blockade Book). We believe that to some extent, this
specific technique helped them achieve credibility of the stories they included in the text
of the book. Furthermore, each story they provided had a first and last name of the
narrator and often his/her address as well. A chapter had a unifying topic that stitched
together memories of different people; there were chapters about little children in the
siege, cats and dogs, everyday life, food rationing cards, etc.

Additionally, Adamovich, together with Granin, continued one more technique
that Adamovich had already used in his previous books: they provided original
documents, from an ever-widening range of genre categories. If in the earlier books
Adamovich provided some original facts by using various books on history and real
archives, in Broxaonas xuuea the writers expanded their sources. Here we can see quotes
not only from books like the documents of Nuremberg case various historic studies, but
also from the 17" century chronicles (specifically, a chronicle about the great famine of
1602 by a Belorussian chronographer), from poetry of Olga Berggoltz (who lived in
Leningrad during the siege), and from what seems to be a new element, from authentic

diaries of people who documented their lives in the city in those dark years. «bmokaanas
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kuura» has dozens of quotes from original diaries by Leningrad people during the
blockade. There are also three large diaries in the book — one by Ales Adamovich himself
where he described his notes about the book between 1975 and 1991. The next one is by
a teenager Yura Riabinkin (FOpa Pss6unkun) He described his life in the besieged city
with all its horror, starvation, despair, and his own moral degradation. Yura honestly
shared all good and bad thoughts and actions in his diary, and the two writers used it as a
historic document of the life in Leningrad. The third diary belonged to Georgy Kniaziev
(Teopruii Anexkceesuu Kusizes), a leading scholar on the team working on the History of
the USSR Academy of Science. Their work could not and did not stop during the siege,
and made use of his diary as a distinct perspective onto the story of the starving and
dying city. Both the schoolboy, Yura Riabinkin, and Professor Georgiy Kniazev provided
probing philosophical analyses of what they saw around them and what was happening to
them.

Here is an example of one diary entry by Yura Riabinkin:

25 oxmsbps. Tonbko oTMOpo3wII ceOe HOTH B ouepensx. bombiie Hu4Yero He
nobwucst. [. . .] DX, Kak X04eTcs cnarh, CraTh, €CTh, €CTh, €CTh... CaTh, €CTh, CaTh,
€CTh... A 4TO em€ 4enoBeKy Haio? A OyJeT YeTIOBeK ChIT U 3A0POB — EMY 3aX0UeTCs
emé 4ero-uuoyap, ¥ Tak 6e3 KoHI@... [. . .] Mama MHe TOBOPHT, YTO THEBHHK Ceivac
He BpeMs BecTu. A s BecTH ero Oyay. [. . .] Bcnomuunace mouemy-to ¢pasza
I'opekoro m3 «Kimma CaMruHay: « A MOKET, MATbUHNKA-TO U He ObU10?» YK
YeJIOBEK — HeT 4yeJloBeKka. M HapoHas 3arajka CrpaiidBacT: 4To caMoe KOPOTKOE Ha
ceere? W otBeT rmacut: kum3mb. [. . .J°

26 Anmamosny, I'panns, 398. [October 25™. I froze my feet off by standing in lines. I didn’t
achieve anything more than that. Ah, | want to sleep and sleep, to eat, and eat, and eat. To sleep
and to eat, to sleep and to eat. What else does a man need? If a man were full and healthy, he
would want something else, and it would be endless. [...] Mom tells me that now is not the best
time to keep a diary. But | am going to keep it. [...] For some reason, | recalled a phrase from
Gorky’s The Life of Klim Samgin “What if the boy did not exist?” Now a man is alive and then
there is no more man. A famous riddle asks, what is the shortest in the world? And the answer is
“Life”. — my trans.]
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We can see the boy’s everyday life and existential thoughts during the siege. Georgy
Kniazev’s diary entry reflected on similar topics, but as a prominent scholar, he delivered
his thoughts with greater depth and self-analysis:

1942. 11. 10 IBectu TpuAnAaTh Y€TBEPTHIN JeHb BOWHBI. DEeBpaNbCKUIA CHEXHBIH

neHb. Penkue opynuiinsie 3anmbl. [Ipoxoxune. Canouku. [lokolianuku. Bypsie msaTHa

Ha CHCTY. [] Ha AHAX OOJIKHA COCTOATHLCA BTOpPAA 3BAKyallUd daKaACMHUYCCKUX

COTPYJIHHKOB. Ye3xaroT Bce, KTo MoxkeT! «IletepOypry ObITh ycTy»... Heyxenu

HCIIOJIHUTCA CTApOC U CTPAIIHOC HpOpO‘Ie()TBO! Lo TOPOIUIIOCH KHUTh. MeEicnun

HaITOJIHSIOT MO MO3T: BOT, HAIpUMEP, BUC€pa U CETOAHI A Ha6pacmBaJ1 MBICJIA O

Mouemne — MraoBenun. Ectb Takas nosma y Mapcens 11IBo06a, mopa3uBias MeHs

em€ 35 nmeT Ha3aJ CBOCH OPUTMHAIBHOCTHIO U M30LIPEHHOCTHIO CAMOT0

HU3BICKAHHOT' O yIIaIHUYICCTBA. [ . ] Hauo K€ KaK-TO XUTb, MOJaBaTh NNPHU3HAKHU

JKU3HHU. YK JIy4lI€ COUMHATH IO3MY O MOHCJUIC, 4YEM IMPOKIIMHATL BCEX U BCA U

MYYUTHECA OT Oeccuist 4TO-IIH00 HUCHIPAaBUTh KPYTroM, USMEHUTH B CBOE€I )KU3HU.

YMCpeTL HE TPYAHO, YMUPATh OUCHb Tﬂ)i(eﬂo...27
Another unique feature of this book is the chapters and their titles. We already mentioned
that each chapter included several texts of interviews, or excerpts from various diaries, or
thoughts by Adamovich and Granin, and the stories were united under one topic. In the
book analyzed earlier, 5 uz oenennoit oepesnu (Out of the Fire), Adamovich, Bryl, and
Kolesnik gave their chapters usual titles with no hidden meaning or implied dramatic
content. In contrast, in brokaonas knuea (The Blockade Book), Adamovich and Granin
began naming chapters in a way where the titles would reflect some grave episodes in
their content. We can even trace an intensification of this compositional practice over

time. The first part of the broxaonas knuea had chapters titled «bpatest MmeHbIIHE»

2" Anamosny, I'panns, 504. [February 10", 1942. The 234™ day of war. A snowy day in
February. Infrequent gunshots. Pedestrians. Sledges. Dead bodies. Reddish brown spots in the
snow. In a few days, they will start a second evacuation of academic people. Everyone who can
go they go away! “St. Petersburg will be void”. Is this old and horrible prophecy going to come
true? I am in a rush to live. Thoughts are filling up my mind. For example, last night and today, |
have been outlining my ideas about Monella’s Moments. Marcel Schwob wrote a poem that
astounded me 35 years ago with its ingenuity and sophistication of the most refined decadence.
[...] We still need to live somehow, need to show vital signs. It’s better to be writing a poem
about Monella than to curse everything and everyone and to suffer from the impossibility of
changing something in the life around. It is not hard to die, but the process of dying is very
difficult. — my trans.]
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(‘Pets’), «bnokanusriii 061> (‘Every-day life under the siege’), «Jleaunrpanckue aetu»
(‘Children of Leningrad’), etc. but in the second part of the book the style changed. Now
we can see titles like «Ocrathcst uenoBexom» (‘To stay a human’), «JIuxopamodHo
TOPOILTIOCK KUTh...» (‘| am rushing to live’), «3agem-to manky cusur» (‘He took his hat
off for some reason’), etc. The titles become clear only after reading each chapter to its
end. For example, in the chapter «3auem-To mranky cHsiii», we read about a woman, Lidia
Okhapkina, and her children starving nearly to death in Leningrad and how they were all
of a sudden scheduled for an evacuation in March. They managed to get out of the city on
ice and a week later her husband met them at one of the railway stations. He did not
recognize his wife and children, because they were in their last stages of dystrophy and
some of them already could not walk. When he returned to the train car and understood
that those people were his family, he started crying and took off his hat, as people do
when someone dies. The title captured the most emotional event of the story — the
moment when nearly dead people were recognized as ‘not dead,’ as their ‘pre-war
selves.’

As we already mentioned, the edition of broxaonas knuea we have been working
with has two prefaces from the writers. These texts provide noteworthy information that
seems crucial to identifying some of the borrowings and adaptations of the writers’ ideas
by Svetlana Alexievich.

In their preface, Ales Adamovich and Daniil Granin noted that they had recorded
all their interviews and asked two stenographers to type hundreds of pages of those
interviews later. The two writers wanted to have the exact words of the oral stories and to

preserve all their individual nuances, together with what they call their ‘clumsiness’



39

(«xopsiBocTh»). That adds to the text’s authenticity and credibility and makes the voices
sound more real over the period that is being documented.

Interestingly enough, Daniil Granin mentioned that only a small number of
interviews would be useful for their future «brnokannas xuura» and that women were the
best story-tellers:

MHoroe pemaer TalaHT paccka3zdyuka. Jlydrie Bcero pacckasplBaiv )KCHITHUHEL.
JKenckas maMsaTh ycTpO€Ha HECKOJIBKO MHAUe, YeM MYKCKas. Benb Mykckas namsTh
— OHa T7I00aNbHA: MYKYMH OOIIHE CUTYaIlMH OOJIbIIIe HHTEPECYIOT. A MOAPOOHOCTH
ObITa, OBITHS, YTO TBOPUIIOCH HA MAJIOM Y4aCTKE: Ouepe/ib, OyJIouHas, KBapTUpa,
cocCelH, JIECTHUIIA, KIIAJ0UIIIE, - 3TO MaMsTh... )keHCcKas. OHa Obluta 60see KpacouHas
u kpenkast. [IpuMepHO U3 JecaTH paccKa3oB OJIUH, KaK MPaBUIIO, F'eHUAIbHBIN; 1Ba-
TPH pacckasza — TANAHTIMBBIX, OYCHb HHTEPECHBIX. HO MaXke U3 HEBHSATHBIX,
KOCHOSI3BIYHBIX PAcCKa30B BCE PABHO BCIUIBIBAIU JIETANIUA U MOAPOOHOCTH
BrIeuaTIsIonme. 2

This idea was later used by Svetlana Alexievich as she wrote a book dedicated
specifically to women’s stories of their life and survival during WWII, The War'’s
Unwomanly Face, 1983 (published 1985).

Overall, Alexievich’s writing shows some similarities to as well as differences
from the writers we mentioned in this part of our analysis. Some of the features seem to
be direct borrowings and adaptations, while other features were denied and deflected. We
would like to provide some specific examples.

John Hersey showed hesitation about the legitimacy of the American government

actions in Japan in 1945, and he expressed it in the lines of Hiroshima. We could think of

?® Anamosuy, I'panun, 50. [Storyteller’s talent is very important. Women were the best
storytellers. Women’s memory functions in a bit different way from the men’s. Men’s memory is
global; men are more interested in general situations. Whereas women’s memory keeps the
details of everyday life, of existence in general — what was going on in a small area, a line, a
bakery, an apartment, neighbors, building hallways and staircases, and cemetery. Women’s
memory is more colorful and strong. As usual, one out of ten stories was ingenious, and two or
three were talented and very interesting. But some impressive details and nuances emerged even
out of unclear, inarticulate stories. — my trans.]
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the same technique in Svetlana Alexievich’s books about the Chernobyl nuclear disaster
and about the Soviet war in Afghanistan, with the only difference being that in those
cases it is her interviewees, rather than she, who are criticizing the government. Using her
storyteller’s narratives, Alexievich only implicitly delivers her attitude toward some the
government’s actions.

Having read Out of the Fire by Adamovich, Bryl, and Kolesnik, we could see
how Svetlana Alexievich adapted the techniques and patterns used by her fellow
Belorussian writers. Each chapter had a title and contained several interviews with the
villagers, who survived during WWI1 on the territory of the present-day Belarus, and
shared their memories. The text carefully highlighted their emotional state and behavior
during the meeting, while sharing their stories. Alexievich used this scheme as a basis
and built upon it. Just like her colleagues, she dedicated each chapter to usually one and,
rarely, two stories and strove to provide at least small details denoting her interlocutors’
emotions and actions.

The three writers provided us with many questions which they asked their
interviewees. In their book, the questions are typed in Italics. Svetlana Alexievich also
tried to adopt this technique, but she never marked what kind of questions she asked her
respondents; sometimes we are able to guess them from the context, but in most of the
stories, it is impossible. Similarly, she refrains from providing any long descriptions of
the interview context, whereas Adamovich, Bryl, and Kolesnik would often dedicate a
paragraph to describe, in detail, what people were doing at the time of an interview and
what emotions they showed. In Alexievich’s books, we can find rare short descriptions of

her narrators or small parenthetical notes about what the interviewed person was doing,
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for example «otBepuynach, iaueT» (turned away, crying). In some way, she prefers
giving her readers an idea that each storyteller is talking to the reader, and not to her.

In Out of the Fire, the chapters have titles like «bonbmre gecsatu» (‘More than
Ten’), «Akuus, oneparust, sxcreaunus» (‘Mission, Operation, Expedition’) or «Hossie
netu» (‘New Children’). Each chapter contains not just one story, but rather several
interview-driven narrativess. This is one more difference from Alexievich’s approach:
she names and re-names her chapters in a very dramatic way, trying to capture the most
terrifying moment of every story. Likewise, in her books a story may constitute a chapter,
even if it is only one paragraph long.

In the book by the three writers, every interviewee is marked with his or her full
name and age at the moment of the meeting. Although Alexievich tries to do the same,
several scholars have already noted that she changes the names and age among the
editions.?®

Adamovich, Bryl, and Kolesnik included local dialects with their diversity and
complexity into the book’s final body of text. They left several onomatopoeias and
vulgarities. The writers did not polish their interviewees’ recollections and did not try to
make them more and literate for wider audiences. Alexievich does not do follow the same
method here — her books are in modern Russian with just a few dialecticisms. From our
study of four different editions of the Last Witnesses, we are able to assess the extent to
which even those few dialectal expressions are replaced by their Russian equivalents. In

terms of the liberty at showing various levels of the Russian language in her texts, only

2% See “Witness Tampering,” by Sophie Pinkham, and “Du bon et du mauvais usage du
témoignage dans I’ceuvre de Svetlana Alexievitch,” by Galia Ackerman.
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the Secondhand Time provided some rough and curse words; the earlier books had none
of these elements.

One of the biggest differences is the fact that Adamovich, Bryl, and Kolesnik use
the words of their storytellers in quotes. It is easy to see which part of the text belongs to
the three writers, and what is a transcript of the interview with another person. In the
books by Alexievich, a story is given without any quotation marks, a chapter is perceived
as a one long quotation. However, having studied four different editions of one of her
books, we could see that at least some parts of those stories are not quotations; rather,
they are Alexievich’s authorial adjustments to the text of the interview.

The text of Out of the Fire provided quotations in full, with the writers giving the
words verbatim. The text showed repetitions, abrupt sentences, and other signs of a real-
time speech. In Alexievich’s books, we cannot see any such examples. She removes all
the minor details and leaves only the most emotional moments, altering the stories to the
point that they fit a few pages of a highly condensed dramatic story. It seems that her goal
is not to provide an interview as is, but to choose only those phrases and sentences that
would have the most impact on her reader. This compositional practice comes with a
price. The raw material gets cut and edited out by Alexievich, resulting in a highly
concentrated and emotionally charged text.

In addition, Adamovich, Bryl, and Kolesnik found two stenographers who later
typed all the interviews that the three writers recorded on audiotapes during their travels.
They wanted the texts to preserve the authentic phrasing, word choices, syntax, and all
the unique imperfections of a real conversation. This is not the case in the books by

Alexievich. In one of her interviews, she mentions that Ales Adamovich suggested that
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she type-record the interviews and use them later for her book. It is believed that she
recorded her interviews. Nonetheless, this assertion cannot be proven, given that she said
she did not keep any recordings and had to erase them each time before working on a
new book. Even in the early 1990s, when she was in court as a defendant, Alexievich did
not bring any cassettes with recorded interviews to support her side of the story.

What would be the most significant technique avoided by Alexievich, is the fact
that in Out of the Fire Adamovich, Bryl, and Kolesnik used real historic documents. They
tried to recreate the terrible years of the war by combining stories of the survivors with
fixed facts of the war archives. The writers supported the events recalled by their
interviewees with the help of the actual data from various historic sources. Perhaps their
book is not as dramatic as those by Alexievich, but readers find themselves believing
Adamovich, Bryl, and Kolesnik succeeded in their project of telling about WWII with
historic data and real people’s testimonies. Out of the Fire feels authentic and the voices
of those people ring authentic even in 2018. Svetlana Alexievich, however, did not
support this approach. Rather than putting together facts and real people’s stories, she
preferred omitting documents, and letting the texts of narrators create their own history of
the events. Rarely does she use some factual data in preface or afterword. Most often, it is
not easy to understand to what times her interviewees are referring, and when exactly
their stories took place. Instead, Alexievich’s narrative segments feel like a diffuse choir
of people, in which each voice sings a random part of an oratorio.

In The Blockade Book, the writers marked the texts of interviews with quotes and
often provided large interviews in the form of a dialogue. We could see their presence

and the progression of the conversation. While we have no doubts that this approach was
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appealing to Svetlana Alexievich, it is quite evident that she also adjusts it to her own
vision and preferred leaving only a few notes here and there throughout her books about
her visits with the interviewees, their homes, sometimes their appearance, and only a very
few questions that she asked them and then later decided to include in the text. In some
way, Alexievich wants to achieve anonymity of her figure as the interviewer. She stays
behind the curtain and claims to serve only as a faceless redactor, almost like a Biblical
redactor who puts together different sources. Alexievich joins herself with the narratives
and blends her voice together with theirs. All the same, upon scrutiny there is little that
we are able to discern her presence within the narratives she selects.

With its words of Adamovich and Granin and numerous entries from
Adamovich’s artistic diary, The Blockade Book’s preface throws into sharp relief the
major differences between their writing and Svetlana Alexievich’s. Adamovich and
Granin agreed to not publish anything that was not a verifiable recollection. Often, people
from wartime Leningrad would adjust their memories to what they later saw in the
movies or what they heard from various city anecdotes. Some of the most dramatic and
horrifying stories were often impossible to prove due to lack of witnesses or verifiable
facts. Perhaps the most significant difference between the principle of The Blockade Book
and Alexievich’s books ia that the former jettisons some of the most dramatic and graphic
stories because of their dubious authenticity, whereas the latter writer seems to gravitate
toward the shocking. In her recent books and edited new editions of her earlier
publications, Alexievich makes a special effort to underscore the dramatically appalling

character of the period she documents.
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The Blockade Book provided excerpts from various diaries that survived the
Leningrad siege. Two of them were given almost in full in the text of the book — one by a
schoolboy and another one by a famous professor. Svetlana Alexievich has not used this
technique in her books, even though authentic documents undoubtedly gave more
credibility to Adamovich and Granin’s book and deepened its reception by the readers.
We believe her interviewees did offer her their diaries. In Zinky Boys, one of the last
chapters in the most recent edition, published in Moscow in 2016, tells the story of court
hearings accusing Alexievich of falsifying the text of the interviews. One of the
prosecutors was a mother of a young Soviet soldier killed in Afghanistan. In court, she
insisted that she gave her son’s diaries to Svetlana Alexievich. Yet, there were no diary
entries in the text of Zinky Boys.

Adamovich and Granin started a feature that Svetlana Alexievich later actively
adapted and enhanced in her books. Adamovich and Granin progressed from giving their
book chapters basic titles reflecting the unifying idea of the stories (like «Ha pa6ote»,
«Jlenunrpaackue aetu»), to giving more original titles meant to capture some of the most
emotional lines of the interviews. Alexievich has actively utilized this technique and,
with time, her chapter titles became more and more dramatic. If we compare her early
books with her most recent book, The Secondhand Time, we can see the increase in the
emotional intensity of the titles.

As Svetlana Alexievich mentioned in her books and in some interviews, she and
Ales Adamovich were friends. She probably also called Daniil Granin her friend until his

recent death in 2017. Alexievich’s first book V eoiinst ne srcencroe auyo (War’s
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Unwomanly Face) was completed in 1983 and published in the Héman/Neman magazine
in 1985.

In one of her interviews, Svetlana Alexievich told that she met Ales
Adamovich for the first time in 1976 when she had a meeting with him for that
year’s conference on war-themed literature. Probably, both the book about
Belorussian villages and the meeting with Adamovich were crucial in the formation
of the young writer, because that same year she started collecting interviews for her
future book The War’s Unwomanly Face that she finished in 1981 and later
published in 1985. ** Adamovich, Bryl, and Kolesnik’s Out of the Fire was the
benchmark for her as a writer: it gave her the idea of combining written texts with
reality.

The fact the Adamovich was involved in her professional growth is
undeniable. From the very beginning, the older writer was supportive of Alexievich
in many ways. Adamovich, Bryl, and Vasil Bykov lent her 5000 Soviet rubles,
making it possible for her to buy a cassette-recorder so that she could start collecting
interviews with women for her future first book.*! Writing later about that book by
his protegée, Ales Adamovich noted that people who did not take part in the war
were able to create high-quality pieces of literature with their fresh and sharp

perception of the war memories.

%0 Cernana Anexcuesuu, «Mosi eIMHCTBEHHAs KU3Hb B Bonpocwt iumepamypui, 1996,
Ne 1. Noblit.ru. accessed 04.22.2018, http://noblit.ru/node/3163.

%! YMrops Cunapenko, BII3P: Beaukue nucamenu semuu pycckoti (Mocksa: Bpems,
2016). Interview of Igor Svinarenko with Svetlana Alexievich «/laro cka3aTh TeM, KOTO HE
CITYIIaIIID.


http://noblit.ru/node/3163
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A BOT emi¢ omuH nmpumep [...] B )kaHpe HAIIMX KHUT « 5] U3 OTHEHHOW JIEPEBHHU...» U
(<BJIOKaIlHa$I kuura». Kauru 9TH, KaK U3BCCTHO, ACJIAJIN YYaCTHHUKHU BOﬁHbl, XOTs OTO
COBCEM He 00513aTeNIbHO, YTOOBI YYaCTHUKH. BO BCAKOM cilydae Mmocje TOro Kak
JKaHp HalJeH U TIOCTaTOYHO OIpEAeNiIcs. JTo U Joka3ana CBeTiiaHa AJeKCHEBUY,
MOJITOTOBUBINAS K IMyOJIMKAIMH Pa0OTY, YAUBUTECIHHYIO 110 CHJIC TIPABJbI U
YeJIOBEYHOCTH, - KHAT'Y PacCKa30B-BOCIIOMUHAHNH OBIBIIMX ()POHTOBHYEK H
MapTH3AHOK-MOANONbINUIL. [Tpouén 51 e€, u naxe ObUIO MCHOBEHHE, KOTIa
3aro3anasi mucaTeabcKas CKapeAHOCTh B AyLIe MIeBENbHYJIach: IOYeMy OTIal,
rmoveMy cam He caenan? Ho m moHs cpasy: max paboTy 3Ty s He caenan Obl. 1 He
TOJILKO TIOTOMY, UTO 51 MY>KHK U HE cyMmen Obl, Kak oHa, CBeTJiaHa, pa3roBapuBaTh C
JKEHIITMHAMH 000 BCEM, BIUTOTH JI0 UX CYyTry00 *KEHCKUX NI B 0ell, KOTOPBIE Tak
YCIIOKHSJIM )KU3HD B XOJIOJIE, TPSI3U M CPEAN MYKCKOTO ()POHTOBOTO Hapona. A
CgeTIiaHa co CBOUMH TePOUHSIMHU U 00/ CBAPHT, U TIOB3/IBIXAET HAJl UX
TI0C/IEBOEGHHOI! Y1600, ¥ TIOIIAYYT OHH BMECTE...>”

A few years later, Ales Adamovich wrote an afterword in the first edition of Svetlana

Alexievich’s book Iocreonue ceudemenu: kuuea nedemckux pacckasos (Last
Witnesses: The Book of Unchildlike Stories), 1985. In that short, nine-page essay, he
supported both The War’s Unwomanly Face and the Last Witnesses, because they
followed his own literary concept of documentary prose. Adamovich highly praised
those two books by the young Belorussian writer, complimenting her skills in
selecting and montaging raw texts of hundreds of collected interviews into a
powerful literary product. In the same afterword, Adamovich described how the idea

of creating a collection of stories recorded from female war veterans came to him.

%2 Anecs AnamoBmd, «UenoBek MoxkeT» B Jodymsisams 0o konya (Mocksa: COBETCKHit
nucarenb, 1988), 320-321. (OtBersl Ha aHKeTY KypHana «J{pyx06a HapomoBy» (1982, Ne5)). [Here
is one more example within the genre of our books Out of The Fire and The Blockade Book. As
we know, these books were written by the war veterans. But it should not necessarily be war
veterans, since the genre was already found and shaped. This was proven by Svetlana Alexievich
who prepared an impressive and powerful book of stories/recollections told by the former war
soldier women and female members of the underground partisan groups. | read it and for a
moment a covetous writer in me thought “Why did I give it away? Why did I not write it
myself?” But the same moment [ understood that [ would not be able to do that work in such a
way. Not only because | am a man and | could not talk to women about everything like Svetlana
did. She talked to them about everything up to their purely feminine problems and issues that
were making the lives of women even more complicated during the war, in cold, dirt, and among
men soldiers at the frontline. But Svetlana would make a dinner with those women, would
sympathize to their post-war fate, and would cry together with them. — my trans.]
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He remembered the name of a young nurse Tamara Umnyagina (Tamapa Ymusruna)
who told a story of war-time to Adamovich in the mid-1950s and how her narrative
planted the seed of the future book in his artistic mind. He offered the idea of such a
book to Svetlana Alexievich in 1978 at the conference in Minsk. He recalled that she
asked him if she would manage to do that, and how later he was cheering her up
when she had already started interviewing women and was struggling with her
work.** Now we can read the story told to Adamovich by Tamara Umnyagina in the
last chapter of Alexievich’s The War’s Unwomanly Face, and the story is titled
«Bapyr crpamHo 3axorernocs xutb» (“Suddenly, | Passionately Wanted to Live™).3*

In his preface to the Blockade Book, Adamovich published some notes from 1983,
which sketch out the compositional principles of his writing. Among these notes are
remarks that are dedicated to this new genre. Given its importance for our discussion, we
will provide a longer extract from this notebook entry:

Kanp. Hcroku xaHpa. B uéMm ke jxaHpOBbIe IPU3HAKH, «PAMKI», XapaKTePUCTUKU?...

1. MHOXECTBEHHOCTh «3€pKall», CPOKYCHPOBAHHBIX Ha «TJIABHBIN MPEIMET.
(I'omoca >kuBBIC, THEBHUKH, JOKYMEHTHI H TIp.).
2. PenopraxxHOCTH («3TO MPOUCXOAMIO C HaMU! DTO IPOUCXOIUT C HAMH
BCEMI» JTO — C BAMH IIPOUCXOANT!»)...
YcnoBus xaHpa:
A) 3aTpoHy0 AEHCTBUTENHHO MIyOUHY TYIITH Y€I0BEYECKOM.
B) neiicTBuTENHEHO KacaeTCsl MHOTHX, «BCEX), TI100ATbHOCTb.
Omnpenenenwe xanpa. [. . .] Moé: peropTax ¢ MeCTa HCTOPHUECKOTO COOBITHS (B
mporutoM). Ho Beas HE TOJIBKO B MPOIILTOM.

[. . .] Kax e Ha3BaTh 3TO BO3BpAIl[CHHE OT pOMaHa HHAWBHAYaJIbHOCTEH uepes
SMHUYECKUN pOMaH K XOPOBOMY Hayajly B JIMUTEpaTypHOM IPOU3BEACHNN?

% Antech Anamosuy, «ITocrecnoBue» B CeTnana Anekcuesud, Ilocnednue ceudemenu:
KHuea nedemckux pacckazoe (Mocksa: Momnonas rBapaus, 1985), 165-173.

3 Cernana Anekcuesuu, V Gotinbl HE JHCEHCKOE auyo (Mocksa: «Bpemsi», 2016), 334 —
342.
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Cdhopmuposats poinb aBTopa. CiioBecHoe oTcyTcTBUE — Haean! 160 xanp poausics
13 MpU3HaHUA CaMOLICHHOCTH HapO):[HOﬁ naMsATH, IpaBabl )XUBBIX PACCKA30B. Nx
MOJIEMUKH ¢ Ka38HHOM MCEBI0A0KYMEHTAIBHOCTEIO. B uéM mucarensckuii
npodeccuonanu3m B Takoii padore? [. . .] [Tucarens — B mpssmom otcytcrBun. Ho
00s13aTeNbHO KaK BHEIIHEE TPOsIBIeHUE (ITyCcTh OyaeT TeKCT u oT cebst). Ho
00s13aTeTbHO KaK MPHUHIMIT: YHEPTHUs BCsl Ha MOCTPOSHUE KHUTH HE 10 BOJIE CBOEH, a
MO CHJIOBBIM JIMHUSM, WIYIIUM U3HYTPH, U3 caMoro marepuana. CaMomnocTpoeHue
KHUTH.

e Powman kpyrosoro o63opa. CaMONUIIyIIUii pOMaH.

e Kusnb, 0 cebe MOBECTBYIOIASL.

Kusneonucanue (poMaHHOE, JOKYMEHTAJIBHOE, XYA0KECTBEHHO-
JOKYMEHTAJIbHOE).

[. . .] Kusneronocue

Penoprax ¢ MecTa HCTOPUUECKOTO COOBITHS.

Poman-penopTax

JIOKyMeHTaJIbHO-PEIOpTaXKHAS 1TPO3a.
PenopraxxHO-10KyMEHTaNbHAas Ipo3a.

CobopHbIii poMaH.

CobupatenbHbIi poMaH.

JlokymMeHTanbHO-coOupaTenbHas npo3a (poMan).

[. . .] MHororomnocHoe camonccienoBatue (10KyMEHTATbHbIH WK
XYA0KECTBEHHBIN TOKYMEHT) OJIOKa/Ibl, IajlauyecTBa, pa3BoI0B,
9KOJIOTUYECKOI CHTYaINH, )KEHCKHUX Cy/e0 Ha BOIMHE U IIp, U TIp.
e  Powman OTKpHITO# (opmsr. [. . .]»*

[Genre. Origins of the genre. What are the genre attributes, ‘borders’, and
characteristics?

1. Plentitude of ‘mirrors’ that are focused on the ‘main topic’ (live voices,
diaries, documents).

2. Journalistic style (it happened to us!, it is happening to us all, it is
happening to You!). [. . .]

Genre conditions:

a) Itreally touched the bottom of a human soul.
b) It really affects many people, ‘all’ people, it’s global.

Definition of genre. [. . .] Mine: a journalistic story from the place of the events
(happened in the past). But it is not only about the past, after all.

How should we call this return from the novel of personalities through the epic
novel to the choral roots of a literary piece?

% Anecs AnamoBnd, [lanuun ['panun, broxkaouas kuuea (Munck: Macrankas
nitaparypa, 2015), 37 — 40.
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Need to shape the role of the writer. The ideal is the total absence of the writer! The
genre grew out of the acknowledgement of the inherent value of people’s memory
and of the truth of the real stories, and out of their polemic with the official pseudo-
documentation. What is the writer’s professionalism with this approach? [. . .] The
writer is the total absence of it. But it is mandatory to have some external
manifestations (should be a text from his/her own voice). But the maxim is to use all
energy to create a book not according to your will, but according to the main power
lines coming from the inside, from the materials themselves. Book’s self-

composition.
e A panoramic novel. A self-writing novel.
e Life narrates itself.
e Life history (novel-like, documental, docudrama).
e [...] Life-choral
e A journalistic coverage from the place of the event.
e Ajournalistic novel.
e Docu-journalistic prose.
e Journalistic documental prose.
e Together-novel.
e Composite novel.
e Docu-composite prose (novel).
e [...] Polyphonic research (documental or artistic) of the siege, torture,

divorces, ecological situation, women’s fate at the war, and so on, and so
forth.
e Open-form novel. - my trans.]

Even after a quick perusal of these notes, we readily recognized many of the features of
Alexievich’s work. She has followed almost all of these recommendations for narrative
strategies. She writes her books in the manner of news coverage from a place with real
historic events and real survivors/witnesses. She has not been using any original
historical documents, except for a few quotes from newspapers or an encyclopedia in
prefaces to her books. In some way, she has been following Adamovich’s strive of
avoiding pseudo-documentary. The portrayal of WWII in official and widely
disseminated stories, essays, novels, and some films was not how Adamovich himself

remember the war that he experienced first-hand as a partisan in Belorussian forests. He

wanted people to tell their own, personal truth about wartime, because they would tell
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what no other document possibly could. Alexievich fully adopted this principle of the
genre.

Adamovich’s understanding of the ‘super-literary genre was a conceptual
theoretical source for Svetlana Alexievich. Granin recently remarked in his interview
with the Interfax newspaper thatAlexievich makes of the modus operandi of Froxaonas
knuea in her own books: interviewing people, then selectubg the most interesting
elements of the stories, and adjusting them with the goal of producing a single, and
artistically coherent, text (October 8", 2015).%

From our observations, the influence of Adamovich’s and Granin’s artistic ideas
on the Svetlana Alexievich’s writing was extensive and seminal. Their friendship, it
seems, and the exchange of ideas was life-changing for her and provided her with a future
style and genre characteristics. At the same time, it is quite evident that Alexievich’s
other borrowings and adaptations of various literary findings, selected from the writers
we described earlier in this research, are quite important to and noticeable in her artistic
style

Like Hersey, Smirnov, Adamovich, Bryl, Kolesnik, and Granin, Alexievich has
composed her books from oral statements of other people. Those were narrators of
different age, education, and level of financial stability. They are women, men, children,
and even the recently deceased. Their understanding of the process and method of
creating a book was not important; only their individual recollections of the event

mattered. Ehrenburg and Grossman used the same principle, but they did not interview

% «Caermana AnexcueBnd gocroitna HobemeBckoit MIPEMHUH TI0 JIUTEPATYpE, €€
npowusBeieHus: OyayT KuUTh 1oiro — ['panuny, Interfax Poccus, omy6mmkoBano 08 okts0ps 2015,
http://www.interfax-russia.ru/NorthWest/print.asp?id=660347 &sec=1671&type=news.
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people; the process of collecting evidence was done by other journalists, by contacting
first-hand witnesses themselves through letters. All these writers had to select certain
stories for their books, so they had do decide on the value of the presented material and
their contribution to the main goal of the books. Svetlana Alexievich followed the same
idea. The best explanation of it, we believe, was provided by David Sanders in his
understanding of the interviewee choice done by John Hersey: those people were the best
subjects for a certain purpose. Each of the writers used their individual criteria for
defining the ‘best subject,” depending on their own literary vision. Sergei Smirnov
needed stories with the most facts and names, Adamovich and Granin needed stories that
would describe gradual degradation and slow death, and Alexievich, it seems, has been
looking for the most dramatic stories rich with emotions. All the writers mentioned above
adjusted the raw stories of their narrators, and curated those texts for the books. John
Hersey and Sergei Smirnov did the most work for the adaptation, for their stories were
presented to readers as second-hand evidence, something that was told to a transmitter,
and then later to the reader. We cannot know what exactly the interviewees told the
writers, but we can construct our own image of the narrators, based by the context of their
stories. Ehrenburg, Grossman, Granin, Adamovich, Bryl, Kolesnik, and Alexievich seem
to use more of the unedited material, but we do not know for sure. We cannot evaluate
the authenticity of the stories provided for The Black Book, since they were mailed to the
writers by people who wrote down words of other people. Granin, Adamovich, Bryl,
Kolesnik and Alexievich seem to use more of the raw interviews, editing out only the
parts of those that the writers decided as not informative or valuable. It is still a question

how much editing those writers did, especially when talking about Svetlana Alexievich’s
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texts, because in her case we have no records or notes that would help us trace the
original words of the interviewees, and because the words are not the same between
different editions. All these writers used some proven historical data to support or
comment the narratives, although they did it in a different manner. In the Hiroshima, Out
of the Fire, and The Blockade Book, the historically accurate facts were parts of the text.
They were organically imbedded in the narration. The Black Book provided abundant
factual data in the footnotes that added to the book’s authenticity and accuracy. Svetlana
Alexievich did not use this technique; rather, she limited herself only to the information
provided directly in the interviews, but added some facts in her prefaces to her most
recent books.

Yet while all of the writers we mentioned above described some historical events
of the 20" century, but their approaches differ; to use Hayden White’s terminology, they
chose different types of ‘historical emplotment’. *” Each writer would have to choose
what they think is important to notice about a certain historical event, and how those
elements are connected to each other. Therefore, different people would describe the
same period in history with different types of texts.

One of the main unifying features of these writers” works is the absence of a set
of protagonists and lack of temporal progress in the described events. Each new chapter
or sub-chapter presented a new protagonist with his or her individuality and point of
view. The narratives were not published from the temporal aspect of “from the beginning
to the end”; they showed different sides of the same event from various angles, be it the

day before the event, during, two years into the event, or 10 years after the event. It

%7 saul Fridlaender, Probing The Limits of Representation (Cambridge, 1992), 37-53.
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creates some sort of a temporal continuum without a start and finish — the books all began
with pictures of an average, everyday life with an unexpected terror coming literally and
metaphorically from the clear blue sky. After turning the last page, the reader does not
feel the story was over. The montage principle of the books’ structure allows us to see
some historical period as if from 300 video cameras at the same time. The writers made
us shift our focus from one camera to the next, while each one was filming in its own
specific geographic place and its own time: it is one day in a village, then two weeks in a
ghetto, then three days in a forest, then one hour in a burning cabin, and so on.

Hiroshima, the Black Book, the Brest Castle, Out of the Fire, and the Blockade
Book were intended to provide a journalistic literary encyclopedia of the certain traumatic
historic events. As Sanders put it in his study of Hersey’s work, “[t]he book is a memorial
to the dead and a warning to the living”.*® They all are literary memorials, and most of
the writers used numerous photographs to preserve the memory of those who died
tragically or those who provided their oral memories to the living. All the above-
mentioned books had many photographs of the contributors and/or scenes mentioned in
their stories. Svetlana Alexievich initially used the same approach and provided multiple
black and white photographs of her interviewees. We could see them, for example, in the
early editions of the War’s Unwomanly Face. With time, her intent to be more true to the
original texts of the interviews and real people faded in the bright light of her urge to
make stories more dramatic and to deliver as much of an emotional charge in one chapter
as possible. For that, she had to limit her explicit presence in the text to a minimum,

leaving only some of her journalistic features or providing pictorial information about the

% Sanders David, John Hersey (New York: Twayne Publishers, Inc., 1967), 43.
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apartments or the streets, and to expand her implicit presence by eliminating actual
storytellers and combining their oral reports into one ‘anonymous’ voice, a compound
character’s voice. It is Alexievich herself who has been deciding which narratives go into
that anonymous voice and how much they get altered. While her adaptation of the earlier
discovered techniques developed by Ehrenburg, Grossman, Adamovich, Granin,
Smirnov, Bryl, and Kolesnik, however, is indisputable, she departs from them in her
practice of shaping individual testimonies into forms that will readily fit into the frame of
a journalistic novel. In the following two chapters, we intend to analyze her books in
greater deapth, to see what particular literary techniques she employs to achieve what

Alexievich called «<addexr mocroBeprocTi» (authenticity effect).®

¥ Cpernana AnekcueBrd, «Mosl €TUHCTBEHHAS JXKU3HB» B Bonpocwl iumepamypot, 1996,
Nel, 205-223,
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1gewcz 06cQulJ9RHcudikkIHPEpU9GM3P/view?usp=sharing.



https://drive.google.com/file/d/1gewcz_06cQuJ9RHcudikkIHPEpU9GM3P/view?usp=sharing

56

Chapter 2. Literary Overview

To further this study of Alexievich’s books and her specific genre, we will pay
close attention to each collection of interviews, in the order that they were originally
published. Some of the topics, like memories about the Second World War (WWII), or
some of the techniques the writer uses appear in many stories throughout her oeuvre, but
each sets of interviews is distinctive. Therefore, we will analyze each book separately.

So far, Svetlana Alexievich has published six books: The War’s Unwomanly
Face, The Last Witnesses: The Book of Unchildlike Stories, Enchanted with Death (which
has not been translated into English), the Zinky Boys, Voices from Chernobyl, and The
Secondhand Time. Five of these, excluding Enchanted with Death, amount to the so
called “cycle of the Red man,” a set of books about the most dramatic events in Soviet
history in the last 60 years. Those events are WWII, the Chernobyl nuclear disaster in
1986, the Soviet war in Afghanistan from 1979 to 1989, and the collapse of the Soviet
Union in 1991. Alexievich’s stories are about a composite character, ‘a red man’, who

represents millions of Soviet people and their lives.

V sotinwt ne acencroe muyo (The War’s Unwomanly Face)

V sotinet ne swcencroe muyo (The War’s Unwomanly Face) was first published in
1985 in Minsk, Belarus and was preceded by seven years of collecting interviews and
travelling through various Soviet republics. Alexievich talked to about 800 women to

collect their stories for the book. Some particular stories of violence by the Soviet people
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and of pleasure of such violence were removed from the original version, by Soviet
censorship. In 2002, she published its expanded edition with numerous interviews that
both the censor and Alexievich herself did not include in the 1985 book. Alexievich has
said that in the 1980s The War’s Unwomanly Face received praise from Mikhail
Gorbachev, who was the leader of the country at that time.

In the diary Alexievich kept while working on the book, she made an entry about
her own family in relation to WWII, and how it affected them. Later, she included the
entry in one of the editions. Her mother’s father was Ukrainian and died during the war;
his grave is somewhere in modern day Hungary. Her father’s mother was Belorussian and
died during the war from typhoid, while serving as a partisan against the Nazi soldiers.
Out of the three sons her grandmother had, two went missing in action during the first
months of the war and it was only the writer’s father who came back home after the war.
Eleven members of Alexievich’s extended family were burnt alive by the Nazis.*

«/lepeBHst MOeTO eTCTBA MOCIE BOMHBI OblIa KeHCKast. baObs. Myx)ckux
r0JIOCOB HE MOMHIO. Tak 3TO y MEHS ¥ OCTAJIOCh: O BOWHE PAaCcCKa3bIBAIOT 6a6b. "
Alexievich was looking for a way to capture and express what she was hearing, so she
needed a special literary genre to reflect her world perception the way she saw and heard.
Once she found the book Out of the Fire, by Adamovich, Bryl, and Kolesnik, she was

impressed with its new method of presenting a story — the way it used a collection of

different human stories, and their distinctive voices. She knew that this was her niche in

4 o
0 Ceernana AnexcueBud, Y oiinbl He dcerckoe nuyo (Mocksa: Bpems, 2016), 8.

! AnexcueBmd, Y oiinbl He dcenckoe nuyo, 8. [After the war, the village of my
childhood was women’s. Peasant women’s. I don’t remember men’s voices. This is how it was
left in my memory; peasant women talking about the war. — my trans.]
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literature, and that this was the only way she could share all those voices from her
childhood and the present-day life around her.

Even though there were countless books about WWII, Alexievich did not want to
follow what she called ‘men’s voices’ and ‘men’s impressions.” She argues that these
books represent a history of men written by men, that women were silent and silenced,
that nobody ever asked women about their war. She said, «Kenckue pacckasbl qpyrue u
0 IpYroMm. Y <GKEHCKOW» BOMHBI CBOM KPacCKH, CBOM 3allaxu, CBOE OCBEIIECHUE U CBOE
pocTpancTBO 4yBCTB. CBOM ciioBa. TaMm HET repoeB M HEBEPOATHBIX IMOJIBUTOB, TaM €CTh
MpOoCTO JHOAU, KOTOPBIC 3aHATHI HECUCIOBEYCCKUM YCIIOBCYCCKUM JIGJ'IOM.>>42

Alexievich noticed that typical war time occupations, such as “sniper,”

99 ¢¢

“commander of the anti-aircraft gun,” “minesweeper,” “tanker,” and “grunt,” did not
have their female gender terminology, unlike more common types of jobs, teacher etc.
Those terms were created in the Russian language only during WWII, and this alone
shows how many women fought during that war and their importance during it. It
becomes more evident why Alexievich wanted to write her first book on such a topic.
What makes War’s Unwomanly Face different from other books of hers is the
quantity and importance of her comments and remarks. As we will examine later, she
usually intermits the flow of the story with a few words like ‘starts crying’, ‘turns away’,

or ‘stays silent for a long time,’ just to give her reader an idea about the emotional state

of her interviewee. This book is different. Alexievich writes long paragraphs in her own

42 AnexcueBud, ¥ gotinwl ne acenckoe auyo, 10. [Women’s stories are different and about
different topics. “Women’s” war has its own colors, smells, angle, and its own dimension of
emotions, it has its own words. There are no heroes and unbelievable heroic actions, there are just

people who are busy with their inhuman human job. — my trans.]
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voice, punctuating each chapter, and these often serve as preface, epilogue, or marker of
her thoughts during the interview.

Most of the times her own voice shows up at the beginning of a chapter and tells
the reader how she learned about the interviewee, or how she traveled to that person’s
place, or how difficult it was for her to make the interviewee comfortable with a tape
recorder and to convince them speak openly about everything they wanted. For example,
she writes of one interview:

OH nyneMETYNK, OHa — CBsA3HAss. My)XKUKHa cpa3y OTIPaBUII KEHIIUHY Ha
KyXHIO: «TBI HaM 4TO-HHOYIb IPUTOTOBEY. [. . .] ITocie Moeli HacTORUNBOIM
MPOCKOBI HEOXOTHO YCTYMHI CBOE MeCTO O ciioBaMu: «Paccka3biBaid, Kak s TeOs
yami. be3 ¢né3 u )KeHCKUX MeJloueii: X0TeNoCh ObITh KPacHUBOM, IIaKaia, Koraa
Kocy oTpe3anmy». [1o3ke oHa MHE MIENOTOM MpU3HANIACK: BCIo HOYL cO MHOM
mryauposai ToM «Mcropuu Bemmkoit OredectBenHol Boitab». bosics 3a
meHa. U ceituac nepexxuBaer, 4To He TO BcnoMHIO. He Tak, kak Hazo.

Tak GbITO HE OHH Pa3, He B OXHOM jome.”

However, at other points her comments, like the following one, come in the middle of an
interviewees’ story. Such examples may take the reader a whole sentence or two to
realize it is Alexievich’s voice and that of the storyteller:

MarutogoH 3aIuChIBacT CJI0BA, COXpaHseT uHTOHanu0. [1ay3bl. [lnad u pacTepsHHOCTS.
S moHUMaro, 94TO KOT/a YEIOBEK TOBOPUT, POUCXOANT HEUTO OOJIbIIIEe, 4eM OCTaéTCs
moTOoM Ha Oymare. B¢ Bpems skasiero, 9To He MOTY «3alicaThy Tiasa, pyku. VX Ku3Hb
BO BpeMs pa3roBopa, HX cOOCTBEHHYIO ku3Hb. OTAenpHy0. X «rexeth. ™

*® Anexcuemd, Y eoiinbl He scenckoe nuyo, 19. [He was a machine-gunner, and she was
a communication agent. The men immediately sent the woman in to the kitchen: “Go cook
something for us”. After my persistent request he reluctantly gave up his seat to her with the
words “Tell the way I was teaching you, tell without tears and female details like ‘I wanted to be
pretty and cried when they cut off my hair’. Later she confessed to me in whisper: “He was
drilling with me with a volume of The Great Patriotic War (encyclopedia) all night. He was
worried about me. He is still worrying that | would remember wrong things. Not the way | should
remember”’.

This happened not just once and not in only one house. — my trans.]

* Anexcuesma, 120. [A tape-recorder registers words, saves intonation, pauses, weeping
and perplexity. | understand that when a person is speaking something bigger is happening than
what is later left on paper. I always regret I cannot ‘record’ eyes, hands, their life during the talk,
their own life, separate, their ‘texts’. — my trans.]
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S Bo3Bparanack JOMOM, Be3Jia Y€THIPE KacCeTHI (JIBa JHS pa3roBOpa) ¢ «emé
OJTHOW BOMHOMY, UCTIBITHIBASI Pa3HBIE UyBCTBA: MOTPSCEHHE U CTPaX, HEIOYMEHUE
1 BocxwuiIeHHe. JIFDOOMBITCTBO M PACTEPSIHHOCTh, HEKHOCTH. [. . .] 51 mbITaloCh

OOJIBIIYI0 HCTOPUIO YMEHBIIIUTD JI0 YeJI0BeKa, YTOOBI 4TO-TO MOHATE. OOpecTn

2
CJIOBaA. 5

Simply based on the volume and quality of Alexievich remarks, The War’s Unwomanly
Face is probably the most journalistic, and among all her works the one that is most like a
travelogue. She provides her reader with all sorts of details about her new companions,
about her trip to see that person, what food they eat while talking, what the interviewee is
doing during the interview, how they say goodbye to each other, and what she was doing
and asking during the interview. Almost all of the comments are in the present tense, and
this helps create the feeling of interconnectedness between her and her reader. We get
involved in the story like witnesses. To give a few examples:

This time I don’t have to go far away. | am going to visit a hero of the Soviet Union. The
street on which I live in Minsk is named after him. ... I find the address I need; it’s a
massive and clumsy multistore building. Here is the third entrance door, | am pushing the
seventh-floor button in the elevator. ...

Or:

I met with one of the characters in the auditorium of Belorussian State University.
Students were packing their notes with lots of noise. “How did we look back then? — she
asked me back. - We were like these students. But we had different clothes and our
jewelry was less expensive.” I was still looking at the rushing students and the story has
already begun.
The War’s Unwomanly Face collects interviews with different topics under one common
theme of war. For example, there are themes of the beginning of war and everyone’s
belief in a quick victory, enlisting in the army, willingness to sacrifice everything for

victory, the number of deaths, and the terrifying amount of blood all around. There are

> Anexcuesma, 164. [ was coming back home and was carrying four cassettes (two days
of talk) with ‘yet one more war’ and was having mixed feelings; shock and fear, bewilderment
and admiration, curiosity and perplexity, tenderness. [. . .][. . .] I am trying to reduce such a big
history down to a human in order to understand something, to gain words. — my trans.]
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also particular topics that one might never have expected in memoirs of men. For
example, the book discusses the fear of being captured by the Nazis and tortured, stories
about executing deserters and those who did not want to fight, memories of the Stalin’s
labor camps, witnesses’ recollections of Soviet soldiers raping German women, and
oddly among all of these, stories about true love. Yet, these are not the stories one might
find in a WWII history book written in Russian. Even though they have various features
common to many other memoirs about that time of the Soviet history, their treatment of
them is often unorthodox and non-canonical.

Every story that Alexievich provides has lots of personal qualities of the
storyteller, and each one gives the reader a sense of the speaker’s unique voice. The text
is loaded with each person’s oral speech’s syntax, each person’s specific word choice,
each person’s emotions, and, sometimes even each person’s facial expressions.
Alexievich specifies what each person looks like, how he/she speaks, and what tone of
voice her subject has. Often, little details about hands, or a look, or changes in the body
position give the reader a very vivid picture of the person speaking in the interview.

For example, in the following it is quite easy to imagine a petite woman, maybe in
her sixties, with long hair done in an old-fashioned style, with an emotionally heavy
voice talking. One might even catch a glimpse of trauma coming through her words:

ManeHnpKas KeHIIUHA ¢ AeBUYBUM BEHIIOM JJTMHHOM KOChI BOKPYT T'OJIOBBI
cujena B 0OJBIIOM KPECIe, 3aKphIB JULO PYKaAMH:

-- Het-ner, ne 6yny. Omnsith Bo3Bpamiarhes Tyaa? He mory... [. . .] Tl Ha camom
Jiene xodenib 3To 3HaTh? Kak y TOYKM CrpanuBaro. .

“® Anexcuesmy, 38. [A little woman with a girlish wreath of a long braid around her head
was sitting in a large armchair covering her face with her arms: - No, no, I will not do that. To go
back there again? I cannot... [. . .]Do you really want to know that? | am asking you like a
daughter... - my trans.]
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Or, in another example, the following paragraph allows the reader to see a kitchen in a
small apartment somewhere in Belarus with two younger women and an old woman in it.
One can almost feel the atmosphere in that small group, what kind of love and support
those women give to each other:

JIBepb oTKpbUIa Mitaamas u3 cectép — 3uHanna BacunbeBHa. Te ke mmpoxue
TEMHBIE OPOBHU M YIPSMO-OTKPBITHII B3I, KaK M y OTIa Ha poTorpadusx. [. .
.] O6e cectpsl, Ospra BacunsesHa n 3unanna Bacuisesna Kopok, Obutr
CaHUHCTPYKTOPaMH B KaBaJIEPUMCKUX 3cKaapoHax. Cenu pAABILKOM U
nocMoTpenu Ha math — Peomocuro AnekceeBHy. [. . .] bombiie 3a Bc€ Bpemst
HAILIEr0 paroBopa OHa HEe MPOPOHUT HH CJIOBA. A TOYKU OyIyT MHOTAA THXOHBKO
IJIAJIATh €€ PYKH, yCHOKaI/IBaSI.47

The stories are heartfelt and unsophisticated, and they engage the reader to enter into the
canvas of the narrative, as we were sitting in front of those women, not Svetlana
Alexievich. This choice is one of the special features of Alexievich’s works. Each book is
almost a type of confession, where a reader is the one who accepts the confession.

While reading The War’s Unwomanly Face, and other books by Alexievich, we
could not but ask ourselves how difficult it was for her to be there in those small kitchens
facing those physically and emotionally wounded women and listening to their
deceptively simple stories. We, as readers, are truly second-hand recipients of that
emotional baggage, and yet it is still barely possible sometimes to accept the information.
Alexievich truly makes her readers symbolic priests at confession, or therapists behind

curtains and also makes the reader an inseparable part of the event. She makes her readers

" Anexcuesmu, 166. [The youngest sister, Zinaida Vasilyavna, opened the door. She had
the same thick dark eyebrows and stubborn and open look in her eyes as her father did in the
photographs. [. . .][. . .] Both sisters, Olga Vasilyevna and Zinaida Vasilyevna Korzh, were
medical instructors in cavalry squadrons. They sat down next to each other and looked at their
mother, Feodosia Alekseevna. [. . .][. . .] She will not say even a word more during the entire
conversation. The daughters will be quietly rubbing her hands from time to time, calming her
down. — my trans.]



63

the ones who now need to carry that weight received from the interviewees. She is
unpronounced in many of the interviews, but yet she is there, and in this book more than
in any other.

Let us look closer at the topics that the interviewees discuss in the War’s
Unwomanly Face.

Many of the interviewees start their stories recalling the first days of WWII. They
all believed that the war would be short, and that the Red Army (the Soviet Army) would
be fighting abroad and not in their homeland. Many women were very young at the
beginning of the war and desperately wanted to enlist. Some of them would lie about
their age, saying they were older in order to pass the criteria. But at the same time, not all
the women remember their families supporting the decision to enlist. Some families were
pushing their daughter to the war, while others were trying to talk young women out of
that.

U Brpyr BoitHa! B3pocibie miakainu, a Mbl He HCITyranucs [. . .] Ham Toxe
Ka3aj0ch, 9TO O3 HAC BOWHA HE BOITHA, MBI TOKE JOJDKHBI BOEBaTh. TYT ke
opyxue HaMm aaBaii! [ToOexanu BceM kiaccoMm B BoeHkomar. M mecsitoro
(dheBpans s ynura Ha GpoHT. Madexa odeHb miakana: «Bams, He yxoan. Uto ThI
nenaenib? Tol Takas crna0as, Takas Xyjaas, Hy Kakoi u3 Te0s Boska?» 5 Obuia
PaXHTHYHASL, TOIT0, OYeHb A0iTo. [. . .] 51 10 msath ner He xoxmna...*

During the war, many women did not dream about a new rifle or a chance to go to a
battle. Instead, some were worried about the fact they could not wear their high heel

shoes, could not use or buy perfume, and could not have access to feminine clothes and

8 Anexcuema, 129. [Suddenly there came the war! The adults were crying, but we did
not get scared. [. . .]We thought that the war would not be a war without us, that we
needed/should to fight too. There we were asking for weapon! Our entire school group went to a
military enlistment office. Then on February 10™ | went to the front. My stepmother cried a lot
“Valya, don’t leave. What are you doing? You are so weak, so skinny, what kind of a soldier
would you make?” I had rickets for a long time, very long time. [. . .]I could not walk till I turned
five. — my trans.]
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underwear. Some of the interviewed women recall local people in different villages
would not recognize them as women; they would see them as men, and when their gender
was discovered, would feel sad for those women as though the women had befallen some
most unfortunate fate. Here is how the narrators in the War’s Unwomanly Face put it in
their stories:

51 naxe He 3ayMbIBasach... Y MeHs Oblla CHELUAIbHOCTD, HyKHast GpoHTy. U 51
HU CEKYHJBI He pa3MbIIUIAIA U He Kosiebanachk. BooOre s mao Torna BcTpedana
Jr0JIeH, KOTOpbIe XOTEIH nepecuieTs 3To Bpemsl. Ilepexnaars. OnHy NOMHIO..
Momnoyto JKeHIIUHY, Hallly coceAKy... OHa MHE 4ecTo NpU3Hanach: « 51 mobio
KH3HB. 5] X0Uy Iy JPUTHCS U KPACHUTHCS, 1 HE X0Uy yMHUpaTh». boubie Takux s
He Buzena. Moxer GBITh OHM MOJTYAITH, TAWTHCH... [...]"
Cosmetics, feminine clothes, and the lack of will to go to the front would have been badly

interpreted by other Soviet people at that time. At wartime, there was supposed to be no
women or men — the motherland required just soldiers.

However, the most common attitude among young Soviet women toward the war
was that they felt it was a very sacred duty to protect their homeland:

S npocuna Mamy... Sl €€ ymosIsiiia: TOJIBKO He Hajo IUIakaTh... [. . .] S ke Obuta
MaMEHBKWHA JI0YKa, MEHS oMa 0alloBald. A TYT MOCTPHIII MOl MaJlbuuKa,
TOJILKO MaJICHbKHH 4y0urK ocTaBuiId. OHM € OTLIOM MEHS HE ITyCKaJly, a s
TOJILKO OJTHUM KWJia: Ha GpoHT, Ha ¢ppoHT! Ha Gpout! BOT 3TH MmtakaTsl,
KOTOpBIE ceiuac BUCAT B My3ee: «Poanna-mars 30BET!», «HUTo0 THI caenan ans
¢dpoHTa?» - HAa MEHI, HAPUMeEp, OYeHb AeHCcTBOBaIU. Bc€ BpeMs ObuH mepen
rmasamu. [. . ]

* Anexcuesmu, 75. [I didn’t even hesitate... I had a profession needed for the front. |
didn’t think for a second and didn’t doubt it/what had to be done. Generally speaking, I rarely met
people who wanted to sit out the time then. To wait out. I remember one woman. A young
woman, our neighbor... She confessed to me honestly: “I love life. I want to powder and do
makeup, [ don’t want to die». I didn’t see more women like her. Maybe they kept silent, were
hiding... - my trans.]

% Anexcuesmu, 57. [I was asking my mother... I was begging her — do not cry... [. . ][. .
.] I was my mother’s little girl, was spoilt at home. Then they gave me a boy’s haircut and only
left a little forelock. Mother and father didn’t let me go (to the war), but I only lived with one
thought — to go to the front, to the front! To the front! Those posters that are now in a museum —
“Motherland Calls!”, “What did you do for the front?” — they really affected me a lot. They were
always in my sight. — my trans.]
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Another quite unique theme that shows up in the interviews was the lack of clothes,
bedlinens, or other scarcities. For example, often a simple piece of cloth was used to
cover feet, instead of socks, because of a lack of socks. Women had a lot of memories
connected with this sort of detail, and it is something that is not usually mentioned in
more common and popular Russian memoirs. Women didn’t have any clothes that would
fit them; most of the times they were given men’s uniform and boots. Women had to find
a way to alter the clothes or to find other apparel suitable for the war time.

Many women recalled themselves going to the frontline in high-heel shoes and
dressy clothes, because the women often would enlist secretly while ‘going for a walk
with girlfriends’ or ‘going to school.” They didn’t know what to expect, and neither did
their future commanders know what to do with female soldiers sent by the enlistment
offices:

Kax st cobupanacek Ha (poHT.... Bel He moBepure... Jlymana, uto HeHagonaro. Ckopo Bpara
nobenum! Basia onHy 100Ky, IPUTOM JIIOOMMYIO, 1BE Mapbl HOCKOB M oJHH Tyuu. 13
Boponexa MBI OTCTyNaNH, HO sl MOMHIO, KaK MBI 3a0€)Kalld B Maras3uH, U sl KyIuiia Tam
cebe eme oHM Ty Ha BEICOKHX KaoOiykax. [. . .] Kak ceiffuac momMHIO, Takue U3sIIIHbIC
Tydenbku... U nyxu eme xkynuia...

It was difficult for young women to be accepted into the predominantly male life of war
everday:

[...] crapmmHa pruBé3 0OMyHANPOBAHKE: IIINHEH, IIMJIOTKH, THMHACTEPKH,
00KH, BMECTO KOMOWHAIIMY — U3 OS3H MOIIUTHIE TIO-MYXKCKH JIBE pyOaxu ¢
pyKaBamu, BMECTO 0OMOTOK — UyJIKA U aMEPUKAHCKHE TSKEIbIe OOTHHKH C
METAJIMYECKUMU MTOJKOBAMH BO BeCh KaOJIyK W Ha HOCKax. B poTe 1mo cBoemy

! Anexcuesmu, 83. [How I was getting ready to go to the front... You wouldn’t
believe... I was thinking it was not for too long. We will beat the enemy soon! I got one skirt, my
favorite, two pairs of socks, and one pair of shoes. We were retreating from Voronezh, but |
remember how we stopped by a store and | bought myself one more pair of shoes with high heels.
[. . .Jl remember it as if it was now, they were such elegant shoes... Also I bought perfume... -
my trans.]
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POCTY M KOMIUIEKIINH S OKa3aJach CaMOi MaJeHbKOMU, pPOCT CTO MATHAECST TPH
CaHTUMETpa, 00YBb TPHUIATH MSITOTO Pa3Mepa U, ECTECTBEHHO, BOGHHOH
HPOMBIIUICHHOCTBIO TAaKHE MU3EPHBIE Pa3Mepbl HE IHJINCh... [. . .] MHe
JIOCTAJIUCh OOTHHKH COPOK BTOPOTo pa3mepa [. . .], U Takue OHH TSHKENbIC, YTO s
XOJIiJIa, BOJIOYA HOT'H 110 3emuie. [. . .] JKyTKO BCTIOMHHTbD, KAKUM KOLIMapHBIM
ObLI TIepBBIA Mapi. (....) Sl moBepHyack, YTOOBI HATH, U ynana. Beimana u3
60THHOK... Horu Ol B KpoBb CTEPTEL... Toraa u BBISICHUIOCH, YTO XOIUTH 51 Y)Ke
He Morua. PotHoMy canoxHuky [lapmyHy nany nprkas CUINTh MHE CarloTH U3
CTapoii MIaN-TIATaTKH, TPHLATH TSATOTO pasMepa...”

For many women it was not so hard to accept the risk of being killed at any moment or to
kill somebody as well, but it was hard for them to adjust to rough conditions of everyday
life:

ThI MeHs clipalliuBaciiib, YTO Ha BOiHe camoe crparHoe? [. . .] Jymaeris, s
OTBEUy: caMOe CTpAIIHOE Ha BOWHE — CMEpTh. YMepeTsb. [. . .] A s npyroe
cKaxy... Camoe cTpalHoe JUisg MeHs Ha BOIIHE — HOCUTh MY>KCKHE Tpychl. Bot
3TO OBLIO cTpalHo. [. . .] Hy, Bo-TiepBhIX, O4eHb HEKpacuBo... Thl Ha BoOliHE,
cobupaemibest ymeperh 3a PonuHy, a Ha Tebe MyXCKre Tpychl. B o01mem, T
BBINJIAONIIL cMeInHO. Heneno. Mys»kckue Tpychl TOT1a HOCHIN AJTMHHBIC.
IMupoxwue. [ n3 caruHa. JlecsaTh 1€BOYEK B HAIIEH 3€MIISIHKE, U BCE OHU B
MYKCKUX Tpycax. [. . .] Uerbipe rona. [. . .] Ilepenun coBerckyro rpanumy. [. . .]
Bosne nepBoii monbCKON JEPEBHU HAC MEPEOIENH, BbIIAIN HOBOE
oomyrupoBanue u...1! 1! U! [IpuBe3nu B nepBslii pa3 )KEHCKHE TPYCH U
OrocTranbTepsl. 3a BCIO BOIHY B MepBbIi pa3. Xa-a-a... [. . .] [Touemy He
cMeduibes? Inavens... [Touemy?”

%2 Anexcuesmd, 84. [A first the sergeant brought the military uniform; great-coats, field
service caps, shirts, skirts, instead of slip under dresses there were two men’s long sleeve shirts
made from cheap cotton, instead of puttees — stockings and American heavy boots with metal
plates around the entire heel and toes. In my squadron | happened to be the smallest one based on
my height and shoe size; five feet tall, shoe size five, and of course military industry didn’t make
such miniscule sizes. [. . .]I received shoes size eleven [. . .]J[. . .][...], and they were so heavy that
I walked dragging my feet on the ground. [. . .]lt is terrifying to remember how horrible the first
march was. [. . .]I turned to walk away and fell down. I fell out of the boots... My feet were raw
and bleeding. Then we found out that I couldn’t walk any more. The squadron shoe-maker
Parshin received an order to make me shoes size five out of an old military cloak. — my trans.]

%% Anexcuesmd, 94. [Are you asking me what is the scariest thing in the war? [ . .][. . .]
You think I will say that the scariest thing in the war is death, the scariest thing is to die. [. . .][. .
.] But I will say different... To me, the scariest at the war was to wear men’s underwear. That was
scary. [. . .][. . .] Well, first of all it was very ugly... You are at the war, you are planning to die
for the motherland, but you are wearing men’s underwear. So, you look ridiculous, foolish. They
wore men’s long underwear then. Baggy. Made from sateen. There were ten girls in our dugout
and they all wore men’s underwear. [. . .][. . .] They wore it for four years. [. . .][. . .] We crossed
the Soviet border. [. . .][. . .] They let us change at the first Polish village, gave us new military
uniform and ... And! And! And! They brought for the first time women’s panties and bras. For
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In some cases, a chance to get good shoes would play the key role in making the decision
to go to war. For example, one woman said:
o BoiiHEI s xuia cuacTimBo. C mamoit, ¢ manoi. [lana y meHs ¢ puHCKON
BepHyics. [. . .] A BoifHa ckopo mpHILIa, s elmé He MoApocia, Kak Hajo. M3
MuHcka 3Bakynpoanuck. [IpuBesnu Hac B Caparo. Tam B konxo3e st paboTaia.
Be3bIBaeT MeHs mpezicenaTeNb CebCOBETA:
--ITpucnanu Oymary, HaJio TBOMX HA (PPOHT, a MHE HEKOTO mociark. CaM Obl
NOIMIEN, 1a 3Ta MPOKIIATAS AepeBsIIKa. A TeOs HENb3s: Thl IBaAKyHpPOBaHHAS. A
MOXeT, nounémn? [. . .]
-- A MHe 0OMOTKH axyT?
Mgl Ob1TH 000pBaHHBIE: YTO MBI TaM yCIIENH ¢ COOOH B3STH!

-- ToI Takas XopolIeHbKas, Te0e OOTHHOYKH TaM JayT.
U 5 cornacunace.”

Women took on the burden of many routine wartime professions; they were not only
soldiers, they were snipers, battlefield medical assistants, cooks, laundry woman,
surgeons, communication specialists, de-miners, etc. Many of Alexievich’s interviewees
didn’t have any special occupation before the war and were only given a specialization
when they enlisted. But, some of her interviewees went to intensive courses, in order to
do something useful for the war.

Alexievich must have listened to hundreds of heartfelt stories from women in

many different war time professions, but one of her talents is to pick the most graphic,

the first time in the whole war. Ha-ha-ha... [. . .][. . .] Why are you not laughing? You are
crying.... Why? —my trans.]

> Anexcuesuu, 183. [Before the war, | lived happily. With my mother and father. My
father came back from the Finnish war. [. . .][. . .] But the war came soon, I hadn’t grown up as I
needed to. We evacuated from Minsk. They brought us to Saratov. There | worked at kolkhoz.
The local council chairman summons me:

- They sent a document, they needed two people to the front, but I don’t have
anybody to send. | would go myself, but that piece wood, damn it. But you are not
allowed to go; you were evacuated. But maybe you will go?

- Will they give me puttees?

We were ragged; what did we have time to take with us?

- You are so good looking; they will give you shoes.

So | agreed. — my trans.]
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most shocking and most emotional professions out. She has the skill to filter the hours of
interviews and to select the most striking parts, parts that are sometimes only a few lines,
or only a small number of sentences long, from the several hours long interview. Those
carefully put together fragments give the reader an overwhelming impression. All these
little moments, these fragments, like one from the life of a medical nurse collecting
amputated limbs in a big basket all days long for several years, or a de-miner trying to
have lunch in an abandoned village where everything, even a stove, was heavily mined,
or a laundry woman who washed solid frozen uniforms soaked in gallons of blood and
mud, all deserve attention. However, one could get a small sense of the effect of
Alexievich’s selection from the following quotations:

PaboTanu ouens Tsxeno. Hukakux cTupaibHBIX MallWH U B IOMHHE HE OBLIO.
Pyukamu... Bcé s)xeHckuMu pydkamu... BoT Mbl IpUxoauM, Jat0T HaM OJIHY
KaKyl0-HUOY/b XaTy WU 3eMJISIHKY. MBI cTHpaeM TaM OeNbé, mpekae 4eM
CYIIHNTh, IMTPOIMUTHIBAEM €T'0 CIICHHUAJIBHBIM MBIJIOM ((K», JJIs1 TOT'O 4TOOBI HE OBLIO
BIIEH. BBUT AYCT, HO IyCT HE MoMorail, MoIb30BaTKCh MBITOM «K», 0ueHb
BOHIOYEE, 3amax yXacHbl. Tam, B 3TOM NOMENIEHUH, T/I€ CTUPAEM, MBI U CYyIIUM
3TO OenbE, U TYT e MBI ciiM. [laBanu HaM JBaaUaTh-ABaalaTh ISITh TPaMMOB
MbLJIa — Ha OJJHOT'O COJIIaTa MOCTUPATh 0enbé. A oHO u€pHoe, Kak 3emis. Uy
MHOTHX JI€BYLIEK OT CTHPKH, OT TSDKECTEH, OT HaNpsbKEHHUs ObUIM TPBDKY,
OK3€MEI PYK OT MbLJIa «K», CJIa3WJIX HOI'TH, JyMaJi, YTO HUKOT' JIa YK€ HC CMOT'YT
onu pactu. Ho Bc€ paBHO ieHb-Ba OTIOXHYT — M HYXKHO OBLJIO OISITH

cTupars...”

% Anexcuesud, 191. [We were working very hard. There were no laundry machines at
all. All done by hands.... All by women’s hands... We arrive, they give us a hut or a dugout. We
do laundry in there, and before drying we soak it with special soap ‘K’ so that there will be no
lice. There was insect powder, but the insect powder didn’t work; we used the ‘K’ soap, very
stinky, the smell was horrible. There, in that room where we do laundry, we dry it as well, and
sleep there too. They gave us twenty-twenty five grams of soap for one soldier to do his laundry.
But it was black as soil. Many girls had hernias from doing laundry, from heavy weights, from
stress; they had hand eczema from the ‘K’ soap, their finger nails were falling off and we thought
they would never grow again. But anyhow, they would rest for a day or two and we had to do
laundry again. — my trans.]
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The following story illustrates not only what kind of emotional shock those young
women experienced at war, but also how that experience was seen as highly traumatizing
also by men around:

Chapsa nmomnai B ckiiaj ¢ 0oenpunacaMy, BCIOBIXHYJ oroHb. ConiaT cTos PsIOM CO
MHOM, €ro onajimio. 3To yxe ObuT 4EPHBIN KycoK Msca... OH TOJIBKO MPBITaeT...
[ToxckakuBaeT Ha OAHOM MeCTE... A BCE CMOTPSAT M3 OKOITYMKOB, M HUKTO C MECTa HE
CIIBUHETCH, BCe pacTepsuiuch. CxBaTuia s IPOCTHIHIO, 10A0€Kalla, HAKpbLIa 3TOr0
coJiara ¥ cpasy Jjernia Ha Hero. [Ipmxkana k 3emie. 3eMis xosoaHas... Bot tak... On
KHJIAJICA, TIOKa HE pa3opBajioch Ceplle, U 3aTHX... 51 B KpoBH Bcd... KTo-To u3 cTaphix
coJiIat noaouén, o0HsII, by — roBOpuT: «KoHUYMTCS BOIHA, U €cIM OHA OCTaHETCS
KHBa, U3 He€ YeloBeKa BCE paBHO yke He OyneT, el Teneps Bcé». Mo, 4To g cpean
TAaKOTO yKaca, i MepeKHuTh ero, a emé B TAKOM MOJIOZOM Bo3pacte!

The book provides lots of stories from former military nurses, and each of those
narratives deserves to be mention since they can describe the most terrifying reality of
war:

O-ox! A pansl... O0mmpHbIe, TITyOOKHE, pBaHbIE... MOKHO OBLIO COUTH C yMa...
OCKOJIKM OT ITyJIb, paHaT, CHapsJIOB B FOJIOBE, B KUIIIKAaX — BO BCEM Telle, BMECTE
C METAJJIOM BBIHUMAEM U3 TE€JIa COJIATCKUE MYTOBULbI, KYCKH IIMHEIIH,
TMMHACTEPKHU, KOKAaHBIX PEMHEN. Y OJHOTO COJiJaTa BCA rpyib pa3BOPOUCHA,
cepare BUAHO... EmE Op€Tcs, HO OH ymMupaeT... Jlenaro mocienHIown mepeBsa3Ky 1
elne AepiKych, 4TOOBI He 3aruiakars. [. . .] K Bedepy kpoBb B Bojocax,
npoOuBaeTcs Yepes xajar K Telly, OHa Ha IIarovykax u Mackax. UépHas, Tarydas,
CMeIIaHHAs BO BCEM, YTO ecTh B uenoBeke. C MOUoii, ¢ KanoM...”’

% Anexcuemy, V oiinbl He dcenckoe auyo, 160. [A missile got into an ammunition
depot, it caught fire. A soldier was standing next to me; he got scorched. It was already a black
piece of meat... He is just jumping... Jumping at one spot... Everybody is watching from their
little trenches and nobody moves, everybody got lost. I grabbed a bed sheet, ran and covered that
soldier and instantly lay down on him. I pressed him to the ground. The ground was cold...
Well... He was throwing himself up and down until his heart burst and then he went quiet... |
was all in blood... Somebody from the older soldiers came over, hugged me, then I can hear him
saying: “The war will be over and if she is alive she will not become a human, she is done”.
Meaning that | was in such horror, and to go through such an experience, and besides, in such a
young age. — my trans.]

" Anekcuesnu, 146. [Oohh! How about wounds... Large, deep, lacerated... One could
go crazy... Shrapnel from bullets, grenades, and shells in heads, in intestines, in a whole body;
together with metal, we take out military buttons, pieces of coats, of shirts, of leather belts from a
body. One soldier had his whole chest torn up, the heart was exposed... It was still beating, but he
was dying.... I am applying the last dressing and barely stopping myself from crying. [. . .]By the
evening, blood is in my hair, it comes through my medical coat to the body, it is on caps and
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Women were supposed to do all possible military tasks, even those of them that were
barely physically possible for a female body:

A Tpyn HamuMXx neBymeK-opyxkeitaui! Mim Hago 010 YeThipe 60MOBI — 3TO
YeThIpe COTHU KWJIOTPAMMOB — TIOJIBECUTh K MaIlIMHE Bpy4Hy!0. U Tak BCIO HOYB
— OJIMH CaMOJIET MMOAHSAICS, BTOPOH — cen. OpraHusM 10 TaKoH CTEneHn
MepPECTPANBAIICS, YTO MbI BCIO BOHHY HE ObUIH KEHIMHAMH.... [. . .] Hy, BbI camu
TOHEMAETe... A [IOC/IE BOIMHBI HE BCE CMOTTIH POIUTH.

In many stories that Alexievich selected for the book, one can see how Soviet women
often had to make moral choices during the war. These choices were from all aspects of
life — family, war time law, medical service, etc. People had to make very difficult moral
decisions, and these choices were often not as bright and heroic as might have been
described in other Soviet era war memoirs. For example, when a group of female soldiers
captured three Nazi soldiers, and traveled with them through a forest for several days,
they became close with the soldiers, even though they were enemies, they ate together
and rested together. But, when the order was given to execute all Nazis, the women had
to make a decision and they did what the law prescribed — they shot those soldiers dead.
Or, when a military nurse found two wounded soldiers in a battlefield, and only one was
a Soviet soldier and the other one is Nazi, she made a decision to take only the Soviet
soldier off the field into a hospital cart. Or, when one partisan sacrificed her entire family
in order to keep working with partisans. These were, undoubtedly, extraordinary

situations in a terrible time, and Alexievich shows her readers these women’s emotional

masks. It is black, viscous, mixed with everything found in a human body; with urine, feces... -
my trans.]

% Anexcuesmu, 216. [How about the work of our girls-armorers! They had to hang up
four bombs to a machine; it is four hundred kilograms. It would go on and on a whole night — one
plane would take off, and the second one would land. The body adjusted itself so much that we
were not women throughout the war... [. . .]Well, you understand [what | mean] ... After the war,
not everybody could give birth. — my trans.]
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torment and the pain they have been carrying for so many years after the war. She also
provides other stories, heroic and inspiring stories, as well. The stories of women who
collected many wounded Nazi soldiers in battle fields and saved their lives, women who
were doctors and operated on any patient, no matter what army they belonged to. One
woman who did not let a Soviet officer hit a wounded Nazi soldier, because she believed
it was immoral, or a woman who remembered how their squadron were feeding captured
Nazi soldiers and asking their army cooks to make them good porridge with some lard,
which was so difficult to get during the war with millions of starving people all
throughout the country.

Alexievich also touches on personal topics about the lives of women that had
never been discussed in the Soviet era WWII memoirs before The War’s Unwomanly
Face. Women carefully told those stories, probably for the first time in their lives. Many
girls went to the war so young they had not reached puberty by then. Some had their first
menstruation at war, surrounded by dozens of soldiers, with no water, or even a piece of
cloth, and most importantly, with no knowledge of what was happening to their bodies.
In one of these stories, a woman remembers this happening to her and panic and fear she
experienced that day; she thought she was wounded and could not find the spot until an
old squadron doctor explain to her the nature of that ‘wound.” Russian people do not
openly discuss anything about their private body parts or functions related to their
gender; it would be embarrassing for them to talk about that in an interview or any
situation other than at a doctor’s office or at their friend’s house. The fact that those

women were able to open up to Alexievich speaks to her skills as an interviewer and her
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personality. Those interviewees must have found her very trustworthy and compassionate
to share such personal details about their lives.

Lack of proper clothes and almost no access to female hygiene was another side
of the unspoken reality of women during WWII. Since by the Soviet law, women were
supposed to be completely equal to men, such a natural part of female nature as
menstruation was completely discarded and overlooked. Not only women did not have
proper underwear, they also had no sanitary napkins or anything that would serve as a
substitute:

Wném... YenoBek aBecTH AEBYILIEK, a €331 YEIOBEK ABECTU MY>K4uuH. JKapa
crouT. Mapur-0pocok — TpUANaTh KwioMeTpoB. Tpuanars! Mser uném, a mocie
Hac KpacHbI€ MATHA Ha Tniecke... Hy, nena stu... Hamm... Kak T TyT uTO
crupsiyenis? CoyigaThl MIYT CIEOM U JCTIA0T BH/I, YTO HUYETO HE 3aMEYaloT.
Bproku Ha Hac 3ackixand, Kak U3 CTEKJIa CTaHOBHIKCH. Pezanu. Tam panbl Obuiy,
U BCE BpeMs CIbllIalics 3anax KpoBu. Ham jke HU4ero He BblJaBau... Mbl
CTOPOIKHIIM: KOTJIa COJIJIATHI TIOBECAT Ha KycTax CBOU pyoOamku. [Tapy mTyk
cTamwuM... BaTtel u OMHTOB AJI paHEHBIX HE XBaTajlo... A HE TO 4TO.... JKeHCKoe
0enbE, MOXKeT OBITh, TOJBKO Yepe3 /IBa Toja MOSBUIOCh. B My»CKUX Tpycax
XOIWIH U Maiikax. [. . .] JloOpamuch 70 mepenpasbl, U TYT HAC Hadain OOMOUTS.
Bom6&xka crpamnineiinias [. . .]. A Mbl GOMOEKKH HE CIBIIIAM, HAM HE JI0
00oMO&xKH, MBI cKOpee B peuky. K Boze... Boga! U cunenu Tam, noka He
OTMOKIH... [Tox ockonkamu... CTbix ObIT CTpamntHee cMepTH. M HECKOIBKO
JIEBUOHOK B BOJIE TIOrUOJI0...>

> Anexcuesmu, 220-221. [We are walking two hundred girls and behind us are two
hundred men. A very hot day. It is a long-distance foot march for 30 kilometers (about 18 miles).
30 kilometers! We are walking and there are red spots on the ground behind us. We were
having.... You know what... Our female thing.... How could one hide anything in this situation?
Soldiers are following us and pretending they do not notice anything. Our pants dry up on us and
become like glass. They rub into our skin and wound us; we smelled like blood all the time. Our
commanders did not give any special clothes to us. We would wait till soldiers put their shirts on
bushes and then would steal a few. Cotton pads and bandage rolls were scarce even for the
wounded soldiers, not even talking about us... We got female underwear maybe two years after
the war had started. We were wearing men’s boxers and tank-tops. Then we reached a stream
crossing and the bombing started. It was a terrible bombing, but we did not hear it, we did not
care about it. We went straight into the river. Water! We were staying there under shrapnel until
we soaked off. Our shame was bigger than the fear of death. A few girls were killed in the
water... - my trans.]
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This little passage gives us better understanding of some unspoken realities of women’s
life during the war. The blood-soaked pants were compared to glass, like to a tool of
torture. Some women preferred the risk of being killed for having that blood soaked out
of their clothes to simply admitting the fact that they were women and they menstruated.
In some way, it seems like those women wanted to be de-womanized, they would rather
be gender neutral than have female bodily functions.

What is, perhaps, unexpected is Alexievich’s choice to include the topic of rape
during the WWII. Rape has been one of the tools of war for many centuries, and many
writers from numerous countries have written about it. It was surely mentioned in Soviet-
era literature too. For example, one can find mention of it in Leo Kopelev’s Xpanumuo
seuno (1975) (To Keep Forever). Needless to say, such an ugly and shameful topic was
mostly avoided in the Russian literature, especially in connection with WWII. It would
probably require a long term psychological study to learn why Soviet women never spoke
about raped Soviet or German women. However, that is not a part of our discussion.
Suffice it to say that not one of Alexievich’s interviewees said she was raped. We are not
sure whether this is because none of them experienced rape themselves, or if it is because
they did not want to even remember that, or if it is because Alexievich herself decided
not to include those stories in the book. Nevertheless, one of the female interviewees
recalled meeting a young Soviet woman during the war; the latter was heavily pregnant.
The pregnant woman worked for a German and he raped her. The Nazi man had forced
her to sleep with him regularly. She was found walking and beating herself in the belly
crying that she would not come back home carrying a Nazi bastard. Other women were

trying to talk to her. Later they learned the pregnant woman hanged herself.
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There were a few horrifying memories about the rape of German women as well.
The following is one of the stories the Soviet censorship did not let Alexievich publish in
the original version, but which she added to a later edition of her book.*® The story comes
from an anonymous Soviet soldier who tells how they were raping German girls in
German villages. Older women were retreating from the Soviet army, so there were only
some very young girls left in the villages. The man recalled how the Russian soldiers
captured a twelve or thirteen-year-old girl and ten Soviet soldiers raped her. He
remembered that she was in a great pain, but that the soldiers were laughing. The men
were worried about their reputation and did everything secretly so that Soviet medical
nurses would not learn about that.

Another story which Alexievich was allowed to include in the original edition of
the book, even though it is not too different from the one excluded by the Soviet censor,
follows.

S momHro... KoHeuHo, s MOMHIO H3HACHIOBaHHYIO0 HEMKY. OHa jiexkana rojas,
rpaHaTa 3acyHyTa MeXAy Hor... Cefidac CTBIAHO, a TOT/Ja S CTHIJ HE YyBCTBOBAJIA.
[. . .] K nam B GaranboH.... K HameMy KoMaHaupy OPHUIILTH [STh HEMEIKHUX
neBymiek. OHA TUTaKamy... | ’HEKOJIOT OCMOTpEN: y HAX TaM — paHbl. PaHbl
pBanble. Bee Tpychl B kpoBH... VX Bcio HOUb HacuinoBany. ConnaTel CTOSIIH B
ouepenu... He 3ammceiBaiire... Berkimounte marautodom... [IpaBna! Be€ mpasaa!l
[ocTpounu Ham O6aTanbOH.. OTUM HEMELKUM JEBYLIKAM CKa3alu: UIUTE U
UIIUTE, €CITH KOTO-HUOYIb y3HaeTe — paccrpesieM Ha mecte. [. . .] Ho oHn
cunenu u wiakand. [. . .] Ouu He xoTenu Oonbme kpoBu. Tak u ckazamm... Torna
MM KaKIo# qamu mo Oyxanke xieba. Koneuno, Bc€ 1o BoliHa... [. . .] dymaere,
Jerko ObLI0 mpocTuTh? Buaets 1enble...0eple JTOMUKA 04 YePEenIHOM
Kpbiiei... [. . .] 5 cama xorena, 4To0bI UM ObUTO 0OJBHO... [. . .] XoTena BuIeTh
ux cné3pl... Crath Xopoluei cpasy Henb3ss. [IpaBunbHO# 1 10Opoi. [. . .] Kaners
uX. JI71st 5TOro MHE HY>KHO OBLIO, YTOOBI JECATKH JIET MPOIILIO. ..

% We are using the most recent edition of Alexievich works published by «Bpems»
(‘Vremya’) in Moscow in 2016.

61 AnexcueBud, ¥ gotinvl ne ocencrkoe auyo, 319. [I remember... Of course, I remember a
raped German woman. She was lying naked, and a grenade was tucked in between her legs... It is
shameful now, but I didn’t feel shame back then. [...] Five German women came to our squadron
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The same interviewee recalled another story about a Soviet officer who fell in love with a
German girl. She observed that if he had raped the German girl it would have not been a
problem. Rapes were everywhere: «397o...Koneuno, 6b1u10... Y HaC Majo MHIIYT, HO 3TO
3aKOH BOMHBI. MY)K‘H/IHBI CTOJILKO J1eT 0€e3 KCHIIUH O6XO,Z[I/IJII/ICB, N KOHCYHO, HCHAaBUCTb.
Boiiném B ropoiok wim JepeBHIO — MEpBbIE TpU AHs HA rpadéx u... Hy, Hernacho,
pasyMeeTced. .. »62

One of Alexievich’s greatest skills is the ability to show the conflicted memories
of those tormented women. On one side, the women feel sad and sympathetic to the
Soviet officers, but on the other side they do not remember themselves feeling anything
toward humiliated and abused German women. These intertwine with numerous
interviews about love at war and how genuine those feelings were. Women recall true
comradery between men and women at war, they cherish very heart-rending moments
like kissing a dying soldier, or dancing with their companions-in-arms, or growing long
hair and seeing how Soviet men were fascinated with those simple signs of womanly

beauty. And yet, the same women did not feel anything toward German women and all of

to our commander. They were crying. A gynecologist examined them; they had wounds down
there. Lacerated wounds. Their panties were all in blood... They were raped all night. Soldiers
were waiting in line.... Don’t record that... Turn off the recorder... It’s true! It’s all true! The
squadron drew up in line. They told those German women — go and look for [those men], if you
recognize someone we will shoot those on sight. [. . .] But they were sitting and crying. They
didn’t want [to go] ... They didn’t want any more blood. They told us so. Then we gave them a
loaf of bread each. Of course, it’s all war... [. . .]Do you think it was easy to forgive? To see
intact, white houses with tiled roof. [. . .]JI myself wanted them to feel pain... [. . .]I wanted to see
their tears... It’s impossible to become nice right away. Impossible to become good and kind, to
sympathize with them. For that, | needed decades to pass... — my trans.]

%2 Anexcuesny, 318. [‘[Rapes] happened... Of course, that happened. .. They don’t write
much about it, but it is a law of war. Men were without women for so many years, and there was
hatred, of course. When we would enter a town or a village, the first three days were for robbery
and for... Well, of course, it was unofficial... - my trans.]
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the horror that those women were going through. Alexievich does not say this
specifically, but her readers understand that even women as loving, caring, and life-
giving as the women she interviews are, they are dehumanized by war. The war blinded
them and ‘de-womanized’ them (our term). They lost what many might consider the traits
and qualities of being a woman, such as kindness, sympathy, support, helpfulness, care,
tenderness, love, and so on. Some of the interviewed women recall local people in
different villages would not recognize them as women; they would see them as men, and
when their gender was discovered, would feel sad for those women as though the women
had befallen some most unfortunate fate. Interestingly enough, the interviewees often
complained about men who would not want to continue relationships with them, after the
war, or even openly avoided the war-time women. This fact of being unwanted or
discarded became an unspoken truth about women in the war. Many of the women hid
the fact that they were at the war, some of them even destroyed any evidence of their
participation in war actions. Women who came from the war were often seen as easy, as
though they went to ‘serve men’s needs’ voluntarily, or because they wanted to get
married, or simply to simply please their own lust. Some women served as prostitutes,
simply to survive the war.

One interviewee tells Alexievich, the victory was taken away from all Soviet
women because of that unspoken belief about the women’s role at war.

Komy s Moria ckazate, 4To s paHeHas, KOHTykeHHas. [lonmpoOyii ckaxu, a KTo
Te0s1 TOTOM Ha pabOTy NPUMET, KTO 3aMy>K BO3bMET? MBI MOTYaH, KaK PHIOBI.
Huxomy He npu3HaBammCh, 4TO BoeBau Ha GppoHTe. Tak Mex Ty co00it CBSI3b
JepKalH, IePENUCHIBAIINCE... ITO TOTOM YECTBOBATh HAC CTAIH, YePE3 TPUALATh
ner... [. . .] A mepBoe BpeMsi Mbl TAWITHCh, J]aXKe Harpaabl He HOCHIN. MyX4UHH
HOCWJIY, a )KEHIIMHBI HeT. My 4uHbI — HOOEIUTENH, TePOH, KEHUXH, y HUX OblIa
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BOIHa, a HA HAC CMOTPENU COBCEM JPYTUMH InasaMu. [. . .] ¥V Hac, ckaxy s Bam,
63
3abpanu mobeny....

Civilian women often did not hide their attitudes toward military women, even behind
simple politeness or by turning a blind eye. Military women were bullied and humiliated
on a regular basis:

Kax nac Bctperuna Ponuna? bes perganmii He Mory... COpoOK JIeT MpoIwio, a 10
CHUX TIOp IIEKU TOPAT. My)YHWHBI MOITYAIH, a )KeHIIUHEL... OHH KpUYaJId HaM:
«3HaeM, 4eM BBI TaM 3aHUMAJICH! 3aBIEKaIN MOJIOJABIMH II...HAIIUX MYXXHKOB.
®ponToBEIE 6.... Cyukn BOeHHBIE...». OCKOpOIsIH HO-BCHKOMy...64

Some women told their stories about unfortunate relationships during and after the war.
Companions-in-arms were caring and tender toward women at war. They would give
their warm coats to women, would share even a last bit of food with their fellow female
soldiers, and would show fascination just from a sound of woman voice. Of course, many
of the women fell in love, and started what seemed to be serious relationships. Many of
Alexievich’s interviewees recall that those romantic stories would raise their spirits at
war, would help both men and women to live through the hardships and to fight for
victory even harder. Many pictured idyllic scenes of happy life together, after the war

was over.

63 AnexcueBuu, V oiinbl He JceHCKoe auyo, 135-136. [Who could | tell | was wounded,
shell-shocked. If you try and tell that, who would then hire you, who would marry you? We were
silent. We didn’t tell anyone we fought at the frontline. We just stayed in touch with each other,
wrote letters.... Later they would start to honor us, thirty years later... [...] But at first, we were
furtive, we didn’t even wear the medals. Men would wear them, but women wouldn’t. Men were
winners, heroes, marriageable, they owned the war, but people looked at us very differently. [...]
I should say, they took the victory away from us. — my trans.]

% Anekcuenma, 268. [How did the motherland meet us? I can’t tell that without crying. ..
It’s been forty years, but I am still blushing. Men kept silent, but women... They were yelling to
us “We know what you were doing there! You were luring our men with your young pussies. You
frontline whores... Military bitches...” They were abusing us with many words... - my trans.]
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Some stories prove it was a true love that lasted for decades. But, many others
show the underlying attitude men had toward their female comrades. Alexievich provides
one story of a woman who proudly put her military clothes back on after a dance event.
The woman told of how she was mistreated by a Soviet officer who was disgusted when
he understood she served in the army. She believed that he would expect a military
woman to be rude, have a foul mouth, to be a heavy smoker, and to be pregnant. Many of
the women interviewed recall their war time relationships ending because the men would
go back to their wives and children. Despite all the respect and comradery of the war, the
victory changed that friendly relations; men did not want to see their military companions
as their life-time spouses, and did not treat them as “true” women:

[Tocne BoiiHBL... S xuia B KoMMyHanbHOU KBapTupe. Cocenku Bce ObUIH €
MYKbsIMH, 0Omxanu MeHs. M3neBanuce: «Xa-a-a... paccKaku, Kak Tl TaM 0....C
MYXHKaMH...». [. . .] JemoOunuzoBaics u3 apmuu Mot komanaup. [Ipuexain ko
MHE, ¥ MBI TTO)KCHHIJTUCH. 3aITHCaTNCh B 3arce, u BCE. be3 cBannObI. A "epes roa
OH yIIEN K ApyTroi )KeHILHE, 3aBelyoei Hamei GadpuuHoit cronoBoit: «OT
Hed JyxaM¥ MaxXHeT, a OT TeOs TAHET CArOTaMU | TIOPTSHKAMID. >
What is implied in those stories is the question about the Soviet soldiers. Although The

War’s Unwomanly Face is about women, and all the stories belong to women, they
reflect Soviet men as well. Alexievich implicitly makes her reader ask who these male
Soviet soldiers are. She uses the stories these women tell to imply this question, leaving it
between the lines, leaving it to her readers to consider the level of moral values and

values the men displayed. It is left to the reader to ask about what it means to be a good

% Anexcuesny, Y goiinbl He dcerckoe auyo, 257. [After the war... I lived in a communal
apartment. All the female neighbors there were with their husbands, and the women were abusing
me. They were bullying me, saying “Ha-ha-ha... Tell us how you were whoring around there
with men”. [...] My commander was demobilized. He came to me and we got married. Just a
civil registration, that’s all. No wedding party. A year later, he left me for another woman; a head
of our factory’s cafeteria: “She smells of perfume, while you stink of boots and puttees”. — my
trans.]
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human, and if these war “heroes” are what one might picture previously. One of the most
important and widely spread questions implicitly present in every book by Alexievich is
what it means to be a human, and how much of a human is in a human.

As the first book in Alexievich’s ‘The Red Man’®® cycle, The War’s Unwomanly
Face begins a technique she goes on to use in all her other books — she provides the most
horrifying events together with the purest and romantic ones. She selects a wide range of
memories and juxtaposes them to lets her readers draw their own conclusions. Often, this
dichotomy is reflected in the chapter names, sometimes in the last lines of a story, or at
other times within the text body. She presents various opinions and memories; some
inspiring and overwhelming, while others are unspeakably depressing and troubling. One
story could tell of a Soviet medical nurse helping save lives of both Soviet and Nazi
soldiers, and the next of a young woman who executed two of her own companions in
arms who deserted before a battle and caused a lot of their soldiers to die. Soviet soldiers
are depicted in some stories as helpful, brave, friendly, loyal, and very selfless, but yet
other women would share memories of Soviet men breaking the arm of a child in a public
bus, or cheating on their wives, or raping women. Some memories describe the war as the
place of blood, lice, vomit, and vodka, while others would portray those five years as the
most authentic and important years of people’s life where love, friendship, comradery
was the most genuine and therefore those years would be the happiest. It is down to the
reader to decide what opinion to have, or to will form while accessing the reading.

Perhaps another reason for the juxtaposition Alexievich uses is her eagerness to

show all the horror of war and death. Probably, reading hundreds of pages about

% The cycle consists of five books — The War’s Unwomanly Face, The Last Witnesses,
The Boys of Zinc, Voices from Chernobyl, and Secondhand Time.
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manslaughter, blood, diseases, and torture would slowly blur a reader’s perceptions of
those inhumane events and render readers unreceptive. Instead, she places these events
next to simple and happy moments of everyday life, so as to elicit a strong emotional
response from a reader. The contrast breaks the tension, thus creating a stronger effect.
Consciously or not, here Alexievich employs the technique of ‘defamiliarization’ or,
‘estrangement’ developed by Viktor Shklovsky and explained in his essay «MckyccTBo
kak npuém» (“Art as Technique”). For example, Alexievich provides scenes of nature and
animal life among destroyed villages and dead soldiers. One interviewee recalls a field of
bodies, and the midst of it beautiful horses. The interviewee says that the horses did not
run away, because they were loyal animals and could not understand war. Women were
especially sensitive to those contrasts; they were stunned by how disgusting the war
looked in an eternity-long life of nature.

A Kakue TsDKENbIe paHeHbIe 3UMOiA... 3axyOeBIIne THMHACTEPKH — OT KPOBH U

CHEXHOM BOJIbI, KUP30BBIE CAIOTH B KPOBH CO JILJIOM — HE pa3pe3arh. Bce oHu

XOJIOAHBIC, KaK MCPTBCIBI. B oxno IMOCMOTPpHUIIL — 3MMa U KpacoTa

Heomnmcyemas. Bommme6nsie 6enbie enn. Ha cekynay Bc€ 3a0ynems... 1 croga...”’
We can see the juxtaposition of the horrors of bleeding human bodies and the beauty of
winter forest.

Another woman remembers how a simple dandelion next to the window of one of
the Gestapo wards, provided horrifying contrast to the unspeakable violence happening
inside the building:

He nomHto niepBblii gonpoc... S coznanue He Tepsiia. [. . .| bumu, noxsemBanm.
Bcernma abcomotHo pazneryro. @otorpadupoBann. Pykamu MoKelb 3aKphITh

°" Anexcuesuu, V eotinbl e scenckoe nuyo, 145, [Injured men are so heavy in winter. ..
Service shirts are stiff frozen from blood and snow water, kersey boots are in blood with ice, they
are impossible to cut. The men are all cold as the dead. When you look through the window, it is
winter and unspeakable beauty there. Magical white spruces. You forget everything for a
second... Then back again... — my trans.]
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TOJIBKO IPYAM... 5] BUena, Kak CXOIWII ¢ yMa... [. . .] O, kakux mozaeit s Tam
BeTpermwna! OHM yMHpally B MOJIBANIaX TecTamno, 1 00 UX MY>KECTBE 3HAIU TOJIBKO
creHsl. [. . .] Y Hac B kamepe ObLIO MaleHbKOE OKOIIKO, HA HEM PeLIETKa, HafIo
ObLTO, YTOOBI KTO-HHOY b TEOS OACAAMIL... [. . .] A MBI Bce Takue ciaabbie, 4To
HOJICaJUTh ApYT Apyra He Moriu. Ho Obuta y Hac AHs, napamoructka. [. . .] U
BOT OHa, BCS OKpOBaBIICHHAs, n30uTasi, BAPYT nonpocuna: «[loaTonkaurte MeHs,
s BBIIJISIHY Ha BOJIIO. Xo4y Tyaal». Xouy — u Bc€. MbI Bce BMeCTe €€ OAHSIIN,
OHa BCKpUKHYa: «/leBouky, TaMm 1BeToueK...». U Toraa kaxaas crana
npocutsest: «M MeHs»... 1 0TKyAa-To y Hac B3SUIMCh CHJIBI TIOMOYb APYT APYTY.
A To 6511 OyBaHuHK [. . .].%

Imagining those badly beaten and tortured women helping each other to reach a window
for a glimpse at a dandelion is striking.

Yet another woman could not forget the scenery of nature in the moment she
learned about the war. In her memories, the news about the war and the beauty of green
trees could not coexist, they did not belong to the same world:

... U Tyt BoiiHa. [. . .] 5 y3Hana 3Ty cTpamHyr HOBOCTh yTpoM... Emé poca Ha
JIMCTBE JEPEBbEB HE BHICOXJIA, @ YXKE CKa3aiu — BoiHa! 1 BOT 3Ta poca, KOTOpyro
sL BAPYT YBU/ENA Ha TPaBe U ACPEBbAX, TaK SICHO yBHJeNa — MHE U Ha (ppoHTe
BcroMHHAaNack. [Ipupona Haxoamnace B KOHTpAcTe C TEM, YTO MIPOUCXOIMIO €
JIOABMU. SIpKO CBETHJIO CONHIE... PaciBenyu poMalky, MO JI0OMMBIE, X OBLIO

BHIUMO-HEBUIUMO B nyrax...69

%8 AnekcueBuu, Y gotinbl He ocenckoe nuyo, 293. [I don’t remember the first
interrogation. I didn’t faint. [...] They would beat me, hang me up. Always completely naked.
They were taking photographs. You can cover only your breasts with your arms... I saw people
going crazy... [...]JOh, what a great people | met there! They were dying in Gestapo basements
and only the walls knew about those people’s bravery. [. . .]There was a little window in our cell,
it had a wire, you would need somebody to give you a boost... [. . .]But we all were so weak that
we could not give each other a boost. There was Ania, a paratrooper. [. . .]She was all in blood
and beaten up. Suddenly she asked us “Give me a boost, I would look at free life. | want to go
there!” She wants that, period. We all gave her a boost and all of the sudden she exclaimed
“Girls, there is a little flower...” Then every gitl started to ask “Give me a boost too... Me too...”
[. . .JSomehow we found strength to help each other. It was a dandelion [. . .]- my trans.]

% Anexcuesuu, 76. [Suddenly, there came the war [. . .JI learned this terrible piece of
news in the morning... Dew on the tree leaves had not dried up as they already said — the war!
This dew that | saw so clearly on the grass and trees, | was recalling it on the front. Nature was in
contrast to what was going on with people. The sun was shining brightly... Daises have come
into bloom, my favorite flowers; they were thick on the ground in meadows... - my trans.]
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Even though The War’s Unwomanly Face depicted a period of extreme historic
transition, and aimed to preserve the memory of people who would soon pass away and
would get lost for the future generations, and touched upon some topics relating to the
quotidian experience of women, such as childbirth and menstruation, it is not really an
example of écriture féminine. In this book Alexievich does not do anything different from
other writers in the same field. Interviews collected by Adamovich, Granin, Ehrenburg,
Grossman, and others followed a similar goal — to share the memories of hundreds of
people and memories about people. Every narrator would reflect on something that he or
she considered important and worthy remembering. We can find numerous stories about
love, children, marriage, support, etc. in the books by those writers. The concept of
écriture féminine is not applicable to the writing by Alexievich, because she is not
interested in disengaging her narrative from male-centric stories, nor does this mode of
writing take on a paradigmatic or global character in her books. She does not try,
intentionally or unintentionally, to reject the diegetic paradigm of male authority in her
writing. Her topics in the 1985 book were about women, but the War’s Unwomanly Face
is not an example of ‘women writing’ for the simple reason that it endeavors to unearth
women’s testimonies about a traumatic collective experience, rather seeking out a refuge
from patriarchal modes of storytelling as such.

Although the mode of ‘women’s writing’ is not applicable to this collection of
stories prepared by Svetlana Alexievich, she did an important work in preserving women
personal memories and reflecting on some hidden sides of lives of women in the Soviet
Union. One of the most important aspects of The War’s Unwomanly Face was that

Alexievich made both the readers and the interviewees feel that those experiences were
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noteworthy and, even though non-heroic by the military meaning, they were heroic for
the people who lived through the war. In the course of her discussion about different
privileges that WWII participants had in the USSR, Nina Tumarkin takes special note of
this line of audience separation in accounts of the war. The women who struggled to
survive, to feed their children, to save them from illnesses and starvation, were not
considered the “war participants” and therefore were not eligible for any benefits like free
public transportation or no-fee annual trips to resorts, etc.”

Another important aspect reflected in The War’s Unwomanly Face was the
depiction of unspoken reality behind the exterior of Soviet gender equality. Equal rights
for men and women were stipulated in the first Soviet constitution of 1918. Women were
granted the same opportunities as men for voting, education, salary, labor, medical care,
marriage, etc. The right of women to have maternity leave and social security benefits
was also guaranteed by the Soviet laws. The system worked and Soviet women utilized
their rights fully. But the collection of interviews by Svetlana Alexievich reflects a
hidden side of this gender equality. The experience of the Great Patriotic War exposed
the deep frustrations and fractures within women’s perceptions of themselves, and even
in their political consciousness. They were expected to be equal to men and equal to
soldiers, there were not supposed to be any differences between men suffering and
women suffering, and all the hardship of just being a woman during the war was not
considered as anything noteworthy. The interviews of women who survived the war
showed how difficult and humiliating it was to them, how de-womanizing it was, and

how much it affected their future life choices. In the Soviet society, where women were

"% Nina Tumarkin, The Leaving & The Dead. The Rise and Fall of the Cult of World War
Il in Russia (Basic Books, 1994), 195.



84

declared equal to men in their rights, post-war confessions from female survivors
unveiled the deep gap between how society wanted to see them, and how they felt and
lived in reality.

The War’s Unwomanly Face unfolds unspoken reality of women’s life in the
Soviet society. Even though officially they were supposed to be treated in the same
manner as men, the long-established tradition of male and female roles in that part of the
world prevailed over the new rules of the Soviet era. Not only were women not ready to
cross out their typical feminine traits like the need to look pretty, smell good, and have
beautiful clothes, but men were not ready for these changes either. As the interviews
revealed, Soviet men did not see those ‘unfeminine’ women as women; they were
looking for traditional feminine images of a lady-like female who wears dresses, smells
of perfume, is person who is more sensitive and fragile than men, needs protection, and
who just cannot do absolutely everything by herself. The war distorted this image for a
while, but as much as women were proud that they sacrificed everything for the victory,
including their pride, health, and in some way their own female self-identification, Soviet
society did not grant women the declared equality, and men did not see or need the
sacrifices that the women made. The gap between the official narrative of women’s status
in the USSR and their actual status, reflected in the interviews in the War’s Unwomanly
Face, corresponds to Chandra Mohanty’s concept of “Woman” as “a cultural and
ideological composite other constructed through diverse representational discourses —

scientific, literary, juridical, linguistic, cinematic, etc.” and “women” as “real material
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2

subjects of their collective histories”.”" Mohanty’s study on feminism helps us interpret
Alexievich’s attempts to bring into large narrative the experiences of women that are
otherwise occluded by patriarchy. Chandra Mohanty argues that “[t]he “unity” of the
individual subject, as well as the unity of feminism, is situated and specified as the
product of interpretation of personal histories; personal histories that are themselves
situated in relation to the development within feminism of particular questions and
critiques.”™

Even though Soviet women had access to education, labor and wage, high ranked
job positions, medical care, maternal rights, political and legal rights, and numerous
studies on gender roles in the Soviet times would prove it, the narratives of women
collected by Alexievich unveiled women’s dubious status. As they confessed in their
interviews, they wanted to be seen as different from men and get proper treatment with
regard to their gender. They wanted to look feminine during the war and yet they were
ashamed of that, they needed feminine hygiene products and yet they were ashamed to
ask for it, since the government did not see any need in such commodities. They were
given opportunities by Soviet society to nearly eliminate their feminine side and receive
equal treatment as Communist workers, but in reality, Soviet men did not want to marry
such women and were looking for more traditional females. On the surface, all Soviet
women could go fight to protect their motherland, but in reality, the after-war years

revealed men’s unspoken attitude that ‘decent women should stay at home’. Many Soviet

women used to hide the fact that they were anywhere near the front-line and used to hide

" Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Feminism Without Borders (Duke University Press, 2003),
19.
2 Mohanty, 86.
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their medals if they received any. They felt betrayed and rightless. Here we see some
paradox of Soviet women who were proud of their social, political, and economic
freedoms, together with the freedom from any religious assigned role for women in the
atheistic state, and who at the same time secretly and shamefully desired to still hold a

special social status that would separate them as in some sort special gender.

Tocneonue ceuoemenu (Last Witnesses)

Alexievich continued the topic of WWII in her next book /Tocieonue ceuoemenu
(Last Witnesses), 1985. As far as we know, there is no English translation of this book
yet, but Random House is planning to publish Richard Pevear and Larissa Volkonsky’s
translation of it later in 2018.

Just as the first book, this one contains a wide array of interview excerpts that the
writer collected many years after the war. After talking to women in their fifties, and
older, for War’s Unwomanly Face she goes on to collect stories of people who were little
children during the war and who managed to survive those horrors. Both books provide
full first and last names of the interviewees at the end of each story. Where War’s
Unwomanly Face records what profession the person had during the war time and often
notes the honors received by the storytellers, The Last Witnesses only provides the age of
the interviewee at the time of events described in the interview and what occupation the
person has now.

This book also does not have any remarks by Alexievich herself, remarks like
‘starts crying’, or ‘after a long silence’, or ‘turns away,” nor does it have the author’s

preface or afterword. This differs significantly from her previous book, which is packed
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with notes and comments. Instead, Last Witnesses is a set of little excerpts from a
hundred of interviews that presented in the way the interviewer recorded them.

Also unlike War’s Unwomanly Face, this book does not have chapters. It consists
of about one hundred little stories, some are just two pages long, and small summaries
prepared by Alexievich out of hours of interviews. The people Alexievich interviewed for
this book are indeed the last witnesses of WWII, in post-Soviet countries. The generation
of people who fought in the war has almost all passed away. But the people interviewed
for this book in the late 1970s and early 1980s were in their 40s and 50s. The generation
after them did not experience the war at all, while the generation before them took part in
the war and then was passing away due to their age and health issues. The only people
left to tell their first-hand experience are those whose stories made Last Witnesses.

There are not any particular main themes or sub-topics in the book. It does not
have any late editions and newly added chapters, as War’s Unwomanly Face does. The
memories include a variety of childhood experiences; they reflect of many possible
events one could expect of war time: crimes, dead people, violence, tortures, lots of
blood, starvation, evacuation, orphanages.

For the title of each story Alexievich picked the most striking phrase from an
interview. She heavily employed her method of contrast for naming the stories. When
reading through the list of contents, one can already get a good idea of what kind of
memories one might find in the book. These titles provide incredible pain, suffering, and
love in a child-like syntax. The titles are truly shocking and very illustrative examples of

the ‘contrasting mode’ method, as are the stories they announce.
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One example is «A oHu He TOHYIH, Kak Msuuky...» (‘They were not drowning,
just like balls..."):

... [lobexanwm ¢ cectpoit k JIBHHE, MOCTa B TOM MECTE He OBLIO, B TETTO JIFOJIeH
MIepeBO3WIN Ha Jo/IKaX. beper onenwim HeMibl. Ha Hammux riazax 3arpykaiu
JIOJTKHA CTapUKaMHU, IEThMH, Ha KaTepe JOTACKUBAIN A0 CEPEAUHBI PEKU U JIOJKY
onpokuabBaid. [. . .] Bumena, kak cena B JIOAKY CEMbsl — MYXK, )KEHa H JBOC
JeTel, Kora JOIKY IepEeBEepHYIIH, B3pOCIbIe Cpa3y MOILUTH KO JTHY, a IETH BCE
BpeMs BCIDIbIBANIN. DammcThl, cMesch, Ommn ux Bécimamu. OHU ynapsT UX B
OJIHOM MECTE, T€ BCILIBIBAIOT B APYTrOM, OTOHSIOT U CHOBA OBIOT. A OHU He

7
TOHYJIH, KaK MSYUKHU... 3

When one thinks of balls for games, one often thinks of something nice and joyful, of
children playing in the backyard or of school students playing during a long break. Balls
follow us throughout our childhood in probably every country of the world. They are
something innocent and filled with good memories. Hence, the shocking comparison of
drowning children with balls; something as fun-filled as toy balls and something as
terribly wrong as people coming on the surface to grasp air while getting beaten by Nazis.

Another example comes from «S ux pykamu cobupaa, a oHu Oeible-0ebIe. ..»
(‘I was collecting them with hands, and they were white, very white...’):

Emgé uepes3 Heckonpko nuel... M3 nepeBan Kabaku nmpubekana MaMuHa cecTpa —
térs Kars. UepHas, cTpamnas. OHa pacckasalia, 4To B HX JEPEBHIO MTPUEXan
HEMIIbI, COOpaJIM aKTUBUCTOB U BBIBE3JIH 33 OKOJIHILY. TaMm paccTpensiin u3
myneméroB. Cpenu pacCTpessHHBIX ObLT 1 MaMHH Opart, IeIyTaT CeIbCKOTO
Cosgera. [. . .] To cux nop momuio ciaoBa tétu Karu:

- OHHK eMy pa30OWIIH TOJIOBY, | 51 pyKaMu MO3TH cobupana. OHu Oemnbie-0ernbie.

3 Cernana Anexcuesny, ITocneonue ceudemenu (Mocksa: Bpems, 2016), 227. [My
sister and | ran to Dvina, there was no bridge at that place and they were taking (Jewish) people
into Ghetto by boats. Germans sealed off the shore. We saw with our own eyes - they would load
the boats with old people, children, then would take them by powerboat to the middle of the river
and would flip the boats over. We saw a family getting on to the boat — a husband, wife, and two
children; then the boat got flipped over the adults drowned immediately, but the children were
emerging all the time. Nazis were beating them with oars. They would hit at one spot and the
children would come on the surface at another spot, the Nazis would hurry after them and would
beat again. They were not drowning, just like balls. — my trans.]
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Ona xwuna y Hac fBa AHs. [. . .] U 3a 9Tu qBa qus y Heé mobenena rosyosa. [. . .] 5
0OsUICS, UTO MaMa TOKE CTAHET Oeiad...

White is symbolically associated with purity and perfection. But here, the storyteller
combines this color white, with all of its implied meanings, with human brains. If a
reader tries to imagine how it feels to collect human brains with bare hands, they would
be able to fully understand the contrast of the dead man’s brain and whiteness.

A final example comes from «...! crana ka4aTb, kak Kykiay» (‘She started to
cradle it like a doll’):

ITocne BoHHEI st O0sICs Keme3a. JISKUT OCKOJIOK, a Y MEHS CTpax, 9TO OH emié
pa3 B3opBércs. Cocenckas aeBouka... [. . .] Mama e€ Hax rpo6oM HoBTOpSsIa:
«Tpu roaa u aBa Mecsiay... [. . .] OHa Hanula «MMOHKY». W cTana Ka4yaTh, Kak
KyKiy. B Tpsinku 3aBepHyna u kayaer... [ paHaTa ManeHbKas, Kak UTPYIIKa,
TOJIBKO TsDKENast. MaThb 100exkarh He ycnena... [. . .] [locne BolHbI B Harlei
nepeHe [. . .] em€ nBa roga xopoHmiu aeteil. BoeHHOE %kele30 Balsioch BCIOY.
[. . .] Kycku mMun, 60M6.... A y HAC e UIpyIIEK He ObUIO...

It is not difficult to imagine little girls cradling their dolls. Children always copy their
parents, and little daughters cradle their dolls just like their mothers might cradle babies.

Needless to say, picturing a child cradling a hand grenade like a doll is terrifying. People

™ Anexcuesny, ITocrednue ceudemenu, 32. [A few days later, mother’s sister, aunt Katia,
came from the Kabaki village. She was dark, formidable. She said that Nazis came to their
village, gathered all activists, and took them to the outskirts. There they shot them with a
machine-gun. Mother’s bkother was among the dead shootees; he was a deputy of the village
council. [...] Up until now, I remember aunt Katia’s words:

- They crushed his head, and | was collecting his brains with hands. They were white,

S0 very white.

She stayed with us for two days. [...] In two days her head turned white. [...] | was

worried that my mother would turn white too. — my trans.]

> Anexcuesny, I[Tocnednue ceudemenu, 72. [| was afraid of the metal after the war. | see
a metal scrap and | fear it would explode again. There was a neighbor’s girl... [. . .]Her mother
was repeating over her coffin: “Three years and two months”... [. . .]The girl found a hand
grenade and started to rock it like a baby doll. She wrapped it in cloths and was rocking it... The
hand grenade was small like a toy, but just heavy. The mother could not run to the girl on time...
[. . .JAfter the war, we would bury children for the next two years. Military metal gears were
everywhere; [. . .]pieces of land mines and bombs... We didn’t have toys then... - my trans.]
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cradle babies and pets to calm them down, to relax them, and to show love and caring.
The image of a girl expressing her love to a deadly weapon is startling, and one of those
mentally bothering contrasts seen in every book by Alexievich.

What makes The Last Witnesses, in some ways, similar to The War’s Unwomanly
Face is the focus by the interviewees on physical objects. Just like the women in the
previous book, the storytellers recall animals, nature, colors, beautiful things, shoes,
dresses, toys, smells, some random phrases that got fixed in the memories, and so on.
These memories of their war time childhoods are undoubtedly a source of terrible
psychological trauma. The stories are terrifying and all worth quoting. They are told with
simple words, short sentences, and plain syntax. Such a way of storytelling accentuates
the contrasting mode of positioning the stories, and has a disquieting effect upon the
reader. The combination of bloodcurdling facts from the interviewees together with
unsophisticated manner of telling about them, as well as placing those facts in the middle
of average everyday events, results in this large emotional impact on the reader.

[Morpy3unu u nmose3nw. [. . .] Ot rosoaa u crpaxa s Tepsiia Co3HaHue. [. . .]
XKaxma. Hac Bcex Myumnna xaxna... [. . .] 5 Bex Oyay momMHuts... [ . .] B yry y
Hac CTOsJIM BENpa, KyJa Mbl XOJIUIU IO MaJIOW HYXkJ€E, oka exanu. 1 osiHa
neBouka.. OHa Tonosna 10 3TUX BEnep, 00XBaTHIIa OTHO BEAPO PYKaMH,
NpUIaia K HeMy 1 Hadana nuTh. [1nia 60IbIIMME TTIOTKaMU... A TIOTOM e
Ha4aJo BEIBOpAa4YMBaTh... OHA BEIPBET M OIIATH MOJ3ET K Benpy... E€ cHoBa
BBIBOpAuMBaeT... [. . .] S He momHi0... Ho 310 OB1IO yke B Jarepe... [. . .] Tam Mbr
pasrpysKaii MaliHbl ¢ MEPTBBIMU U YKJIAJIBIBAIN HX B IITA0CIS, YKIIa bIBAIIH
CIIOSIMH — CJIOW MEPTBBIX, CJIOH NPOCMOJIEHHBIX mmadl. [. . .] U tak ¢ yrpa o
HOYHU MBI TOTOBHIJIM KOCTPHI ...[. . .] 13 TpynoB. Cpenu MEPTBBIX MOMAANUCH €I
’KMBBIC, U OHU XOTEIIM HAM YTO-TO CKa3atk.. [. . .] A HaM HeJb3st ObUIO BO3JIC HUX
ocTaHaBNMBaTheA... [. . .] Kak s BeDKMIIa, Kora ymupana cro pa3? He 3nat... [. .
.] A Bam He cTpaiHo co MHO#T? MeHs cirymiaTh...

’® Anexcuesmy, 131-134. [They loaded us and started the transportation. [. . .]I was
fainting from starvation and fear. [. . .]Thirst. We all were suffering from thirst... [. . .]JI will
always remember... [. . .]There were buckets in the corner, we would go for a pee in them while
we were on the road. There was one girl... She crawled up to those buckets, put her arms around
one bucket, got closer to it and started drinking... She was drinking with big gulps. Then got sick
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As children, the interviewees experienced a lot of deaths around them and these deaths
were their normal life. They remember slipping in the blood of their own parents, and
burying of their family members, of collecting limbs of Soviet soldiers to make a mass
grave; they also remember Nazis collecting their blood and a lot of dead children as the
result of total blood loss, remember tortures and life in camps. Yet all those memories are
filled with love toward people; toward neighbors, strangers on trains and roads, toward
partisans and locals who would help them during the war.

Some of those children saw unspeakable violence by the Nazis and still they
recall feeding German children with the last food they had. Lots of those children became
indifferent to death and suffering; some of them would lose the ability to cry up until the
moment of the interview with Alexievich.

MeHs pa30yaIuiI MaTBYHIIKA C HIDKHETO 3TaXka, OH ckazall: «lloiméM co MHOM Ha
YUy, TaM jexart yoursie. [loumem Moero otia». Yiumny 3amesnio JErkiuM
CHETOM, [. . .] uepe3 maATHAAIATH-BA/IIIATh METPOB JISKAIH PACTPEIISIHHBIC HALIIH
BOCHHOIUTICHHEBIE. [. . .] Bce oHM eskanu TuioM BHU3. ManbyuuIlKa He MOT
TOTPOHYTHCS IO YOUTHIX, OH OOSIJICS, UTO TIe-TO 3/1ech ero oter. U BoT Torna s
ceOs oiiMa Ha MBICJIH, YTO Y MEHsI [TOYEMY-TO HET CTpaxa nepes] CMEpPThIO.
MpbIcneHHO ¢ Helt yxke Cxuiics. S ux mepeBopaduBall, a OH CMOTPEN KaXkJI0MY B
nuno. Tak MBI IPOIIUTK BCIO YIHILY... Y MEHsS ¢ TeX Hop... 0ojbiie HeT cnés... Her
JIX J@Ke TOTJIa, KOTa, MOXKET ObITh, U HALO. '

to the stomach. She would vomit and would crawl to the bucket again. Then she would get sick to
the stomach again... [. . .]l don’t remember... But it was already in a camp. There, we were
unloading cars with the dead and were stacking them; we were placing them in layers — one layer
of the dead and another layer of resin cast railroad ties. [. . .]We were making those camp fires
out of the dead...from dawn to sunset. Among those corpses, we would come across people who
were still alive and they were trying to tell us something. But we were not allowed to stop next to
them... [. . .]JHow did I survive if I have died a hundred times?... I don’t know... Aren’t you
scared here next to me?... Listening to me? — my trans.]

" Anexcuesny, [Tociednue ceudemenu, 149. [A boy from the lower floor woke me up, he
said “Let’s go outside to the street with me, there are the murdered out there. Let’s look for my
father”. The street was covered up with light snow [...] In fifteen to twenty meters, there were our
dead prisoners of war. [. . .]They were all facing the ground. The boy couldn’t touch the killed
people; he was afraid his father was somewhere there. That was when | caught myself thinking
that | did not have fear of death. In my thoughts, | had already embraced it. | was turning them
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Many interviewees recall that dead people and murdered family members became their
everyday life and did not cause shock or grief; they treated death as something expected:

Odurep mogomén K CToxy, MOTHSII CKaTepTh U BeicTpenit. OTTyna — KpyK, OH
emé pa3 BeICTpEnuI. [. . .] CMOTpUT Ha MeHs... [. . .] Y Hero Takue KpacuBbie
Kapwue riasa... Hamgo e, momHro... 5l Tak ucmyranace, 4To OT CTpaxa CIpoCHIa:
«JlsineHbKa, BoI MeHst youBath Oymere?». [. . .] [TomMHI0, Kak ropenu y youToi
MaMBI BOJIOCHL.. A Y MaJICHBKOTO BO3JIC HEE — MENEHKH... MBI IEPENo3iu 4epes3
HHX CO CTapIINM GPaToM, s AeprKalach 3a ero mranusy. [. . .]"
The memories of those now adult children are incredibly vivid and filled with details.

They read like a ready to film script due to their heightened emotional content, and the
emblematic ways in which those feelings emotions are conveyed.

Hanu oty u 6paTy 10omarhl KOmaTh siMy. A HaC ¢ MaMOM Mo IEpeBOM
MOCTABUIIK CMOTPETH. [. . .] MBI ¢ MaMOii CMOTPEITH, KaK UX PAacCTPETUBAIIH.
Henb3st Ob1T0 OTBEPHYTHCS M 3aKPBITH II1a3a. [. . .] Ha TpeTuit 1eHs mpuxoasaT TOT
Ke HeMeIT 1 [Ba monnnast: «CoOnpanTech XOPOHUTH CBOUX O0AaHINUTOBY. MBI
MPHUIILTH HA TO MECTO, OHU B SIME TUIABAIOT... [. . .] JIomaTsl MBI CBOH B3sUTH,
MIPHUKAIbIBaeM | I1adeM. A oHH ToBOpST: «KTo Oyzmer mmakats, Toro Oyaem
CTpensTh. YibibaiiTech». OHU 3aCTaBJISIN HAC YIBIOATHCS... S1 HATHYCh, OH
MTOIXOTUT W B JIAIO 3arJISIIBIBACT: YIBIOAOCH S HIIH nnaqy?79

and he was looking into each face. This way, we walked through the entire street... I don’t have
any more tears left since then. I don’t have them even when I probably should do. — my trans.]

" Anexcuesnu, 192-193. [The officer came to the table, lifted the table cloth and shot.
From under the table came a scream; he shot again. [. . .]JHe is looking at me... [. . .]He has
beautiful brown eyes... Oh wow, I still remember... I got so scared that I asked “Sir, are you
planning to kill me?” [. . .]I remember how my dead mother’s hair was burning... and how the
little baby’s swaddling clothes were burning next to her... We crawled past them with my
brother; 1 was holding his pant leg. [. . .]- my trans.]

% Anexcuesny, [Tocrednue ceudemenu, 240-241. [They told my father and brother to dig
a pit. They put me and my mother next to the tree to watch that. [. . .]My mother and | were
watching how they were shooting [father and brother]. We were not allowed to look away and to
close our eyes. [. . .]In three days the same German and two police goons came to us “Go bury
your bandits”. We came to that spot, and they were swimming in the pit. [. . .]We took shovels
with us. We are digging them in and crying. They tell us “We will kill those who will cry.
Smile!” They forced us to smile... I would bend over, [the German] would come to me and look
into my face to check if I am smiling or crying. — my trans.]
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Alexievich will look again at the families destroyed by war and at the people who had to
face death too soon in their lives in her next book, Zinky Boys, that will talk about the

Soviet was in Afghanistan.

Hunkoswvre manvuuxu (Zinky Boys: Soviet Voices from a Forgotten War)

In 1979, the USSR brought its army to Afghanistan with the stated aim to help the
people of the country get more freedom and build socialism. During the next 10 years,
around 500,000 Soviet soldiers, of a so called ‘limited contingent’ («orpaHuYeHHBbIH
KOHTHHTeHT»), went to Afghanistan. Some of them made multiple tours of the country.
Total losses from the Soviet side were more than 15,000. In 1985, the USSR took a
political shift called ‘Perestroika’ (‘restructuring’), and it became possible to ask
previously forbidden questions. Some of these questions included the reasoning for the
war, and generally questioning the war itself. In 1989, the USSR pulled out its army out
of Afghanistan, and civilians soon noticed growing numbers of war veterans in the
streets, war veterans who could not fit into society. The Soviet people began to question
the perception of Soviet commanders, and the army in general, and to consider the life of
the Soviet soldiers in Afghanistan, and the moral portrait of a Soviet soldier. The visible
veterans aroused questions, and as a result the Soviet people wanted to understand the
war and the actions of the Soviet Army.

Alexievich talked to hundreds of people; both those who came back from
Afghanistan and the families of those who did not. It is not clear from the stories in the
book if the writer was asking her subjects specific questions, as she would be doing more

visibly in her next book, Voices from Chernobyl, but her interviewees, as always, made
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some very emotional confessions about their Afghan experience or about the trauma of
losing a son, husband, or daughter. The stories are very personal, sad, and to some extent
therapeutic for the speakers themselves; the interviewees pour all of their pain, anger,
disappointment and sorrow on the writer, almost making her both a defendant and a judge
at the same time.

The storytellers in this book do not have names, but only titles in relation to the
war; mother, staff employee, grenade bomber, private, ensign, captain, helicopter-pilot,
etc. Some of those interviews were collected during the war, when Svetlana Alexievich
traveled to Afghanistan. She kept a diary during her trip and used some of those entries as
one separate chapter in the book. Alexievich also combined some stories together, and
titled them with archetypal names such as the story of a soldier or of a mother. These are
often collections where she selected the most emotional and defining fragments of several
interviews and included them in the book under the collective name. Some subjects of the
book sued Alexievich, in 1992, for defaming the Soviet army and slandering the soldiers.
She dedicated a small chapter in the Zinky Boys to the court hearing, and the process of
shaming her book in the early 1990s. One of the two prosecutors, a soldier who returned
from the war, was ridiculed by other soldiers who recognized him in one of the stories
and he filed a case against Alexievich for the falsification of information. As he said in
his speech in court: «Mowu aApy3bs 3BOHAT MHE U 00CIIAIOT HAOKUTH MOP/Y, YTO sl TAKOM
repoit...».®° The other case was initiated by a mother of the soldier killed during the war.

The woman felt that Alexievich belittled her son and his heroic service in the Soviet

8 Cpermana Anexcuesnu, Lfunxosvie mansuuxu (Mocksa: Bpems, 2016), 266. [My
friends call me on the phone and tell me they will beat the hell out of me since | am that kind of a
hero... - my trans.]
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army. When asked by the judge why she did not sue the writer when the first publication
appeared in a newspaper, but instead waited for three and a half years, the woman replied
she did not know the book would later be published abroad. To her, this fact meant the
propagation of slander about the country which she had served her entire life. After
reading her court speech, it seems like the woman was more concerned about her harsh
life during the Soviet Union and about the collapse of the country, its beliefs, and the
hopes its people had than she was insulted by the publication itself. The court declined
one of the cases and approved the other one. The USSR was over, and it was not yet clear
what direction the country would take next, and the decision of the court was to some
extent predictable. The court did not take any side, and instead stayed politically neutral.
We will talk more about these court cases in Chapter 3 of this study.

The Zinky Boys is about ‘the feeling of betrayal and deception that people had in
Afghanistan and/or after their return to the USSR’. Most of the interviewees mention
something of this in their confessions. Some of them experienced these feeling of
betrayal and deception immediately upon their arrival in Afghanistan, while others came
to these conclusions several years after the war. The USSR did not allow the news to
report about soldiers lost in the war, and newspapers and news programs could only
report on new schools erected in Afghanistan and new hospitals for the Afghan people.
Only photographs with happy and smiling local men and women would be accepted, and
many soldiers confessed they believed those articles and volunteered to go to
Afghanistan. Only later did they understand the reality. They would collect body parts of
their killed brothers in arms after combat and would not be allowed to write actual cause

of death. Soviet newspapers delivered in Afghanistan would never mention these deaths
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and would publish photographs of Afghan people listening to the Party leader lecture
about the world socialist revolution instead.

VY>ke TaM MBI Ha4aJId NOHUMATh, YTO Hac oOMaHyu. Bompoc: nouemy ke Hac Tak
Jerko oOMaHbIBath? [I0TOMY 4TO MbI camu 3TOT0 XOTUM. [. . .] Ho Bepa Obwia!
Bonsmas Bepa! Bo 4To-TO BEpUTH — 3TO Tak KpacuBo. 3ameuyaTenbHoO!
Omymenne obMana... 1 Bepa... B Hac Kak-To 3T0 yKuBanoCk...>"

One of the interviewees Alexievich uses in the book shared his thoughts on the war, and

how useless and absurd he thought it was because it was a Muslim country with its own
time and understanding of the universe.

B namreit, MoxeT OBITh, HANBHOW Bepe MBI OBLITH IEBCTBEHHO YHCTHL. Ham
Ka3aJloCch: HOBAasl BIACTH JTa€T 3eMJTI0, M BCE JOJDKHBI C pagocThio OpaTh e€. 1
BIPYT...KPECThSIHUH He OepéT 3emitto! Mo, KTO ThI TAKOH, YTO MOJKEILb 1aTh
3eMJII0, KOTJja OHa MPUHAMIISKUT Antaxy. Amutax otMepseT u 1aét. Ham
Ka3anoch: MBI ioctporM MTC (MammmHHO-TPAKTOPHBIE CTAHITIH), JaIUM M
TPaKTOPBI, KOMOANHHBI, KOCHIIKH, U BCS KU3Hb UX U3MEHUTCA. JII01 U3MEHATCSI.
U Bapyr...onn yaunuautoxaioT MTC! IMoapeiBaroT Hamu Tpaktopa [. . .] Ham
Ka3aJIOCh: B BEK KOCMUYECKHX MOJETOB CMEIIHO aymath o bore. Henero! [. . .] U
BIPYT...HEMOKOJeOuMas UBUIN3aLUEH NCIIaMCKasl PENIUrus... MOXXHO JH
BOEBATh C BEYHOCTHI0?%

Other soldiers discussed how much they wanted to go to Afghanistan to test their

personalities. They believed they would be useful there both by helping their country and
by helping their fellow soldiers. But, they soon found that they were brought to

Afghanistan through false pretenses:

8 Anexcuesmy, Junxosvie manvuuxu, 226-227. [Already there [in Afghanistan] we
started to understand we were deceived. A question: Why is it that it is so easy to deceive us?
Because we want that ourselves. [. . .]But there was a belief! Major belief! To believe into
something is so beautiful. Wonderful! The feeling of deception... and the belief. It was in
agreement together inside of us. — my trans.]

8 Anexcuesmu, 212. [In our maybe naive belief, we were pristine. We thought — the new
power gives away land and everybody should accept it gladly. Suddenly, ... a peasant does not
accept the land! It’s like they say “Who do you think you are if you can give away land when the
land belongs to Allah. Allah measures it and gives it away.” We thought - we will build MTS
(machine-tractor stations), will give them tractors, combine-harvesters, mowing-machines, and
their whole life would change, the people would change. Suddenly, ... they destroy MTSs! They
blow up our tractors. [. . .]JWe thought — it is silly to think about God in the century of space
travels. Suddenly, ... there is Islamic religion unshakable by the civilization. Is it possible to
make war with the eternity? — my trans.]
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BrI3pIBaNI K KOMaHIUPY YacTH U CIPAIIHBAIIH:

- PebsiTa, xoTHTE paboTaTh HAa HOBEHHKUX MAIMHAX ?

Pazymeercs, B onuH rosoc:

- Jla! MeuTaeM.

- Ho cravarna BBl JOJDKHBI TTOEXATh Ha IETMHY U IOMOYb YOpaTh XJiel.

Bce cornacunuce.

[. . .] Homocmeno Bpems ob6ena, K HalIeil CTOSHKE OJIMH 3a APYTUM
MOITACKUBAIOT SIIUKH C BOJAKOM. [. . .] [TocTponnu u TYT ke 0OBABUIIN, YTO, MOJI,
Yyepe3 HECKOJIFKO YacOB 32 HaMH MPUIIETUT CaMOJIET — MBI HAaIllPaBIsieMCsl B
pecny0sinky AQraHuCTaH BBITIOIHATE CBOM BOMHCKUH JIOIT. ... UTO TYyT
Havanock! [. . .] KTo-To miakan ot 0Oujibl, KTO-TO BIIAJ B OICTICHEHHE, B TPAHC
OT 3TOTO THYCHOTO 0OMaHa. BOT [u1st 4ero, oka3pIBaeTCsl, IPUTOTOBIIIH BOJIKY.
Yr00BI jIeTYe ¥ IPOIIE ¢ HAMH MOJaanTh. [. . .] MeHs IBaKkapl 0OMaHyJIH:
OTHPABUIIM HA BOMHY U HE CKa3ajH MpaBly, Kakas 3TO BOMHA, - IpaBay 5 y3HAI
qepes BoceMb Jet.®

Some of the interviewees who received honors after the war confessed that they did not
feel worthy of any honors. They treated these medals as ones that should not have been
given at all. They felt especially strongly opposed to comparing themselves to WWII
veterans; those veterans had fought against the aggressor, but they felt as though they had
fought as aggressors in their war.

It is important to note that this was the first time when ordinary people of the
USSR felt comfortable speaking the truth. Many generations of Soviet people had only

ever spoken up about doubts and disappointments in their kitchens and with close friends.

8 Anexcuesuy, LJunkoswie manvuuxu, 47-48. [They summoned us to the commander and
asked:
- Guys, do you want to work on new machines?
Naturally, all with one voice:
- Yes, we do. Dreaming about that.
- But first you need to go to the virgin soil and help collect wheat.
All agreed.

[. . .Jit was lunch time and they were dragging boxes with vodka up to our camp. They
lined us up and announced that in a few hours a helicopter would come to pick us up — we are
going to the Republic of Afghanistan to perform our military duty... What a mess then started! [.
. .]Somebody was crying because of the insult, somebody got into a stupor, into a trance because
of this heinous deception. Turned out, this was why they prepared vodka - so that they would
come to an understanding with us easier and smoother. [. . .]They deceived me twice: they sent
me to the war and did not tell the truth about what kind of war it was; | learned the truth eight
years later. — my trans.]
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Alexievich attempted to make people speak openly for the first time in their lives. Some
of them felt as though they had nothing to lose, and others felt like if there would be any
punishment it would not be as bad as their Afghan experience. People became fearless in
a certain way. As one of the interviewees told Alexievich, they had a “menpusbrano”
(“unusual” or “not accustomed to”’) feeling after their conversations with her.

Undoubtedly, these stories about the politically controversial and almost
forbidden topic were one of the tools used by Alexievich to greatly influence her reader.
Those men and women did not just talk about the hardship of death, of killing people in
the war, or of something morally too sensitive — they talked about how the Soviet
government mistreated them. Without this context, readers would not be able to
emotionally contribute to the book as much as it is possible.

Just as in the The War’s Unwomanly Face, the storytellers in Zinky Boys shared
the hardship of war-time life. But, in Zinky Boys, the unbearable conditions were not due
to the destructive invasion of an enemy, but provided by their own government. People
told hundreds of stories about lack of ammunition, food, drinking water, and especially
medicine. One medical nurse shared what he felt ashamed about when she was serving in
Afghanistan. She talked about the outdated Soviet medical equipment and ammunition,
about Soviet syringes packed in brown paper which degraded too quickly and made the
tools non-sterile, about blood substitutes in glass 0.5 L bottles each, while Italians
manufactured those substitutes in 1-liter plastic packets, about Soviet gauze and splints
that were too bulky and poorly packed to be kept in long distance marches, about Soviet
bulletproof vests that were too heavy, and made soldiers almost immaobile, while

American vests were lightweight like sport outfits, about Soviet helmets manufactured in
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the 1930s design and not improved before the war in Afghanistan, and even about Soviet
sleeping bags that were too heavy and weighed around seven kilograms (around 15 Ibs).

VY yOuTHIX HaMHUKOB MbI 3a0Mpalii KYPTKH, KEMKU C JUTAHHBIMHA KO3bIPhKaMH,
KHUTalCcKue OPIOKH, B KOTOPBIX Max He HatupaeT. Beé 6pamu. Tpycel Opanu, Tak
KaK TPYChI — JeUINT, HOCKH, KPOCCOBKH TOKe.>

Another nurse talked about how she made sutures for surgical procedures, because there
were not enough real sutures delivered from the USSR. She asked paratroopers for their
parachute ropes, pulled threads from those, and then sterilized the threads to use them as
sutures. When she went to the USSR for a short vacation, she brought her own suitcase
full of needles, fasteners, and sutures back to Afghanistan.

Many soldiers suffered from a lack of suitable drinking water. They would be
crossing mountains with almost no water on them. «JIuzanu pocy, Jm3anu cOOCTBEHHBIN
noT... [. . .] [NoiimMan yepenaxy, OCTPbIM KaMEUIKOM MPOTKHYI ropiio. [Tuim KpoBb
gepenaxu. Jlpyrue ue mori [. . .] Il cBoro Mouy».®> Many soldiers and medical staff
shared stories about starvation in Afghanistan. There were very limited amounts of food
in the Soviet camps and most of it was vegetables and even canned meat stored in the
USSR since 1940s.

...Hamu manpbuuku Bc€ nponasanu. S ux He ocyxaaro. OHu ymupanu 3a 3
py6n5186 B MECHIL... X KOpMUIH MSICOM C YEpPBSIMH, PKABOU prIOOii... Y Hac y
Bcex Oblia IIWHTA, Y MEHS BBINIAIM BCe TiepeHne 3yObl. OHU MpolaBaiu o/iesia u

8 Anexcuennu, Lunxosvie manvuuxu, 71. [From the killed mercenaries, we took off
jackets, baseball caps, Chinese pants that did not chafe your groin. We took everything. We took
underwear, because underwear was in deficit. We also took socks, sneakers too. — my trans.]

8 Anexcuesmu, 107. [We were licking dew, were licking our own sweat. [. . .JI caught a
tortoise, pierced its throat with a sharp stone. I was drinking the tortoise’s blood. Others could not
do that. [. . .]They were drinking their own urine. — my trans.]

8 As of 1980, three Soviet rubles yield around $5 USD in the official market and about
$0.3 USD in the black market.
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nokymnany aHanry. Yro-uuOynpe cnazakoe. [. . .] Onu nmponasamm opyxue,
MaTPOHBI, YTOOBI UX MTOTOM 3THMHU K€ aBTOMaTaMH U IaTPOHAMU yOUBaIIH.
ToKymasu 3a 970 moKoma... [npoxkw.. 2’

Such words demonstrate that some Soviet soldiers were indifferent to their fate and to the
very mission; they prepared themselves to die either from the enemy’s bullet or from
malnutrition and diseases; they were consciously selling their ammunition to the enemy
for food, because this way or another they felt unable to keep fighting.

One of the tools Alexievich uses to create a sharper experiential picture of the war
she explores is to show women in the most unfortunate and repellent situations. She will
later use the same technique in describing women in the years after the collapse of the
USSR. Her method is to use the horrors of war to break the concept of a woman who
protects, who heals and saves, who stays moral and untouched. Alexievich breaks the
concept of an eternal woman as mother, wife, sister, as a Madonna of all people. Vasily
Grossman describes this Madonna in his story «Cukctunackas magonHay (“Sistine
Madonna’): her face and body are her soul. Her beauty is connected to the earthly
existence, and she is present in all people, all races, hair color, body types. She is pan-
humankind.

OHa nymia u 3epKajio 4eJI0BEYECKOoe, U BCe, KTO TISAaT Ha MaJloHHY, BUMIST B
Hel 4elloBeUYeCcKoe, - 0Ha 00pa3 MaTepUHCKON AYIITH, U IOTOMY KpacoTa ee
HABEYHO CIUICTCHA, CIIUTA C TOW KPacOTOM, YTO TAUTCS, HEUCTPEOUMO U TIIy0OKO,
BCIOJLY, TJIC POXKIACTCS U CYIIECTBYET JKU3Hb, - B [10/IBajIaX, HAa YepjaKax, B
JBOpILIAX, B sSIMaX.

8 Anexcuemu, [Junkosvie manvuuku, 45. [Our guys were selling everything. I don’t
judge them. They were dying for three rubles per month... They were fed with meat with worms,
rusty fish... We all had scurvy; all my front teeth fell out. They were selling blankets and buying
marijuana, also something sweet. [. . .]They were selling weapons and bullets so that they would
be killed with the same rifles and bullets later. With that money, they were buying chocolate and
buns... - my trans.]

8 Vasily Grossman. The Road. Stories, Journalism, and Essays, trans. Robert and
Elizabeth Chandler with Olga Mukovnikova (New York: New York Review Books, 2010), 166.
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Alexievich widely uses the interviews where her storytellers described how ugly and
violent the life could be for women at war or at socially unstable times. The goal she has
in mind is to show how people destroy all mothers and all future mothers by the
humiliation, torture, and aggression toward any people in the world. There are women
who will pay their share in the hardship of the events. The whole world becomes de-
mothered by the soldiers who saw women offering their bodies for two cans of stewed
meat, and by women who travel from one commander’s bed to another in order to feel
safe and not hungry, and yet again by women who were lying dead on the ground. They
are not just women with their names and lives detailed — they are each a part and
embodiment of the Eternal Woman.

However, Soviet women working at the camps had nothing to sell. Many women
told Alexievich how their girlfriends would sell themselves as prostitutes for money,
food, or souvenirs. Women were sexually harassed on a regular basis, and many of them
gave up resisting these advances and instead chose high rank officer for themselves —
such a choice would give them access to better food and more comfortable housing.
Some women resisted, and were still treated as potential prostitutes.

Uepes aBe Hemenyu BbI3BaNl koM0at: « Thl Oyenis co MHOM XUTh...» J[Ba Mecsa
otOuBanack. OIMH pa3 4yTh rpaHaTy He Opocuia, B APYroi — 3a HOXK
cxBaTmiIack. Hacaymanack: « Berompaents Beire 3Bé3mamu... Yait ¢ Maciaom
3ax04Yerib — cama npuéiib...» [. . .] He BcTpeuana, 4ToObI AEBYOHKH HOCHITH
0oeBbie Harpaasl... [loroMy 4T0 M3BECTHO: Meallh MOYKHO MOJYYUTh 32 HOYb C
koMOarom... [louemy crona xeHuuH 6epyr? be3 HUX Helb3s 00OUTHUCH....
[Tornmaete? HexoTophkle rocroaa odumepsl ¢ yma Obl conuid. A oueMy

[This Madonna is the soul and mirror of all human beings, and everyone who looks at her can see
her humanity. She is the image of the maternal soul. That is why her beauty is forever interwoven
and fused with the beauty that lies hidden, deep down, indestructible, wherever life is being born

—be it in cellars, attics, pits, or palaces.]
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JKEHIINHBI Ha BoiHy pByTCsa? [lenbru... Xopommue aensru. Kynums
MarHuToQoH, Beld. BepHEmbes oMo — Mpoaalsb.
If Soviet women sold their bodies for food and goods, men sold their ammunition and

household items in order to buy desirable items and scarce supplies. If Soviet soldiers
could, they would sell their rifles or bullets to the Afghan people to buy food. Other
soldiers in Afghanistan strove to buy porcelain, gemstones, jewelry, Eastern rugs, etc.
These items could be procured from locals in Afghan villages. Those who did not have
money tried to exchange items — a magazine of bullets would be traded for a little set of
cosmetics. «bbUT0 TPH... TPU CONAATCKUX MEUTHI: KYIUTh [UIATOK MATEPH, MOJIPYKKE —
KOCMETHYECKHI Habop, a cebe miuaBku, Torjaa miaaBok B Coro3e He Obuto. BoT Takas 3to
6bLIa BOlHA.» "

Other men sold items scavenged from the dead:

Houbto kT0-TO cramnt apromar youroro... Hanum. Hamr conpar. [Iponan B
zxyKaHgl 3a BOCEMBIECAT Thicsd adranu. [IoKynku mokas3ar: 18a MarHuTodoHa,
JOKHHCOBBIE TPSTIKUA. MBI caMu ero yOrTH Obl, pacTep3alid, HO OH OBLT MO/
crpaxeil. Ha cyne cunen momyan. [Tnakan.

8 Anexcuesmy, LJunxosvie manvuuxu, 60, 63. [Two weeks later, a battalion commander
summoned me: “You will live with me...” I was biting back for two months. Once I almost threw
a hand grenade, the other time I grabbed a knife. I heard enough of “You are choosing a higher
rank.... If you want tea and butter, you will come [to me] by yourself...” [. . .]l did not see girls
wearing their medals. ... Because it is well known — one can get a medal for a night with the
battalion commander... Why do they bring women here? Because it is impossible without
them... Do you understand? Some officers would go crazy. Why are women eager to come here?
For money... Good money. You will buy a tape recorder, clothes. Then you will come back home
and sell that. — my trans.]

% Anexcuesmd, LJunxosvie manvuuxu, 36. [A soldier had three dreams; to buy a shawl for
mother, a set of cosmetics for a girlfriend, and swimming trunks for himself. There were no
swimming trunks back then in the Soviet Union. It was that kind of war. — my trans.]

° Dukan or dukhan is a common name for a little store or café in many Middle Eastern
countries.

% AnexcueBmd, 172. [At night, someone stole a dead’s man rifle... They found him. It
was our soldier. He sold it to a dukan for 80,000 Afghani. He showed the purchases; two tape
recorders and some jeans clothes. We would kill him by ourselves, would tear him to pieces, but
he was in custody. In court, he was sitting silently, he was crying. — my trans.]
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Alexievich implicitly makes her interviewees reflect on how much humanity is in a
human, and this is what contributes to the effectiveness of the book. Blood-curling stories
of scattered human flesh after combats and surviving soldiers gathering limbs and
internal body organs into buckets, or terrifying stories of enchantment with war and how
beautiful and grand it is make the reader contemplate the legitimacy of reasons behind
any war, and wonder if there will ever be a time when humanity will not have wars.
Passion for violence and some sort of a caveman feeling of superiority over dead people
are frequent topics in many stories of the people who returned from Afghanistan. The
experiences changed soldiers and medical staff forever and they started to doubt the
future of humanity after the war. Many Soviet soldiers fell into emotional stupors during
their service in Afghanistan, and some were ready to do anything in order to escape from
the pointless slaughter.

Boiina He nenaet yenoBeka dyduie. TOJIBKO XyKe. ITO OJHO3HAYHO. Sl HUKOorAa
HE BEPHYCh B TOT JIeHb, KOTJa ymén Ha BOHHY. He crany Tem, keM ObLI 10
BOMHBI. Kak s Mory cTars jgyduie, eciau s BUAEI...KaK 3a YEKH MOKYIAKT y
ME/IMKOB JIBA CTaKaHa MOYH XenTyimHuka. Bemmu. 3abonen. Komuccosanu. Kak
oTcTpenuBaroT cede nanpupl. Kak yponyror cedst 3arBopamu mynemeToB. Kaxk...
Kak... Kak B omHOM camomére BO3BpaIatoTCsl JOMON UHKOBBIE IPOOBI U
YEeMOJIaHHI ¢ TyOn€HKaMu, JHKHHCAMH, )KEHCKUMH TpyCcUKamu... Kurtaiickum

qacM.. .93

This is another tool that Alexievich uses widely in her books — together with the
technique of providing a major dramatic event next to the most banal and everyday

details, she chooses the stories where the value of something as important as a human life

% Anexcuem, [Junkosvie manvuuxu, 78. [War does not make a person better, but only
worse. That’s for sure. I can never return to the day when I left for the war. I will not become who
I had been before the war. How could | become better if | saw how they buy two cups of a
Hepatitis B sick person’s urine. You drink that, you get sick, they invalid you out. | saw how they
shoot off their own fingers. | saw how they disfigure themselves with a breech-block. | saw
how...how... How zinc caskets were flying back home on the same plane together with
sheepskin coats, jeans, womens panties, and Chinese tea. — my trans.]
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would be eliminated and reduced to the value of trading goods or collectibles like
porcelain monkeys on a mantelshelf. In some way, Alexievich uses the principle of
«octpanenue» (estrangement) introduced by V. Shklovsky. This technique has a very
powerful effect on a reader; it helps create a picture of the colossal pointlessness and
uselessness of a single human life in the scale of mankind in general. When one thinks of
human rights, the value of every human life, or the caring for people’s wellbeing,
Alexievich shakes us and shows there are people who live next to us and who can turn
into monsters under certain circumstances. This implicit thought makes readers ask
themselves if they ever might become like these people, if placed in the same

circumstances. This is the great moral effect that Zinky Boys has on its readers.
Yeprobulivckas morumsa (Voices from Chernobyl)

Alexievich again asks even more openly, and on a larger scale, about the real
value of a human life in 1997, with her fourth book — Yepnobwirvckas monumesa (Voices
from Chernobyl). The book describes the nuclear disaster in April of 1986, in the
Ukrainian city of Chernobyl, when a nuclear power plant caught fire and released
millions of radioactive elements into the atmosphere. Alexievich started collecting the
interviews immediately after the explosion. She was able to capture both the most
emotional and spontaneous stories as well as the later, thought through observations by
fire fighters, nurses, doctors, soldiers, students, local people from the area, and people
who were affected by the disaster in some way.

On the 26™ of April in 1986, four explosions destroyed the Chernobyl Nuclear

Power Station reactor and created a huge radioactive cloud in the atmosphere. Even
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though the nuclear plant is located in present day Ukraine, Chernobyl is only four miles
away from the Ukraine — Belarus border, and its proximity to Belarus and Russia resulted
in all three countries being affected by the radioactive pollution. Alexievich starts Voices
from Chernobyl by providing an excerpt from the 1996 Belorussian Encyclopedia, noting
that Belarus suffered more severely from the explosion than all other neighboring
countries. Radioactive wind and rain was going into Belarus for days after the disaster,
and it resulted in more than 70% of radionuclides falling on Belorussian soil and
polluting 23% of Belorussian territories. In comparison, Ukraine got 4.8% of its
territories polluted, and Russia got 0.5%. It is important to remember that more than 40%
of Belarus is under forests; approximately 26% of the country’s forests are now polluted
with radiation, including everything that local people would traditionally pick for food,
such as mushrooms, berries, and nuts. But the most tragic effect was on the people of
Belarus. In the country with a population of 10 million, more than 2 million people live in
the contaminated region, and 700,000 of them were children. Some scientists
approximate the effect of the Chernobyl explosion was equivalent to 150 of the bombs
used in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The impact of the radiation on a human body could
manifest in many different ways. One possibility is that the radiation will cause mutations
in human DNA. The other, and the most delayed possibility is that the radiation can cause
of cancer. Many people died right after the explosion, while many more developed cancer
later and died ten or more years after the accident. This number cannot be measured
objectively. The number is big, but there are not any statistics showing real percentage.

In the 1980s, when Gorbachev changed the political policy to one of

‘Perestroika,’ people started to read previously banned writers like Shalamov,
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Solzhenitsyn, Bukharin, and they learned about the Gulags and Stalin’s camps in Siberia.
People of Minsk discovered a mass grave from 1937 in Kuropaty where The People's
Commissariat for Internal Affairs (NKVD) executed tens of thousands of Belarussian,
Lithuanian, Russian, and Polish people. The NKVD built a city park there, to cover the
grave, but 50 years later the bones and skulls came to the surface. Minsk citizens started
to dig out the skeletons, people were striving for the truth. They felt as if they lived
through a new revolution, and the only difference was that nobody was shooting bullets.
At the same time, the Chernobyl nuclear plant exploded, and people were waiting for the
government to tell its people that everything was under control. People were looking for
newspapers to tell how the USSR defeated the nuclear atom again and how the Soviet
citizens showed their heroic personalities. That was what they believed, and what they
had been brought to believe.

The total impact of this catastrophe has yet to be calculated, and will likely only
fully be felt decades or centuries from now. But Svetlana Alexievich has already made a
first step in this direction. Voices from Chernobyl provides an extensive database of
voices of different ages, genders, education levels, and even modalities. Some of her
interviewees speak with sorrow, some with anger, and some with what seems to be a
developed indifference after years of being overlooked and silenced. Her interviewees are
men, women, and children. Most of them lived in the contaminated zone right after the
nuclear explosion, while a few other storytellers came to the restricted areas fleeing war
or terror in their home countries.

Above all of the other books by Alexievich, this particular text was the most

painful to read to the author of this research. While one is shocked to read about the
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horrors of war, dead bodies, family members killed, torture, and unspeakable pain, there
is an implicit understanding that war is always violent and very graphic. But in this book
about the nuclear catastrophe, there is no actual war, there are no enemies, no traitors, no
abuse, and so therefore all the deaths and terrifying torments of human bodies seem even
more devastating, pointless, and psychologically unbearable.

In her interview with The New Yorker, Alexievich said that writing Voices from
Chernobyl was the easiest, compared to her other books. She said, “...Nothing like those
events had happened before, so people had no culture to protect them”.** The writer notes
that the Chernobyl disaster is almost a mystery. No one was prepared for it and so people
did not have the vocabulary to discuss it. When people have to face something unknown
to them, they either become afraid of it or they start to mythologize the event. In Voices
from Chernobyl, Alexievich wanted to explore people’s fears and personal thoughts about
Chernobyl on a deeper level and to provide a more philosophical level of the events. In
her interview to Deutche Welle she said: “Ms1 gomxHBI ipuiiTi K OcMbIcIeHu0. 1 B
9TOM - 33/1a4a MOEH KHUTHU: TOJIKHYTh K OCMBICIIEHHIO, YTOOBI (DaKThI CTaIN
MupooirymenueM. Beas nocie YepHOOBLIS MBI )KUBEM YXKE B IPYTOM MI/Ipe.”95

Luxembourg director Pol Cruchten was greatly moved by Voices from Chernobyl

and adapted it to a movie that he presented in 2016 Luxembourg City Film Festival.

% Masha Gessen. “The Memory Keeper, The New Yorker, published October 26, 2015,
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/10/26/the-memory-keeper.

% Edum yman. «YeproObuibckast MonutBa: [IpopodecTBo CBeTiIaHbI AJIEKCHEBUYY,
Deutsche Welle, ony6aukosano 26 anpesst 2016, http://www.dw.com/ru. [We need to get to
understanding. The goal of my book is to provoke understanding so that the facts would become
mental outlook. Since after Chernobyl we live in a different world. — my trans.]


https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/10/26/the-memory-keeper
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Alexievich approved of this adaptation and noted that Pol Cruchten used her favorite
passages for the movie.*®

Voices from Chernobyl raises a lot of controversial questions, discussed by the
interviewees and presented through the selection by Alexievich. Questions such as why
Chernobyl happened, why so many people were affected, why was there so little or no
help offered to those in need after the explosion, why the USSR did nothing to protect
people from the deadly impact of the radiation, why the significance of the catastrophe
was kept secret, and why the Soviet people put up with all of that. Those topics are so
problematic and politically charged that the book has been banned in Belarus since the
year it was first published in [pyswc6a napooos (Friendship of Nations) magazine in
1997, in Russia.

Like in all of her books, in Voices from Chernobyl the stories come from a wide
range of witnesses - elderly villagers, factory workers, teachers, doctors, the former Party
workers, professors, and scientists. Additionally, the topics the people chose to discuss
are vary widely from descriptions of orchards and livestock, to comparisons between life
under Nazi occupation and life during the forced evacuation from the polluted zone after
the nuclear explosion, from arguing about post-catastrophe religiousness of local people,
to reasoning about how the world perception and the self-identification of Belarusians
after 1986 has changing. For example, Alexievich presented her conversation with seven
elderly people in a small village in the Belarusian Gomel region, a zone forbidden to live

in due to dangerous levels of radiation. Those people refused to be relocated to other

% «Are we “peddlers of the apocalypse?”, Luxembourger Wort, published February 28,
2016, https://luxtimes.lu/archives/7642-are-we-peddlers-of-the-apocalypse.
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regions and strongly believed that their lives had to be next to the graves of their
ancestors and on the land they had been working on for centuries:

locreiiku k HaM... [loOpsie moan.. He BOpoxuiock Ha BCTpedy, HUKaKOTO 3HaKa.

BI)IBaeT, JIaIOHBb YCHICTCA — MMO3A0POBKACHILCA. A CEroJHsa HUKAK HE

Bopoxmiock. OHO cooBelika BCIO HOYb I1eJ — Ha COJIHEUHbIH neHb. Ol Hamm

6a6b1 B MOMeHT cberyTes.”’
One anonymous interviewee expressed his point of view in a heated manner, but he was
not the only one who held this sort of opinion about the Chernobyl tragedy:

Uro BeI TyT 3amuckiBaeTe? KTo Bam paspemenue gan? dotorpadupyere..

VYo6epure cBoro nanky... Cxoaiire. A To pa3o0sio. [lonnmaens b1, npuexanu!

Mgl )kUBEM. CTpajsaeM, a BbI mucath OyaeTe... [. . .] BoimbIThiBaeTe He TO, UTO

Hago. [. . .] Uro BB MHE TYT HoKasbiBaete?... Onn YepHOOBUTH B30PBAIH. ..

ppayurHuky 1 neMokparthl... S B razerax untai... He B3opBaucs Obl

YepHoObLTB, fAeprkaBa Obl He pyxHyJa. [. . .] b...b! (Onsme mam.) [. . .] 5 3a

KoMyHHCTOB! OHM BEpHYTCS U HalAYT BUHOBATHIX... B...s"°
Alongside these stories Alexievich shared interviews with historians and scientists whose
language and arena of thought are quite different. One of these interviews is with a
former engineer at a big chemical factory. The interviewee recalls having a group of
German specialists installing and testing new equipment the moment they learned about
the nuclear explosion. They demanded a doctor, radiation dosimeters, and wanted their
food to be inspected. They listened to German radio and received pieces of advice on

how to protect themselves from the radiation but were not given any of what they

demanded from the chemical plant, so they started to pack and prepare to return to

" Cpernana Anexcuesud, Yeprobuinvckasn monumsa, (Mocksa: Bpemst, 2016), 54. [It is
difficult to translate this passage preserving all its colloquial and regional features.]

% Anexcueny, Yeprobuiivckas monumsa, 254-255. [What are you recording here? Who
gave you permission? [Why are you] taking photographs... Put away your toy. Hide it. Otherwise
I will break it. Look at them! They came here! We live, suffer, but you are going to write... [. . .]
Fishing out not what you are supposed to. [. . .] What are you convincing me into?... They blew
up Chernobyl... The CIA people and democrats did it... I read about that in newspapers... If
Chernobyl had not exploded the country would have not collapsed. [. . .] F..ck! (Filthy language
again.) [. . .] I am pro Communists! They will come back and will find the guilty... F..ck! — my
trans.]
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Germany. They were living with their wives and children, so they did not agree to do
nothing; they were ready to protect their families. The woman recalled that all Soviet
staff at the factory hated those German specialists for such a behavior. It was considered
a weakness, cowardice.

AX, BOT Kakue 3TH HeMusl — uctepuku!.. Tpycel! Mepstot paguanuro B 6opiue, B
KoTJieTax... Ha ynuiy nummauit pa3 He BRIAAYT... [loTexa! BoT Hamm My XIuHBI —
310 MyXuHHBI! ... OTuagHHbIe! CpaxaroTcs ¢ peakTopoM!... [logHrMaroTCs Ha
PacIUIaBICHHYIO KPBIILY C TOJILIMU PYKaMU.... A HaIllK IETH ¢ (PIaskkaMu Ay T
Ha JIEMOHCTpAIHIO.... [. . .] Ho 310 ToXe Buj BapBapcTBa — OTCYTCTBUE CTpaxa 3a
ce0si. MBI Bcer/ia TOBOPUM «MBbI», a HE «5D»: «MBI IPOJEMOHCTPUPYEM COBETCKHI
TEPOU3M», «MBI IOKAXKEM COBETCKHM Xapakrep». ... Ho ato — 4! S e xouy
YMHPATb... SI 60k0Ch.... [. . .] MBI CTami yauTHCS FOBOPUTH «si».”

Many people recall that right after the nuclear explosion people were agitated and
excited. It was not only fear. They wanted to go to Chernobyl to help. There was even a
newly married couple who went to the territory instead of going on their honeymoon.
People had the value of being selfless instilled in them, and audacity was considered the
only true way of being a Soviet citizen.

These people did not think about the value of their own lives; they were brought
up not to reflect on that. Many of those who voluntarily went to help with the disaster
clean-up did not ask for any payments or reimbursements. They were deeply moved and
were looking to do anything possible to help their country. One of the Party committee in

a small city recalls:

% Anexcuemu, Yepnobuinvckas monumsa, 273. [Oh, look at those Germans — they are in
hysterics!... Cowards! They check for radiation in borsch and in cutlets... They don’t want to go
outside longer that is necessary. ... It’s a laugh! But our men are real men! [Our men are]
Reckless! They fight with the reactor!... They go on to the roof of the reactor with bare hands...
Our children go to the May 1% demonstration with little flags... [. . .] But lack of fear for yourself
is also a type of barbarism. We always say ‘we’ and not ‘I’: “we will demonstrate Soviet
heroism’, ‘we will show the Soviet personality’. ... But it is Me! [ don’t want to die... [ am
afraid... [. . .] We started learning how to say ‘I’. — my trans.]
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51 — yenoBek, y KOTOPOro OTCYTCTBYET HHCTHHKT CaMOCOXpaHEHUsI. JTO
HOpPMaJIbHO, IOTOMY YTO CHJIBHO Pa3BUTO YYBCTBO Aouira. Takux Toraa ObL1o
MHOTO, HE 5l OZIMH... Y MEHS Ha CTOJIE JISXKAIH JECATKU 3asBICHUI C MPOCHOOIL:
«[Ipomury HanpaBuTh B YepHOOBLIBY. [. . .] UTO OBI BBI TaM HM MUCAJH, HO OBLT
OH, COBETCKHI XapakTep. Y ObLT OH, COBETCKUI genosek.

One of the interviewees, a village school teacher, shared her insights on the importance of
the Chernobyl disaster. In the days following the catastrophe, she suddenly realized that
only a few people were responsible for everything that happened, and those people were
not maniacs or psychopaths, but regular workers at the plant. She understood that
Chernobyl was bigger than Kolyma or Auschwitz. It was greater than any other horror of
the 20" century, because a man with a rifle or a gas chamber could kill that many people,
but a man with nuclear radiation could kill the whole world. And yet, this insight did not
make her change her Soviet beliefs. She recalls a conversation of her friends, teachers
and doctors, in her apartment soon after the explosion. One of the doctors, a mother of
young children, was advising her friends to take their families and to move away as soon
as possible, because Chernobyl was more horrible than anything those people could even
think of. Others did not agree with this attitude and they all had an argument. The
storyteller says that they all hated that woman:

W y Bcex, kTo TaMm ObLI... M1 MOE, B 4aCTHOCTH, OLIYLICHUE — OHA BHOCUT TPEBOTY.
Jlumaer Hac paBHOBecHs. JlOBEpHs KO BCEMY TOMY, Y€MY MBI IIPUBBIKITH
JOBEpATH. [. . .] Kak MbI €€ B Te MUHYTHI TIPE3UPANH, TaKE HEHABHU/IEIH, OHA
ucroptuia Ham Beuep. [. . .] He Tosbko BiacT# 0OMaHBIBAJIM HAC, HO MBI CaMH
HE XOTENHU 3HaTh npasay. [ 1e-to tam... B riiyoune noaco3nanus.... [. . .] Ho s
OTBEYAI0 Ha Balll BOMIPOC: MoueMy MbI OeccrinbHbI? S OeccrbHa... EcTh

100 A rexcueBmy, Yeprobuinwckan monumsa, 252. [| am a person who does not have a
self-preservation instinct. It was natural, because the sense of duty was very strong. There were
many people like me back then, it was not only me... There were dozens of applications on my
desk with the request ‘I ask to be sent to Chernobyl’. [. . .] No matter what you write, but there
was the phenomenon of the Soviet personality. Also there was a phenomenon of the Soviet man.
—my trans.]
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JO0YepHOOBUIBCKAs KyJIbTYpa, HO HET MOCIeuepHOOBIIbCKOM. .. JKUBEM cpenu
N . 101
¥/Ieil BOMHBI, Kpaxa COLMAIN3MA 1 HEONpeenEéHHOro by ymero. '

A former head of the testing laboratory at the Belarussian Academy of Science’s Institute
of Nuclear Energy Engineering had similar memories. He told Alexievich how much
Soviet people trusted physics, and especially nuclear physics. Many of them believed that
there was a ‘bad atom’ like in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and there was a ‘good atom’ like
what they used in the USSR to produce electricity. Millions of people knew almost
nothing about the power of radiation and the nature of those so called good and bad
nuclear atoms. He remembered that when the Chernobyl reactor exploded all of his
testing devices in his laboratory were showing borderline dangerous levels of radiation.
But at the same time, no official information came to the Institute. Later in the afternoon,
more than 12 hours after the explosion, they learned about the accident. His initial
thought was to telephone his home and tell his wife what to do to protect herself from the
radioactive effect. But he knew that all of the lines were tapped by the KGB. He knew
that for just that one phone call he could be fired or demoted in rank. He told Alexievich
that he wrestled between his role as an obedient Soviet citizen and that of a husband and
father. In the end, the human of him won - he telephoned his wife. Later that day, he
made an important decision to stop being afraid of any punishment. He valued other

people’s lives more than his paycheck and his job. He telephoned all of his friends, his

101 Anexcuenma, 230-231. [The feeling of all people who were there and also my own
was that she was bringing anxiety. She strips us of balance, of trust to everything what we were
familiar to trust to. [. . .] Oh did we despise her at those minutes! We even hated her; she ruined
the night for us. [. . .] Not only the government was deceiving us, but we did not want to know the
truth ourselves. We did not want that somewhere deep in the unconsciousness. [. . .] But I am
answering your question: why are we flaccid? I am flaccid... There is a pre-Chernoby!l culture,
but there is no post-Chernobyl culture... We live among the ideas of war, the collapse of
socialism, and no certain future. — my trans.]
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wife, and his daughter to tell people about the catastrophe and teach them how to protect
themselves: «Peakuust nrozeit: cnacu6o. Hu paccnipocos, Hu uctyra... 51 1ymaro, 4To OHA
MHC HC BCPUJIX UK HC B CHUJIAX 6BIHI/I OXBATHUTb I'PaHAUO3HOCTDH CO6BITI/I$I. Hwuxkro He
ucnyraics. Peakuns YIII/IBI/ITCJILHaﬂ!»lOZ

The same evening, his friend, a professor of nuclear physics, telephoned him to
tell him that his family, with little children, was going on a long weekend to visit their
parents, an area thirty miles from Chernobyl. That was the most explicit example of how
Soviet physicists treated nuclear power. «3to o npodeccronanusme. U o Hameit Bepe. S
opain. OH, HaBEpHOE, HE TIOMHUT, UTO sI CTaC €T0 JECTEH». 103

Many other of Alexievich’s interviewees shared their thoughts on the significance
of Chernobyl event for the Soviet people mentality. Some historians and professors
would delve deeply into their training and would provide philosophical sides of the
problem. Many agreed that Chernobyl liberated them, made them reestablish their value
system, opened up a new world with many more questions of moral choices and of
humanity than ever before. They would note that a Russian needs something to believe
in, be it a railway, or a frog (like Turgenev’s character Bazarov), or Byzantinism, or the
nuclear atom, or even, finally, in the market. The nuclear disaster needed to be discussed
in literature and in press, because people needed help understanding what happened to

them and to their lives, to overcome the loss of former way of world perception. One of

the storytellers said that the Soviet people learned about life from 19" century literature,

192 AnexcueBuy, Yeprobuinbekas monumsa, 225. [People reacted with a “Thank you”. No
guestions, no fright. I think they either did not believe me or were unable to grasp the grandness
of the event. Nobody got scared. Astonishing reaction! — my trans.]

193 Anexcuenmu, 225. [That’s in relation to our professionalism and to our belief. I was
yelling [at him]. He probably does not remember that | saved his children. — my trans.]
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and after Chernobyl this literature died to them, it became outdated. The catastrophe
revealed many hidden topics disconcerting to Soviet society, topics which could not be
answered within the old ideological picture. This cultural collapse formed some
existential vacuums. Former heroes and old concepts of good and evil turned impotent in
the new reality. Many people were looking to fill the vacuum with literature, religion, or
the new system of role models. But as many of Alexievich’s interviewees noted, the main
mental process is yet to be done: “Uro Ham HyxHO? OTBETHTS Ha BOIIPOC: CIIOCOOHA JIU

pyccKasl Hallisg Ha TaKoW TI00abHbIH MEpECMOTp BCEl CBOEH MCTOPUH, KaKk OKa3aJich Ha 3TO
crocoOHsI nocine Bropoit MupoBoii BOHHBI simoHLBI? HeMIbl... XBaTUT 1 y Hac

MHTEIUIEKTYaIbHOTO MykecTBa? O0 aToM Mordart... [. . .] MBI B ouepeiHoOi pa3 BEDKUBAEM, BCS

104
9HEPrusl yXOAUT Ha 3T0. A nmymia OpouieHa... YenoBek omsiTh OAMHOK....»

If one had to choose only one story in Voices from Chernobyl to encapsulate the
sentiment of the book, it would be an interview with a head of the “To the Children of
Chernobyl’ fund. It is titled ‘The Monologue about Cartesian Philosophy and about
Eating a Contaminated Sandwich So as Not to Feel Shameful’.*® The man interviewed
received a PhD in philosophy in the 1980s and in the same decade became a politician of
what was later called the Belarussian Party of the Opposition. He recalled the moment of
the nuclear catastrophe from the point of view of an average Soviet citizen. When the
philosopher first arrived at the contaminated prohibited zone he saw farmers collecting

their harvests and working in the fields, as if nothing had changed. The famous five-year

104 Anexcuemy, Yeprobuinvckan monumsa, 218. [What we need is to answer the
guestion whether Russian people are able to reconsider their entire history like the Japanese after
the World War Two were able to do, or like the Germans. Will we have enough of intellectual
courage? They don’t talk about that... We are again surviving and all our energy goes to survival.
But the soul is abandoned again... A human is all alone again... - my trans.]

105 Ajexcuennu, 148-162.
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government plan, with the required volume of wheat and meat, was still active in the
territory, and nobody thought about not submitting radiation polluted grains or not
slaughtering animals sick with radioactive disease. Everybody was worried more about
meeting the plan’s quota than thinking about people’s health. They were afraid of losing
their jobs, which would be inevitable if the five-year government plan was not met.
Another interviewee was a journalist, who traveled to the prohibited zone around
Chernobyl many times. She told Alexievich that there were many people in those areas,
even in the years after the nuclear plant explosion. People were not rushing to move out,
because the Soviet radiation therapists told them there was anything dangerous to
people’s health. The only recommendations the Soviets made was to wash ones hands
more often and to not air dry clothes in the yards. They did this because they still needed
people to work on the contaminated lands and to collect crops. Every region had their
government required quota of food produce — special minimal quotas for vegetables and
fruits, for grains, for meat and milk. These quotas still were valid even after the
catastrophe; the contaminated regions were obliged to meet the requested quotas, nobody
cancelled them.

Wuctpykumst mo o6paboTke 3apakEHHBIX KypUHBIX TYIIEK... B 1iexe mo ux
00paboTKe TpeOOoBaNOCh OBITH OETHIM KaK Ha 3arpA3HEHHON TEPPUTOPUH IIPU
KOHTAaKTe C PaJlMOaKTUBHBIMU JIEMEHTAMH... ECIIM TaM CTOIBKO-TO KIOpH, HAJIO
[IOBAPUTH B COJIEHOH BOAE, CIAUThH BOAY B KaHAJIM3ALUIO, a MSCO 100aBUTH B
MamTeThl, KoJoackl. Ecnu cTombKo-TO KIOpH — B KOCTHYIO MYKY, JUI KOpMa
CKOTY... Tak BBINONHSIINCH IIJIAHBI 110 MCY.

106 A nexcueBmy, Yeprobuinbckas monumsa, 258. [Instruction on contaminated dressed
chicken handling... In the production facility, one had to be dressed like on a contaminated
territory for the contact with radioactive elements... If there are that many curies then [the
chickens] had to be boiled in salt water, the water had to be disposed to the sewer, and the meat
had to be added into pates and sausages. If there are that many curies [the meat] had to be added
to bone flower for the cattle fodder... That was how they met the quotas for meat. — my trans.]
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When the philosopher and the other visitors explained to the city leader that everything
was contaminated with radiation and was dangerous to people’s health, the local Party
government accused them of provocation and of spreading Western propaganda. Locals
invited the visitors into their houses and offered them irradiated food. The storyteller was
proud that he did not refuse the food, and that he joined the contaminated meal, so that he
could share those people’s fate. He understood that the meal was supposed to be eaten
with the heart and not with the mind.

A widow of a deceased helicopter-pilot told the philosopher how her husband was
dropping large sheets of lead on the destroyed reactor; the lead vaporized in the greater
than 1,290 F temperature, and he was breathing in the gases that were produced in the
chemical reaction along with dolomite dust. He and other pilots did not have any special
protective gear, not even a mask; they would open windows in the helicopters to observe
the reactor and drop their cargo. The pilot told his wife that they were not thinking about
anything, they did not care about themselves and were not worried about their lives. Such
thoughts would be considered cowardice among all of his friends and coworkers.

The philosopher recalled many people who passed away after the catastrophe, but
the most difficult for him to see dying were children. He recalled little patients in a
children cancer hospital, a seven-year-old boy who had late stage thyroid cancer. To
everyone who attempted to make the boy smile or cheer him up, he asked simply that
they not tell him he was not going to die; he knew he was dying and he was ready for it.
Those children made the philosopher desperate to find any possible help. That was how

he and his wife started the very first fund to help children affected by radiation. VVarious
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countries provided humanitarian help, and the Fund distributed those packages to the
contaminated regions.

Momnonast cembs... OHA TIOTYYHIIH, KaK ¥ Bce, 0aHOUKH JIETCKOTO MMUTAHWS,
MaKeTHl C cokaMu. My>KUrHA CeN U 3ariakail. ITH OaHOYKH, ITH MMAaKEeTHl HE
MOTJIM CHACTH ero Aerel.... Ho oH miakan, moToMy 4To, OKa3bIBAETCs, UX HE
3a0buH. O HUX KTO-TO IOMHUT. 3HAYHUT, €CTh Ha,uexc,ua.lm

Italy, France, and Germany welcomed Belarussian children to rehabilitation, invited them
to their families. But by then the Belarussian children were afraid of the grass, soil, water,
and even of walking outside. The interviewee remembered how he had to convince a
group of children to swim in the sea, because that water was not dangerous to them. The
children could not believe that. Yet there was a father of a little boy who ran into the
office of the Fund’s director and demanded his son to be removed from the group
preparing to go to Germany. The father was screaming that the Germans would take
blood from his little boy and would use him for terrible experiments. Memories of WWII,
and decades of the Soviet propaganda behind the iron curtain, showed their results; even
in the1980s there were people who still held the world view from the 1950s USSR. The
storyteller believed that modern Russian people could not change until they learned who
they really were and what they really wanted. If they wanted freedom, he wondered what
kind of freedom it should be. He wondered exactly what they were trying to achieve in
the present day. He was convinced that without understanding of their past mistakes and
lessons, modern Russians would not move in any positive direction. The nuclear plant

explosion opened up a lot of metaphorical wounds in people’s minds and the wounds

97 Anexcuemy, Yeprobuinbekan monumsa, 159. [Young family. .. They received jars
with baby formula and packets with juices, like other people did. The man sat down and started
crying. Those jars and packets could not save his children... He was crying, because as turned
out, the people were not forgotten. Somebody remembers about them. It means there’s hope. —
my trans.]
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would not heal without thorough work on self-analysis and willingness to learn even the
ugliest truth.

At the same time, together with stories about the heroic actions of helicopter-
pilots, and soldiers sent to clean the debris after the explosion, there are stories of women
discussing how much they hated people who were asking them not to go outside and not
to participate in state holidays in parks and streets. There are heartfelt confessions of
people evacuated to outside of the contaminated zone or who moved out themselves.
They were not welcomed anywhere, the government did not provide any financial help,
and many people barely had enough money to survive. A woman did not let her sister,
and her sister’s child, to move in because she was nursing her own baby and was too
scared of radiation. She told her sister to walk away. Many other people were afraid to
say they came from the radiation polluted area so that they would not be denied jobs or
housing. One woman had to spend nights with her daughter at railway stations, because
she had nowhere to go; people did not want to let her in, because she ‘came from
Chernobyl.” She confessed she thought about committing suicide, since the gossips about
the effect of the radiation were too terrible:

51 cMoTprO Ha HAlIMX AETel: Kyaa Obl OHM HH TOEXaIH, OHH YYBCTBYIOT ceOsI
OTBEP)KEHHBIMU. JKUBBIMU CTpAIIMIKaMU... MHUIICHMH JJ1s HaCMelleK... B
MMUOHEPCKOM JIarepe, TJe MOs JI04b OJIMH TOJI OT/IbIXaJIa, K Hel 0OsINCh
MPUKOCHYTHCS: «UepHOOBUILCKUI CBETIsI40K. OHA B TEMHOTE CBETUTC». 3BAIIN
BEUYEPOM BO JBOP, YTOOBI IPOBEPUTH, CBETUTCS WM He cBeTUTCa? Het nu y Hed
HUMOA HaJ rOJIOBOM....

198 Anexcuemy, Yeprobuinvckan monumsa, 237-238. [| am looking at our children: no
matter where they go they feel like an outcast... Like living horror stories characters.... They are
targets for mockery... In a summer camp where my daughter went on a vacation, children were
afraid to touch her: ‘Chernobyl firefly. She glows in the dark’. They called her outside in the
evening to check if she was glowing or was not and if she had a nimbus over her head... - my
trans.]
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Not only adults had misconceptions about people from Chernobyl area, but little children
followed the fears and concerns of their parents and humiliated their peers, which made
the trauma even more unbearable for everyone who had to flee from the radioactive
territories.

One of the most effective techniques Alexievich, uses in Voices from Chernobyl,
is the use of stories by children or stories about children The people most affected by
Chernobyl were children. Many children would mention that their groupmates at school
would be afraid to sit next to the children ‘from Chernobyl’, they would not play or talk
to them either. There are many fragments with children’s memories in the book. In
addition, Alexievich interviewed seventeen children age nine to sixteen. Those memories
are emotionally difficult and can make anyone tear up. Some of those children were very
sick and were in hospice care. Almost all of them told the writer how much they were
bullied at school for coming from the contaminated region. One girl spoke about how she
became good friends with a boy and they played together all day. One day his friends told
him that the girl came from the Chernobyl zone and the boy started ignoring the girl:

Tenepb, Kora st AymMaro o cBoEéM Oyaymiem, [. . .] st MedTaro, 4T0 KOHYY LIKOITY U
yeny KyJa-HUOY/b 1alieKo-1aJIeKo, IJIe HUKTO He OyJIeT 3HaTh, OTKy/a . Tam
MeHsI KTO-HHOY b monrobut. U s Beé 3a6ymy.
People discussed how the world ‘Chernobyl’ became their stigma; it was a reason to be

outcast and isolated from the rest of the community. They got reminded of their trauma

on a daily basis by living in rented housing, or being on disability, or by needing to show

199 Anexcuemy, Yeprobuinvckan monumsa, 161. [Now when | think about my future, |
dream that | graduate from high school and will go somewhere far, far away where nobody would
know where I came from. There, somebody will love me and I will forget everything... - my
trans.]
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their ‘Chernobyl Suffered’ IDs at hospitals, schools, etc. One of the young interviewees
said:

4 e3nuna B ABCTpHIO Ha JICYSHHE, TaM €CTh JIFOJIU, KOTOPHIE MOTY ITOBECHTh
Takyto pororpaduro y cebs roma. Manpauka ¢ Xo60ToM... M BMecTo pyK y
HETO JIACTHI... U Kax /bl IeHh Ha He€ CMOTPETh, YTOOBI HE 3a0bIBATH O TEX, KOMY
wioxo. Ho kxoraa sxuBéis TyT, TO 3TO He (PaHTACTUKA M HE UCKYCCTBO, a KH3Hb.
Most sxu3Hb...

When little boys and girls talk about their friends in hospitals who had all died by the
moment when the writer came for an interview, and their unsophisticated stories about
their cancer treatments and that they are not afraid to die and they know they are going to
die very soon, as well as the games those children play — their toys just go to bed and
close their eyes and the children scream that the toys are now dead and then they bring
more toys ‘to die’. Also the parents’ confessions about lack of medical help and how
much Belarussian Soviet Country was not medically prepared to offer any treatments,
and the parents had to watch their children slowly die day after day. Those words of
helplessness, fate, deep psychological reasoning on how to interact with a cancer sick
child, and their stories how they buried their children feeling all the possible guilt starting
from the guilt of bearing their children on Belarussian lands — all those phrases and
unelaborated monologues cannot leave anyone unaffected and unmoved. Describing
emotionally charged events of violence and death in simple, unartful words of the
narratives is one of the most effective methods of psychological impact that Alexievich

has chosen for her writing style. A reader could feel that pain and co-live the life of those

19 Anexcuenuu, 282. [I went to Austria for medical treatment. There are people who
could hang this kind of a photograph on their wall; a photograph of a boy with a trunk.... or a boy
with fins instead of arms. They can look at it every day in order to not forget about those who are
in misfortune. But when you live here then it’s not fantastic fiction, nor it’s an art, but it’s life.
It’s my life... - my trans.]
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people. It is shocking, catastrophic, terrifying; it goes beyond a reader’s ability to sustain
emotional pain. Several times throughout the book, the reader would feel that it is
impossible to continue reading, that the level of suffer and emotional disturbance is too
high and unbearable.

In this book, in addition to heartfelt stories of children, Alexievich enhances the
emotional impact, by adding stories about killing house pets. Cows, horses, donkeys and
other animals are often topics of memory in her other books — they are in The War’s
Unwomanly Face, and Zinky Boys. But those animals were causalities of war, and people
killed them either in combat or in order to use them for food and not to starve to death.
But the stories in Voices from Chernobyl are different. Thousands of house cats and dogs
were killed just because they were affected by radiation and posed potential threats.

...B 30He 0cTanocr MHOTO JOMAIHUX KUBOTHBIX — KOIIKH, COOAKH, BO
n30ekaHue MUIEMUH UX TpeOyeTcst OTCTPENAThY ... [lepBblii pa3 npuexanu —
cobaku Oerarot Bo3ie cBoux 1omoB. Ctopoxkar. Jlrozel xayr. O6panoBaiucek
HaM — OeryT Ha YeII0BEUYEeCKui Tojoc. ...CTpensum B IoMe, B capae, Ha Oropoje.
BrITackuBanu Ha ynMily U rpy3wid B caMocBasibl. OHU HE MOTJIH ITOHSTH!
rmoueMy MbI uX youBaem? YOuBaTh ObUIO JIETKO. ... KOIIKK 3arnsasiBany B rinasa,
co0aku BbUIH... [. . .] [To cyTn nena, Mbl JefiCTBOBaJIM KaK KapaTeld, Kak B
BOiiHY. [. . .] Cyka JeXuT nocpean KOMHATBI U IEHATa KpyroM... Habpocuiach
Ha MEHs — IyJio cpasy... Lllensta mmkyT pyku, nactsarcs... CTpemsTh
HNPUXOJWIOCH B yNop... Harpy3uinu ux mosiHeld camocBall, ¢ BepxoM. Bezém k
«MOTWJIBHHUKYY... OOBIKHOBEHHAs TIIyO0Kas sima.... OHH, ecii HeJoOHUThIe, a
TOJIbKO PAHCHBIC, MUIIAT... Hnaqu... Brickimanu ux u3 camocBania B sAMYy, a 3TOT
nynenék kapadkaercs. Beasur. Hu y koro narpona He ocranocs. Heuem
n00uTk... Ero Hazan B My CIIMXHYJH U TaK 3apamm...

11 AnexcueBmy, Yeprobuinbckan monumsa, 115-116. [*There are many pets left in the
contaminated zone; cats, dogs, and in order to prevent epidemic they must be killed’. We came
there for the first time and the dogs were next to their houses. They were guarding, waiting for
people. They were glad to see us; they came for a human voice... We were shooting in a house,
barn, in the gardens. We would drag them to the street and load on a dump-truck. They could not
understand: why are we killing them? It was easy to kill [them]... Cats were looking into your
eyes, dogs were howling... [...] In fact, we acted just like participants in a punitive expedition,
like during the war. [. . .] A female dog was in the middle of the room and a lot of puppies were
around her. She attacked me — I shot her in the forehead immediately... The puppies were licking
my hands, snuggling up. | had to shoot them point-blank... We loaded a full, heaped dump-truck
of the killed pets; were driving them to the ‘burial ground’... Just a simple deep pit... If [the pets]
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What might be the most controversial in Voices from Chernobyl is the image of the
Soviet people that is represented in the book. All interviewees share their own
experiences and one of the kind stories, and the reader can undoubtedly summarize those
bits into one picture. From one side there are stories about amazing, honorable, selfless
people who were ready to help each other without asking anything in return. They would
go anywhere their country asked them to. They would give away their last meal or their
last piece of clothes to those in need, after the catastrophe. They never asked for any
protective gear or even for iodine to save their families. They believed in their country
and did not doubt they would get help. On the other side, however, there is a totally
different picture. People from the contaminated zone would sell their produce at local
markets and other people would knowingly buy radiation polluted fruits for their
“enemies,” bosses, mothers in law, disturbing neighbors. People would teach each other
how to pick mushrooms or berries in local forests and then travel to Minsk to sell them,
knowing that the mushrooms and berry picking was strictly forbidden. The forbidden
nature of it did not stop them, because they only cared about getting extra money. They
sold the highly dangerous mushrooms in Minsk markets and told their customers that the
mushrooms were from the Minsk region. Party leaders travelling to the Chernobyl area
for inspections would bring their own food and water, and would have iodine powder
with them, while regular people in the area not only did not have access to that, they also

were not informed properly about the effect of radioactive explosion and its threat to

are not finished off and only wounded, they are peeping... crying... We poured them from the
dump-truck in to the pit, and that one poodle was climbing up, getting out. Nobody had a bullet
left. There was nothing to finish it off with. We shoved it back to the pit and filled it up like
that... - my trans.]
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human health. One of the storytellers, a nuclear scientist, recalled that about 700
kilograms of iodine powder were untouched in the special storage, because the Party
workers did not receive the command to deliver the iodine to the population. That iodine
powder could have saved many lives, but the workers were afraid to be punished for
taking the initiative.

Thousands of trucks with canned meat, ham, coffee beans, and oranges never
reached the contaminated regions of Chernobyl, because store employees and low-
ranking Party workers would steal them to re-sell elsewhere. A woman told a story about
how she knew about the thefts, ayet continued to sign off on all necessary papers because
she felt helpless in that big country. She did not think she could change anything or that
she should show interest. She said she now feels like an accomplice because she knew
that they were committing a crime, but she was not conscious enough to stand up and
object.

There is a story of a man who was the head of the «II{ut YepHoObLIsI»
(‘Chernobyl Shield”) organization in the 1990s. He recalls having a visitor from the
United Kingdom who wanted to take photographs of some of the 800 burial grounds in
the contaminated region. It was difficult to get permission from the Ukrainian
government to go to the zone to take those photographs. Those areas were supposed to
have thousands of pieces of equipment, cars, helicopters, fire trucks, ambulances, etc. still
on them. Only after dozens of excuses, the head of “Chernobyl Shield” understood that
the equipment on those grounds had been embezzled, everything there was stolen. People

knew those cars and equipment had enormous levels of radiation, but that did not stop
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them. It is likely that even now, somebody is using one of those stolen/re-sold items, and
has cancer or has already succumbed to cancer.

In the afterword to the book, Alexievich provides a summarized advertisement
from a Belarussian newspaper from 2005 offering tourists a tour of Chernobyl and its
areas. They invite people to take a tour through abandoned villages with wild animals
running between the houses, go on a tour to the monument to the people who died while
working at the exploded reactor, and they suggest a trip to the nuclear sarcophagus and
then a lovely dinner with wine. The tour agents promise that the dose of radiation will be
less than that from an X-ray.

In the end, the questions Alexievich seems to be implicitly asking her
interviewees to speak about are one of identity; who are we, why are we the way we are,
should we change, and if so, then how? The answers to those questions could make a lot
of post-Soviet people upset or angry with her, and perhaps disagree with her book.
However, hopefully, many readers will reflect on those questions without anger and

possibly learn a lesson from the past.

Bpewms coxono xsno (Secondhand Time)

The most difficult book to summarize or do any sort of analysis, of Alexievich’s
five, is her most recent book — Bpems coxono xano (Secondhand Time), published in
2013. This book has several stories from another book called 3auaposannvie cmepmoro
(Enchanted by Death) which the writer published in Minsk in 1993. However, the 1993
text did not become a part of the Nobel Prize awarded five-volume “Red Man’s Story.”

Enchanted by Death had interviews with people who attempted suicide during the times
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of Perestroika and the families of those who had already ended their own lives. Some of
the stories Alexievich used in their entirety in Secondhand Time, while some of them are
reduced to small abstracts.

Secondhand Time consists of numerous interviews about life during the periods
1991 — 2001 and 2002 — 2012. These stories show how people of different ages and
nationalities had different attitudes toward the collapse of the USSR in 1991.

As Alexievich wrote in her preface titled ‘Notes of an Accomplice’ («3amucku
COYYaCTHHKA»):

3a ceMbIECAT C IHIIHKM JIET B JIA00OPAaTOPHU MapKCH3Ma-IICHUHU3MA BBIBEIIN
OTIHeNbHBIH YeaoBeueckuii Tui — homo soveticus. [. . .] MHue xaxeTcs, s 3Har0
3TOTO YeJIOBEKa, OH MHE XOPOIIO 3HAKOM, s PSIOM C HUM, OOK U OOK IpOXKMIa
MHOTO JieT. OH — 3T0 5. DTO MOH 3HAKOMBIE, Ipy3bs, poautend. [. . .] CoBeTckas
uBHIH3alws. .. TOpoIuIroch 3anedatieTs e€ ciespl. PaccnpamniiBaio He 0
COIMAJIU3ME, a O JIFOOBU, PEBHOCTH, ICTCTBE, CTAPOCTH. [. . .] O Thics4ax
NOAPOOHOCTEN MCYe3HYBILEH KU3HH. [. . .] McTOpHIO HHTEPECYIOT TOIBKO
(hakThI, a IMOIMK OCTAIOTCS 32 OOPTOM. Sl JKe CMOTPIO Ha MHUp TJla3aMu
IYMaHHTApHs, a He HCTOpHKa.

The book is a collection of interviews on various topics, so segmented that the only
common trait is the fact that the people interviewed lived/live in the post-Soviet
countries, speak the Russian language, and are somehow related to the social changes

after 1991.

12 Cernana Anexcuesny, Bpems Coxond Xono (Mocksa Bpems, 2016), 7, 11. [In
seventy years, they created a separate human type in the laboratory of Marx-Lenin ideas — the
type of Homo Soveticus. [. . .] I think I know this person and | am familiar with them; I have
lived next to them for many years. What this person is, it is what | am. This person is my
acquaintances, friends, parents. [. . .] Soviet civilization... I am in a hurry to record its traces. |
ask not about the socialism, but about love, jealousy, childhood, old age. [. . .] I ask about
thousands of details of the lost lifestyle. [. . .] History is interested only in facts and emotions are
left outside. But | observe the world with the eyes of a humanity scholar, not a historian. — my
trans.]
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Secondhand Time has a very powerful effect on its readers, and there is no
surprise that the most common reaction among Russian speakers is anger toward the
writer and her text. Many people deny the validity of the book, and accuse it of anti-
Russian propaganda. Many also believe that it was requested and paid for by the US
government. More than any of her other five books, this one has received the most
significant public reaction. We came across quite a few negative reviews for her Voices
from Chernobyl, where Russian speakers did not want to know that kind of information
about their past and therefore disagreed with the interviews the writer included in the
volume. But Secondhand Time is so far the most discussed and most criticized work by
the writer. Some examples of the reviews the book received on the popular Russian
shopping web site called ‘Jlabupunt.py’ (Labirint.ru), the most recent ones as of summer
2016, include®®;

XapbkoBa Hatamnps:

XapbkoBa Hatanbs #

(peueH3un 19 / oueHok +27)

MoHpasunocs? Oa | PentuHr: +13
Kynuna aTy kHura,Tak kak aBropa naypearta HobeneBckoin npemumn,YntaeTcs nerko,Ho He BO3MOXHO
YNTaTb-OTPbLIBKW MbICNeln nogen. Ml KoHeYHO nonvBaHue rpsi3bio KOMMYHU3M,COBETCKUI COto3. 3a Takoe

[aBaTb NPemuio,s cuyuTat,HenocTonHo. OYeHb pasoyapoBaHa

113 Eor the full list see - http://www.labirint.ru/reviews/qoods/405959/
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Kymuna sty kaura [Sic], Tak Kak aBropa aypeara HobGeneBckoii mpeMun,
YUTAETCS JIETKO, HO HE BO3MOXKHO YUTATh - OTPBIBKU MbICIEH ntofeit. 1 koHeuHo
MOJIMBAHUE TPSI3bI0 KOMMYHH3M, COBETCKUI COI03. 32 TaKOE JaBaTh MPEMUIO, 5
CUMTAI0, HeXOCTOlHO. OueHpb pazodyapoBana.™™

Yaniko:
_yaniko #
3
<« (peueH3un 18 / oueHok +48)
fa | MHr: +24

Ckaxy YecTHO, i OMeHb Xaneto, 4To npuobpena kMMM AaHHoro asropa. Ecnu "Y BOWHbI He XeHcKoe
nMUe" 1 HEe CMOINa YUTaTh, NOTOMY YTO MHE TPU HOYW NOAPAA CHUNUCL KOLUMAPpb!, TO 3TO Npou3BeaeHve
Bbi3blBAGT Y MEHR, MAKO roBops, oTTopxeHue. besobpaaue, 4To atoT asTop nuwer - "y Poccumn Her
HU4ero, kpome HedTH 1 rasa” - kak BoobLLe NOBOpPa4YMBaETCA A3blK TOBOPUTL TAKoe BO BCEYCNbIWAHME U
nony4arb 3a 310 BbICWME Harpaabl?! A nponucTana BCKO KHUTY - BCE B TAKOM CTUNE - XOp
HEeYAOBNETBOPEHHbIX 1 OOMKEHHbIX XM3HBID. 3TO He NUTepaTypa, a kowmap; nyénuuucTuka, npuyem
6esnapHas. A npoyna 50 cTpanvu, u 6onblie He xo4y. KHura BbidbiBaeT XenaHue nouT u OTMbITLCS OT

FPA3N, KOTOPYHO Ha Teba sbinunn.

CKkaxy 4ecTHO, 51 OYEHb JKaJICI0, YTO MPHOOpena KHUTH JaHHOTO aBTopa. Ecmu "Y
BOMHBI HE KEHCKOE JIUI0" 51 HE CMOTJIa YUTaTh, IOTOMY YTO MHE TPH HOUH
MOJIPSI/A CHIIINCH KOIIMAphI, TO 3TO MIPOU3BECHNUE BBI3BIBACT Y MEHSI, MATKO
TOBOpsI, OTTOpKeHUE. be3oOpasue, uTo 3TOT aBTOp NumeT - "'y Poccun Her
HUYEro, KpoMe He(TH U ra3a’ - Kak BOOOIIe MOBOPAYMBACTCS S3bIK TOBOPHUTH
TaKO€ BO BCEYCIBIIIAHNE U MOJTy4aTh 3a 3TO BBICIIME Harpaasl?! S mpommcrana
BCIO KHHUTY - BCE B TAKOM CTHJIE - XOp HEYIOBJIETBOPEHHBIX 1 0OMKEHHBIX
KHU3HBIO. DTO HE JINTEparypa, a Kommap; myOoIuucTuka, npudeM oe3napHast. 5
npouia 50 crpanuu, 1 6osiplie He Xo4uy. KHura BeI3bIBaeT jxenaHue MouTH U
OTMBITECS OT IPSA3H, KOTOPYIO Ha Tebst BhuTHIM, '

114 [Kharkova Natalya wrote: | bought this book, because it is by the Nobel Prize

winner. It is easy to read, but it’s impossible, because these are fragments of people’s
thoughts. Of course, it drags Communism and the Soviet Union thought through the mud.
I think, is it disgraceful to give the prize for that. | am very disappointed. — my trans.]

115 'yaniko wrote: To be honest, | regret | purchased books by this writer. 1 could not

read ‘The War’s Unwomanly Face’, because | had nightmares for three nights in a row, but this
piece of literature [‘Secondhand Time’] provokes rejection, to say the least. It is scandalous what
this author writes — “Russia has nothing but oil and gas”. How dare she say something like this
for all to hear and then receive high honors for this!? I glimpsed through the book — it is all in the
same manner. It is a choir of the unsatisfied and the ill-starred. It is not literature but an atrocity;



128

HoBoxuiosa AnuHa:

Hoeoxunoesa AnuHa _1)

(peueH3uni 2 / oueHok +49)

Monpasunoce? Oa | PewntnHr: +32

KHury nbiTanuck 4iTaTh BCel CEMbEN, pasHble MOKOMEHWSA, HO He AoYUTanN HUKTO. YepHyxa, 6biToByXa,
Tocka. KpoMe Kak aHTU-pOCCMINCKOW NponaraHgon 3To He HasoBellb. Tenepk NOHATHO, NoYemy ee Tak
BOCXBanNAOT Ha 3anage: UM e HpaBUTCA CMeLLMBaTL POCCUMIO M HaLLy UCTOPUIO C rpA3blo. Kynuna KHury,

4TOObl O3HAKOMUTLCA C TBOPYECTBOM naypearta Hobeneeckon npemuK, HO paszodapoBaHa. [1oTomM TonbKo

y3Hana, 4YTo OHa yKpauHKa, 3TUM, HaBepHO, U 0ObSACHAETCH ee xenaHue n3obpasuTs Hac B CTOMb

YepHOM CBETE.

25.12.2015 23:55:43 | ccbljIka HA peLeH3unto

Kuury nsiTanucs 4utaTh Bcel CeMbel, pa3Hble MOKOJICHUS, HO HE JOUNUTAJ
HUKTO. UepHyxa, ObITOBYXa, TocKa. Kpome kak aHTH-pOCCHIICKO Mpomnaranaon
3TO HE Ha30Bellb. Ternepp MOHATHO, IOYEMY €€ TaK BOCXBAJLIIOT HA 3alaje: UM
K€ HpaBUTCs cMeInBaTh Poccrio 1 Hallly HCTOpHIo ¢ rps3bio. Kynuia kaury,
9TOOBI 03HAKOMHUTKCS C TBOPUYECTBOM Jiaypeata HobeneBckoii mpeMun, HO
pazouapoBana. [IoToM TOJIBKO y3Haia, YTO OHA YKpaWHKa, 3TUM, HABEPHO, U
0OBSICHSICTCS €¢ XKEelaHue H300PasuTh HAC B CTOJIb YEPHOM CBeTe. '™

Of course, there are some good reviews, but their number is insignificant when
compared to the amount of negative opinions that one comes across on different Russian

web sites. For example, out of 28 reviews for the Secondhand Time on Labirint.ru book

it is journalism, moreover, the untalented one. I have read 50 pages and I don’t want to continue.
The book makes me want to go and wash away the dirt that has been poured on me. — my trans.]

118 [Novozhilova Alina wrote: The whole family, different generations were trying to read
the book, but nobody finished it. It is gore, domestic banality, and wearies. You can’t call it
anything but the anti-Russian propaganda. Now it is clear why they praise this book in the West;
they love treating Russia and our history as mud. I bought the book to make myself familiar with
the work of the Nobel Prize winner, but | am disappointed. Later | learned that [the writer] is
Ukrainian; probably that explains her intent to demonize us. — my trans.]
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sale web-site, only 8 reviews were positive, 2 reviews were just pictures of a few pages
from the book, and the rest of the comments (18) were negative, starting with complaints
about the overall sad mood of the book to some very expressive paragraphs of hatred and
fury.

The style of the book is quite complex and unusual. It could be compared to the
experience of attending a rally. Different people come to a microphone, some of them are
nostalgic and calm, and others are angry and disappointed. Some speakers have their own
strong opinion and introduce themselves to the crowd, others get to the microphone to
scream, cry, accuse, and often do not want their names to become public. And, there are
also hundreds of different voices from around — those voices come from strangers
standing next to us and they only say just a phrase or two. Secondhand Time sounds like
thousands of various rally attendees speaking almost at the same time.

The book is overwhelming, and it is not easy to disarticulate the tools Alexievich
utilized to get this effect. It does not provide horrifying facts together with scenes of
peaceful everyday life, it does not show blood-curling tortures and deaths followed by
some pieces of beauty and love. Nor does is provide us with the deaths of children, or
stories told by devastated mothers. Probably, the most appalling feature in Secondhand
Time is the narration about horror and helplessness as a normal way of life in the post-
Soviet era. There is no contrast between terrifying events and moments of peace; the
entire book is like one large story of excruciating suffering.

Alexievich has often mentioned the importance of suffering in the Russian

tradition. Her interviewees talked about it in different ways in each of her books. But,
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Secondhand Time is about all sorts of suffering; physical and mental, minute and at the
same time intricately woven into the people’s whole existence.

Bcé Bpemst roBOpHM O CTpaJaHuH.... DTO Hall MyTh MO3HAHU. 3alaHble JIOIN
Ka)XyTcs HAaM HaWBHBIMH, TIOTOMY YTO OHHU HE CTPAJAIOT, KaK MbI, ¥ HUX €CTh
JIEKapCTBO OT JII0OOTO MPBIIKKA. 3aTO MBI CHIETH B JIarepsix, B BOWHY 3€MITIO
TpyIaMu 3aBaJIviI, TOJIBIMU pyKaMHu Tpebiu siiepHoe TorumBo B YepHoObute... U
Ternepb Mbl CHIUM Ha 00J0MKax counanusma. Kak nocne BoiiHbl. MBI Takue
TEPThIE, MBI TaKue OUTHIE. Y HAcC CBOM S3BIK... SI3BIK CTpazIaHmI...m

All the stories of suffering are so diverse that it is surprising Alexievich placed them all
in one book. They do not have a unifying topic, except for the fact that all the storytellers
have experienced emotional pain at some point of their lives. One of the interviewees
chose devotion and went to a monastery six months after her interview. Another
interviewee committed suicide a year after the meeting with Alexievich. One man
worried about his well-being, so he approved the publication only after he had
immigrated to Canada with his family, ten years after he spoke with the writer.

In Secondhand Time, Alexievich uses interviews with people who witnessed the
military conflict between Georgia and Abkhazia in 1992, and other who witnessed the
conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan after the collapse of the USSR. Those are
stories about senseless violence and killing for the sake of killing, and they resonate with
the memories of the women in The War’s Unwomanly Face who spoke about WWII.
Similarly, a large interview with the head of a Moscow-based charity for people from
Tajikistan, discusses the social phenomenon of hatred for hatred’s sake. He talked about

the outrageous abuse Tajiks suffered at the hands of both Russian people and Russian

7 AnexcueBuy, Bpems Caxond Xono, 40. [We speak about suffer all the time... It is our
way of knowing. Western people seem to us naive, because they don’t suffer like us, they have a
medicine for every pimple. But we served time in the camps, we piled the earth with dead bodies
in the war, we shoveled nuclear fuel with bare hands in Chernobyl... Now we are sitting at the
rubbles of socialism, just like after war. We are so hard to crack and yet we are so chipped. We
have our own language; the language of suffer. — my trans.]
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police, all caused by racism. A person could be deemed the correct nationality or the
incorrect nationality, with the criterion for ‘correct’ being subjective and different in
every case:

3a 4yTo ux HeHaBUAAT? 3a Kapue riasa, 3a GopMmy Hoca. FIX HEHaBUIAT MPOCTO
TakK. Y Hac KXl 0043aTeNbHO KOTO-TO HEHABUANT: COCEeH, MEHTOB,

OJIMTApPXOB... TVIYIIbIX AHKH.. I[a KOoro yFOI[HO! MHOr0 HEHAaBUCTH B BO3aOyXeE.... 10

11
YCJIOBCKA HEJIB3s JOTPOHYTHCA... 8

Alongside the stories about the misery of the Tajik people in Moscow, Alexievich put
interviews about the terror attack in Moscow subway in February of 2004, followed by
the memories of a mother whose daughter was killed in Chechnya. Just as if these stories
were not disconnected enough, Alexievich shares a long interview with a woman who
abandoned her husband for a convict sentenced to a life term in prison. The interviewee
says that he is her only true love, even though she had never seen the man before leaving
her husband; they had written each other letters. The book closes with the story of a
young woman who got arrested in Minsk, Belarus when she attended a demonstration
against the president elections in December 2010. She spent a month in a prison, while
many other prisoners taken from the same demonstration, in accordance with the
Belorussian government position toward the demonstrators, were expected to receive
between four and fifteen years as a sentence for the ‘attempted coup.’

The first chapter of the book, dedicated to memories from 1991 to 2001, is more
coherent and speaks more to the topic of “second-hand time.” This is the time when the

people in a torn apart Soviet Union tried on non-socialist ideas and values; free trade, no

118 AnexcueBuy, Bpems Caxond Xono, 414. [What are they hated for? For brown eyes, for
the shape of nose. They are hated without any reason. Everyone here hates someone — hates their
neighbors, cops, oligarchs, stupid Yankees, just anybody! There’s a lot of hatred in the air;
impossible to touch a person... - my trans.]
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censorship, no limits to places to, or to possible salary, no limits and no quotas for
anything, new music, new fashion, new dance styles, new hobbies, etc. But those ideas
were not developed by the Soviet people, they were not planted and developed for
generations — instead, the Soviet people were insatiably borrowing those new phenomena
from other countries, mostly the West. So, it was not a time that came about naturally; it
was a previously used phase in some other country’s history, just like second-hand
clothes.

The first chapter also contains some lengthy memories of regular people or
unknown government officials in Soviet history and the stories are intended to tell the
reader more about the reasons why those people committed suicides after the USSR
collapsed. Some of the people the writer described, with the help of the interviews, were
Marshal of the USSR, Sergey Akhromeyev and also one of the soldiers who were among
the first ones defending the Soviet lands against the Nazi army in June 1941 in Brest,
modern Belarus. Although the interviews are related to the initial topics of the post-
collapse life in the former Soviet Union, they are not like other memories. The first
chapter of Second Hand Time has numerous passages attempts to understand why people
lived, behaved, and believed one way during the Soviet Union time, and not the in any
other way.

From one side, Alexievich’s interviewees shared lots of stories about their overall
happy and secure lives in the USSR, the respect they were receiving from people around
them, politeness and generally high culture of their coworkers and even strangers in the
street. Lots of those storytellers shared their frustration with the collapse of the country

and their strong will to preserve it, at least on a local level. Some of these people would
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hide unused Communist Party member 1D cards, while others would bring home portraits
of the Communist Party former leaders.

But it is easy to understand that Alexievich also included numerous stories
investigating seamier aspects of life in the Soviet era as well, including the existence in
camps, prisons, executions, whistleblowing, torture techniques, etc. Her interviewees
shared their opinion on why these things had existed in Soviet life and why so many
people had participated. In the chapter titled «O manenbpkom kpacHOM (axkKe U yIIbIOKe
toropay» (“About a little red flag and a smile of an axe”) the reader s presented with a
lengthy memory of an elderly man who used to work in the NKVD (HKB/] — People’s
Commisariat for Internal Affairs). He recalled the hardship of building the powerful
Soviet country and how many efforts he himself had made in the name of it.

41 Tebe pacckas3biBato, YTOOBI ThI IOHSUL: IOPOT0 HAM CTOWJIA COBETCKas BIIACTb.
Bbepeus e€ Hano. Xpanuts! ... CTaBullb YeIOBEKa Ha KOJIEHH — BBICTPEIT U3
HaraHa MoYTH B YIOP B JIEBYIO 3aThIJIOYHYIO YaCTh TOJIOBHI ...B 00JaCTh JIEBOTO
yxa... Pyka kK KOHITy cMeHBI BHCeNa, Kak mieTb. OcoOeHHO cTpaaai
yKa3aTeJbHBIN Najel. Y Hac Toxe ObUI IJ1aH, Kak U B Jr00oM Apyrom mecte. Kak
Ha 3aBoje. C TyIaHOM IIepBO€E BpeMs He CIIPABISIIHCh. DU3MUECKH — HE MOTJIH
BBIMOJIHUTE. Toraa co3Banu Bpadeil. Koncunuym. Pemenne 0but0 Takoe — 1a
pasa B Hellemo BceM OOMHIaM JienaTh Maccax. Maccax MmpaBoi pyKHu H
yKazaTeJIbHOro manbla. [. . .] Y MeHs octaack TOJIBKO TIIyXOTa Ha MPaBoe yXo,
[IOTOMY YTO CTpEJISEIIb C IPaBOi PyKH. ... Bpydann Ham rpamMoTHI «3a
BBITIOJTHEHUE CIIENIAJIbHOTO 3aJ[aHUs TAPTUH U [TPABUTEIBCTBA», «IEIy MapTHU
Jlenuna-Cranuna — npefassl. [. . .] TsI CIPOCHIL... OBICTPO JIH KOHYAETCS
YeIoBeK, HACKOJIBKO ero xparater? S Tebe oTBeuy: HOKKY BEHCKOTO CTyJia B
321[[HI/II>1 mpoxoa Wi IMUJIOM B MOMIOHKY — U HET YCJIOBCKA.

119 Anexcuend, Bpems Coxono Xono, 293, 295. [I am telling you so that you would

understand; we paid a high price for the Soviet power. We need to protect it, to preserve! ...

... You put a person on their knees and shoot from a revolver almost point-blank into
back of the head, the area of left ear... Your arm would be hanging down like a lash by the end of
your shift. Point finger suffered the most. We had a government ordered productivity quota too
like any other place, like a factory. We didn’t catch up with the planned quota at first; just
physically could not achieve it. Then they called for doctors and got a consultation. The decision
was to give a massage to all [NKVD] soldiers twice a week. The massage of the right arm and the
point finger. [. . .]JI am now left with the deafness in the right ear, because | was shooting with the
right arm. ... They gave us awards of excellence ‘for performing a special task of the Party and
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Many stories speak to the idea that the “monsters” who were killing and torturing people
were not big and scary, but rather average people with normal lives; they got married,
had regular hobbies, and so on.

Cam Cranum... [. . .] yuun ceiHa: THI Aymaenib, uto 310 s — Cramua. Her! Cramun
— 9710 oH! U nokasbiBan Ha cBoil mopTpeT Ha cTeHe. He Ha ce0s1, a Ha cBOH
noprper! Maruna cMepTy... MaiuHa padoTaiia 0€30CTaHOBOYHO. .. IECATKH

nerT... Jloruka Oblia TeHHalIbHas: JKEpTBa — Iajia4, 1 B KOHIIC ITaJIa4 — TOXKE

xepra.'?

In general, the first chapter of the book devotes a large amount of time examining special
Russian, or rather Soviet, ideas about the nature of power and government, about
suffering, and about human life and its value. Some stories reflect on Soviet friendship
and love, about the ability of the Soviet people to live in poverty and yet to be helpful and
selfless, and about the importance of compassion and pity for the Soviet culture. Some of
the interviews are quite well thought through and may have served as a balanced
meaningful confession.

Many interviewees shared their thoughts on the role of suffering and submission
in Soviet life. Lots of people disappeared from their homes and work places, and people
were silent. Some of the storytellers said that the Soviet people treated their suffering as

the only possible way of living their lives and accepted it as a norm:

the government’, and for ‘loyalty to the work of the party of Lenin and Stalin’. [. . .]You asked if
a man runs out quickly, for how long does a man last? | am going to answer; put a leg of a
Viennese chair into his anus or pierce his scrotum with an awl and that’s it, a man is over. — my
trans.]

120 Anexcuenuy, Bpems Coxond Xono, 295. [Stalin himself was teaching his son: “You
think that Stalin is me. No! Stalin is him!” He was pointing at his portrait on the wall. Not at
himself, but at his portrait! It was a machine of death... The machine was working non-stop... for
decades... The logic was genius; there are victim and executioner, and in the end the executioner
is a victim too. — my trans.]
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OH 3HaJ, KTO Ha Hero JoHEC. Manb4uK O/IMH...3aHUMAJICS C HUM B Kpyxke Jloma
MHOHEPOB. To JTH OH caMm, TO JIK €ro 3aCTaBUIIM HAMKUCATh IMChMO: PyTa
toBapuiiia CtaarHa, OTIpaBIBIBAI OTIIA, «Bpara Hapoay. CienoBareib Ha
JIOTIPOCE €My 3TO MHCHhMO MoKa3ai. Bero xku3nb [71e6 Oosuics... bosics, uto
JIOHOCUYHK y3HAET, 4TO OH 3HaeT.... Koraa emy mepemanu, 4To y TOrO POIMICS
HETIOIHOLCHHBII peGSHOK, OH HCITYTalICs — a BAPYT 9TO Bo3Me3ue? "o

Many narrators shared the concept that it was crucial for a Soviet person to quietly accept
his/her suffering and to feel responsible for not only him/herself, but also those who put
him/her in prison. Several stories described parallels or unspoken unions between the
person who was sending people to camps, or signing death sentences, and the people who
were the victims. Nobody would uncover the truth; neither about the executor nor about
the accused. As a result, a multitude of stories examine the worth, or rather the lack of
value, that a human life had in the USSR. A large number of interviewees shared that
with Alexievich the idea that death was deeply woven into everyday life. Death was some
unspoken reality in the Stalin’s 1930s, then during WWII, for all those who were
prisoners of war or lived in the Nazi occupied territories, and then even after the war.
Countless generations of Soviet people were brought up with the system of values which
placed the motherland atop the list of valued ideas, and life and its quality at the bottom,
or most of the time, not on that list at all.

One of the interviewees recalled the words of his elderly father who had been a
loyal Communist and before his retirement had served for many years in the USSR

military. The father and his son were watching a TV documentary showing how a

121 Anexcuenmy, 232-233. [He knew who wrote him up. That was this one boy... [Gleb]
was teaching him in a boy’s club at the Pioneer House. Either the boy did it himself or they
forced him to write a letter saying that he [the husband of the interviewee] was scolding comrade
Stalin and was justifying his own father, who was a public enemy. The investigator showed
[Gleb] that letter during the interrogation. His whole life Gleb was afraid... afraid that the
informer would know that he knew... When [Gleb] was told that [the informer] had a child with
mental disability he got afraid it might have been retaliation. — my trans.]
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Japanese robot was excavating old land mines from sand. The father was a little bit upset
that it was a Japanese robot and not a Soviet one.

HeoxunanHo K KOHILy pernopTaxa y Hac Ha ria3ax poOoT aenaeT OmuoOKy 1
nozpsiBaercs. [. . .] [Tana B Henoymenun: «['poOUTh UMIIOPTHYIO TeXHHUKY? Y
HacC 4YTO, TUYHOI'O COCTaBa HE XBATa€T?». Y HEr0 CBOM OTHOIIEHUS CO CMEPTHIO.
[Nama >kui1 Uit TOTO, YTOOBI BHIIOJIHUTS JIF000E 3a1aHKe TTAPTHU U
IpaBUTEIbCTBA. JKU3Hb CTOMIIA MEHBIIIE Kenesku. 2

In the first chapter of the book, there are numerous memories where people shared how
much they wanted changes in their life in 1980s and how little they knew about what
could have happened next. They could not describe what it was that they desired. They
wanted more freedom in all aspects of their lives, but at the same time they were not
ready for it. Many simply wanted better lives with more things and a wider variety of
groceries at the stores. For example, good sausage, a VHS player, and an automobile
were among most people typical dreams, in the 1980s. Soviet people were enchanted
with the idea of new life, positive changes, freedom of speech and freedom of press.
Everybody was expecting something mysterious, and yet better than what they had then.

A young mother recalled the time when her child was a small baby and she would
keep the baby on one hand and would keep opened a book by Solzhenitsyn with the other
hand. The books replaced outside world for her:

[ToToM 4TO-TO MPOU30IIIO... MBI ONMYCTHIINCH Ha 3eMTto. OLIyIlIeHHe CYacThs U
siidopru BAPYT MEepeoMIIIOCh. Llennkom u MoHOCTRIO. Sl IOHSIA, UTO 3TOT
HOBBII MUP HE MO, He Ui MeHsL. [. . .] KHIKHbIe 1eBOYKH ¥ MaJIbYMKH. ..
KOMHATHBIE PacTeHHUS... MBI OKa3aluch He MPUCIOCOOIEHB! K HOBOH KU3HH,
KOTOpYIO Kaainu. YTo-To Apyroe Ml Xk1anH, a He 3T0. [IpounTanu Baron

122 AnexcueBmy, Bpems Coaxond Xono, 386. [Suddenly, at the end of the program, the
robot makes a mistake and blows itself up. [. . .]Father is bewildered “Why would they ruin an
imported (expensive) machine? Don’t we have enough soldiers as a replacement for this
dangerous job!?” He had his own relationship with death. Dad has lived to execute any command
of the party and the government. Human life cost less than a scrap metal. — my trans.]
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POMaHTHYECKHUX KHUT, a )KU3Hb TIOTHAJIa MMHKAMH U MTO13aThUILHUKAMU B
123
JIPYTYIO CTOPOHY.

After the USSR collapsed, lots of people lived life below the poverty line. Several
interviewees shared their stories about traumatic experiences of stealing or working in
menial positions at that time. One of the storytellers shared his memories about former
Soviet intelligentsia waiting for a free meal at a city park next to a Hare Krishna daytime
kitchen.'* People felt deceived and lost. They could not adjust to the new life that had
befallen them. Quite a few of Alexievich’s interviewees shared their deep regret about the
collapse of the USSR:

Conpanm3m MeHs ycTpauBai: He ObIJI0 HU Yep3MepHO OOTaThIX, HH OC/HBIX...
O6omkell 1 6ecnpU30pHUKOB... CTapUKU MOTIJIM MPOXKHUTH HAa CBOY NEHCHH,
OyTBUIKK Ha ynunax He cobupanu. O0beaku. B rnaza He 3arisapiBam, He
CTOSUIM C IPOTAHYTOM PyKOi... CKOJNBKO JoJell yousa nepecTpoika — 3To eme
Ha/10 TIOCUUTATh.

The new life of selling, making business, earning money, buying luxury items was
foreign to many Soviet people and seemed repellent to them.
Several stories in Secondhand Time addressed frustration and desperation in the

new circumstances. One elderly woman shared the following:

123 Anexcuemy, Bpems Coxond Xono, 164-165. [Then something happened... We came
down to earth. The feeling of happiness and euphoria suddenly broke all of a piece. | understood
that the new world is not mine, it’s not for me. [. . .]We were bookish girls and boys, we were
house plants... We were not fit in the new life we were waiting for. We were waiting for
something else and not for that. We read a carload of romantic books, but the life kicked us and
slapped us into different direction. — my trans.]

124 Back in 1990s, visiting Hare Krishna kitchens and attending any of their events was a
big social stigma. Hare Krishna was very exotic and foreign, and its members would be perceived
by average Soviet people as weird, socially awkward, and even mentally challenged.

125 Anexcuenuy, Bpems Corond Xono, 139. [Socialism was fine with me; there were no
overly rich or overly poor, no hobos and no street urchins... Old people could live off their
pensions, they didn’t collect empty bottles and leftovers in the streets. They didn’t look into your
eyes, they were not beggars.... We yet have to estimate how many people Perestroika killed. —
my trans.]
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...Ha ymuty penko Beixoxy. Uro st tam yBuxy? Ilpasmauk Mammonst! He
OCTaJIOCh HUKAKHUX IIEHHOCTEH, KpoMe MOIITHBL. A 517 § - HuIIasi, MbI Bce —
auime. Bcé Mo€ nmokoJjieHHe. .. OBIBIIIME COBETCKUE JIIOAM... HU cueToB, HI
HeIBKUMOCTH. [. . .] T'ne Harn kamuran? Be€, uTo y Hac ecTh, 3TO — HAIK
CTpaslaHus, TO, YTO MBI nepencmm.lze

The book is full of misery, sorrow, unspoken and deeply hidden pain revealed by
Alexievich’s speakers. Some Russian speaking reviewers would write that the book is too
difficult to read and the topics are quite repetitive. To some extent, we would agree with
this critique. But one need not to forget that the time of the collapse of the Soviet Union
was in fact gruesome, quite violent, filled with anger and disenchantment. Even those
people who later managed to create successful businesses or progress in their careers
remember the 1990s as the most chaotic, anarchic, and depressing years. It is
unreasonable to expect those memories to be happy and bright, and this explains why all
the stories in Secondhand Time are so full of lament and regret.

After thoroughly studying Alexievich’s books, we managed to trace some specific
features that she uses in every collection of stories. Some books would have more
evidences of the certain techniques that the writer uses, whereas the next book would
favor other methods, but they all are present in every book of the Belorussian writer.

1) Alexievich turns to the stories told by pregnant women, or about pregnant
women. For example, it could be a story about a young pregnant woman during the
nuclear explosion in Chernobyl, or a story about a pregnant Soviet woman who hanged

herself during WWII due to the reason that the got pregnant by a Nazi officer.

126 Anexcuenmu, 280. [l rarely go outside into the street. What would | see there?
Celebration of Mammon! There are no values left except for a fat purse. And me? | am dog-poor,
we all are dog-poor; my whole generation, former Soviet people... We have neither accounts, nor
property. [. . .JWhere is our fund? All we have is our suffering and all that we have survived
through. — my trans.]
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2) She often includes stories told by children. Besides a separate book that
contains only the narratives of the people who were very little during WWII, she tends to
use children’s testimonies and memories in every collection of stories she has published.
We could find a particularly wide selection of them in Voices from Chernobyl, where
children would tell how they were dying from the radiation disease and how they asked
their parent to not worry about that, or stories about children who were relocated from the
contaminated region.

3) Alexievich tends to place a terrifying act of violence in the middle of
neutral setting, like drinking water next to a well or cooking a meal. An example of this
technique could be a story that took place during WWII. A group of Soviet civilians was
drinking water next to a well. Everyone was enjoying a simple pleasure of cold and clear
water and used those minutes to unwind and talk to each other for a little bit. A woman
was breastfeeding her newborn baby during that temporary moment of silence and peace.
Suddenly, a Nazi officer together with a group of soldiers came to the well. He noticed
the woman, took the baby from her hands, and hit the child against the walls of the well.
The baby’s brains were splattered all around, and the mother immediately died from a
heart attack. The stop for water continued.

4) The writer often puts stories about some horrible deaths in contrast with
the beauty of nature around. Such, it could be a story of a Soviet hospital during WW1I
with dozens of badly wounded soldiers, amputated limbs, blood everywhere mixed with
human urine and feces, and a bare open heart in the wound in a soldier’s chest. These
details would be followed by the depiction of beautiful winter nature, gorgeous pine trees

covered with shiny snow, and quiet mesmerizing tranquility of Russian forest. Another
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example could be from the Soviet war in Afghanistan where after telling about blood,
death, and torn apart human bodies, there goes a description of the breathtaking beauty of
Afghan mountains, their vastness and incredible color.

5) Svetlana Alexievich gives her chapters distinctive and seemingly
enigmatic titles. Ehrenburg and Grosman used geographic names and often family names
to title their chapters. Adamovich, Bryl, and Kolesnik used average titles like, for
example, «[Torpannunuku» (Border Patrol). Granin and Adamovich used some unifying
thematical titles, such as «bnokanusiit 661T» (Everyday Life under Siege), «bpathbst
menbime» (Pets), «Tpoe u3 muummonos» (Three out of Millions). Alexievich prefers a
phrase from the testimony as a title for the correspondent chapter. Usually, that specific
sentence would express the most climatic episode in the chapter. For example, «Ouu He
Tonysd, kKak Mssauku» (They Didn’t Drown Just Like Balls), where the text tells a story of
a girl who witnessed how the Fascists forced local people into the river and drown them,
but two boys among those dropped in the middle of the river, kept swimming to the
surface. The Nazi soldiers kept beating the boys’ heads to make them go under water, but
the boys would swim back again and again, just like balls.

These techniques employed by Svetlana Alexievich, help us better understand
what makes her texts stand out among others in the similar fashion, as well as explain the
reason why her books are so unbearably emotional and difficult to read. It is never easy
to read about human suffer, pain, death, torture, desperation, and hopelessness, but
Alexievich has the skills of making those topics even more dramatic for her readers by
condensing her narratives, editing them out, and presenting them in the manner we

summarized above.
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Chapter 3. Problematics of Genre

The questions about Alexievich’s literary genre have been raised many times
since the day she was announced as the winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature in
October 2015. The group of journalists bombarded the Nobel secretary with the request
to clarify what the Belorussian writer’s genre was. The Nobel Committee provided the
following information:

Svetlana Alexievich depicts life during and after the Soviet Union through the experience
of individuals. In her books she uses interviews to create a collage of a wide range of
voices. With her "documentary novels", Svetlana Alexievich, who is a journalist, moves

in the boundary between reporting and fiction'?’. [.. . .] Svetlana Alexievich has created a

literary non-fiction genre that is entirely her own. She writes "novels of voices." She has

developed this genre book after book, constantly honing the esthetic of her documentary

prose, which is based on hundreds of interviews. Her skill at this allows her to intertwine

the original voices of her subjects into an artful condensation of a panorama of souls.*?®
In our research, we want to unpack the Nobel Prize Committee explanation and see how
exactly she moves in the boundary between reporting and fiction, how much of non-
fiction are her texts, and if her genre could be determined as entirely her own.

The first impression that Alexievich’s books give to the reader is that these
collections are a journalistic investigation, selected and published by an editor. The
stories seem to be transcripts of interviews with real witnesses with different catastrophes
of the 20" century. Alexievich appears to be merely a transcriber who collected the

interviews and then selected the best fragments of those for us to read. It ultimately

127 »Syetlana Alexievich - Facts". Nobelprize.org. Nobel Media AB 2014, accessed 21
Apr 2018, http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/2015/alexievich-facts.html.

128 »Syetlana Alexievich - Biographical". Nobelprize.org. Nobel Media AB 2014.

accessed 22 Apr 2018,
http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/2015/alexievich-bio.html.
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perceived as a journalistic work with typical journalistic tools to work with the collected
material. We decided to look deeper into Alexievich’s journalistic association, which
inevitably brought us to the concept of New Journalism.

Many scholars agree that new journalism originated in the 1960s, in the US
primarily, within a group of New York-based journalists. Writers such as Wolfe, Mailer,
Breslin, Talese, Didion, and Sheehy are the most important figures in this new wave of
non-fiction writing. ‘Old’ journalism presumed the idea of objectivity, providing facts
without editing, following the long working formula of ‘who-what-where-when,” while
‘new’ journalism deeply involves a reporter and requires subjectivity. The idea is to give
a fuller picture of an event and fill it with emotions, sounds, colors, and sceneries. It
requires imagination, but not distortion. New journalism’s goal is to give its reader some
new dimensions and depths that the former ‘no-nonsense,’ straight to the point, old
journalism style did not.

Of course, the so called ‘new’ journalism is not that new — there are several
examples when great American novelists would write some ‘sketches’ for various
newspapers. For example, some parts of Mark Twain’s Roughing It and Life on the
Mississippi are difficult to distinguish in terms of where reporting ends and fiction starts.
Sketches and newspaper articles written by Stephen Crane represent this ‘new
journalism’ and blend “factual reporting and fictionalized storytelling,” as John
Hollowell puts it in his study on fact and fiction."?® Svetlana Alexievich’s published work

emerges as a variant of samizdat literature — a kind of underground literature popular in

129 30hn Hollowell, Fact & Fiction. The New Journalism and the Nonfiction Novel
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1977), 34.
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the USSR in the years of harsh censorship. In that vein, her books could be understood as
a rough equivalent to what we describe here as ‘new journalism’.

New journalism was needed in times when the difference between the words of
official spokespeople and the information not welcomed in major publishing periodical
sources became too large and evident. Literary critic Robert Scholes calls new journalists
‘hystorians,” since it was needed to write and reflect on chaotic and hysterical modern
life: “[The hystorian] asserts the importance of his impressions and his vision of the
world. He embraces the fictional element inevitable in any reporting and tries to imagine
his way toward the truth.”**

One of the main subjects of new journalism writers is the extreme experiences;
important or shocking events, often violent, such as wars and big criminal cases.

John Hollowell describes the most important techniques that new journalists
employ in their writing. The first of these is the “dramatic scene.”**" Instead of merely
providing a brief sentence, stating that a certain act took place, a writer now develops a
whole scene, walking his/her reader along with the main character from scene to scene as
the events unfolded in real time. Such a technique allows the reader to penetrate the
storyteller’s consciousness and for the personality to develop fully within the space of a
journalistic story.

Alexievich exploits this technique extensively in all of her books. A large number

of stories provide detailed, step-by-step, almost cinematic sequence of little events before

130 Robert Scholes, “Double Perspective on Hysteria”, Saturday Review, August 24,
1968, 37, quoted in John Hollowell, Fact & Fiction. The New Journalism and the Nonfiction
Novel (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1977), 23.

131 Hollowell, Fact & Fiction, 26.
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a bigger, major event. Her book Voices from Chernobyl («<YepHoObuibcKas MOIUTBA)
contains large numbers of paragraphs with such ‘script-like’ depictions. Even though one
can assume that the words belong to the interviewees themselves, it is nevertheless clear
that Alexievich uses fragments of the interviews to dramatic effect. They bring a
storyteller’s experience closer and make it more accessible for the reader.

VYBuzen 1 Hauan CHUMaTh LBETYIIYIO sIONOHIO... [ 'yasT mmenu, Oenbli,
cBaIeOHBIN 1BET... OTSATH XKe — JIoIu paboTaroT, Caabl IIBETYT... JlepKy B pykax
KaMepy, HO He MOTY HOHSTb... UTo-To He Tak! DKCHO3UIMS HOpMaJlbHas,
KapTHHKA KpacuBas, a YTo-To He To. W BApYT npoH3aeT: He chbly 3amnaxa. Caj
LBETET, a HeT 3amaxa! DTO TONBKO sl IOTOM Y3HAJI, YTO CYIIECTBYET TaKast
peaxIsi opraHmu3Ma IpHu BEICOKOW paguanuy, OJJOKUPYIOTCS HEKOTOphIE
OpTaHBI.

The second technique Hallowell describes is “full dialogue.” Although some events
require quoting a recorded dialog at length, space restrictions of a story often do not
allow for the use of so many words from the recording. The new journalist is eager to
provide a full dialogue with all of its possible features, such as the word choices of the
speaker(s), any sort of obscene language, actions and gestures of the people in the
dialogue itself and possible audience/spectators around. In a certain way, all the
interviews that Alexievich has published in her books could work as examples of this
technique, since her texts consist primarily of the dialogues and monologues of her

subjects.

132 Cpernana Anexcuesnu, Yepnobwiivckas moaumsa, (Mocksa: Bpewms, 2016), 125. [l
have noticed a blooming apple tree and started filming it. Bumble-bees are buzzing. White,
wedding white color... Again, people are working, trees are blooming... I am holding a camera in
my hands, but I something seems off... Something is wrong! Exposure is fine, the picture is
lovely, but something is wrong. Then comes a striking thought — | cannot feel the smell! Only
later | learned that with high dose of radiation the body responds like that — some senses stop
working.] — my trans.]
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Hallowell’s third technique is the “status detail.”*** The new writer describes not
only the events and the people related to the event, but also all of what previously had
been considered ‘unimportant’ details, which mark the interviewee’s social status. For
example, the author includes gestures, manners, styles of furniture, clothing, decorations,
etc. These details provide a more realistic portrait of the person and give the interview an
almost three-dimensional level. One does not just imagine the face of the storyteller, but
can now “‘see” and place that person in a real room/house with physical objects and space
characteristics. Alexievich does not use this technique as fully as she could, but she
certainly employs it to a certain extent in almost all of her books. For example,

HepesHs Pateiaipl BonoxkuHckoro pationa Munckoii o0iactu. Yac e3asr oT
crosuItel. OOBIYHAS OEIOpYyCCKasl NePEBHS — JIEPEBSIHHEIC I0Ma, IIBETHBIC
MaJUCaJHUKY, ETYXU U Iycu Ha ynunax. [Jetu B necke. CTapble KEHIIUHBI Ha
nmaBoukax. S mpuexana K olHOM U3 HUX, a coOpasiach BCs yIIHIA. 3aTOBOPHIIH.
3aroocuIn B ouH romoc.>*

The description of the village and its people provides the reader with a vivid picture of a
small place in the country side of Belarus, with slowly moving time, old fashioned rural
lifestyle, simple clothes and food, and talkative people who are excited to see any guest
in their small home place. Embedding almost video-like written descriptions of
surroundings into the text is definitely one of the main principles of this particular form

of ‘new’ journalism.

133 john Hollowell, Fact & Fiction. The New Journalism and the Nonfiction Novel
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1977), 28.

134 Cernana Anexcuesmy, Y eoiini ne xcenckoe muyo, (Mocksa: Bpems, 2016), 282.
[The village of Ratyntsy in VVolozhin suburbs of Minsk region. It is one-hour trip from the capital.
It is an average Belorussian village; there are wooden cabins, flower beds, roosters and geese in
the streets. There are children playing in the sand, and old women sitting on benches. | came to
visit one of them, but the entire street came to the meeting. They have started talking and Wailing
as one voice.] — my trans.]



146

The fourth technique of the New Journalism is “the point of view.”** This device
serves to portray a character through the eyes of other significant people in that person’s
life or in the way so that the reader can understand the character’s mental process. John
Hollowell explains this technique by quoting Tom Wolfe’s description of it as “to present
every scene to the reader through the eyes of a particular character, giving the reader the
feeling of being inside the character’s mind.”**

Svetlana Alexievich utilizes this technique in the interviews in some of her books.
Most often, she turns to the special point of view when she wants her reader to
understand those characters who had been already dead (or for example, imprisoned) by
the time of the interview. The writer widely employs stories told by mothers about their
dead children when the latest were killed or committed suicide, also narratives told by
other family members and even neighbors and former co-workers about the late people.
Secondhand Time and The Zinky Boys provide a lot of examples of the writer’s use of the
Point of View. One of the most standout examples would be a story about the USSR
Marshall Sergey Akhromeyev who took his own life in 1991 when the Soviet Union was
falling apart. The narrative takes about 30 pages in the Secondhand Time; it is told by
various people starting from just anonymous people from the crowd of the Red Square in

Moscow, notes from the official investigation, paragraphs written about him by various

political figures, and to the lengthy story told by an anonymous officer from Kremlin.

135 john Hollowell, 1977, 28.

3¢ The New Journalism, ed. T. Wolfe and E.W. Johnson (Pan, 1975), 32, quoted in John
Hollowell, Fact & Fiction. The New Journalism and The Nonfiction Novel, (The University of
North Carolina Press, 1977), 28.
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The fifth technique is the ‘Interior monologue’137. The new journalism brings
thoughts and attitudes of a character as if he or she was thinking them instead of saying
them; this helps not to interrupt the narrative with unnecessary direct quotations.

From our point of view, Svetlana Alexievich does not use this technique, and the
reason is simply that she does not need to do so — she engages all thoughts and emotions
of her characters by providing page-long monologues. The writer does not have to
imagine what her interviewees were thinking about at the certain moment of their lives —
Alexievich describes their thoughts and emotions in words to deliver the inner point of
view of the characters.

The last technique mentioned by Hollowell is the ‘Composite Characterization’.
One could argue that this is one of the most important tools for unpacking Alexievich’s
writing. This literary technique allows an author to create a composite character who does
not represent only his or her personal traits and actions, but rather functions as a common
portrait of many people. In this case we do not talk about a real person, but we have a
composite who represents a group with similar features based on their experience,
location, occupation, lifestyle, language, behavior, etc. Svetlana Alexievich employs this
technique widely throughout her books. We know that she changes names of her
interviewees or presents some chapters as anonymous, and it clearly indicates to us that
she creates a composite character. Those interviews stop functioning as interviews at this
point — they turn into Alexievich’s own writing, and it is based on the writer’s own
language as well as on the words and stories already produced by interviewees. It is truly

a unique combination of real words coming from real people, words that Alexievich

137 John Hollowell, Fact & Fiction. The New Journalism and the Nonfiction Novel
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1977), 29.
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assigned to them (to the extent that we do not know for sure), words coming from
multiple unidentified sources presented as collections of replicas, and the writer’s own
words.

New journalists have been accused of fictionalizing their stories to the point of
fabrication and misinformation. Here we deal with a very complex genre that lies in
between the novel and conventional journalistic writing. The need to provide stories
about important social issues with greater depth and more a vivid portrayal, probably
played a very important role in the rise of new journalism and documentary writing in
general. We cannot even grasp the number of books printed in the last 50 years that
described important social, political, economic, and historical events — they all engage
various sources, various levels of verification by actual historic data and documents and,
hence, truthfulness, together with interviews and writer’s personal attitude which makes
all their writing inevitably subjective and to some extent fictional. In some way, we can
compare this complex mix of sources and original genres to ‘arabesques’ used in early
19" century Germany and referring to a type of free-form literature that was popular
among German idealistic philosophers, and which was later used by Gogol in his
Arabesques ‘to break free from prescribed forms, to mix fiction freely with art criticism,
to employ it as a stylistic device”.*®

It does not come as a surprise that Svetlana Alexievich was accused of
fictionalizing her testimonies. In 1993, in Minsk, in two separate cases, she was sued for
slander and making false stories. In court, prosecutor Taras Ketzmur said that he felt

uncomfortable and upset when his story was published. In his words, the book portrayed

138 Alexander Levitsky, “Gogols’ and Neruda’s Arabesques (Preliminary Notes on Their
Genre),” in For Henry Kucera (Michigan Slavic Publications, Ann Arbor, 1992), 239 — 242.
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him as a senseless machine, a killer, and a mentally ill person. His main argument was
the fact that Alexievich wrote about the Ketzmur’s dog, named Charah (Hapa), and how
they served in Afghanistan together. However, in real life his dog had died on their way
to the war. We do not know if there were more alterations, nor if they were significantly
changing the facts or our perception as readers. But this episode can give us an idea about
the overall artistic liberty Alexievich takes, and some of its boundaries.

Besides being sued by her interviewees whose testimonies Svetlana Alexievich
used in her Zinky Boys, her most recent volume Secondhand Time received several
negative reviews for editing the already published texts. For example, “Witness
Tampering,” by Sophie Pinkham, and “Du bon et du mauvais usage du témoignage dans
I’ceuvre de Svetlana Alexievitch,” by Galia Ackerman, the French translator of
Alexievich’s books, both make this claim.

Sophie Pinkham published her article on Alexievich in the New Republic in
August 2016. In her piece, she noticed discrepancies between certain facts mentioned
about the same person in two different books; the 1993 book Ouaposannsie cmepmoio
(Enchanted by Death) which has not been yet translated into English, and Secondhand
Time. Pinkham found deviations in stories that appear in both books, and analyzed how
those alterations changed the meaning. One story about an old man who set himself on
fire is told by his neighbor, a woman named Maria Isaichik, or Marina Isaichik. Pinkham
uses this story as the main focus of her analysis in the article. She noticed that Maria
Isaichik is described as having different ages in these texts, and that there were certain
changes to the description of the deceased man, Alexander Sharpilo. In the earlier book,

Sharpilo is said to love seeing children die, while in the later book he likes to see people
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die.’® Also, in the first text his funeral was without music while in the second version his
funeral was described as one with orchestra and people crying. As Pinkham sees it, these
changes alter the understanding of social context. In Enchanted by Death, Sharpilo
seemed like an outcast living in isolation and having no support from local community,
but in Secondhand Time he is shown as a member of village life who was not left alone in
his difficult times after divorce or his funeral too.

We traced those discrepancies that Pinkham mentions in her article. She is correct
— all of these differences do exist when carefully comparing the two sources. It is clear
that Alexievich, like any human, changes with time and it is not surprising that her
attitude toward the words of her interviewees changes too. We can trace it not only by
what words she has changed between the Enchanted by Death and by the Secondhand
Time, but also how she reassigns value to the narratives and edits them out. One of those
points was a different story mentioned in both books™*. In the earlier text it is an
interview with a 36-year-old engineer Svetlana Butrameyeva that is a six-page long
emotional confession of a woman who lost her purpose in life after the collapse of the
USSR and attempted suicide by drinking a bottle of vinegar essence. It is a heartfelt
monologue by a woman who has just been released from a hospital where doctors
managed to resuscitate her. Butrameyeva tells of how she lost her job, her colleagues, and
her social identity. She turned into a housewife whose duty was to cook, clean, do

laundry, and watch soap operas. She did not feel that this new lifestyle was appropriate

139 Both the books do not provide any details on the time of those events and so it was not
clear if Sharpilo was watching children die during WWII or not and/or why he was doing that.

% The chapter titled «Hctopus mpo T0, 4TO B CMEPTH €CTh UTO-TO HKEHCKOe» (‘A story
about the fact that there is something feminine in death’. [- my trans.]).
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for her, and started feeling useless and abandoned by everybody. Her girlfriends became
distant, and had their own lives, which were suddenly private, unlike in Soviet times. Her
son started dreaming of big money and told his mother that money meant freedom, and
he accused her of having the mentality of a slave. Butrameyeva could not fit in this new
reality with its foreign values. She did not want to live any more. As the only possible
escape she chose suicide. In the Secondhand Time version of the story, Alexievich
compresses this lengthy story to the size of two little paragraphs, less than a page. The
only lines the author considered worthy of quoting were the words of Butrameyeva about
the lack of girl talk with her colleagues from work, and how much she enjoyed those,
how she felt lost and humiliated when her former life style collapsed.'** Something
changed for Alexievich in the twenty years after the publication of the Enchanted by
Death. In 1993, the story of Butrameyeva seemed important to her, and of a great value,
otherwise she would not have selected it to be included in a collection of only seventeen
interviews. But, by 2013, when re-arranging documents for Secondhand Time,
Alexievich no longer saw Butrameyeva’s monologue as a noteworthy, and this was her
choice to make. Why she prefers certain interviews over other stories, the way she
delivers them, and the order she arrange them in her books — all of that comprises her
creative freedom.

The fact that Svetlana Alexievich tampers with the already published texts raised
interest toward this problem among scholars. After Witness Tampering by Sophie
Pinkham in 2016, we learned that another scholar, the Columbia University Ph.D.

candidate Holly Myers, is devoting a part of her dissertation to Alexievich’s Zinky Boys.

11 Cpernana AnexcueBud, Bpems Caxkond Xono (Mocksa: Bpewms, 2016), 307.
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Holly Myers looked at various editions of this book and found several discrepancies in
their texts. Most discrepancies were due to phrases from the earlier editions being
removed from the later ones. Specifically, phrases where interviewees stated that their
stories described their own personal truth. It is important to study more editions of her
books in order to better understand Alexievich’s style and identify her possible genre.

We decided to make our own study and trace any possible differences between
various editions of ITocreonue ceudemenu: knuea nedemckux paccrkazoe (Last
Witnesses), originally published in 1985. We used four texts: 1) ITocreonue céudemenu:
KHUea Hedemckux pacckazos, MockBa, Mosonas reapausi, 1985. 2) V eotinsl ne orcencroe
auyo. Ilocneonue ceudoemenu, Mocka, M3natensctBo OcTtoxkbe, 1998. 3) Ilocreonue
ceudemen: cmo Hedemckux Konvlboeavroix, Mocksa, M3narenscto [anemupa, 2004, 4)
Tocnednue ceudemenu: cono o demckozo 2onoca, Mocksa, Bpems, 2016**2. These
books are available at U.S. libraries and are on open access for the general public. We did
not request anything beyond officially published texts printed in Moscow at different
times. Taking a closer look at some paragraphs that Alexievich could have added,
removed, or altered among the editions can help us understand the difference between the
intended messages of the earlier and later authorial editions of the same book through
three decades.

The four texts have many alterations. Their prefaces are different and the content
is different too. The oldest edition has stories that do not appear in later versions. Those

are mostly stories about average Soviet children affected by the war and how they were

142 [1) Last Witnesses: Book of Un-childlike Stories (Moscow, 1985), 2) The War’s
Unwomanly Face. Last Witnesses (Moscow, 1998), 3) Last Witnesses: One Hundred Un-childlike
Lullabies (Moscow, 2004), 4) Last Witnesses: a Solo for Child Voice (Moscow, 2016). — my
trans.]
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either helping their parents, doing something for a collective farm, or engaged in similar
activities that were average and familiar to many children in the USSR. For example, the
1985 edition has a story titled «Ms1 ¢ 6GpaTtom monepamu OputH» (“My Brother and |
Were Pioneers”) told how the narrator and his brother, both little boys during WWII,
praised and cherished their red pioneer neck scarves.

Between the four sources, there are many stories that have different details that
were missing in the earlier editions or missing in the most recent ones. Also, some stories
have different titles; we can posit that this comes from Alexievich’s intention to draw the
readers’ attention to different aspects of the events.

Many interviewees have different ages between the books. Even though the
difference is usually one year, the digits are not the same. For example, the story «Ou
ornsiHyThes Oosutcs» (‘“He Was Afraid to Look Behind”) is narrated by Zhenia Belkevich.
In both the 1985 and 1988 editions, she is 5 years old. However, in the 2004 and 2016
editions she is 6 years old. There are a few more stories with the same one-year age
difference (like in the «Onu nesxanu Ha yrisx po3osbie» (‘They Were Pink and Were
Laying on Coals’), «Tonpko MamuH kpuk casimaina» (‘I Heard Only My Mother’s
Scream’), etc). There is also a difference in the names of interviewees — for example, the
story «29Tu 1Ba MayiburKa CTaJM JEroHbKUE, Kak BOopoosu» (‘These Two Boys Became
Light as Sparrows”) belongs to Raya Ilyinkovskaya, the 1998, 2004, and 2016 editions
provide this name, but in the 1985 text she is Ira llyinkovskaya.'*®

The chapter «A st Bcé paBao xouy mamy» (‘I Still Need my Mother”). The 2016

and 2004 editions have an extra paragraph: «[Mawma u nama] npormaiiy rae-To Mo

143 ast Witnesses. 1985,108. 1998, 390. 2004, 140. 2016, 174.
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O60MO&xKoii. Cocer TOTOM pacCKa3bIBAIM — MTOEXaTH BIBOEM UCKaTh MeHs. [Tobexanu
na craummio». ™ ** The older editions do not have this paragraph. Instead, they only provide
the information about the narrator who was waiting for her parents to come pick her up
after the war, and who was 51 years old at the moment of interview and was still in great
need of her mother. We as readers also know nothing about the parents. We are thrown
into an informational vacuum by Alexievich, just like the narrator of this story in the later
editions. We are free to think of any cause of death for them, and we can assume that the
1985 and 1998 editions would anticipate the readers to imagine some tragic death
somewhere at the battlefield or fighting the Nazi soldiers in any possible way. The later
edition’s paragraph allows us to imagine the narrator’s parents as regular people who did
not meet a heroic death while protecting their motherland, and rather were normal loving
parents who went to look for their child.

The story titled «Takue kpacuBbie Hemerkre urpymku» (‘Such Beautiful German
Toys’) has a new paragraph in its later editions about a dead Nazi soldier.

Torna xe s yBujiena nepBoro MEPTBOroO B HEMEIKOM (hopme, OH IEN-EN B
KoJIOHHe 1 yraji. KoJoHHa mocTosiia v IBUHYNACH TajbIlie, a BO3JIEe HETO
MOCTaBHJIM HaIero conaara. f nondexana... MeHs TSIHYJIO TOCMOTPETh Ha
CMepPTh BOIM3H, TTOOBITE psimoM. Korma mo paano oOBABISIIN O TIOTEPAX
MPOTHBHHUKA, MBI BCETAA PAJOBANUCH... A TyT... 5l yBuzena... Yenosek kak OyATo
crnai... OH 1axe He JIeXxall, a CHAEI, MOy CKPIOYHBIINCH, TOJI0OBA HEMHOTO Ha
iede. 5l He 3Hana: HEeHaBHIETh MHE €ro WM JKaneTh? JTo Obut Bpar. Ham Bpar!
He nomuto: Mmonooit oH wim crapeiii? Odenp ycramnsiid. M3-3a 3T0ro MHE 0110
TPYAHO €ro HeHaBUAETh. Sl Toxke MaMe 00 3TOM paccka3ana. M oHa omsath
mmakama»,

144 Last Witnesses, 2016, 19. [Mom and dad] disappeared somewhere during the
bombing. Our neighbors later told me that my parents went to look for me, they ran to the railway
station. — my trans.]

145 | ast Witnesses, 2016, 23. [It was then when | saw my first dead German in a German
military uniform. He was walking in the line of people and then he fell. The people stopped for a
little and then moved on, and they put a Soviet soldier next to him. | wanted to look closely at the
death and to be next to it. When the radio was telling us about the enemy’s casualties we would
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The same paragraph appears in the 2004 edition, but there is absent from the earlier ones,
along with any mention about the narrator’s attitude toward death in the 1985 and 1998
texts. The later editions add more psychological depth to the story and depict the girl’s
perception of the Nazi soldier as just a human being, not a monster or an enemy. For
some reason, Alexievich decided to add this part to show the girl’s thoughts about the
dead man, and her tormented perception of the witnessed event.

The added psychological layer to the narrative is easy to see in the next example.
It is a fragment from a story that in the 1985 and 1998 editions was titled «Bo3smute
HaIuX JIeTel, a Mbl moiiéM 3ammimathk ropoa» (‘Take Our Children and We Will Go to
Protect the City’) and in the later editions was titled «Hepe3 nerenbKky aJisi ITyrOBUIIBI»
(‘Through a Buttonhole’). It is important to notice that just the title shows the shift in the
authorial attitude toward this interview — the early text implies the selflessness and self-
sacrificing attitude of the Soviet people, whereas the later text stresses our attention on
horrors seen through a button eyelet by an individual.

Let’s trace these changes:

1985, 20: «41 pocna copBaHIIOM, U MHE OBIJIO HHTEPECHO MOCMOTPETH: KakK 3TO JIETAT
O0MOBI, KaK 3TO OHH CBHCTAT M KaK OHHM 1aaatoT? W BOT s T0XKMIIach Ha 3eMITIO,
HaKpbIBaJIach NaJbTO U Yepe3 METeNbKY AJIS MyTOBHUIbI HAaOIr01a1a, Kak OOMOBI JIETST. .
Tak 051110, TTOKA 5 He YBHEA EPBOTO youToro. Torma st ucmyranack...» (Same text in
the 1998, 303)*

always rejoice. But now... I saw... The man looked as he was asleep. He wasn’t even lying but
rather sitting in a bent shape, with his head leaning toward one of his shoulders. | was not sure if |
should hate him or feel sorry for him. It was our enemy! I don’t remember if he was young or old.
He looked very tired, and because of that it was difficult for me to hate him. I told about that to
my mom. She cried again. — my trans.]

18 TI was a tomboy in my childhood, and | was always curious to see how these bombs
were flying, how they were whistling and falling. So | would lay down on the ground, would
cover myself with a coat, and would peek though the button-hole to see the bombs... It ended
when | saw the first dead body. | got scared then. — my trans.]
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2004, 32: «4 Bcerma apyxmia ¢ ManbuuIkamMu. Pocia copsaniioMm. Mue ObU10
HHTEPECHO MOCMOTPETH: KaK 3TO JIETSAT OOMOBI, KaK 3TO OHU CBUCTST U KaK OHH MaJaroT.
U BOT 51 noXxuack Ha 3eMITI0, HAKPBIBAIACH MANBTO U Yepe3 NETENbKY ISl TyTOBUIIBI
HaOmomana... bomOs! stetsT... Ha nepeBe uro-to BucuT... Korna s monsia, 9To 3TO 9TO-
TO OT YeIOBEKA HA JCPEBE BHCHT, s HCIyranack. 5 3akpbuia rimasa...» "

2016, 35-36: «Bo3ie yOUTHIX BaJsUTUCh YaHUKH U KacTpronu. Beé ropeno... Kazanocs,
YTO MbI O€KUM [0 TOPALIMM YrobKaM... 5] Bceraa apyxuia ¢ Manpunmkamu. Pocna
COpBaHUOM. MHe OBLIIO HHTEPECHO MMOCMOTPETH: KaK 3TO JEeTAT OOMOBI, KaK 3TO OHH
CBHCTAT U Kak oHH nazaaroT. Korzna mama kpuuana: «Jloxxumcest Ha 3eMiro !y, 51 uepes
MEeTENbKY A7 MyTOBUIBI MOATIsAAbIBaNA... YTO TaM Ha HeOe? U kak moau OeryT... Ha
JlepeBe YTO-TO BUCHT... Korja s oHs1a, 4TO 3TO YTO-TO OT YENOBEeKa Ha JIepEBe BUCHT, Y
MeHs ObLI cTONGHAK. $1 3aKpbuIa rnasa...» "

It is easy to see the stronger emotional undercurrents, and the profusion of personal
detail, that come with the new editions. The paragraph starts as a rather plain story about
the experience of a little girl who was interested to see bombs and got scared after seeing
the dead. It progresses to more details about the dead — it was not a corpse, but only
remains of it. Finally, the story evolves into a more dramatic episode describing dead
people after bombing, a mother figure, and the girl’s emotions when she saw the remains
of the dead. Undoubtedly, the last edition has more personal and very troubling elements
that are going to affect its readers. It is difficult to say what the original text was and why
Alexievich keeps changing this specific paragraph. But it clearly shows how much she

edits the stories and works not merely as a shorthand typist, but as a full-scale writer.

4711 was always friends with boys, | was growing up as a tomboy. | was curious to see

how these bombs were flying down, how they were whistling and falling. So | would lay down on
the ground, would cover myself with a coat, and would peek though the button-hole... Bombs are
falling... Something is hanging on the tree... When I realized that it was human remains hanging
on the tree, | got scared. | closed my eyes. — my trans.]

148 [Tea-kettles and pots were everywhere on the ground next to the dead bodies.
Everything was on fire... It looked like we were running throw the burning charcoals. I was
always friends with boys, | was growing up as a tomboy. | was curious to see how bombs were
flying down, how they were whistling and falling. When mom yelled “Get down! On the
ground!” T was peeking through the button hole. I was curious what that was in the sky. | saw
people running. | saw something hanging on the tree. When | realized that it was human remains
hanging on the tree, | froze. | closed my eyes. — my trans.]
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Here is another example of an added paragraph that appeared only in the later
editions. The story is titled «U crana xa4yats, kak Kykiy» (‘She Started Rocking It as a
Doll’). The narrator, Dima Sufrankov, tells about his fear of metal scraps after the war. A
girl from his village found a hand grenade and started rocking it as her doll; the girl died
right there while her mother was running to help her. The 1985 and 1998 editions provide
just that; there are no extra details about the hand grenade, or the girl, or other metal
scraps. The 2004 edition has an extra paragraph, and the 2016 text has two extra
paragraphs. It gives more details about the deceased girl and has a new piece of
information about metal scraps of ammunition.

1985: «Ilocne BoiiHbI B Hamiel aepeBHe Ctapele ['onoBunisl [lerpukoBckoro paiioHa
eni€ JBa rojia XOpoHuiu Aeted. Kax bl JeHb miakaim MaTepI/I>>.l49

2016: «Ilocne Boitab! B Hameit nepesHe Ctapseie ['onoBunips! IletpukoBckoro paiiona
emé aBa roga XopoHWH Aereil. BoenHoe sxene3o Bamsnock nosciony. [lonouteie uépueie
TaHKH, OpoHeTpaHcnopTEprl. Kycku muH, 60MO... A y Hac ke urpymex He 6su10... [ToTom
BcE 9TO Havaslu coOMpaTh U OTHPABIATH KyJa-TO Ha 3aBOJbl. Mama 00bsiCHIIIA, UTO U3
9TOTO JKeJle3a HAYHYT OTJIMBaTh TpakTopa. CTaHKM W MIBEiHbIe MaIUHKH. Eciu st Buaen
HOBBIH TPAaKTOp, 1 HE MOAXOAWI K HEMY, JKJall, YTO OH B30pBETCS. U cTaHeT 4€pHBIM, Kak
TaHK... Sl 3HAT, M3 KAKOTO OH JKelme3a...»

From the latest edition, we can see how much the episode of the girl’s death traumatized
Dima Sufrankov as a little boy. He was told that the remnants of the war ammunition

would later be sent to factories to produce new tractors, equipment, and even sewing

149 |_ast Witnesses, 1985, 46. [In our village of Starie Golovchitzy in Petrikov region,
people kept burying children for two more years after the war. Mothers were crying every day. —
my trans.]

150 | ast Witnesses, 2016, 72. [In our village of Starie Golovchitzy in Petrikov region,
People kept burying children for two more years after the war. Military hardware was everywhere
— damaged black tanks, armored troop-carriers, pieces of landmines and bombs... We didn’t have
toys, so... Then people started to collect all that and send to some factories. My mom explained
to me that soon those metal pieces would be used to make new tractors, machine tools, and
sewing machines. When | saw a new tractor, | would not come close to it, | was expecting it to
explode and to become black as the damaged tank... I knew what metal it was made of... - my
trans.]
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machines. This made the boy fear those new objects, like tractors, as potentially
destructive and lethal. As in other examples of added paragraphs, this one adds emotional
load and creates a stronger impression upon the reader. This newly appeared paragraph
makes us wonder if Dima Sufrankov did tell these words to Svetlana Alexievich in the
1970s when she was interviewing people for this book, but she could not publish them
due to the political situation of that time. It was the time when the only officially
accepted text about Soviet tractors could be that they were the best, the kolkhoz workers
were enjoying working on them, and the entire Soviet country was happy, and that such
machines were a wonderful apparition in the country. We can understand that a story
where a boy’s fear for his life when he sees a Soviet tractor might not be received well in
the USSR. So perhaps this was the reason why Alexievich had to skip that part in the
early editions. But another question is if the interviewee said these words at all. Sophie
Pinkham was asking herself the same question in her article ‘witness tampering’. If one
specific part of an already published story was changed after years then it is logical to
wonder if that particular part existed in the original in the first place.

The same question arises in the situations when narrators are assigned different
quotations. We noticed several fragments in the book where characters would say
different words. Here is an example. In the story «Mx TsHy10 Ha YeTOBEUYECKHI 3amax»
(‘They Followed Human Scent’), the narrator, Nadya Savitskaya, recalls how her mother
was hoping to find her only son, because he did not come back home from serving in the
army before the war, and the mother was left with five daughters. When they learned
there were prisoners of war in their village they would go to see them and bring some

food. Once, they had no food to bring and therefore had to go to a local field for some
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grains. Nazi soldiers caught them and were about to shoot the mother and her five little
girls. The 1985 and 1998 editions then give the following words to the mother:
«[Tanouku! Iloxaneire... [TaHOUKH, KaK S yMpy, KOT/1a HE 3HAIO, I'71€ MOM CHIHOK.
IMaHouKH, a eci oH kuBoii? [TaHoukH, Kak s Toraa ympy?» - Whereas the 2004 and
2016 editions provide a different quotation: «ITanouku! IToxasneiite... [lanouku, 310 Bee
MOHU ICTHU. Br1 BUOUTEC, OAHU I[GBO‘-IKH».lSZ

There phrasing are quite different. Even though the meaning is still the same — the
mother was begging the Nazi soldiers to not kill her and her children, but the gender and
number of them is not the same. It makes us question which of these options was the
original one used by the interviewee, and if she did indeed say that.

In addition to the aforementioned discrepancies in the four sources, it seems very
important to pay close attention to the fragments of the texts that Svetlana Alexievich
altered significantly, and which make us change our attitude toward the stories and
interviewees.

We would like to provide a few examples.

Here is a fragment from a story that in the 1985 and 1998 editions was titled

«Bo3pMHuTE HaIUX AeTel, a Mbl oiém 3amuimarth ropoa» (‘Take Our Children and We

Will Go to Protect the City’) and in the later editions was titled «Uepes nerensky ms

151 | ast Witnesses, 1985, 69. [Gentlemen, have mercy!.. Gentlemen, how could I die if |
don’t know where my son is. Gentlemen, what if he is alive? Gentlemen, how could I die then? —
my trans.]

152 L ast Witnesses, 2004, 92. [Gentlemen, have mercy!.. Gentlemen, these are all my
children. You can see, it’s only girls. — my trans.]
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nyrosuns (‘Through a Buttonhole).**® The same story has another important
discrepancy, besides the different titles. At the very beginning of the interview, the
narrator recalls the first days of the war and how her family had to evacuate from Minsk.
Her mother was asking the drivers in the passing cars to take her children with them so
that she could go back to the city to protect it. The next passage is different in the most
recent and the older editions. The 2016 and 2004 texts share this version:

«Bo3pMHTE HAIIMX JETEH, a MBI IOWIEM 3aIMINATh ropoa». He xorena noBepurs,
YTO HEMIIBI YK€ B ropoze. ['opox camm».

But the 1998 and 1985 editions provide a different context:

«Bo3bmuTe HamMx AeTe, a Mbl HOWAEM 3alMIIaTh ropoa». OHa He Bepuiia, 4To
Bpar BOMJET B r0p0J:[>>.155

There is a difference between saying “the enemy would enter the city” (Bpar
Boi €T B ropon) and “the city surrendered” (ropona caanu). The enemy might enter a city
without the city surrendering itself, it implies that citizens and local army might still fight
to protect it. But the meaning of the “the city surrendered” implies that nobody fought for
it, people just surrendered it and the army did not come to defend them. This difference
provides a shift in understanding the context. The earlier editions depict those first days

of war in Minsk as the time when people could not believe the enemy army could come

153 ) ast Witnesses, 2016, 35-37. 2004, 32-34. 1998, 303-305. 1985, 20-22.

5% | ast Witnesses, 2016, 35. [“Take our children and we will go to protect the city.” She
did not want to believe that the Germans were already in the city. The city surrendered. — my
trans.]

155 Last Witnesses, 1998, 302. [“Take our children and we will go to protect the city.”
She couldn’t believe that the enemy would enter the city. — my trans.]
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into the city they loved and were ready to defend themselves, their city, and that their
army was somewhere close to the location. The later editions create a scene where people
were just escaping the city and their own army/commanders/government did not do
anything to help them. It seems to us that in the later editions, Alexievich attempts to
demythologize the heroism of the Soviet military and partisans during the war.

The following chapter of The Last Witnesses has a very significant difference
between the four editions. In all four sources this story is titled «1 monenosana B
yue6ruke Bee moprpers» (‘I Kissed All Portraits in a Textbook”).'*® The interviewee,
Zina Shimanskaya, who recalls the events of when she was an 11-year old girl, tells about
the life in Minsk during Nazi occupation. Their school teacher started openly criticizing
the Soviet government and Lenin. This act was not welcomed by the girl and after
coming home from school she kissed all the portraits in her textbooks. The textbooks and
the portraits are different between the editions:

Editions from 1985 and 1998: «1 Bctana u ckazana: «bosbliie B TaKOH IIKOJIE YIUThCS
He Oyny». U ymna... [Ipunuia momoii 1 norenoBana B yaeOHUKE JTUTEPaTypPhl Bce
nopTpetsL... S ouens moGuma mureparypy.»’’

2004: «5l cka3zana cebe: yuuThes B Takoi 1mkosie Oombiue He Oyny. He xouy. [Tpumna
JIOMOf 1 MOLE/TOBAA B Y4eOHHKE BCE TOPTPETH». >

2016: «4 ckazana cebe: yauThCs B Takoi mikose 6osbie He Oyay. He-e-e-et... He xouy!
[Ipumnra qoMoit 1 onenoBana B yueOHHKE BCe IOPTPETHL... Bee mrodruMbie TOPTPETHI
HALINX BOXICH». >

156 ) ast Witnesses. 2016, 29-30. 2004, 28-29. 1998, 302-303. 1985, 18-19.

5711 stood up and said, “I am not going to study in such a school anymore”. Then I left. T
came home and kissed all portraits in the literature textbook... I loved literature very much. — my
trans.]

8 1 said to myself, “I am not going to study in such a school. I don’t want to”. I came
home and kissed all portraits in a textbook. — my trans.]
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The differences between these three passages are obvious. The 1985 and 1998 texts
provide us a picture of a little girl who was not afraid to stand up for her beliefs and to
vocalize her protest about the defaming of the Soviet power. Also, she is a girl who likes
Russian literature, knows the portraits of her favorite Russian writers, and kisses the
portraits of those writers, as we might assume from the context. The 2004 version already
switches the mode from the good citizen to the reflecting consciousness; the girl did not
vocalize her concerns in public, but rather she thought them to herself. Also, the portraits
and textbooks are not specified. This text has a new paragraph that was not present in the
earlier sources. It tells about the girl’s passion toward her pioneer neck scarf and how she
was wearing it at night only, and how her girlfriend was doing the same. The 2016
edition goes even further; the girl kisses the portraits of her favorite (Soviet) leaders.
These are not just portraits or, as an option, the portraits of some Russian writers. The
writers were replaced with the Soviet leaders, and that is a very significant change. In
addition, this text provides the same extra paragraph missing in the 1998 and 1985
editions, about the love toward the pioneer neck scarf. But now the finishing line of this
chapter is new: «MHe u Tenepb HpaBHUTCs, YTO MbI Takue ObuTH...» (“I still like that we

: 160
were this way...”).

It alters the reader’s perception to the point that now the little girl is
perceived as a true Soviet, who was almost religiously kissing the portraits of the Soviet

leaders and she has not changed since that time; she likes her 11-year-old self even now.

159 | ast Witnesses, 2016, 30. [I said to myself, “I am not going to study in such a school.
No, no, no... I don’t want to! T came home and kissed all portraits in a textbook. All the dearest
portraits of our leaders. — my trans.]

160'|_ast Witnesses, 2016, 30.
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The early editions’ character seems maybe naive, but not trivial. The later editions
portray a person who was a product of her Soviet time, with unshaken beliefs and an
idolizing attitude toward the Soviet leaders. That particular character is calculated to
make present-day readers smile in pitying compassion. We can see that most likely
Alexievich had this pity as her goal by altering the texts to such an extent. It seems to us
that by that time, Alexievich stopped feeling that she was a part of the Soviet people; she
now wants to distance herself from that past. It might explain why she would want to
change how her readers perceive the narrator in this story.

The same chapter «l nouenopana B yueonuke Bce moprpetsr» (‘I Kissed All
Portraits in a Textbook”) exhibits another divergence among the four editions. The
narrator, Zina Shimanskaya, tells about their fascination with war as children; they
wanted to join the Red Army at the front. The 1985 and the 2004 texts describe it this
way: «Sl naxe BaM pacckaxy, 4To, Korjaa ocBoOoxaanu 3anaanyo benopyccuto, Mbl ¢
HOJIPY)KKOP'I, HAQYWTaBIIMCh B ra3€Tax O pa3HbIX IMOJABUTaX, pCHIWIN UATHU IIOMOTraTh
HamuM. MBI yapanu u3 goma. [. . .] A MaJbuHIIKU U3 HAIIETO KJacca, s 3HAK0, YAUPAIH
Ha (PMHCKYIO, HA UCTIAHCKYIO 130171Hy».161

The later editions do not mention the Western Belorussia'® at all, and Zina’s

memories about her fascination with war are now signaled by the newspaper portraits of

161 | ast Witnesses, 1985, 19. [l am even going to tell you that my girlfriend and | after
reading about different heroic actions in newspapers, decided to go help our army when they were
liberating Soviet Belorussia. We ran away from home. [. . .]JI know that boys from our school
class were running away to the Finnish and Spanish wars. — my trans.]

162 \Western Belorussia is a term that describes Westerns part of the present-day Belarus in
1921-1939 years when it belonged to Poland. In the Soviet times, the 1939 campaign was
perceived as the liberation of Belorussian people who were oppressed by the Polish.
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Voroshilov and Budenniy that she hangs up on the wall. Since the Western Belorussia
campaign is omitted, the girl is assigned new lines: «M&I ¢ moxpyXKoii yaupaiu Ha
(UHCKYIO BOWHY, a HAllTM 3HAKOMBIC MAJTBUUIIKH — HA I/ICHaHCKy}0>>.163

Now, the two girls are not fascinated by some real military action like how they
were described in the earlier editions; Western Belorussia was not far away, the
borderline between the West and East Belorussia was just a few dozen kilometers from
Minsk. It was close and very real. Instead, the later editions make the girls never mention
Belorussia at all; they are shown as some young, naive, and rather romantic students who
read about the wars in Finland and Spain and thought of them as of an adventure from a
story book. Finland and especially Spain were too far away from Minsk, and therefore
could not be accessible for two young children. This difference between the two earlier
and two later editions has the effect of shifting the reader’s perception of the narrator’s
beliefs and her civic position. Just like with the story about portraits in a Soviet textbook
which Alexievich made to us more naive and more ‘typical Soviet’, this example shows
how the modern-day perception of those stories by the writer herself makes her change
these narratives into something romantic and unrealistic, and to make us create a parallel
between the romanticism of those children to the whole Soviet generation.

Conversely, there is another chapter where Svetlana Alexievich removed any
notion about the Soviet campaign in Western Belorussia. In the 1985 and 1998 editions, it
is titled «Bosuicst, uto mama Toske cranet 6emasn» (‘1 Was Worried My Mother Would
Turn White Too’), and in the 2004 and 2016 the title is «5I ux pykamu cobupaina... Onu

oenpie-6emnbie...» (‘1 Was Collecting Them with My Hands... It Was White, Very

163 | ast Witnesses, 2016, 29. [My girlfriend and | ran away to the Finnish war, and boys
from our school ran away to the Spanish war. — my trans.]
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White...”). To avoid that part of the story, she altered the first paragraph in the later texts.
In this chapter, the boy Zhenia Selenia tells about the beginning of war. In the first two
editions, the opening tells the following:

bein Mmanenskuii, Ho puxoa KpacHoit Apmun B Hamry 3anagHyro benopyccuro nomHro:
BO-TIEPBBIX, 5l U3PEBEINICS U3-3a TOTO, YTO POJIUTEIH HE B3SUTH MEHS ¢ COOOW BCTpedarThb
KpacHOapMeHIIeB; BO-BTOPBIX, OHH IPUHECITH JOMOI MoposkeHoe [. . .]. B HeOe cranu
MIOSIBIISITHCSL CAMOJIETHI ¢ KPACHBIMU 3BE3/1aMH Ha KPBUThsIX. )11 HAC, MarfaHoB, 3TO ObLIO
LesbIM coObITHEM. [. . .] B TO BockpeceHbe [BauaTh BTOPOTO HIOHS OLLUTH ¢ OpaToM 3a
rpuGamu. Vixe GbIIO BPeMs TONCTBIX GOPOBHKOB-KOIOCOBHKOB [. . .].'%

But with all the rhetoric about the modern Belarus as an independent and unique country
that was moving away from being as a Soviet republic, and with such narratives widely
spread throughout Belorussian discourse in the 1990s, Svetlana Alexievich changed this
story in her later editions. Instead of the emotions that little boy Zhenia remembered
about the Western Belorussia and the time when the Soviet Army came to their lands, the
most recent texts begin the story with the June 22" memories and just combine the old
first and second paragraphs together. This example illustrates how much Alexievich
rewrites this book, depending on the political situation and the changes in her own
political views.

The chapter we mentioned before, «I norenoBana B yue6HuKe Bce mopTpeThi» (‘1
Kissed All Portraits in a Textbook”), made us question a difference in a story titled «Emé

noJ-iokeuku caxapa...» (‘Half a Spoon of Sugar More’).165 The narrator, Emma Levina,

164 | ast Witnesses, 1998, 355. [I was a little boy, but | remember how the Red Army
came to our Western Belorussia. First of all, I cried my eyes out, because my parents didn’t take
me with them to welcome the Red Army soldiers. Secondly, they brought home some ice-cream.
[. . .] Planes with red stars started to fly in the sky. For us boys it was a big event. My brother and
I went mushroom-picking in the forest that day on June 22™. It was already the time for porcini
mushrooms. — my trans.]

185 | ast Witnesses, 2016, 60. 2004, 51. 1998, 320. 1985, 38.
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speaks about her father who became a member of the Communist Party very early in
1990s. There are two different dates in the texts; 1985 and 1998 editions say he became a
communist in 1903, but later editions state he joined the Communist party in 1905. The
event remains the same - the father became a communist early in the century, but that
makes us wonder about the difference between the dates given. If Svetlana Alexievich
had the date written in her notes, there was no reason to alter it between the editions. If
she did not have the notes, then there is no reason to change the date, even though this
change does not affect the meaning.

But what catches the reader’s attention is the very end of the story. Emma’s father
died during the war when they were living as refugees in Kazakhstan, and the woman
tells about her experience of trying to live through the war without her father. Here are
some noticeable changes.

1985: «...YMep marma, 1 MeHs B3JIM B peMeciIeHHOe yuuuine. ... Korja nomyyana
KOMCOMOJIbCKH# OmiteT [. . .], 6osmack B KapMaH MOJIOKHUTh, BAPYT motepsito. [. . .] Joma
Mama NPUTOTOBWIIA HACTOSINH Yaii ¢ 3aBapkoil. EmE Obl, Takoi npa3aHuk!»

2004: «Ymep nama. Cep/rie ero He BeIIEPKano. MeHsI B3sJTH B PEMECTIEHHOE YUIITHIIIC.
... MHe Bpy4aroT KOMCOMOJIbCKU# Ouer [. . .]. Takas AparomneHHoCTs... bosuiach B
KapMaH TI0JIOKUTh, BAPYT MOTEPSIO. [. . .] BoT GBI mama MeHs YBHIEN TaKo# ceifuac,
Kakoii Obl OH ObLT cuacTmBEIi. Celiyac qymaro: «Kakoe crpaiHoe Bpems, HO Kakue
3aMedarebHbIe OBUTH JIFOAW». Y IUBIISIOCH, Kakue MbI Obutn Torna. Kak Bepumu! Joma
MaMa MPUTOTOBUIIA HACTOSIIIUNA Yal, ¢ 3aBapKoil. A Kak e, TaKou Hpa3,Z[HI/IK!>>167

166 | ast Witnesses, 1985, 41. The same text in 1998, 322. [My dad died, and | got
accepted into a vocational school. ... When I received my Komsomol Member ID [. . .][. . .][...],
I was afraid to put it into my pocket — what if I lose it. [. . .]My mom made real black tea at home,
with real tea leaves. Why wouldn’t she, it was such a big holiday! — my trans.]

187 |_ast Witnesses, 2004, 54. [My dad died. A heart attack. | got accepted into a
vocational school. ... I am receiving my Komsomol Member ID. [. . .] Such a precious thing! |
was afraid to put it into my pocket — what if I lose it. [. . .] | wish my dad saw me at that moment,
he would have been so happy. Now I think, “What a terrible time it was, but what wonderful
people we had back then.” I am amazed at what kind of people we were then. Oh how we
believed! My mom made real black tea at h people we had back then.” T am amazed at what kind
of people we were then. Oh did we believe! My mom made real black tea at home, with real tea
leaves. Why wouldn’t she, it was such a big holiday! — my trans.]
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2016: «Ymep nama. HaBepHoe, y Hero pa3opBaioch OT JKajJocTu K HaM cepare. OHO
JIaBHO Y Hero ObUTo 60sIbHOE. MeHst B3sUi B peMeciieHHoe yumiuiie. [. . .] Mue Bpy4aror
KOMCOMOJIbCKHH OuiteT. [. . .] Takas IparoreHHoCTs... bosiiack B KapMaH MOJI0XKHTH,
BAPYT HoTepsito. [. . .] Bor OBl mama MeHs yBUIeN ceifuac, Kakoi ObI OH OBLT CYACTIUBEII.
Ceiiuac nymaro: «Kakoe crpaniHoe BpeMs, HO KaKUe 3aMe4aTeibHbIC ObUIN JIFOINY.

Y nuBisitock, kakue Mbl ObuH TOTAa! Kak Bepumu! He xodercs 3To 3a0b1BaTh... S 1aBHO
He Bepro B CTajnHa, B KOMMYHUCTHYCCKUE UJIeH. DTy 4acTh CBOCH KHU3HU S XOTesa Obl
3a0BITH, HO 51 XPAHIO B CEP/IIIe T€ NepexuBaHus. Ty BeICOTY. Sl He Xouy 3a0bIBaTh CBOU
yyBcTBa. JparorieHHsie... [Joma B TOT Beuep MaMa NPUTOTOBHUIIA HACTOSIIUH Yak, ¢
3aBapKoM. A Kak ke, TaKou npa3zLHm<!»168

This alteration is similar to the changes of the portraits in the textbooks; from the
portraits of Russian writers in literature textbooks, they later evolved into portraits of the
Soviet leaders. In this abstract from «Emg mos-noxeuku caxapa...» (‘Half a Spoon of
Sugar More’), we see how the story escalates as more years pass since the collapse of the
USSR. The 1985 and 1998 editions just provide the information that Emma’s father died
and the girl became a member of the Komsomol, her mother made her real tea with an
extra half-spoon of sugar. The 2004 text already adds details to father’s death and a more
dramatic monologue about the difficult times and the beauty of people. The 2016 version
adds even more drama; the father died because his heart was full of sorrow toward his
family, and the terrible times now have an addition about the change in Emma’s mind
about her Communist youth. Now she adds that Emma does not believe in Stalin and the

communist ideas anymore and would like to forget this part of her life, although it gives

168 |_ast Witnesses, 2016, 63. [My dad died. Probably, his heart ruptured out of his sorrow
toward us. His heart was not well for a long time. | got accepted into a vocational school. [. . .]I
am receiving my Komsomol Member ID. [. . .JSuch a precious thing! | was afraid to put it into
my pocket — what if I lose it. | wish my dad saw me at that moment, he would have been so
happy. Now I think, “What a terrible time it was, but what wonderful people we had back then.” 1
am amazed at what kind of people we were then. Oh did we believe! I don’t want to forget that...
I haven’t believed in Stalin for a long time, I don’t believe in Communist ideas. [ would like to
forget this part of my life, but I keep those emotions in my heart. I keep their highness. I don’t
want to forget my feelings. Those precious feelings... My mom made real black tea at home, with
real tea leaves. Why wouldn’t she, it was such a big holiday! — my trans.]
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her a lot of nostalgia about her ability to feel and to be compassionate. Yet her story ends
with words about that day being a celebration, because to become a member of
Komsomol was a big event in her family.

It is a significant change in the texts if we see how much it affects our perception.
Originally, her father’s death was mentioned almost like a footnote, and the stress went to
the fact that Emma became a member of Komsomol. The story is about different happy
and sad moments of a girl’s life during the war. We see her as a happy person who shared
something she was proud of as a teenager. But the latest edition depicts a lady, who
shares her bittersweet memories; her family was starving and their situation was
absolutely miserable, the father died, and the Komsomol ID is now perceived with some
sadness. The woman does not seem happy to us; instead she seems disenchanted and
disoriented about the life she had back in her young years. The half-spoon of sugar was
originally pictured as something very little that could make people so very happy. The
latest text makes this half-spoon of sugar look like a sign of self-pity and self-irony.

There are a few chapters in the books where Alexievich changes something about
the way people die. These alterations still carry the same meaning — people die this or
that way, but the circumstances differ. We would like to provide an example.

In the chapter «Ts1 ipocutb, 9T00bI s TeOst pucTpeara» (‘You Are Asking Me
to Shoot You’), there is an episode where the narrator, Vasya Boykachiov, gets captured
by Nazi soldiers and brought into a special room for torture. Vasya did not tell anything
the soldiers wanted to know about the partisans and ammunition so they put him into the
basement. It was neck-high full of water, and the boy saw another person who was

already dead, taken from the basement to make room for the boy. The first three editions
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describe this dead man with the following passage: «OH He BbIZEpKaJ IBITOK U
TOBECHIICS, A Ceifuac JIexall Ha YJIHIE 10 KPACHBIM ozesiiom». - But the 2016 edition
changes that: «OH He BBIIEPXKaJl BITKY H... YTOHYIL.. A CEHYAC JEKaI Ha YIALE. . ».
The fact is the same — the man is dead. But to hang himself and to drown are not the
same. We would expect Alexievich to keep the drowning version in the early editions of
Last Witnesses — such a death would mean that the person was ready to fight for his
motherland up till the last drop of his blood and was never going to give in. Yet
something made Svetlana Alexievich keep the suicide option in the early editions and
then change it to drowning in the 2016 text.

There are some changes in the texts that keep the same concept but use different
objects to deliver the author’s idea. In the chapter «5I Bugen» (‘I Saw”), the narrator, Yura
Karpovich, shares his memories of the horrors he saw in the war as an eight-year old boy.
As far as we understand, Alexievich wanted to use a pet as one of the witnesses of
horrors that Yura experienced in his childhood. But the passage is quite different. The
1985 and 1998 texts offer the following story told by the boy: «5I Buaen, kak miakana
komka. OHa CHCJIa Ha IoJIOBEIIKax COXOKEHHOIO AoMa, 1 TOJIBKO XBOCT Yy Heé ocTaics

Oeubli, a Bcs oHa Obuta uépHas. OHa XOoTea YMBIThCS U HE MOTJIa, MHE Ka3aJI0Ch, 4YTO

LIKypKa Ha Heil xpycTena, kak cyxoi smer». ! The same chapter in the 2004 and 2016

169 | ast Witnesses, 1985, 77. 1998, 358. 2004, 99. [He didn’t endure the torture and hung
himself, and now he was lying in the street, under a red blanket. — my trans.]

170 ast Witnesses, 2016, 123. [He didn’t endure the torture and drowned. Now he was
lying in the street. — my trans.]

71 | ast Witnesses, 1998, 415. 1985, 127. [I saw the cat crying. It was sitting on top of the
firebrand of a burnt house. It was completely black and only its tail was white. It wanted to wash
itself, but it couldn’t. It seemed like its skin was crunching like dry leaves. — my trans.]
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editions offer another pet story told by Yura: «$I Bunen, kak riakaiga coceackas codaka.
Ona cuzena Ha 3071€ cocecKoi xatel. OnHa. Y He€ ObUIH I1a3a CTaporo 4eII0BeKa. .. » 2
Seems like Alexievich’s idea was to use a pet as a witness to the inhumane terror the boy
experienced during the war. But we are not sure if these words belong to the boy himself.
If they do, then the question arises: Which version is authentic?

Overall, there are significant differences between the four editions of the Last
Witnesses we analyzed in this research. They exist in many levels, starting from the
number of chapters, to the words and the meaning. Older editions, especially the 1985
edition, have chapters that are not present in the 2004 and 2016 texts, and the later
editions have some new chapters that were missing in the early texts. The titles are
different too — together with the changes happening with Svetlana Alexievich, she
changed the accent of the stories, and therefore was re-titling them. The chapters in 2004
and 2016 sources are named in a more dramatic way and reflect on some traumatizing
scenes from the narratives.

In addition, the later texts show more unified and standardized Russian language,
whereas early editions of The Last Witnesses preserved a lot of local words specific for
the Belorussian region. The most recent edition from 2016 is in general more dramatic
than the previous texts of this book. More than 80% of chapters got an extra little
paragraph in the beginning and / or the end of every story, and the added phrases did not
exist in the previous editions. Those additions could signal of the writer’s shift to
increased dramatization of the texts — now they show emotions and philosophic

questions. For example, the opening words might be about how difficult it is for a

172 |ast Witnesses, 2016, 212. [I saw our neighbor’s dog crying. It was sitting in the ash
of the neighbor’s ruined house. It was all alone. It had the eyes of an old man. — my trans.]
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narrator to talk about such a wounded topic, or that he/she remembers everything no
matter how many years had passed. The closing phrases might be something like “How
did I survive if I had died so many times?”, or “We need to remember that, there is no
one except us to tell about those years, we need to talk™.

Also, the latest version adds paragraphs to the texts of earlier editions. Mostly,
these paragraphs are about something overly dramatic and emotional. For example,
descriptions of the Nazi soldiers and their everyday life, or how a Nazi soldier dug up
dozens of people buried alive and then happily pet a little puppy. Another example would
be a previously absent paragraph describing young Soviet boys who were using dead
bodies of Nazis as their sleds and were sliding down a hill on those corpses in winter.
Undoubtedly, these are the fragments that are emotionally loaded and make the reader
feel and co-live the text in a more acute way.

Some episodes are missing or added, depending on the political situation when
each edition was published. For example, earlier mentions of the Western Belorussia
liberation by the Soviet army are missing in the later texts, so are mentions about hungry
Palestinian refugees — they were present in the early editions, but were replaced with just
‘hungry refugees’ in the later ones.'” In addition, in the episode when Lenin was not
mentioned at all, his name was included in the same chapter decades later.

Some specific paragraphs of the texts have significant alterations. In some cases,
changes done by Alexievich affect the whole meaning of the chapter, like with the stories
about kissing the portraits and treating acceptance to the Komsomol as a holiday. Many

of these changes make the narrators look more naive and lost. They are not perceived as

173 See in Last Witnesses, 1985, 141. 1998, 430. 2004, 189. 2016, 238.
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people of a big powerful country — quite the opposite, the impression their stories make in
the later editions is more of disenchanted, perplexed, and in some way, orphaned people
of the Soviet times.

Some other changes do not affect the general message of the story, but the
wording is so different that they inevitably raise a suspicion that the narrator did not say
those words at all and that Alexievich assigned them to this person. This, in turn, makes
the entire body of texts look ambiguous — it is impossible to say which words do belong
to the interviewee and which do not.

In addition to the complex style in Alexievich’s works, she operates with the
interviews in the mode of a New Historian. Unlike scientific history, that collects facts
and provided data in the most unbiased and objective way as to exclude any personal
imaginative influence, New History, through one of its representatives, Benedetto

Croce, ™

state that every event from the past should be a vibrant emotional piece of
history occupying a scholar’s mind and soul. He says that “[t]he historian’s own
subjectivity was therefore the key to effective historical narration; the scientific method
could produce only dead history, or ‘chronicle’, whereas the intuitive intervention of the
historian produced “living” history, necessarily written from the standpoint of the
present”.*” Alexievich selects certain interviews, from hundreds, for each book and does

so based on her own imagination and subjective vision of the concrete events in the

recent history of the USSR and post-Soviet countries. Of course, she is preoccupied with

174 Benedetto Croce, History: Its Theory and Practice, trans. Douglas Ainslie (New York,
1960).

175 Croce, 215.
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her own sense of ‘truth’ and therefore filters the texts of interviews through her own
parameters of what fits and what does not.

The concept of personal truth and depicting certain historic events from one a
specific angle that seems right to the narrator, makes us compare such texts to a popular
genre in Latin America called testimonio. Classical Latin American testimonio usually
describes a life history of one person. The narrators answer some questions and are free
to choose their own stories and associative digressions while the transcriber’s task is to
collect this raw material and transform it into a written monologue. Professor Oushakine
explains that “The goal is to preserve the stories that would otherwise remain
marginalized or simply unheard, and the trick is to minimize the transcriber’s power.”"°
Unlike the traditional form, Svetlana Alexievich transcribes histories of numerous people
to create a history of an event, rather than of one human life. As Oushakine notices, this
approach allows her to reduce the interviews to a small set of paragraphs or even a few
lines and to increase the number of testimonies selected for publishing.

This connection with the genre of testimonio and such an iconic example of
testimonio as the book named I, Rigoberta Menchu (1983), is very important for our
study. Professor Oushakine pointed out a few similarities between this Latin American

genre and the one by Alexievich. “In her collection of testimonies of WWII, Alexievich

carefully remains in the shadows of her interlocutors. Most of her questions have been

176 Serguei Oushakine, “Neighbours in Memory. Svetlana Alexievich: the first major
postcolonial author of post-Communism” in The Times Literary Supplement, published
November 18, 2016, 10.
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removed from the conversations, and the reader can only infer the inquiry that may have
prompted the narrator’s response.”177

As Professor Oushakine rightfully argues, a traditional testimonio reflects of the
life of one person, just like we see it in the I, Rigoberta Menchu. Whereas the story
created by S.Alexievich combines multiple testimonies into one large narrative. “[I,
Rigoberta Menchu] tends to be assembled as the life-history of a single person, then the
version created by Alexievich privileges a life-event. As she explained in 1994, “I have
no time to paint a portrait. Things change too quickly. [...] I just take simple pictures.
Snapshots.. e

The comparison with the book about a life of a poor Guatemalan woman, I,
Rigoberta Menchu (1983) is useful for our study not only because as an example of
testimonio, but for its conflicted history and acceptance by the audiences.

In the early 1980s, a poor Guatemalan woman, Rigoberta Menchu, met with an
anthropologist, Elizabeth Burgos, in Paris and told about her life in her home country in a
little Mayan village. While growing up, she witnessed the hardship of the civil war in
Guatemala and how it affected her family. Rigoberta was talking to Elizabeth Burgos for
a week, and those tape-recorded conversations later formed about 250 pages of English
text, transcribed and put chronologically.

Rigoberta’s memories tell about her childhood and the way she remembered her

village as a little girl, also its people farming maze and living in piece with each other.

Her parents were very poor, and to survive they would go to work on coffee and cotton

17 Oushakine, 11.

178 Qushakine, 11. [Emphases in original].
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plantations for miserable wages on the South Coast every year. The living conditions
there were so horrible that two of her brothers died at the plantations. But her father did
not want to give up and he started a little settlement next to the forest back in their native
highlands. His struggle for land was real. From one side, he had to resist to nearby
plantation owners. They threw the Menchu family and their neighbors out of their houses
several times. In addition, his father was thrown into prison twice, and he got severely
beaten and had to spend a year in a hospital to recover. From another side, the
government organization that had most of the control over land did not want peasants to
own land; instead, it was mostly supportive of the interests of big landlords. To help her
family, Rigoberta went to Guatemala City and worked for a wealthy family who did not
treat her well. Her father later got involved in peasant unions and it resulted with the start
of a special peasant organization that joined the guerilla movement. The Guatemalan
army burned down villages of the people who supported or sympathized with the
Marxist-led guerilla movement. Her younger brother was kidnapped and, after weeks of
torture, was burned to death. Her father went to the capital to occupy the Spanish
embassy in 1980 and was burnt to death by the local police together with dozens of other
people around the embassy that day. But the horror did not stop for Rigoberta at that
point. The Guatemalan army kidnapped, raped, and tortured to death her mother.
Rigoberta got involved with promoting peasant unity among her fellow Guatemalan
people, and she had to escape to Mexico to not be captured by the government security
forces. This was the story of her life until her age of 23.

Almost ten years after this story was told to Elizabeth Burgos in Paris, Rigoberta

Menchu won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1992. She became an international symbol for
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human rights. People all over the world started talking about Guatemalan dictatorship, the
massacres of thousands of indigenous peasants, and how a peasant woman had to join a
revolutionary movement to bring freedom and peace to her home country.

At the same time, the book with Rigoberta’s story started to be examined and
studied closely by different people who found numerous discrepancies between the
events depicted by the Guatemalan woman and the accounts of other witnesses as well as
facts from the documents. It stirred a great controversy about the book and its credibility.
One of the scholars who did a further research to prove Rigoberta’s story right or wrong
was David Stoll (1999). In the 1990s, he traveled to the Ixil Maya town of Chajul where
most of the events depicted in the woman’s memories took place and spoke to different
people who witnessed and/or participated in the events mentioned by Rigoberta. In the
story told by Menchu, the Guerilla Army of the Poor (EGP) was supported by peasants
and gained wide popularity among them. As Mr. Stoll’s research showed, it was not
entirely true. People in the part of Guatemala that Rigoberta was from, did not
sympathize with the EGP, nor did they support the government army. To them, both
armies were violating their rights, bringing chaos, and posing threats to their lives. Mr.
Stoll also looked at the case about the fire around the Spanish Embassy in January 1980
that took the life of Rigoberta’s father and 35 more people. Closer investigation showed
that the revolutionary movement preferred to pick an unfounded version of events and
made it the official story that later got internationally accepted. It transpire that even
details like the place where Rigoberta’s younger brother was tortured and burned to death
did not match other witnesses’ accounts. When Mr. Stoll visited the town of Chajul, one

of the elders, Domingo, took the scholar around the place:
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Domingo and | were on the main street, looking toward the old colonial church
that towers over the plaza. It was the plaza where, according to the book that
made Rigoberta famous, soldiers lined up twenty-three prisoners including her
younger brother Petrocinio. The captives were disfigured from weeks of torture,
their bodies were swollen like bladders, and pus oozed from their wounds.
Methodically, the soldiers scissored off the prisoners’ clothes, to show their
families how each injury had been inflicted by a different instrument of torture.
Following an anticommunist harangue, the soldiers soaked the captives in
gasoline and set them afire. With her own eyes, Rigoberta had watched her
brother writhe to death. This was the climactic passage of her book, reprinted in
magazines and read aloud at conferences, with the hall darkened except for a
spotlight on the narrator. Yet the army had never burned prisoners alive in the
town plaza, Domingo said, and he was the first of seven townsmen who told me
the same.*"

Having done his research, Mr. Stoll came to conclusions that seem applicable and quite
accurate to the writing by Svetlana Alexievich. One of the main arguments that Rigoberta
Menchu used herself was the fact that she represented a larger group of people. She
insisted that her story did not belong to her only, but rather to all poor Guatemalan
peasants.

In some way, by telling the story of her life before the age of 23, she made herself
a composite Mayan — a personal story of many Mayan people at the same time. It is
similar to the approach that Alexievich has utilized in her books. The interviews she has
published represent both the narrator and the editor/ transcriber. There is some unity
between the message originally conveyed by the interviewee and the way how Alexievich
shaped that transcript to deliver her own message, too. David Stoll wrote that “when a
person becomes a symbol for a cause, the complexity of a particular life is concealed in

order to turn it into a representative life.”*®® Alexievich makes the stories of her

1% David Stoll, Rigoberta Menchu and the Story of All Poor Guatemalans (Westview
Press, 1999), 2.

180 Stoll, xi.
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interviewees in some way impersonal and representative. A storyteller is both a specific
person with his or her name and experience, but at the same time it represents all other
people who were in that city, on that street, or in that location at that very same time too.
We can suggest that Alexievich, by changing lines and adding new lines into the
narratives of her storytellers, makes them less personal and more demonstrative — they
are not just interviews anymore, they become semi-fictional stories which belong both to
someone and to no one. Such stories in a way become representations of a collective
memory. If we assume that this collective memory is correct and trustworthy, then the
question about “which words do we trust” becomes irrelevant.

One of the David Stoll’ conclusions is particularly interesting for our discussion
of Alexievich:

If Rigoberta is fundamentally right about what the army did, why dissect a

personal account that is inevitably selective, like any human memory of

anything? If her story expresses a larger truth, surely a sympathetic

anthropologist should not challenge its credibility. As a colleague reasoned with

me: “[. . .] Maybe the accuracy of her memory was impaired by trauma. [. . .]

Maybe she was tired, maybe there were communications problems, maybe she

was just doing what advocates always do — exaggerating a little.”*®*
In case with Svetlana Alexievich, the important question every reader should answer is if
s/he believes that a larger picture of the events described in the writer’s book is true. In
the situation with the memories presented by Rigoberta Menchu, people had no doubts
about the atrocities and mass Kkillings done by the army. In 1981-1982, about 35,000
people of Guatemalan highlands were killed or displaced due to the war. **> Many people

live till present to confirm the story of the poor Mayan fate. The narrative by Rigoberta

181 stoll, ix.

182 gtoll, 2.
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was not very accurate about her personal details, but it was accurate in describing the
lives of thousands of other Mayans.

Out of five books published by Svetlana Alexievich, the first two covered the
events of WWII, and we do not have many living witnesses to create a resonance in case
if her depiction was not entirely correct. But the last three books touch upon events that
were witnessed and discussed by many. In this case, if the major picture of the book
seems true to the reader, there are no questions about its credibility. But if the reader
disagrees with the point of view provided by Alexievich, and s/he insists on a different
angle those events should have been depicted, then any study about Alexievich’s
adaptation of interviews would only provide weapons to such critics.

Rigoberta Menchu’s description was agreed to be looked at as true on a large
scale, regardless of those not entirely factual elements that scholars later discovered.
“Rigoberta was dramatizing her life like a Hollywood scriptwriter might, in order to have
an impact.”*®® She had a noble goal of liberating Guatemala and ending the civil war that
took a half of her family, as well as dozens of thousands lives of her fellow Mayans.

Svetlana Alexievich uses dramatization as well. She meticulously changes ‘her’
interviews adding more elements that cause more emotional impact than in the previous
editions of the same book. It seems like her goal is to show how much suffer and pain
have the Soviet people gone through in the past 70 years. She shows how wars and an
ecologic catastrophe could be devastating for all involved, be it a cat or a dog, a child, a
woman, an older person, or military man. The rest is in the hands of the reader. If s/he

agrees with the writer then the books seem credible, and no discrepancies and changes in

183 stoll, 273.
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what is supposed to be a frozen text of interviews, can be challenged. If the reader does
not approve of the point of view developed in the book, then any dramatization utilized
by Alexievich works as a metaphorical bomb to throw at her.

There is no question that Svetlana Alexievich manifests a tendency toward
dramatic re-enactment. She makes her narratives more salient by leveling their emotional
charge to the maximum and beyond. From one side, the very nature of the events
described in her books is extremely tragic and unspeakably sad, but from another side,
her ultimate intention seems to be noticed and to attract attention to the historic
cataclysms of the 20" century and their probable aftermaths. Such a tendency might be
understandable if we take into our consideration her close connection to the literary
fashion of Ales Adamovich and his «cBepxmnuTeparypa».

Alexievich’s literary genre could be placed into the category created by her
artistic teacher and colleague — the well-known Belorussian writer, literary scholar, and
opinion journalist, Ales Adamovich, whom we discussed in Chapter 1 of this study. In
the Soviet context, Adamovich was the first writer who argued for the need for a new
genre for the 20™ century literature that he termed «cepxuteparypa» (‘super-literature’
or ‘pan-literature’).

Ales (Aleksandr) Adamovich was born in 1927 in a small Belorussian village in
Minsk region, but grew up and lived until after the war in the village of Glusha in
Bobruysk region (mocénox I'mymra bo6pyiickoro paiiona). He died in Moscow in 1994

and was buried in Glusha village in Belarus. When he was only 15, he joined Belorussian



181

anti-Fascist partisan group and fought in WWII till 1944."®* Without doubts, his war-time
experiences left a significant imprint on his personality — for many years, he would go
back to the theme of war in his books and literary theory essays. After the war, he
graduated from the Belorussian State University with a major in philology (1950). In
1963, he became a professor, and later moved to Moscow to teach Belorussian literature
at Moscow State University. Unfortunately, a famous case of Sinyavsky and Daniel
(mporecc Cunsickoro u lanuais) ended Moscow career for Adamovich. The
Belorussian writer refused to sign a letter against Sinyavsky and Daniel'®, and as a
penalty, he was dismissed from his job as a professor. He had to move back to Minsk and
continue his literary and academic publications, away from the main literary scene of
Moscow and Leningrad.

While back in his home country, he delved into the theme of war and the
preservation of lesson given to him by the war. Adamovich was the person who told the
whole world about the blood-curling crime the Nazi soldiers committed in a small
Belorussian village of Khatyn (Xatsims). In 1971, after 5 years of work, he published his

famous short novel «Xarsiabckast moBects» (The Khatyn Story). The text received a lot of

184 Anech AmamoBw, «JlomymbIBaTh 10 KOHIA. ABTOOUOTpadust — 85» B JJodymbieams
00 KoHya: umepamypa u mpesoau éexa (Mocksa: CoBeTckuii mucarenb, 1988), 235 — 245,

185 The case against two Soviet writers — A. Sinyavsky and Y.Daniel — attracted a lot of
attention among Soviet people in 1964-1965. The writers used pennames of Abram Terz and
Nikolay Arzhak and secretly shipped their stories and essays abroad where the texts were
published. Daniel was sentences to 5 years at prison camps, and Sinyavsky was sentences to 7
years. The official reason for such a punishment was the ‘anti-Soviet agitation and propaganda’.
The main public persecutor was a famous Soviet writer, Mikhail Sholokhov. Writers, literary
critics, professors of literature and philology, and artists were encouraged to sign the accusation
letter against Sinyavsky and Daniel. It was a moral choice - to sign a letter would mean to keep a
job and at the same time to say No to free speech and free literature in the USSR, while to refuse
to sign the letter would mean to show your civic position with all the punishment it could bring
from the government.
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attention and was shocking to the readers. The main event of the story is described in the
scene where Nazi soldiers put 149 people from the Khatyn village into one building and
set it on fire.

Adamovich continued working with the war memory and decided to use a new
method to let the readers better understand what he saw himself as a partisan in 1941-
1945 and what millions of the Soviet people when through in those years — he wanted to
give the voice to those who survived and who could describe their own experiences. To
capture, share, and preserve those memories, Adamovich decided to use a tape-recorder.
He traveled all throughout the country to record the stories and voices of the survivors.
Together with Yanka Bryl and Vladimir Kolesnik in 1977, they published A uz oenennoti
oepesnu (Out of the Fire), discussed in Chapter 1 of this study. The 1977 text presents the
readers with a collection of interviews with different Belorussian people who shared their
stories about the Nazi invasion and occupation of the Soviet Belorussia in 1941-1944.
The emotional influence of the book was so significant that it was later used for the film
by Elem Klimov, Xou u cuompu (Go and See, 1985). Klimov was so shaken by the
Khatyn Story and the Out of the Fire that he asked Adamovich to write a script for his
future film. Many filmgoers both in the Soviet Union and abroad were struck by
Klimov’s unflinchingly direct portrayal of the barbarities of the German invasion.
Russian film critic Pavel Orlov in his article about Go and See wrote:

OpHa U3 KIIFOYEBBIX COCTABIISIONIMX (PUIIbMa — IIIOKOBAs 3CTETHKA, 3aKIIFOYArOIIAsACs B
MTOTYEPKHYTOM U MPOTPAMMHOM HaTypaJiu3Me, JOCTOBEPHOCTH U 0€3KaTIOCTHOM
PEATMCTHYHOCTH MTPOUCXOIAIIETO Ha 9KpaHe. [. . .] B mambHeiieM B COBETCKOM KHHO —
3a peNKuM HUCKIIF0UYEeHHEM Bpoie «VIBaHOBa IETCTBAY — CIOKHUIACh HOpMa M300pasKeHUS
«0ecnosoro», 00JErYeHHOTO BapUaHTa BOMHBI, HCKITIOYAKOINAS aKI[EHT Ha TSDKEJIOM OBITe
WM JeMOHCTpaIiio Hacuius. KITMMOB XoTel rmepeuepKHyTh MOA00HYI0 TPAAHIINIO,
MIOCKOJIBKY OHA HICaTN3UpOBaIa BOWHY, HE JaBaja 3pUTEI0 MOHUMAHUS TOTO, YTO ATO
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TaKO€ Ha CaMOM JI€CJIC: «YTOOBI OBITOBOE CO3HAHUE CTPSAXHYTb, IOAHATDH 3PpUTCIIA K
186
BBICOKOMY CO3HaHMIO, TO €CTb BEPHYTH €I'0 K €ro CyTH, HCO6XO}Z[I/IMO TMMOTPACCHUC) .

It is undoubtedly one of the most terrifying and the most significant films about WWII.
The Russian writer and journalist Dmitriy Bykov recently characterized the psycho-
emotional impact of Adamovich’s texts in the following manner: «AgamoBu4 —
camroral». [. . .] HaBepHoe, 3T0 HE caau3M, HO KAKOE-TO MCTUTEIILHOE TYBCTBO I10
OTHOIICHHIO K ynTaTelio («BOT nucmbITait To, 4To McmbITal s») B HEM cuaeno. [. . .] Ho
yuTaTh «Sl U3 OTHEHHOM AepeBHU» (GU3UUECKH HEBO3MOXKHO. [. . .] Tam nmpuBoasiTcs 6e3
MaJIEUIINX U3MEHEHNH TaKue ACTaJIU, TAKUC NUTATBI, C KOTOPBIMH HC MOXKCT XUTb
yenosek.”® Svetlana Alexievich’s work show her affinity with the methods of both
Klimov and Adamovich; she strives to recreate the trauma, shock, pain, and horror that
her interviewees shared in their testimonies, and to make the reader co-feel these
emotions while reading her books.

Adamovich went further in his search for the new genre and in 1977 — 1981, the

Belorussian writer with Daniil Granin, prepared and published a collection of interviews

188 ITaBen Opio, «Kak 310 cHsito: «Mmm 1 emotpmy, TvKinoRadio.ru, ony6imkosaso 28
uronst 2015, https://tvkinoradio.ru/article/article3566-kak-eto-snyato-idi-i-smotri. [One of the
film’s key features is aesthetics of shock that is delivered through the highlighted, major photo
realism, vividness, and merciless literalism of the depicted scenes. With time, Soviet cinema
acquired norms for the featuring ‘epicene’, lighter version of the war (with some rare exceptions
like Ivan’s Childhood). Such a version excluded hardships of war-time daily life and
demonstration of violence. Klimov wanted to stop that tradition, because it idealized the war and
did not allow the viewers to understand what it was in real life: “To shake off banal
consciousness of the viewer and to raise it back to the core of it, a shock is needed”. — my trans.]

187 . .
8 IImurpuit BeikoB, Q0un: cmo noueii ¢ wumamenem (Mocksa: M3natenscteo ACT,

2017), 241. [“He is a sadist™. [. . .] There was a revengeful emotion deep inside of him, like “go
experience what I have experienced”. [. . .] To read Out of the Fire is physically impossible.
Without any changes, it provides such details, such quotes with which a person cannot live. — my
trans.]
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with the survivors of Leningrad siege during WWII. The book of interviews was titled
The Blockade Book (hrokaonas xknuea) and was later published in its whole in 1984.

The path for finding this genre started with the two volumes of IZTapmusanwsr (The
Partisans) where Adamovich combined autobiographic material, diaries, and some
elements of confession-like stories. It was followed by Xamsinckas nosecmo (The Khatyn
Story, 1971), and Kapamenu (Chasteners, 1980), where the writer used the technique of
montage between some real historic documents and fictional story. The writer wanted to
be as authentic in his books as it was possible for a written text, so his next A us
oenennoti depesnu (Out of the Fire), 1980 and broxaonas knuea (The Blockade Book)
captured his understanding of the pure documental prose.

Dmitriy Bykov has rightfully placed Adamovich into a special category of the
20™ century post-Holocaust literature. The modern day literary scholar has outlined three
ways in which literature could overcome the famous Adorno question/problem about
possibility of writing poetry (and overall literature) after the extermination of Jews in
death camps by Nazis. One such way is a fiction literature in its traditional form as we
know it, from before the 1940s. One example of a post-war novel that attempts to depict
war accurately is Vasily Grossman’s JKusus u cyov6a (Life and Fate, 1950-59). The
writer depicted the horrors of a death camp and gas chambers with outstanding mastery.
Crutial here was Grossman’s interest in Tolstoy’s War and Peace in the way it could be
written for WWII; the barbarity of war was exposed through an unsentimental and even
clinical style. The second way is a documentary novel where a story is created out of
hundreds of interviews with the witnesses of a tragic event of the 20™ century. Each

interview is a confession filled with first-hand experiences and emotions. Adamovich as a
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founder and Svetlana Alexievich as his student both belong to this latter category. The
third way to describe the terrible events of the mid-20" century is the literary works by
Varlam Shalamov and Nadezhda Mandelstam. While reading, for example, Shalamov’s
Konvimckue pacckaser (The Kolyma Tales, 1954-1962), especially its second volume, we
can see how the author was in mental and physical decline during the process of writing,
and how the transcription of memories of his frouteen years in the Kolyma labor camps
helped him temporarily stave off his late-stage dementia, enabling him to think and
express himself.'%

Ales Adamovich wanted to reach the highest level of truth in his literature, and
saw it by creating the “super-literature” or “pan-literature” (cBepxsnmreparypa). Such a
genre was his response to the famous Adorno question if we could have poetry after
understanding the barbarity of the Holocaust. Adamovich believed that the truest way to
write anything after Auschwitz would be to give the voice to the people who survived it
or any other dramatic event of the 20" century. One of the Belorussian scholars who
studied Adamovich’s literary genre noticed that the search for such a realistic literature
was already present in what Thomas Mann described as ‘not a novel’ and Bertolt Brecht
called ‘not plays’.189
While working on the Blockade Book, Adamovich tried to outline the genre he

was working in — a sort of journalistic literature that would make people, survivors,

witnesses the main characters, rather than giving the leading voice to a writer. His newly

188 Brikos, 237-238.

189 C .M. Xanens, «I1i Tpa6a Gasia «ayxbIx Kiacikay»? B Arece Aoamosiu i uac:

mamap ‘st Adamosiuvickix usimannsy, 5 eepacns 1997 2. : momamorunst 360pnix (MiHCK,
1998), 78.
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formed genre of ‘super-literature’ was essential for him both as a literary scholar and as a
war survivor, in enabling him to create a productive sphere for the objectification and
transcendence of his experiences. A rather large entry in his Blockade Book notes from
1983 was dedicated specifically to the explanation of the main principles of ‘super-
literature’, and what makes it different from other similar literary fashions.

Taken together, Adamovich’s experiences during the war and his attempt to
grapple with the Chernobyl nuclear catastrophe in 1986, emerged as crucial catalysts
in his shaping the new genre of ‘super-literature’. «3BbIl3agady JiTapaTyphl
AnamMoBIY 6aubly y pacKphIlLli Mpayabl ga KaHia. HoBae MbICIeHHE, HA SITO IYMKY, Y
TBIM, IIITO «JIiTapaTypa — He IOKTap, JiTaparypa — 60ib. Kanu 6016 TITHI HE CaMbl
BOCTpPBI, a4 ThIM CaMbIM HC 3aKJIMKAC 1a T3pMHHOBElI>i pBaKHBIi — 3Hayblllb, sTHA HE
ammassimae gacy».'*® The Belorussian writer wanted the new literature to change
people — he hoped that the ‘super-literature’ could make people understand the state
of emergency within the world, and help them find a solution to threatening
situations. As he himself put it in his essay:

... XOpOHMIIN MOJIOJIYIO KEHIIUHY, YMEPILYIO 32 ICHb-/Ba JI0 po/oB [. . .]. Moruna
MIPHUHSJIA, TTOTJIOTHIIA HE TOJIEKO )XU3Hb MaTepH, HO M €€ TPOI0JDKEHHE.
[omymanock: BOT OH, 00pa3, TMK MaJIOHHBI «TEPMOSIIEPHOTO BAPUAHTA)» UCTOPHH.
OT KOTOPOTO OEXKHT YETIOBEUECKOE CO3HAHNE, HO Ky/la CTACKUBAET YEII0BEYECTBO
TSDKKHH TPY3 cBepXBoopykeHus. O0 3TOM IyMaTh, ’TUM MYUUTHCs, ceOs HE yKaues,
- KOMy, KaK He mucatesto, e nureparype! [. . .] Eciau yx nenats nuteparypy B
MHpE, T7I€ TPOTHUB KU3HU HALIEIEHO CTOJILKO METaCMEPTEH, I'ie )KU3HU yTPOKaAeT
CBEPXOpYKHE, CBepXyOHUNHCTBO, TOT/AA U IETaTh HA/I0 — CBEpXIUTEparypy. To ecTh
YTO-TO a/IEKBaTHOE, COOTBETCTYIOIIEE Bcel MUpoBOW cutyauuu! I'anaem, ciopum,

0B n. Kosziu, «Ypoxk acTatsiki Anecst AnamMoBmuua» B Arecy Adamosiy i uac:
mamap ‘anvl Adamosiuvickix uvimannsiy, 5 eepacns 1997 .. mamamurunet 360puix (Minck, 1998),
95. [To Adamovich, the main goal of literature was to show the truth to its maximum. He
believed the new thought was that ‘literature is not a doctor, literature is pain’. If the pain is not
the most acute and, therefore, does not call for the immediate reaction then this literature does not
parallel the time. — my translation from Belorussian]
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JyMaeM, Kakol cTaHeT JuTeparypa Oyaymiero. Takoil u craHeT — B CMbICITe
HPaBCTBEHHOTO MOTEHIINANA, - KAKOBA OYJIET CTEICHb €€ YJacTHs B CIIACCHUHU 3TOTO
6yz[ymer0.191

Adamovich believed that social and political essays have a faster and stronger effect
on the modern-day reader due to their condensation, specificity, and their style that
promotes delivering some important information in the way of highest absorption.
He noted that such essays already showed a very important shift — to talk to not only
local readers, but the whole world. Ales Adamovich wanted to intensify this
communication and was looking for the means to do that. When he was writing his
1969 companion volumes Boiina noo kpeuuamu (War under Roofs) and Coinosws
yxoosm ¢ 6ot (Sons Go into Battle), he wanted to share his own war experience in
the most realistic manner, without following any literary genre. Adamovich was
searching for a method to following his own emotions, and to allowing them to speak
out in a way that did not rely on earlier traditions of reportage or fiction writing
about the experience of WWII. He described his personal story in great detail in the
companion books, but still Adamovich was looking for a way to continue the theme
of war. He felt like many people had a lot to say about those five years, and that their

memories might be different in a way that they might accentuate different aspects or

91 Anecw AnamoBuu, Jooymbisams 0o konya (Mocksa: CoBeTckuii mucatens, 1988),
204, 207. [It was a young woman’s funeral, she died a day or two before the expected date of
giving birth. [. . .]JThe grave accepted and swallowed not only the life of the woman, but her
continuation too. I thought, ‘Here is a shape, a face of Madonna of the thermonuclear scenario of
history.” Human consciousness escapes this history, but the heavy weight of super-weapon is
dragging humankind into the scenario. Who else but a writer and literature should think about it
and agonize about it with no mercy to themselves!? If we do literature in the world where so
many mega-deaths are aimed at humankind and where the life is threatened by super-weapon and
super-killings then we are to do super-literature. This means the literature that is relevant and
corresponding to the situation in the whole world. We are guessing, arguing, and thinking what
the literature of the future could be. In its moral promise, it will be in dependence with its degree
of participation in the saving of the future. — my trans.]



provide a new side to the story, which would then seem new to Adamovich. The
writer noticed that people who did not participate in the war had a sharper and more
distant perception of the war-time stories. When talking about Victor Astafyev’s
introduction to JKueu u nomnu (Live and Remember, 1974) by Valentin Rasputin, he
wrote:

Uwrast MIIaIIero CBOEro TOBapHUILA 10 Tepy, ObIBANbIA ()POHTOBUK BHE3AITHO
TIOHSJT: @ BEeJIb 51, BCET'O XJICOHYBIIIHIA, O JIE3€PTHUPE TaK PACKOBAHHO paccKasarhb,
B3BELIMBAs BCE «3a» U «IPOTUB», HE CMOT Obl. Cpa3y BKIIOUMIICS OBl emé
JIOBOCHHOT'O BpeMEHH peduieke: «AX Thl, CyKa, Thl YCTaJ, 3aX0TeJIOCh IOMAIIIHETO,
CeMEeIfHOTO TeIIa, a MBI, MBI HE yCTallH, HaM He XoTenocs?! %

Writers who went through the war, could not remain just listeners without

judgement; they could not avoid comparing oral testimonies of other people to their

own experiences. It seems plausible that their personal reaction to the stories affected

their authorial attitude.

While creating Out of the Fire, Admovich talked to people in 35 different
regions of Belarus. After completing collecting interviews, he realized that the
narratives felt like his own and that it seemed to him as if he had interviewed
himself. His most passionate intention was to preserve those memories, to avoid
them being forgotten and dissuade future generations from taking a neutral position
about the war. Adamovich worried that younger people might start another war in
the future, because they never felt what Adamovich’s generation did. Therefore, he

needed the stories to be as striking, as emotional, as shocking and unbearable, as

188

192 .
Anecy AgamoBnd, «HenmoBek MoxkeT» B [Jooymsieams do konya (MockBa: CoBeTcKuit

mucarens, 1988), 320. [While reading his younger colleague, this battle-seasoned soldier

suddenly realized: me who have endured everything, would not be able to talk about a deserter in
such a loose way and to describe all the pros and cons. The pre-war time reflex would make me
think “You, you piece of shit, you got tired, you wanted some warmth of your family and home,

but we, us, didn’t we get tired!?” — my trans.]
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were the experiences of actual war witnesses. He believed that only this type of
literature would be able to affect reader’s hearts and souls, and hopefully to prevent
wars in the future.

Having used all his personal war-time memories and having realized that
younger generations might not be as sensitive toward the subject of the war as he
himself was, Adamovich became certain that only a large group of people with their
own stories could truly explain what happened at war.

YuTasi THEBHUKH WIIM 3aIlKChIBas JIIO/ICH, epexuBIInX O0iokany Jlenunrpana [. . .],

M1 ¢ JlannmnoM ['paHUHBIM OTKPBUTH JUTA ce0s (a sT — KoTaa e1mé 3ariChIBaT

XaTbIHCKHX CBHHeTeHeﬁ), YTO CEroaHs uenoeeK 6 macce 3HacT O JIJAX, O CaMOM

cebe CTOJIBKO M TaK CITIOCOOEH 3TO OCMBICIUTE, TAK CKA3aTh O npedenax

uejloeedecKux, Kak HE yMeJjia, HE pCUIaiaCh JIMTCpATypa Hallla emé BUCpa.

Hocnynlaeun) HUX — KaXXCTCs, YTO U ITOJICCCKUEC XCHIIMHBI-KOJIXO3HHUIIbI 1

pa6OTHI/ILILI JICHUHI'pAJACKUX 3aBOJOB, ,I[OMOXOBSIfIKI/I — BCC HAYUTAJIUCBK...

HoctoeBckoro. Takas c10)KHOCTb U OCMBICIIEHHAS OCTPOTa NEPEKUBAHUH, ITyOHHA

1 BECPHOCTb NOHUMAHUA YeJI0BEUYECKON IpUpOABI. Ho JJIsL OOJIBIIIMHCTBA

«JlocToeBckum» ObLIa, KOHEUHO XKe, cama JKU3Hb, COOCTBEHHAs M OJIN3KUX CYIh0a,

pa60Ta AyHUIn U COBECTH, 0003KEHHBIX O0JIBIO Ha BCIO OCTaBIIYIOCA )I(I/I3HI>.193
Svetlana Alexievich adapted this approach and has followed it through her literary
career. In some way, her development as a writer was due to Adamovich’s concept
of the ‘verbatim’ literature, or ‘super-literature’, and inspired her after she read his

Out of the Fire. In one of her interviews, Svetlana Alexievich stated that she met

Adamovich for the first time in 1976, when she had a meeting with him for that

193 Anmamosmu, 1988, 327-328. [While reading diaries or recording the people who
survive in Leningrad siege, Daniil Granin and | found out (and | had done it while recording the
witnesses of Khatyn village execution) that nowadays, an average person knows so much about
people and about themselves, and is capable of conceptualizing and talking about the limits of
human life in the depths that our literature did not dare to do just yesterday. When you listen to
them it seems as if Belorussian women, workers at Leningrad factories, and housewives, have all
read a lot of ...Dostoyevsky. Their stories carry incredible complexity and meaningful freshness
of emotions, and a deep and thorough understanding of human nature. But for most of them, their
‘Dostoyevsky’ was the lives of their own and of their relatives, as well as work of heart and mind
marked with pain for ever. — my trans.]



year’s conference on war-themed literature. That same year she started collecting
interviews for her future book The War’s Unwomanly Face that she finished in 1981
and later published in 1985. *** Adamovich, Bryl, and Kolesnik’s Out of the Fire was
the benchmark for her as a writer: it gave her the idea of bringing together a sobering
reality with a serious of already extant texts.

As already mentioned in Chapter 1 of this study, Ales Adamovich gave his
own idea about the book of interviews with WWII women veterans to Svetlana
Alexievich in in the last 1970s. They at a conference in Minsk where she interviewed
him, and the older writer shared his memories of the story told to him by a nurse,
Tamara Umnyagina, in the mid-1950s. The nurse’s testimony planted the idea of
collecting more interviews with women into Adamovich’s head, but he gave it to
Alexievich. He was supporting her through her trips to the female veterans and her
work on the book. In her 1985 edition of The Last Witnesses, Adamovich wrote a
laudatory supporting commentary to both that book and her earlier one, War’s
Unwomanly Face. His part in Alexievich’s turn from journalism to writing books is
undeniable. We should not forget that in the 1970s, Svetlana Alexievich worked as a
journalist for the journal Neman (Héman), probably the main literary magazine in the
Soviet Belorussia. She was writing panegyric articles about established—if clearly
problematic—Soviet icons such as Felix Dzerzhinsky. Her very attitude toward the
Soviet leaders and the Soviet country were quite different compared to what we

could sense from her later books:

190

194
Ceeriana AnekcrueBnd, «Mos eIMHCTBEHHAs )KU3HB» B Bonpocwl aumepamypoi, 1996,

Nel. Noblit.ru, (http://noblit.ru/node/3163).
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JloBmto ce0st Ha MBICIIH, YTO MHE BCE BPEMs XOUETCS LIUTHPOBATH CAMOTO
Jzepxkunckoro. Ero nueBHuku. Ero nuceMa. U nenaro s 310 He U3 KeJIaHUs KaKuM -
1100 00pa3oM 00JETYHUTE CBOIO JKYPHAIUCTCKYIO 33/1a4y, a U3-3a BIIOOJEHHOCTH B
€ro JIMYHOCTb, B CIIOBO, UM CKa3aHHOE, B MBICIIH, UM MIPOYYBCTBOBAHHEIE. [. . .]
Korna y MeHs BbIpacTeT ChIH, Mbl 003aTEJIbHO IPUENIEM Ha 3Ty 3€MIII0 BMECTE,
YTOOBI MOKJIIOHUTHCS. HEYMHPAIOLIEMY IyXY TOT0, ub& nMms — Oenukce J{3epkuHCcKuit
— «Me€Y U IUIaMsD» NMPOJIETAPCKOMN PEBOIIOLIUM.

As we can see, the fashion of her 1970s journalistic writing was very different from
the idea that Adamovich offered her. To follow his idea of ‘super-literature’ would
mean to be brave and not be afraid to uncover and publish something that might not
be looked upon favorably by the government. Adamovich was ready to do that and to
be that nonconformist investigator. Whether Alexievich was ready to play that role in
the 1970s and 1980s is far from clear. She would, however, move more
demonstrably in the direction of a critically-minded journalist in her publications that
appeared after the collapse of the Soviet Union.

We could trace another example of a story that was used both by Adamovich
and Alexievich, but in this case, it is not clear who collected the story first. In 1987,
Ales Adamovich wrote a script for a film that he titled 22us ceii 36e30e — Yeproouiw
(A Name to This Star is Chernobyl). That short, 30-page story was about a young
woman living in the little town next to Chernobyl nuclear plant in the Soviet
Ukraine. She was pregnant with her first child, and she together with her husband, a
young machine operator at the plant, were very happy to soon become parents. When

the tragic accident happened at the plant and her husband did not come back home,

195 Cpernana AnekcueBud, «Meu u miaMs pesoaronuny B Héman, Munck, 1977, Ne9,
135. [I catch myself thinking that I constantly want to quote Dzerzhinsky himself — his diaries
and letters. | want to do that not to make my journalistic task easier, but out of my love for his
personality, for the words he said and thoughts he felt deeply. [. . .] When | have a son, we will
definitely come here together to give a bow to the spirit of Felix Dzerzhinsky who was a ‘sword
and flame’ of the proletarian revolution. — my trans.]
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she was soon evacuated from the city. She had nowhere else to go but to her
husband’s parents in neighboring Belorussia. On her way to her family-in-law, she
met a young boy from an orphanage who had been already told that he had only a
few more days to live because of the high dose of radiation he received. He ran away
from his group of children and their teacher, hoping that people would find him and
would look for his mother. The boy was very sick and was clearly dying. The young
woman took the boy to her parents-in-law’s house, but soon they all got evacuated
from that area, too, since the radioactive zone was getting bigger every day. At the
end of the story, the woman gave birth to a child who, as it seems, was either ill or
deformed.'*

In Svetlana Alexievich’s Yeprobwinockas monumea (Voices from Chernobyl)
which she was writing for the next ten years after the nuclear disaster of 1986 and
published in 1997 in Jpyaxc6a napooos magazine, we could find a similar narrative
in the opening interview of the book, titled «OnuHOKMIT YeTOBEUECKHiT TOTOC»
(‘Lonely Human Voice’). The interviewee, Lyudmila Ignatenko, told her story about
the disaster in Chernobyl. Her husband, a young firefighter working at the nuclear
plant, and she was looking forward to becoming parents, because Lyudmila was
pregnant with their first child. They were extremely happy and very much in love
with each other. The day when the explosion happened at the plant, he was
summoned as the first-responder. He never came back home. Soon she learned that
he was in a hospital and later transported to a special cinic in Moscow. She followed

him to Moscow and begged a senior doctor to let her in. She stayed in the hospital all

196 Anecs Anamosuy, «...HMus ceii 36e30e Yepnobovlie» (Munck: «Kosuer», 2006), 272 —
307.



throughout the day, only coming back to her friends’ apartment to spend the night.
Fourteen days later, her husband died from the exposure to the radiation he received
during the explosion. His death was horrible, because all parts of his body, from the
skin, to the digestive system, to the bones, were dissolving from the radiation, but
Lyudmila was still hoping he could be saved. One day, she felt dizzy in the hospital
hallway, and the doctor saw her. Her pregnancy was revealed, and the doctor was
both furious and terrified. When the time came, she came back to the same hospital
to give birth. Her little baby managed to live only four hours. The newborn girl had
liver cirrhosis and a structural heart defect. Her body organs were showing high
numbers of radiation. The woman was told that the fetus absorbed most of the
radionuclides that Lyudmila received while staying next to her late husband in those
fourteen days after the disaster."®’

Even though these stories are not entirely identical, but there are some
evident parallels. A woman is young, happily married, and pregnant. Her husband
dies from the radiation after the nuclear plant explosion. The woman goes through
incredible suffering and emotional torment and later gives birth to a sick child who
cannot survive. As Adamovich stated later, his idea was to depict a woman who
would be pregnant with the entire world and that her belly would describe the future
of our planet. It is unclear if Svetlana Alexievich interviewed a real woman in 1986-
1987 and shared the story with Adamovich, or if her older colleague developed the
film script in 1987 and shared his idea when she was already collecting interviews

for the future book about Chernobyl. But it seems possible that they shared the idea

97 Cpernana AnexcueBuy, Yeprobuinbekasn monumsa. Xponura 6yoyuezo (Mocksa,
«Bpewms», 2016), 11 — 29.
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of using a story of a pregnant woman and the whole concept of pregnancy to reflect
on the nuclear disaster and its aftermaths for humankind

Alexievich has been indebted to Adamovich in several respects, evident from
his gift to her of a story about a WWII nurse to his suggestion that she write about
women who survived WWII. She was also inspired by the very shape and principles
of Adamovich’s conception of ‘super-literature’. Certainly, the genre that he started
motivated her switch from journalism to literature. Throughout her career, she had
followed the main principles of the ‘super-literature’ outlined by Adamovich in his
1983 notes. She has been working on some very tragic themes like women and
children in WWII, ecologic disaster after the nuclear plant explosion in Chernobyl in
1986, the Soviet war in Afghanistan in the 1980s, and the collapse of the USSR. The
stories she has been selecting reflect on drama and tragedy applicable to every
human being in the world. Her selected interviews speak both about the narrator and
any other person who was, is—or might be—in the same situation. Therefore, the
issues raised in the narratives appear to be universal. Just as Adamovich
recommended, Alexievich has been interviewing hundreds if not thousands of people
for every book to later select the best stories and compress the common experience
of the narrators into one book. She has spent years on every collection of interviews
she has published, because the research and later adaptation of the stories would take
some time. Adamovich saw the main feature of ‘super-literature’ in the absence of a
writer’s figure and voice in the text, and in making the multitude of interviewees
connect with the readers. His idea was to let the authorial voice be present in the

absolute minimum, so that the voices of the narrators become the main priority; he

194



195

believed that such a technique would make a future reader feel like the storyteller
speaks directly to him or her, and that the reader would eventually feel like he or she
is becoming a narrator of the events described in the book. Alexievich has been
following this rule up until her book about the war in Afghanistan, because in the
most recent book Secondhand Time her presence in the text was palpably manifest.

Just like Adamovich together with his collaborators developed in the Out of
the Fire ad later in the Blockade Book, the concept of time frame in the texts gets
shifted. Readers do not feel that the described events took place in the past. Due to
the absence of a writer and the ‘verbatim’ style of selected narratives, the past
becomes long-lasting and overlaps with the present. Alexievich has been actively
using this principle in her own books which has undoubtedly invested in the strong
response—both negative and positive—from her readers. That part of the audience
who liked the texts, would feel emotionally co-present with the interviewees and
thus, in some way responsible and co-dependent. Yet those readers who disliked
Alexievich’s texts, would also feel co-present, but in disagreement with the
described events. The ‘lasting past’ overlapping with the present creates the idea that
“I can see it as a participant and I see it in a way that is different.” With such co-
existence of an interviewee and a reader, the negative readers’ reaction is no less
significant and valid than the positive.

Adamovich insisted that for ‘super-literature’, the narratives should be given
verbatim, because even if there are local, colloquial, or even foreign words, a heart
of the reader would be able to still understand the meaning. Texts in the books by

Adamovich and his co-authors were typed ‘as is’, with all linguistic and stylistic
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originality. Out of the Fire interviews contain lots of words from the Belorussian,
Ukrainian, Polish, Yiddish, and even German languages. Some interviewees showed
nearly primitive sentence structure, where if the same phrase would be re-written
with proper syntax, it would be reduced from a couple of abrupt sentences to one
short phrase in proper literary language. But Adamovich did not change anything; he
insisted on full authenticity. He strongly believed that we as readers should be able to
hear the voice of the narrators, as if were present in the same room. Their stories
were authentic and, therefore should be delivered in a manner that seemed to
approximate their original instantiation. Changing their words or stylistic nuances
would mean taking the voice away from them. Adamovich vigorously argued that —
the very need for ‘super-literature’ was prompted by the idea to fight against
«rceBao0KyMeHTanbHoCcTh» (pseudo-documentality). Films, plays, journalistic
articles in the Soviet newspapers, as well as Soviet billboards and even songs
provided their own documentary narrative. Adamovich insisted that those who
witnessed the events should speak about their experiences in the manner that they
decide for themselves, and in the language that is natural for them.

Alexievich followed this principle of Adamovich’s in her early publications.
But her most recent books, just like the later editions of The Last Witnesses, manifest
a neutral language, as if all the stories are told by the same person. The texts have
become somewhat ‘polished’ to demonstrate proper Russian grammar and syntax.
Her stories now sample the bare minimum of Belorussian or Ukrainian dialects. Our
study of the four editions of The Last Witnesses found that even those local dialect

words that we could see in the two earlier editions were later replaced with their



197

Russian equivalents in the later editions. Words such as «6aTtbka», «npuxoBaia»,
«iexanu B kaprodusiauke» became «oren» (‘father’), «mpunpsrana» (‘stashed
away’) and «rexanu B kapTorke» (‘were in the potato field”) respectively. Even her
later book Voices from Chernobyl, which required Alexievich to speak to hundreds
of people from the Belorussian and Ukrainian lands, preserve very little regional
linguistic character. The chapter titled «MoHomor oiHOM 1epeBHH O TOM, KaK 30BYT
Ayim ¢ Heba, yToObI ¢ HUMH MoTuIakaTh 1 moodeaars» (‘Monologue of a Village
about Calling for Souls from the Skies to Cry and Eat with Them’) contains probably
all the local specifications of the language spoken in Belorussian villages that we
could find in that book. That specific village was in Gomel region, which has a
strong influence of the Ukrainian language due to its proximity to the border and
long cross-national connections.

Knowing how much Alexievich used to follow the ideas and genre
characteristics developed by Adamovich, and at the same time being aware of her
tendency to rewrite the text of interviews not only while preparing them for the
initial publication but for new editions of previously published narratives as well, it
is logical to ask how much Svetlana Alexievich alters the texts that she hears from
her interviewees.

The answer is that, judging by the findings of the differences between the
four editions of the same book and by what Alexievich herself has told in her

interviews, she changes them quite a bit.
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It seems to us noteworthy that in 1993, a vice-president of the Belorussian PEN
International, Carlos Sherman, wrote a request to the Belorussian Academy of Science

asking them to provide an official response on the following topics:

1) What exactly is a ‘documentary novel,” and if it should combine such
concepts as a real documents and fiction?

2) What is the difference between a documentary novel and a magazine
article or interview?

3) Isawriter allowed to use his/her own artistic vision, their own selection of
documents, literary alteration of oral sources, their own world outlook, and
generalization of facts in order to gain literary truth?

4) Who owns the copyright of a story — a writer or interviewees?

5) How could one measure borders where a writer could be free from a
mechanical typing and printing of the collected texts?

6) Does a writer have the right to change the names of their characters?**®

There were eight questions they addressed in their request, but we mentioned these six as
the most important to Alexievich’s writing.

In January of 1994, the director of the Kupala Institute at the Belorussian
Academy of Science, V. Kovalenko, and a professor from the Institute of Literature, M.
Tychina, provided their official answers to the questions.

In their response, Kovalenko and Tychina relied on an entry from

«JlutepaTypHbIii SHIUMKIIONEANYECKHUit cioBaph» (Literature Encyclopedic Dictionary)

198
Ceernana AnekcueBnd, [{unxosvie marvuuku (Bpems: Mocksa, 2016), 302.
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(Mockga: CoBetckas suuukioneaus, 1987, c. 98-99)199 for the definition of
«IOKyMeHTaJbHas suteparypa» (documental literature). The entry states that documental
literature and documental prose, in particular, belongs to the genre of fiction based on its
topics, methods of research, and narrative form. Documental prose analyses historic and
social events through the study of documentary data that is presented as a whole, or
partial, piece, or paraphrased. Documentary prose is not equivalent to journalistic
documentary prose (such as essays, notes, chronicles, or news coverage), nor to historic
prose, based on the documentary prose’s style of fact selection and esthetic assessment.
Minimizing its fictitious narrative, documentary literature uses artistic design by selecting
real facts that have important social characteristics. Kovalenko and Tychina argue that
absolute realism, as well as absolute truth, is not possible. Alexievich cannot publish
hours of interviews verbatim, and instead must select the most important phrases — hardly
anyone would read the raw material. A writer needs to choose the most significant
information, analyze all the data, and provide it as a coherent meaningful piece. In this
process, the presiding judge is the writer and his/her ethical viewpoint. The degree of
truthfulness is, then, different when seen by the writer, or readers, or critics, or the
interviewees themselves. Kovalenko and Tychina also argue that an author of a
documentary prose piece could change his/her characters’ names, if providing their real
names could bring some risks to those people or pose any threat. The names could also be
changed or altered if an author would like to present the story not as something that is
true to only one person, but as a generalized story that brings together the responses of

different people to the same experience.

1
% AnexcueBuy, IJunkoswie manvuuxu, 303-308.
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As Alexievich states it herself, her books belong to the genre of what she calls a
‘novel in voices’. One not need forget that such a genre already brings two dimensions
together. From one side, it is a dimension of factual, ‘real’ data of interviews. From
another side, it is a dimension of the author’s artistic idea that she delivers through
various tools, such as using the words of her interviewees, their sequence, selection of the
interviews, and her own little remarks that help her reader understand the writer’s
position. Alexievich uses other people’s words to tell her reader something that she
would like to say herself, yet she does not provide all interviews typed verbatim. Instead,
she treats the words of the interviewee as ingredients for something bigger and more
artistic. This fact allows us to understand her books are not documentaries; they are
novels with a strong documentary profile. As Professor Lewis MacLeod puts it: “The
nonfiction novel aestheticizes facts and, as a consequence, undermines the solidity of
nonfiction’s standard truth claims.”?® A writer re-constructs events for his/her readers —
the very fact of such a reconstruction implies that it does not have status as absolute truth;
it is a personal view on some fragments of the present of past developments. Historic
events are represented the way the writer believes is the closest to be the truth. It is
important to notice that facts do not play the key role in the authorial representation.
Barbara Foley in her study about documentary fiction makes a very interesting comment:
“The modernist documentary novel is as preoccupied with telling the truth as were its

forebears, but it questions whether this truth has much to do with ‘the facts’”.?°! We need

290 MacLeod Lewis. “A Documentary-Style Film”: “Borat” and the Nonfiction/Fiction
Question” in Narrative 19, no 1 (January 2011), (Ohio University Press), 113.

201 Barbara Foley, Telling The Truth. The Theory and Practice of Documentary Fiction
(Cornell University Press, 1986), 186.
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to keep in mind that Alexievich is the main artist behind the interviews she selected for
her books. Even though the reader implicitly treats those short stories as fist person,
authentic experience, it is Alexievich, herself, who is the center of consciousness and
who approves “the existence of the narrative itself.”?%

From one side, this point might seem unimportant to some readers. Their
attitude could be rather neutral, since Alexievich does not change important historic
facts (for example, she doesn’t try to make her readers think that Nazi soldiers were
friendly liberators of oppressed Soviet people, or that killings during the USSR war
in Afghanistan were normal and reasonable). Enemies remain enemies, horrors and
killings remain unchanged. In addition, the words presented in interviews were said
if not by the declared narrator, but by some other people anyway, including
Alexievich herself. That does not change the suffering and very unfortunate fates of
the people whose lives were described in the books by the Belorussian author.

This point of view is understandable and has its logic. But for our study of
Alexievich’s style and literary genre, the fact that she alters the texts of interviews,
rewrites them, and changes the emotional response from the readers, seems very
important.

We need not to forget that she received the Nobel Prize in literature as a
journalist who ‘has created a literary non-fiction genre that is entirely her own. She
writes "novels of voices.” She has developed this genre book after book, constantly

honing the esthetic of her documentary prose, which is based on hundreds of

201 Foley, 189.
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interviews. Her skill at this allows her to intertwine the original voices of her
subjects into an artful condensation of a panorama of souls.**%®

We can instantly question the information about the original voices and the
overall non-fiction genre. As we already saw in our case study of the four editions of
The Last Witnesses, the voices have been altered — from adding new descriptive
details, to changing factual meaning, to completely replacing certain words with
totally new lines. Portraits in a literature textbook would turn into the portraits of the
beloved Soviet leaders in a book, a Soviet city that was going to be protected from
the Nazis by its people would turn into a surrendered city, and a badly burnt cat turns
into a rather healthy neighbor’s dog, to name a few examples.

Sergey Naumchik, a Belorussian commentator of the Russian radio station
«CBoboma» (Freedom) and at the same time the main editor of the recently published
700-page book with all Alexievich’s interviews she has given after 2003, spoke to
his Russian colleague Andrey Sharyi (Auapeii Ilapsrit), about the ontological
ambiguities of Alexievich’s work:

Korma Mb1 HeraBHO BeTpeyanuch B IIpare, st 3agan Cetinane Bompoc [. . .]: Teker
AJIEeKCHEBHMY — 3TO XYJI0KECTBCHHAS IUTEPATypa WM 3TO MAarHUTOPOH, TUKTOHOH?
«BoOT BbI MOTOBOPWIIN C YEIIOBEKOM, 3alUCad, IOTOM, KOT1a HIAET padoTa Hal
TEKCTOM, KaK BBI paboTaeTe ¢ pacmmdpoBKamMu, BBl HE MeHsETe Gpa3bl, HAYAIIO,
koHel?» OnHa ropopurt: «Jla, MeHsto». To ecTh OHA EPENUCHIBACT STH MOHOJIOTH.
MHe JeHCTBHTENHLHO MPUILIOCh MHOXKECTBO Pa3 MPOYHUTATh CAMbIC Pa3HbIC TEKCTHI
AJIeKCHEeBHY, U ST BIXKY: /14, 9TO MOHOJIOTH, TI0 CYIIECTBY, CO3JaHHBIC 3aHOBO. |. . .]
Kak y mo6oro mucarens, kak y ToJcToro, wim y J0CTOEBCKOT0, WiH y JloBIaToBa,
nnu y Bacuns BeikoBa — 4T0-TO MOJCMOTPEHO, HO YTO-TO U CBOE. [1o3TOMY KHUTH
AJIeKCHEeBHY — GE3yCIIOBHO, XYI0KecTBeHHast mreparypa [. . .].2%

203 ngyetlana Alexievich - Biographical”. Nobelprize.org. Nobel Media AB 2014,
accessed 24 Apr 2018,
http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/2015/alexievich-bio.html.

204 Auppeit Ilapsiii, «Yenosek-yxo», Pamuo «CoGona», Svoboda.org, ony6mmkoBano
04 nos6ps 2016, https://www.svoboda.org/a/28089028.html. [When we met in Prague recently, |
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What’s important to us in this interview is that other people who are experts in her
texts, could notice the fact that Svetlana Alexievich has been re-writing the texts of
her stories, and that she openly admitted that fact, at least in her conversation with
Sergey Naumchik. We need to remember that not only does she select specific parts
of numerous interviews and edits them up to the standards of literary Russian spoken
and written language, but she also chooses how to combine different parts of
different narratives into a new story written by her and with her own point of view.

In her interview to Bonpocet aumepamyper magazine (Voprosy literatury,
Questions of Literature) in 1996, Svetlana Alexievich explained to her conversation
partner how she created her texts:

[. . .] «SI atoro e roBopmi!» A OH 3TO TOBOPHJI, HO S H3BJICKJIA IPYTrOl CMBICI. Y
HEro CBOsI Bepcus (a BOCTIOMUHAHUE — 9TO TOXKE BCEIIa BEPCHs), a Y MEHS CBOSL. [. .
.] OH nelicTBUTENBHO paccKa3biBall, KaK yOUBA M XKEHIIUH U JETEH, TOTOMY 4TO
y’Ke CTall 4acTbl0 OTPOMHOM MaIlIMHEI pecTyIUieHus. S Bce moHuMana (yuTH, B
Kakoe BpeMsi 3TO MHCAIOCh) U hamMminio ero uamenmna. On — nporotwi. [. . .] U
KOHEYHO, s TOJOOHbIE JeTAIM KOHLICHTPUPYIO, IOTOMY YTO B )KU3HHU TaKOH
KoHIIeHTpanuu HeT. Ho 1o He HapymaeT 3¢ dexra noctoBepHoctd. U moTom s
HCTOPHUH COBEPIIICHHO HeBaXHO, AHHa MapThIHOBHA 3TO cka3ana wiu Kirapa
CemenosHa. [. . J*®

asked Svetlana a question [...]: a text by Alexievich — is it fiction or a cassette-recorder/a tape-
recorder? “So, you have talked to a person, recorded it, then later, when you are working with the
text, how do you work with the verbatim transcripts? Do you change phrases, the beginning, and
the ending?” She says, “Yes, I change them”. This means she re-writes those monologues. | had
to read all sorts of texts by Alexievich many times, and | can see — yes, these are the monologues
that were created anew. [. . .] Just like it is with any writer, be it Tolstoy, or Dostoyevsky, or
Dovlatov, or Vasil Bykov — there is something that they borrowed as well as something of their
own. Therefore, Alexievich’s books are undoubtedly fiction literature. — my trans.]

2% Cpernana AnexcueBnd, «Mosi eIMHCTBEHHAs XKU3HB» B Bonpocul niumepamypot, 1996,

Nel, 205-223.
(https://drive.google.com/file/d/1gewcz_06cQulJ9RHcudikkIHPEpU9GM3P/view?usp=sharing)
[“I didn’t say that”! But he said that, it’s just that I extracted a different meaning from his words.
He has his own side of the story (and recollection is always just a side of the story), while | have
my own. [. . .]JHe did tell how he was killing both women and children, because he had already
become a part of the colossal machine of crime. | understood everything and changed his name
(keep in mind what time it was when | was writing that). He was a prototype. [. . .]Of course, |
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What we can understand in these words is that Alexievich’s texts are collages of
different little stories told by several people which she would later montage into one
coherent narrative. With time, all those collages stories would get into a bigger
collage of a book under one unifying theme. We do not know for sure if the name of
the interviewee was real or it was a random name for a composite character. We do
not know how much of the story was told by actual people and what was later added
to it by Svetlana Alexievich during the editing process, nor do we know how many
different mini-stories are combined under one chapter of a book. It is very important
that we understand that a name of the interviewee might be made-up, and one
narrative itself might be a collective semi-fictional story of multiple interviewees put
together under one title. We cannot say with certainty how many stories were
combined into one chapter — maybe one, or two, or five, or even more, and what
Alexievich entwined into it from herself.

It is clear and somewhat expected that Alexievich, like any other person
working with oral testimonies, cannot just provide hours of interview sessions in
writing verbatim. She has to and she does compress narratives by omitting
unimportant details. By doing this, she makes the final texts more crystalized,
condensed, and affecting. This is one of the reasons why her texts elicit strong
reactions from readers. But we must also bear in mind that at least some of her

stories under the name of specific individuals had been pre-selected and srubbed of

condense such stories, because there is no such a high concentration of them in real life. But it
doesn’t disturb the authenticity effect. After all, it is unimportant for history if Anna Martynovna
said that or Klara Semyonovna did. — my trans.] This part of the interview was about Alexievich’s
Zinky Boys («I{unkoBbie Manmbunkm»), 1989, depicting the Soviet war in Afghanistan.



minor details, and matched with other compressed interviews under one made-up
name or possibly altered real name of an actual prototype. In the same interview to
the magazine Voprosy literatury (Bonpocwst iumepamypwr [ The Questions of
Literature]), Svetlana Alexievich told that sometimes she would change the name of
the narrator if the interviewee asked her to do so. That implies that some of the
interviews might still belong to concrete people, and probably contain a story told
only by one specific narrator rather than a collage of multiple storytellers.

This brings us to question her genre as non-fiction, as it was said on the
official Nobel Prize website, and if this genre is “entirely her own.” As we could
already see, the idea of this genre originally belonged to Adamovich. He was
passionate about preserving and sharing collective trauma of the people who
witnessed and survived WWII. Adamovich, as a war veteran, used his own
experience for a couple of his books, and later came to the idea that his voice was not
enough. He wanted as many voices as possible to share their memories, so that those
people could feel that their suffering and pain were not in vain. Adamovich believed
that only a multitude of voices, like a multitude of mirrors, would let those people
who have no war experience, to truly feel it and to become equal to the subjects of
the books. His main goal was, through intense stories presented verbatim, to prevent
future generations from starting another war. The ecologic catastrophe in Chernobyl
in 1986 only strengthened his confidence that the so-called ‘super-literature’ could
be an instrument for saving humankind from self-destruction.

Adamovich introduced Alexievich to his genre of documentary novel and

gave her the idea and guidance in the writing of her first two books. As we know, he

205
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wrote an official afterword in her second book published in 1985, to show his
approval of her work and his patronage. For years, Alexievich was following his idea
of ‘super-literature’ and used the same techniques and principles as they were shaped
by Adamovich. But as we could see from this study, Alexievich’s own approach had
changed in the course of her writing during the post-Soviet era. In her interview to
Voprosy literatury in 1996, she already explained how she worked with the texts of
the interviews, and how she selected only certain phrases or a few sentences from the
original text. As she said during the interview, sometimes she would keep only a half
of a page out of 80 pages on the entire interview. That time, she was using her book
the Zinky Boys for the examples of her authorial selecting and re-combination. Thus,
we can know with certainty that she was using composite characters and composite
interviews already in this 1989 book about the war in Afghanistan.

Our close reading of her 1985 The Last Witnesses clearly demonstrates how
much Alexievich started to alter the original text after the 2000s. Every new edition
would show a deeper and larger scale of alteration in the text, and manipulation with
the reader’s perception. Stories that were originally sad would become extremely
dramatic, interviews that were originally non-political would suddenly have words
about the Soviet leaders or the Soviet mentality, even some quite specific events
would get changed to be perceived completely differently (like in the case with a city
that was to be fought for, which later turned into the same city that was surrendered
to the Nazis).

While this literary approach bears a certain resemblance to Adamovich’s

conception of ‘super-literature’, it became qualitatively different in Alexievich’s



hands. The collections of interviews published by Alexievich look like journalistic
short-notes, and in this study we have demonstrated the ways in which her style
looks very much like New Journalism. She uses a number of techniques that make
the texts look undoubtedly authentic, just as if they were verbatim captions of a
speech of a real person. In this research, we demonstrated how much Alexievich
manipulates with the texts of interviews and, as a result, with her readers’ attitude
too. This cannot be called ‘non-fiction’. We argue that her style is a fiction based on
non-fictional events and to a certain degree on real oral histories.

As a writer, Alexievich has the right to work with the interview transcripts in
any way she might want to. She could select only what she chooses to, then rewrite it
with her own words, add some facts from herself, or add fragments of different
interviews to create one story. She could make the result of such a process of editing
and composition be a chapter of her book. This chapter could have a made-up name
of a composite character that would reflect on Alexievich’s own authorial idea of the
book. She has the right to do all of that, as a writer. But this should be explained in
every preface of her books, and her readers need to understand that the texts they
read are a result of Alexievich’s varied work as a journalist, editor, and a writer. It’s
a composite story of an event, seen more through the eyes of the writer than of the
interviewees themselves.

With this in mind, the words of Sara Danius, a Permanent Secretary of the
Swedish Academy, in her introductory speech of Svetlana Alexievich, seem not
entirely correct:

She doesn't want photographs, diaries, letters, newspapers, places. She wants the
speech of living people, which is why she goes back. Not only that: she removes

207
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everything superfluous to the core. She adds nothing; she subtracts. We are told

people's names, their ages and what they do, little apart from that.?*

Alexievich started her literary career learning from Adamovich and later Granin. The
genre they developed, required complete authenticity, so they used their interview
transcripts, diaries, some historic information, and photographs of some of the
interviewees. She used to do almost the same — her early books had photographs of
the people she interviewed, fragments of a young soldier’s diary were used in her
Zinky Boys, also there is a special paragraph at the beginning in both the Zinky Boys
and the Voices from Chernobyl, where she provides historic data and/or newspaper
articles. We now also know that the names and ages might be changed, sometimes
because the interviewee asked for that, and in other times because the story is a result
of creating a composite narrator. But more importantly, the Belorussian writer not
only subtracts — she adds to the selected fragments. We do not know how much of
what she adds comes from herself and how much of the added material comes from
stories told by other people. But the fact that she does add is quite certain.

It would be more honest to both the people who told their personal stories to
Svetlana Alexievich and to her readers, if at the beginning of every book she would
explain her editing process and her concept of composite narrative. It seems to us
that it would be fair if people who shared their pain and suffering with the writer as

well as the people who read about that suffering, knew that these words were

artistically altered and reassembled, and were presented under new or altered names.

2% The Nobel Prize in Literature 2015, “Introductory speech on 7 December 2015, by
Sara Danius, Permanent Secretary of the Swedish Academy". Nobelprize.org. Nobel Media AB
2014, accessed 19 Apr 2018,
http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/2015/introductory-speech.html.
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Conclusion

The Nobel Prize in Literature in 2015 made Svetlana Alexievich a popular name
all around the world. As the Nobel Committee wrote in its official announcement, she
received the prize “for her polyphonic writings, a monument to suffering and courage in

» 207 The Committee based their decision on Alexievich’s cycle of books that

our time.
she called Voices of Utopia. It consists of five books published between 1985 and 2013.
These texts are: V soiinwt ne sicenckoe auyo (The War’s Unwomanly Face), written in
1983 and published as a book in 1985, Ilocreonue ceudemenu: knuea nedemckux
pacckaszos (Last Witnesses: A Book of Un-Childlike Stories), 1985, followed by
Lunrosvie manvuuxu (Zinky Boys), 1989, then Yeprobwiivcrkas morumea (Voices from
Chernobyl), 1997, and Bpems cexono xsno (The Secondhand Time), 2013.

The Nobel Prize committee admitted that Alexievich texts were collages written
in the style of her own, where she created a collection of oral stories montaged into one
non-fictional narrative. In this study, we did a close study of the five books by the
Belorussian writer, her style and literary genre. We traced the representative techniques
applied by her in every text, as well as the main features of her style. We analyzed her
artistic predecessors and teachers to see what she adapted from their compositional
innovations and narrative strategies and if her genre was indeed of her own. In addition,

we questioned the very genre she has been working in to see if we could define it as non-

fiction. Because some commentaries—most notably the one by Sophie Pinkham—have

207 "syetlana Alexievich - Facts". Nobelprize.org. Nobel Media AB 2014, accessed 18
Apr 2018, http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/2015/alexievich-facts.html.
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criticized Alexievich for tempering with the narratives of her witnesses, we looked at
different editions of the writer’s 1985 Last Witnesses to better understand the method she
has used for montaging the interview transcripts into a book.

We believed that Svetlana Alexievich did not come to the literary stage from
obscurity and started writing something in the style that nobody else had ever seen
before. The literature of the twentieth century has seen a significant body of work
produced by writers who worked with oral testimonies, in their search for practices that
would hold up a mirror to the experiences of two world wars, the Holocaust, the Soviet
Union and its labor camps, the gigantic ecologic catastrophe caused by the nuclear
explosion in Chernobyl, and any number of civil wars around the globe.

To see what writers could have outlined the main features of Alexievich’s artistic
principles and literary genre, we followed certain criteria: the texts should be presented in
a sort of montage from combining different pieces of heterogeneous sources of
information, there should be no main character in the text, but rather a polyphony of
characters, and there should be some journalistic input in the form of interviews or
newspaper articles or both. Those texts should be published before Alexievich’s first
book (1983). With these requirements, we selected the following books: Ilya Ehrenburg
and Vasily Grossman’s The Black Book of Soviet Jewry, 2) Adamovich, Bryl, and
Kolesnik’s 4 uz oenennoit oepesnu (Out of the Fire), 3) Adamovich and Granin’s
Bnokaonas knuea (The Blockade Book), and Sergey Smirnov’s bpecmkas kpenocmo (The
Brest Castle). In addition to these texts, we also looked at the story about Hiroshima by

John Hersey written for a special issue of the New Yorker magazine in August of 1946.
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The story was translated into Russian, and 3se30a (Zvezda, The Star) magazine published
some of its chapters in 1970 (issue 8).

The Black Book was a selection of testimonies sent to the Jewish Anti-Fascist
Committee between 1942 and 1947, depicting instances when Jews were killed by the
Fascists. llya Ehrenburg and Vasily Grossman chose the stories for the future book out of
27 volumes of collected evidences. Most of the sources were letters or shorthand
transcripts of interviews with witnesses. It also included essays by Ehrenburg, Grossman,
and many other military newspaper journalists. Texts of letters were published in their
original version, preserving their original style and word choice, including words and
phrases in other languages (Ukrainian, Yiddish, and Polish, to name a few). The book
became a true collage of various evidence of extermination of the Jewish people by the
Fascists. It contains all sorts of recollections, letters, diaries, newspaper essays, and even
texts of Nazi soldiers’ testimonies. All the facts that could be confirmed were given
footnotes with accurate historic data and the sources for verification. The authors are
simultaneously present and absent in the texts of the book — some essays have their
writers’ names, and so do some personal letters. But testimonies of some people written
down by other people came to us in a form that was already adapted by their transcribers.

At the same time as the Black Book was created, an American writer and
journalist, John Hersey (1914 — 1993), was working on his article for the New Yorker
about the 1945 atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. In spring of 1946, he went
to Hiroshima and met with some of the survivors of the nuclear attacks. He traveled
around the entire affected area and interviewed many people, but for his final story he

selected oral testimonies of six survivors. In his article, John Hersey traced his six
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interviewees from the very beginning of August 6™ in 1946 to the day they met with him
for the interview. Since several chapters from this story were published in 3se3z0a
magazine (Zvezda, The Star) in 1970, it is plausible that most writers we selected for this
chapter of our study were reading that magazine and were, therefore, familiar with John
Hersey’s work. In its core, Hiroshima is a long journalistic sketch on an actual social
problem. Every one of the six interviewees was described in great details, like a character
in a novel. John Hersey recreated every detail of what those six people were doing
before, during, and for the next few days after the bombing. Every nuance of their mood,
their schedules, and their thoughts were presented to the reader so that the audience could
feel as if they witnessed the nuclear attack with their own eyes. The narration constantly
shifts from one mini-plot to another between all six storytellers — this recreates the
technique of video montage. The author is not openly present in his text, but he suggests
his point of view and is quite palpable in the story.

Sergey Smirnov (1915-1976) was well known in the 1950s and 1960s through his
work in magazine Hoeuwtit mup (New World) and in Jlumepamypnas 2zazema (Literary
Newspaper). His famous book bpecmckas kpenocms (The Brest Castle), 1957, was
dedicated to the extraordinary battle in the Belorussian city of Brest in June 1941. The
book provides bodies of evidence from various survivors who were in any way involved
in the castle resistance to the Nazi soldiers — men, women, doctors, nurses, and local
people of all age groups. The text also demonstrates every step that Smirnov took while
looking for a document or a person — we can read about his thoughts, logic, and
arguments. We can follow the writer in his research and investigation, as if we were

engaged in those activities ourselves. In addition to the interview transcript excerpts,
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Smirnov provides official data from both German and Soviet archives and various
historic documents. He wanted to use only accurate facts, and only those stories that were
recalled by several people.

Adamovich, Bryl, and Kolesnik’s 4 u3 ocnennoii oepesnu (Out of the Fire) was
published in Minsk in 1975. For about four years, the three writers traveled around 35
different regions of the Soviet Belorussia collecting interviews from the people who
survived WWII, and who witnessed the terrors brought to their villages by the Fascists.
Each chapter of the book consists of several interviews where the writers make their
presence known by putting their questions into the text, and providing details about the
interviewees’ behavior during the conversation. The interview transcripts were given
verbatim, preserving their original syntax and a local Belorussian dialect. The three
writers attempted to create a novel of documentary journalism combining the words of
survivors, the words of actual official historic documents, and the words of their own
thoughts and the questions they asked.

In 1977, Adamovich and Daniil Granin published their oral study of another
devastating episode of the war — broxaonas knuea (The Blockade Book). The book tells
hundreds of stories about the terrible 900 days of the Leningrad siege that lasted from
September 1941 to January 1944 and took lives of 1.5 million people. Adamovich and
Granin interviewed hundreds of the siege survivors to add their personal stories to the
common picture of the historic event. The writers used verbatim transcripts of the
interviews with real people and provided their full names and addresses. They only used
facts from those stories that were supported by other narrators or by official documents.

Each chapter has a unifying topic that allows putting together memories of different
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people. Words of the interviewees are given in quotation marks and some lengthy
transcripts are given as a dialogue between the two writers and their companions.
Together with the interviews, Adamovich and Granin used texts from the documents of
Nuremberg Case, 17" century chronicles, quotes from poetry, and real diaries of the
besieged people.

As we have shown, Alexievich’s books show significant similarities and
differences with the texts of other writers. Just like John Hersey who in his text showed
hesitation about the legitimacy of the American government military actions in
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Alexievich demonstrated her doubts in the Soviet government’s
actions through the words of her narrators in the Voices from Chernobyl and the Zinky
Boys. Alexievich uses many of the techniques of Adamovich, Bryl, and Kolesnik. Those
writers provided not only the interview transcripts, but described the behavior of their
narrators during the meeting. The only difference would be the length of such
descriptions — the three writers would often dedicate a paragraph to tell the reader what
each interviewee was doing, while Alexievich would use a few words or sometimes a
sentence or two. But unlike the same three writers who provided their questions in the
body of the narratives, Alexievich has not been providing her questions to her subjects in
the texts of her books. Sometimes we are able to guess what the question was, but often
we read only the texts that look like monologues with no certain thematic boundaries.
Adamovich, Bryl, and Kolesnik preserved the original language and syntax of the
selected interviews. Alexievich only left a few local words, while the rest of her texts
were re-written by her and brought to the standards of the modern literary Russian

language.
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Furthermore, another difference from her artistic predecessors would be the fact
that she has never marked her narratives with the quotes. She has always provided them
as monologues, where each narrative would form a chapter and would be titled. This is
her way of separating one story from the next. Another important difference is that
Alexievich has not used data from official historic documents in her texts. She created
small opening chapters in both the Voices from Chernobyl and the Zinky Boys, where she
cited some facts from an encyclopedia and different newspapers, providing some exact
numbers. Besides these little insertions at the beginning of the books, the texts have no
other official documents.

Alexievich prefers her narratives to create their own polyphonic version of the
historic event and to be perceived by her readers through emotions rather than historic
data. Yet there is another important difference we could see between her texts and the
ones by Adamovich and Granin. While the two men were consciously avoiding the most
graphic, inhumane, and macabre stories, Alexievich, on the contrary, has preferred such
stories for her books. As Daniil Granin later would rightfully note, she selects the most
dramatic elements of stories and adjusts them artistically.?%® But all of Alexievich’s books
share one important feature — they combine different narratives just like video-streams
from hundreds of different video-cameras filming the same historic event. The writers
make us shift our focus from one camera to the next by montaging various written pieces

into a larger story. It could be compared to sitting in a video control room and watching

208 «Cpetnana AnekcieBnd gocroitna "Hobemst" 1o Iureparype, ee Ipon3BeIeHHs Oy Ly T

XuTh foiro — ['panuny, Interfax Poccus, onyomukoBano 08 oxtadps 2015, http://www.interfax-
russia.ru/NorthWest/print.asp?id=660347 &sec=1671&type=news.



http://www.interfax-russia.ru/NorthWest/print.asp?id=660347&sec=1671&type=news
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dozens of video streams — our eyes would be switching from screen to screen making out
own mental connection between the videos. It also marks another important feature of the
texts we studied here — the narratives exist in some sort of atemporal continuum where
events do not follow each other, but rather happen simultaneously in the time that is
neither past, nor present. We can be certain that Alexievich adopted this technique of
montage from hundreds of different sources from her artistic precursors, especially from
Adamovich. As Alexievich said in one of her interviews, when she first read Out of the
Fire she was impressed by its genre?®®. She wanted to work in the same literary manner
too, and Adamovich gave her an idea to write her first book that later became her famous
War’s Unwomanly Face*™. Not only he provided her with the topic, but he supported her
through her work on this and the next book, The Last Witnesses. Moreover, he shaped
and finalized the main principles of the genre that Alexievich certainly adopted: the
seeming absence of the writer (authorial commentaries should be minimal), a wide range
of stories about the same historic event taken as mirrors to reflect one object, and the
writer’s hidden or recessive role as a skillful master of selection and collaging of the
stories into one big narrative. Adamovich needed a genre of polyphonic collective
memory, a self-constructing oratory that would marry journalism and historic truth. He
was working on further development of this new genre of ‘super-literature’ as he called
it, and he certainly shared his insights with Alexievich. He was already using all these

techniques and text-creating principles in the Blockade Book in the 1970s, when in 1978

299 Cpernana AnexcueBmd, «Mosi eIMHCTBEHHAs KU3Hb» B Bonpocul numepamyput, 1996,
Ne 1. Noblit.ru. accessed 04.22.2018, http://noblit.ru/node/3163.

210
Anecs AnamoBud, «Ilocnecinosue» B CBetiiana AjtlekcueBud, llocieonue ceuoemeni:
KHuea nedemckux paccxkazoe (Mocksa: Monoaas reapaust, 1985), 165-173.
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Alexievich received an idea from him to write a similar book about women’s wartime
testimonies.

As such, we have arrived at a conclusion that as much as Svetlana Alexievich
adopted one artistic findings of her literary precursors and rejected others, she most
certainly followed the literary tradition established by several other writers. That group
was led by Ales Adamovich in his search for the new genre of ‘super-literature’ that
would let many people voice their traumatic experiences and share them with the entire
world. His main goal was to create the literature that would be able to stop humankind
from new wars and, especially, from a nuclear war. There is no doubt that Alexievich has
placed before herself the same goal of documentarian enlightenment, and has adopted
similar literary tools in achieving it.

She has published six books so far, and five of them formed a so-called cycle of
the “Red Man.” The writer’s cycle of stories that she also called “The voices of utopia.”
is about the Red Man, an archetypical representation of a Soviet man. War’s Unwomanly
Face tells us stories of the Soviet women who took part in WWII. Also published in 1985
(revised 2007), Iocrneonue ceudemenu:. cmo neoemckux pacckasos (Last Witnesses: a
Hundred Un-Childlike Stories) presents interviews with people who were between 6 and
12 years old during the war. It was followed by IJunxoevie manvuuxu (Zinky Boys) (1991)
—a collection of memories from those who took part in the war in Afghanistan, and their
family members, mostly mothers who received their dead sons back in Zinc coffins.
Interviewees described the 10-year war framed by a great social and political shift in the

USSR in the 1980s.
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In 1997, the writer presented her book Yeprob6winvckas monumesa (Voices from
Chernobyl) that had the subtitle Xponuxa 6yoywezo (Chronicles of the Future). It
described memories of the people who suffered from the catastrophic nuclear plant
explosion, and had to help bury their family members in an era when the entire Soviet
country was on the verge of collapse. Alexievich’s most recent book, Bpemst coxono xs10
(Second Hand Time) was published in 2013 and received both French and German book
prizes; it is a set of interviews with different people who lived through the Soviet era, its
collapse, and the post-Soviet present.

For each of her books, Svetlana Alexievich collects hundreds of stories (usually
between 500 and 700), spending from four to seven years on each book. Her texts reflect
the pain, suffering, and misery of people who are usually left outside the main stage of
history. One of the features of Alexievich’s works is the palette of interviewees; they
came from different backgrounds and with different intellectual levels. Her narrators are
very diversre and metaphorically represent colors in a large set of oil pigments;
Alexievich works as an artist by choosing whose voice to use, how to mix it with others,
and with what strength of brush strokes to bring in on canvas/paper. Those people would
have been never interviewed for most newspapers or magazines, since their stories would
have not been considered of any importance. Instead of following major historic events
by looking at the decisions of political leaders at particular junctures of history,
Alexievich turns to average people and how they lived through those times of turmoil.

Another feature of Alexievich is that she creates what could be regarded as an
encyclopedia of life in 1940s — 2010s for the Soviet and post-Soviet people, by binding

together their personal emotional stories. She collects the interviews together in a way
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that suggests the principle of cinematic montage, transferred to the realm of spoken and
juxtaposed texts. Instead of having a fixed plot and a set of characters, this technique of
montage allows her to create a panoramic view of a certain historic event through the oral
testimonies where the connection and change of fragments bring new—and possibly
larger—meanings. The authorial message of each book is revealed through the number of
elements: by the writer’s voice, by the very selection of the interview excerpts, its further
editing and adjustment, and by the cumulative emotional and factual story of the
montaged fragments presented as a unified piece.

After studying her books, we determined the main features of Svetlana
Alexievich’s style. As much as she has been following most of the main principles of the
genre developed by her artistic predecessors and mentors—most notably by
AlexAdamovich—she has developed some specific principles that mark her literary
individuality.

1) Alexievich turns to the stories told by pregnant women or about pregnant
women.

2) She often includes stories told by children.

3) Svetlana Alexievich tends to place a terrifying act of violence in the middle of
a neutral setting.

4) The writer often puts stories of terrible deaths in direct contrast with the beauty
of nature around.

5) Alexievich gives her chapters unique titles.

The use of such techniques adds even more dramatic effect to the originally sad

and terrifying stories. Alexievich knows what would affect her readers the most and how
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to increase this reaction. Undoubtedly, narratives told by and about pregnant women and
children would cause a very strong emotional response. The same can be said of the
stories about juxtaposing unspeakable horrors in the middle of usual routine or at
beautiful scenes of nature. The contrast between the ugliness of the killings, damaged
human bodies and the beauty of the world around such atrocious human acts are
especially striking. We could assume that it explains the reason why Svetlana Alexievich
utilizes these techniques in her texts that reflect on some already enough tragic events of
the 20" century history. She intensifies the emotional charge of her books and makes
them highly dramatic.

Not only do the above-mentioned techniques allow her to achieve an impressive
emotional impact on her audience. But as our close reading of one of her books also
showed, Alexievich increases the dramatic grade of the selected narratives by editing
them and further rewriting them into the text she wants to see.

Intrigued by the examination of two of Alexievich’s books carried out by Sophie
Pinkham, Witness Tampering (2016), we made our own study of one of the Belorussian
writer’s books in its four editions. Sophie Pinkham compared chapters from the yet
untranslated into English book by the Belorussian writer, 3auaposannvie cmepmoio
(Enchanted by Death), 1993 and how the same chapters appeared in the most recent
published book, the Secondhand Time, 2013. Pinkham found some discrepancies between
those chapters, which she argues is tantamount to tampering with witnesses.

For our study, we decided to trace any possible differences between various
editions of ITocreonue ceuoemenu: knuea neoemckux pacckaszos (The Last Witnesses) by

Svetlana Alexievich. We used four texts: (1) ITocieonue ceudoemenu: knuza HeOemckux
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pacckazos (MockBa, Momnomast reapaus, 198); (2) V eoiinwl ne sicenckoe nuyo.
Iocneonue ceuoemenu (Mocksa, M3narensctBo Octoxkbe, 1998); (3) Ilocneonue
ceudemenu: cmo nHeoemckux koavloearvnvix (Mocksa, M3narenscto [ansmupa, 2004);
and (4) Iocnednue ceudemenu: cono ons demcerozo 2onoca (Mocksa, Bpems, 2016).%
The Last Witnesses is a collection of testimonies of at that time adults who shared their
memories about WWII when they were little children. They recalled a large variety of
stories, starting from life in evacuation, to starvation and witnessing mass killings and
hundreds of dead bodies, and to watching their parents being burnt alive, and then to
killing Fascists by themselves.

Our study revealed a large number of differences. Some of them would be about
the narrators’ age and/or names. Some stories would have an added paragraph (usually, at
the very beginning of chapters) in the later editions. Most of the added information that
we saw in the editions of 2004 and 2016 were of psychological nature. For example, it
would be details about a dead Nazi soldier, depicting beautiful Nazi boots, and describing
dead bodies with detailed precision. But some specific chapters would be edited to such
an extent that they would change the perception of the described events and the
perception of the narrators. For example, the 1985 and 1998 editions have a chapter
where a part of the narrative was a story about a woman who was asking the drivers of
the cars passing by her to take care of her children while she would go back to protect the
city from the Fascists. In the earlier two editions, it was said she did not believe that the

Nazis would seize the city, while in the next two texts, she was said to be in denial that

211 1) Last Witnesses: Book of Un-Childlike Stories (Moscow, 1985), 2) The War’s
Unwomanly Face. Last Witnesses (Moscow, 1998), 3) Last Witnesses: One Hundred Un-
Childlike Lullabies (Moscow, 2004), 4) Last Witnesses: a Solo for Child Voice (Moscow, 2016).
—my trans.]
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the city had been already surrendered to the Nazi army. In some way, in the later editions,
Alexievich was trying to de-mythologize and debunk the perception of WWII that had
been previously constructed in the readers’ minds. Some other examples would show
how much Alexievich would change a personal narrative, in order to make the
interviewee be perceived originally with sympathy for her difficult life conditions and
loss of a family member, to then be perceived with pity for her naive faith in the Soviet
leaders and the Soviet mentality. Narrators who would appear just ordinary people in the
1985 and 1998 editions, later would be portrayed as people who were products of the
Soviet time, with unshaken beliefs and idolizing attitude toward the Soviet leaders.

We also found one specific case when a whole paragraph would be replaced with
a different text — the story about a badly burned cat would turn into a story of an
abandoned neighbor’s dog.

The discrepancies we found allowed us to make a conclusion that Alexievich
changes the words in the transcripts of the interviews. She does not merely select the
most dramatic parts of the testimonies, but she selects only some abstracts from them and
then adjusts the selected passages to make them meet her artistic needs. As we know, the
writer lived in Europe between 2000 and 2013, and it seems plausible that her own
attitude toward the words of her former interviewees got changed together with the
changes in herself. Among the four editions we studied within this research, the 2004 and
2016 texts showed the most significant alterations. It is unclear what motivated the writer
to change older versions, but we could see how the later editions became more dramatic,
more politically involved, and causing pity and condolences to the Soviet people. Such a

change might be explained with that it was how Alexievich herself began to treat their
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Soviet past, or the reason might be her intention to get her books a wider audience,
especially a larger Western audience and to meet their needs.

In the future, we would like to expand our study and analyze various editions of
Alexievich’s The War’s Unwomanly Face, the Zinky Boys, and the Voices from
Chernobyl, to further comprehend how and in what capacity she changes her texts.

In her 1996 interview with the popular Soviet time magazine Voprosy literatury,
Alexievich explained how she worked with the interview transcripts. She would select
only the most striking fragments of the conversation, sometimes it would be only a
paragraph or even a few sentences from the original 80-page long transcription. Then she
would condense such stories into coherent narratives, editing, re-writing, and re-shaping
them. Since the result would be a composite testimony with some parts of it being told by
real witnesses and other parts added to it by Alexievich herself, she would change the
name of the storyteller, because he or she would become a composite character. In the
same interview, Alexievich explained that, for history, there was absolutely no difference
if the narrative was told by Anna or by Klara.

In his interview with Radio Freedom («Paano Cso6oaa») in 2016, the
Belorussian journalist Sergey Naumchik told that he asked Alexievich if she was
changing the texts of the interview transcripts and that her answer was “Yes, | do”.??
Even before asking that question, he had already noticed after reading numerous texts by
Alexeivich that she changes the beginning and the final parts of stories as well as some
words. As Naumchik explained it, every fiction writer always combined something from

other people and something that they want to say themselves.

212 Apppeit Hlapsiit, «Yenosek-yxox», Pagno «CBo6oaa», Svoboda.org, omy6nkosano 04
Hosiops 2016, https://www.svoboda.org/a/28089028.html.
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We believe, it is important to understand this editing principle used by the
Belorussian writer. She has her artistic right/license to change and re-write every text she
has published, because it belongs to her as its author. But is it believed by her audience
that her stories are verbatim transcripts of interviews with real people and that every story
belongs to that one interviewee. The very genre, in which Svetlana Alexievich has
supposedly been writing, is often considered to be non-fiction.

Based on the study we did, the texts of interviews seem to be a blended mixture of
different words told by various people, edited, re-written, and re-assembled by
Alexievich to meet her artistic plot. It would be ethically correct if the writer would
explain her methods of writing her books to the readers. The words of the interview
cannot and should not be manipulated, because they belong to the storyteller and reflect
on him or her as a personality. If we understand that the texts we read in Alexievich’s
books are not exact interviews, but rather composite stories altered by the writer to
produce a piece of literature, this ethical question would be resolved. It would be honest
for all the storytellers who shared their testimonies, and for the readers of the books if
Alexievich were to not only to mark her books as ‘polyphonic novels’, but openly explain
her editing methods in the preface of every collection of her stories. Polyphonic novels
are connected with Bahtin’s theory of polyphony, where every character in a book does
not merely represent a writer’s thought, but is perceived as an automonous voice with his
or her set of mind, and where voices of different characters create a large polylogue,

almost a world-large dialogue.?*®

13 Baxtia M.M. IIpobremovl nosmuxu Jlocmoesckozo. MockBa, XymI0KeCTBEHHASA
nurepatypa, 1972. CM. ocoOeHHO riaBy 5.
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Without such explanations, her tampering with the interview transcripts and with
already published texts raise a serious question of the authenticity of her materials. If one
of her books, The Last Witnesses, has already demonstrated Alexievich’s manipulations
with both the language used and the readers’ perception of the narratives, we must
assume the same has occurred with the other books she has written. One might ask
themselves, “If the people in the testimonies say different words in different edition and
if 1 change my opinion about what | am reading then what really happened back then?
Was this historic event close to the way it is described in any of the editions or was it

different?”

We find arguments about Alexievich’s worthiness for the Nobel Prize, expressed
by some scholars, very reasonable. Dmitry Bykov suggested that it would be Ales
Adamovich who would have received the Nobel Prize in Literature if he had lived long
enough, because he was the first writer in the genre of ‘super-literature’ developed and
expanded by him and his colleagues and later followed by Alexievich®**. We could add
that his method of complete authenticity, of giving the interview transcripts verbatim to
preserve the voice of every individual, was more honest and noble in many ways.
Vladimir Golstein has doubts about Svetlana Alexievich’s Nobel merit too.*®

Despite all of the conflicting sides to Svetlana Alexievich’s writing, her books are
an integral part of a much larger group of ‘eye-witness’ literature, if we may call it so. In

some way it combines books written by one author who witnessed and survived some

214 " .
Hmutpuit beikoB, Ooun: cmo noueui ¢ yumamenem (Mocksa: UznatensctBo ACT,

2017), 237.

215 \ladimir Golstein, Svetlana Aleksijevitj — Sovjetintelligentians Rost (Stockholm,
2015), 5.
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horrible events and later described his or her experiences in a literary text. We could
name here V. Shalamov, N. Mandelshtam, and A. Solzhenitsyn, as well as books that
combine multiple writers and genres, from personal letters to journalistic essays to
official documents, like I. Ehrenburg and V. Grossman did in their Black Book. Books
where writers include in the text both their own thoughts and attitude and interviews with
other people, like Adamovich, Bryl, and Kolesnik in their Out of the Fire, like Granin
and Adamovich in their The Blockade Book, and much later would be done by K.
Dobrotvorskaya in the Broxaousie oesouxu (Blockade Girls), 2013. Then there are books
by Alexievich dedicated to several wars, and one ecological catastrophe. After reading all
her texts, there is no catharsis at the end of that path — on the contrary, the books gave an
idea that with such a passion for weapons, killing, and humiliation of other people who
are not ‘like us’, humankind is doomed to disappear. Perhaps, that was the main message
that Ales Adamovich wanted to carry forward in his ‘super-literature’ — texts that would
make us ashamed of who we are as humans, and how much we need to overpower our
compulsion to indulge in violence while we still can. The topics of war, violence, and
suffering would never be exhausted, since there is no year in the history of humankind
when there were no wars in the world. The horrors of WWII are still alive in the
memories of survivors. Some people tend not to be interested in these topics, while others
are very passionate and fully involved in promoting such themes in all forms of art. It
seems reasonable and justifiable in the light of the most recent survey held this February
2018 by the Conference on Jewish Material Claims Against Germany. They interviewed
1,350 American adults and came to the following conclusions. “Twenty-two percent of

millennials in the poll said they haven’t heard of the Holocaust or are not sure whether
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they’ve heard of it — twice the percentage of U.S. adults as a whole who said the same.
[...] Asked to identify what Auschwitz is, 41 percent of respondents and 66 percent of
millennials could not come up with a correct response identifying it as a concentration
camp or extermination camp. [...] Perhaps because respondents feel that lack of
knowledge is a real threat to the future: Fifty-eight percent said they believe something
like the Holocaust could happen again.”?'®

Even though our study did not include the topic of Holocaust, but the very nature
of the survey above shows how quickly people forget about the ugliness of war, death,
and suffer. Therefore, regardless of questions about fictional, semi-fictional, or non-
fictional nature of Alexievich’s texts, putting aside ethical questions of her editing
methods, and omitting her worthiness of the Nobel Prize in literature, her books serve the
purpose of educating new generations about the horrors and aftermaths of any violence,
especially in the era of nuclear weapons that could bring the entire human race to an end.

Svetlana Alexievich’s writing demonstrates a testimnonial history of at least two
or even three generations of people. Those sixty years of memory reflect on wars,
country, identity, worldview, and self-identification of thousands — if not millions — of
people in the former USSR. Her novelistic historical sweep undoubtedly cuts across
conflicts of conscious, both from the side of storytellers and from the side of readers.

Alexievich attempts to create a space for shared historical meditation. With that in mind,

it seems like she strives not to repeat her interviewees, but rather to recreate the trauma of

218 Jylie Zauzmer, “Holocaust Study: Two-thirds of millennials don’t know what
Auschwitz is”, Washington Post, Washingtonpost.com, published April 12, 2018,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-faith/wp/2018/04/12/two-thirds-of-millennials-
dont-know-what-auschwitz-is-according-to-study-of-fading-holocaust-
knowledge/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.ecfOebb6c47d.
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those people. If a reader could feel the trauma of the generation depicted in any of her
books, then Alexievich’s mission is in some way accomplished. The narrators and, later,
the readers inevitably face self-reflection and self-analyses by evoking those past events
and re-registering them long after they took place. As we may expect, some people accept
the testimonies, while others reject them and strongly disagree with them. Alexievich’s
books cut open some of the hidden, rarely ever discussed, and often deeply suppressed
painful issues of the Soviet and, to some extend, post-Soviet reality. Her metaphorical
medical drainage of those issues within her texts brings about the bitter
demythologization of those past historic periods. One might say that the idea of
demyphologization is a conrnerstone concept for Svetlana Alexievich, and it comes as no
surprise this notion does not sit easily in many people’s minds.

We have already mentioned that her books often create a feeling of being at a
rally, or sitting in a video control room, or listening to an oratorio, and even hearing
polyphony of tones. It is rather impossible to read Alexievich’s texts and remain focused
on only one source, or voice. They are present in the body of her work all together as a
whole; they are palpable and rather salient. By distancing ourselves from Alexievich’s
texts, we could immediately notice that what all her books have in common is their
demand for an active role of the reader. Her reader is not merely a consumer; s/he is
rather a participant, as well as a judge, companion, and even a confessor. No matter what
role we as readers apply to ourselves, in the experience of reading Alexievich’s books it
takes on a significance that is equal to those of the interviewees and storytellers
themselves. We are not on the other side of the page; we are on the page, and we co-live

the history with the people who provide their testimonies. With every new chapter and a
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new voice or video in that large stream of different paradigms, the trauma of that specific
generation becomes recreated for us. Regardless of whether we agree to accept their truth
value, Alexievich’s texts do not allow anyone remain indifferent. That complies with the
idea developed by Ales Adamovich: that literature is pain, and that it should make the

reader feel deeply and act immediately. In at least some respects, there can be little doubt

that Svetlana Alexievich has succeded in achieving the goal of her literary teacher.
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